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Introduction

Connecting children to good food through student nutrition programs and food literacy programming is an important way to teach children lifelong healthy eating habits. When children eat well at school, they both have better academic success, and better dietary habits. When they gain food literacy, or an understanding of where food comes from, how to grow it, how to cook it and how to choose healthy and nutritious options, this reduces the incidence of childhood obesity and other diet-related illnesses in their future. Food literacy and student nutrition programs also present an opportunity to build the market for Ontario foods directly through institutional purchases, and in the long-term by changing consumer behaviours. 

This backgrounder reviews some of the essential issues that contribute to the need for food literacy and student nutrition programs in schools and recommendations that the Ontario government should adopt to incorporate it into the Local Food Act. The Local Food Act presents the right opportunity for the government of Ontario to demonstrate leadership in developing long-term markets for Ontario food and commitment to the health of Ontario’s children. 


How do food literacy and student nutrition contribute to a better Ontario?

Reduce the incidences and costs of diet-related illness

	With 26% of school-aged children overweight or obese in Canada, increasing numbers of youth are at risk of developing respiratory disorders, orthopedic conditions, high cholesterol and Type 2 diabetes due to poor diet.[endnoteRef:1] Unhealthy eating habits from childhood often extend into adulthood, amplifying the cost for the Ontario health care system of treating associated illnesses. Schools are in a unique position to reverse this trend with food literacy and student nutrition programs, by developing healthy eating habits, strong food skills, and knowledgeable eaters.  [1:  Statistics Canada. 2006. “Childhood Obesity: A Troubling Situation.” Canada Year Book.] 


In addition, these initiatives have impressive support among Ontarians. Making food literacy part of the mainstream school curriculum is supported by 95% of Ontarians and a student nutrition program that provides children with one healthy meal per day is supported by 76% of Ontarians.[endnoteRef:2]  [2:  FoodShare. 2010. “Ontario Online Polling Results.” Strategic Communications Inc. ] 


Improve capacity to learn

Well-nourished children are better able to learn in school, be active, and maintain a healthy lifestyle into adulthood.[endnoteRef:3] Often, breakfasts, snacks or lunches provided by student nutrition programs are the only meal or the only healthy meal that students eat during the day.[endnoteRef:4] A vast body of evidence shows that student nutrition programs contribute significantly to reducing tardiness and illness, and to improving students’ behaviours in class, and abilities to concentrate, retain and apply information.[endnoteRef:5] [endnoteRef:6]  [3:  Toronto Youth Food Policy Council. 2011. “Food Literacy in Education.” Research and Policy.]  [4:  Muthuswamy, E. 2012. “Feeding Our Future: The First- and Second-Year Evaluation.” Toronto District School Board.]  [5:  Sustain Ontario. 2011. “Good Food Policies for Education.” Retrieved from: http://sustainontario.com/initiatives/policies/gfpps-sector/good-food-policies-for-education.  ]  [6:  Muthuswamy 2012. ] 


Additionally, food focused activities like gardens and culinary programs can help to bring education to life for children, especially when linked to the curriculum. By taking learning outside of the classroom and into real-world settings children become more engaged in learning about topics from math and science to English and history. 

Enhance Ontario’s Economic Resilience

Ontario Schools purchase millions of dollars of food annually to feed children through student nutrition programs. Shifting some of those dollars to purchasing Ontario food would create new markets for Ontario products and an influx of resources into the Ontario Economy. 

Further, teaching children to prefer local food through education and by getting them accustomed to eating local food in nutrition programs changes consumer behaviours. As with recycling and smoking cessation it has been shown that children can influence their parents’ behaviour. Additionally, these programs will form habits and beliefs that will ensure that Ontario food will be preferred in the future. 

Recommendations

 Create a provincial food literacy and student nutrition policy framework
· School boards should develop a mandatory food literacy and student nutrition policy based on the framework that reflects their local circumstances. 
· The policy will inform programs and curriculum initiatives that deepen student food literacy and nutrition. 

Support the establishment of children’s gardens, composters and culinary programs in schools[endnoteRef:7] [7:  See Policy and Design used by the Vancouver School Board on Gardens: http://www.vsb.bc.ca/district-policy/io-garden-policy. ] 

· Build all new schools with a kitchen, cafeteria, and a garden[endnoteRef:8] [8:  FoodShare. 2010. “Canadians Demand Federal Action on Childhood Nutrition, National Food Policy.” Press Release. ] 

· Provide resources to support existing schools in building gardens, kitchens and cafeterias


 Support activities outside of the classroom to educate children about food[endnoteRef:9] [9:  Toronto Youth Food Policy Council. 2010. “Community Meeting on Food Literacy.” November 2010 Community Meeting Notes.] 

· Prioritize food focused jobs in existing youth summer employment initiatives
· Support programs that enable children to visit farms and community food initiatives. 

 Develop fresh, local procurement policies for schools
· Develop fresh, local food procurement targets for schools and build these requirements into contracts with food suppliers.
· Provide incentives and training to enable schools to meet the procurement targets.

 Ensure access to adequate nutrition in schools
· Continue and expand funds for the Student Nutrition Program 
· Ensure that the provincial Student Nutrition Program is accessible to all children
· Lobby the federal government to create a National Student Nutrition Program that serves all children

 Reduce children’s exposure to unhealthy foods and beverages
· Protect children from targeted advertising of unhealthy food and beverages[endnoteRef:10] [endnoteRef:11] [10:  Unhealthy foods and beverages include those that are high in saturated fats, trans-fatty acids, sugars and sodium. ]  [11:  See the Quebec Consumer Protection Act of 1980 which prohibits commercial advertising directed at children under the age of 13. ] 

· Provide incentives for schools to stop selling unhealthy food and beverages.
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