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The First Time!
By Haleisa Johnson, Early Childhood Coordinator
Remember the first time you tasted a
vine ripe tomato or crunchy sugar peas or
maybe a juicy ear of sweet corn? Well,
maybe not the very first time you ever
tasted them, however many of us
remember the season’s first local ripe
fruits and vegetables. Oooh, that
wonderful taste in the very first bite you
just can’t duplicate.
Many preschoolers in NE Iowa have
never experienced the delicious flavor of
fresh local produce. It’s hard to believe that
children here in Iowa, where soil is fertile
and productive, have no access to fresh
produce, and families have
never tried them. My primary
focus is encouraging Farm to
Preschool implementation in
all daycares and preschools in
NE Iowa.
What is Farm to Preschool?
It is connecting young children
with local food and farms. It
includes any type of childcare
that incorporates local foods
through meals and snacks,
taste tests, lessons, farmer visits, cooking, or growing
food.
Colorful fruits and vegetables are essential to a
child’s diet. Both contain key nutrients for their
health, growth and brain development. If parents and
teachers eat and enjoy fruits and vegetables with

children daily, they will usually follow by example.
Fruits and vegetables have plant
substances that are significant to help
reduce the risk of some cancers, heart
disease and obesity.
Children, like adults, learn through
exposure experiences. Approximately
1000 young children are involved with
Farm to Preschool in NE Iowa, but
there are so many more to reach.
I salute the committed teachers and
devoted parents who help expose
children to a variety of foods. I also want
to recognize the Wellmark Foundation
for their funding of Farm to Preschool to
the most vulnerable children in NE Iowa.
For more information how you may help
contact johnsonha@nicc.edu.
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Northeast Iowa FFI is grounded in the work of these core partners:
Iowa State University Extension and Outreach—Region 4
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Community Foundation of Greater Dubuque
Northeast Iowa Community College
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I am a graduate of the University of Iowa with double
majors in Theatre Arts and International Studies. After college, I toured
North America planning and hosting farm dinners in 37 states and
Canada , spent a season as a farm apprentice, and managed a community
garden project growing local, organic produce for the Johnson County
Crisis Center. I am excited to help cultivate healthy communities!

There are some new faces in
school cafeterias and gardens
this year. Eight young adults
have joined the Northeast
Iowa Food & Fitness Initiative
as resource contacts for area
school districts.
Resource contacts link FFI and
school wellness outreach with
school districts. Members
assist the school wellness
teams as they work together
to deepen student, teacher
and staff understanding about
the benefits of growing and
consuming local, healthy food
and being physically active.

Serving Oelwein Schools

Cassie Panther

Serving Central Community Schools

I have a BS in Biology and a BA in Spanish from Iowa State University. I
realized my love for teaching after spending a summer in Ecuador
running an after school program in a rural village. Now with
AmeriCorps, I want to combine my passion for farming as well as
teaching children about the goodness of growing and cooking your own
food.

Elin Amundson

Serving Postville Schools
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I am from Blue Earth, MN. I graduated from the
University of Wisconsin - Madison with degrees in U.S.
History and History of Science. I’ve worked on farms, in restaurants, and
in schools, and am grateful to have found a way to combine many of my
passions by promoting health, wellness, equity, and farming in
northeast Iowa. I’m happy to return to my beloved Midwest after
serving a year with FoodCorps in North Carolina.

The Food & Fitness family
extends a warm welcome to
these new members!
Amber Seitz

Andrew Blair

Serving Allamakee Schools

I’m from Madison, WI. I’m a graduate of Lawrence University where I
majored in Russian Studies. After college, I spent time working with
students in Chicago Public Schools. I also developed my passions for
local food, cooking and wellness while working in restaurants,
volunteering on an organic farm in Italy, and growing gardens.

Serving Decorah Schools

My degree is from Iowa State University in Global Resource Systems with
an emphasis in fruit and vegetable crop production. My connection with
food started in Winneshiek County at Seed Savers Exchange and has
been fostered through hands-on experience teaching in schools and
working on farms throughout the world. I’m looking forward to sharing,
laughing, learning, playing, and working with the all of you as we discover
what active living and eating healthy, locally sourced food looks like and
means to us, both as individuals and a community.

Maria Marton

Serving North Fayette Valley Schools

I attended DePaul University in Chicago where I majored in Marketing and
completed two food and beverage related internships. Learning about the
packaged foods industry while also managing one of my family's specialty
food stores helped me realize the importance of cooking, food education,
and a strong local community and economy. I’m looking forward to planting
seeds and helping kids grow!

Bekah Schultz

Serving Turkey Valley & St. Joseph Schools

I grew up in the Twin Cities and graduated from Luther College with degrees
in Biology and Environmental Studies. Working on organic produce and
dairy farms after college, led me to discover that my passion in life is to get
people connected to healthy food and an active lifestyle. I can't wait get
kids excited about good food and active living - having a joyful relationship
with food and ourselves changes everything!

Kelly Wille
MFL MarMac
Schools
I have a joint appointment
with FFI and ISU Extension and
Outreach in Clayton County
delivering STEM camps and
activities. I have experience
teaching and training children
and adults. I find passion in
being creative, and my interests include fitness, nutrition,
cooking, gardening, canning
and art.

Cooking Classes… That’s a Wrap!
By Laura Liechty, Youth & Nutrition Coordinator

School may have been out for the summer, but class
was still in session! During the month of July, we hosted
cooking classes in the communities of Oelwein and
Postville. With the original plan to offer this to just
adults, it quickly transformed into a parent-and-child
cooking class, which was a better concept than we
could’ve ever asked for!
Each week the lesson and recipes were inspired from
the Iowa Food Hub’s weekly Food Box contents.
Contents varied from eggs/meat, milk, and numerous
vegetables. The weekly lessons taught new skills to
prepare foods with an emphasis on fresh vegetables.

Boundaries Bringing Us Together
By Ashley Christensen, Safe Routes to School Coordinator

Serving a six-county area equivalent in size to the
state of Connecticut has got to be my favorite part of
working with the Northeast Iowa Food and Fitness
Initiative (FFI). I get to travel through our beautiful
countryside day in and day out. I get to experience the
uniqueness and quirkiness of each community we serve.
I get to interact with so many wonderful and inspiring
people. The list goes on.

We introduced numerous cooking skills including knife
skills, food safety and different ways to prepare
vegetables like sautéing, grilling, baking, roasting or just
raw.
Watching parents and their children working together
as a team in the kitchen was very fun. Both parent and
child experienced something new—whether it was using
a knife to chop vegetables or trying a new recipe or taste
testing a vegetable they’d never had before. Often, it
was the parent who hadn’t had the vegetable before!
It was fun to see the participants broaden their skills
to prepare food in a healthy, inexpensive and non-time
consuming way. Every family took home a food box and
the recipes. Over the course of the 4 lessons, everyone
tried a new vegetable or learned a new way to prepare
it. It was fun to see children and adults expand their
palates while trying and liking new things!
We plan to continue these classes in more communities,
so keep an eye out for those announcements!

As I sit and
think about the We are still in competition…
joys of my
but not against one another.
work, what I
really find so
fascinating about our regional approach is this: although
many boundaries exist within the region (county lines,
city limits, school districts…), when it comes to FFI,
there are no boundaries.
FFI reaches across these boundaries to bring people
throughout the region together for the greater good of
all of our communities and all of our families. These
boundaries, which separate and divide us otherwise, are
actually the very things that also pull us together.
We are still in competition. But not against one
another. We are in competition WITH one another
AGAINST our current culture and everything standing in
the way of making the healthy choice the easy choice in
Northeast Iowa. We are fighting for our future, and we
are in this fight together thanks to FFI.

The Future is Bright

Taking a 20,000 Foot View 2.0

By Ann Mansfield, Project Coordinator

By Teresa Wiemerslage, Food Systems Coordinator

Late summer 2015 in NE Iowa… walking school
buses, school garden harvests, welcoming the school
service members, planning for local food in school
lunch menus, youth making plans for wellness activities
in their schools, and early childhood classrooms
starting their 3rd year of Farm to Preschool… the
momentum of changing the community conditions to
make the healthy choice the easy choice for children
and their families is still going strong!
As a shared leadership team, we just submitted our
annual evaluation to the W.K. Kellogg Foundation for
the Year 6 Community Action Plan on August 31. You
can read about the highlight below.
Amazing collaborative and adaptive work continues
to build… with many changes in schools, early
childhood, core partners and funding support. We are
challenged to financially sustain these efforts, and yet,
feel confident that we can secure additional partners
such as regional community health care stakeholders
to keep the momentum.
The view looks great from here!

Highlights of 2014-15 include:
Schools: Local food purchases doubled and 10
schools provided funds for a service member
Food System: Capacity continues to grow to
support local food production and market
development. The Iowa Food Hub is experiencing
growth in sales that exceeds their goals.
Active Living: 21 Walking School Buses and 12 Bike
Rodeos reaching more children than ever before.

One perk to being the editor for this newsletter is
that I get to be the last one to submit content —
something that suits by procrastinating tendencies.
Another perk is that I get to look back at the past
blog posts and newsletters to harvest the story gems
for this document.
A year ago, I wrote about the Food System
highlights from the previous year. And, like last year,
the 20,000 foot view sheds amazing perspective.
Here are examples of the system change happening
across the region.
 Iowa Food Hub (www.iowafoodhub.com) ended
2014 in a new facility in West Union and returned
over $236,000 back to local farms.
 Overall local food purchases by schools doubled
over total purchases in 2013-14: $72,000!
 Individually, 50% of the schools doubled or more
than doubled their local food purchases compared
to last year.
 25 new jobs reported in the region due to growth
of local food markets
 $1.8 million in local food purchases by institutions
Youth: 14 teams with 212 4-H members
deepened their commitment and expanded
their influence as partners
Early Childhood: More classrooms are
partnering to implement Farm to Preschool
and daily physical activity goals

