
According to UNICEF’s 2020 report on the state of  children and youth, 

compared to other affluent countries, Canada spends among the lowest 

proportion of its gross domestic product on  services supporting  children’s 

well- being.1  There is now ample evidence that both Canadian  children’s 

dietary quality and available public supports warrant major improvements 

to reduce nutritional inequities, bolster well- being, and lower chronic dis-

ease risk into adulthood.2 UNICEF Canada’s 2020 report recommended that 

Canada should “ensure that  every child gets a healthy meal at school,”3 

echoing calls for federal- level support for a national school meal program 

heralded by several groups including the Co ali tion for Healthy School 

Food (CHSF), Canada’s largest school food−focused advocacy  organization. 

In 2023, CHSF membership included 240  organizations from  every prov-

ince and territory.4

While Canadian health policy documents frequently reference social 

justice and equity, Canada remains one of the few affluent countries with 

no nationally funded school lunch program (SFP).5 In 2019, the federal 

government expressed support for developing a nationwide approach, but 

as of this writing, no funding has been committed.6 Moreover, no con-

sensus exists affirming the essential goals around which to build a  future 

Canadian SFP. Public health scholars argue that inadequate articulation 

of core values and goals may mask the social forces that underlie health 
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promotion efforts.7 We argue that this gap in vision and mission leaves 

well- intended advocates unmoored and trapped debating finer details of 

SFP design, lacking agreement about the purpose or full societal potential 

of what a national program could accomplish. In this chapter, we take a 

step back to delve into core goals and guiding princi ples that we believe 

 will drive pro gress and unite disparate stakeholders aiming to transform 

Canadian school food programming.

Canadian SFPs exist through a combination of programs run by local 

school districts, individual schools, nonprofit  organizations, or local ini-

tiatives spearheaded by parents or parent associations.8 Unfortunately, 

no comprehensive data exists describing the prevalence or variation in 

SFP models, and  there are few reliable estimates documenting how many 

 children receive a meal regularly at school, be it purchased at full price 

(for school fund rais ing purposes or run by for- profit or in- house cater-

ing  services), partially subsidized, or offered at no cost (funded variably 

through combinations of charitable donations, grant funding from 

government or nongovernment sources, or through cost- sharing mod-

els). Many elementary schools offer no food programs or sales at all. A 

2009/2010 national survey of administrators from 407 schools suggested 

that 47  percent of schools had no cafeteria, though the majority of schools 

offered some onsite food retailing (75  percent) or a vending machine sell-

ing soda, juice, or milk (70  percent).9 Nationally representative dietary sur-

veys suggest that few Canadian students venture home or off campus for 

lunch; fewer than one in ten students eat lunch provided by their school, 

and the majority of students (73  percent) rely on a home- packed lunch.10

Canada’s current ad hoc system operates through a patchwork of funders 

and heavy reliance on charitable donors. No single level of government or 

specific ministry is charged with planning or overseeing SFPs, and  little 

systematic evaluation or knowledge of  children’s needs, values, or experi-

ences currently informs policymaking. Without a clear guiding framework 

confirming the goals of meal programs and evaluating  whether programs 

achieve them,  future programs  will be susceptible to undue influence from 

partisan powers and biases driven by funders and their mandates, rather 

than being guided by a holistic and evidence- based vision of what SFPs 

could and should achieve. Recent examples point to pressures on minis-

tries of education to focus narrowly on the educational benefits of school 
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food, whereas ministries of health are pressured to focus on disease preven-

tion. Meanwhile, charitable funders are beholden to  organizational mis-

sions and donors. We fear that with programs developed with only narrow, 

siloed goals in mind, emerging models  will become locked into approaches 

that limit the transformative potential that school meals have been shown 

to offer in other countries.11

In this chapter, we seek to move beyond tensions regarding the creation 

of a national SFP by articulating three core goals that our research, practice, 

and advocacy have revealed as critical in designing an effective national 

SFP, which center around: (1)  children, (2) well- being, and (3) justice. A 

Canada- wide framework that explic itly affirms  these goals can contribute 

to meaningful pro gress, making it easier to facilitate inter- ministerial and 

multisector collaboration.

This chapter brings together insights from empirical studies on school 

food and interviews with and writing contributions from four school food 

prac ti tion ers, named as authors, from across Canada. All authors are school 

food researchers or prac ti tion ers. The community- based contributors reflect 

geo graph i cal and SFP  organizational diversity. We have all participated in 

long- standing debates about what and who SFPs are for and reflected on 

the varied arguments about why SFPs should focus on supporting vul-

nerable  children, mitigating chronic disease risks, meeting sustainability 

targets, enhancing educational targets, reducing  family burdens, or a com-

bination of  these  things.12 Other contentions include which program mod-

els eliminate or reduce stigma, what universality means in practice, who 

should pay for SFPs, what aspects of programs are most critical, and how 

much local versus central control should be built into a national program.

We began the  process of writing this chapter intending to examine 

 these major areas of contention. The academic contributors invited the 

community- based contributors to be interviewed about their thoughts on 

 these tensions. Rachel conducted an initial analy sis of their responses and 

shared them with Jennifer and Sinikka. Through the  process of analyz-

ing the interviews and integrating findings with our own work and that 

of  others, we identified three common strands related to conceptions of 

 children, health, and well- being  running throughout. Together with the 

chapter’s community- based collaborators, we developed the chapter’s argu-

ment that focusing on three core aims of school food programming would 
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cut through  these tensions and transform school food politics in Canada. 

Such an approach would ensure that program designers and evaluators lis-

ten to  children and center their perspectives in any programs designed for 

them and move  toward models that can address our most pressing societal 

needs in terms of health and justice for all. In what follows, we develop a 

case for a clear articulation of the vision and values for how SFPs should 

address childhood, well- being, and justice as we move  toward expanding 

SFPs in Canada.

CENTERING A VISION FOR CHILDHOOD AS A CORE GOAL

Students are essential stakeholders in SFPs, yet Canadian students’ daily 

experiences and voices are typically overlooked in research on and advo-

cacy around SFPs, even though successful programs rely on their participa-

tion. Drawing on insights from our previous research with  children about 

school food programming, our aim  here is to demonstrate the value of 

incorporating  children’s perspectives through a vision of childhood that 

positions  children as competent social actors.13

The depiction of childhood under lying much research and activism 

around SFPs is one of vulnerable, at- risk  children. In this view, SFPs protect 

 children from hunger and set them up for good eating habits and a healthy 

 future.14 While  children should, of course, be afforded sufficient and nutri-

tious foods, this construction emphasizes their risk and vulnerability as 

beings who are in formation  toward becoming adults. This approach to 

childhood is used to garner support for SFPs: no one wants to be respon-

sible for  children  going hungry. The notion of hungry  children is highly 

evocative and suggests a moral failing on the part of adults to properly care 

for  children. Alternatively, the idea that SFPs  will cultivate well- fed  children 

who  will become productive, healthy adults appeals to policymakers with 

the power to open purse strings. For example, the National School Lunch 

Program (NSLP) in the United States (US) was originally conceived in part 

as a program to help grow healthy soldiers fit for war.15

Treating  children like adults- in- the- making, “becomings,” rather than 

(or along with) beings in their own right, encourages an “adults know 

best” stance that risks disregarding  children’s social worlds and subjectivi-

ties. Framing  children as becomings can also be stressful for  children and 
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adults alike when it comes to navigating eating relationships. Research with 

 mothers who embrace the idea that  children must be inculcated with good 

eating habits, for instance, finds that this approach leads to stress and anxi-

ety around food and meals for  mothers and  children.16 We argue that SFPs 

should not simply be seen as for  children, based on a desire to ameliorate 

 future health risks, but rather conceived, designed, and run with meaning-

ful input from  children. Adults often assume they know best what  children 

need and do not consult  children when designing programs meant to 

serve them. Consequently,  these programs may not resonate with  children 

who may exert their agency by opting out. We learn much by allying with 

 children so that they can meaningfully take part in and shape programs that 

affect them. Next we detail two insights that come from viewing  children 

as competent social actors who actively navigate and give meaning to their 

social worlds.

First, taking  children seriously as competent social actors means under-

standing that food, far from being just a form of sustenance, is layered with 

social and symbolic meanings.17  Children are not immune to or separate 

from wider meanings of food in a society, but they do not simply adopt 

adult perspectives and food cultures.  Children have their “own cultural 

imperatives,”18 which they create “in concert with their peers, as they col-

lectively experience the world.”19  Children form ideas about food through 

relations with  others, including peers,  family members, and authority fig-

ures.20 What it means to eat well, be hungry, or receive school food can take 

on vastly dif fer ent meanings in dif fer ent contexts, as  children, together 

with peers but also parents, communities, and schools, collaboratively form 

 these meanings. Thus, to understand SFPs, we need to look not only at the 

food itself but also beyond the food to the meanings students assign to 

school food experiences.

In a 2019 study of one school district’s effort to transition to a new meal 

program model, researchers, including Sinikka and Jennifer, documented 

what happened during lunch through ethnographic fieldwork during 

twenty- six lunchtime visits to two elementary schools and one  middle 

school.21  These visits, which included informal interviews with  children, 

underscored how profoundly students’ eating was informed by their peers, 

including ideas about what constituted a good lunch and how they actually 

ate their food. Students knew a lot about what and how their classmates 
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ate, often telling fieldworkers what their classmates liked to eat and who 

typically ate what, including  whether a classmate participated in the SFP. 

Students also marked out their identities vis- à- vis food by, for example, 

declaring foods they liked and disliked, describing their eating styles, and 

displaying knowledge about food. As Allison Pugh observes, “ Children col-

lect or confer dignity among themselves, according to their (shifting) con-

sensus about what sorts of objects or experiences are supposed to count for 

it.”22 The meanings  children give to food should not be overlooked  because 

 those meanings are central to how  children approach and feel about food 

at lunchtime. Collective meanings around food also shape interpersonal 

dynamics at lunch. In line with other research, we observed that  children 

experienced and actively tried to avoid bullying and stigma for what they 

ate.23

Students in classes together often shared similar sentiments about the 

school’s lunch program, revealing how their perceptions  were informed 

by interactions with peers. In one class, despite being asked for their indi-

vidual impressions, students described food from the new program as “air-

plane food,” meaning it was made by an anonymous for- profit com pany 

that churned out identical, portable meals. (The SFP was run by an outside 

catering com pany, which delivered food that families ordered online to the 

schools at lunchtime each day.) Yet students in another classroom in the 

same school did not use the term “airplane food” at all. That  children in 

dif fer ent classes can form very dif fer ent opinions of the same food points 

to their creativity and the social and shifting meanings of food. It also 

indicates that providing nutritious meals is a necessary but not sufficient 

role for SFPs. SFPs must collaborate with  children to imbue food with 

meanings that resonate with  children and support their enthusiasm and 

participation.

The meanings of food  were also inextricably wrapped up with  children’s 

narratives about care. Students’ perceptions of school meals  were  shaped 

by ideas about the caring  labor that went into the meals.24 For example, a 

student said now that the school district had “replaced the cook. It’s [the 

new catered food] less homemade.” Yet the catered meals involved more 

scratch cooking and fewer prepackaged foods than the food made by 

the lunch staff in the old program. In viewing the catered food as “less 
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homemade,” the student was responding less to what was on the menu 

and more to the relationships  behind the food. The lunch worker who 

used to make their brown bag lunches was widely known and liked by 

students. The meaning of food changed for them when they  didn’t view it 

as part of the school’s caring web of support and instead saw it as coming 

from an unknown com pany.

A second major lesson learned from listening to  children is that  children’s 

lives are bound up in interdependent care relations. In their research, Jen-

nifer and Sinikka found that  children placed much value on knowing who 

made lunch and appreciated the work that went into preparing and serv-

ing school lunch when they could connect it with a caring adult. During 

classroom visits, students routinely noted who prepared their lunches and 

considered their food needs. When a fieldworker commented on how thin 

and uniform the apple slices  were in one elementary school student’s lunch, 

she said her dad had cut them the way she liked them done. Another told 

us, “My stepmom got me this thermos, so now I get hot lunch with bread.” 

The caring work of lunch mattered to students, and some also expressed not 

feeling cared for  because their food preferences  were not considered by the 

adults making their lunches.

Students  didn’t just see themselves as depending on  others for care dur-

ing lunch; they also extended care to  others. Students  were observed shar-

ing and trading food with classmates as they collaborated to meet their 

own and their classmates’ food desires. Similarly, during a  presentation 

about the new catered program, a student asked if they could bring left-

overs home for  family members to eat. Officially, the answer was no. Food 

safety rules prohibited storing unrefrigerated leftovers. Yet unofficially, 

we observed students saving leftovers and eating them the next day. We 

 were not at school when students left at the end of the day, so we  don’t 

know  whether some students took leftovers home, but research demon-

strates that  children in food- insecure  house holds actively engage in food 

provisioning.25  Children are not just passive recipients of the caring  labor 

of lunch; like adults, they consider  others’ food needs and may even pro-

vide care themselves through food. Official program rules may be bent or 

ignored by students who find creative ways to secure and achieve desired 

ends with food.
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In addition to talking about the caring work that students themselves or 

 family members did to make daily lunches, students also highlighted the 

care work of the lunch staff who oversaw the former program.26 Students 

in two schools with lunch workers whose positions  were eliminated with 

the transition to the new program run by an outside caterer expressed 

how much they missed the lunch staff, even if they had not participated 

in the former program themselves. Although our research had not paid 

much attention to the lunch staff prior to their positions being elimi-

nated, reflecting the way their work is often invisible, it quickly became 

clear that lunch workers had played a central role in caring for students.27 

For example, a fieldworker spoke with a group of  middle school students, 

including one with no lunch,  after the new program had been imple-

mented and wrote:

I  don’t see this student with any lunch, and he and his fellow students start 
talking about how challenging it is for students who  don’t have a strong sup-
port network. They say, “Some kids  don’t have any food.”  These students  were 
supported by the old program and felt like they could always go to [the former 
lunch staff] if they  didn’t have time (or their parents  didn’t have time) to pack a 
lunch. “Now you just have to starve.” ( middle school, visit #6)

This vignette points to the appreciation students had for adults who pre-

pared meals, looked out for their food needs, and provided care at school 

and at home. It also shows how caring relationships between  children and 

lunch staff created informal means by which  children could secure needed 

food in a way that maintained their dignity. Students recognized that some-

times a student  won’t have lunch and  will need help. When that happened, 

in the former program, they knew who to turn to and how they would be 

treated. Yet, in contrast to students’ views, the former program was largely 

viewed by school district administrators as stigmatizing, and reducing 

stigma and improving access to healthy food  were the main rationales for 

shifting to the new catered program. The differing views between students 

and administrators shows the value of including  children’s perspectives in 

understandings of SFPs.

The work involved in preparing, serving, and cleaning up  after  children’s 

meals is often part of the “invisible care work” carried out by school lunch 

staff.28 In the US, this work is most often done by low- paid lunch workers.29 

In Canada, the  labor of lunch is so invisible that  there is no research about 
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the  people charged with ensuring a safe, caring environment for  children 

to eat, socialize, and learn during lunch. Yet they, and their caring efforts, 

are clearly vis i ble to  children. As Brent, a teacher and former director of a 

sustainable food systems advocacy  organization stated, referring to a sur-

vey done in a school where he works: “When they did the survey of the 

entire school, who they [students] felt most connected to . . .  It was the 

lunch lady . . .  most frequently reported as who students felt connected 

to. But what’s the value of that? When we have data that this carework 

enhances  mental health and enhances academia, what’s that worth?”

It is hard to estimate the value of care, but clearly care is central to 

 children’s experiences of and perspectives on school food.30 It can be 

especially difficult to determine care’s worth when it is being done in ad 

hoc ways, typically without federal or provincial support, as is the case 

in Canadian schools. A recent survey of British Columbia teachers found 

that 40   percent of teachers bring food to school for students who are 

hungry, spending an average of $29 per month, an estimated $4 million 

per year.31 Prac ti tion ers tell us that the caring work of lunch is happening 

on the margins, carried out by parent volunteers and school staff who are 

often unacknowledged and are typically  women. Conceiving of  children 

as interdependent beings— requiring and participating in care— supports 

the need for and value of care workers in SFPs who are on the ground con-

necting with and to  children through food. It also helps to acknowledge 

the role  children themselves play in the caring  labor of lunch.  Children, 

like adults, give and receive care.

We stand to learn much by consulting  children in the development 

of a national SFP and considering  children as stakeholders. The goal of 

centering  children’s perspectives is amplified by a vision that positions 

 children as competent social actors. This notion of childhood is needed 

to underpin an approach that prioritizes  children, not based on adult 

conceptions of what’s best for them but from  children’s own experiences 

and meaning making, recognizing that  children are part of the broader 

social and cultural world they inhabit. Yet they also occupy an impor tant 

vantage point from which to understand this world and to gauge  whether 

programs designed for them are hitting the mark.
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AFFIRMING AN INCLUSIVE VISION OF HEALTH  

AND BEING WELL AS A CORE GOAL

SFP advocates frequently posit that improved access to nutritious school 

meals is needed to improve Canadian  children’s suboptimal dietary qual-

ity and to reduce nutrition- related chronic disease risks in adulthood.32 In 

a recent review of SFPs in Canada since 1970 (although most  were from 

the last  decade), Everitt and colleagues reported that all twenty- three pro-

grams overtly aimed to improve students’ diets.33 In this section, we argue 

for the need to explic itly affirm that health is a core SFP goal, given that 

when asked, school food administrators often prioritize food access for 

marginalized students over health benefits for all students.34 We further 

propose an inclusive vision for health- promoting SFPs that embody the 

concept of “being well.” We draw on Indigenous perspectives that con-

ceptualize health as “achieved through relationships to other  people, to 

the land and creation, and to our ancestors in the spiritual realm” along 

with ensuring access to fresh and healthy foods that are physiologically 

nourishing.35

Although  there is consensus that expanded SFPs should be “healthy,” 

 there remain diverse definitions and values imbued in targets of what 

nourishing meals should strive for. At pre sent,  there are no national nutri-

tional criteria for school food, although across Canada, provinces have 

created guidelines for school food, many of which share similar under-

lying nutritional princi ples drawing on national dietary guidance and 

Canada’s food guides.36 While we agree that defining and ensuring a high 

nutritional standard for school meals across the country is an impor tant 

mandate for a national program, meaningful benefits  will be lost if only 

narrowly defined nutritional improvements are posed as the primary 

 measures of a healthy SFP.  Limited nutrient- focused goals risk succumb-

ing to challenges experienced in the United Kingdom and the US with 

“nutritionism.”37 In nutritionism, nutrient intakes and specific quantita-

tive targets become the key  measures of a meal program’s success, whereas 

the overall quality, taste, appeal, cultural, social, and environmental value 

of the foods and meal experiences are largely overlooked and devalued.

Meal programs that focus exclusively on nutrient- based standards (e.g., 

specific limits on sodium or saturated fat or ensuring minimum levels of 
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nutrients or food groups) can be co- opted by food industries with a vested 

interest in profiting by selling heavi ly pro cessed or nutrient- fortified items 

to meet quantitative requirements at low costs.38 Our key  informants high-

lighted the overemphasis on nutrient targets or narrowly defined food 

targets (such as fruit/vegetable intake alone) as a potential pitfall. They 

argued that by framing broader concepts of nutrition and health within 

the recommendations in Canada’s latest Food Guide (CFG),39 meal pro-

grams could have more meaningful benefits. Accompanying the new CFG 

is a visual repre sen ta tion of a plate covered half in vegetables and fruit, 

one- quarter protein foods (emphasizing more plant- based proteins) and 

one- quarter grains (emphasizing  whole grains).40

The guide places explicit emphasis on reducing consumption of highly 

pro cessed foods, increasing consumption of a variety of health- promoting 

foods, and shifting diets  toward including more plant proteins. It also 

promotes eating as a social and conscious act, the value of eating with 

 others and cooking while involving  others in meal planning and the cul-

tural importance of food traditions. “Healthy eating is more than the foods 

you eat,” according to the CFG, “it is also about where, when, why and how 

you eat.”41 The CFG may offer a more holistic and socially embedded model 

of food and eating to support a broader vision of food- related well- being if 

incorporated into formal and informal curricula.

Indigenous perspectives related to health and being well are crucial to 

foreground in SFPs to, among other  things, connect pedagogically the 

ways food is grown and served with stewardship of the land, care, and 

connection. Indigenous notions of health and being well acknowledge 

“physical, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual aspects” of food and com-

plex relationships between food,  people, and land as described by Dennis 

and Robin.42 By embracing Indigenous ways of conceptualizing health, 

the nourishing potential of SFPs can be expanded beyond physiological 

nutrient requirements to more comprehensively nourish community, the 

public provision of care for  children, the land and  water used to grow 

foods, and the  people across the food system. It is impor tant to acknowl-

edge, however, that schools themselves and the government agencies that 

shape their programming are colonial institutions.43 While some Indig-

enous communities have retaken control over their educational systems, 

the history and current contexts of Canadian school systems are indelibly 
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marked by colonial pro cesses and legacies.44  There remains much work 

to be done in the  process of moving forward in decolonizing the school 

context and decolonizing food and nutrition.45

 There are also many strong arguments for expanding the health mission 

of SFPs to include environmental health and sustainability.46 For example, 

the CHSF advocates for “comprehensive” best practices to bolster food lit-

eracy education and curricular connections between the food served and 

food system learning. And previous Canadian action- research such as the 

Think&EatGreen@School proj ect have developed frameworks for weaving 

health, nutrition, and sustainability challenges into SFPs and educational 

strategies.47

Some Canadian schools have already integrated environmental health 

into their school food and nutrition philosophies.48 The growing integra-

tion of school gardens, food preparation and composting activities, and 

hands-on food education also serve as entry points for schools to integrate 

food systems teaching and learning.49 Our work documenting a new lunch 

program in a suburban school district also found that environmental con-

cerns, while not the main priority for parents’ decisions about ordering 

school meals, was a meaningful consideration. When parents  were sur-

veyed about their perceptions about the new program, 40  percent agreed 

or strongly agreed that they would order more often if “ there was less 

packaging waste,” and several parents wanted the meal program to model 

environmental sustainability values. As one parent noted, “Biodegradable 

packaging would set an example- reduce green house gas emissions, lower 

carbon footprint, be sustainable with our choices. The kids  will see that 

and grow to expect life cycle stewardship rather than single- use.” With 

climate change posing one of the world’s greatest challenges,  future meal 

programs would be remiss to neglect the opportunity to affirm planetary 

health as part of the core mission.

Overall, our work finds growing examples of Canadian SFPs that are 

successfully integrating broader notions of health that foster physical, 

 mental, social, spiritual, and environmental health. But to reap  these ben-

efits, health targets must explic itly acknowledge the value of food beyond 

its nutritive value.

This is a portion of the eBook at doi:10.7551/mitpress/15426.001.0001

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-edited-volume/chapter-pdf/2374251/c002200_9780262378802.pdf by guest on 21 May 2025

https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/15426.001.0001


Centering  Children, heAlth, And JustiCe in CAnAdiAn sChool 41

IMPROVING JUSTICE, FAIRNESS, AND EQUITY AS CORE GOALS

Justice is a broad concept, but  here, we consider fairness and equity, and 

how considerations of stigma must be central to conceptualizing both.50 

Fairness is the idea of equal treatment between groups. But fairness can 

mean treating  people unequally to rectify harms that have disproportion-

ately impacted groups.51 Equity is closely related to fairness and focuses 

on removing avoidable inequalities between  people.52 Fi nally, stigma is 

defined as labeling, stereotyping, status loss, and discrimination in con-

texts where power is exercised and is an impor tant aspect of both equity 

and fairness, but neither can be achieved when stigma exists.53 Critically, 

 there is compelling evidence that  people who experience food insecurity 

also experience significant stigma (described as “targets” of stigma), and 

also face misconceptions and prejudicial assumptions made by  people in 

positions of power (described as “perceivers” of stigma).54

Historically, most national SFPs have shared the expressed goal and 

dominant framing focused on reducing food insecurity and its conse-

quences.55 Many existing SFPs in Canada  were established in response to 

child hunger with healthy eating as a secondary goal.56  There is evidence 

that SFPs have narrowed gaps in food security and nutrition- related health 

outcomes for low- income  children in countries such as the US.57 How-

ever, given the narrow reach of Canada’s current SFPs and vastly insuf-

ficient social safety nets more broadly, inadequate and unstable access to 

food affects over one in six Canadian  children.58 Beyond the physical and 

 mental health consequences, food- insecure  children on average report 

slightly lower dietary quality during school hours and are twice as likely 

to report eating no lunch on school days in national surveys.59

The practitioner authors explained that equity and stigma need to be 

considered when framing meal programs as broadly serving population 

health goals. Yet, previous Canadian SFPs typically targeted the needs of 

low- income, food- insecure or other wise vulnerable students. Their develop-

ers sought ways to solve perceived prob lems: namely that some  children 

 were bringing no lunches, inadequate lunches, or  were not coming back to 

school  after the lunch period.60 This deficit framing by “perceivers,”  people 

in positions of power, in this case community  organizations or school 

administrations, contributes to stigma experienced by “targets,” in this case 
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 children and caregivers perceived as not bringing “adequate” lunches to 

school.61

Paradoxically,  there is reason to believe that targeting meal programs at 

more vulnerable students is likely to weaken the potential benefits of SFPs 

for  those very students. Evidence suggests that framing programs around 

food insecurity alone, ignoring the lived experiences of  children and 

broader conceptions of well- being described in the previous sections, leads 

to targeted programs that are stigmatizing to users and resisted by parents 

who fear stigmatization.62  These notions  were raised during interviews with 

all community- based practitioner authors. Emphasizing the food security 

mission also risks overlooking food quality, as program planners aim to get 

(any) food into bellies but have less incentive (and sometimes more barri-

ers) to ensure high standards for nutrition (and other facets of well- being 

described  earlier, including taste and environmental sustainability).  These 

concerns have been well documented in the US NSLP, where, without the 

ongoing advocacy of affluent parents who are less likely to participate in 

programs framed as targeted for needy  children, the nutritional quality 

and overall meal experience for program users (including the experience of 

stigma) suffers as programs aim to keep costs low while meeting minimum 

nutrient standards.63

In our 2019 study of a new program designed so “no child goes hun-

gry and all  children eat healthy,” parents requesting financial subsidies 

 were asked to indicate financial need such that they “strug gle to provide 

a healthy meal for their child(ren).”64 Requiring parents to attest to strug-

gling to feed their  children before accessing the subsidy was described by 

parents and school staff as stigmatizing. Food provisioning is a key aspect 

of what families are expected to do and are held morally accountable for.65 

Yet key school district staff, while worried about stigma, also feared that 

some parents might “undeservedly” get a  free  ride if  there was not some 

stigma attached to applying for subsidies. This is an example of staff play-

ing the role of “perceivers.” As one program planner put it: “The challenge 

is always, the program has to be fiscally sustainable, so you  can’t have 

 people subscribe for a subsidy that  don’t need a subsidy, and just want to 

get a  free lunch. Yet you  don’t want to create so much stigma that  people 

 don’t apply.”
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 There is also evidence that participation by the wider school community 

(beyond students who are labeled as vulnerable/at risk) is needed to mobi-

lize and advocate for better quality  services for all students. As Thibaud, 

who leads an  organization that runs school lunch programs across Mon-

treal, stated:

Our approach has been to make it available, all the food programs available to 
every one . . .  but making sure that it’s eco nom ically and culturally accessible for 
the most vulnerable  people. And that’s the idea of universality. I mean,  we’re 
very anti- targeted programs.  They’re bad. Not only are they bad  because of stig-
matization, but also, when your goal is to promote healthy food, the main goal 
is to promote healthy eating, it’s not necessarily the most vulnerable  people 
that eat badly.

If we consider the ideas presented in this quote in relation to the con-

cepts of justice, equity, and stigma, we see each at play.  There is clearly an 

intention to avoid overemphasizing group differences (equity approach) 

and to have special considerations ensuring food is appealing and acces-

sible for  those most marginalized (fairness). Both aims may in turn reduce 

stigma. In fact, Canadian data agree that suboptimal dietary intake is a 

nearly universal prob lem among  children, regardless of socioeconomic 

status.66 Stigma carried out by “perceivers” in their focus on “vulnerable” 

or other wise marginalized  children overlooks evidence that most  children 

could benefit from a nutritious meal at school and that increased partici-

pation by a broader array of  children (if the program is well designed) 

could reduce stigma.

Another prob lem with targeted approaches is establishing a definition 

of which  children are viewed as “needy” versus “deserving” and how to 

identify them. The stakes are high for some parents to admit that they 

need help feeding their  children a healthy lunch. Indigenous, Black, racial-

ized, and other marginalized families worry about losing custody of their 

 children if an authority figure believes they cannot feed them adequately.67 

A British Columbia Provincial report found parents “fearful of having their 

 children taken away,  because they are struggling to afford healthy food.”68 

Families may be uncomfortable applying for subsidies, and the language 

of “struggl[ing] to provide a healthy meal” can activate feelings of parental 

inadequacy and possibly stigma.
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This leads to questions about alternatives to targeted programs, which 

are described in the lit er a ture as “universal.”69 The term universal is 

broad and used in dif fer ent ways. Debbie, the coordinator of the Co ali-

tion for Healthy School Food, who is retired from  decades of  running a 

large community  organization in Toronto that established hundreds of 

SFPs, addressed this when she said: “I . . .  have made the distinction that 

has stuck, between the two words universality and universal. So, what 

I think we are  doing is looking for universality in the catchment area 

to reduce stigma on our way to a universal program. It  will take four or 

five years to phase in.” Her distinction is between offering a program to 

every one (universality) and one where every one participates (universal). 

Moreover, she argued that a program can be universal (all  children par-

ticipating) without being  free. Japan, France, and Italy are countries with 

(near) universal participation, but where most parents pay a portion of 

the cost. Only two affluent countries have universally  free programs (Fin-

land and Sweden).70 As discussed in this volume,  there are also less afflu-

ent countries with universal  free programs (e.g., Brazil and India). Other 

than the five affluent countries mentioned already with near- universal 

participation— two  free for parents, three where parents pay a portion— 

there is much less than near- universal participation in most SFPs (ranging 

from ~10–60  percent). In most affluent countries, most parents pay all or 

part of the cost, with some parents (deemed neediest) paying nothing.

Another issue of justice relates to care work and  whether SFPs should 

alleviate some of the burdens families shoulder for feeding  children. 

While schools are responsible for caring for  children during school hours, 

in Canada, food provisioning is still largely seen as a private responsibil-

ity.71 The majority of that burden still falls to  mothers, who now often 

do “double duty,” commonly working in the paid  labor force but also on 

average performing more hours of  house work and childcare than men.72 

COVID-19 has revealed  these gender inequities starkly as  mothers lost 

jobs at faster rates and also shouldered more burden juggling  family life, 

home schooling, and food preparation than  fathers.73 And while  there is 

some recent evidence that Canadian  fathers have increased participation 

in  house work and childcare, supporting public provisioning of food is a 

collective way to share the load across society, freeing a small slice of time 

and cognitive load for  mothers and other caregivers.74
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The Canadian state is built on colonial displacement, forced assimila-

tion, and ignorance of the rights of Indigenous  peoples.75 It would be a sig-

nificant omission to consider an SFP for Canada without addressing justice 

related to the sovereignty of Indigenous nations and the rights of  people 

considered Aboriginal (First Nations, Inuit, and Métis)  under the Canadian 

Constitution.76 We argue that this is an impor tant opportunity to get a pro-

gram “right” by centering Indigenous rights from the very inception of any 

national program. When speaking about a model for a national program, 

Thibaud stated:

To me, the local control piece is not just about engagement, but to me, that’s the 
only way that the cultural and especially Indigenous piece can come in.  There needs 
to be [a] governance piece. I think the federal standards could be  parameters . . .  It 
could be quite loose, and then give that over. And I think especially, prob ably how 
it’s handled with Indigenous communities, it’s  going to need to be quite dif fer-
ent even [than] in how we look at urban culturally diverse populations.

He is bringing up an impor tant issue that falls within the purview of 

justice: the balancing of central versus local control.  There was consider-

able consensus among  informants that the role of the federal government 

is to create a framework (including nutritional and other standards) and 

funding, but that control over all other aspects of the program should be 

in the hands of local communities. When it comes to Indigenous com-

munity programs, this is particularly critical. The Canadian government 

has an extensive history of undermining Indigenous sovereignty, and this 

may be far more difficult to address than it seems. One way forward may 

be the development and rollout of a national program that starts with 

Indigenous communities, with funding and other resources provided (an 

equity approach). This is challenging  because more than half of Indig-

enous  people are urban residents, yet they must be a priority.77

The final justice issue we  will address is the importance of including 

what Gaddis calls “real jobs” in a  future national SFP.78 Paid employment 

opportunities that provide a living wage, fair working conditions, auton-

omy, and job satisfaction are impor tant justice concerns. Bringing up the 

issue of good jobs in school food, Brent, who is a teacher, stated: “ There’s 

a tension to me about how much of it is public and  unionized, and how 

much of it is not, that I  don’t know the answer to, but it actually worries 

me a  little bit.” Ultimately, difficult funding decisions  will be needed to 
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ensure adequate and stable resources to enact  labor standards that honor 

the justice goals articulated  here. But as a starting point, we argue that 

justice must be ratified as a core goal of a Canadian SFP, and that the broad 

goal of justice cannot be achieved without ensuring: equity of access for 

all who serve to benefit (which we argue includes all  children and families 

who want to participate), programs delivered without stigma, the sover-

eignty of Indigenous  peoples, and a fair distribution of economic benefits 

across workers and communities.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we argue for a foundational vision of the transforma-

tional potential of school food in Canada by articulating three broad and 

interrelated goals for Canadian SFPs.  There is now a need for collective 

support around such goals given the national policy reckoning transpiring 

following the COVID-19 pandemic. While we have presented each of  these 

three goals related to centering  children, health, and justice separately, we 

argue that  these are intersecting and mutually dependent aims. Choos-

ing or valuing one over the  others  will weaken the power and potential 

of achieving any of them. Without centering the experiences of  children, 

we  can’t know how program designs exacerbate injustice or stigma for 

 children; without centering justice, we may leave out  children, workers, 

and communities who stand to gain, and without centering broad concep-

tions of health, programs could provide nutrient- rich food products but 

still fail to nourish the relationships, land, and bodies they intend to serve 

while reproducing past social and nutritional inequities.

CHSF and its members are currently mobilizing efforts across the coun-

try and asking provincial leaders and ministers of education to begin 

immediate negotiations with the federal government on a plan to imple-

ment the school food program proposed in the 2019 Food Policy for 

Canada and Federal  Budget. The co ali tion’s priorities come from mem-

bers’ views about the need for universal, non- stigmatizing school food pro-

grams that focus on healthy food, and through research partnerships, the 

co ali tion seeks to learn from global best practices. Its priorities are continu-

ously refined in conversations with members and academic partners that 
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include nonprofit  organizations, Indigenous leaders, and national health, 

education, and philanthropic  organizations from all provinces and terri-

tories with the endorsement of 123 government bodies and other non-

profit  organizations. But it is time to come together to ratify a vision that 

embraces the full transformational potential of a national SFP. This  will 

require  future program designers and advocates to center the voices and 

perspectives of  children, strive for a holistic understanding of health, and 

commit to enhancing justice by ensuring universal access, equitable distri-

bution of economic and social benefits across families, food- system work-

ers, and communities, and commit to an actively decolonizing approach.
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