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Abstract 
This study uses online survey data gathered from school food service directors working for Alaska’s rural school 
district to understand: 1) if participating food service directors are interested in serving local fish and what are 
their preferred fish forms; 2) factors influencing their menu planning decisions; and 3) food service directors’ 
perceived fish preferences from students. Results show that the majority of the surveyed school districts 
currently serve fish. Many respondents indicated that they are interested or very interested in serving fish patties 
and burgers and fewer are interested in serving fish tacos and wraps. Price and product availability are two 
important factors to change menu-planning decisions. About half of the surveyed respondents believed that their 
students like fish the same as they like other meats. Findings from this study provide insights to Alaska fish 
processors to help them understand school preferred fish forms and the opportunities to sell fish to schools.  

Keywords: fish preference, Alaska food service director survey, student fish preference, fish-to-school  

1. Introduction 
Community food systems in rural Alaska are tied to local culture, geography and climate. (Loring & Gerlach, 
2009). In rural villages, consumption of traditional cuisine using locally produced food has diminished. The loss 
of local food culture has challenged the health and nutrition of rural Alaskan villagers, especially the youth 
(Goldsmith, 2007; Martin et al., 2008; Bersamin, 2006; 2008 NOT CITED). To increase locally available food 
resources and encourage the consumption of local foods among Alaskan students, a fisheries-to-school research 
program was developed. This study uses the opinions of food service directors to identify preferred fish for in 
school food preparation in Alaskan communities and to provide information to local entities that are interested in 
supplying Alaskan caught and processed fish to the school system. 

Alaska’s fishery industry including commercial fishing and fish processing is the backbone of the local economy. 
It produces a total value of approximately 6 billion USD (ASMI, 2013). In 2013, Alaska’s commercial landings 
were 2.6 million metric tons valued at 1.8 billion USD (US Department of Commerce, Various Years). The great 
availability of fish, especially salmon, has not resulted in a satisfactory adoption of fish menus among local 
school districts. Research about the 31 (out of 54) school districts that have published their lunch menus online 
indicated that six of them do not provide any fish menu in their most recent lunch plan, published in October 
2013. Websites of the 54 Alaskan school districts shows that only 25 school districts offer fish menus on a 
monthly base or more frequently. For the school districts that are already serving fish, it is unclear if the fish 
used are from local. A pioneer school district that has adopted local fish specified that schools are financially 
challenged to bear the high costs of procuring and processing fish. Providing fish menu from scratch has been 
cited as another barrier for the inclusion of fish in Alaskan’s school lunch menus (Griffiths, 2012). 
This study uses online survey data gathered from school food service directors in Alaska to understand: 1) if 
participating food service directors are interested in serving local fish and what are their preferred fish forms; 2) 
factors influencing their menu planning decisions; and 3) food service directors’ perceived fish preferences from 
students. Findings from this study may interest Alaska local fish processors to help them understand the school 
preferred fish forms and the opportunities to sell fish to schools.  
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2. Literature Review 
The impact of fisheries-to-schools programs, which are modeled after the farm-to-school programs, is unknown. 
A review of existing farm-to-school studies can provide valuable insights into the farm-to-school practice and the 
economic impact. USDA launched its first farm-to-school program in the mid 1990s in Florida to improve 
schools’ access to locally grown produces. Schools in California, Michigan, and Minnesota quickly started their 
own programs. Today farm-to-school programs are not only available in all lower 48 states (National Farm to 
School Network, 2013) but also in Alaska to help locally grown foods make their way to school lunch tables. 
The programs are understood as a bridge between the state’s agriculture and its school procurement system. 
Increased consumption of locally grown foods and reduced food miles not only contributed to the local economy 
but also improved the health of students (Farm to School Program, 2010). Studies have revealed that 
farm-to-school programs helped students eat more fruits and vegetables and enhanced students’ knowledge about 
healthy eating and sustainable agriculture (Izumi et al., 2010 a.) These programs also created a new marketplace 
for food producers to help them generate additional income to sustain low seasons and offer them an alternative 
market for surplus produces in good years (Izumi et al., 2010 a). For example, the consumption of locally grown 
vegetables, melons, beef and grain was found to contribute an additional 11% dollar return to Central 
Minnesota’s local economy (Haynes, 2010). The high labor cost from the process of raw materials is cited as the 
major barrier for the adoption of farm-to-school program (Joshi et al., 2008).  

3. Data  
An online survey was administered from the 6th to the 18th in February 2012 to gather questionnaire information 
from food service directors in Alaska’s 54 school districts. An invitation was sent to all districts and Resident 
Child Care Institute’s youth facilities and a web link was provided to potential participants. Reminder emails 
were sent out during the survey period to enhance participations. Five respondents were randomly selected using 
a random number generator to receive a $50 gift cards. We used an online survey in order to make the survey 
available to all potential respondents in Alaska school districts and provide us with feedback in a time-efficient 
manner. The online survey also allowed participating food service directors to take the survey at their 
convenience. Paper copies were also available in Alaska School Nutrition Association’s 43rd annual conference, 
but only one respondent filled out the questionnaire. 

The survey included 217 questions, 25 of which were related to the fisheries-to-school program and the 
remaining questions were about the consumption of other local foods. For the fisheries-to-school portion, 
questions asked include interests in purchasing Alaskan fish, whether the district serves local or imported fish, 
preferred fish forms, and perceived price of fish relative to other meats. The second section asked how students 
liked fish. The last section asked participants’ demographics and their job duties. Figure 1 presents a summary of 
the information collected in the survey. 

 

 

Figure 1. Information gathered in the 2012 spring survey 
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from the USDA National Institute of Food and Agriculture (Bersamin PI). 

The authors want to thank Mrs. Johanna Herron for her help instrumenting and administering the survey and 
working closely with the PI to design questions that would be understood by food service directors. 
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