
 

  



 

 

 

JANUARY 2019 | 1 
 



School Food Environments in Thunder Bay | 2 
 

Acknowledgments 
 

We would like to gratefully acknowledge the Thunder Bay and Area School Foods Environment 

Working Group Members and the following organizations for their support and engagement 

with the School Food Environments Inventory Project.  

Á Red Cross 
Á Roots to Harvest 
Á Little Lions Waldorf Child and Family Center 
Á Communities Together for Children 
Á Our Kids Count 
Á Thunder Bay District Health Unit  
Á Lakehead University 
Á Lakehead District School Board; and 
Á Thunder Bay Catholic District School Board  

 

As well, we wish to thank Shephanie Keen, Roots to Harvest School Program Intern, for her 

invaluable work as Research Assistant through the initial stages of the research including data 

collection, and the Thunder Bay and Area Food Strategy Intern, Victoria Pullia, who also played 

a valuable role in formatting this document. 

Thank you to the Executive Committee of the Thunder Bay and Area Food Strategy for 

comments on a draft of the report.  

Finally, we also wish to gratefully acknowledge all the principals and vice principals from the 

participating schools for sharing their time and valuable insights on the food environments in 

their schools.    

 

Dr. Barbara Parker 

Mario Koeppel 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

JANUARY 2019 | 3 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ........................................................................................................... 4 

KEY FINDINGS .................................................................................................................................. 4 

I. Food Mapping: Availability, Access and Programs ........................................................................... 5 

II. Barriers and Needs ........................................................................................................................... 6 

III. Food Philosophies ............................................................................................................................ 8 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ............................................................................................................ 2 

INTRODUCTION & CONTEXT ................................................................................................ 10 

TIMELINE ...................................................................................................................................... 11 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH AND DATA COLLECTION ...................................................... 13 

METHODS..................................................................................................................................... 13 

PARTICIPANTS ................................................................................................................................ 14 

ANALYSIS ...................................................................................................................................... 14 

LIMITATIONS ................................................................................................................................. 14 

FINDINGS ............................................................................................................................ 16 

PART A) FOOD MAPPING: AVAILABILITY AND ACCESS............................................................................ 16 

PART B) FOOD PROGRAMS .............................................................................................................. 19 

Infrastructure ..................................................................................................................................... 21 

Resources needed to run Programs and Programming ..................................................................... 21 

Food in Schools for Relationship Building and Engagement .............................................................. 24 

Hot Lunch Days ................................................................................................................................... 24 

Student Food Insecurity & Subsidizing Food....................................................................................... 26 

PART C) BARRIERS AND NEEDS ......................................................................................................... 27 

PART D) SCHOOL FOOD PHILOSOPHIES ............................................................................................... 30 

Support Needed to Achieve Priorities ................................................................................................. 32 

Universal National Healthy School Food Program ............................................................................. 33 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS ............................................................................... 36 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................................ 38 

APPENDIX............................................................................................................................ 41 

INTERVIEW GUIDE .......................................................................................................................... 41 

 

  



School Food Environments in Thunder Bay | 4 
 

Executive Summary 
 

The school food environment is a place where children's education about food, our food 

systems and healthy living occurs. Beyond nourishment and nutrition, food provides an 

opportunity to build relationships with families and create community. To better understand 

tƘŜǎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ƛƴ 

which food is available, how students gain food literacy, and the food philosophies that shape 

and underpin the school food environment.  

Elementary and high schools in Thunder Bay place importance on the school food environment. 

Most schools work closely with key community partners to ensure students are learning about 

food and have access to healthy food through food programs that are also supported by 

teachers, staff, parents and volunteers. Yet there are inequities across our publicly funded 

schools in how programs are implemented and resourced. For instance, some schools have to 

rely more heavily on fundraising than others; some programs are more consistent year to year 

due to relationships with partners, parents and volunteers; and school breakfast programs 

remain precarious because of their heavy reliance on volunteers. To address some of these 

inconsistencies, schools shared that they want direction from their Boards, development of 

policy to support current programs and to develop food philosophies that can support healthier 

school food environments. 

This report provides a robust description and analysis of school food environments in Thunder 

Bay. The School Foods Working Group, of the Thunder Bay and Area Food Strategy guided the 

School Foods Inventory project. A total of 50 schools participated (38 elementary and 8 high 

schools and 4 Adult and Continuing Education Programs) from the Lakehead District Public 

School Board, the Thunder Bay Catholic District School Board, the Conseil scolaire de district 

catholique des Aurores boréales and the Nishnawbe Education Council.  

This report is a call for action to our community to support a Canadian Universal National 

Health School Food Program, which was motioned to Senate by Senator Art Eggleton in June 

2018. Our objective in conducting this research and engaging our schools is to contribute to 

conversations happening in communities and schools, among students, parents, teachers, 

administrators, advocates, public health professionals and academics about the need for a 

more equitable and culturally aware, universal food program in our public schools.  

  

Key Findings 
  

The key findings are organized around Food Mapping: Availability, Access and Programs; 

Barriers and Needs; and Food Philosophies. We have broken this down further by elementary 

http://www.csdcab.on.ca/
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and high school. These different contexts present unique food environments with specific 

barriers and opportunities. We present our key findings that highlight these differences below. 

 

I. Food Mapping: Availability, Access and Programs  

 
In both elementary and high schools there are food programs designed to support food access. 
The Student Nutrition Program1 is the main food access program. This program follows the 
Ontario Student Nutrition Program guidelines and provides food and funding for school 
breakfast and grab-and-go snack programs. It is facilitated by the Red Cross and within the 
context of each individual school.  
 
Community led programs play a significant role by providing food literacy, education and 

additional supports to support access. The Thunder Bay District Health Unit provides food 

literacy, education, consultation and healthy school programs. The combined efforts of these 

key stakeholders in the community increase student's ability to learn and be healthy. Moreover, 

they provide critical education about the importance of supporting sustainable, nutritious diets 

and access to healthy, local foods.  

 

Elementary Schools 

 

Á 34 of 38 schools report offering the Student Nutrition Program (breakfast and/or grab-
and-go snack program). 
 

Á The Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program2 is operating in all but one school.  
 
Á Our Kids Count3 provides food literacy and cooking classes to elementary students in 8 

schools in addition to supporting access to emergency food programs. 
 
Á 9 of 38 schools report having the Isthmus4 program to support emergency food access. 

 
Á 7 of 38 schools report the Biwaase'aa program5 supports emergency food access and 

provides cultural knowledge and education about traditional Indigenous foods. 
 
Á 19 of 38 schools have a school garden to support food literacy.  

                                                 
1 The Student Nutrition Program in Ontario is funded by The Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services, 
the Breakfast Club of Canada, and the Grocery Foundation and administered by the local Canadian Red Cross. 
2 The Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program is administered by the Thunder Bay District Health Unit and funded by 
the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care and the Ontario Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association.  
3 See https://www.ourkidscount.ca/programs/kitchens/ (Accessed August 27, 2018) 
4 See: https://www.isthmus.ca/how-it-works/ (Accessed on August 27, 2018) 
5 See http://shkoday.com/programs/biwaaseaa/ (Accessed August 27, 2018) 

https://www.ourkidscount.ca/programs/kitchens/
https://www.isthmus.ca/how-it-works/
http://shkoday.com/programs/biwaaseaa/
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Á 13 of 38 schools report working with Roots to Harvest6 on food literacy and school 

garden support  
 

¶ CƻƻŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ όƛŜΦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ CƻƻŘ DǳƛŘŜύ ƛǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ 
physical education curriculum. 

 
Á 6 schools share resources (infrastructure, food, etc.) with the daycare on site. 

 

High Schools 

 

Á 6 out of 8 schools report offering the Student Nutrition Program (breakfast and/or grab-

and-go snack program). 

 

Á One school is currently operating a free lunch program. 

 

Á All of the schools have cafeterias with kitchen infrastructure 

Á One school has the Biwaase'aa program, which supports emergency food access and 
provides cultural knowledge and education about traditional Indigenous foods. 
 

Á All schools work with Roots to Harvest supporting teachers and providing experiential 

school garden programs and food literacy programming in food classes  

 

Á The Get Fresh Café, run by Roots to Harvest operates in all public high schools.  

 

Á 7 of 8 schools have a school garden to support food literacy 

 

Á All schools offer food classes, which are taught through the social science and 

humanities curriculum.  

 

II. Barriers and Needs 

 

Most schools do not have an operating budget for food programs and must fundraise or rely on 

local and community donations (financial or through food drives) to support their school food 

                                                 
6 See: http://www.rootstoharvest.org (Accessed August 27, 2018) 

http://www.rootstoharvest.org/
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needs. To improve food programming and access, principals reported that their school needs 

additional and sustained funding, human resources and infrastructure supports.  

In many schools, principals shared that there is not enough awareness and access to cultural 

foods (ie. Indigenous, newcomers) and identified this as an area needing attention.  

 

Elementary Schools 

 

Á The majority of schools reported that elementary students do not have enough time to 

eat their lunch due to the structure of the day.  

Á There are no regular hot lunch programs.  
 

Á Most schools rely on volunteers, parents and parent councils to assist with food 

programming (i.e. breakfast programs, lunchroom supervision, fundraising, etc.). 

Á Elementary students eat in their classrooms or the gymnasium. 
 

Á There are no cafeterias in elementary schools to support food preparation or food 

literacy. 

 

Á 32 of 38 of schools reported a lack of support in the summer months for school gardens.  

 

Á Overreliance on fundraising activities to support food programs. 

 

Á Breakfast programs reinforce a charity model, which removes pressure from 

government to adequately resource school food programs. 

 

High Schools  

 

Á Many students leave the school to purchase food from convenience stores, fast food 

restaurants, etc. 

 

Á 7 of 8 schools reported a lack of support in the summer months for school gardens.  
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III. Food Philosophies  

 

Most schools in Thunder Bay have an informal school food philosophy that informs decision-

making about food programming. According to our qualitative thematic analysis, school food 

philosophies are built around 4 themes:  

1. Food Access 

2. Health and Nutrition 

3. Food Literacy and Education 

4. Sustainability and Community Building 

These interconnected themes highlight how schools conceptualize their overall approach to 

food, which subsequently shapes school food environments. Our report highlights that schools 

want a policy in place to support the ongoing work of developing healthier school food 

environments, which will support student learning, health, access, stronger communities and 

local food systems. 
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Introduction & Context 
 

School food environments have received major attention over the past few years as a result of 
ǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴϥǎΩ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ, and because of the rising numbers of 
food insecurity, which disproportionately affect children.7 Canada is one of few industrialized 
countries which does not have a national food program to address these issues. Thus, the 
responsibility for food and subsequent student well-being (physical, social, mental and 
cognitive) has been downloaded to local governments, school boards, and schools themselves 
to ensure that all students are fed with adequate nutritious food.8 This has led to the formation 
of the National Coalition for Healthy School Food,9 which is actively advocating for a national 
school food program.  

Thunder Bay is the biggest city in Northwestern Ontario with a population of 121,621 as of 
2016.10 There are four school boards operating in Thunder Bay. The Lakehead District Public 
School Board is the largest with 22 elementary schools, four secondary schools and a center for 
adult education. The Thunder Bay Catholic District School Board has 16 elementary schools, 
three senior elementary schools, and two high schools. The Conseil scolaire de district 
catholique des Aurores boréales operates one elementary and one high school in Thunder Bay 
and an additional six schools throughout the Thunder Bay District and the Nishnawbe Education 
Council operates one high school in Thunder Bay.    

The aim of the School Foods Inventory Project is to examine existing food programming, 
initiatives and approaches to food programming in elementary and high schools to better 
understand the current school food environments in Thunder Bay. The School Foods Inventory 
Project is an initiative of the School Foods Environments Working Group of the Thunder Bay 
and Area Food Strategy (TBAFS).11 The mission of the TBAFS is to create a healthy, equitable, 
and sustainable food system that contributes to the economic, ecological, and social well-being 
and health of the city of Thunder Bay and Area. 

The School Foods Inventory Project was developed through a consultative process with 
members of the School Foods Environment Working Group. The School Food Environments 
Working Groups consist of members from a variety of local stakeholders including: 
Á Red Cross 
Á Roots to Harvest 
Á Little Lions Waldorf Child and Family Center 
Á Communities Together for Children 

                                                 
7 See Tarasuk, V, Mitchell, A, Dachner, N. (2016). Household food insecurity in Canada, 2014. 
Toronto: Research to identify policy options to reduce food insecurity (PROOF) Retrieved from 
http://proof.utoronto.ca/  
8 See Hernandez et al. (2018). The case for a Canadian national school food program, Canadian Food Studies / La 
Revue ŎŀƴŀŘƛŜƴƴŜ ŘŜǎ ŞǘǳŘŜǎ ǎǳǊ ƭΩŀƭƛƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ рόоύΥ нлу-229. 
9 See https://www.healthyschoolfood.ca (Accessed August 27, 2018) 
10 Population size reflects the census metropolitan area based on the 2016 census. 
11 See: http://tbfoodstrategy.com (Accessed August 27, 2018) 

http://www.csdcab.on.ca/
https://www.healthyschoolfood.ca/
http://tbfoodstrategy.com/
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Á Our Kids Count 
Á Thunder Bay District Health Unit  
Á Lakehead University 
Á Lakehead District School Board; and 
Á Thunder Bay Catholic District School Board  

 

One of the main objectives of the School Food Environments Working Group is to improve the 

eating habits, food skills and food literacy of children and youth in the Thunder Bay and 

surrounding area through supporting healthy school food environments. Educational 

institutions are well-positioned in our communities to positively impact the health of our 

children, and local schools are already doing a lot to include healthy eating, food skills and local 

foods in their programs. 

The objective of the School Foods Inventory Project was to compile in-depth information about 

current programs, programming, funding, barriers and needs, infrastructure, and food 

philosophies in the school food environments of the public and catholic elementary and high 

schools in Thunder Bay.  

 

Timeline 
 

This project was the first major undertaking by the School Food Environments Working Group. 

The discussions around a school food inventory project started in the summer of 2017. The 

Working Group wanted to better understand the current reality of food programs and 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ¢ƘǳƴŘŜǊ .ŀȅΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ to be able to better advocate for solutions to improve 

school food environments. The following illustration shows the timeline of this project:  

  

Discussion of 
Project by the 
School Food 
Environment 
Working Group

June-Dec. 
2017

Creation of Interview 
Guide 

Preparations for 
Data Collection

Jan.ςFeb. 2018

Ethics Approval

Mar. 2018

Data Collection 

Apr.ςJune 
2018

Analysis and Report 
Drafting

JulyςAug. 
2018

Review of Report

Finalizing Report

Sep-Dec. 2018

Publication and 
Launch of the 
Report

Jan. 2019
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Methodological Approach and Data Collection 
 

This project is a collaborative approach of all members of the School Food Environments 

Working Group. Taking a community-based research approach, members of the working group 

have worked closely with the researchers throughout the period of this project. The group met 

several times during the period of the project to discuss the progress and give every member 

the opportunity to provide valuable feedback and insights. The feedback was especially helpful 

in the creation of the interview guide. Furthermore, members of the working group also served 

as a vital resource to facilitate the recruitment of schools to participate in this project. This 

project has been approved by the Research Ethics Board at Lakehead University, Protocol 

#1467040. 

 

Methods 
 

The main method of data collection was in-person or telephone interviews with principals and 

or vice principals conducted by Stephanie Keen, from Roots to Harvest, and Mario Koeppel, a 

student in the Sociology Program at Lakehead University. The researchers set up a structured 

questionnaire in Google Forms to store the data. Participants were encouraged to do an in-

depth interview with the interviewers, however if they were unable to find the time (30 min to 

one hour), they were also given an opportunity to submit their answers individually online 

through Google Forms. Quantitative and qualitative data were collected. The structured 

questionnaire informed the in-depth interview questions. There were a total of 17 open and 

close-ended questions. (see Appendix A) The questions were split into four themes: 

 Part A: Food Mapping (Availability) & Access;  

 Part B: Food Programs;  

 Part C: Barriers and Needs; and 

 Part D: School Food Philosophies. 

Participants were able to select more than one answer for close-ended questions and provide 

as much detail as they could in relation to the open-ended questions. This enabled researchers 

to collect a rich data set, through which to analyze broadly the school food environments in 

Thunder Bay.   
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Participants 
 

A total of fifty (N=50) schools participated in the project. Thirty-eight elementary schools, eight 

high schools and four adult and continuing education programs participated. All schools were 

from the Thunder Bay Catholic District School Board, the Lakehead District School Board, 

Northern Nishnawbe Education Council, and the Conseil scolaire de district catholique des 

Aurores boréales. Schools were mostly represented by their principals or vice-principals, and in 

a couple of instances, teachers who showed leadership concerning food within their school 

participated.  

 

Analysis 
 

A preliminary analysis of the data was done after approximately 15 interviews were completed. 

Stephanie Keen, Mario Koeppel, and Dr. Barbara Parker discussed the preliminary themes and 

reported them to the Working Group in May 2018. Upon completion of all 50 interviews, Mario 

Koeppel and Dr. Barbara Parker worked collaboratively to analyse the data and write up a 

report. The analysis was structured around the four themes using an iterative process for the 

qualitative questions, in addition to compiling descriptive statistics to make sense of the 

quantitative data.  A draft of the report was sent to all members of the Working Group, who 

then reviewed it and offered feedback before being finalized.   

 

Limitations 
 

One limitation of this research is that we focused our interviews with principals or vice 

principals and did not talk to teachers, students or parents. Principals and vice principals have 

an overall understanding of what is going on in their schools, but admitted that they do not 

know everything that happens in the classrooms. Talking to teachers, students and parents 

would enrich our understanding about school food environments, including how food is offered 

to students throughout the day, how food is taught in schools and the variations from class to 

class and school to school. The findings from this project are specific to the Thunder Bay 

context and cannot be generalized as different school districts or different parts of the 

province, as each will have their own approach to school food environments.   
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Findings 
 

Part A) Food Mapping: Availability and Access 
 

To begin, we focused on mapping the school food environment to understand food availability 

and food access. We wanted to find out the types of foods that are available in schools, where 

the food comes from, where students access the food, and where they eat.  

Figure 1 shows that nearly all schools have fresh fruits and vegetables, white milk, and yogurt 

available in their schools. Chocolate milk (90%) and pizza (92%) are also available in almost all 

schools. However, some elementary schools added that they only sell chocolate milk once a 

week in order to promote healthier choices. Pizza is generally offered once a week on 

elementary ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ Ƙƻǘ ƭǳƴŎƘ Řŀȅǎ όǎŜŜ tŀǊǘ .Υ Iƻǘ [ǳƴŎƘ 5ŀȅs). Only 24% of schools, most of 

which are high schools, have processed food readily available for students, which underline the 

focus on healthy food. High schools serve burgers (16%) and french fries (14%) whereas these 

foods are not available in elementary schools. The Ontario School Food and Beverage Policy or 

PPM 150 12 regulates the types of food schools are allowed to sell in schools. The policy only 

applies to food that is sold, and not to food which is given out free of charge through one of the 

many food programs most schools have. However, food programs such as the breakfast club 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŀŘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ hƴǘŀǊƛƻΩǎ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘ bǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ tǊƻƎǊŀƳ DǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎΣ13 set out by the Ministry of 

Children, Community and Social Services (formerly Ministry of Children and Youth Services) in 

order to qualify for funding. The relatively low number of schools with gluten-free options 

(22%) and vegetarian or vegan options (44%) suggests that it might be difficult for children with 

special dietary needs to access desired foods at schools.  

It is important to notice that even though schools have various foods available for purchase or 

free of charge through one of their food programs, the vast majority of children bring their 

lunches from home. This is especially true in elementary schools where the kids are not 

allowed, with a few exceptions for upper year students, to leave the school during lunch period. 

Also, the majority of elementary schools do not have a cafeteria or a regular lunch program. 

High schools are slightly different because they all have a cafeteria where students can buy 

food, and they are also allowed to leave the school during lunch and get food from one of the 

nearby businesses.  

   

  

                                                 
12 See http://edu.gov.on.ca/extra/eng/ppm/150.html    
13 See https://studentnutritionontario.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/2018_SNP_Program_Guidelines_ENG.pdf 

http://edu.gov.on.ca/extra/eng/ppm/150.html
https://studentnutritionontario.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/2018_SNP_Program_Guidelines_ENG.pdf
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*includes 4 adult and continuing education programs  
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Figure 1. Foods Available in Schools

All Schools (N=50)* Elementary Schools (N=38) High Schools (N=8)
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In Figure 2, we can see that the food in schools comes from a variety of sources. First, the 

majority of schools (86%) get at least some of their food from local suppliers and businesses, 

whereas only 28% of schools use large food caterers such as Aramark. Furthermore, 90% of 

schools buy food from grocery stores on a regular basis to meet their needs for food 

programming (breakfast programs for instance). Dairy delivery (82%), donations (76%), and 

local non-profit organizations (76%) are other main sources of food for schools. 52% of schools 

use food that they grow in their school gardens. However, many mentioned that the yield from 

their gardens is relatively low and therefore it can only be seen as an occasional supplement 

rather than a regular source.  

50% of schools reported that they buy fast food for the weekly pizza day, which most 

elementary schools run once a week. Certain foods such as hamburgers, french fries and pizza 

are only sold in high schools daily (100%).  

 

*includes 4 adult and continuing education programs  
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Figure 2. Where Does the Food Come From

All Schools (N=50)* Elementary Schools (N=38) High Schools (N=8)
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Figure 3 shows where students eat in school. In the vast majority of elementary schools (89%), 

students eat their food in their classrooms. 53% of elementary schools reported that students 

eat in the gymnasium. The gymnasium is mostly used for the various food programs such as the 

Breakfast Club in elementary schools. In the high schools, students mostly eat in the cafeteria 

(100%), in the hallways (75%), or off-site (88%). 

 

*includes 4 adult and continuing education programs 

Part B) Food Programs 

 

The School Food Inventory Project was interested in understanding what food programs, 

programming and resources were available in schools. We also sought information ƻƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ 

fundraising activities as well as their use of food in special celebrations. Lastly, we wanted to 

hear about their hot lunch days and if schools subsidize food for students in need. 

Schools have a wide variety of food-related programs and initiatives. 86% of the interviewed 

schools have the Red Cross Student Nutrition Program14 funded by the Ministry of Children, 

Community and Social Services. The program consists of either a breakfast or a grab-and-go 

snack program. 78% have the Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program15 a program from the 

Thunder Bay District Health Unit which started in May 2018. This program provides students 

with fresh fruits and vegetables twice per week. In addition, 56% reported that they have 

                                                 
14 See: http://www.redcross.ca/in-your-community/ontario/community-support-services/student-nutrition-
program (Accessed August 27, 2018) 
15 See: https://www.tbdhu.com/health-topics/healthy-eating/northern-fruit-vegetable-program (Accessed on 
August 27, 2018) 
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Figure 3. Where Do Students Eat

All Schools (N=50)* Elementary Schools (N=38) High Schools (N=8)

http://www.redcross.ca/in-your-community/ontario/community-support-services/student-nutrition-program
http://www.redcross.ca/in-your-community/ontario/community-support-services/student-nutrition-program
https://www.tbdhu.com/health-topics/healthy-eating/northern-fruit-vegetable-program


School Food Environments in Thunder Bay | 20 
 

nutrition-related support and programming provided by the TBDHU school health team at 

elementary and secondary levels. 46% work with Roots to Harvest either through their school 

garden program or through one of the many workshops they offer around food literacy and the 

connection between students and food. Nine schools offer the Isthmus program (former 

Blessing in a Backpack). The goal of this program is to send food home for the weekend with 

children who are food insecure in order to fill the gap between Friday and Monday where there 

are not many other ways for these kids to access food. Nine elementary schools also offer 

programming provided by Our Kids Count, which mainly consists of cooking classes for 

students. Thirteen schools mentioned that they have a Student Nutrition Program other than 

ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ /ǊƻǎǎΦ hƴŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛǎ .ƛǿŀŀǎŜΩŀŀΣ an Aboriginal organization, which 

specifically focuses on the well-being and food security of Indigenous children . However, all 

their programming is inclusive, and thus every student can access the free food provided 

through their programs. 50% of the schools mentioned that they offer food classes. Finally, 

three out of the eight high schools with a cafeteria have implemented the Get Fresh Café model 

in collaboration with Roots to Harvest (see Hot Lunch section below for further details about 

the Get Fresh Café). 

 

*includes 4 adult and continuing education programs  
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Figure 4. Food-Related Programs and Initiatives
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Infrastructure 

Thirty-five schools reported that they have a school kitchen on site. However, only a few 

mentioned that they have a commercial kitchen, and many of the kitchens are located in a staff 

room, which are small with modest equipment and appliances. All of the high schools (N = 8) 

have a cafeteria, but there are none in the elementary schools. In addition, eight schools have 

vending machines. Vending machines are only available in some high schools, senior 

elementary school, and adult and continuing education schools. No elementary school has 

vending machines. Twenty-seven schools have a school garden or are currently in the process 

of building one. Many of these schools work with Roots to Harvest to develop their gardens and 

provides programming and support to maintain them. 

 

*includes 4 adult and continuing education programs 

Resources needed to run Programs and Programming 

 

External Funding 

Schools rely on various resources to run their food programs and initiatives. 98% of the schools 

depend heavily on some sort of external funding to run programs. Twenty-nine elementary 

schools and six high schools responded that the Red Cross is one of their major sources of 

funding.16 Elementary and high schools also receive donations from churches, parents, local 

businesses, etc., and a few mentioned that they had received a grant to implement or run 

                                                 
16 The Red Cross receives its funding for the Student Nutrition Programs from the Ministry of Children, Community 
and Social Services, the Breakfast Club of Canada, and the Grocery Foundation. The Breakfast Club of Canada also 
donates lots of food to the Red Cross, which they then distribute to the schools. The Red Cross is one of 14 lead 
agencies in Ontario who oversee the Student Nutrition Program. They are also connected to Student Nutrition 
Ontario which acts as an overseer of the 14 lead agencies and provides them with a platform where they can 
exchange ideas and stay connected.  
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specific programs. Only seven schools have some funding available through their school 

operating budget. Three of the high schools replied that even though their cafeteria is 

supposed to Ψbreak evenΩ or run a balanced budget, deficits are covered through the school 

budget. 

Fundraisers 

Many schools also mentioned that they run various fundraisers throughout the school year to 

support their food programs financially. Hot lunch days (mostly pizza), milk, and bake sales are 

easy ways for schools to raise some additional funds. To better understand the variety of 

fundraising activities, we categorized them into three categories: 1) school driven, 2) with local 

community partners, and 3) franchised businesses (see Table 1 for examples). Our data suggest 

that the amount and the type of fundraising varies drastically among schools and thus is driven 

by the schools, their staff and specific needs and preferences of those doing the fundraising. 

Important to note, there are also a few schools who do no fundraising related to food or only 

on rare occasions. Schools with no or only occasional fundraising shared that they see these 

activities as teacher-driven. None of the adult and continuing education programs have 

attempted a food-related fundraiser in the last school year. For those schools who are 

fundraising, we learned that funds are used to support food programs, although they are also 

used for other activities such as helping to subsidize field trips, buy new equipment, finance 

special celebrations, or in some cases the money is raised for charity.      

 

Table 1. Examples Fundraising Activities   

School Local Community Partners Franchised Businesses 

Hot Lunch Sales (mainly 
Pizza) 
Bake Sales 
Milk Sales 
Persian Sales 
Food sold at school 
celebrations 
 

Belluz Farm Local Food Box 
Meat Sales (Maltese and 
¢ƛƳΩǎ aŜŀǘύ 
Roots to Harvest Veggie Box 
Brule Creek Farms Flour 
Willow Springs Harvest 
Basket 

aƻƳΩǎ tŀƴǘǊȅ 
Pizza (Little Caesars, Pizza 
Pizza) 
Cookie Dough 
Epicure 
 

 

Local Community Partners 

Schools also rely on a wide variety of local organizations to run food programs and initiatives.   

88% of schools responded community partners play a vital role to run various food-related 

programs. The type of support and the degree of involvement ranges from financing or running 

workshops, to completely run a program.  
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Online Materials / Curriculum 

42% of schools use online materials for food programming to enhance their curriculum. Some 

of these schools run food classes, others replied they use the Ministry Guidelines and the 

Canadian Food Guide as a tool to help their students learn about food. For those with food 

classes, the internet is seen as a great resource to find healthy and nutritious recipes. Many also 

mentioned that they have to follow the provincial curriculum by incorporating food-related 

issues into their health classes.  

 

*includes 4 adult and continuing education programs 

Volunteers & Parent Council 

Volunteers are another important resource with 59% of schools relying on them to run the food 

programs. Volunteers act as lunchroom supervisors and help run the breakfast club or the hot 

lunches. Volunteers can include parents, students, community members, and staff members. A 

few schools mentioned that they have a community member coming in every day to help 

prepare and serve food to the kids.       

In 55% of the elementary schools, the parent council supports running some of the programs. 

In most schools, they only help out occasionally by assisting or organizing special events such as 

a BBQ night or a holiday celebration. In a handful casesΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ Ǌǳƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ 

programs. Additionally, these parent councils may organize and run fundraisers, but this only 

occurs in some schools. No parent councils were reported by high schools.  

On-Site Childcare Centres 

Only 12% of schools share resources with a daycare. Some of these schools share food with the 

daycare, or they do the summer maintenance of the school garden. Yet the others operate 

completely independent of the schools with no collaboration regarding food.  

The majority of schools rely heavily on staff members to run programs. Some of them volunteer 

and use their break times; others participate as part of their regular job. Some schools found 

ways to involve students and provide them with experience in food programs.  
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However, overall the responses suggest that resources for running food programs are tight and 

rely almost exclusively on external partnerships and volunteers. Moreover, some principals 

noted that because the sustainability of food programming in their school was dependent on 

volunteers and teachers or staff who are using their own break times, food programs were 

precarious. 

Food in Schools for Relationship Building and Engagement 

 

Food is important for the celebration of special occasions and events in schools. Almost all 

schools mentioned that they have at least one major food event per year such as a 

Thanksgiving dinner, Christmas lunch, end-of-the-year BBQ, or traditional feasts. In a few 

schools, students are involved in the preparation of the foods served, whereas in other schools, 

food is ordered in or in some cases, prepared by parents or school staff. A few principals 

described specifically how food is used to engage parents and bring students together with one 

principal saying, άŦƻƻŘ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ.έ Food is therefore seen as a means to build 

relationships with families and create community.       

A significant number of principals mentioned that they try to provide healthy food at school 

events such as fruits, vegetables, or crackers. Several principals and vice principals explained 

that they had to adhere to the healthy school food guidelines set out by the Ontario Ministry of 

Education if food was being sold. In other schools, the focus was on getting students involved in 

the preparation of the food. Schools with large Indigenous student populations focused on 

traditional foods and feasts for the whole community. Overall, the majority of schools offer a 

wide variety of food at special events. Even though schools try to offer healthy foods, they also 

have comfort foods available at certain events such as hot dogs and burgers for school BBQs, 

popcorn and ice cream for movie nights, or cookies and cakes for special celebrations. These 

comfort foods have symbolic meaning and reflect cultural food traditions.17   

Staff meetings follow a similar pattern with most schools trying to have healthy food at staff 

meetings although the foods served seem to be highly dependent on the tastes and 

preferences of the school staff. 

 

Hot Lunch Days 

 

All elementary schools have at least one hot lunch day per week, with the vast majority having 

pizza available for purchase once a week. Schools charge between $2-3.00 per slice of pizza, 

and most have two options available: cheese or pepperoni. Some schools mentioned that they 

have an additional hot lunch day per week or sometimes once a month. The foods served for 

                                                 
17 See Best, Amy (2017). Fast Food Kids: French Fries, Lunch Lines and Social Ties, New York: New York University 
Press.  
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these additional hot lunch days varies among schools with hot dogs, pasta with meatballs, pitas, 

or chicken fingers with salad as some of the options mentioned by schools. In two elementary 

schools, students help plan and prepare the meals. One school has a local chef coming in to 

plan and prepare meals with the students using locally sourced food and produce whenever 

possible. 

Eighteen elementary schools mentioned that they use hot lunch days as an easy fundraiser to 

raise money to subsidize field trips or for special celebrations. Schools added that they need to 

keep the costs low in order to ensure all students can participate in extracurricular activities. 

Sixteen elementary school principals mentioned that hot lunch days also serve as a relief for 

parents. Parents do not have to worry about packing lunch for their children on hot lunch days. 

Additionally, some principals mentioned that the hot lunch days are a welcome alternative for 

the kids. In a few cases, the hot lunch days are also about teaching the children about healthy 

food. In one case, the hot lunch days are used to teach their Grade 7 and 8 classes about food 

preparation, ordering, safe food handling, and cooking. Schools that have a free lunch (provided 

by the .ƛǿŀŀǎŜΩŀŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ) told us that one of the main reasons for the program is to address 

food insecurity. Three schools told us specifically that pizza day is part of the community 

culture.  

High schools are very different from elementary schools regarding their hot lunch days as all 

have a cafeteria with hot food available for purchase every day. However, there are differences 

among them in how they run the cafeterias. In the Catholic high schools, cafeterias are 

operated by Aramark. In the public high schools, cafeterias are run by school staff. The main 

goal of the high school cafeteria is to provide a nutritious and affordable lunch for their 

students.  

The Get Fresh Café, a new model for the high school cafeteria was introduced through a pilot 

program at Westgate CVI in 2016 and now operates in all Thunder Bay public high schools in 

collaboration with the local not-for-profit organization, Roots to Harvest. Through the Get Fresh 

Café, cafeterias have remade their menus over the last two years. As described on the Roots to 

Harvest website,   

ά¢ƘŜ DŜǘ CǊŜǎƘ /ŀŦŞ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŎŀŦŜǘŜǊƛŀ ƳƻŘŜƭ Χ ǘhat offers fresh and 

from scratch meals using local and Ontario food, every day. New flavours, combined 

with seasonal ingredients, all blend together to produce menu options that the 

entire school is excited about. The Get Fresh Café is where the food culture for the 

school begins, and lives. Bringing together community organizations, producers, 

distributors, decision makers, teachers, students, chefs and good food. Roots to 

Harvest facilitates high schools to produce local, tasteful, healthy and fresh meals 

ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦέ (www.rootstoharvest.org/education.html) 

The French Catholic High School follows a similar model of serving meals made from scratch 

using local foods when possible. They offer home-cooked healthy meals at the cafeteria. The 

http://www.rootstoharvest.org/education.html
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program is almost completely run by students, who get credit towards their diploma for 

enrolling in this course. The students are responsible for planning the meals and preparing 

them independently with minimal input from the instructor. This program combines two 

important elements. First, it is an experiential learning experience for the enrolled student to 

learn about food literacy and foster students interests in culinary arts. Second, it ensures that 

all student have access to an affordable and nutritious home-cooked meal. They can keep the 

meals affordable (on average between $4-5.00) because it is part of the curriculum and they do 

not have to pay for additional staff, as the students and instructor do the work. In addition and 

not less important, is the fact that there is no need to make a profit with the cafeteria business. 

One of the eight high schools offer both a free breakfast and free lunch for all students daily. 

The main purpose for this is to ensure that hunger is not an obstacle for learning, thus working 

to minimize food insecurity at the school.  

One major theme that emerged through the interviews with principals is that the cafeterias 

have to compete with surrounding businesses whereas elementary school students are, by and 

large, not allowed to leave school for lunch. Through our conversations with the high school 

principals, we learned that many students eat lunch at the nearby fast-food restaurants. One 

principal mentioned that fast-food franchises seem to strategically open branches close to 

schools and actively target students with special deals and discounts.  

 

Student Food Insecurity & Subsidizing Food 

 

92% of the interviewed schools subsidize food for their students in some way. However, none 

have an official policy where students from low-income families can apply for support. The 

main factor driving student subsidies for food is the belief that άƴƻ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƎƻŜǎ ƘǳƴƎǊȅέ as 

explained by one principal. There has been much work and advocacy in schools to combat food 

insecurity at the national, provincial and local levels and schools in Thunder Bay use a variety of 

approaches to ensure that their students are fed.  

First, there are many food programs that are completely free for students. Examples include 

the Breakfast Club or grab-and-go tables funded by the Ministry of Children, Community and 

Social Services, or ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ .ƛǿŀŀǎŜΩŀŀ ōǊŜŀƪŦŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƭǳƴŎƘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ CǊǳƛǘ 

and Vegetable program, or Isthmus.  

Students who are food insecure are usually identified by school staff and their teachers. Should 

the teacher notice that a student did not bring enough food for lunch and nutrition breaks, or 

does not bring anything at all, they will send them to the office or to whatever food program 

that is available in given school. Many schools try to make their free food visible and accessible 
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to all the students, not just to those who are food insecure in order to reduce stigma18. Schools 

also try to preserve leftovers from the breakfast program or from hot lunch days so that they 

always have something available for those students who might be identified as in need of food. 

As well, high school principals mentioned that there are cafeteria vouchers available for 

students who cannot afford the meal at the cafeteria, which they discretely hand out to hungry 

students.  

Many schools we have interviewed told us that food insecurity is a big problem among their 

students. Some said that they estimate that up to 20% of their students are food insecure and 

thus it is their duty to make sure that all these students get enough food at least while at 

school. In addition, many schools mentioned that they send food home with students from 

food insecure families through the Isthmus program or one of their own programs. 

 

Part C) Barriers and Needs 
 

One of the main questions of the School Food Inventory Project was to identify barriers and 

needs that schools encounter regarding their food programming and their school gardens as 

they presently exist or function in addition to their perceptions of future programs and 

programming.  

As we saw in Figure 5 on page 22, 54% of schools either already have a school garden or food 

growing program, or they are in the process of developing one. Significantly, 80% of schools 

mentioned that summer maintenance is a major obstacle for food growing programs, which is a 

problem that is widely acknowledged. Schools told us that it is hard for them to find volunteers 

to take care of their gardens during the long summer break. For some schools, the daycare 

center on site can be the solution as they can take over during this period.   

For 62% of schools, the lack of volunteers was identified as a major problem. 50% mentioned 

that both funding as well as time constraints are other barriers they face. For 44% the 

infrastructure is not sufficient, especially regarding available space. Minor barriers included 

school engagement (24%), knowledge (10%), and safe food handling (8%).  

The climate and the resulting short growing season here in Thunder Bay is another challenge 

especially because schools are closed for a long time in summer when most plants actually 

grow. Some schools also raised their concerns about garden vandalism. For instance, one 

principal told us that staff had found broken glass and used needles in their garden in the past, 

which then became a safety hazard for the students. Also, concerns about the sustainability of 

                                                 
18 See Henry, L. (2017). Understanding Food Insecurity Among College Students: Experience, motivation, and local 

solutions. Annals of Anthropological Practice, (1), 6. doi:10.1111/napa.12108 
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the gardens were raised because it is often one teacher who takes leadership to develop and 

ensures that all the work gets done and when this person leaves, there may not be someone 

else who is willing to take over.  

 

*includes 4 adult and continuing education programs 

RŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ŀ άŎƘŀƳǇƛƻƴέ ƻǊ άƭŜŀŘŜǊέ also appears to be a significant problem with food 

programs. Many schools mentioned that they have people in their schools who are extremely 

passionate about food, making it accessible, teaching students about the food system, nutrition 

and cooking skills and will take the lead to run innovative programs such as gardening or 

cooking classes. However, the problem remains that these programs become attached to the 

individual rather than part of the curriculum or a school policy and this means that the 

programs are precarious and might end wiǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ     

The barriers to existing and future student nutrition programs are almost identical to the one 

identified for the growing programs. The top barriers for food programs are lack of volunteers 

(58%), funding and time constraints (54% for both), and infrastructure (40%). Just under 25% 

reported that including culturally appropriate food (Indigenous, newcomers, etc.) in their 
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programs can be challenging. Also, 14% of schools do not know all available food services and 

program offered through community organizations.  

 

*includes 4 adult and continuing education programs 

Schools were especially concerned with time constraints on nutrition breaks (lunch). In most 

elementary schools, students are given 15-20 minutes to eat, followed by time on the 

playground for another 15-20 minutes, and many students, particularly the younger ones, are 

unable to eat their lunch in the time allocated. Food programs then, need to be extremely 

efficient in order to not interrupt the school day. This seems to be slightly easier for smaller 

schools than for larger ones. In addition, schools mentioned that their breakfast programs are 

also very constrained by time as students generally only have 10-15 minutes to access breakfast 

foods before classes begin. This problem is intensified in winter when the school buses are 
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often delayed because of weather, which leaves students with little or no time to access the 

breakfast program.  

Another related problem is the existing infrastructure. This issue mainly relates to elementary 

schools as high schools mentioned that their infrastructure is sufficient for running current food 

programming. As illustrated in Figure 3 on page 20, in 40% of schools, students have to eat in 

the gymnasium. This becomes a problem as the gymnasium is needed for physical education 

classes and again, constrains the time available for food programs such as the breakfast 

program. Additionally, it creates a lot of work for the schools to set things up and clean 

immediately after the program ends. These barriers speak to the need for better infrastructure 

in our schools, which can serve as spaces where students eat and learn about food.  

 

Part D) School Food Philosophies 
 

Finally, the School Food Inventory focused on school food philosophies and schools' overall 

approaches to thinking about food across the spectrum of the learning environment. We 

wanted to hear from schools if they have a clearly defined approach to food and how they 

share it with the community. We were also interested in what priorities schools give to food, 

and what additional supports they would need to achieve their goals of creating a school food 

environment appropriate for their individual school. Lastly, we discussed the Coalition for 

Healthy School Food, a national non-profit group, which is advocating for a National school 

food program.19 We wanted to hear what schools think about a national school food program 

and what that might mean for their school. 

The majority of schools have a school food philosophy. There were several key themes 

emerging from our conversation with principals. A lot of the philosophies are constructed 

around messages about nutrition and health. Schools use ǘŜǊƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ άƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎέΣ άƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ 

healthier alternativesέΣ άmessage of healthy foodέΣ ƻǊ άƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ƭƛǾƛƴƎέ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

approaches. This approach follows the national Canada Food Guide20 and the provincial School 

CƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ .ŜǾŜǊŀƎŜ tƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƴŘ hƴǘŀǊƛƻΩǎ {ǘǳŘŜnt Nutrition Program Guidelines. Moreover, some 

schools also talked about the connection of food and physical education. 

Schools also expressed concerns about the types of food children bring from home, leading 

some schools try to involve parents in conversations about healthy food. This was seen as a 

challenge however, as many schools are dealing with significant numbers of food insecure 

students. Schools have responded by wanting to ensure that all children have access to food 

while at school, while not singling out food insecure students in order to avoid stigma. One 

principal describes it as, "food is a club with no stigmas or barriers. It is sociable, and anyone 

                                                 
19 See https://www.healthyschoolfood.ca (Accessed August 27, 2018) 
20 The national food guide is currently under revision and a new version is projected for release in 2019. 

https://www.healthyschoolfood.ca/
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Ŏŀƴ ƎƻΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ speaks to the idea that food programs must be inclusive and available for 

everyone and not just food insecure students. 

A third theme emerged around food literacy and education. Schools are not only concerned 

with what students eat, many of them think about it through a pedagogical lens and as a way of 

learning. Food literacy can consist of teaching nutrition in classrooms, but can also take a more 

experiential approach with students learning to grow food and prepare food through cooking 

classes and opportunities to be in the school garden. A central idea is to make students aware 

of food systems and understand where their food comes from, an important and critical 

knowledge and skill.  

Finally, sustainability and community building are significant themes that emerge from the 

interview data on school food philosophies. Some schools talked about the social aspects of 

food and how food is connected to the community and cultural identities. For some, this meant 

that food was seen as a way to strengthen community ties and build relationships with 

students, families and the local community. In particular, some schools prioritized using local 

food in the school, and sourcing sustainable food whenever possible.  

 

Figure 8. Conceptualizing a School Food Philosophy
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Some schools stated that they do not have a food philosophy or systematic approach to food. 

However, this does not mean that these schools are not doing anything around food or do not 

offer food programs and programming. Rather, they have not thought about a philosophy or 

defined a school food philosophy in any systemic way yet. This notion that the philosophy is not 

clearly defined or shared is also something schools who have a systematic approach to food 

sometimes struggle with. Some schools say that their approach is internal and that everyone in 

the school is aware of it, but that it is not clearly communicated or written down as an official 

statement or policy. Other schools are more active and share their philosophies through various 

forms of communication such as newsletters, emails, discuss it in class, at staff and parent 

council meetings, etc. Schools also mentioned that their community partners aid in sharing and 

communicating their food philosophies. One school pointed out how Root to Harvest, for 

example, does a great job of communicating their values of sustainability, accessibility, 

nutritious food, passion, and involvement within the school community.  

These interconnected themes highlight how schools are conceptualizing and strategizing about 

their school food philosophies. Yet, these school experiences also speak to the need for the 

further development of programs and policies to support the ongoing work being done in our 

Thunder Bay schools.  

Nearly 80% of schools think access to food is a main priority, which further illustrates the 

importance of achieving food security for all students. 72% of schools regard health and 

nutrition as important, while 52% identified food literacy and education as major priorities. 

Fewer schools talked about sustainability, community, and cultural diversity as one of their top 

three priorities. Although principals highlighted food access, health and nutrition, and food 

ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΣ they also talked about the significance of the 

social aspects of food and the need to consider sustainability and the socio-cultural aspects of 

food in programming and policy development as they are all important in the creation of 

healthy school food environments.  

 

Support Needed to Achieve Priorities  

 

Despite already doing a lot to meet the pressing priorities of access to food, health and 

nutrition, and food literacy, schools identified numerous areas where they need more support 

to achieve their set priorities. 64% think that more funding is necessary especially in order to 

expand current programs. For 58% of schools, more staff would make a positive impact. 56% of 

schools believe external expertise and partnership are extremely helpful. Just under 50% ask for 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƛƴŦrastructure as the current infrastructure can often barely 

maintain the current levels of activities with no room for expansion. 34% also mentioned more 

provincial support is needed and 30% professional development in food-related topics for their 

staff.     
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*includes 4 adult and continuing education programs 

Universal National Healthy School Food Program 

 

Schools were by and large, excited to hear that there is a national coalition21 that is advocating 

for a universal healthy school food program to improve access to healthy food for all children.22 

Many principals shared that there is a need for broader policy and additional supports for the 

important work that is already underway in schools to continue. However, schools also raised 

concerns about the implementation of universal programming for healthy school foods based 

on their experiences with current food programs and programming in their schools now.   

For instance, would a Canadian universal national healthy school food program be modeled on 

the national hot lunch program found in the United States23, or could it resemble the Swedish 

model, where the school meal is a pedagogical tool to enrich children's food literacy beyond 

                                                 
21 The Coalition advocating for a universal national healthy school food program is made up of over 30 
organizations across Canada. See: https://www.healthyschoolfood.ca  
22 Canada ranks 37th out of 41 countries, according to a 2017 UNICEF report, when it comes to providing children 
with access to enough nutritious food. See https://www.unicef.ca/en/unicef-report-card-14-child-well-being-
sustainable-world, Accessed Sept 13, 2018. 
23 See Janet Poppendieck (2010), Free for All: Fixing School Food in America. Berkeley, California: University of 
California Press. 
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https://www.unicef.ca/en/unicef-report-card-14-child-well-being-sustainable-world
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health to encompass the broader socio-cultural and environmental aspects of food?24 Given the 

spectrum of possibilities, principals' concerns were not surprising as there has been very little 

publicly available information about the shape or form a proposed national healthy school food 

program will take in Canada.25 

To this end, our open-ended question asked schools to envision what a national healthy school 

food program might look like in their particular school (see Appendix A). Principals provided 

valuable insights and thoughtful responses, which we have captured through four themes, all of 

which overlapped considerably. The themes are: funding, infrastructure, food quality, and the 

need for a national school food policy.    

Funding & Human Resources 

Funding was a primary concern for principals when talking about a universal school food 

program. As we heard throughout the interviews, schools struggle with resourcing breakfast 

programs and often cobble together staff, parents and volunteers to make current 

programming work. Thus, the majority of principals stated that they would require additional 

human resources and preferably, the creation of new positions dedicated to implementing and 

overseeing a national school food program. Moreover, these human resources would be 

needed in addition to the funding required to provide healthy food universally to all children in 

the schools, which will also minimize the stigma experienced by children deemed food insecure.  

Infrastructure 

Infrastructure was also seen as a significant barrier to the development of a national school 

food program. Elementary schools do not have kitchens or cafeterias that could support 

additional food programming (food classes) and hot lunches if these were part of a national 

program. Thus, principals raised questions about what sorts of healthy foods could be served 

consistently and where students would eat, as currently, most children eat in their classrooms 

or the gymnasium.  

Some principals raised the possibility that a national school food program would require 

subcontracting food services out of the school to private contractors, but notably, suggested 

this would bring different challenges. First, delivery and distribution of food prepared off site 

and then distributed to students efficiently over the lunch periods could be difficult to 

implement logistically given the time constraints of the current school day and the time allotted 

                                                 
24 See tŜǊǎǎƻƴΣ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ hǎƻǿǎƪƛΦ нлмнΦ ά¢ƘŜ {ǿŜŘƛǎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭ aŜŀƭ ŀǎ ŀ tǳōƭƛŎ aŜŀƭΥ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ¢ƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ !Ŏǘƛƻƴǎ 
ŀƴŘ aŜŀƭ tŀǘǘŜǊƴǎΦέ tƘŘ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ¦ǇǇǎŀƭŀΥ !Ŏǘŀ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘŀǘƛǎ ¦ǇǎŀƭƛŜƴǎƛǎΦ 
25 See http://thechronicleherald.ca/opinion/1593975-opinion-how-to-make-a-national-school-food-program-
happen, (Aug 29, 2018), which follows Senator Art Eggleton's June 14, 2018 motion to Senate to consult on a 
national school food program (Available at: http://healthscienceandlaw.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Senate-
M-358.EF_-1.pdf). Our data was collected April-June 2017. 

http://thechronicleherald.ca/opinion/1593975-opinion-how-to-make-a-national-school-food-program-happen
http://thechronicleherald.ca/opinion/1593975-opinion-how-to-make-a-national-school-food-program-happen
http://healthscienceandlaw.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Senate-M-358.EF_-1.pdf
http://healthscienceandlaw.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Senate-M-358.EF_-1.pdf
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for lunch. Second, limited infrastructure and food preparation areas will pose constraints in 

terms of the quality of food to be served.26   

Food Quality 

Food quality was another major concern raised by principals when envisioning a universal 

school food program. As discussed earlier, schools prioritize providing healthy and nutritious 

food in their current programs and programming, and many make sourcing locally, and working 

with community partners a priority. Questions about what types of food would be served, how 

these foods would be prepared and increasingly, the special dietary needs and preferences of 

school children were seen as potential concerns to be addressed. For example, schools must 

take food allergies and intolerances very seriously, as is the growing need for cultural foods to 

be available given growing awareness about the connections between food, health and identity 

(halal, Indigenous, vegetarian, gluten-free, etc.). Questions about how a national school food 

program will incorporate these values, which many see as part of food quality were heard.  

Continued Community Engagement  

Finally, some schools were extremely enthusiastic about the possibility of further developing 

food programming and programs through a national school food policy. As discussed earlier, 

some schools are doing extremely innovative and exciting work through food classes, and 

partnerships with community organizations like Roots to Harvest, .ƛǿŀŀǎŜΩŀŀ, and Our Kids 

Count for example. Food is already being used through pedagogical strategies to teach school 

children about the broader connections between our food systems, health, the environment, 

and sustainability, in addition to learning food literacy and food safety. Moreover, some 

students have opportunities to learn food preparation, cooking skills and growing food through 

their involvement in food classes and school garden programs. Thus, some schools see a 

national school food program as an opportunity to encourage and support learning about food 

as not only about individual nourishment and health, but also as community engagement and a 

tool for building relationships and sustainability, in addition to increasing access to nutritious 

food for all children. As our data on this question illustrates, there is much to consider in 

building a national healthy school food program.  

 

  

                                                 
26 The problem of food quality is one that runs through discussions about institutional food. See Chapter 4, How 
Nutritious are School Meals, in Poppendieck, Free for All: Fixing School Food in America (2010), which discusses the 
quality (healthiness) of pre-packaged and prepared foods that are mostly available in the US school foods program.  
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Discussion and Recommendations 
 

The School Food Inventory Project gives us a snapshot of the Thunder Bay school food 

environment. We learned how all schools are engaged to varying degrees in activities that 

promote access to healthy, nutritious food for students. We learned that funding and programs 

are piecemeal and in elementary schools, often dependent on volunteers. There are no policies 

within school boards to oversee school food programs or the school food environment. Based 

on our Key Findings, this report is a call to support and action the following recommendations:  

 

1. Advocate and support schools to prioritize the school food environment  

1.1 Encourage collaboration between school boards, schools, and the community 

(including parents and students) to develop school food philosophies  

 1.2 Support schools to expand their relationships with local food producers  

 1.3 Support schools to build relationships and undertake community    

  engagement with organizations that support food programs  

 1.4 Consult parents and local communities about culturally appropriate food   

  (newcomers, Indigenous peoples), which will build relationships within   

  school communities and support students 

1.5 Support the voices of children and youth in self determining school food 

environments 

1.6 Support universal food programming (i.e. National School Food Program) 

1.7 Advocate for sustainable funding for resources (new positions) to support and 

expand ongoing efforts in schools  

1.8 Advocate for longer lunch breaks especially in elementary schools 

  

2. Support and expand food programs that are equitable and provide access to healthy, 

nutritious foods  

2.1  Act to improve access to food for all students 

2.2  Support the expansion of hot lunch days, particularly when these meals are 

prepared 'from scratch'  

 2.3  Expand the Get Fresh Café Model or the French high sŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ϥCƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ   

  Credit' course to other high schools and elementary schools 
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 2.4  Develop inclusive programming and programs for all students to reduce   

  stigma 

2.5 Encourage schools to move away from fundraising activities that are for-  

 profit oriented 

 

3. Develop curriculum and pedagogical tools that promote a healthy school food environment 

3.1 Conduct further research to gather additional evidence and perspectives from 

teachers, parents and students at both the elementary and high school level 

within Thunder Bay 

3.2 Enhance opportunities within the current curriculum to promote food literacy, 

which includes teaching about food systems, health, food skills, and the food 

environment, through experiential learning whenever possible 

3.4  Develop opportunities to learn about Indigenous food systems and cultural 

ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎΩ ŦƻƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻƻŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘips  
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Appendix 

 

Interview Guide 
 

A. FOOD MAPPING / ACCESS 

To begin, tell me about the food environment in your school.  

 

1. What kinds of food are available in your school? (Check all that apply) 

 δFresh Fruits and Vegetables 

 δNutritious Snacks (salads, smoothies, etc.) 

 δProcessed Food (chips, chocolate bars, etc.)  

 δJuice 

 δWhite Milk 

 δChocolate Milk 

 δYogurt 

 δPasta 

 δSoups 

 δSandwiches / Wraps 

 δHamburgers 

 δFrench Fries 

 δBaked goods 

 δGluten-free options 

 δVegetarian / Vegan options 

 δPizza 

 δOther: 
 
2. Where does the food that is available in your school come from? (check all that apply) 

 δLocal Businesses 

 δLarge Food Caterer or Service Providers such as Aramark 

 δDonations  

 δFast food (example PizzaPizza, Taco Time, etc) 

 δDairy delivery  

 δParents / Volunteers  

 δSchool Garden 

 δFarmers Market 

 δGrocery Stores 


