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Schools provide an important venue for promoting healthy eating. In recent years, local and
national gover nments have recognized that school nutrition policies can play an important role
in achieving positive healthoutcomesfor students. TheNew Brunswick Depar tment of Education
was at theforefront of action in 1991 when it developed the Food and Nutrition Policy for New
Brunswick Schools. The goal of the policy was to encourage students to develop good eating
habits. The policy was developed with réative ease, but implementation proved problematic. A
case sudy of the policy processreveal edthat a number of key issuesinfluencedimplementation.
Actions by districts and schools to address these issues could provide directionfor future action
by other s.Achieving the aims of nutritionpoliciesthat promote healthy eating will require schools
to adopt acoor dinatedappr oachthat emphasizesnutritioneducationin classr ooms,food ser vices,
and at home.

< By promoting hedthy eating, schools can hdp students avoid negetive consequences for their
learning and hedlth such as inattentiveness and obesity. Nationd and international government
agencies support the development of nutrition policies to achieve thisgod.

< School nutrition policies are important because they draw attention to the role of nutrition in
schools, an area that is frequently regarded as outside the schools mandate.

< When promoting hedthy eating, schools must consder a number of issues: the juxtgposition of
nutritiona objectiveswithfund-raising gods, the amount of choiceto cedeto students, the priority
givento nutritionreative to other school concerns, theclarity of nutritionpolicies, and the approach
to thar implementation. Some schools and digtrictsin New Brunswick have effected changes in
these areas and can provide direction for others.

< More could be done to promote hedthy eating through nutritionpolicies. Schools could capitdize
on the educationa opportunities school food servicesprovide and coordinate these services with
classroom teaching and parenta support.



Overview

Learning and health problems
associated with poor nutrition among
school-aged children are far-
reaching.Children who are under-
nourished score lower on standardized
tests, especially tests of language ability
and problem-solving. They tend to be
more irritable, less able to concentrate,
and lackingin energy. Childrenwith poor
diets are also prone to infection, dental
cavities, and eating disorders,and are at
increased risk of obesity, which is
considered an epidemic in the United
States. Moreover, childrenwho establish
poor eating habits during the schooling
years are more likely to suffer coronary
heart disease, cancer, stroke, diabetes,
high blood pressure, osteoporosis,
obesity, and other chronic diseases as
adults (CentersforDiseaseControl, 1996;
Troccoli, 1993).Sixty percent of New
Brunswick’s adults are overweight or
obese,whichisthehighestprevalencein
the country (Gilmore, 1999).

In recent years, national and
international government agencies have
recognized that school nutrition policies
can be an important mechanism for
improvingacademic and healthoutcomes
for children. The New Brunswick Depart-
ment of Education demonstrated |eader-
ship in this area when it developed the
Food and Nutrition Policy for New
Brunswick Schools (NB Department of
Education, 1991), the first such policy in
Canada developed by an education
department. However, the policy was
largely unsuccessful. The Department
funded a case study of the policy in an
attempt to gain insight into the issues
affectingimplementation.Sources of data
for the case study included school
observations, interviews with 66 key
informants, and documents from the
Department, schools, and school
districts (McKenna, 2000).

TheFate of the FoodandNutrition Policy
for New Brunswick Schools

The Department of Education
developed its nutrition policy in 1991 in
response to concerns about hungry
children and the poor nutritional quality
of the foods available in schools. The
goal was to encourage students to

develop good eating habits by achieving
three objectives: organizing school food
services to ensure that high quality
nutritional foods were available,
incorporating nutrition education into
the school environment, and ensuring
access to food by all students. Although
policy development proceeded in a
straightforward manner, a number of
obstacles impeded implementation.
These included concerns about fund-
raising, a lack of student choice in the
food provided, and the allocation of
educational resources to nutrition. Some
administrators felt that the policy lacked
clarity, and resented the Department for
its top-down approach to implemen-
tation. Consequently, the policy was
widely opposed by people from a broad
cross-sectionof school districts, student
councils, and food companies. In the
face of this controversy, and because of
competing priorities, the Department
retreated from its initial efforts to
implement the policy. Instead, it focused
on one objective — student access to
food. It allocated over $1,000,000 for
schools to provide milk at subsidized
prices, and to establish or expand food
programs. Schools were on their honour
to follow the entire policy, but the only
changethatwas widely implemented was
the milk program. For the minority of
schools that made other changes, there
was little recognition; and for those that
did not, there were no consequences. By
1995, activeimplementation had virtually
ceased, and the policy was viewed as a
good-will policy.

Issues Concerning
Implementation

The difficulties associated with
implementing the nutrition policy were
not due to uncaring school staff who did
not value nutrition. Rather, other issues
took precedence over nutritional
concerns. Nevertheless, some schools
and districts were successful in at |east
partially adopting the policy, as the
following examples show:

Fund-raising. One of the most
contentious issues regarding policy
implementation was fund-raising.
Educators, parents, and students were
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concerned about where they were going
to obtain revenue to support various
school programs if they were no longer
allowed to sell popular items in school
canteens, vending machines, and other
school outlets. Secondary school
principals and vice principals were
unanimous in calling the policy “well-
intentioned, but unrealistic’. The
position of the Department was that
fund-raising was a separate issue from
nutrition; however, this did not prove to
be the case. Even districts and schools
that took steps to implement the policy
found they had to address fund-raising.
One district no longer kept the
commission it received from the district
catering company, andinstead disbursed
it among schools to compensate for
revenues lost through menu changes.
Oneschool took over the management of
the cafeteria, employing staff from the
former catering company. The school
gradually improved the nutritional
quality of the foods available so that
deep-fried foods were no longer sold.
The student council received all of the
profits, which were sufficient to support
council activities. Another school
removed al vending machines and
absorbed the loss of profit.

Sudent choice. Another controversial
aspect of the policy was student choice.
Those who disagreed with the policy,
including a number of powerful food
companies, felt students should have a
range of choices and be educated to
make wise selections. The Department’s
position was that students’ choices
should be among healthy foods. Those
who at least partly supported the
Department dealt withthe choiceissuein
various ways. One school gathered
evidence of the poor choices students
made in a cafeteria where the nutritional
value of many of the foods was poor,
and shared the information with parents.
After-wards, the parents took their
concerns to the principal who then
successfully intervened withthe catering
company. One district gathered
informationregarding the food choices of
students at home compared with school.
They found that most parents limited
their children’s food choices at home,
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which had a positive effect on eating
habits, andtherefore the district followed
the parents’ example.

Priority of Nutrition. The policy also
drew attention to the role of nutrition in
schools. Nutrition is an area that
traditionally receives little attention, not
only becauseit is considered outsidethe
main educational role of schools, but
also because it is not an area of
widespread public concern. For these
reasons, school personnel questioned
why funds were allocated to subsidize
milk at a time when schools were “crying
for book resources”.Those who took
leadership roles in implementing the
policy were supportive of the policy
objective because they felt children
would benefit, or they regarded
implementing the policy as part of their
job.

Lack of Policy Clarity. Initially, the
Department tried toinsistthat the policy
be implemented as written, but later it
allowed the policy to be interpreted as a
guideline for action. For example, the
policy stated that no deep-fried foods
were to be available in schools, which
some districts followed to the letter,
while others made little or no change.
Catering companies were well aware the
policy could be interpreted broadly,
something that schools often used to
justify their inaction regarding
implementation. In contrast,a number of
districts and schools worked to improve
thenutritional quality of foodsin several
ways. Some increased the number of
healthy food options available; for
example,they added fruit juice and water
to vending machines and canteens, and
offered raw vegetables in cafeterias.
Some also decreased or eliminated
offeringsof less healthy optionssuch as
french fries and salty snack items. Some
catering companies tried to increase the
appeal of healthy options by featuring
healthy foods, packaging salads
attractively, and sponsoring contests.

Approach to Implementation. The
Department committee used atop-down
approach to implementation, expecting
districts to form committees and develop
three-year implementation plans. In
contrast, in districts and schools where
changeoccurred, the approachtended to

be participative and collaborative. One
district based its plan for policy
implementation on information collected
through focus groups and surveys with
parents, school staff, and students. It
also partnered withthedistrict’s catering
company to implement changes, and
indicated to schools that to be eligible
for funds to enhance student access to
food, they had to show improvement in
the nutritional quality of foods offered.
Another district organized meetings of
school clusters where principals,
teachers, parents, and students shared
information about nutrition and
developed one-year plans to promote
healthy eating. A district directiveabout
foods prompted the principal of one
school to meet with the cafeteria
manager. In consultation with school
staff and parents, they organized
changes to the cafeteriamenu and began
a breakfast program.

Looking to the Future

The New Brunswick results are
instructive to nutrition policy implemen-
tation in three key ways. First, they
demonstrate that a number of districts
and schools are willing to at least
partially implement a nutrition policy.
Second, they indicate the important role
of the implementing agency, inthis case,
the Department of Education. Such
agencies cannot ignore the issues that
are important to districts and schools.
They must ensure that when faced with
competing priorities, they maintain
nutrition as a priority,and exert pressure
by monitoring the process and outcomes
of change and attaching consequences.
But pressure from thetop isinsufficient;
it needs to be combined with appropriate
support to assist districts and schools
throughout the change process. The
support can include funding, the
provision of nutritional expertise, and
working collaboratively withtheschools.

Third, the results highlight the
marginal status of nutrition within
schools, and indicate where opportuni-
ties for improvement lie. Although New
Brunswick experienced problems with
implementation, the findings of the case
study do not imply that the policy
measureswerean i nappropriateresponse

to the problems with school nutrition.
Forchangeto occur, schools mustattach
greater value to nutrition and see it as
integral to their educational role. They
aremore likely todo so if they participate
in the change process. This means
involving schooladministrators and staff
in recognizing the educational oppor-
tunities that school food services could
provide. For example, students could
complete assignments in which they
survey food purchases, analyze the
nutritional value of the foods available,
develop marketing strategies to promote
healthy foods, and provide point-of-
purchase nutritional informationfor their
peers. The food services would then be-
come locationswhere students study the
effects of eating environments on food
choices and practice making choices that
promote healthy eating. Aswell, parents
could be actively encouraged through
home-school communication and school
parent groups to share responsibility for
improving school nutrition.

Conclusion

A generation ago, the food supply
was much simpler than it is now. There
were fewer foods from which to choose,
more foods were prepared from basic
ingredients, and there was much less
eating out, especialy at fast-food
restaurants. The clock is not going to
turn back. Faced with the challenge to
support students’ learning and health
through good nutrition, and trying in
particular to stem the rapid rise of
childhood obesity, it is time for parents
and school staff toreview their practices
to ensure that they are helping school-
aged children meet today’s nutritional
challenges. There has been little
discussionaboutthewidespread practice
of schools’ partnerships with fast food
restaurants to provide young children
with “brand name” foods. Nor hasthere
been a significant effort to support
physical education programs and other
school activities by meansotherthan the
sale of unhealthy food. The successful
implementation of a nutrition policy
offers the opportunity for all schools to
proudly proclaim, as did one food-
service manager, “In our school, itisthe
children who profit”.



_ Atlantic Centre for Policy Research

References

Centers for Disease Control and Policy Briefsin 1998 and 1999
Prevention (1999).Guidelines for
school health programs to promote No.1  District and Provincial Assessment: Can it be Useful to Principals and Teachers?
lifelong healthy eating. Morbidity and by J. Douglas Willms

Mortality Weekly Report, 45 (RR-9), 1-41.
No.2  An Outcome-Based Model For Evaluating Programs For Children At Risk by J.

Gilmore, J.(1999).Body mass index and Douglas Willms & Elizabeth A. Sloat
health. Health Reports, 11(1), 31-
43.0ttawa, ON: Statistics Canada No. 3 Expanding Parental Involvement in Canadian Schools by Mary McKenna & J.
Catal ogue 82-003. Douglas Willms

Health Canada & Canadian Association No. 4 Literacy for Life by J. Douglas Willms & Elizabeth A. Sloat
for School Health (1993).Making the
connections ) Comprehensive school No.5  Mathematics: The Critical Filter by George Frempong & J. Douglas Willms
health: A guide for presenters &
facilitators. Ottawa, ON: Health No.6  A“First Tier” for Canadian Children: Findings from the Early Years Sudy in
Canada. Ontario by Jane Bertrand, Honourable Margaret MccCain, J. Fraser

Mustard, & J. Douglas Willms
McKenna, M. L. (2000).Implementation of a

policy to promote healthy eating in No.7  The Need to Increase Physical Activity During the Elementary and Middle School
schools. The case of New Brunswick. Yearsby Mark Tremblay & J. Douglas Willms

Unpublished doctoral thesis, The

University of Nottingham, No.8  Implementing School Nutrition Policies by Mary McKenna

Nottingham, England.

NB Department of Education.(1991).Food
and Nutrition Policy for New Brunswick
Schools. Fredericton, NB: New
Brunswick Department of Education.

The Atlantic Centre for Policy Research has
Troccoli, K. B. (1993).Eat to learn, learn to evolved into a designated research ingtitute of the
eat: The link between nutrition and University of New Brunswick: the Canadian
learning in children. National Research Institute for Social Policy

Health/Education Consortium . . . .
Occasional Paper No. 7.Washington, (CR!SP).Future issues of Policy Briefs will be
published by CRISP.

DC: National Commission to Prevent
Infant Mortality.

The Atlantic Centre for Policy Research

Suite 305-307, Marshall d’ Avray Hall Director: Dr. J. Douglas Willms
University of New Brunswick Tel: (506) 447-3178
Fredericton, NB E3B 6E3 CANADA Fax: (506) 447-3427
www.unb.ca/crisp e-mail: crisp@unb.ca

Theams of the Atlantic Centre for Policy Research are to conduct policy research that will help Canadian communities provide better
education and care for their children, to contributeto the training of social scientistsin the areas of statistics and research methods,
and to contribute to capacity-building effortsin developing countries.

Editor: Elizabeth A. Sloat, Ph.D.
Editorial Assistant: Mo King Low



