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Preface  

Imagine you are a parent selecting a day care center for your three-year old. It's a 

decision that most working parents have to make, and one that makes you a bit 

ƴŜǊǾƻǳǎΥ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊǎΦ .ǳǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀ 

ŎƘƛƭŘŎŀǊŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŜǘǎ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀΥ ƛǘΩǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ƘƻƳŜΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǎŀŦŜ ŀƴŘ 

vibrant environment, the educators and staff are well-trained, and the center employs 

an enriching curriculum. The hours of care line up with your work schedule, too. 

But then you hear of another childcare center that meets all your criteria, plus has 

something ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΥ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŦŀǊƳǎ ǘƻ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŦǊŜǎƘ ƳŜŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ 

snacks to all the children throughout the day. In addition to receiving healthier meals, 

your child will learn about where her food comes from, who farms it, how food grows, 

and, along with the other children, she'll learn how to prepare it into delicious snacks. 

¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƴ ƻƴ-site garden where the children learn to eat what they sow. Parent 

cooking classes are also offered. 

¢ƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ȅƻǳ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛs on local, farm fresh 

food will be reflected in the price ǘŀƎΦ .ǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛŦ ƛǘ Ŏƻǎǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ 

the same as the center that serves hot dogs and pizza? What if children and parents 

all across the US had equal access to the best educational opportunities, including 

those that foster good health, regardless of their economic situation or location? 

Though no childcare setting is perfect, there is much that we know to look for in it 

based on research about the key components of quality early childcare. The elements 

of these criteria are increasingly more available to providers and parents, especially 

with new and ongoing improvements in state and federal agency standards. But there 

is a real challenge in how centers can practically and cost-effectively both meet the 

needs of their young learners and also fulfill requirements. This is particularly the case 

if we seek to provide the highest quality childcare that genuinely connects top-rated 

educational curricula with core components of farm to early childcare and education 

(farm to ECE) such as fresh and nutritious food (procurement), tailored food-based 

and experiential learning through activities like gardening, and engagement of family 

members.2 

Why is it important to make and enrich the food-education nexus in early childcare 

settings? 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ IŀǊǾŀǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ /ƘƛƭŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

child development now helps us to see healthy development as a causal chainτ

policies and programs across the public and private sectors affect the capacities of 

caregivers and communities to strengthen three foundations of healthy 

development: stable, responsive relationships; safe, supportive environments; and 

ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴΦέ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǇƘȅǎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ ǘƘat 

have lifelong impacts on cognitive development, physical growth, and behavioral 

outcomes.3  



From research conducted by the National Households Education Surveys Program (a 

study commissioned by the Department of Education) we know that approximately 

60 percent of US children under the age of six spend time in some sort of childcare 

(or non-parental care) setting on a weekly basis.4 Fifty-six percent of these young 

children are at a Head Start or other center-based setting.5 These children, depending 

on the care setting, typically consume breakfast and lunch (and possibly an afternoon 

snack) at these sites. While our licensing and regulations for care centers are designed 

to ensure the safety of the food young children consume, there is little consistency in 

terms of the quality of the food that is offered there. 

Research on the specific links between farm fresh food early in life and educational 

ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘΣ ƭŜǾŜǊŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ 

contributions of the farm to school (F2S) movement that targets kindergarten 

through 12th grade.6 Nonetheless, we do have many pieces of the farm to ECE puzzle 

that we can begin to fit together for testing impact and scale:7  

¶ More than one in five children ages two to five years are overweight or 

obese.8 

¶ Thirteen million children in the US suffer from food insecurity, meaning they 

live in a household with limited or uncertain access to food.9 Households 

with children vary in their levels of food insecurity depending on race and 

gender: Among those households that are food insecure, 30 percent are 

headed by single women, 22 percent by single men; 22 percent are Black 

(non-Latino) households, and 19 percent are Latino households.10  

¶ Early life experiences for children, such as lack of breast-feeding, too little 

sleep, and too much television can increase the risk of obesity later in life.11 

¶ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ƴŜǿ ŦƻƻŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ 

by the people around them.12 

¶ Early childcare providers have a unique opportunity to create a healthy 

environment for children to eat, play, and learn, while also educating parents 

about the benefits of healthy food practice.13 

¶ Federally supported early education programs, such as Head Start and Early 

Head Start, provide strong guidelines for nutritious meals and healthy 

activities that promote a positive environment for children and engagement 

of families. Similarly, the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) 

provides support and financial reimbursement to childcare settings (and 

others not discussed here) to promote the incorporation of healthy food and 

wellness practices within developmental and educational programs.14 

This mixture of realities and opportunities means that early care and education 

centers are ripe for learning more about farm to ECE and scaling up these 

experiences.15 

This report uses the 

definition of farm to ECE 

developed by the 

National Farm to School 

bŜǘǿƻǊƪΥ άΧŦƻƻŘ-based 

strategies and activities 

that support healthy 

development and 

learning goals in all types 

of early care and 

education (ECE) settings 

(e.g., preschools, 

childcare centers, family 

childcare homes, Head 

Start/Early Head Start 

and programs in K-12 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎύΦέ 



From the farm to school and farm to ECE sectors themselves, we know: 

¶ Increasing numbers of developmental research studies point to the critical 

role of good nutrition on brain development in early life, on educational 

outcomes, and on long-ǘŜǊƳ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΦ ό{ŜŜ ά¢ƘŜ .ŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ CŀǊƳ ǘƻ {ŎƘƻƻƭέ 

for more examples and research.16)  

¶ Early childcare providers increasingly are incorporating (54 percent) or plan 

to incorporate (28 percent) healthy and farm fresh food, gardening, or food-

based education activities into their programs, recognizing the learning and 

health values of doing so.17 

¶ Lessons between farm to school and farm to ECE are increasingly available 

for new practitioners. In particular, the lessons from more than two decades 

of farm to school activities can be leveraged and adopted to the farm to ECE 

approach, especially from organizations and partnership that have worked 

on this expansion in their communities. 

¶ Measures for encouraging childcare providers to incorporate healthier food 

into their meal offerings exist through federal funding and competitive 

grants, foundation funding, and supportive elements of health and economic 

security programs, such as the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 

Women, Infants, and Children (WIC); Child and Adult Care Food Program 

(CACFP); and Training and Technical Assistance Funds for Head Start, just to 

name a few. 

¶ There is a gap between the farm to ECE resources available (especially 

culturally relevant and inclusively designed materials) and the capacity of 

childcare providers to access and fully utilize them. 

¶ Programs are needed to link parents, care providers, farmers, and food 

providers meaningfully in comprehensive quality education planning and 

implementation. 

¶ There are model programs and policies that are available for stakeholders to 

learn from. 

Researchersτincluding Nobel Laureate in Economics James Heckman of the 

University of Chicagoτhave provided unequivocal evidence on the economic and 

social returns of investing in quality early childhood education.18 Much of the data 

from landmark, long-term studies of programs, such as the Abecedarian Project and 

the Perry Preschool Project, clearly show that quality early educational interventions 

create positive outcomes in almost eveǊȅ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ 

adulthood: academic success, better mental and physical health, lower crime rates, 

stronger marriages, and higher salaries.19 

The recent Road to High-Quality Early Learning Lessons from the States report by the 

Learning Policy Institute provides further examples from four states that are building 



strong and effective early childhood programs. How do we make sure that early 

childhood education continues to evolve with the best evidence and practice 

available? The Learning Policy InstituteΩs report teases out five key lessons that can 

be applied to the farm to ECE movement:  

1. Prioritize quality and continuous improvement, including monitoring and 

evaluation. 

2. Invest in training and coaching of teachers.  

3. Coordinate the administration of birth-through-grade-three programs, 

limiting isolation between early childcare and elementary school systems 

and beyond. 

4. Combine multiple funding sources to increase access and improve quality. 

5. Create broad-based coalitions and support.20 

What these lessons essentially tell us is that those involved in farm to school and farm 

to ECE need to keep observing, learning, and sharing practices and knowledge that 

help our children thrive in early childhood.  

Report Purpose 

It is with this spirit in mind that we will explore opportunities for learning from and 

leveraging policy development and implementation to continue to create a base of 

knowledge that can help practitioners from across sectors build bridges to support 

better health and educational opportunities for vulnerable children and their 

families. The following policy overview, developed in partnership with the National 

Farm to School Network and the BUILD Initiative, is intended both to share a broad 

spectrum of existing information about various experiences in building farm to ECE-

supportive policies and begin to point out how forging greater connections between 

current policies and the work of farm to ECE can benefit early childcare centers, 

children, and families.  

The Good Food, Great Kids* case studies are part of a series developed by pfc Social 

Impact Advisors for public use and dissemination via the book Good, Evil, Wicked: The 

Art, Science, and Business of Giving (Stanford University Press 2017), among other 

publicly accessible media. Information presented was gathered through desk 

research and 53 interviews with practitioners, policy and issue-area experts, funders, 

and other local and national stakeholders in the farm to early childcare and education 

and farm to school sectors. 

*This report borrows the phrase good food from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, which 
ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƻƻŘ ŀǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ άƘŜŀƭǘƘȅΣ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΣ ŦŀƛǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀōƭŜΦέ
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Introduction 

LŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ƳǳŎƘΦ 

τaŀǊƛƻƴ ²ǊƛƎƘǘ 9ŘŜƭƳŀƴΣ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 5ŜŦŜƴǎŜ CǳƴŘ 

Since the late 1990s, policymakers have increasingly recognized the overlapping 

impacts that a set of complex and interconnected όƻŦǘŜƴ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǿƛŎƪŜŘΩύ21 

problemsτincluding poor nutrition and obesity, fragmented food systems, and lack 

of equity in educationτhŀǾŜ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘǊƛǾŜ. The policy movement that 

has grown in response to this cluster of problems is a corresponding melting pot of 

different policy strands. It draws together a diverse set of actors with differing 

backgrounds and perspectives from the healthcare, education, and other social 

justice movements that focus their efforts on the young children (and their families) 

who need quality health and educational resources the most.  

The childhood obesity crisis has been a driving force for many proposed health-

promotion policy and program strategies.  Beginning in 2002 with federal initiativesτ

such as the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP), which brings children healthy 

snacks during the school dayτthese programs have continued to expand thanks to a 

combination of growing political, media, and public attention to childhood obesity, 

ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŦŀƳƻǳǎƭȅ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ōȅ CƛǊǎǘ [ŀŘȅ aƛŎƘŜƭƭŜ hōŀƳŀΩǎ [ŜǘΩǎ aƻǾŜΗ 

Campaign launched in 2010. This movement has been supported by data from the 

medical community, indicating that programs like FFVP can have a positive and lasting 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŦƻƻŘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎΦ22  

Key elements of these programs were pioneered somewhat earlier in agricultural 

policy, particularly at the state level, to address a different set of problems revolving 

around local food systems and economic support for small agricultural producers. 

One early example began in the state of Florida, where farmers launched a farm to 

school (F2S) program during the 1996/1997 school year in far northern Gadsden 

County. In this case, the primary intent was to benefit minority farmers by turning to 

school districts as potentially profitable markets for some crops.23 More 

comprehensive F2S projects were taking shape around the country, most notably the 

Edible Schoolyard spearheaded by chef Alice Waters of Berkeley, CA, and other 

efforts that looked more intentionally at how fresh, local produce could be a part of 

the curriculum, as well as the meals served in schools.24 

Finally, the increasing focus on programs affecting child nutrition in the education 

policy space may coincide with a slow decline in momentum for the education reform 

movement of the late 1990s and early 2000s, whose peak was the bipartisan No Child 

Left Behind Act of 2001. This movement tended to view educational achievement as 

a problem that was difficult, but largely solvable, through improvements to the 

educational system itself. It suggested that, like any self-contained system, one could 

quantify teacher, student, and school performance and maximize desirable 

outcomes.25 By December 2015, there was bipartisan recognition of the limitations 

of the No Child Left Behind approach, made clear by the Every Student Succeeds Act 
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(ESSA), which reauthorized and broadly revised No Child Left Behind. As discussed 

below, ESSA contains various provisions inviting a broader variety of stakeholders and 

initiating a shift in orientation toward a more holistic understanding of child success 

and well-being, including better nutrition.  

Bringing Better Nutrition and Quality Early Education Together 

Recently, this shift has resulted in 

greater attention to the ways in which 

early childhood circumstances 

influence long-term outcomes. There is 

new interest in seeing how early 

childhood interventions can support 

better physical and cognitive 

achievement later in life. This trend is 

seen in the influence of cradle to career 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ IŀǊƭŜƳ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

Zone and the growing community of 

two-generation strategies in which 

both parents and children are 

recognized as part of a multi-

generational system of interconnecting 

and reinforcing decisions and 

consequences.26 At the highest policy 

ƭŜǾŜƭǎΣ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘǎ 

made by President Obama to support 

early learning, proposing equitable access for low-ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ άtǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ 

!ƭƭέ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳing and greater investments in Early Head Start.27   

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƳ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǿŀƴǘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ 

Nevertheless, how we pursue more holistic and equitable strategies that address the 

link between health and education, and how those strategies are funded, define the 

task ahead. In particular, making the connection between knowing that good food is 

imperative to child development and highlighting successful strategies and research 

that point out how healthy food can be integrated as an affordable and not overly-

burdensome part of early learning programs continues to be a challenge. There are 

policy opportunities on both sides of this spectrum; the trick is to find, support, and 

fund the nexus points. 

The following section provides an overview of how some advocates and policymakers 

have sought to address the complex system of early childhood well-being through 

early childhood healthy food and learning initiatives. It is followed by some ideas for 

finding nexus points within farm to school and farm to ECE strategies and concluded 

with recommendations for both connecting interested stakeholders and moving 

common agendas forward.  








































































