
Promise Academy 
 
At Promise Academy in East Harlem, creating a healthy nutrition environment for students and 
community is a major initiative. 

 
With 40 percent of the local community 
struggling with obesity, the school makes 
teaching nutrition a priority.  Not only are 
children served healthy made-from-scratch 
breakfasts, lunches and snacks featuring 
local foods, but exercise is mandated along 
with tracking students' weight and body 
mass index. 
 
The school's fifth-floor terrace garden, 
developed with help from Teich Garden 
Systems, serves as a learning laboratory and 
inspiration for trying new foods and recipes. 
Before Promise Academy took a brief recess 

before resuming classes for their summer session, students harvested radishes and during 
cooking class prepared them three ways: raw, pickled and roasted.  
 
"We're hoping to discover some new favorite preparations in our class," said Mia Littlejohn, 
Garden and Nutrition Instructor and co-Founder of The Educated Eaters Project, which is the 
Harlem Children's Zone's comprehensive program to support healthy eating habits and provide 
nutrition education within their community and school. 
 
Produce grown in the garden primarily is used 
by the students in the cooking clubs or sent 
home to share with their families. 
 
Students also go on field trips to nearby farms 
and Harlem-area community projects.  In 
preparation for a visit to the non-profit farm 
and educational center, Stone Barns, children 
spent time in the school garden learning about 
sustainable food systems and pollination. They 
sampled and compared Swiss Chard to 
Dinosaur Kale, defined their own local food 
system, discussed "food miles," and even 
created their own set of sustainable vocabulary words to study on 
Dictionary.com.  
 
One recurring observation pointed to the strong need for nutrition education and accessible 
healthy food: Students wondered if $1 Cheeseburgers and buckets of fried chicken counted as 
local food. They learned food available right outside their front door is not necessarily local, nor 



healthful, said Littlejohn. These points were reinforced by eating school-garden-grown fresh kale 
that had traveled just an arm length from ground to mouth.  
 
In addition to school and after-school 
programs, Educated Eaters reaches out to 
the adults in the community (both parents 
and staff) by teaching cooking classes, 
inviting them to garden activities, and 
even providing lessons on shopping on a 
tight budget at the grocery store. The 
school also holds a monthly farmer's 
market. 
 
"We share many of our original recipes 
and are constantly working with program 
directors and teachers to find out how we 
can support their efforts to promote 
healthier eating and lifestyle choices, always using the garden as a teaching tool," said Educated 
Eaters co-Founder and Harlem Children's Zone Executive Chef Andrew Benson. 
 

Promise Academy is a public charter school 
that opened in September 2004 and is 
sponsored by the Harlem Children’s Zone 
(HCZ) Project. It focuses on the needs of 
inner-city children in Kindergarten through 
12th grade. 
 
For more information, visit the Harlem 
Children's Zone Wellness Connection Blog: 
http://hczwellnessconnection.blogspot.com/. 
 
  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


