FOOD & FITNESS NEWS
Going for a Story Walk
By Ashley Christensen, Safe Routes to School Coordinator

Wings Park Elementary School in Oelwein has done
it again. The school has stolen my heart!
Every time I am down for a visit, I always leave so
impressed. As soon as I enter the building doors, I am
swept into a caring environment full of compassion,
respect and positivity. While in the school, I am
surrounded by a “we care about you” feeling that just
makes my heart smile.
Highlighting the school’s commitment to its
students, Wings Park is always thinking up fun, clever
ways to engage students and families in healthy
activities. One example is the new “Story Walk” along
the school’s trail (pictured above).
Barb Schmitz, school guidance counselor and
wellness superwoman at Wings Park, brought the
idea to life over the summer with rave reviews!
A “Story Walk” is just like it sounds- you read a
story as you walk! Posts are placed along the trail
about 15 steps apart. Each page of the featured book
(about 20-30 pages is a good length), is laminated and
then secured to a post in chronological order.
Mailboxes are also placed along the trail at the end
of the book so reader-walkers can sign the guest book
after completing the story. What a simple and neat
way to actively engage students’ mind AND bodies!
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The Future will be Better
By Katie Blocker, AmeriCorps
“Almost every successful person begins with two
beliefs: the future can be better than the present,
and I have the power to make it so.”

When I found this quote, I thought it applied
perfectly to Food and Fitness.
The month of January has been a bit of a whirlwind
getting back to the swing of things. I was feeling like I
hadn’t achieved anything and my “to do” list was
making its tenth loop around the Earth. But when I
had a minute to think about all the things that I have
accomplished in the past four months, I still have the
belief that I have the power to make the future
better than the present.
I’ve realized that I’ve made an impact on kids and
teachers already. I have 3rd and 4th graders that
continue to choose white milk over chocolate milk,
kindergarteners that get excited about trying new
fruits and veggies, whole elementary schools that
take brain breaks throughout their day to sneak in
extra minutes of physical activity, food service
directors that use local produce in their school
lunches, and the list goes on.
Thanks to everyone that makes this work a
success. Without a supportive FFI team,
administrators and teachers, and students eager to
learn, none of this would be possible. We have the
power to make the future better than the present.
And we will.
Northeast Iowa FFI is grounded in the work of these core partners:
Iowa State University Extension and Outreach—Region 4
Luther College Center for Sustainable Communities
Upper Explorerland Regional Planning Commission
Community Foundation of Greater Dubuque
Northeast Iowa Community College

The Voice of Change
By Laura Liechty, Youth & Nutrition Coordinator

“Youth and young adults are the future leaders of
building healthy communities in NE Iowa.” This
statement is one of the NE Iowa Food & Fitness
Initiative’s core values.
Many risks related to health issues exist in our
communities, and in order to solve problems of this
magnitude, it is critical to collaborate with diverse
audiences and involve people who are experiencing the
problem in the change-making conversation. The
solutions lie within these groups. As FFI uses various
facets of outreach, youth engagement is an important
part of this complex puzzle.
Fifteen school districts in NE Iowa and over 200 youth
are involved in the 4-H school based Food & Fitness
Clubs. With these student-led clubs, youth are given a
voice to share their ideas to better their schools and
communities by promoting the importance of improving
health and wellness in our environments.
Fourteen schools gathered for the Regional Youth
Leadership Team meeting in December to share the
projects they’ve implemented and their plans for the
second semester. Change is desired and solutions are
sought after to transform schools and communities into
environments that support healthy lifestyles and
educate youth about food and the importance of good
nutrition. These young minds, with the support of their
schools, have many innovative plans and intentions.
Various project topics discussed encompassed ways
to promote physical activity and teach good nutrition.
Districts have organized school-wide assemblies, inschool fitness events, school-wide health initiatives,
walking clubs, afterschool wellness programs, and
intramural competitions involving both students and
staff during the school day. Not only do they want to
model healthy behaviors to their peers but they also
want to market healthy habits throughout the halls of
their schools and the walls of their cafeteria.

These youth are stimulating behavior change through
peer education of what is good for our bodies and
introducing opportunities for making healthy choices
through taste tests of various foods in the classroom and
coaching good eating habits in the cafeteria.
They are building youth engagement and experience
with the FEEST program: expanding who they reach by
collaborating with community programs to spread the
concept of FEEST to others.
Youth are learning valuable lessons: using their voice
to stand up for change to make improvements, and even
when they feel defeated, they learn of new ways to
address the same issue and try again.
They are discovering the need to financially selfsupport their work, and some have held fundraisers to
support changes in their schools.
This month, teams are analyzing their school wellness
policies and are learning what steps to take in order to
create change. Teams have also been introduced to the
word ‘advocacy’. Although many had not heard of this
word before, they purely define it as they speak up for
change and take action. Youth advocacy is a phenomenon
that truly will impact our future. Their curiosity to learn
and their efforts made in seeking solutions to issues is
ever-more encouraging their voice.

Farm to Preschool Now in Early
Head Start
By Haleisa Johnson, Early Childhood Outreach

“See My Snowman” was a book recently read to
families by Cindy Landt, one of eight Home Visitors for
Early Head Start (EHS) in Allamakee and Clayton
counties.
FFI Early Childhood has expanded Farm to Preschool
into EHS in September 2014. “We could see the
importance of reaching even younger children and their
families directly to educate and help make healthy
changes within the home. It was a natural precursor to
enrolling into Head Start,” said Haleisa Johnson, FFI Early
Childhood Coordinator.
The featured food for Farm to Preschool in December
was carrots. December is also a good time to talk about
snowmen.
Before Cindy read the snowman book she asked,
“What is the face of a snowman made up of? What
shapes are on the face?”
“After our conversation about snowmen the children
made their own snowman snack. One mom said it was a
WARM way to make a snowman. They all liked it so much
that most of the home visit that day consisted of making
more snowmen,” said Cindy.
The principles of EHS are designed to nurture healthy
attachments between parent and child, emphasize a
strengths-based, relationship-centered approach to
services, and encompass the full range of a family's
needs from pregnancy through age 3.
Parenting education and the support of a positive
parent-child relationship are critical to this foundation.
This aligns perfectly with the goals of the Northeast Iowa
Food & Fitness, to ensure that caregivers (family and
others) of children provide access to healthy food and
active play every day.

Another Year in the Books!
It is with deep appreciation for great, collaborative
teamwork on the part of many partners in our region
that we transition from our Year 5 to Year 6
Community Action Plan for NE Iowa Food & Fitness.
It is so encouraging to see continued work across
six counties to create community conditions where the
healthy choice is easier for children and their families
in NE Iowa. It’s even more encouraging when you
start to see real results!
I invite you to review our reports submitted to the
W.K. Kellogg Foundation, our major funding partner, in
January 2015. You will learn more about the exciting
advances in the local food system, growing
commitment for school wellness, youth taking an
leadership role in advocating for healthier schools and
choices, community stakeholders “stepping up” to
create more walkable, bike-able communities, early
childhood classrooms embracing wellness
opportunities and parents taking advantage of
chances to learn how to shop for and cook healthier
meals. Please visit www.iowafoodandfitness.org to
view the Narrative and Evaluation Summary for FFI
Year 5, November 2013 to October 2014.

Ann
Ann Mansfield, Project Coordinator

Farm to School Efforts Providing Market for Farmers
By Darin Leach, USDA Rural Development

The USDA’s most recent Farm to School Census
indicates nearly half of the school districts in Iowa are
or plan to participate in some sort of farm-to-school
program. One way schools make this farm connection
is through the purchase of local foods for student
lunches.
Thanks to the efforts of the Northeast Iowa Food
and Farm Initiative and the Northeast Iowa Food and
Farm Coalition, schools in northeast Iowa are
embracing the farm-to-school connection.
“Northeast Iowa Food and Fitness particularly
focuses on schools as a site to influence broader
community shifts toward healthy living and has spent
much of its efforts on instituting active school wellness
teams, encouraging physical activity, building school
gardens, and providing nutrition education for
students in the classroom,” said Teresa Wiemerslage,
regional program coordinator, Iowa State University
Extension and Outreach in northeast Iowa, who
coordinates the work of the coalition.
The mission of the coalition is to create
opportunities for farmers to engage in the food
system. The coalition views schools as one of those
opportunities in the rural area which consists of school
districts ranging in size from 300 to 1,500 students.
The coalition has now been working to provide local
foods to school districts for six years. The efforts
started out small and have grown significantly. This fall
nearly 20 school districts representing more than
12,000 students in northeast Iowa worked with Iowa
Food Hub to purchase food from local farmers, while
many other school districts made local food purchases
directly from farmers.
Types of local foods purchased included apples,
watermelon, broccoli, squash, sweet potatoes,
peppers, pears, yogurt, sweet corn, cucumbers, frozen
strawberries, cantaloupe, pork and turkey.
Wiemerslage said this fall some of the larger school
districts were purchasing as much as 200 pounds of
pork, 800 apples and 300 pounds of watermelon for
just one meal.

The recent establishment of National Farm to
School Month in October expands what used to be
just a week each fall promoting homegrown school
lunches.
The Decorah Community School District has been
working with the coalition for five years and so far this
year school year has purchased more than $10,000 in
food, according to Chad Elliott, culinary specialist with
the school district, and he says students are enjoying
the local food options.
“We see students trying more fruits and
vegetables,” Elliott said. “Some students have even
helped pick or plant these products and they seem to
have more interest in trying something they grew
themselves. Local has a new tone among the students
today, they know they are getting a fresher piece of
fruit or being socially responsible by consuming these
vegetables.”
Elliott said district staff enjoys preparing meals with
the local food products and intends on working with
the coalition for many years to come.
“Food service directors really started to embrace
the farm-to-school connection and we saw they
wanted to expand their purchases past the one
week,” said Wiemerslage. “At the same time, the
USDA was launching Farm to School month, so the
timing for all of this coming together has been
perfect.”

