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Enhancing Access to Healthy,
Aftordable Food in ECE Settings

Second Harvest Food Bank of Central Florida: A Case Study

by Kelly Schaffer and Karen Broussard

Childhood obesity is a growing public quality of meals and snacks provided Many different food service practices are
health concern, with approximately 23% to children in ECE programs can also in place in ECE programs nationwide.

of children ages two to five nation- be attractive to parents and result in While some programs may have parents
ally overweight or obese. Millions of healthier young children. prepare and bring all of their children’s

children are served by early care and
education programs, and these children

are in the classroom, center, or family
child care home up to ten hours per
day and eat two meals and snacks a
day while in care. Thus, the ECE setting
is an optimal place of intervention

to help support the healthy develop-
ment of young children. Improving the
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food for the day, other ECE programs
have on-site kitchens where they prepare
daily meals and snacks. Other programs
may have full-service catering in-house
(e.g. as part of a larger organization),
they may purchase catered meals
through a vendor, or offer some combi-
nation of food service arrangements.
Regardless of a program’s current food
service structure, there is a significant
opportunity to rethink the types of foods
served to children, including appropriate
portion sizes, and how and by whom
food is prepared.

Healthy, catered food service is an area
in which few best practice models exist.
Anecdotal evidence also suggests that
ECE providers, regardless of whether
they get financial support through the
USDA for food, have trouble affording
catered meals for their children that are
nutritious and appealing. This presents
a substantial opportunity to expand the
knowledge base and set the stage for
others to do the same.

Through a unique funding strategy and
flexible partnerships that allowed for

an exploratory pilot program, Second
Harvest Food Bank of Central Florida
looked at whether a community food
bank could provide ECE programs with
healthy, affordable food service as a
childhood obesity prevention strategy.
They also set a goal of producing infor-
mation about how a vended food service
model could support the healthy growth
and development of young children in
ECE settings. Four key principles were
identified for ECE programs to consider
when interested in enhancing access to
healthy, affordable meals and snacks.
Taken in part or whole, the following
steps will help ECE programs rethink
and reshape their food service model to
achieve the goal of improved health for
children. Insights into Second Harvest's
exploration and pilot implementation are
included to provide a real-life glimpse
into the journey.

Principle 1.
Consider local options for healthy,
affordable food service

Buying locally might require negoti-
ating with your existing food service
vendor to supply healthier foods. If
negotiations prove challenging, find
other ECE providers using the same
vendor and negotiate together. You
might also seek out new relationships
with existing community partners,
such as your local food bank or public
school. And finally, explore new local
food vendors that have a willingness to
provide healthier foods and food service
options (e.g. family-style dining) with
ECE programs. Check with other ECE
programs, agencies, or schools in your
area to learn what vendors they use.

Knowing that access to healthy meals
and snacks is a critical component

of children’s health, Second Harvest
explored how to build upon its existing
community relationships to provide
healthy food service to ECE programs.
Second Harvest connected with other
food banks and agencies across the
country that operate a similar model
and found that it truly is an innovative
approach for a food bank to serve in this
unique role with ECE programs.

Recommendation: Think about
untraditional partners for your meal
service model; like-minded organiza-
tions might be right around the corner
and interested in collaborating with you
in this way. Also, the mission state-
ment of some organizations may relate
specifically to healthy food access and,
as a result, they may be willing or able
to change menus to expose children

to highly nutritious food that is also

appealing.

Principle 2.
Plan ahead: Know your staff, children,
and families

Addressing the needs of your families
is essential to the success of your food
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service model. Gather information from
families about the food service options
that are important to them and whether
they are open to new practices and poli-
cies about how food is provided at your
program. It will be important to educate
families on appropriate nutrition and
meal patterns for young children, with
an eye towards cultural preferences, so
they can see the value in the new model.
If switching from one model to another
(i.e., from parents providing food to
catered meals), think about the timing of
the changes and any associated tuition
increases. Communicate with families
early, often, and clearly so they are aware
of changes taking place and have oppor-
tunities to provide input. Think about
different opportunities for information
sharing and be open to hearing feedback.

Four ECE programs were chosen to
participate in Second Harvest's pilot
program and none of them had a

kitchen on-site that was utilized for meal
service. All transitioned from a food
service model in which parents brought
children’s meals to the program each day.
It quickly became evident through obser-
vations that children’s meals from home
were not healthy or nutritious. Questions
about the nutrition of the food, commu-
nicating about the freshness and quality
of the food, and addressing concerns
about cost were among the issues most
commonly raised by ECE program direc-
tors on behalf of their families. Educating
parents about the importance of a healthy
meal service model was an important
aspect of successful implementation.

Second Harvest began by seeking input
from ECE program staff and parents,
holding ‘taste tests” with children and
staff at each site. This was an exciting
activity for children and a critical oppor-
tunity for staff to experience the food and
provide feedback on what was well liked.
Second Harvest also gathered information
about the degree to which programs were
interested in and ready to implement
family-style dining (an identified best
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practice in ECE obesity prevention) so
that they could prepare food in appropri-
ately-sized containers. With this informa-
tion in hand, Second Harvest developed
menus, a menu cycle, packaging struc-
ture, and delivery plans that would be
suitable for each of the program sites.

Recommendation: Be flexible as you
think about the types of foods that will
be served in your program and how each
will be served. Trying new foods multiple
times may be necessary before children
are willing to eat them. Implementation
of family-style dining can enhance the
dining experience and provide a valu-
able tool for the development of healthy
mealtime practices.

Principle 3.
Budget carefully and consider all
funding mechanisms

When it comes to your program budget,
make sure you have a detailed under-
standing about what your program can
afford. Consider whether raising fees will
be necessary to cover the costs of higher-
quality food and whether your parents
can afford it. Be sure to explore how the
Child and Adult Care Food Program
could be utilized to make healthy food
service more affordable; connect with
your local / state agency overseeing
CACEFP for more information. Provide
information to families to help them
understand the value of considering eligi-
bility for CACFP and how it could benefit
their families and the ECE program.
While the paperwork initially can seem
overwhelming, participation can lead to
daily per-child reimbursement for food
service.

Second Harvest discovered that the
financial aspect of providing healthy
food service to ECE programs would be
an important factor to consider. Given
that some programs access meals/snack
reimbursement from CACFP and others
do not, the funding approach had to
allow for different pay structures. Costs

and price setting were challenging;
Second Harvest wanted to be responsive
to the limited budgets of ECE programs
and balance that with a desire to build a
sustainable initiative. In the pilot, only
centers not participating in CACFP were
included so that any increase in costs of
meals was passed along to parents. In
the pilot centers, parents were unwilling
to pay more tuition to access healthy
catered meals/snacks for their children.
This created a gap in operation costs for
Second Harvest, and that gap could be
filled with the funding from their grant.

Recommendation: Work with vendors
to provide healthier meals at the CACFP
reimbursement rate for your area
regardless of whether you participate

in CACFP or not. This is a rate that has
been deemed by the USDA to be feasible
for their recommended meal pattern,
which is the minimum best practice for
healthy meal service in ECE settings.

Principle 4.
Anticipate the unexpected and
set realistic goals.

Be aware of your timeline and set
realistic goals. Make sure to set aside
sufficient time to explore food service
models and plan for implementation.
Think about your program’s schedule
and a logical time to begin a big change
such as this. This might depend on when
you transition to a new program year,
when your existing food service contract
expires, or when you are due to adjust
program policies and fees for parents.
You'll also want to allot time to prepare
children, families, and staff for the
changes taking place.

Like many new endeavors, pilot imple-
mentation of healthy affordable food
service was not without challenges for
Second Harvest. One factor was the
logistics of getting the food to the sites.
With ECE programs operating on a
similar meal and snack-time schedule,
one must figure out how to get the food
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to all sites on time and at the appro-
priate temperature. A courier service
was used to pick up prepared food from
the preparation site and deliver it to

the ECE sites at predetermined times.
Regardless of whether or not sites had

a refrigerator or kitchen, programs

were able to receive hot and cold

meals that maintained their tempera-
ture in special storage packs that were
provided. Second Harvest staff and ECE
program directors worked hand-in-
hand to understand how the model was
working, including sharing feedback
from staff and parents and reactions
from children.

Recommendation: Adapt as you go
and remain committed to overcoming
barriers. While there may be challenges
inherent in exploring or implementing a
new food service model, the opportunity
to impact the nutrition of food served

to children is profound. The innovative
approach of healthy, affordable food
service is an investment in children’s
healthy development — and an impor-
tant strategy to help prevent childhood
obesity

For more information on how your orga-
nization could serve as a healthy, afford-
able food service vendor, or for ECE
programs interested in understanding
more about how it works, see Second
Harvest’s newly developed toolkit for
detailed information and materials. The
toolkit is available on the Let's Move!
Child Care (LMCC) website at
www.healthykidshealthyfuture.org and
provides a step-by-step guide, check-
lists, and customizable materials for
implementation. Other helpful resources
available on the LMCC website include
a family-style dining guide for ECE
programs, resources related to CACFP,
as well as other information and mate-
rials to support healthy eating in ECE
programs.


http://www.healthykidshealthyfuture.org

www.ChildCareExchange.com HEALTHY FOODS FOR CHILDREN | 23
MAY/JUNE 2017 EXCHANGE

Acknowledgements

A special thank you to
Julie Shuell, Project Director
at Nemours National Office of
Policy and Prevention,
for her oversight, guidance, and
leadership supporting this
General Mills Foundation-
funded project. Thank you to
General Mills Foundation for
the generosity of grant funding
to allow for implementation of
this important and informative
project.



