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Farm to school is a group of activities and strategies 
that include the use of local foods in meals and snacks, 
gardening opportunities, and food-based learning activities 
implemented with the goals of promoting health and 
wellness and enhancing the quality of the educational 
experience. “Farm to early care and education” or “farm 
to school in early care and education” is the application of 
these activities in any early care and education setting. 

To better understand the current reach and landscape of 
farm to early care and education, including application 
of activities, motivations, and challenges, the National 
Farm to School Network (NFSN) implemented the “2015 
National Survey of Early Care and Education Providers: Local 
Procurement, Gardens, and Food and Farm Education.”

Executive Summary 

• Of 1,496 respondents to the survey, a little over half 
(54.4%) in 48 states and Washington D.C. reported 
that they carried out some type of farm to early care 
and education activity within the last year.

• Another quarter (28.4%) reported that, although 
they were not currently engaged in farm to early care 
and education activities, they were planning to do so 
soon.

• All types of program sites reported farm to early care 
and education activities, including child care centers, 
licensed and unlicensed family child care, private 
preschools, Head Start/Early Head Start, state 
preschools, and programs through K-12 districts.

• Almost a third (30.2%) of the sites with farm to early 
care and education activities reported that over 
three-quarters of their enrollment was accounted for 
by undeserved and/or low-income children.  

• Of respondents participating in farm to early care and 
education, 44.6% have been engaged for more than 3 
years, and 33.0% between 1 and 3 years.

• The top three motivations for participating in farm 
to early care and education activities were providing 
children with experiential learning, teaching children 
about where food comes from and how it is grown, 
and improving children’s health.

• The most frequently reported farm to early care and 
education activities include educating children about 
locally grown food, how food grows, and where it 
comes from, planting and working with children 
in an edible garden, and purchasing local foods or 
ingredients for meals, snacks, or the classroom.

• Of sites reporting farm to early care and education 
activities, 508 (or 62.8%) reported that they 
purchased local food or ingredients for meals, 
snacks, or classrooms. In addition, sites purchased an 
average of $18,819 in local foods over the last year, or 
27.6% of their spending on food.

• Most sites define “local” food as food that is 
produced in the same city/county (35.2%), within 
a 50-mile radius (28.1%), or from within the state 
(14.5%). 

• Sites were more likely to purchase local foods directly 
from grocery stores/retailers, farmers markets, and 
individual producers than from distributors and other 
intermediaries. 

• Local fruits and vegetables were served most 
frequently by sites. Apples, tomatoes, salad greens, 
milk, and eggs were the top five products purchased 
by value, and meat, milk, chicken, cheese, and 
berries were the top five products reported by 
respondents to be difficult to purchase. 

• Almost three quarters of respondents (73.6%) 
reported that they would either increase some or 
increase greatly the amount of local foods they 
purchase over the next 2-3 years. 

• The cost/price of local products was the most 
frequently cited barrier to sourcing local food, 
followed closely by the seasonality of fruits and 
vegetables and supply issues, such as unreliable 
supplies of local foods. 

Key Findings

While results of the survey provide a broad overview of the 
current reach, motivations, and barriers of applying farm to 
school in early care and education settings, further analysis 
is needed to better understand the needs and opportunities 
to expand farm to early care and education across all types 
of programs and settings. Future research to evaluate what 

program characteristics are associated with high levels 
of farm to early care and education activity and to under-
stand the unique barriers for early care and education sites 
will help inform policy and programmatic development to 
advance farm to early care and education across the country.  
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Introduction
National Farm to School Network

The National Farm to School Network (NFSN) is a national 
non-profit organization that serves as an information, 
advocacy, and networking hub for communities working to 
bring local food sourcing and food and agriculture education 
into schools and early care and education settings. NFSN’s 
mission is to promote the expansion of farm to school 
activities in order to empower children and their families to 
make informed food choices, while strengthening the local 
economy and contributing to vibrant communities.1 

Established in 2007, NFSN works to provide vision, 
leadership, and support at the state, regional, and national 
levels to connect stakeholders and expand the farm to 
school movement, which has grown from a handful of 
schools in the late 1990s to over 42,000 schools in all 
50 states by 2015.2 NFSN includes national staff, eight 
Regional Lead Agencies, 51 State Leads, an Advisory Board, 
and thousands of farm to school supporters. In response 
to demand from K-12 and early childhood stakeholders, 
NFSN began working to expand its network and expertise to 
include farm to school in early care and education settings 
in 2011. Since then, NFSN has acted as a lead convener and 
facilitator for this work.

Early Care and Education

Early care and education generally refers to settings where 
children ages zero to five receive group care or educational 
opportunities. Early care and education settings vary widely, 
but generally fall into two broad categories: family child 
care homes and center-based care and education. Family 
child care takes place in the private family home of the 
provider, whereas center-based programs offer care and 
education in a facility. Child care centers may be publicly 
or privately funded and for-profit or non-profit entities. 
Types of child care centers include, but are not limited to, 
preschools (including state preschool programs), private 
child care facilities (e.g., KinderCare or La Petite Academy), 
Head Start/Early Head Start, and programs in K-12 school 
districts.3 Across the United States, there are approximately 
118,000 family child care providers and 129,000 center-
based care and education programs serving nearly eight 
million children.4 

Some early care and education settings include children 
of many different ages. While these settings may have less 
structured approaches to providing education experiences, 
high quality early care and education settings will still 
offer learning opportunities to meet appropriate cognitive, 
emotional, social, and physical development from birth on.5 
Other programs – specifically preschool and Head Start – are 
aimed at children ages three and up and have a stronger 
focus on kindergarten readiness and specific learning 
objectives.6 In addition to offering experiential learning 
opportunities, other priority areas that contribute to high 
quality early care and education programs include emphasis 
on family engagement and health and wellness (physical, 
nutritional, and mental).7  

In efforts to improve the quality of early care and education, 
many states have enacted state specific early education 
standards. There are also national standards established 
by the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC).5,8 Adherence to these state and federal 
standards are not required for licensing but may be required 
for accreditation by NAEYC and some state entities. Further, 
many states are moving towards a Quality Rating and 
Improvement System (QRIS) aimed at improving the quality 
of programs through a standard rating system.9 Head Start 
has its own Head Start Program Performance Standards and 
Head Start Early Learning Outcomes Framework to help Head 
Start programs offer high quality learning opportunities and 
increase school readiness for the children served by these 
programs.10,11   



Challenges in Early Care and Education  

Almost a quarter (22.8%) of children ages two to five are 
currently overweight or obese, placing them at higher risk 
for high blood pressure, high cholesterol, type 2 diabetes, 
and social and emotional problems.12,13 Obese children 
are also more likely to become obese adults, further 
contributing to the likelihood they will face obesity related 
health complications.13 At the same time, food insecurity – a 
challenge faced by 23.7% of households with children under 
age four – is a strong contributing risk factor to overweight 
and obesity in children, as well as a predictor of delayed 
cognitive and emotional development.14 

Young children consistently exposed to poor quality 
environments are less likely to be prepared for school and 
may have delayed social and emotional development.15 
While research underscores the importance of high quality 
child care and education in school readiness and cognitive 
and emotional development, by age four only 17% of low 
income children are enrolled in high quality early education 
programs.16  With eight million children spending an average 
of 33 hours per week in early care and education settings, 
these sites are important avenues to reach at risk children 
and families.16,17 

 

What is Farm to Early Care and 
Education? 

Farm to school is a group of activities and strategies 
that include the use of local foods in meals and snacks, 
gardening opportunities, and food-based learning activities 
implemented with the goals of promoting health and wellness 
and enhancing the quality of the educational experience.18 
Specifically, the three core elements of farm to school are 
local procurement, gardens, and education (Figure 1). While 
much of the literature relates to farm to school in K-12 
schools, farm to school can take place in all types of early 
care and education settings. The application of farm to school 
activities in any of these early care and education settings is 
frequently referred to as “farm to early care and education” or 
“farm to school in early care and education.”    

Local food purchasing or procurement in early care and 
education settings can vary widely depending on program 
structure, size of program, and type of meal program. 
Smaller child care centers and family child care homes may 
require very small quantities of local products and find 
it easiest to purchase local foods directly from grocery 
stores, food co-ops, or farmers markets. These settings may 

also purchase directly from a local farmer or be part of a 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) program. Larger 
centers and early care and education programs that utilize 
central kitchens and require greater quantities of products 
may purchase local foods from a broadline distributor, a food 
hub, or directly from a local farmer or farmer cooperative 
that can provide the volume needed. Programs participating 
in the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) – the 
federally funded food program that includes early care and 
education settings – can utilize CACFP funds for local foods, 
but depending on their program classification, may have to 
adhere to formal or informal federal procurement standards. 
Regardless of the purchasing process, the local foods 
purchased may be used in a variety of ways, from fresh fruits 
and vegetables served at snack time to local milk, meat, 
or grains included in meals. Local foods may also be used 
for taste testing, allowing children to sample and become 
familiar with small amounts of new, local foods.

Gardening opportunities in the early care and education 
setting may range from raised garden beds in the backyard 
of a family child care home to an indoor herb garden on 
the windowsill of a Head Start center. Even for very young 
children, the hands-on sensory engagement of gardening 
offers experiential learning opportunities and facilitates an 
understanding and connection to how food grows.  

Local food taste testing and gardening lessons are two of 
many food and agriculture related education activities that 
may be introduced in early care and education settings. 
Other education opportunities include having a farmer 
or chef visit to talk about how food is grown, produced, 
or prepared; reading books about gardening, cooking, 
and local foods; or utilizing local foods and plants for 
sensory exploration or math and science related activities. 
Field trips to farms, orchards, and ranches also provide 
engaging educational opportunities. A number of prepared 
curricula offering teacher guides, lesson plans, and family 

SCHOOL
GARDENS

EDUCATION

PROCUREMENT

C O R E  E L E M E N T S  O F

Figure 1: Core Elements of Farm to School
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newsletters are available to early care and education 
practitioners to facilitate implementation of farm to early 
care and education activities. Some practitioners choose 
to use these prepared curricula, while other teachers and 
caregivers use a less formal approach to integrate food and 
farming education throughout the day. 

Alignment of Farm to Early Care and 
Education Objectives

Farm to school activities aim to address several issues 
prevalent in early childhood with benefits that align with 
the priorities of the early care and education community. 
The early years of development are a critical period in 
developing healthy and appropriate eating habits that 
promote life long healthy weight. Young children are actively 
developing taste preferences during these years that will 
shape their future eating behaviors and willingness to try 
new foods.19 Repeated exposures to fruits and vegetables 
at a young age, like the exposures offered through farm 
to early care and education, increase young children’s 
preference for healthy foods, which is an indicator of future 
consumption patterns.20-26 Based on this information, the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) cites 
farm to early care and education as a promising strategy 
to increase fruit and vegetable consumption and as an 
opportunity to address childhood obesity in the early care 
and education setting.27,28 

Farm to early care and education activities, such as 
gardening, cooking lessons, and taste tests, offer 
opportunities for experiential, hands-on learning. 
Experiential learning opportunities are an important 
component of high quality early learning and help meet 
many cognitive, emotional, social, and physical learning 
objectives for young children.29 A number of prepared farm 
to early care and education lesson plans distinctly identify 
national or state level early childhood learning objectives 
met by the specific activities in the lesson plans.30,31 Further, 
farm to early care and education activities, from family 
meals featuring local foods to garden work days and farm 
field trips, may promote opportunities for meaningful family 
engagement. Increasing and supporting family engagement 
is a high priority for early care and education programs and 
recognized as an important component in healthy early 
development.6,32

Farm to Early Care and Education Policy

The year 2010 was a landmark one in garnering federal policy 
support for farm to school. NFSN led the advocacy effort to 
designate October as National Farm to School Month, through 
the passage of a Congressional Resolution in November 
2010.33 In the same year, the Healthy, Hungry Free Kids Act 
established the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) Farm to School Grant Program, creating funding 
opportunities for K-12 school systems to plan, establish, and 



expand farm to school activities.34 With these federal policy 
advances in place, USDA has continued to expand its interest 
and resource investments into supporting and advancing farm 
to school, including actively promoting the application of 
farm to school to early care and education settings. In 2015, 
USDA issued a memorandum addressing the use of CACFP 
funds for farm to school activities like purchasing local foods 
and growing edible gardens.35 In the same year, the USDA 
Farm to School Program created a “Farm to Preschool Fact 
Sheet” and established specific farm to child care points of 
contact within each USDA Food and Nutrition Services (FNS) 
regional office.36,37 

State farm to school policy efforts have been steadily growing 
over the past decade. By 2014, 22 states had enacted 
over 40 farm to school bills, ranging from resolutions and 
proclamations to establishing local preference laws, and 
nine states had established or continued funding for farm to 
school.38 While some farm to school legislation is inclusive 
of early care and education settings, Washington, D.C.’s 
Healthy Tots Act of 2014 was the first to focus specifically 
on advancing farm to early care and education.39 In addition 
to expanding CACFP participation and establishing grants 
to support nutrition and wellness activities like gardening 
and food education programs, the Act established increased 
reimbursement for meals and snacks that include a locally 
produced food component. 

Current Research on Farm to Early Care 
and Education 

While peer reviewed research regarding farm to early care 
and education is limited, a few studies provide insight into 
the impact of farm to early care and education interventions 

on fruit and vegetable consumption and behavior. At least 
two studies indicate that farm to early care and education 
activities contribute to an increased willingness to try and 
reported liking of target fruits and vegetables.40,41  Several 
additional studies indicate participation in farm to early 
care and education activities contributing to increased fruit 
and vegetable consumption.26,42-44 Additional benefits cited 
include positive reactions to the intervention activities from 
both parents and teachers,40,42,45,46 and an increase in local 
foods served in the homes of participating families.40 

The larger body of research which exists for farm to school 
in K-12 settings suggests that farm to school initiatives 
increase participants’ willingness to try new foods, fruit and 
vegetable consumption (+0.99 to +1.3 servings/day), and 
physical activity, while reducing consumption of unhealthy 
food, intake of sugar sweetened beverages, and screen 
time.47 Further, participation in farm to school activities may 
improve overall academic achievement along with social 
skills and behavior.48,49 Studies also indicate farm to school 
activities may contribute to increased student participation 
in meal programs, generating increased revenue for school 
food service authorities.50,51 Local farmers may benefit 
through increased income and market diversification.52 

There is limited information about the reach of farm to early 
care and education. In 2012, NFSN conducted a survey of 
early care and education sites aimed at better understanding 
farm to early care and education practices, practitioner 
motivations, and the support needed to expand farm to 
early care and education initiatives. Responses were received 
from 494 early care and education managers, directors, 
administrators, teachers, food service coordinators, and 
partner organizations from 39 states and Puerto Rico 
who were already participating in farm to early care and 
education activities.53 
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Additionally, the USDA Farm to School Census gathers 
data about farm to preschool activities within K-12 school 
districts. According to the 2012 Census, 1,163 (30%) of 
responding school districts were participating in farm to 
school activities with preschool age children. The 2015 
Census data shows a slight increase, with 1,516 (32%) of 
reporting districts participating in farm to school activities 
with preschool age children.2 

Survey Objectives and 
Methods
To build on the information obtained through NFSN’s 2012 
farm to early care and education survey and the USDA Farm 
to School Censuses (2012 and 2015), NFSN implemented the 
“2015 National Survey of Early Care and Education Providers: 
Local Procurement, Gardens, and Food and Farm Education.”     
The primary objectives of the survey tool were to gain a 
better understanding of the landscape of farm to school 
activities in early care and education settings and to 
estimate the reach of farm to early care and education 
initiatives. Specifically: 

• Where and what types of farm to early care and 
education activities are being implemented; 

• Motivations for implementation of farm to early care and 
education activities; 

• Challenges and barriers to implementing farm to early 
care and education activities; and 

• Opportunities to support growth of farm to early care 
and education efforts. 

The 2015 survey was based on NFSN’s first survey of early care 
and education providers implemented in 2012, and revised in 
part, to mirror language used in USDA’s 2015 Farm to School 
Census so results would complement the USDA data. Survey 
drafts were reviewed by NFSN staff, farm to early care and 
education stakeholders (including academic researchers, 
practitioners, and federal agency representatives), and staff 
from USDA FNS. 

The survey used snowball sampling since no publicly avail-
able dataset of early care and education sites was available, 
making it impossible to draw a representative sample. Snow-
ball sampling relies on social networks to reach the broadest 
possible sample, where members of target populations are 
asked to identify other members.54 

The survey was disseminated through a variety of avenues: 
emails with requests for further dissemination to a list of 
key stakeholders identified by NFSN and partners, posting 
on early care and education listserves and newsletters, and 
emails to staff at larger companies made up of several sites 
who were asked to forward the survey to their individual 
center staff to complete. The survey was implemented 
online at Surveymonkey.com and open from early 
October to mid November 2015. As an incentive, survey 
respondents were entered into a lottery to win a framed 
farm to school artwork print. The final survey dataset 
was cleaned for duplicates, partial, and invalid responses 
(e.g., from K-12 schools, state agencies, and early care and 
education advocacy organizations) and analyzed using SPSS. 

It should be noted that the sampling method and survey 
design have implications for interpretation of the survey 
results. For example, the findings are not generalizable to 
the universe of early care and education sites nationwide 
because of the snowball sampling. However, since no other 
national data set currently exists on private and public farm 
to early care and education efforts, this survey provides the 
best possible and most current perspective on the state of 
farm to early care and education activities nationwide. 



Findings
Respondent Demographics

In total, 1,496 complete responses were collected during the 
survey period. Of these, 90.7% were individual childcare sites, 
and the remainder represented multi-site early care and education 
businesses. In describing their facility’s program model (Table 1), 
over half (51.8%) reported that they were a child care center, while 
another quarter reported they were a licensed family childcare. 
About a tenth reported being either a private preschool (12.9%) 
or a Head Start/Early Head Start center (11.8%). 

Responses to the survey came from 49 states and the District 
of Columbia. Approximately a third of respondents each 
reported their sites were in urban (35.1%), rural (33.0%), or 
suburban areas (37.0%) (Table 2). The total enrollment at sites 
from a tally of responses was approximately 130,000 full-time 
children and 55,000 part-time children. These facilities were 
serving approximately 60 meals per day and 50 snacks. Most 
respondents also reported that they prepared at least some 
food from scratch on-site either often (51.4%) or sometimes 
(26.4%). 

More than half (56.5%) reported that 50% or less of site 
enrollment was children from underserved and/or low-income 
families. On the other end of the spectrum, almost a third 

(30.2%) reported over 75% of their enrollment was from 
an underserved or low/income population. Three-quarters 
of the responding sites received Child and Adult Care Food 
Program (CACFP) funding, the federal food program providing 
reimbursement for meals and snacks served in early care and 
education settings, at-risk afterschool programs, adult day 
care, and emergency shelters. 
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Program Model N
Percent 

(%)

Child care center 774 51.8

Licensed family childcare 379 25.4

Private preschool 192 12.9

Head Start and/or Early Head Start center 176 11.8

Other 133 8.9

State preschool (all public preschool 
programs)

114 7.6

Preschool or childcare through K-12 
school district

87 5.8

Unlicensed family childcare 18 1.2

N=1,496. Note: Responses add up to more than 100% because respondents 
could choose more than one.

Table 1: Program Model for Early Childcare 
Facilities, NFSN 2015 National Survey of Early Care 
and Education Providers

Site Profile

Enrollment Numbers Median Total

    Full-time enrollment 40 128,022

    Part-time enrollment 8 55,627

Meals Served Per Day 60 219,527

Snacks Served Per Day 50 152,962

Underserved and/or 
Low-Income Enrollment

Percent

    Less than 10% 25.2

    11-25% 16.1

    26-50% 15.2

    51-75% 13.3

    76-99% 20.5

    100% 9.7

Child and Adult Care 
Food Program Funding 
(CACFP)

75.2

Demographics of Area

    Urban 35.1

    Suburban 37.0

    Rural 33.0

    Tribal 1.1

N= 1,469 for enrollment numbers, 1,355 for meals/snacks served, 1,480 for 
enrollment of underserved and/or low-income children, 1,493 for demo-
graphics of area, and 1,396 for CACFP. Responses can add to more than 100% 
for demographics of the area as respondents could choose more than one 
answer.

Table 2: Program Demographic Information, 
NFSN 2015 National Survey of Early Care and 
Education Providers
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Engagement in Farm to Early Care 
Education Activities

The survey utilized the definition of farm to early care and 
education applied in the USDA Farm to School Census, 
which states that farm to early care and education activities 
generally include, but are not limited to:

• Serving local food products at meals, snacks, or in the 
classroom;

• Creating and tending school gardens (growing edible 
food); and/or

• Conducting educational activities, including farmers 
in the classroom, culinary education focused on local 
foods, field trips to farms or farmers markets, or 
educational sessions for parents. 

More than half of all the responding early care and education 
sites (54.4%) reported that they carried out some type of 
farm to early care and education activity within the last year, 
with responses from 48 states and Washington D.C. States 
with the highest number of respondents with farm to early 
care and education activities include Wisconsin, New York, 
and California (Table 3).  In addition, farm to early care and 
education activities were reported in each of the different 

program types in much the same proportion as they 
responded overall to the survey, with child care centers and 
licensed family child care centers making up the majority of 
sites. 

Of those that had been engaged in farm to early care and 
education activities over the last year, almost half (44.6%) 
had been involved for more than three years and another 
third (33.0%) for between one and three years (Figure 2). 

N=809

Figure 2: Years Involved in Farm to Early Care and 
Education Activities, NFSN 2015 National Survey of 
Early Care and Education Providers

More than 3 years

Between 1-3 years

Less than one year

Don't Know
More than 3 years, 

44.6%

Between 1-3 years, 
33.0%

Less than 
one year, 17.9%

Don’t know, 4.4%

State N Percent (%) 

Wisconsin 113 13.9

New York 84 10.3

California 61 7.5

Minnesota 39 4.8

Missouri 31  3.8 

New Jersey 31 3.8

Texas 31 3.8

Colorado 26 3.2

Iowa 25 3.1

Massachusetts 24 3.0

Table 3: States with Highest Number of 
Respondents with Current Farm to Early Care 
and Education Activities, NFSN 2015 National 
Survey of Early Care and Education Providers

N=304



Some of the top reasons cited by respondents for engaging 
in farm to early care and education activities include 
providing children with experiential learning, teaching 
children about where food comes from and how it is grown, 
and improving children’s health (Figure 3). 

The most frequently reported farm to early care and 
education activities were educating children about locally 
grown food, how food grows and/or where it comes from, 
planting or working with children in a garden at the site, 
or purchasing local food as ingredients for meals, snacks, 
or in the classroom (Figure 4). Over half of the sites also 
conducted field trips to farms, gardens, or farmers markets 
over the last year. 

These are the same top three activities indicated by early 
care respondents of the 2012 survey. However, it is worth 
noting that these differ from results of the 2015 USDA Farm 
to School Census, in which K-12 school districts reported 
their top three activities as being related to local food 
procurement.2,51 

Plans to Start a Farm to Early Care and Education Activities

Beyond those reporting farm to early care and education 
activities in the last year, 28.4% of all respondents indicated 
that they planned to start farm to early care and education 
in the future. Of these, 10.2% reported they were starting 

Figure 3: Motivations for Engaging in Farm to Early Care and Education Activities, NFSN 2015 National 
Survey of Early Care and Education Providers

Percent of respondentsN=812
0 20 40 60 80 100

Very Important

Somewhat Important

Public relations

Lower meal costs

Support local farmers

Support local economy/community

Appeals to parents
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Figure 4: Farm to Early Care and Education Activities Conducted, NFSN 2015 National Survey of Early Care 
and Education Providers
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activities in 2015 (the year of the survey), 83.4% in 2016, and 
another 6.5% in either 2017 or 2018. Generally the respondents 
that reported plans for farm to early care and education 
activities in the future are planning the same type of activities 
and are motivated by the same reasons as those who are already 
engaged.

Local Foods in the Early Care and 
Education Setting

Purchasing local foods (procurement) and serving those 
foods for meals, snacks, and taste tests is one of the core 
elements of farm to school as defined by NFSN. Purchasing 
practices and meal programs vary widely across early 
care and education sites and may vary from practices and 
programs in K-12 districts. The results of the survey provide 
some insight into the unique practices and challenges of 
procurement in early care and education settings. 

Of sites reporting farm to early care and education activities, 
508 (or 62.8%) reported that they purchased local food or 
ingredients for the center’s meals, snacks, or classrooms.

Defining Local Food

Survey respondents were asked to report on their site’s 
geographic definition of “local” as it relates to their 
purchases. More than a third (35.2%) of sites defined 
“local” as being within the same city/county and another 
quarter (28.1%) reported within a 50-mile radius (Figure 
5). Only 10% of respondents did not define local. A number 
of respondents also reported other definitions of local, 
including on-site and different mileage radiuses. 

These geographic delineations vary from those reported by 
K-12 schools on the 2015 USDA Farm to School Census. Only 
13% of those schools reported local defined as within the 
same city/county, 17% within a 50-mile radius, while 26% 
reported state and 13% region as “local.”2 It may be that 
K-12 schools have greater procurement needs than early 
care and education settings, and must look further to find 
the amount of local products needed. 

Purchasing Local Foods

Responding sites spent, on average, 27.6% of their total 
foods budget on local foods (Table 4). The sites spent an 
average of almost $61,000 over the last year on food and 
almost $19,000 was on local food. 
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Figure 5: Respondents’ Definition of “Local,” NFSN 
2015 National Survey of Early Care and Education 
Providers
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Table 4: Total and Local Food Purchased Over 
Last Year by Early Care and Education Sites, 
NFSN 2015 National Survey of Early Care and 
Education Providers

N=304



A little over three-quarters (78.6%) of responding sites 
purchased at least some of their local foods directly 
from grocery stores or retail outlets, while half (51.6%) 
purchased local foods directly from farmers markets and 
42.4% directly from individual farmers or producers (Figure 
6). Less than half (41.7%) used distributors, and few (less 
than 17%) used other types of intermediaries. In contrast, 
the USDA Farm to School Census results indicate that the 
most frequent source of local foods for K-12 districts is a 
distributor, underscoring the differing purchasing practices 
from K-12 to early care and education.2  

Almost three-quarters (73.6%) of respondents reported 
that, “looking forward 2-3 years,” their site will either 
increase some or increase greatly the amount of local foods 
purchased (Figure 7). The top local product purchased by 
early care and education sites was apples, with half of all 
respondents listing it as one of the top five local products 
purchased (Table 5). About a fifth also purchased local 
tomatoes, salad greens/mix, and milk. 

Respondents were also asked to report on products that 
have been difficult to source locally (Table 6). Meats were 
reported most frequently, followed by milk, chicken, 
cheese, and berries. Specific characteristics of products, 
such as organic or free range, were also mentioned by some 
respondents as difficult to source locally. 
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Figure 7: Plans for Purchasing Local Food in the 
Next 2-3 Years, NFSN 2015 National Survey of 
Early Care and Education Providers
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Figure 6: Sources for Purchasing Local Foods, NFSN 
2015 National Survey of Early Care and Education 
Providers

Percent of respondents

Product Number
Percent of 

Respondents

Apples 198 50.3%

Tomatoes 85 21.6%

Salad greens/mix 78 19.8%

Milk 67 17.0%

Eggs 57 14.5%

Chicken 45 11.4%

Vegetables 44 11.2%

Cucumbers 41 10.4%

Squash 38 9.6%

Carrots 37 9.4%

Potatoes 36 9.1%

Corn / sweet corn 36 9.1%

Strawberries 32 8.1%

Watermelon 32 8.1%

Fruits 29 7.4%

Bread 27 6.9%

Green beans 26 6.6%

Oranges 24 6.1%

Pears 23 5.8%

Beef 19 4.8%

Peaches 18 4.6%

Pumpkins 18 4.6%

Peppers 16 4.1%

N=394. Note: Respondents were asked to list their top five products 
only. The percent of respondents represents those listing item in top five 
products purchased.

Table 5: Most Frequently Purchased Local Foods 
(by Value) Over Last Year, NFSN 2015 National 
Survey of Early Care and Education Providers
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Respondents also reported how frequently different local 
products were served in their site’s meals or snacks (Figure 
8). Local fruits and vegetables were served at least once 
per week by more sites than any other category of food, 
although local milk was served daily by more respondents 
than any other product. 

The cost of local products was the most frequently cited 
barrier to sourcing local foods by survey respondents 
(Figure 9), followed closely by the seasonality of fruits and 
vegetables and supply issues (e.g., unreliable supply and 
difficulty in finding new suppliers). Storage was cited as a 
barrier more often than other internal site issues, such as 
labor concerns or access to kitchen equipment. 

The prevalence of barriers related to availability and 
distribution issues versus internal challenges indicates a 
need to address broader food supply chain issues in order to 
overcome the specific barriers sited by respondents. 

Figure 8: Frequency of Local Products Served, 
NFSN 2015 National Survey of Early Care and 
Education Providers

N=177
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Product Number Percent of 
Respondents

Meats 28 15.8%

Milk 20 11.3%

Chicken 17 9.6%

Cheese 16 9.0%

Berries 15 8.5%

Beef 14 7.9%

Fish 14 7.9%

Grapes 14 7.9%

Eggs 13 7.3%

Fruits 12 6.8%

Dairy/dairy products 10 5.6%

Seafood 10 5.6%

Organic products (chicken, grain, 
meats, milk, produce, fruit)

10 5.6%

Grains 9 5.1%

Oranges 9 5.1%

Strawberries 9 5.1%

Bananas 8 4.5%

Vegetables 8 4.5%

N=177. Note: Respondents were asked to list their top five products only. 
The percent of respondents represents those listing item in top five products 
purchased. 

Table 6: Local Food Items Reported as Difficult to 
Purchase, NFSN 2015 National Survey of Early Care 
and Education Providers

Figure 9: Barriers to Sourcing Local Products for Early Care and Education Sites, NFSN 2015 National 
Survey of Early Care and Education Providers
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Resources Needed for Farm to Early Care 
and Education

As interest in farm to early care and education increases across 
the country, so does demand for both information and financial 
resources to support initiation and continued implementation of 
activities. Food, agriculture, and nutrition related educational 
activities are a core element of farm to early care and education 
and support high quality experiential learning and healthy eating 
habits. 

Though there are a wide variety of potential education 
activities, a set curriculum can make implementation easier for 
practitioners. Respondents to the 2012 farm to early care and 
education survey indicated that the type of assistance most 
greatly needed to support farm to early care and education 
activities is financial assistance.51 Data obtained from the 2015 
survey helps establish a general understanding of the availability 
of funding for farm to early care and education. 

Farm to Early Care and Education Curriculum

Almost a quarter (22.5%) of the survey respondents reported 
that they used a curriculum or information resource for their 
farm to early care and education activities. About a fifth of 
these reported they developed their own curriculum (Table 
7). USDA resources and curricula were used by a number of 
respondents, as well as the Early Sprouts curriculum. 

A number of other curricula (not listed here) were named 
once by respondents. This list demonstrates the wide variety 
of available educational resources, but also the need for 
specificity in curriculum to best meet the needs of the early 
care and education setting. Respondents may be developing 
their own curriculum because the resources available are not 
adapted to the age of the children they serve, the seasonality 
of their location, or the resources available to their program.

Funding for Farm to Early Care and Education

Only about a tenth (12.9%) of the respondents reported 
receiving external funding (e.g., funding from foundations 
or state/federal sources) for their farm to early care and 
education activities. Of the 64 respondents who provided a 
response to this question, about 10% reported receiving no 
funding over the last year. Almost 70% reported receiving 
funding of $5,000 or less (with almost half of these 
reporting under $500), and the remainder received funds of 
between $6,000 and $30,000. 
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Curriculum Name Frequency Percent

Developed own curriculum 33 20.1%

USDA Grow It, Try It, Like It 17 10.4%

Early Sprouts 15 9.1%

Farm to Preschool 8 4.9%

USDA resources 6 3.7%

Color Me Healthy 5 3.0%

Outside expert provides it 5 3.0%

Cooperative Extension 4 2.4%

Nutrition and Physical Activity Self 
Assessment for Child Care (NAPSACC)

4 2.4%

4-H Partnership 3 1.8%

Eat Well Play Hard 3 1.8%

Food for Thought 3 1.8%

Harvest of the Month 3 1.8%

Creative Curriculum 2 1.2%

Growing Healthy Kids 2 1.2%

Harvest for Healthy Kids 2 1.2%

Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy 
Farm to Child Care Curriculum

2 1.2%

Mother Goose Time 2 1.2%

The Great Garden Detective Adventure 2 1.2%

USDA Discover My Plate 2 1.2%

USDA Team Nutrition 2 1.2%

Table 7: Farm to Early Care and Education Curricula 
Used by Providers, NFSN 2015 National Survey of 
Early Care and Education Providers

N=164
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Discussion
NFSN’s 2015 National Survey of Early Care and Education Providers 
revealed that farm to early care and education activities can be 
found in at least 48 states and Washington, D.C. Thus, we know 
that children across the country are developing connections with 
local foods, participating in garden activities, and learning about 
where their food comes from and how it is grown. Children in rural, 
suburban, and urban areas being cared for in all types of programs, 
from family child care homes to child care centers and Head Start 
programs, are engaged in farm to early care and education.

Respondents indicated many reasons for choosing farm to early care 
and education, with top reasons aligning with the priorities of early 
care and education: experiential education, a focus on nutrition 
through understanding where food comes from, and children’s 
health. While many respondents reported plans to increase local 
food purchases, the barriers identified indicate that both education 
and outreach to practitioners and policy interventions are needed 
to overcome the programmatic and supply chain barriers. The 
survey also revealed that procurement of local foods in early care 
and education settings varies from the K-12 setting, suggesting 
additional resources are needed to understand and address the 
different needs of these sites. 

Findings from this survey provide a picture of the current status of 
farm to early care and education across the country. Further analysis 
is needed to better understand the needs and opportunities to 
expand and institutionalize farm to early care and education across 
all types of programs and settings. Future research should evaluate 
what characteristics (e.g., enrollment population, geographic 
location) facilitate or are associated with high farm to early care 
and education activity. In addition, greater emphasis should be 
placed on analyzing the unique barriers for early care and education 
sites, and for sites with certain characteristics (e.g., enrollment 
populations). These analyses will assist in developing resources, 
interventions, and advocacy efforts that meet the needs of all 
communities and varying types of programs and locales. 
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