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Abstract

Although there is a wealth of research on farm-to-
school programs (F'TS), less has been published
about farm to early care and education programs
(ECE). This paper examines the results of partici-
pating in a farm-to-ECE procurement pilot pro-
gram on provider practices across the three core
elements of farm to ECE: (1) purchasing, (2) gar-
dening, and (3) nutrition and education activities.
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In order to address the geographic and funding
constraints of an existing procurement pilot,
Michigan offered an expansion of this model so
that ECE sites could take part in a learning collab-
orative. They did this by examining the effective-
ness of evidence-based practices in obtaining
locally grown foods from a variety of sources
among ECE sites, for statewide replication. Partici-
pation included self-assessment of learning envi-
ronments using a nationally available, validated
instrument to determine pre- to post-test changes
in farm-to-ECE practices and what, if any, changes
in practices might have occurred for those partici-
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pating in the procurement pilot, with the goal of
sharing what was learned statewide. Key findings
include improvements of statistical significance
from pre-test to post-test and changes in best prac-
tices among participants using Go NAPSACC,
with the top three most improved practices involv-
ing garden-based practices. The role of self-assess-
ment, funding, and limitations are discussed, along
with implications for practice and further research.

Keywords
farm-to-ECE programs, early care and education,
nutrition, procurement

Introduction

The integration of food, nutrition, and agriculture
education, increased purchasing through local
sources, and on-site gardening began in a handful
of schools in the late 1990s as part of farm-to-
school initiatives. This has expanded to over 75%
of schools reporting serving local food and over
67,000 schools in all 50 states participating in farm
to school in 2019 (U.S. Department of Agriculture
[USDA], 2021).

Extant research supports benefits associated
with farm-to-school (FTS) and health, education,
and economic outcomes (National Farm to School
Network [NFSN], 2020) and research suggests stu-
dents participating in FTS are more likely to try
new foods, increase consumption of fruit and vege-
tables, and be physically active (Joshi et al., 2008;
Moss et al., 2013; Yoder et al., 2014). FTS activities
may also have a positive effect on social skills, as
well as school engagement and academic achieve-
ment (NFSN, 2020). However, less has been
research published regarding farm to eatly care and
education (ECE), for a variety of reasons. Among
the barriers of cost, limited staff to develop and
implement activities and prepare food, lack of
access or knowledge of local foods, and issues with
family engagement (Riemer Bopp et al., 2022d), its
relatively late emergence in the early care and edu-
cation setting compared with FTS results in a lack
of empirical offerings. This paper aims to contrib-
ute to the body of farm-to-ECE literature in shar-
ing the results of an evaluation of a procurement
pilot for eatly care and education sites, determining
if and how practices in supporting farm-to-ECE
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changed through patticipation in an expanded pilot
program.

Background

It is important to understand the nuances of farm-
to-ECE with the framework offered by FTS. This
is true not only in terms of the application across
sites, differences in nutritional needs, and funding
availability for a younger population, but also in
how the pandemic affected the ECE sector and the
overlap that is created with farm-to-ECE.

Farm to Early Care and Education
Farm-to-ECE consists of the same strategies as
farm to school, including specific activities to (1)
increase access to nutritious, locally produced
foods; (2) encourage gardening; and (3) engage in
education about food, nutrition, and agriculture in
early care and education settings. These three
aspects are considered the “core elements” of
farm-to-ECE (NFSN, 2020). Farm-to-ECE can be
used across early care and education settings to
help children learn where food comes from and
about nutrition, which is one reason why it is
appealing. Options in ECE vary, but farm-to-ECE
can take place in every type of eatly care and edu-
cation setting, including child-care centers and fam-
ily child-care homes, as well as Head Start
programs and preschools housed in kindergarten to
twelfth grade (K-12) school districts. This is one
aspect that sets farm-to-ECE apart from FTS.
Whereas in FTS, replication may be accom-
plished from school to school more easily, the vari-
ous types of early care and education settings
suggest a more nuanced approach across the three
core elements identified above. Differences in
enrollment, in addition to variances across states in
carly learning standards, invite variability in pro-
grams and implementation for farm-to-ECE. While
K-12 students have minimum requirements for
nutrition education each year as part of the Richard
B. Russell National School Lunch and H.R. 3800
Nutrition Education Acts (Beckwith et al., n.d.), no
such federal mandates exist for ECE sites. Another
notable difference is the smaller purchasing volume
of ECE sites comparted to their K-12 counterparts
(Bloom et al., 2022). Despite these challenges,
there are sites committed to farm-to-ECE, with
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top motivations indicated in the 2021 National
Farm to Eatly Care and Education Provider Survey
as “providing fresher or higher-quality food to
children” and to “provide children with experi-
ential learning” (Riemer Bopp et al., 2022d).

Childhood Health and Well-Being Trends
About 12 million children not enrolled in public
school are in child-care (Child Care Aware of
America, 2019), spending an average of 25 hours
per week in care outside of the home (National
Center for Education Statistics, 20106). As a result,
ECE programs ate in a unique position to provide
high quality food as part of the learning environ-
ment for the young children in their care
(Benjamin-Neelon, 2018). National data indicate
that almost 25% of preschool children are over-
weight or obese (Ogden et al., 2016), and the state
in which the pilot took place was ranked 23 out
of 50 states for obese and overweight children
(Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2020). Al-
though childhood obesity rates have been declin-
ing, obesity rates among preschool-aged children in
the U.S. began to increase again starting in 2014
(Sanyaolu et al., 2019). Beginning in 2008, the
percentage of 2- to 4-year-old children identified as
obese in the state participating in the pilot Special
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women,
Infants, and Children (WIC program) declined, but
recently the percentages started to trend upward
again, with noted increases in BMI across age
groups during the pandemic (Korioth, 2021).

The Child and Adult Care Food Program
(CACFP) is one mechanism for funding nutritious
foods in eatly care and education settings. Research
suggests that participating in CACFP is associated
with an increased compliance with nutrition rec-
ommendations (Andreyeva et al., 2018; Andreyeva
& Henderson, 2018), particularly in home-based
child-care settings (Erinosho et al., 2018). It has
also been shown to increase family engagement
opportunities and address food security issues
(Stephens et al., 2021). Additionally, CACFP can
be used to purchase local fruits and vegetables,
addressing a common cost batrier to serving
healthy foods (Lee et al., 2022), while simultane-
ously increasing the nutrient density of the foods
served. The 2021 National Farm to ECE Provider
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Survey found a statistically significant association
of between sites purchasing and serving local foods
and receipt of CACFP funding (Riemer Bopp et al.,
2022b). However, ECE providers also shared pet-
ceived barriers of knowing how to order local
items and using CACFP to purchase local foods
(Riemer Bopp et al., 2022b), suggesting a further
need for farm-to-ECE outreach and support.

Benefits of Farm to Early Care and Education
Although the research in FTS spans decades, peer-
reviewed research in farm-to-ECE is only begin-
ning to emerge. The available studies are promising
in suggesting participation in farm-to-ECE has
positive impacts, such as young children showing
increased willingness to try new fruits and vegeta-
bles (Dannefer et al, 2018; Sharma et al., 2015) and
increasing fruit and vegetable consumption (Carroll
et al.,, 2011; Meinen et al., 2012; Nanney et al.,
2007; Williams et al., 2014). These positive impacts
can extend to families due to the implementation
of farm-to-ECE, with families increasing the avail-
ability of and serving more local foods at home
(Nanney et al., 2007).

Early care and education providers have long
recognized the incredible importance of the first
years of a child’s life. Equally vital is that children
develop a willingness to try new foods as they
develop preferences at an early age (Shedd et al.,
2018). This can set the stage for healthy eating for
the rest of their lives. Although birth to age 5 is
considered an optimal time for development
(National Research Council & Institute of Medi-
cine Committee on Integrating the Science of Farly
Childhood Development, 2000), the period of eatly
childhood faces significant challenges. Childhood
obesity poses a risk not only for health, but also for
social-emotional issues, which affect learning out-
comes (Hemmingson, 2018). For children who are
not in high quality eatly care and education set-
tings, including those with access to nuttitious
food, delays in cognitive, social, and emotional
development can further impact school readiness
(Denham et al., 2012; Halfon et al., 2012).

Impact of the Pandemic on Farm-to-ECE

At its core, farm-to-ECE brings together two
seemingly disparate yet intertwined systems with
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common goals (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention [CDC], 2023). Both ECE and food sys-
tems, particularly those working within them, were
deeply affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Both
sectors employ “frontline workers,” a subcategory
of essential workers unable to fulfill their work
responsibilities from home but more likely to be
paid less and come from “socioeconomically disad-
vantaged backgrounds” (Blau et al., 2020, p. 3).

The Effect of the Pandemic on Early Care

and Edncation

The COVID-19 pandemic disproportionately
affected child care, which was considered one of
the hardest-hit employment sectors during the pan-
demic (Banghart et al., 2022). Data from October
2022 indicated that 102,400 jobs in the eatly care
and education sector had been lost since February
2022 (Center for the Study of Child Care Employ-
ment, 2022). A national survey of ECE providers
in 2021 discovered that despite the pandemic and
its effect on child care, providers were committed
to implementing farm-to-ECE activities (Riemer
Bopp et al.,, 2022a). However, the same survey
found that participation was more likely to occur
for white enrollees than their Black counterparts at
levels of statistical significance (Riemer Bopp et al.,
2022¢).

An understanding of who is participating in
farm-to-ECE and how they are participating is
essential, as it is underscored by data reporting the
pandemic did not affect local food purchasing sig-
nificantly. Providers were also able to leverage
funding sources such as CACFP to increase eligi-
bility for meals and to help families access meals
during school closures, although only 2% of those
indicating farm-to-ECE participation reported
additional grants or local food incentive funding in
addition to using CACFP (Riemer Bopp et al.,
2022a).

National waivers for programs such as the
National School Lunch Program, School Breakfast
Program, Summer Food Service Program, and the
Seamless Summer Option offered congregate feed-
ing and flexibilities for meal pick-up but were
mostly aimed at K-12 children (Policy Equity
Group & National Farm to School Network,
2021). Waivers in place for CACFP programs
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offered needed flexibility and increased access to
healthy meals for children (Food Research and
Action Center, 2022), but may not have addressed
staffing or other financial issues for program
administration (Policy Equity Group & National
Farm to School Network, 2021).

The Effect of the Pandemic on the Food System
During the first year of the pandemic, over 800
meat-packaging, food-processing, and farm facili-
ties in the U.S. were affected by COVID-19 cases
(Aday & Aday, 2020). Consumer behavior and put-
chasing choices were affected by decreased staff in
grocery stores and other food retail outlets, with
reduced staff in these locations and supply-chain
issues affecting the availability of products (Aday &
Aday, 2020). With grocery or retail stores indicated
as the first choice for local food procurement
among respondents in the 2021 National Farm to
ECE Provider Sutrvey (Riemer Bopp et al., 2022b),
limitations on purchases could be problematic for
home-based child care providers using these
options as their sole source of food purchasing.
However, as with their ECE counterparts,
there are examples of farmers and food producers
who worked to ensure access to local product dur-
ing the pandemic. One model is the farmers and
food producers who facilitated the selection and
delivery of products to eatly care and education
settings online or through “virtual farm stands,” as
successfully demonstrated in Iowa (Hoffman et al.,
2017). Similarly, other core elements of farm-to-
ECE were implemented through alternate means,
including support for gardening and nutrition and
agricultural education through virtual learning and
virtual farm visits (CDC, 2023). At the height of
the pandemic, providers who closed temporarily
were able to participate virtually in professional
development about farm-to-ECE and, once able to
open again, to implement gardening and outdoor
learning activities with young children that enabled
physical distancing (NFSN, 2022). Providing food
from an onsite garden during the pandemic was
listed among the top four strategies reported by
providers participating in the 2021 National Farm
to ECE Provider Survey and was used for taste
testing, nutrition education, and to supplement
food purchasing (Riemer Bopp et al., 2022a). In
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other words, ECE sites worked with farmers and
food producers to implement all three core ele-
ments of farm-to-ECE during the pandemic.

Study Context

The Farm to Early Care and Education Implemen-
tation Grant (FIG) Procurement Pilot was funded
as part of Michigan’s funding opportunity through
the Association for State Public Health Nutrition-
ists (ASPHN) year 3 award. The FIG Procurement
Pilot was an expansion of a pilot program estab-
lished three years prior, in 2018, as a subset of
grant funding from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation
(Shedd, 2022). The initial farm-to-ECE pilots were
created to help ECE staff in three communities in
Michigan identified as high need based on social
determinants of health access to obtain locally
grown foods. This included sourcing directly from
farmers for use in meals, snacks, and as part of
their educational activities, but also accessing from
farmers markets, food hubs, and distributors.

The pilots were designed to develop sourcing
solutions at the local level as part of a collective
local food solution based on the needs and goals of
communities. Additionally, participant feedback
was intended to drive and develop a shared learn-
ing collaborative, as participating sites met regularly
for discussions about farm implementation strate-
gles and training and technical assistance opportu-
nities to address the other two core elements of
gardening and nutrition and agriculture education.

The FIG Procurement Pilots were intended to
expand on the existing procurement pilot by offer-
ing participation opportunities for additional early
care and education sites beyond the three priority
communities, including rural and underserved
communities beyond the initial three priority com-
munities. By expanding the geographic boundaties,
ECE sites across the state were eligible for the
funding opportunity, and also were able to take
part in a learning collaborative and have access to
the same support for training and technical assis-
tance. Ultimately, what was learned would answer
the questions of if and how participation in a pro-
curement pilot could elicit changes in implementa-
tion of farm-to-ECE, with the goal of using what
was learned to help inform and support statewide
farm-to-ECE efforts.

Volume 13, Issue 1 / Fall 2023

Methods

The FIG Procurement Pilot mirrored the same
process for participation as the original pilot. Prior
to sharing information about the opportunity, the
project was approved by the Michigan State Uni-
versity Institutional Review Board (IRB). A
request for applications (RFA) was distributed
through the state’s Farm to Early Care and Educa-
tion (ECE) Network two times (in November
2021 and February 2022), sharing the application
and criteria for participation. FIG Procurement
Pilot applicants were encouraged to consider all
three core elements of farm-to-ECE in their appli-
cations, as well as how their proposals would
address continued implementation of farm-to-
ECE in their programs beyond the funding of the
procurement pilot. The email announcement and
RFA offered examples of how funding might be
used, including but not limited to purchasing of
gardening supplies such as materials for raised
beds, seeds, soils, and equipment for classroom
gardens, purchase of specific kitchen equipment
for classroom tasting demonstrations, purchase of
a community supported agriculture (CSA) mem-
bership to increase local sourcing options, and
encouraging other ideas that would increase and
sustain local buying capacity. Specific expectations
for participation, including completion of self-
assessments and participation in the learning col-
laborative, were also shared with the RFA an-
nouncement. Additional expectations included
participating in the virtual learning collaborative to
share challenges and best practices, receiving train-
ing and technical assistance regarding local food
procurement, gardening, and nutrition education
(with professional development credit in the pro-
vider registry system available), and having access
to additional free farm-to-ECE resources either
through Go NAPSACC or the monthly farm-to-
ECE Procurement Pilot newsletter.

Each site completed a farm-to-ECE Go
NAPSACC self-assessment and an action plan in
Go NAPSACC to support its application upon
award notification. This enabled the identification
of baseline data regarding best practices in farm-to-
ECE, as well as the creation of a guide for the
implementation of farm-to-ECE practices for the
provider during the pilot. Participants had access to
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the online Go NAPSACC platform to view their
self-assessment data in real time and could see the
number of best practices met, as well as their
action plan. They also had access to the online
training and resources in the platform and could
update their progress toward identified goals in
their action plan at any time.

Fach month a newsletter was sent to Procure-
ment Pilot participants sharing specific resources
for purchasing local food, gardening in early care
and education settings both inside classrooms and
outdoors, nutrition and agticulture education, fam-
ily engagement strategies, racial equity in eatly care
and education, and grant or funding opportunities
for farm-to-ECE. An additional section enabled
sites to share about implementation of farm-to-
ECE at their site, encouraging “show and tell”
between and among sites using an additional
delivery mechanism.

Participation

Early care and education sites providing for chil-
dren age five and under were eligible for participa-
tion, but participation could not be limited to only
after-school care. Participation in CACEFP was not
a requirement, but sites received regular informa-
tion regarding the program and additional technical
assistance about CACFP if desired.

Participants in the FIG cohort could apply for
and receive up to US$500 in subgrants. Most appli-
cants applied for the full amount of funding,
although there were a few that did not. The first
expansion application was distributed in November
2021 with 20 sites applying and 20 sites funded.
The second expansion application was distributed
in February 2022, with 45 sites applying and 11
funded. Across both application distributions, a
total of 65 sites applied for up to US$500 in fund-
ing per site, with both cohorts concluding support
in October 2022. In total, the FIG cohort allocated
US$14,479 in farm-to-ECE funding to 31 sites for
an average award of US$467.06. Funding impacted
1,214 children across 17 counties.

Data Collection
Upon receipt of funding, participants needed to

complete a farm-to-ECE pre-assessment in Go
NAPSACC (Ward et al., 2017) and create an action
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plan in Go NAPSACC supportive of their applica-
tion. Go NAPSACC is a national, validated,
strengths-based tool with evidence of positive health
changes for early care and education settings and the
children enrolled in them, including reduced obesity
and improved nutrition environments (Ward et al.,
2008), improved provider and family nutrition
knowledge (Alkon et al., 2014), and ECE physical
activity best practices (Bonis et al., 2014).

A Go NAPSACC farm-to-ECE post-assess-
ment was also expected to be completed at the
conclusion of the grant petiod, or approximately 6
months after the pre-assessment, to enable pre-
and post-test comparison. Participants were
emailed a link to complete a procurement pilot
grant survey in Qualtrics consisting of 12 multiple
choice, yes or no, and short response questions
(Appendix). The goal of the survey was to learn
more about the sites receiving funding, the farm-
to-ECE activities in which they participated, chal-
lenges and successes in implementation of those
activities, and resources used and the degree of
helpfulness of those resources in supporting their
implementation.

Participants were emailed at the conclusion of
the procurement pilot period (mid-August 2022) to
complete the post—farm-to-ECE self-assessment in
Go NAPSACC, allowing at least 6 months
between pre- and post-assessment. They were pro-
vided a link to an end-of-grant survey in Qualtrics.
The survey was sent to all the procurement pilot
participants, including those funded as part of the
original pilot, with a reminder email sent approxi-
mately one week after the original email.

Analysis

Demographic data about the FIG cohort was
gleaned from information participants provided as
part of their Go NAPSACC profiles using the
online Go NAPSACC software (Ward et al., 2017).
Additional analysis of Go NAPSACC data was
conducted to determine what changed from pre- to
post-scores in farm-to-ECE practices and what, if
any, best practices might have occurred. Data from
the FIG cohort list was gleaned from the Go
NAPSACC farm-to-ECE self-assessment summary
report (Ward et al., 2017) available in digital format
on demand upon the end of the grant period. Per
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instructions from GO NAPSACC’s farm-to-ECE
analysis tool provided by the University of North
Carolina (E. Clarke, personal communication, Feb-
ruary 2, 2022), in spring 2022, the data set was
cleaned and entered into an analysis tool provided
by the University of North Carolina for this pur-
pose. The analysis tool (an Excel spreadsheet pre-
populated with formulas) enabled the user to
import a specified set of Go NAPSACC data and
perform paired sample t-tests and calculate the
change in score (comparing pre-test to post-test),
determining if the outcome was of statistical
significance (p-value).

Although the survey had questions that would
enable the extraction of data specific to the FIG
cohort, many providers did not answer this ques-
tion (date of procurement pilot participation) or
indicated “unsute.” As a result, it is difficult to
filter or discern between the two funding sources
with confidence, and the survey data were analyzed
looking at both funding sources combined and
reported in aggregate form. Additionally, content
analysis of the open-ended responses using induc-
tive coding was conducted to look for broad
themes (Holton, 2007).

Results

Information on the type of provider participating
in the procurement pilot, as well as practices
around foodservice, help to frame the results. After
a limited review of demographic information about
the providers is shared, analysis of the Go

Figure 1. Child-Care Setting Types of Study Participants

NAPSACC is offered, noting a key takeaway of
participants demonstrating improvements in total
score and best practices at levels of statistical sig-
nificance, with the top three improved practices
involving gardening. Content analysis of the survey
offers support for some of the quantitative results.

Demographic information provided from the
Go NAPSACC website indicates that participants
were from a mix of center-based, family child-care,
and school-based prekindergarten sites (Figure 1).
All but three indicated that they provided full-day
care and provided food to the children in their
care.

Of the 31 sites, 26 sites (83.8%) indicated that
food was prepared by the kitchen and five indi-
cated that food was sent with families to be pre-
pared in their own homes. Go NAPSACC also
enabled sites to indicate their participation in
CACFP; 22 sites (71.0%) in the FIG cohort indi-
cated participation. Based on Go NAPSACC data,
29 of 31 (93.5%) sites served breakfast and lunch.
Both sites not offering breakfast and lunch did not
participate in CACFP. An additional examination
of meal participation shows 30 of 31 sites (96.8%)
offered snacks, and nine (29.0%) offered dinner.

Farm-to-ECE Best Practices

A total of 22 sites (out of 31 total F1IG-funded pro-
curement pilot sites) completed both pre- and
post—self-assessments for analysis. Paired sample t-
tests indicated that sites completing pre- and post-
assessment improved from pre- to post-test by a

School-Based PreK

Family Child Care

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 1

4 16
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mean of 13.9 (p <.001) and improved the percent-
age of best practices from pre- to post-assessment
by a mean of 14.9 (p <.001). At post-assessment,
40.9% of programs had post—self-assessments
scores meeting greater than 50% of best practices.
Among 19 farm-to-ECE practices in the self-
assessment, 18 saw a change across the period of
data collection (Table 1). The top three practices
with greatest change were garden-based practices,
including “Children do a variety of activities to
help plan, plant, care for, harvest, and learn from
the garden” (#=22, A=1.23) followed by “During
the growing season, structured gardening time is
provided to preschool children 2 times per week or
more” (#=22, A=1.09) and “Over the course of the
year, 7 or more different fruits or vegetables grow
in the program’s garden” (»=22, A=1.00). These
results are consistent with a review of procurement
pilot applications, as every funded applicant indi-
cated an intent to purchase gardening materials

such as raised beds and gardening tools or plants
and seeds using the procurement pilot stipend.
Learning collaborative professional development
requests were most frequently about gardening,
and 399 providers completed an online on-demand
professional development workshop about garden-
ing during the procurement pilot enrollment
period.

However, one practice remained static: “The
program communicates about local foods included
in meals or snacks through menus, farm informa-
tion, recipes, signs, marketing materials, and other
strategies” (#=22, A=0.00). The only practice with
a decrease or negative change was “Teachers talk
with children informally about where foods come
from or how they grow each time they see an
opportunity” (#=22, A=-0.09). These results sug-
gest an opportunity to extend the role of gardening
to aspects of family engagement and informal
learning opportunities.

Table 1. Change in Go NAPSACC Best Practices Among Participants

% Meeting

Pre-test Best Practice Change
Best Practice Pre-test n Mean Post-test n  Post-test Mean (post) (Mean)
A variety of local fruits, vegetables, herbs, grains, dairy
products, and/or protein foods are offered over the 31 2.9 22%% 3.0 45 0.14
course of the year
Over the course of the year, local foods are offered as 31 26 29 29 45 0.23
part of meals or snacks 1 time per week or more
During the growing season, local fruits and/or vegetables
are offered as part of meals or snacks 3 times per week 31 2.7 22 3.0 55 0.23
or more
The program communicates about local foods included in
me_als or §nacks through menus, farm information, 31 21 29 21 9 0.00
recipes, signs, marketing materials, and/or other
strategies
The program has a garden that helps children learn how
food grows and produces enough fruits and/or 31 2.3 22 3.2 36 .82
vegetables to be part of preschoolers’ meals or snacks
Over the course of the year, 7 or more different fruits
and/or vegetables grow in the program's garden 31 19 22 30 32 1.00
The program’s garden grows a variety of herbs, fruits,
and/or vegetables to reflect the diverse food traditions of 31 2.0 22 2.8 23 0.73
enrolled children
Durmg the growing seasqn, structyred gardening time is o8 21 29 31 55 1.09
provided to preschool children 2 times per week or more
Children do a variety of activities to help plan, plant, care 15% 24 29 3.7 77 1.93
for, harvest, and learn from the garden
Teachers offer planned education on food and where it 31 29 29 3.0 a1 0.91

comes from 1 time per week or more
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Table 1 continued

During the growing season, structured gardening time is

*
provided to preschool children 2 times per week or more 28

21 22 3.1 55

1.09

Children do a variety of activities to help plan, plant, care

15%
for, harvest, and learn from the garden

2.4 22 3.7 77

1.23

Teachers offer planned education on food and where it

- 31
comes from 1 time per week or more

2.2 22 3.0 41

0.91

During the growing season, preschool children do
cooking or taste test activities with fresh fruits or
vegetables 1 time per week or more

31

2.4 22 3.0 36

0.86

Preschool children have the opportunity to meet a farmer

1 time per year or more and families are invited to attend 31

1.7 11* 1.8 9

0.18

The materials used to help preschool children learn
about food and where it comes from include a variety of
posters, pictures, books, and props

31

3.2 22 3.7 73

0.45

Teachers talk with children informally about where foods
come from or how they grow each time they see an
opportunity

31

3.0 22 3.0 36

-0.09

All staff participate in Farm-to-ECE professional

development related to their jobs 1 time per year or more 31

2.2 22 2.7 45

0.41

Professional development on Farm-to-ECE covers a
variety of topics about buying and using local foods and
educating children and their families about local foods

31

1.8 22 2.6 41

0.73

The program connects families to local foods in a variety
of ways, including offering information, tastings, and
opportunities to get involved with gardening and food
education activities

31

1.8 22 2.4 27

0.50

Input from families is used in menu planning so that
menus regularly include meals and/or snacks that reflect
the cultural, ethnic, and/or religious food traditions of
enrolled children

31

25 22 2.8 32

0.32

There is a written policy on Farm-to-ECE that includes a
variety of topics related to the local foods that the
program serves and other efforts to educate children and
families and connect them to local foods

31

1.2 17 1.9 23

0.73

* This question was not completed by all participants for the self-assessment.
** Not all participants completed a post-assessment.

Survey Data

Participants were asked to complete a short, end-
of-grant survey to gather additional data about
their experiences in the procurement pilot, their
implementation of early care and education activi-
ties, and helpfulness of the resources provided as
part of the pilot. The survey data were examined to
determine if and how respondents participated
across all three core elements of farm-to-ECE
(procurement, gardening, and nutrition and agricul-
ture education activities). Of the 44 survey
respondents, 28 (63.6%) providers purchased local
foods, 35 (79.5%) engaged in gardening activities,
and 27 (61.4%) implemented nutrition and agticul-
ture education activities. As participants were not
limited to a single response, results indicate overlap
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in activities among providers and that engagement
in the elements is not mutually exclusive. This sug-

gestion of overlap is consistent with the 2021

National Farm-to-ECE Provider Survey indicating
that gardening was a top strategy among providers
and used for multiple purposes, including the intro-
duction of new foods (tasting), nutrition education,
and supplementing food purchasing (Riemer Bopp
et al., 2022a). The suggestion of overlap between

and among the three core elements of farm-to-
ECE is offered with caution, however, noting
that shared language is essential (Thomas &

McDonaugh, 2013). Based on the survey results for
the procurement pilot, it is unclear if implementa-

tion of farm-to-ECE activities occurred in isola-

tion, meaning gardening was a stand-alone activity,
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or if gardening occurred as a procurement strategy
and as part of nutrition education as well.

Of the 44 respondents, 31 (70.5%) indicated
participation in CACFP. Participants were also
asked about participation in another possible fund-
ing source, a state program providing 10 cents per
meal in match for schools and centers serving
state-grown fruits, vegetables, and legumes. For
this option there were 43 responses available, with
9 indicating participation (20.9%) and 34 (79.1%)
not participating. It is important to acknowledge
that while CACFP participation is a requirement
for the state program participation, at the time of
the procurement pilot the state program was
available for centers only.

In addition to examining meals served as indi-
cated in Go NAPSACC profiles, the survey asked
about the serving of meals and additional foods
offered. For example, rather than simply asking
about “snacks,” the survey questioned specifically
if morning or afternoon snacks were offered, as
well as about the offering of other foods. Again,
the inability to separate FIG-funded-only partici-
pants results in sharing data of the entire procure-
ment pilot data. The survey data also revealed how
participants served meals and snacks throughout
the day (Figure 2), with most serving both break-
fast and snacks.

Helpfulness of Resources
Providers were less likely to engage in virtual learn-
ing collaborative meetings due

to schedule conflicts but utilized

and family resources, were identified as the most
helpful tools by 37 of 39 participants. The monthly
newsletter created by project staff was distributed
via email, approximately one page or less in length,
and included information and hyperlinks for
purchasing of local foods, gardening, nutrition
education, family engagement, racial equity, and
grant and funding opportunities. The newsletter
was tied with the Go NAPSACC Action Plan for
second-most-helpful (35 respondents indicating
“extremely helpful” or “helpful”), followed by the
Go NAPSACC self-assessment (34 respondents).

Open-Ended Responses

A final question of the survey was an open-ended
inquiry regarding anything else providers wanted to
share. Of 29 respondents, four broad themes
emerged from the inductive analysis of the com-
ments: ‘appreciation and acknowledgement for the
opportunity,” ‘gardening,” ‘experience,” and com-
ments about what was accomplished. A provider’s
response could include more than one theme. This
is evidenced in comments from providers such as:

Thank you for offering us this opportunity. We
have gardened for years, but this has allowed
us to expand on what we do! The impact on
our children is seen daily when they choose to
go to the garden to tend to it, observe, or
sneak a taste of a fresh green bean!

Figure 2. Percentage of Providers Offering Snacks and Meals

other “on-demand” resources

provided electronically, 100
including online professional 90
development opportunities and 80
Go NAPSACC and its corte- 70
sponding resources. When asked 60
about the “helpfulness” of 50
resources offered during the 40
procurement pilot, 39 30
participants responded to this 20

section of questions. Combining
responses of “extremely helpful”
and “helpful,” the Go
NAPSACC resources, including
provider information, menus,

1

o

Breakfast
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Morning Lunch and Dinner Evening Dinner  Weekend
Snack  Afternoon Snack SentHome  Food
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Another provider indicated that the program
provided not only the opportunity for a garden for
their site, but also hands-on learning and tasting
experiences:

I can’t thank you enough for this opportunity
to develop and grow a garden with the kids.
We created drawings, started the plants from
seeds, had circle time to discuss how the plants
were growing, discuss how to keep the rabbits
out, how to plant the trees, how the flowers
turn into fruit, and so many more discussions
and hands on experience these children had
with growing their own food. They have
picked green peppers, tomatoes, and couple
beans straight from the garden and ate them
right there. We also grew some nasturtium and
they got to eat the flowers and taste the
spicyness [si] of the flower petals. This has
been an amazing experience this summer.

Finally, one of the takeaways heard during the
learning collaboration sessions and in one-on-one
coaching was the desite to continue the procure-
ment pilot and the use of resources beyond the
established funding period. This included use of
Go NAPSACC, but also additional resources, pat-
ticularly funding, in large patt due to ease of appli-
cation and “low burden” paperwork, as noted by
one providet’s comment:

The simplicity of [the] application and low
reporting requirements made it much easier to
ask for what we truly needed and not spend
excessive amounts of time with paperwork. I
hope this opportunity continues for providers
across Michigan regardless of their stage in
F2ECE implementation.

The procurement pilot offered a modest sti-
pend and most applicants indicated their intent to
purchase gardening materials, whether raised beds,
tools, or plants and seeds. After six months, 18 of
19 practices assessed by Go NAPSACC showed
improvement, with garden-based practices key
among the top three. Given the hands-on expetien-
tial learning aspect of gardening, coupled with the
opportunity to supplement the food supply, the

Volume 13, Issue 1 / Fall 2023

results support recent research of a national survey
as well (Riemer Bopp et al., 2022a).

Discussion

The objective of this evaluation was to determine
what, if any, practices among the eatly care and
education providers participating in the learning
cohort were most effective in implementing farm-
to-ECE with the goal to share statewide in Michi-
gan. It was expected that challenges would also be
shared, as what presents as a barrier for one site
could be an opportunity for another. Key findings
include improvements of statistical significance
from pre-test to post-test and changes in best prac-
tices among participants, with garden-based prac-
tices noted as the top three most improved
practices. Additionally, participants shared the
value of the self-assessment tool, Go NAPSACC,
its resources, and the action plan among the most
helpful resources in the learning collaborative for
implementing farm-to-ECE at their sites. As the
pilot took place during the pandemic, this online
tool was particularly helpful in identifying and
building upon the existing strengths of a site, while
also identifying areas of opportunity for continued
focus and expansion of farm-to-ECE activities to
support long-term and sustainable change. This
project offered a small stipend for participants;
thus, the role of funding is discussed, noting how
reliance on grants both supports and creates chal-
lenges for farm-to-ECE initiatives. The feedback
on the helpfulness of the resources coupled with
the results from the self-assessment and survey
data also offer insights for both statewide replica-
tion and implications for additional research.

Use of Go NAPSACC

One key finding is that participation in a farm-to-
ECE learning cohort consisting of regular, albeit
minimal, supportt resulted in positive changes in
provider practices and the eatly learning environ-
ment. This was true whether the participant was in
the cohort that began in November (with approxi-
mately 11 months of support) or February (with
approximately 9 months of support). While it is
notable that 18 of 19 possible farm-to-ECE prac-
tices saw changes from pre- to post-assessment in
the Go NAPSACC self-assessment, the role of the
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garden was among all three top practices with
greatest change. Garden-based education offers
experiential education, with physical distancing, if
necessary, while simultaneously enabling ECE sites
additional procurement options. This can be partic-
ularly helpful to introduce new fruits or vegetables
to young children as part of tasting demonstrations
or to supplement existing procurement options and
address cost considerations. Challenges with gar-
dening in eartly care and education exist and should
be acknowledged, including but not limited to
startup costs, maintenance, variability in growing
seasons, and provider knowledge and skill
(Dannefer et al., 2017; Riemer Bopp et al., 2022d).

This result also lends further support not only
to the overlapping of the three core elements of
farm-to-ECE, but perhaps offers a partial explana-
tion, though certainly not cause, for positive
changes as measured by the self-assessment across
all practices. Moreovet, it speaks to the availability
of a garden for outdoor play and physical activity,
supporting of learning opportunities and social
emotional development, and increased access to
nutritious food (Kos & Jerman, 2012; Nedovic &
Morttissey, 2013; Perry & Branum, 2009). Also rele-
vantly, some states are linking farm-to-ECE in
their Quality Rating Improvement Systems and
noting specific farm-to-ECE language in their
standards that can be documented with Go
NAPSACC (NFSN, 2022). Example states include
Pennsylvania, Colorado, and Nebraska (NFSN,
2022). In considering implications for replication,
Go NAPSACC offers the possibility for shared
language, with a strengths-based approach to ena-
ble providers to share between and among them-
selves at a site, as well as with other providers,
offering a definition of farm-to-ECE as well as
strategies for implementation within their own
setting.

As such, a major aspect of the procurement
pilot was the use of Go NAPSACC to access data
in real time to both providers and procurement
technical assistance staff to determine strengths
and continue to build on those skills and knowl-
edge areas. An additional benefit was the ability to
develop an action plan with specific goals to
address and reassess their practices to affect posi-
tive, long-term change. Collectively, this enables
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ongoing quality improvement for program sustain-
ability with policy, systems, and environmental
changes taking place and remaining over time.
Additionally, there are free, online, on-demand
professional development workshops embedded in
Go NAPSACC that are linked to the professional
development registry system in Michigan. This is of
further benefit to providers, offering free trainings
for which they receive professional development
credit as well.

Role of Funding

Given the importance of eatly care and education
sites as a food source for young children, juxta-
posed with the increasing cost of food for ECE
sites, the use of funding sources to purchase locally
produced, nutrient-dense foods to maintain high-
quality learning environments is especially impor-
tant. Among participants in the procurement pilot,
about two-thirds leveraged CACFP funds. This is
especially notable when comparing the Go
NAPSACC best practices regarding purchasing and
serving of local foods and is consistent with litera-
ture suggesting that CACFP participation addresses
a common barrier to serving healthy foods (Lee et
al., 2022). The 2021 National Farm to ECE Pro-
vider Survey identified cost as the most significant
bartier to implementation of farm-to-ECE (Riemer
Bopp et al., 2022d), resulting in a need to identify
additional sources of funding. CACFP is one way
to address this bartier, as it can positively affect
purchasing power and encourage the purchase of
local foods.

It is important to recognize, however, that one
of the perceived benefits of the procurement pilot
was the ease of a streamlined application and
reduced administrative burden despite the modest
amount of funding. This contrasts with perceptions
of increased administrative burden and “altruistic”
motivations for participation noted in recent
research (Andreyeva et al., 2022). Further, the pro-
curement pilots are one example of an attempt to
initiate sustainability in farm-to-ECE within a state,
with small investments at sites to establish on-site
gardens and purchase smaller kitchen equipment
like blenders, measuring cups, spoons, and child-
safe knives for tasting demonstrations. The use of
the funding also speaks to the overlap of the three
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core elements of farm-to-ECE and the ways in
which gardening can be used as a core element of
farm-to-ECE while also supporting the other two
core elements of procurement and nutrition educa-
tion. However, isolated, one-time grants such as
this are a Band-Aid approach, and long-term, sus-
tainable funding is necessaty for policy, systems,
and environmental changes that address health and
learning outcomes for young children. The use of
Go NAPSACC to identify strengths within the
ECE setting, set goals for improvement, and utilize
existing resources were all identified as valuable
aspects of the pilot and support existing research
about flexible support using virtual or online
technology (Ward et al., 2017).

Although the official pandemic orders have
been lifted, the ECE sector has not fully recovered.
Survey data suggest that four of five child care cen-
ters are experiencing staffing issues, and one in
every three survey respondents from rural or small
town sites considered closing programs as a result
of the pandemic (National Association for the
Education of Young Children [NAEYC], 2021).
The NAEYC survey indicated that over half of
minority-owned programs faced the possibility of
permanent closure. It is important to acknowledge
that there is “no farm to ECE without the ECE”
(S. Bhat, personal communication, March 12,
2021). The pandemic offered insight into the frag-
mented, fragile, and inequitable child care system
(Jessen-Howard et al., 2020). Despite these chal-
lenges, there are enthusiastic participants in farm-
to-ECE willing to help answer the questions of if
and how participation in a learning collaborative
procurement pilot affects farm-to-ECE practices.

This study has important limitations worth
noting. The first is the inability to separate the
FIG-funded procurement pilot cohorts from the
original procurement pilot cohort. While there
were questions in place to aid in filtering the two
groups, including the date of award and funding
amount, these two questions were frequently left
blank or the responses did not distinguish between
the cohorts (e.g., the date of the award was not
consistent with the cohott award amount). As a
result, the researchers chose not to separate the
survey data by cohort to enable analysis. Another
potential limitation is differing dates or time peri-
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ods within the cohort. For replication purposes, it
is unknown if a 9-month cohort or an 11-month
cohort is preferable to elicit change in provider
practices in implementing farm-to-ECE activities.
Despite the limitations, the study offers several
areas of opportunity, including further examination
of how funding opportunities are used by eatly care
and education providers.

Implications for Research and Practice
Understanding the awareness of and knowledge
about the three core elements of farm-to-ECE
among providers is an important addition to both
research and practice. Extant research has focused
mostly on provider practices and less on provider
knowledge (e.g., the practices in which they are
engaging compose farm-to-ECE and how they
support overall early care and education) and
change in knowledge of purchasing foods, garden-
based learning opportunities, and nutrition educa-
tion. Based on common barriers identified in
implementing farm-to-ECE (Riemer Bopp et al,,
2022d), an understanding of both knowledge and
practices would further inform farm-to-ECE
efforts, particularly professional development and
policy efforts. Additional research that includes
observation to confirm providers’ Go NAPSACC
self-assessments is recommended for future studies
as well.

Similarly, additional research to understand
what, if any, knowledge and behavior changes
occur for children and families as a result of partic-
ipation in farm-to-ECE procurement pilots such as
this one is essential. This would build on existing
research of children’s knowledge of where food
comes from (Kos & Jerman, 2012) or curriculum
efficacy (Izumi et al., 2015; Namenek Brouwer &
Benjamin Neelon, 2013; Sharma et al., 2015), not-
ing a gap in the literature in the overlap among the
three core elements of farm-to-ECE and how they
inform one another and children’s knowledge
about food and nutrition. =
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Appendix. Michigan Farm to Early Care and Education Procurement Pilot Grant End Survey

Michigan Farm to ECE Procurement
Project--Grant Ending Survey

Q1 Please help us learn more about the Michigan Farm to ECE Procurement Pilot, beginning
with learning about the different types of ECE settings in the project by sharing your ECE setting

type:
Center Based (1)
Family Child Care (2)

Other (3)

Q2 Number of children currently enrolled at your site:
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Q3 Please indicate meals and snacks you serve each day (check all that you serve):

Breakfast (1)

Morning snack (2)

Lunch (3)

Afternoon snack (4)

Dinner (5)

Other (6)

Q4 Do you participate in the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP)?
No (1)

Yes (2)

Q5 Do you participate in 10 Cents a Meal?

No (1)

Yes (2)

Q6 Amount of funding you received as part of the Michigan Farm to ECE Procurement Pilot:

Page 2 of 5
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Q7 Amount of funding you spent:

Q8 As there were multiple cohorts in the pilot, please indicate the length of time of your grant
(please select):

September 1, 2021-August 30, 2022 (1)
November 1, 2021-October 31, 2022 (2)
March 1, 2022-October 31, 2022 (3)

Unsure (4)

Q9 Please indicate the farm to ECE activities you focused on with your funding (check all that
apply):

Purchasing (procurement) (1)

Gardening (2)

Nutrition and agriculture education (3)

Q10 Please share any successes with farm to ECE and/or the procurement pilot:

Page 3 of 5
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Q11 Please share any challenges with farm to ECE and/or the procurement pilot:

Q12 Please rate how helpful you've found the following resources:

Neither Didn’t
Extremely Helpful helpful or  Unhelpful Don't know
helpful (1) (2) unhelpful (4) Use (5) aboutit
(3) (6)

M| Farm to ECE
Procurement Pilot
Monthly Newsletter

(1M

Go NAPSACC self
assessment (2)

Go NAPSACC
action plan (3)

Go NAPSACC
resources
(materials and
handouts) (4)

Go NAPSACC
trainings/workshops

®)

MI Farm to ECE
Network website (6)

MI Farm to ECE
Network meetings

)

MI Farm to ECE
Network listserv (8)

Q13 Anything else you would like us to know about your experience in the procurement pilot:
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