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ABSTRACT	
As national and global food systems have industrialized over the last several decades, many 
children no longer know where food comes from, how to prepare and cook it, or why some foods 
are healthier than others. American eating and exercise habits have actually resulted in children 
today having shorter life expectancies than their parents, for the first time in recent history. To 
address this issue, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) established the Farm to 
School Program (F2S) in 2010, as part of the Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA). The 
USDA F2S Program provides grants to school districts around the country, which have allowed 
for the implementation of programs that educate students about food, gardening, and nutrition, 
and introduce more fresh fruits and vegetables into school meals. This study investigates whether 
the USDA F2S Grant Program effectively empowers schools to increase the impact of existing 
F2S programming on students and communities. This is a qualitative analysis using interviews 
with F2S Coordinators, Food/Nutrition Services directors, and teachers from 13 school districts 
nationwide. It illustrates the wide variety of activities that students experience as a result of their 
school district’s F2S grant, such as nutrition and garden lessons, field trips to farms, cooking 
competitions, and partnerships with farmers’ markets, to name a few. The interviews reveal 
several positive impacts on students’ knowledge of food, gardening, and nutrition; willingness to 
try healthy foods; enjoyment of school; and food security. This research provides substantial 
evidence that the USDA F2S Grant Program allows schools to scale up F2S programming and 
increase their impact. In order for F2S to be part of the majority of American children’s 
education, the federal government needs to allocate more funding toward this program and others 
like it. 
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INTRODUCTION	

For the first time in history, children are expected to live shorter lives than their parents. Because 
25 percent of children in the United States are overweight and 11 percent classify as obese, 
obesity is frequently cited as a contributing factor to the shorter lifespan (Dehghan et al. 2005). 
Not only are these children susceptible to diet-related diseases, such as type 2 diabetes, high 
blood pressure, and heart disease, but they are also more likely to have low self-esteem, anxiety, 
and depression (“Overweight in Children” 2016). Many children do not realize the extent to 
which their diet and physical activity habits impact their health. What’s more, food culture in the 
U.S. encourages the consumption of highly processed, calorie-dense, sugary foods and 
beverages. This type of diet leads to a substantial knowledge gap: Americans do not know where 
their food comes from, nor do they know what it means to eat healthily.  
 
Because students eat up to 40 percent of their calories at school, schools can be a significant 
entry point for teaching children about healthy foods and promoting healthy choices (Dillon 
2007). Over the last few decades, school districts nationwide have been teaching students about 
food, nutrition, and edible gardening through Farm to School programs (F2S). Whether in 
classrooms, school gardens, or cafeterias, these programs educate students about nutrition, 
healthy habits, food systems, plant science, and gardening and agriculture. Most F2S programs 
emphasize: (1) incorporating locally or regionally produced foods into school meals, and (2) 
providing nutrition education and hands-on learning experiences such as school gardens, food 
preparation and cooking classes, and farm visits (USDA Staff 2015). 
 
In December 2010, President Obama signed the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA) into 
law, which included an amendment to Section 18 of the Richard B. Russell National School 
Lunch Act to increase access to local foods through the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) F2S Grant Program. This program provides schools, state and local agencies, Indian 
tribes, agricultural producers, and nonprofits with matching grants, staffing, training and 
technical assistance, and research to improve access to local foods. In order to be eligible to 
receive grants, school districts must be among the over 100,000 districts that participate in a 
program of the Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act, such as the National School 
Lunch and School Breakfast Program (Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act 2010; “National School 
Lunch Program” 2013). Competitive grants may be used for training, supporting operations, 
planning, purchasing equipment, developing school gardens, developing partnerships, and 
implementing F2S programs. Grant awards give priority to projects that (1) make local food 
products available on school menus, (2) serve a high proportion of children receiving free or 
reduced price lunches, (3) incorporate experiential nutrition education, such as farm- and garden-
based education activities, (4) demonstrate collaboration between eligible schools and other 
community partners, (5) include evaluation plans, (6) demonstrate potential for long-term 
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sustainability, and (7) meet any other criteria that the Secretary of Agriculture determines 
appropriate (Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act 2010). 
 
Two key research questions will be investigated in this paper: 

Q1. How has the USDA Farm to School Grant Program, created as part of the Healthy 
Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, empowered school districts to teach students about food, 
gardening, and nutrition?  

Q2. What have key impacts been on students and communities in the K-12 school districts 
that received implementation grants from the USDA in 2013 and 2014? 

 
This paper investigates how the USDA F2S implementation grants have enabled school districts 
to increase their impact on students since 2013. Telephone interviews were conducted with 13 of 
the 27 school districts nationwide that received implementation grants of up to $100,000 from 
the USDA in 2013 and 2014. These grants are designed to assist school districts in scaling up 
their existing F2S initiatives and implementing new kinds of F2S activities and programs. All 13 
school districts in this study had experience with some aspect of F2S programming before 
receiving USDA grants, whether through school gardens, nutrition education, or local 
procurement in cafeterias. Thus, the grants allowed each district to fund more F2S programs and 
expand overall impact. 
 
The interviews sought to discover the types of activities and programs school districts have 
implemented using USDA grant funding, as well as what the direct impacts have been on 
students’ knowledge of food, gardening, and nutrition. Other outcomes may be related to 
academic and personal development as well as community development. If the grant funds prove 
to be helpful to schools in serving their students more effectively and improving health 
outcomes, there may be evidence that more schools nationwide should consider implementing 
F2S programs and that more funding is needed to improve their efficacy. Considering that only 
24 percent of school districts and 21 percent of all entities that applied for grants were awarded 
funding, more federal financial support is needed to meet demand for F2S programs (Appendix 1 
Table 1). 
 
The evidence is expected to show that: 

1. F2S activities can have positive impacts on student knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors 
regarding healthy, local foods, as well as positive impacts on school environments and 
community cohesion; and 

2. F2S can be a strategy for several positive outcomes, including increasing consumption 
of fruits and vegetables, improving food security, preventing childhood obesity, 
improving academic achievement, increasing students’ excitement about school, and 
increasing general nutrition, health, and wellness knowledge (further hypotheses and 
observable implications will be discussed in Chapter 1 Section 4).  
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First, this paper will describe previous literature surrounding F2S programs in the U.S. since the 
mid-1990s, including their benefits thus far. This will provide the groundwork for the hypotheses 
of this study. The methodology, its limitations, and the demographics of the sample will then be 
discussed in detail. The results section will describe the many components of a F2S education, as 
well as positive impacts and associated challenges identified by the interviewees. Next, 
recommendations will be provided to help school districts involved with F2S maximize their 
impact on students and communities, leading to the conclusion that the USDA F2S Grant 
Program has had numerous positive impacts, and its funding should be increased, or at the very 
least, continued. 
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CHAPTER	1	–	THEORETICAL	BACKGROUND	

Because F2S is a relatively new educational initiative, research is limited. Given that research on 
the effects of the 2010 USDA F2S Grant Program in particular is even more limited, this review 
explores existing literature surrounding F2S programs over the last two decades or so, within 
school districts that have not received grants from the USDA. These programs include 
procurement of healthy, local foods in schools; food, agriculture, and nutrition education; and 
experiential activities such as school gardens, cooking classes, and farm visits. Scholars have 
mostly found positive results, especially when policy commitments are involved, and there is 
evidence to show that F2S programs and activities can improve health outcomes, strengthen 
communities, and positively impact local economies. This section reviews current quantitative 
and qualitative research on the impacts of F2S, which provide a basis for the formulation of 
interview questions for this qualitative investigation. 

1.	SIGNIFICANCE	OF	CONSUMING	FRUITS	AND	VEGETABLES	
Before discussing how F2S programs have impacted consumption of fruits and vegetables, it is 
important to look briefly at the literature exploring why fruits and vegetables are considered 
healthy. Whole fruits and vegetables (as compared to juices) have been recognized as healthy 
because they contain large amounts of vitamins, antioxidants, fiber, and minerals such as 
electrolytes. Historically, their consumption has been thought to inhibit disease, and early 
medicine often prescribed specific foods for specific disorders (Slavin and Lloyd 2012). A 
review done by Rolls et al. (2004) suggests that consumption of fruits and vegetables can help 
aid weight management by promoting satiety and reducing energy intake. For example, when 
large amounts of spinach were added to meals, subjects rated their satiety higher than meals with 
the same amount of calories but without spinach (Gustafsson et al. 1995 as cited in Rolls et al. 
2004). Longer-term interventions that test fruit and vegetable consumption as a strategy for 
weight loss have found that when people are provided with a low-energy dense diet that includes 
large portions of fruits and vegetables, they reduce their total energy intake and lose weight 
because they eat the same amount as they would of a high-energy dense diet (Rolls et al. 2004). 
It is important to note that within these studies, however, subjects also decreased the fat content 
of their diets and the effects could not be separated. In studies with only a focus on increasing 
fruit and vegetable consumption without a fat reduction component, subjects mostly maintained 
their weight (Rolls et al. 2004). While more research must be done to show causal relationships, 
increasing fruit and vegetable consumption among children can be a significant entry point for 
promoting health and wellness and preventing obesity. 
 
Because eating habits developed during childhood and adolescence persist into adulthood, it is 
important for nutrition interventions to have two goals: (1) increase the consumption of fruits and 
vegetables, and (2) decrease the consumption of energy-dense foods, such as highly processed 
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foods, sugar-sweetened beverages, and foods high in sugar, salt, and fat (Pearson et al. 2011). 
F2S programs promote the consumption of fruits, vegetables, and other whole foods that have 
not been heavily processed.  

2.	REVIEW	OF	LITERATURE	ON	F2S		
Numerous studies have been undertaken on F2S programs. The research to date has explored 
topics such as F2S and: 

• Fruit and vegetable consumption, 
• Obesity reduction, 
• Garden-based learning, 
• The introduction of salad bars, 
• The provision of varied and more flavorful menus in school cafeterias, and 
• Long-reaching benefits for students and communities. 

F2S	CORRELATES	WITH	INCREASED	FRUIT	AND	VEGETABLE	CONSUMPTION	
A review of available fruit and vegetable literature suggests positive effects of F2S on students’ 
awareness about healthy food, willingness to try new foods, consumption of fruits and 
vegetables, and physical activity, as well as reduced consumption of soda and junk food (Joshi 
and Ratcliffe 2012). Research that shows correlations between F2S and increased consumption 
of fruits and vegetables include: 

1. Upstream Public Health (2011) studied six literature reviews and one meta-analysis that 
showed that over 50 studies indicate a strong association between programs with several 
components and an increase in student preferences for and consumption of fruits and 
vegetables. Programs are particularly effective if they include gardening, salad bars, fruit 
baskets, taste testing, menu development, and cooking and nutrition curricula. The gains 
reported in fruit and/or vegetable consumption after the introduction of F2S programs 
were between 0.3 servings and 1.5 servings more per day.  

2. A two-year randomized control trial in 26 schools found that increasing the variety of 
fruits and vegetables available and improving the visual display of fruits and vegetables 
increased children’s consumption (Perry et al. 2004 as cited in Upstream Public Health 
2011).  

3. In a review of 15 F2S studies, Joshi et al. (2008) found that the F2S approach results in 
students eating more fruits and vegetables per day in the cafeteria, classroom, and/or at 
home, especially when the food is fresh, locally grown, and picked at the peak of its 
flavor.  

4. Since the Berkeley Unified School District in CA first implemented its School Lunch 
Initiative, fruit and vegetable consumption has increased most dramatically for younger 
students (Rauzon et al. 2010). 

 



USDA FARM TO SCHOOL GRANT PROGRAM: BEST PRACTICES AND KEY IMPACTS  
 

 9 

It is important to note that this research is limited in its capacity to prove causal linkages between 
F2S and health outcomes, and instead shows correlations. Furthermore, the Center for Disease 
Control (2010) found that while programs may not report a direct increase in fruit and vegetable 
consumption, many do report an association between F2S programs and increased purchase of 
fruits, vegetables, and farm produce in schools.  

ACCESS	TO	HEALTHY	FOOD	HAS	POTENTIAL	TO	REDUCE	OBESITY	LEVELS		
In a study of causal pathways, Joshi and Ratcliffe (2012) found that while more research is 
needed, childhood obesity is more likely to be prevented when F2S includes a combination of 
learning spaces, such as school cafeterias, classrooms, outdoor learning spaces, homes, and 
broader communities. Additionally, the National Association of Counties’ (NACo) Center for 
Sustainable Communities has both meta-analyzed and done its own research to demonstrate that 
local food systems, access to healthy food, and F2S programs represent opportunities for 
reducing obesity and counteracting other diet-related chronic diseases (Dillon 2007). Their 
analysis showed that in Missoula County, MT, students learn about the food they eat, how it is 
processed and prepared, and where it comes from, through field trips to local farms, taste tests, 
and a mobile cooking cart. By learning more about food and having access to fresh, visually 
appealing foods grown and produced in their community, students may develop a preference for 
healthy foods at a young age. Although it is unclear how exactly they measured students’ 
willingness to eat healthy foods, NACo asserts that this education has made Missoula students 
more likely to eat foods that contain less sugar, sodium, preservatives, and food coloring, which 
in turn can reduce their risk of chronic health diseases (Dillon 2007). On the other hand, data on 
the relationship between school lunch participation and obesity is mixed and depends on factors 
such as income level and ethnicity (Upstream Public Health 2011). 

GARDEN-BASED	LEARNING	CAN	IMPROVE	OVERALL	ACADEMIC	ACHIEVEMENT	
Participation in garden-based learning improves students’ overall academic achievement, 
particularly related to skills-based knowledge and cognitive skills (Upstream Public Health 
2011). Students at schools with F2S programs demonstrate greater understandings of where food 
comes from, growing cycles of fruits and vegetables, dietary recommendations, and how to 
choose healthy options at the supermarket (Joshi and Azuma 2009). Students may learn about 
sustainable agriculture, gardening skills, plant identification, and seasonality of foods, and this 
new knowledge has been shown to have impacts on eating behaviors at meals (Joshi et al. 2008). 
A study of Berkeley’s School Lunch Initiative found that parents mostly agreed that the Initiative 
had changed their child’s eating habits, attitudes about food, and knowledge about making 
healthy food choices. Students also had higher nutrition scores, greater preference for a variety of 
fruits and vegetables, particularly green leafy vegetables, and more positive attitudes toward the 
food at their schools and in their cafeterias (Rauzon et al. 2010).  
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A meta-analysis of garden-based nutrition education programs done by Langellotto and Gupta 
(2012) showed statistically significant positive outcomes for garden-based education, as 
compared to non-significant outcomes for groups receiving nutrition education without a garden 
component and groups with no garden-based or nutrition education. These attitudinal and 
behavioral changes might be explained by increased access to vegetables and exposure to 
potentially new foods. Giving children the opportunity to see, touch, plant, grow, and harvest 
food can be powerful in creating positive food experiences and encouraging vegetable 
consumption (Langellotto and Gupta 2012). Furthermore, a study of 6th grade students in Idaho 
showed that those who participated in a garden-based nutrition intervention increased their intake 
of fruits and vegetables more than those who did not participate (McAleese and Rankin 2007).  

SALAD	BARS	CAN	INCREASE	FRUIT	AND	VEGETABLE	CONSUMPTION	
Implementation of salad bars has positive impacts on fruit and vegetable consumption. A study 
of elementary school students in the Los Angeles Unified School District in CA found that fruit 
and vegetable consumption increased significantly with the introduction of a salad bar (Slusser et 
al. 2007). Additionally, the Riverside Unified School District in CA offers a daily salad bar as an 
alternative to the hot lunch meal. Nearly all of its contents are from local sources in the peak-
growing season. A nutrition specialist oversees the program and makes sure that the salad bar 
lunches contain an average of 125 percent of the USDA’s recommendations for fruit and 
vegetable servings, which varies by age group. On average, students who choose the salad bar 
consume 58 percent more servings of fruits and vegetables than those who eat the hot lunch meal 
(Joshi et al. 2006).  

FLAVORFUL,	HIGH	QUALITY	FOODS	INCREASE	STUDENT	SATISFACTION	WITH	SCHOOL	MEALS	
Students are more likely to be satisfied with school meals if the food is flavorful, attractive, and 
of high quality, and if there are a variety of options (Upstream Public Health 2011). Studies on 
students’ decisions to participate in school meals suggest that important factors include prices, 
quality, taste, cafeteria cleanliness, and friendliness of foodservice staff (Meyer and Conklin 
1998). A survey of high school students found that their satisfaction with school foodservice was 
significantly correlated with variety and quality of food offered, flavor of food, attractiveness of 
the serving line, staff greeting students and smiling, choices that allow students to meet cultural 
and ethnic preferences, and quality of ingredients used (Meyer and Conklin 1998). From the 
literature, it appears that such factors that enhance student satisfaction of school food are likely 
to exist at schools with F2S programs. 

F2S	POSITIVELY	IMPACTS	ECONOMIES,	COMMUNITIES,	AND	ENVIRONMENTS	
F2S can have far-reaching, positive effects on economic development, community cohesion, and 
environmental protection. Economically, schools are major food purchasers and create the 
opportunity for farmers to expand existing operations and foster relationships within their 
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communities. If local agriculture sectors grow, more jobs will be available and there will be 
space for processors and distributors to establish themselves in the community (Dillon 2007).  
 
Community involvement also refers to encouraging local farmers to be educators, motivating 
them to host farm visits, speak at schools, and grow diversified fruits and vegetables if they 
know there is demand from local schools (Center for Disease Control 2010). In New Orleans, the 
Edible Schoolyard Project sought community involvement and input through meetings, 
partnerships with community organizations, volunteer opportunities, parent participation, and 
fundraising (Fakharzadeh 2015). Community impacts may also result from community-wide 
events highlighting F2S activities, media coverage of the impact of F2S activities’ on schools, 
media recognition of F2S stakeholders, and engagement of government agencies and officials. 
When F2S programs are introduced in schools in their neighborhoods, community members may 
become more knowledgeable about: 

• Local and regional foods, 
• Seasonality, 
• Health, nutrition, and wellness, 
• Avenues for accessing more information and resources about food and nutrition, and 
• The impact of their food choices on social, economic, and environmental factors (Joshi 

and Ratcliffe 2012).  
 
Environmentally, the impacts of F2S programs likely depend on whether the farms from which 
schools purchase food are organic and/or sustainable. While research into environmental impacts 
of F2S is limited, research on food systems and the environment demonstrates that locally 
produced food may have a reduced ecological footprint because less energy is required for 
transportation (Hall et al. 2014). This can apply to F2S, where the local community’s 
environmental footprint is reduced because fewer resources are needed to transport food from 
suppliers to school cafeterias. 

3.	HOW	EXISTING	LITERATURE	INFORMED	THIS	STUDY	
These studies provide preliminary evidence of the positive impacts of F2S programs and 
demonstrate the many factors that this study needed to consider to formulate interview questions. 
It is clear that significant components of F2S evaluations include fruit and vegetable 
consumption, garden-based learning experiences and other activities that supplement classroom 
education, school meals, and relationships with a school district’s wider community. Because the 
USDA F2S Grant Program is a national program that impacts schools of various sizes, 
geographic locations, budgets, and food access levels, interviews provide a more detailed picture 
of what F2S really looks like in schools, highlighting the nuances of local contexts. 
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Through in-depth interviews with school districts that have received implementation grants from 
the USDA to expand F2S programming, this research intends to show that the existing data on 
F2S programs is mirrored in practice nationwide. The paper will attempt to qualitatively connect 
federal funding for F2S activities with positive impacts on students and communities.  

4.	HYPOTHESES	AND	OBSERVABLE	IMPLICATIONS	
Given the current literature on F2S programs in general, this research expects to find that the 
USDA F2S Grant Program has been successful to date in enabling school districts to improve 
students’ eating habits and knowledge of food, gardening, and nutrition. Only 17 percent of 
implementation grant applicants between 2013 and 2015 were awarded funding (Appendix 1 
Table 2), so it is likely that school districts in this study were awarded grants because they were 
more prepared to implement successful programming and to achieve many of the impacts 
described in the following hypotheses than school districts that applied and did not receive 
grants. The implications of each hypothesis refer more broadly to future years and how F2S 
programs will impact students, school environments, and communities in the long run (Figure 1). 
 

Figure 1: Hypotheses and observable implications. 

	 Hypotheses	 Implications	
H1:	
Educational	
activities	

School	districts	will	use	USDA	grant	
funding	to	scale	up	school	gardens,	
farm	visits,	community	events,	and	
other	educational	activities,	and	to	
hire	F2S	Coordinators	and	develop	
F2S	curricula.		

F2S	will	be	an	aspect	of	the	school	district	that	
the	faculty,	staff,	parents,	and	community	know	
about	and	support.	Different	types	of	food,	
gardening,	and	nutrition	education	will	expose	
students	to	many	different	aspects	of	food	
systems	in	exciting	ways.	

H2:	
Knowledge	

Most	students	in	each	district	will	
be	more	knowledgeable	about	
nutrition,	food	systems,	agriculture,	
gardening,	seasonality,	local	farms,	
environmentally	friendly	practices,	
and	how	to	lead	healthy	lifestyles.	
	

Teachers	and	school	administrators	will	offer	
examples	in	the	interviews	of	students’	
increased	understanding	related	to	these	topics.	
Students	will	bring	information	home	to	their	
families	and	discuss	the	importance	of	nutrition	
and	local	foods	in	creating	healthy	lifestyles.	
Students’	academic	achievement	may	improve	
as	a	result	of	the	skills	learned	through	
gardening	and	nutrition	education.	
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H3:	Attitudes	
and	
behaviors	

Most	students	will	have	more	
positive	attitudes	toward	healthy,	
locally	grown	or	produced	foods	like	
fruits	and	vegetables,	and	will	thus	
be	more	willing	to	try	healthy	foods	
and	consume	them	in	school,	
whether	that	be	at	school	meals,	in	
the	gardens,	in	cooking	classes,	or	
during	taste	tests.	Consumption	of	
unhealthy	foods,	snacks,	and	sugar-
sweetened	beverages	will	decrease.	
Students	will	increase	their	physical	
activity	and	improve	their	self-
esteem,	social	skills,	and	life	skills.	

Teachers	and	school	administrators	will	notice	
that	students	are	more	likely	to	try	new	foods,	
select	and	consume	fruits	and	vegetables	in	
meals	and	snacks,	and	be	satisfied	with	school	
meal	options.	They	will	think	and	speak	
positively	about	healthy	foods	and	the	F2S	
activities	in	which	they	participate.	Careers	in	
farming,	nutrition,	or	nutrition	education	will	be	
encouraged	for	them.	Students	will	be	less	likely	
to	select	and	consume	junk	foods	and	sugary	
beverages.	

H4:	
Communities	

The	overall	school	environment	and	
surrounding	community	will	be	
more	knowledgeable	about	and	
supportive	of	F2S	activities	and	the	
availability	of	local,	healthy	foods	in	
their	community.	Teachers	and	staff	
will	model	healthy	eating	and	
lifestyles,	school	leadership	will	
support	F2S	activities	through	
policies	and	increased	budgets,	and	
foodservice	staff	and	operations	will	
incorporate	local	ingredients,	from-
scratch	cooking,	more	fruits	and	
vegetables,	seasonal	recipes,	and	
more	environmentally	friendly	
practices.	Parents	will	be	more	
aware	of	local	foods	and	will	be	
willing	and	able	to	incorporate	
healthier	choices	into	their	family’s	
lifestyle.	Producers	will	forge	
positive	relationships	with	school	
districts,	parents,	and	communities,	
and	will	increase	their	local	income	
stream.	
	

The	more	supportive	school	administrators	and	
foodservice	staff	members	are	of	F2S	programs,	
the	stronger	and	more	effective	such	programs	
will	be.	As	logistics	and	programming	improve,	
more	budget	funds	may	be	allocated	toward	F2S	
programming.	As	schools	increase	the	depth	
and	breadth	of	their	F2S	activities,	positive	
outcomes	for	student	knowledge,	attitudes,	and	
behaviors	are	more	likely	to	arise.	As	the	wider	
community	becomes	more	knowledgeable	
about	and	supportive	of	F2S	activities,	schools	
will	prioritize	local	foods	in	cafeterias,	nutrition	
and	health	education,	and	garden-	and	farm-
based	experiential	learning.	More	budget	dollars	
may	be	available	if	it	is	clear	that	parents	and	
the	general	community	are	demanding	F2S	
programs.	Parents	will	be	more	likely	to	foster	
healthy	eating	environments	in	their	homes,	
and	household	food	security	may	increase.	
Furthermore,	producers	and	farmers	will	
strengthen	relationships	with	school	
administrators,	teachers,	parents,	and	even	
students.	By	selling	their	products	to	school	
cafeterias,	producers	and	farmers	can	carve	out	
a	bigger	role	in	the	local	economy	for	
themselves.	
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CHAPTER	2	–	METHODOLOGY	
This study offers a qualitative analysis of how USDA F2S implementation grants have enabled 
schools to increase their capacity to teach food, gardening, and nutrition lessons, and to improve 
students’ attitudes toward eating healthily. After a robust sample of schools was identified, in-
depth interviews were conducted to investigate the impacts of the USDA F2S Grant Program on 
students and communities thus far.  
 
A total of 74 school districts have been awarded implementation grants since HHFKA was 
signed: 12 in 2013, 15 in 2014, 13 in 2015, and 34 in 2016 (USDA Staff 2012, 2013, 2014, 
2015). However, because the 2015 and 2016 grants are still ongoing, only school districts that 
received grants in 2013 and 2014 are included in this study. Although there are thousands of 
schools around the country that have implemented F2S programs of some sort (42,587 schools 
reported to the USDA in 2015 that they participate in F2S activities (USDA Staff 2016)), this 
study focuses solely on how the USDA F2S Grant Program has impacted students, with the 
hypothesis that outcomes have been positive. 
 
This paper focuses on school districts because they represent the largest percentage of grantees 
and because they are a noteworthy access point for driving change among school-age children 
(Appendix 1 Table 1). All the school districts studied are public districts, as they are most likely 
to have received publicly available grants. The sample was further narrowed to focus only on 
implementation grants because they represent the largest percentage of dollars awarded by type 
and districts with implementation grants will likely have seen the strongest effects of the grants 
over the last few years, compared to institutions that received planning, support service, or 
training grants (Appendix 1 Table 3). Planning grants are for schools just starting to incorporate 
F2S elements into their curricula, so they are not yet likely to have seen meaningful impacts on 
their students. Support service grants are intended for organizations working with schools, not 
schools themselves, and training grants were only first introduced in FY 2015 (Benson et al. 
2015). Thus, no other category seems as worthwhile to study as the implementation grants. 
 
Twenty-seven school districts were identified and contacted to assess whether they could be 
included in this study (Appendix 2, Appendix 3). School districts were eliminated for the 
following reasons:  

1. Their grant focused solely on local procurement and cafeteria improvement,  
2. The district did not continue to offer F2S programing after the grant period ended, 
3. The person most involved with the grant no longer worked for the district or did not 

respond to email requests to participate, or 
4. The person contacted was not interested in participating in an interview, or did not have 

the knowledge base to participate in the interview.  
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As a result, this analysis comprises a sample of 13 public school districts. Summaries of grants 
awarded to the districts in this study are provided in Appendix 4. This research has been 
reviewed and approved by Duke University’s Institutional Review Board. 

1.	DATA	COLLECTION	
Eighteen phone interviews were conducted with 13 school districts (five districts had two 
interviewees each). Interviewees included a variety of teachers and school employees, many of 
whom work for Food/Nutrition Services. Effort was made to interview people who spend most 
of their time with students, whether that be in classrooms, gardens, or cafeterias. When in 
schools, interviewees are often teaching garden or nutrition lessons, administering taste tests or 
surveys about student perceptions of school food, working with teachers to implement garden or 
nutrition education curricula, or organizing educational programs like chef and farmer 
presentations. To protect the confidentiality of the interviewees, quotes will be attributed to the 
school districts by their “Name in Paper” (Figure 2). For schools with two interviewees, 
responses will be combined and attributed to the school district’s “Name in Paper.” Oral consent 
to record interviews was obtained before any questions were asked (Appendix 5). Both the 
computer software Audacity and the iPhone application TapeToCall recorded the phone calls. 

Figure 2: Reference scheme for names of schools and interviewees. 

School	District	Name	 Name	in	
Paper	 City,	State	 Interviewee	1	

Position	
Interviewee	2	
Position	

Boulder	Valley	School	
District	 BVSD	 Boulder,	CO	

Programs	and	Grants	
Coordinator	for	
School	Food	Project	

N/A	

Denver	Public	Schools	 Denver	 Denver,	CO	 Farm	to	School	
Coordinator	 N/A	

Edible	Schoolyard	New	
Orleans:	A	Signature	
Program	of	FirstLine	
Schools	

ESYNOLA	 New	Orleans,	
LA	 Program	Director	 Development	

Manager	

Fayetteville	Public	
Schools	 Fayetteville	 Fayetteville,	AR	 Farm	to	School	

Coordinator	 N/A	

School	District	5	of	
Lexington	and	Richland	
Counties	

Lex	Rich	 Irmo	and	
Chapin,	SC	

Director	of	Student	
Nutrition	 N/A	

Livingston	School	
Districts	1	&	4	 Livingston	 Livingston,	MT	 Curriculum	Director	 Farm	to	School	

Farmer	Educator	

Milton	Town	School	
District	 Milton	 Milton	Town,	

VT	
Farm	to	School	
Education	Coordinator	 N/A	
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Modesto	City	Schools	 Modesto	 Modesto,	CA	 Director	of	School	
Gardens	 N/A	

Olympia	School	District	 Olympia	 Olympia,	WA	 Supervisor	of	
Nutrition	Services	 Teacher	

Pittsburg	Unified	School	
District	 Pittsburg	 Pittsburg,	CA	 Director	of	Child	

Nutrition	Services	 N/A	

Sarasota	County	Schools	 Sarasota	 Sarasota,	FL	 Farm	to	School	Liaison	 Director	of	Food	and	
Nutrition	Services	

Springfield	Public	
Schools	 Springfield	 Springfield,	MA	 Regional	Dietitian	 School	Garden	

Coordinator	

Weld	County	School	
District	6	 Weld	 Greeley	and	

Evans,	CO	 Food	Hub	Manager	 N/A	

 
Questions asked about the demographics of the districts, interviewees’ interactions with students, 
and how the USDA grant funds were used. More open-ended questions asked about the types of 
experiences students have in school gardens, the types of food and nutrition lessons that are 
taught, and supplementary activities. Examples include: 

• Tell me about the experiences students have in the gardens. 
• Tell me about the kinds of food and nutrition lessons that are taught. 
• Tell me about any supplementary activities that the students experience, such as farm 

tours, taste testings, or cooking classes (Appendix 6). 
 
To obtain information about more direct student impacts, interviewees were asked about 
students’ knowledge of fruits and vegetables, healthy habits, food systems, and gardening; 
students’ willingness to try healthy foods; and parent involvement. Questions related to 
outcomes quantitatively asked interviewees to rate statements on a scale of one to five. For 
example: “On a scale of one to five, five being the highest and one being the lowest, how much 
more do you think students are willing to try new, healthy foods, since receiving the USDA 
grant?” (Appendix 6). However, responses differed considerably based on school district size 
and the amount of time the interviewee spends with students. Furthermore, responses often 
tended toward “three” because some students are strongly impacted by F2S programming while 
others are hardly impacted at all. Thus, this specific data was not analyzed quantitatively. 
Interviewees were encouraged to provide qualitative context to their numerical responses, and 
those descriptions are included in Chapter 3. 

2.	INTERVIEW	ANALYSIS		
The average interview length was 39 minutes and 46 seconds. Interview recordings were 
transcribed by the transcription services Rev.com and Scribie. Interviewees had the opportunity 
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to read transcripts and clarify, redact, or correct anything they said. The qualitative data analysis 
software NVivo was used to code the transcripts. Analysis began with open codes loosely based 
on the different sections of the interview question bank, and evolved as more interviews were 
analyzed (Figure 3). A primary goal throughout coding was to find specific links between the 
USDA grant dollars and certain outcomes, as well as which types of F2S activities are most 
popular and have the greatest impacts. NVivo’s “text search” query option was also used often to 
find specific examples for each section. 

Figure 3: Coding scheme. 

Code	 Sub-codes	
Cafeteria	 	
Challenges	 	

Community	and	Parents	

Community	events	and	messaging	
Community	partners	
Parents	
Support	

Curriculum	 	

Demographics	
Community	demographics	
Interviewee	and	school	admin	info	
Reaching	students	

Feedback	and	research	 	

Educational	Programming	

Cooking	and	chefs	
Farm(er)	visits	
Middle	and	high	school		
Taste	testing	

Gardens	
Gardens	in	summer	
How	to	garden	
Where	food	goes	

Interviewee	beliefs	and	anecdotes	 	

Outcomes	

Willingness	to	eat	new	foods	
Excitement	
Food	access	
Knowledge	outcomes	
Leadership	skills	
Low-performing	students	
Unhealthy	foods	
Other	outcomes	
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Recommendations	

Community	partners	
Flexibility		
Lead	people	
Maintenance	and	operations	staff	
Sharing	information	
Support	

Sustainability	
Sustainability	of	programming	
Environmental	
Financial	sustainability	

Train	the	trainer	and	foodservice	workers	 	
USDA	 	

3.	LIMITATIONS	OF	THE	METHODOLOGY	
Limitations must be noted prior to discussing the interview data. Despite these potential 
weaknesses, the interview data provides a rich snapshot of how school districts across the U.S. 
are using USDA grant funding.  
 
First, there are no control school districts in this sample. A control district could either be a 
school district that implements F2S programming but has not been awarded a grant from the 
USDA, or a school district that does not provide its students with any F2S experiences. 
Comparing students’ eating habits and knowledge of food, gardening, or nutrition between the 
13 school districts in this study and some control school districts would have provided a deeper, 
more statistical understanding of the extent of the impacts of the USDA F2S Grant Program. 
 
Second, all school districts in this study had some semblance of F2S programming in place 
before receiving the USDA grant. While effort was made to focus on direct impacts of the 
USDA grant, in many cases it was difficult for the interviewee to separate the impacts of F2S 
programming that existed before the grant and F2S programming that was made possible by 
USDA funding. When possible, interviewees explicitly stated whether or not the USDA grant 
played a role.  
 
Third, many interviewees noted the difficulty of summarizing the impacts of F2S activities on all 
students, because the amount of time each student spends in gardens or learning about food and 
nutrition varies significantly. For example, if only some schools in a district have gardens, then 
only students at those schools will have experiences in the gardens. Some districts conducted 
evaluations or administered surveys, and those results are reported in this paper where possible. 
Otherwise, direct knowledge outcomes for all students cannot be concluded with certainty solely 
based on interviews with one or two representatives from each district.  
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Fourth, interviewees’ responses might be biased or exaggerated because most of them are 
involved with F2S programming on a daily basis. This could lead them to implicitly perceive 
F2S as a bigger aspect of students’ education than it actually is. For example, teachers who do 
not see students participate in F2S programs often might not think the impacts are as strong as 
interviewees say they are. 
 
Fifth, while this study at first attempted to discover learning outcomes or eating outcomes of the 
USDA grant funding, interview data made clear that teacher and staff anecdotes are not robust 
enough to directly prove such outcomes. Obesity indicators, measures of fresh fruit and 
vegetable consumption, and changes in academic achievement require quantitative analyses, 
which is beyond the scope of this study.  
 
Despite these limitations, interview data provides rich insights and interesting perspectives about 
the impact of F2S programming on students and communities. Anecdotal information can be 
used to highlight benefits of the USDA grants, share best practices, and make recommendations 
for other school districts to implement effective F2S programs.  

4.	DEMOGRAPHICS	OF	THE	SCHOOL	DISTRICTS	IN	THIS	SAMPLE	
Within this sample, the average number of students in each district is about 22,500, with a 
maximum of 70,000 in Denver Public Schools, CO, and a minimum of 1,800 in Milton Town 
School District, VT (Figure 4). All districts other than Denver, Fayetteville, and Weld received 
grants in 2014. This is not intentional, but rather is a result of the fact that more districts that 
received grants in 2013 happened to be excluded from the sample for reasons stated earlier.  

Figure 4: Number of students per district. 
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The maximum F2S grant size that the USDA offers is $100,000. While three districts received 
the full $100,000 (ESYNOLA, Pittsburg, Sarasota), another three districts received over $99,900 
(Lex Rich, Denver, Springfield).  

Figure 5: Amount of funding received from USDA. 

 
 
Students can receive free and reduced-price school meals through the National School Lunch 
Program (NSLP) if their family meets certain income eligibility guidelines (Figure 6). The 
average rate in this sample is 56 percent, with a maximum of 93 percent at Springfield and a 
minimum of 29 percent at Olympia. It is important to note the potential for errors because most 
rates are based on interviewee responses, with some confirmation from district websites when 
available. Presenting the free and reduced lunch rates for each district provides some insight into 
the economic demographics of their communities. A district with a high free and reduced lunch 
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(Figure 7).  
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Figure 6: Eligibility guidelines for free and reduced lunch. 

Household	Size	 For	reduced	price	meals,	annual	income	
is	185%	of	federal	poverty	guidelines	

For	free	meals,	annual	income	is	
130%	of	federal	poverty	guidelines	

1	 $21,978	 $15,444	
2	 $29,637	 $20,826	
3	 $37,296	 $26,208	
4	 $44,955	 $31,590	
5	 $52,614	 $36,972	
6	 $60,273	 $42,354	
7	 $67,951	 $47,749	
8	 $75,647	 $53,157	
For	each	additional	
family	member,	add	

$7,696	 $5,408	

 

Figure 7: Free and reduced lunch rates for each district.  
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CHAPTER	3	–	BEST	PRACTICES	AND	KEY	IMPACTS	OF	F2S	
This research builds on the existing literature by demonstrating how F2S, particularly through 
garden-based and experiential learning, can improve students’ knowledge of food, gardening, 
and nutrition; increase fruit and vegetable consumption; and provide long-reaching positive 
benefits for students and communities. While many of the theoretical background findings are 
mirrored in the interview data, interviewees also described challenges that schools and 
communities face while implementing F2S programs within their districts. However, the 
interviews demonstrate that the tangible positive impacts of F2S outweigh the challenges, given 
each school district’s local conditions. All four hypotheses are confirmed and expanded upon 
because interviewees acknowledge more positive impacts than challenges within each hypothesis 
category (Figure 8):  

H1. Educational activities – how USDA funds were allocated. 
H2. Knowledge – areas in which students’ knowledge improves. 
H3. Attitudes and behaviors – impacts on students’ attitudes and behaviors toward food, 

gardening, and nutrition, and school in general. 
H4. Communities – impacts on food security, school environments, and wider communities. 

 
The interview process allows for this study to provide greater context from which to evaluate the 
impacts of F2S programs, and the USDA F2S Grant Program in particular, that might otherwise 
be missed in large data studies. In addition to supporting the literature’s assertions of F2S’s 
positive impacts on students and communities, the interviews also provide rich contextual 
information. There is certainly variability in the extent to which school districts are successful in 
implementing F2S programs, reaching goals, and impacting students and communities. This 
section will highlight impacts and challenges within each hypothesis category by making specific 
references to the summary table below (Figure 8). It will examine what is actually happening in 
schools with respect to: 

• School gardens, 
• Curricula development, 
• Supplemental activities beyond the garden or classroom, 
• Education in cafeterias, 
• Parent involvement and community engagement, and 
• Excitement about F2S and school in general. 
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Figure 8: Summary of impacts and challenges discussed by interviewees. 

Impacts		 Districts	 Challenges		 Districts	

H1:	Educational	activities	

Impact	1:	USDA	funds	
used	to	scale	up	school	
gardens	or	farms		

12	districts:	BVSD,	
Denver,	ESYNOLA,	
Fayetteville,	Livingston,	
Lex	Rich,	Milton,	
Modesto,	Olympia,	
Pittsburg,	Sarasota,	
Springfield		

Challenge	1:	Climate	
limits	use	of	gardens	
during	the	school	year	

3	districts:	Livingston,	
Milton,	Springfield	

Impact	2:	USDA	funds	
used	to	develop	F2S	
curricula	

10	districts:	BVSD,	
Denver,	Fayetteville,	Lex	
Rich,	Livingston,	Milton,	
Modesto,	Olympia,	
Sarasota,	Springfield	

Challenge	2:	Teachers	are	
uncomfortable	teaching	
core	subjects	in	gardens	

4	districts:	
Fayetteville,	Milton,	
Modesto,	Sarasota	

Impact	3:	USDA	funds	
used	to	hire	a	F2S	
coordinator	

6	districts:	BVSD,	
Fayetteville,	Lex	Rich,	
Milton,	Modesto,	
Sarasota	

Challenge	3:	Staff	
turnover	makes	
maintenance	of	F2S	
programming	difficult		

2	districts:	Denver,	
Livingston	

Impact	4:	USDA	funds	
used	to	scale	up	
supplemental	activities	
such	as	field	trips,	chef	
or	farmer	presentations,	
taste	tests,	cooking	
classes,	poster	contests,	
community	events,	etc.		

10	districts:	BVSD,	
Denver,	ESYNOLA,	
Fayetteville,	Lex	Rich,	
Milton,	Modesto,	
Sarasota,	Springfield,	
Weld	

	 	

H2:	Knowledge	

Impact	1:	Increased	
knowledge	of	food,	
gardening,	and	nutrition	

13	districts:	BVSD,	
Denver,	ESYNOLA,	
Fayetteville,	Lex	Rich,	
Livingston,	Milton,	
Modesto,	Olympia,	
Pittsburg,	Sarasota,	
Springfield,	Weld	

Challenge	1:	Difficult	to	
reach	all	students	in	the	
district	

3	districts:	BVSD,	
ESYNOLA,	Lex	Rich	

Impact	2:	Other	
subjects	made	more	
engaging,	memorable,	
and	easy	to	understand	

2	districts:	Olympia,	
Springfield	

Challenge	2:	Competing	
for	class	time	with	other	
subjects	and	test	
preparation	

7	districts:	Denver,	
ESYNOLA,	Fayetteville,	
Lex	Rich,	Milton,	
Sarasota,	Springfield	
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Impact	3:	Improved	
culinary	skills		

9	districts:	BVSD,	
ESYNOLA,	Fayetteville,	
Lex	Rich,	Livingston,	
Milton,	Sarasota,	
Springfield,	Weld	

Challenge	3:	Lack	of	time	
and	funds	for	more	family	
cooking	classes	

3	districts:	ESYNOLA,	
Fayetteville,	Milton	

Impact	4:	Improved	
grades	or	graduation	
rates		

2	districts:	Olympia,	
Springfield	

	 	

Impact	5:	Public	
speaking	and	leadership	
opportunities		

3	districts:	ESYNOLA,	
Livingston,	Olympia	

	 	

Impact	6:	Students	who	
struggle	in	other	
subjects,	need	extra	
help,	or	have	special	
needs	benefit	from	F2S		

7	districts:	ESYNOLA,	
Lex	Rich,	Milton,	
Modesto,	Olympia,	
Sarasota,	Springfield	

	 	

Impact	7:	Knowledge	of	
environmental	issues,	
such	as	waste	
reduction,	composting,	
and	recycling		

7	districts:	BVSD,	
ESYNOLA,	Fayetteville,	
Milton,	Modesto,	
Olympia,	Springfield	

	 	

H3:	Attitudes	and	behaviors	

Impact	1:	Increased	
willingness	to	try	and	
thus	increased	
consumption	of	new,	
healthy	foods		

13	districts:	BVSD,	
Denver,	ESYNOLA,	
Fayetteville,	Lex	Rich,	
Livingston,	Milton,	
Modesto,	Olympia,	
Pittsburg,	Sarasota,	
Springfield,	Weld	

Challenge	1a:	Students	
still	enjoy	and	consume	
unhealthy	foods	and	
sugary	beverages		

5	districts:	ESYNOLA,	
Fayetteville,	Lex	Rich,	
Milton,	Olympia	

Challenge	1b:	Parents	
feed	their	children	
unhealthy	foods	

2	districts:	Lex	Rich,	
Springfield	

Impact	2:	Increased	
satisfaction	with	school	
meals	

3	districts:	Livingston,	
Pittsburg,	Weld	

Challenge	2:	Students	
somewhat	dissatisfied	
with	school	meals		

3	districts:	ESYNOLA,	
Lex	Rich,	Weld	

Impact	3:	Increased	
excitement	about	
school	in	general		

9	districts:	BVSD,	
ESYNOLA,	Fayetteville,	
Lex	Rich,	Modesto,	
Milton,	Sarasota,	
Springfield,	Olympia	

	 	

Impact	4:	Increased	
confidence	in	school		

3	districts:	ESYNOLA,	
Livingston,	Olympia	
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	 	 H4:	Communities	

Impact	1:	Increased	
access	to	healthy	food	
for	many	in	the	
community		

7	districts:	BVSD,	
ESYNOLA,	Livingston,	
Milton,	Olympia,		
Pittsburg,	Springfield	

Challenge	1:	Community	
food	insecurity	makes	it	
difficult	for	families	to	be	
healthy	at	home		

3	districts:	Modesto,	
Olympia,	Springfield	

Impact	2:	School	
environment	(principal,	
teachers,	school	board)	
and	outer	community	
supportive	of	F2S		

13	districts:	BVSD,	
Denver,	ESYNOLA,	
Fayetteville,	Livingston,	
Lex	Rich,	Milton,	
Modesto,	Olympia,	
Pittsburg,	Sarasota,	
Springfield,	Weld	

Challenge	2:	Difficult	to	
get	school	environment	
and	community	to	be	
supportive	of	F2S		

3	districts:	Denver,	
Pittsburg,	Sarasota	

Impact	3:	
Parents/families	more	
involved	in	their	
children’s	schooling		

13	districts:	BVSD,	
Denver,	ESYNOLA,	
Fayetteville,	Lex	Rich,	
Livingston,	Milton,	
Modesto,	Olympia,	
Pittsburg,	Sarasota,	
Springfield,	Weld	

Challenge	3:	Not	all	
parents	are	
knowledgeable	about	F2S	
programming		

4	districts:	BVSD,	
Denver,	Milton,	
Olympia	

1.	SCHOOL	GARDENS	
School gardens increase opportunities for hands-on, project-based learning and engage students 
in on-going processes that occur in nature. Garden-based learning can improve students’ overall 
academic achievement (Upstream Public Health 2011), increase their understanding of the 
science of edible plants, and increase their preferences for fruits and vegetables (Joshi et al. 
2008). For these reasons, interviewees were asked to discuss their students’ experiences in 
school gardens, and responses were mostly positive, despite some logistical challenges. The 
school districts in this sample provide sufficient evidence to demonstrate that F2S programming 
in gardens has direct, positive impacts on their students’ knowledge of food, gardening and 
nutrition, while developing leadership skills and improving academic achievement in other 
subjects.  
 
Olympia and Springfield praised their district’s school gardens as spaces where students’ 
memories and learning capabilities are enhanced because of the hands-on nature of the lessons, 
providing evidence for H2 Impact 2. The interviewee in Lex Rich strongly supports school 
gardens, and believes that “the benefit is when [students] go outside, actually plant something, 
watch it grow, and get to taste it. I think that’s the whole nine yards for our kids.” 
 
While some districts specified certain USDA-funded gardens (for example, six out of 32 gardens 
in BVSD were directly impacted by the grant), most interviewees discussed all their gardens 
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more broadly. The maximum number of gardens in one district is 103 in Denver, while the 
minimum is 2 in Milton (Figure 9). Denver and Olympia have larger-scale production farms that 
produce fruits and vegetables for district cafeterias. Six districts have greenhouses or other types 
of indoor growing spaces, which could mean simply starting plants in small pots on windowsills 
in the classrooms (BVSD, Lex Rich, ESYNOLA, Fayetteville, Livingston, Olympia). BVSD has 
a greenhouse that has grown over 6,000 plants, which also serves as a space for professional 
development trainings and school events. ESYNOLA has an aeroponics tower at their high 
school. One of the schools in Springfield has an indoor hydroponic garden, set up like an 
aquarium inside a classroom.  

Figure 9: Total number of gardens compared to total number of students, per district. 

 

In most districts, school garden structure, types of foods grown, and lessons taught are at the 
discretion of the schools and teachers. For the most part, F2S administrators or Food/Nutrition 
Services departments offer assistance and provide seeds, maintenance, and other garden supplies 
as necessary. For example, in BVSD, “Some of the gardens are run by the schools and so they 
dictate when the teachers are going to use them…We are more than willing to step in and help 
schools when they request assistance in the gardens, but a lot of the schools want to take that 
and own that as their own.” Every district in this sample used USDA funds to either build new 
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gardens or maintain and expand existing gardens (H1 Impact 1). More specifically, grants funded 
irrigation, planting tools and equipment like shovels, building materials for raised beds such as 
frames and piping, seeds, and “just about anything you can name that you’d need for a garden” 
(Springfield).  

WHAT	KINDS	OF	FOODS	ARE	GROWN?	
School gardens grow all sorts of fruits, vegetables, and herbs. Common plants include tomatoes, 
carrots, cucumbers, broccoli, onions, zucchini, green beans, and greens like kale, spinach, collard 
greens, and Swiss chard. Less common plants include citrus trees in ESYNOLA; radishes, pea 
shoots, sunflower shoots, and pumpkins in Livingston; blueberries, raspberries, and pear and 
peach trees in Springfield; and Brussels sprouts in Modesto. Particularly in elementary schools, 
teachers consider plants that students will get excited about. At Livingston, for example, garden 
teachers try to get seeds for “very quickly harvestable products that we can enjoy more quickly, 
in terms of for kids, in terms of immediate gratification. They seem to enjoy that a lot.” Some of 
Springfield’s gardens grow herbs to help students understand different ways to flavor their food: 
“We do perennial herbs in all of our beds. We call them scratch and sniff in that the kids all get 
accustomed to the different herbs that we grow…We’re not only teaching them how to grow 
vegetables, but also to grow herbs to use as a flavor enhancer instead of using salt.” 
 
Often, students get so excited about what they have planted that they harvest and eat the plants 
on the spot. In Modesto, for example, students’ excitement was particularly memorable to their 
garden teacher (H3 Impact 3): “The kids get so excited about what they’re eating in the garden. 
Many had never seen a Brussels sprout before. They see a Brussels sprout, they tear it off, they 
put it in their mouth, they eat it, then they brag about how wonderful it tastes, and it’s raw, right 
off the plant, but they grew it, so it’s wonderful. They’ll snap an asparagus that’s only about four 
inches tall; they’ll snap it off and eat it right away because they grew it. I’ve seen little 
kindergarten kids pick radishes out of the ground, wipe the dirt off on their shirt, and eat them.” 
This anecdote confirms McAleese and Rankin’s (2007) conclusion that when children are 
provided with the opportunity to see, touch, plant, grow, and harvest food, they are also given 
positive food experiences and encouraged to consume more vegetables. 

WHAT	HAPPENS	TO	THE	FOOD	WHEN	IT’S	HARVESTED??	
The most common responses to this question were that the food gets eaten on the spot in the 
gardens by the kids, sent to the cafeteria salad bars, preserved for summer or fall meals, sold 
through fundraisers hosted by PTAs and PTOs, donated to local food banks or shelters, or used 
in cooking classes. Eight districts participate in some sort of garden to cafeteria program, where 
school garden or farm produce is either donated or sold to district kitchens (BVSD, Denver, Lex 
Rich, Livingston, Olympia, Sarasota, Springfield, Weld). Purchasing produce from school 
gardens or farms is an effective way to both save the district money and maintain the financial 
viability of F2S. In Denver, Food Services pays the school farms wholesale prices for produce: 
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“We need to buy fruits and vegetables anyway, so we are committed to funding that.” 
Additionally, seven school districts host plant sales, host mini farmers’ markets, or set up booths 
at their community’s farmers’ market (BVSD, Denver, ESYNOLA, Livingston, Milton, 
Modesto, Olympia). In Milton, the middle school student council grew garlic and baked garlic 
bread to sell at their farmers’ market. Some districts provide produce for summer meal programs, 
shelters, and food banks (BVSD, Livingston, Milton, Olympia). 
 
By increasing the amount of fresh produce available in schools and in the wider community, 
school gardens provide healthier environments. Cafeteria meals that incorporate garden produce 
are likely to be fresher and more nutritious than pre-packaged, frozen meals. Additionally, the 
availability of nutrient-dense foods like fresh fruits and vegetables can impact youth obesity and 
overweight levels (Upstream Public Health 2011).  

WHAT	HAPPENS	IN	THE	GARDENS	DURING	THE	SUMMER?	
During summertime, some districts host summer camps where students learn to plant, harvest, 
and cook (Milton, Modesto). Others hire student interns or give students course credit to manage 
the gardens (Livingston, Milton, Modesto, Olympia). In Olympia, during the grant period, 54 
students were paid stipends and received science credits to work on their farm during the 
summer and lead community work on nutrition and food access (Olympia School District 2014).  
 
Many summer initiatives help improve community-wide food security, such as supporting 
summer meal programs, confirming H4 Impact 1. In Livingston, school gardens provide produce 
to the Livingston Food Resource Center (LFRC), which serves lunches during the summer to 
elementary students at a reduced rate. In Springfield, parents and community members volunteer 
to water and do garden maintenance over the summer, and they are allowed to harvest produce to 
take home for free.  
 
Interestingly, in Sarasota, FL, participating schools leave their gardens fallow during the summer 
because it is too hot for plants to grow. They instead plant gardens in the fall and harvest them 
from November through May.   

CHALLENGES	WITHIN	SCHOOL	GARDENS	
School districts in regions with cold winters face the challenge of a limited gardening season 
(Livingston, Milton, Springfield). “We live in Montana,” said the Livingston interviewee, “The 
goal, as I see it, is to get the students in the gardens as much as possible before they get out of 
school in June…Our growing season happens to coincide with when students are not in 
session.” In Livingston, outdoor water is not available until mid-April or even May, depending 
on the weather. However, schools in Livingston circumvent this barrier by planting starts in 
indoor growing spaces, such as their Plant Growth Center. The Plant Growth Center is a 
renovated greenhouse structure at the high school, which contains an aquaponics lab and organic 
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soil-based raised beds. Additionally, Springfield is located in New England, so a significant issue 
is that “just about the time everything gets going, school’s out.” Milton is in Vermont, and their 
interviewee noted that the combination of an already short growing season and students being 
out of school for the summer makes it difficult for garden teachers to make clear connections 
between planting and harvesting (H1 Challenge 1).  
 
There is often a learning curve for traditional teachers to start teaching new lessons in the 
gardens or with examples related to food and nutrition. While there are opportunities for teachers 
to teach poetry, English, or math in a garden, four interviewees mentioned that it can be 
intimidating if they have no garden experience or do not know much about plants (Fayetteville, 
Milton, Modesto, Sarasota). Milton’s interviewee, for example, said, “Certain teachers just 
aren’t comfortable in that space whether they know their lesson aligns or not. Just because it’s 
an exciting space, it’s different, you can lose students’ attention easily, a lot of teachers need 
more help with doing those sorts of activities.”  
 
It is thus important for F2S coordinators to help teachers build confidence to teach students 
outside in the gardens and incorporate F2S curricula into everyday subjects (Fayetteville). The 
Springfield interviewee is a strong proponent of the “train the trainer” approach, which prevents 
the challenge of teachers feeling uncomfortable teaching garden or F2S lessons (H1 Challenge 
2): “What’s really cool, is when you get a school that can take it over and do it themselves in 
certain classes and can come out to the gardens without us being there. We'd like to get it into a 
sustainable situation where you go and you help them and provide technical assistance, but the 
teachers can take them out whenever they want to. That’s when, I believe, those kids really get it 
because they are just seeing it many more times a week than I see them out there.” 
 
Staff and faculty turnover within districts is an issue that can negatively impact garden 
maintenance and expansion (Denver, Livingston). In Livingston, one of the interviewees was 
only hired for less than a year, and significant changeover in a position like F2S Farmer Educator 
can have immense impacts on the F2S programming that students experience. Furthermore, 
when new people come in, they may not be knowledgeable enough to complete the work that the 
previous person started. For example, in Livingston’s initial grant, a major objective was an 
animal husbandry project, but when the first F2S Educator left, the person who replaced him did 
not know as much about managing farm animals and teaching related lessons (H1 Challenge 3).  

POSITIVE	IMPACTS	OF	SCHOOL	GARDENS	
Despite these challenges, interviewees described far-reaching positive impacts for students who 
experience F2S programming, such as increased knowledge about and consumption of fruits and 
vegetables (H2 Impact 1). In Weld, students seem particularly knowledgeable about where food 
comes from and how it is produced when having discussions with their classmates and guest 
chefs during Chef in the Classroom programming. In Modesto, the interviewee got feedback 
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from a parent that his or her child recognized Brussels sprouts at the grocery store and asked to 
buy them. In Springfield, one garden teacher describes the learning process: “It’s shocking to see 
kids pull a carrot out of the ground. They had no clue that that’s where it came from, and they’re 
kind of freaked out by it, some of them, that it’s dirty. And then once they wash it, they go in to 
eat it and they can taste the difference between that and the little baby ones from the 
supermarket.”  
 
Furthermore, the opportunity that F2S provides for students to be outside in nature and to 
appreciate that healthy soil can produce nutritional food is a benefit in itself. Olympia’s garden 
teacher believes this to be one of the biggest assets of F2S: “We’re outside all the time. We’re in 
nature. We’re in this beautiful place where you hear birds, you’ve got fresh air, you’re in the 
soil. I think that in itself is a very healing experience.” 
 
Interviews confirmed Rauzon et al.’s (2010) findings that garden-based education increases 
children’s nutrition knowledge, and preference for and consumption of fruits and vegetables. 
When students plant seeds and watch produce grow, and when they have the opportunity to cook 
that food, they are more likely to taste, enjoy, and select fruits and vegetables (H3 Impact 1). It is 
clear that the interviews provided additional descriptions, beyond what was found in the 
theoretical background, of how exactly students experience garden-based learning and how the 
introduction of a school garden impacts school and community environments. 

2.	CURRICULA	DEVELOPMENT	
It quickly became clear during interviews that the development of garden curricula, nutrition 
lessons, or more general F2S curricula is a vital aspect of F2S program implementation. All 
interviewees discussed either using USDA funds to develop their own curricula (H1 Impact 2), 
or borrowing curricula and lesson plans from other schools or organizations. For example, in 
Milton, some individual lessons were developed during the grant period but most were adapted 
from organizations that had already developed curricula, such as Shelburne Farms, VT FEED, 
LifeLab, and Green Mountain Farm to School.  
 
Whether schools focus more on incorporating garden lessons into science or other core subjects, 
or more on teaching lessons on food systems, agriculture, culinary arts, or nutrition, almost every 
school district that develops its own garden curriculum intends for it to comply with state core 
learning standards. This way, teachers can teach F2S lessons without taking class time away 
from preparing for state tests or other core learning standards, thus avoiding H2 Challenge 2. 

LESSONS	ABOUT	GARDENING,	FOOD,	AND	NUTRITION	
To keep the F2S connection strong, many lessons blend gardening, plant science, nutrition, and 
health. There is often an emphasis on the value of knowing how to grow your own fruits and 
vegetables (Springfield). Some topics of garden lessons include the three sisters (how corn, 
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beans, and squash thrive when planted together), plant parts, growing methods, food webs, 
fertilizers, organic versus conventional production, weeding, beneficial insects, and soil health 
(H2 Impact 1). Fayetteville, for example, used USDA grant funds to develop a curriculum for 
students in kindergarten through fourth grade (H1 Impact 2). The four main lessons include 
“MyPlate and the Five Food Groups,” “The 6 Key Nutrients,” “Nutrition Facts Label and Portion 
Size,” and “Energy Balance, Sometimes/Anytime Foods.” The lessons are 55 minutes long and 
include PowerPoint slides, books, videos, games, snacks, and other physical activities 
(Fayetteville Public Schools).   
 
At ESYNOLA, garden teachers want students to understand systems of nature and how they can 
interact with nature every day. By teaching students to be comfortable with dirt and bugs, how to 
plant seeds, and how to use their hands as tools, they “are not raising children to be farmers but 
we are giving them all the tools so if they do decide that that’s something they’re really excited 
about, they can figure that out in the process.” ESYNOLA’s F2S education begins in 
kindergarten, when the garden curriculum teaches young students how to use fine motor skills, 
how to connect to nature and their surroundings, and what it means to be part of a community: 
“[Students] start out a lot of times pretty afraid just to be around a bee, to look at soil, to touch 
it; the idea of handling a worm seems really scary…it takes very little time to where we have to 
actually check their pockets to make sure they’re not bringing in worms inside of the building.” 
Similarly at Livingston, the interviewee sees “a value in getting the students outside and at least 
getting them exposed to the soil… As things progress and grow, they really tap into the magic of 
growing their own food.” 

INTEGRATING	F2S	CURRICULA	WITH	SCIENCE	AND	OTHER	CORE	SUBJECTS	
Garden lessons have been incorporated into science, social studies, math, art, literature, and 
English. Most common is science, where students learn plant science, plant taxonomy, shapes of 
leaves, carbon and nitrogen cycles, the importance of microbes in soil, ecology principles, cross-
pollination, photosynthesis, life and water cycles, and germination, among other topics. Other 
core subjects such as math, art, literature, and social studies can also integrate garden curricula. 
Sarasota’s interviewee sees this as crucial to the success of F2S: “Definitely without a doubt, the 
schools that had their programs integrated into the curriculum were the most successful and 
most longstanding…I encourage schools whenever I can to take the time to do gardens and 
integrate it into the curriculum because I think there’s a lot of misunderstanding that only 
certain classes can be taught in the gardens.” 
 
Having the opportunity to participate in hands-on lessons can enhance students’ memory of 
vocabulary and science topics (H2 Impact 2) (Sarasota, Springfield). In fact, a teacher in 
Springfield described that her students’ test scores went up (H2 Impact 4) after doing an indoor 
composting worm bed lesson with the garden teachers, because it was a hands-on learning 
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format for the students to learn about topics like food chains, decomposition, and different 
consumers. 
 
Denver developed a School Garden to Cafeteria curriculum for grades three through five (H1 
Impact 2). The science and literacy garden lessons teach about life cycles, flowers, seed 
dispersal, scientific investigation, basic photosynthesis, and composting and decomposition. 
They comply with the Colorado Academic Standards (CAS), Next Generation Science Standards 
(NGSS), and English Language Arts Common Core State Standards (CCSS). Third graders, for 
example, learn lessons that meet the requirements for:  

• CAS SC09-GR.3-S.2-GLE.1: Duration and timing of life cycle events, such as 
reproduction and longevity, vary across organisms and species;  

• NGSS 3-LS4-3: Construct an argument with evidence that in a particular habitat some 
organisms can survive well, some survive less well, and some cannot survive at all; and  

• CCSS ELA-LITERACY.W.3.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine topics 
and convey ideas and information clearly (Denver Public Schools 2015). 

 
While many school districts take advantage of the opportunity to integrate garden-based science, 
food, and nutrition lessons with core subjects and learning standards, interviewees also 
acknowledged that it can sometimes feel like F2S is competing for class time with other core 
subjects (H2 Challenge 2) (Denver, ESYNOLA, Fayetteville, Lex Rich, Milton, Sarasota, 
Springfield). It can be difficult to convince teachers that their students should be spending time 
in gardens or learning about food and nutrition, especially if teachers think that will take time 
away from science, math, or history lessons. The Lex Rich interviewee noted, “We obviously are 
competing with test scores and other academics so that makes it difficult.” Denver agreed, 
stating that under-performing schools are “trying to get their test scores up, so we’re a 
secondary thing.” Nevertheless, the Sarasota interviewee believes this competition can be a 
misperception: “The teachers are just trying to get their students ready to pass the test instead of 
giving them a rich school experience and teaching them hands-on. I don’t think it’s necessarily 
competing interests, but I think that's the perception.” 

ENVIRONMENTAL	LESSONS		
Lessons about environmental sustainability and respecting the earth are a vital aspect of F2S. 
Most school gardens practice sustainable agriculture practices and do not use herbicides or 
pesticides, but instead teach about natural predators and beneficial insects (Modesto, Olympia). 
Many schools work with compost in the gardens, compost food waste in cafeterias, and teach 
about recycling (BVSD, ESYNOLA, Fayetteville, Milton, Springfield). In Springfield, all garden 
sites compost and students participate in composting workshops with worm beds indoors. These 
workshops help students understand how dead matter becomes soil and why the composting 
process is so beneficial for the soil (H2 Impact 7). Sarasota’s interviewee believes that more 
sustainable and regenerative agriculture practices need to be used in order to ensure that school 
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gardens are successful and do not carry the stigma of failing or being too much work for teachers 
who are already busy. 

MIDDLE	AND	HIGH	SCHOOL	ELECTIVES	
Increases in knowledge as a result of F2S can be clearly seen when middle and high school 
students have deep, educated conversations about food systems, food miles, and the 
environment, especially if they were in kindergarten or first grade when F2S programming began 
in their school (H2 Impact 1). The Milton interviewee remarked, “It’s pretty cool how things 
have changed even in the three years that I’ve been here. At first, I would do similar lessons in 
K-2, because everyone was on the same level. But now, I’m starting these conversations with the 
high school students, and the middle school’s reading Omnivore’s Dilemma. They had one of 
our senators come in and talk about the GMO labeling law that Vermont passed. I think it’s just 
interesting to look at a five-year plan and see how this education is going to shift, because we’re 
starting at such a young age.” 
 
Eight school districts discussed curricula and lessons specific to older students (BVSD, 
Fayetteville, Livingston, Milton, Modesto, Olympia, Sarasota, Springfield). In middle and high 
schools that have agriculture departments or electives, curricula teaches about food policy, 
hunger, issues of food and poverty in US history, social and environmental sustainability in food 
systems, and food insecurity. Some courses are more science-based, such as electives pertaining 
to sustainable agriculture, horticulture, aquaponics and hydroponics, animal husbandry, and 
agricultural biology. In Milton, middle school students can take a “Family and Consumer 
Science” class, while high school students can enroll in a food-based science elective entitled, 
“Food and Nutrition.” Some of the more rural school districts in this study, such as Fayetteville, 
Livingston, Modesto, and Sarasota, have agriculture education departments or partnerships with 
Future Farmers of America (FFA). It is important to note that while these food and agriculture 
classes and educational opportunities can be beneficial for middle and high school students, 
many are electives that students into, leaving the majority of students without this type of 
education (H2 Challenge 1). 
 
The following case study of an experiential-learning program at Olympia High School in 
Olympia, WA demonstrates how a school can integrate all types of F2S activities to create 
demonstrable impact that reaches beyond the school. 
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3.	CASE	STUDY:	BLENDING	CLASSROOMS	AND	AGRICULTURE	AT	OLYMPIA	HIGH	SCHOOL	
This case study provides an in-depth exploration of the Freedom Farmers Program at Olympia High 
School. Because the students involved in the program are fully immersed in a F2S education daily, the 
impacts of F2S can be seen more directly than in other schools.  

WHAT	IS	THE	FREEDOM	FARMERS	PROGRAM?	
At Olympia High School, the Freedom Farmers Program is a four-period food studies block class on the 
15-acre Muirhead Farm. Students receive biology and history credits for Agricultural Biology and 
American History, respectively, as well as two elective credits for Horticulture and Sustainable 
Agriculture. Typically the cohort is about 28 sophomores and juniors who spend three periods in the 
morning at Olympia High School, then spend four periods in the afternoon at the farm. About two-thirds of 
the students work on the farm during the summer as well. The cohort is chosen through a competitive 
application and interview process; for the 2015-16 school year, 62 students applied for the 28 spots. 
Seventy-five percent of the spots are prioritized for low-income or credit-deficient students. The program 
is 100 percent funded by Olympia School District’s budget. 
 
Approximately two of the farm’s 15 acres are currently in production, though there are plans to expand. 
The land is owned by the school district and is located along a bus route and close to the central kitchen at 
Olympia High School. The district’s Nutrition Services department currently purchases mixed vegetables, 
fruits, and berries from the farm, and there has been discussion about raising chickens and other meat for 
the cafeterias. While the farm is not certified organic, sustainable agriculture practices are used, and they 
“work hard to be as in harmony with nature as we can, even if we lose crops sometimes.”   
 
Students design the whole farm plan, starting with creating maps, ordering seeds, seeding and propagating 
plants in a greenhouse, and cultivating and testing soil. The biology credit ensures that students learn about 
soil science, carbon and nitrogen cycles, bacteria and fungi, plant physiology, integrated pest management 
systems, and other ecological principles. For example, students may examine how each nutrient in the soil 
shows up in the cell of a plant and helps that cell function. It is very applied learning, which the teacher 
believes allows students to “really get it. It started making sense to me when I got to college and was in an 
agriculture program and thought, ‘If I’m going to grow great tomatoes, I’ve got to know the pH of the soil, 
I’ve got to know the soil tests, I’ve got to know all these things’” (H2 Impact 1). 
 
The American History credit encourages students to dive into deeper issues during the winter, when they 
are not outside as often. These topics include food policy, hunger issues, environmental perspectives, civil 
rights movements around food and poverty, and food insecurity: “Students can start to critically think 
about, ‘Why are people hungry in the first place? Is how we grow our food both socially sustainable and 
environmentally sustainable?’ We do a lot of work around that because I think that's an important part of 
students' experiences out here, to know that fighting hunger is not just about growing food” (H2 Impact 1). 
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GROWING	FOOD	FOR	SCHOOL	CAFETERIAS	
Students meet with Nutrition Services staff to ensure that they plant foods that other students would be 
likely to eat in the cafeterias. During the summer, students harvest and deliver produce to the central 
kitchen to prepare, blanch, and freeze produce for the upcoming school year. During its first year, the farm 
grew 13,000 pounds of produce for the district, which saved Nutrition Services about $10,000 in food 
costs. Furthermore, over 10,000 pounds of food was directed to the district’s free summer meals program. 
The district does not pay for the produce, because the farm is on district property, but they do budget for 
additional supplies and farm staffing needs. About 90 percent of Muirhead Farm’s food goes to the 
district’s central kitchen. The Freedom Farmers utilize the other 10 percent to help increase food security 
in Olympia by donating some of the food to a domestic violence shelter and some to a local food bank (H4 
Impact 1).  
 
In the cafeterias, a placard that says, “This came from the Freedom Farmers” accompanies food from 
Muirhead Farm. Anecdotally, the Supervisor of Nutrition Services noticed, “that food seems to disappear. 
When [students] see it in a cafeteria line, even with very little education attached to it, kids are making 
choices to take the stuff that looks nicer. It tastes better.” This is evidence for H3 Impact 2, which states 
that incorporating produce from school gardens or farms can increase students’ satisfaction with school 
meals. 

IMPACTS	OF	THE	FREEDOM	FARMERS	PROGRAM	
This course has visibly impacted students in positive and direct ways. Many students in the block class are 
low-performers in other academic subjects and/or were not on track to graduate: “This is one of the few 
places that they find success in school” (H2 Impact 6). However, after enrolling in the block class, 83 
percent of those students decreased the amount of failed credits they had from the previous year. Ninety-
four percent increased their GPA from the previous year, and another 94 percent decreased discipline 
issues related to behavior. The proportion of students on track to graduate increased from about 26 percent 
to about 80 percent: “We’ve had a pretty remarkable turnaround around student engagement and 
completion of school” (H2 Impact 4). 
 
When asked about students’ willingness to try new foods, the teacher went so far as to say, “I can get them 
to eat anything, even steamed nettles” (H2 Impact 1). At the same time, however, regarding consumption 
of processed foods and sugary beverages, he optimistically confirmed H3 Challenge 1a, saying, “My kids 
still love Taco Bell and McDonalds, and that’s cool. I’m not too stressed about it. I feel like our services 
are at least planting some seeds in students to really think about that stuff and eventually, to help them 
make decisions later on.”  
 
Because Muirhead Farm is bordered by an elementary school in Olympia, first and second graders 
experience “farm fun days” with the cohort, where they learn about planting and bugs, and harvest 
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pumpkins and potatoes in the fall. The high school students learn leadership skills through facilitating the 
field trip and teaching lessons (H2 Impact 5): “It’s great seeing the high schoolers and little kids working 
together.”  
 
The teacher has noticed remarkable familial impacts that are separate from academic achievement and F2S 
knowledge. When asked if students are likely to talk to their families about what they learn on the farm, 
the teacher responded that he hears from many parents that the farm has helped their family come closer 
together, because it gives them a topic to discuss and get excited about: “I get that feedback from parents a 
lot, that their kids actually come home and tell them what they did that day, what they did in school, as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, nothing.’… It’s very, very rare that I’ve had a parent who doesn’t like what we do. Very 
rare. The only time I have upset parents is if I have to kick a kid out of our program.” Furthermore, 
students are likely to cook with their families because they come home from school with fresh produce 
from the farm (H4 Impact 3). 
 
What is even more powerful is that some students in the programs have attempted suicide in the past, but 
are no longer having those thoughts: “The harder part of this job is when you get calls from kids saying, 
‘I’m thinking about taking my life,’ but at least they had someone to go to, where in the past they didn’t, 
and we could intervene and get them help…I legitimately hear people say that we’ve basically saved their 
kids’ lives.” Giving students the opportunity to spend time outside in nature can be very healing, on top of 
the fact that they are doing meaningful work, learning tangible skills, and building strong relationships 
within a community (H3 Impact 4). 
 
If other districts have enough land, support from the community and school board, and funding to support 
a course like this, it is clear that returns on the investment can be exponential. From speaking with this 
teacher and the Supervisor of Nutrition Services at Olympia, it is evident that finding a teacher with a true 
passion for agriculture and teaching is an absolute must. 
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4.	SUPPLEMENTAL	ACTIVITIES	BEYOND	THE	GARDEN	OR	CLASSROOM	
In addition to teaching food, gardening, and nutrition lessons in gardens or classrooms, activities 
that supplement this education provide children with positive, memorable, hands-on experiences 
with fresh food. This section offers contextual, detailed evidence that F2S is more effective when 
programs combine several components, such as gardening, taste testings, and cooking classes 
(Upstream Public Health 2011). The most common activities funded by USDA grants include: 

• Taste testings, 
• Culinary experiences, such as cooking lessons or chef demonstrations, 
• Visits to farms or farmer presentations in schools, 
• Career-oriented and entrepreneurial programs, and 
• Poster contests and art opportunities (Figure 10). 

Figure 10: Types and frequency of most common supplemental activities. 

 
 
ESYNOLA places strong emphasis on a multi-faceted F2S education to promote wellness and 
increase consumption of fruits and vegetables. A 2015 evaluation of ESYNOLA by the 
Prevention Research Center at the Tulane School of Public Health provides results that are even 
more notable than Upstream Public Health’s (2011) conclusions about fruit and vegetable 
consumption increasing after the introduction of F2S programs. Surveys of ESYNOLA students 
showed that 85 percent of their students reported consuming fresh fruit within the past 24 hours, 
compared to 61 percent of students surveyed nationally. Additionally, their students are 4.8 times 
more likely than the national average to report that they ate green vegetables in the past 24 hours 
(FirstLine Schools / Edible Schoolyard New Orleans 2016.): “The greens I think is definitely the 
most valuable, because green vegetable are certainly difficult. Just that one statement, I think if 
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they’re making that choice everyday, it can illuminate all the other likely choices they’re 
making.” Similarly in Pittsburg, survey data shows an 8.7 percent increase in the average 
number of servings of fruits and vegetables consumed from the first year of the USDA grant 
period to the second year (Pittsburg Unified School District 2015).  

TASTING	NEW	FOODS	
Almost every school district conducts taste testings to increase their students’ exposure to 
healthy foods and promote better eating habits. Whether in the cafeteria, garden, or classroom, 
taste tests get students excited about healthy foods, increase healthy food access, and introduce 
students to new recipes, flavors, and types of cooking. Some interviewees reported seeing 
students eating new foods and talking about liking different fruits and vegetables (Lex Rich, 
Livingston, Olympia). In Lex Rich, collard greens were an unpopular menu item when F2S first 
started. However, after a few taste tests, collard greens are a regular ingredient in recipes and 
students seem to accept and like them (H3 Impact 2). Taste tests have also proved effective at 
Livingston, where students tasted root vegetables in school and then “were going home and 
telling their parents about the healthy food choices they wanted to make” (H3 Impact 1). 
 
One unique practice occurs at BVSD, where “even if students want to turn up their nose at 
something that they’re not familiar with right off the bat, we'll give them a ‘no thank you bite’ so 
to speak. A lot of kids will then kind of look at it and smell it and say, ‘Okay. I think I'll try this.’ 
That's really been helpful to getting them to try new foods.” At Pittsburg, students experience 
“Bizarre Food Day,” where they taste foods they may not have had any opportunities to try 
before. By tasting jackfruit, durian, or Kiwano melon, students are encouraged to also try more 
common foods that they might not have eaten before, or that they might think they would not 
like. The Pittsburg interviewee believes this is a creative approach to introducing new foods to 
kids in their district, and that they might say to themselves, “Wow, we tried something that 
looked like porcupines, so why can’t we try a little broccoli or kiwi from the salad bar?”  
 
In Milton, the interviewee was particularly impressed by students’ progression in the three years 
since she was first hired. High school students are excited and willing to try new foods because 
they have been exposed to taste tests for at least three years. First and second graders are willing 
to try butternut squash smoothies because they remember making kale pesto in kindergarten.  
 
The Springfield interviewee was the only one to mention a challenge of administering taste tests. 
As one might expect, tastings can sometimes be difficult because kids will be kids. During a 
tasting, “all it takes is one kid to say, ‘Oh that’s gross,’ and then the ten kids behind him say, 
‘Oh that’s gross!’” This remark provides a reminder that as with any education, F2S 
programming is highly contextual and depends on students’ willingness and ability to participate 
each day. 
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CULINARY	EXPERIENCES	
Another aspect of teaching about food and nutrition is providing students with the skills to 
prepare food for themselves. In Weld, lessons teach about washing hands, how to prepare food, 
how to use a knife, how to cook simple dishes, and how cooking plays a role in nutrition. 
ESYNOLA’s curricula centers around a “full seed-to-table idea” where students harvest what 
they or other classes in their school planted, and bring the produce to kitchen spaces or 
classrooms to prepare and cook snacks or meals. In Fayetteville a physical education teacher 
teaches a smoothie lesson, during which middle and high school students read through a nutrition 
facts label, create their own smoothie recipes, use the recipes to make smoothies, and then taste 
test their classmates’ smoothies. In Livingston, heirloom potatoes like fingerlings and purple 
potatoes were grown in the garden and prepared as purple mashed potatoes in a culinary arts 
class for Thanksgiving. BVSD, Lex Rich, ESYNOLA, and Milton have students participate in 
Junior Iron Chef Competitions and Chopped Contests, which are fun ways for students to be 
immersed in culinary arts and to showcase their skills (H2 Impact 3). 
 
Sarasota has taken advantage of Chefs Move to Schools, an initiative of Michelle Obama’s Let’s 
Move! campaign. Once a week through the month of October, five local chefs would each meet 
with five to ten students at a school in the district to develop and refine a recipe. The group 
would incorporate local or garden products and seasonality as much as they could, and 
eventually prepare a meal at the end of the month for the community: “The kids learned about 
seasonal eating, about growing stuff in the garden, and about cooking. It’s a really big to-do for 
the kids because they get to showcase their produce and skills. They’re so proud. I think it really 
gets them engaged in food in a way they may not have otherwise.”  
 
ESYNOLA’s interviewee believes that culinary classes are not always enough to decrease 
students’ consumption of processed foods, especially when ESYNOLA’s education competes 
with food companies’ marketing strategies: “They’re making their own healthy burgers, and 
they’re making their own healthy cheese snacks. But at the end of the day, if you put a Nabisco 
product next to what they just made, they’re gonna be proud of what they made, but they’re 
gonna consume the thing that we’ve spent billions of dollars to figure out how to market to our 
kids, and how to trigger the chemistry in their brain” (H3 Challenge 1a). Despite this, the 
interviewee is hopeful that, by creating positive memories around health and making connections 
to obesity-related chronic diseases that students experience or see in their families, “when they 
get older and they’re able to make their own decisions and they have the power of the purse, they 
will make better decisions.” 

FARMS	AND	FARMERS	
Some schools bring farmers in to talk to their students, especially on days when their produce is 
on the menu and students are consuming what they grow (Fayetteville, Livingston, Sarasota, 
Weld). The USDA grant often funded transportation to farms so students can see where their 



USDA FARM TO SCHOOL GRANT PROGRAM: BEST PRACTICES AND KEY IMPACTS  
 

 40 

food comes from, connect with local farmers, and perceive farming as a potential career in the 
future. The Sarasota interviewee believes that Farmer in the Classroom was one of the most 
successful programs they implemented: “They loved that and I’ve seen models where they bring 
the farmer to the cafeteria and have them showcase some of their food. It seems like that kind of 
special event type thing is what gets kids engaged and excited” (H3 Impact 3). Because 
Livingston is in Montana and has such a short growing season, they invite local and regional 
farmers to participate in the Farmer in the Classroom Program in the winter, thus continuing F2S 
education during the winter and circumventing H2 Challenge 1. 
 
Farm visits include field trips to local farms or gardens at other schools in the district. In 
Springfield, USDA grant funds paid for a bus to take students to a strawberry farm. In 
Livingston, students visit a ranch every year and learn about nutrients, weeds, beef, wool, lamb, 
and wheat, for example. As described in the case study of Olympia High School, elementary 
students take field trips to Muirhead Farm to learn from the Freedom Farmers cohort. 

CAREER-ORIENTED	PROGRAMMING	
For middle and high school students, entrepreneurial and career-oriented programs can 
encourage potential careers in farming, the restaurant industry, and food businesses. Three 
districts (BVSD, ESYNOLA, Milton) set up booths at farmers’ markets, partially to fundraise for 
F2S programming and to gain support from the community, but also to give students the 
opportunity to sell products to real community members In Livingston, FFA students develop 
public speaking skills by presenting at competitions about the work they have done with F2S (H2 
Impact 5). 
 
ESYNOLA has a middle school program called Budding Entrepreneurs, which allows students 
to showcase the skills they have learned in the gardens and kitchens. They plan what they want 
to produce, grow the ingredients, prepare, cook, and sell their finished products at the New 
Orleans French Quarter Farmers’ Market alongside other farmers from the area. The students 
also do a business analysis, where they investigate the amount of labor, resources, and time 
involved to see if they would have made a profit without their school’s resources. The business 
analysis makes business and math more engaging and easier to understand by providing a hands-
on experience to practice math and learn how handle money (H2 Impact 2): “I think it’s just such 
a simple, logical way to get life skills and get them to start thinking. To get them to ask, ‘What 
are we going to do with the money to make sure we maximize all that time and hard work that 
went into it?’”  
 
As students progress to high school, ESYNOLA partners with the Louisiana Restaurant 
Association to participate in their ProStart program, which introduces a business and restaurant 
administration component. There is also an after-school program that focuses on basic culinary 
skills, food systems, and how to buy food and cook strategically in the real world. Students think 
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deeply about designing meals and checking them for nutrition and food balance, particularly “if 
you have $10 and you want to feed a family of four.” Sometimes students have the chance to take 
$10 to a market or grocery within walking distance of the high school, and their teacher asks, 
“When you run out of money at the counter, then you have to figure out, what are you going to 
do? That happens in real life, so what’s next?” 

POSTER	CONTESTS	AND	ART	OPPORTUNITIES	
Many schools hold poster contests with food-related themes and hang winning posters in 
cafeterias, hallways, and offices to promote F2S messaging. In BVSD, the USDA grant funded a 
poster contest in all the district’s high schools with the theme, “What Local Means to Me.” At 
five elementary in Lex Rich, students draw pictures related to local foods, and the top five 
winners receive prizes. Students in Springfield draw and write about the gardens, and the 
interviewee has “received really gorgeous drawings with written explanations about the window 
box gardens.” Art provides students with opportunities to think creatively about what they have 
learned about food, gardening, and nutrition. They can express how F2S has impacted their 
knowledge, and posters double as promotional pieces to ensure support for F2S among school 
communities and families. 
 

 
Source: http://www.thelunchbox.org/marketing/posters-and-signs/ 
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5.	EDUCATION	IN	CAFETERIAS	
This section discusses activities in cafeterias that augment student education, such as Harvest of 
the Month and Garden to Cafeteria. The most wide-ranging means by which F2S can be 
impactful, in terms of number of students reached, is through school meal procurement and the 
availability of fresh, local products in cafeterias. The types of foods offered in schools can have 
significant impacts on students’ food preferences and consumption habits. For example, the 
interviewee at Springfield was one of few who believe that a lot of their kids will not eat junk 
food anymore because they are not exposed to it at school: “A lot of kids are already telling us 
not to serve them any junk food. Not that we did, but they don’t want it anyway.” In BVSD, high 
school students were kindergartners when their F2S programming began, so they have not 
experienced unhealthy foods served in their school: “They’re completely used to the salad bars 
and look forward to them. It's neat to see that they're not used to anything else. They’re not used 
to having processed sugar foods. They go for the healthy foods” (H3 Impact 1). 
 
Local procurement, increasing consumption of fruits and vegetables at school meals, improving 
kitchen facilities (i.e. Livingston bought patty makers and dough sheeters), and training 
foodservice employees to prepare and cook fresh produce are significant objectives in USDA 
grant proposals for many districts. For example, while the Sarasota interviewee provided an 
abundance of information about their school gardens, nutrition education, and supplemental 
activities, the main part of their grant was actually to increase the percentage of locally grown 
foods in their school nutrition program. They did achieve this, as Florida-grown purchases 
represented 22 percent of their total spending during the grant period from 2013 to 2016. In 
almost all districts that received USDA grants, F2S has impacted school menus because 
Food/Nutrition Services departments prioritize recipes that include local foods or produce from 
school gardens.  
 
While this study focuses primarily on nutrition and food education through gardening and 
supplemental activities, it is important to establish the linkages between gardening and other 
activities and their impact on school cafeterias to fully assess the impact of F2S. For example, 
ESYNOLA’s cafeteria management company supports the congruity between school meals and 
what students learn in the gardens and classrooms: “If the children are growing sweet potatoes, 
they try to include that on the menu, so that we can again help show the connection to, ‘This is 
what you’re growing and this is what it tastes like,’” even though those sweet potatoes are not 
the exact potatoes grown in the school gardens. 

HARVEST	OF	THE	MONTH	
Harvest of the Month is an educational program utilized nationwide, where cafeterias focus on 
one produce item each month, and there are informational cards, recipes, and posters around the 
cafeteria to educate students about seasonal produce through nutritional information, fun facts, 
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and easy recipes to try at home (BVSD). This increased exposure can foster positive attitudes 
toward fruits and vegetables. 
 
In BVSD, Harvest of the Month is enhanced with a set of 13 Harvest Collector Cards, which 
were produced using USDA grant funds. The cards feature produce and local farmers, and are 
displayed by the salad bars on days when the item is on the menu. In Fayetteville, dietetic 
students from the University of Arkansas make connections with Harvest of the Month by 
volunteering to run taste tests of the harvest item each month. 
 
Springfield receives monthly posters from UMass Extension (the educational outreach unit of the 
University of Massachusetts Amherst Center for Agriculture, Food and the Environment), which 
include photos of vegetables before they are cooked, as well as fun facts for the kids. Below is an 
example of information from UMass Extension’s website about green beans.  
 

  
 

Produce	Spotlight:	Green	Beans	

Source: ag.umass.edu/nutrition/produce-spotlight-green-beans  

Fun	facts:	
• Green	beans	are	tasty,	low	in	calories,	and	give	

us	many	valuable	nutrients!	
• Green	beans	grow	on	tall	vines.	Massachusetts’s	

farmers	pick	them	in	summer	and	early	fall.	
• Open	up	a	green	bean	and	find	little	beans	

inside.	Green	beans	are	so	tender	we	eat	the	
whole	pod.		

• Green	been,	string	bean,	snap	bean	–	they’re	all	
the	same!	

• Bright	green	and	crunchy,	green	beans	are	great	
dippers.	Try	them	with	your	favorite	low-fat	dip	
or	salad	dressing.	

• Massachusetts	Native	Americans	grew	green	
beans	with	corn	and	squash.	They	called	them	
the	“Three	Sisters	of	Life.”	
	

A	Super	Snack	Idea:	
Sprinkle	fresh	green	beans	with	a	little	olive	oil,	salt,	
and	pepper.	Bake	in	the	oven	to	make	green	bean	
French	fries.	
	
Veggie	Humor:	
• Question:	What	vegetable	can	tie	you	up?	
• Answer:	Why,	a	string	bean,	of	course!	
	

More	Matters!	Fruit	and	Veggie	Tips	for	Kids:	
• Make	green	bean	French	fries!	Sprinkle	fresh	green	

beans	with	a	little	olive	oil,	salt,	and	pepper.	Spread	
them	out	on	a	shallow	pan.	Bake	at	400°	F	for	20-25	
minutes,	turning	them	over	when	they’re	half-way	
done.	

• Use	green	beans	instead	of	spaghetti.	Top	some	
steamed	green	beans	with	your	child’s	favorite	
spaghetti	sauce.	Let	your	child	sprinkle	them	with	
Parmesan	cheese.	

• Enjoy	steamed	green	beans	sprinkled	with	fresh	
lemon	or	orange	juice.	

• Green	beans	are	also	great	in	salads	and	soups.	
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GARDEN	TO	CAFETERIA	
Eight school districts serve school garden 
produce in the cafeterias at least once during 
the year (BVSD, Denver, Lex Rich, 
Livingston, Olympia, Sarasota, Springfield, 
Weld). All school districts that serve school 
garden produce in the cafeterias advertise to 
students that those items came from the 
gardens. In Livingston, there are cards that 
say “Fresh from the garden” with a F2S 
logo, while in Olympia, placards say “This 
came from the Freedom Farmers.” 
Furthermore, to encourage elementary 
students to use the salad bar, BVSD hosts 
Garden to Table Make a Rainbow at the 
Salad Bar Days, when students are 
encouraged to take colorful vegetables from 
the salad bar and create pretty plates for 
school photographers. Each school fills their 
salad bars with lettuce grown from their 
gardens, and students recognize if they 
planted or harvested that lettuce. The BVSD 
interviewee provided evidence for H2 
Impact 1 by stating, “They really, really 
recognized that this is the lettuce they put 
their hard work into. That was really cool. I 
hadn’t experienced that before.” 
 
Horticulture students at Park High School in Livingston harvest greens from the garden, wash 
them in the kitchen, spin and dry them, prepare them, put them into labeled bins, and give them 
to kitchen staff to serve on the salad bars or use in school meal recipes. This teaches students that 
culinary skills are not just about cooking, but are also about preparation skills and knowing what 
to do with fresh produce that has just been pulled from the ground (H2 Impact 3). 
 
In Livingston, the F2S educator recalls the first time she harvested salad greens and took them to 
the high school salad bar: “I saw a few students eating from the salad bar and I asked them why 
they were having lunch there that day. They said, ‘Well, the salad greens looked so much better 
than ever before, so we decided to stay at school and eat the lunch here today’” (H3 Impact 2). 
 

Source: http://www.thelunchbox.org/marketing/posters-
and-signs/	
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TRAINING	FOODSERVICE	STAFF	
When school districts decide to move away from buying pre-made, packaged, frozen foods from 
large school meal companies, kitchen and cafeteria staff’s duties and skillsets change 
dramatically. Preparing and cooking fresh produce requires much more time, knowledge, and 
skills than opening a package of frozen chicken nuggets and putting them in an oven. In 
Olympia, for example, Muirhead Farm often grows produce that the cafeteria staff has never 
worked with before, such as Swiss chard and turnips. Rather than saying they do not want it, the 
cafeteria staff does research and develops recipes while keeping in mind the main objective: 
“How are we going to prepare this so the kids will like it?”  
 
Some schools utilized USDA grant funds to train their cafeteria staff and develop from-scratch 
recipes that incorporate local ingredients. Lex Rich, for example, used USDA grant funds to send 
all their cafeteria workers to the University of South Carolina for a day-long culinary training on 
fresh fruits and vegetables. They developed from-scratch recipes (in accordance with USDA 
NSLP Guidelines) using South Carolina produce items that were later placed on the district 
menus: Five Star Soup, Confetti Collards, Peaches with Blueberries, Sweet Potato Souffle, and 
the D5 Stoplight Salad (District 5 Lexington and Richland 2015). Lex Rich also sent cafeteria 
workers and managers, a lead teacher, and lead students to W.P. Rawl, a large local farm, to do a 
variety of workshops and trainings, including how to implement irrigation systems. Meanwhile, 
Springfield invited professionals from the John Stalker Institute of Food and Nutrition at 
Framingham State University to come to the district and teach their cooks how to correctly 
prepare fresh vegetables, such as roasting or searing, so that they do not lose their nutrient value 
or integrity. 

6.	PARENT	INVOLVEMENT	AND	COMMUNITY	IMPACTS	

PARENT	PARTICIPATION	
Parent knowledge about healthy eating is crucial to create lasting changes in students’ eating 
habits. Interview questions asked how districts educate parents about food and gardening and 
how students are encouraged to bring lessons home to their families. At ESYNOLA, parent 
involvement in F2S programming is just one aspect of parent involvement in their child’s overall 
education: “You just can’t emphasize enough how important it is for parents to get the benefit of 
being in schools with their kids.” The Pittsburg interviewee believes it is vital to “get parents 
involved, get them engaged, and give them an understanding that there is a garden at their site, 
so that they can get more involved.” 
 
If parents do not have sufficient food and nutrition knowledge, it can be very difficult to create 
changes in students’ eating habits when their parents provide the majority of their meals and 
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snacks. One parent in Springfield, for example, responded that she loves potato chips when 
discussing her children’s weight issues with the district dietitian (H3 Challenge 1b).  
 
Many schools provide evidence for H4 Impact 3 by involving their PTAs and PTOs, who may 
run parent education programs during meetings, organize parent volunteer days at the gardens or 
farms, or organizer fundraisers like plant sales (BVSD, Lex Rich, Modesto, Olympia). Four 
districts host parent lunches or dinners at the schools (Fayetteville, Modesto, Olympia, Sarasota). 
Five school districts have family cooking classes a few times a year (BVSD, ESYNOLA, 
Fayetteville, Milton, Olympia), and three districts send home recipe cards for each Harvest of the 
Month produce item (BVSD, Fayetteville, Milton). Weld has a parent education program called 
Cooking Matters, where the mission is to “provide nutrition education to reinforce and 
encourage those messages to be heard again by the kiddos when they go home.”  
 
ESYNOLA used USDA grant funds to host Family Food Nights, when dietitians teach families 
how to cook in healthy ways, how to make traditional recipes more healthy, and how to make 
smart nutrition choices. For example, at one event, families cooked red beans, brown rice, turkey 
sausage, and collard greens, after discussing why turkey sausage can be healthier than pork 
sausage. Families answer trivia questions, win prizes like farmers’ market vouchers, cook 
together, eat together, and go home with a bag of produce, recipe, and all the ingredients needed 
to replicate the meal they had just made. The interviewee summed up the impacts well: “I think 
that’s the most extraordinary event because it’s just really loving and joyful, and everyone's so 
proud to be there. A lot of times the students invite their favorite teacher. Often kids that thrive in 
our culinary classes are students that really struggle in other spaces. It’s really powerful to see a 
student that doesn’t always have great success in the rest of their day in school show up, and 
show their family that they’re doing something really fantastic. We get to share food from the 
garden and from local farmers that we’re preparing together” (H4 Impact 3). 
 
ESYNOLA, Fayetteville, and Milton all mentioned the challenge of finding time and funds for 
more family cooking classes: “The challenge is that it takes a lot of time, it takes a lot of money, 
it’s a pretty expensive, time-consuming process” (ESYNOLA). When the Milton interviewee 
was asked if they are planning on hosting more preschool parent cooking classes, she responded, 
“We are. We’re just trying to find the funding.” 
 
For interviewees, one of the most exciting aspects of involving parents is hearing positive 
feedback. In Fayetteville, the interviewee “got a nice email from a mom that said her kids had 
never, ever touched hummus and cucumbers. Then, after the lesson, they were at the grocery 
store. They were asking their mom to buy them hummus and cucumbers. She was just so 
excited.” In Milton, parents send emails or call the school asking questions like, “Where do I buy 
kale? My child’s coming home and wants to make kale smoothies. I don’t know what to do” (H3 
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Impact 1). In Lex Rich, “A lot of parents are very supportive and they’ll say, ‘Thanks for what 
you’ve done for our kids and letting them be involved in this.’”  

FOOD	SECURITY	
As shown by the free and reduced lunch rates in Figure 7, many schools in this study serve 
students from food insecure, low-income families, making food access an important issue. 
USDA grants have enabled some schools to implement initiatives to increase access to healthy, 
fresh foods, both for their students and for the wider community (BVSD, ESYNOLA). By 
increasing the availability and accessibility of healthy foods, they can improve the general health 
and wellness of their students and communities. 
 
BVSD sends bags of fresh produce and whole, unprocessed, shelf-stable foods home with some 
students at its four highest needs schools. These bags often include recipes and other resources 
for food access and education. BVSD also partners with the largest food bank in their area to 
increase access to fresh produce and to educate food insecure people about nutrition. Similarly in 
ESYNOLA, there is a regular family harvest box program that was put into place as a result of 
the USDA grant (H4 Impact 1). 
 
A big challenge is helping parents buy healthier foods and encouraging them to cook at home 
when their budget is limited and when they work full-time jobs. The Springfield interviewee 
believes that most parents are not likely to buy healthier foods at home, despite the food and 
nutrition education their children get in school, because of “food insecurity and lack of money.” 
For poor families in Modesto, healthy eating cannot always be a priority: “We live in a very poor 
area and their first choice isn’t to take the time to really cook a healthy meal. It’s to get home 
and make sure their doors are locked and their pitbull is the backyard” (H4 Challenge 1). When 
asked about any changes in students’ attitudes toward unhealthy foods and sugary beverages 
resulting from F2S activities, the Lex Rich interviewee responded that it can be difficult to 
change the mindset of parents who send their kids to school with sugary items, and then “wrap 
around fast food lines when they get out of school with their kids” (H3 Challenge 1b). Whether 
parents feed their kids highly processed, sugary foods and drinks because that is all they can 
afford, or because they are not fully educated about healthy diets, it is certainly difficult to 
transform habits regardless of what students learn in schools. 

COMMUNITY	EVENTS	AND	MESSAGING	
A large part of generating support, and thus sustaining F2S programs after grant periods end, is 
making sure that the community knows what is going on in the schools related to F2S.  
Organizing community events is a strategic way for school districts to promote their F2S 
programming, educate community members, fundraise, and build support for F2S in general. 
Community events may be farm-to-table meals, plant sales, farmers’ market days, agriculture 
awareness days, or harvest festivals. Activities at community events may include cooking 
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demonstrations, tastings, food trucks, seed swaps, runs or walks, raffles, and student 
presentations.  
 
Districts get the word out about F2S programming through newsletters, advertising on monthly 
school lunch menus, partnerships with local newspapers, and social media. Facebook is an 
incredibly effective tool for school districts to promote F2S activities to parents and community 
members. The hope is that by sharing photos and highlighting specific students, parents will be 
more supportive of and invested in F2S programming, as well as more likely to attend future 
events. On Milton’s Facebook page, they list upcoming events, feature “trays of the day,” share 
taste test results, and have even found volunteers and new employees: “It has been great 
publicity to be able to market what a beautiful program we have.”  
 
On the other hand, interviewees acknowledged that they are aware that not all parents are 
knowledgeable about the F2S activities their children experience (BVSD, Denver, Milton, 
Olympia): “I’m surprised every now and then about parents who are unfamiliar with our 
program… We really do focus on making sure that they’re aware of the programs that are 
available to their students but at the same time we know we need to do more because we run into 
parents all the time who are like, ‘Oh! I didn't know that was a thing!’” (BVSD). It is often 
difficult for F2S coordinators or teachers to make time to update Facebook pages, websites, or 
newsletters, as evidenced by the Freedom Farmers teacher in Olympia, who said, “I’ve got to do 
grading, or this, or that. It’s hard to promote the great stuff that’s happening” (H4 Challenge 3).  

 
If school and community stakeholders, including school boards, principals, parents, and general 
community members do not support the concept of F2S or the idea of their tax money helping to 
fund these activities, school districts will have great difficulty maintaining F2S programming. 
Additionally, according to Pittsburg, there has to be proof that F2S is a viable and valuable 
extension of the classroom: “I think the largest challenge initially was actually getting buy-in 
from the administration, parents, community that indeed this was a viable extension of the 
classroom. It’s just not something that’s fun… but actually recognizing that the garden is an 
extension of the classroom where students can become truly engaged in the learning that they’re 
doing. A two-dimensional science book about pollination – sure you’re gonna get the 
information – but what about actually seeing it first hand? What a real life learning experience 
that it is for kids.” Sarasota agrees with this, but from a more financial point of view. Their 
interviewee, the Director of Food and Nutrition Services, remarked that despite loving F2S, she 
is a business person, and F2S “won’t be just something where it’s a fun little thing to do and we 
say, ‘Oh, isn’t that adorable and cute?’ It has to produce.”  

7.	INCREASED	EXCITEMENT	ABOUT	SCHOOL	DUE	TO	F2S	
F2S can make school exciting, hands-on, and fun. Interviewees were noticeably more 
enthusiastic (i.e. faster, louder speech and more laughter during the interview) when telling 
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stories about students’ enjoyment of F2S. Figure 11 displays particularly telling quotes, which 
provide rich contextual information that cannot be found in the existing F2S literature.  

Figure 11: Examples of student excitement. 

School	District	 Quote	
BVSD	 “One	of	my	favorite	examples	of	that	is	I	was	at	a	school	with	a	farmer	and	we're	sampling	

some	of	their	produce	that	day	and	they're	like,	‘Oh,	I've	been	to	your	farm!	I	went	there	
with	my	mom!’”	

ESYNOLA	 “We	learned	that	our	children	feel	comfortable	in	the	kitchen,	they	feel	comfortable	
replicating	a	recipe,	following	instructions.	And	it	generally	lifted	the	incentive	for	children	
to	want	to	go	to	school	every	day,	because	they	looked	forward	to	participating	in	a	
garden	or	cooking	in	a	kitchen.”	

Lex	Rich	 “I	think	most	kids,	you	know,	every	time	we	did	an	activity,	they	were	all	excited	by	it	so	
I’m	pretty	sure	they	went	home	and	talked	about	it	with	their	families.”	

Modesto	 “They	had	no	idea	how	these	things	were	growing,	and	when	they	had	the	opportunity	to	
actually	grow	it	themselves,	it	meant	so	much	more	to	them	than	going	into	the	grocery	
store	with	their	mom	and	seeing	her	pick	out	vegetables.”	

Modesto	 “School	was	out	two	weeks	ago	and	I	had	another	shipment	of	nine	flats	of	vegetables	so	I	
found	a	preschool	to	donate	them	to.	I	got	the	cutest	cards	from	the	preschool	students.	It	
was	just	amazing.	‘Thank	you	for	the	plants.	I’ll	put	them	in	my	backyard.	I’ll	take	good	
care	of	them.’	Oh,	it	was	just	charming	to	see	what	these	kids	wrote.”	

Milton	 “The	kids	love	[Make	a	Rainbow	at	the	Salad	Bar	day]	because	they’ll	get	selected	if	they	
have	a	beautiful,	colorful	tray.	The	person	at	the	point	of	sale	will	take	a	picture	and	then	
they	might	be	the	featured	tray	of	the	day.	It’s	just	a	fun	thing	to	shoot	for	for	them.	
They’re	always	looking	for	different	colors	to	put	on	their	tray.”	

Sarasota	 “We	get	a	lot	of	feedback	from	teachers,	from	parents	and	others,	that	talk	about	the	
excitement	that	kids	have	about	the	school	gardens	specifically,	and	even	our	nutrition	
education	campaigns,	where	the	kids	are	going	home	and	saying,	‘Could	you	buy	broccoli	
this	week,	Mom?’	And	they're	like,	‘What?	Are	you	kidding	me?’”		

Springfield	 “These	kids	go	nuts	when	they	see	the	teachers.	They	really	love	us.	We're	gifted	people	
but	it's	not	about	us,	it's	about	the	garden.	The	experience	of	being	out	in	the	garden	is	
such	a	different	experience	from	them	in	school	that	they	just	really	go	nuts	when	they	see	
us,	and	that's	all	grade	levels.	They	want	to	spend	more	time	than	we	are	able	to	give	
them	out	in	the	garden.	You	have	these	little	kids	loving	you	and	they	come	running	to	hug	
you.	Again,	it	feels	just	amazing	to	be	out	in	the	garden	and	to	take	kids	around	all	this	
stuff	and	watch	the	light	bulbs	go	off…They	want	to	be	in	the	garden,	they	love	it	so	much.	
Being	out	in	nature	is	something	that	is	very	satisfying,	especially	to	the	kids	that	don’t	get	
it	often.”	

Springfield	 “One	of	the	things	that	I've	heard	myself	and	then	I've	seen	it	in	the	literature,	if	you	look	
at	all	of	the	studies	of	all	of	our	schools,	the	kids	do	not	feel	safe	in	our	schools.	If	you	ask	
them	about	the	gardens,	they	love	being	out	in	the	gardens	and	they	will	actually	use	the	
words,	‘I	feel	safe.’”	
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CHAPTER	4	–	RECOMMENDATIONS	TO	MAXIMIZE	IMPACT	
The following recommendations result from interviewees’ positive descriptions of F2S activities 
in their districts and responses regarding keys to success. This paper can provide school districts 
with tidbits of information about what has been successful in other districts around the country. 
Weld, in particular, discussed the importance of perseverance, a supportive staff, and strong 
visions and goals. Other main recommendations include: 

• Garner support from the school board, principals, teachers, parents, and the wider 
community; 

• Develop relationships with local organizations, businesses, colleges and universities, and 
other school districts; 

• Hire a F2S coordinator, garden teachers, dietitians, or at least ensure that an existing 
district or school employee is committed to leading F2S activities; 

• Conduct program evaluations and collect feedback from students and parents; 
• Be flexible, especially regarding staff turnover and how the gardens produce; and 
• Consider strategies for financial sustainability and lobby local, state, and federal 

policymakers for more F2S resources. 

1.	GARNER	SUPPORT	FOR	F2S	
Support from school boards and administrators, teachers, parents and families, and the wider 
community is critical to the success and long-term sustainability of F2S programs. Districts in 
this study have mostly reported strong support from their communities, which probably plays a 
role in why they were initially awarded funding by the USDA. A general culture of health is 
evident in BVSD, a district that “has always kind of tried to do a little bit more with nutrition 
education and Farm to School education, garden education, just because that’s kind of the 
culture of the community here.” Additionally, administrators and school sites in Pittsburg have 
embraced F2S because “they recognize the great benefits they can glean from having a garden. 
They recognize the Common Core curriculum that can be supported by using the gardens, the 
real-time tangible hands-on education that students can get.”  
 
Student presentations at school board meetings about the F2S activities in which they have 
participated and the lessons that they have learned can effectively build support for F2S 
(Livingston). This allows parents, school board officers, and other community members to learn 
about F2S from a student perspective.  
 
Volunteers can provide valuable assistance in the gardens and when school districts host events 
for families and the community. In Springfield, many parents volunteer to maintain the gardens 
in the summer. During BVSD’s Farm to Table Focus Weeks, F2S staff relies on volunteers for 
logistics and getting the word out: “I think one of the keys for the past two weeks was really 
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parent volunteers… We had more events in the past two weeks then we have any other time of 
year. Definitely, I think that’s a component to Farm to School programs that maybe doesn’t get 
overlooked, but isn’t the first thing you think of. I think it’s really vital to the success of a 
program.” 
 
If principals and school administrators are not excited about F2S, the students in those schools 
are far less likely to reap its benefits. In Denver, for example, some principals are less supportive 
than others: “They’re not going out and talking about what’s on our salad bar and that it’s 
local.” Nonetheless, the interviewee from Sarasota believes that F2S has allowed the school 
district to connect to the community, and the agriculture community in particular, more than it 
ever has in the past. When asked about student outcomes since introducing F2S programming or 
since receiving the grant, the Sarasota interviewee responded, “A wonderful community 
appreciation of what we’re trying to do.” 

2.	DEVELOP	RELATIONSHIPS	WITH	COMMUNITY	PARTNERS	
Districts discussed how helpful community partners can be in providing additional resources. 
Partners may include local nonprofits, businesses, universities, and other school districts. 
 
Many districts partner with local nonprofits. These organizations may assist school districts by 
providing classroom and garden curricula, teaching lessons in the gardens, volunteering to tend 
to the gardens, and promoting F2S activities within the community. In Denver, local nonprofits 
oversee and support the gardens at about 30 schools while also promoting F2S programs within 
the community: “I think word of mouth has also been really helpful and our partners also have 
been educating the community. Slow Food [Denver] will go out and do a talk and then they'll 
talk about their partnership with us. Denver Urban Gardens talks about what we're doing. We 
do have some really good partnerships.” Similarly, BVSD’s community partners teach lessons 
in over 20 of their gardens: “The Growe Foundation is the one in charge of the garden program. 
They are a completely separate, non-profit entity… We really let them run their programs 
because they’re so good at it.” Another partner of BVSD’s, the Chef Ann Foundation, also 
received a USDA F2S grant, and has been collaborating with BVSD on projects to develop and 
provide resources for other school groups to use, such as marketing materials. One of 
Livingston’s partners, Montana Roots, helped fund the remodeling of Livingston’s greenhouse 
into an aquaponics facility.  
 
Districts also partner with for-profit businesses in their community. Modesto, for example, 
receives donations from Lowe’s of flats of vegetables that cannot be sold public because they are 
wilted or too old: “I would get 7 to 11 flats a week. A week! I would take them to the schools, 
and I’d walk in the door and it was like Johnny Appleseed walked in the door. Then they’d send 
me thank you letters. The custodians would come out and say, “Do you have any onions for my 
garden?” A school district near Milton has had success working with its local grocery store to 
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feature Harvest of the Month fruits or vegetables, and although the Milton interviewee has not 
had luck partnering with their local grocery store, Hannaford, she is “hoping that we can still 
make that connection.” 
 
Partnerships with universities or land-grant college and university extension programs may 
provide school districts with evaluations, trainings, and other resources. ESYNOLA’s 
partnership with the Tulane School of Public Health allowed them to analyze the impacts of their 
F2S programming on students’ attitudes, behaviors, and knowledge about nutritious food 
(FirstLine Schools / Edible Schoolyard New Orleans 2016). Lex Rich worked with the 
University of South Carolina to train cafeteria workers and develop recipes using local 
ingredients and fresh produce. 
 
Teachers in Livingston base their nutrition and garden lessons off the curriculum used by 
Missoula County Public Schools, which was created in partnership with Garden City Harvest, a 
local nonprofit in Missoula, MT. Other partnerships include FoodCorps, a program of 
AmeriCorps that places service members in schools focused on F2S programs (Fayetteville), the 
Louisiana Restaurant Association (ESYNOLA), Shelburne Farms (Milton), the South Carolina 
Farm Bureau (Lex Rich), the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection 
(Springfield), and SNAP Ed (Springfield). 

3.	HIRE	A	F2S	POINT	PERSON	
Many interviewees mentioned the need for a permanently funded F2S position, whether that 
might be a F2S coordinator, garden teacher, dietitian, or more general position within their 
Food/Nutrition Services department. In BVSD, the Food Services Director hired a full-time F2S 
and Events Coordinator to facilitate the grant objectives and other long-term goals: “In the 
previous three years, part-time coordinator positions for marketing, education, and Farm-to-
School outreach had been supported by grants to the [Food Services Department], but these did 
not offer the stability for program development that a permanent position provides” (Collins 
2014). Sarasota has two nutrition educators, and they work with both students and teachers. 
Fayetteville had hired a former FoodCorps service member as a part-time F2S consultant for a 
year, but quickly recognized the value of her work and later hired her as a full-time Nutrition 
Supervisor in the Child Nutrition/Food Services Department. Figure 12 displays quotes that 
further demonstrate the importance of these positions. 
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Figure 12: Examples of the need for F2S positions. 

School	District	 Quote	
Fayetteville	 “I	would	say	the	fact	that	we	were	allowed	to	pay	for	my	consultant	position	was	a	

huge	asset	because	it	showed	the	district	that	there	was	a	need	for	that	position.	Then	
it	allowed	our	Farm	to	School	program	to	expand	very	quickly	and	to	district-wide	
because	it	wasn't	district-wide	before	that.	Then,	it	allowed	the	district	to	say,	“Hey,	
there	is	a	need	and	we	could	put	a	salaried	position	here,”	and	then	as	a	product	I	was	
allowed	to	focus	on	nutrition	education	because	my	background	is	a	dietitian.”	

Modesto	 “You	have	to	get	the	right	teachers.	The	ones	that	I'm	working	with	are	absolutely	
fabulous.	At	Everett,	she's	got	a	great	garden.	She	takes	real	ownership.”	

Sarasota	 “I'm	just	an	advocate	for	having	more	financial	support	for	positions	for	gardening	
teachers.	I	feel	like	that’s	what's	going	to	take	Farm	to	School	and	school	gardening	
mostly,	to	the	next	level.	We	need	to	have	staff	to	both	maintain	the	garden	and	be	that	
bridge	between	curriculum	and	the	garden	because	I	think	a	lot	of	teachers	are	
intimidated	by	not	only	just	gardening	in	general	but	being	able	to	incorporate	the	
demanding	curriculum	schedules	that	they	have	into	teaching	in	the	garden.	I've	seen	
models	in	public	and	also	some	private	schools	where	it's	been	really	successful,	where	
they	have	someone	who's	comfortable	with	gardening	and	who's	good	at	community	
organizing	to	get	volunteers	out	there	to	do	the	manual	labor	when	it	needs	to	be	done,	
and	also	really	expertly	tying	in	the	curriculum	so	that	the	kids	are	checking	off	the	core	
curriculum	and	getting	what	they	need	to	get	done	for	their	studies.	And	also	getting	
that	memorable	hands-on	experience	that's	going	to	help	them	do	better	on	their	tests,	
and	have	a	better	school	experience	overall,	engagement	in	school	and	enjoyment	of	
school.”	

Sarasota	 “Probably	our	biggest	challenge	is	making	sure	that	we	have	a	point	person	to	do	the	
work,	because	as	the	director	of	this	large	program,	I	can't	do	that.	We	have	to	have	
someone	who	is	the	strategist,	who	is	the	motivator,	who's	the	cheerleader,	worker	bee,	
all	of	the	above.”	

4.	EMBRACE	FLEXIBILITY	
It is important for school districts to be flexible, especially regarding staff turnover and what the 
gardens produce. 
 
The Livingston interviewee remarked that it can be difficult to complete commitments made in 
multi-year grant-funded projects because people leave and their replacements may not be 
knowledgeable enough to complete the work they started. For example, their original grant 
proposal included building a barn, getting animals, and developing an animal husbandry class: 
“When we set it all up it sounded great to everybody. Then, the Ag teacher retired. He was the 
one that was going to build the barn. None of his predecessors have felt qualified or like they 
could figure out how to do that, so that piece of our project has never been completed. That was 
an unforeseen challenge.” The interviewee then discussed their dedication to staying flexible 
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and embracing the strengths of their current staff: “In that case, [our Farm to School Farmer 
Educator] just got more flexibility, went back to the people who granted us the $10,000 to build 
the barn and said ‘Is there any way we could use this for a different purpose, but still to the same 
effect?’ They’ve been willing, so far, to work with us.” 
 
Flexibility can also refer to using garden produce in creative ways, particularly if there is a 
surplus. In Modesto, some classes experiment with different salsa recipes because their gardens 
produce large amounts of tomatoes. Livingston had a big harvest one fall, when they “harvested 
probably 20 pounds of really fun fingerling heirloom potatoes and purple potatoes, and all these 
different kind of potatoes.” A culinary arts class then used the potatoes to make purple mashed 
potatoes for their Thanksgiving dinner lab. Additionally, Livingston is in a region where the 
climate allows for zucchini to produce prolifically: “…these giant zucchinis that get hidden 
under the leaves, then all of a sudden, you have a zucchini the size of your leg.” In those schools, 
first graders plant zucchini in the spring, harvest the zucchini when they come back as second 
graders in the fall, and learn to bake zucchini bread. 

5.	COLLECT	FEEDBACK	AND	CONDUCT	EVALUATIONS	
In order to ensure that the activities are impactful, to prevent wasting USDA or other grant funds, 
and to continually improve F2S programming, districts should collect feedback from students 
and parents or hire outside entities to conduct evaluations. 
 
Collecting feedback is particularly important when making decisions about school meals. The 
goal is for school food to be fresh, nutritious, and meet NSLP nutrition standards, but it also 
needs to be tasty enough for students to eat enough of it to obtain its nutrients and not be hungry. 
The interviewee at ESYNOLA described this dual-objective well: “Is it real food? Are the kids 
eating it? …We can make food that makes us all feel proud and pat ourselves on the back as the 
adults in the building. But if the kids aren't eating it, aren’t enjoying eating it, and don’t 
understand what it is that they’re eating, then we’ve failed.” BVSD works hard on their menu 
calendar and gets student feedback on it: “One of our menu items every year comes from our 
Iron Chef competition so now we have a handful of them that were actually created by students… 
that survey that I mentioned includes direct feedback about which items do you really like, which 
items would you take off the menu? When we're looking at all of our options, I would definitely 
say [students] really like them.” 
 
The evaluation of ESYNOLA done by the Tulane School of Public Health revealed that students, 
parents, and teachers value experiential learning, curriculum-integrated learning, exposure to 
new foods, garden and culinary skills, the F2S program’s modeling of healthy behaviors, and its 
focus on social and emotional well-being (FirstLine Schools / Edible Schoolyard New Orleans 
2016). After surveying those most impacted by F2S, ESYNOLA knows what activities work 
well, allowing them to scale up and increase their impact efficiently. 
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6.	FUNDRAISE	AND	LOBBY	FOR	F2S	RESOURCES	
Some districts mentioned that despite receiving USDA grants, grant periods typically only last 
one to two years and securing additional funding for F2S programs can be difficult. Milton 
would like to host more cooking classes with parents, but are “just trying to find the funding. We 
had potentially secured funding with a local organization that would continue to fund it, but that 
fell through last minute.”  
 
F2S can be sustained by using district budget funding to hire a F2S coordinator, partnering with 
or applying for grants from local organizations or businesses, hosting plant sales or mini farmers’ 
markets, selling garden or farm produce to district cafeterias, and collaborating with PTAs or 
PTOs to fundraise. School districts should also be strategic when allocating any grant funds so 
that they can continue programming after grant periods end. In Fayetteville, for example, it was 
important not to buy any local produce or local foods using the grant funding: “We thought it 
was really important, for the sustainability of the program, that if we were going to buy 
anything, we could make sure we could do it without a grant in the future. So we didn’t buy any 
food.”  
 
The ESYNOLA interviewee spoke particularly passionately about this issue: “It would take a lot 
more money and a lot more regular investment to be able to move the needle, over a couple 
years, even a decade. The needle is barely moving in our work. And when you think about the 
context of, for example, how much is invested in these kinds of programs versus how much is 
invested in marketing bad food, it's nothing. It’s nothing. So, again, I think it could be worse. It 
definitely would be worse if we didn’t have this movement and the investment in this movement. 
But I hope that the success of this work and the value of this work is not determined by our 
answers, because there’s a lot to be done. There’s a whole lot to be done that we’re moving 
towards but it’s a very slow, very slow process.” 
 
To help “move the needle” faster, school districts, parents, community organizations, and 
essentially anyone who is inspired by F2S programs should get in touch with local, state, and 
federal policymakers to lobby for more F2S resources. School districts and other entities that 
have received USDA grants can provide evidence that federal funding is not being wasted, and 
that impacts reach far and wide.  



CONCLUSION	

This research set out to explore school districts’ capacity to teach food and nutrition education 
after receiving up to $100,000 from the USDA. However, the interviews provided much richer 
contextual information than was expected about how F2S programs, since their inception at each 
district, have impacted school districts and communities as a whole. The research evidences that 
F2S programs truly matter in schools. These programs provide students with connections to 
where food comes from, to nature, and to hands-on experiential learning. F2S teaches students 
not only that being a farmer or a chef is a viable career, but that no matter what they do, they will 
always have the knowledge and skill set to know how to eat healthy, grow their own food, cook 
for themselves, and have more autonomy over their food and eating choices than they might have 
without a F2S education.  
 
Although the methodology of this study did not allow for more detail surrounding the direct 
impacts of USDA grant funding, it nonetheless provides evidence that the USDA F2S Grant 
Program allows school districts to increase the scale and efficacy of existing F2S activities. If a 
district had school gardens before the grant, the funding allowed them to build more gardens or 
expand existing ones. If a district hosted one family cooking class per year before the grant, the 
funding allowed for them to host classes more often for more families. It is clear that F2S has 
positive impacts, but would be effective on a greater scale with more funding. 
 
The creation of the USDA F2S Grant Program in 2010 is evidence that community-based F2S 
programs have been successful enough to gain federal attention. Students are more likely to 
prefer and consume fruits, vegetables, and healthy meals and snacks when their school places an 
emphasis on healthy lifestyles, such as through healthy procurement, school gardens, and 
nutrition education. However, more research is needed on: 

• More direct impacts of USDA dollars, training and technical assistance, and research on 
schools and communities; 

• Whether the availability of USDA resources has inspired school districts without F2S 
programs to plan and implement new initiatives, and if so, to what extent; 

• Quantitative assessments of F2S, such as impacts on consumption of fruits and 
vegetables, obesity levels, and test scores or other academic grades; and 

• Qualitative studies of other types of USDA F2S grants (planning, support service, or 
training) on recipients outside of school districts, such as state and local agencies or 
nonprofits.  

 
“There’s certainly a difference you can see everyday with the way that kids respond to growing 

and preparing, and then having the opportunity to eat food. I think in that way absolutely, 
there’s never a day that goes by that I’m in a classroom without seeing something. People don’t 
believe that this is real, and you hear all of this conversation around how challenging it is to get 
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kids to eat real food. It’s just not actually that hard, is what most of us believe that are in the 
work, because if you teach them all the pieces about what it is that they’re eating, and they have 

the opportunity to grow it, there’s so much pride and excitement that kids ask for double 
helpings of raw greens. We have different kale salads and collard salads. Most adults didn’t 

even know you could eat collards raw, and it’s really popular vegetables here. It’s really 
amazing to see. They make believers out of anyone that comes to our spaces.” 

– ESYNOLA 
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APPENDICES	
APPENDIX	1:	USDA	GRANT	DETAILS	(USDA	STAFF	2015)	

Table	1:	Grant	Requests	and	Awards	by	Applicant	Type,	FY	2013	-	FY	2015	
Applicant	Type	 Number	of	

Requests	
Number	of	Awards	 Award	Rate	by	

Applicant	Type	
Percent	of	Total	
Awards	

Indian	Tribal	
Organization	

15	 5	 33%	 2%	

Agricultural	
Producers	

26	 2	 8%	 1%	

Local	or	State	Agency	 122	 20	 16%	 9%	
Nonprofit	Entity	 364	 62	 17%	 28%	
School	or	School	
District	

523	 126	 24%	 57%	

University,	College,	
or	Cooperative	
Extension	System	

11	 6	 55%	 3%	

Other	 6	 0	 0%	 0%	
Total	 1,067	 221	 21%	 100%	
 

Table	2:	Number	of	grant	requests	and	awards	by	grant	type,	FY	2013	-	FY	2015	
Grant	Type	 Number	of	

Applications	
Number	Awarded	 Percent	Awarded	

by	Type	
Percent	of	Total	
Grants	Awarded	

Planning	 321	 78	 24%	 35%	
Implementation	 389	 65	 17%	 29%	
Support	Service	 289	 51	 18%	 23%	
Training	 68	 27	 40%	 12%	
Total	 1,067	 221	 21%	 100%	
 
Table	3:	Dollar	amount	of	grant	requests	and	awards	by	grant	type,	FY	2013	-	FY	2015	
Grant	Type	 Amount	

Requested	
Amount	Awarded	 Percent	of	

Dollars	Awarded	
by	Type	

Percent	of	
Total	Dollars	
Awarded	

Planning	 $12,487,137.00	 $3,132,805.00	 25%	 21%	
Implementation	 $36,336,670.00	 $6,264,236.00	 17%	 42%	
Support	Service	 $27,426,972.00	 $4,902,085.00	 18%	 33%	
Training	 $2,117,182.00	 $776,645.00	 37%	 5%	
Total	 $78,367,963.00	 $15,075,773.00	 19%	 100%	
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APPENDIX	2:	INTRODUCTORY	EMAIL	TO	INTERVIEWEES	
Hi ___, 
 
My name is Kasey Wien and I'm a junior at Duke University. I am doing a Public Policy honors 
thesis on the USDA Farm to School Grant Program and would like to learn more about _______ 
School District’s Farm to School program and the grant you received in 201_. If there is 
someone else you can pass me along to, I would really appreciate that. 
 
I am passionately interested in Farm to School programs and am investigating how the USDA 
grants have impacted student knowledge and behavior related to food, nutrition, and agriculture. 
I know all grant recipients complete evaluations for the USDA, and would like to study these 
evaluations for my thesis. If possible, would you be interested in sharing with me your 
evaluations or any other helpful data/summary documents? 
 
I am also planning on conducting phone interviews in the coming weeks to learn more about 
impacts on student knowledge and behavior. If you would like to participate in a 30-60 minute 
phone interview, please let me know so we can schedule a call. I would also be happy to talk on 
the phone first just to explain my research further. 
 
Please let me know, as these evaluations, summary documents, and phone interviews will be 
vital for my research. If you’d like, I will of course share my results with you in the fall! Looking 
forward to hearing back. Thanks in advance for your help. 
 
Best, 
Kasey Wien 
(516) 242-3111 

APPENDIX	3:	INTRODUCTORY	TELEPHONE	CONTACT	SCRIPT	
Hi, my name is Kasey Wien and I'm an undergraduate at Duke University. I'm doing an honors 
thesis on the USDA Farm to School Program and would like to learn more about the grant you 
received. Is there someone who’s been involved with the grant process that I can talk to? 
  
I'm interested in seeing how the USDA grants have allowed farm to school programs to impact 
student knowledge of food, nutrition, and agriculture, and also student behavior both in the 
classroom and in the cafeteria - if they're eating more fruits and vegetables or healthy food in 
general. So at this point I'm looking for two things - if you have quarterly or final reports for the 
USDA and can send them over to me, that'd be great. I'm also hoping to do phone interviews in 
the coming weeks so if you'd be interested in participating we can schedule that as well. 

APPENDIX	4:	GRANT	SUMMARIES	OF	SCHOOL	DISTRICTS	IN	THIS	STUDY	(USDA	STAFF	2012,	2013)	
1. Boulder Valley School District, Boulder, CO – $96,477 – 2014 

Boulder Valley School District will undertake an intensive marketing and education 
program aimed at a 20% increase in consumption of locally-sourced natural foods, 
particularly fruits and vegetables, in our school meals. We aim to increase local 
purchasing to 46% of the annual food service budget. In order to achieve this within a 
sustainable model, we must increase the total number of children eating the school lunch 
menu regularly, and improve student acceptance and consumption of locally sourced 
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foods as part of these meals. Marketing and education will involve all schools in the 
district for two weeks per year, called “Colorado Proud Weeks,” and focus on ten high-
poverty elementary and middle schools year-round. These schools serve over 4,000 
children ages 3-14, of whom 47% live in poverty households. Activities will include: 
field trips, farmer visits, tastings, student chef competitions, posters, cooking lessons, 
garden plantings and harvests, and classroom lessons closely aligned with science and 
health curriculum. The District will create “how to” manuals on garden to school and 
farm to school, for extended use by teachers, volunteers, and staff. Partners include local 
farms, dairies and ranches, grocery stores, farmer’s markets, restaurants, school gardens, 
a local foundation, the Colorado State University Extension, and district curriculum 
departments. 

2. School District No. 1 in the City and County of Denver, Denver, CO – $99,966 – 2013 
The rest of the nation’s public school systems are watching Denver closely. Our civic 
leaders have implemented some bold innovations and reforms that have proven 
successful in increasing student achievement and enrollment in Denver Public Schools 
(DPS). While Colorado as a state is known for its low rate of obesity in adults relative to 
the rest of the nation, childhood obesity rates in Colorado are increasing faster than those 
nationwide. In order to combat the childhood obesity issue, Denver Public Schools 
encourages students to eat more fruits and vegetables and move more (including 
movement through gardening). Denver is at the forefront of the local food movement and 
addressing this need and nowhere is this more evident than what is happening on our 
school grounds. We have successfully launched a farm to school model that can increase 
the capacity of our students to eat healthier foods and make healthier choices across the 
district. We envision a model that brings together schools, community partners and the 
DPS Food and Nutrition Services Department (FNS) that can work together and have 
positive implications on a national scale. The overall goals of DPS’ Enterprise 
Management Department’s farm to school project is provide Colorado grown products to 
Denver school children during lunch, to educate students on where their food comes from 
and how it is grown, and to ensure that the food coming from the urban farms is safe. 

3. Firstline Schools, Inc. / Edible Schoolyard New Orleans, New Orleans, LA – $100,000 –
2014 

“Whole Child through the Garden and Cafeteria” will expand efforts to connect 2,561 
urban K- 12 students to local food sources through healthy, locally procured cafeteria 
meals and snacks, hands-on seed-to-table gardening and cooking activities, Louisiana 
standards based classes, farm visits and farmers market field trips. Students attending 
FirstLine Schools, a network of five open admissions public charter schools in New 
Orleans, are economically and geographically disadvantaged, with limited access to fresh 
local products. FirstLine’s signature program, Edible Schoolyard New Orleans, creates 
demand “from the ground up,” engaging children in growing their own food in 
schoolyard gardens. Children and parents gain respect for and understanding of local 
food systems through integrated classes and special “edible” events. Parents and teachers 
harvest schoolyard crops, and are encouraged and equipped to take healthy food 
purchasing risks, to start their own gardens, and to incorporate fresh fruits and vegetables 
into family meals. This project aims to increase the amount of locally-procured food 
served in FirstLine school cafeterias, to provide more agricultural and nutrition-based 
learning opportunities, and to expand a new family-supported agriculture program in 
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FirstLine schools. Its goal is increased knowledge, changed attitudes and behavior among 
students and parents, resulting in increased consumption of locally-sourced fresh foods. 

4. Fayetteville School District #1, Fayetteville, AR – $99,058 – 2013 
Fayetteville Public Schools (FPS) has been developing a farm to school program since 
2008. Experience with local procurement and educational programming provides a strong 
foundation for FPS to expand and institutionalize a sustainable farm to school program. 
The proposed project will build on Fayetteville Public Schools’ past experience and 
existing community partnerships to develop a comprehensive farm to school program that 
will have dual health/wellness and economic prosperity impacts. The program will 
increase farm to school awareness through educational events, experiential learning, and 
curriculum integration while simultaneously integrating activities related to sourcing 
local and regional foods into everyday workflows and meal preparation by food service 
staff. The program will provide culinary training and improve food processing capacity to 
ensure local products are utilized in school menus throughout the academic year on a 
regular basis. The program will also provide educational and networking opportunities 
for existing and future producers. 

5. School District Five Lexington and Richland, Irmo, SC – $99,933 – 2014 
School District Five of Lexington and Richland Counties proposes to implement a farm 
to school program over two years to create new, robust farm to school projects in eight 
schools in our district. Through this cost-effective initiative, we will implement a 
sustainable program that expands local food offerings in our schools, engages students in 
eating more and a greater variety of locally grown products, creates peer mentorship 
opportunities to launch effective school gardening and experiential learning 
opportunities, trains school foodservice personnel in effective procurement and 
preparation of local foods, trains educators in integrating curricula to include food and 
nutrition-based learning across the school culture, and implements a marketing plan to 
engage our school and local community in the project. As a result, approximately 4,661 
students will gain hands-on learning experiences about the cultivation and consumption 
of healthy local foods, participating schools will integrate local produce into their menus 
and into the K-12 curricula and our community will benefit from increased engagement 
and participation.  

6. Livingston School Districts 4 & 1, Livingston, MT – $97,001 – 2014 
The major components of this proposal include an animal husbandry project that will 
involve students raising animals that will be processed and used in the school cafeterias; 
the expansion, development, and maintenance of school gardens at each school in the 
district; a remodel the interior of the existing greenhouse at Sleeping Giant Middle 
School to create the space for an aquaponics program that will be used to grow produce; 
the hiring of full-time Farmer Educator who will be responsible for farm to school 
instruction (during and after school), grounds keeping and maintenance of the gardens, 
preparation of food for use by the food service, and maintenance of relationships with 
farm to school supporters and local food producers; development of a detailed farm to 
school curriculum that will be shared with interested parties via the newly developed 
farm to school website; and, the purchase of kitchen equipment to alleviate burdens 
currently associated with processing local foods. These efforts will allow the Livingston 
School Districts to provide more local and fresh protein and produce than ever before, 
while educating students about the importance of sustainable agriculture. 
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7. Milton Town School District, Milton, VT – $91,712 – 2014 
In August of 2011, the Milton Town School District provided its food service director 
with a mandate that the district needed to improve its food service program to guarantee 
that healthy, nutritious and locally sourced foods were used within the district whenever 
possible. The district’s Wellness Committee formed a farm to school subcommittee, 
tasked with reviewing and developing a means by which the district could implement a 
sustainable program that incorporated greater use of local food items. Milton stands ready 
to implement such a program with financial assistance through this grant. During the 
initial phase of this program, a farm to school coordinator will be hired to manage 
curriculum development and delivery methods, as well as improved access and 
integration of local food purchases into the district’s menus. The program will improve 
selection and participation in the school’s lunch program, increase options for sourcing 
fresh foods locally, better educate students and the community about local food sources, 
and support local farms in the region. 

8. Modesto City Schools, Modesto, CA – $90,751 – 2014 
Modesto City Schools will implement a district-wide farm to school program aimed at 
increasing the quantity and variety of local and regional food items in school meals. We 
will also improve and expand our processing capabilities at the nutrition services in order 
to increase the capacity to for local food processing. We will conduct promotional 
activities and taste tests and samplings for students, and will work with nutrition staff on 
new recipe developments. We will expand experiential and agriculture-based learning 
opportunities for students by creating a school garden or orchard program at four new 
school sites. 

9. Olympia School District, Olympia, WA – $76,700 – 2014 
The vision of the GRuB School Expansion Project is to creatively increase farm-based 
leadership and learning opportunities for students of all ages while also increasing local 
food products available in all schools within the Olympia School District. Disengaged 
and low-income high school students from Olympia High School will participate in a 
summer employment training program and an academic year program earning credits in 
biology, American history, and horticulture. Students will apply learning to the 
management of two local farms – Muirhead Farm and the GRuB Farm. The 15 acre 
Muirhead Farm will grow organic vegetables and fruits specifically for the Olympia 
School District’s lunch programs. Utilizing heated greenhouses and season extension 
technology, the farm will have the capacity to produce food year-round for district needs. 
We project that the farm will be able to produce 10,000 pounds of produce in year one. In 
three years, the farm will have the capacity to produce 25,000 pounds. The farm will also 
serve as an outdoor educational space for students and families from Centennial 
Elementary. The GRuB Farm will produce food for a neighborhood market and provide 
farm-based fieldtrips for 500+ elementary and middle school students from the Olympia 
School District. 

10. Pittsburg Unified School District, Pittsburg, CA – $100,000 –2014 
Pittsburg Unified School District will implement a comprehensive farm to school 
program to serve all its students in grades K-12. We will: increase student and parent 
knowledge of nutrition and healthy eating options; increase the percent of healthy, locally 
sourced foods (particularly fresh fruits and vegetables) procured for all school meal 
programs; decrease the negative health outcomes among students from poor nutrition and 
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unhealthy food choices; develop and institutionalize a sustainable infrastructure that will 
enable Pittsburg Unified School District, in conjunction with other Contra Costa County 
school districts, to increase local produce purchasing power for the schools and increase 
market opportunities for local growers, processors, and distributors; and positively impact 
the economic viability of local communities. 

11. Food and Nutrition Sarasota County Schools, Sarasota, FL – $100,000 – 2014 
Sarasota County Schools, Food and Nutrition Services established one of the first 
comprehensive farm to school programs in the state of Florida. Our goal is to source at 
least fifty percent of our produce purchases from local farms, focusing on the southwest 
region of Florida. The Implementation Grant will allow us to expand upon and improve 
the established distribution channels and relationships with local farmers. A farm to 
school liaison will enhance communication between the school food authority, 
distributors and local producers. Our well-established partnership with the local 
Cooperative Extension Office will support the farm to school liaison in developing a 
foundation with essential farm to school contacts. The result will be increased purchases 
of local produce, support for the local economy, education, and overall quality of the 
farm to school program. The model will be transferable to other districts and 
communities. 

12. Springfield Public Schools, Springfield, MA – $99,998 – 2014 
Our farm to school enhancement project seeks to increase Springfield Public School 
students’ access to and understanding of the need for nutritious foods. The first part of the 
project will focus on increasing purchase of fresh, regionally grown, minimally processed 
produce for students’ consumption from the current 12% to 20% of total annual food 
costs. The second part of the project will enhance the agricultural education framework 
and provide for increased experiential learning opportunities to create more informed and 
healthier future consumers, with an increase in the number of students impacted from the 
current 1.4% to 60.6%. These projects combined with the implementation of evaluation 
measurement tools and a Springfield Public School community wellness fair will serve to 
create a more cohesive farm to school program.  

13. Weld County School District 6, Greeley, CO – $83,800 – 2013 
Weld County School District 6 (WCSD6) has a strong farm to school program that has 
been operational for several years. To bolster the program and to provide benefits to 
surrounding districts and institutional buyers, WCSD6 is pursuing a food hub concept. 
With the proper equipment and training, this would enable the school district to purchase 
local foods while in-season, minimally process them, and sell these easier-to-use items to 
other school districts. Because the smaller school districts surrounding WCSD6 do not 
have the buying power and equipment to make a farm to school program practical, 
WCSD6 being a food hub would assist in expanding farm to school regionally. In 
addition, WCSD6 will continue its marketing and evaluation efforts through this project. 
The district will hire a contractor to research, develop, and test evaluation protocols most 
appropriate for the school district and state of Colorado. These reliable and valid 
protocols will be shared statewide to get a collaborative effort across the state. 
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APPENDIX	5:	ORAL	CONSENT	SCRIPT	
Thank you for taking the time to talk with me about your school’s Farm to School program. 
Before we begin, I’d like to tell you a little more about my research to make sure you agree to 
participate in our interview. I will ask you questions about the USDA grant and how it has 
impacted students at your school. The interview should take between 30 and 60 minutes, but we 
can talk for as long as you’d like. 
 
The information you share with me will be used to identify some of the benefits of the USDA 
Farm to School Grant Program, and will help inform my Public Policy Senior Honors Thesis 
about how the program has impacted student knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors related to food. 
 
If it’s okay with you, I’d like to audio-record our conversation so I can make sure I didn’t miss 
any details. After I transcribe the interview, you will have the opportunity clarify, redact, or 
correct anything you said. I do not plan to use your name in my report and mostly plan on 
writing about groups of students at your school. Also with your permission, I may want to 
attribute a quote to you, but only by the name of your school. 
 
While I hope that none of my questions will make you uncomfortable, please let me know if 
you’d like to skip any questions or stop our interview at any time for any reason.   
 
Also, I will be happy to share my results with you in the fall, after I complete my research. I’d 
like to remind you that after the interview you can contact me via email or phone. If you would 
like to speak with someone besides me about my research or if you have any questions or 
concerns about your rights as a participant, you may contact my advisor, whose contact 
information I will send to you in a follow-up email. She can put you in contact with the 
Institutional Review Board at Duke University, if needed. 
 
Do I have your permission to record our conversation? Do you have any questions about my 
research, our interview, or me before we begin? 

APPENDIX	6:	INTERVIEW	QUESTION	BANK	
1. Demographics 

a. How many schools in your district have been impacted by the USDA grant?  
b. How many students? 
c. What age groups or type of schools? 
d. How would you describe the demographics of your community? 

2. Interviewee 
a. What is your position? 
b. Tell me about your interactions with the students. 

i. How often? What age groups? In what capacity? 
3. Can you give me a general overview of what the grant funds have gone toward? 
4. I’m going to ask about the experiences the students have had. I will ask about a wide 

range of activities and experiences that some schools have implemented, so don’t feel 
like you should have covered all of them. 

5. School-based gardens 
a. What age groups spend time in the garden/s and how often? 
b. Tell me about the experiences students have in the gardens. 
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c. Tell me about the range of foods that are planted and tended. 
d. What happens when the food is harvested? Who eats it? 
e. Tell me about the experiential or hands-on learning activities the students 

participate in. 
f. Tell me about the kinds of lessons students learn in the gardens. 

i. How do you feel their F2S experiences are directly connected to core 
subjects? 

ii. What subjects do the lessons focus on (ex – math, science, health, 
nutrition, language arts)? 

6. Food and farm related education 
a. What age groups learn about food and nutrition and how often? 
b. What is the strongest way that students learn about food and nutrition (ex – 

posters, in the cafeterias vs. in the classroom, supplementary activities)? 
c. Tell me about the kinds of food and nutrition lessons that are taught. 
d. Tell me about any supplementary activities the students experience (ex – farm 

tours, taste testings, chef or farmer visits, cooking classes, community events). 
e. How are the students encouraged to bring lessons home to their families? 
f. Tell me about any education materials that are available for parents? 

7. Outcomes  
a. Have you done any surveys/research on student outcomes? 
b. On a scale of 1-5, 5 being the highest and 1 being the lowest, please rate the 

following questions based on your perspective. 
c. How much more do you think the students now know about: 

i. How to grow food and work in a garden 
ii. How to identify different fruits and vegetables 

iii. Seasonality  
iv. Where their food comes from 
v. What food systems look like, in their community and country- or world-

wide 
vi. How to lead a healthy lifestyle 

vii. Healthy eating habits 
viii. Environmentally friendly practices 

d. How much more do you think students are: 
i. Willing to try new, healthy foods 

ii. Satisfied with school meal options 
iii. Likely to consume fewer unhealthy foods and sugary beverages 
iv. Likely to talk to their families about what they’ve learned in the gardens 

or from supplementary activities 
e. How much do you think parents are: 

i. Knowledgeable about what their kids learn 
ii. Likely to buy healthier foods and/or cook at home 

iii. Likely to agree that the F2S programming has been effective 
8. What have the biggest challenges been? 
9. Are there any other student outcomes you’ve seen since receiving the USDA grant, 

or anything else you think I’ve missed? 
10. Do you have any deliverables available that may be helpful for my research? 


