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Healthy eating patterns help prevent chronic 
diseases such as diabetes, heart disease, stroke, 
and cancer (1). A healthy eating pattern consists 
of a variety of vegetables, fruits, whole grains, 
and protein foods and limited amounts of 
ultra-processed foods (2). Vegetables and fruits 
provide vitamins, minerals, and fibre that are 
known to positively influence health and prevent 
chronic disease, whereas ultra-processed foods 
(e.g., salty snacks, sugary drinks, and fast food) 
are typically higher in sodium, sugars, and 
saturated fat that are known to negatively 
impact health and increase the risk of chronic 

disease (3). Healthy eating goes beyond the foods one eats and includes behaviours such as cooking more 
often and using food labels to make informed food choices (2). Cooking and preparing food at home using 
nutritious ingredients reduces reliance on ultra-processed foods and improves intake of vegetables and 
fruits (3). 

Unhealthy eating is a key modifiable risk factor for chronic disease in Ontario, along with tobacco smoking, 
alcohol consumption, and physical inactivity (4). In 2015, about three quarters of all deaths in Ontario were 
attributable to chronic diseases (4). It is estimated that unhealthy eating costs the Ontario economy $5.6 
billion each year with $1.8 billion lost specifically due to inadequate vegetable and fruit consumption (4).

%75

In 2015, about three quarters 
of all deaths in Ontario were 

attributable to chronic 
diseases (4).

Unhealthy eating among children and youth is of particular concern. 
In 2017, only one in four Ontario youth aged 12 to 17 years had 
adequate intakes of vegetables and fruits (5). In 2015, ultra-
processed foods made up nearly 52% of the total daily energy intake 
of Canadians aged two to eight years, over 57% of the total daily 
energy intake of Canadians aged nine to 13 years, and over 54% of 
the total daily energy intake of Canadians aged 14 to 18 years (6).

Chronic diseases place a significant burden on individuals, families, 
communities, and Ontario’s health care system. Action is needed to 
address the unhealthy eating patterns of Ontarians, especially 
Ontario’s children and youth, to improve quality of life, reduce 
hospitalizations, and prevent death. Efforts to address unhealthy 
eating patterns increasingly consider food literacy as an important 
influence on eating patterns (7).

Introduction
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Food literacy can influence eating patterns (11–16). Though evidence demonstrating the relationship be-
tween dietary intake and food literacy as a whole is lacking, evidence does suggest that having adequate 
food skills (one of the attributes of food literacy) is associated with increased vegetable and fruit consump-
tion and a healthier overall eating pattern (17–19). Conversely, having limited food skills is associated with 
increased consumption of ultra-processed foods (20).

Over the last few decades, the food system has changed dramatically with implications for our ability to 
choose and enjoy healthy foods. For example, ultra-processed foods have become ubiquitous, home eco-
nomics and family studies classes have been de-prioritized in schools, family meals are less frequent, and 
people are spending less time on food procurement and preparation activities due to constraints on time 

Food Literacy

Food literacy refers to the ability to make decisions about food to support the achievement of personal 
health and a sustainable food system, considering environmental, social, economic, cultural, and political 
contexts (8). Different conceptual models of food literacy have been developed (8,9), including the Food 
Literacy Framework for Healthy Eating (10). This framework posits that food literacy is comprised of five in-
terconnected categories of attributes (Figure 1): food and nutrition knowledge; food skills; self-efficacy and 
confidence; food decisions; and external factors (e.g., the food system, social determinants of health, and 
socio-cultural influences and eating practices) (10). Food literacy can be conceptualized as the scaffolding 
that enables individuals and households to plan, manage, select, prepare, and eat food (9) and fosters the 
ability to navigate, engage, and participate in a complex food system (8).

Figure 1: Food Literacy: A Framework for Healthy Eating (10).

Introduction
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Children and youth 
need opportunities to 

develop food 
literacy through food 

and nutrition 
education, 

standards, and 
programs in school 

and community 
settings.

and a societal emphasis on convenience (21,22). These changes have contributed to a generation of 
children and youth with low levels of food literacy (22).

For children and youth to develop food literacy, they need opportunities through food and nutrition 
education, nutrition standards, and programs in school and community settings. They also need access to 
reliable information that supports them in making healthy food choices. Since childhood and adolescence 
are critical periods in which eating patterns and food preferences are developed (11,23), it is essential to 
have policies that support food literacy during these life stages and to effectively implement such policies.

Policy

Policies are plans that guide actions and behaviours (24). Policies exist in the 
form of legislation, regulations, guidelines, rules, and principles. Food policy 
affects nutrition and health and influences who eats what, why, and at what 
cost (24,25). Policies are one tool to support children and youth to develop 
food literacy, thereby increasing their likelihood of establishing and 
maintaining lifelong healthy eating patterns and decreasing their risk of 
chronic disease.

Different models for conceptualizing policies related to the food system and 
health have been developed (26,27). This report draws upon the theory of change 
developed by Hawkes and colleagues that describes four mechanisms by which policy can influence food 
preferences and support healthy eating patterns (Figure 2) (28). Policy helps to (28):

Food preferences refer to whether or not a person 
likes a food and how much. Food preferences change 
over time and are developed through exposure to the 
foods and eating behaviours of parents, caregivers, 
peers, and other role models. Since food preference 
development begins early in life, policies have an im-
portant role to play in encouraging healthy preference 
learning in places where children spend their time.

The structure of the food system creates barriers 
to healthy eating such as cost, availability, time, 
and skills. These barriers are especially challenging 
for groups affected by lower socioeconomic status. 
Policies can mitigate barriers to healthy eating so that 
people can express their preferences for healthy food.

Through policies designed to influence the price, 
availability, and presentation of healthier foods, 
consumers may be provided with opportunities to re-
assess their preferences and make alternative choices. 

Policies intended to influence consumer choice can 
also stimulate action in other areas of the food 
system. For example, upstream action in the food 
system has downstream impacts on food 
environments and what foods end up on our plates.

01

03

02

04

Provide an enabling environment for 
healthy preference learning

Encourage people to reassess 
existing unhealthy preferences

Overcome barriers to the expression 
of healthy preferences

Stimulate a food system response
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Figure 2: Framework of the theory of change and the four mechanisms through which food policy actions 
could be expected to work (28).
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Policies that Influence Food 
Literacy among Children and 
Youth in Ontario
The food policy mechanisms described above can be leveraged to influence food literacy. The following 
sections discuss examples of nutrition education, food and nutrition standards, food and nutrition programs, 
and nutrition and menu labelling policies using Hawkes and colleagues’ theory of change (28) to suggest 
how they may influence eating patterns. The Food Literacy Framework for Healthy Eating (10) is used to 
analyze each policy to elucidate how it may influence food literacy of children and youth. The potential 
implications of each policy for food literacy are presented in a table.

An analysis of Canada’s national food policy was omitted from this report, given that the current priority 
areas for action do not specifically target food literacy (29). Also out of scope are discussions related to 
marketing to kids and front-of-package labelling, as these policies are not yet in the implementation phase, 
though it is acknowledged that they may influence food literacy once implemented.

Nutrition education 
provides opportunities 
for children and youth 
to learn to enjoy and 
prefer healthy foods, 
thereby supporting 

them to develop and 
maintain healthy 
eating patterns.
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Nutrition Education
Nutrition education seeks to cultivate children and youth’s food and nutrition knowledge, food skills, self-
efficacy, and confidence to support them to develop food literacy. Nutrition education occurs in child care, 
schools, community settings, and in the home environment. Nutrition education provides opportunities for 
children and youth to learn to enjoy and prefer healthy foods, thereby supporting them in developing and 
maintaining healthy eating patterns.

How Does Learning Happen? Ontario’s Pedagogy for the Early Years

Following the release of the Ontario Early Years Policy Framework in 2013, the Ministry of Education 
released How Does Learning Happen? Ontario’s Pedagogy for the Early Years (EY Pedagogy) to support 
pedagogy and curriculum development in early years programs for young children (from birth to eight years 
of age) (30). This document helps educators and others working with young children develop and execute 
programs that support children’s learning, development, health, and well-being (30). 

Ontario’s EY Pedagogy is organized into four foundational conditions that help children grow and 
flourish: belonging, well-being, engagement, and expression, with physical and mental health being 
addressed through the well-being foundational condition (30). Early years programs are expected to nurture 
children’s healthy development through a variety of means, including by providing nutritious foods and 
beverages that incorporate family and cultural preferences and by creating positive eating environments 
with foods and portion sizes that allow children to respond to their hunger and fullness cues (30). The 
potential implications of Ontario’s EY Pedagogy for children’s food literacy are outlined in Table 1.

Food literacy categories and 
attributes (10) Early Years Pedagogy

Food and nutrition 
knowledge

Food knowledge
Nutrition knowledge
Food and nutrition 
language

• Children acquire food and nutrition knowledge
through exposure to a variety of healthy food

Food skills Food skills -

Self-efficacy and 
confidence

Nutrition literacy
Food and nutrition self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude

• Children develop a positive attitude towards food
through exposure to a variety of foods and opportunities
to eat with their peers
• Children learn how to respond to their hunger and
fullness cues

Ecologic factors 
(external)

Food systems
Social determinants of health
Socio-cultural influences and 
eating practices

• Children are provided with access to healthy and ade-
quate food
• Early years programs are expected to incorporate fami-
ly and cultural food and eating preferences

Food decisions Dietary behaviour
• Children are provided with opportunities to choose
and eat foods that support healthy development

Table 1: Potential implications of EY Pedagogy for children’s food literacy
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The Ontario Curriculum: Elementary

The Grades 1 – 8 Health and Physical Education (H&PE) curriculum is designed to help students develop the 
social-emotional skills they need to foster overall health and well-being, the skills and knowledge they need 
to enable them to live active and healthy lives, and the ability to understand the factors that contribute to 
healthy development, amongst other learning goals (31). The Grades 1 – 8 H&PE curriculum contains four 
strands, one of which is the Healthy Living Strand, which helps students gain the knowledge and skills they 
need to develop, maintain, and enjoy healthy living (31). There are five health topics in the Healthy Living 
Strand designed to help students understand health concepts, make healthy choices, and make connections 
for healthy living (31). Healthy eating is one of the topic areas of the Healthy Living Strand. The objective 
of the healthy eating topic area is to encourage students to make connections between what they learn 
in the classroom and what they do in their own lives and to develop a sense of personal responsibility for 
taking care of themselves by making healthy food choices (31). Through the healthy eating topic area of the 
Healthy Living Strand, students learn to reflect on their food choices and eating patterns and develop 
personal guidelines for healthy eating, while recognizing what they can and cannot control (31). The 
potential implications of the Grades 1 – 8 HP&E curriculum for children and youth’s food literacy are 
outlined in Table 2.

Food literacy categories and 
attributes (10) Grades 1 – 8 H&PE Curriculum

Food and nutrition 
knowledge

Food knowledge
Nutrition knowledge
Food and nutrition 
language

• Children and youth learn about food groupings and Canada’s
Food Guide
• Children and youth learn how nutrients in food affect their
growth, development, and health
• The curriculum introduces children and youth to words com-
monly used to describe characteristics of food and nutrition

Food skills Food skills
• The curriculum emphasizes the importance of involving
children and youth in preparing meals and snacks

Self-efficacy and 
confidence

Nutrition literacy
Food and nutrition 
self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude

• Children and youth learn how to read nutrition labels and are
taught how to find reliable nutrition and health information
• Children and youth learn knowledge and skills that enable
them to develop a sense of self-efficacy and confidence to 
choose and prepare healthy foods
• The curriculum provides opportunities for children and youth
to learn about and develop respect for cultural food traditions

Ecologic factors 
(external)

Food systems
Social determinants of 
health
Socio-cultural influences 
and eating practices

• Children and youth learn where food comes from, how it is
grown, and its environmental impact
• The curriculum recognizes how the social determinants of
health influence the extent to which individuals have access to 
resources to support their health and learning
• Children and youth learn about food and eating traditions from
other cultures

Food decisions Dietary behaviour
• The curriculum is designed to enable children and youth to
apply the healthy eating knowledge gained in the classroom to
their personal lives and to make healthy eating choices

Table 2: Potential implications of the Grades 1 – 8 H&PE Curriculum for children and youth’s food literacy
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The Ontario Curriculum: Secondary

Secondary school students in Ontario have opportunities to develop food literacy through the Grades 9 – 
12 H&PE and Social Sciences and Humanities (SS&H) curricula (32). The Grades 9 – 12 H&PE curriculum is 
designed to help students develop the knowledge and skills they need to enjoy being active and healthy 
throughout their lives and to understand how living healthy, active lives is connected with the world and 
the health of others, amongst other learning goals (33). The Grades 9 – 12 SS&H curriculum is organized 
into five categories of courses that help students develop a critical lens through which they can build their 
awareness of and make decisions about critical issues within a complex, multifaceted, and diverse society 
(32). There are six Food and Nutrition courses within the Family Studies category of courses of the SS&H 
curriculum (32).

The Ministry of Education determines the number and type of credits students must earn to obtain their 
Ontario Secondary School Diploma (34). Under the current parameters, secondary school students are 
required to earn at least one credit in H&PE and are permitted to choose among a variety of courses, some 
of which include a component relevant to food literacy (33,34). Unlike H&PE courses, all SS&H courses are 
optional (34). Since students are only required to take one H&PE course that may or may not include a com-
ponent relevant to food literacy and because only approximately 8% of students enrolled in an SS&H Food 
and Nutrition course during the 2017-18 school year (35,36), the potential influence of Ontario’s Secondary 
School Curriculum on youth’s food literacy is believed to be limited.
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Food and Nutrition Standards
Food and nutrition standards outline which foods and beverages are required to be served or are permitted 
to be sold in a specific setting, such as child care and schools. The objective of food and nutrition standards 
is to support healthy growth and development by requiring that healthy foods are consistently offered in 
these settings. In Ontario, food and nutrition standards are typically grounded in the advice of Canada’s 
Food Guide. Food and nutrition standards can help to create an enabling environment for healthy 
preference learning and try to reduce barriers to the expression of healthy preferences. Food and nutrition 
standards may also provide opportunities for individuals to reassess existing unhealthy preferences by 
influencing the availability and presentation of healthy foods. Food and nutrition standards can support 
children and youth in developing healthy eating patterns, thus helping to reduce their risk of chronic disease 
later in life.

Canada’s Food Guide

Canada’s Food Guide (CFG) is an online suite of resources that provide guidance and advice to help 
Canadians make healthy food choices and develop healthy eating patterns (2). The current version of the 
CFG illustrates that a healthy eating pattern consists of plenty of vegetables and fruits plus whole grains and 
protein foods, with an emphasis on plant-based protein foods (2). The CFG goes beyond recommending 
what foods to eat and provides guidance about healthy eating habits, such as cooking more often, eating 
meals with others, and using food labels to make informed food choices (2). The CFG recognizes that food 
skills are an essential part of enabling Canadians to develop and maintain healthy eating habits throughout 
the lifespan and that food literacy helps Canadians navigate the complex food environment (3).

Though not enshrined in legislation, the CFG is an important policy document that provides the foundation 
for food and nutrition standards developed for specific settings, including child care and schools. The 
potential implications of the CFG for children and youth’s food literacy are outlined in Table 3.
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Food literacy categories and 
attributes (10) Canada’s Food Guide

Food and nutrition 
knowledge

Food knowledge
Nutrition knowledge
Food and nutrition 
language

• Children and youth understand that foods are grouped
together based on similar nutrients
• Children and youth understand how the food they eat impacts
their growth, development, and overall health

Food skills Food skills
• Children and youth are encouraged to participate in meal
preparation activities, as appropriate

Self-efficacy and 
confidence

Nutrition literacy
Food and nutrition 
self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude

• Children and youth understand that reading food labels helps
them make informed eating decisions
• Healthy relationships with food are encouraged through
mindfulness, paying attention to hunger and fullness cues,
enjoying food, and eating meals with others

Ecologic factors 
(external)

Food systems
Social determinants of 
health
Socio-cultural influences 
and eating practices

• The impact of food choices on health and the environment is
emphasized
• The CFG advises consumers to be aware of how food marketing
influences food choice
• Children and youth are encouraged to celebrate and share
cultural food practices with family, friends, and their
communities

Food decisions Dietary behaviour

• Children and youth are encouraged to drink water, fill half
their plate with vegetables and fruit at every meal and snack, to
choose whole grain foods, and to eat protein foods and prioritize
plant-based proteins

Table 3: Potential implications of the CFG for children and youth’s food literacy

Child Care and Early Years Act, 2014

The Child Care and Early Years Act, 2014 (CCEYA) is the legislation that governs child care in Ontario. The Act 
applies to unlicensed child care, home child care providers contracted by a licensed agency, licensed home 
child care agencies, and licensed child care centers (37). The purpose of the CCEYA is to foster the learning, 
development, health, and well-being of children and to enhance their safety (38). The goal of this legislation 
is to build a child care and early years system that better supports parents and gives children the best 
possible start in life (37).

Sections 42-22 of O. Reg. 137/15: General under the CCEYA outline the nutrition-related requirements for 
child care, including requirements for foods and drinks, direction about posting menus and allergies, and 
guidance about accommodating special dietary and feeding arrangements (39). The CCEYA requires child 
care providers to ensure the safety of food offered to children, provide meals and snacks that are consistent 
with national dietary guidelines, post weekly menus, and follow special dietary and feeding instructions 
provided by parents (39).
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To support implementation of the CCEYA, the Ministry of Education worked with Ontario Dietitians in Public 
Health to develop the Menu Planning and Supportive Nutrition Environments in Child Care Settings – 
Practical Guide (40). This guide is meant to help child care providers meet the nutrition requirements of the 
CCEYA, though its use is not mandatory. The potential implications of the CCEYA for children’s food literacy 
are outlined in Table 4.

Food literacy categories and 
attributes (10) Child Care and Early Years Act, 2014

Food and nutrition 
knowledge

Food knowledge
Nutrition knowledge
Food and nutrition 
language

-

Food skills Food skills -

Self-efficacy and 
confidence

Nutrition literacy
Food and nutrition 
self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude

• Children develop a positive attitude towards food through
exposure to a variety of foods and opportunities to eat with their
peers

Ecologic factors 
(external)

Food systems
Social determinants of 
health
Socio-cultural influences 
and eating practices

• Children are provided with access to food consistent with a
healthy eating pattern, as outlined in national dietary guidance

Food decisions Dietary behaviour
• Children are provided with opportunities to choose and eat
foods that support healthy development

Table 4: Potential implications of the CCEYA for children’s food literacy
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PPM150: School Food and Beverage Policy

Ontario’s Ministry of Education developed and implemented the School Food and Beverage Policy (PPM150) 
in 2010 to set out nutrition standards for food and beverages sold in publicly funded elementary and 
secondary schools across the province (41). The policy requires school boards to ensure all foods and 
beverages sold on school premises for school purposes meet the nutrition standards specified in the policy 
(41). It applies to all school venues (e.g., cafeterias, vending machines, tuck shops), school programs (e.g., 
catered lunch programs), and school events (e.g., bake sales, sporting events) (41). The policy does not 
apply to food and beverages sold for fundraising activities that occur off school premises or to food offered 
in schools to students at no cost (41). PPM150 influences the school food environment by prioritizing foods 
consistent with a healthy eating pattern, including foods higher in essential nutrients (e.g., fibre, calcium) 
and lower in sodium, sugars, and fat (42).

The objective of PPM150 is to support children and youth to develop healthy eating patterns to reduce their 
risk of chronic disease later in life and to reinforce knowledge, skills, and attitudes regarding healthy eating 
that are cultivated through the various academic disciplines in the Ontario curriculum (41), including the 
H&PE and SS&H curricula. The potential implications of PPM150 for children and youth’s food literacy are 
outlined in Table 5.

Food literacy categories and 
attributes (10) School Food and Beverage Policy

Food and nutrition 
knowledge

Food knowledge
Nutrition knowledge
Food and nutrition 
language

-

Food skills Food skills -

Self-efficacy and 
confidence

Nutrition literacy
Food and nutrition 
self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude

• Children and youth develop food and nutrition self-efficacy 
by applying food and nutrition-related knowledge gained in the 
classroom to eating decisions made in the broader school food 
environment

Ecologic factors 
(external)

Food systems
Social determinants of 
health
Socio-cultural influences 
and eating practices

• PPM150 creates a school food environment that supports 
children and youth to choose and eat foods consistent with a 
healthy eating pattern

Food decisions Dietary behaviour
• Children and youth are enabled to choose and eat foods consis-
tent with a healthy eating pattern 

Table 5: Potential implications of PPM150 for children and youth’s food literacy
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Food and Nutrition Programs
Food and nutrition programs provide foods and beverages to children and youth in school and community 
settings. These programs provide an enabling environment for healthy preference learning through 
repeated and sustained exposure to foods consistent with a healthy eating pattern, such as vegetables and 
fruits. Sometimes these programs also seek to overcome barriers to the expression of healthy preferences, 
such as cost and skill. Food and nutrition programs can support children and youth in developing healthy 
eating patterns.

Ontario’s Student Nutrition Program

Ontario’s Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services helps provide funding to community 
organizations to deliver the Student Nutrition Program (SNP), a voluntary school-based meal and snack 
program (43). The SNP helps provide children and youth with access to nutritious meals and snacks during 
the school day to support them to learn, develop healthy eating habits, and feel a sense of belonging at 
school. 

The SNP is supported by a set of nutrition guidelines that outline the types of foods and beverages that 
should be offered in the program with a focus on vegetables and fruits (44). Embedded in the SNP Nutrition 
Guidelines are principles such as universality and supportive eating environments (44). Although not a food 
literacy program per se, program providers are encouraged to involve children and youth in planning menus, 
preparing meals, and serving food to their peers, when feasible and appropriate (44). The potential 
implications of the SNP for children and youth’s food literacy are outlined in Table 6.

Food literacy categories and 
attributes (10) School Food and Beverage Policy

Food and nutrition 
knowledge

Food knowledge
Nutrition knowledge
Food and nutrition 
language

• Children and youth acquire food and nutrition knowledge
through exposure to a variety of vegetables and fruits, whole
grains, and protein foods

Food skills Food skills
• Programs are encouraged to involve children and youth in food
preparation activities, where feasible and appropriate

Self-efficacy and 
confidence

Nutrition literacy
Food and nutrition 
self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude

• Children and youth develop a positive attitude towards food
through exposure to a variety of foods and through opportunities
to eat with their peers, where feasible and appropriate

Ecologic factors 
(external)

Food systems
Social determinants of 
health
Socio-cultural influences 
and eating practices

• Children and youth are provided with access to food consistent
with a healthy eating pattern

Food decisions Dietary behaviour
• Children and youth are offered a vegetable and/or fruit at
every meal and snack

Table 6: Potential implications of Ontario’s SNP for children and youth’s food literacy
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Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program

Ontario’s Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care funds the Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program (NFVP) 
that aims to bring healthy, nutritious food to elementary and intermediate school students in select districts 
in Northern Ontario (45). The goals of the program are to encourage children to eat more vegetables and 
fruits and to teach children and their families about the benefits of healthy eating (45). Twice a week from 
January to June the Ontario Fruit and Vegetable Growers’ Association coordinates the delivery of fresh 
vegetables and fruits with a focus on local produce when feasible (46). The public health units in Algoma, 
Porcupine, and Sudbury districts support the program with nutrition education (46). The potential 
implications of the NFVP for children and youth’s food literacy are outlined in Table 7.

Food literacy categories and 
attributes (10) Northern Fruit and Vegetable Program

Food and nutrition 
knowledge

Food knowledge
Nutrition knowledge
Food and nutrition 
language

• Children and youth learn about healthy eating, including the 
importance of eating vegetables and fruits
• Children develop food and nutrition language through the 
education component of the program

Food skills Food skills
• Children and youth may be provided with recipes to prepare at 
home with their parents/caregivers

Self-efficacy and 
confidence

Nutrition literacy
Food and nutrition 
self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude

• Children and youth develop a positive attitude towards healthy 
eating through exposure to a variety of vegetables and fruits

Ecologic factors 
(external)

Food systems
Social determinants of 
health
Socio-cultural influences 
and eating practices

• Children and  youth may learn about vegetable and fruit pro-
duction and locally grown foods
• Children and youth are provided with access to food consistent 
with a healthy eating pattern

Food decisions Dietary behaviour
• Children and youth are provided with the opportunity to eat 
vegetables and fruits

Table 7: Potential implications of the NFVP for children and youth’s food literacy
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Ontario’s After School Program

Ontario’s Ministry of Heritage, Sport, Tourism and Culture Industries provides funding to help sport and 
recreation organizations deliver After School Programs (ASP) in priority neighbourhoods across the province 
(47). The goal of the program is to provide opportunities for children and youth to be physically active, 
develop healthy eating patterns, gain confidence, and succeed in school (47).

The healthy eating component of the ASP focuses on teaching children and youth about nutrition and how 
to cook and prepare healthy foods, with a focus on vegetables and fruits (47). The program provides 
opportunities for children and youth to prepare their own healthy after-school snacks (47). The potential 
implications of the ASP for children and youth’s food literacy are outlined in Table 8.

Food literacy categories and 
attributes (10) After School Program

Food and nutrition 
knowledge

Food knowledge
Nutrition knowledge
Food and nutrition 
language

• Children and youth acquire food and nutrition knowledge
through exposure to a variety of vegetables and fruits, whole
grains, and protein foods
• Children and youth learn about healthy eating, including the
importance of eating vegetables and fruits

Food skills Food skills
• Children and youth learn basic food skills like chopping,
measuring, reading a recipe, and safe food handling

Self-efficacy and 
confidence

Nutrition literacy
Food and nutrition 
self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude

• Children and youth develop cooking self-efficacy through
preparing snacks as part of the program
• Programs support children to develop a positive attitude
towards healthy eating by exposing them to a variety of healthy
foods, including vegetables and fruits

Ecologic factors 
(external)

Food systems
Social determinants of 
health
Socio-cultural influences 
and eating practices

• Children and youth are provided with access to food consistent
with a healthy eating pattern
• Children and youth have the opportunity to learn and share
cultural eating practices and eat with their peers

Food decisions Dietary behaviour
• Children and youth have the opportunity to choose and eat
healthy foods including vegetables and fruits

Table 8: Potential implications of the ASP for children and youth’s food literacy
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Nutrition and Menu Labelling
Nutrition labelling refers to the information found the labels of prepackaged foods, such as the micro- and 
macronutrient content, the ingredients, and optional standardized nutrition claims (i.e., nutrient content 
claims and health claims) (48). Menu labelling refers to the nutrition information found on menus of food 
service establishments, such as the calorie content of food and beverage items. The purpose of providing 
this information is to help consumers make informed, healthy food choices (48). Nutrition and menu 
labelling policies can help individuals overcome barriers to the expression of healthy preferences by mak-
ing it easier to understand the nutritional profile of a food and by providing a simple way to compare and 
choose among products. Nutrition and menu labelling policies may also help to stimulate a food system 
response by encouraging food manufacturers to alter their product recipes to make them healthier (e.g., to 
reduce the amount of sodium, sugars, or saturated fat). The goal of nutrition and menu labelling is to help 
Canadians manage health conditions and make food choices that reduce their risk of chronic disease (49).

Food and Drugs Act, 1985

Under the Food and Drugs Regulation of the Food and Drugs Act, 1985 (FDA), most prepackaged foods 
must display a Nutrition Facts Table (NFt) and list of ingredients in a clear, standardized format (50). The NFt 
provides information on serving size, calories, and percent daily value plus information about core nutrients 
in the food (e.g., macronutrients, vitamins, and minerals), while the ingredients list specifies the ingredients 
in the food in descending order of proportion by weight (50). The Food and Drugs Regulation also permits 
standardized nutrient content claims and health claims to be displayed on food labels if the food meets 
certain requirements, though these are optional (50). The potential implications of nutrition labelling for 
children and youth’s food literacy are outlined in Table 9.

Food literacy categories and 
attributes (10) Food and Drugs Act, 1985

Food and nutrition 
knowledge

Food knowledge
Nutrition knowledge
Food and nutrition 
language

• NFts and ingredients lists help consumers understand what is 
in the food so they can make informed decisions
• Nutrient content claims and health claims, when present, 
may help consumers choose healthier products

Food skills Food skills -

Self-efficacy and 
confidence

Nutrition literacy
Food and nutrition 
self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude

• Nutrition labelling is one way to provide consumers with 
access to credible nutrition information

Ecologic factors 
(external)

Food systems
Social determinants of 
health
Socio-cultural influences 
and eating practices

-

Food decisions Dietary behaviour
• Knowing the nutrition information and ingredients can 
influence food decisions

Table 9: Potential implications of the FDA for children and youth’s food literacy
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Healthy Menu Choices Act, 2015

Ontario’s Healthy Menu Choices Act, 2015 (HMCA) came into force in January 2017 and requires food 
service premises with 20 or more locations in Ontario to display the calorie content of standard food and 
beverage items on their menu (51). It also requires them to display a standardized contextual statement 
indicating the average number of calories adults and children require each day (52). The purpose of this 
legislation is to help consumers make informed choices about what they choose to eat and feed their 
children when dining out (53). The potential implications of the HMCA for children and youth’s food literacy 
are outlined in Table 10.

Food literacy categories and 
attributes (10) Healthy Menu Choices Act, 2015

Food and nutrition 
knowledge

Food knowledge
Nutrition knowledge
Food and nutrition 
language

-

Food skills Food skills -

Self-efficacy and 
confidence

Nutrition literacy
Food and nutrition 
self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude

• Posting calories on menus is one way to provide consumers
with access to credible nutrition information

Ecologic factors 
(external)

Food systems
Social determinants of 
health
Socio-cultural influences 
and eating practices

-

Food decisions Dietary behaviour
• Knowing the calorie content of food can influence food
decisions

Table 10: Potential implications of the HMCA for children and youth’s food literacy
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Implications for 
Policy and Practice
Each of the ten policies described in this report (Appendix A) may support children and youth’s food literacy 
by enabling self-efficacy and confidence and by influencing food decisions. Eight of the policies target the 
ecologic (external) factors that influence food literacy, seven seek to increase food and nutrition knowledge, 
while five address food skills. These nutrition education, food and nutrition standards, food and nutrition 
programs, and nutrition and menu labelling policies support children and youth in developing healthy eating 
habits by either by providing an enabling environment for healthy preference learning, overcoming barriers 
to the expression of healthy preferences, encouraging the reassessment of existing unhealthy preferences, 
or by stimulating a food system response (Appendix B). Despite this, opportunities to further influence food 
literacy and eating patterns through policy exist.
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Evaluation is used to show the 
effectiveness and impact of a policy 
and can provide valuable information 
about challenges, including barriers 
related to implementation and 
unintended outcomes.  

Ontario needs to integrate and align 
its existing food education policies 

and programs in order to have a 
robust approach to food and nutrition 

education in schools.

First, formal evaluation of the policies is needed to determine the extent of implementation and reach and 
whether they are delivering the intended results. Evaluation is an important part of the policy process, yet it 
often does not occur (24) and has not occurred for most of these policies. For example, though the Ontario 
government signalled its intent to evaluate the HMCA, it is unclear if this evaluation took place or if the 
results will be made public. Evaluation may examine process and outcomes and can provide valuable 
information about challenges, including barriers related to implementation and unintended outcomes. The 
absence of evaluation of the policies described makes it difficult to fully understand and describe the extent 
of their implications for children and youth’s food literacy and eating patterns.

Second, more work can be done to support 
comprehensive and universal food and nutrition 
education in child care and school settings. Un-
like in Ontario where food and nutrition educa-
tion is disjointed, Japan has a robust approach 
to food and nutrition education called Shokuiku 
(54). The goal of Shokuiku is to empower people 
to follow a healthy dietary pattern by enabling 

them to acquire the food and nutrition knowledge they need to make healthy food choices (54). The policy 
requires all levels of government, food producers, food-related organisations, and professionals to embed 
food literacy and healthy eating in all settings, including in child care and school settings (54). In Japanese 
schools, for example, food education in the classroom is complemented by school lunches that are prepared 
on-site from scratch using healthy ingredients that students eat together (54). This comprehensive approach 
helps students develop an appreciation for food, the food system, and their food culture while simultane-
ously supporting them to develop healthy eating habits (54). Taking a similar policy approach to food and 
nutrition education in Ontario would involve integrating and aligning the various approaches to food and 
nutrition education that currently exist, including the early years pedagogy, the elementary and secondary 
school curricula, child care and school food and nutrition standards, and the various school-based food and 
nutrition programs. It would also involve providing standardized food and nutrition training and education 
for individuals governed by these policies and who deliver these programs.

Lastly, policy support is needed to further 
integrate food skills education into the provincial 
curriculum, especially at the secondary school 
level. Evidence suggests that food skills 
programs that are embedded in the school cur-
riculum and that include a practical component 
are an effective way to increase food skills of 
children and youth (55). While the Grades 1 – 8 
H&PE curriculum emphasizes the importance of involving children and youth in preparing food and recog-
nizes that hands-on experiences help students to connect what they learn in the classroom to their own 
lives (31), food skills are not similarly prioritized in the Grades 9 – 12 H&PE or SS&H curricula, which re-
sults in secondary school students having limited opportunities to learn and practise food skills at school. 
Furthermore, though secondary school students are required to earn at least one credit in H&PE to obtain 
their diploma, all SS&H courses, including Food and Nutrition courses, are optional meaning most students 
complete their Ontario Secondary School Diploma without any food literacy education. In order for children 
and youth to develop food literacy and healthy eating habits, policies need to integrate food skills education, 
and other aspects of food literacy, in all levels of the provincial curriculum.
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Conclusion and 
Recommendations

Ontario has started taking steps to create a policy 
environment that supports children and youth’s food literacy. 

The various nutrition education, food and nutrition standards, food and nutrition programs, and nutrition 
and menu labelling policies are an important step to providing an enabling environment for healthy prefer-
ence learning, overcoming barriers to the expression of healthy preferences, encouraging people to reassess 
existing unhealthy preferences, and stimulating a food system response. No single policy can enable children 
and youth to develop food literacy. Instead, policies must work together to support children and youth’s 
food literacy and develop their capacity to follow healthy eating patterns that help to reduce their risk of 
chronic disease. Policy action to restrict the marketing of unhealthy foods and beverages to children and to 
require front-of-package labelling would work in concert with the policies described in this report to support 
food literacy and promote healthy eating habits not only in children and youth, but throughout the 
population.

Despite the steps taken in Ontario to date, more policy action is needed. The existing policies need to be 
formally evaluated and monitored to determine the extent of implementation and whether they are 
delivering the intended results. Additionally, Ontario should take steps to develop a robust approach to 
nutrition and food education in child care and school settings. This would involve integrating and aligning 
the different approaches to food education that currently exist in these settings, including the early years 
pedagogy, the H&PE and SS&H curricula, child care and school food and nutrition standards, and the various 
school-based food and nutrition programs, and providing standardized training for individuals governed by 
these policies and who deliver these programs. Finally, action to integrate food literacy education, including 
food skills, in all levels of the provincial curriculum is needed, including a mandatory food literacy program 
at the secondary school level. This would help ensure that youth have the opportunity to learn and develop 
basic food skills that will serve as an important health resource as they enter adulthood.
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Appendix A
Potential implications of national and provincial policies for children and youth’s food literacy.
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Appendix B
Summary of the mechanisms through which the four policy categories may influence food preferences to support 
healthy eating patterns and reduce the risk of chronic disease.
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