


Student Engagement & Consumption

The biggest challenge facing farm-to-school programs may be persuading
students to eat locally sourced foods that are unfamiliar to them. Federal
standards requiring that school lunches contain more fruits and vegetables gained
notoriety when students discarded the program’s food items in high volumes.®’

Program Sustainability

New York State and the federal government encourage school districts to
establish farm-to-school programs by providing grants to support activities.
However, these grants are limited in number, value, and timeframe. Of the 294
USDA grants awarded between 2013 and 2016, New York State has received
15.%8 The limited nature of these grants requires schools to expend resources
searching for ongoing sources of funding to sustain their programs after a
grant expires.

57 Lee, Vivian, No Appetite for Good-for-You School Lunches, New York Times, 10/5/2012 at http://www.
nytimes.com/2012/10/06/nyregion/healthier-school-lunches-face-student-rejection.html?_r=3.

58 USDA Grant Opportunities at the Food and Nutrition Consumer Services — Farm to School at http://www.fns.
usda.gov/grant-opportunities/farm-to-school.
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Examples of Farm-to-School Programs
and Practices in New York State

The following farm-to-school programs have developed solutions to overcoming
challenges facing their programs.*® The examples below are based on
conversations with school food service staff and program partners, program
reports, and other sources.

Broome-Tioga BOCES

The Broome-Tioga Board of Cooperative Educational Services (Broome-Tioga)
serves 15 school districts and approximately 35,000 students in Broome and
Tioga counties in the Southern Tier. Its Food Service Management program
supports farm-to-school programs by directly purchasing locally sourced foods.
In conjunction with initiatives to promote student participation in school nutrition
programs and implement federal nutritional guidelines, Broome-Tioga'’s farm-to-
school program is part of a comprehensive regional initiative to reduce hunger
and improve student nutrition. A Special Project Coordinator serves as the
program coordinator.

The program received support to conduct a pilot in food safety education and staff
training in fresh produce preparation, conducted with the Binghamton City School
District, from a USDA implementation grant awarded to Ag and Markets in 2013.

Nutrition Education. Broome-Tioga educates students and families on healthy
eating habits through the Rock on Café program, a consortium of 15 school
districts, to serve student-approved, healthier versions of traditional recipes and
provide information on menus and healthy eating habits through local news
outlets. Rock on Café schools participate in the New York Harvest for New York
Kids program by including local foods such as apples, romaine lettuce, and
tomatoes on their menus and advertising the benefits of local products. Broome-
Tioga also provides nutritional information to families and schools through the
services of a student intern from Cornell University Nutritional Sciences and
sends menus and other materials directly to students’ homes.

Student Engagement. Broome-Tioga has done taste tests with apples,
experimented with seedless grapes, and is considering testing other fruits such as
blueberries which are harvested in the summer but can be frozen to conduct taste
tests during the school year.

59 As previously mentioned, the examples of farm-to-school programs of specific school districts or BOCES
are for informational purposes only, and are not intended as comments on any entity’s farm-to-school program
operations or the legality of any transactions.
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Procurement. The program has used the geographic preference tool to procure
local apples, romaine lettuce, and tomatoes, and is exploring the feasibility of
adding locally sourced carrot coins processed by the Finger Lakes Fresh Food
Hub as well as beef sourced from local farms.

Transportation Costs and Logistics. Broome-Tioga has arranged with the
Food Bank of the Southern Tier to pick up and deliver local apples procured

by Broome-Tioga. The Food Bank made regular deliveries to food banks in the
vicinity of the apple farm and was able to pick up the apples and deliver them

to the Binghamton City School District, taking its payment in apples. To address
federal packaging requirements, Broome-Tioga also transported the apples in
reusable plastic totes, which could be cleaned and sterilized and then reused.
Broome-Tioga is expanding the arrangement to include two smaller rural schools.

Buffalo City School District

The Buffalo City School District (Buffalo) serves 34,000 students across nearly
60 facilities in western New York and launched its farm-to-school program in
2015. The program is managed by the District’'s Food Service Director while
key program partners Cornell Cooperative Extension of Erie County (CCE), the
Massachusetts Avenue Project (MAP), and the Buffalo Niagara Medical Center
(BNMC) provide outreach and engagement services.

Buffalo was awarded a $45,000 USDA planning grant in 2015 to identify systems
and procedures for procuring locally grown farm goods and encouraging student
consumption. Youth leaders, students, parents, teachers, food service staff,
farmers, and distributors helped develop the farm-to-school plan. Buffalo also
received a $43,260 New York State Farm-to-School Grant in 2016.

Student Engagement and Education. Buffalo’s program is unique for its
emphasis on youth engagement. The District worked with a local youth
development organization to establish the Buffalo Youth Advisors Council, which
has helped set program goals and implement grants. Buffalo chose 11 schools
for a pilot program, in which a “Harvest of the Month” locally sourced food item
was served once a week. Students selecting the food item in the cafeteria line
received a sticker. One school served as a control for evaluation purposes. In the
remaining 10 schools, activities included:

e Teaching students the entire life cycle of local foods as products move from
the fields to the table to disposal of wastes. In this exercise, students grow
kale plants in their classroom.

e Helping teachers integrate farm-to-school components into the curriculum
by creating a website portal making lesson plans and other materials
readily available.
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e The program also mails Harvest of the Month menus directly to students’
homes.

e Students in eight classrooms went on field trips to visit a dairy farm and
pick strawberries.

e A contestant from the Hell’s Kitchen television show who lives in the
Buffalo area works with students on a volunteer basis, teaching cooking and
life skills.

Kitchen Facilities and Equipment. Buffalo is renovating its central commissaries
to accommodate scratch cooking in support of its farm-to-school program. Grant
funds supported a visit to Minneapolis schools to view commissary modifications
made there. The District also partnered with an area food processing business to
process local products.

Procurement Monitoring and Oversight. The District established a baseline
of initial spending for locally sourced products in the early stage of its farm-to-
school program, and plans to set local purchasing goals in subsequent phases.
Buffalo relies on data provided by its distributor to determine how much money it
is spending on local foods and whether it is meeting its spending goals, but also
spot-checks distributor data to monitor its accuracy.

Program Evaluation. With help from students in the D’Youville College Nutrition
Program, the District is using before and after surveys of its Harvest of the
Month pilot to gauge changes in students’ eating habits. The evaluation found
that cafeteria student engagement and classroom activities were important for
retention of information about food items and nutrition; students were largely
unaware of the program in the control school where these activities were

not employed.

The Adirondack Farm to School Initiative

The Adirondack Farm-to-School Initiative (ADK Initiative) is a partnership of
Saranac Lake Central School District (640 students in three facilities), Lake
Placid Central School District (700 students in two facilities) and Tupper Lake
School District (800 students in one facility) in New York’s North Country. The
ADK Initiative has set a goal of sourcing 15 percent of cafeteria produce from
local sources and has a dedicated farm-to-school coordinator, the Saranac Lake
District Food Service Director. In addition, each participating school district has
designated a local coordinator.
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In 2015, the Saranac and Lake Placid school districts received a $44,754 USDA
grant to support planning, equipment purchases, and curriculum development.
The program’s coordinator is supported with a New York State Farm-to-School
Grant. In addition, the Saranac Lake District received a grant to purchase a
produce dicer from the Northern New York Healthy Heart, Eat Well Play Hard
grant program.

Partnerships and Stakeholder Engagement. The ADK Initiative stands out for
its diverse network of program partners, each of which brings unique skills to the
program:

e Paul Smith’s College, a nearby college with a culinary arts program, helped
coordinate school gardens as well as create recipes and local menu items.

e Cornell Cooperative Extension helped identify local producers and
information.

e The nonprofit Adirondack North Country Association helped draft bidding
documents.

e The boards of education in the three school districts approved a commitment
agreement that supported the USDA grant application.

e Other key partners include: North Country Healthy Heart Network, the
Adirondack Wild Center, North Country Food Day Youth Summit, Adirondack
Harvest, the school district garden club, and food service representatives
from area schools.

Program Planning and Administration. The ADK Initiative has developed
materials including a farm-to-school plan and a series of program assessment
surveys for school administrators, cafeteria staff, food service directors, garden
coordinators, teachers, students, and parents. These are on the Internet to foster
collaboration among other schools in the area.

Procurement. Before procuring local foods, the ADK Initiative first surveyed local
farmers to determine their interest and capacity and to obtain price information.
Participating farmers deliver the produce directly to the District’s central kitchen.
Examples of local foods include: potatoes, beets, rhubarb, carrots, apples, onions,
lettuce, cabbage, brussels sprouts, eggs and small amounts of beef and pork.
Franklin-Hamilton-Essex BOCES will assist with the processing of local foods.

Student Engagement and Education. The ADK Initiative holds a Fall Harvest
event featuring: garden tours; taste tests; recipe demonstrations; student votes
on items for potential inclusion in future lunch menus; vegetable art; food-themed
storytelling performances; and more. At this event, students and staff provide

a full farm-to-school meal for attendees. Science and technology curriculum
standards were also developed for teachers at the elementary, middle, and

high school levels to support the integration of farm-to-school curriculum into

the classroom.
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Poughkeepsie City School District

The Poughkeepsie City School District in the Hudson Valley serves 5,000
students from pre-kindergarten through 12th grade in six different school
buildings. The Poughkeepsie farm-to-school program’s goals are to incorporate
local foods into the menu on a regular basis and to help students learn about
and participate in food production through farm visits and gardening projects.®
The District established a point system to prioritize key program components
including partnership and education. The Food Services Director serves as
farm-to-school coordinator.

The Poughkeepsie farm-to-school program was initially funded through a 2013
USDA farm-to-school implementation grant awarded to Hudson Valley Pattern for
Progress (Pattern for Progress), a regional nonprofit group. After the grant ended,
the District worked with local partners to seek additional funds and continue the
program, and received a $99,500 USDA Supportive Service grant in 2016.

Procurement Tracking and Tools. The District works with the Dutchess County
BOCES to bid on local items so schools can jointly purchase local foods in bulk to
reduce costs. District staff worked with project partners to review purchasing data
and segregate expenditures by food type (produce, dairy, meat, etc.) to make

it easier to identify local items. The District also partnered with organizations
knowledgeable about local distributors and farmers to develop a database of
suppliers able to source local products, and to help shape bid language to support
local foods. The District also created a seasonal chart identifying local products
available throughout the year.

Kitchen Facilities and Equipment. Grant-funded equipment is used to process
local foods in-house and the District uses a local processer to precut and freeze
larger items like squash. Staff received basic kitchen skills training and assistance
in recipe development from the nearby Culinary Institute of America.

Student Consumption. To change students’ eating habits, Poughkeepsie
developed new recipes, taste tests, and surveys. Local foods such as root
vegetables, kale, and squash are served to students every Tuesday and
Poughkeepsie Farm Project produce was served in the District's summer feeding
program. Taste tests purposely coincided with school open houses and parent
teacher-conferences to encourage families as well as students to try these new
foods. Students also passed out samples of new dishes in the cafeteria line
during lunch.

60 Poughkeepsie Farm to School Project Final Report, page 4
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Student Engagement and Education. Poughkeepsie developed hands-on
learning activities to increase students’ interest in farm-to-school activities,
including:

e Conducting student field trips to the Poughkeepsie Farm Project.

e Developing teaching gardens at each school. Students and faculty work with
project representatives to learn about life cycles of plants and other aspects
of horticulture.

e Holding miniature farmers’ markets at summer feeding program sites.
Surplus production from an area farm was distributed free to the families
of children participating in the summer program, making fresh produce
available in communities that were underserved by traditional farmers’
markets and grocery stores.

Rondout Valley Central School District

Located in the Hudson Valley, Rondout Valley Central School District (Rondout
Valley) consists of a high school, junior high school, intermediate school, and two
elementary schools. The District enrolls approximately 2,000 students. Rondout
Valley participated in the 2015-16 Vermont Food Education Every Day (VT FEED)
Farm-to-School Institute (Institute). Rondout Valley’s farm-to-school program
goals include providing career development opportunities for students interested
in pursuing careers in agriculture. The District’s Director of Food Services
manages the program. Rondout Valley is working with the Ulster BOCES to apply
for a grant to hire a coordinator to support farm-to-school programs at schools
served by the BOCES.

The Local Economies Project, operating under the fiscal sponsorship of the New
World Foundation, awarded the District a $726,000 three-year grant to fund an
Agriculture and Food Science Initiative.

Program Planning. The District created a Farm-to-School Committee comprising
the District superintendent, principals, assistant principals, food service staff,
teachers, administrators, local businesses, and key community partners. Rondout
Valley developed a farm-to-school action plan through its participation in the VT
FEED Farm-to-School Institute.
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Procurement and Partnership. Rondout Valley purchases local foods through a
regional distributor after finding that local farmers were unable to make deliveries
to school facilities. However, some local farmers donated local crops by inviting
Rondout Valley to glean remaining produce in their fields after harvest. In fall
2015, the District food service manager and school and community volunteers
brought in approximately 1,800 pounds of apples, 300 to 400 pounds of broccoli,
and 20 cases of blueberries. Some of these foods were processed and frozen

by volunteers in Rondout Valley kitchen facilities. One day of gleaning produced
enough broccoli to last the District two to three months. In an effort to purchase
foods locally, the Board of Education has set aside $5,000 for a pilot project in
the 2016-17 school year to purchase “very” local products specifically from the
Rondout Valley.

The District also partnered with the Rondout Valley Growers Association (RVGA)
Farm-to-Pantry Program on the gleaning initiative by opening its central kitchen

to the pantry to use for processing during non-meal-time hours. In summer 2016,
RVGA processed fresh tomatoes, eggplant, and summer squash for distribution to
local food banks.

Kitchen Equipment and Staff Skills. To extend the seasonal availability of
local produce, Rondout Valley invested in freezers and processing equipment.
The District also partnered with a local restaurant to train food service staff and
develop new recipes.

Student Engagement and Education. The District developed local, seasonal
menus and conducts taste tests to gauge students’ preferences. Local foods
served include broccoli, tomatoes, potatoes, and cabbages. The District is

also developing an agricultural science curriculum, a greenhouse, and a Food
Science facility to help students pursue careers in food and agriculture. In fall
2016, students are participating in a volunteer day to make applesauce from local
apples to be served in Rondout Valley schools.

Waterville Central School District

Waterville Central School District (Waterville) is a rural district located in the
Mohawk Valley. Waterville has approximately 800 students in an elementary and
a junior/senior high school. Waterville’s farm-to-school program began in 2015
with support from the Waterville Board of Education. Waterville also participated
in the 2015-16 VT FEED Institute. Initially, Waterville designated a Cornell
Cooperative Extension employee as its farm-to-school coordinator, but has
recently arranged to share coordinator services with neighboring districts.

20



Waterville’s farm-to-school program set goals to: increase student food
awareness, recognition and acceptance; increase staff awareness and
involvement; provide each elementary grade level with a raised bed garden
integrated into regularly scheduled student activity; and offer a locally sourced
salad bar in the junior/senior high school. The Board of Education created

a Steering Committee comprising: Cornell Cooperative Extension; Oneida-
Herkimer-Madison BOCES Food Service Program; local farmers; the Farm
Bureau; local businesses; an Oneida County legislator; the Waterville Board of
Education; the District superintendent; and a District business official.

Student Engagement and Nutrition Education. Waterville combines hands-on
horticultural experience with in-class instruction and field trips to local farmers’
markets. Students helped to construct an outdoor learning space, including an
800-square foot, raised bed garden, and participated in field trips to visit local
farmers’ markets. At the markets, students sampled local products, and received
recipe ideas. In addition, students participated in a scavenger hunt that required
them to talk with local farmers to learn about locally grown foods, seasonal
availability, and local food costs. Other programming activities included: field
trips to farms; an “iron chef’ competition; an annual local food day; and a school
competition to design the program logo.

Program Planning and Policy. Waterville developed a farm-to-school action
plan through the VT FEED Institute. The plan identifies agreed upon activities
focused on the cafeteria, classroom, outdoor learning, and community. Progress
is reviewed quarterly. Having completed its VT FEED training, Waterville will
participate in additional professional development sessions.

Local Procurement Goals and Plans. Waterville has conducted a menu analysis
to identify food items that can be sourced locally, and has set a procurement goal
of sourcing 20 percent of its food purchases locally. Including dairy products, the
District currently sources approximately 18 percent of its food locally. The District
currently sources dairy products and apples from local producers in addition to
Harvest of the Month meals highlighting a variety of local foods. Waterville is
working with a consortium of school districts that receive food service support
from BOCES to develop bids for fruits and vegetables that include a

geographic preference.

Program Advocacy and Sustainability. The Waterville steering committee

is advocating for an increase in the State reimbursement rate for the school
lunch program. Locally, the District is controlling costs by sharing a farm to
school coordinator with a nearby school district to oversee in-class education,
outreach, menu analysis, staff training, student sampling activities, and local
food procurement. In 2017-18, BOCES will contract to purchase 40,000 pounds
of beans and carrots from local farms through an upstate packers’ and growers’
consortium for schools including Waterville.
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Conclusion and Program Suggestions

A significant number of New York State schools have adopted farm-to-school
programs, which have helped create interest in local foods among school
communities and created new opportunities to educate program participants and
stakeholders on the important topics of nutrition and agriculture.

Farm-to-school programs face significant challenges. To prepare student

meals from fresh, locally sourced foods, school districts are working against
countervailing trends in institutional food service. Procuring and cooking local
foods may require school food service managers to use new procurement tools
such as geographic preference, teach their staff new cooking skills, provide new
kitchen appliances and equipment, and develop new vendor networks.

It is hard to develop one-size-fits-all solutions to these challenges because
school district nutrition programs and regional agricultural production can vary in
crucial ways. The farm-to-school programs described in this report work through
challenges by drawing on resources in the school community —food service
staff, students, parents, teachers, administrators, groundskeepers, school board
members—as well as organizations and businesses in the larger community, to
build and grow their programs.

The initiative for these programs has come from all corners of the school
community, from parents and community-based organizations to farmers and
agricultural advocacy groups. Advocates from inside and outside of the school
community have built institutional support for the programs through school board
adoption of supportive language in district wellness policies as well as policies
directing that school nutrition programs take steps to serve local foods. Parent
groups and grassroots organizations have provided significant services on a
volunteer basis by planting school gardens, connecting schools with local farms,
providing training and other assistance. Some programs have received assistance
in planning and organizing effective farm-to-school programs from the Vermont
FEED Institute.

New York State and the federal government have adopted policies to support
farm-to-school programs. Both Ag and Markets and the USDA provide grants

to school districts and certain other eligible parties to assist in farm-to-school
planning and implementation. In addition, both Ag and Markets and the USDA
have adopted programs to assist schools in procuring and serving locally sourced
fruits and vegetables. School districts, program partners, and farmers have
dedicated significant staff and volunteer time and other resources to farm to
school programs.
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As a result of these commitments, New York State’s farm-to-school experience
offers a wealth of information that can serve as a resource for programs and
policy makers. The following suggestions are offered for consideration by school
districts and community stakeholders as well as State and federal agencies.®

Suggestions for School Districts

Promote Planning, Goal Setting, and Accountability. Written farm-to-school
plans are useful for keeping a school district’s efforts on track and ensuring a
clear and unified mission. A written plan may also be useful in recruiting support
from outside the school community. Such plans set goals for critical components
of the program, identify the tasks necessary to accomplish goals, establish
timeframes for taking required steps, and articulate clear roles and responsibilities
for participants. School districts may consider setting goals in the following areas:
procuring and serving local foods; gaining student support and acceptance;
increasing student consumption and reducing food waste; curriculum; building
institutional support; and building support in the agricultural community and the
community at large. Farm-to-school plans also form a basis for assessing and
improving the initiative.

Recruit Support and Resources through Collaboration. Successful farm-to-
school programs develop partnerships within the school and broader communities
to accomplish shared goals. Programs strategically recruit members and partners
who have the authority to make needed decisions and the skills needed to

follow procurement rules, train workers, and find suitable products in the local
agricultural commodity market.

Institutionalize Support. Support from school boards, administrators, parents
associations, and the community at large can bring additional resources and help
make these programs more sustainable. Institutional support can ensure that
school districts planning capital improvement projects consider farm-to-school
program needs, such as kitchen/cafeteria upgrades. Some school districts have
incorporated responsibility for key programmatic roles in the job descriptions of
school staff. In addition, institutional support can shape key school policies like
the federally mandated school wellness policy, a tool that can be leveraged to
further strengthen programming.

Increase Participation to Increase Revenues. Schools can also make strategic
use of federal funds to support farm to school programs. Increasing participation
in school meals by students, faculty and staff maximizes USDA school lunch fund
reimbursements, an important revenue stream; serving good, quality meals can
increase participation.

61 Some of the suggestions may require changes in state or federal law or regulation to implement.
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Use Geographic Preference and USDA Entitlement Funds. Use of the
geographic preference option has enabled schools to identify locally sourced
foods and to procure these foods. In addition, procuring conventional (non-local)
food products with USDA Food frees up USDA cash assistance for local food
purchases, helping schools hold down program costs.

Suggestions for State and Federal Policy Makers

BOCES Support. Boards of Cooperative Educational Services may be well
positioned to provide support for local food procurement, menu planning, staff
training, printing and other management services associated with farm to school
programs. BOCES can provide expert advice, procure local foods centrally,
purchase institutional kitchen equipment on behalf of schools, and provide staff
training. In addition, BOCES staff can perform student engagement activities and
assist with school gardens, as well as providing curricular support.

Statewide or Regional Purchasing of Local Foods. USDA's fresh fruits

and vegetables pilot program may provide a model for State assistance in the
procurement of local foods. In addition, the State Farm-to-School Grant program
could support joint purchasing agreements among districts to achieve economies
of scale. Similarly, as the State works to develop a network of regional food hubs,
the needs of farm-to-school programs and barriers to farmer participation should
be addressed. Food hubs have the potential to assist schools in overcoming the
processing, storage, and transportation challenges involved in serving local foods.

Training Programs. School districts may benefit from training on crucial topics
including State and federal procurement rules and maximizing the use of USDA
Entitlement Funds. Training provided by Vermont FEED helps districts develop
program plans, set program goals, organize farm-to-school advisory committees
and implementation task forces, and evaluate their programs. In addition, ongoing
support from experts as questions arise would be beneficial. Farm-to-school
coordinators can play a critical role by ensuring that key players are included

in training and by building farm-to-school practices into the routine operations,
policies, and procedures of schools and their partners.

Farm-to-school programs have been incorporated into science, math and other
curricula, providing real-world examples of the importance and applicability of
these subjects. State programs promoting the teaching of science, technology,
engineering and math, such as the Master Teacher program, could help train
teachers to incorporate farm-to-school activities in their classroom teaching.
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Program Monitoring. As the State and federal governments commit resources
to farm-to-school programs, collecting data to support program evaluation should
be a priority. School food expenditure data can assist in evaluating the economic
benefits of the program, and data on student acceptance and consumption

of local foods can assist in evaluating the nutritional benefits. NYSED could

assist school districts in collecting this data by developing methods and tools to
incorporate information on the source of foods into district recordkeeping systems,
and by including it in the three-year reviews of school food authorities.

Model Policies. State and federal agencies may be able to support farm-to-
school programs by providing model policies, bids, and requests for proposals
(RFPs). Model school wellness policies may facilitate action by school boards
and ensure compliance with State and federal law. Model bids and RFPs could
assist in educating farm-to-school programs on the appropriate use of local
procurement tools.

Conclusion

Agriculture is a major contributor to New York State’s economy, with more

than 35,000 farms statewide in 2012. Farm-to-school programs represent an
innovative approach to encouraging purchases of locally produced foods while
providing important nutritional benefits to students and reducing environmental
impacts associated with long-distance transport. This report is intended to inform
both local communities, and state and federal policymakers, as they consider
steps to make the advantages of farm to school programs more widely available.
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