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HEALTHY ENVIRONMENTS ASSESSMENT TOOLKIT (HEAT)
Resources for Creating Health-Promoting Environments in Places Where Children Learn
(Last modified March 2026)
About the ToolkitThe Healthy Environments Assessment Toolkit (HEAT) provides a comprehensive set of self-scoring tools to assess nutrition and physical activity related best practices in places where children learn. The Toolkit includes three Site Level Assessment Questionnaires (SLAQ) for K-12 schools, early care and education sites, and out-of-school-time programs and one Organizational Assessment Questionnaire (OAQ) for school districts. There are also corresponding scoring workbooks to calculate best practice scores. Scores help illustrate which areas are strong and exemplify best practices in health promotion and where opportunities exist for further improvement. The HEAT also includes an Action Planning Tool designed to help sites develop actionable goals based on the assessment results to promote the health of the children they serve. A section at the end of this document provides guidance for adapting the questionnaires to ensure relevance to the policies in your community. · Introduction
· Assessment Questionnaire Completion Instructions
· Assessment Questionnaires 
· Scoring Workbooks
· Considerations for Adapting Questionnaires
· Action Planning Tool

Basic information about the Assessment Questionnaires included in this toolkit:· WHAT does it include? Questions that assess current healthy eating and physical activity practices. These questions are related to topic areas relevant to schools/school districts, early care and education sites, and out-of-school time (also referred to as before/afterschool or expanded learning) programs, including:
· wellness policies and federal food program participation
· meals, snacks, and beverages served; food environment; feeding practices; food served at parties and events; competitive foods
· nutrition education and edible gardens
· physical education, physical activity, active transportation and entertainment screen time 
· caregiver/family involvement and breastfeeding support. 
Given the number of nutrition-related questions, this tool is meant for programs that serve meals or snacks.  
WHO should complete it?  One or more individuals that are familiar with the policies and practices in place. For example, the school questionnaires are often completed by several people, which may include the school principal, [image: Aspiration with solid fill]foodservice manager, PE teacher, garden teacher, and/or wellness lead.Looking for ideas to help win buy-in?
· The results of these assessment questionnaires can provide insight into strengths and areas of opportunity. These insights can be instrumental in guiding program planning and informing future nutrition and physical activity efforts. 
· These assessments can help fulfill the school wellness policy requirement of the Healthy Hunger Free Kids Act to monitor policy implementation. School districts can also build the SLAQs/OAQ into the Local Control and Accountability Plan (LCAP).
· Periodic assessment with the same instrument helps to measure progress over time and celebrate the success achieved! 
· Conducting standardized assessments across multiple sites allows for comparison between sites as well as summary of multiple sites. (For example, you can calculate average scores for the schools within a district.)
· Conducting the SLAQs/OAQ can be nice project for a wellness committee or youth engagement team and can help build relationships between school/program staff and community members. 


	

WHEN should this be completed? The questionnaires for schools and school districts should be completed at least every three years to meet federal requirements for triennial assessment. For other sites (i.e., early care and education or out-of-school-time programs) or to meet other planning and evaluation needs, you can set your own assessment schedule. For example, the assessments could be completed before and after implementing a health promotion program or initiative to demonstrate change.
· WHY? To understand needs for healthy eating and physical activity support and to measure change and improvements over time.
· HOW? On paper or electronically, using Microsoft Word, Google Docs, etc. 
SLAQ Success StoryA community-based organization partnered with a local school district to operate afterschool programs at each school in the district. With the help of school and district staff, the community-based organization completed an Out-of-School Time (OST) SLAQ at each site and they all reviewed the results together. They identified a need for nutrition and physical activity education at all the sites, as well as a need to train the site staff be able to deliver nutrition and physical activity lessons. It was decided to utilize a Train-the-Trainer model to ensure that nutrition and physical activity education related training for program staff would continue in future years. 
Through a partnership with a local agency, program leads were trained to in turn train staff at each site to teach evidence-based lessons with experiential components, such as gardening and cooking activities. The trainings were accomplished at large cross-site training days, program coordinator trainings, and on-site staff trainings, and new leads are periodically identified to become the next group of trainers. 
Additionally, through this experience of identifying and addressing the need for nutrition and physical activity education, the afterschool program also addressed the “healthy choices and behaviors” quality standard of expanded learning (1 of 12 standards that high-quality afterschool programs in California are expected to achieve), demonstrating that the OST SLAQ may be a useful tool for expanded learning programs with requirements to assess, plan and improve their programs. 
The community-based organization that continues to lead the operation of the afterschool program is very proud of the high-quality nutrition education, physical activity, and cooking lessons that are found at every site. While this started as recognition of the need to build staff capacity, it evolved into a system where staff can learn and grow new skills alongside the students they are teaching.
How the questionnaires were developedThe SLAQs were developed by the Nutrition Policy Institute (NPI) for use by the California Department of Public Health and local health departments implementing SNAP-Ed (i.e., the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program – Education) interventions. Existing assessment tools were considered for use, however these tools either did not cover all of the desired content and/or were not designed to evaluate change over several years. The SLAQs borrow from many of the existing assessments, with modifications to questions and responses, as well as the addition of new questions. The SLAQs have gone through a comprehensive review process, including feedback given by subject matter experts and evaluation researchers, validity and reliability testing, and pilot testing by local health departments.  
All questions are framed as best practice statements or questions. Response options are scaled to show the degree to which an item was implemented (e.g., always, usually, sometimes, not usually, never), or are yes/no or checkmark type responses. Items are generally scored from 0 to a maximum of 4 points; point values were assigned based on expert assessment of the item’s contribution towards supporting healthy eating and physical activity. Several items are framed as worst-practice statements, in which case response options are reverse-coded. In all cases, the highest point value represents the best practice, which sometimes goes beyond what is required by policy or regulation. For example, while there may be policies for recess minutes, what beverages are served, PE teacher qualifications, etc., the policy requirements may not meet best practice recommendations developed by expert committees. Additionally, because these questionnaires were initially designed for SNAP-Ed in California, certain questions were included (e.g., questions about food waste prevention and recovery) or removed (e.g., whether or not a school offers free school meals to all students), based on statewide legislation. Questions that are known to have California-specific policy relevance are listed in the section at the end of this Introduction document, should organizations from other states wish to use or adapt these tools.
Given the loss of SNAP-Ed program funding in 2026, the questionnaires have been adapted to support continued assessment and improvement of nutrition and physical activity practices in schools, out-of-school time programs, and early care and education sites.
Articles about how data from these tools has been used and how these tools were developed and tested can be found here:
https://ucanr.edu/program/nutrition-policy-institute/calfresh-healthy-living-publications
For questions, please email the Nutrition Policy Institute’s Assessment Questionnaire lead, Janice Kao: jankao@ucanr.edu 


ASSESSMENT QUESTIONNAIRE COMPLETION INSTRUCTIONSChecklist for Completing an Assessment Questionnaire (AQ)Use this checklist to track your site’s progress for AQ completion. 
· Download and/or print a copy of the AQ.
· Review the sections and questions.
· Decide who should be involved in completing the AQ – teachers/instructors, staff, principals, wellness leads, etc. 
· Initiate a conversation with those individuals to discuss the value and purpose of the AQ and steps to complete it.
· Set a date by which the AQ should be completed.
· Complete the AQ. 
· Score the AQ using the AQ Scoring Workbook.
· Meet to review scores and use the Action Planning tool to set goals based on the results. 
How to complete the SLAQ:Step 1. Prepare and plan1. Initiate a conversation with key staff and partners who are needed to inform or carry-out programs and initiatives related to nutrition and physical activity. Share the purpose of the questionnaire and develop a plan to get it completed. 
a. Explain that the questionnaire assesses the current nutrition and physical activity environment and is used to understand where there are strengths and areas of opportunity. The results can help guide conversations and inform future nutrition and physical activity efforts at the school, school district, out-of-school time program, or early care and education site, such as modifying foods that are served to children or securing additional equipment to encourage more physical activity. 
b. Review the questionnaire to determine who should be involved in completing each section and gathering any materials/documents you may need.
c. Coordinate with appropriate staff to complete the questionnaire. AQ completion may require multiple people, as a single person may not be aware of all the relevant policies and practices in place. 
i. AQs are often completed by one or more of the following roles: principal, vice principal, or program director; district nutrition services director, school site cafeteria manager, or other food or nutrition service lead; PE specialist, or physical activity lead; wellness policy lead, garden teacher, or nutrition education or health education teacher.

2. Gather any materials you may need, such as wellness policies, menus, parent handbooks, bell schedule or program schedule, etc.
3. Decide which month you will conduct the assessment and try to conduct repeat assessments during the same month each year you plan to conduct an assessment to help standardize your measurements. 
a. Tip: If you have multiple classrooms, consider setting aside time at a staff meeting to get information needed to answer questions about classroom practices. Alternatively, information about classroom practices could also be collected by creating a short survey for teachers (consider making the survey anonymous to encourage candid responses). 
Step 2. Complete the AQThe AQ can be completed on paper or converted into a Microsoft Word, Google Doc or other format for electronic completion. The final, completed questionnaire will be used when completing the AQ Scoring Workbook to calculate the scores. 
4. Enter the site’s information in the “Site Information” section of the AQ.
5. If multiple individuals are working together to complete the SLAQ, here are some options for ways to collaborate: 
a. Give individually printed AQ sections to the appropriate staff to complete on paper.
b. Convert the AQ to a Google Doc or other type of shared document and share the link with the appropriate staff. You can separate the AQ into multiple shared documents or keep it as one.
c. Split the word document into multiple files, based on who should complete each section, and email each file to the appropriate person.
6. Complete each section by selecting the response options that best reflect the current situation at the site.
Note: Do your best to estimate the current situation so that changes over time can accurately be assessed. Do NOT include practices that are planned but not yet implemented, or practices that took place in previous years but are currently not in place. Current practices may be impacted by health or safety emergencies. It is important that you report practices in place at the time you complete the questionnaire, even though they may differ from the usual practices. There is a question at the end of each section to comment on the impacts of unusual situations. 
Step 3. Score the AQTransfer the responses from the AQ into the corresponding Scoring Workbook and follow the instructions to calculate the question, section and overall scores.  
Step 4. Create an Action PlanComplete the steps in the AQ Action Planning Tool to develop an action plan based on your site’s identified strengths and areas of opportunity.


CONSIDERATIONS FOR ADAPTING QUESTIONNAIRESSome of the questions or response options in the Assessment Questionnaires are written to align with policy in California (CA) and may need to be adapted to reflect the current regulations that cover your school district, school, ECE program or out-of-school time site. Below is a list of the questions that are most likely to be CA-specific; however, depending on the policies and regulations in your locality, other questions may warrant adaptation as well.  Questions reflect federal standards as of July 2025. As federal standards are revised in the future, questions and response options should be reviewed and updated accordingly. 
School SLAQRecommendation for addition:
Consider adding questions to Section 1 about whether the school provides universal school breakfast and/or lunch for free to all students. These programs improve meal participation, student diet quality and equitable access to healthy food. The following questions were included in the original School SLAQ but removed after the adoption of universal school breakfast and lunch in California.
	1.X School offers universal free breakfast.

	· Yes (4)
	· No (0)


	1.X School offers universal free lunch.    

	· Yes (12) Skip next two
	· No (0)


1.X The school maximizes free/reduced price meal enrollment via community eligibility, paperless enrollment, or other best practices.
· Yes (4)
· No (0)
1.XX Is it possible for students to identify those who qualify for free or reduced lunch?
· Students can be identified (0)
· Students cannot ever be identified by other students (4)


Recommendations for modification:
Question 1.8: This question was added in response to recent legislation that requires schools to prevent and reduce food waste. The examples may need to be adapted to better reflect your local situation.
1.8 Does the school use any strategies that reduce or recover waste from food or beverages that are not consumed by students? Select all practices in use, even when reduction of food waste is not the primary motivation. Mark all that apply.
· Accommodating and broadening student preferences and familiarity with menu items 
Examples: 
· Use available data sources (e.g. daily attendance, food waste) to forecast food needs when ordering and/or preparing meals 
· Offer (versus serve) food so students may take what they want; provide more choices  
· Obtain feedback on new menu items; use kid-tested menus; serve familiar flavors  
· Serve ready-to-eat fruit; offer items self-serve 
· During mealtimes, teachers or staff role model trying new foods with students 
· During mealtimes, teachers or staff encourage students to try unfamiliar foods  
· Helping students deal with early meal schedules and insufficient time to eat
Examples: 
· Schedule recess before lunch 
· Allow students to save food items to eat later 
· Offer grab-and-go items; serve Breakfast in the Classroom 
· Redistributing uneaten, intact items to school community 
Examples: 
· Offer a “share table” for students to leave unopened and uneaten items  
· Repurpose unserved kitchen leftovers (e.g., incorporate into other recipes, serve at a later time, etc.) 
· Offer food to families to take home  
· Donate to a charitable agency or community organization  
Examples: 
· Donate intact items to eligible local food banks or charitable organizations 
· Donate to farm or range for animal feeding 
· Composting or bio-gas generation 
Examples: 
· On-site composting or biogas generation 
· Self-transport or contract out for composting or biogas generation 
· Provide education to students about food waste 
Question 2.2: Adapt response options to include programs relevant in your state.
2.2 The school participates in one or more programs that promote locally or regionally sourced food for meals. Mark all that apply.
· California Food for California Kids (formerly California Thursdays)  
· Farm to School 
· Farmers to Families (USDA) 
· DoD Fresh 
· FoodCorps  
· Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (USDA) 
· Harvest of the Month 
· Other Please list: ______________________________________________________________
Question 2.12: May need to change the scale, depending on policies and recommendations regarding full-fat dairy and flavored milks.
2.1 Milk served with meals is limited to unflavored and 1% fat or less.“Milk” includes dairy milks and nutritionally equivalent, plant-based alternatives.
· Always (true more than 90% of the time) (4 points)
· Usually (true 61-90% of the time) (3 points)
· Sometimes (true 41-60% of the time) (2 points)
· Not usually (true 11-40% of the time) (1 point)
· Never (true 10% or less of the time) (0 points)
Question 3.8: Review the beverage options to ensure that there is enough specificity to meet both your state/local requirements, as well as the federal Smart Snacks requirements. They differ somewhat between California standards, Smart Snacks standards and best practice recommendations, so enough categories were created to assess whether a school was meeting best practice, state/national requirements, or neither.  
3.8 Beverages sold to students on campus, not as part of meals, during the school day include:
Mark all that apply.
· N/A: no foods or beverages sold during the school day 
· Plain, unflavored water (carbonated or uncarbonated)
· Flavored water, no added sweeteners or caffeine (carbonated or uncarbonated)
· Unflavored low-fat (1%) or non-fat milk
· Unflavored whole or reduced fat (2%) milk
· Flavored non-fat milk
· Flavored whole, low-fat, or reduced fat milk
· Unsweetened non-dairy milk alternatives (e.g. plant-based milks) that meet nutrient standards for fluid milk substitutes 
· Sweetened non-dairy milk alternatives (e.g. plant-based milks) that meet nutrient standards for fluid milk substitutes 
· Sweetened or unsweetened non-dairy milk alternatives (e.g. plant-based milks) that do NOT meet nutrient standards for fluid milk substitutes
· 100% fruit or vegetable juices (full strength or diluted with water to include at least 50% juice)
· Calorie-free beverages with caffeine (e.g. unsweetened coffee, tea, or flavored waters with         caffeine; excluding diet beverages and plain water) 
· Low or no calorie electrolyte replacement beverages (< 5 calories per ounce such as low-calorie   sports drinks)
· Regular, non-diet soda
· Diet drinks (including diet soda, light tea, artificially sweetened juice)
· Other sweetened drinks (including Capri Sun, fruit punch, lemonade, aguas frescas, sweet tea)
· Other (specify):
Section 4: Gardens If school gardens are not common place or recommended in your state/locality, consider removing this section or altering the scoring so that points for school gardens are not factored into the overall point total.
Section 6: Physical EducationCheck your state’s requirements and guidance around physical education (PE) in elementary and secondary school, as standards for PE can vary widely from state to state. Questions in this section refer to CA PE standards.
Question 7.1: Adapt this question to reflect your state’s guidance on the length of recess provided to students. 
7.1 In addition to a lunch break, recess is provided for all students:
· N/A: This school’s lowest grade is 6th or higher Skip to Q7.4
· 30 min or more every day
· 21-29 min every day Go to Q7.2

· 20 min every day 
· 1-19 min every day
Never Skip to Q7.4
Question 7.3: Withholding recess is no longer allowed in California. The response options for this question reflect scenarios that are allowed and not allowed and are scored accordingly.
7.3 Recess is withheld from one or more students when:
Mark one or more responses.
· An individual student or group of students misbehave
· Students need to complete assignments or assessments
· There is insufficient space
· Weather or air quality are poor
· There is a field trip or other whole-school educational program 
· There is an immediate threat to the safety of one or more students
Other, please describe: ________________

School District OAQRecommendations for Modification:
Question 6: Certain training topic areas were added in response to recent California legislation. Review the options listed and add, remove, adapt as needed to reflect your situation.
6. During the past year, districtwide training has been/will be offered to school site personnel in the following areas: Consider any trainings that the district hosts for staff throughout the district. Do not report trainings hosted by or for specific school sites. Mark all that apply.
· School food service regulations
· Child nutrition
· Ensuring access to drinking water 
· Benefits of physical activity
· Improving Physical Education (PE) instruction
· Ways to improve students’ physical activity (not PE)
· Maximizing access to and benefits of recess for all students
· Strategies to avoid withholding recess (unless for safety concerns or school-wide programs)
· Health equity 
· Social-emotional wellness
· Trauma-informed approaches
· Diversity, equity, and inclusion
Question 9:  This question was added in response to recent legislation that requires schools to prevent and reduce food waste. The examples may need to be adapted to better reflect your local situation.
9. This district implements the following efforts to reduce food waste districtwide:
Select all practices in use, even when reduction of food waste is not the primary motivation. Mark all that apply.
· N/A: this district currently has no food waste reduction efforts in place
· Accommodating and broadening student preferences and familiarity with menu items (ex. Marketing meals to students, obtaining feedback on new menu items, providing more food/beverage choices, serving foods with familiar flavors, using student tested menus)
· Helping students deal with early meal schedules and insufficient time to eat (ex. Offering grab and go items)
· Redistributing uneaten, intact items to school community (ex. Repurposing leftovers from kitchen)
· Donate to charitable agency or community organization (ex. Donating leftovers to emergency food system and/or farm/range for animal feeding)
· Composting or bio-gas generation (ex. Onsite composting or biogas generation, contracting our composting or biogas generation)
Question 10: Adapt response options to include programs relevant in your state.
10. The school district participates in one or more districtwide programs that promote locally or regionally sourced food for meals.
Mark all that apply.
· California Food for California Kids (formerly California Thursdays) 
· Farm to School
· Farmers to Families (USDA)
· DoD Fresh
· FoodCorps 
· Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (USDA)
· Harvest of the Month

Out-of-School Time SLAQ
Section 2: Meal and Snack Foods and Beverages
Check your state’s requirements and guidance for nutrition standards in out-of-school time programs. Two questions refer to CA standards in addition to questions that refer to CACFP and NSLP (national standards). If your state does not have state-specific standards, you may consider removing 2.3 and 2.9.
Additionally, if your out-of-school time program does not serve meals or does not serve snacks, you may want to remove questions related to meals (2.2-2.6) or snacks (2.8-2.12) or alter the scoring so that points for meals or snacks are not factored into the overall point total. (Note that this assessment questionnaire is meant for programs that serve meals and/or snacks.)
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