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Teaching food and nutrition might be viewed as 
the single most important educational activity 
of a society; if persons do not learn to obtain 
and consume food so as to sustain themselves 
and their dependents, all other learnings are 
irrelevant. 

—Dr. Joan Dye Gussow





The Tisch Food Center cultivates research 
about connections between a just, sustainable 
food system and healthy eating, and translates 
it into recommendations and resources for 
educators, policy makers, and community 
advocates. The Center focuses on schools as 
critical levers for learning and social change.



Nutrition Education in Schools



What did we do?

• Landscape of nutrition education programs 
(NEPs) in New York City schools during the 
2016–17 school year.

• Characteristics and distribution of 
organizations and the NEPs they operate. 

• Searchable online database of NYC NEPs



Why did we do it?

Give schools, NEPs, funders, and policy makers 
data and recommendations to ensure ALL NYC 
students have access to great nutrition 
education



The Nutrition Education 
Programs in New York City 

Schools Landscape:
Key Findings



UPDATE!!

Federal, State, and City Policies
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Developing a Nutrition Education Policy Road Map for New 
York City
This report focuses on the 42 federal, state, and city nutrition education initiatives that 
New York City agencies administered in federal fiscal year (FY) 2016. To determine the 
landscape of nutrition education initiatives, we reviewed relevant legal, programmatic, 
and funding data sources. We also conducted 55 interviews with 80 key city agency 
officials, local providers, researchers, and advocates.

For this report, we have categorized nutrition education initiatives by the extent to which 
they focus on and require nutrition education. We outline the legislative, political, and 
regulatory processes that create, the source(s) that fund, and the agencies that administer 
these initiatives. We discuss the federal, state, and city health, social service, education, 
elder, child care, and agricultural policies that authorize nutrition education initiatives. 

We also describe supports for, and barriers to, publicly supported nutrition education in 
New York City.

Figure ES.1 Current Relationships among Federal Agencies, State Agencies, City 
Agencies, Local Providers, and Nutrition Education Participants.

Schools



Organization Type



Evaluation
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Evaluation
A majority of organizations evaluate their NEPs. Organizations cited lack of staff time and funding as significant 
barriers to evaluation.

Figure 5.10: Conduct Evaluation

Figure 5.11: Barriers to Evaluation

* Organizations provided data for 76 of the 101 NEPs



NEP Start Year
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VI. Characteristics of Nutrition Education Programs 
in New York City Schools

Key Findings

•	 Foundation	and	program	fees	are	the	most	common	NEP	funding	sources.

•	 Program staff, as opposed to classroom teachers or volunteers, implement 
the	majority	of	NEPs.	

•	 NEPs	are	rarely	available	to	students	in	languages	other	than	English.

•	 Limited time during the school day and space within schools are the two 
greatest	daily	challenges	for	organizations	operating	NEPs.

NEPs vary by structure, size, funding source, and staff makeup. The figures below 
illustrate select characteristics of the 101 NEPs that operate in New York City 
public schools.

NEP Start Year
Many NEPs are less than a decade old—43% started in 2011 or later. Less than 10% of organizations currently 
operating existed before 2000.

Figure 6.1: NEP Start Year



NEP Funding Sources
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NEP Funding Sources
NEPs rely on a patchwork of funding sources. While foundations and program fees are the most common, these 
fund less than 20% of NEPs. Further analysis of the data found that 42% of the NEPs that charge a program fee 
do so on a sliding scale.

Figure 6.4: NEP Funding Sources

Figure 6.5: School Payment for NEP

* 58 of 101 programs provided data
**	“Private	donors”	was	the	most	common	“other”	response.	We	pulled	these	responses	from	“other”	to	create	a	

new	category.	More	NEPs	than	noted	here	may	receive	funding	from	“private	donors.”

**



NEP Activities
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Figure 6.7: NEP Activities

* 80 of 101 programs provided data

NEP Activities
NEP activities can reach students, teachers, and families. They can also aim to make school and community 
environments healthier. 

Most NEPs focus on activities for students. These include cooking, classroom lessons, gardening, and field trips.



Academic Subjects NEPS Address
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Figure 6.8: Academic Subjects that NEPs Address

* 76 of 101 programs provided data

Academic Subjects that NEPs Address
Nearly 70% of NEPs include science learning objectives. Literacy and math are also common subjects that NEPs 
address.



NEP Languages Other than English
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Figure 6.10: NEP Availability in Languages Other than English

* 80 of 101 programs provided data

NEP Availability in Languages Other than English
New York City public school students speak more than 180 languages at home (Office of English Language 
Learners, 2013). Organizations do not provide NEPs in many languages, though some are available in languages 
other than English. Spanish is the most common, with nearly one-fourth of NEPs translating some materials.



NYC Schools with NEPs
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Schools with NEPs
Just over half of New York City public schools have at least one NEP. That is 1025 schools. However, 815 schools 
or 44.3%, lack even one NEP.

Figure 7.1: Schools with NEPs

Table 7.1 Percentage and Number of Schools with no to 6+ NEPs

Photo Credit: Claire Uno

Total No NEPS 1 NEP 2 NEPS 3NEPS 4-5 NEPs 6+ NEPs
Percentage 44.3% 28.4% 14.1% 6.4% 4.7% 2.1%

Schools 815 522 259 118 87 39



Comparison: 2011-12 to 2016-17
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Comparison of Elementary Schools with NEPs in 2011–12 and 2016–17
Our previous study looked at NEPs in elementary schools in Brooklyn, Manhattan, and Queens in the 2011–12 
school year (Porter, 2014). That study found that 39% of schools had at least one NEP. 

Analysis of elementary schools in these boroughs in the 2016–17 school year shows the rate of NEPs is now 
71.2%, an increase of 82%. Even more encouraging is that much of the gain has been in schools that have added 
more than one NEP.

Figure 7.2: Comparison of Elementary Schools with NEPs in 2011–12 and 2016–17



NEP Distribution by Borough
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NEP Distribution Varies by Borough
Manhattan and Brooklyn have slightly higher than average rates of schools with NEPs, while the Bronx and 
Queens have slightly lower than average rates. 

Staten Island has the lowest rate. Fewer than half of Staten Island schools, 43% or 34 of 80 schools, have an NEP.

Borough No NEPS 1 NEP 2 NEPS 3NEPS 4-5 NEPs 6+ NEPs
Bronx 45.2% 26.0% 14.5% 6.5% 4.9% 2.9%
Brooklyn 42.3% 29.8% 13.9% 7.1% 4.5% 2.3%
Manhattan 42.2% 26.1% 14.4% 7.2% 7.5% 2.5%
Queens 45.4% 31.4% 14.0% 5.3% 2.9% 1.1%
Staten Island 57.5% 27.5% 11.2% 2.5% 1.3% 0%

Table 7.2: Number of NEPs in Schools by Borough

Figure 7.3: NEP Distribution by Borough



NEP Distribution by School Type
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NEP Distribution Varies by School Type
Elementary schools have the highest rate of NEPs, while high schools have the lowest. Only one-third of high 
schools have even one NEP, and very few have more than three.

 

School Type No NEPS 1 NEP 2 NEPS 3 NEPS 4-5 NEPs 6+ NEPs
Elementary 30.7% 31.2% 16.9% 9.7% 7.8% 3.8%
Elementary-Middle 33.5% 30.7% 17.0% 9.2% 6.0% 3.7%
Elementary-Middle-High 35.9% 34.4% 23.4% 0% 4.7% 1.6%
Middle 50.5% 27.3% 14.5% 4.8% 2.8% 0%
Middle-High 54.1% 25.7% 13.8% 2.8% 1.8% 1.8%
High 67.8% 22.8% 6.1% 2.3% 0.9% 0%

Table 7.2: Number of NEPs by School Type

Figure 7.4: NEP Distribution by School Type



NEP Distribution by Poverty Rate
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NEP Distribution Varies by School Poverty Rate
Students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch when their families earn less than 130% or 185%, respectively, of 
the federal poverty guidelines (Food and Nutrition Service, 2017). Policymakers often use a school’s rate of free 
or reduced-priced lunch as a proxy for poverty.

NEPs are in more schools with the highest and the lowest proportions of students eligible for free or reduced 
price lunch. In contrast, NEPs serve a smaller percentage of schools in the middle—fewer than half of schools in 
the second and third income quintiles have NEPs. The majority of students in these two quintiles still qualify for 
free and reduced-price lunch at a far greater rate than the national average (Snyder & Musu-Gillette, 2015).

Quintile No NEPS 1 NEP 2 NEPS 3NEPS 4-5 NEPs 6+ NEPs
1: 3-63.2% 41.3% 29.3% 16.8% 6.8% 4.1% 1.6%

2: 63.3-78.1% 51.4% 30.7% 10.6% 4.3% 2.4% 0.5%

3: 78.2-84.7% 53.5% 25.3% 14.1% 2.7% 3.0% 1.4%

4: 84.8-96.2% 43.8% 27.4% 13.3% 6.3% 7.3% 1.9%

5: 96.3-100% 31.5% 29.1% 15.5% 12.0% 6.8% 5.2%

Figure 7.5: NEP Distribution by School Poverty Rate

Table 7.3: Number of NEPs by School Poverty Rate 



NEP Distribution by Race/Ethnicity
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NEP Distribution is Consistent across Schools Based on Percentage of 
Students who are Black and/or Hispanic (continued)

Figure 7.6: NEP Distribution by Percentage of Students who are Black and/or Hispanic 

Quintile No NEPS 1 NEP 2 NEPS 3NEPS 4-5 NEPs 6+ NEPs
1: 2.3-46.9% 42.1% 30.7% 14.1% 6.5% 4.6% 1.9%
2: 47.0-81.7% 39.7% 28.0% 21.2% 4.6% 4.3% 2.2%
3: 81.8-91.0% 46.2% 31.3% 11.7% 6.5% 3.0% 1.4%
4: 91.1-96.2% 46.5% 29.9% 10.9% 6.8% 3.8% 2.2%
5: 96.3%-100% 47.0% 22.0% 12.5% 7.6% 7.9% 3.0%

Table 7.5: Number of NEPs by Percentage of Students who are Black and/or Hispanic



How do we achieve 100% of 
students with access to great 

nutrition education?



Recommendations

• For schools
• For funders and policy makers
• For organizations that operate NEPs



Next Steps

Coordination: Create a network that coordinates 
nutrition education distribution, advocacy, 
evaluation, and resources.
Investment: Build program and school capacity 
through funding, technical assistance, tools, and 
training.
Collaboration: Amplify and align the unique roles of 
nutrition education programs, school community 
members, funders, advocates, and policy makers.



Nutrition Education Programs in NYC 
Schools – Searchable Database

http://t4.tc.columbia.edu/tisch/nep-database/




School gardening, hands-on cooking, food 
justice education, health literacy - by any name 
nutrition education is more important than 
ever for students' health, academic 
achievement, and development as 21st century 
citizens. All New York City students should have 
access to great nutrition education. 


