
 

“ALF put me in 

touch with 

experts to 

make my idea 

come alive.  

Doors keep 

opening.  The 

leaders in my 

class can make 

things  

happen and 

joining these 

great minds is 

monumental in  

making 

significant 

change  

happen.” 

Spotlight on ALF Fellow Lisa Helfman 

Conversations that began during the 

ALF Wilderness Experience and 

later were extended through the 

ALF network have led to a new way 

to address childhood obesity in 

Houston.  Lisa Helfman (Medical 

Community Class 4), Director - 

Real Estate Services, Texas  

Children’s Hospital, shared an idea 

that had been percolating in her 

mind about how to address  

childhood obesity and combat rising 

healthcare costs with classmate Jana 

Mullins, Rockwell Foundation Grant 

Officer.  Lisa believes that eating 

habits must be changed and access 

to healthy foods must be increased.  

Lisa conceived of Brighter Bites, a 

weekly in-school distribution of bags 

of produce (fresh fruits and  

vegetables) in areas identified as 

food deserts, combined with  

nutrition education and recipes for 

children and their families.   

Lisa spoke to KIPP Charter Schools 

Co-founder Mike Feinberg about 

her idea.  Mike said that they are 

hungry for health and nutrition  

education and would happy to pilot 

this kind of program.  One of his 

principals admitted that they had 

tried to implement nutrition  

programs before but parents called 

and said, “You can’t teach this.  We 

can’t afford to make this happen 

with the expense and the lack of 

access associated with fresh  

produce.”   Brighter Bites provides 

a  comp le te  in terven t ion —

education, nutrition, distribution, 

and access that is cost effective and 

scalable for replication.   

 

Lisa and Jana then spoke with  

classmate Chris Markham, Assistant 

Professor at University of Texas 

School of Public Health - Prevention 

Research Center, about metrics and 

ways to measure success of Brighter 

Bites, an important piece to address 

in order to ensure the program 

would have impact and also to  

attract potential funders.  Jana also 
introduced her to Houston Food 

Bank President Brian Greene who 

immediately said that this project fit 

into their long-term strategic goals 

so he would take it on as his  

personal project and that they 

would like to partner in providing 

the produce for distribution. 

 

Lisa said, “ALF put me in touch with 

experts to make my idea come alive.  

Doors keep opening.  The leaders in 

my class can make things happen 

and joining these great minds is 

monumental in making significant 

change happen.” 

 

Ultimately a collaboration was built 

between the Houston Food Bank, 

Texas  Ch i ldren ’s  Hosp it a l ,  

University of Texas School of Public 

Health (UT School of Public Health), 

KIPP: Houston schools, and  

American Leadership Forum 

Medical Community Class 4.   

 
The program includes a coordinated 

approach to access and education 

that occurs in the classroom, in the 
cafeteria, in physical education, after 

school and at home, thereby  

impacting healthy behavior by  

reinforcing good eating habits in all 

realms of the children’s lives.  The  

program’s educational component 

is incorporated into their core  

academic subjects and students 

receive handouts regarding  

nutrition as well as food  

preparation and consumption. The 

project engages parents during the 

weekly bags pick-up by providing 

recipe cards and nutrition facts 

along with other key educational 
points to inform them of the 

health benefits of including fresh 

produce and other healthy foods in 

their diets on a daily basis.  The 

Brighter Bites team also provides a 

food sample of one of the weekly 

recipes to the children and their 

parents at the pick-up time.  They 

are trying to create a fun food 

environment to encourage this 

change to healthier behavior.  All 

of the tools provided to the  

children and their families will  

empower them to make better 

choices.   

 

The goal is to replicate the  

program first in Houston, and later 

nationally, in schools located in 

food deserts.  With a generous 

donation from Blue Cross Blue 

Shield, secured with the assistance 

of ALF Fellow Shara McClure, as 

well as other donations from the 

United Way and other ALF Med 

Class 4 Fellows, Lisa and her team 

were able to launch the Brighter 

Bites pilot.  Now with the support 

of additional funders, Brighter Bites 

has expanded efforts at KIPP  
Explore and plans are under way 

for 9 locations next year (most 

likely at 3 KIPP schools, 3 YMCAs 

and 3 other schools in 3 different 

neighborhoods) reaching about 

2,000 families.  And hopefully that 

is just the beginning.  

 

Lisa Helfman,  

Medical  

Community Class 4,  

Director -  

Real Estate Services,  

Texas Children’s Hospital  
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