
THE F IRST  F IVE YEARS



Pilot Light connects chefs with 
teachers to create Common 
Core–compatible lessons that  
integrate practical, insightful,  
and inspiring information  
on food and to assist educators 
and students to harness  
the food resources within their 
schools and communities.



The opportunity
Teaching children about food can improve overall health.

The need
Making healthy choices is a challenge for students  
without access to fresh, affordable and well-prepared 
food. The need In Chicago: The rates of childhood  
overweight and obesity are nearly twice the national  
estimate — especially in underserved communities.  
The need in schools: Chicago schools and teachers 
struggle to meet academic standards making food and 
nutrition education a low priority.

Our role
Connect local chefs with educators to develop curriculum 
and lesson plans that will equip students to make  
healthier choices throughout their lives — and to advocate 
for healthier food options in schools and communities.

Pilot Light is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization based in 
Chicago that serves 14 schools in underserved communities 
where 90 percent of students are minorities and 80 percent 
of families are low income.
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Dear Friends of Pilot Light,

Working with an incredible network of volunteers, sponsor organizations, administrators  
and teachers, Pilot Light reached over 2,400 Chicago students in 2016 and, in 2017 we 
reached over 600 more students with programs in eight additional schools. These schools are 
located in high-need communities on the South Side of Chicago where we can have  
greater potential impact.   

Pilot Light lessons are informative and inspiring. Students learn about how food gets to their 
table, the role of food in their lives, how it connects them to each other, and how food is  
shaped by cultural, economic, and social factors. Students also develop critical thinking skills 
that enable them to ask questions about food, health, and the environment. 

Since Pilot Light began in 2010, our programs are continually evolving as we listen to  
chefs, teachers, parents, and community members, and determine the best approaches  
based on outcomes. 

In the next year and beyond, we look to develop more curriculum and instructional  
materials to support teachers, offer more opportunities for students to touch, taste, and smell 
new foods, hire additional staff, and create extensions of our Institute for Food Education  
that will support teachers, students and communities throughout Chicago and beyond. We  
are also focused on connecting the real experiences students have with food in communities 
and schools to their classroom lessons through community partnerships and resources. 

Your support will help us to reach these goals. We also hope that you will partner with us  
in recruiting other like-minded citizens of our country who can help champion Pilot Light, to 
expand and deepen our reach. You can help by sharing our message on social media,  
attending our events, inviting your friends, and making meaningful financial contributions  
to support the growth and expansion of our impact. To those of you who have already  
supported Pilot Light, we thank you and appreciate your commitment to our mission and to 
empowering more children with healthy relationships with food.

 Sincerely,

 Alexandra DeSorbo Quinn
 Executive Director

OUR F IRST F IVE YEARS
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Members of the Board
Shari Berland
Bogdana Chkoumbova
Alexandra DeSorbo Quinn

Chandra Garcia-Kitch 
Robert Guttman
Jason Hammel

Paul Kahan
Justin Large 
Frank Mahoney

Matthias Merges
Claudia Richman



January 2010
The founding chefs —Jason Hammel,  
Paul Kahan, Matthias Merges, and 
Justin Large—attend Chefs Move  
to Schools, a program that was part 
of Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move!  
campaign. The chefs were inspired 
to work with schools to assist  
students in making healthier choices 
through education.

April 2010 
The chefs partnered with educators and  
Principal Bogdana Chkoumbova to launch the  
first Pilot Light program at Disney II Magnet  
Elementary School, a public school in Chicago.

September 2013
Pilot Light hosts its first  
fundraiser, a Back-To-School  
Block Party at The Publican  
Restaurant in Chicago.

May 2014
The Board of Directors hires  
Alexandra DeSorbo-Quinn  
as Executive Director.

2010

April 2012
Pilot Light receives  
501(c)(3) status.

2014

Matthias Merges
Claudia Richman



September 2014 
Pilot Light expands to five new  
partner schools in Chicago,  
providing teachers with curricu-
lum and partnerships with chef to  
support classroom learning.

October 2014
Pilot Light’s first Feed Your Mind 
Gala is held at the Chicago Cultural 
Center, raising $180,000 for  
program growth and expansion.

2014

August 2015
Joined Sister Cities Chicago  
at the Milan Expo to  
demonstrate the Pilot Light  
model of food education to 
Italian families. 

September 2015
Kendra Julion joins Pilot Light as 
Community Programs Manager.

August 2016
Launch of the Food 
Education Institute.
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2015 2016

October 2015
Joined with the USDA and Chicago 
Public Schools to serve a school 
lunch paired with classroom  
curriculum to 390,000+ Chicago 
Public School students.



February 2017 
Partnering with Chartwells K12,  
a school food provider, to pair 
school lunch and classroom  
curriculum at schools nationwide, 
starting with the Noble Charter 
School Network in Chicago.

August 2017 
The Institute for Food Education 
expands, reaching approximately 
1,500 students on a daily basis.

March 2018
Pilot Light releases its inaugural 
Food Education Standards to  
support K–12 teachers and 
like-minded organizations with 
program implementation.

2017

May 2017 
Justin Behlke joins  
Pilot Light as 
Culinary Director.
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September 2017
Mobile teaching kitchens are 
built for two South Side schools 
with support from Abt, Tricom, 
and the Rebuilding Exchange 
in Chicago.

September 2017 
Pilot Light expands to eight Chicago 
schools, providing teachers with  
curriculum and partnerships with 
chefs to support classroom learning. 

October 2017  
Pilot Light hosts inaugural 
Food Education Summit  
in partnership with the 
University of Chicago 
Community Programs 
Accelerator to create Food 
Education Standards for 
grades K–12.

June 2017  
Pilot Light teachers advance 
their first advocacy projects, 
driven by student interest and 
research conducted by  
Pilot Light on food-related  
challenges in underserved 
Chicago communities, including 
access to healthy food, food 
waste, and childhood obesity.



“Every child should understand
that food can change not only 
your health but everyone’s 
attitudes towards each other 
in an awesome and powerful 
way.”–Chef Matthias Merges, 
Co-Founder of Pilot Light

Our goal 
Helping children make healthier choices by  
connecting classroom lessons to foods they select:  
at lunch, at home, and in their communities.

6 

Pilot Light is a vision. 
Ignite a child’s curiosity about food and demonstrate  
the connection between food choices and every aspect  
of what they do and learn. 

Pilot Light is collaboration. 
Chefs and educators collaborate to create curriculum  
that engages children in a world of infinite discovery  
and delicious knowledge–leveraging math, science,  
social studies and literacy as a catalyst for exploration  
and higher order thinking.

Pilot Light is participation.  
Pilot Light Programs invite input and involvement from  
the community of people and organizations involved  
in providing education and food to young students. 
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 95%
like Pilot Light lessons

 11%   
more students know  
the role of culture and  
identity in shaping their 
food choices

79%
of students are confident 
giving their parents  
advice about their food 

 89%
like trying new foods

87% 
feel confident asking  
their parents where  
their food comes from

 25% 
more students know  
that their food choices 
today impact their long 
term health

30%  
more students know  
that they can make  
healthier choices in the 
lunchroom

77%
feel confident they can  
create change in their 
school and community

 25%  
more students know  
that they can make  
healthier choices at the 
grocery store 

INCLUS ION +  EDUC AT ION =  RESULTS

Students that participate in programs by Pilot Light

Pilot Light is imagination.  
Every day, new ideas emerge, programs evolve and  
a child’s curiosity leads to healthier choices. Ongoing  
professional development and coaching sessions emphasize  
a creative fusion of chef and educator expertise to bring  
food into the classroom as a tool to teach and engage  
students, as well as to impart the knowledge, attitudes and  
skills children need to make healthier choices.

Pilot Light is a productive space. 
The Pilot Light Institute is where teachers and chefs  
partner to integrate an instructional model grounded in 
food education into classrooms. The curriculum developed 
in these sessions engages children in a world of infinite 
discovery and delicious knowledge, while leveraging 
math, science, social studies and literacy as a catalyst for 
exploration and higher order thinking.  



Ms. Barksdale, 4th-6th Grade Teacher 
The Montessori School of Englewood

The issue: Food Waste
Students realized how much uneaten, and often unopened, 
food they were throwing away every day, and decided to 
take steps to reduce food waste in their communities.  

The students:
• Wrote letters to their lunch provider and administrators.

• Created posters. 

• Wrote public service announcements that were  
distributed around their school.  

• Collaborated with their school’s garden facilitators,  
the Gardeeners, to set up a composting bin.  

• Designed flyers for parents with tips for reducing food 
waste at home.

“ Every student rated the project  
among their top three food experiences  
of the year.” – Ms. Barksdale 

It’s exciting to see how  
students respond to  
learning about food. 
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“Every child should know
that every food tells a story.” 
–Chef Jason Hammel, 
Co-Founder of Pilot Light
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Ms. Garcia-Kitch, 3rd Grade Teacher 
William H. Ray Elementary: Healthier School 

The topic: Menu and Classroom Cookbook
Ms. Garcia-Kitch’s students created a cookbook with  
personal recipes from their families, Pilot Light lessons,  
and their own recipes. All proceeds from the book were 
donated to a local food pantry.  

Students met with a school lunchroom manager to discuss 
why the school meals did not always match information 
provided on the lunch menu. Dissatisfied with the explana-
tion, the students launched a letter writing campaign  
to the food service provider addressing the homogeneity 
and inaccuracy of the lunch menu.
 

Mrs. Schoenbeck and Mr. Somen,  
4th Grade Teachers, Mitchell Elementary

The topic: School Garden
Two fourth grade teachers combined their classes to  
revitalize the school garden and encourage long-term 
involvement with the plot. 

The students: 
• Independently organized a cleanup during recess and 

helped plan a community planting party.  

• Created metal signs and posters to encourage involvement 
and remind people about this community resource.  

• Hope to unite the many groups who have been involved 
with maintaining the garden.   



Mrs. Lopez, 3rd Grade Teacher 
John M. Smyth Elementary

The issue: Food Desert
Students studied the lack of healthy food options in their 
community.

Students plan to create a healthy snack to sell in schools 
with the proceeds donated to a food bank. The students 
will write a letter to the principal explaining the purpose 
of their snack sale and create advertisements to distribute 
around their school. This two-pronged project will provide 
nutritious food for both students and those struggling in 
their community.

“The students are very passionate about  
helping others and they look forward to  
conducting research and completing  
assignments aligned to their advocacy  
project.” – Ms. Lopez
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Ms. Knight, 4th-6th Grade Teacher 
The Montessori School of Englewood

The issue: Food Waste
Students studied food waste in their communities and 
implemented projects to address the issue.

The students: 
• Wrote persuasive essays and public service  

announcements to distribute around the school.

• Advocated for selling whole fruits and vegetables (not cut 
and bagged) and transitioning to reusable trays  
in the cafeteria.  

• Suggested setting up a “leave one, take one” table for 
unwanted lunch items. 

• Are also looking to set up a compost system in the garden 
in conjunction with the garden team.

“I was surprised at how powerfully students  
felt the impact of food waste on communities 
and environment, and how motivated  
they were to work toward a solution. I can 
see this work will continue into next year–
from simple PSAs prepared in class to a  
larger push for compost and better habits 
school-wide.”– Ms. Knight
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“Every child should know that
food affects their lives in  
many ways beyond nutrition.” 
–Chef Paul Kahan,  
Co-Founder of Pilot Light



“Every child should know that
food connects us all in more 
ways than you can imagine.”  
–Chef Drew Davis

Parent: Anna Renna
Student: Samuel Owens

3rd Grade at William H. Ray Elementary
Samuel usually had limited opportunities to cook before 
he participated in Pilot Light lessons. After participating, 
he is showing more independence and preparing his 
own food. He loves to cut apples and preparing his own 
eggs. During a Pilot Light lesson, Samuel made pasta 
and proudly brought it home to share with his family. He 
also has made hot salsa and tortillas–and bread, with 
a mix of millet and corn meal. Samuel’s mother, Anna, 
recalls a story when Samuel and friends from class were 
discussing the Bread Lesson and their favorite breads–
and one of the students said: “I prefer brioche.”

Anna, believes that it is important for kids to understand 
basics of fresh food–and is thrilled that Samuel now  
understands the connection between growing and  
making meals. 

“My children request Brussels sprouts, know 
the history of savory pies, and ask to make 
strawberry popsicles in little plastic bags.  
We even planted our own garden at home, 
and they each adopted their own fruit  
and vegetable.”

Learning from experience. 
Making healthy choices. 
Sharing knowledge.
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Parent: Julie Hammond
Student: Isle Hammond

3rd Grade at William H. Ray Elementary
Isle brought home the food she prepared during Pilot  
Light lessons and shared it with her family–and she is  
a lot more adventurous with trying new foods. She  
even requested to cook for her birthday after participating 
with the Pilot Light program.

“I have been in the classroom during multiple 
chef visits, and each time I am struck by  
the how amazing the chefs are– they are  
prepared, professional, and engaging.”

CUMUL ATIVE GROW TH CHART

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

DEMOGRAPHICS
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22%

10%

3%3%Number of students in Pilot Light classrooms

1,000

2,000

3,000



Pilot Light 
1516 W. Carroll Ave.
Suite 1
Chicago, IL 60607

Visit pilotlightchefs.org to:

• Explore volunteer opportunities 

• Make a donation

• Learn about upcoming and past Pilot Light events

• Meet the Pilot Light team and chefs

@pilotlightchefs  


