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In the spring and summer of 2010, Colorado Farm to School met with

several food service directors from across the state and conducted a
survey of 70 directors on interests, issues, and questions concerning
farm to school. The case studies presented here reflect the topics (such
as food safety, working with producers, establishing school gardens, and
more) that food service directors identified. We hope you enjoy reading
about what some school districts are doing across Colorado. To learn
more about Colorado Farm to School or what else is going on around the
state (and there is a lot!), please contact us!
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A year ago, the

student lunches in the
North Conejos school
district featured frozen
carrots and tater tots.

Today, the potatoes come from across
the Valley at Hamilton Farms. Behind
the change stands Mark Lara, the school
district’s food director. With a small
budget and a grand vision, Mark wants
to reestablish the local vegetable farming
community by reinventing the school
lunch. His passion grows from deep roots
in the community and a deep concern
for giving kids a healthy start. And it’s
working. All 14 school districts in the
valley are now working together to create
a market for local farmers.
The Farm to School program is new,
but it grew from relationships Mark has
long nourished as a valley native and
member of his San Luis Valley Local
Food Coalition. The coalition produced a
consumer guide to locally grown produce,
and Mark used that booklet as a starting
point for the school program. He visited
the farms, met the farmers and learned
who could sell to him. Meats were harder
to find, but Mark just searched out a local
producer of beef. Again, the previous
relationships helped by providing a
referral network.
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“It’s incredible, the
opportunity we have
if we can figure out
how to reestablish the
farming community.”
-Mark Lara

How Can School Districts
Find Local Food Producers?
Mark looks for allies and avenues
everywhere he can. “When I started
working with the schools eight years
ago, the student council bylaws included
improving the food in the cafeteria! It was
part of their mission statement,” Mark
recalls. Student demand for better food
dovetailed nicely with Mark’s goal of
improving access to fresh foods, and he
was able to begin building his network
using one of the school’s most powerful
resources: the kids. “You can start with
the school to find where the passion is
for local food. Reach out to parents and
the community within the school. Put out
a questionnaire to find who is growing
what,” advises Mark.

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org
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While the Internet may be a good way to
initially find and locate local producers,
Mark believes that Sneaker-net methods
work best for establishing relationships.
He gets out of the office, visits the farms,
shakes hands, and meets the farmers face
to face.
“As school food service directors, we can
affect the health of our students,” said
Mark. “Farmers are nurturers. They get
that. So in talking to the farmers, I always
go back to something we all share, which is care for the children.” From that point, Mark found
farmers ready to sign on and then they brought their own ideas to the table.

How Do You Maintain and
Strengthen Your Network?
Mark says regular communication
throughout the year is key to keeping the
people in his network connected and on
board. He uses a variety of approaches
that reflect the organic way his network
grew. One producer, Robert Middlemist,
is also a vocational agriculture teacher
at one of the schools in Mark’s district.
Both Mark and Robert share a dream of a
self-sufficient community independent of
outside markets. Mark sees him almost
daily. Together with the help of students
and vocational departments, Mark and
Robert dream of starting an aquaculture
program that hydroponically feeds plants
for use in the school cafeteria. Other
producers are acquaintances in the
community whom Mark visits regularly to
learn what’s available and what’s possible.
“Regular, face-to-face contact with people
is always very important,” he says.

Photograph by Mark Lara

How Do You Approach Local
Producers and Communicate
Your Needs?

By building a market for local produce,
more producers will come forward to
participate. “If somebody grows an acre
of beans, and they know there is a market
for them, it’s going to encourage other
people to grow as well,” he says. For
inspiration one needs only to look into
the eyes of children as they taste the
essence of fresh fruits and vegetables
picked from the Earth beneath them.
Written by Scott Gossett Zephyr Winds Communications
Interviews Conducted by Lauren Tatarsky Colorado Farm
to School Intern
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Mark believes the network will grow via
what might be called a “Field of Dreams”
strategy: if you build it, they will come.
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Models & Resources
Eat Smart- Farm Fresh: A Guide to Buying and Serving Locally-Grown
Produce in School Meals
USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2005

http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/guidance/Farm-to-School-Guidance_12-19-2005.pdf
This is a handbook that offers information on procurement, types and examples of Farm
to School distribution models, how to find locally grown food and farmers, menu planning
considerations, and strategies for success.

Tips for finding local producers for your Farm to School program
Colorado Farm to School, 2010

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org > Resources > Schools > Find a Farmer
A step-by-step guide for finding and communicating with Colorado fruit and vegetable growers.

A Guide to Purchasing and Serving Local Food in Schools
DC Farm to School, 2010

http://dcfarmtoschool.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/03/DC-Farm-to-School-Toolkit.pdf
Great advice on how to connect with local producers on a personal and business level.

Rethinking School Lunch Guide
Ecoliteracy, 2010

http://www.ecoliteracy.org/downloads/rethinking-school-lunch-guide
Replacing prepackaged meals with fresh, locally grown, seasonably available foods from smaller
family farmers is a challenge for procurement. An important part of this transition is locating
and establishing relationships with local farmers. Building these bridges will take thought, time,
and dedication. But, as a number of school districts nationally and internationally have learned,
it can be done successfully. This section offers suggestions for how to think about procurement.

How Local Farmers and Food Service Buyers are Building Alliances
USDA Agricultural Marketing Service, 2000

http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELDEV3102250&acct=wdmgeninfo
Explains in detail the specific needs and desires of local producers and how to build successful
relationships with farmers. Provides advice for how to reach out to local producers and make
Farm to School beneficial for all involved.
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How

A

ndrew Nowak,a trained chef,
with a PhD in psychology and
an avid gardener, joined Slow
Food Denver just as it was
starting its Seed To Table School
Garden program ten years ago.
He has been the co-director of the Seed
To Table program for the past 5 years. For
the past two years, Slow Food Denver has
been the community partner with DPS
Food and Nutrition Services, teaming with
Leo Lesh and his staff, to get fresh local
foods into school cafeterias. Fifty DPS
schools now have on-campus gardens,
thanks to a broad coalition of parent and
community groups, including Denver
Urban Gardens and Learning Landscapes.
This dynamic duo of Denver’s Farm
to School movement shares how they
overcame resource constraints and red
tape to connect a school garden program
to the school cafeteria.

Who Is Involved?
Volunteer parent groups at most schools
head up the garden project, a situation
Andrew describes as “ideal” because
the parents bring lots of enthusiasm.
Slow Food Denver provides training,
support and cooking classes for the
garden classes. Denver Urban Gardens
helps oversee many of the gardens,
and Learning Landscapes, a non-profit
partnership between the University of
Colorado Denver’s College of Architecture
and Planning and Denver Public Schools,

Photograph by Morguefile

How do I start a school garden and use its produce in the cafeteria?

“During the 192 days that
they aren’t in school, we
want the parents and kids to
be excited about replicating
the good, nutritious food at
the school. We’re creating
a lifestyle of loving fresh
veggies, not just a new
cafeteria menu.”
-Leo Lesh

is working to establish a garden of some
kind at every DPS elementary school.
Students help with planting and harvest,
and some school leaders provide paying
opportunities for students to tend the
garden through the summer. Andrew and
Leo give schools latitude to create the
system that works best for their students
and community.

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org
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“The protocols developed with Denver
County Health Department are getting
a lot of attention because many people
want to be involved in Farm to School,”
said Andrew “It’s a working document
and there will be changes, but it’s
developing in a positive direction and has
been reviewed by the health department.”

How Are Gardens Funded and
Supported?
Denver voters approved bonds that are
rehabilitating the outdoor spaces of
schoolyards and many projects include
gardens. In addition, local businesses
(Whole Foods, Chipotle, Noodles & Co.)
provide fundraising help. Some schools
hold plant sales to profit from extra
seedlings, and others are holding youth
farmers’ markets to support the garden
program.

Any Unexpected Challenges?

Photograph by Morguefile

How Do You Get Garden
Produce Into the Cafeterias?

Getting school garden produce on the
school cafeteria menu requires satisfying
procurement regulations, and “we need
to work to satisfy City and County rules
on how to handle produce from the farm
all the way to the plate of the cafeteria,”
said Leo. That process takes time and
effort. Leo received a $50,000 School
Food FOCUS grant for an 18-month
effort to change procurement processes.
His comprehensive work plan included
building two greenhouses (to extend
the short Colorado growing season and
provide science laboratory space) and
challenging students from Johnson &
Wales Culinary School to develop and
test new recipes that utilize locally-raised
beef.
Together, Leo and Andrew developed a
series of protocols (available online at
www.farmtoschool.org/CO/pubs.htm)
for satisfying food handling rules so that
any garden produce that meets these
standards can be served on the cafeteria
salad bar. By keeping his end goal in
mind, Leo has worked in phases, and
mostly from within his budget, to get COgrown, fresh produce and CO-raised beef
and milk (rBST free) into all the District’s
school cafeterias.
www.coloradofarmtoschool.org
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Timing can be a challenge. “If something
needs to be harvested but isn’t in the
menu until the next week, that’s a
problem,” said Leo. “It can be difficult
to get the fresh products in at the right
time.” Overcoming that takes time and
experience to get the structure in place.

How Do You Demonstrate
Program’s Value?
While the garden programs are generating
lots of interest and enthusiasm, Andrew
and Leo are working on ways to quantify
success. “Together with UCD and DUG,
we’re trying to make formal connections
between the school gardens and the
science curriculum,” said Andrew. “We’re
working on a grant to train classroom
teachers to use the school gardens in
their science laboratories.” Success could
lead the District to provide funding of the
school garden programs like music, art,
and physical education classes.
“They (district officials) are very
concerned about test scores, and we need
to convince them that this food program
will really affect those scores,” said Leo.
“We need to show the ways in which
good nutrition in the cafeteria affects
academic achievement.”

Learn More

DPS protocol for Colorado Department of
Public Health & Environment
http://www.gardenabcs.com/uploads/Garden_
Protocol_-_Denver_Public_Schools.pd
Learning Landscapes
www.learninglandscapes.org
Denver Urban Gardens
http://dug.org/
Slow Food Denver
www.slowfooddenver.org
Written by Scott Gossett Zephyr Winds
Communications
Interviews Conducted by Lauren Tatarsky Colorado
Farm to School Intern
Design by Six Rivers Graphic Design
www.sixriversgraphicdesign.com
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Models & Resources
FTS & School Gardening: A Resource List for Educators

USDA Food & Nutrition Information Center, July 2010
http://www.nal.usda.gov/fnic/pubs/bibs/gen/farmtoschool.pdf
This publication is a collection of resources on the topic of Farm to School and School Gardening
for educators. It is comprised of information available on the World Wide Web, educational
materials and contact information of related organizations.

How to Grow a School Garden

School Garden Weekly
http://schoolgardenweekly.com/
This Web site features videos about school gardens and gardening to watch online for free, as
well as a list of helpful resources and recent news relating to school gardens.

Student Gardens and Food Service

Bon Appetit
http://www.bamco.com/uploads/documents/student_garden_guide_final_-_food_service.pdf
Bon Appetit Management Company has developed a guide “Student Gardens and Food Service”
that walks you through each stage, from planning, growing, and promoting it. Includes a list of
additional resources.

Getting Started: A Guide for Creating School Gardens as Outdoor
Classrooms
Center for Ecoliteracy (and Life Lab Science Program), 2007 3rd ed.
http://www.lifelab.org/pdfs/GettingStarted.pdf
This booklet will help you with everything from outdoor classroom design and site selection,
to strategies for gardening with students, to creating community support that will sustain your
school garden program.

Garden Based Learning that Promotes a Sustainable Future

Life Lab Science Program
http://dcfarmtoschool.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/03/DC-Farm-to-School-Toolkit.pdf
Life Lab Science Program is a 501 (c)(3) nonprofit organization and has been working in the
field of science and environmental education since 1979. With our award winning curricula and
programs, the organization helps schools develop gardens where children can create “living
laboratories” for the study of the natural world. Since developing the first Life Lab school
garden in Santa Cruz in 1978, Life Lab has worked with over 1,400 schools across the United
States training tens of thousands educators.

School Gardens Q&As

USDA Food & Nutrition Information Center, 2009
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/Governance/Policy-Memos/2009/SP_32-2009_os.pdf
In this memo, USDA recently clarified that school food service funds may be used to purchase
seeds, gardening tools, fertilizer, etc for school gardens. Such funds may also be devoted to
starting and maintaining gardens on school property and schools are allowed to purchase
produce from the gardens, even if the garden is managed and maintained by another school
organization
6
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Alliance for a Healthier Generation’s How to Start a School Garden
Toolkit
http://www.healthiergeneration.org/schools.aspx?id=5513

Five Steps to Food Safe School Gardening

University of Connecticut: College of Agriculture and Natural Resources
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/LIB/sde/pdf/DEPS/Nutrition/OPmemos/10/5stepsOM1010.pdf
Quick and easy-to-read guide for food safety in school gardens.

Gardens for Learning: Creating and Sustaining Your School Garden

California School Garden Network, 2007
http://www.csgn.org/page.php?id=36
Comprehensive guidebook that provides a strong foundation to support the growing school
garden movement. It was developed by a team of experienced garden educators, nutritionists,
state officials, and other garden experts. This guidebook is a must-have resource for anyone
looking to enhance learning through the use of gardens in schools and other community settings.

Denver Public School’s Garden to Cafeteria Program

Denver Public Schools Food and Nutrition Services, 2010
http://www.gardenabcs.com/uploads/Garden_Protocol_-_Denver_Public_Schools.pdf
Quick and easy-to-read guide for food safety in school gardens.
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L ike other school district

food managers, Shelly Allen
has a limited budget and the
obligation to provide the best
nutrition at the best price.

Traditionally, she has turned to big
distribution houses for her produce. But,
with some ingenuity and a little flexibility,
Shelly spent the last two years establishing
a network of local farmers supplying the
school district with fresh foods at fair
prices. And while she received a small
($2500) grant this year for fresh fruits and
vegetables, Shelly doesn’t rely on outside
funds and plans her purchases according
to her baseline budget. Here’s how this
Farm to School pioneer is making it work
for the St. Vrain school district.

Photograph by Morguefile
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“In 10 or 15 years,
when Farm to School
is the mainstream,
we’re going to say, ‘We
were part of that’.”
-Karen McManus
district would order what was available
from the farm. The program was
successful, but needed to grow in order
to meet the complete needs of the school
district. In February 2009, Shelly reached
out to a larger group of area farmers and
schools to work together on establishing
a Farm to School program. This
collaboration was also championed by
Karen McManus, one of the pioneers of
farm to school in the state, and a farmer
selling to the school district on behalf of
Full Circle Farms in Longmont, CO.
Shelly’s still working with farmers to learn
who can provide what and to establish
procedures that encourage participation.
For example, Shelly simplified the bidding
process, boiling a 10-page document
down to two pages of essentials. The
friendlier document netted more bids. “It’s
been a wonderful learning experience,”
Shelly said.

How Did You Get Your
District’s Farm to School
Program Going?
Shelly started small -- working with
Tanaka Farm and Full Circle Farms to
establish a system where the school

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org
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How Has Your Sourcing Process
Evolved?

What Have Been the Advantages
for the School District?

When it became clear that the school
district needed to look beyond the single
source farm, Shelly went with a “share
the wealth” strategy of sourcing produce
from as many local farmers as possible,
but she also established a bidding system
to keep the process fair and competitive.
She determined how much of each item
the schools need and what the district
historically paid for that item at different
points in the season (these prices were
based on contracts with big distributors).
She publishes a list of price points and
lets farmers (and supply houses) submit
bids on the items they can provide.
Shelly selects the lowest bidder for each
product, which has led to sourcing from
many different producers.

“Working directly with the farmers, as
opposed to the produce houses, has saved
us money,” said Shelly. Prices are “neck to
neck” between big distributors and local
farmers. She also likes the environmental
and food safety implications of buying
locally when she can. “I like that I don’t
have a lot of people touching my food,
moving it around the city.”

Buying Local Is Often Seen As
“Cost Prohibitive.” How Do You
Make It Work?

What Have Been the
Advantages for Local Farmers?

Knowledge is key. “School food directors
have to know what they can afford and
what the market price looks like,” said
Shelly. Setting the bid price points helps,
and she finds that local farmers support
her mission. “They understand that my
goal is to feed students fresh fruits and
vegetables, and they want to help make
that happen,” she said. She also relies on
competitiveness created by the bidding
process and frequent reassessment of
market prices. She reviews prices for
produce houses every three months. For
local farms, she maintains steady prices
during the growing season (July-October)
and reassesses for winter.
Creating an open, honest dialogue
between farmers and the school district
has helped, too. For example, Karen
probed to ask whether the schools would
accept “seconds” -- produce that may be
too blemished for wholesale or farmers
market distribution, but that is still useful
and often available at a discount. The
answer? Yes.

Karen cites additional advantages for
the district. “About 15-20 percent of
the St. Vrain students have parents who
are working on local farms,” she said.
“By buying local, we’re keeping people
working in the community. This program
builds healthier communities at every
level.”

Like Community Supported Agriculture
(CSA) systems, Farm to School has given
farmers a reliable, consistent market for
their produce. “It’s great for the business,
absolutely great for the business,” said
Karen. Setting price points helped local
farmers decide if they can feasibly deliver
the needed quantities at a competitive
price. Plus, farmers can now plan future
crops and yields according to what the
schools will buy. Shelly also enjoys the
advantages that come from the varied
relationships. “Farmers will tell me what
they have available. We can always use
fresh vegetables and fruits, so I buy from
them when I can.”

How Do You Use the Fresh
Produce?
“The priority is feeding the students more
fresh food,” said Shelly. “We occasionally
use some of the food in our catered
events, but 99 percent goes right to the
students.”
Written by Scott Gossett Zephyr Winds
Communications
Interviews Conducted by Lauren Tatarsky Colorado
Farm to School Intern
Design by Six Rivers Graphic Design
www.sixriversgraphicdesign.com
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Models & Resources
Farm to School: Procurement Policy Q&As

USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2010
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/F2S/procurement_policy_qa.htm
Explains the USDA policies that are in place to address the procurement of local produce for
school cafeterias.

Eat Smart- Farm Fresh: A Guide to Buying and Serving Locally-Grown
Produce in School Meals
USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2005
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/guidance/Farm-to-School-Guidance_12-19-2005.pdf
This is a handbook that offers information on procurement, types and examples of Farm
to School distribution models, how to find locally grown food and farmers, menu planning
considerations, and strategies for success.

Supporting Farm to School Activities

USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2010
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/F2S/f2s_funding_QA.htm
Links to the various grants and funding opportunities offered by the USDA for Farm to School
programs.

A Guide to Purchasing and Serving Local Food in Schools

DC Farm to School, 2010
http://dcfarmtoschool.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/03/DC-Farm-to-School-Toolkit.pdf
Excellent step-by-step advice on how to find, connect with, and build a positive financial
relationship with local producers. Also includes great advice for working within the school food
budget, making Farm to School financially plausible for both the farm and the school.

Farm to School: Minnesota Toolkit for Food Service Purchasing Processes
University of Minnesota, 2007
http://www.mn-farmtoschool.umn.edu/purchasing_process_2.html
A list of tasks for purchasing local food paired with links to purchasing guides and sample bids.

Farm to School: Minnesota Toolkit for Food Service Addressing Challenges

University of Minnesota, 2007
http://www.mn-farmtoschool.umn.edu/meeting_challenges_2.html
Addresses the challenge of cost, procurement, and supply by explaining how others have
addressed and overcome these challenges.

Funding Opportunities
Farm to School
http://www.farmtoschool.org/fundingopps.php
A list of grants and funding opportunities for Farm to School programs around the nation.
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HOW DO I ENGAGE MY COMMUNITY AROUND FARM TO SCHOOL?

M any

school cafeterias,

have an image that is, well,
“old school.” But in
Colorado Springs, Rick
Hughes is championing
an effort to modernize
the menus.

And to engage his staff and community in
making the effort succeed, he’s running an
ultra-modern, multi-media education and
outreach effort in which Facebook is just
as important as fresh fruits.

Photograph from Morguefile
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“People don’t care about things
until they understand why they
should care. Education and
outreach are critical.”
-Rick Hughes
Rick says that many of his vendor
relationships have grown out of
networking through parent groups,
vendor associations, Farm to School, and
with staff in other school districts. “As
producers find out we’re interested in
sourcing locally, they contact us,” he said.

Colorado School District Map

Describe District 11’s
Partnerships with Local
Producers.
For five years, District 11 has sourced
natural, grass-fed beef, both raw and
frozen, locally for District 11’s five high
schools. The hormone-free, antibioticfree meat is expanded to all 62 serving
locations this year. The district also
sources vegetables locally when it can.
Mostly, Rick says he works with large local
farms because they are better able to supply
the needed volume. He is looking to add
locally-grown fruits to his menu as well.

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org
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How Did You Get the Word
Out to the Community About
Your Farm to School Project?
In addition to creating a Farm to School
committee of parents, teachers and staff,
District 11 employed a savvy outreach
campaign to start a community-wide
conversation about food matters and
connect interested community members
through the web and social media. To
launch the conversation, the district
hosted two movie nights, drawing 100
or more people to screenings of “Food,
Inc.” and “Fresh.” These grounded the
community in reasons why Rick wanted
to pursue a healthy food project, and
he used speaking opportunities after
the films to describe his plans. To keep
people connected and engaged, Rick
also launched a website called the “D11
Good Food Project” (www.D11.org/FNS/
D11GoodFoodProject.htm and created
a Facebook page of the same D11 Good
Food Project name, where people can
sign up to be fans (164 have done so).
Rick also reached out to media, inviting
them to events and school tours, and
providing interviews. This has helped
expand awareness of the district’s efforts.

Who Supports Your Efforts
and Why?
District 11’s Good Food Project has
attracted a diverse array of supporters, but
Rick says most interest is “all centered
around the move toward more natural
food, toward better food that doesn’t
contain added or artificial ingredients.”
When provided with the knowledge of
the current food system, all groups have
gotten on board in the interest of making
sure kids are eating healthfully and
creating better food habits. Once parents,
teachers, and students were educated on
the current state of the food system and
the need for change, it was not difficult to
get them on board.

In addition, the district produces a
monthly “Know Your Food” newsletter
(see attached samples). It is distributed
to all parents and students with monthly
cafeteria menus and a new food issue
each month. There is a Harvest of the
month coloring page or child-friendly
recipes printed on the back.

What Were the Most
Successful Community
Outreach Activities?
”The Good Food Movie Series was great
for starting a dialogue in the community
about food,” said Rick. “People don’t

Which Tools Have Proven
Most Effective?
Rick says the “Know Your Food”
newsletters, the video showings , and
the Facebook page have been most
instrumental in building community
support and awareness.

Food… it sustains life. Good Food contributes to a good life!
When you stop and think about it, the nourishment that we obtain from eating food sustains our
lives. It stands to reason that the better food we consume, the better our lives will be.
So what is Good Food? Good Food is not a brand, or at least not in my book.
Characteristics of Good Food are the following:

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

No growth hormones, antibiotic free,
Fresh fruits and vegetables,
Whole grains,
Free of artificial dyes,
Free of artificial preservatives,
Free of hydrogenated oils (or Trans Fats),
No added sugars including high-fructose corn syrup,
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care about things until they understand
why they should care, so education and
outreach are critical.”
The movies provide an eye-opening
account of what’s in food and how it
is produced. And Rick also used these
to engage one of his most important
constituencies: the food service staff. “If
the staff doesn’t support it, it can’t work,”
he said. “Kitchen managers watched Food,
Inc. and were completely blown away.
This opened a dialogue with the staff about
issues and things they want to change.
Now they are completely engaged in the
change process even though serving good
food often means more work for them.”

Learn More
To access other resources such as Good
Food Project vision flyer; Know Your Food
newsletter;10 Reasons to Buy Local Food; please
visit: Good Food Project on Facebook
http://www.facebook.com/pages/D11-GoodFood-Project/254969185947?ref=ts.
Written by Scott Gossett Zephyr Winds Communications
Interviews Conducted by Lauren Tatarsky Colorado Farm to
School Intern

Design by Six Rivers Graphic Design
www.sixriversgraphicdesign.com

What Are Your Future Plans for
Outreach and Engagement?
“I’d like to see more in the media about
food and eating local, buying from the
farm, joining a CSA,” said Rick. He’s
also working to implement more ideas
within his sphere of control. The district is
working with LiveWell Colorado to bring
in a guest chef to conduct a school meals
assessment. Rick also hired an executive
chef for the district who will help reach
goals of minimally processed food for all
schools by 2012.

Photograph from Morguefile

Most importantly, and not surprisingly for
this outreach-oriented leader, Rick says
“we can’t sit in our offices. There has to be
outreach to get the community involved.”

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org

13

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org

TOPIC:
How do I engage my community around farm to school?
TOPIC:

November 2010

Models & Resources
How Local Farmers and Food Service Buyers are Building Alliances

USDA Agricultural Marketing Service, 2000
http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELDEV3102250&acct=wdmgeninfo
Explains in detail the specific needs and desires of select stakeholders involved in Farm to School.
Provides advice for how to reach out to stakeholders and make Farm to School beneficial for all
involved.

Eat Smart- Farm Fresh: A Guide to Buying and Serving Locally-Grown
Produce in School Meals
USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2005
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/guidance/Farm-to-School-Guidance_12-19-2005.pdf
This is a handbook that offers information on procurement, types and examples of Farm to School
distribution models, how to find locally grown food and farmers, menu planning considerations,
and strategies for success.

Farm to School: Minnesota Toolkit for Food Service

University of Minnesota, 2007
http://www.mn-farmtoschool.umn.edu/promoting_program_2.html
Advice for reaching out to teachers, students, and parents with links to videos, newsletters, and
other resources that schools around the nation have developed for community involvement.

Healthy Farms, Healthy Kids: Evaluating the Barriers and Opportunities
for Farm-to-School Programs
Community Food Security Coalition, 2001
http://foodsecurity.org/pub/HealthyFarmsHealthyKids.pdf
This Includes case studies with a focus on connecting to Farm to School stakeholders.

Road Map: Rethinking School Lunch Guide

Ecoliteracy, 2010
http://www.ecoliteracy.org/downloads/rethinking-school-lunch-guide
The support of parents, students, and other stakeholders can be crucial in ensuring the success
of a farm-to school meal program. Getting the message across about good food, health, and
nutrition is often a matter being heard through the noise of commercials and junk food packaging.
This section offers some ideas for helping to “sell” the new food policy to parents and students.

Know Your Food

CSSD11 Food and Nutrition Services, Sept. 2010
http://www.d11.org/fns/D11GoodFoodProject/KYF/Sept_Know_Your_Food.pdf
This is an example of how one Colorado district gets parents and students excited about fresh,
local food. The newsletter, which focuses on a different food topic each month, includes a letter
to students on one side and a letter to parents on the other, getting both groups engaged in
knowing their food.

D11 Good Food Project

CSSD11 Food and Nutrition Services, 2010
http://www.d11.org/fns/d11goodfoodproject.htm
Check out this website for an example of how one Colorado district is getting their community
excited about food and educating them on the health issues of processed food and the benefits
of local, fresh food.
www.coloradofarmtoschool.org
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How do I establish salad bars to showcase more fresh foods?

N ationally known “renegade

lunch lady” Ann Cooper is director
of nutrition services for Boulder
Valley School District, where she
spearheads efforts to bring more
fresh foods and healthy choices
into school cafeterias. nutrition at
the best price.
BVSD, the 8th largest of Colorado’s 178
public school districts, serves more than
28,000 students in 54 district and charter
schools in parts of Boulder, Broomfield
and Gilpin counties. Beginning in 2008,
the district started a multi-year program to
implement a sustainable model of scratchcooked, closer to the source, and fresh
foods. Ann, who has been advising the
district throughout this process, is now
responsible for implementing the district’s
vision: “All children of the Boulder Valley
School District will have daily access to
fresh, flavorful and nutritious food made
with wholesome and, when possible,
local ingredients so that every child may
thrive.”
Ann also runs the non-profit Food Family
Farming Foundation, whose LunchBox
website and other projects are dedicated
helping school districts across the country
implement healthy food programs.

Salad Bars Are Central to
Your Goals. Why Are They
Effective?
“I believe in salad bars in school, and I
believe in including the salad bar as an
option for all reimbursable and free and
reduced lunches,” said Ann. “We now
have salad bars in every school in BVSD,
K-12. Kids eat off of them. It works! Salad
bars are a great way to give kids choice,
and kids love choice. When you present
them with something where they can
choose and all the possible choices are
healthy, you give kids the chance to make
the right choices; you put the power
in their hands while helping to create
healthier lifestyles.”
Ann sees the next step as working with
kids around what their choices are,
ideally through the curriculum.

How does she manage it all? “I don’t
sleep,” jokes Ann.
www.coloradofarmtoschool.org
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Who Are You Currently
Sourcing From?

How Did BVSD Fund the Salad
Bars?

BVSD sources through the regular
channels. The district rarely sources
directly from farmers. Instead, the district
directs local farmers into the existing
supply chain. The district does encourage
wholesaler Federal Produce to buy from
the local producers, and the district has
directly sourced produce from Beyond
Organic CSA, Isabelle Farm, Food For
Thought (for apples, peaches, pears), Ela
Family Farms, and Wacky Apple.

Much of the planning work with Cooper
was partially funded through a publicprivate partnership, the School Food
Project (SFP), a unique task force of
community businesses, nonprofits,
activists, and district officials all dedicated
to improving the quality of food served to
children of the district. Local businesses
and dozens of local Boulder Valley
families have donated to the School Food
Project. SFP set a goal of raising $750,000
by the end of the 2010 – 11 school year.
To Ann, the willingness to fund change
signals a willingness to change, and that
is necessary for project success.

Why Focus on Salad Bars?

Photographs from thelunchbox.org

Initially, Ann did a lot of training with
school cooks about preparing foods for
the salad bar. Now, she has found greater
efficiency in running everything through
a central kitchen where the salad bar
ingredients are processed and sent off to
the schools, ready to be served.

“There is a direct connection between
salad bars and fresh food, but it may not
always be local food,” said Ann. In some
times of the year in some parts of the
country, salad bars can showcase local
food, but incompatibility between the
growing season and the school calendar
make it difficult to rely exclusively
on local food year-round. Ann enjoys
highlighting locally sourced ingredients
when they are available, but “local food
is not the reason” for salad bars.
www.coloradofarmtoschool.org

Ann advocates salad bars because “it’s
a good first step” but she sees the bars
as only part of needed systemic change
in the school food system. “Putting in
a salad bar gives kids choice, educates
them on fresh food, but isn’t systemic
change. Putting salad bars next to
chicken nuggets is problematic; kids
won’t choose the salad bars,” said Ann.
“So salad bars are not a systemic change,
but they provide kids a chance to make
the healthy choice and they begin the
process of getting fresh vegetables into
the schools.”
To Ann, the really hard change is the
center of the plate. At BVSD, salad
bars are part of a changed menu that
eliminates processed food. “For Farm to
School to be sustainable and systemic
we need to stop talking about fruits and
veggies as the side dish and start talking
about it at the center of the plate.”

Photograph from Morguefile.org

How Do You Stock the Salad
Bars?

What’s the Connection Between
the Salad Bars and Local Food?

November 2010
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Learn More

The LunchBox
http://www.thelunchbox.org/
Great American Salad Bar Project: Healthy
Tools to Help all Schools
http://saladbarproject.org/
Boulder Valley School District’s School Food
Project
http://bvsd.org/schoolfoodproject
Written by Scott Gossett Zephyr Winds
Communications
Interviews Conducted by Lauren Tatarsky Colorado
Farm to School Intern

How Can Other Districts
Acquire Funding to Follow
BVSD’s Lead?

Design by Six Rivers Graphic Design
www.sixriversgraphicdesign.com

Ann sees a district’s willingness to
prioritize funding for healthy foods as an
indicator of its ability to succeed with
healthy food projects. On average, a salad
bar costs $2,500 to install. “If they can’t
come up with that, they don’t want the
change,” she says. At the same time, she
advises cash-strapped districts to look for
assistance from her foundation, among
other sources. The foundation’s “Great
American Salad Bar Project” will donate
salad bars to 500-600 schools across the
country.
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N ow in its third year

of supporting a Farm to School
program, the Greeley-Evans
school district sources 16
produce items from local farms,
including romaine lettuce,
peppers and cherry tomatoes.
The district is now looking to expand to
source milk and proteins like grass-fed
beef from Weld County. The expansion
has been possible thanks to careful efforts
to lay the groundwork for ensuring food
safety, which remains a top priority for
food from all sources. Jeremy West, the
district’s Nutrition Services Directors,
explains how his district ensures food
safety for local produce.

Are Any Local Foods Processed
Before Delivery to Cafeterias?
Thanks to this district’s centralized
processing warehouse, local food is
unprocessed when it arrives at the
district’s door. Most fresh, local produce
is processed in the Greeley-Evan’s own
warehouse by a well-trained staff and sent
out to schools on a daily basis. Upon
arrival to the warehouse, the produce
is assessed for proper safety procedures
during delivery by warehouse staff before
being processed and sent off to individual
schools. The exception is romaine
lettuce, which must be processed at each
individual school to guarantee freshness
and safety. To aid with the fresh romaine,

Photograph by Morguefile
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“Farm visits are a must-do.
Visiting the farm lets me see
how the farm is run and how
the employees are trained.
It provides an extra level of
assurance.”
-Jeremy West
Jeremy outfitted each of his kitchens
with a salad spinner and provided video
instruction on how to chop lettuce.

What Documentation Do
You Require from Vendors
Concerning Food Handling and
Food Safety?
No matter what the source of the food,
Jeremy believes in showing, not trusting,
that the vendor is safe. That means using
careful documentation that is the same
for all vendors, verifying that the vendors
have safety procedures in place, and
asking to see vendors’ own inspection
records. For local farms, he goes one step
further, by stepping foot onto the farms.
“I think farm visits are a must-do,” he
says. “Visiting the farm lets me see how
the farm is run and how the employees
are trained. It provides an extra level of
assurance.”

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org
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Are There Certifications or
Official Standards to Guarantee
Certain Requirements Are Met?
If Not, How Do You Prioritize
Safety Requirements?
Because standards and certification
requirements are inconsistent, Jeremy
has declared a “Standard Operating
Procedure” that Farm to School produce
should be treated just like any other
produce and meet the same safety
standards. To ensure that the necessary
safety standards are met, Jeremy
developed an easy to read, digestible
HACCP form that is filled out by his
local producers. After a bit of training
and explanation, during which Jeremy
explains to his smaller producers the key
HACCP requirements and the general
rules of school food safety, producers

November 2010

complete the form, which is assessed by
Jeremy and his staff. Larger producers
are often HACCP or GAP certified,
making this process much easier; Jeremy
simply checks that their records are being
updated and that food safety is treated as
top priority by the producers. The USDA
still allows schools to purchase from
small farmers who may not be be GAP
(Good Agricultural Practices) or HACCP
(Hazard Analysis and Critical Control
Point) certified. However, USDA also
recommends that more stringent local,
county or state rules may apply.
To help individual schools in his district
learn to safely handle fresh produce,
Jeremy assembled a six-step guide
covering Farm to School and food
safety procedures (see attached). He
recommends checking local government
regulations regarding HACCP and GHP to
ensure safe handling procedures.“

Photograph by Kara Sample
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“Start with your local health department.
They can advise you about USDA or state
level requirements,” advised Jeremy. He also
recommends bringing the local growing
community to the table to discuss safety and
expectations. And Jeremy recommends including
food service employees and ensuring that they are
properly trained to safely process fresh produce.

Photograph by Emily Wigington

Who Needs to be “On Board” to
Ensure Safety of Locally Sourced
Foods?
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Do You Work with Local
Producers to Help Them
Compete?

What Are Important Safety
Issues for Districts to Keep in
Mind When Sourcing Locally?
Buying from local vendors offers the
advantage of being able to see the farm’s
systems in operation. Jeremy advises
making sure the water sources are safe
and adequate, looking at how the farm
addresses pests, handles manure and
other growing practices. And, he advises,
check their documentation to see not
just their safety plan, but how they
actually implement the plan. “Check their
records,” he advised.

Photograph by Kara Sample

The school district includes HACCP in the
bid process, but didn’t want to discourage
small local vendors who may lack the
sometimes costly certification. Jeremy
walks farmers through the bid process
and offers resources to help them get
their HACCP certification. These include
Servsafe classes through extension offices
and major vendors like Sysco.

Written by Scott Gossett Zephyr Winds
Communications
Interviews Conducted by Lauren Tatarsky Colorado
Farm to School Intern
Design by Six Rivers Graphic Design
www.sixriversgraphicdesign.com
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Models & Resources
Best Practices: Handling Fresh Produce in Schools

USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2010
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fns/safety/pdf/best_practices.pdf
Provides detailed advice on how to receive, wash, store, and prepare fresh produce in schools
in accordance with nation-wide safety procedures.

Five Steps to Food Safe School Gardening

University of Connecticut: College of Agriculture and Natural Resources
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/LIB/sde/pdf/DEPS/Nutrition/OPmemos/10/5stepsOM1010.pdf
Quick and easy-to-read guide for food safety in school gardens.

How to store fruit and vegetables

Growing for Market, 2009
http://thefamilytablefarm.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/Vegetable-Storage-Guidelines.pdf
Designed for home kitchens but information is useful to anyone storing fresh fruit and vegetables.

Produce Safety

US Food and Drug Administration (FDA), 2010
http://www.fda.gov/Food/ResourcesForYou/Consumers/ucm114299.htm
FDA guidelines for selecting, handling, and storage as well as FAQs about fresh produce safety
procedures.

A Checklist for Purchasing Local Produce

Iowa State University, 2005
http://www.mifarmtoschool.msu.edu/assets/files/checklistforlocalproduce.pdf
An excellent list of safety concerns to pay attention to, questions to ask of your local producers,
and safety requirements to follow.

USDA Good Agricultural Practices and Good Handling Practices Audit
Verification Checklist

USDA GAP and GHP Audit Program, 2009
http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELPRDC5050869
The checklist for GAP and GHP; this is a great tool for assessing the safety of a farm upon a farm
visit. By going through this checklist, SFA can assess the safety practices of a local farm.
21
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Weld County School District 6: HACCP Qualification Standards

Jeremy West, Nutrition Services Director, Greeley-Evans School District 6
www.coloradofarmtoschool.org. Go to Resources and scroll to Colorado Specific Resources
A sample questionnaire that can be presented to local farms to assure that the necessary safety
requirements are being met by the producer.

Receiving Farm to School Produce- Warehouse

Jeremy West, Nutrition Services Director, Greeley-Evans School District 6, 2009
www.coloradofarmtoschool.org. Go to Resources and scroll to Colorado Specific Resources
This is an example of how one Colorado district receives and processes fresh, local food. It is a
step-by-step process for receiving fresh fruits and vegetables at a central warehouse, including
a checklist for assessing food safety upon delivery.

Farm to School and Food Safety- A School Foodservice Director’s Guide

Jeremy West, Nutrition Services Director, Greeley-Evans School District 6, 2010
www.coloradofarmtoschool.org. Go to Resources and scroll to Colorado Specific Resources
A step-by-step list regarding food safety and Farm to School. This document provides guidance
on the most important steps to take while developing your Farm to School program to ensure
safety procedures are well established and consistently followed throughout the process.
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W ith 50+ Denver Public

Schools campuses now housing
school gardens, a produce stand
was sure to follow.
Youth Farmers’ Markets (YFM) are
springing up at schools around Denver,
including the Sun Valley region and a
bushel-full of other schools in “food
deserts,” areas without easy access to
supermarkets or fresh food. The farmers’
markets give these communities greater
access to fresh produce, and they give
kids access to additional practical
educational opportunities related to
the gardens.
The Youth Farmers’ Market is a
collaborative between Denver Urban
Gardens, Slow Food Denver and Denver
Youth Farmer’s Market Coalition. Cooking
Matters, another partner, provides
nutrition and cooking instruction via
informational booths at the markets.
The YFM grew from grassroots efforts at
several schools and the collaborative
effort between Slow Food Denver
and Denver Urban Gardens. And the
movement is not inconsequential. Last
year, in an eight-week operating season
running through September and October,
DPS’s YFMs moved 10,000 pounds of
produce from school gardens and CO
farms into the school communities.

Photograph by Judy Elliot

How Are Youth Farmers’ Markets Helping Eliminate ‘Food Deserts’?

“This community has one corner
store. Most folks have big families
but don’t have a car. The garden
is meant to be a multicultural
experience for the community,
helping the concept of a holistic
and healthy community to grow.”
-Maureen Hearty
Denver Urban Gardens Program Facilitator

Fairview YFM Is a Pioneer in the
Movement. How Did You Get
Started?
The Fairview YFM, in the West Denver
community of Sun Valley, is in its sixth
year of operation, delivering fresh
produce to a community of 1500 families
with an average household income below
$12,000/year.
“In the classroom, the kids were learning
about farming, sustainability, locality
and its impacts on the environment
and individual health,” said Maureen
Hearty, Denver Urban Gardens Program
Facilitator. “From there, the students
wanted to figure out how to purchase
the foods that they were learning about
and uphold the values of eating local.
The garden project grew from there, with
training in gardening and micro-business
strategies like managing funds and profit
and loss. “

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org
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Fairview started with grants from several sources,
including COPAN (Colorado Physical Activity and
Nutrition) a project of the Colorado Department of
Public Health and Environment, PPS (Project for
Public Spaces), LiveWell Colorado, and CU Health
Sciences Center with support from the Integrated
Nutrition Education Program.
However, the district-wide YFM movement started
four years ago on a shoestring budget: a one year
grant from the CO Department of Agriculture and
volunteer guidance from Denver Urban Gardens and Slow Food Denver. This year, the Denver YFM
Coalition received a new grant for the specific goal of expanding the program into more “food deserts.”
This grant funding also provides market research to help YFMs eliminate barriers to market success. For
example, free produce vouchers were handed out to community members to encourage visitation to the
YFMs on school grounds.

Photograph by Judy Elliot

How Is YFM Funded? What Happens
With Profits?

Price setting is up to each individual market. Host schools keep track of income, pounds sold and the
number of customers to report to the CO Department of Agriculture, and profits are plowed, so to speak,
back into the garden program.

What Are the Educational Goals
of YFM?
YFM provides a cross-curricular
educational opportunity for students. YFM
give students hands-on experience setting
up and running the market and handling
money. “No calculators are allowed at
some schools,” said Andrew Nowak of
Slow Food Denver, who is a trained chef,
with a PhD in psychology and an avid
gardener. “This helps kids practice their
addition and subtraction skills and starts
building basic financial literacy.”
At Fairview, food writer Kim Stewart
leads monthly lessons on cooking and
nutrition. With her help, Fairview is
assembling a YFM cookbook, which gives
kids an opportunity to share what they are
learning.
“Additionally, youth gain important
experience working as active team
members who learn to celebrate the
strengths of diversity showcased in the
many cultures of their community. The
lessons learned stress tolerance, respect
and incorporating the ways in which
www.coloradofarmtoschool.org

leadership skills can impact future
decisions in their lives”, said Judy Elliot,
the Education Coordinator for Denver
Urban Gardens.

How Does the Community Get
Involved?
In Sun Valley, a project that started with
a few kids planting seeds has blossomed
into a community affair. “We now have
an Intergenerational Volunteer program
run through Denver Urban Gardens and
CU Health Foundation,” said Judy. “This
has been great for providing multicultural
lessons and mentorship opportunities for
the kids. Healthy communities are not
healthy if there are not safe forums for
all aspects of the community.” As part
of the ‘employment application’ filled
out by potential youth farmers’ market
workers, parents agree to help maintain
the garden and/or spend hours working
at the market. This opportunity for adults
to contribute has blossomed into parents
using seasonal garden produce to prepare
healthy market dishes.
Fairview also throws a Harvest Festival
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each October, which brings in students,
parents and various groups promoting
healthy living. “We have a whole array of
arts and crafts and activities that speak to
different cultures to get them moving and
active and healthy,” said Judy. “And this
gives us a chance to get people excited
and involved so that we can keep this
thing going! At the school, we want to
support rather than manage projects in
order that the community can eventually
take over.”

Fairview Elementary School has recently
decided to begin the process of instituting
a school – wide Wellness team. And that
involvement is critical because ultimately,
the marketplace measures the success of
YFM. YFM is creating an oasis of fresh
food in communities across Denver,
but it is the communities, through their
involvement and support, that decide
whether the programs flourish.

Photograph by Judy Elliot

Where Does the Produce Come
From?
While the YFM is in part an opportunity
for kids to market the produce they
grow, the markets frequently offer
fruits and vegetables, both organic and
conventional, from Colorado farms as
well. School garden leaders, typically
parents, place orders for fresh produce at
wholesale prices. Andrew consolidates
the orders and handles the funds, and
a delivery service organized by Slow
Food Denver and funded by the CO
Department of Agriculture and Denver
Urban Gardens houses the deliveries in a
central cooler for sorting and pickup by
the YFM volunteers.

What Can Propel YFM to the Next
Level?
In Sun Valley, a garden stakeholders
group has formed to shore up resources
and engage different community groups
in supporting the garden and the goal
of growing a healthier community. With
support from DPS Wellness Office,

www.coloradofarmtoschool.org

November 2010

The Fairview Youth Farmer’s Market
has EBT access, which creates more
opportunity for low-income families
to purchase local produce using food
stamps. Increasing EBT opportunities at
more markets will help propel YFM to the
next level by changing the culture of food
stamp spending at corner markets with over
priced produce if any is sold there at all.

Learn More
Partner Organizations:
Denver Urban Gardens
http://dug.org/
Slow Food Denver
www.slowfooddenver.org
Cooking Matters
http://cookingmatters.org/cooking-matterscolorado/
Partner Farms:
Berry Patch Farms
http://www.berrypatchfarms.com/
Ela Family Farms
http://www.elafamilyfarms.com/
Forté Farm
http://fortefarmsinc.com
Palombos Farms
http://www.palombomarket.com/
Sakata Farms (303) 659-1559 (no website)
Vital Food Farms
http://nice-world.smogworks.com/content/
vital-foods-farms
Written by Scott Gossett Zephyr Winds
Communications
Interviews Conducted by Lauren Tatarsky Colorado
Farm to School Intern
Design by Six Rivers Graphic Design
www.sixriversgraphicdesign.com
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