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Expanding Agricultural Education through Food—School Faculty Perceptions of the Farm to School Program’s Impact on the Community

Introduction
Childhood obesity is a nationwide concern as obesity rates climb and children are developing adult illnesses due to malnutrition and excess weight (Manson & Bussuk, 2003, CDC, n.d.) Families’ food budgets are often spent on processed foods and fast food items. These items provide a higher calorie/dollar ratio making individuals feel as if they are getting more food for their money (Inglis, Ball, & Crawford, 2009). In actuality, they are not getting adequate nutrients for proper growth and development. Whole foods have a higher cost per calorie and also require time and expertise to prepare into a wholesome satisfying meal which is contrary to the common desire for convenience when preparing a meal (Drewnowski & Darmon, 2005). Additionally, many whole fruits and vegetables are seasonal with applicable price fluctuations throughout the growing seasons. Knowledge and planning are required to seek the best prices and take advantage of the freshest produce. Many produce items are unfamiliar and individuals are unwilling to spend a portion of their food budget on produce they don’t know how to select and prepare or if it will taste good (Anzman-Frasca, Marini, Savage, Fischer, & Birch, 2011). Positive exposures to new foods can create lasting associations that may result in increased consumption of that food (Furst, Connors, Bisogni, Sobal, & Falk, 1996).

Conceptual Frame
According to the food choice model (Furst et. al, 1996), ideals, personal factors, resources, social framework, and food context influence food choices. Opportunities exist to impact choices by addressing these influences through the education system. One such model currently being adopted is the Farm to School program. Farm to School is broadly defined as a program that connects schools (K-12) and local farms with the objectives of serving healthy meals in school cafeterias, improving student nutrition, providing agriculture, health, and nutrition education opportunities, and supporting local and regional farmers. (National Farm to School Network, nd). Currently, are approximately 12, 429 schools in all 50 states involved in the program (NFSN, 2013). Exposing students to such a program creates opportunity to impact the resource, social framework, and food context influences included in the food choice model. To assess the potential success of such a program in (State), faculty perceptions at a participating school were sought.

Methodology
All faculty in a Farm to School participating school district were invited to complete a questionnaire during a routine faculty meeting. Of the 69 potential respondents, 33 chose to participate in the study for a 48% response rate. The questionnaire asked respondents to indicate their level of agreement using a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Means and standard deviations were calculated for each statement using Excel software. 

Results
Faculty indicated their level of agreement to statements regarding the impact of the Farm to School program. Overall, faculty slightly agreed that the Farm to School program would improve the health of students and their families (M=5.03, SD=.81) and that students would educate their parents on how to grow vegetables after their Farm to School training (M=4.94, SD=.88). Participant responses also indicated slight agreement that the partnership between the school and local producers would improve the local economy (M=5.00, SD=.87). When asked if they supported implementing the Farm to School Program, responses indicated the faculty strongly agreed (M=5.94, SD=.24). Statement means can be found in Table 1.

Table 1
Faculty perceptions of Impacts of the Farm to School program on the Community

	Statement
	M
	SD

	Students will educate parents on how to grow vegetables after their training in Farm to School
	4.94
	.83

	Farm to School will improve the local economy 
	5.00
	.87

	Farm to School will improve health of students and their families.
	5.03
	.81

	Local farmers will benefit from implementation of Farm to School Program
	5.24
	.87

	I support implementing the Farm to School Program 
	5.94
	.24

	Note: 1-6 scale with 1=strongly disagree and 6=strongly agree
	
	




Conclusions
The overall perceptions of the faculty at a school involved in the Farm to School Program were positive. Teachers believed participating in the program would benefit the community in several ways. The program has a positive reputation among adults. The Farm to School curriculum offers opportunities to impact the resource, social framework, and food context influences of the food choice model by providing exposure in a safe environment (Furst, et al, 1996). Participants believed that this exposure would result in positive food choices by the students and also positively impact food choices of their families. Additionally, participants supported the idea that (monetary) resources could be impacted by the program and result in more money being spent in the local economy for locally produced food.

Recommendations
At the time of implementation, the farm to School Program had a positive reputation among faculty at the school. Efforts should be made to include as many school faculty as possible in the implementation of the program, capitalizing on their positive attitudes to reach as many students as possible. Follow up should be done to determine if the program outcomes were what faculty expected. Respondents indicated belief that student health would improve as a result of participation in the program. While student health might be difficult to assess, students could be questioned to determine if they are more knowledgeable about nutrition and if their habits have improved since the start of the Farm to School program. Parents could also be contacted to gain insight into how information from the school reaches family members of involved students. Participants also believed the local economy would be positively impacted due to the partnership between the school and local farmers. Producers involved in the program could be contacted to gain insight into their perceptions of program impact. 
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