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Abstract  
This paper is an exploration of the impact of the 

early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic on emer-

gency food supply to school-aged children in 

Ontario, Canada. Using surveys in the framework 

of a bounded qualitative case study, we investigate 

how Student Nutrition Program (SNP) support 

staff have responded to the changed circumstances 

of the pandemic. Results indicate that program 

support staff were able to shift the SNP’s focus 

from universal access in-school nutrition programs 

to targeted food security initiatives for families. 

This shift was possible due to the complex web of 

relationships within which SNPs in Ontario oper-

ate. Additional data and findings are discussed in 

the article, relating to the prepandemic operation 

of SNPs, how programs have been affected, and 

the concerns of SNP support staff about future 

issues as the programs restart in the new school 

year under pandemic conditions. 
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Introduction  

Early Impact of COVID-19  
As the COVID-19 pandemic wreaks havoc on 

contemporary food systems, it reveals inherent 

flaws and weaknesses of these systems (Altieri & 

Nicholls, 2020; Clapp, 2020; Clapp & Moseley, 

2020). The initial global lockdown to slow the 

spread of COVID-19 affected food systems and 

disrupted the complex, global food supply net-

works. Noteworthy examples of this disruption 

include large-scale logistic barriers, resulting in the 

dumping of fluid milk (Yaffe-Bellany & Corkery, 

2020a) and mass slaughter of livestock (Yaffe-

Bellany & Corkery, 2020b). Furthermore, the pan-

demic highlights the essential role of migrant farm 

labor (Hennebry, Caxaj, McLaughlin, & Mayell, 

2020) and food processing facilities (Hailu, 2020) in 

contemporary food systems. Beyond such immedi-

ate shocks to the food system, it is estimated that 

the number of people living in acute hunger glob-

ally will double to 265 million people as a result of 

the pandemic, according to the United Nations’ 

World Food Program (Anthem, 2020). According 

to the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO), the growing food insecurity 

and hunger impact of COVID-19 is particularly 

prevalent in less wealthy countries and amongst 

vulnerable populations (FAO, 2020).  

 This global trend is also reflected in the Cana-

dian context, where the shock of the COVID-19 

pandemic has had particularly deep reverberations 

through the emergency food supply system 

(Deaton & Deaton, 2020). With the beginning of 

the lockdown in March 2020, and in subsequent 

months, food banks saw a surge in demand (Food 

Banks Canada, 2020). City of Toronto food banks 

saw an increase of 25% in the number of food 

bank visits per week, alongside a 200% increase in 

new clients (Daily Bread Food Bank, 2020). This 

increase in food bank use was also reflective of an 

increase in child hunger in the city of Toronto. The 

Daily Bread Food Bank noted an increase from 4% 

to 8% of children (of families accessing the food 

bank) experiencing hunger two times a week or 

more (Daily Bread Food Bank, 2020). It is esti-

mated that children made up 33% of food bank 

users in Ontario before the beginning of the pan-

demic (King & Quan, 2018). As the pandemic con-

tinues, and the economic impacts grow, so will the 

number of food-insecure households and children 

(Food Banks Canada, 2020; Paslakis, 

Dimitropoulus, & Katzmena, 2021).  

Ontario Student Nutrition Programs  
Before the start of the pandemic, children in 

Ontario living in food-insecure households were 

able to access emergency food supplies through 

two avenues: food banks and schools. Schools 

function as an essential infrastructure in emergency 

food supply to children by way of operating school 

food programs (Ralston, Treen, Coleman-Jensen, 

& Guthrie, 2017). In Ontario, these school food 

programs are called Student Nutrition Programs 

(SNPs). The mandate of SNPs is to serve meals 

and snacks in a nonstigmatizing environment, cre-

ating regular and reliable access to healthy food for 

children (SNP Guidelines, 2016). A summary of 

SNP operational structure can be found in Table 1.  

 These nutrition programs were established as 

grassroots community initiatives, which accounts 

for the multitude of stakeholders, as they have 

evolved substantially over the years.  

 The pandemic and its impacts are continually 

evolving, as is our understanding of how COVID-

19 containment efforts are changing the world. 

With the sudden closure of all schools in Ontario 

in March 2020, SNPs lost their venue of operation. 

In this paper, we examine the impact of the early 

stages of the COVID-19 pandemic on food supply 

to schoolchildren in Ontario. Focusing on the first 

months of the pandemic (March 2020 to August 

2020), we surveyed Student Nutrition Ontario 

(SNO) staff in order to investigate how the pan-

demic has impacted food supply to Ontario SNPs.  

Methods 
This article presents the findings of a qualitative re-

search case study, designed as a single instrumental 

case study. The survey included six questions fo-

cused on understanding the major concerns of staff 

before the pandemic, how the pandemic impacted 

programs, how staff responded, and what concerns 
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exist for the future of nutrition programs.1 Surveys 

were sent to all 14 SNO lead agencies in late April 

2020. A total of 16 responses were received 

(N=16) from 11 regions (response rate 79%). 

Research design, coding of results, and analysis of 

data were conducted as per Creswell & Poth 

(2019). 

Results  

Prepandemic 
This section reflects themes that emerged from the 

data in regards to prepandemic SNP staff work. 

Table 2 highlights the major concerns that program 

staff identified in the ongoing operation of SNPs in 

prepandemic Ontario.  

 Our findings indicate that SNP staff operate in 

an underresourced environment, with staff focused 

on addressing the gap between funding received 

 
1 See Appendix for the survey questions. 

and program expenses, as well as the daily opera-

tions of program delivery, as discussed below.  

Lack of Resources  
The majority of research participants responded 

that the primary concern in their work was about 

lack of resources and working to acquire new re-

sources. This finding is in line with evidence from 

a variety of other research into school nutrition 

programs that has found them to be chronically 

underresourced (De Wit, 2012; Russell, Evers, 

Dwyer, Uetrecht, & Macaskill, 2008; Winson, 

2008). A participant summarized the continual 

struggle with resources as follows: “Lack of owner-

ship of SNP in one [institutional] home that takes 

full responsibility (not fully owned by education, 

public health, community, etc.). Also, universal 

approach but we don’t have the funding to match.” 

Thus, SNPs are expected to serve everyone, but do 

Table 1. Student Nutrition Programs (SNPs) in Ontario 

Funding Student Nutrition Programs operate with core support from three levels of the public sector: the 

Ontario Government, regional Public Health units, and local schools and school boards (De Wit, 

2012). The programs receive funding (and report to) the Ontario Ministry of Children, Community and 

Social Services (OMCCSS) and are hosted in the physical jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education. 

Additional funding is secured and stewarded through the provincial Student Nutrition Ontario 

network and on the community level (SNO, n.d.). Governmental funding is “seed funding” in that it is 

a small portion of full operational cost that is provided reliably.  

Operational Model SNPs are well-established community initiatives that exist in the majority of public schools 

throughout the province (SNO, n.d.). SNPs rely extensively on in-kind support from school staff, 

Public Health Units, and community volunteers. The programs face systematic operational barriers 

associated with the high cost of healthy food, heavy reliance on volunteerism, and school-level 

stigma (Vine, 2014a) 

Governance SNPs are supported and administered through 14 lead agencies, which are community organizations 

mandated to deliver SNPs in their region by acting as flow-through organizations for ministry funding 

(Ministry of Children, Community, and Social Services, 2016). Lead agency staff work in 

collaboration with community-level organizations, schools, and other stakeholders to flow funding, 

report to funders, and provide SNP volunteers and schools with all essential operational supports. 

Table 2. Prepandemic SNP Concerns 

Theme Content Saturation Details 

Lack of Resources 58% Financial, human (volunteers and school staff), physical (food and 

kitchen space), growing cost of food, growing demand 

Operational Details 25% Recording deliverables, reporting to funders, training and outreach 

Managing Relationships 9% School staff and school boards, volunteers, community partners, 

suppliers, funders 

Equity and Safety 5% Unequal fundraising capacities of schools, food safety 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 

ISSN: 2152-0801 online 

https://foodsystemsjournal.org 

200 Volume 10, Issue 2 / Winter 2020–2021 

not receive enough funding to fulfill this mandate. 

Our data indicate that programs are affected by this 

funding structure in terms of lack of volunteers, 

inadequate food budgets, and growing demand in 

schools. This tension leads to less-than-optimal 

food environments, where nutritional compro-

mises are made (Holmes, 2019). Furthermore, 

SNPs operate between the jurisdiction of many dif-

ferent government agencies and initiatives. Conse-

quently, there is lack of ownership of SNPs and 

associated detriments to programs, such as a patch-

work of funding, diffuse governance, and unreal-

ized potential. The fact that nutrition programs are 

not owned by any one government department in 

Canada is unique in the global sphere of school 

nutrition (De Wit, 2012; McLoughlin et al, 2020). 

Other G7 countries have federally funded nutrition 

programs that are hosted by their education depart-

ments (De Wit, 2012). The inconsistencies between 

regions and provinces in terms of funding, govern-

ance, and approach to SNPs have given rise to 

long-standing advocacy campaigns for a national 

school food program in Canada.2 Our research 

suggests that there is substantial potential for 

school nutrition programs to reduce child food 

insecurity in Canada through a consistent govern-

ance model and appropriate investments.  

Operational Details 
The second theme that emerged from the data was 

the challenges that SNP staff face in accomplishing 

operational details and administrative tasks, such as 

recording deliverables and reporting to funders. 

This finding suggests that nutrition program staff 

are overleveraged and there are accountability con-

cerns that come with holding responsibility in the 

patchwork landscape of SNPs described above. 

Training and outreach were also mentioned as sig-

nificant concerns for lead agencies, as many of the 

deliverables (such as tracking program statistics) 

are completed by volunteers. The additional work 

SNP staff perform to train volunteers is a result of 

the community nature of the SNPs (Winson, 2008). 

In the absence of on-site staff, volunteers deliver 

the programs and need to capture data accurately 

for reporting (Pratley, McPhail, & Webb, 2014). 

 
2 For more information, see Coalition for Healthy School Food and Food Secure Canada 

Volunteerism in SNPs has a high rate of turnover, 

as children age out of schools, families move, and 

volunteer capacity fluctuates. Furthermore, some 

schools see higher rates of volunteer engagement 

than others based on the age of children, 

socioeconomic factors, connections with church 

groups and other organizations, and other factors. 

Consequently, our data suggest that the heavy 

reliance on volunteer work that is at the heart of 

SNPs has significant stresses associated with it.  

Managing Relationships 
Managing relationships was mentioned as a large 

challenge and priority in the work of the lead agen-

cies before COVID-19. In the absence of adequate 

resources, in-kind donations are essential to the 

operation of programs and require substantial 

negotiation and time investment. This is a trend 

frequently observed in community-based emer-

gency food supply initiatives in Ontario (Tsang, 

Holt, & Azevedo, 2011). Interestingly, the stigma 

associated with participating in school food pro-

grams is lowered if there is a lot of community 

involvement in the program (Edward & Evers, 

2001). Consequently, the value of in-kind dona-

tions is greater than material, as social gains are 

also evident through volunteerism.  

 Research participants reported that the in-kind 

resources available to SNPs within schools depend 

largely on the priorities of key staff and positive 

relationships between SNP coordinators and staff. 

As articulated by a participant: “It [the nutrition 

program] is sometimes a very low priority (despite 

significant funding). [There are] inconsistent levels 

of importance and attention depending on the pri-

orities of the individual principals.” Schools with 

principals who are supportive of the SNPs typically 

have more options for their programs. Conse-

quently, a lot of the work of SNP support staff is 

contingent on good will; cultivating the social rela-

tionships that foster these relationships are part of 

the support staff’s work. The implications of this 

finding are that in communities or schools where it 

is not possible to leverage relationships, the quality 

of the nutrition programs suffer, with a negative 

impact on child food security.  
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Equity and Safety 
Ensuring equitable and safe administration and 

delivery of the programs was another concern 

brought forward by research participants. For 

example, a few participants mentioned that some 

schools have larger parent volunteer engagement 

and a greater ability to fundraise. This leads to dif-

ferences in their operational budgets and quality of 

programs. Equity in school food programs is a 

complex and contested issue both in the field and 

in the academic literature (De Wit, 2012; Kirk-

patrick & Tarasuk, 2009; Raine, McIntyre, & Dayle, 

2003). We will address this topic briefly in the 

discussion section of this paper.  

 In summary, the survey responses paint a clear 

picture of nutrition programs in Ontario operating 

within a complex web of relationships with a larger 

mandate than budget. Our results are aligned with 

findings in other studies. For instance, De Wit 

(2012) found a constant funding gap of 67% in her 

detailed review of SNPs in Toronto, Ontario. 

Across Ontario, this funding gap may be larger, as 

not all programs receive the additional municipal 

funding that Toronto SNPs do (De Wit, 2012). 

Our data shows that the budget deficit leads the 

SNP support staff to continually seek additional 

resources and manage complex relationships. SNP 

staff support and manage many different types of 

responsibilities and relationships, bringing together 

a diverse network of actors from the government, 

the charitable sector, community partnerships, 

industry, and volunteers. Major prepandemic con-

cerns of our research participants were acquiring 

and managing resources, focusing on operational 

details, managing relationships, and addressing 

concerns of equitable program access and quality. 

Our findings suggest that prior to the pandemic, 

SNPs already faced major systemic challenges.  

Impact of the Pandemic 
This section reflects themes that emerged from our 

research data in response to the impact of the pan-

demic on Ontario SNPs. Table 3 outlines the im-

pact of school closures on nutrition programs and 

how different regions responded to this challenge. 

 Survey responses showed far-reaching impacts 

of school closures with a variety of initiatives that 

communities created in order to face the pandemic 

challenges.  

Impact of School Closure  
The major impact that the pandemic has had on 

SNPs is the closure of schools. School closures had 

far-reaching impacts on the resources available to 

support possible alternative avenues for providing 

food to the children who accessed the programs 

prior to COVID-19. Programs lost access to pro-

gram space and the children they were serving, as 

well as other important operational components of 

the nutrition programs. These include resources 

within the schools and support staff. One of the 

research participants described the impact of 

school closures as follows: “The volunteer base 

(consisting of parents, teachers, principals etc.) and 

the meal/snack preparation facilities used by the 

programs are also valuable resources that have 

remained unavailable since the closure date.” 

Another research participant indicated that some 

programs had “difficulty recouping resources that 

were in the school’s possession during school clo-

sures.” In addition, one lead agency’s community 

development staff members were temporarily laid 

Table 3. Impact of COVID-19 on School Nutrition Programs 

Event Impact Response Details 

School Closures Loss of space, access to 

children, volunteers, school 

resources (physical and 

human), staff 

Changed mandate From universal access to targeted food 

distribution 

New initiatives and  

changed service delivery 

New food-security initiatives started by lead 

agencies including home delivery, a food 

collection warehouse, and grocery vouchers 

Renegotiated partnerships Renegotiation of partnerships with funders, 

community organizations, food suppliers, 

and volunteers  
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off due to COVID-19, drastically reducing the 

agency’s ability to respond to the new circum-

stances.  

Response to School Closures 
Interestingly, many lead agencies were able to cre-

ate alternative avenues for providing food to chil-

dren, despite the closure of schools. Our data 

revealed that responses to the challenges posed by 

COVID-19 fell into three categories: changed man-

date, new initiatives, and partnership renegotiation. 

Changed Mandate 
Ten of the 11 regions noted that their mandate 

shifted from universal access to targeted emergency 

food supply to vulnerable children and families. 

One survey participant indicated that, with this 

shift from universal to focused intervention, there 

were unexpected benefits: “We are no longer able 

to provide universal support to all students via 

schools, so we had more funding to reach chil-

dren/youth who need it the most.” This was not 

the reality for all regions, as many saw an increased 

strain on the emergency food system due to the 

COVID-19 lockdown. One participant pointed out 

that “schools that used to run nutrition programs 

are now feeding not only students but their families 

too.” Consequently, the financial impact of the 

pandemic on SNPs was not uniform throughout 

the province, with some regions seeing focused 

interventions as creating more room in their budg-

ets and others experiencing the financial strain of 

supporting whole families.  

New Initiatives 
New initiatives were started by seven of the 11 lead 

agencies that participated in this research. The 

other four regions shifted their resources to com-

munity partnerships (such as food banks) or 

adapted existing initiatives to the changed circum-

stances. See Table 4 for an overview. The detailed 

evaluation of the impact of each of these new initi-

atives is beyond the scope of this initial COVID-19 

impact investigation. Future research would be val-

uable in understanding in detail the food-security 

implications of the different lead agency responses.  

 The new initiatives fell into two categories: 

financial support to families, and food to families. 

The decisions of whether to provide food or finan-

cial support were based on local logistics circum-

stances and evaluations of the most efficient use of 

limited resources. An example of financial support 

was the establishment of an emergency fund 

through which families (which had been identified 

based on household income) received grocery 

vouchers; one staff member said, “We have 

reached out to the families of more than 80,000 

students who normally access food through SNPs 

inviting them to register for a grocery card valued 

at CA$50 for each child attending school.” Both 

regions that provided financial support did so 

through grocery vouchers, which were sent to fam-

ilies in collaboration with school boards and with 

the help of partner organizations. Grocery vouch-

ers provided accountability and ensured that fund-

ing would be spent on food.  

 The lead agencies that decided to send food 

directly to families did so in a variety of ways. One 

involved the creation of food collection ware-

houses from which families could collect food on a 

regular basis; according to one staff member, “We 

developed 3 breakfast hubs for families to pick up 

breakfast bags containing whole grains, dairy, pro-

duce and vouchers that could be redeemed in gro-

Table 4. SNP Response to COVID-19: New Initiatives and Changed Service Delivery 

Response Type Details 

New initiatives (7) Financial support Grocery vouchers  

 Food donation • Food collection warehouse  

• Weekly hampers  

Redirect resources (2) Increase capacity of other emergency food supply 

to reach children 

Food banks  

Expand existing programs (2) Adjust existing programs to new circumstances Farm to school 
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cery stores. The three hubs are located in in 

different areas of the city to ensure that they are 

accessible to everyone.” Two other regions 

provided weekly hampers that families could either 

pick up or that were delivered to homes, depending 

on the circumstances. Other regions worked with 

partner organizations to make additional food 

available specifically to the families of children that 

would usually access the nutrition programs in 

school. Regions that were not able to create new 

initiatives as such, or were not able to target 

families specifically, redirected their resources to 

other emergency food initiatives in the hopes of 

reaching the children they served; as one staff 

members said, “When school initially closed, 

donations of food and funding were provided to 

food banks in an effort to support the influx of 

families with school-aged children.”  

Partnerships Renegotiated 
Existing partnerships were shifted to meet the 

increased demands of the pandemic. One research 

participant noted that “There is a great sense of 

wanting to work together to help the community. 

So, old partnerships have been strengthened and 

new partnerships have been created fairly easily.” 

Ten of the 11 regions emphasized the importance 

of these partnerships and how they were strength-

ened through this pandemic. Furthermore, new 

partnerships were created that did not previously 

exist: “Agencies are working together that haven’t 

traditionally done so and everyone is working to-

gether to do their part more than ever before,” 

noted a research participant. Here again, research 

participants articulated an unexpected mobilization 

of resources in light of the pandemic; one said, 

“We have grown our Farm to School meal pro-

gram and are working with local farmers (chicken 

and microgreens) and chefs to prepare meals. We 

would not have had the capacity and/or funds to 

do this so quickly in a non-COVID environment.”  

 Given the complex web of relationships that 

SNPs operated within before the pandemic, it is 

interesting to see the research data showing how 

lead agencies leveraged these relationships and 

were able to respond quickly to the fundamental 

challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Though schools were closed on short notice, SNP 

staff were able to use existing infrastructure and 

resources to address child hunger in their commu-

nities through different avenues. In addition, some 

regions found that due to the COVID-19 pan-

demic, they were able to access additional re-

sources and opportunities that had not been availa-

ble previously. However, the majority of regions 

continued to be concerned about a lack of re-

sources in meeting the needs of their students. 

Finally, the shift in focus from universal access 

programs to targeted food-security intervention for 

food-insecure households constitutes a fundamen-

tal shift in the work SNP staff were accustomed to 

performing.  

 In summary, lead agencies responded to the 

pandemic and associated school closures with tar-

geted emergency hunger relief by leveraging exist-

ing relationships to redirect resources to reach chil-

dren at home. The full impact and efficacy of these 

new initiatives will need to be scrutinized and eval-

uated as the pandemic progresses. Traditionally, 

student nutrition programs are not conceived as 

solely an emergency food intervention, but an in-

school community initiative with a variety of bene-

fits and challenges (De Wit, 2012). The fact that 

school closures prevent nutrition programs from 

operating as usual raises fundamental questions 

about the purpose of the programs in the present 

and in the future. It also raises questions about the 

role of nutrition programs in the larger context of 

food security, child hunger, and sustainable food 

systems. The fact that there is a lack of ownership 

over the Ontario nutrition programs and that they 

are rarely studied systematically (Russel, 2008), ex-

acerbates these questions. Consequently, there is a 

substantial missed opportunity in addressing child 

hunger in Ontario through the dedicated invest-

ment of resources and leadership and based on 

robust scholarship.  

Future Considerations  
Finally, we asked research participants to address 

the priorities and concerns that have arisen in their 

work of supporting SNPs through the pandemic 

with a view to the future of operating nutrition 

programs. This question elicited a broad range of 

responses, with the data clustering around three 

themes: resources and relationships (39%), impact 
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on vulnerable populations (34%), and reopening of 

schools (27%).  

Resources and Relationships 
The theme of lack of resources, which is central to 

all aspects of SNPs, was also a major concern for 

program staff in considering the future of SNPs in 

the context of COVID-19. Program staff are wor-

ried about whether there will be enough funding to 

support the changed realities that programs face 

due to COVID-19. SNP support staff anticipate a 

twofold strain on resources: Firstly, they anticipate 

increased program participation due to economic 

hardship and job losses. As expressed by one sur-

vey respondent, “We are conscious that the need 

for SNP will increase dramatically when schools 

reopen due to the unprecedented job loss resulting 

from COVID.” Secondly, support staff anticipate 

that with new safety requirements in schools, pro-

grams will be more expensive to operate. As stated 

by one research participant, “We are concerned 

about having enough funding to continue SNP 

when student[s] do return to school, since pro-

grams will have to operate differently (and will be 

more costly) than pre-COVID.” This concern was 

echoed throughout other responses from study 

participants: “I am also concerned about 

how/when student nutrition programs will start up 

again and if there may be an even greater lack of 

funding available. Volunteers will also be hesitant 

to return so that means programs will likely find it 

more difficult to run quality programs.” From the 

data, it is evident that the work to gather adequate 

resources to operate student nutrition programs 

that was present before the pandemic is now 

heightened with additional stresses and financial 

burdens.  

Vulnerable Populations 
The second cluster of responses was focused on 

the impact of COVID-19 on vulnerable children 

and families. Research participants expressed con-

cerns that new programs created to reach children 

at home may be inadequate and might not be 

reaching everyone that needs support. “I’m con-

cerned that families will not ask for help or not 

know where to access support. …We are worried 

that some may be ‘falling between the cracks,’” 

wrote one SNP support staff member. Survey 

respondents also addressed the issue of stigma that 

arose with the changed mandate from universal 

programs to focused hunger relief: “We hope to 

have families access these food banks without feel-

ing stigmatized.” The data shows that, although 

program staff are working to find new ways to 

bring food to vulnerable children, they are unsure 

about the impact this work is having. This high-

lights the need for a systematic evaluation of the 

intentions and impact of the work that SNPs have 

conducted during COVID-19.  

Reopening of Schools 
The third cluster of responses revolved around the 

theme of schools reopening and associated con-

cerns. SNP support staff are concerned about the 

uncertainty of the logistics of school-reopening, 

considering new health restrictions and children 

staying at home. As one study participant said, “We 

are very busy preparing for a new reality when stu-

dents eventually return to school–physical distanc-

ing will change the delivery model and likely re-

quire new types of food, food preparation, and 

other additional costs.” Furthermore, with some 

children staying home for distance education, there 

is the concern that SNPs will need to provide food 

both in schools and to families at home: “Many 

students will stay at home, therefore we will have 

to operate 2 program models in order to continue 

to reach students.”  

 In considering the future of student nutrition 

programs, the uncertainty that the pandemic has 

created is causing program staff to worry about 

what they have always worried about: lack of re-

sources and capacity. However, this worry is 

heightened by the severity of the social and eco-

nomic disruption of COVID-19.  

Discussion 
In reviewing the literature on school food in Can-

ada in general, and student nutrition programs in 

Ontario in particular, it is evident that school food 

is understood from a variety of perspectives. Nutri-

tion programs are theorized as a place for public 

health policy, food security intervention, and as an 

educational site. This disjointed approach to mak-

ing sense of nutrition programs could be argued to 
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be a reflection of the lack of ownership of nutrition 

programs by any one government department 

(Russell et al., 2008). Although the Ontario Minis-

try of Children, Community, and Social Services 

does seed fund the program (as outlined in the 

introduction), it does not fully fund the program, 

and SNPs exist at an intersection of many interest 

groups (De Wit, 2012). Without coherent program 

ownership, there are missed opportunities for a 

cohesive vision and coordinated resources and 

crisis response. The pandemic raises the question 

of the purpose of nutrition programs and whether 

they are relevant beyond an in-person school 

environment. 

 In the academic literature, school food and 

nutrition programs are studied in terms of the 

development and implementation of nutrition 

policy (MacLellan, Holland, Taylor, McKenna, & 

Hernandez, 2010; MacLellan, Taylor, & Freeze, 

2009;; Taylor et al., 2011; Vine, Harrington, Butler, 

Patte, Godin, & Leatherdale, 2017), as a site for 

public health interventions (McIsaac, Read, 

Veugelers, & Kirk, 2017; Pokhrel, Sussman, Black, 

& Sun, 2010; Raine, 2005; Vine & Elliott, 2014b; 

Winson, 2008), as educational interventions in 

terms of student performance (Dani, Burrill, & 

Demmig-Adams, 2005; Edward & Evers, 2001; 

Taras, 2005), as an opportunity for student educa-

tion in terms of learning about food (Edward & 

Evers, 2001), and as a food-security initiative 

(Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2009; Ralston et al, 2017; 

Tarasuk, 2001; Tsang & Azevedo, 2011). It should 

also be noted that there is a lack of ongoing, sys-

tematic academic research on Ontario SNPs 

(Russell et al., 2008).  

 Our research considers nutrition programs pri-

marily from the perspective of food security, 

thereby contributing to the existing literature on 

food security and school food (see, for example, 

Ashe & Sonnino, 2013; Bartfeld & Ahn, 2011; 

Ralston et al., 2017). This interpretive framework 

was adopted since research participant responses 

were primarily focused on the food-security impli-

cations of COVID-19 on students. Changes made 

to nutrition programs in response to the pandemic 

were focused on targeted food-security interven-

tions, as outlined above. There are conflicting 

opinions in the literature about the value and effi-

cacy of school nutrition programs as food-security 

interventions. On the one hand, Kirkpatrick and 

Tarasuk (2009) investigate the impact of student 

nutrition program participation on household food 

insecurity in Toronto, Ontario. They argue that 

SNPs do not play a role in decreasing household 

food insecurity. The evidence presented was (1) 

low participation rates in SNPs in low-income 

neighborhoods (one-third of households) and (2) 

that there was no measurable impact on household 

food insecurity whether the children attended 

SNPs or not. It can be argued that the study misses 

the mark, as SNPs do not aim to improve house-

hold food security, but the food insecurity of indi-

vidual children while at school. Similar results were 

found by Raine, McIntyre, and Dayle (2003), who 

argued that SNPs fail to feed the hungriest children 

due to stigma and the charitable ethos (rather than 

social justice approach) of SNPs. On the other 

hand, there are studies that show the positive im-

pact of nutrition programs on the children that 

participate in them. Ralston et al. (2017) found that 

participation in nutrition programs increased food 

security, quality of diet, and contributed to better 

school performance. Similar results have been 

shown by Tsang et al. (2011) and Edward and 

Evers (2001). However, both sides of this debate 

agree that the fundamental matter at hand is ad-

dressing the root cause of food insecurity, namely 

poverty (; Raine et al., 2003; Tarasuk, 2001; Tsang 

et al., 2011).  

 Our research contributes to this debate by 

highlighting the importance of nutrition programs 

in providing emergency food to low-income chil-

dren during a moment of unprecedented challenge. 

Consequently, we argue that the SNP infrastructure 

(staff and relationships) strengthens community 

food security through staff’s work, relationships, 

and resources. At the same time, our research high-

lights the inadequate and fractured nature of the 

emergency food supply in Canada. As COVID-19 

and its economic impact move more people into 

economic precarity, this infrastructure will become 

more relevant and more strained. It is important to 

remember that Canada’s emergency food system 

was not designed to be permanent (Tsang et al., 

2011) and consequently was not designed with the 

current circumstances in mind. The COVID-19 
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pandemic may be our opportunity to construct a 

permanent food-security, social safety network. For 

SNPs, this redesign could be an opportunity to 

build a national student nutrition program in Can-

ada. Evidence from the United States and other G7 

countries makes a strong argument for the benefits 

of a national program. For example, McLoughlin et 

al. (2020) illustrate how a national school program 

infrastructure has been able to support communi-

ties in the response to COVID-19.  

 The purpose of this case study is to not to 

evaluate SNPs as a whole, but merely to under-

stand the impact of the early stages of the COVID-

19 pandemic on SNPs in Ontario. The data from 

the surveys we conducted illustrate several interest-

ing findings.  

 First, the research data of this study illustrate 

the value of the SNP infrastructure as a community 

food-security response and shows that there are 

extensive opportunities to support and strengthen 

it. Second, our data show that student nutrition 

programs, while underresourced, are rich in part-

nerships. These relationships were what enabled 

SNP support staff to pivot and respond to the pan-

demic lockdown restrictions quickly and effec-

tively. As a result, SNP support staff were able to 

bring together different actors in the food system 

in their communities to move support from the 

public realm (schools) into the private (homes). 

The shift from the public to the private is signifi-

cant, as it changes the fundamental essence of 

school food initiatives. This presents an unprece-

dented opportunity to engage with a more holistic 

approach to eliminating child food insecurity in 

Ontario, in which the various efforts that exist 

could be brought into a cohesive initiative. Such an 

initiative would also present the opportunity for 

the Canadian government to address its commit-

ment to the UN Sustainable Development Goals, 

by targeting goal number two, “zero hunger” 

(Hung, 2016). Addressing the root cause of food 

insecurity, namely poverty, is an important part of 

any hunger alleviation work.  

 Finally, the research data highlight the value of 

public spaces (such as schools) as venues for 

stigma-free social support. The COVID-19 pan-

demic and the initial lockdown forced people in 

Ontario to retreat into the private and relinquish 

public spaces. This fact raises many questions and 

concerns, especially in regard to vulnerable people. 

Will there be a long-term shift toward distance 

learning, with children staying at home? If so, what 

is the place of traditional school feeding programs, 

such as SNPs, in these circumstances? Will nutri-

tion programs expand their mandate to serve chil-

dren outside the public realm over the long term? 

Will children who choose distance education be 

left out of nutrition support initiatives? How do 

these altered landscapes interact with stigma-free 

support, to enable all children who require extra 

food to receive it? Are SNP interventions effective 

in reducing child hunger in Ontario? These are 

some of the questions that the networks of actors 

that exist to respond to child food insecurity in 

Ontario will have to grapple with in the months to 

come. The research data in this study show that 

SNP support staff are able to adapt to changing 

circumstances in a crisis situation. The question of 

long-term sustainability, however, looms large, 

especially as the course of the pandemic and its 

impact on schools is very uncertain.  

Research Limitations and Opportunities 
Limitations of this research study are that it pre-

sents very preliminary findings of an evolving situa-

tion. Preliminary findings in rapidly shifting cir-

cumstances mean that this research could be 

quickly outdated. Nevertheless, it presents valuable 

initial insights and inspiration for future research. 

Research opportunities that have been amplified 

through this study include the need for ongoing 

and systematic study of nutrition programs in Can-

ada (Russell et al., 2008). In particular, the impact 

of new nutrition program initiatives and the impli-

cations of the role and purpose of nutrition pro-

grams during school closures require further 

scrutiny.  

Conclusion  
In the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

essence of school food was fractured as schools 

were closed and children were no longer able to 

access nutrition programs. This research study 

shows how the presence of community-embedded 

student nutrition support staff enabled resources to 

be redirected to children for targeted emergency 
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food response. Through this bounded qualitative 

case study, we examined the impact of the early 

stages of the COVID-19 pandemic (March–August 

2020) on Student Nutrition Programs in Ontario. 

Results indicate that program support staff re-

sponses to the pandemic fit into three categories: 

changed mandate, new initiatives, and partnership 

renegotiation. Changed mandate was the shift from 

universal access to in-school nutrition programs to 

targeted food-security initiatives for families. This 

shift was possible due to the complex web of rela-

tionships in which SNPs have always operated. 

Funding relationships and community partnerships 

were present, and staff were able to leverage these 

to adapt to new circumstances. Considering the 

far-reaching social and economic impacts of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, important questions about 

the structure and purpose of student nutrition pro-

grams in Ontario arise. The unprecedented disrup-

tion of established food systems by the pandemic 

presents the opportunity to reconsider, invest in, 

and restructure school food programs.   
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Appendix. Survey Questions 

 
1. Before the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, what were the major challenges that the student 

nutrition program in your region faced? 

2. Before the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, what was the major focus of your work in 

supporting nutrition programs? 

3. How are programs in your region affected by COVID-19?  

4. What is the main focus of your work in supporting nutrition programs in dealing with COVID-19? 

What are you most concerned about?  

5. How have nutrition programs in your region changed since the start of the pandemic? What new 

initiatives have started to meet the nutrition needs of children with COVID-19 restrictions in place? 

6. Have your community partnership relationships been affected by COVID-19? If so, how? 
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