
 

Laker Schools moving forward with 

Farm to School initiative 

 
Cinamon Marker, Laker Farm to School program coordinator, conducts a taste test at the elementary 

school, asking students if they prefer bean soup or chili. The soups included beans from the 

Cooperative Elevator. 

 



FARM TO SCHOOL TIDBITS 

Farm to School programs have some five-star benefits: 

 Increase the nutrition in school meals (more fruits, vegetables and less sodium, fat and sugar. 

 Encourage students to try new healthy foods 

 Increase investment in the local community 

 Teach students about where their food comes from 

 Increase community support for school meals 

 Reduce food waste 

 Lower food service costs  

 

n a bone-chilling winter day, Elkton-Pigeon-Bay Port Laker Elementary students lined up by the 

dozens, excitedly waiting for toasty warm samples of chili and navy bean soup. This was their 

first taste test, which is part of the new Farm to School program at Lakers. 

After  they ate their sample, students were asked to choose their favorite and put a penny in a jar to 

vote. 

Some of them, though, couldn’t decide. 

“I like them both,” they said as they plunked a penny into the jar for the bean soup and another penny 

into the chili jar.  

Several students asked for second helpings. 

“We’ve never had anything like this at school before,” said an enthusiastic first grader as she dug into 

her second helping of chili. 

The chili and soup were more than just a tasty part of the students’ lunchtime. They were both made 

with local ingredients - Cooperative Elevator beans. 

Cinamon Marker, the Laker Farm to School Program coordinator, made the chili and the soup. She 

conducted taste tests with these two items at the secondary school, as well. 

“I’ve always been passionate about cooking,” Marker said. “I’m a big fan of the farm to table concept.” 

Marker was hired as part of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Farm to School planning grant 

that Lakers received this school year. This $43,688 grant will help the district come up with a plan to 

implement a farm-to-school initiative. Marker was hired on a part-time basis to create a network  of 

organizations and individuals and work with them to create a list of who can provide what food and 

what cost and when this food can be acquired.    
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The goal of the taste tests is to gauge what types of foods students like and to expose them to foods 

made with local ingredients. Marker is connecting with area producers and farmers to bring local 

produce and meats into school lunch menus.  

“This year, our goal is to figure out how to fully integrate these local foods into our menus,” said Laker 

Elementary Principal Kathy Dickens, who wrote the grant. 

Dickens said after interviewing several people, it was clear Marker would be the best choice. She has a 

background in culinary education and is experienced at food preparation. She’s worked for caterers and 

at various venues, such as the Palace of Auburn Hills. She also assisted nutritionist Renee Stacer in the 

Cooking Matters program through MSU Extension. 

“She’s familiar with the FFA and is involved with Farm Bureau,” Dickens added. “She has a lot of 

connections.” 

Marker has observed the Laker food service department to see how things are done, and she plans to 

visit other school food service departments to gather ideas on how to expand lunch offerings. 

Dickens said the foods that are voted the most popular at the taste tests will likely become future menu 

items, as long as it is cost effective and the items meet nutritional guidelines.  

Marker is excited about conducting taste tests and garnering student input, as it will help students take 

ownership in what they’re eating at school. 

“It’s important to involve students in the process,” she said. 

Other taste tests have included egg burritos, asparagus and rhubarb crisp, made with locally-sourced 

ingredients.  

Throughout the taste testing process, Marker wants students to realize the importance of knowing 

where one’s food comes from and how much healthier it is to use fresh ingredients rather than having 

everything processed. Developing healthy eating habits now will benefit them into adulthood. 

Marker said she and her husband, Doug, are working on a food truck. She hopes to bring the food truck 

to Lakers to do future taste tests. 

Dickens said another goal of the USDA grant is to take students on field trips to places that provide the 

food for the lunch menus, such as the Cooperative Elevator. That way, students can make a better 

connection to where the food comes from.  

Dickens plans to apply for the implementation grant, the next step in the USDA Farm to School program. 

Implementation grants range from $65,000 to $100,000 and are for school districts to help further 

develop their farm to school initiatives. Receiving the planning grant should help the district’s chances of 

getting the implementation grant, she said. 



Lakers was one of only two school districts in Michigan to receive a planning grant this year. The other 

district was the City of Muskegon Public Schools. 

 

Cinamon Marker is pictured at the Laker Secondary School, handing out egg burritos during another 

taste test. Students, for the most part, liked the egg burritos. Many suggested adding bacon. 


