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Connecting People to the Source of Their Food:
Changing the Way We Think About Food to Improve Health
Emily Jackson
Whether it is linking farmers with buyers or teaching children about vegetables growing in a school garden, connecting people to the source of their food is a vital part of building
rural food systems that are healthy food systems.

A

merica is in the midst of a health crisis, with
chronic diet-related illnesses like diabetes and
obesity plaguing the nation. The problem is worse for rural
Americans, as the prevalence of obesity is markedly higher
among rural populations [1]. Rural communities sometimes
lack access to the resources available in urban communities,
but they also have access to unique opportunities to promote
community health and reduce rates of chronic disease.

Rural Assets: Community and Local Food
While residents from rural communities often find
themselves at a disadvantage compared to their urban
counterparts when it comes to healthy eating and
opportunities for physical activity, in some ways rural
communities have distinct advantages. Community is one of
the greatest assets of rural places. Close-knit ties can bring
residents together for the common good. In addition, rural
residents typically lack the luxury of acting in silos; instead
they must wear many hats. This enables cross-sector work
to happen naturally, which is crucial for developing healthy
community strategies.
Coupled with the community spirit of rural communities, agriculture and local food are also important resources.
Local food from local farms can provide communities with a
wide variety of fresh fruits, fresh vegetables, and lean proteins, all of which are staples of a healthy diet. By tapping
into a natural extension of rural communities—their farms—
local food systems can be developed in rural communities,
and these systems can be a sustainable and effective way of
building health in rural areas.
Eating local food, which is now more than a trend and is
on its way to being a full-fledged movement, is showing great
promise in mitigating some of the barriers faced by rural
communities (in particular, lack of access to healthy food).
Increasingly, consumers are interested in knowing where
their food comes from and who grew it, and they are often
willing to pay more for a local product (See Figure 1) [2].
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Numbers and Connections
According to the US Department of Agriculture, local
food sales have increased from $1 billion in 2005 to $7 billion
in 2012 [3]. According to a recent analysis conducted by the
Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project (ASAP), farm
direct sales alone have increased by 70% in Western North
Carolina counties (from less than $5 million in 2007 to over
$8 million in 2012) [4]. This growth is even more impressive
when compared to the rest of North Carolina (removing the
23 westernmost counties in the state), which experienced
a net decrease in farm direct sales. Over the past 10 years,
counties in Western North Carolina have seen increased
interest in local food across the board, including increases
in farmers’ markets, community-supported agriculture, and
farm tourism; greater use of locally grown food by schools,
hospitals, and universities; and more purchasing from local
farms by restaurants and grocers.
What is important about these increases is more than
numbers; it is also about making connections. Whether it
is connecting farmers with buyers, connecting a child with
vegetables growing in a school garden, or the connections
families can make while on a farm tour, connecting (or reconnecting) people to the source of their food is a vital part of
building rural food systems that are healthy food systems.
These connections, while not limited to rural areas, are certainly enhanced by the rural environment.
After almost 2 decades of working to improve the local
food system in Western North Carolina and the Southern
Appalachians, ASAP has come to one basic conclusion: we
need more individuals, families, and children to have connections to their food. Although the local food movement is
growing, too few of us know about the food we eat—where
it grows, who grows and harvests it, how it is grown and processed, how it benefits our health, or the impact of our food
choices on the world around us.
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figure 1.

Impact Statements About Local Food

Source: Local Food in Rural Western North Carolina: Opportunities and Challenges [3].

Children and Local Food
Two key strategies to address childhood obesity in rural
communities are to engage and educate families about
healthy eating and physical activity and to establish farmto-school programs [5]. These strategies have been key
program activities in ASAP’s Growing Minds Farm to School
program since 2002.
ASAP defines the farm-to-school program as having 4
components: edible school gardens, farm field trips, classroom cooking (featuring locally grown products), and the
serving of local food in the cafeteria. The farm-to-school
program also includes the preschool setting, since attitudes
and behaviors about healthy food are often established at a
young age.
Currently the majority of farm-to-school and farm-topreschool programs across the country focus primarily on
procurement (ie, local products being served in the cafeteria). ASAP has taken a different approach. Children are
much more likely to consume local produce served to them
if they already have a connection to this food. Experiences
such as tending to the school garden, milking a cow on a
local farm, or cooking with local food in the classroom help
give children this connection. Given this focus, ASAP considers the local procurement piece to be the last component that should be adopted as part of a farm-to-school
program.
In much the same way that lessons about recycling,
smoking, and drug use went home from schools and affected
family life, farm-to-school programming promises to change
family dynamics as well. This is evident in the farm-toschool program at Cullowhee Valley School, an elementary
and middle school in rural Jackson County. In this program,

students received an average of 6 farm-to-school interventions per month. Each child from prekindergarten to 2nd
grade was involved in a weekly cafeteria taste test (of a
local product), a monthly classroom cooking lesson, and
a monthly school garden experience. Judging from parent
survey responses, farm-to-school experiences are making
a difference in the lives of these children and their families
(See Table 1) [6].
One question that is often raised is whether children in
rural communities know where their food comes from. It
would seem reasonable that they would, but too often children today (rural and urban alike) are at least 1 generation
removed from how food is grown. If children make any reference to farming or gardening, it is usually attributed to
their grandparents, not their parents. This means that it is
not just our children who are disconnected from their food;
most adults are as well. In addition to having lost the skills
to grow our own food, we also lack food preparation skills,
which leads to an over-reliance on processed and ready-toeat foods.
Fortunately, children generally enjoy cooking and tasting
fresh, locally grown foods; they appreciate time in a school
garden; and they welcome an opportunity to visit a local
farm. Many adults, on the other hand, have grown up with a
taste for fat, sugar, and salt; lack cooking skills and the inclination to cook; and do not necessarily place value on local
food and farms. In response, ASAP has focused attention
on adults, understanding that in order for children to enjoy
the hands-on experiences of cooking, gardening, and farm
visits, we must first make the benefits of these experiences
clear to adults. Teachers, school nutrition staff, and parents
need to have experiences of their own to understand their
significance.
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Upstream Approach

table 1.

Since 2009, ASAP has taken this focus on adults one
step further. Rather than just rely on classroom teachers or school nutrition staff to understand our philosophy,
ASAP has ventured upstream. With initial and current funding from the Blue Cross and Blue Shield of North Carolina
Foundation, ASAP—in collaboration with Western Carolina
University, Lenoir-Rhyne University, Jackson County Public
Schools, and Mountain Projects, Inc.—has implemented the
Growing Minds @ University (GM@U) project. GM@U integrates local food experiences and training into undergraduate and graduate curricula for education students, nutrition
and dietetics students, and dietetic interns [7]. This training
and experience with local food build the capacity of future
teachers, registered dietitians, and health professionals to
incorporate local food and farm-based experiences into
their work. These undergraduate and graduate students not
only learn about local food and farm-to-school programs in
the university classroom setting, they are also provided with
experiences in schools and preschools. Here they get to see
firsthand that children are willing to try new vegetables, that
teachers can integrate farm-to-school programs into the
curriculum, and that school gardens are wonderfully engaging learning environments.
Most importantly, these students are gaining an understanding of how and why they could utilize local food and
farm-based experiences in their future professional careers,
thus helping their future students or patients to make connections to the source of their food. One way the project’s
impact is assessed is through student reflection forms. On
one such form, a health science student at Western Carolina
University said, “[GM@U] will have a huge impact no matter
what field in nutrition I go into. Eating local and supporting
your community is so important no matter where you are!”
Our local communities are already experiencing the benefits
of the GM@U project; graduates of the program have taken
positions in university food service and are creating new jobs
(such as a food truck business that incorporates local food),
thus helping to change food environments for the better.

ASAP’s Theory of Change
ASAP’s theory of change is that localizing food systems
strengthens local economies, boosts farm profitability,
increases sustainable production practices, and improves
individual and public health. This theory is grounded in
ASAP’s conviction that when the distance between consumer and producer decreases, transparency in the food
system increases, which in turn drives changes that increase
public health, build local economies, and sustain family
farms. ASAP believes that we must rebuild our lost connection to food and must understand the impact of our food
choices.
We are now at the beginning of a social movement that
will transform our food system. This movement has the
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Parent Survey Responses Regarding the Appalachian
Sustainable Agriculture Project (ASAP) Growing Minds
Farm to School Program
“She tasted some new things and got very excited every time there was a
recipe. She even had us make some of the recipes at home. As a result, we’ve
made her own recipe notebook at home. She was also excited about eating
what her class grew (spinach)!”
“She loved the program. She now eats a wider variety of veggies and will
always do a ‘taste’ test even if she thinks she won’t like it.”
“My child wants to start a garden at home. He told me he didn’t like the
kale but I’m glad someone was able to get him to try it. He will barely eat
vegetables for me at home.”
“She learned sooo much about where our food comes from and different
things you can grow. That growing food is fun, and it’s awesome to eat and
enjoy what they grew.”
Note. Parents were surveyed in May 2014.

potential to empower us to create a food system that is
equitable, environmentally sustainable, economically viable,
and health promoting. As Wendell Berry noted, “eating is an
agricultural act.” It is also a political one—an act of democracy that can change our food system.
Emily Jackson, BS Ed program director, Growing Minds Farm to School
program, Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project, Asheville, North
Carolina.
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