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Nourishing Young Minds
and Bodies
It is Friday afternoon. The 2020-21 school year has just begun. The mornings are cool, and the
afternoons increase in warmth. Students at Groton Central School District file out of the buildings,
masks in tow, as the leaves crunch beneath their feet. Many never imagining that the start of the
school year would look like this.
While there have been many changes for students in the past eight months, one thing that has
remained constant for 840 Groton students is their access to healthy foods, even during the onset
of the pandemic and during the summer months leading up to schools re-opening.
Monica Dykeman knows the power of a well fed child firsthand. Not only is she a mother and a
Groton Central School District Board Member, but she previously served as Cornell Cooperative
Extension Groton Youth Program Director for 20 years; and in her most recent role as School Food
Grants Coordinator at Tompkins Cortland Community College, she works to connect school district
leadership with grant opportunities, all while leveraging their current resources to increase access
to healthy foods for children in Tompkins County.
To put it simply, access to food for all has become her mission.
Long before the pandemic closed schools in March, the Groton community had worked together
to build nutrition programs that provided support for youth and families.
“Over the last two years, school meals and child nutrition has evolved and look very different today
because of the collective efforts on our community,” shared Dykeman.
In 2018, leaders from Groton’s school district, public library, Groton Food Pantry, the Town of Groton,
and the Park Foundation took the time to evaluate what food resources were working well for the
community (which is considered a food desert), and where they could improve. From that meeting,
Groton Harvest was born.
At the same time, Groton Central School District qualified for
Community Eligibility for school meals, meaning that all students
receive free breakfast and lunch regardless of income, which
increases meal participation and reduces stigma. In addition, the
Park Foundation supplied financial resources for Groton Harvest
that opened new possibilities for the community.
“The combination of these three elements has literally changed how
we view food in Groton. The narrative has shifted to seeing food as
a basic need that is available regardless of your personal and family
story,” said Dykeman.

Dykeman shares that there is no longer a stigma around school meals
because it is available to all students, but their programming doesn’t stop
there. The elementary school offers the Food Bank’s BackPack Program, a
Kids Farmers’ Market, and partners with the local food pantry.
“While the operations are managed by an adult, we have found that
younger students are more likely to engage in our programs if older
students are involved and it becomes normalized. This is also why we serve
foods in the school cafeteria that are in stock at the Groton Food Pantry,
support an Agriculture Program that provides take-home gardens, and offer
Hello Groton – a play on Hello Fresh,” explains Dykeman.
These programs laid the groundwork leading up to COVID-19. Like other
districts, Groton had to develop creative solutions around school meals to ensure they continued to
feed students who were learning at home.
Through the Federal School Lunch Program, Groton Central School District was able to deliver
breakfast and lunch by bus to every student in the district, without requiring students to register.
From March to May, the program served 70,000 meals.
To help fill the summer meal gap, the school district collaborated with the Groton Food Pantry
to assemble and distribute sample food boxes with educational flyers in the weeks leading up to
summer break.
“We did this because we wanted these services to be as available as
possible to our students and it was important for families to have an
idea of the support they could receive,” reflected Dykeman.
As August approached, the district knew that, once again, it would
need to develop programming to cover the most vulnerable youth
in their district. With much thought, Groton Central School students
began attending half days, so that instruction could be provided, and
students would have access to breakfast and lunch each day.
“COVID-19 continued to reveal the opportunities we have as a community to come together to
support families. We cannot expect children to give us their best when we are not giving them our
best from a nutrition standpoint. This will continue to drive our work across all schools as we look
ahead,” reflected Dykeman.
Note: Photos included in article were taken prior to the pandemic.

