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Growing Healthy Kids  
through Farm to Child Care

“Farm to Child Care” is a movement that aims to help 
young kids learn about where food comes from, and to 
give them more chances to eat fresh, locally grown and 
raised food. Projects can involve gardens, connecting 
with farmers, and teaching kids about good nutrition 
and how to enjoy fresh, local foods. Farm to Child 
Care, also called F2CC, Farm to Preschool, or F2P, 
focuses on family home child care providers, centers, 
Head Start, and other preschool programs.

Why should I become involved?
Healthy food makes for smarter, healthier kids 
— studies show that good nutrition and regular 
physical activity is important for children’s brain 
development and long-term health. Because many 

FARM TO CHILD CARE

Next to parents, child care providers can be some of the most influential people in helping children get a strong, 
healthy start in life. The Public Health Law Center has developed a series of resources designed to inform 
and support efforts to cultivate child care settings that promote healthy eating, active play opportunities, 
reduced screen time, and tobacco-free environments. This fact sheet explains the Farm to Child Care 
movement and provides tips for child care providers about how to incorporate fresh, local food and healthy 
food education into their programs.
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children spend much of their day in child care 
settings and typically eat at least one, and often two 
or more, meals there, child care providers play a key 
role in healthy child development. Kids form food 
preferences and eating habits at an early age. Child 
care providers can help shape kids’ eating habits by 
offering them healthy options and teaching them 
how to make good food choices. 

This sounds great, but how can I find the 
time and resources? 
We know that child care providers rarely have enough 
time and money to do everything that they wish they 
could do. However, many Farm to Child Care ideas 
involve things that you already do, with just a little 
twist. For example, the daily snack could be a fresh, 
seasonal vegetable, such as a half-cup of cucumbers, 
with two ounces of plain yogurt that could be “spiced” 
up with fresh herbs. One recent study found that 
when preschool children were served vegetables as a 
snack, they tended to eat more of them compared to 
meal times.10  You can plan art projects that involve 
painting with broccoli tops, or creating collages 
with vegetable pictures. Do your kids enjoy digging 
in a sandbox? Work with them to create container 
gardens or plant a garden in your yard and grow some 
vegetables for more play, learning, and good eating. 

Stretching your fresh food dollars
Make the most of seasonal foods: Many people think that 
healthy food is more expensive, but that does not have 
to be the case.11 Buying fresh fruits and vegetables 
that are in season, from local farmers, is often a money 
saver because these foods are usually available in large 
amounts and are perishable, so stores will price them 
to sell. Planning for seasonal foods and menu costing 
can save you money and help you provide healthier, 
tasty food for your kids. You can also enjoy this food 
in the winter (and save money) if you buy more than 
you need and freeze the extra for later.

What the research says about the link 
between good nutrition and strong, 
healthy kids

 ■ Healthy eating at a young age can prevent 
health problems like obesity, tooth decay, and 
osteoporosis.1 

 ■ The average child eats less than half of the 
fresh fruits and vegetables that doctors 
recommend for healthy development.2 

 ■ Poor diet in young children is linked to poorer 
performance during the early school years, 
which in turns puts children at risk for a 
higher dropout rate.3 

 ■ A healthy diet and regular physical activity 
helps kids to feel better, and to behave better.4 

 ■ Children’s food preferences and habits are 
strongly influenced by their early experiences5  

—  so giving kids positive experiences with 
fresh vegetables and other healthy foods from a 
young age can shape their habits for a lifetime.6 

Menu planning resources
 ■ The USDA has created cookbooks with  
healthy menu ideas and recipes for child  
care centers and homes.7 

 ■ The Delaware Department of Education 
developed a Menu Planning Guide to help child 
care providers with healthy menu planning.8 

 ■ Twist and Sprout, a new program from 
Providers Choice, offers 4 seasons of cycle 
menus, videos, and tips for how to save time 
and money in the kitchen.9 

http://publichealthlawcenter.org/
http://publichealthlawcenter.org/
http://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/www/filebox/service/preventive/nhps/publication/nhpsmenuplanning.pdf
http://www.providerschoice.com/twistandsprout/
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Buy crop shares and utilize local food programs: Another 
good resource is “Feed My Sheep” and similar 
programs, which are often available through a local 
food shelf or church. These programs offer shares of 
commodity foods (which may include both fresh and 
packaged foods or dairy products) for a low payment, 
with no income requirements. The Child and Adult 
Care Food Program provides other way to help 
cover food-related costs — participants can receive 
reimbursements for meals and snacks they serve 
as long as they follow the program’s meal pattern 
requirements, even if they use food they have grown 
or frozen. Also, centers that participate in the Food 
Program can include costs related to growing food 
(including seeds, fertilizer, plot rental, labor, and other 
costs) as part of their allowable food costs.12 More 
information about the Food Program is available at 
publichealthlawcenter.org. 

“Organic” doesn’t always mean “nutritious”
Foods labeled “organic” or “natural” or other 
healthy-sounding labels often can be more 
expensive. But the truth is, these foods are not 
always more nutritious. For processed food, just 
because a product is made with organic wheat 
doesn’t mean that it is healthy if it still has a lot 
of added sugar or salt in it. Also, qualifying for 
the federal “organic” label is a lengthy process 
for farmers. Many smaller farmers choose not 
to do it, even though they may be using organic 
farming practices. When you buy direct from 
farmers, such as through a farmers’ market, you 
can ask farmers about their growing methods, 
and can choose to buy from farmers that use 
growing methods that you want to support. 

A garden for children at CentroNía in Washington, D.C.

http://publichealthlawcenter.org/
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What are some Farm to Child Care 
activities that I can do in my child care?

  Buying locally grown and raised food 

Find local food at the grocery store: Buying locally 
grown food can be as simple as paying attention 
to where the food in the grocery store comes from. 
Often, grocery stores use signs, labels, or stickers to 
identify locally grown food.

Find local food at a farmers’ market: Minnesota has 
over 140 farmers’ markets across the state where you 
can buy fresh local foods. Not only might you save on 
distribution costs, but you can get to know local farmers. 

Participate in Community Supported Agriculture (CSA): 
CSAs allow people to buy a “share” of a farmer’s 
production. Shares come in different sizes, and 
can include not only produce but also other foods, 
depending on the farmer. Because the food comes 
in bulk based on the season, if you are a small family 
child care provider, you may want to split a share 
with another provider or family.

  Creating vegetable gardens

A great way to get low-cost, fresh, and local food is 
to grow it yourself. This is also a good way to get kids 
outside during the spring and summer, and teach 
them about where food comes from. Gardens can be 
done in partnership with another provider, a local 
school, or with a community group. There are many 
resources available to help child care providers plan 
and create gardens and incorporate gardening into 
nutrition education. 

  Teaching kids about good nutrition and  
where food comes from

As a child care provider, you are an important 
teacher and role model for the kids in your program, 
including about how to make healthy choices and 

Resources to find locally grown food
 ■ The Minnesota Department of Agriculture has 

a “Minnesota Grown Directory” listing nearly 
1,000 farmers’ markets, berry farms, orchards, 
and CSA farms across Minnesota: http://
www.mda.state.mn.us/food/minnesotagrown/
minnesotafarmersmarkets.aspx

 ■ The Land Stewardship Project offers a directory 
of CSA farms in Minnesota and western 
Wisconsin: http://landstewardshipproject.org/
stewardshipfood/csa

 ■ The University of Minnesota Extension 
created an interactive map of Minnesota to 
help locate local food opportunities: http://
localfoods.umn.edu/map/explore

Resources to learn about child care gardens
 ■ Edible School Yard Project can help you find 
resources for using gardens in educational 
settings from pre-K to high school: https://
edibleschoolyard.org/resources-tools

 ■ Wisconsin created this free resource about 
child care gardens: http://ne.dpi.wi.gov/files/
ne/pdf/ne-garden-bk.pdf

 ■ Square foot gardening and container gardens 
are a popular approach for small, manageable 
vegetable gardens. For beginning tips, see:
• http://squarefootgardening.org/square-foot-

gardening-method
• http://hort.uwex.edu/articles/growing-

vegetables-containers
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how to appreciate healthy food. You can help kids 
learn these skills through nutrition education that 
involves hands-on activities and fun lessons. You can 
take kids to a pick-your-own orchard, or even just 
bring in examples of fresh, seasonal foods and talk to 
kids about them. During the winter or early spring 
months, you can get kids thinking about the growing 
season by doing activities with seeds — creating seed 
art, or planting mini gardens in egg cartons. You 
can teach kids about the seasons, and help them 
create a calendar of the growing seasons in the US or 
around the world. For more ideas for activities during 
each season, see the Public Health Law Center’s 
infographic on Farm to Child Care Activities Year-
Round, available at publichealthlawcenter.org.

  Family engagement and outreach

Farm to Child Care activities can also help you 
engage with parents and community members, and 
positively influence what a child eats at home. Invite 

families to a seasonal vegetable tasting, send home 
a recipe for a healthy meal or snack, or involve the 
neighborhood in a larger community garden. For 
centers participating in the Child and Adult Care 
Food Program, costs related to nutrition education 
activities for parents and children may be eligible for 
inclusion in a center’s allowable food costs.13 

Resources with ideas about how to 
incorporate fresh food and nutrition  
into learning

 ■ Cooking Matters offers field-tested, easy-to-
use activities about food: http://cookingmatters.
org/exploring-food-together

 ■ The Institute for Agriculture Trade and Policy 
has created a Farm to Child Care curriculum 
package for child care centers: http://www.
iatp.org/documents/farm-to-childcare-
curriculum-package 

 ■ Grow It, Try It, Like It! is a garden-themed 
nutrition education kit from the USDA: http://
www.fns.usda.gov/tn/grow-it-try-it-it

 ■ The Minnesota Department of Health offers 
LANA (Learning About Nutrition through 
Activities): http://www.health.state.mn.us/
cdrr/nutrition/nutritioneducation/lana

Examples of newsletters to send out to 
families or the local community

 ■ http://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/nibbles-health-
nutrition-newsletters-parents-young-children

 ■ http://colormehealthy.com/parent-newsletters
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Other resources 
As a child care provider, you can play a crucial role in 
helping to address the childhood obesity epidemic, 
and in helping kids to grow up as strong and smart as 
they can be. By using Farm to Child Care strategies, 
you can help kids develop healthy eating habits and 
knowledge that will help them to live longer, more 
productive lives.

 ■ Public Health Law Center: http://www.
publichealthlawcenter.org/topics/healthy-eating/
child-care

 ■ USDA Farm to Child Care links: http://www.fns.
usda.gov/farmtoschool/farm-child-care 

 ■ National Farm to Preschool Network: http://www.
farmtopreschool.org/whatisfarmtopreschool.html
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