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Background

Story Narrative

"l tried it and | liked it! Can | have more?" - 1st grade student

CalFresh Healthy Living, UC in San Luis Obispo and Santa Barbara
counties (CalFresh) partners with staff, students and families in
schools to provide comprehensive nutrition and physical activity
education services based on the goals of school stakeholders and the
needs of the priority population. CalFresh focuses on K-6<sup>th</sup>
nutrition education and physical activity curricula, positive youth
development through the 4-H SNAC program, and support for farm-to-
cafeteria and home efforts as a primary PSE (Policies, Systems, and
Environments) activity.

In FFY19, school partners at Rice Elementary identified the need to
revamp and expand their school garden and outdoor classroom. With
support from teacher champions, school administration, parent
volunteers, and community partners (including Cal Poly and CalFresh),
Rice remodeled the garden to include a new storage shed and six
4'x8'x2’ corrugated metal and redwood beds with in-ground irrigation
installed by 4-H SNAC youth leaders. The new renovations provide a
safe and structured outdoor learning space for students.

THE NEED:

Most American youth are not meeting daily recommendations for fruit
and vegetable consumption[1]. Studies of eating behavior have shown
that youth may refuse an unfamiliar fruit or vegetable up to 15 times
before they develop a taste preference. However, students who have a
role in growing fruits and vegetables, are more likely to develop a
preference for eating them([2].

For families with low incomes, the economic cost of wasted food is an
increased barrier to developing a preference for nutrient dense foods
like fruits and vegetables. Indeed, when the food budget is tight,
families are less likely to risk purchasing food that they are not sure
their children will consume[3]. Lower income families are more likely to
purchase foods that they know their children will eat, and are often
lower in nutrients, as a strategy for avoiding hunger and waste.

Nutrition programs can help share the economic risks of testing
unfamiliar foods with lower income families by creating opportunities
for youth to taste a variety of fruits, vegetables and other nutrient-dense
foods at school. However, without encouragement and behavioral
nudges, students will often refuse to try unfamiliar foods or pass right
by them in a crowded lunch line. At Rice Elementary, the food service
staff reported that the lettuce on the salad bar is often untouched. In a
typical day, only a few heads of lettuce are being taken at a school with
over 800 youth.

THE WORK

During October 2019, CalFresh staff and Rice Elementary teachers led
classes of 1st - 6th graders in planting vegetables in their newly
refurbished school garden. By December 2019, a crop of crisp, green



and purple lettuce was ready for harvest. Classrooms that planted
lettuce earlier in the Fall signed up for times to harvest with the
CalFresh educator and teacher champions. When students came out to
the garden, they could not contain their excitement to see the produce
they had planted and how much it had matured into something that
looked like food. Several started asking questions about what it would
taste like. Many students searched for their specific lettuce plant,
feeling ownership over their school grown vegetable.

With an abundance of lettuce to harvest and eat, CalFresh staff worked
with the teachers and 5<sup>th</sup> and 6<sup>th</sup> grade
youth leaders in the 4-H SNAC club to develop a plan to use the school
garden produce. Since their food service staff reported that lettuce on
the salad bar has not been a big seller in the past, 4-H SNAC youth
leaders decided to take on the challenge. During their after school 4-H
SNAC club meeting, youth decided they should host a lunchtime tasting
to increase excitement about lettuce from the school garden. They
discussed how to taste the lettuce and came to the decision that
students would most likely try it if they were given two options: lettuce
with reduced-fat ranch dressing or served plain so they could add it to
their burgers which were on the menu the day of the planned tasting.

The week of the tasting, youth leaders worked with their school
Principal to make announcements letting everyone know that they
would get to taste produce grown in their school garden. 4-H SNAC
leaders created and hung posters promoting the “purple and green
lettuce” that is “good for you and fresh out of the garden.” On the day of
the tasting, youth continued to promote the salad in an announcement
over the intercom, and managed and conducted the tasting using the
food safety, nutrition and garden expertise they had been working on
developing during October and November. At the tasting table, they
encouraged peers who were reluctant to try the salad and worked to
generate excitement about food that they had grown as a school.

THE IMPACT

4-H SNAC youth collected preference data for 270 of the students who
tried the salad. Of the 270, 240 reported that they liked it and several
asked if they could have more. In total, 50 heads of romaine, green leaf,
and red leaf lettuce were harvested at Rice Elementary in the Fall of
2019. This food was used during the school wide tasting and
classroom tastings. This was the school’s first crop following a long
and time-consuming garden re-build.

After the tasting event, 4-H SNAC youth leaders discussed best
practices and gave each other feedback to strengthen their
organization and promotional techniques for their next harvest and
tasting. The 4-H SNAC leaders reported that they felt good seeing their
peers enjoy the salad they helped to grow, prepare and promote. Youth
were especially excited that several of the younger students tried salad
for the first time and liked it.
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This work was the result of lengthy relationship building with the school
partner and food service, youth engagement through the 4-H SNAC
program, classroom nutrition and garden education, and support and
technical assistance for environmental changes at the school site
including the enhancement of the school garden and point of decision
prompts in the cafeteria. All of these efforts culminated in peer-to-peer
promotion and student-grown food, both evidence-based strategies for
developing long term taste preference for lettuce and other nutrient
dense foods.

SUSTAINING SUCCESS

Moving forward, plans are underway to adopt district-wide protocols
permitting the use of school garden produce in school cafeterias.
CalFresh staff are providing technical assistance to create systems
change and increase the use of school grown produce, wherever
feasible, across the district.

The 4-H SNAC club at Rice will continue to conduct peer education and
produce tastings through the rest of the academic year. Already a
school garden cauliflower tasting is being planned for February.
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