
How to Connect to 
Institutional Buyers: 
The Institution Buyer 

Playbook
Part 2

How Institutions Buy 
Food



Overview

How do schools and child feeding 
sites buy local food?

The National School Lunch Program 
is an entire system at work.

Meal requirements and rules – how 
do my products fit?

The benefits of selling to institutions.

Looking for customers. What do you 
say?



Understand how schools procure food.
Schools purchase food under USDA, state, and county/city regulations. 

These procurement rules include:

• Purchasing via one of three bidding processes.

• Micro Purchase: used for very small or unplanned purchases. 
Purchases must be under $10,000 per year. Requirements: all 
purchases must be reasonable in comparison to previous 
purchases or based on research.

• Small Purchase: this is commonly called 3 bids and buy. Used for 
perishable purchases under $250,000 per year, non-perishable 
purchases under $25,000. The school must research available 
suppliers, write out bid specs and contact a minimum of 3 sellers.

• Large Purchase: Purchases over $250,000 per year. Formal bidding 
process must be developed and utilized.

Most schools require deliveries of purchases within scheduled time 
windows. Some sites may have further restrictions based on HACCP 
practices.

Schools utilize a standard billing cycle of net/60 or net/90 days. 
Considerations and adjustments can be made for smaller farmers by simply 
requesting an adjustment in the purchasing terms. Palatine School District



Local Foods in Schools 
(LFS) Funding

https://www.isbe.net/Pages/School-
Nutrition-Farm-to-School.aspx

Want to know how much funding your 
district was allotted? 

• Click on the Local Food for Schools (LFS) tab
• Select the SFAs That Are Not Signed for LFS file 
• Find your district & the funding amount

https://www.isbe.net/Pages/School-Nutrition-Farm-to-School.aspx
https://www.isbe.net/Pages/School-Nutrition-Farm-to-School.aspx


Steps to Request Additional Funds

Email ISBE your request for additional funds at 
localfoods@isbe.net

We ask that you request no more than you can use in 
2-3 months time and then if you use that up, you can 
submit another request for another 2-3 months worth 
of funding. 

Send us the amount you want & your RCDT #.

We will do our best to accommodate your request. 

Do not make purchases until you receive an approval 
from our office. 

mailto:localfoods@isbe.net


What is a forward 
contract when applied 
to Farm to School?

“Forward contracting is a term for any contract 
established in advance of when the product is 
delivered. In reality, when you're selling to schools 
those negotiations and bids are likely well in 
advance of when they'll be delivered. 

But what really differentiates a forward contract in 
relation to farm to school is that it's generally 
established before a crop is even put in the ground. 
Forward contracting with farm to school means that 
you're working with a farmer, a processor or a 
distributor to secure a product ahead of time. It 
allows farmers to adapt their harvest and planting 
schedules to meet buyers' needs well in advance.”

Abby Harper, MSU Farm to School 

Forward Contracting Webinar

https://www.canr.msu.edu/resources/forward_contracting_webinar


Where do your 
products fit in the 
school meal 
pattern?

Schools need to understand 
how their portion counts 
relate to your pack sizes to 
incorporate your foods into 
meals to meet USDA 
regulations and the required 
food components on the 
tray.



CONSIDER..

School meals have become 
more a math equation than 
a home cooked meal. 
It’s no wonder that 
processed foods with full 
nutritional breakdowns 
have become the norm.  
If you understand the basics 
of how a school meal is 
created, you can share how 
your food will be a good fit.



• Provides steady, high-volume and low-
volume outlets

• Diversifies your market channels

• Provides outlet for selling less than 
perfect produce

• Spreads farm recognition across 
community (including teachers, staff, 
& parents)

• Grows demand from the next 
generation

Benefits of 
selling to 
schools

Lincoln SD 27 August 2024 Menu



Pawnee CUSD 11 
September Lunch Menu 2024



Assessing and connecting 
to potential customers
• How much time do you normally spend on a new, 
potential marketplace opportunity? If you take some 
time to assess what target schools and early care sites 
are serving and sus out their capabilities for prep and 
cooking of local food, you can locate buyers who may 
be more likely to purchase what you grow. Making it 
easier for a potential customer to understand what you 
have to offer and supplying options to help them 
connect their menus to your food is a great first step.

• Check if the school is registered for Local Food in 
Schools (LFS) funding here. If not, share the funding 
opportunity with them.

• Take a quick look at the lunch menus on the district 
website. Do they have salad bars? Are they offering any 
homemade or scratch items? Bakery items? Are they 
involved in Farm to School programming?

• Be sure your farm or food hub is on the 
farmer/rancher/producer list at ISBE. You can fill out the 
survey here. This list is available to all LFS schools 
searching for local foods.

River Trails SD 26 IL Harvest of the Month participation

https://www.isbe.net/Documents/LFS-funding-allotments.pdf
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=hv5kA8ZJ9Eq1LDNameV30cVK9N9Acl9Nm4HtosZuQidUN0NGTTIxM01CRUFIN1FaT0U2UEs3OUQxTS4u


When contacting schools consider what information you 
need to share to interest the buyer. A cold sales call may 
not be your best avenue for first contact. Make an 
appointment with admin or a principal, and food service 
for an in-person meeting and share pertinent information:

• Your interest in supplying local foods in school meals- 
the possibilities of creating a relationship with a 
school district. Feeding area kids from your farm. 
Make it personal.

• How sourcing locally can benefit the district, the 
community and the kids. Food education impacts 
Wellness Policy work, deepens community 
connections, and connects to curriculum in the 
classroom.

• Share your Market Maker account or website links.

• Share a farm profile and product profiles.

• Ask the buyer what they might be interested in for 
their menus and taste tests. What do their customers 
like? What would hold their interest and help to 
educate them about healthy eating? 

What to share with a buyer

Wheeling CUSD 21 November Menu 
Harvest of the Month: Cabbage



Create a farm profile 
as a tool to sell

• Provides basic information about the farm/food hub directly 
to your customer.

• Shares your food safety information, certifications and 
process.

• Allows you to share what you grow and your seasonal 
calendar.

• Gives you an advantage by sharing a description of your 
farm/food hub and allows you to advertise availability to 
share education at school events and on-farm field trips, 
events, and tours.

• Gets your name in front of institutional buyers! Creates an 
automatic profile to add to IL MarketMaker and other sites.



Build product profiles for 
schools

School food service managers truly 
appreciate tools that help them to 
utilize locally purchased foods easily. 

If you look at your products through a 
school meal lens you can develop 
profiles to encourage buyers to add 
products to the salad bar, to the tray 
as a veggie, fruit or protein, or as an 
ingredient or topper to an already 
familiar entrée.



Product profile 
example



Buyer 
requirements

• A copy of the most recent water test 
(within one calendar year)

• A copy, or proof of their product liability 
insurance policy. 

• What is the set limit on product 
liability coverage?

• Proof of a food safety plan in place at 
the farm and any additional current 
certifications such as GAP, FSMA, or 
Organic Certification

• Proof should be a food safety plan with 
the farm's information listed (district 
manager should make a copy of 
documents for the file)

• Proof must be recent, within the 
current  growing season or the 
past growing season if requested 
during the off season. 



Take advantage of 
upcoming opportunities 
and resources
• IL Farm to School Farmer and Producer Toolkit

• Bringing the Farm to School Producer Toolkit 
Resources for Producers

• Case Study Videos Case Studies and Videos

• School Food System Innovation Hub Grants 2025

https://innovateschoolfood.org/

• Host a Farm to School Local Procurement Day 
Event 

 farmtoschool@sevengenerationsahead.org

• Sign up for our newsletter: 
https://illinoisfarmtoschool.org/about/join/

https://illinoisfarmtoschool.org/toolkit/for-producers/
https://www.farmtoschool.org/our-work/bringing-the-farm-to-school-producer-resources
https://www.farmtoschool.org/our-work/bringingf2s-casestudies
https://innovateschoolfood.org/
mailto:farmtoschool@sevengenerationsahead.org
https://illinoisfarmtoschool.org/about/join/


Thank you!
Contact us:
farmtoschool@sevengenerationsahead.org

mailto:farmtoschool@sevengenerationsahead.org
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