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Engaging schools create learning environments beyond the 
classroom, whether it’s field trips, school gardens or even 
the cafeteria.  Food service offers many opportunities to 
extend learning into meals, as local food meals can bring  
together science, social studies and health all on a lunch room 
tray.  There are many benefits of local food procurement and  
therefore, different benefits for different functions and  
departments within a school.  This section will discuss the 
overall benefits of purchasing local food and then in more 
detail describe how those benefits can be applied to different  
functions, such as the Food Services, Teachers, Business  
Office, and Parents and the School Community.

LOCAL FOOD PROCUREMENT & 
SUSTAINABLE FOOD CURRICULUM 
IN INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS
A PAISBOA Handbook for Cafeteria Change
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PART I:  LOCAL FOOD PROCUREMENT
Why buy local food?

PRIMARY REASONS TO SUPPORT YOUR LOCAL FARMERS, BRING 
GOOD FOOD TO YOUR CUSTOMERS, AND TO MAKE SUSTAINABLE 
CHOICES FOR YOUR REGIONAL ENVIRONMENT AND ECONOMY:

TASTE, FRESHNESS & HEALTH:  Food grown in your own community was probably picked within the past day or two. 
It’s crisp, sweet, and loaded with nutrition and flavor. Several studies have shown that the average distance food 
travels from farm to plate is 1,500 miles. A recent study showed that fresh produce loses nutrients quickly. In a week-
long (or more) delay from harvest to dinner table, sugars turn to starches, plant cells shrink, and produce loses its 
vitality. Food that is frozen or canned soon after harvest is actually more nutritious than some “fresh” produce that 
has been on the truck or supermarket shelf for a week.

PROTECT THE ENVIRONMENT & CONSERVE FOSSIL FUELS: Local food doesn’t have to travel far. This reduces carbon 
dioxide emissions, fuel and packing materials. Buying local food also helps to make farming more profitable and 
selling farmland for development less attractive. When you buy local food, you vote with your food dollar. This 
ensures that family farms in your community will continue to thrive and that healthy, flavorful, plentiful food will be 
available for future generations.

STRENGTHEN YOUR LOCAL ECONOMY BY SUPPORTING FAMILY FARMS: With less than two tenths of 1% of Americans 
now claiming farming as their primary occupation, farmers are a vanishing breed.  Prices for specialty crops, fresh 
fruits and vegetables, are often below the cost of production. The farmer can receive less than 10 cents of the  
retail food dollar. Local farmers who sell to values-based distribution companies or direct to consumers are able  
to receive fair prices for their food -- which means farm families can afford to stay on the farm, doing the work  
they love.  When we buy food locally, it helps to keep those dollars circulating in the community.

PRESERVES GENETIC DIVERSITY: In the modern industrial agricultural system, 
varieties are chosen for their ability to ripen simultaneously and withstand  
harvesting equipment, for a tough skin that can survive packing and shipping,  
and for an ability to have a long shelf life in the store. Only a handful of hybrid 
varieties of each fruit and vegetable meet those rigorous demands, so there 
is little genetic diversity in the plants grown. Local farms, in contrast, grow 
a huge number of varieties to provide a long season of harvest, an array 
of eye-catching colors, and the best flavors. Many varieties are heirlooms, 
passed down from generation to generation, because they taste good and 
are good for you. These old varieties contain genetic material from hundreds 
or even thousands of years of human selection; they may someday provide 
the genes needed to create varieties that will thrive in a changing climate. 

GOOD FOR COMMUNITY BUILDING: When you buy direct from the farmer, 
you are re-establishing a time-honored connection. In many cases, it gives 
you access to a farm where your children and grandchildren can go to learn 
about nature and agriculture. Getting to know the farmers who grow your 
food builds relationships based on understanding and trust, the foundation  
of strong communities. Ph
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SUPPORTING YOUR FUTURE: By supporting local farmers today, you can help ensure that there will be farms in your 
community tomorrow, and that future generations will have access to nourishing, flavorful, and abundant food.  
When you buy locally grown food, you are doing something proactive about preserving the agricultural landscape 
and agrarian culture.

HOW DO THESE REASONS RELATE TO YOUR SCHOOL ROLE?
THERE ARE NUMEROUS RESPONSIBILITIES WITHIN A SCHOOL AND THEREFORE A NUMBER OF ROLES FOR PEOPLE TO 
PLAY.  IN ORDER TO FULLY UNDERSTAND THE BENEFITS OF LOCAL FOOD PROCUREMENT, IT IS IMPORTANT TO LOOK AT 
HOW CHANGING PROCUREMENT SYSTEMS CAN SPECIFICALLY AFFECT AND ENHANCE YOUR ROLE.

FOOD SERVICE:  Consistently delivering fresh and delicious meals can be made easier when the ingredients are 
delivered fresh and delicious, as is the case of local food harvested just a day or two prior to delivery.  Many food 
service companies who source locally comment on the high quality of product, which gets noticed by their cus-
tomers.  Some food service companies and employees also enjoy the additional freedom they can have in recipe 
creation because they are working with product that has been minimally processed (pre-chopped, sliced and/or 
frozen). 

TEACHERS:  While teachers do not usually have an active role in cafeterias, local food programs open up the edu-
cational opportunities of serving food at school.  Mapping out the sources of frequently ordered food in the caf-
eteria can help students better understand the geography of their region, as well as how environmental constraints 
(climate, soil, water) allow for certain products to be produced in certain regions.  Science classes can come to 
life in the cafeteria, where additional fresh foods help students learn how produce items are plants and they each 
grow from the earth.  School gardens can further teach this lesson, which provides experiential learning opportuni-
ties.  School gardens will be further discussed in this guide under the curriculum section.

BUSINESS OFFICERS: Business Officers: With most of your role revolving around making the best fiscal decisions for 
the school, you may be wondering how local food procurement, which could at times be more costly, can benefit 
your school.  There is more to food than just cost.  Because conventional food is shipped great distances, the food 
is harvested early and allowed to ripen in transit.  This negatively affects quality, taste and nutritional value.  Further, 
much of our conventional food is grown and produced in foreign countries, which have lower health and safety 
standards than ours.  The USDA inspects a tiny fraction of food imports, leaving consumers vulnerable.  More impor-
tantly, the conventional food supply chain is dominated by large corporate farms, distributors and grocers, leaving 
little room for smaller-scale, local producers to compete.  Values-based distributors such as Common Market pro-
vide a larger share of the food dollar to the local farmer (75% vs 12% in the conventional food chain), helping local 
farms survive in an era of rapid globalization.  Done right, “buying local” can be cost-neutral, with the higher cost of 
local product offset by careful menu design, portion control and waste-management practices.

PARENTS AND SCHOOL COMMUNITY:  Local food procurement programs can also create an opportunity for greater 
parental and community engagement within the schools.  Because healthy, fresh and regional food is usually high 
on the agenda for parent and community groups, a strategic partnership between the school, food service com-
pany, and such groups can help increase better nutrition and awareness amongst students. For instance, parents 
and the school community may want to help create marketing materials geared towards students making nutrition-
ally sound decisions at lunch. 

HOW DO I START PURCHASING LOCAL?
DETERMINE YOUR SCALE AND BUDGET:  The first step to evolving your food procurement practices is understanding 
how much and what types of food your school procures.  If you are not directly involved with food service, sched-
ule a time to talk to your food service provider to better understand the current budget, participation, and trends of 
your school’s meal service.  If you are within food service, schedule a time to discuss local food procurement with 
your business officer and/or head of school to determine the flexibility of the food budget for your particular school.  
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This knowledge is going to prove to be very useful when discussing contract terms with any distribution company  
offering or specializing in local food. Find A Source For Local Food That Works For You:  Once your school under-
stands scale and budget, shop around to find a company that will serve the desired products. Here are some 
important facts to consider as you choose a local food supplier:

• How does the supplier source its product?  Which farms supply the food?
• Does the supplier audit the safety practices of the supplying farms?  After all, while “local” is great,  
 we need our food to be “safe” and “local”!
• Does the supplier/distributor have its own food safety policy in place and how effective is this policy?
• Does the supplier and each of its farmers have sufficient insurance, and will the supplier name the   
 school as an additional named insured?
• Does the supplier provide the name of the food producer/grower on the container or invoice?  
 If not, how do you know the source.
• How much of your food dollar will be paid directly to the farmer/producer?
• Does the supplier provide any marketing support that can be helpful to your school?

Fair Food -- a non-profit dedicated to bringing locally grown food to the marketplace and to promoting a humane, 
sustainable agriculture system for the Greater Philadelphia region -- is a resource that can help direct interested 
schools to their many different distributors, farmers, and other suppliers in the region.  Contact Deb Bentzel (deb@
fairfoodphilly.org) at 215.386.5211 for information and to set up a consultation time.

COMMON MARKET:  Many of the schools within PAISBOA use Common Market, a values-based local food distribu-
tor located in Philadelphia.  They understand some of the unique challenges schools face and can help you work 
through a local food strategy that is tailored to your needs. 

ORDERING THROUGH COMMON MARKET

Common Market Philadelphia is a nonprofit local food distribu-
tor that carries farm fresh produce, dairy, eggs, poultry, grains, 
honey, meat, and value-added products. They provide conve-
nient delivery daily throughout the school year, though orders 
need to be submitted 48 hours in advance: check the website, 
commonmarketphila.org, or go to sales@commonmarketphila.
org for more details. Common Market solely carries locally-
sourced, responsibly-grown food, so our produce availability 
changes often and thus subject to the uncertainties of Mother 
Nature. If there are any questions at all please don’t hesitate 
to call Zoe Lloyd, Operations Manager, at 215-275-3435 ext 1 or 
email at zoe@commonmarketphila.org. 

HOW CAN I TAKE MY LOCAL FOOD PROCUREMENT  
PROGRAM TO THE NEXT LEVEL?
PRESERVING FOOD (FREEZING, CANNING, PICKLING):  Local produce is bound by seasonality, unlike conventional 
distributors who source from around the globe.  One way to extend the season for some foods is through preserving 
methods, like freezing, canning or pickling.  Many berries are easy to freeze and are then great for smoothies or in 
baked treats.  Canning is a common method of preservation for many fruits and vegetables, especially tomatoes.  
Pickling of vegetables allows a kitchen to make excellent use out of vegetables, such as cucumbers, when they are 
available and very cost competitive. 

COMPOSTING:  Introducing more fresh raw product into school cafeterias will simultaneously introduce more 
food prep waste.  One way to help keep a local food procurement program sustainable is through introducing a 
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composting program.  Composting turns food into dirt; “since it came from the ground, it can go back down in the 
ground.”  These efforts in the cafeteria, if composted correctly, can help support school garden efforts.  If a school 
is working directly with a farmer, there is a chance that the farmer may be interested in collecting the food waste 
upon delivery to compost on their farms.

MARKET THE LOCAL PRODUCTS:  Fair Food offers various free marketing materials in the form of posters and point of 
sale cards to institutions that are serving local food.  These can help advertise the local option on the serving line, as 
well as raise awareness that local food is being procured for a school.  Point of sale cards are great to encourage 
students to take the local item, as well as to educate them about the farmer and the farm from which it came.  

SEEKING PUBLICITY:  Local food procurement shows that a school is doing something non-traditional for the better-
ment of their school; why keep quiet?  Beyond an enticing marketing strategy for admissions, a solid PR strategy may 
help other schools evaluate their procurement and how they too can make changes  
that are good for their immediate school community as well as the regional and global community.

COST-CUTTING MEASURES
FOOD SERVICE CAN GENERATE SIGNIFICANT AMOUNTS OF WASTE FROM PACKAGING TO FOOD TO ENERGY USE, 
NOTES GARY GIBERSON OF SUSTAINABLE FARE. INSTITUTING SOME OF THESE PROVEN SUGGESTIONS FOR WASTE 
REDUCTION CAN SAVE YOU CONSIDERABLE DOLLARS IN THE LONG TERM. EVEN IF THESE SAVINGS DON’T DIRECTLY 
AFFECT YOUR FOOD SERVICE BUDGET THEY CAN PROVIDE YOU WITH SOME POWERFUL AMMUNITION IF YOU NEED  
TO ARGUE THE CASE TO YOUR ADMINISTRATION FOR MORE DOLLARS IN THE FOOD BUDGET.

FOOD WASTE:  Locally grown food is often fresher, lasts longer, and generates less waste than food shipped in from 
far away. Fresher food needs less dressing up, makes it possible to create much simpler dishes, and saves prepara-
tion time.

LESS QUANTITY, MORE QUALITY: Encourage consumers not to take more than they can eat. At Columbia University, 
photographs of trays with half-full plates accompany the slogan, “It’s all you can eat, not all you can throw away.” 

GO TRAYLESS:  The Lawrenceville School in NJ no longer has trays, which limits students to only what they can carry 
in their hands. Students also have to bus their own dishes. This makes them more aware of what they throw away 
and gives the food service staff more time to concentrate on preparing better food.

WASTE AUDITS:  St Andrew’s School in DE, which also went trayless several years ago, weighs their food waste and 
the daily total is posted in the dining hall to raise awareness.

REDUCE PLATE SIZE:  Self-service cafeterias at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, reduced the size of plates from 9 
inches to 8 inches as a way of encouraging students to take smaller portions and leaving less food behind on their 
plates. Students who are still hungry may go back for seconds.

COMPOST: Many institutions are now composting food waste on site or contracting with a composting service. This 
reduces the cost of waste hauling and provides compost for landscaping on campus.

PACKAGING:  Buying products in bulk containers increases the 
ratio of food to packaging material and decreases packaging  
waste. Sugar, sugar substitutes, mustard, ketchup, and other 
staples are all good examples of products that can easily be  
purchased in bulk and dispensed from reusable containers  
rather than single-serve portions.

You can purchase fruit in returnable, bulk packed, wooden 
crates direct from the farm. This saves money and waste for the 

Photo by Michael Murphy, Common Market
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farmer too. Each industry standard packed bushel of apples can cost the farmer $3 or more in packaging and all 
the components, liners, trays, boxes, labels, tags, come in their own packaging.

BEVERAGES:  Use fountain soda dispensers, milk dispensers, and water coolers rather than single-use beverage  
containers to reduce bottle, can, carton, and paper cup waste. Use refillable bottles instead of single-use bottles, 
cans, and carton. Campus settings lend themselves particularly well to the use of refillables, which are easily  
collected in settings where beverages are purchased and consumed on site. Offer price discounts to encourage 
use of refillable containers.

Allow consumers to bring their own cups to receive discounts.  St. Andrew’s School has an “Ugly Mug Program,” 
where faculty bring extra mugs from their homes to eliminate the need for disposable cups in the faculty room.  
Also, the school encourages students to use their own reusable water bottles throughout the school day and at 
sporting events.  

SERVING WARE: Choose reusable items instead of purchasing single-use items such as “disposable” flatware, mugs, 
dishes, trays, coffee filters, and salt and pepper shakers.  Dining halls at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign 
and Rutgers University in New Jersey, and Westtown School serve most meals using china plates, stainless steel flat-
ware, and glassware. 

The Springside School developed a creative way to reduce the loss of plates when the lower school kids were trying 
to scrape the food waste from them on slippery trays at the dishwashing window. They created an Artwork project 
where every girl created her own beautiful melmac plate and signed it. After putting the new program in place, 
their loss was substantially reduced, because there was so much value attached to every plate that the kids were really 
careful.  The plates came as a kit www.makit.com (1-800-248-9443).  Additional sustainable initiatives at Springside in-
clude no use of Styrofoam, metal utensils are offered as a substitute plastic ware, and the school uses compostable 
soup cups.

EATING ON THE PREMISES:  Because take-out food is invariably packaged in single-use containers and served with 
single-use napkins and flatware, it often leads to the generation of more waste than when food is eaten where pur-
chased. The disparity in waste generated is even greater if on-site meals are served on reusable dinnerware. Food 
services can offer price discounts for those who eat on the premises.

NAPKINS:  There are multiple ways of reducing napkin waste. In settings where piles of napkins are set out for the 
taking, napkins often become a large component of the waste problem. The preferable  
solution is washable cloth napkins. If loss/disappearance is a problem, or if washing is not practical, there may be 
other ways to reduce the overuse of napkins, such as putting them in dispensers or  
purchasing smaller napkins. The Lawrenceville School placed dispensers on the wall next to the drink dispensers and 
reduced napkin costs by $10,000 in the first year.

Staff at one school was able to reduce the number of paper napkins used by moving napkin dispensers  
to each table, rather than placing them at the beginning of the food service line where students pick up their 
trays. A study of two dining rooms showed that when students took napkins from dispensers at the beginning of the 
cafeteria line, each person used an average of 3.3 napkins at each meal. When staff placed napkin dispensers on 
tables each person used an average of 1.4 napkins at each meal.

ENERGY USE:  Turn off lights when you’re not in the room; only turn on the gas when you need to cook. Obvious but 
often ignored, these simple measures can save thousands each year. With a little training and encouragement 
food service staff and customers can become more aware of their energy usage.

Many schools have installed sensors in buildings so that lights turn on when some one enters a room and off when 
the room is empty. 
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BASIC PAELLA RECIPE
Rosemont School of the Holy Child, courtesy of 
Diana Bayer

1 Cup Rice
2 cup Chicken Stock (warmed)
½  Small Onion, Diced
14oz can Diced Tomatoes
2-3 Garlic Cloves, Minced
1/8 Cup Oil
1/4t Saffron, Lightly Toasted
Salt & Pepper to taste

DIRECTIONS:  In a small pot warm stock with saffron. 
Heat oil in skillet over medium heat. Add onions and 
sauté until translucent. Add tomatoes, fresh vegeta-
bles, garlic, (chorizo if desired) and simmer for about 
five minutes. Stir in rice and be sure that it gets thor-
oughly coated in tomato mixture. Slowly add stock. 
After it cooks for about 10 minutes you can begin 
to add whatever meat or seafood you wish. Cover 
and cook until all liquid is absorbed. Approximately 
15 minutes. Salt and pepper to taste. If you like spicy 
add some crushed red pepper flakes. Garnish with 
chopped flat leaf parsley and lemon wedges.

GEORGE SCHOOL MINT TEA
George School, courtesy of Joe Ducati,  
Culinart, Inc

6 Bunch Fresh Mint
2 Cups Sugar
5 Gallons Water

DIRECTIONS: Combine all ingredients in a large 
stock pot. Bring to a boil, remove from heat, cover 
and steep for 1 hour. Strain and serve cold.

BLUEBERRY TEA W/ LEMON 
VERBENA
The Lawrenceville School, courtesy of Rob 
Freeman, Sustainable Fare

1Tsp. Peeled Ginger
½ Cup Lemon Juice
1 Pt. Jersey Blueberries
3 Tea Bags (individual wrapped, favorite flavor)
¾ Cups Cane Sugar
½ Bunch Lemon Verbena or Mint

DIRECTIONS: Bring the blueberries, sugar, ginger and 
lemon juice to a boil over medium heat. Cook for 5 
min.  Strain and squeeze the juice from the blueber-
ries into a container. Meanwhile boil 4 cups of water 
and add tea bag. Remove tea bags, let tea stand 
for 5 min. and then add blueberry syrup. Refrigerate 
for one hour then serve.

RECIPE SUGGESTIONS
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TORTILLA WRAPS
Kimberton Waldorf School, courtesy of  
Karen Flores, Food for Thought Program

FILLING:
15 Lbs. Carrots, Shredded
10 Heads Lettuce, Thinly Sliced
3 Bunch Scallions, Thinly Sliced
10.5 Lbs. Cream Cheese, Creamed
15 Lbs. Cheddar Cheese
168 Tortilla Warps

HOMEMADE SALSA:
40 Fresh Tomatoes, Diced
4 Bunch Fresh Cilantro, Finely Chopped
4 Bunch Scallions, Thinly Sliced
6 Onions, Diced
4 Green Peppers
4 Red Peppers
10 Garlic, Crushed Cloves

SPICES* (spices are to taste, start with half the 
amount  
and add as your taste buds tell you):
1 Cup Chili Powder
1 Cup Cumin
2 Tbs. Salt
2 Tbs. Black Pepper
1 Cup Dill, Fresh or Dried

DIRECTIONS: Mix all ingredients together. Blend salsa 
with the cream cheese. Lay out Tortilla, spread a 
TBS of the cream cheese/salsa mixture evenly, add 
a small handful of lettuce, spread a fingertip full of 
scallions, spread ½ handful of grated carrots, add 
a generous handful of shredded cheese on top, roll 
Tortilla as tight as possible. Slice in half. Repeat.

QUINOA PILAF SALAD
The Lawrenceville School, courtesy of  
Gary Giberson, Sustainable Fare

12 Oz. Quinoa, rinsed
1 ½ Pts. Vegetable Stock or Water
1 Red Pepper, Roasted and Diced
1 Yellow Pepper, Roasted and Diced
1 Tomato, Seeded and Diced
1 Cup Cucumber, Peeled, Seeded and Diced
¼ Cup Parsley, Chopped

DRESSING:
¼ Cup Fresh Lemon Juice
½ Cup Olive Oil
¼ Tsp. Salt
¼ Tsp. Fresh Ground Black Pepper

DIRECTIONS: Add the quinoa to the stock and cov-
er, bring the stock to a simmer and let cook on low 
heat for about 20 minutes or until the quinoa tender. 
Fluff grain with a fork to break up any clumps, and 
fold in peppers, tomatoes, cucumber and parsley. 
Toss with dressing.

ROASTED BARLEY SALAD
The Lawrenceville School, courtesy of  
Gary Giberson, Sustainable Fare
Yield: 12 4 oz. portions

16 Oz. Dry Pearl Barley
3 Tbs. Olive Oil
1 Red Onions, Sliced into ¼’’ Rings
3 ½ Cups Vegetable Stock
6 Oz. Red Pepper, Roasted and Diced
¼ Cup Parsley, Chopped

DRESSING:
¼ cup  Fresh Lemon Juice
½ cup  Olive Oil
¼ tsp.  Salt
¼ tsp.  Fresh Ground Black Pepper

DIRECTIONS: Toss the barley with 2 tablespoons of 
olive oil and spread evenly in a roasting pan. Toss 
onion rings with 1 tablespoon of olive oil and lay 
rings on a cookie sheet season with salt and pepper. 
Place barley and onions in 375 ° oven and roast until 
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barley and onions turn golden brown, stirring barley 
as needed to evenly roast. Add vegetable stock 
or water to barley, cover with a sheet of aluminum 
foil and continue to roast until barley absorbs stock 
approximately 30 minutes. Remove barley and 
onions form oven and let cool at room temperature. 
Assemble salad by placing in a large bowl, barley, 
onions (save a few rings to garnish serving dish), 
roasted pepper and chopped parsley (also saving 
a small amount to garnish serving dish). Season with 
salt and pepper, add olive oil and lemon juice and 
toss. Placing in serving dish and garnish.

SUMMER GARDEN RATATOUILLE
Fairville Friends School, courtesy of  
Jeannine Ignatz

2 Onions, Chopped
4 Garlic, Minced Clove
1 Bay Leaf
3 Tbs. Olive Oil
1 Eggplant, Chopped
1 ½ Tbs. Fresh Basil, Chopped
1 Tbs. Fresh Rosemary
1 ½ Tsp. Salt
1 Tsp. Fresh Marjoram, Chopped
2 Summer Squash, Chopped
2 Orange, Green OR Red Peppers, Cut in Strips
2 cups Tomatoes, Chopped

DIRECTIONS: Sauté bay leaf, onions and garlic in 
olive oil for about 5 minutes. Add eggplant, basil, 
salt, rosemary and marjoram to medium heat stir-
ring occasionally until eggplant is soft. Add summer 
squash, peppers and tomatoes until tender, about 
10 minutes. Serve over pasta. Sprinkle with chopped 
fresh parsley, black olives or Parmesan cheese.

WESTTOWN FALAFEL
Westtown School, courtesy of Beth Pellegrino

2 cups dried chickpeas
1 medium onion, minced
5 garlic cloves, smashed
1 cup fresh cilantro, chopped 
 (you can use parsley if you’re not a cilantro fan)
1 tsp baking powder
2 tsp freshly ground coriander
2 tsp ground cumin
½ tsp red pepper flakes or siriachi hot sauce
1 tbsp kosher salt
½ tsp black pepper
Vegetable oil for frying

DIRECTIONS:  Cover the chickpeas with water and 
soak for 24 hours.  Drain and set aside.
Using a food processor, pulse the chickpeas until 
they finely chopped.  You want it to look like bread-
crumbs.  Add the onion, garlic, cilantro, baking 
powder, coriander, cumin, red pepper flakes, salt 
and pepper to the mixture.  Remove the mixture 
and scoop out 1” balls.  Gently drop the falafel into 
the hot oil and fry for about 3-5 minutes. 
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PART II:  
SUSTAINABLE FOOD CURRICULUM

SUSTAINABLE FOOD SYSTEMS:  
AN ESSENTIAL 21ST CENTURY CURRICULUM FOR SCHOOLS
Sustainable Food Systems: An Essential 21st Century Curriculum for 
Schools

WHAT COULD BE MORE IMPORTANT THAN THE QUALITY OF THE FOOD WE EAT AND THE KNOWLEDGE OF WHERE IT 
COMES FROM, HOW IT IS GROWN, AND HOW IT IMPACTS OUR PERSONAL HEALTH AND THE HEALTH OF THE ECOSYS-
TEMS ON WHICH IT DEPENDS? INCORPORATING FOOD LITERACY INTO THE K-12 CURRICULUM SATISFIES LEARNING 
STANDARDS IN HEALTH, SCIENCE, SERVICE, AND SUSTAINABILITY. 

Below are student learning standards created by the US Partnership for Education for Sustainable  
Development National Education for Sustainability K-12 (Version 3 – Sept.  2009).

EFS STANDARD 1: Students understand and are able to apply the basic concepts and principles of 
sustainability (i.e.: meeting present needs without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their needs).

EFS STANDARD 2: Students recognize the concept of sustainability as a dynamic condition charac-
terized by the interdependency among ecological, economic, and social systems and how these 
interconnected systems affect individual and societal well-being. They develop an understanding 
of the human connection to and interdependence with the natural world.

EFS STANDARD 3:  Students develop a multidisciplinary approach to learning the knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes necessary to improve continuously the health and well-being of present and future 
generations, via both personal and collective decisions and actions. They are able to envision a 
world that is sustainable, along with the primary changes that would need to be made by individu-
als, local communities, and countries in order to achieve this.

A detailed expansion on the above standards can be found at http://s3.amazonaws.com/usp_
site_uploads/resources/152/USP_EFS_standards_V3_11_10.pdf

THE UMBRELLA CONCEPT:  ECOLOGICAL LITERACY
LOWER SCHOOL: Teaching at this developmental stage connects students’ hands with the earth, through experi-
ences with the garden, other cultures’ understandings of nature, and reflections on  
human dependency on the earth and our responsibility for its care. (Standards 1, 2)

MIDDLE SCHOOL: Lessons both experiential and reflective introduce concepts of food systems, sustainable develop-
ment, methods of agriculture, composting, and responsible environmental engagement to broaden understanding 
of the interconnections among species and eco-systems. (Standards 1, 2, 3)
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UPPER SCHOOL: Teaching at this level is theoretical and experiential through service and study. Students consider 
food issues through different lenses: economic, ecological, political, and social/cultural. Students  
study local and global sustainable food systems and recognize that their personal choices make a difference.  
Experiential learning focuses on service, celebration, and community through sharing (and eating!) the harvest. 
(Standards 1, 2, 3)

GARDENING
LOWER, MIDDLE, AND UPPER SCHOOL STUDENTS PARTICIPATE IN  
THE FULL CYCLE OF GROWING FOOD FROM SEED PROPAGATION,  
TO TRANSPLANTING, TO TENDING MATURE PLANTS, TO HARVESTING,  
TO MENU PREPARATION, TO TASTING.

LOWER SCHOOL: Growing vegetables to eat in a raised bed garden 
and flowers to attract insects, butterflies, bees, and other pollinators  
introduces students to the interdependency of natural systems, the 
fresh taste of locally grown foods, and the world of the garden habitat 
with its interdependency of plants, insects, energy, and water. (Standard 2)

MIDDLE AND UPPER SCHOOL: Students learn about the garden  
eco-system: beneficial and detrimental insects, biological responses  
to control unwanted insects and plant diseases, and biointensive  
cultivation methods. (Standard 2)

REDUCE, REUSE, RECYCLE, AND COMPOST –  
The model of NO WASTE in nature
BY STRESSING REDUCTION IN THE USE OF PACKAGED FOODS AND DRINK, AND BY CREATING COMPOST FROM  
FOOD SCRAPS, STUDENTS LEARN ABOUT THE IMPORTANCE OF RESOURCE CONSERVATION, THE COMPOSITION OF 
SOIL LAYERS, THE WORK OF MICROBIAL AND FUNGAL DECOMPOSERS, AND THE CRITICAL NUTRIENT CYCLES ON 
WHICH AGRICULTURE, AND THEREFORE HUMAN LIFE, DEPEND. THE CONCEPT OF “WASTE” IS REPLACED BY REDUCING, 
REUSING, RECYCLING, COMPOSTING, AND REDESIGNING: IMAGINING HOW OUR MATERIAL CULTURE CAN MORE 
CLOSELY MIMIC NATURAL SYSTEMS.

LOWER SCHOOL: Students experience composting as part of their hands-on experience tending a raised bed 
garden for vegetable crops used in classroom teaching. They learn about recycling food as a concept and that 
organic “waste” is in fact not waste at all, but is part of the life cycle. Students manage an in-classroom worm com-
posting bin using lunch leftovers or an outdoor enclosed bin for observation and for use in the garden or campus 
landscaping. Science classes learn about soil composition, the importance of organic matter in our soil, and envi-
ronmental concerns about erosion. (Standards 1, 2)

MIDDLE AND UPPER SCHOOLS: Students collect food scraps from the dining hall and compost them in an open pile 
or closed bin system, then use the finished compost to improve soil for campus landscaping or food crops. In the 
process, they learn about organic material percentages in soil, and both anaerobic and aerobic decomposition. 
When compared to landfilling the scraps, students can calculate the CH4 (Methane) and CO2 reductions that con-
tribute to global climate change, ocean acidification and other environmental problems. (Standards 1, 2, 3) 
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SUSTAINABLE FOOD SYSTEMS
STUDENTS INVESTIGATE THE CURRENT SYSTEMS OF FOOD  
PRODUCTION AROUND THE WORLD AND THEIR IMPACTS ON  
HUMAN HEALTH AND THE ECOSYSTEM ON WHICH WE DEPEND. 

MIDDLE SCHOOL: In science and history classes, students learn 
about sustainable agriculture techniques, biodiversity, and 
energy use as key factors in sustainable food production. 
(Standards 1, 2, 3)

UPPER SCHOOL: In history and religion classes, students  
explore how beliefs and practices concerning land use and 
food production enhance or diminish the sustainability of a 
given society. Students draw parallels to the current social, 
political, economic, and environmental factors in today’s 
agricultural practices, and learn about sustainable models 
for feeding their own communities and the world. Upper level 
science classes look at the environmental impact of different 
food production methods. (Standards 1, 2, 3)

HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY
STUDENTS EXAMINE AND EXPERIENCE THE NUTRITIONAL AND TASTE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN INDUSTRIALLY PRODUCED 
FOODS AND LOCALLY GROWN FOODS. DINING HALL PURCHASES OF LOCAL AND ORGANIC FOODS AND SEASONAL 
MENU OFFERINGS PROVIDE EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES ON THE PLATE AND AT THE LUNCH TABLE.

LOWER SCHOOL: Through seed propagation, planting, harvesting, and eating campus-grown foods, students  
enjoy nutritious, tasty food. Students learn about the environmental benefits of reducing food waste, growing  
food organically, and recycling through composting. (Standard 1, 2, 3)

MIDDLE AND UPPER SCHOOL: In health and science classes, students analyze the nutrients lost when foods are 
overly processed, the nutritional density of fresh foods, and the impact of the chemicals used in industrial farming 
on human health. They examine their own diet and analyze how advertising influences their food choices.   
(Standards 1, 2, 3)

SERVICE AND COMMUNITY
Middle and Upper Schools: Students harvest campus-grown food and glean commercial fields for donation to local 
food pantries, and help build gardens for retirement communities or other underserved populations. (Standards 2, 3)
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FOR MORE INFORMATION AND IDEAS, PLEASE CONTACT:
GARDENING AND ECO-LITERACY: 
Victoria Pearson, Vistoria.Pearson@Westtown.edu; Alix Ross, aross@standrews-de.org
Kate Smith-Ducati, Kate_Smith-Ducati@georgeschool.org

EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY: 
Judy Nicholson Asselin, Judy.asselin@westtown.edu

COMPOSTING: 
Alix Ross, aross@standrews-de.org

SUSTAINABLE DINING: 
Gary Giberson, ggiverso@lwrenceville.org or Rob Freeman,  
 rfreeman@lawrenceville.org, at Lawrenceville School, 
Mike Ducati food_service@georgeschool.org at George School,
Kelly Massett at St. Andrews School, kmassett@standrews-de.org, 
Beth Pellegrino at Westtown School, beth.pellegrino@westtown.edu
Ernie Schoch, ernie.schoch@westtown.edu
Tina Rodriguez, SAGE Dining Services, tina@sagedining.com

LOCAL FOOD SOURCING:
Zoe Lloyd, zoe@commonmarketphila.org

FARM-TO-SCHOOL SUPPORT:
Deborah Bentzel, ded@fairfoodphilly.org

INFORMATION RE PAISBOA AND THE FARM-TO-SCHOOL INITIATIVE:
Mike Schuller, mschuller@standrews-de.org
Al Greenough, agreenough@paisboa.org

Contact information current as of November, 2011
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THE FOLLOWING VENDORS/ 
ORGANIZATIONS HAVE MADE  
SIGNIFICANT CONTRIBUTIONS  

TO THE PROJECT EITHER IN TERMS  
OF STAFF TIME, MONEY OR BOTH.  

WE ARE GRATEFUL FOR THEIR  
COMMITMENT WITHOUT WHICH  

THE FARM TO SCHOOL PROJECT 
WOULD NOT HAVE ACCOMPLISHED 

AS MUCH AS IT HAS TO DATE.

With special thanks to  
Megan Bucknum for her invaluable  

role in putting this brochure together


