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Purpose and Use
of this Guide
The purpose of this guide is to support school
communities in developing robust, long-
lasting, and integrated farm to school
programs, addressing whole school change. It
reflects 20 years of practice, evaluative
research, and innovation by those operating
farm to school programs nationwide. The
information in this guide contains adapted
material from Vermont Food Education Every
Day (FEED), a collaborative farm to school
project of two organizations: the Northeast
Organic Farming Association of Vermont
(NOFA-VT), and Shelburne Farms Institute for
Sustainable Schools, which offers new
approaches and tools to help your school and
community successfully grow your farm to
school program. 

Maximize equitable student access to
fresh, nutritious, locally grown foods.

Educate students about food systems and
healthy eating habits through hands-on
and community-based experiences

Support and grow market opportunities
for local producers and processors. 

This guide is primarily intended for a
multidisciplinary team of individuals working
within the K-12 system: school nutrition staff,
teachers, administrators, students, community
members, and members of support
organizations. Each school community will
have a different level of experience and
familiarity with farm to school. This resource
can support a team as they align their existing
activities to their school culture and
community priorities, while also sustaining the
changes. 

The guide is organized around farm to school 
action planning, a step-by-step process to help
you assemble a team, identify shared goals,
and plan and conduct strategic activities. In
addition, it provides valuable content on
classroom curriculum, school meal programs,
and community building. These are critical
areas for action and influence. Finally, the
guide is filled with useful templates, curricular
design strategies, and creative ways to
communicate and celebrate farm to school
success. Revisit the tools and templates as
your program develops or as you plan each
new school year.

A robust, long-lasting, and integrated farm to 
school program should be able to:

Overview 

https://www.nofavt.org/
https://shelburnefarms.org/institute


Farm to school (FTS) is a program, policy, or
initiative that intentionally connects students,
school communities, and local farms with the 
goals of improving student nutrition and
academic outcomes, strengthening local food
systems, and protecting the environment.
Comprehensive FTS programming includes
strategies that are integrated across the
cafeteria, classroom, and community, such as:
serving fresh and local meals in cafeterias;
offering food, farm, and nutrition education in
the classroom; and building school relationships
with farms and community organizations.

What Is 
Farm to School? 

Because of their value to students and schools,
FTS efforts have been growing across the
country. The United States Department of
Agriculture Farm to School Census reports that
programs have grown from a handful of schools
in the late 1990s to nearly 43,000 schools in all
50 states today, reaching more than 20 million
students. Collectively, those schools are
spending $789 million a year on local food.
According to the Arkansas Farm to School 2021
Annual Report, $18,327,016 (12.5% of their
food budget) was spent on local foods,
including fluid milk. 

Sources: “Economic Contribution and Potential Impact of
Local Food Purchases Made by Vermont Schools,” Center for
Rural Studies, University of Vermont, 2017; National statistics
based on schools reporting to the 2015 USDA FTS Census.

14.6

30.4 

WHO IS BEING SERVED BY U.S.
SCHOOL FOOD PROGRAMS?

million students eat 
SCHOOL LUNCH each day,

5 billion lunches annually

 million students eat 
SCHOOL BREAKFAST each day,

2.4 billion breakfasts annually

43,000 schools in all 50 states
have farm to school programs

today, reaching 20 million
students and spending $789
million a year on local food. 

FARM TO SCHOOL...                                "enriches the

connection communities have with fresh,

healthy food and local food producers by

changing food purchasing and education

practices at schools and early care and

education sites."

"Students gain access to healthy, 

local foods as well as education

opportunities such as school gardens,

cooking lessons, and farm field trips. Farm

to school empowers children and their

families to make informed food choices

while strengthening the local economy and

contributing to vibrant communities.”

—National Farm to School Network 

Through FTS, students develop positive
relationships with food and an understanding
of how their food choices impact their
bodies, the environment, and 
their communities.

2 Arkansas Farm to School Guide 
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And there’s so much room to grow! The
United States serves approximately 31
million students each school day. That’s 7.4
billion breakfasts and lunches served in a
year! The scale of these food programs
presents tremendous opportunities to feed
more fresh, healthy food to hungry kids and
to shift how all students think about food
and nutrition. 

The long-term benefits of farm to school (FTS) are
many. There are health and education benefits to
students, as well as positive impacts on the local
economy, the natural environment, and the
greater community. The National Farm to School
Network has compiled country-wide research into
a brief, The Benefits of Farm School (May, 2020),
excerpted here. See the brief for source citations.

Note: Farm to school is growing in early childhood
education, too—in center- and family-based child care
settings, preschools, Head Start programs, and home
visiting programs. Early childhood professionals may
find the action planning tools and templates useful in
their program development and in forging enhanced
connections with public schools.

Benefits of Farm
to School

Each dollar invested in FTS contributes an
additional $0.06-$2.16 to the economy; one
state saw a $1.4 million annual contribution.
Individual farmers see an average 5 percent
increase in income from FTS sales and establish
a long-term revenue stream.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT:

  

  

FTS activities support the development of
healthy eating habits for children while
improving family food security by boosting the
quality of school meal programs.
When schools offer school gardens, 44 percent
of students eat more fruits and vegetables;
when schools serve local food, 33 percent of
students eat more fruits and vegetables.

PUBLIC HEALTH:
  

  

Overall academic achievement in K-12 is
enhanced, including grades and test scores; an
increase in opportunities for physical activity,
social, emotional growth, and engagement.
FTS offers innovative teaching platforms for core
subjects, such as science, math, and language
arts in PreK-12 settings, and greater opportunity
for necessary experiential and hands-on learning.

EDUCATION:
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ENVIRONMENT:

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT:

  

  

  

Waste of local food is reduced, both on the
production side and the plate waste side;
overall food waste decreases due to FTS
activities.
FTS supports environmentally sound,
sustainable, and socially just food
production; processing; packaging;
transportation; and marketing.

Farm to school (FTS) is a comprehensive strategy
that extends beyond serving a local product in
the cafeteria. The “3 Cs” approach, which
Vermont Food Education Every Day (FEED)
developed in 2000, has taken root across the
country as a successful model of change that
integrates efforts in the cafeteria, classroom, and
community to achieve robust and sustainable
FTS programs. 

Vermont FEED has found that the most
successful programs are not “add-ons” (separate
programs that run outside the regular policies,
systems, and curricula of a school), but
integrated throughout school culture. This
requires collaboration among administration,
food service, students, families, and teachers.
Ideally, FTS can link school wellness policies,
nutrition programs, curriculum reform efforts,
community partnerships, and more.

FTS increases community awareness about
and interest in purchasing local foods and
foods served in school cafeterias.
FTS increases support from parents and
community for healthier school meals—
connecting community and schools. School cafeterias also support the local food

economy by buying from local farmers to
incorporate healthy, local, and seasonal foods
into school meals; connecting the expertise of
school nutrition staff with food and nutrition
education initiatives; reducing waste;
encouraging student feedback; and making
nutritious food accessible to all students.

The school cafeteria is a major hub of activity.
It can be the largest classroom in the school
because it is a powerful educational
environment connecting with every student.
FTS programs demonstrate that nutrition
and the cafeteria are integral to the school
day and the education of the student.

  

3Cs Model of
Change

The school cafeteria is the
largest classroom in the

school. It can be a powerful
educational environment that
connects with every student.

Farm to school is most successful and enduring
when it is integrated into the cafeteria, classroom,
and community.

CAFETERIA

FARM
 TO

SCHOOL

CLASSROOM

COMMUNITY
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        "With the right interventions, can
         give every child a chance to get
the nourishment and support they need to
thrive and grow. When our children eat
healthy foods, we know that they grow
stronger brains and are better able to
learn. When children are well-fed, they
have fewer discipline incidents and are
able to engage in learning. We know that
the best food we can give them is fresh
food: unprocessed, full of nutrients,
straight from our farms to their plates.” 

When school meals are produced sustainably,
taste great, are nutritious, and support the
local economy, everyone wins!

In the classroom, FTS education provides real-
life context for learning across all disciplines—
science, math, art, language arts, social
studies, and more. Classroom learning can be
extended by engaging students in hands-on
activities such as projects building community
gardens, visiting a local farm, volunteering with
a local food pantry, and with the cafeteria
(running taste tests for new recipes, and
learning culinary skills alongside school
nutrition staff). Activities like these introduce
students to new foods and empower students
to make healthy food choices that last a
lifetime. Farm to school naturally dovetails
with the broader 4 Cs model in education:
critical thinking, communication, collaboration,
and creativity. 

—Rebecca Holcombe 
Former Vermont Secretary of Education

Arkansas Farm to School Guide 
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Making FTS connections within the community builds partnerships outside the school for place-
based learning and garners community support for school initiatives. Students have
opportunities to learn about how their food is produced and to develop their own agency for
creating change. Farmers build relationships with schools and other local institutions that allow
them to expand into new wholesale markets and boost the local economy. Community dinners,
service learning projects, and harvest festivals involve parents, families, and the whole
community in building a food culture committed to healthy and sustainable food choices. 

Arkansas Farm to School Guide 
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This chapter guides a team of school-based changemakers through a step-by-step
planning process to expand and grow their farm to school program. A number of tools
utilized in the planning process are highlighted and linked to the appendices. Your team
should review the process and tools and then decide how best to use this chapter based
on where you are in adopting farm to school ideas throughout your school community.
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RELATED APPENDICES 

WHAT IS IN THIS SECTION? 

Create your shared values statement
Set goals 
Prioritize activities

Build your team
Ask, listen, learn
Assess current FTS efforts

Farm to School Rubric
Farm to School Action Planning
Impact and Feasibility Analysis

Step 3: Act

Step 1: Build

Step 2: Plan

Dig in
Spread the word
Celebrate



Action Planning
Farm to school (FTS) efforts will be
successful and long-lasting if you take the
time to (1) build buy-in within your school
and community; (2) build and align your
team around a shared goal; (3) identify roles;
and (4) prioritize activities based on the
available resources, impact, and feasibility.

Additionally, you may want to learn from the
successes and challenges of others who
have embarked on their own FTS journeys.
There is research and data to help guide you
in the right direction. Action planning
conversations allow a school team to think
about the work they are taking on with the
larger school context, finding points of
integration with existing priorities and
needs. 

The process calls for continual reflection on
where you have successes or challenges, and
adjusting your strategies as you learn along
the way. 

Build1
STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4

The first step in the action planning process is
to build a committed team. After you have your
team in place, you want to build a strong base
of information about what is happening at your
school directly or indirectly connected to FTS, so
you can fully assess your starting point before
making FTS plans.

How will your FTS efforts reflect the
diversity of your school and community? 
Are there new or different voices that
could be included at the beginning of
your planning process? 
Are there key individuals who can help
you connect with more diverse groups?

When you start assembling or rebuilding a
team to grow FTS, keep the 3 Cs in mind.
Having team members from within the
cafeteria, classroom, and community will
greatly increase the likelihood of success in
your action-planning process. Many schools
may already have a group that has been
working on FTS or wellness, but that group
may need a “refresh” with some new
planning and new team members. Think
about the following:

BUILD YOUR TEAM

Farm to school action planning is actually a cycle of
planning, acting, building, adapting—then repeating!

Arkansas Farm to School Guide 8



As your team begins to meet, remind them that
they are part of a growing state and national
network that has resources to support you. (See
“Connecting to Resources,” in Community
chapter, p.76.) Your team may want to talk with
or visit other schools in your region that have FTS
programs.

Some FTS teams have developed a “hub and
spoke” model for their meetings: Working groups
(the “spokes”) take on specific tasks and meet
with interested members. A representative from
each working group then meets regularly with
the other representatives (the “hub”) to share
what is happening and to align efforts.

As your team is forming, it is important to take
time to build trust and respect. The norms for
how a team functions are an important indicator
of how successful that team will be. Having
norms that reinforce safety within a team, where
people feel comfortable speaking up, is the best
predictor of a team’s success. Additionally, take
time to appreciate the contributions of your team
members and allow some time for socializing.
Most volunteers appreciate the social component
of volunteering. Simple relationship-building
activities ranging from 10 to 45 minutes can be
done during team meetings.

Facilitation: Designate a facilitator to provide
leadership and continuity to your meetings, and
to keep your team on task and on time to meet
goals. A good facilitator is an active listener who
crafts agendas, sets up meeting spaces, and
ensures clear communication with all members. 

Agendas: Have clear meeting agendas with
expected outcomes. Not every team member
may need to be present at every meeting. 

Notes: A note taker can focus on capturing
information, decisions, and next steps while the
facilitator runs the meeting. Consider designating
a timekeeper if your group is large and highly
involved. Share written notes with those who
can’t attend frequently, but who want to stay
involved. 

Scheduling: Set regular meetings so members
can plan. If diverse schedules prevent everyone
interested from attending, consider having your
meeting before or after other meetings, like a
staff meeting or a parent-teacher organization
(PTO) meeting. Schedule some meetings at a time
when community and school nutrition personnel
can attend.

Communication: Clear and effective
communication helps create a welcoming
environment where people feel comfortable
sharing, are respectful of others, and value all
ideas and perspectives.

Snacks and Fun: Offer healthy snacks and
remember to have fun! 

STEP 1: BUILD STEP 4STEP 2 STEP 3
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Organize Successful Meetings

One of the keys to a successful team is well-
facilitated, effective meetings. With your team,
brainstorm the characteristics of meetings they’ve
enjoyed and meetings they haven’t. From this list,
set your best practices and protocols. Here are a
few tips: 



STEP 1: BUILD STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4

Perhaps some classes are taking farm field trips. You
may even have a school store that sells snacks after
school. All of these activities are potential
opportunities to highlight fresh and local foods and
to build partnerships between the cafeteria,
classroom, and community.This is also the time to
seek out voices that are often underrepresented in
action planning for school activities. Is there a
gathering or meeting of parents in your community
involving English language learners (ELL)?

Could you connect with families that are part of
afterschool or other youth development programs?
Have you included special educators, behavioral
support staff, and ELL teachers? What activities or
goals are already happening within these
communities that FTS could support? Ask around the
school to identify these opportunities. 

Before you begin setting goals for your FTS
programming, take stock of what is already
happening and use that information to
prioritize and determine your next steps. 

Food activities are probably already happening
at your school. The parent-teacher
organization (PTO) may have a food-related fall
fundraiser. Some classes may be using indoor
growing lights or the school garden for science
experiments. The cafeteria might have a
federal Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program that
provides snacks during the day.

ASK, LISTEN, LEARN

ASSESS CURRENT FTS EFFORTS

The FTS rubric (see Appendix) is a tool designed to
help schools assess the depth and breadth of their
FTS activities. The rubric informs your action
planning and identifies where you can deepen the
program and make it long-lasting. The rubric can
also help you identify your team’s needs for technical
assistance, or determine whether you are ready to
find more resources and take action. It is also a great
way to inform your team of activities that are already
happening in the school.

Seek out voices that are
often underrepresented in
planning school activities.

Arkansas Farm to School Guide 10



STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4

To complete the rubric, consider where your
school stands in each of the indicators listed,
and circle the appropriate box. (See an
example of a completed Cafeteria rubric
below.) You can complete the first three
sections of the rubric—Cafeteria, Classroom,
and Community—as a team, or you can
assign each component to the person(s) most
knowledgeable in that area. Bring the team
together after the three sections are
complete to share the answers. Then, as a
team, complete the fourth section, Staying
Power. 

The rubric is a dynamic planning tool that can
and should be revisited regularly—at least
once a year is recommended. You will find
that progress may move both forward

and backward as the result of your action
steps, changes in personnel, or other
factors. Don’t be discouraged! 

Plan2

Once the rubric is completed, you can begin
prioritizing areas where you would like to
grow in both the short and long term. To build
momentum, plan for growth in both areas
where your FTS efforts are just “emerging,”
and where they are “developing” or
“deepening.” 

Arkansas Farm to School Guide 11



STEP 1 STEP 2: PLAN STEP 3 STEP 4

Many people come to a FTS meeting with lists of
activities that they want to see happen, and it can be
hard to focus first on the overall vision. However, it is
important for your team to develop a shared
purpose and a shared understanding of the
challenges you want to address so that your
selected activities will lead to the outcomes you
want. Sharing your values is a positive way to frame
solutions to challenges your team sees. 

When it is time to draft your team’s FTS values
statement, have each team member write down
what they value most about food, education, and
your community (e.g., healthy kids, vibrant local
economy, connection to the community). Next, look
for alignment among the individual values, and
combine or reword them where you can. Also look
at the mission or vision statement of your school or
district. It can be strategic to align your own
statement with existing school priorities. For
example, “healthy kids,” “engaged citizens,” or
“vibrant communities” are common school priorities
that your work can support. Construct a sentence or
two that links your shared values together. This
shared statement will be the basis for setting your
FTS goals. Here are a few examples of FTS team
values statements: 

At our high school, we work to create authentic
interactions with our local food system as a means to help
students explore the importance of environmental and
economic sustainability, personal well-being and nutrition,
and connection to community (both people and
resources). We seek to build more bridges between the
school cafeteria—and its commitment to locally sourced,
“from-scratch” meals—and classrooms to accomplish this
goal.

At our middle school, we support a FTS program that
fosters student ownership of healthy eating habits that
also develop connections to (and stewardship of) their
community, their environment, and their local economy. 

We nourish our children with food that enhances our
community’s pride and directly connects to academic
and lifelong learning.

Once you have a values statement as a compass
for your FTS efforts and a completed rubric
identifying where FTS currently stands, you are
ready to set specific goals.

The goals should be statements that address the
outcomes you hope to achieve. Use active verbs,
like introduce, increase, or develop, combined with
a noun (i.e., what you want to introduce, increase,
or develop). Make sure everyone understands the
goals as written and make them as measurable
and time specific as you can. 

To help you set your goals, review your completed
FTS rubric and your values statement. Where do
you see opportunities, assets, and resources to
build on? Where are there gaps that you wish to
address? How do your goals get you closer to
where you want to be? 

Brainstorm a list of goals, then review the list with
the team to ensure the goals represent all 3 Cs: the
cafeteria, classroom, and community. 

The action planning template will help you record
your goals and what you need to implement them.
(See Appendix, and example on facing page.) It is
aligned with the FTS rubric with sections for
Cafeteria, Classroom, and Community, as well as a
final page for Staying Power. Each section suggests

CREATE YOUR SHARED VALUES
STATEMENT

SET GOALS

Arkansas Farm to School Guide 12



STEP 1 STEP 2: PLAN STEP 3 STEP 4

just one or two specific goals with their
associated action steps, roles, timelines, and
resources needed.

The two-goal limit encourages you to
recognize what is reasonable to accomplish
during a busy school year. Use the long-term
goals section at the bottom of each page to
capture ideas for future years. Try to consider
a one- to two-year timeframe when setting
goals.

Keep your goals realistic. For example, if your
team is just getting started, setting an
aggressive first-year goal to increase local
foods in the cafeteria to 30 percent may set
your team up for disappointment. Instead, set
goals that will require incremental changes
that are more likely to be successful.

This will build momentum and trust in your
school. Also, set goals that your team can
accomplish themselves, before tackling
systemic initiatives engaging lots of people. 

Finally, before you move on to identifying
activities, double-check that the goals align
with your values statement. 

Goals that require
incremental changes are

more likely to be successful
and will build momentum
and trust in your school. 

Arkansas Farm to School Guide 13



STEP 1 STEP 2: PLAN STEP 3 STEP 4

Your team’s energy: Where are your team’s
energy and interests? If most people are
excited about building a school garden, but the
team has identified offering afterschool
cooking classes as an important activity,
expand your team to include individuals
excited about cooking. 
Your capacity: Do your activities match your
capacity? Building a year-round greenhouse
takes a lot more effort than building an
outdoor garden.

An activity is a specific effort, action, or set of steps
to accomplish a goal. As you’ve been developing
your action plan, your team has probably been
generating plenty of activity ideas: composting,
building gardens, cooking in the classroom, visiting
farms, etc. Most of your time will ultimately be
spent doing these tangible activities, and they will
give your team a great sense of accomplishment.
However, be careful that activities do not drive
your process. You want to take on activities that
will help you reach your agreed-upon goals.

Look at your goals and brainstorm what kind of
activities might help you reach those goals. To
decide which ones to include in your action plan
for the coming year, start prioritizing your list.
Combine redundant or similar ideas. Utilize the
Impact & Feasibility Analysis Tool (see Appendix) to
help your team move quickly and strategically
through the decision-making process. Which
activities will have the highest benefit or impact for
the least effort, time, and cost? This will help you
match actions to your capacity, and stay realistic
about timing. It can also make your decisions feel
less personal to anyone whose ideas aren’t
selected. As you prioritize activities, consider:
 

Momentum: Will the activity give you early
success, credibility, visibility, and
momentum for your bigger plans? 
Resources: Do you have the resources
immediately available for this activity?
Urgency: Does this activity address an
immediate need or is it an opportunity with
a short time frame? 
Logical sequencing: Do certain activities
need to happen before others? 
Your whole team: Do your activities reflect
the whole team’s agreed-upon direction
and not the interest of one person?
 Impact: Which activities will have the
greatest impact on achieving your vision? 

Now you can begin to fill in the action planning
template with specifics (see Appendix): what
activities are required to reach your goal; who
will be responsible for the task; what are the
specifics to accomplish the tasks; what is the
timeline for when work will be accomplished;
and what technical assistance or resources
would be helpful. If you have a large team, we
recommend breaking up into smaller groups,
one for each of the 3 Cs, plus a fourth to
address staying power. Bring the full team back
together and allow time for reporting on
progress. You will most likely find that at least
one activity from each group relates somehow
to the other groups. This is a good sign—your
team is finding synchronicity.

Now you have an action plan. It can be
adjusted as needed, but it will help to guide
your FTS program, communicate your activities
with the school community, and keep your
team on track. Remind the team that all ideas
from your initial brainstorm have been
recorded and will be revisited in the future.

PRIORITIZE ACTIVITIES

Arkansas Farm to School Guide 14



STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4

With a plan in place, it is time to dig in and
take action. The best first step is to take a
step. You have planned for this, you have
lined up your partners, and you are ready. 

Don’t go for the biggest effort first. Choose a
sure win to keep everyone engaged or an
activity that has high visibility in your
community. Consider whether the action
might be able to help leverage other
actions. 

Identify a good photo opportunity to
highlight your first step. For example,
students cooking or working in a garden or
food service receiving the first delivery of
local produce would make nice photos to
share. Perhaps this positive image could be
on the cover of your local paper or school’s
social media page. Sharing what you are

doing is just as important as taking your action
steps. Don’t let communicating about your
activities be a forgotten step; integrate
communications into your activities to build
support. 

Act3

DIG IN

After you have completed the first few tasks, get
your partners together to evaluate and reaffirm
that you are headed in the right direction. Be
prepared to deal with any unintended results of
your actions. Has one of your activities gotten
more attention than you expected? Is it worth
putting more energy toward it before you move
on to your next action? Observe and reflect on
each activity. Being adaptable may lead you to
some unexpected but even more powerful
outcomes.

As your team gets farther along in the activities,
be sure to establish an ongoing structure where
team members can share, reflect, and adapt as
the work unfolds. Being honest in your
reflections as to what is not working is just as
important as attending to what is working. If
one of your activities doesn't go well, consider 

Review and Adapt

Arkansas Farm to School Guide 15



STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3: ACT STEP 4

what you may be able to learn from this.
Some of your most important next steps can
emerge from failed first attempts.

Time Frames, Roles, and
Accountability

When you created your action plan, you
created timelines and deadlines. Honor these
time frames, but don’t be afraid to adapt
them as you get into the work. Holding to
unnecessary deadlines can turn team
members off or burn people out. Remember
that your action plan is a road map to get you
where you want to go over time, but it is okay
if detours emerge along the way. Just keep a
steady but healthy pace for everyone.

A steady pace will also help your group be
accountable for their plans. Hold monthly or
quarterly check-in meetings so your whole
team knows that they are accountable to
one another.

Consider any new team roles that might be
emerging. Who on your team will
remember to share the stories in the school
newsletter or town paper? Has someone
emerged as the natural leader of your
group? Who is going to keep the action plan
in mind and keep the group on track? 

Your action plan is a road
map to get you where you

want to go over time, but it is
okay if detours emerge. Just
keep a steady, healthy pace. 

SPREAD THE WORD

Ask your school if there are any school-based
policies about sharing information with the
media or on social media.

By spreading the word, schools elicit donations,
volunteers, and community recognition and
support. Building support for your FTS program is
essential in sustaining all the hard work that your
team has done. In a research study conducted by
Vermont Food Education Every Day (FEED) with
school principals across Vermont (see Staying
Power chapter, p. 21), communication about FTS
has been identified as one of the key factors
leading to the long-term staying power of a FTS
initiative. Think of it as a way to enhance the work
underway. In many cases, it will make that work
easier. A good outreach or communications plan
can go a long way in ensuring that the bulk of the
work does not rest on the shoulders of only a few
volunteers. Find a team member who is excited by
communications to fill this role.

Transparency builds trust. Organize your internal
communications to make it easy for all committee
members to access meeting notes, regardless of
attendance, and make sure the school community
knows that these notes are available to anyone
interested. You might consider sharing a version
of your action plan with the larger school
community. Teams that have presented their plan
to their school board and PTO have garnered
greater buy-in.

Often the best way to publicize your work is
through word of mouth. Students, families, and
teachers can help build support when you let
them in on your plans. Reach out to all of these
groups via school newsletters, announcements,
teachers, and signs on the lunch line. 

Communication Considerations 
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GET TO KNOW LOCAL REPORTERS

Think about the messages you want to relay
to the media, families, students, and
teachers about the program as well as what
you would like them to do with that
information. 
It is just as important to share the story of
what you are planning on doing as it is to
share what activities are done. Use social
media, your school newsletter, and the local
paper to communicate your committee’s
plans, advertise your meeting dates, and
ask for volunteers.
Invite the media to your events, such as
harvest dinners. Invite your farmers to
speak about their products and promote
your work. Consider partnering with
another group at your school that is already
hosting a program and adding on to their
event. At the dinner, offer and highlight
locally sourced food prepared in your
cafeteria.
Continue to communicate information
about your meal program even after
changes are in place. 
Be sure to send event invitations to your
school board and elected officials so they
can see the changes you are making.
Launch a quarterly school food newsletter
or social media campaign with students so
the school community can learn more
about your program.
Many communities have email lists where
you can share the FTS effort progress.
Present your FTS activities at city and town
events such as school board meetings,
town meetings, and rotary club meetings.

Vermont FEED has created two simple
communications tools that can help you spread
the word about your school’s plans and
activities to the audiences you need to reach
(see Appendix, Communications Planning
Template). 

SHARE GREAT STORIES

DEVELOP A MEDIA KIT

SHARE THE LOVE

GET TO KNOW LOCAL PRESS

5 Tips for Getting
Press Coverage

Read your local paper and media to get a sense
for the kinds of stories they cover. Try to connect
your story to big local issues and themes. Learn
your paper’s editorial calendar, including how
much advance notice it needs for stories or
announcements. (It’s often three weeks!)

Who covers the news for your town or school?
Reach out to them with an email or phone call.
Meet up for coffee and tell reporters about your
program, or invite them for a tour of the garden
and lunch at school. Be available to answer
questions.

Offer content through stories or events and
include a “hook” to draw in the reader. Share
photographs and multimedia. Send copies of
posters, fliers, and other materials. Practice
your elevator pitch and arm yourself with great
stories about impact and results.

A media kit makes it easier for media to cover
your project. Assemble basic information about
your project (include key quotes and stories to
illustrate the importance of your program),
photographs, a logo, and contact information.
Have it ready to send out at a moment’s notice,
or post it online so reporters can find it easily at
any time.

Have people involved in your project write
stories, blogs, and editorials for the local paper
or social media. And tell the world about the
coverage you’ve received! Join your state’s FTS
email list to post events. 
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STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3: ACT STEP 4

Developing a relationship with your local
media can go a long way when trying to bring
the community into your program.

Celebrations to honor and mark your
achievements are important and fun activities
to have in your action plan. Whether you host
a school community dinner, participate in an
existing town parade, or exhibit artwork and
photos in the school, there are lots of creative
ways to commemorate achievements. Look for
celebration opportunities within your existing
action plan, where you can recognize the work
that has been done, in small and big ways. If
one of your goals is to get awareness-building
articles in the school newsletter, for example, 

share images of students cooking or taste
testing to educate readers and honor the
student work. Celebrations do not need to be
stand-alone events. Incorporating them into
existing events or communications will often
get more attention. 

Many schools want to host a big event to draw
attention to their program. These can be very
fun and popular but don’t underestimate the
amount of work they take to pull together. If
you decide to host a large event, look for ways
that it can fulfill multiple objectives. Maybe
your school French teacher is already planning
a school-wide French night. Could you partner
with them to turn your cafeteria into a French
bistro with student waitstaff delivering
homemade healthy French treats?

CELEBRATE
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STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3: ACT STEP 4

It might be wiser to look for smaller, more
frequent ways to celebrate. Hang a banner in
the cafeteria or be a part of a small daily or
weekly activity in your school? For example, you
might pick a student each day to share one
food fact on your school loudspeaker during
morning messages. Continue to partner with
existing activities. Have students prepare and
serve tasty local dishes at school events or
meetings to highlight school food changes. 

Look for smaller, more frequent
ways to celebrate and work with
partners. Appreciation is a form

of celebration! 
Consider participating in “harvest of the month”
activities or celebrations that may already exist
in your state. These programs often have fun
resources available, such as posters, tabletop
signs, recipes, or sample articles. Most of the
work is done for you; you just have to adapt it
for your school and community.

Appreciate those who are on the front lines
making changes, the volunteers giving their
time and expertise, and the decision-makers
who are supporting your efforts—or who might
one day. It can be more impactful for your
school and community to have five small ways
to celebrate and bring the FTS message than to
host a single big event each year. 

EXAMPLE 
To celebrate the end of a math and social studies unit
on understanding community and economy, one school
hosts a school-based “farmers market.” Students set up
stands with classroom-made local food items and small
handmade crafts. They then invite teachers, parents,

and community members to come and purchase their
goods ($0.50 an item) as they transform their
gymnasium into an indoor market. Students then do a
cost analysis on their items, looking at gross and net
income. Finally, they donate their proceeds to the local
food shelf or another food- or farm-related charity. 

Share photos of your activities in school
newsletters and town papers. 
Make a float for a town parade. 
Have a healthy snack table at an event
highlighting the types of snacks that you are
encouraging for the school year.
Host a community FTS dinner before a
school event. 
Share a video of students talking about what
they have learned. 
Invite parents or local community groups to
a student-led tour of the school gardens and
celebrate with homemade pizza that
includes the garden produce.
Invite farmers to your school and ask
students to present their projects or cooking
creations to the farmer who grew that food. 
Create an award for school or community
members who are helping with your FTS
activities. 
Highlight a new cafeteria food item in your
newsletter with a recipe. 
Include community partners in school-wide
volunteer celebrations.

Creative
Celebrations
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STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4

Adapt4

REFLECT AND REVISE

Did we accomplish what we set out to do?
Why or why not?  
What worked well and what didn’t work very
well? Why? 
What do we want to do more of and what
would we do differently next time? 
How can we get feedback from students and
others in our school community? 
Do we want to change any upcoming plans in
our action plan based on this discussion?

After you have worked with your team to develop
and implement a FTS action plan, you will want to
learn from your activities and determine whether
they were successful. Take time to reflect on both
your successes and your challenges. 

Here are some prompting questions to consider
with your team when reflecting on your FTS work:
 

It is absolutely necessary to revisit and
potentially revise your action plan at the end of
each year (or sooner) to assess what has been
working well, and what has been challenging.
Revisit your goals, their accompanying activities,
and the timeline your team set to accomplish
your plans. Things change, and you need to be
nimble enough to adapt to staffing and
administrative turnovers, new opportunities,
and regulation changes. But don’t be so flexible
that you easily get off course. Trust that your
team has done a good job planning your
project, while allowing for adjustments along
the way. 

Revisit your FTS rubric and discuss what
progress you have made to deepen your
program. Plot any progress you have made on
a new rubric. Also, revisit who is on your team
and consider whether there are any new
people you want to invite to help in your next
steps. Review your long-term goals and identify
what might be possible to include in next year’s
plans. Stick with it, work together, and have fun!
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This chapter is intended for your farm to
school team, your school administrator,
and/or whoever is leading the
coordination of farm to school in your
school community. It covers the
important considerations to be made
when trying to make your work systemic
and lasting. It covers the connection to
wellness policy and overall school culture,
while giving hints and strategies to sustain
coordination.
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Many schools have found that adopting and
embedding farm to school (FTS) with all 3 Cs
in mind has led to a long-term and systemic
impact on their school culture. When FTS
becomes part of a school’s identity, it has
staying power. Not only do students eat
healthier, but FTS is seen as good educational
practice with solid pedagogy, improved
health, and engaged professional learning

A school’s culture is one of the most powerful
predictors of success in implementing new
educational strategies. School culture means
both the explicit and implicit values, traditions,
and messages expressed in the day-to-day
affairs of a school. It has been linked to
educational value measures including teacher
behavior, which impacts curriculum, school
climate, and student achievement. How a school
establishes its culture has to do with how the
principal leads, how empowered the staff feels,
and how well the individuals of the school work
together. 

that is connected to the community. FTS and
positive school culture create a win for all
involved. In the research, three major themes
emerged as a way to understand the positive
connection between FTS and school culture: (1)
building relationships; (2) broad and inclusive
communications; and (3) embedded priorities.

When farm to school becomes
part of a school’s identity, it

has staying power. 
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School Culture
This section is based on “Understanding School Culture
and Its Relation to Farm to School,” The Journal of Child
Nutrition and Management, Spring 2018. For the article,

VT Food Education Every Day staff interviewed 10
Vermont principals. 

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS

Relationships are foundational to support
educational innovation and experimentation that
leads to positive school culture. Trust in those
relationships is key to setting the stage for a
healthy school culture that embraces FTS.
Successful FTS programming is often attributed
to strong foundational community partnerships
and internal relationships with school nutrition
professionals, teachers, and other school staff
who support innovation. One principal described
how relationships with community partners and
other schools were vital to her school’s FTS
success: “We’re making an extension; we’re making
connections with other schools, other people. This
work cannot be done in isolation.” 

When teachers and school nutrition staff feel
trusted and supported, they feel empowered to
try new things and new approaches to their
work. These trusting relationships lead to
partners acknowledging one another’s attempts
and successes, which naturally leads to
celebrating and appreciating efforts. This
supports a culture of innovation and
experimentation.

Staying Power



        “Farm to School has
         helped to promote a sense
of pride in who we are and what
we are, and to promote good
healthy nutrition. I think there’s
tremendous potential for that.” 

       "We’re not doing anything magical
       here; it’s just taking advantage of the
fact that you have smart people working
with you. When they have a smart idea,
have them define the goal and then get out
of their way and let them do the work.” 

—Vermont Principal interviewed for study —Vermont Principal interviewed for study 

BROAD AND INCLUSIVE
COMMUNICATIONS

While it’s clear FTS has great value for students, this
value must be clearly and regularly communicated
to multiple stakeholders in the school community
and beyond in order to create a groundswell of
support. As mentioned earlier in the Action
Planning chapter (p. 7), communication is a
significant part of any successful FTS program and
crucial for impacting school culture. An atmosphere
of open and frequent communication helps an
entire school embrace its FTS goals.

“Strong communication of the value of FTS can lead
to support for policies and funding that can sustain
programming beyond the passions of any one
individual person,” stated a principal. 

Schools should consider using current
communication platforms to articulate the benefits,
outcomes, and impacts of FTS to the students and
school community. This could be through a weekly
newsletter, school website, classroom webpages,
local and regional TV and radio outlets, social media
platforms, and other creative ways. 

EMBEDDED PRIORITIES

Wellness Policy

As a school community identifies FTS as a
schoolwide priority, people look for
places to integrate and embed goals and
activities within the existing school
environment. It is the daily practice of FTS
in the cafeteria, classroom, and
community that has the staying power
and changes the overall school culture. 

All school districts participating in the National
School Lunch Program or the National School
Breakfast Program are required to develop and
implement a school district wellness policy.
These policies can be a great step toward
creating a healthy, supportive school
environment. The most successful policies are
ones that establish goals, monitor success, and
are revisited annually. (Most wellness policies
are reviewed on a three-year cycle.) 

Local wellness policy requirements were
originally passed as part of the 2010 Healthy
Hunger-Free Kids Act, then updated in 2016 to
expand their scope. The 2016 final rule required
districts to revise local wellness policies and fully
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USDA Local Wellness Policy Implementation
& Summary of the Final Rule  
Local School Wellness Policy Outreach
Toolkit
Arkansas Department of Education Child
Nutrition Unit: Wellness and Smart Snack
Cheat Sheet

comply by June 30, 2017. The legislation
requires that your community be involved in
writing and reviewing your wellness policy, and
that your school board approve it. Directing
some of your team’s energy to the wellness
policy can be a great way to get board
members involved in FTS efforts as well. (See
Classroom chapter, p. 46 for an example from
Minnesota of how to embed FTS in a school’s
wellness policy.)

The United States Department of Agriculture
and the State of Arkansas have created useful
tools for schools as they navigate creating,
implementing, and evaluating their school
wellness.

It will take ongoing coordination to successfully
implement your FTS program. Schools do this in
different ways during different stages of
implementation. As you get started, it is easiest
and makes the most sense to coordinate as a
team. Sharing the work among a group of
people will increase each person’s commitment
to the effort and spread out the work
responsibilities so that no individual feels
overburdened, just like the old adage “many
hands make light work.” 

Some schools find a nice balance within their
team and are able to sustain this shared
coordination indefinitely. This has some real
advantages for full school buy-in and ownership
of the program. A team approach to
coordination where you have regular team
meetings, check-in and support one another on
work accomplished, have new members join
the team and learn from senior team members,
and reflect and plan together for future work

Coordination Today
and Tomorrow
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will lead to a comprehensive effort that can
be woven into your school culture. To
succeed, you will need clear, consistent
communication; clarification of roles; and a
clear process for decision-making. Since FTS
impacts the cafeteria, classroom, and
community, having leads from all three areas
involved in coordination can succeed with
strong teamwork.

Some schools choose to have an individual
coordinate their FTS efforts, either in a paid
position or formally included in an existing
staff position. In this case, establish a job
description and work plan that allows focused
attention on the FTS goals.

Having a designated FTS coordinator can be
an efficient way to communicate across the
school and identify challenges quickly, and it
demonstrates a school’s investment in FTS.
But when all coordination is done by one
person or one position, others may back off
responsibilities, which can create a difficult
transition if the coordinator leaves. If your
coordinator is in a temporary position such as
a FoodCorps or AmeriCorps volunteer, the
team will have to work extra hard to embed
the program in the school to sustain beyond
the members’ service. Success should never
rest on one person. 

Vermont recently conducted research about
the types of tasks that FTS coordinators and
coordination teams had to dedicate time
towards in order to achieve their FTS goals.
These tasks were organized into
administrative, promotional, direct, and
indirect services.

Communicate with interested stakeholders.
Facilitate meetings.
Engage with the statewide FTS network.
Generate reports and enter data. 
Write grants to support programming.

Present to the school community.
Engage local media.
Highlight local food items on school menus.
Promote Harvest of the Month.
Run table at school/community events.
Advocate to the school board.

Arrange farm field trips.
Coordinate/manage school gardens.
Organize school taste tests.
Conduct education in the school garden.
Conduct classroom cooking activities.
Conduct classroom nutrition lessons.

Plan school events. 
Plan school gardens. 
Plan school taste tests.
Plan classroom activities.

Top administrative tasks performed: 

Top promotional activities performed: 

Top direct services performed: 

Top indirect services performed: 

In the Appendix, you will find two sample job
descriptions: one for a school-based FTS
coordinator and one for a district-wide FTS
coordinator. 

You may find that you try a variety of approaches
to coordination over time. The most important
factor to keep in mind when planning your long-
term coordination strategy is to match your
workload to the capacity of your coordinators. You
don’t want to burn out your school, your team, or
your coordinator with unrealistic expectations.
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This chapter is intended for those on your farm to school team who are focusing
on how to make changes in the school cafeteria toward more local food
purchasing. The chapter covers strategies for buying local food and incorporating
it into the cafeteria, while also trying to address the overall cafeteria environment. 
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Student meals are an important part of a
student’s day. They present an opportunity to
teach lifelong good nutrition and to help
students establish a healthy relationship with
food and the people who prepare and serve it.
Some students meet most of their daily
nutritional needs through school meal
programs, including breakfast, snacks, lunch,
afterschool meals, summer meals, and
weekend backpack food programs.

However, school nutrition programs are
complicated. Two federal and usually three
state agencies are responsible for them (see
Appendix, “Federal Role in School Meals.")

School nutrition programs across the nation are
increasingly embracing farm to school (FTS)
initiatives as a way to meet the demand for
high-quality foods, encourage good nutrition,
and increase student participation in meal
programs. Because these programs increase
access to fresh, whole foods away from home,
they can have a significant impact on student
health, public health outcomes (preventing
obesity and diet-related diseases), and
educational readiness (improving student
behavior, ability to focus, and academic
performance). 

Of the federal programs designed to provide
nutritious meals and snacks to vulnerable
populations in the United States, most offer
financial reimbursement to the eligible entity
that serves the meals. The reimbursement is
typically tied to income levels. A meal served to
a child from a lower-income family will receive
a higher federal reimbursement rate than a
meal served to a child from a higher-income
family. But in order to receive reimbursements,
school programs must ensure that each meal
meets certain requirements, especially in the
area of nutritional value. Before you launch
into any effort to make changes to food in the
cafeteria, it is vital to understand the very
complex school food system that you’ll be
working in. 

Before you launch into
making changes to food in
the cafeteria, it is vital to

understand the very complex
school food system that

you’ll be working in.
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DEFINING LOCAL:
ESTABLISHING VALUES IN
YOUR FOOD PROGRAM

Buying and Serving
Local Foods
Incorporating local foods into the school food
system takes a long-term, holistic approach
involving teachers, families, food service staff,
students, school administrators, farmers, and
community members. Given the short growing
season in many regions and limited school
budgets, it also takes creativity! 

However, the benefits can be huge. Successful
FTS programs help support strong breakfast,
lunch, afterschool, and summer meal
programs, and vice versa. When we serve
students fresh, skillfully prepared foods from
local producers, school lunch program
participation rates may measurably increase, 

and students may try and enjoy a greater
number of foods. This, in turn, helps improve
the bottom line for school food programs, while
also improving student nutrition, investing
students in their local farms and communities,
and supporting regional farms. 

We all decide what food to purchase using
conscious or unconscious values: cost,
convenience, source, labor, safety, production
practices, or sustainability. Schools and school
nutrition programs are no different. Each
institution has a unique set of priorities,
challenges, and values that determine what
food is purchased, how much, where it comes
from, and how it will be used. Take some time
to articulate what values are motivating your
school’s food purchasing decisions. 

A values-based local purchasing
statement and plan can help make a
school’s purchasing decisions more
transparent and guide future purchases.
The first step in creating a successful
program is to gather and articulate the
values of the customers (students and
staff), community, and food/nutrition
program staff. These groups may have
shared, similar, different, or even
conflicting values. From these values,
you can develop an agreed upon values
statement.

Here is a values statement from one K-
12 school that attended the Northeast
Farm to School Institute:Adapted from “What Is the ‘Virtuous Cycle’ of Expanding

School Meals and Farm to School?” Hunger Free Vermont. 
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We support a meal program that is fun and motivates
kids to try new foods and learn about healthy new
foods by offering a variety of nutritious, appealing,
yummy foods that come from local farms when
possible. We want our kids to know where food comes
from and the many ways it can be prepared, teaching
kids to make healthy choices for years to come. 

When using the term local in your values
statement, be specific and clear. Each school or
district should develop its own definition of this
term. What is considered local can vary from
product to product and season to season. And
often, when local is expressed as a value, most
people are actually thinking of more than
geography. Local has become a proxy for qualities
such as fresh, whole, unprocessed, or humanely
raised. Make your definition as simple, yet clear, as
possible so that you can easily communicate it to
the businesses you order from.

After you create your shared values statement and
define local, you can set some local purchasing
goals based on a tiered system.

       “When every eligible student is
       enrolled in their free school meal
program, and more students are eating
breakfast and lunch, all students have
access to the healthy, fresh, local food
that farm to school makes available in
the cafeteria and classroom. Plus, school
meal program finances improve, giving
schools more resources to purchase and
process local foods.” 

—Hunger Free Vermont 

The word "local" has become a
proxy for qualities such as

fresh, whole, unprocessed, or
humanely raised. Each school
or district should develop its
own definition of local that is

simple yet clear.

Tier 1: Ultra-local purchases, such as
those from the local town or county.
Tier 2: Purchases from surrounding
counties or the state.
Tier 3: Purchases from surrounding
states or a region (from the
distributors or food hubs).

When you state these goals, local
purchasing becomes transparent and
defined. This helps the public understand
that “buying local” has layers that are
achievable at different levels. 

AFFORDING LOCAL FOOD
FOR THE LONG HAUL

It can be challenging to serve fresh,
nutritious meals with tight school food
program budgets that are expected to
break even or generate a profit. So how
can local food fit into this picture? It’s
important to budget for any purchasing
changes. Local food isn’t always more
expensive, but when calculating its full cost,
consider the ease of ordering, procuring,
shipping, and packaging, as well as any
additional preparation time needed to
clean and process local whole foods.
Consider all these in relation to
participation rates, reimbursements, and
student preferences and creativity.
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       “We have raised money for local
       food purchasing through a variety
of fundraisers, such as an annual 5K run
and a monthly winter farmers market.
Our community also supplements our
food service program and local
purchasing efforts by anywhere from
$25,000 to $35,000 a year.”

— Barrett Williams, Principal Sharon
Elementary School

The text on the facing page offers some steps you
can take to begin incorporating local foods into
your school food program. (See also Appendix,
“Creative Community Fundraising Ideas.”) School
food service programs are also expanding their
local purchasing through the procurement process
of the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) outlined below.

requires public notification and a formal
Request for Proposal or Invitation for Bid
process. 

Informal Procurement 
Purchases below the threshold may be
conducted more informally. In this case, SFAs
can choose who to solicit bids from, but they
must get price quotes from three or more
vendors for the same product or service. The
prices are recorded. The vendor who meets
all the outlined SFA requirements and has the
lowest price wins the bid. The requirements
may include any criteria that are important to
the school food program and can include
specific FTS criteria, such as a farmer’s
willingness to host a field trip or attend
occasional activities at the school, or ability to
deliver to a number of schools in the district,
on certain days or at certain times.

The values statement for your food
program (see p. 36).
The number and location of schools
to serve.
The total estimated volume of each
item you want.
Delivery schedule: time of day,
frequency, and location.
Packing requirements: standard
box, grade, loose pack, bulk, etc. 
Payment terms, payment process.
Names/phone numbers of contact
people for ordering and billing. 
Other, such as willingness to host
farm visits or attend local meals or
taste tests. 

A bid solicitation with a
farmer should include: 

PROCURING LOCAL FOOD
USDA regulations require that School Food
Authorities (SFAs) allow for full and open
competition when purchasing any goods or
services using funds from the school food service
account. This is to make sure that federal funds
(i.e., taxpayer dollars) are used effectively. Going
through a procurement process might seem like
just more paperwork, but it actually builds
relationships between buyers and sellers: Buyers
achieve a consistent supply of product and sellers
know what is expected.

Formal Procurement

When an SFA uses federal, state, or local taxpayer
dollars to procure school food, the USDA requires
a formal procurement solicitation if the purchase is
over a certain price threshold. (States can set that
threshold lower if they choose.) The solicitation 

See Procuring Local Foods for Child
Nutrition Programs, USDA
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Ways to Begin Incorporating Local
 and Regional Foods into School Meals 

Start slowly. Begin sourcing a few products you know
your program can afford. One Vermont school
purchased local carrots from September through
March its first year. The carrots were stored well, they
were affordable, and the school liked using them. This
began a relationship with a local farm that is still
evolving.

Identify a few products you use most by volume.
Then substitute lower-cost items such as apples,
potatoes, carrots, or winter squash on a trial basis.
Simply replacing tomatoes with grated carrots on a
sandwich or salad bar in winter can save you money. 

Look for competitively priced foods. Storage crops
such as potatoes, carrots, and squash, or crops at the
height of their growing season, such as tomatoes, are
often competitively priced. Fresh produce often yields
less waste, which saves money. 

Identify nearby farms, and call to find out what
they grow. If they grow what you might want, ask if
they would consider meeting with you to discuss
products, prices, and logistics.

Ask your distributor about local foods. Ask them
how you can determine who they buy from and how
products are labeled in their product catalogs so that
you can track your local purchases.

Take advantage of fluctuations in the local and
seasonal food supply. Seek out recipes that use fresh,
local, and in-season products, then build menus around
these dishes. 

Involve interested teachers, administrators,
families, and the community. They can help you
promote your plans, new menu items, or taste tests.
Present to the PTO about changes you are making.

Introduce new items in small batches over
several menu cycles. Before judging an item’s
success, introduce it six to eight times, along with
regular menu items. People young and old often
have to try a new food multiple times before liking it. 

Enlist classrooms and families to help conduct
taste tests. This will help warm students up to new
foods before those foods appear in the cafeteria.
Make a small batch in little cups to try in a classroom
or in the lunch line. Collect feedback with a survey. 

Combine USDA Foods with local foods. One school
district’s breakfast program features a carrot muffin
that contains local carrots and syrup, along with
USDA flour, oats, eggs, and dried milk. 

Try storage. Purchasing food in bulk at the height of
the growing season will save money because
produce is priced to move then. You can store, freeze,
or process the food for future use, or ask your local
farmer to store it for you. Root crops can last through
the winter if kept in a cool, dark place. 

Buy culinary-grade produce. Ask a local farmer if
they sell discounted “seconds,” produce that is
blemished, dented, or broken. (Don’t expect to get it
for free–it still cost the farmer to grow it!) Food that
you’ll process doesn’t need to be picture perfect (such
as apples for apple crisp or broccoli for a stir-fry).

Entice teachers and staff to buy adult meals. This
will generate more money for your program. Try
offering teachers a free lunch that includes new foods
one day. Let teachers request dishes in a survey, or
offer a little something extra with their meals, such as
a side dish of soup or a new recipe.

Revised from New School Cuisine: Nutritious and Seasonal Recipes for School Cooks by School Cooks
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38.1%
Grocery Store

Working with distributors is very efficient. Orders
can often be placed with only a day’s notice, and
deliveries can be made several times a week.
Distributors also may carry a wide variety of
products, including food, soap, and appliances.
However, because they participate in the larger
food system, many of their fresh foods come
from distant states, traveling 1,500 to 2,500 miles
before reaching the school. These distances can
significantly impact food quality, food price, and
the environment.

Distributors are a true resource for farms that do
not have transportation or storage
infrastructure. Some states are fortunate to have
a number of distributors that look for and
showcase local products. When purchasing from
a distributor, whether you have a contract or
purchase occasional items, ask them how much
of the food they distribute is locally produced,

WHERE DOES THE FOOD
COME FROM? 
School meal programs get their food from many
different sources. In addition to the sources
outlined below, schools can acquire food from
their school gardens and district agricultural
technology centers.

Where does school food come from?
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24.1%
Wholesale

Retailer

27.2%
Wholesale
Distributor

4.1%
Directly

From
Farmer

Wholesale Distributors
A majority of school food is purchased from the
same wholesale food distributors that serve
restaurants and supermarkets. Often a school
or district sets a contract with a distributor that
requires the school to buy a high percentage of
its products through that distributor in order to
get better overall pricing.



locally produced, and don’t hesitate to ask them if
they can increase that amount. (Remember to ask
them for their definition of local, too.) Request local
food products whenever possible, and ask for the
names of the farms your distributor purchases from
—it makes the distributor more aware of customer
demand. 

Department of Defense Fresh Program
All schools have the option to spend some or all of
their USDA Foods value on fresh produce from the
“Department of Defense (DoD) Fresh Program.” This
program supplies whole or minimally processed
produce from farms that may or may not be local to
your state. 

USDA Fresh Fruit & Vegetable Program
This USDA Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP)
provides all K-8 students in participating schools with
a variety of federally reimbursed fruits and
vegetables as a snack before or after lunch. It is often
available only to schools where 50 percent or more
of the students qualify for free or reduced meals.
The FFVP is a great opportunity to incorporate
nutrition education in the classroom, offer a healthy
snack at little cost to the food program, and support
your local farmer by buying local. The Fresh Fruit and
Vegetable Program can also be readily integrated
with state Harvest of the Month programs, which are
available in many states. Learn about Arkansas
Harvest of the Month by visiting the Arkansas Farm
to School website. 

Food Hubs
The USDA defines a food hub as “a centrally located
facility with a business management structure
facilitating the aggregation, storage, processing,
distribution, and/or marketing of locally/regionally
produced food products.” Nationwide, about 11
percent of food hub sales are to K-12 food service.
They specialize in serving farmers and buyers
through education and clearly identifying food
sources at the time of purchase. Also, food hubs
tend to be focused on distribution within a region of
a state, rather than a whole state.

USDA foods are physical food items from the
government that schools have access to if they
participate in the National School Lunch Program.
USDA foods include frozen products, canned
products, dry goods, and fresh fruits and vegetables.
Although the food traditionally has been perceived as
the “leftovers,” once restaurants or consumers have
purchased the quality foods, this is not so. When the
USDA solicits bids from farmers and companies to
supply goods to the program, it has quality and
production requirements. The USDA purchases
these foods in bulk, then offers them free to schools. 

USDA Foods have a dual mission: to support
American agriculture and to support programs that
serve children and others in need. A school’s
entitlement to USDA Foods is based on the number
of lunches served the previous year, multiplied by the
USDA Foods rate.  (In 2021-2022, Arkansas schools
were entitled to $14,228,168.) Schools must order
items in March for the next school year, so
forecasting food needs and preferences is important.
Strategically, consider maximizing your “value for
dollar” by purchasing USDA Foods that are not
available locally, allowing more space in budget for
local foods on t﻿he open market. 

USDA Foods 
(formerly USDA Commodities)
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Working with individual farmers can take some
getting used to, especially if you’re accustomed to
one distributor supplying everything. For example,
there will probably be additional paperwork if you
place multiple orders with several local farmers, so
having efficient procuring and ordering systems is
essential. 

In developing a system that works for both farmers
and schools, openly communicating and
negotiating is the foundation for building lasting,
viable partnerships. Both sides will have issues and
concerns. Farmers and food service directors can
be partners in FTS efforts when they trust one
another and understand each other’s motivations,
needs, and constraints. (See Appendix, “Tips for
Buying Directly from Farmers.")

Direct Purchasing

Food Donations

Forward Contracting

School Purchasing Cooperatives 

In some school districts, farmers and school food
service staff sit down together each spring to
identify and plan for foods that the food service
can use for the coming school year. The proper
procurement procedures are applied, and a
farmer commits to growing these foods for the
coming year or season. A forward contract also
contains contingency plans if the product is
unavailable when ordered, and details how
communication will occur between the farmer and
school nutrition director when the ordering begins.
Forward contracting can save money because if
farmers can secure a market for their products
ahead of time, a better cost per pound can be
negotiated. This requires discussion and planning
between food service staff and farmers, and each
party assumes a little risk. If the intent is to secure
price ranges ahead of the planting and harvesting,
it is important to have a forward contract that is
properly solicited and bid on.

School districts can achieve significant savings by
working together to arrange for sale prices on behalf
of the school. In Vermont, more than 180 schools
belong to the Food Directors Association. Companies
bid for this collective contract and enrolled schools
are obligated to purchase 95 percent of their food
and supplies through the chosen vendor, although
exceptions can be made for local produce and some
local products the contracted company cannot
provide (such as fresh bagels or pizza). This idea has
worked in communities throughout the United
States, 

Given budget constraints, it would seem logical to
assume that schools would welcome donated or
gleaned food. It’s true that donated food can work
well for a taste test, classroom experience, or trial of
some new foods, but school nutrition directors are
not necessarily able to accept regular donations.
They plan menus a month in advance, and donated
food supplies are often unpredictable. Additionally,
imperfect produce often requires more staff hours
to prepare. However, once a director has built a
trusting purchasing relationship with a farmer, they
are more likely to be able to accept imperfect (known
as “culinary grade”) produce. Local food donations
certainly can build school–community relationships,
when planned for. In all cases, however, it’s
important to adhere to the school’s food safety
requirements.
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Some innovative teachers and food service staff
have experimented with inviting farmers to “grow a
row for the school kitchen” with the help of students.
Students plant a crop like potatoes or pumpkins at a
farm they visit in the spring. The following fall, the
students harvest the crop and bring it to the school
to be stored, processed, or frozen for later use.

Grow a Row- On the Farm

Self-Operated Food Programs 

Mystery Box
Program

WHO MANAGES THE SCHOOL
FOOD PROGRAM?

In the fall of 2015, Berlin Elementary School
teachers and Community Harvest of Central
Vermont (CHCV) created the Mystery Box
program. Each week, CHCV sends partnering
teachers a box of a different kind of donated
gleaned vegetables, enough for every student.
The vegetables give teachers a jumping-off point
for almost any kind of learning—math, science,
research, art, or writing. Sample templates are
provided. Students learn about all the
vegetables and in the end—maybe—taste and
get excited about a new food! 

As defined by the USDA, a School Food Authority
(SFA) is the local government body legally
responsible for administering and operating school
food service programs in one or more schools.
Usually, a SFA is a town school district, union school
district, or private school. 

There are two basic models for school food service:
self-operated food programs and privately managed
food services. Each is outlined below. Each model
has its own unique advantages and challenges. It is
possible under either system to begin incorporating
local food into daily meals. For example, both
models sometimes rely on centralized kitchens for
efficiency. Centralized kitchens have the equipment,
space, and labor to do scratch cooking with local
foods that are then delivered to other schools in the
district.

“Independent” or “self-operated” school meal
programs are managed by school nutrition staff who
are employees of the supervisory union or school
district. These programs follow the purchasing
policies of the school, and the school nutrition
directors usually have the independent authority to
procure food through both formal and informal
purchasing procedures.

Directors of self-operated food services often enter
into yearly or multiyear purchasing contracts for
supplies and food, and purchase the majority of their
foods from one or two major vendors to reduce
contract and billing paperwork. However, they also
have quite a bit of flexibility to make their own
decisions about where and what to buy “off-contract”
in order to purchase food from their local farming
community. 

Other food service staff have asked local families to
“grow a row for the school kitchen” so that the
school can receive produce donations all fall.
Family food donations to schools were the
foundation of school lunches prior to the start of
the USDA program. Alternatively, community
members, families, and PTOs could donate a
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) share for
classroom taste tests or to the food service. (A CSA
share allows you to pay for a “share” of a farmer’s
harvest in advance, and then receive a portion of
the farmer’s crops as they are harvested.) In either
case, it is important to arrange this with the school
nutrition staff prior to any produce showing up at
the kitchen door!

Grow a Row- At Home
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Some schools outsource their meal programs to private, for-profit food service management
companies, often operated by corporations that provide multiyear contracted food services to many
schools, hospitals, and other institutions. The school or school district pays an annual management
fee, and a cost per plate of a meal (depending on the meal program). Costs can vary depending on the
size and remoteness of a school, the inclusion of local foods, and number of programs being served.
Individual food service managers or cooks at each school are restricted in what they can purchase
outside the contract unless the school specifies exceptions.

These companies, particularly in the Northeastern United States, have shown an interest in purchasing
local foods if the school food service manager is interested as well. Schools can include language in the
contract applying geographic preference to vendors that supply local products. 35 percent of Vermont
schools have privately managed meal programs. 
 

Privately Managed Food Services

       “One success has been working with the same local food producers over time
        and the relationship we have built with them. They are able to provide us 
with a quality local food delivered right to our back door.”

—High School Nutrition Director 
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Incorporating local foods in the school menu does
not need to happen on a grand scale to make a big
impact. Try introducing one item at a time by
adding a seasonal vegetable or two to a favorite
recipe. Then enlist teachers and families for taste-
testing the new foods and recipes. 

Recipes in the New School Cuisine cookbook can
help you (see next page). These recipes were
developed by school cooks for school cooks, and
most of the ingredients used are common in school
kitchens. The recipes feature foods required by the
latest USDA Meal Pattern for School Meals, and
incorporate USDA Foods along with local food
suggestions.

Incorporating Local
Foods in the Menu

FALL

Years ago, students in Northeastern United States
couldn’t have imagined eating fresh tomatoes in
the dead of winter or feasting on strawberries after
the leaves fell. But the global food system has
made just about any food product available at any
time of year. Seasonal cooking, which simply
means taking advantage of fruits and vegetables
when they are ripe, can be both cost-effective and
delicious. For example, you could reduce the
offerings of tomatoes and cucumbers in the winter
months and instead serve root crops, such as
beets, parsnips, and winter squash. Since many
students have not had much exposure to winter
and root crops, these foods need to be introduced
gradually through taste tests and repeated
presentations.

Summer squash spears with dip
Fresh corn 
Corn chowder 
Late spinach mixed with salad greens
Zucchini-carrot bread
Pesto on pizza or pasta 
Apple crisp 
Swiss chard and peppers in rice pilaf
Cabbage patch salad
Kale chopped fine in soups/casseroles
Vermont minestrone soup
Winter squash in bread

MENU PLANNING WITH
THE SEASONS 

Seasonal Menu Items

WINTER
Rutabaga, turnips, and parsnips served as raw
sticks with hummus or bean dip 
Beet, parsnip, and carrot salad 
Chili with root vegetables 
Roasted potatoes 
Potato bar 
Chicken pot pie with winter vegetables 
Late harvest soup with root crops 
Rice pilaf with root vegetables 
Potatoes/root vegetables in soups or stews

LATE SPRING
Spring roll-ups with early lettuce, spinach,
cheese, and dressing 
Bok choy 
Stir-fried onions and herbs on rice 
Chicken Caesar salad with spinach

SUMMER
In the summer, you can wash, process, and freeze
strawberries, blueberries, zucchini, swiss chard, and
kale to use in recipes throughout the school year.

* Many crops can be quick frozen without cooking
and saved to use throughout the school year, if

there is freezer space.
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introduce a creative way to build FTS programming
into a meal program.
 
For example, the Arkansas Minority Health
Commission's Southern Ain't Fried Sunday Program
has a unique approach to helping Arkansans eat
healthier by educating people about how to make
healthy swaps and prepare traditional, familiar
meals in healthier ways. By starting with what is
familiar, people may feel more comfortable
incorporating alternatives rather than feeling like
they have to start with something brand new.

Salad Bars
Salad bars have become popular as an appealing
way to present fruits and vegetables. They allow
students to take seconds and thirds, because there
are no restrictions on fruit and vegetable servings
per student. A salad bar can highlight produce
from the school garden, offer samples to test new
recipes, and be transformed into a taco bar or a
potato bar at different times of the year.

Culturally Appropriate Menus 
Culturally appropriate menus include the ingredients
and food preparations that acknowledge and
appreciate the experiences, traditions, and diverse
preferences of a group of people. These foods and
preparations might be representative of another
country’s national cuisine, but they might also
represent a culturally distinct part of your state.
Understanding the student demographics of your
school or district will help you determine what
culturally appropriate foods will work best in your
school nutrition program. The food traditions of an
increasingly diverse student population can create
opportunities to develop popular menu items that
meet federal guidelines and honor the background
and experiences of your students. They also
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New School Cuisine 

Fall: Roasted vegetable hash 
Winter: Butternut squash barley
Spring: Magenta root slaw 
Summer: Kale chips and sloppy joes with local
beef 

This recipe collection highlights Vermont school
meal programs making food from scratch using
locally sourced ingredients. We hope the recipes
become part of school food culture nationally and
inspire all the shining stars in our school kitchens
who are cooking with love and hope for a healthier
generation. Some seasonal recipe ideas from the
book: 

Free cookbook download at www.vtfeed.org.

SCHOOL KITCHEN EQUIPMENT
FOR LOCAL FOODS

Local foods tend to be whole foods and, therefore,
require time and labor to clean, chop, slice, and cook.
Large-scale, commercial food processing equipment
can be a great timesaver in this regard. A commercial
food processor, for example, with a variety of blades,
can both save time on salad bar prepping and make
it more interesting. Similarly, a stand-alone steamer
can help process produce for freezing, or be used to
cook grains and pasta. However, using commercial
equipment properly requires training and the
equipment isn’t cheap.



Apply for USDA equipment grants.

Publish a wish list in your school newsletter
for functioning appliances.

Inquire at local restaurants and industrial
kitchens about purchasing their older
equipment when they upgrade. 

Work with your school parent group on
fundraising for that salad bar unit that will
allow you to serve fresh vegetables every
day.

To help finance the equipment, consider the
following options:

BRINGING KIDS TO THE TABLE
Marketing is used to sell shoes, sodas, and more to
kids. So why shouldn’t it be used to sell healthy,
local foods, too? Promoting and marketing local
food at school works best if it is a school-wide
effort reinforced by teachers, administration,
families, and food service staff. 

The best way to publicize and build support for
your FTS work is to reach out to students, families,
and teachers via school newsletters,
announcements, and signs on the lunch line. And
don’t forget social media (see next page).

          "You have to promote your
          products at every level—
from school board to administration
to teachers and students. It has to
be a movement, not just a good idea.
I spend a lot of my time fighting to
promote what is best for the school
food program. It takes a lot of work
and you can’t do it sitting behind a
desk.”

—School Nutrition Director 
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 Jazz up the monthly menu, creating symbols to
identify scratch-cooked items and local foods. 
Ask the farmers you work with to provide their
logo for the lunch line. One Vermont farmer
brought in her farm-grown flowers at the start of
the school year and placed a sign next to them:
“Welcome back to school—from our farm.” 
Ask teachers to talk to their students about what’s
for lunch and where the food comes from. 
Advertise and market the changes you make on
your menu—no matter how small those
changes. 
Highlight Arkansas Farm to School Month and
National School Lunch Week (both in October) by
serving local foods and/or trying new recipes. 
Launch a quarterly school food newspaper with
teachers and students. Students can produce the
articles so that the school and community can
learn more about your food program. 
Promote local foods within the school
community. Try offering a “free school lunch”
coupon to staff for the first week of school, or
make a special “teacher meal” weekly, such as a
quiche or sandwich wrap with a baby green
salad. (Keep any free meals for adults separate
from your federal school food program funds.)

Here are some ideas for promoting your local foods
to your entire school community:

Most school nutrition personnel know that if they
introduce a radically new dish or food item, it will
end up in the compost or trash. No one wants this,
especially school nutrition personnel concerned
about budgets, lunch sales, and wasted food. Just
because it is a dish made from local food does not
mean students will be impressed enough to try it.

TASTE-TESTING LOCAL FOODS That’s where taste testing comes in. By
familiarizing children with new foods, taste
tests can help ensure that an item is
marketable before it is offered on the menu.
Small bites—not an entire serving— are a
great way to introduce children to new foods
in a fun, pressure-free format.

If students learn where a food
comes from and how it is

grown, and use their senses
to understand it, they are
more likely to accept it.

Share the local food your featuring on
your school’s social media accounts.
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Not that it’s easy. Children can be selective eaters—
predictably unpredictable!—whose taste preferences
change and mature over time. In fact, a child may
have to try a new food many times before accepting
it. If students learn where the food comes from and
how it is grown, have hands-on experiences with it,
and use their senses to understand it, they are more
likely to taste it and accept it. Best of all, students can
experience new flavors with their peers and have a
hand in preparing the food (ideally), and both the
school and students can proudly say, “We are a
school that tries new foods!”

No matter how enthusiastic you are about
conducting regular taste tests, be respectful of school
nutrition personnel and teachers. Everyone has the
same goal—to feed our children the freshest,
healthiest food possible—but we may have different
ideas on how to get there. Be sure to listen to
people’s concerns and solve problems as a team.
Also, make plans ahead of time (don’t forget to
include students!). Spontaneous taste tests can be
fun once in a while but may not relate to the goals
people want to achieve. 

For taste-testing resources, see Appendix, “5
Steps to Implement Taste Tests,”  and
“Cafeteria Tips for Successful Taste Tests,” 
 and “Classroom Tips for Successful Taste
Tests.” 

THE LARGEST CLASSROOM
IN THE SCHOOL

The School Nutrition Association named the
school cafeteria “the largest classroom in the
school.” It’s also a daily dining room. Yet how
often do schools use this space to educate
students (beyond hanging “Got Milk?” posters)
or pay attention to the look and feel of the
place? In most schools, there's room for
improvement. But this responsibility cannot
rest just with the school nutrition staff. They

Improving the
Cafeteria
Environment
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are busiest when the students are there, and feel
that their primary job is to make fresh and healthy
meals, not advertise them.

Fortunately, some schools around the country
have made changes to their cafeteria designs in
order to create spaces that are more inviting to
students and staff. There’s a lot to learn from
these schools.
 
The Smarter Lunchrooms Movement is a project
of the Cornell Center for Behavioral Economics in
Child Nutrition Programs. It has educated people
all over the country about how humans behave
toward food and the environment where it’s
served. Humans generally like to eat in pleasant
surroundings, and those surroundings can even
increase the perceived value of the food. The
Smarter Lunchrooms Movement provides
strategies for free or low-cost solutions that nudge
students to make healthy choices in the cafeteria.

The long tables that are so typical in school
cafeterias generally create a lot of noise
because students want to talk with friends
sitting several seats away. Consider
changing from long tables to round tables
that seat eight students—there’s no need
to raise one’s voice when everyone is sitting
close!

For example, schools have reported that when
they place a selection of different fruits at the
beginning and the end of their lunch lines,
more students take fruit. 

In your school, try setting up a focus group of
students, teachers, staff, and parents and
brainstorm how to make the cafeteria inviting
through lunch lines, table configuration, and
walls. You can’t change everything, but a
school-wide effort to develop long-term
changes can be successful. 

Here are a few examples of some modifications
to improve the cafeteria environment:
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Brick and cement walls in the cafeteria are a
structural necessity but reverberate noise.
Consider installing noise-canceling panels to
soften the sounds. They also make a great
surface for student art!
Art in the cafeteria might be one relatively easy
change to make. Although there is no way to
prove that food-related artwork in a cafeteria
causes students to embrace healthier foods,
images of food and farming can reinforce the
message that these foods can be a part of one’s
life. Food-related artwork complements food-
tasting discoveries. If students make the artwork
themselves, their creative experiences can
strengthen what they are learning in the
classroom and during taste tests. 

Length of Time to Eat

Ideas for Reducing
Food Waste

COMPOSTING IN SCHOOLS

What is the difference between eating a burger
on a bun and eating a salad, besides different
nutrients? Time! It takes more time to eat raw
foods than cooked foods. Since 2012, federal
nutrition guidelines have required schools to
offer more fruits and vegetables at every school
meal. Within a year or two of operating under
these new guidelines, school staff were alarmed
at the quantity of fruits and vegetables being
thrown in the compost or garbage. It seemed
that offering more did not mean kids would eat
more. However, few schools considered the
added time it took to eat raw fruits and
vegetables! Students had to take more of these
food items, but were not given more time to eat
them. Thus, they would eat the easy food items
first, like bread and cooked foods, save the apple
for later, and throw out the cut-up vegetables or
salad. Although schools have many time
demands, we need to give students the time to
eat the foods and nutrients that will help them
be ready to learn.

Schools nationwide are establishing composting
systems to reduce waste and demonstrate how
food scraps fed back to the soil make a nutrient-
rich starter soil for growing food. Schools around
the country are excellent places to establish
recycling and composting behaviors and tools that
students can carry over into their households. 

Because of the educational opportunities that
composting presents, often schools want to
compost on their campus (referred to as “on-site
composting”). On-site composting can work, but it
requires careful planning and a number of people
willing to be the "keepers" of the program. 

Schedule recess before lunch to
increase student appetite and reduce
plate waste.

Extend the lunch period from 20 to 30
minutes to give time for students to eat
fresh fruits and vegetables. 

Add a "Share Table" where students can
drop off unconsumed food and
beverage items for other students to
take additional helpings at no additional
cost. 

For more information, see: Food Tips for K-12
Schools: Get Kids to Eat More and Waste Less, EPA
 

Further with Food: Center for Food Loss and Waste
Solutions
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It is also essential to educate everyone in the
school, including students, all support staff, food
nutrition staff, maintenance staff, and
administrative staff, about composting. 

Many schools choose to work with waste
management companies instead. A company
picks up the school’s food scraps and brings them
to an off-site compost operation. Although this can
be logistically easier for a school, it still requires
fully educating the school community because
these haulers will not take compost that has been
contaminated with plasticware or milk cartons, for
example. As you investigate the potential for
composting at your school, know that many states 

have composting guides that can help you. In
Vermont, the Agency of Natural Resources has
created guides for both school composting and
school recycling (see box). These include
recommended practices and essential tips to help
schools develop, launch, and refine composting or
recycling programs.

Getting Started With School Composting 
Universal Recycling: Recycling Guide for Schools
(K-12)



Vermont Agency of Natural Resources
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This chapter is intended for the
classroom teacher, school
administrator, or farm to school
advocate who is addressing the
impact that farm to school has on
students, the curriculum, and the
overall educational environment.
Each of the seven key educational
benefits of farm to school has an
example illustrating how it
benefits student learning. In the
appendix, there are a number of
useful tools, step-by-step
resources, and examples for
developing a school's farm to
school curriculum. 
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WHAT IS IN THIS SECTION? 

Engages all learners 
Is a tool for meaning-making
Leverages community resources and supports
collaboration 
Connects the explicit and implicit curricula 
Is interdisciplinary 
Connects school initiatives
Builds self-efficacy

Best Practices for School Community Gardens

7 Educational Benefits of FTS 



    Educational
    Benefits of 
Farm to School

1- FTS ENGAGES ALL LEARNERS

The most powerful farm to school (FTS) programs
connect the cafeteria and community with learning
in the classroom. We have explored how FTS in the
cafeteria helps ready students to learn, but there’s
more to its educational impact. FTS is a powerful
integrating context that helps engage students, is
naturally interdisciplinary, is a lens for making
meaning of subject content, and is a connector for
implicit and explicit curriculum.

 Students can develop deeper understanding of
how their food choices impact their bodies, their
families, the community, the local economy, and
even the world’s natural and economic resources.
The 3 Cs framework of cafeteria, classroom, and
community (outlined on p. 4) offers context-rich
and content-rich learning. Additionally, when FTS
involves project-based learning, students
experience real-world applications of their learning
on campus or out in the community. This
reinforces students’ understanding and allows
them to make a difference in their place. 

Research shows a strong link between student
engagement and academic achievement. FTS
offers a powerful model for reaching both.
Consider how many opportunities FTS provides
for hands-on experiences: growing, tasting,
cooking, and composting. Beyond that, FTS
encourages systems thinking and problem solving
around complex issues such as sustainable food
production and food justice.

Moreover, as a human being who needs to fuel
the body multiple times every day, each of us has
a deep, personal relationship with food. Food is an
expression of our values, our culture, and what
brings us together. This prior knowledge can be a
strong foundation to build upon with FTS themes.
Food and farming also engage learners on a
sensory level. Students can see and taste the fruits
of their learning when they engage in FTS themes
in their own school community. If you have ever
seen a child discover the bright orange root
dangling from feathery greens as they pull a carrot
from the ground, or teens engaged in debate
about water quality and farming practices, it’s clear
that FTS engages the whole child—the social,
emotional, physical, and intellectual being.

7
Classroom
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Gardening as a Tool for Engagement
Gardening at school is a common and very
effective activity for students to engage in as part
of their school’s FTS program. Tracing our
favorite foods back into the soil is an impactful
way to learn the full story of what we eat. A
garden bed or a classroom growing system can
be the springboard for investigations into
science, social studies, math, and literacy. It is an
inviting space for students of all ages to explore
concepts such as interdependence, cycles,
biodiversity, and biomimicry. Lessons and units
may highlight a wide variety of living processes
such as seed biology, culturally sustaining foods,
and soil science.

A garden bed or a classroom
growing system can be the

springboard for investigations
into science, social studies,

math, and literacy. 

A school garden presents a wonderful opportunity
to introduce an outdoor classroom. Your school will
have a unique set of resources that can help make
learning through gardening come alive. If you want
to build or use an existing outdoor or indoor
garden, your school groundskeeping or facilities
team will be key allies. Teaching colleagues who
share your passion for food systems can also be
strategic collaborators in your efforts. Consider
tapping specialists, such as arts teachers, language
teachers, and technology teachers to give your
garden-based curriculum a power boost. Partnering
with teachers and summer program providers who
work with students of different ages can help
provide care for an outdoor garden, which it will
need throughout the growing season, while adding
another social skills dimension to the student
learning. Lastly, don’t forget about the Master
Gardeners in your school community. If you put out
a call for the help and support you need to
maximize the learning potential of your garden, you
will likely be surprised by the invisible skill set within
the school network. (See Appendix, “10 Best
Practices for School Community Gardens.")
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2- FTS IS A TOOL FOR
MEANING-MAKING

EXAMPLE: Taste-testing while in the garden is a favorite and
highly engaging activity for the first and second graders in
Mrs. Magida’s class at Thatcher Brook Primary School. The
school’s gardens are six small beds built into the hillside
behind the school. The P.E. teacher and a handful of
classroom teachers work each spring with students to till the
soil, start seedlings, and plant before the end of the school
year. And then throughout the summer, the gardens are
managed by both the summer camp program that runs out
of the school and a rotation of families that have signed up
at the end of the year to help keep the garden beds weeded.
By the time the school year starts back up at the end of
August, the gardens are filled with lovely produce ready to
enjoy. Some of the vegetables get taken into the school for
classroom cooking and some herbs are used in the cafeteria,
but much of the produce doesn’t get more than three feet
from the vine or stem it grows on. Students love to pick and
eat the garden produce while still standing in the garden.
Whether it is the warm sun-ripened cherry tomatoes or the
fresh juicy lettuce leaves, it doesn’t get more local than that!

explore complex environmental, social, and
economic issues at the local and global levels. 

Making Meaningful Compost 
As students uncover the complete story of the
food they eat, food waste often pops up as a
problem to solve. Apple cores and orange peels at
the end of snack time, uneaten lunch food in the
cafeteria, bowls of vegetable scraps at the end of a
cooking lesson—these are visible indicators of a
bigger problem in our food system. Students see
these things daily. The good news is they can do
something about it! 

Tackling food waste makes a perfect FTS student
action project. While discovering the patterns of
the problem and designing solutions, students are
engaged in STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Math) learning and the skills of
critical thinking, communication, creativity, and
collaboration. The problem solving often begins at
the classroom level and expands outward as

FTS is not a curriculum in itself, nor is it intended to
be an “add-on.” It is simply where and how
learning happens. Whether you teach all subjects
in an elementary classroom, teach a discrete
discipline in a middle or high school, or work as
part of a multidisciplinary team, FTS offers relevant
and meaningful learning for all students. As we
support students along their journey from
knowledge and inquiry to deep understanding
and action, FTS themes and topics provide a deep
dive into key concepts such as community,
interdependence, systems, diversity, and long-
term effects. 

FTS extends learning beyond the classroom by
connecting to local farmers, producers,
community leaders, chefs, and others. This allows
students to authentically apply new information,
skills, and understanding to the real world. Beyond
simply building agricultural literacy, students can
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When a small group of students showed interest in
starting a composting program at Ferrisburgh Central
School, the science teacher jumped at the
opportunity. Over the next several years, she worked
with students to conduct audits, meet with
administration and the food service manager, and
study models from neighboring schools. The school
now composts all food scraps on-site, approximately
40 pounds a day. Leftover food from snack time is
ferried down to the cafeteria from each classroom in
small buckets. This is added to the large plastic bins
where staff and students put their lunch scraps and
the kitchen staff put their cooking scraps. The fourth,
fifth, and sixth-grade students sort and weigh the
food scraps daily, then wheel the bins to the compost
shed. The fifth and sixth graders work in small groups
with a teacher to layer the food scraps with manure,
wood shavings, or shredded paper. The manure is
donated to the school from local farms, with parent
volunteers providing transportation. Throughout the
year, classes visit the compost shed, checking on
progress, taking and recording temperature readings
(the compost cooks at about 150°F), and making 

observations. Each classroom incorporates
composting into the curriculum where it makes
sense. In the spring, when the compost is
finished, students spread it on the school garden
to nourish the plants that produce food for the
cafeteria, completing the cycle.

student understanding expands. In this learning
process, the science of landfills and decomposition
become additional chapters in the full story of food,
typically leading to the start of a student-managed
composting system or compost sorting in the
cafeteria. 

The level of complexity of a school composting
system will depend on your students’ developmental
level, the classroom, and the school culture. Caring for
a classroom worm bin is a wonderful opportunity for
younger students to experience the process of
decomposition.  Middle school students might take
their food waste action from the cafeteria to the
school garden with an outdoor composting system,
perhaps a roto-composter or a three-bin system built

Understanding Cycles - CompostingEXAMPLE:

by the students themselves. 

Taking the action to the school-wide level raises
new questions and complexities. How will you
manage the flow of waste? How will this affect the
daily life of students and staff at the school? What
will be the impact on the natural community?
What about pests and rodents? How will this help
the school move toward a zero-waste culture?
What do other people need to know about food
waste? How does the composting system connect
with your community's larger waste management
practice? Tackling the problem of food waste with
a student-designed composting system is a FTS
teaching and learn opportunity to celebrate! 
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By collaborating with community partners, educators
can develop rich place-based learning opportunities
that are relevant to their students’ lives. You don’t
have to look far to find potential partners. Think
about each person you engage with throughout the
day as a possible partner, including farmers and
neighborhood grocers. Community partnerships
make a curriculum locally relevant, and research
suggests that they can also help address gaps in our
schools. According to Larson, Shernoff, and
Bempechat, “Many of the gaps between underserved
and more privileged populations currently plaguing
our schools— whether the achievement gap, the
extracurricular gap, civic participation gap, or science
gap— amount to an overall opportunity gap.”
Community partners can help close this opportunity
gap by working with students during the school day,
engaging students in a way that educators alone
cannot. It is especially important to consider a
diversity of community partners and the roles they
play in the food system in order to engage the full
diversity of students in classrooms.

Start by thinking of the relationships or
partnerships you already have. Could the
focus of your work also include food systems?

Who do you know who is teaching a
complementary study? Perhaps there are
specialists who are interested in gardening,
food culture, cooking, or economics. They
could add an additional angle to your teaching
and become another advocate of FTS. 

Are there school-wide events that currently
exist that could be an opportunity for a FTS
connection? A STEM fair, fundraising event, or
a book fair could be an opportunity to
heighten the visibility of the school’s FTS work. 

An individual teacher’s FTS efforts will go even
further with the support of other teachers in your
school. There are many opportunities to invite
people into the excitement.

 

 School Composting: An Introduction (K-5
Teacher’s Guide) 

School Composting: An Introduction (6-12
Teacher’s Guide)

The Vermont Agency of Natural Resources has
developed two teacher’s guides to composting
that can help you tap into the educational
opportunities of composting:
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3- FTS LEVERAGES COMMUNITY
RESOURCES AND SUPPORTS
COLLABORATION 

W. Larson, Reed & Shernoff, David & Bempechat, Janine. “Epilogue: A New
Paradigm for the Science and Practice of Engaging
Young People.” Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of Education,
Engaging Youth in Schools: Evidence-Based Models to Guide
Future Innovations. 113. 323-337. 2014.

https://mtalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/School-Composting-An-Introduction-K-5-Teachers-Guide.pdf
https://dec.vermont.gov/sites/dec/files/wmp/SolidWaste/Documents/Universal-Recycling/School%20Composting%20An%20Introduction%206-12%20Teacher%27s%20Guide.pdf


Are there new initiatives the faculty is working
on? Connecting your FTS classroom efforts to
any new initiative will build awareness and
perhaps lead to new teaching partners.

What are other teachers working on?
Supporting their teaching goals through your
FTS work is a win for everyone involved.

and beginning to understand the complexity of food
systems issues. Then students choose independent
projects that build on inquiry, student voice, and
community connections. One student examined
systems and interdependence by making connections
between food waste at grocery stores and local food
insecurity. Another student researched a local organic
dairy farm and learned about the challenges facing
organic dairy farmers in the state. All the while,
students are experiencing and making meaning of
these complex ideas in their own community. 

EXAMPLE: Kate Toland, a high school teacher at
Peoples Academy in Vermont, holds a class
centered on community sustainability where
students are developing a sense of place and
sustainability. Students work with and interview
different community partners to understand what
sustainable food systems look like in a rural
community, and tour farms and processing
facilities using the lenses of social justice,
environmental integrity, and economic vitality.
Students also create systems maps, learning to
look for interconnections and interdependencies

EXAMPLE: Inspired by the weekly cooking and
tasting activities taking place at their school, three
students at Flynn Elementary crafted a recipe for
chatpate, a traditional Nepali street food dish, that
they wanted to share with their class. While the
recipe was a familiar staple for the three girls, the
majority of their fellow students had never tried or
even heard of the dish. In addition to creating the
ingredient list and writing the recipe, the three
students helped introduce this special cooking
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           “Harwood has a strong culture 
              developing around the concepts
of wellness and sustainability. Nonetheless,
the student body is relatively unaware of
the link between championing local food
systems and its impact on both
environmental/economic sustainability and
personal nutrition. We hope that our FTS
program begins to demonstrate how much
power students have through their food
choices.” 

activity and then guided their peers through
preparing the dish in class with the school’s mobile
kitchen cart. The three young women enthusiastically
and naturally stepped into leadership roles, freely
sharing a bit of their home and culture. Their dish
was a starting point for a poignant student-led
discussion about our differences and similarities,
both culturally and culinarily.

FTS can be a way to connect a school’s explicit
curriculum, or what it teaches day-to-day in classrooms,
with its implicit curriculum, or the way a school’s values
and understandings are expressed in its day-to-day
operations. For example, through the explicit
curriculum, students might learn about local
agricultural systems and the benefits and challenges of
eating local foods. At the same time, the implicit
curriculum might be taught through the cafeteria by
highlighting local foods on the menu and through the
parent-teacher organization by holding a fundraiser to
buy more local foods for the school nutrition program.
By connecting the implicit and the explicit curricula, FTS
powerfully reinforces learning for students and models
the values it teaches. 

The culture within a school can bridge the explicit and
implicit curricula. As referenced in the Staying Power
chapter (pp. 21-24), a school’s culture can impact
student learning and overall wellness. It can also impact
the staff’s wellness: Often teachers and administrators
become keenly aware of their own nutrition and fitness
habits when they realize they are modeling healthy
choices for their students. It is also evident when a
school’s educational message is about healthy choices
but this message is not modeled in the cafeteria.
Schools learn to “walk the walk” by making policy and
systemic changes in their schools while they are “talking
the talk” about healthy choices in the curriculum. For
example, in an effort to bring healthier foods into

4- FTS CONNECTS THE EXPLICIT
AND IMPLICIT CURRICULA

—Paul Kramer, Teacher
Harwood Middle School
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As educators, we often find ourselves teaching discrete,
single subjects. By instead using an interdisciplinary
approach grounded in real-world examples, we can
develop problem-solving and critical thinking skills in
students. Using FTS as a focus within curricular units
can provide meaning and evidence that learning is
connected to something we do every day—eat!

5- FTS IS INTERDISCIPLINARY 

school celebrations, a school in New York began
offering parents the opportunity to pre-order healthy
celebration foods from the cafeteria for birthdays and
class parties, instead of bringing in store-bought
brownies or cupcakes. With this initiative, the school
was also able to guarantee that student dietary needs
were being addressed. 

Employing FTS topics and themes to integrate
disciplines and connect campus and cafeteria
practices and community partnerships puts the
world together for our students. We immediately
help them see the connections between the
curriculum and their daily lives at home, in school,
and in the community. Teachers find that while
investigating a real-world issue such as hunger,
they are able to simultaneously address and
evaluate particular science, social studies, literacy,
math, and civics standards. (See table below.)

Farm to school topics and
themes integrate disciplines
to put the world together for

students.
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Students connect their learning to relevant local and
global issues, seeing the importance and impact of
their learning and actions. 

Set students up for success. Which cooking
steps can students do independently? What do
they need to know or be able to do in order to
succeed with more challenging tasks? 

Keep it simple. More frequent and regular
cooking experiences as a part of curriculum
may be more impactful than preparing big,
complex recipes twice a year. 

Look for financial support. Don’t let a lack of
funds prevent you from cooking in the
classroom. For culinary supplies, try your
school food service, PTO, or local food stores,
or try fitting them within the school budget.

Math: Counting, measurement, doubling,
halving, fractions, and ratios can all be a part of
making food from a recipe. 
Science: Cooking is all about transformations
and chemistry. Students in any grade can hone
their skills of inquiry, observation, and prediction
while tasting, handling, and preparing food. 
Literacy: Recipes can be your nonfiction text for
building encoding and decoding skills. Procedural
writing skills can be practiced as students write
down their own favorite recipes or a newly
innovated dish. 
Social Studies: Food is a key aspect of any
cultural study, whether you are studying families,
the local community, or ancient history. Prepare
foods that are important to the people, place,
and moment in time you are studying. 
Socio-Emotional Learning: Cooking with others
can build interpersonal skills, engage senses, and
teach students to problem-solve, communicate,
and collaborate. Taste-testing encourages
healthy risk-taking behaviors—a transferable
skill. 
Health: Food education is an easy link to
mandated “Comprehensive Health Education”
that includes nutrition, personal healthy habits,
body functions, and community health.

Cooking in the Curriculum 
Cooking with students is a wonderful way to engage
with food systems education. The more students
participate in the cooking process, the greater the
learning potential. As with all learning activities, you
can get the most impact out of cooking with students
when it is embedded in your curriculum. The possible
curricular connections are endless, but here are a few
good starting points.

Cooking with
Children
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            "The cooking cart supports
            teachers who are not highly
skilled with cooking because all the tools
and some basic ingredients are available.”

EXAMPLE: One easy connector between existing
school initiatives and FTS is the establishment of
Personalized Learning Plans (PLP). PLP’s offer
flexible pathways toward graduation for
secondary education students working with their

6. FTS CONNECTS SCHOOL
INITIATIVESCooking Carts

While many teachers would like to cook in the
classroom, often gathering the necessary supplies
and tools is a barrier. Some schools are making
cooking more accessible to teachers with “cooking
carts”—a wheeled food preparation cart that can
be rolled between classrooms. A cart has a flat top,
a shelf or two, and a cabinet for storing simple
cooking and prepping utensils and basic
ingredients such as herbs, oil, and salt. (See
Appendix, “Cooking Cart Equipment Checklist,” p.
123.)

FTS can activate diverse initiatives across a
whole system. The themes of food, farming,
and nutrition can bridge separate initiatives
such as wellness policies, behavior intervention
systems, and trauma-informed practices,
leading to a healthy and supportive learning
environment. Additionally, these themes link
academic standards, school nutrition
programming, and campus projects such as
school gardens, indoor gardens, greenhouses,
and school-wide composting efforts. In a
crowded curriculum and an overburdened
learning system, FTS connects the varied
initiatives and programs that schools engage in
from year to year. 

—Aziza Malik, teacher
Champlain Elementary School
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            “Food education
            matters because it’s
our connection to each other.
We all have this in common. I
don’t have to try to get them
to care, they are so fully
engaged.” 

 To engage students using a cohort model to
focus on a common goal through personalized
pursuits.
 To have a physical place that will model
sustainable practices and mindsets.
 To utilize an interactive design process.
 To tackle real-world problems in collaboration
with community partners.

educators to create personalized plans that reflect
and document student learning over time. At
Champlain Valley Union High School (CVU), the
environmental science teacher is creating a
Sustainability Hub, where students explore multiple
aspects of their world (including food, culture,
community, natural resources, etc…) through class
instruction, real-world problem solving and their
PLP. Students have expanded their Farm to Table
gardens, created a bike water pump, planted a
riparian buffer, worked on stormwater 3D models,
installed rain barrels, conducted a
macroinvertebrate survey, and more. Community
partners are vital, as students learn to work with
teams of professionals, connecting the school with
their greater community while identifying new role
models for students. This helps CVU meet their
school and PLP goals of:
 

1.

2.

3.
4.

7. FTS BUILDS SELF-EFFICACY

FTS leads to civic engagement and action now
and in the future, impacting not only students
but also the community. As students explore
food systems, nutrition, and related topics, they
are called upon to take action for themselves,
their community, and the globe. Take for
example high school students who are learning
about agricultural work in the United States—
understanding disparities among companies in
working conditions, wages, and worker health
and safety. As they uncover this information, they
work with their school nutrition staff to ensure
that the products they serve in the cafeteria meet
Fair Food Program standards and Fair Trade
Certification.

Students engaged in FTS build knowledge of
food systems and practice essential skills that
lead them to understanding an essential
capacity: self-efficacy, or an ability to make a
difference. This creates a foundation of engaged
citizenship for the future and leads to healthier
and more just communities. When you consider
it, FTS is a means to a better world for all!

—Meg Hopkins, teacher
Sharon Elementary School

EXAMPLE: Understanding Food Access
Meg Hopkins, fourth grade teacher at Sharon Elementary
School, has integrated a unit on food equity into their
curriculum. Students explore food access in their community
and assess whether or not there is equitable access to healthy
foods for everyone. Students visit the food pantry, make a meal
that is nutritious and affordable, and engage in a service-learning
project. Meg is able to integrate standards for writing, speaking
and listening as students create opinion pieces to engage in
dialogue about food equity. Application of math and civic skills
abound as recipes and budgets are created and students
deepen their understanding about community issues.
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 Farm to school programs enhance the nutritional and educational experience of school
children by providing: 

Nutritious, locally grown food as part of the school food program; and 
Opportunities for school children to visit local farms and learn about the origins of their food
and how their food is grown. Farm visits serve as an interdisciplinary teaching tool to influence
student food choices and lifelong healthy eating habits. 

 Farm to school programs provide students with the opportunity to eat healthy, locally grown
foods and be exposed to a variety of fresh produce. The school district will support the
development of farm-to-school programs to help students eat more nutritious foods and
promote healthier lifelong eating patterns, support the local economy and local farmers, and
teach students about the origins of their foods and how their food is grown.
 The school district supports the integration of a farm to school program into the school food
program and the curricular and co-curricular activities as appropriate to facilitate the
nutritional and educational goals of the school district. 
 The school district, to the extent possible, will buy and feature farm fresh foods, incorporate
a nutrition education curriculum, and provide students with experiential learning
opportunities. 
 The school district will support the sustainability of a farm to school program through
activities including, but not limited to, fundraising, solicitation of community donations, use of
existing resources, and allocation of school district funds.
 The school district will provide information to encourage families to teach children about
health, nutrition, and the importance of daily physical activity.
 The school district will encourage and support healthy eating by students and engage in
nutrition promotion that is: 

 Integrated into other areas of the curriculum such as math, science, language arts, social
sciences, and elective subjects where appropriate and that provides eating experiences, farm
visits, garden activities, and cooking classes. 
 Enjoyable, developmentally appropriate, culturally relevant, and includes participatory
activities, such as contests, promotions, taste tastings, and field trips to include farms and
gardens. 
 A part of a curriculum where students will learn to develop lifelong skills in nutrition, health
education, and physical activity. 

 The district will recognize the lunch period as an integral part of the educational program.
The district will strive to use the school cafeteria as a “learning laboratory” to allow students to
apply nutrition skills taught in the classroom. Healthy foods, including fruits, vegetables,
whole grains, and low fat dairy products, will be encouraged. 
 Neighboring school districts will work cooperatively and, whenever possible, purchase
collectively in order to increase the amount of products purchased from local farms.

1.

a.
b.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

a.

b.

c.

8.

9.

An excerpt from Public Health Law Center—Promoting Health in Minnesota Schools—FARM TO SCHOOL.

Incorporating Farm to School 
in a School Wellness Policy
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This chapter is intended for the farm to
school team members who are focusing on
overall program coordination, farmer
relationships, and community engagement.
The chapter covers many aspects of
connecting to your school community, your
greater town, and the larger farm to school
community throughout the country. The
community can often be the most easily
overlooked “C” of the 3 Cs model of farm to
school, but has proven to be the one that
most likely sustains the long-term efforts of
your team. 
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Community-based learning (or place-based
education) refers to a wide variety of
instructional methods and programs that
educators use to connect what is being taught
in schools to their surrounding communities,
including local institutions, history, literature,
cultural heritage, and natural environments.
Community-based learning is motivated by
the idea that all communities have intrinsic
educational assets and resources that can
enhance learning experiences for students.
Students directly experience issues they are

When starting or growing a farm to school
(FTS)  program, community support is as
important to the long-term success of your
efforts as buy-in from educators, school
nutrition professionals, and school
administrators. 

Think of your community as the audience, co-
workers, supporters, and beneficiaries of your
FTS program. Many programs look to their
communities for financial support, but
consider the long-term benefits that your FTS
program can offer the community and in turn
how that broadens the impact and the
longevity of the program. Families, farmers,
volunteers, community organizations,
government, and local businesses can help
your FTS team accomplish its goals, while
raising awareness about your efforts, which
will in turn generate more support.

studying in the curriculum and participate in
ongoing efforts to analyze and solve problems
in the community. When it is inclusive,
exploring your community can foster
community pride. But be sure to take time to
learn about and honor all the people in your
community’s history and the roles they have
played in shaping that history. A key element in
community-based learning programs is the
opportunity students have to both apply what
they are learning in real-world settings and
reflect in a classroom setting on their service
experiences. Place-based education has been
found to boost student engagement, academic
achievement, and sense of personal efficacy as
stewards of their local environment and
community.  

All communities have
intrinsic educational assets

and resources that can
enhance learning

experiences for students.
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1. Participants stand around a large circle,
outlined with a rope or string. 

2. Half of the group enters the circle and 
each person in this group selects a pre-
made card naming a role in the community (e.g.,
local bank, food shelf, Department of Health,
University Cooperative Extension). 

3. Participants remaining on the outside of the
circle form pairs: one person assumes the role
of an educator and another the role of the
school nutrition director. 

4. Each pair decides on one person from inside
the circle who they would like to have help their
FTS efforts, and invites that person out of the
circle to join them. 

ENGAGE FAMILIES 

Identifying and partnering with community
members is an important aspect of your FTS
work. Some partners will be assets in your
planning phase; others will be instrumental
as you implement your plan. Take time as a
team to brainstorm who to involve and
communicate that you are looking for
partners. This will help determine your scope
of work and long-term success. 

community through their social networks, and
over time, they can develop into strong program
advocates, as they become aware of the value
and success of your work. 

How do you recruit families and/or make them
aware of your FTS efforts? Connecting with your
school’s parent-teacher organization (PTO)
might be the first order of business. Does your
PTO host events? Does it put out a newsletter?
What sort of funding might it have available to
your committee? 

Not all parents and caregivers are comfortable
with or able to join the PTO or an existing school
committee. How will you reach these parents?
Perhaps their first language isn’t English, or they
have other barriers preventing them from
participating. Brainstorm places to meet
parents where they are already gathering and
feel most comfortable. Identify groups or

Working with
Community Partners 

Community Circle Activity
This activity highlights the value of community members in achieving your FTS goals.

5. After all the pairs have chosen a person from
inside the circle, each pair shares why they
chose that role to help with their FTS program. 

6. Participants remaining inside the circle and
state why they should have been chosen. 
Any participant can also share a real-life
example of their work with a community
partner. 

The two most important lessons in all this? 
First, you do not have to do it alone! There is
potential support from your community.
Second, be sure to devote time and people
power to reaching out to your community. You
can’t get more people on board with your FTS
work if they don’t know about it.
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Families are often the first community partners
considered when a team is establishing a FTS
program. This makes sense because family
members can be helpful in many ways. They are
often willing to join an active committee or
volunteer for specific events. They can help you
promote your school’s work to the larger



CULTIVATE COMMUNITY
VOLUNTEERS

SEEK OUT UNEXPECTED PARTNERS

Beyond the immediate families of the students,
there are often other volunteers in your
community. Some schools have found that
retirees or senior members of their
communities have skills or time to offer.
Imagine the untapped cooking skills that local
grandparents may be willing to share or the
gardening skills that members of a local senior
center or community gardening club might
donate. Larger local businesses may also have a
staff volunteer program in which employees
volunteer for nonprofits (including schools) on
company time. 

It is crucial to remember to respect your
volunteers' time and be clear with your

individuals who may already be working with
these families. Perhaps faith-based or
community-based organizations can partner
with you in reaching out to families. Make sure
that you have ways to reach families and
caregivers who either cannot or choose not to
participate in existing ways. 

To build awareness among school families
about your FTS efforts, try connecting your
activities to other school events. For example,
your annual harvest dinner highlighting local
farm partnerships could be connected to a
dinner honoring student-athletes or to a
science fair at the school. You might also reach
families by conducting taste tests outside of
school hours—at recitals, theater productions,
or other community service events. Try
offering school lunch as a community dinner
by inviting families into the cafeteria for a free
meal showcasing the healthy local food that
their child actually eats! If one goal is to truly
integrate a culture of health into the school,
then connecting with existing initiatives is key.
(It will also prevent burnout among family
members and staff who are constantly
volunteering their time outside school hours
for other events!) 

expectations. Some volunteers will feel
comfortable with an undefined time
commitment and may serve on your
committee for years; others will be happier to
help out with a specific short-term project.
You can ask volunteers to fill specific roles or
poll them about their personal skills and
interests. However you enlist them,
remember that sometimes volunteers simply
can’t make their commitments, so have a
backup plan for last-minute changes. Don’t
forget to honor their service, too. Many
schools have end-of-year thank you dinners
or local hero awards, and often a student
signed thank you note is appreciation enough.

It can’t be stressed enough: Cultivate
partners within the school first. Some of
them can be easy to overlook. Maybe the
music teacher could integrate garden songs
or historic farm work songs into lessons.

Uncommon School Partners
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Community Partners

      

      

      

  



  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Banks
Hardware stores
Chefs and restaurants
Food banks
Faith-based or cultural
organizations 
Artist collectives
Grocery stores, farmers markets,
and food coops
Local colleges and universities
Cooperative Extension Service
City, county, town employees
Health professionals
Community service groups (Rotary,
Lions, Kiwanis, Knights of
Columbus)
Local and state wellness councils
Youth programs (Boy Scouts, Girl
Scouts, 4-H, Odyssey of the Mind)
Libraries
Garden clubs or organizations
Senior volunteer programs
Master Gardeners

Maybe the afterschool program is
considering adding a cooking club. Don’t
forget the P.E. teacher, school nurse, art
teacher, librarian, or summer school or
service-learning coordinator. Give each of
these potential partners the chance to learn
about your FTS planning to see if they can
identify ways to be involved.

You may think that the custodial staff would
not be interested in your FTS plans. But they
often are just as important to include as the
principal. If they have to mow around new
gardens, need to clean up after cooking
lessons, or are asked to haul school
compost, the school maintenance staff need
to be invited to the table from the beginning.

There are many ways to connect schools to farms
and farmers. Connecting school food service to
local farmers is explored extensively in the
Cafeteria chapter (p. 26). Successful strategies to
connect classrooms to farms include farm-based
field trips, farmer visits to the classroom, and
farmer correspondence. 

Farm-based education immerses students in 
nature, culture, history, and community. It
teaches them valuable life skills, builds their self-
esteem, and deepens their sense of place. Farms
create a meaningful and relevant context for
learning that is cross-curricular and engages the
whole student —mind, body, and spirit. Vermont
Food Education Every Day's research has shown
that students who know a farmer or have
experience growing food are more likely to eat
fruits and vegetables. 

Each community has unique assets that might
benefit your FTS efforts. The community
college, the nearby hardware store, or the local
restaurant may relish the opportunity to work
with their school on food- and farm-related
projects. There are examples throughout the
country of grocery stores, local food banks,
religious groups, rotary clubs, and healthcare
facilities partnering with schools to achieve
their FTS goals. 

As you contact some of these potential
partners, take time to listen to their needs.
They will be more interested in helping you
meet your goals if you are helping them meet
theirs. Create mutually beneficial situations in
which all partners are achieving more
collectively than they would have individually. 

Uncommon Community Partners

Connecting with
Farms and Farmers 
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FARM-BASED FIELD TRIPS
Start by scheduling a handful of visits to a farm
in a school year, or by picking one or two
classrooms to go on multiple visits. A one-time
visit is a perfectly good starting point, but
students will learn best about the cycles of food
and farming if they are given multiple farm
experiences through the seasons. Before you
take a trip to a local farm, consider:

Transportation: How will you get to the farm 
and how will you move around the farm once
you are there? (If it’s a large farm, you and your
students might need to walk or drive between
points.) Talk this through with the farmer ahead
of time. Also, discuss parking options, so your
bus or cars don’t get in the way of the farm’s
activities or business.
 
Safety: Talk to the farmer in advance about any 
potential hazards on the farm, such as electric
fences, stinging insects, territorial roosters, large
equipment, or manure pits. Don't forget to ask

the farmer about bathroom facilities. As with
any other field trip, arrive with a first-aid kit,
allergy and other medications, and an
emergency plan for a sick student. Some
educators find it helpful to do a pre-visit to
identify safety issues that a farmer may not
see and to take photos of the farm to prepare
students for their learning experience. Be sure
to talk with your students about any safety
issues before your visit. 

On-Farm Activities: The depth of learning
that happens on a farm visit depends on how
students spend their time there. Sending a
group of rambunctious first graders on an
hour-long farm tour may let them see the
whole working farm, but how much will they
get out of it? If they help dig potatoes while
investigating soil insects and link that to the
classroom life-cycle lessons, their experience
will be more memorable and influential. 
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FARMER IN THE CLASSROOM

FARMER CORRESPONDENCE

Harvest Hill Farm
“When I see the second graders from Walden
and Hardwick planting potatoes with their
measuring sticks, with the spirit of cooperation,
enthusiasm, inquisitiveness, and being allowed to
get their hands dirty, it is to me what farming
and relationships are all about. When they
return in September to harvest, it becomes a
bit more educational. They are able to see what
has magically happened in the soil with the
potatoes that they had planted. There are
many questions about how the potatoes grow.
There are so many aspects of farming which
are wonderful, but to hear the children, their
teachers, and other adults be so happy and
encouraging to each other is what it is all about
for me. And of course, they all get to have
their own bag, weigh out five pounds of
potatoes, and take them home.”

—Bill Half, Harvest Hill Farm 

See more on collaborating with farmers at
Farm-Based Education Network.

To create meaningful student experiences, start by
asking your farmer what is happening on the farm
at that time of year. Share what learning outcomes
you’re hoping for, and together you can match
farm activities to your learning objectives.
(Remember, though, that while farmers are very
adaptable, you should not expect them to be
natural educators.) 



You might consider having several stations of
activities for small group explorations or having
students participate in some farm tasks, like
picking rocks out of a potato row or moving
compost or straw. A task should be short (less
than an hour), benefit the farm, and be simple
enough that it does not create more work for the
farmer. It can also be a great way to thank the
farmer for hosting you! During your visit, farmers

The cost of busing for multiple farm-based
field trips can be prohibitive, so consider
hosting a farmer in the classroom as a pre-
or post-visit experience. Many farmers are
more than happy to visit with students,
share their experiences, answer questions,
and even bring in some sample farm
products. Classes could also host a farmer
virtually by using an online conferencing
platform. Students can prepare interview
questions and develop interviewing skills
during these classroom visits. However, be
sensitive to the amount of time you request
of the farmer and when during their season
you are requesting it. If possible, consider
offering the farmer a stipend for their visit(s)
to acknowledge the value of their time. 

will be thinking about the safety of the
visitors and of their animals, crops, and
barns. Visitors can unknowingly bring
contaminants onto a farm, so please ask
about and respect any rules farmers may
have to protect their business. They may ask
that you wear booties over your shoes while
visiting the animals, hand wash before
harvesting vegetables, or not enter certain
barns or greenhouses. Knowing these
boundaries up front will help you, your
students, and the farmer have a positive
experience. 

Ongoing correspondence between students
and farmers, especially before or after a
farm field trip, can greatly deepen the
relationship and learning. Whether
handwritten letters or short inquisitive
emails, the more points of contact that
students have with farmers, the more they
will understand a farmer’s work and feel
connected to their community.
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School gardens are a high-priority and high-
impact activity in many FTS action plans. They
can be amazing opportunities to engage
students in hands-on learning while
producing real food for classroom lessons,
harvest dinners, and taste tests. Many school
gardens are built, maintained, and managed
by community members or groups. Adult
gardening clubs, Master Gardeners, town
recreation departments, and 4-H clubs can be
key partners in your garden’s long-term
success. (See the Classroom chapter for more
about connecting gardens to the classroom
curriculum.) Before your committee takes on
building a school community garden, be sure
to research how to manage and maintain
one, especially during the summer. Consider
incremental growth, start small, and expand
as interest and support grow.

Many resources are available online to help you
plan, build, and sustain a school community
garden. The Vermont Community Garden
Network has created a wonderful resource, “10
Best Practices for School Community Gardens”
(see Appendix). Before you dig your first spade
of soil, read through this and other resources,
and also consider the following questions:

Where will you build the garden(s)? 
How will you make them accessible to
everyone? 
Will the garden get direct sunlight for
at least six hours a day?
Is there a water source? 
Who is building the gardens? 
Who will coordinate garden activities
and communication?
Will the gardens be in a place where
they will be remembered and cared
for?

School Gardens
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A community of FTS practitioners beyond
your school are waiting to welcome you into
their networks. You don’t need to work in
isolation! Lots of schools and communities
are going through the same FTS planning
and implementation process you are.

Can the grounds maintenance staff mow
around the gardens? 
Will they be using any sprays, chemicals,
etc., on the school grounds?
Will there be an ongoing funding source
each spring for soil amendments, seeds,
and plants? 
How will you maintain the garden both
during the school year and over summer
break? 
What will you do with the produce? 
How will the garden be integrated into
the school curriculum or programming?
How will you train teachers to use the
garden?

Include relevant school staff in your early
planning efforts. Include school
administrators and building and grounds
staff in discussing the garden location; school
nutrition staff if you are planning for the
garden to produce food for the school
cafeteria; and teachers if you are planning on
curricular integration. There are school
committees that have built gardens with the
best of intentions, but the gardens have
ended up underutilized and eventually
abandoned. In those cases, during the
planning process, the committees neglected
to get buy-in from teachers or food service
and built the gardens without ongoing
maintenance plans. 

Although each community is unique and
should capitalize on its unique assets, there is
great value in networking with other
communities to see what they are doing. You
can learn a lot from their successes—and
share your own story. 

The National Farm to School Network (NFSN)
is a great place to start and also a great
resource for ongoing ideas and resources
after your program is underway. Through the
NFSN, you can research your own state to see
who is nearby to help you, including state
agencies, Cooperative Extension Service,
statewide nonprofits, and all the state-level
networks that support FTS efforts in each
state. In addition to the NFSN, the United
States Department of Agriculture Food
Nutrition Service Office of Community Food
Systems has an array of helpful resources and
support materials on its website.

In Arkansas, the Arkansas Farm to School and
Early Childhood Education Program monthly
newsletter shares information about media
events, funding sources, current news, policy
campaigns, and tools. In addition, Arkansas
Farm to School has an extensive website
where you can find program planning tools,
curricular resources, professional
development opportunities, and connections
to technical assistance.

No matter where you live, local FTS
organizations will keep you abreast of FTS
happenings in your state, including funding
opportunities, recent news, and statewide
gatherings. There are statewide, regional, and
national conferences and workshops that will
allow you and your school the opportunity to
develop new skills and ideas and learn from
others. Stay in touch with these groups and
seek out these connections. They will only
make your school’s FTS program stronger. 

Good luck, and enjoy your FTS adventure!

Connecting to
Resources
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6. ORGANIZATION 
A skilled coordinator and steering committee,
effective communications, shared planning and
decision making, and youth engagement are
essential to a sustainable school community garden.

7. ADMINISTRATIVE AND SCHOOL
BOARD SUPPORT 
Raise awareness by making a presentation and
conducting a garden taste test at the next school
board meeting or by hosting a school event in the
garden and inviting your school board to attend or
speak.

8. COMMITMENT 
Work for continuous improvement in your garden
and educational program. Seek feedback.

9. COMMUNITY ACCESS 
Involve the community in your garden, especially
during the summer. Consider individual garden beds
or plots for interested families and weekly summer
gathering times.

10. CELEBRATION AND
ACKNOWLEDGMENT 
Thank sponsors, volunteers, and donors, and share
surplus produce and flowers with neighbors and
people in need. Build social capital through garden
potlucks and harvest celebrations. Have fun!

Source: Vermont Community Garden Network. Used with permission.

1. LOCATION
The most sustainable gardens occupy a highly
visible site on or next to school grounds. The
site should be well-drained with plenty of
sunlight, access to water, and minimal soil
compaction. Always test soil!

2. PERMANENCE 
A colorful and durable sign and a sturdy fence
are good first steps toward permanence.
Clearly posted rules, regular updates in school
newsletters, and successful fundraising and
accounting are also key.

3. ORGANIC GARDENING 
Consider organic practices for the health of your
garden and community by avoiding synthetic
pesticides and chemical fertilizers. Increase soil
fertility through crop rotation, cover crops, and
compost.

4. CROP DIVERSITY 
Plant a variety of vegetables and flowers to
support a wide range of beneficial insects and
soil microorganisms. Experiment with companion
plants that enhance growth or suppress pests.

5. CURRICULUM INTEGRATION 
Work with administrators, teachers, and
community partners to integrate the garden into
farm to school, Ag in the Classroom, nutrition
programs, and other subjects.
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 APPENDIX 

SAMPLE JOB DESCRIPTION
School-Based Farm to School Coordinator

Implementing monthly taste tests in the cafeteria, with student-prepared recipes, and establishing
systems for recording and using feedback about new foods and recipes.
Marketing local food served in the cafeteria.
Communicating with cafeteria staff on school garden harvest and the timeline for delivering food to
the cafeteria.

Supporting existing classroom activities.
Developing, coordinating, and facilitating the delivery of educational programs.
Building on existing and forging new relationships with local farmers to arrange field trips and school
visits.
Attending relevant school meetings.
Engaging students in the planting and harvesting of the school garden.

Designing and distributing outreach materials to communicate with parents.
Keeping the website updated.
Working with the school nutrition director/staff and committee to hold the annual harvest festival
featuring local food and fundraising opportunities.
Writing articles and press releases to publicize FTS activities.
Maintaining the school garden through the summer months, utilizing community volunteers as much
as possible.

Building a network of active volunteers to assist with the responsibilities listed. 
Collecting and using feedback to inform practices and next steps. 
Planning and implementing fundraising initiatives with FTS and committee.
Developing and maintaining partnerships with community members, including volunteers, farms,
individual donors, businesses, and grantors.
Creating and maintaining a directory of school, farm, and partner contacts.

Ability to communicate and collaborate with a variety of people. 
Strong public speaking and writing skills. 
Organization and problem-solving skills. 
Ability to locate resources in an efficient manner.
Knowledge of local food systems and sustainable agriculture is a plus. 
Knowledge of Common Core and Next Generation Science Standards is a plus. 
Grant-writing and fundraising experience is a plus.

The successful candidate will collaborate with the farm to school (FTS) committee, the food service
manager, and local farmers to foster a positive school nutrition environment by supporting the use of
fresh, local food in the cafeteria, integrating nutrition education curriculum into classroom experiences,
and cultivating interactions between local farmers and the community. Specific responsibilities include: 

Cafeteria: To increase consumption of local foods in the cafeteria by: 

Classroom: To integrate nutrition education into the existing curriculum by: 

Community: To raise awareness of and build support for the FTS program and local agriculture by: 

Sustainability: To provide for the future sustainability and growth of the FTS program by: 

Skills Needed:
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SAMPLE JOB DESCRIPTION
District-Wide Farm to School Coordinator 

Facilitate monthly steering committee meetings. 
Help organize and support school garden efforts. 
Identify field trip opportunities to local farms for participating schools. 
Identify professional training opportunities for in-school FTS coordinators. 
Help document FTS activities undertaken at school in writing and with photographs, and
provide reports to funding sources. 
Communicate efforts with staff, students, parents, school administrators, and the broader
communities to engage their ideas, energy, and involvement in the FTS programs cafeteria.

Basic computer skills related to email, word processing, spreadsheets, and Internet searches.
Reliable transportation. 
Ability to work well with students, staff, parents, school administrators, farmers, and other
community members. 
Familiarity with schools. 
Experience in fundraising and grant-writing. 
Availability during school hours and some evening meetings.
College degree in related field preferred.
Education and/or experience in local food, healthy eating, gardening, and/or farming.
Experience working with elementary school students.
Familiarity with the communities of our district schools.

Our supervisory union (SU) needs an energetic, creative person to coordinate SU-wide farm to
school (FTS) activities. The coordinator will work closely with school-based coordinators to promote
school gardens, professional development opportunities, field trip possibilities, curriculum
development, and fundraising for long-term sustainability.

Responsibilities The coordinator will: 

 
Qualifications 
The coordinator must have excellent communication (written and oral) and organizational skills in
order to work with in-school FTS coordinators, school staff, administrators, and community
members. 

Required Skills:
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Government Role in School Meals 
— FEDERAL —

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE (USDA)



UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE (DoD)

National School Lunch Program (NSLP)*: Publicly funded school meal programs began
with lunch in 1942 in response to widespread malnutrition discovered during World War II.
This became the National School Lunch Program. 
National School Breakfast Program (SBP)*: Piloted in 1966 to serve schools in poor
neighborhoods and in areas where students traveled long distances to school, it continues
in almost all schools today. The program was modeled on meal programs developed by the
Black Panthers to serve children in their communities.
Fresh Fruit & Vegetable Program (FFVP): Piloted in 2002, the program now serves
elementary schools nationwide where at least 50 percent of students receive free or
reduced-price meals through the NSLP. Priority is given to schools with greater percentages
of food-insecure students.
 The Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP): Assists “child and adult care
institutions and family or group day care homes for the provision of nutritious foods that
contribute to the wellness, healthy growth, and development of young children, and the
health and wellness of older adults and chronically impaired disabled persons.” Through
CACFP, more than 4.2 million children and 130,000 adults receive nutritious meals and
snacks each day.
 Schools/Child Nutrition Commodity Programs: Provided $1.3 billion in USDA Foods
(formerly “commodities”) in FY 2018.

USDA Farm Service Agency supplies price-supported items.
USDA Agricultural Marketing Service supplies seasonal and perishable commodities
through the U.S. Department of Defence.

Food and Nutrition Service 
Sets standards, promulgates rules, administers pass-through funds to the states, and oversees
the following programs: 

Office of Community Food Systems
Offers various grants in support of farm to school initiatives

Department of Defense (DoD) Fresh Program: Provided $158 million in fresh produce to
schools across the U.S. and territories (FY 2015). Some produce is sourced within each state
by the procurement specialist in the child nutrition program. In nine pilot states, the DoD’s new
Farm to School Program focuses on linking local farms directly to schools for produce sales.
DoD is involved in school food because it has the best transportation system to get fresh
produce to schools, army bases, and prisons.
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Government Role in School Meals 
— STATE—

ARKANSAS DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH

ARKANSAS DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

ARKANSAS DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
Arkansas Farm to School and Early Childhood Education Program 
The Farm to School and Early Childhood Education Program offers funding
through the Arkansas School Garden of the Year Contest, Taste Test Grant,
Arkansas School Garden Grant, and related technical assistance for grantees.
Farm to school activities include a combination of school gardening, local
procurement, and hands-on education on the topics of food, nutrition, and
agriculture. This takes place in the school garden, the classroom, and the
cafeteria. 

Child Nutrition Unit 
The Arkansas Department of Education Child Nutrition Unit (CNU) administers
the National School Lunch Program, the School Breakfast Program, the Special
Milk Program, the Afterschool Snack Program, the Seamless Summer Program,
and the Fresh Fruits and Vegetable Grants in the public schools in Arkansas.
The CNU provides technical assistance, training, monitoring, and processes
claims for reimbursement of federal funds used in the operation of local
school nutrition programs in accordance with the United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA) regulations.

Public Health Safety Food Inspections 
 The Arkansas Department of Health is a participant in the United States Food
and Drug Administration’s (FDA) Program Standards for Retail and
Wholesale/Manufactured Foods Sections which lead to the adoption of the FDA
Food Code. FDA Food Code adoption and implementation in all jurisdictions
throughout the nation is important for achieving a uniform national food
safety standard and for achieving the efficiency and effectiveness of our
nation’s and state’s food safety system. In Arkansas schools, the Arkansas
Department of Health performs kitchen and cafeteria inspections.
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Creative Community Fundraising 
Here are a handful of ideas for raising funds to purchase and prepare local foods while
building community relationships. Some offer students opportunities for physical activity,
while others promote community service—some do both! When planning any fundraising
event, be sure to check with local authorities regarding any rules or regulations around
games of chance or sale of other goods. 

Administrative Fun: Put out a money jar in the
school office to collect spare change from
students and staff. The secretary can count the
collection daily and post the total. At set
increments, the principal or vice principal has to
do a stunt, such as a cheer or a scene from a
play.

Buy Local School Fundraising Groups: Support
the "Buy Local" movement through CloseBuy,
FarmRaiser, and RedBarn fundraising companies.

Calendar Raffle: Solicit 30 prizes (gift
certificates, cash, gifts) from local businesses and
award one prize a day for a month. Students sell
tickets for $10 each and each ticket has 30
chances of winning! One elementary school
makes $10,000 a year on this fundraiser!

Cookbook: Create a school cafeteria cookbook
and sell it as part of a yearly fundraiser. Maybe
an English class and art class can team up to
create it?

Date Night/Kids Night Out: Set up games and
movies for kids in your cafeteria or gymnasium
(with plenty of responsible adult supervision) so
the other adults get an evening out. Base
donations on the going rate for childcare.

Goods, Services, and Talents Auction: Solicit
local businesses to donate anything they can
offer. One school auctioned a week at a time
share (airfare not included), hair care services, a
lawn tractor, furniture, and gift certificates,
raising $20,000.

Handmade School Store Gifts: Students can
make hand salves, upcycled jewelry, and small

gifts to sell as part of their sustainability and
economics studies. Consider including garden
produce or schoolyard chicken eggs if
seasonally appropriate. 

Harvest Dinner: Consider combining a benefit
dinner with an established event that has large
community support, such as a Veterans Day
meal, Thanksgiving feast, or community-wide
school meeting. 

Plant Sale: Ask families to divide their
perennials and donate plants for a sale. One
garden club makes $1,000 to $2,000 each year
from a sale like this. 

Seed Saving and Selling: At the end of school
gardening season, save seeds from the
tomatoes, peppers, or other produce to dry
and sell next spring in homemade seed
packets. One pumpkin can produce hundreds
of seeds, so 20 seeds in a packet for $2 can add
up. 

Spring Yardwork: One soccer team offered to
rake yards and spread compost at a bargain
rate. Ten players worked three half days each,
and each boy made $240. Customers were
asked for donations for the work, and those
donations exceeded expectations. 

Take-Out Dinner from School Cafeteria:
School cafeteria kitchens mostly sit quiet
during dinner time. Some schools have started
programs allowing busy families to grab a
healthy meal for their family while supporting
their school meal program.
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Tips for Buying Directly from Farmers 
Having a direct buying relationship with one or several farmers or producers can be extra
work, but can also be educational and rewarding. You can learn more about local food—
how it’s grown or produced—and benefit from extra products when they are in
abundance. The school food procurement system doesn’t naturally lend itself to buying
directly from farmers. In developing a system that works for farmers and schools, both
sides will have concerns. Being open to dialogue and negotiation is the first step toward
building lasting, viable partnerships.

Do a little research. See who is growing products
in your area. Besides over the internet, you can
connect with farmers at farmers markets,
roadside stands, and U-pick farms. You might
even connect with neighbors who may plant more
than they need. 

Prepare a short list of products. Make a short
list of products, volumes, and frequency of
purchasing for the items you want. If you know
how you will use them (raw, cooked, or both), note
that as well. Don’t forget meat, eggs, and dairy! 

Set up business appointments. Contact the
farmers in the early morning or evening, since
many farmers are in their fields or marketing their
crops during the day. If you leave a message, be
sure to indicate when is a good time to call you
back and if you have a direct phone extension.

Request free samples. When you meet a farmer
interested in working with you, ask if they can
provide a free sample of the product so that you
can see if it will meet your school’s needs and
requirements. 

Visit farmers at their farms. Observing local
farm businesses in action gives you a better idea
about food safety, availability, pricing, and
challenges and will demonstrate to the growers
your sincere interest in their product. Farm visits
also give you the chance to speak directly to a
farmer about what you want and need in the
unique context of your farm to school
relationship.

Talk to farmers as early as possible so
they can plan accordingly. Hold winter
meetings when farmers are less busy, and
plan what products you want to use with the
farmers so they have some notice and can
be prepared for what you want to buy. To
develop a reputation as a reliable customer,
commit to a realistic purchasing volume and
develop a realistic delivery schedule that
suits your and the farmer’s needs. 

Be aware of your school’s insurance
coverage requirements. Most farmers carry
liability insurance. Make sure they do before
you enter into contracts that may require it.

Ask farmers to develop a weekly
availability sheet. Having up-to-date
information about availability, the size of
food items, quality, estimated quantity, and
price per unit will make it easier for you to
make good purchasing decisions.

Look for products that are difficult to
obtain from long-distance shippers.
Certain foods, particularly produce, are not
on the distributors’ trucks because they are
unusual (such as ground cherries) or difficult
to transport (such as small plums). Be sure
to ask your farmers if they have some
interesting or unusual products that you
could try out in your program. 

73Arkansas Farm to School Guide 



Tips for Buying Directly from Farmers, cont.

Work with the growers to arrange for supply
replacements. Sometimes the weather does
not cooperate and planned produce is
unavailable. Often farmers are able to offer you
a substitution. However, it is good to have a
backup of frozen vegetables just in case. 

Decide whether to do a micro-purchase or an
informal bid. With one-time purchases or if
you are trying out a new farm or new products,
consider documenting the buy as a micro-
purchase. For repeated and consistent
purchasing, you must solicit bids through the
“three bids and a buy” informal bid solicitation
process. 

Clearly establish a payment schedule.
Farmers’ costs are incurred upfront and they
are often accustomed to presenting an invoice
and receiving payment upon delivery. School
districts often have a payment cycle of 30 days,
90 days, or even longer. This difference in
operation needs to be worked out between a
school district and the farmer.

Invite local farmers to have lunch at your
school and sample the foods you prepare.
Seeing what you are doing and meeting the
students will further your relationships and
let them see your program in action. 

Start small and have partners. Rather than
buying a large variety of products, or setting
up relationships with several farmers, start
with one or two farms and three to six
products that you use regularly. Then make
sure that your local products are noticed.
Enlist the help of teachers and parents to
help you advertise your local purchasing in
school newsletters and on menus and
posters. 

Stay in touch. Don’t forget to keep farmers
in the communication loop with notices of
meetings and content. Invite them to take
part in the process.
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Cafeteria Tips for Successful Taste Tests 
Taste testing can highlight a Harvest of the Month food item, be part of the Fresh Fruit
and Vegetable Program (FFVP), or be tied to the curriculum. Here are some
suggestions and tips we have collected over the years from schools around the
country!

Always start with the school nutrition
personnel. They can help you decide
what foods to try based on what they
know about the students.
Ask the parent teacher organization or
a local business to help purchase the
food. 
Start with regular monthly taste tests
of simple, affordable food, so it’s easy
to repeat if students like it. Fresh cut
items work well. 
Find families or community volunteers
who can coordinate taste tests a few
hours a month, or related classroom
activities. School nutrition personnel
are unlikely to have the time to do this,
although they can participate in some
parts. 
If possible, work with teachers and
school nutrition personnel to have a
small group of students help prepare
the food. Remember, “If they make it,
they will eat it.”
Use local foods when possible and
invite your local farmer or processor to
join your taste test to add excitement.

Offer small servings in a positive,
non-coercive atmosphere. 
Survey students to capture student
voice: “Tried it,” “Liked it,” or “Don’t
like it yet.” 
Advertise taste tests in the school
newsletter or in letters home to
families, announce the results, and
share what the next steps are for
that new food. 
Openly appreciate efforts made,
celebrate successes, and reflect on
lessons learned. 
Assemble a team to help you stay
committed and to think about the big
picture.
Invite teachers to try the food in
front of the students. They’re great
role models! 
Always give quick pointers about
food safety (“wash your hands!”), and
show proper use of kitchen tools to
ensure safe behavior.

CHOOSE FOODS THAT:
Increase consumption of whole grains, fruits, and vegetables.
Can be featured on the menu as a regular breakfast or lunch item. 
Meet school food program requirements for nutrition, presentation, and cost.
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Classroom Tips for Successful Taste Tests
Taste testing can highlight a Harvest of the Month food item, be part of the Fresh Fruit
and Vegetable Program (FFVP), or be tied to curriculum. Here are some suggestions and
tips we have collected over the years from schools around the country!

Try short, informal sessions. 
Find a time each week or month that
fits well into the class schedule. Snack
time is often a good time.
Keep it simple! Roasted slices of
delicata squash, different types of
lettuce, or a sampling of locally grown
apples can be part of a dynamic taste
testing lesson.
Keep the school nutrition personnel
aware and involved—they might be
able to provide some of the raw
ingredients and feature the foods on
their menus. 
Show where your local food is grown
on a state or county map.
Integrate taste tests into the
curriculum. In math, for example, show
students a parsnip, have them estimate
the weight, then have them weigh it.
Ask younger children to guess the color
of a peeled vegetable before it is
peeled.

Try foods that are (or could be)
served in the school food program. 
Invite a farmer or producer to bring
his or her local food and discuss how
it is grown or made. 
Be sure to communicate regularly
with families about what their
children are trying—they won’t
believe it! 
Invite classes to experiment with
recipes and create names for new
dressings and dips. 
Always check with the school
nutrition personnel before you
borrow any equipment and be sure
to clean it and return it.

CHOOSE FOODS THAT:
Increase consumption of whole grains, fruits, and vegetables.
Can be featured on the menu as a regular breakfast or lunch item. 
Meet school food program requirements for nutrition, presentation, and cost.
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