Bringing in Fish to Schools
The Support and Use of Local Resources

successful Sitka Health Summit priority projects led
to…the award-winning Fish To Schools program that
provides regular meal options of locally caught wild
fish to students in Sitka schools.”

SITKA
•
•
•
•
•

Population: 8,881 (2010)
Incorporated in 1913 (City of Sitka)
590 miles southeast of Anchorage
6th largest port by value of seafood harvest in the US
Coordinates: 57° 03’5.62”N 135° 20’19.11”W 1

W

hen the Fish to Schools project started three
years ago, it was only supposed to last one
school year. The overwhelmingly positive
response from the kids being served local fish helped
convince the Sitka Conservation Society (SCS) to
continue developing the program. As of the 2012-2013
school year, every single 2nd-12th grader in the Sitka
school district had the option twice a month to eat
a locally caught, wild fish lunch, according to Tracy
Gagnon, the program coordinator with SCS.
Originally, the idea to serve children locally caught
fish was born out of the annual Sitka Health Summit
in 2010, an event organized by SEARHC and the Sitka
Community Hospital in collaboration with multiple
community partners from both private and public sectors. According to the summit website, “Another key
component of the Sitka Health Summit is the
community planning session. Here participants brainstorm ideas and work to identify just a few key goals
to work toward the next year. Some of our more

Within a few months of the project launch, during
the 2010-2011 school year, the demand from students
choosing the fish lunch option grew to the point
where the pilot schools added an extra day per month
of local fish on the menu. Several more schools were
added and, by the end of the first year, the response
was overwhelmingly in support of continuing the
program the following year.

In addition to serving local seafood in school lunches, the Fish to Schools program also provides
curriculum to 3rd and 7th graders about fishing
to help connect students to their food. Gagnon
explained the Stream to Plate curriculum as a way
to increase students’ awareness of where their food
comes from and hopefully foster a lifelong awareness of local, healthy food options.

Under the guidance of Chef Collette, students formed local
coho into croquettes with a lemon tatziki sauce.
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“It has been a grassroots
effort here, having a
group of dedicated community members is helpful. Don’t do it alone.”
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Gagnon said it is important to ask how we
are connect to our food.
“It’s kind of hard to figure out where to begin,
so we started with how
fish are caught. According to Gagnon, the programs have been adapted
and changed over the
last two years. “We’ve
had fisherman come into
the classrooms, we’ve
Gutting, filleting, and anatomy in the classroom.
taken students out to
the docks to connect with
learned how to preserve salmon. An
the fishermen and see the boat, and
element of processing is how do we
we’ve done different manifestations
store it when we have a large amount
on how fish are caught. So that’s the
of it? So they created a brine for
first lesson of the series.”
smoked salmon in the classroom, and
also part of that for the 7th graders
Gagnon explained how the students
is to take a field trip down to the fish
then learned about how the fish is
processors.”
processed. The 3rd graders watched
a demonstration on how to gut and
Gagnon has been working on formalfillet a fish, while the 7th graders did
izing the 7th grade curriculum with
it themselves. “So they got to actually
the help of an education consultant
gut and fillet a fish (salmon) in the
and plans to have it available on the
classroom. With that process, they
Sitka Conservation Society’s website
by the end of the 20132014 school year. The
program receives regular
inquiries from teachers
and schools around the
state looking for advice
on implementing similar
programs. According
to Gagnon, the Stream
to Plate curriculum will
include multiple lesson
plans and activities tied
to standards, but with
ideas for how to adapt
the curriculum to local
schools to make it relevant to children’s lives.
Soaking fish in brine to preserve it is another learning
activity.
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In addition, the success of the Fish to
Schools program in Sitka contributed
to the creation of the Nutritional
Alaskan Foods in Schools grant, a
program run by the Alaska Department of Commerce, Community, and

Economic Development. According
to its website, three million dollars
were set aside in the fiscal year 2013
budget for schools districts that
purchase local foods for their lunch
programs.
“I think that’s one of
the biggest reason why
school districts can’t
serve local seafood
is because it is cost
prohibitive,” Gagnon
said. “So this grant has
allowed it to become a
reality, a possibility for
a lot of schools.” d

Tracy Gagnon is the
Program Coordinator with
Fish to Schools. Before
The class learns about methods for catching fish.

coming to Sitka, she taught
the University of Oregon
and worked for food-based
non-profits. She is interested in food justice issues
and many of her projects
focus on gardening, cooking, youth, environment
and local food sources..
For more information
about the Sitka Conservation Society’s Fish to
Schools Program, visit
their website: http://sitkawild.org/issues/community/
environmental-education/
fish-to-schools/.

On a harbor tour with fishermen. Students learned about the different fishing vessels, how
they work, the species they target, and livelihoods.
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the importance of fish in alaska

F

ishing is one of the largest industries in Alaska.
Thousands of fish are harvested for subsistence,
personal use, and sport fishing, including salmon,
halibut, crab, trout, and other varieties of finfish and
shellfish. Subsistence and personal use fishing support
a traditional way of life for many Alaskans. Subsistence fishing provides wild harvests worth hundreds of
pounds and thousands of dollars in replacement value
at the supermarket. Alaska’s commercial fisheries are
the most productive and valuable in the nation.2
Alaska has had successful long-term fisheries
management, with a record that is unparalleled virtually anywhere in the world. An example of this effective management is Alaska’s salmon harvests having
increased well beyond historical levels with abundant
salmon harvests for more than three decades.3

economic impact of the seafood industry (direct,
indirect, and induced efforts) in Alaska was estimated
at 4.6 billion in 2009. Subsistence and personal use
fisheries managed by the Division of Commercial Fisheries feed thousands of Alaskans.4
As stated by Alaska Seafood, entire communities have
been involved with harvesting and processing seafood
for generations in Alaska. It is a way of life, representing a relationship with the land and sea. A community
is defined by its connection with the fishing culture.
The fisheries is not just a source of income, though
thousands of families make their living from the
resources of Alaska’s 34,000 miles of sparsely
populated coastline. In fact, fishing and seafood
processing employ more people than any other
industry in Alaska.5 d

Alaska also supports one of the most productive
commercial fishing economies in the world. The total

the benefits of fish consumption

F

ish is nutritious and is an excellent source of lean
protein. It provides essential nutrients like
omega-3 fatty acids, zinc, iron, selenium, and
vitamins A, C, and D. Alaska health officials recommend that everyone eat fish at least twice a week
to obtain important health benefits. Eat the smaller,
younger fish, which generally have less contaminants
than those that are long-lived and eat other fish. Also,
eat a variety of fish and other seafood. Guidelines
have been outlined on fish consumption for Alaskans.
A meal size is 6 ounces (uncooked weight) of fillet
for adults, or about the size of two decks of cards. A
child’s meal size is considered to be 3 ounces or less
(uncooked weight).6 d
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links to more resources and information
d Sitka Health Summit
http://www.sitkahealthsummitak.org/
d Nutritional Alaskan Foods in Schools grant
http://commerce.alaska.gov/dcra/grt/NAFS.htm
d Alaska Department of Health and Social Services-Section of Epidemiology: Guide to Eating Fish Safely: for
Alaska Women and Children. Retrieved from: http://www.epi.alaska.gov/eh/fish/FishConsumptionCalc.pdf
For more information, contact: (907) 269-8000 or http://www.epi.hss.state.ak.us/
d Alaska Department of Health and Social Services-Section of Epidemiology: Fact Sheet. Fish consumption
guidelines for Alaskans: A guide to eating fish for all Alaskans. Retrieved from:
http://www.epi.alaska.gov/eh/fish/FishConsumptionGuidelines.pdf
d Alaska Seafood: Recipes, Tips & Techniques
http://recipes.alaskaseafood.org/
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