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Local School Feeds Minds and Family

by Julia Spitz/Daily News staff
The MetroWest Daily News

At first glance, the ziti,
canned carrots and applesauce
look like pretty standard fare.
Nothing to get excited about,
really.

Look a little closer, though,
and you might see what Robin
Welch does.

A chance to help some of his
500 kids shine.

Which is pretty exciting to
him.

“There’s a clear correlation
between academics and physi-
cal preparedness to learn,” said
the principal of Framingham’s
Woodrow Wilson Elementary
School. “Hungry children are
unfocused children. We’re try-
ing to remove distractions.”

Distractions like worrying
about a family getting enough
nutritionally sound meals on
weekends.

The Southside school has a
program to provide free break-
fasts to all its students, and
many of its youngsters qualify
for free or reduced-fee lunches.
But once the school week ends,
Welch worries there might be a
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gap for some of his children.

“We don’t know gaps are
there, but we want to ensure
they’re not.”

It’s a concern shared by
Marc Jacobs, chief-executive
officer of Jewish Family Ser-
vice of MetroWest, which aims
to help in “reducing achieve-
ment gaps, both academic and
social, for vulnerable students,
and giving them great opportu-
nities to be successful.”

Which is why Welch and Ja-
cobs came up with the Week-

end Nutrition Program, which
provides free food for students
and their families.

“This whole thing started
last year when an anonymous
donor talked to Marc Jacobs
about helping families in this
area,” said Welch.

The program had its offi-
cial launch this month, with 10
families receiving filled gro-
cery bags the first week, but
its evolution is a natural exten-
sion of ongoing partnerships
between JFS and Woodrow
Wilson.

And its transition from idea
to reality goes beyond a collab-
oration between the two men.

The seed money came from
JFS beoard members Ellis and
Barbara Morris. A school par-
ent, who also uses the pro-
gram, is serving as coordina-
tor. Framingham schools food
service director Brendan Ryan
assists in ordering. Staff mem-
bers help identify families that
might be in need, while keep-
ing recipients’ identities anon-
ymous. And Trader Joe’s and
Whole Foods donated reusable
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cloth bags for the groceries.

“We’re very excited about

it. It’s another extension of our
commitment to children,” said
Welch.
" A commitment shown
through other programs JFS,
and its major funding partner,
the United Way, help provide.

“About eight years ago,
Marc Jacobs came to me be-
cause he knew we had issues
in this area of town. He was
wondering if Jewish Family
Service could help us close the
gaps” between test scores at
Woodrow Wilson and Fram-
ingham’s other elementary
schools, Welch said.

That led to the All-Star pro-
gram, offering homework help
and tutoring to all students,
and Wizards, an initiative to
encourage fifth-grade girls’ in-
terest in robotics, technology
and math.

“Both have been very suc-
cessful. The gap has started to

narrow,” Welch said.

“This school has become
more than a learning institute.
We’re partners in the overall
care of the children.”

To that end, the school of-
fers its universal free breakfast
program, “so there is no stigma
of being poor,” and formerly
offered health services for stu-
dents and their families, “but
we had to close it due to fund-
ing.

“This is a tragedy of the fi-
nancial situation,” he said as
he walked through the former
clinic site, which now houses
the Weekend Nutrition Food
Program.

Still, he is excited about the
food program’s potential.

“I’'m a firm believer you
have to nourish the body as
well as the mind,” and seeing
what was on the shelf had him
envisioning ways spaghetti and
canned vegetables could make
a special Sunday dinner.

“We try to make sure the

content is similar (week to
week), but not the same.”

Last Friday, rice pilaf, beans,
fruit cups, juice boxes and
sliced pineapple were among
the items likely in the mix
for next weekend, and “we’re
looking at branching out to
more fresh fruit.

“Six meals over the course
of the weekend” is what each
bag contains. “Every Friday,
families come in and get a bag.
Families- have to return the
bags Monday or Tuesday” to
be refilled, and “this process
will continue until the funds
dry up.

“This is not to say parents
aren’t taking care of their chil-
dren. Would our kids be OK
without this? Sure. We want
to reach out to parents and say,
“Your child matters to us.””

And when a child matters,
the family matters, too.
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