


V. Conclusion and Recommendations

arm to school programs are based on the premise that students will choose to

eat more healthy foods, such as fruits and vegetables, if the foods are fresh, lo-

cally grown, picked at the peak of their flavor, and supplemented by educational
activities that link them with the food cycle from seed to table. Since its launch a decade
ago, the farm to school model has emerged as a strategy for schools to improve their
cafeteria meals and incorporate educational opportunities for students. Farmers have
also seen farm to school as an opportunity to explore new markets for their products.
The term “farm to school” is better understood now than it was a decade ago, and there
is a growing body of evaluation results that document the process and outcomes of
farm to school programs. However, well-constructed evaluation studies are still needed
to cover information gaps and answer remaining key questions about farm to school
impacts.

Due to the localized flavor of the program, the farm to school model is uniquely inter-
preted in every single program in the country. There is a deepening understanding of
how the model translates in different community conditions and in different growing
regions. The program reports and evaluation studies referenced in this publication are
evidence of the efforts underway to comprehend the multi-faceted implementation
processes and effects of the farm to school approach.

There is a growing community of farm to school practitioners and evaluators who are
diligently working towards validating the impacts of the farm to school model through
concrete data and research. A total of 38 resources, program reports, evaluations and
articles were studied for this report. In presenting this review of evaluation findings and
tools from existing farm to school programs, we have tried to showcase the strength of
current farm to school evaluation practice, as well as highlight the limitations and need
for future efforts. Furthermore, presenting findings from farm to school studies next to
select findings from similar (but non-farm to school) school-based nutrition, health,
and education interventions helps to place these farm to school findings in the larger
context of efforts to improve student health and education.

discuss the gains made in understanding impacts of the farm to school model and

In this concluding section, for each of the indicators highlighted in this report, we
focus on future research needs.

With regards to assessing interest in the farm to school approach, adequate
baseline data and feasibility analyses are available from across the country indi-
cating that there is interest from school food service and farmers to participate
in a farm to school program, as well as an understanding of strategies needed to
make farm to school work under different conditions.

Impacts on students represent one side of the farm to school equation. A major-
ity of farm to school evaluations are focused on changes at the student level,
including outcomes related to knowledge and attitudes regarding local foods
and healthy eating and dietary behaviors. More comprehensive longitudinal
studies are needed to understand whether knowledge and awareness translates
to specific changes in dietary behaviors and any subsequent health benefits as
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a result of farm to school. A large-scale experimental design study with appro-
priate control groups and validated measures of dietary intake would provide
useful information, but would also be expensive to conduct.

Increase in fruit and vegetable consumption reported by farm to school studies
cited in this report is in the range of 0.99 to 1.3 servings per student per day. In
comparison, several other non-farm to school studies focused on school-based
nutrition education interventions report a range of 0.2 to 0.99 more servings of
fruits and vegetables per student per day. Student dietary behavior in schools
(reflected through school meal participation rates) are subject to factors other
than the quality of the food itself, such as meal cost, cafeteria environment, and
lunch break time constraints to name a few. The interplay of these issues along
with farm to school supportive activities such as school gardens, nutrition edu-
cation, farm visits etc. ultimately result in the food choices children make in
school cafeterias. The contributions of all these factors — individually and as a
whole on student behaviors — is critical to making the lasting changes that we
hope to accomplish through farm to school. More clarity and data on dietary
changes that can be facilitated and sustained in home settings is required, as
well as the exploration of a causal relationship, if any of these, with the farm to
school program.

Current data on farm to school impacts on school teachers is limited to knowl-
edge and attitudinal changes regarding farm to school implementation in the
classroom. Whether teacher involvement in one aspect of the farm to school
program implementation translates into positive lifestyle and dietary behavior
changes has not been studied adequately.
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Long lasting impacts of the farm to school approach can only be sustained if
supportive policies exist. Clearly, a lot of effort has gone into community orga-
nizing at the school district, state, and federal levels to support farm to school
efforts through policy advocacy, and documentation of these efforts is available.
For organizers interested in learning from policy gains made at other locations,
it maybe useful to develop resources and trainings based on real-life experiences
in advocating for farm to school policies.

School food service is a key factor in determining the success or failure of a
farm to school program, and hence there are several studies that have attempted
to document implications from the food service perspective. Since school food
service operations are separated from the overall district budget, it is almost
impossible to undertake a true cost benefit analysis of a holistic program such as
farm to school, which also imparts educational and community benefits to the
school. Anecdotal evidence of increase in staff morale and motivation, knowl-
edge about local and seasonal foods and healthy eating is an indirect benefit that
has not been studied adequately. For example, a non-farm to school study re-
ports that verbal cues from school food service staff affected an increase in fruit
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and vegetables amongst students. Farm to school’s positive impacts on school
food service staft could potentially be a selling point for sustaining long-lasting
and systemic changes in the school food environment.

Despite being another side of the farm to school equation, concrete data on mon-
etary and other benefits to farmers is scarce. Some data from specific programs
is available on this outcome, though generalizations are inappropriate due to
wide variations in types of products, quantities, and scale of local products sold
through each program. More resources need to be invested to delve deeper into
the impacts of direct marketing programs such as farm to school for small and
mid size farmers. Data on the economic development benefits of farm to school
for a city, county or state is currently not available and could provide the much
needed impetus for local governments to invest in a farm to school approach.

Few studies cited in this report document farm to school impacts from the par-
ent perspective, though there is enough anecdotal evidence that supports this
intended outcome. Increasingly, parent education is becoming a key component
of farm to school, and its impacts need to be studied further to understand the
positive ripple effects of farm to school on families and communities.

Though farm to school has the potential to affect communities at large, much
more concrete data and information is needed to understand the role of farm
to school in community dynamics and connections. It is hypothesized that farm
to school programs have a role in creating and maintaining strong, vibrant com-
munities that support a local/regional food system, but little if any evaluation
work has focused on this aspect.
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Emerging farm to school programs should consider conducting a thorough evaluation
of the various aspects of program implementation, as feasible. The tools and resources
needed for conducting an evaluation may be already available through previously con-
ducted evaluations or may be adapted to meet the specific needs of a program. Program
evaluators who have conducted the studies cited in this report, as well as other nutrition
and health researchers, are eager and available to assist new farm to school program
evaluations.
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