
2019 Farm to School Census Report (Summary) 
Background Key Findings 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), Food and Nutrition Service 

(FNS) supports a range of farm to school activities in which schools serve 
locally produced foods in school cafeterias and expose students to food 

and agricultural education experiences. To examine and describe the 
facets of farm to school efforts nationwide, FNS fielded surveys and 
collected data from school food authorities (SFAs) in 2013, 2015, and 2019. 

The 2019 Farm to School Census (2019 Census) reached out to all public 
and private school food authorities (SFAs) that participated in the 
National School Lunch Program (NSLP). The 2019 Farm to School Census 

Report summarizes findings from the 2019 Census and compares across 

SFA characteristics such as size, eligibility rates for free and reduced-price 

lunch (FRPL), and urbanicity. Though censuses were also conducted in 
2013 and 2015, the 2019 Farm to School Census Report focuses its findings 

on the 2019 Census. 

• About two-thirds of all SFAs (65 

percent) participated in one or more 
farm to school activities in SY 2018-

2019. 

• Over half of SFAs (57 percent) 
participating in farm to school 

activities (F2S SFAs) had done so for 
fewer than 3 years. 

• Approximately half of F2S SFAs (46 
percent) participated in seven or 
more distinct farm to school 

activities.  

• Local foods accounted for an 

estimated 20 percent of overall food 
purchases by F2S SFAs, excluding 
entitlement spending. 

Methods 
The Farm to School Census and Comprehensive Review, 

includes the 2019 Farm to School Census (2019 Census); a 
descriptive review of the USDA Farm to School Grant 

Program; a review of published research on farm to 
school since 2010; and a set of interviews with school food 

distributors. This report provides findings from the 2019 

Census. 

All 18,832 SFAs that participated in the NSLP in the 2018-

2019 school year (SY) were invited to participate in the 
2019 Census. The 2019 Census respondents included 

public, private, and charter school food authorities, 
including residential child care institutions, participating 
in the NSLP. A total of 12,634 SFAs provided usable 

responses to the 2019 Census, including respondents 

from all 50 States as well as American Samoa, Guam, the 
Northern Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin 
Islands, and Washington, DC, for a response rate of 67 
percent.  

The survey asked SFAs whether they participated in or 

planned to participate in any of 30 specific farm to school 
activities; an SFA that participated in any of the specified 

activities received the full set of further questions. Of the 

2019 Census respondents, 8,393 reported participating in 
one or more farm to school activities in SY 2018-2019. 

Hereafter, these SFAs are referred to as “F2S SFAs.”  

SFAs that did not participate in any farm to school 

activities received a limited set of questions about FNS 
programs, definition of “local,” and whether and when 

they planned to conduct farm to school activities in the 

future.  
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Findings 

About two-thirds of all SFAs (65 percent) participated  
in one or more farm to school activities in SY 2018-
2019 (Table 1). Thirteen percent of the SFAs began 
participating in farm to school in SY 2019-2020, and 4 

percent planned to begin at some point in the future; of 
those 4 percent, most (74 percent) did not know when 
they might begin. 

 Over half of F2S SFAs (57 percent) had participated in 

farm to school activities for fewer than 3 years. The 

majority of F2S SFAs had not yet participated in farm to 

school activities at the time of the 2015 Census, 
demonstrating an increase in farm to school participation 
since 2015. One-fourth (25 percent) of F2S SFAs had 

participated for 3 to 5 years, and 18 percent had 
participated for 6 years or more. The F2S SFAs that had 

participated in farm to school for fewer than 3 years were 
more likely to be small (61 percent versus (vs.) 41 

percent), in rural areas (65 percent vs. 60 percent), and 

have at least 86 percent of students eligible for FRPL (26 
percent vs. 21 percent) compared to more experienced 

F2S SFAs. 

Very large SFAs and suburban SFAs participated in 

farm to school at the highest rates. Very large SFAs 
participated at the highest rate (87 percent) and small 
SFAs participated at the lowest rate (57 percent). 

Suburban SFAs had a higher participation rate (73 

percent) than rural (65 percent) or urban (63 percent) 
SFAs.  

Schools at lower grade levels participated in farm to 
school at the highest rates. Among F2S SFAs, levels of 
participation were 62 percent in grades K-5, 52 percent in 

grades 6-8, and 45 percent in grades 9-12. 

Approximately half of F2S SFAs (46 percent) 

participated in seven or more farm to school activities. 
Nearly one-third of SFAs (27 percent) participated in 10 to 
20 activities, and 4 percent participated in 20-30 
activities.  Procurement was the most common category 

of farm to school activities; 88 percent of F2S SFAs 
reported participation in at least one procurement 
activity, like serving local food in school meals or snacks. 
Taste tests, cooking demonstrations, and field trips were 

the most common education activities in SY 2018-2019 

(Table 2). 

Approximately one-third of F2S SFAs did not define 

“local foods.” There is no universal definition of local 
used by all schools, SFAs, or States. SFAs’ most common 

response to the question of how they defined local foods 
in SY 2018-2019 was that they had no set definition (30 
percent). The next most common response was defining 

local foods as being produced within the State (23 
percent).  

  

Table 1:  Two-thirds of all SFAs participated in 

farm to school in SY 2018-2019. 

Farm to School Participation  
Percentage 
of all SFAs 

Participated in SY 2018-2019 65% 

Began in SY 2019-2020 13% 

Plan to begin in the future 4% 

Previously participated but no longer 

participating as of SY 2018-19 

2% 

Never participated and no plan to 
begin 

14% 

Table 2:  The most common farm to school education 

activities included taste tests and field trips. 

Farm to School Activity 
Percentage 
of F2S SFAs 

Held taste tests or cooking demos of 

locally grown products 

34% 

Conducted field trips to farms, markets, 

and/or processors 

31% 

Hosted farmer(s) visits 15% 

Integrated farm to school into Pre-K 
13% 

Used USDA Team Nutrition materials 12% 



 

 

 

When procuring local foods, F2S SFAs focused on fruits 

and vegetables. Most F2S SFAs purchased at least some 
local fruits (73 percent), vegetables (71 percent), and fluid 
milk (59 percent). Among F2S SFAs that purchased local 
fluid milk, 87 percent served it daily, and about one-third 

of F2S SFAs that purchased local fruits (34 percent) or 
vegetables (29 percent) served them daily. 

Local foods accounted for an estimated 20 percent of 
overall food purchases. F2S SFAs reported spending an 

average of approximately $114,000 in SY2018-2019 on 

local foods, excluding foods purchased through USDA 
Foods and the USDA Department of Defense Fresh Fruit 
and Vegetable Program. 

F2S SFAs most frequently perceived the benefits of 

farm to school as higher quality foods (42 percent), 

increased student knowledge about local and 
healthful foods (31 percent), and increased 

consumption of items in schools (26 percent). Nearly 
one-third of F2S SFAs (30 percent) were unsure of the 

benefits from farm to school, and 9 percent perceived no 
benefits.    

Most F2S SFAs cited some challenges in procuring local 

foods. The most common challenges reported included: 

limited availability of local foods, reported by 45 percent 
of SFAs; the cost of local items (33 percent); a lack of staff 
time to prepare local foods (31 percent); and difficulty 

finding local producers, suppliers, and distributors (27 
percent). 
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