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xix

 Learning and food are central to human existence. Learning helps us to 
survive and evolve as a species, while food provides us with the glue that 
holds our survival and evolution together. In tandem, they form a dynamic 
combination that has fueled change for millennia. 

 In spite of their centrality to human existence, learning and food have 
seldom been addressed at the same time. Those who study learning have 
not often turned their gaze toward food, while those who study food 
have generally overlooked the learning associated with it. And yet, food is 
not only an object  of  learning but also a vehicle  for  learning (Flowers and 
Swan 2012). In essence, food is inherently pedagogical, and eating is a 
pedagogical act (Sumner 2008a) as is producing, processing, distributing, 
purchasing, and disposing of food. What we learn, and do not learn, by 
engaging in these human endeavors has deep and enduring implications 
for the sustainability of our food systems and our world. 

 This book explores the complex intersection of learning and food in 
the home and community, in the classroom, in social movements, and 
into the future, all within the context of contributing to more sustainable 
food systems. 

   LEARNING 
 Learning is the process of gaining new knowledge, of synthesizing 
acquired knowledge, and of rejecting knowledge that is no longer fi t for 
purpose. It is much broader than education and refers to any elements that 
combine to produce a change in mental constructs or behaviors  (Spencer 
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and Lange 2014). As such, learning is also a lifelong process, from babies 
learning to use eating utensils and adolescents learning to cook for them-
selves, to adults learning to feed a family, and seniors learning to link nutri-
tion and healthy aging. 
 While learning is lifelong, not all learning is positive. Spencer and Lange 
(2014) raise this issue when they discuss people learning how to use 
cocaine or how to con pensioners out of their savings. In the same vein, 
people can also learn to see frozen microwaveable dinners as the food of 
the future, to consider fast food as comfort food, or to equate the con-
sumption of junk food with freedom. All of these examples highlight the 
fact that “learning defi es easy defi nition and simple theorizing” (Merriam 
and Caffarella 1999, 248). 

 Learning is generally divided into three main categories: formal, non- 
formal, and informal learning (Hrimech 2005), all of which have close 
associations with food. Formal learning takes place in classrooms at all 
levels—from nursery school to graduate school. While often didactic, it 
can also be collaborative, with teachers and students learning together 
and from each other. Primary students learning about basic nutrition, sec-
ondary students learning about food and water issues, culinary students 
learning how to incorporate local food into their menus, and university 
students studying the political economy of food are all examples of formal 
learning. 

 Non-formal learning occurs in planned situations outside the classroom 
such as retreats, seminars, and workshops. This kind of learning is actively 
chosen by participants who are seeking expertise in a desired area, such 
as composting, pickling, or permaculture. One form of collective non- 
formal learning that evolved from the Danish folk schools is kitchen-table 
meetings. For example, the Ecological Farmers of Ontario hold kitchen- 
table meetings at designated farms during the winter months as a forum 
to teach each other about specifi c aspects of organic farming (Sumner 
2008b). 

 Informal learning takes place through everyday encounters and self- 
teaching. Though the most common form of learning, it is also the least 
recognized. In spite of this lack of recognition, people learn all the time 
as they go about their daily lives—working, shopping, playing, traveling, 
watching television, surfi ng the internet, meeting friends, and dining with 
family. Reading the ingredients on a food label, talking to your neighbor 
about allotment gardens or setting aside a day to teach yourself how to 
make bread are all examples of informal learning. 
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 Crosscutting these traditional divisions are particular types of learn-
ing, such as experiential learning, embodied learning, and transformative 
learning. Experiential learning links life experiences and learning, keeping 
in mind that “experience can be very problematic” and people may have 
to unlearn experiences of racism or abuse (Spencer and Lange 2014, 9). 
Boud (2005) maintains that experiential learning is commonly used in 
two different senses: it describes the prior learning that is brought to a 
new experience, and it refers to learning processes in which the learner’s 
experience provides the prime source and stimulus for learning. School 
gardens, cooking classes, and worm composting all offer opportunities for 
experiential learning. 

 Embodied learning reminds us that we not only learn with the mind 
but also the body. “Embodied learning is a way of recognizing that we 
know with our bodies as well as our minds, to reclaim our wholeness as 
learners” (Clark 2005, 210). The story of French author Marcel Proust 
biting into a madeleine and feeling an explosion of memories is a prime 
example of embodied learning. 

 Transformative learning occurs in the face of a disorienting dilemma 
and results in a fundamental shift in worldviews. Unlike other forms of 
learning, it involves a “deep, structural shift in basic premises of thought, 
feelings and actions” (TLC 2015). Watching a fi lm like  Food Inc. , eating 
food you have grown yourself or going to a slaughterhouse can result in 
transformative learning. 

 In essence, learning occurs every day, in many ways, and one of the 
greatest catalysts for all sorts of learning is food.  

   FOOD 
 Food has always been associated with learning, from our earliest ancestors 
learning how to grow food instead of hunting and gathering it, to modern 
shoppers learning how to navigate competing messages in the supermar-
ket: Local or global? Conventional or organic? Fair trade or free trade? The 
answers to these questions, and many more, highlight the overwhelming 
complexity of food. In the words of Welsh and MacRae (1998, 242): 

 Food is a nexus for industry, rural/urban relations, global trade relations, 
domestic and social life, biological health, social belonging, celebration of 
community, paid and unpaid work, expressions of care, abuse of power, 
hunger strikes, fasts and prayer. Food is part of daily life at least as much as 
we are consumers and possibly more as we labour for either love or money.  
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Clearly, food is much more than simply fuel for the body—it carries deep 
social, cultural, economic, and environmental implications that people 
experience every day. And because food has long been associated with 
wealth and power (Friedmann 1993), it also intersects with questions of 
gender, race, class, ethnicity, and imperialism. For all these reasons, food 
engenders learning, whether we learn to adapt to eating nutritionally 
compromised industrial food (see Winson 2013) or whether we learn to 
demand food that is healthy, green, fair, accessible, and affordable. 

 The growing interest in food has created a whole new vocabulary to 
learn, such as food miles, food deserts, food systems, food justice, and food 
pedagogies. Food miles represent the distance that food has traveled from 
fi eld to fork. The concept emphasizes the relationship between the calories 
available in the food and the energy expended to transport it to the place 
where it will be consumed, as well as the oil and carbon emissions associ-
ated with this transportation. In a global economy, food travels enormous 
distances. For example, Xuereb (2005) estimates that food items sold in 
southern Ontario, Canada, have traveled, on average, about 4500 kilome-
ters from the place they were grown or raised. Learning to eat “closer to 
home” helps to reduce food miles and supports the local economy. 

 The evocative concept of food deserts was developed by food policy 
researchers in the UK to characterize human settlements lacking access to 
a variety of healthy and affordable foodstuffs (Winson 2004). Highlighting 
the fact that access to food is not only limited by income but also by such 
factors as geography and distribution, food deserts are areas with insuffi -
cient numbers of stores and other food-related facilities that provide access 
to fresh and healthy foods (Koç et  al. 2012). They are often found in 
low-income and/or minority urban communities but can also be found in 
rural communities, schools, universities, bus stations, airports, and along 
major highways. Communities in food deserts can learn to create food 
oases by opening a food co-op, participating in a food-box program or 
lobbying policy makers to address food desert issues. 

 Food systems are interdependent webs of activities that include the 
production, processing, distribution, retailing, consumption, and disposal 
of food (Sumner 2012). Like all systems, food systems are interconnected 
in such a way that they produce their own pattern of behavior over time 
(Meadows 2008). This behavior affects both humans and the environment 
in positive or negative ways, depending on how the system is organized 
and who benefi ts from this organization. For example, the current global 
food system is organized to benefi t large multinational food corporations, 
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not the one billion people who go hungry every day. A sustainable food 
system would be organized to benefi t the majority of people in the world 
by ensuring everyone was fed within the ecological limits of the planet 
(Sumner 2012). 

 Food justice is associated with a growing social movement of food activ-
ists who emphasize production that is not only environmentally sustainable 
but also socially just, taking into account workers in all sectors of the food 
system (Koç et al. 2012). These activists bring an anti-oppression analysis 
to the question of food system transformation, linking anti- racism, femi-
nism, and Indigenous rights movements to the food movement. Learning 
to participate in boycotts and buycotts—that is, deliberately choosing not 
to purchase or actively choosing to purchase a product—is one of many 
ways to work toward food justice. 

 The concept of food pedagogies brings the realms of food and learning 
together in a novel combination that evokes engagement and transforma-
tion. Food pedagogies have been described as: 

 Congeries of education, teaching and learning about how to grow, shop for, 
prepare, cook, display, taste, eat and dispose of food by a range of agencies, 
actors and media; and aimed at a spectrum of “learners” including middle 
class women, migrants, children, parents, shoppers, and racially minoritised 
and working class mothers. (Flowers and Swan 2012, 425)  

For these authors, food pedagogies encompass either intended or emer-
gent change—whether in behavior, habit, emotion, cognition, and/or 
knowledge—at a range of levels, from the individual, through the family 
to the group and collective level. Following the tenets of critical pedagogy 
(e.g., Finger 2005), critical food pedagogies entail a range of approaches 
that are not just concerned with any type of change but with change 
that addresses power and injustice (Sumner 2015). Brazil’s new dietary 
guidelines are an inspiring example of critical food pedagogy because they 
encourage people to avoid fast-food restaurants and processed food and 
warn about the propaganda inherent in food advertising. 

 All in all, as Roberts (2013) contends, food is a hot topic—for two rea-
sons. First, many people have come to realize that food cannot be taken for 
granted any longer. And second, many people have also become excited 
about food projects that “help them fi nd their voice and satisfy their 
desires for a meaningful, engaged, empowered and authentic life” (11). 
Such a life will only be fully realized within a framework of  sustainability.  
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   SUSTAINABILITY 
 Sustainability is a word that is commonly used but seldom understood. 
It came to prominence with the publication in 1987 of the Brundtland 
Report— Our Common Future —which promoted the concept of sus-
tainable development. A vague and contested term sustainability has 
been associated with a bewildering range of ideas, from the Dow Jones 
Sustainability Index to Deep Ecology (Sumner 2007). But its appropria-
tion by self-serving interests should not disqualify it from use. Originally 
associated with environmental problems, it has expanded to cover social 
and economic issues as well, making it ripe with learning opportunities 
and ideal for analyzing food. 

 In its most undeveloped form, sustainability entails the ability to meet 
present needs without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs (Koç et al. 2012). While this adaptation from 
the Brundtland Report has gained familiarity, it does not defi ne the term 
“needs” and is premised on ever-expanding economic growth, which 
global warming is currently teaching us to question. A recent defi nition 
involves a more focused approach, linking it with the concept of the civil 
commons—co-operative human constructions that protect and/or enable 
universal access to life goods such as water, shelter, education, health-care, 
and, of course, food (Sumner 2007). Linking sustainability to the provi-
sion of life goods addresses the problem of needs and does not depend 
on economic growth—it could thrive in a steady-state economy. In short, 
building the civil commons by providing more life goods makes us more 
sustainable; enclosing the civil commons by providing fewer life goods 
makes us less sustainable. Nowhere is this clearer than in the realm of 
food. And given that sustainability doesn’t come naturally—but has to be 
learned (Sumner 2007)—linking learning, food, and sustainability brings 
together three vital aspects of our future as a species.  

   PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: LEARNING, FOOD, 
AND SUSTAINABILITY 

 Interest in food has burgeoned over the last 20 years for a number of 
reasons, beginning with the consolidation of the global corporate food 
system. This consolidation has resulted in growing corporate control over 
what we eat, the pervasive commodifi cation of food, and the spread of the 
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so-called Western diet—highly processed foods laden with salt, sugar, and 
fat. Under this system, 

 Food is no longer viewed fi rst and foremost as a sustainer of life. Rather, to 
those who seek to command our food supply, it has become instead a major 
source of corporate cash fl ow, economic leverage, a form of currency, a tool 
of international politics, an instrument of power – a weapon! (Krebs 1992 in 
Millstone and Lang 2003, 11)  

In reaction to the increasing corporate control of this vital life good, a 
number of social movements have coalesced around the subject of food. 
For example, the local food movement questions the distance that food 
now travels and champions food close to home. The food justice move-
ment condemns the injustices associated with the global corporate food 
system. And the food sovereignty movement demands that peoples and 
nations should be able to choose their own foodways, instead of being 
forced (through supra-national mechanisms such as trade agreements) 
into the global corporate food system. 

 Hot on the heels of these food movements have come popular books 
and articles dedicated to food, led by authors like Michael Pollan, Marion 
Nestle, Eric Schlosser, and Raj Patel. These publications have been fol-
lowed by scholarly interest in this rising phenomenon. A number of 
academic disciplines have already recognized the importance of food—
including sociology, geography, planning, and history—spawning a host of 
textbooks, conferences, special journal issues, and courses on the subject. 

 In short, food is one of the fastest growing areas of study in many 
fi elds, but education is just beginning to grapple with what Belasco (2007, 
5) described as this “edible dynamic” (e.g., Sumner 2008a, 2013a, b; 
Flowers and Swan 2012; Swan and Flowers 2015; Walter 2013). Such 
engagement is crucial, given the mounting evidence that our global cor-
porate food system has become massively unsustainable. Goodman et al. 
(2014, 4) describe the glaring and multifaceted contradictions of this sys-
tem and “the exploitative trading relations embedded in the global sup-
ply chains that support its growth and (expanded) reproduction.” They 
go on to describe the food insecurity and malnutrition of over one bil-
lion people, the interrelated ecological and livelihood crises, the grow-
ing global resource constraints on our intensive, fossil-fuel-dependent 
agriculture, and the disease crises associated with Western lifestyles and 
diets focused on animal fats and highly processed industrial food, more 
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accurately referred to as “edible food-like substances” by Michael Pollan 
(2008, 1). Faced with a suite of environmental, social, cultural, and economic 
problems associated with the global corporate food system, it is time to 
ask: What is the role of education? Does it merely promote adaptation to 
this unsustainable system or can it encourage the kind of learning experi-
ences that will contribute to much-needed change? 

 This edited volume will be the fi rst to address these questions by explor-
ing the intersection of learning and food at the interface with sustainabil-
ity. Taking a broad pedagogical approach to the question of food, it will 
focus on learning, resistance, and change in a number of key sites—homes, 
communities, schools, and social movements—while also looking to the 
future. The ultimate aim of the book involves  learning our way out  of our 
current unsustainable food system and  learning our way in  to more sus-
tainable alternatives. 

 All the chapters in this book link learning, food, and sustainability in 
creative and instructive ways. Within the home and community, Chapter   1     
focuses on one of the most intimate links between food and learning—
breastfeeding. Susan Machum explains how breastfeeding involves a 
steep learning curve for mothers and newborns, including the move from 
abstract knowledge to praxis. After briefl y reviewing breastfeeding prac-
tices over the last century, she explores the options available to families, 
particularly within the larger context of the tensions between initiatives 
that support breastfeeding and the concurrent backlash against it. She 
concludes that providing mothers with emotional and fi nancial security 
are some of the parameters of a sustainable food system. 

 Learning to prevent food waste at home is the topic of Chapter   2    . 
With the global issue of food waste as a backdrop, Tammara Soma looks 
at women’s unpaid foodwork in Indonesia and how children are taught to 
eat all their food through folktales and the Islamic concept of “mubazir,” 
meaning acts of wasting and being excessive, which are considered sinful. 
These pedagogical tools help to reduce or prevent food waste and contrib-
ute to a more sustainable food system. 

 Chapter   3     visits community health-care settings with Donna Appavoo, 
where the educational tools used by professionals ignore the interdepen-
dence of food systems and health systems, and focus narrowly on bio-
logical markers and daily energy requirements. An emerging narrative is 
challenging this focus on the nutrient constituency of foods by prioritizing 
community food security—described by Hamm and Bellows (2003, 37) 
as a “a situation in which all community residents obtain a safe, culturally 
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acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable food system 
that maximizes community self-reliance and social justice.” By broadening 
the focus to include “local sustainable food” and “sense of community,” 
this alternative narrative uncovers and supports the many facets of the 
interconnections between food systems and health systems, and facilitates 
addressing complex inter-systemic issues such as diabetes. 

 Schools provide another site where learning, food, and sustainability 
connect and inspire. In Chapter   4    , Pamela Koch looks at the school 
curriculum, arguing that food-based education needs to both consider 
larger food system issues and fi t into the practices of the current educa-
tion system. Ultimately, food-based education would encourage stu-
dents to know which foods are healthy, ecologically sustainable, and 
socially just. In this way, students would be equipped with the critical 
knowledge and analytical skills to make challenging decisions about 
food in the future. 

 Learning gardens are the topic of Chapter   5    , in particular the process of 
developing a children’s learning garden at a Land Grant University in the 
USA. While seemingly a reasonable and straightforward idea, implement-
ing it became a learning project in itself as Christopher Murakami and fel-
low university students in the preschool and teacher training program had 
to negotiate the politics, policies, and culture of a large institution. The 
result was a compromise that straitened their original goals but neverthe-
less created a bridgehead that helps children develop a healthy relationship 
with the food, nature, and community. 

 Chapter   6     continues the focus on schools with an investigation into 
the development of food education in the Finnish comprehensive school 
setting. Finland has a long history of engagement with healthy food. For 
example, the provision of tax-paid, nutritious, hot school meals has been 
part of health promotion in Finnish schools for over 60 years. Kristiina 
Janhonen, Johanna Mäkelä, and Päivi Palojoki make a case for taking stu-
dents’ agency and participation as premises for educating about food and 
eating. As well as promoting personal well-being and health, food educa-
tion is seen as a medium for understanding the complexities of the world 
and for supporting sustainable lifestyles embedded in everyday practices. 

 The next section hones in on social movements as sites of resistance 
and change. Chapter   7     examines alternative food movements and the 
role of narratives in community food work. Beginning with the idea of 
education as cultural work, Kim L. Niewolny and Phil D’Adamo-Damery 
illustrate the educative role that narratives can play in engendering 
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political praxis and new possibilities. In particular, they look at the 
Appalachian Foodshed Project to show how narratives and storytelling 
can open up ways to humanize the “wicked problem” of food insecurity 
while creating new possibilities in the everyday work of resistance and 
learning. 

 Chapter   8     proposes campus-community engagement as a means 
to strengthen the food sovereignty movement. La Via Campesina, a 
world- wide peasant organization that is the largest social movement 
in the world (Friedmann 2012), coined the term food sovereignty, 
which entails the right of peoples and governments to determine their 
own agriculture systems, food markets, environments, and modes of 
production. Using community-service learning, Peter Andrée, Lauren 
Kepkiewicz, Charles Levkoe, Abra Brynne, and Cathleen Kneen con-
sider how movements for food sovereignty and community–campus 
engagement can work together to provide academics with important 
training for critically engaging with food systems, to encourage knowl-
edge sharing between social movement actors and academics, and to 
support social movement organizations working toward more just and 
sustainable food systems. 

 Chapter   9     rounds out the social movement section by considering 
the food justice movement through a certifi cate course offered by the 
Coady Institute at St. Francis Xavier University in Antigonish, Nova 
Scotia. Deborah Barndt refl ects critically on the challenges associated 
with two shifts: one from dominant notions of food security to a con-
sciousness based on food justice and food sovereignty and the other from 
dominant educational models to popular education methods that valorize 
Indigenous knowledges and holistic ways of knowing. 

 The fi nal section of the book looks toward the future. Chapter   10     
investigates food literacy, in particular among young people. Although 
food education programs have grown in popularity in recent years, their 
outcomes are unclear. Are they contributing to a food-literate population 
and, if so, what kind of food literacy is being achieved and what are the 
prospects for food system change? Sarah Goldstein studied food education 
at The Stop Community Food Centre in Toronto and discovered that by 
focusing on individual behavior modifi cation, the program primarily facili-
tates the dominant food literacy paradigm based on neoliberal conscious-
ness. For this reason, it does not necessarily lead to wider food system 
change, thus raising the question of what is the best form of food education 
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for the future if we want a more critical and engaged food literacy and a 
more sustainable food system. 

 School food and nutrition policies as tools for learning and change are 
the subject of Chapter   11    . Mary McKenna and Sharon Bodovsky propose 
that teaching about such policies in schools moves them from the hidden 
curriculum—part of the unspoken academic, social, and cultural messages 
communicated to students—and makes them explicit. This move changes 
students from being passive recipients of policy to active participants in all 
aspects of the process. As a result, students gain greater understanding of 
school food environments, become engaged in a personally relevant topic, 
and enhance their development as future citizens. 

 Chapter   12     of the book involves learning to transgress—that is, learn-
ing to ask how we can learn our way out of our current unsustainable food 
system and learn our way into more sustainable alternatives. Angie Carter, 
Claudia M. Prado-Meza, and Jessica Soulis were students in a sustainable 
agriculture program at a public, land-grant university in the USA. They 
used their experiences as both students and agents of social change to bet-
ter understand the unlearning and relearning process and the creation of 
community as a transformative space. They also inquired how their experi-
ences can inspire others as they collectively unlearned their way into more 
sustainable food systems. 

 The Afterword by Wayne Roberts sums up the importance of learning 
and food. After highlighting the invisibility of food in educational systems 
and society at large, he vividly describes a number of potential and actual 
transformative exceptions where food is not only visible but also front and 
center. Using illustrations from his own broad food experience, he out-
lines how schools and communities provide permeable sites where people 
can learn resistance and change and realize that a more sustainable food 
system is possible. 

 Together, these chapters offer an opening to a world made more sus-
tainable by the conscious recognition of the connections between learn-
ing and food. In their study of alternative food networks, Goodman et al. 
(2014) observed that food is a realm of knowledge. “Growing and eat-
ing are both practices imbued with ways of knowing the world, and with 
knowing the ways to construct the kind of world we want to inhabit” 
(44). The kind of world most people want to inhabit is more sustainable 
than our current one. The chapters in this book show how learning about 
food and broader food issues can make us more sustainable and inspire us 
to begin constructing that world.  
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    CHAPTER 1   

        INTRODUCTION 
 Shortly after learning I was pregnant in early 2000, I headed to the book-
store and promptly purchased  What to Expect When You are Expecting  by 
Murkoff, Eisenberg and Mazel  (1998). This book is one among many 
adorning local bookshops offering advice to the soon-to-be mother. Now 
in its fourth edition, I owned the expanded and revised second edition 
published in 1998. What this book and others like it do is guide the fi rst- 
time mother through the month-by-month changes their body is experi-
encing as their baby grows inside them. While its intention is to reassure, 
inform and advise the fi rst-time mother on how to handle various situa-
tions, the book’s detailed attention to what can go wrong in pregnancy 
was sometimes unnerving. Nevertheless, this book was constantly refer-
enced and read throughout my entire pregnancy as I engaged in what 
sociologists call an  anticipatory socialization  process. Even though I was 
not yet a mother, I was anticipating motherhood by learning what my new 
role involved and preparing for life with my newborn child. In effect, as 
a pregnant woman, I was already preoccupied with the responsibilities of 
caring for a child, and this book helped me navigate both the prenatal and 
postnatal phases of my pregnancy. 

 Learning and Food at the Mother’s Breast                     

     Susan     Machum   

        S.   Machum    () 
  Department of Sociology ,  St. Thomas University ,   Frederiction ,  NB ,  Canada     



 The truth is this book was just one among many. Before my fi rst child 
was even born, I read well over a dozen books on pregnancy, breastfeed-
ing, motherhood and parenting—and since then dozens more parenting 
books have been added to my bookshelves—while pretty well all of my 
books on the early years of childrearing have been re-gifted to fi rst-time 
mothers and fathers. In fact, many of my fi rst childcare books made their 
way onto my bookshelf via friends and colleagues whose children had out-
grown their advice. What I have come to realize about parenting is that 
the learning curve is steep, and what you need to know and do is ever 
changing. Quite simply, the advice on how to parent, teach and guide 
your child is highly dependent on your child’s stage within the life course. 

 During the prenatal phase of a baby’s life, the primary agenda is to 
carry a healthy baby to full-term. To this end, most expectant mothers are 
learning to transform their lifestyles, diets and exercise habits to meet the 
needs of the growing baby. In effect, mothers’ bodies are being ‘given’ 
over to and being ‘taken’ over by the unborn child. And if you opt to 
breastfeed—which I did—this process can last much longer than three tri-
mesters. As Bendefy ( 2012 , p. 25) argues ‘breast-feeding is … the “fourth 
trimester” in terms of [a] baby’s brain growth and development’. 

 Even if the production of breast milk is a biologically, evolutionary and 
ecologically sound infant feeding strategy that ‘naturally’ follows child-
birth, for many mothers and newborns, breastfeeding involves a steep 
learning curve. It is a skilled activity that requires a signifi cant amount of 
patience, trial and error and effort on the part of mother and child. Not 
all mothers and newborns take to breastfeeding easily. And while moth-
ering books may teach pregnant women and new mothers the benefi ts 
and mechanics of breastfeeding, until you actually start breastfeeding your 
knowledge remains purely theoretical. It is when you start nursing your 
newborn that you begin to apply your abstract knowledge—some nursing 
mothers may experience instantaneous success, while others may experi-
ence a series of challenges, and still others may, for a number of reasons, 
never succeed at breastfeeding or never attempt to breastfeed. This rela-
tionship between theory and practice is referred to as  praxis . 

 Praxis captures what we do, and how our everyday activities create 
and re-create the social world, cultural patterns and social expectations. 
Social policies, including health policies, are closely related to praxis in 
that a policy lays out a governmental plan of action (Lightman  2003 ). 
But policymakers cannot ascertain in advance to what extent a policy 
agenda will succeed. Likewise, during pregnancy, mothers may   plan to 
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initiate  breastfeeding, but whether or not they do, and the duration they 
nurse, can only be measured after the child is born and infant feeding is 
proceeding. 

 This chapter explores infant feeding, in particular the fi rst months of 
life before solid foods are introduced. It does so through a sociological 
lens and the use of  autoethnography . Sociologists study the relation-
ships between an individual’s life experiences and the larger social world in 
which our biographies unfold. Autoethnography refl ects on the relation-
ship between one’s individual life and the larger social context in which it 
is lived. This agenda fi ts well with sociology, which aims to recognize that 
 personal troubles  and decision-making processes are embedded in larger 
social contexts or what C. Wright Mills (1959, 2000) called  public issues . 
This is certainly the case when it comes to breastfeeding. As this chapter 
will illustrate, a mother’s decision on how to feed her infant child is not 
simply a private matter; throughout the last decades, breastfeeding has 
become a public health issue that pits human milk against formula, breast 
against bottle and ‘nature’ against science. 

 The chapter begins with a brief overview of breastfeeding practices 
over the past century. Then it considers the range of options available to 
families to meet the nutritional needs of their newborn. The third sec-
tion refl ects on the larger socio-economic, political and cultural context 
within which infant feeding decisions are made—specifi cally it considers 
policy initiatives that support breastfeeding and the concurrent backlash 
against breastfeeding. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the role 
human milk plays in supporting and building a local, sustainable, food 
system.  

   BREASTFEEDING PRACTICES DURING THE LAST CENTURY 
 At the beginning of the twentieth century, breastfeeding was the norm 
with more than two-thirds of mothers’ exclusively breastfeeding their 
infants (Wright and Schanler  2001 , p. 421S). But between 1930 and 1960, 
breastfeeding in North America declined dramatically from one decade to 
the next (Fomon  2001 , p. 409S), and breast milk was steadily replaced 
with cow’s milk and infant formulas. Interestingly, this replacement of 
‘natural’ milk with ‘artifi cial’ milk occurred during fi rst the Depression 
years, then the war years, and fi nally as women increasingly entered the 
paid labor force. Even so, as Fomon ( 2001 ) documents, commercially 
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prepared formulas were available at the end of the nineteenth century, but 
the uptake was not there at that point in history. 

 Formula or ‘artifi cial’ feeding options fell into two categories—there 
were home-made formulas and commercially prepared ones. In fact, 
between 1880 and 1930, many corporations were making and perfecting 
infant formulas as alternatives to breastfeeding. They sought to create a 
product that was nutritionally equivalent to breast milk, but they found 
that formula-fed babies sometimes had poorer health and lacked nutrients 
when compared to breastfed babies (Fomon  2001 ). However, as science 
improved and formulas better met the needs of newborns, its adoption for 
infant feeding began to take off in the 1950s. At the same time, Fomon 
( 2001 , p. 412S) observes: 

 considerations of convenience began to supersede considerations of cost, 
and the popularity of commercially prepared formulas increased dramatically 
… [no doubt] accelerated by the introduction in 1959 of iron- fortifi ed for-
mulas and the vigorous promotion of these formulas by the formula indus-
try and by pediatricians.  

It was fi ve years later, at the height of formula and bottle-feeding, that I 
was born. My introduction to food was corn-syrup-laced Carnation milk, 
and I am convinced it is responsible for the incredible sweet tooth I harbor 
to this day. But as my mother says, ‘I was just doing what the nurses and 
doctors told me to do. Everybody I knew was bottle-feeding’. According 
to a source in Olver’s ( 2004 ) food timeline, in 1964, ‘one baby in fi ve, 
usually those past three or four months of age, [was getting] whole cow’s 
milk. [While] only one in 10 [were] breastfed [even though breastfeed-
ing was described as] still the safest, most convenient and least expensive 
method of nourishing an infant’. 

 Breastfeeding did not, however, match the ideological framework of 
the day, which supported the strong belief in scientifi c intervention and 
‘better living through chemistry’. It is perhaps no coincidence that this is 
the same historical moment that the green revolution is gaining ground 
and dramatically transforming food production from small-scale family- 
oriented farms to commercially oriented, industrial farms (Roberts  2008 ). 
Nevertheless, by the 1970s, a pendulum shift occurs and breastfeeding 
once again starts to gain momentum. Fomon ( 2001 , p. 415S) reports it is 
hard to identify the exact impetus for this swing back toward breastfeed-
ing but notes it is a grassroots movement rather than one led by ‘health 
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professionals, and may have been in part associated with negative public-
ity directed against the formula industry’. It was during this period that 
North Americans and Europeans were learning of the negative impact 
aggressive marketing of infant formula in developing countries was  having 
on infant mortality rates there (Fomon  2001 ; Brady  2012 ). It was also a 
period of Keynesian economics and the rise of the welfare state so poli-
cies were coming into play that supported breastfeeding. For example, 
it was in 1971 that Canadian women who had banked at least 20 weeks 
of insurable earnings could apply for 15 weeks of maternity leave ben-
efi ts (Marshall  2003 ). At the same time, the World Health Organization 
(WHO) did, and continues to, recommend exclusive breastfeeding for at 
least the fi rst six months of a child’s life (Heymann et al.  2013 ). 

 The global impact of these processes was more breastfed babies; even 
so the WHO ( 2015 ) would still like to see more babies breastfed for lon-
ger periods of time because of the positive outcomes of breastfeeding on 
infant health. In Canada, there was a steady increase in the number of 
women initiating and exclusively breastfeeding. Health Canada ( 2012 ) 
reports that in 2003, 37.3 percent of new mothers exclusively breastfed 
for the fi rst four months, while 17.3 percent were continuing to do so at 
six months of age (whereas in 2009–10, the fi gures were 44.2 percent at 
four months and 25.9 percent at six months). So clearly supplementary 
feedings are often being introduced after the fourth month despite recom-
mendations to continue exclusive breastfeeding until six months of age. 
Personally, I remember being pressured by family and friends to introduce 
solids earlier than six months, and while I did not do this for my fi rst child, 
I think I did in the case of my second, in part because he seemed more 
interested in eating solid foods.  

   INFANT FEEDING AND BREAST MILK PRODUCTION 
 Feeding a newborn involves two sets of decisions based on prior learning. 
First, parents must decide what kind of milk the child will consume—will 
it be human milk or formula, or some combination of both? Second, par-
ents must decide how that milk will be delivered—by breast or by bottle 
or by both breast and bottle? How these questions are answered presents 
a range of possibilities for feeding the newborn. At one end of the spec-
trum sits the newborn who is exclusively breastfed. In this case, the infant 
drinks human milk directly from mother’s breast. On the other end of 
the spectrum is the newborn who is exclusively bottle-fed with formula. 
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In the middle, you have babies who are exclusively fed human milk by 
both breast and bottle. As well there are babies who are fed both human 
milk and formula from both breast and bottle, and still others who might 
be fed breast milk or formula exclusively by bottle. In short, a range of 
options prevails for meeting the nutritional needs of the newborn baby, 
but the choices made will depend on the parents’ knowledge frames, their 
social situation, and the larger social support network in which their lives 
are embedded. 

 There is an extensive self-help literature available for expectant mothers 
to consult on the dynamics of successful breastfeeding.  The Nursing Mother’s 
Companion  (Huggins  2015 ),  Breastfeeding Made Simple  (Mohrbacher 
and Kendall-Tackett  2010 ),  The Womanly Art of Breastfeeding  (Wiessinger 
et al.  2010 ) and  Work. Pump. Repeat.  (Shortall  2015 ) are just a few titles 
sitting on the bookstore shelves today, giving advice and information on 
breastfeeding from birth onwards. During my fi rst pregnancy, I relied 
on Neifert’s ( 1998 )  Dr. Mom’s Guide to Breastfeeding  to understand the 
breastfeeding process and overcome breastfeeding challenges. 

 Overwhelmingly, these books explain how a mother’s body produces 
milk—that is, the relationship between giving birth, the release of hor-
mones and the various stages of milk production. All emphasize that 
breastfeeding is a natural and normal part of human evolution. Humans 
are mammals and mammals have evolved to produce and consume moth-
er’s milk in infancy. For example, Wiessinger, West and Pitman ( 2010 , 
p. 62) write, ‘your body and your baby have instincts and abilities not just 
for birth but for breastfeeding as well’. Mohrbacher and Kendall-Tackett 
( 2010 , p. 14) argue, ‘babies and mothers are hardwired to breastfeed’. Yet 
as noted above, many women opt not to breastfeed. 

 Those mothers that do decide to initiate breastfeeding are advised to do 
so within the fi rst two hours of giving birth. Ideally, the baby and mother 
are able to make skin-to-skin contact because this promotes latching. 
During the fi rst feeding, the newborn baby is greeted with  colostrum —a 
‘liquid gold’ that is easy to digest because it is low in fat and sugar but 
high in protein and full of antibodies that are ‘capable of attacking harm-
ful bacteria’ (Huggins  2010 , p. 41). In the fi rst few weeks of birth, babies 
require frequent feedings; fi rst because their stomachs are small and sec-
ond because it is the very act of nursing that establishes the milk supply. 
Put simply, the more milk a baby demands, the more a mother’s body 
produces. What is more, a mother’s body quickly becomes completely in- 
tune with the baby’s feeding patterns. 
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 I certainly found this to be remarkably true. Most of the parenting 
books I read, the health care professionals teaching the prenatal classes, 
and lactation specialists at the hospital recommended feeding for 10–15 
minutes on one breast then switching to the other. But Neifert’s ( 1998 ) 
advice was to nurse exclusively on one breast during a feeding and then 
to switch to the other breast for the next feeding. She argued this pattern 
would maximize caloric intake by giving baby access to both foremilk and 
hindmilk at every feeding. As Mohrbacher and Kendall-Tackett ( 2010 , 
p. 88) explain, during a feeding: 

 The fi rst milk a baby gets (sometimes called  foremilk ) is lower in fat (in some 
cases like the 1 percent cow’s milk we might buy from the store). As baby 
continues to feed, the milk increases in fat (more like 2 percent milk). As the 
baby continues to drain the breast, the fat content increases until it is as fatty 
as whole milk, then half-and-half, then cream (sometimes called  hindmilk ).  

What amazed me as a nursing mother was how my body produced milk 
according to this pattern—one breast would be full and ready to feed 
while the other was empty whenever my child wanted to nurse. I did feed 
on demand, responding to my child’s indications that he was hungry, and 
I do remember being remarkably tired during the fi rst six weeks of his life. 
In part I was sleep deprived, and even though he was gaining weight and 
doing well, I was obsessed with keeping a feeding log as advised by the 
health care professionals. It was a visit from my sister, who had success-
fully breastfed her daughter into toddlerhood, that fi nally really helped me 
learn to relax and gain confi dence as a nursing mother. Her advice: ‘You 
are doing fi ne. Stop making yourself crazy with this breastfeeding log. Just 
feed your son when he’s hungry’. Until she spoke these words, I did not 
have the confi dence to ignore the books and lactation experts and follow 
my child’s lead. In the end, we were able to exclusively breastfeed until he 
was six months old and we continued breastfeeding until he reached three 
and a half years of age. 

 But not all mothers want, or are able, to follow this pattern of infant 
feeding. Infant nutrition is, in fact, very much infl uenced by what 
McMullin ( 2009 ) calls CAGEs—that is, the interconnections between 
a person’s social class, age, gender and ethnicity. Personally in relation 
to breastfeeding, I am drawn to the idea of maternal CARE rather than 
CAGEs as class, age, the region of the globe in which women live, and 
their ethnicity have signifi cant impacts on breastfeeding practices. 
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 Nevertheless, gender remains a dimension of breastfeeding experiences. 
To start, fathers cannot breastfeed, but they can learn to feed their infant 
mother’s milk from a bottle. Maher ( 2015 , p. 195) concludes gender is an 
important but often neglected dynamic of breastfeeding because 

 husbands and fathers are important in permitting, enjoining, or limiting 
breastfeeding, in determining the way in which it is done, by whom [for 
example, by mothers or wet nurses], and the time of weaning.  

In my case, my husband supported breastfeeding, but it would seem he 
was unable to master the art of bottle-feeding (Bendefy  2012 , p. 29) given 
my son refused to consume the milk I pumped and left for him. However, 
our family was incredibly privileged because even though I was working 
full-time, we live in a small city and my work offers somewhat fl exible 
hours, so I was able to drive home between classes and meetings, nurse my 
child and then come back to the campus. Sometimes women are able to 
bring their young infants to work with them and this facilitates breastfeed-
ing, and still others have generous paid maternity leaves. Those who do 
not have the capacity to stay at home, come home during the day, or take 
their child with them to work but want to continue feeding their child 
human milk can start pumping, storing and transporting their milk from 
work to home on a daily basis (Shortall  2015 ). This represents incred-
ible dedication to both breastfeeding and the value of human milk in an 
infant’s diet. 

 For some mothers, their socio-economic situation and working condi-
tions are much more precarious, and they may not have the opportunity 
to work and pump, so formula feeding becomes the most practical option. 
The decisions that we learn to make are embedded in the larger social 
context we fi nd ourselves in. Our social class position, our age, our geo-
graphic location and cultural expectations surrounding appropriate infant 
feeding strategies all play a role in our infant feeding practices. We need 
to recognize that maternal health is directly related to breastfeeding suc-
cess. As Mohrbacher and Kendall-Tackett ( 2010 , p. 220) note, ‘ stress can 
inhibit milk release, slowing milk fl ow’. Likewise, food insecurity and poor 
nutritional health for mothers can directly impact children’s health and 
nutrition (Food Banks Canada  2015 ). This is especially true for breast-
fed babies, given their mothers are the direct producers of the milk they 
consume. 
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 Breastfeeding is the ultimate form of reproductive labor in the Marxian 
sense of the term, in that the milk production of nursing mothers falls 
outside the purview of paid labor while at the same time it is directly con-
tributing to the reproduction of the next generation of workers. Maher’s 
( 2015 ) discussion of the rise of milk banks and milk exchanges may pro-
vide exceptions to this case. But in general, lactation remains an unpaid 
and undervalued form of work. Yet advocates of breastfeeding would 
argue lactation and infant feeding is a critical dimension of socially neces-
sary labor time and should be recognized as making a signifi cant contribu-
tion to infant health. In reality, all infant care falls under the umbrella of 
reproductive labor. 

 Breastfeeding can be understood as a form of self-provisioning; but of 
course, mothers usually need to meet their own nutritional needs through 
the market. Thus, the breastfeeding mother is embedded in and consum-
ing from a larger global food system—which may or may not be socially 
sustainable for her depending upon her resources and food choices—but 
by breastfeeding, she directly acts as a shield and mediator between her 
child and the global food system. Understanding the social context and 
the historical moment within which families learn to make infant feeding 
decisions is critical for understanding their choices.  

   BREASTFEEDING: A PUBLIC ISSUE 
 Over the last few decades, there has been a concerted effort on the part of 
health care professionals and governments to support breastfeeding initia-
tives. In fact in many countries, public health policies and changes in work 
legislation have facilitated breastfeeding, especially among working moth-
ers. This section provides a brief overview of policy initiatives that support 
breastfeeding; but it also recognizes the growth of a public discourse that 
is undermining these very same policy efforts. 

   Policy Initiatives That Support Breastfeeding 

 The WHO ( 2015 ) notes that on a global scale, approximately 36 percent 
of infants aged 0–6 months are exclusively breastfed, and they report that 
infants who are breastfed are generally healthier than those who are not. 
Yet the capacity to breastfeed is greatly infl uenced by the CARE nursing 
women experience, especially given that one’s region or place of origin 

LEARNING AND FOOD AT THE MOTHER’S BREAST 11



dictates the social, economic and health policies that govern their lives. 
For example, Bendefy ( 2012 , p. 19) reports: 

 Provincial Human Rights Codes in Canada protect a woman’s right to 
breastfeed in public, as does the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Some 
provinces specifi cally address the right to breastfeed in the workplace. These 
laws generally outline ways that employers should accommodate a woman 
who needs to pump breast milk during business hours—for  example, sup-
plying a secluded place near an electrical outlet where a woman can plug in 
her pump and express milk undisturbed.  

Shortall ( 2015 ) reviews US legislation and state laws that support express-
ing breast milk while working. She indicates that only 24 states ‘have laws 
that relate to women in the workplace. They range from amazing … to 
totally toothless’ (Shortall  2015 , pp. 60–61). She further notes (p. 62) 
that 

 Many women who are discriminated against or denied the ability to pump at 
work don’t pursue legal recourse, because they need the job and are scared 
to lose it, can’t afford the legal fees, or simply don’t have the energy. So 
they just suffer discrimination at work, move on and fi nd a new job, or stop 
breastfeeding to make the problem go away.  

Obviously, living in a country or region where breastfeeding is encouraged 
will see higher rates of uptake than ones which do not. 

 Kam’s ( 2015 ) story of how Cambodia increased exclusive breastfeed-
ing from 11 percent to almost 74 percent in one decade reveals how 
effective strong public health policies and education campaigns can be at 
totally transforming a nation’s breastfeeding culture. According to Kam, 
Cambodia succeeded in changing infant feeding culture through a barrage 
of media campaigns and interpersonal communications with new moth-
ers. As part of their Baby-Friendly Community Initiative, they established 
mother support groups and retrained health care professionals to trans-
form cultural traditions surrounding breastfeeding practices. 

 Since 1991 Canada and its provinces have also been developing, 
implementing and monitoring Baby-Friendly Initiatives (Breast Feeding 
Committee for Canada  2012 ). A key mandate of the national initiative has 
been to develop policies that promote breastfeeding anywhere, anytime. 
Specifi cally, they have sought to implement 
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 evidence-based practices [that] create environments that support and pro-
tect breastfeeding and family-centered care which ensures that the fam-
ily unit learns about healthy eating practices from birth. (Breast Feeding 
Committee for Canada  2012 , p. 11)  

And while such agendas are laudable and critical for long-term breastfeed-
ing success, public opinion is still very much divided over the benefi ts and 
need to breastfeed.  

   Public Backlash Against Breastfeeding 

 In August 2015, BBC radio host Alex Dyke was temporarily suspended 
from broadcasting for saying on-air that ‘breastfeeding is unnatural. It’s 
the kind of thing that should be done in a quiet, private nursery’. He was 
offended that a rather ‘large’ woman started breastfeeding her infant tod-
dler on a bus—witnessing a toddler being nursed in public embarrassed 
him and he argued the nursing mother was guilty of placing him in an 
awkward situation. He further added, ‘I know it’s natural, but it’s kind of 
unnatural. We don’t want it in public. It was OK in the Stone Age, when 
we knew no better’ (Johnston  2015 , p. 17). 

 Meanwhile, a month earlier, in Wiarton, Ontario (200 kilometers 
northwest of Toronto), a nursing mother was asked to leave a restau-
rant because she began breastfeeding her baby on the patio rather than 
in the women’s bathroom. How exactly things unfolded in this situation 
is unclear. But that women who opt to breastfeed in public are shunned, 
called out, or asked to ‘cover up’ remains a consistent message among 
breastfeeding women (see CBC News  2015 ). 

 This public backlash and shaming of women who breastfeed in public 
is emerging at the same time that a pro-bottle-feeding movement is gain-
ing momentum calling for the cessation of stigma associated with women 
who opt for formula feeding. The pro-bottle feeding activists, some femi-
nists and some members of the scientifi c community have been steadfastly 
questioning and outright challenging the positions and benefi ts of breast-
feeding. Situated fi rmly in this camp, Wolf (2011, p. xiii) posits: 

 In the absence of compelling medical evidence, how have scientists, doctors, 
powerful interest groups, and the general public come to be persuaded that 
breastfeeding is one of the most important gifts a mother can give her child?  
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Thanks to neoliberalism, argues Wolf, science, motherhood and public 
health authorities have a collective interest in framing breastfeeding as the 
best method of infant feeding. These three institutions essentially ignore 
any evidence that challenges the benefi ts of breastfeeding by ‘restrict(ing) 
the kinds of questions asked, or the potential risks (of breastfeeding) wor-
thy of investigation’ (Wolf 2011, p. 67). It is the position that ‘breast is 
best’ that Wolf has the greatest aversion to and her position throughout 
the book is the ‘public health message about breastfeeding is out of sync 
with both the infant-feeding science and the realities of many women’s 
lives’ (Wolf 2011, p. 146). Her fi nal conclusion (p. 148) is 

 Breastfeeding [advocates reinforce] traditional notions of women, their 
bodies and their ‘natural’ orientation toward caregiving; [breastfeeding] 
keeps women tethered to their babies and creates risks for them in a market 
that demands total commitment from ‘ideal workers’.  

Jung’s ( 2015 a) recently published book,  Lactivism , contributes to the 
public backlash against breastfeeding by arguing that breastfeeding and 
breast milk are oversold as infant feeding strategies. But her position is 
rather interesting in that she lays out just how insidious the global food 
system has become with corporations creating and promoting the use of 
an extensive range of breastfeeding paraphernalia. In effect, in the world 
of infant feeding, one group of corporations is pitted against the other. 
According to Brady ( 2012 , p.  529), corporations selling formula have 
annual sales exceeding US $31 billion, while Jung ( 2015 b) notes, ‘com-
panies that manufacture breast pumps … and … breast-feeding accessories 
… like clothes, pillows and nutritional supplements’ also represent big 
business. What this means is that regardless of what side of the debate the 
public is on, there are corporations on each side with vested interests in 
infl uencing and promoting particular scientifi c research programs. 

 What is striking about the unfolding public debate over bottle and 
breast, formula and breast milk, artifi cial and natural infant feeding prac-
tices is how both sides are feeling shamed and stigmatized in their efforts 
to learn how to feed their babies. Public breastfeeding is being framed as 
a cultural taboo—something insidious, ‘unnatural’, threatening, awkward 
and uncomfortable to witness. Breastfeeding is framed as exhibitionism. 
Lactating mothers who have their nursing children in tow are expected to 
set up feedings at mother-baby ‘feeding stations’ usually located in public 
washrooms. Is that where you want to eat your dinner? On the other hand, 
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women who choose formula and bottle-feeding feel that they are being 
publicly branded as ‘bad mothers’ who do not care about the health and 
well-being of their young children. Paradoxically, bottle-feeding a child 
in a public space never meets with the same reprisal as breastfeeding—in 
short, bottle-feeding is a perfectly acceptable, publicly sanctioned activity.   

   CONCLUSION 
 Even though health, medical, socio-economic and political reasons may 
cause women and newborn infants to opt for bottle-feeding, it is utterly 
nonsensical to argue that breastfeeding is ‘unnatural’ or that it belongs in 
the Stone Age. While infant formula and bottle-feeding may offer viable 
alternatives to breastfeeding, it is illogical to promote formula and bottle- 
feeding as the best approach for meeting an infant’s nutritional needs. 
While no signifi cant differences in long-term health outcomes  may  be pres-
ent between bottle and breastfed babies in the developed world, Brady’s 
( 2012 ) and the WHO’s ( 2015 ) overview of the situation for children in 
the developing world paints a different story. Rosen-Carole ( 2015 ) con-
tends that rather than pit bottle versus breastfeeding mothers against each 
other, it would be a far more useful public debate to establish what social, 
economic and political conditions prevent women from around the world 
doing what is physiologically normal—in short, what are the obstacles to 
breastfeeding? 

 This is a very critical question for educators and social scientists inter-
ested in building a sustainable global food system because the production 
and delivery of human milk to newborns and young children represent 
the very core of human existence. To live, humans need clean air, water 
and food. Breastfeeding represents the absolutely shortest possible food 
supply chain. By learning to breastfeed or pump and feed human milk to 
her infant child, a mother directly acts as a shield and mediator between 
her child and the larger global food system. As noted earlier, how well fed 
the baby is depends in part on how well fed the mother is. Using bottles 
to deliver pumped breast milk does allow a third person to be involved in 
infant feeding, but the mother needs to remain in close physical contact—
or have stored suffi cient milk—for a prolonged absence to maintain the 
feeding pattern. While away, she must pump regularly to sustain her milk 
supply. 

 Despite the growth in breastfeeding paraphernalia, at least in theory, 
breastfeeding represents the least amount of technological implements 
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and tools for feeding infants. Of course, to be truly implement free (i.e., 
void of breast pumps) nursing mothers need to be enmeshed in social and 
economic policies that support them staying home with their newborns. 
When lactating mothers and nursing children are in public, they need to 
be able to feed and eat without reprisal. Despite public opinion to the 
contrary, breastfeeding is a  natural process  that is biologically and ecologi-
cally sound. Normalizing breastfeeding is an essential step in building a 
sustainable food system. 

 The public cloaking of breastfeeding has led to the loss of tacit knowl-
edge and the invisibility of breastfeeding mentors. Breastfeeding is not 
something that women can practice before birth, but once their child is 
born, they have multiple opportunities for learning and perfecting the 
feeding technique. As the WHO ( 2015 ) notes: 

 While breastfeeding is a natural act, it is also a learned behaviour. An exten-
sive body of research has demonstrated that mothers and other caregivers 
require active support for establishing and sustaining appropriate breast-
feeding practices.  

I would argue that my journey with breastfeeding was successful because 
I was embedded in a strong support network—both at home and in terms 
of labor policies and maternity leaves which gave me the opportunity to 
be at home with my newborn and later to navigate home and work as they 
grew older. Also thanks to my socio-economic position, I had access to a 
plentiful supply of nutritious foods. This sense of emotional and fi nancial 
security meant stress and anxiety were minimized; so my milk supply was 
never in jeopardy. I was able to breastfeed without fear of reprisal, and I 
never felt that nursing my children was threatening or undermining my 
sense of self or career goals. I would argue that these lessons—learned 
while breastfeeding my children—are the parameters that any global food 
system needs to achieve, if it is to be sustainable.     
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    CHAPTER 2   

        INTRODUCTION 
 There is an old tale wherein a farmer heard a sobbing sound coming from 
her fi eld. She looked around the rice paddy only to fi nd that the source of 
the sound was a handful of unharvested rice plants that were left behind 
during the harvest. 

 Interviews conducted with women who are in charge of household food 
provisioning in Bogor, Indonesia, regarding their strategies on reducing 
food waste, revealed that they often recount this folktale to their children. 
Many of the women still admonish their children not to waste food in 
their households by repeating the following  pepatah  (saying): “fi nish all 
your food or the rice will cry.” The West-Java tale of the Crying Rice is 
one of many examples of the unpaid foodwork whereby Indonesian par-
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ents (predominantly women) pass down  traditional knowledge  to their 
children to instill moral values and the need to respect and value food. 

 This chapter is based on a study the author is currently conducting to 
understand the impacts that  retail modernization  (supermarket revolu-
tion),  urbanization , and globalization of food consumption have had on 
the generation of  food waste  in Bogor, Indonesia. During this fi eldwork, 
the author discovered alternative forms of intergenerational learning 
employed by women of the households to reduce and/or prevent food 
waste. This chapter will demonstrate that “unpaid foodwork,” which is 
generally associated with practices such as the producing, procuring, and 
the serving of food in the home, is also implemented in the sharing of folk-
tales, the sharing of traditional knowledge, and the teaching of religious 
messages on matters of eating, including the cooking and wasting of food. 
As demonstrated in a study on the Guji people of Ethiopia, the sharing of 
folktales is a process of knowledge transmission, and for parents, a way of 
educating and disciplining children (Jirata  2012 ). While “unpaid-work” is 
not considered to be part of market-based labor work, it is an invaluable 
educational tool with the potential to make environmental contributions. 

 The chapter will begin by exploring the larger picture of unpaid food-
work and  food literacy  in the home through a historical lens by employing 
Strassers’s ( 1999 ) analysis of the social history of trash and interviews con-
ducted with households in Bogor, Indonesia. In the subsequent section, 
the defi nition of “unpaid” in the concept of “unpaid foodwork” will also 
be challenged. This challenge is based on the view that the devaluation of 
non-market-based foodwork (i.e., unpaid foodwork) hinges upon putting 
a higher value on work that is tied to monetary compensation (i.e., the 
market) while devaluing social reproductive work in the domestic sphere. 
It will then discuss the concept of informal learning and environmental 
knowledge transmission through alternative methods such as storytelling, 
religious teaching, and the imparting of traditional knowledge on food 
provisioning by the family. By drawing on a case study of 21 households 
from the author’s fi eldwork in the city of Bogor, Indonesia, the chapter 
will go on to provide an overview of the phenomenon of food waste and 
analyze the role of unpaid foodwork in more sustainable food provision-
ing practices such as through the prevention and reduction of food waste. 
This chapter argues that sharing folktales, such as “The Tale of the Crying 
Rice” in Indonesia, has the potential to serve as a useful tool for informal 
learning and can be mobilized by households to prevent or reduce food 
waste. The understanding of traditional knowledge may entail knowing 
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how to process leftover foods into a new meal, knowing how to use ingre-
dients commonly thrown out such as offals, or how to make food last lon-
ger (e.g., through pickling, salting) which then leads to the prevention or 
reduction of food waste. Finally, the chapter will demonstrate that alterna-
tive forms of knowledge transmission, such as unpaid (non-market-based) 
foodwork and storytelling, are predominantly performed by women. 
Acknowledging the importance of this type of work and women’s voices 
(McNamara  2009 ) will highlight the important environmental, social, and 
economic contribution of unpaid foodwork as a legitimate pedagogical 
tool in the development of a more inclusive and sustainable food system.  

   THE GLOBAL ISSUE OF FOOD WASTE 
 Within our complex and corporatized food regime (McMichael  2009 ) 
lies the paradox of food shortages and food insecurity amidst staggering 
food surplus and waste. An estimated 30–50 % of food is wasted annu-
ally (Gustavsson et  al.  2011 ; IMG  2013 ), while approximately one bil-
lion people are malnourished (Naylor  2011 ). Cloke ( 2013 ) identifi es 
this particular food regime as a system that profi ts from being wasteful. 
In the “food waste regime” framework that Gille ( 2012 ) developed, she 
argued that waste constitutes a social relationship, and within this social 
relationship, it is important to highlight the issue of risk and unequal 
power relations. Such unequal power relations mean that within the mod-
ern industrial food system, those with more power can shield themselves 
from risk while increasing another’s exposure to risk (Gille  2012 ). An 
example of this would be a large agroindustry’s ability to produce surplus 
food which shields itself from the risk of lower profi t, while increasing 
the risk of smaller-scale farmers as they are unable to compete from a 
pricing standpoint. This unequal exposure to risk according to Gille is a 
“key source and result of power” ( 2012 , 31). Those who are unable to 
shield themselves from this risk (i.e., from the effect of dumping surplus 
food), such as peasants and small farmers, are negatively impacted as food 
dumping/food aid destroys the price of their domestic product (OXFAM 
 2005 ). It follows that the import of cheap surplus food from one country 
can result in the wastage of domestic food in another country. This par-
ticular circumstance results in economic, environmental, and social losses 
(Gille  2012 ). 

 Food waste research has signifi cantly grown as it is generally agreed 
that the amount of food wasted and lost globally has major ecological, 
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economic, and moral implications (Kummu et  al.  2012 ). Food losses 
and waste impact scarce natural resources such as freshwater, cropland, 
and fertilizers. Currently, the agricultural sector is responsible for 70 % 
of global freshwater withdrawal (Kummu et al.  2012 ), and it is unfath-
omable to think that close to a half of the food produced using scarce 
water does not even get eaten. Not only does preventing food from being 
wasted reduce the natural resources required to grow food, it also reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions approximately eight times more than diverting 
the food waste from the landfi ll to anaerobic digestion (Quested et  al. 
 2013 ). International calls from scholars, policy makers, and even religious 
fi gures such as Pope Francis (McKenna  2013 ) have raised the impor-
tance of reducing and preventing food waste (Evans et  al.  2013 ; FAO 
 2012 ; IMG  2013 ). In academia, it is generally agreed that households are 
the largest generators of food waste (Gooch et al.  2014 ; WRAP  2011 ). 
Consequently, research on household food waste has grown (Evans et al. 
 2013 ; Ganglbauer et  al.  2013 ; Williams et  al.  2012 ). Interestingly, this 
research has mainly focused on food waste generated by consumers in the 
Global North (Gooch et al.  2014 ; Evans et al.  2013 ) and has generally 
neglected household food waste in the Global South. A literature review 
of food waste studies confi rms this gap as it is argued that people in devel-
oping countries in general practice a “Buy Today Eat Today” food culture 
so they waste less (Parfi tt et al.  2010 ). While a few studies have briefl y 
addressed food waste in developing countries (Yates and Gutberlet  2011 ), 
the majority of studies focus primarily on issues of agricultural loss caused 
by improper storage facilities or modern farming infrastructure (Oelofse 
and Nahman  2013 ). In the limited research that examines food waste in 
developing countries, there seems to be a generalized assumption that 
people in developing countries waste less food because they are “too poor 
to waste” (IMG  2013 ). 

 It is estimated by the United Nations ( 2014 ) that 66 % of the world’s 
population is projected to be urban by 2050, with the most rapid growth 
estimated to occur in Asia and in Africa. It is further projected that the 
number of middle-class consumers will grow to 5 billion people by 2030, 
with a large majority of the growth to occur in Asia (Kharas  2010 ). A 
literature review of food waste research conducted by Parfi tt et al. ( 2010 ) 
found that the diversifi cation of diet and urbanization are correlated to 
an increase in the generation of food waste at the later stages of the food 
supply chain. These middle-class and affl uent populations are increasingly 
mimicking the consumption patterns of rich countries (Godfray et  al. 
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 2010 ). The growth of urban population in developing countries and the 
need to feed this growing population often entail the extension of mod-
ern corporate food supply chains requiring integrated infrastructures such 
as roads, transportation, and storage networks all of which can lead to 
the generation of more food waste along the chain (Parfi tt et al.  2010 ). 
Considering that many cities in developing countries have weak waste col-
lection infrastructures (Meidiana and Gamse  2011 ), a high generation of 
organic waste (Oberlin and Szántó  2011 ), and lower-income people who 
are saddled with the disproportionate burden of living amidst this waste, 
the issue of food waste in developing countries requires urgent attention. 
One way of addressing this issue is through unpaid foodwork. 

   Unpaid Foodwork 

 Brady, Gingras, and Power argue that unpaid work in the form of food-
work (i.e., producing, preparing, procuring, serving, and cleaning) in the 
home can represent “a potential source of power, resistance, and creativ-
ity” ( 2012 , 123). However, scholarly literature has mainly focused on 
broader concepts such as “housework” or domestic work as well as “paid 
and unpaid work” (Bakker  1998 ; Bianchi et al.  2000 ; Bittman et al.  2003 ; 
Eichler and Albanese  2007 ) while neglecting the potential environmental 
contributions of food-related unpaid work. In addition, while research on 
food waste is growing rapidly (Evans et al.  2013 ; Ganglbauer et al.  2013 ; 
Williams et al.  2012 ), there is a lack of research on the role of alterna-
tive knowledge such as folktales/storytelling, traditional knowledge, and 
intergenerational learning as tools for knowledge transmission to prevent 
and reduce household food waste in developing countries. Policy and edu-
cational awareness initiatives such as the “Love Food Hate Waste” (  www.
lovefoodhatewaste.com    ) campaign in the UK are formally addressing the 
issue of food waste in the public sphere. However, it is useful to consider 
that learning about environmental issues can also be transmitted through 
different methods of knowledge transmission and “informal learning” 
such as folktales, storytelling, riddling, and many others (Houston  2013 ; 
Jirata  2012 ), especially in the domestic sphere. For example, Houston 
argues that environmental justice storytelling “provides a framework for 
understanding multiple realities of environmental problems that are not 
necessarily discernible through policy or scientifi c practice” ( 2013 , 419). 
Alternative learning through informal unpaid learning can also offer cul-
turally sensitive learning tailored to specifi c needs of the family or culture. 
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Moreover, storytelling and folklore represent a gendered, non-positivist 
discourse, which has for millennia been carried by women across culture, 
time, and space (McNamara  2009 ). The devaluation of such alternative 
forms of education by women through the positivist discourse is tied to 
the distancing of food and the viewing of food as a commodity (i.e., com-
modity fetishism) (Coles and Crang  2010 ) rather than as an important 
source of building social and environmental relations. 

 According to Blackburn, “there is a fundamental theoretical error in 
describing women’s domestic work as ‘unpaid’; it is the error of apply-
ing market concepts to non-market work” ( 1999 , 1). While this chapter 
employs the terminology of “unpaid foodwork” in describing some of the 
alternative methods of learning in the household, this chapter acknowl-
edges the limitations and problems of using this term. In this chapter, 
the term “unpaid foodwork” refers to work that occurs in the domestic 
economy rather than in the capitalist market economy (Blackburn  1999 ). 
Under the dominant “market” ideology, domestic household work or 
foodwork can easily be overlooked. As Blackburn argues, the consequence 
of this ideological perspective is “an undervaluing of much of the work 
done by women” ( 1999 , 13).   

   LEARNING, FOOD KNOWLEDGE, AND FOOD LITERACY 
 To understand the environmental potential of food literacy in the house-
hold, it is benefi cial to look at the historical transition on food provisioning 
practices as well as the meaning of food prior to the industrialization of the 
food system. In the classic waste anthology  Waste and Want , Strasser points 
to the historical transition wherein food preparation moved from “home 
to factory, from production to consumption, from handcraft to purchas-
ing” ( 1999 , 28). For example, in an 1835 edition of  The American Frugal 
Housewife , the issue of food waste hierarchy was addressed, urging women: 

 look frequently to the pails—the slop pails, which held pig feed—“to see 
that nothing is thrown to the pigs which should have been in the grease 
pot”—where fats were saved for cooking and soapmaking. “Look to the 
grease-pot, and see that nothing is there which might have served to nourish 
your own family, or a poorer one” (Strasser  1999 , 6).  

The importance of food literacy is based on the notion that with more 
knowledge, one has the skills to potentially waste less. As Strasser argues, 
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“people in different social categories—rich and poor, old and young, 
women and men—sort trash differently in part because they have learned 
different skills” ( 1999 , 10). These food skills are key because they enable 
less food waste by transforming leftovers or surplus food into a new meal 
and by wasting less food in the process of cooking. An example of this 
would be making meals out of things that are commonly thrown out—
broccoli stalks, offal, potato peels, and so on. Due to industrialization 
and the mass production of food products, “expert knowledge of material 
became irrelevant; leftovers and scraps that they once might have valued 
became trash instead” (Strasser  1999 , 14). 

 The issue of food waste in Indonesia parallels this trend toward mod-
ernization and industrialization, increasing signifi cantly with rapid urban-
ization and the rise of the middle-income group. Studies have documented 
that there are a growing number of middle- to upper-income groups in 
Asia including lower-income Asian countries with highly consumptive 
and Westernized lifestyles (Hobson  2004 ; Leichenko and Solecki  2005 ; 
Goodman and Robinson  2013 ; Arai  2001 ). Consequently, concerns over 
food waste have largely become invisible with rising incomes, full employ-
ment, and the regime of excess/surplus food. In this food regime, farmers 
are directed to produce the maximum amount of food without consider-
ing the distribution and the potential market for their foodstuffs (Evans 
et  al.  2012 ). Unpaid foodwork as an alternative learning tool has the 
potential to reconnect the moral, environmental, and economic concerns 
associated with the acts of wasting food.  

   LEARNING AND GENDER-BASED UNPAID FOODWORK 
 In her work on Embu women’s food production and traditional knowl-
edge in Kenya, Wane ( 2003 ) found that women learn foodwork at a very 
early age, with girls observing their mothers during play. The example 
of learning from observing the mothers in the Embu women was also 
corroborated by interview respondents in Indonesia. In one of the low- 
income households, Rosida (the names of those interviewed in this study 
have been changed to preserve anonymity) explained to me how her 
daughters learned to cook: 

 I never really offi cially taught them how to cook, but when I cook they 
observe me and they ask me questions, “so do you do it like this ma?” So I 
explain, this, this and this, so when she got married, she already knew how 
to cook and what she needs. I never really taught both my daughters but 
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they just watched me and she ask me questions like what is this for? So I let 
her know this is for this and we write it down so she won’t forget (Rosida 
interview, July 3rd 2014).  

Interestingly, Rosida emphasized twice in her interview that she “never 
really taught” her daughters how to cook. Despite providing them with 
explanations and answering their questions as they observed her cooking, 
Rosida did not view what she did as teaching. The natural way in which 
she actually taught her daughters refl ects the essence of unpaid foodwork. 
In this case, the unpaid foodwork has the effect of providing food literacy 
for her daughters, and this “informal” learning is not based on a market 
relationship but on a social relationship. This type of work is also under-
valued as even Rosida herself did not realize or value her own contribu-
tions to the food knowledge of her daughters. 

 When asked where Rosida herself learned to cook, she answered “I 
learned from my parents [mother].” This continuous line of learning 
from mothers to daughters can be disrupted in the case of the upper- and 
middle- class population. In my study, some of the factors that cause the 
disruption include the employment of domestic helpers who are respon-
sible for cooking and the type of foods that are purchased (frozen, pro-
cessed foods such as chicken nuggets). Tuti is one of my upper-income 
household participants and a full-time professional. She works in the capi-
tal city and commutes from Bogor on a daily basis. She recently transi-
tioned to a new domestic helper and is trying to train her to cook. When I 
asked if she likes to cook, she responded: “I don’t really enjoy cooking, I 
force myself to enjoy it, I do it when it’s a necessity ….” I also asked her if 
she learned how to cook and if so, from where? Tuti responded that while 
she learned a few basic things from her mother, she mostly learned from 
recipe books that she purchased. It is not surprising that there is a differ-
ence in the methods of learning about food literacy from Tuti and Rosida 
based on their class and income. 

 In one case, Sinta (who is from an upper-income household) has a son 
who knows how to cook. However, his cooking knowledge is derived 
from his studies abroad at a chef school, and not from unpaid work/
parental observation. It is worth noting that the upper-income house-
holds have more ability to access formal learning and that food literacy is 
usually gained from paid resources, cooking books in the case of Tuti, and 
chef school in the case of Sinta’s son. In fact, Sinta admits that her son’s 
experimentation with making new foods has led to food wasting. In one 
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example, she remembered purchasing a kilogram of eggs and only having 
one left at the end of the day. Sinta also found out that her son attempted 
to make ravioli, but it turned out very tough. Therefore, her household’s 
ability to take more risk (e.g., in the experimentations of making food) 
results in the creation of more food waste. Sinta also prefers to use new oil 
to cook her food for health purposes, so the leftover cooking oil is given 
to her domestic helper.  

   LEARNING AND FAITH/SPIRITUAL-BASED UNPAID 
FOODWORK 

 While the section above has addressed unpaid foodwork and learning from 
the perspective of gender, another type of unpaid foodwork employed by 
the households in my study relates to moral or ethical foodwork. In the 
interviews, the Muslim respondents in my study use the term “Mubazir” 
to relate to the sinful act of being wasteful, and this term is found in the 
Holy Quran.  Mubazir  in general means “wasteful”/“extravagant.” For 
example, when I asked Suci who is a lower-income respondent if food 
gets wasted in her household, she said that, “It happens, but I have a 
chicken, so instead of being mubazir [unused/wasted] I give it to the ani-
mal” (Suci Interview, 2014). When considering the food waste hierarchy 
(Stuart  2009 ), feeding animals is on the third level of the hierarchy of food 
waste prevention, just after “at source reduction” and feeding the hungry 
(but before composting and landfi lling/incineration). Therefore, through 
applying the Quranic injunction of avoiding Mubazir, households have 
made their faith one of the learning tools that has infl uenced them to pre-
vent and reduce food waste. 

 In terms of the potential impact of the moral unpaid foodwork, Indah, 
one of the upper-income respondents, quoted the following verse of the 
Holy Quran to display her moral stance on wasting food: 

 And give thou to the kinsman his due, and to the poor and the wayfarer, and 
squander not  thy wealth  extravagantly. (Holy Quran, Chapter 3: 27)  

This verse embodies the philosophy that Indah abides by when it comes 
to provisioning food for her family. Indah (upper-income) is a retiree and 
leads a senior Quranic reading group for ladies in her community. She is 
the only household in my study who practices composting. She is also very 
knowledgeable about environmental issues and waste, which she partially 
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credits to her experience living abroad where recycling is made easy. Indah 
is an example of a respondent who is highly aware and knowledgeable 
about food waste prevention and reduction. She actively composts and 
grows a lot of her own vegetables with the help of her son who is learn-
ing about hydroponics and aquaponics (especially organic catfi sh rearing). 
Her entire home is an example of a  closed-loop food system . A closed- 
loop food system is a system of resource recycling (Carney  2012 ), which 
means that whatever food she does not consume gets composted or fed 
to the fi sh. She then uses the compost to grow vegetables in her backyard, 
and she consumes both the fi sh and vegetables and the cycle repeats. Our 
current industrial food system is a linear chain and not a closed-loop sys-
tem, so food waste has been for the most part going in the landfi ll. This 
is also true in the case of Bogor, Indonesia, where food waste consists of 
69 % of the total solid waste collected by the municipality (Municipality 
of Bogor  2011 ). However, food waste was not always landfi lled. Modern 
industrial waste has arguably catalyzed the Bogor waste crisis. As one of 
my upper-income respondents, Sarah, recounted when I asked her about 
the transformation in the type of household waste and how it is managed: 

 Before, until the 1980s, you can pretty much dig and put the food waste in 
a hole. Yes dig a hole and you put the waste in, so there is not a lot of waste 
outside. But what becomes problematic now is the packaging. Before, there 
were only a small amount of plastic and tin can waste (Sarah, Interview, July 
5 th  2014).  

Joko also corroborated practices of food waste management prior to mod-
ern retail and reliance on municipal waste infrastructure: 

 There was no plastic when we used to throw waste before, so food waste 
and yard waste goes to one hole, and another hole is kept open to prepare 
for when the other hole is full. We then dig the other hole again because it’s 
basically compost (Joko, Interview, July 6 th  2014).  

Unlike my other respondents who were no longer composting or separat-
ing food waste, Indah was the only one who has been able to continue 
to compost due to her commitment to the environment. In a tour of her 
backyard, she showed me her makeshift compost bin made of bricks and 
covered with a metal covering. She also had three fi sh ponds, one of which 
is an aquaponic system where she feeds some of the food scraps (especially 
coffee grinds) to her fi sh, and a medium-sized hydroponic operation. With 
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this small operation, she is able to employ an individual to manage the 
operation, creating a job opportunity for the community. Her son sells 
the catfi sh as a side business marketed as organic, some of them already 
 marinated, cleaned, and ready to fry. In a tour of her kitchen, I noticed 
scraps of soybean skin. She told me that she just made soymilk from 
scratch and will cook the soybean skin as a fi lling for an omelet for added 
protein. In our interview, she tells me about living more sustainably and 
the importance of reducing waste. She credits her increasing awareness to 
her son who is learning about growing organic vegetables. In this case, 
unpaid foodwork works both ways intergenerationally, as Indah applies 
her Islamic learning of not being wasteful to her household, while her 
son who is trained in hydroponics and aquaponics applies his expertise to 
create a closed-loop system in her house. A quote by Fatimah, one of my 
respondents, concludes this section perfectly, “Do not forsake what has 
been provided from the Almighty. Everything is from the Almighty.”  

   LEARNING AND CULTURAL-BASED UNPAID FOODWORK 
 To begin the discussion of learning and cultural-based unpaid food-
work, I will return to the Javanese tale of the Crying Rice. According to 
Janowski and Kerlogue, rice “is associated with women and the female 
principle throughout insular Austronesian and mainland Southeast Asian 
groups” ( 2007 , 9). From an Indonesian context, rice is deeply essential to 
Indonesia’s identity and is the main food staple in Java. Rice is so essential 
that for several of my respondents, the “Tale of the Crying Rice” was often 
recounted to their children as a caution to not waste food. Fatima is one 
of my upper-income respondents, and Bibi is her domestic helper who 
has worked with her for several decades. When I asked whether there are 
cultural injunctions against wasting food, Fatima said that she sometimes 
uses the tale of the Crying Rice to encourage her grandson to fi nish his 
food: “Please clean up your place, if not it [the rice] will cry.” During our 
interview, Bibi then arrived and when she entered the living room, Fatima 
asked her about the Crying Rice story. According to Bibi, the story started 
a long time ago during the rice-harvesting season. The myth was that a 
stalk of rice was left behind during harvest, and when the farmer went out, 
she heard a crying sound. As she walked to fi nd the source, she realized it 
was the rice. This folktale serves as a traditional reminder of the Javanese 
connection to agriculture and rice. As Janowski and Kerlogue ( 2007 ) 
wrote, “Although both women and men are involved in cultivating rice, 
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women are almost always the main decision makers in rice-growing and 
they tend to be responsible for the religious and ritual aspects of rice- 
growing” (10). While this story is predominantly told to small children, 
the folktale serves as a pedagogical reminder of the moral, economic, 
social, and environmental impact of wasting food.  

   CONCLUSION 
 While formal campaigns and public policy to reduce food waste in vari-
ous countries such as France and the UK have garnered global attention, 
this chapter has demonstrated a more quiet and alternative approach to 
reduce and prevent food waste through unpaid foodwork. Unpaid food-
work has contributed to food and food systems education through inter-
generational observation, traditional knowledge, faith-based learning, and 
folktales/storytelling in Indonesian households. Using the case study of 
households in Bogor, Indonesia, it was found that respondents who were 
participating in unpaid foodwork did not realize the contribution that 
they were making to food literacy and the furthering of food knowledge 
and skills. From the case study and the literature, the passing on of food 
knowledge resulted in, among other things, the knowledge of how to 
store food, how to preserve food, how to make food by using products 
that require an added level of competence in producing, and how to mini-
mize food waste. 

 As 66 % of the world is estimated to become urban by 2050 (United 
Nations  2014 ), and the supermarket penetration will continue to grow 
(Neilson and Pritchard  2007 ), it is imperative that scholars take into 
consideration the impacts of urbanization and the modernization of the 
food system on people’s relationship with food. As Strasser ( 1999 ) has 
demonstrated, the industrialization of food is correlated to increased con-
sumption and a decrease in food knowledge/literacy. With time scarcity 
and long commutes becoming the norm in Bogor, Indonesia, there is 
increasingly less time for households to develop a meaningful connection 
to food, which means that general food literacy will continue to decline. 
This trend can be halted and potentially reversed by acknowledging the 
role of women and alternative/traditional knowledge in creating a more 
sustainable food system. 

 This chapter also demonstrates the role of faith narratives in creating 
a moral framework that brings wastefulness into the realm of morality. 
Indigenous spirituality and the principle of seven generations are good 
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examples of such teachings whereby relationships between humans and 
the environment are interlinked (Lavallee and Poole  2010 ). Similarly, 
it is no coincidence that my Muslim respondents stated that their faith 
 motivates them to not be extravagant and wasteful. Finally, Java’s strong 
agrarian ties have given birth to a folktale that has tied the Javanese iden-
tity to food. By doing so, it then also ties the identity of the individual to 
the land and to the growers of that food. While the “Tale of the Crying 
Rice” does not have to be taken literally, the issue of food waste is mor-
ally preposterous when considering that we have more than enough food 
to feed 10.5 billion people. This is indeed a reason to shed tears as land, 
water, labor, and life get lost when food gets wasted at the current global 
rate. The various types of unpaid foodwork performed in the household 
serve as a useful pedagogical tool to reconnect the missing link between 
food, land, and people, and develop a more sustainable food system.     
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    CHAPTER 3   

        INTRODUCTION 
 Food systems and health systems are interdependent. In the biomedical 
tradition, however, strategies that focused on the development of these sys-
tems evolved in isolation from one another. Many non- communicable dis-
eases such as  type 2 diabetes  and obesity have an etiology that is strongly 
linked to food systems. These diseases are taking an ever- increasing toll 
on health and health systems globally, and in North America. In response, 
some in health professional organizations propose learning to adopt a 
more integrated approach to improve food system characteristics. 

 In Canada, health care food environments such as hospital kitchens, 
cafeterias, and retail food outlets maintain a focus on the nutrient content 
and safety of the foods served. Central in the development of food and 
nutrition policy for hospitals and medical clinics are the presiding guide-
lines for biological markers such as blood sugar levels, body mass index 
(BMI), and daily energy requirements (measured in Kilojoules of calo-
ries). Similarly, the educational tools used by health professionals are based 
on these same criteria. This perspective is currently the dominant food 
ideology in contemporary society, with signifi cant implications for food 
production, provisioning, consumption, and human health. An emerging 
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alternative narrative to this focus on the nutrient constituency of foods is 
one of prioritizing community food security, underpinned by the promo-
tion of local sustainable food systems (DOC  2007 ), consistent with an 
 ecohealth approach . 

 This chapter will examine the historical development of the nutrient- 
focused ideology in nutrition education and the more recent focus on 
foodways that value locality and community. It will use a case study of 
rural diabetes nutrition educators to investigate the implications of re- 
conceptualizing food and nutrition education. In this case study, there 
is evidence that nutrient-oriented food and nutrition policy continues to 
be the predominant infl uence shaping contemporary nutrition pedagogy, 
although other infl uences were found, including the role of local sustain-
able food and sense of community. In the emerging alternative narrative of 
nutrition education, the role of food as it is related to the everyday expe-
riences of local sustainable food and sense of community are important 
themes supporting both food system and health system change.  

   NUTRITION EDUCATION IN HEALTH CARE 
 Within the biomedical approach to health care, food is valued primar-
ily as a source of nutrients. In the health care setting, the dietitian is the 
health professional most closely aligned with food knowledge and food 
work. The history of dietetics as a profession, and nutrition as a distinct 
scientifi c discipline, parallels the institution of western medical practice 
(Liquori  2001 ). Dietetics is founded on the philosophy that optimal nutri-
tion is essential for the health and well-being of every person. Based on 
the science of human nutritional care, the practice of dietetics involves the 
application of empirical knowledge about nutrition in relation to specifi c 
health outcomes (Cannon  2005 ). This section provides an overview of the 
evolution of the nutrition profession and pedagogical approaches in health 
care settings between 1900 and the present day. 

 Between 1900 and 1930, in the early years of the profession of dietetics 
in North America, the role was primarily one of fulfi lling clinical prescrip-
tions issued by medical doctors who dominated the biomedical hierarchy 
(Kennedy  2008 ). These prescriptions were directed at specifi c health con-
ditions related to particular disease states, such as the relationship between 
adequate intake of Vitamin C and the prevention of scurvy. The 1920s 
discovery of insulin therapy in the management of diabetes by the Nobel 
prize-winning work of Frederick Banting and Charles Best underpinned 
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a key role for dietitians (CDA  2015 ). Complementing this discovery was 
the development of the expertise of dietitians who helped patients under-
stand the importance of regulating the intake of macronutrients (proteins, 
carbohydrates, and fats) as an integral component in the successful man-
agement of their disease. Enhancing the knowledge and skills of individual 
patients to enable them to follow prescribed diet plans that detailed the 
patterns of timing and quantity of these nutrients was the primary objec-
tive of the nutrition education encounter. 

 The next defi ning era of nutrition practice and education corresponds 
with the food provisioning constraints brought on by the two world wars 
and related economic depression in the fi rst half of the twentieth century. 
Public health nutrition emerged at this time as many nations began to link 
the importance of a well-nourished population with one that was better 
able to service national interests including the health of “factory workers 
and foot soldiers to increase national advantage” (Cannon  2005 , p. 702). 
Agriculture policy emphasized food production quantity to meet these 
demands (MacRae  2012 ). National nutrition education campaigns devel-
oped in consultation with nutrition professionals focused on ensuring 
food abundance, complementary to policies that encouraged the rise of 
the productionist-oriented agro-industrial food system. The publication 
and wide distribution of government-sponsored national food guidelines 
constituted one such strategy. 

 In the early years of the twenty-fi rst century, a number of critical analyses 
of these prescriptive nutrient-focused approaches arose from the physical 
and social sciences as well as other communities of interest. Reductionist 
approaches to valuing food primarily in terms of its elemental nutrient 
components rather viewing it as part of a nested interdependent sys-
tem began to come under scrutiny. This over-reliance on nutrient-based 
analysis, dubbed “ nutritionism ” (Scrinis  2008 ), facilitates market com-
modifi cation of food systems that privileges corporations and their con-
trol over food value chains. Central to such an ideology, the presiding 
guidelines for a “nutricentric” person’s life are biological markers such as 
blood sugar levels, glycemic index (GI), BMI, and daily energy require-
ments (measured in Kilojoules of calories) (Scrinis  2008 ). In contrast, 
“cultural eaters” (Dixon  2009 ) prioritize alternative foodways that place 
a high value on locality, history, and cultural identity (McMichael  2005 ; 
Pettoello-Mantovani  2005 ). The “re-localized” shift in food production 
and procurement that is integral to these alternative food systems raises 
wider debates about the risks of exclusionary politics that simple binaries 
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such as “local” and “corporate,” “industrial,” and “organic” may play in 
the unintended marginalization of groups at risk of food insecurity (Born 
and Purcell  2006 ; Marsden and Franklin  2013 ). Transitions that prioritize 
the livelihoods of producers, the food security of consumers, and the envi-
ronmental sustainability of modes of production have the potential to play 
a signifi cant role in the building of sustainable and place-based transitions. 

 One response to these kinds of analyses is a call for an expansion 
in the role of (professional) health practitioners to adopt an ecohealth 
approach. In other words, their jobs would be expanded to include rela-
tionship building in the community and advocacy work with respect to 
food security concerns (Arya  2007 ) and issues of food system sustainabil-
ity (Harvie et al.  2009 ; Wilkins  2009 ; Worsley et al.  2014 ). This approach 
would move food learning beyond the development of a specifi c set of 
knowledge and skills relating to nutrients to one more concerned with the 
capacity of the broader community to support healthy food choices. As a 
relatively new and integrative strategy for thinking about health, the eco-
health approach presents challenges to health practitioners, planners, and 
researchers trained and acculturated in the more deterministic biomedical 
model, as well as patients who are accustomed to attending to health care 
concerns within this paradigm (Rapport et al.  2001 ). Institutionalized and 
established ideologies and “accepted” cultural practices will require a shift 
in training and the allocation of additional resources. Thus, awareness and 
acknowledgment of these conventional epistemological perspectives con-
stitute a fi rst step toward the successful adoption of new health-promoting 
practices. 

 At the time of this review, several professional bodies responsible for rep-
resenting and setting operational standards for North American health care 
professionals had published position statements available on their websites 
supportive of an ecohealth approach. These include the American Medical 
Association ( 2009 ), the American Dietetic Association ( 2007 ), and the 
Dietitians of Canada (DOC) ( 2007 ). As an example, the  organization that 
represents nutrition professionals in Canada, the DOC published a position 
statement in 2007 that advocated for a comprehensive approach to nutri-
tional health care assessed at the community level and suggested that 

 Community food security exists when all community residents obtain a safe, 
personally acceptable, nutritious diet through a  sustainable food system  that 
maximizes healthy choices, community self-reliance and equal access for 
everyone. (DOC  2007 , p. 1 emphasis added)  
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This statement urges dietitians to advocate individually and through par-
ticipation in coalitions for the development and implementation of policies 
and programs that support community food security. As a component of 
these actions, support for local food systems is recommended. “Promoting 
local food production and consumption is one strategy to move toward a 
more sustainable food system” (DOC  2007 , p. 5). This attention to food 
systems capacity at the community scale represents a signifi cant shift from 
the traditional mandate for health professionals to provide the individual 
patient with the food skills and knowledge to effectively manage their dis-
ease, particularly those working in hospital settings.  

   DIABETES NUTRITION EDUCATION 
 An increase in the prevalence of type 2 diabetes in Ontario is on pace with 
the trend occurring at the global scale (Booth et al.  2012 ). In response, the 
Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care launched the Ontario Diabetes 
Strategy (ODS) program in 2008, with a goal of increasing the quantity 
of provincially funded diabetes education personnel. Despite the linkage 
between healthy eating and diabetes prevention and management, policy 
related to community food security is not addressed in the ODS imple-
mentation strategies and evaluation. Ninety-seven percent of this funding 
is directed to service delivery for people with diabetes, with the remaining 
three percent directed to prevention strategies (McCarter  2012 ). The pri-
mary outcome of this funding is an increase in the total number of diabe-
tes education staff, in some cases doubling the complement. There is also 
an increase in the number and confi guration of health services organiza-
tions involved. Originally, hospital-based diabetes education centers were 
the only organizations delivering education, with supportive resources 
available from the County Public Health Departments and the Canadian 
Diabetes Association. 1  Pursuant to the ODS, diabetes education was 
also made available within collaborative care settings. In Ontario, these 
are community health centers and family health teams that offer access 
to a range of health professionals such as physicians, nurses, dietitians, 
social workers, and pharmacists working together in a patient-centered 
care model. The parameters set out by the Ministry of Health and Long- 
Term Care to measure the outcome of such education are the frequency 
of patient visits to diabetes health services and biomedical indicators of 
individual patient blood sugar control. These measures are useful in that 
they enable health providers to have a picture of disease management for 
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patients accessing the health care system, and program administrators to 
have a profi le of the population with diabetes accessed. The limitation is 
that the measures do not give any indication to the health care team or to 
administrators about the nature of the constraints that individual patients 
in the community setting face in managing their disease. In the words of 
one program manager: 

  So right now diabetes education   is measured by the number of warm bod-
ies going through the door. There’s no quality of care measures included, 
whether it’s quality of education, or quality of messaging, or quality of out-
comes. And that is a huge gap  []  you’ve got some really good leadership 
and really good educators who have a lot of experience and insight, but if 
they’re not given the opportunity or power to be able to use that because of 
the rigidity of the structure and funding in measurement requirements, it’s 
a wasted resource. It’s a wasted opportunity.   

Collaborative efforts, intrinsic to an ecohealth approach, including those 
promoting local food, are minimal between health care providers work-
ing under these different employers as each must prioritize fulfi lling the 
mandate set out for them under the auspices of their current employment 
arrangement and the provincial reporting requirements. It is unclear who 
has the authority to resolve these overlapping mandates, particularly since 
the level of inter-agency collaboration is community specifi c. The collab-
orative efforts that are being undertaken refl ect initiatives on the part of 
community-level workers rather than organizational support from provin-
cial management structures. 

 Against this backdrop of changes to diabetes nutrition education 
resources, I examined how diabetes nutrition educators working in rural 
communities in southwestern Ontario describe their education strategies 
(Appavoo  2014 ). Not unexpectedly, the sites most often referred to with 
reference to education were clinical care settings such as medical clinics, 
community health centers, and hospitals. The primary education formats 
involved didactic individual and group sessions with the goal of improving 
knowledge and skills related to diabetes food management. 

 During patient encounters, the diabetes nutrition educators in the 
study covered concepts that were consistent with those established as 
important by the Canadian Diabetes Association (CDA  2013 ) and set out 
in the required knowledge and skills to be certifi ed as a Diabetes Educator 
in Canada (CDECB  2012 ). It is important to note that the certifi cation 
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specifi cs relate to individual encounters; the elements of the defi nition of 
community food security are not included. This means that the knowledge 
and skills to make food choices that translate into “healthy blood sugars” 
are key. In accordance with this, the educators spent time with patients 
in the clinic setting collecting a comprehensive history of food habits, 
preferences, skills, and food access. They also detailed patterns of activity 
and medication regimes and concurrent health concerns. Together, the 
educator, patient, and the family members responsible for food prepara-
tion designed food plans that took all of these factors into consideration. 
In designing food plans, lists of appropriate foods were reviewed in con-
sultation with resources based on Canada’s Food Guide, and food labels 
with nutrient evaluations were a topic of scrutiny. Plastic and pictorial 
representations of foods were used to illustrate food portion sizes. Real 
food was absent. 

 The public space in the health services site outside of the clinic room 
was less structured than the clinic room. Patients chose from the informa-
tion rather than being specifi cally directed to it. All waiting areas in the 
health services facilities had a selection of pedagogical resources: popular 
press magazines and pamphlets sponsored by various commodity market-
ing boards (e.g. Ontario Milk marketing board), non-government health 
organizations (e.g. Heart and Stroke Foundation), and pharmaceutical 
companies (e.g. Eli Lily). Any locally developed information resources 
such as promotion of the  Good Food Box  as well as maps of local food 
retail outlets were also often available. There were no specifi c policies 
regarding the availability of educational materials based on source of the 
materials. Messages such as those that may be found in popular press mag-
azines might not be consistent with those offered in the formal diabetes 
educator—patient meetings. As a result, they could very well detract from 
the messages of the health services encounter. Similarly, promotion of 
local sustainable food choices can be reinforced in this setting. Thus, poli-
cies about the sources and content of information in this less formal space 
should not be neglected given that it is the space that the patient moves 
through prior to, and after, the formalized education encounter. 

 The study also revealed issues in the area of food procurement. In the 
health sector institutions involved with food provisioning as well as edu-
cation (hospitals and long-term care facilities), food procurement is not 
interlinked with local food production. In addition, the role that local 
agricultural production plays in local food availability is an evolving one. 
In this particular rural area of southwestern Ontario, agriculture and food 
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production is a key economic driver. Thirty-three percent of the provin-
cial agricultural land is located in this region. The predominant economic 
development model is agro-industrial agriculture, with local produce trav-
eling out of communities for processing and distribution (Smithers and 
Johnson  2004 ). Key challenges identifi ed in sourcing local products for 
food service for local health care institutions include fi nding local suppliers 
who can meet the institution’s requirements in terms of volume, consis-
tency, ease of ordering and delivery, and product types (Hammel  2012 ). 
The lack of processing for locally produced foods is a particular challenge, 
because local processing capacity continues to decline in the area, attrib-
uted largely to provincial policies around food inspection (Carter-Whitney 
 2009 ). The management structure of food services is also a barrier to 
local food procurement. Currently, the operation and management of 
food services across all hospitals in the area is outsourced to private food 
service companies as a response to budget constraints. Food made “from 
scratch” or “on-site” food preparation has been replaced by “thermos,” 
fl ash-frozen food meals produced in facilities far removed from the one 
in which they are served. The institutions now lack the infrastructure and 
human resources to work with less processed and potentially more variable 
and seasonal local products. The downsized kitchen facilities and staffi ng 
also result in fewer options for volunteers, visitors, and staff who must 
remain on site for their meals. In view of the importance of small hospitals 
in contributing to the social and health fabric of rural communities, and in 
many cases as a site of formalized “food education,” it is unfortunate that 
“local sustainable food” is not yet a priority. “Overall, there is a disconnect 
between the institutions, the broader community and the local food and 
agricultural sector” (Hammel  2012 , p. 4). The patient as “learner” in the 
health care setting is not oblivious to this dissonance as identifi ed by one 
educator: 

  About a year ago we did displays about eat local [at the hospital]. That totally 
backfi red because in a hospital with food contracted out, a patient picked that up .  

Leaving “real food” out of the clinical education encounter and priori-
tizing pre-cooked and packaged food sourcing for health care facilities 
jeopardizes the opportunity for a health care setting to be a place of food 
learning in two important ways. Firstly, the development of a relation-
ship based on credibility is compromised by these food-sourcing practices. 
Secondly, the opportunity for experiential learning, connecting patients 
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with “real food” is missed. What remains is the “hidden curriculum” 
(Callenbach  2005 , p. 42) that is unspoken, but nevertheless transmitted: 
processed foods. 

 Within the formal sites of learning described by educators in the study, 
the explicit curriculum as set out in diabetes education guidelines is one of 
promoting food choices that can best support the health of the individual 
patient. However, the hidden curriculum delivered within these health 
care settings is one in which processed, packaged, and specifi cally quanti-
fi ed food items are most valued. Acknowledgment of the importance of 
the social dimension of food is obscured by a lack of attention to it in the 
formal reporting and education requirements.  

   OPENING THE DOOR TO AN ALTERNATIVE NUTRITION 
EDUCATION 

 The social dimension of food, in particular issues of food security, gener-
ated an interest in “local sustainable food” among nutrition educators 
in the study. These local sustainable food options provide a platform 
for re-positioning “food” and “food experiences” in the workplace and 
community. 

   “Locating” Local Sustainable Food 

 Although it was not a part of the standardized package of resources and 
training, all the health providers interviewed did describe actions support-
ive of local food systems. Concern about economic access to food was 
the most signifi cant motivation for increasing patients’ awareness of local 
food options. Respondents evidenced their remarks on this by referencing 
national and local data on diabetes prevalence among low-income popula-
tions, and personal experiences in diabetes care such as this one: 

  One of the things we know about diabetes is that there’s a disproportionate 
number of people who are really struggling economically who have diabetes 
and sometimes it’s a decision: are you going to get your medication or your 
food? Or are you going to eat or have a roof over your head?   

These comments about food security were not directly in support or in 
opposition to promotion of local food within diabetes nutrition educa-
tion. Food security was the most signifi cant concern, using adjectives such 
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as “profound” and “huge.” Underlining its importance, these food secu-
rity comments were made in the fi rst part of the narrative in response to 
the interview question about local sustainable food, prefacing and quali-
fying any other remarks. There was a lack of consensus as to whether 
enhanced access to local food served as a proximate and tenable strategy 
in addressing these challenges. For example, it was noted that local food 
is not necessarily the most affordable source of fruits and vegetables avail-
able to patients: 

  The balance has to be cost for people. We haven’t quite got that worked 
out—how to produce something locally for less cost than fl ying it from China.   

Regardless of whether or not they were convinced of the utility of local 
community food initiatives in enhancing the food security of patients, 
educators provided information about local food programs and activities 
considered by them to be relevant to the patient, such as the availability of 
fruits and vegetables from local farmers’ markets in the area. Several also 
reported their own participation in actions that would serve to improve 
local food accessibility such as participating in the implementation of Good 
Food Box programs, advocating for enhanced food supplement money 
for persons with diabetes, participating in the development of local food 
charters, and personal patronage of local food retail opportunities. This 
fi nding, that the primary motivating factor for health care practitioners 
to promote local food initiatives is almost invariably linked to concerns 
about economic access to healthy foods, is consistent with that reported 
by Mount et al. ( 2013 ) in their examination of support for community 
food projects in other areas of Ontario. 

 Despite the absence of “local sustainable food” in the priorities for dia-
betes education in clinical settings, the diabetes nutrition educators did 
reveal important ways that, conceptually and practically, it is being incorpo-
rated into their work life and daily experiences. These educators supported 
local sustainable food systems in their communities in ways consistent with 
the importance placed on the value of community food security by the 
DOC (DOC  2007 ). Their efforts included those in the clinic setting, such 
as increasing awareness of local food resources through distribution of 
available information to patients and documenting food access constraints 
in the patient’s clinical records. They also included efforts outside of the 
clinic setting: personal patronage of local food opportunities, planning 
and implementation of community-based educational opportunities for 
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knowledge, and skill building around local food preparation such as cook-
ing workshops involving local food and advocacy for policy and infrastruc-
ture that would facilitate local food access. 

 Educators acknowledged in their comments and reported community 
activities that the attributes of local sustainable mapped closely to the ele-
ments of the DOC framework for community food security—food access, 
community self-reliance, and healthy, culturally acceptable food choices. 
It is important to recognize in food policy development, implementation 
and evaluation, that the nutrient profi le of these local foods is not the 
foremost consideration in supporting these systems. At the community 
level, the priority is a food system that underpins the non-nutritive contri-
butions that local food can make in a region, such as improved access to 
healthy food and community relations.  

   Cultivating a Sense of Community 

 Community relations around food issues are important in several ways. Not 
only can community-based action support local food systems, they also have 
an effect on the interactions between health care professionals and patients. 
All of the community interactions described by the educators involved 
meeting people in the community as they pursued their own personal food 
acquisition and recreation activities in places such as the grocery store, the 
farmers’ market, and the community center. The informal conversations 
about food arose because of the educators’ health care role, but occurred in 
a place in the community that was about “food” rather than “health care.” 

  You see people around and in the community a lot more than just when they 
are here to see you for a medical appointment. I don’t have a problem with 
it. I know several times I have been at the grocery store and people have 
come up to me and said what kind of yogurt is better?[] I enjoy that. I fi nd 
it rewarding and a sense of community .  

This sense of community contributes to shaping the actions and interac-
tions of health care professionals. 

 From an administrative perspective, additional community-based 
responsibilities added to the mandate of health care workers may not be 
welcomed (Rourke  2010 ). They may be construed as adding yet another 
task to the workday rather than enriching the experience of the educator 
in their role. That said, Kilpatrick et al. ( 2009 ) observed that rural health 

LEARNING, FOOD, AND SUSTAINABILITY IN HEALTH CARE SETTINGS 45



professionals in particular are ideally placed to infl uence community-level 
determinants of health given that the majority live within, or near, the com-
munities they serve. These workers, described by Kilpatrick as “boundary 
crossers,” understand the culture and language of community and health 
service domains, and typically have the trust of both. In this context, the 
“educator” and the “patient” each have their own distinct role in the clini-
cal setting ascribed by the education guidelines and reporting require-
ments. But they also have a shared role in the community at large as they 
are both interacting with their environment as “eaters” and “shoppers” 
involved with the procurement, preparation, and consumption of food. 
This shared role is what sets the emerging alternative narrative of nutri-
tion education apart from the more biomedical learning experiences in 
the clinical setting. The interactions in food environments outside of these 
institutional boundaries most closely resembled Kilpatrick et al.’s ( 2009 ) 
fi ndings. Encounters in real food environments helped to blur the bound-
ary and foster trust in the relationship. The diversity of formal interactions 
between patients and caregivers in educational settings was complemented 
by informal interactions in non-clinical community settings. The character 
of these encounters was described by one educator as follows: 

  I was born and raised in a small town so I know how that is. I think that’s 
why I ended up wanting to come back to a smaller community, because I like 
that. Not that I want to know everybody’s business. It is just that comfort 
of a smaller community; people know each other and help each other out.   

In terms of patient relations, there was consensus that opportunities for 
encounters between patients in non-clinical settings, such as the grocery 
store and the farmers’ market, fostered trust in the client/provider rela-
tionship. It also fosters a relationship in which patients can (re)confi gure 
their position not only in the food system setting, but also in the health 
care setting. 

 In addition to enhancing the patients’ experience, this sense of com-
munity, created through diverse interactions and interconnections, also 
enhanced the experience of the diabetes nutrition educators in  pursuing 
their role in health professional work. This fi nding aligns with other analy-
ses of capacity in rural health services, that a key factor associated with 
health professional retention is personal and professional satisfaction and 
recognition in the community (Habjan et al.  2012 ). This connection, or 
as interviewees refer to it “sense of community,” is consistent with the 
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concept of “sense of place,” described by Doreen Massey (in Cresswell 
 2004 ) as a “product of interconnecting fl ows—of routes rather than 
roots” (p. 13). This is an important fi nding because it supports relations of 
care in the community. With a strong sense of community, health service 
providers are more likely to maintain a variety of connections in the com-
munity both personally and professionally. In turn, maintaining these con-
nections underpins the contribution of their skills and resources toward a 
healthy and vibrant community. 

 Diabetes nutrition educators in the study also referred to their “roots” 
in a community, their familiarity, and affi nity for rural lifestyles and con-
nections as the rationale for maintaining their role in a rural setting and 
engaging with local food systems promotion. 

  In my [patient] assessment we talk about hobbies and gardening […] and 
you know I will ask because my roots are rural. And I grew up with a garden 
so I don’t know any better. My roots.   

Future possibilities for local sustainable food systems and health systems 
are “rooted” in a familiarity with the culture and past and present experi-
ences of community.   

   RECOMMENDATIONS FOR DEVELOPING AN ALTERNATIVE 
APPROACH TO NUTRITION EDUCATION 

 The role of the diabetes nutrition educator is infl uenced by several inter-
acting factors that include training, workplace, community, and policy. All 
of these factors can open up opportunities for an alternative approach to 
nutrition education that includes local sustainable food and community 
food security. Professionals from different professional backgrounds—
dietitians, nurses, pharmacists and health educators, social workers, and 
physicians—all participate in diabetes nutrition education. Training has a 
bearing on education in two ways: training curricula and educator qualifi -
cations. To facilitate the diabetes nutrition educators’ ability to incorporate 
local sustainable food in education experiences, diabetes educator training 
standards that include knowledge of community food security and skills to 
take action on the elements of community food security are required. A 
review of training and standards for attainment of certifi cation as a diabe-
tes nutrition educator revealed no requirement for community food secu-
rity knowledge nor the skills to promote it (CDECB  2012 ). Additionally, 
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there were no consistent requirements, and uneven support, for the quali-
fi cations required to deliver diabetes education in the case study area. 

 Guidelines for incorporating practical and theoretical information 
about local sustainable food systems and community food security into 
nutrition training for professionals are now available (ADA  2010 ; Harmon 
et al.  2011 ). Recommended learning experiences are those that include 
systems-oriented problem solving, community engagement, and collab-
orative work with other stakeholders to “bridge the gaps between food 
system policy and practice” (Harmon et  al.  2011 , p.  8). Incorporating 
these strategies into training and certifi cation programs for professionals 
involved in nutrition education will help to prepare future educators to 
incorporate local sustainable food system considerations into their prac-
tice. Although there are exemplars of Canadian programs that have com-
munity engagement as a training priority for health professionals, such 
as the Northern Ontario School of Medicine (Strasser et al.  2009 ), these 
approaches are not standard. Adoption of these strategies as customary 
will require updates to professional certifi cation standards. For the current 
workforce, participation in continuing education that develops these skills 
is contingent upon both fi nancial and logistical support from employers. 

 Within the workplace, current reporting requirements also infl uence 
diabetes nutrition educators. These requirements focus on providing the 
knowledge and skills to patients to make food choices in quantities that 
translate into “healthy blood sugars.” The everyday lived experience of 
food access is secondary. Food security data collected by educators is not 
currently collated and communicated in a standardized way among care 
team members and as a component of the more centralized reporting 
requirements. This absence is not a refl ection of a lack of effi cient strategies 
to collect such data. For example, in examining the relationships between 
women’s mental health and food insuffi ciency, Hefl in et al. ( 2005 ) reports 
the use of a single item measure of household food insuffi ciency. With 
this indicator, eligible patients could be readily connected with commu-
nity food programs that are well situated to foster local food connections. 
Further, this data could be integrated with community capacity indicators, 
such as volunteer contributions to local food programs, and costs. Linking 
patients with appropriate community resources can be an important con-
tribution to enhancing community food environments on the part of the 
health service provider. 

 In view of the importance of small hospitals in contributing to the 
social and health fabric of rural communities, and in many cases provid-
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ing a site of formalized “food education” experiences, it is unfortunate 
that “local sustainable food” is not yet a priority for these workplaces. 
In addition, the workplace confusion generated by overlapping mandates 
among health services organizations and the shifting base of support for 
citizen community service organizations is troubling. The rapid changes 
leave staff and community members anxious about what might come next 
and thus tentative about engaging in new initiatives. Will the unexpected 
increases in diabetic nutrition education resources currently experienced 
be followed by a shift in provincial priorities that will leave fl edging initia-
tives in the lurch without the fi nancial or institutional support to carry on? 

 The rural health professional’s interactions both in their place of work 
and in the community at large provide fertile ground for multi-sectoral 
community-based action linking health and food systems that exemplify 
an ecohealth approach. In the experience of the individual service provid-
ers in the study, the basis for their actions in support of local sustainable 
food was their sense of community. Sense of community in this context 
was described as generated both from contemporary experiences of every-
day interactions with the people and places of their rural community and 
place of work, and from “rootedness” or a personal history of life and 
work experiences in similar landscapes. That said, research participants 
noted that the development of supportive food policy would facilitate fur-
ther action to position local sustainable food as an integral part of the 
broader socio-economic base of the rural community. From the perspec-
tive of this research, food policies, such as the  Ontario Local Food Act,  2  
that provide an environment supportive of local sustainable food procure-
ment by public sector institutions are essential. Local policy-makers in the 
area are taking some tentative steps. For example, some community food 
initiatives are now using newly developed local food charters as a rationale 
for incorporating support for local sustainable food in community-based 
programs such as the Good Food Box. Although these initiatives are as 
yet vastly overwhelmed by the fi rmly entrenched agro-food industry and 
the biomedical approach to health, they open the door to an alternative 
nutrition education.  

   CONCLUSION 
 Food systems and health systems are clearly interconnected, and nutrition 
education has a primary role to play in uncovering and supporting the 
many facets of this interconnection. The emerging alternative narrative 
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in nutrition education, based in an ecohealth approach, offers the most 
promising avenue for addressing complex inter-systemic issues such as dia-
betes. Nutrition educators who adopt this approach by understanding the 
importance of local sustainable food and developing their sense of com-
munity are in an effective position to promote change in both the food 
system and the health system.   

   NOTES 
1.    The Canadian Diabetes Association is a non-government organization that 

supports programming for people with diabetes and the health professionals 
who work with them. As part of their mandate, they publish education 
materials and clinical practice guidelines for use in health care settings.  

2.    The Ontario Local Food Act sets local food procurement benchmarks for 
public sector organizations such as hospitals and schools. This Act was in the 
process of being passed through parliament at the time the interviews took 
place.    
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    CHAPTER 4   

        INTRODUCTION 
 We all need to eat food regularly in order to survive. Yet, our  global food 
system  runs on a bottom line of corporate profi ts and a frank disregard 
for health,  ecological sustainability ,  social justice , and equity. One way 
to move toward a food system that keeps us—and the planet—healthy is 
for all citizens to become more food literate. Imagine a world where how 
our food system works is common knowledge, instead of only in the hands 
of corporate executives. Imagine a world where everyone has the ability 
and desire to make “ good food ” 1  choices and knows at least a bit about 
how to grow and cook food. Imagine a world where “green-washing” 
and food packages with false and confusing health claims are a thing of the 
past. In this world, people would know which foods are healthy, ecologi-
cally sustainable, and socially just. This is the future we need to survive 
as a species. It is imperative that learning about food becomes integrated 
throughout our educational system so today’s children become tomor-
row’s adults equipped with the critical knowledge and analytical skills they 
need to make challenging decisions about food. We will need to determine 
how to produce food as climate change increases, and how to create a 
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safety net so all people are food secure and can eat a diet that promotes 
health, instead of a diet linked to high medical costs and greenhouse gases. 
These issues are only expected to worsen over the coming decades, espe-
cially since we are not taking any real actions to solve these problems now 
(Neff et al.  2011 ). 

 Concerns about what children learn about food are not new. In 1932, 
Mary Swartz Rose wrote “Teaching Nutrition to Boys and Girls” (Rose 
 1932 ), and the 1959 book, “Promising Practices in Nutrition Education 
in the Elementary School”, discusses why it is important for children to 
learn about food, highlighting a third grade class that was studying, “where 
does food come from?” and “how does food grow?”, “[a]s the boys and 
girls learned about foods, food sources, and how foods are grown they 
became more concerned about their eating habits” (Jacobson et al.  1959 ). 
In 1973, Borgstrom proclaimed, “Education has failed to convey to most 
Westerners, and in particular to each American, an awareness of [their] 
dependence on distant prairie soils, dairy farms, feed lots and rangelands. 
This large-scale feeding from many thousands of miles away contributed 
dramatically to the Western world’s losing touch with ecological reality. 
In fact, it is a key factor of the present crisis. Technology has not changed 
in one iota man’s basic dependence on soil, water, and food” (Borgstrom 
 1973 ). A year later, writing about the energy crisis, Blake wrote that we 
would need to do with less—less food and less goods. He felt the way to 
achieve this was through education. “Education about our universe, our 
planet…[and a]bout resources and food. About how much ENERGY is 
needed to boil a kettle; to make the kettle; to make a glass bottle to hold 
milk or a tin to hold food; to make a tractor; to cultivate the land, sow 
crops, harvest and dry them; to process food, market and distribute it, 
cook it or freeze it. How much ENERGY is needed to raise and distribute 
water which is the fi rst and most important food for all life; including the 
mass microbial population of the soil” (Blake  1974 ). These are the kind 
of big connections that could inspire people to think differently about 
food and make different choices. This kind of thinking led to many broad, 
forward-thinking curricula about food, the food system, and connections 
to ecological sustainability and social justice (Katz and Goodwin  1976 ; 
Goodwin and Pollen  1974 ). 

 However, in 1980, Gussow reminded us that the industrialization of 
food was dehumanizing us. “The production and preparation of food 
used to be the activities about which much of human life was focused. We 
have moved away from that. That we no longer understand how food is 
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grown, what it takes to grow it, or how dependent we are on the skills of 
farmers bodes ill for our future plenty. That we no longer understand the 
importance of breaking bread together may bode equally ill for our future 
ability to live together” (Gussow  1980 ). This combination of broad, 
change-oriented thinking and grave concerns about the industrialization 
of the food system continues into the twenty-fi rst century.  

   CONTENT AND EXPERIENCES APPROPRIATE 
FOR FOOD EDUCATION 

 Thinking about any fi eld in education, the fi rst thought that comes to 
mind is “what knowledge do we want to teach?” Yet, for education about 
food, knowledge alone is not enough (Contento  2015 ). The ultimate goal 
of nutrition education is to move students toward eating patterns that 
promote personal health, social justice, and ecological sustainability of the 
planet. As stated above, food that fi ts into this kind of eating pattern has 
been termed “good food” (Tagtow and Hinkle  2008 ), and throughout 
the rest of this chapter, eating a diet made up of mostly good foods is 
referred to as a “ good food diet .” 

 Our current food supply is brimming with foods that are  highly pro-
cessed , unhealthful, high carbon footprint, and heavily advertised. Given 
this food environment, eating a good food diet is a tall order. Thus, nutri-
tion education has to be cleverly and carefully designed to be effective. 

 Contento’s defi nition of  nutrition education  is “any combination of 
educational strategies, accompanied by environmental supports, designed 
to facilitate voluntary adoption of food choices and other food- and 
nutrition-related behaviors conducive to health and well-being…[and] 
delivered through multiple venues and involves activities at the individual, 
community, and policy levels” (Contento  2015 ). She also outlines three 
components for effective nutrition education:

    1.     Enhance Motivation:  get students personally excited about WHY to 
eat a good food diet. This can be done by making students aware of 
the challenges of our current food system, getting them angry at the 
system, teaching them health benefi ts of good foods, and providing 
experiences growing, cooking, and eating good food.   

   2.     Facilitate Ability:  provide students with the knowledge and skills 
they need for HOW TO eat a good food diet. This could be specifi c 
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factual knowledge (such as the proper serving size of vegetables is 
about the size of your fi st) or skills on how to read the ingredient on 
the list on food packages to determine the amount of “real food” in 
the product.   

   3.     Create Supports:  enable students to feel supported in WHERE, 
WHEN, and WITH WHOM to eat good food. This can include 
building good food diet social networks, teaching skills to navigate 
through the environment to fi nd good food, and advocating for 
change so communities have more good food and less unhealthful 
food.    

  In addition to these three components, what is crucially important to 
move students toward a good food diet is education that is “ behaviorally 
focused ” (Contento  2015 ). That is, we need to break down a “good food 
diet” into small, clearly understood, manageable pieces. These pieces are 
the behaviors (e.g., make half your plate fruits and vegetables, drink more 
tap water, eat more locally produced foods, replace processed snacks such 
as chips and candy with fruit, eat smaller portions of meat). In a lesson, 
focus on one behavior and make the activities and content of the les-
son broad and exciting. For example, a lesson with fourth graders on the 
behavior “replace processed snacks such as chips and candy with fruit” can 
 enhance motivation  by discussing that fruit gives our body what it needs to 
think clearly and be physically active; tasting fruits that were grown locally; 
and examining the large carbon footprint associated with producing, pack-
aging, and transporting chips and candy. Then, the lesson can  facilitate 
ability  by pointing out places on a map to buy fruit close to the school and 
discussing how to put fruit in reusable plastic containers to prevent squish-
ing in backpacks. Finally, the lesson can  create supports  by having students 
make up short “raps” about why fruit is a great snack. 

 As another example, a lesson for high school students on “drink tap 
water” could include learning about the history and process of their local 
food shed and investigating how bottled water companies have negatively 
impacted the water supply in the communities where they obtain their 
water. 

 In short, instead of thinking about the topic when teaching about food, 
think “what’s the behavior?” and exciting activities that will motivate stu-
dent to engage in that behavior. 

 There are also different approaches appropriate for different ages so 
food and learning can be sequential and comprehensive. The next sections 
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discuss three age groups: lower elementary, upper elementary and middle 
school, and high school. 

   Lower Elementary Students 

 For younger students (about kindergarten through third grade), hands-on 
experiences including gardening, cooking, and tastings are exciting and 
open the mind and the palate. For this age group, what is key is “good 
experiences with good food.” Additionally, get families involved. Students 
feel supported when what they learn in school is modeled at home. Also, 
students learn about food through school meals, with many students eat-
ing at least one meal a day, and sometimes up to three meals a day at 
school. What is served, how mealtime is treated, and the atmosphere in 
the cafeteria all teach students about eating and values about food. School 
meals are an important part of food and learning in school, particularly for 
younger students. The program Veggication (Bai et al.  2014 ) is an excel-
lent example of a program that takes this approach.  

   Upper Elementary and Middle School Students 

 As students get a bit older, in addition to those “good experiences with 
good food,” they are also ready to begin grappling with understanding 
our complex food system. This may include comparing and contrasting 
their experiences with food in the garden, cooking classroom, or school 
cafeteria to food in their day-to-day lives. Often there are stark differences. 
By facing this, head-on students begin to understand our complex food 
system and realize how much the system 2  dictates their choices. They can 
also explore the tactics that are used in marketing food and how these 
infl uence our views about food, our food choices, and our health. They 
can become empowered to navigate through the system to seek out—and 
demand—choices that will help them care for their health and the health 
of the planet. One curriculum that combines studying food systems with 
learning about health in thoughtful, exciting ways is the Linking Food 
and the Environment (LiFE) curriculum series with modules on  Growing 
Food  (Koch et al.  2007 ),  Farm to Table & Beyond  (Koch et al.  2008 ), and 
 Choice, Control, & Change  (Koch et al.  2010 ).  
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   High School Students 

 As students move into their teenage years, three additional kinds of 
experiences can be layered onto previous learning: (1) Learn about the 
nutritional content of food and how the vitamins, antioxidants, and phy-
tochemicals in fresh, whole, plant foods promote health and how the 
sugar, fat, and salt added to processed food impair our health; (2) examine 
food policies and become advocates for change; and (3) participate in pro-
grams where they educate younger students. Three excellent curricula for 
high school are Farm to School Youth Leadership Curriculum (Institute 
for Agriculture and Trade Policy  2014 ), Teaching the Food System (Johns 
Hopkins Center for a Livable Future  2010 ), and Food Fight ( 2015 ).   

   THE BEHAVIOR CHANGE PROCESS FOR SCHOOL-BASED 
NUTRITION EDUCATION 

 Much has been debated about the appropriate outcomes for nutrition 
and food-based education (Contento  2015 ) due to a wide range of pro-
gramming and differing views on what kinds of information can change 
behavior. Regardless, there is a basic fl ow for the change process, which 
is depicted in the simplifi ed logic model in Fig.  4.1 . Programming is con-
ducted to change toward a healthier food environment in the school, 
which could lead to changes in students’ values, knowledge, and skills 
about food [short-term] which could lead to changes in eating behaviors 
[medium-term], which could lead changes in health status and direction 

  Fig. 4.1    The change process for  nutrition and food-based education  in 
schools       

 

60 P.A. KOCH



of the food system [long-term]. There are some programs, such as Smarter 
Lunchroom ( 2014 ), that change the food environment (e.g., location of 
the salad bar, placing fruit in baskets) that are expected to directly change 
behavior. The dashed line that connects environment (fi rst box) directly 
to behavior (third box) represents this type of program.

     Interventions: Create a Healthy School Food Environment 

 As childhood obesity has risen over the past several decades, there has 
been a steady increase in school-based food and nutrition education pro-
grams, as well as evaluation studies of the impacts of these interventions. 
While various interventions have seen positive changes, there is not yet a 
clear understanding of what types of interventions lead to what types of 
impacts. Most in the fi eld believe that more comprehensive programming 
is needed to obtain and sustain true impacts, particularly long-term health 
outcomes (Gross  2013 ). 

 Farm to School is an example of a program that takes a comprehen-
sive approach, with three core elements: education, school gardens, and 
procurement. These are the same as the fi rst three bullets in the interven-
tions box in Fig.  4.1 , and when they are implemented together, there 
can be a change in culture, the fi nal bullet. The grassroots National Farm 
to School Network (NFSN) in the USA has grown tremendously over 
the past few decades (  http://www.farmtoschool.org/    ). Farm to School 
is also now a Program of the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) (  http://www.fns.usda.gov/farmtoschool/farm-school    ), and the 
NFSN and USDA Farm to School Program work closely together. This 
combination has the potential to join together policy change with pro-
gramming for a transformation in how students view and experience food 
in school. Some published studies have shown positive impacts of Farm 
to School programs on students’ consumption of vegetables as well as 
students’ knowledge and attitudes (Bontrager  2014 ; Moss et al.  2013 ). 

 Due to the grassroots and local nature of Farm to School, there is no 
set programming for the three core elements. Many have investigated and 
recommended ways to more systematically structure Farm to School pro-
gramming and connect it to the psychosocial theories that guide academic 
research on school-based nutrition education interventions (Berlin et al. 
 2013 ; Roche et al.  2012 ; Radcliffe  2012 ; Joshi and Radcliffe  2012 ). 

 To evaluate Farm to School Programs, the NFSN developed an evalu-
ation guide,  Evaluation for Transformation: A Cross-Sectoral Evaluation 
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Framework for Farm to School  (Joshi et al.  2014 ). This guide outlines the 
potential outcomes that can be achieved by Farm to School and offers 
common language, guidelines, and metrics that can be used across pro-
grams and their respective evaluations. 

 Given the comprehensive nature of Farm to School, combined with 
many schools having multiple food-related programs implemented simul-
taneously, we need a way to measure the overall healthfulness of the 
school food environment. FoodCorps (  www.foodcorps.org    ) is a national 
AmeriCorps program that pairs service members with service sites that 
work with schools. FoodCorps is developing the FoodCorps Healthy 
School Progress Report, which has indicators based on what the literature 
has shown to be effective at increasing fruit and vegetable consumption 
in students.  

   Short-Term Behavior Change: Change Students’ Values, 
Knowledge, and Skills about Food 

 As depicted in Fig.  4.1 , we expect short-term changes within students. 
Early school-based nutrition education interventions followed a theory 
model that was often not consciously chosen, but implicitly followed, 
called the Knowledge-Attitudes-Behavior model. This posits that changes 
in knowledge (typically factual knowledge) will lead to changes in atti-
tudes which will lead to changes in behavior (Contento  2015 ). Yet, this 
model is not effective at changing behaviors. Hence, the fi eld has increas-
ingly moved toward  psychosocial theories  that contain “determinants” 
(i.e., the values, types of knowledge and skills that happen in individuals 
as they change behaviors) for both the development of interventions and 
outcome measure tools. Most of these theories follow what is described 
above as Contento’s fi rst two components of nutrition education, with 
one set of determinants that enhance motivation through addressing per-
sonal meanings and value toward good food and another set that facilitate 
the ability to change through addressing knowledge and skills (Contento 
 2015 ). 

 One of the most widely used psychosocial theories in school-based 
nutrition education interventions is social cognitive theory. When social 
cognitive theory is applied to Farm to School, three determinants have 
been found to lead to the most behavior change: (1) decrease fear of trying 
new foods ( neophobia ); (2) increase perception that it is socially desirable 
and acceptable to eat vegetables and fruits (social norms); and (3) increase 
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confi dence in abilities to eat fruits and vegetables ( self- effi cacy  ). This 
study also found that students respond very well to having “food system 
knowledge” as the base of the education. As a result, Berlin et al. ( 2013 ) 
called for more systematic inclusion of determinants of social cognitive 
theory into Farm to School programs. 

 There have been some analyses that have examined how determinants 
from multiple psychosocial theories change students’ fruit and vegetable 
consumption (DiNoia and Byrd-Bredbenner  2014 ; Diep et  al.  2014 ). 
Diep et al. ( 2014 ) called for more research specifi cally to understand the 
practical- and experience-based procedures that can complement theory 
to make interventions effective at changing behavior. 

 Overall, based on what is known in the literature, the theory-based 
determinants that are most appropriate for nutrition education to have the 
greatest likelihood of changing behavior are:

•     Increased preferences (liking) for good food:  how much students like 
a certain food is associated with how much they eat that food, and 
overall decreased neophobia particularly of vegetables has been 
linked with increased consumption.  

•    Enhanced awareness of benefi ts of a good food diet and risks of unhealthy 
diet : when students believe they will obtain benefi ts that they value 
from eating healthy food and there are risks they want to avoid asso-
ciated with unhealthy food, they will change their eating; what is 
most important is to make the benefi ts and risks personally meaning-
ful to the students.  

•    Positive social norms:  when students believe that other students as 
well as adults value eating a good food diet and make a good food 
diet part of their lives, they are more likely to do the same.  

•    Increased self-effi cacy:  when students have increased confi dence in 
their ability to make good food choices, they make these choices 
more often, and this goes hand in hand with their belief that they can 
overcome barriers to make change.  

•    Goal setting and monitoring:  when students set personal goals (that 
are clear, small enough to be achievable and big enough to make a 
difference) and monitor their progress, they are more likely to move 
toward a good food diet; in the nutrition education, literature goal 
setting and monitoring are called “self-regulation skills.”  

•    Food system knowledge and basic gardening and cooking skills:  when 
students understand our food system and learn skills to critically ana-
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lyze this system, these can change the way they eat; also having con-
fi dence in gardening and cooking makes it more likely students will 
do these practices in the future.     

   Medium-Term Behavior Change: Move Students toward a Good 
Food Diet 

 The purpose of framing interventions and their evaluations around theory- 
based psychosocial determinants is to make interventions more effective 
at changing behavior and sustaining that behavior change. Yet, choosing 
the appropriate behaviors, measuring behavior change, and understand-
ing the process of behavior change present many challenges. A review 
of the methodologies and their pros and cons is outside of the purpose 
of this chapter, but below is a broader discussion of what behaviors are 
appropriate as well as an example on how to better understand the process 
of change that goes on within students. The “Move Students Toward 
a Good Food Diet” box on Fig.  4.1  provides examples of appropriate 
behaviors. 

 To choose the right behaviors for a particular group, you need to know 
what you want to accomplish, understand your audience, and review the 
evidence from the research literature. Also, the behaviors need to be broad 
enough to be meaningful while specifi c enough to be clear and measur-
able. The following two examples illustrate the process of choosing behav-
ior for two school curricula.

    1.     Choice, Control & Change  (Koch et al.  2010 ) is a 19-lesson, middle- 
school science curriculum with the goal of helping students adopt 
behaviors that would help prevent obesity. Based on what is known 
about middle-school-aged students, they are gaining independence 
and spend increasingly more time with friends, want to make choices 
on their own, and are often rebellious. Thus, the curriculum chose 
behaviors the students could take control of on their own, and the 
literature indicated would help to promote “energy balance” and 
reduce risk of obesity. The behaviors chosen were:

•    Eat more fruits and vegetables—aim for at least four cups a day.  
•   Drink more water—aim for 64 ounces a day.  
•   Walk more, including stairs—aim for at least 10,000 steps a day.  
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•   Drink fewer sweetened beverages—aim for no more than eight 
ounces a day.  

•   Eat less frequently at fast-food places—aim for no more than 
three times a week.  

•   Eat fewer processed snacks—aim for no more than one small or 
medium each day.        

 These were chosen as behaviors that students are often making for 
themselves. The activities that motivated the students around each behav-
ior had the students analyze their environment and study marketing strat-
egies to get them angry at the system, instead of feeling guilt over their 
choices, so they would want to make change. The behaviors were mea-
sured through a food frequency questionnaire called EatWalk Survey and 
showed positive change (Contento et al.  2010 ). Interviews with students 
indicated that their experiences with the curriculum helped them to rec-
ognize a tension between the foods that were available in their neighbor-
hood and what they wanted to eat to take care of themselves, and then 
they strived to overcome barriers, made specifi c plans for how they could 
make behavior changes, and then developed personal agency where they 
felt they could continue their positive changes.

    2.    The  Food Day School Curriculum  (Koch and Contento  2011 ) includes 
fi ve lessons to teach around Food Day, October 24. Food Day has a 
broad agenda to get people to “eat real,” meaning to eat whole foods 
produced through a sustainable just food system. The creative chal-
lenge of crafting behaviors for this short curriculum was to capture 
the spirit of the Food Day message with behaviors that were concrete, 
understandable, and actionable. The behaviors chosen were:

•    Eat Real—eat more whole foods from plants and animals and 
fewer overly processed foods.  

•   Mostly Plants—make three-quarters of your plate whole foods 
from plants.  

•   Not Too Much—eat fewer overly processed foods with excessive 
sugar and fat.  

•   Navigate the Environment—navigate through the environment 
to “Eat Real,” “Mostly Plants,” and “Not Too Much.”  

•   Be an Advocate—create and implement plans that will make posi-
tive changes to the food environment in your community.       

LEARNING, FOOD, AND SUSTAINABILITY IN THE SCHOOL CURRICULUM 65



  The fi rst three behaviors are the actions related to food, based on the 
book by Michael Pollan,  In Defense of Food  ( 2008 ), while the last two 
behaviors develop skills to help students move toward these behaviors. 
They learn about where to fi nd more whole, plant-based food options 
in their environment and how they can “navigate through” to seek these 
foods out. With the fi nal behavior, they learn that they can be agents of 
change by working to make changes in their community through starting 
gardens, or making more real food options available in stores. 

 To enable those who educate school children about food to become 
better at creatively choosing appropriate behaviors and lesson activities 
around those behaviors that successfully move students toward a good food 
diet, we also need to understand how students synthesize what they learn 
about food into their experiences in their daily lives. Burgermaster ( 2015 ) 
did in-depth photo solicitation interviews with 18 students who were part 
of the Food, Health & Choices trial, a fi fth grade curriculum and wellness 
policy intervention that had very similar behaviors to the  Choice, Control 
& Change  curriculum described above. The behaviors were divided into 
“Choose More” (fruits and vegetables and physical activity) and “Choose 
Less” (sweetened beverages, processed packaged snacks, fast food, and 
screen time). Burgermaster investigated the behavior change process and 
found that students could be divided into four groups. 

 First were students who were activated   (4 of the 18) by what they 
learned in the intervention. These students discussed how they were moti-
vated by the curriculum and fully adopted at least four of the six behaviors 
during the intervention. Alex, one activated student said, “But then I stop 
and think; I take a step back, I take a deep breath and say, ‘Ok, Alex. What 
is a better benefi t, the apple, the cake or the Doritos?’ And then I say, ‘Of 
course the apple. It tastes sweet, it tastes good and it gives me the carbo-
hydrates, it gives me the sugar, it gives me the energy I need’.” 

 Next were students who were  inspired   (7 of the 18). These students 
also discussed their motivation, but this was always mixed with discussions 
of barriers that kept them from enacting the behaviors. Most of their bar-
riers came from what was readily available in their neighborhoods, or even 
in their homes. For these students, the barriers were so challenging that 
they kept them from changing their behaviors. These “inspired” students 
teach us a very important message. It is important to combine efforts to 
make neighborhoods more healthful by “making the healthy choices the 
easy choices” with the “food and learning” that takes place in schools. 
This quote by Precious shows how what is available in the neighborhood 
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infl uences what students eat, “…I like fruits, but like in the morning, I 
don’t, that’s not what I want to eat in the morning. I’d rather eat candy 
to make myself hype… So usually I just buy candy.” 

 The third group consisted of students who were reinforced   (5 of the 
18)—they were already practicing some healthy behavior, and the curricu-
lum affi rmed the reason why this is important. Ezequiel, one of the boys 
in this group, pondered why making healthy choices was so hard for other 
students: “Maybe their parents are not paying attention to them and their 
kids they take, they are like sneaking into the kitchen and take stuff and 
without looking at the nutrition facts. If I sneak in the kitchen I will take 
something that is healthy like an orange.” 

 The fi nal two students were  indifferent  . They would only practice 
healthy behavior if they were made to by their families, and the interven-
tion was not able to change this attitude, as demonstrated by Jasmine, 
“When I go to the restaurant with my mother and my sister and when it’s 
time to order they tell me not to pick the fast food, they tell me to pick 
healthy stuff and when sometimes I pick the fast food, they always say no 
she doesn’t want that, she wants this and they pick the healthy things.” 

 School-based programs related to food, whether in the school garden, 
in the classroom, or part of school meals, can be more effective when there 
are carefully chosen and clearly communicated behaviors, and when we pay 
attention to the process students go through to change their behavior and 
help students to work through the challenges they encounter, particularly 
living in neighborhoods where unhealthy food is abundant and healthy 
food is hard to come by. Additionally, the home is a powerful force that 
infl uences children’s eating behaviors, and thus it is important to commu-
nicate behavioral nutrition messages to families and also  encourage stu-
dents to tell their families about what they are learning (Contento  2015 ; 
Gross  2013 ).  

   Long-Term Behavior Change: Health, Ecological Sustainability, 
and Social Justice 

 The ultimate purpose of teaching about food is the larger, longer-lasting 
outcomes. The fi rst involves students’ health and the importance of reduc-
ing obesity and other chronic diseases in children. This can increase their 
quality of life as well as save health care costs and create a healthy economy 
(Whitehouse Task Force on Childhood Obesity  2010 ). Second, the more 
a good food diet is adopted, the more people will make food choices that 
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are ecologically sustainable, reducing the carbon footprint from food. And 
third, the more they will become aware of social justice issues and believe 
in fair wages and good working conditions for those who work all along 
the food chain. Combining school-based education about food with creat-
ing more healthful home environments and neighborhoods affords us the 
best opportunities to achieve these long-term goals.   

   INTEGRATING FOOD-BASED EDUCATION INTO 
THE CURRICULUM 

 Over the past two decades, one of the most signifi cant changes to educa-
tion systems has been a move toward all education being framed around 
educational standards that outline what content students should be learn-
ing across various academic subjects. In the USA, the 1994 reauthoriza-
tion of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act mandated that all 
public education in the USA follows rigorous content standards and that 
student assessments follow these standards (IOM (Institute of Medicine) 
 2013 ) (page 14). Other countries made similar moves toward standards- 
based education as well. 

 This has meant that almost all education that happens during school 
hours must address these standards. Because food is something that stu-
dents interact with daily in their lives, it can provide the content for the 
real-life application of standards across subject areas. As an example, after 
students learn to add and subtract fractions in math class, experiences in the 
garden and/or cooking classes can provide students with real-life experi-
ence with fractions. Food can be the content for Language Arts standards 
to read and critically evaluate non-fi ction works. Students can read works 
about food and the food system. Many middle-school-aged students are 
reading Michael Pollan’s  Omnivore’s Dilemma Young Reader’s Edition  
( 2009 ) in English class. Additionally, students can learn about food in sci-
ence units on the topics ranging from plants to ecology. 

 When food is incorporated into the school curriculum, those who are 
creating the programs and writing the curriculum need to make an impor-
tant choice about if it is a “ supplemental curriculum ” or a “ replace-
ment unit .” If the program is supplemental, it is not as crucial to follow 
standards per se and can—and should—be connected to many different 
academic subjects. The  Food Day School Curriculum  discussed above is 
an example of a supplemental curriculum. To create a curriculum that is 
a replacement unit, it must squarely fi t into one core academic subject 
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and must teach to the standards of the unit it is replacing. In this way, 
those making curricular decisions will have confi dence to pull out their 
current unit and replace it with the food-related unit. The  Choice Control 
& Change  curriculum discussed above was developed as a science unit to 
replace a unit where students learned about “dynamic equilibrium of the 
human organism.” This unit was about achieving balance in the body’s 
system, and  Choice, Control & Change  was about achieving energy bal-
ance. Another example of an excellent food education curriculum that 
fi ts squarely into one academic subject is  Math in the Garden  (White et al. 
 2006 ). 

 Both supplemental curriculum and replacement units have important 
places in the school curriculum. A report on food and nutrition programs 
being introduced into New York City schools (Porter et al.  2014 ) found 
that most of the programs that were being implemented were supplemen-
tal, and the schools were enthusiastic about making these programs part 
of the school curriculum and school culture (Porter et al.  submitted ). Also 
of note was that about 5 of the 20 programs being offered had in their 
mission to implement their program specifi cally in high-needs schools, 
that is schools in low-income neighborhoods that typically have poorer 
outcomes, and it was only because of those targeted programs that high- 
needs schools were getting the same level of programming as schools in 
middle-class neighborhoods.  

   POLICIES AND PRACTICES TO INCREASE FOOD-BASED 
EDUCATION 

 In the USA, there has been discussion of the pros and cons of having educa-
tional standards for nutrition and food-based education, with a conference 
dedicated to this in March, 2013 (IOM (Institute of Medicine)  2013 ). 
The pros are that it would make this subject mandated—and tested—in 
schools, thus dedicating classroom time to this issue. The cons are that 
mandated subjects take on a different meaning and then what is covered 
is often dictated by large textbook publishers instead of from a place of 
passion and local relevance, as is the case with so many of the current pro-
grams. In addition to formal, national policy, many localities are inspiring 
food-based education, such as Grow to Learn, the school garden network, 
and support system encouraging active school gardens in New York City 
(  http://www.growtolearn.org/    ) and California’s “A Children’s Garden 
of Standards” (California Department of Education  2011 ). 
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 Policies can also impact the school food environment. For example, in 
the USA, it has been mandated that schools that are part of the USDA 
National School Lunch Program have wellness policies. While it has been 
hard to get these policies fully implemented (Longley and Sneed  2009 ), 
mandated wellness policies along with a general trend toward more food- 
based programming in schools have inspired many schools to develop 
activity wellness committees. 

 Additionally, when states have Farm to School program laws or laws 
related to locally grown, the availability of fruits and vegetables in the 
school lunch program seems to increase (Nicholson et al.  2014 ). While 
this is a complicated relationship to understand, and there have not been 
studies to link availability with consumption, it is a promising trend that 
can show how policies can work to create a healthy food environment in 
schools.  

   CONCLUSION 
 The future that we are actively working toward is one where we meet three 
important goals. First, students have education about food throughout 
their schooling that gets them involved in cooking and excited about eat-
ing real, wholesome food. Second, schools have meal programs that serve 
healthy food, sourced locally when possible, and reduce stigma that school 
meals are only for poor children. And third, schools have gardens and 
students’ experiences in the garden are entwined in their core curriculum. 
Taken together, these goals teach students to value food, value the natural 
environment and all people, and value health. As mentioned in the intro-
duction, we need today’s children to become tomorrow’s adults who will 
be able to make critical decisions about how to produce food and what 
policies we need around food. With food and learning integrated into the 
school curriculum, this is possible.   

   NOTES 
1.    Good food is defi ned as food that is healthy, green, fair, and accessible/

affordable.  
2.    This makes the education take on a broader “system-blame” approach 

which can build the power, excitement, and awareness needed to change 
and is more effective than education that either directly or indirectly takes 
an individualistic “victim-blame” approach that makes it appear that choices 
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are our free will, which can make people feel guilty about their own actions, 
mask the power and infl uence of the food system, and often stifl e change.    
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    CHAPTER 5   

        INTRODUCTION 
 I remember standing in front of the crowd of preschoolers, parents, and 
other leaders at the Mid-Western Land Grant University (MWLGU) while 
nervously delivering a speech that told the story of how our Learning 
Garden (LG) developed and what   I learned from the process. In my best 
sport coat, a remarkable fi nd at a thrift store, I took the microphone and 
read from the notes on my smart phone, standing next to the Dean for 
the College of Environmental and Human Sciences, the Department 
Co-Chair for Family Studies, the Director of the United States Department 
of Agriculture - Agricultural Research Services (USDA-ARS) division, and 
the donors who put forth the $50,000 contribution to build the major 
phase of the LG: 

 First, I’d like to say thank you to [the Dean and other administrators] for 
showing your support today and over the past several years and for seeing 
the potential in our shared vision of this outdoor classroom that supports 
teaching, research, and outreach to promote healthy human development 
in [the state] and throughout our country. (May 1, 2014—Chris, Garden 
Dedication Speech)   

 Developing a Learning Garden on a
Mid- Western Land Grant University                     

     Christopher     D.     Murakami   

        C.  D.   Murakami    () 
  Assessment Resource Center ,  University of Missouri ,   Columbia ,  MO ,  USA     



 I was quick to acknowledge these administrators and the benefactors 
graciously, though it was one of only a few times that I interacted with 
them directly throughout a nearly four-year planning and community 
development effort. I was anxious while writing and delivering this speech, 
not because I was speaking in front of a large audience, but because I knew 
I was expected to tell a celebratory story of interdisciplinary collaboration 
and the campus community dedication to supporting healthy develop-
ment and leave out some of the details and frustrations experienced along 
the way while leading a group of students and campus leaders and navi-
gating the structures and culture of this large state institution to establish 
the LG. 

 To be clear, there was a remarkable achievement to celebrate that day 
and obviously the need to acknowledge the contributions of the many 
different partners involved in the LG project. On May 1, 2014, the last 
and most capital-intensive phase of the LG offi cially opened. It is a col-
laboration between the Early Childhood Education Center (ECEC) that 
is part of the Family Studies Department in the College of Environmental 
and Human Sciences  and a division of the USDA-ARS that oversees a 
People’s Garden project on campus. The garden program engages chil-
dren ages 1.5 to 5 years old in regular and developmentally appropriate 
garden experiences and supports pre-service early childhood teachers as 
they learn to engage young children in food and garden-based learning. 
The LG is dedicated to helping children develop a healthy relationship 
with food, nature, and the community. The produce from the garden is 
used to supplement or replace meals prepared for the 70 children in the 
education center, and extra produce is shared with families or donated to 
local food pantries. For example, during the 2014 growing season, more 
than 2000 pounds of fresh produce was donated to hunger relief agencies 
from this collection of neighboring gardens. While pursuing my PhD in 
Science Education, I led this interdisciplinary group of stakeholders on 
campus over a four-year period to create the garden. 

 As I write this autoethnographic account of developing the LG on a 
MWLGU, I am faced with a similar tension of how to tell competing and 
multidimensional stories about the decisions that were made during the 
dozens of planning meetings and phases of the project. During the garden 
opening and dedication, I assumed my role at the institution to deliver a 
congratulatory and triumphant speech to congenially honor the dedica-
tion of the many collaborators on the project. However, in this chapter, I 
work to deconstruct the celebratory narratives embedded in the process of 
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creating this and other LG programs using a theoretical lens of  Political 
Ecology of Education . Further, I elaborate upon the “managing healthy 
soils ecosystems” model for garden education by critically examining pro-
gram decisions embedded in the practice of “balancing fertility” or gen-
erating support for LG programming (Murakami & Gillich, In Review). 
This chapter focuses on answering two interdependent research questions: 
(1) What were the challenges presented to the garden developers as they 
tried to access space on the MWLGU? (2) What key decisions were made 
during the program development process and who or what infl uenced 
those decisions? 

 Answering these two questions through a refl exive and narrative 
account is meant to help current and aspiring garden and food educators 
better understand the practice of making institutional progress toward 
 Good Food Education . Examining my participation in the development 
of the LG program on the MWLGU brings to light issues embedded in 
restructuring and reimagining the way people learn about and through 
experiences with food and agriculture. Other authors in this book and 
across the good food education movement represent active resistance and 
social change toward a similar goal of engaging learners throughout their 
lifespan in food and agriculture education to better understand how to 
manage human and natural resources in a way that increases equity, social 
justice, and ecological sustainability. This chapter describes the process of 
making this progress in a situated higher education context and uncovers 
some of the challenges and opportunities of pragmatic compromises. The 
hope is that sharing this story will allow readers to think about their own 
institutional contexts through new lenses and provide nuance and com-
plexity to narratives around garden-based education. 

 In this chapter, I start by briefl y describing the theoretical lens and 
methodological process for compiling, analyzing, and representing these 
narratives. Next, I present a concise description of the development pro-
cess and identify key decisions that emphasize some of the institutional 
barriers encountered and explore how navigating these barriers led to the 
program, as it exists today, but also compromised some of the initial vision 
of primarily undergraduate student stakeholders for the program. These 
decisions are described in two thematic vignettes and supplemented using 
quotations from the narrative interviews with founding members of the 
LG program. These themes are inspired by the language of the collabora-
tors and follow chronological order to help represent two key steps of the 
program development process: (1) Accessing Space—“Finding a place to 
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touch campus” and (2) The Design—“The fence.” To conclude, I refl ect 
upon the tradeoffs that were made along the way and provide insights for 
those creating or reimagining LG and food education programs.  

   THE POLITICAL ECOLOGY OF DEVELOPING A LEARNING 
GARDEN 

  Political Ecology (PE)  is an approach to inquiry that aims to identify the 
infl uences of power in the construction and resolution of environmental 
issues (Robbins  2004 ). In this chapter, PE is used as a “hatchet and a 
seed” to help deconstruct dominant narratives associated with LG educa-
tion and demonstrate the ways that local and global self-awareness can 
lead toward social justice and sustainability (Robbins  2004 , p. 3). Adding 
a pedagogical perspective, the  Political Ecology of Education  “analyzes 
the role of public policies and economic incentives in shaping the content 
of sustainability education, environmental behaviors, and conceptions of 
the interrelationships between nature and society” (Meek  2014 , p.  4). 
Using Political Ecology of Education helps the fi eld of food education 
focus on ways that politics, culture, economics, and history are all at play 
in shaping learning environments and the ways that learners come to form 
relationships with food and human ecologies. Other scholars have used 
political ecology to study land access issues and to understand how rules 
are created to manage natural resources (Agrawal  2005 ). In this chapter, 
I focus on the process of developing a LG program through this lens of 
accessing space on a Land Grant University to create a program to help 
others learn to manage natural resources and build healthy relationships 
with food. Key decisions made throughout phases of the project are criti-
cally examined from multiple perspectives to understand issues of power 
and make the unwritten rules for accessing this land more transparent. 

 In a forthcoming book chapter, Murakami and Gillich present a model 
to describe the practices of urban agriculture educators. One key dimen-
sion of this model is the work of “Balancing Fertility” or generating 
engagement and aggregating and allocating resources to help enhance the 
productivity or effectiveness of an educational program. Political ecolo-
gists examine issues of gaining access to land, and in this chapter, I explore 
the ways that this access might bring along compromise that impacts the 
overall “fertility” of a LG program. I also consider the tradeoffs that are 
made in the educational program in response to broader issues of power 
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that might increase access to land resources but compromise engagement 
or participation. For example, Fusco and Barton ( 2001 ) argue that the 
process of establishing a community garden for urban youth helped learn-
ers increase ownership and agency because of their central involvement 
and control over the direction of the project. In the context of this proj-
ect, however, many of the core garden organizers arguably lost ownership 
as the program became more institutionalized. The Political Ecology of 
Education helps focus on the decisions that were made by core organizers 
in the project to “balance fertility” for the LG project by gaining access 
to land and think critically about potential sources and sinks of program 
fertility. 

 One source of fertility for LG programs is a growing body of research 
that helps empirically justify the creation of garden programs in a variety 
of educational contexts. Garden education is supported through empirical 
literature that suggests benefi ts associated with affective, behavioral, and 
cognitive dimensions of science, health, and environmental learning (Blair 
 2009 ). These narratives, or storylines, in garden education research repre-
sent enhanced interest in developing LG environments that create healthier 
relationships with food and nature in school or informal settings. This grow-
ing movement is supported by numerous studies that explore the impact of 
learning experiences in gardens and a variety of outcomes for children. For 
example, experiences in gardening help increase children’s willingness to 
try and abilities to identify vegetables (McAleese and Rankin  2007 ; Morris 
and Zidenberg-Cherr  2002 ). Further, school gardens have been associated 
with improving children’s environmental attitudes as well as performance 
on standardized tests in science (Klemmer et al.  2005 ). Brown and Williams 
(2011) provided a framework for describing the learning that happens in 
these school gardens and uses the lived experiences of teachers, principals, 
and administrators to describe why they value LGs. However, their volume 
does not suffi ciently describe the challenges of developing LG programs. 
This chapter shares some of the stories of resistance and change encoun-
tered while developing a LG at a Land Grant University. 

 The confl uence of narratives in the research provides useful tools for 
leaders who are hoping to advocate for the development of LGs. However, 
there has been limited empirical focus on the political, economic, and 
cultural barriers that constrain garden education program development. 
Further, researchers have not yet problematized prioritizing certain gar-
den education research narratives over others. For example, although 
there are many reasons to advocate for building gardens, is it problematic 
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for a program to focus on one (e.g. improved nutrition behaviors) to take 
advantage of cultural and social willingness to address contemporary issues 
like childhood overweight and obesity? In this chapter, I share some of the 
narratives that were used to overcome the barriers to create the garden 
program and consider some of the tradeoffs and messiness associated with 
wielding these narratives to help bolster LG programs.  

   CRITICAL ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODS 
 In this paper, critical ethnographic methods (Barton et al.  2003 ; Flores 
 2007 ; Maanen  1988 ) are used to understand power structures, narratives, 
and the many diverse perspectives of stakeholders involved in this local 
context. Other participants directly involved in the design aspects of the 
LG were recruited to share their experiences in narrative interviews that 
elicited their motivations, experiences, barriers, and accomplishments. 
These interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and open coded for 
themes. The fi ndings were later confi rmed with the collaborators (Tracy 
 2010 ). To answer the research questions, narrative inquiry was used to 
elicit stories from participants and construct narrative vignettes to repre-
sent my fi ndings. This approach allowed me to generate rich, authentic 
accounts of other participants involved in the LG development process 
and also provided fl exibility to share in-depth descriptions and commen-
tary on key decisions. I act as the narrator to weave together these stories 
and consider issues of power that were encountered. Meeting minutes 
from planning sessions that spanned a nearly four-year period (October 
2010–May 2015), group artifacts like sketches/logic models, and email 
correspondence with founding members were used to help document and 
validate key details of the program development. Each of the vignettes was 
written to include the most powerful selections from the narrative inter-
views that focused on the interrelated issues of accessing land and making 
decisions during the LG creation. Drafts of the manuscript were shared 
with the four participants to confi rm details, and follow-up questions were 
asked to justify critical aspects of the analysis.  

   KEY COLLABORATORS 
 Table  5.1  provides an overview of the research participants who represent a 
subset of the core team during the time period under study. Research par-
ticipants were assigned pseudonyms to help preserve identities as much as 
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possible. These collaborators ranged from undergraduate students to pro-
gram directors on campus. People who were considered part of the core 
team of program developers were recruited to participate in the interviews 
for this research project. Other collaborators consented to be recorded 
during planning meetings but were not interviewed. Throughout the nar-
ratives in the fi ndings, other players are described using only a generic title 
that indicates their rank and role on campus.

      LAND GRANT UNIVERSITY CONTEXT 
 Land Grant Universities are important sites for initiating larger scale 
changes in the food system. Land Grant Universities were created through 
a series of legislative acts (Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890, Hatch Act of 
1887, and Smith-Lever Act of 1914) in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries to help increase access to higher education for the common citi-
zen and support training in the manual and liberal arts (Campbell  1995 ). 
Today, there are Land Grant Universities in each state that have a com-
mon mission for rigorous teaching, advanced research, and community 
outreach or extension. Land Grant Universities are well positioned to have 
widespread impact on regional natural resource management. Learning 
how to make progressive changes in these contexts presents a special but 
important challenge. 

 Especially in Mid-Western US contexts, Land Grant Universities are 
often dominated by large commodity groups that have a vision of sustain-
ability and change in the food system that is often in contrast to move-
ments in food education, agroecology, and food sovereignty. However, at 
this particular institution, like many other research-intensive universities, 

   Table 5.1    Participant name and brief description of campus affi liation   

 Participant 
name 

 Campus affi liation 

 Jamie  Undergraduate student, major: education, Offi ce of Campus Sustainability 
Staff 

 David  Director of Offi ce of Campus Sustainability 
 Michelle  Undergraduate student, major: sustainable agriculture, minor: women’s 

studies, Elected offi cer of environmental student organization 
 Jeff  Volunteer coordinator for Offi ce of Campus Student Involvement 
 Chris  Author, Doctoral Student, major: Science Education, Graduate Teaching 

Assistant—Early Childhood Education Center 
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there is a widespread movement to support interdisciplinary participa-
tion to help support initiatives like a LG that naturally spans work across 
colleges of education, health sciences, and agriculture. Recently, this 
MWLGU was recognized for its efforts in sustainability initiatives regard-
ing plans to reduce campus carbon emissions as well as increases in cur-
ricular focus on sustainability in required and elective courses. The Offi ce 
of Campus Sustainability was created in 2009 to help prioritize and sup-
port these initiatives. In the fall of 2010, after dreaming up the idea to 
create a community garden on campus, I found the Offi ce of Campus 
Sustainability, knocked on their door, and starting compiling a team to 
fi gure out how to gain access to land. The fi nding sections present stories 
about the two key phases of the project from this institutional context and 
span the time period from October 10, 2010, to May 1, 2014.  

   FINDINGS 

   Themal Vignette #1: “Finding a Place to Touch Campus” 

 As with any garden, an important fi rst phase of the LG program develop-
ment was fi nding a space. Before the winter of 2010, Jamie explained that 
she and many other employees and students who worked in the Offi ce of 
Campus Sustainability had dreamed about a vegetable garden on cam-
pus among the broader landscape that was meticulously managed as part 
of the Campus Botanic Garden (CBG). The campus likely rebranded its 
landscape management to position it as a CBG to help garner support 
from alumni and the community to help make the landscape a beautiful 
place to observe a variety of horticultural plantings and themed garden 
areas. When Jamie fi rst asked the Director of the CBG about getting a 
vegetable garden established on campus that students could manage, she 
recalled that “of course he just blew me off and I expected that, so, ‘well 
it’s never going to happen.’ That was my impression” (Jamie, interview 
3/1/2012). From the beginning, with the help of David, we all knew that 
the Director of the CBG was a key gatekeeper for accessing land, but we 
were unsure the best way to avoid being ignored. In this early phase, in the 
fall of 2010, the group of mostly student organizers kept coming back to 
this idea that the Botanic Garden team was convinced that a garden man-
aged by students would become a “weed patch.” It was unclear whether 
or not that was based on previous experiences of the landscape division 
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working with undergraduate students who are notoriously absent during 
the summer growing season in the region. 

 In her interview, Michelle talked about being frustrated that the intended 
relationship between students and the physical landscape of campus was 
more about observation rather than active participation in land manage-
ment. “We look at the pretty fl owers but nobody eats from it. Students, 
to my knowledge, students don’t care for it. I certainly never cared for it” 
(Michelle, Interview, 3/15/2012). She expanded on this idea and argued 
that this was one of the most powerful reasons for creating a garden on 
campus that undergraduate students can help manage. “Campus is this 
arbitrary place that nobody wants to be connected to. I think that the gar-
den could really help like literally bring people to campus. Like, have peo-
ple touch campus.” For Michelle, a campus environmental and women’s 
rights activist, her involvement in the garden was motivated by this desire 
to “touch campus” and deconstruct the architecture and landscape fea-
tures that elevate the power of an institution but disconnect people from 
developing a sense of place. This narrative of developing a sense of place 
on what Michelle described as an otherwise sterile campus was extremely 
powerful for me, and motivated my own teaching and research interests 
in science education to focus on the promise of food and garden-based 
education to drive multidimensional environmental learning. 

 However, this idea of taking a piece of the Land Grant University back 
to connect with on an environmental level was perhaps too much of an 
activist position that, as a group, we decided would not help encourage 
the long-term persistence of our garden program. We soon realized the 
extent to which land was at a premium in central campus, but also knew 
that we needed to build broader support for the project with faculty mem-
bers and colleges, outside of volunteer or student organizations, to cir-
cumnavigate the perceived hesitation of administrators to let students “dig 
into” the expansive lawns and picturesque courtyards. Guerrilla gardening 
was often joked about, and like many other garden enthusiasts, we started 
seeing every open green space as the possible location for our amorphous 
community garden. 

 During a holiday party for the Division of Operations, which included 
staff in the Offi ce of Campus Sustainability and the CBG, the Director of 
the Botanic Garden pulled Jamie aside, and said that he needed to talk to 
her about getting this garden started on campus, because some important 
people on campus heard about it and wanted to help get it started. An 
email was sent out to the loosely affi liated group of students and staff 
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interested in the garden project and eventually the Director for Fundraising 
and Development for the College of Environmental and Human Sciences 
along with the Director of the ECEC and the Nutrition Department 
Chair were part of a meeting in March of 2011. We fi nally had some fac-
ulty and broader institutional support for the garden program. Building 
this partnership, however, shifted the narrative of our group from get-
ting a space for undergraduates to “touch campus” to establishing a LG 
to engage young children in gardening activities and creating a center 
for research and teacher training that could help teachers and researchers 
address pressing issues like childhood overweight and obesity. 

 During the interviews with the participants, it became clear that the 
decision to include these partners from early childhood education was 
critical to gaining buy-in from gatekeepers like the Director of the Botanic 
Garden, but also meant that undergraduate students and representatives 
from the offi ce of student sustainability or volunteer organizations were 
going to have a lesser role in actively managing the garden. Jeff recalls 
what this decision meant for the direction of the garden project: 

 Having the, umm, the colleges get interested in it was good, and having 
money and development people and stuff. But I think that there’s a danger 
there too, because all of a sudden this fi rst garden got hijacked, basically, by 
the ECEC. Which, I’m okay with that because this means this thing is going 
to happen and we’re going to have something to look at and be proud of 
and the next one is going to be easier to do and will be more open to people 
just coming and growing things. (David, Interview, 3/9/2012)   

 This selection from David’s interview struck me because it was the fi rst 
time that I realized the decision to partner with nutrition and early child-
hood education meant that some of the original garden coordinators like 
Jeff, Jamie, David, and Michelle were going to have a diminished role in 
the garden program. In contrast, as a PhD student in education, I was just 
able to shift some of my interests to pursue early childhood  education and 
was eventually able to negotiate a research assistantship to help develop the 
garden program. The main story of justifying the garden changed from 
creating a place for undergraduate students to garden, to developing a 
robust research and teaching program that could help generate curricu-
lum and interventions to address issues like childhood obesity. In the pro-
cess, though, we were able to get pledges of $5000 from the nutrition 
department to initiate the design process and garnered support from the 
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senior development offi cer for a college who joined our team to help fi nd 
an appropriate donor to support the project. 

 The Director of the CBG and representatives from our organizing 
group started looking for spots on the main campus. While it is not fea-
sible to describe each of the six spots that were proposed and then elimi-
nated, it is worthwhile to share one example that represents the nature of 
the challenge of accessing space. Jeff, a volunteer organizer for sustainabil-
ity efforts on campus, summarized that this work was challenging because 
in many spaces, “someone else sees [a location] as like, this is where our 
hall plans to expand in twenty years. Or, umm, you know, or just, not even 
having a plan, but kind of being like,  this is our territory ” (Jeff, Interview, 
3/16/15). Jeff was referring to one site that was on the south side of 
the main library that was in an ideal, high-profi le location, close enough 
for the children in the ECEC to access. While the landscape department 
thought this space might have been appropriate, the director of the library 
got wind of these plans and went to an Associate Chancellor who swiftly 
squashed the idea without much justifi cation or explanation. I was told 
through email from Jeff, “just so you know, the library site is out, we’ll 
talk about it at our meeting on Friday.” Other sites were negated because 
long-term plans included possible expansion, or the possibility of drifting 
biocides that get sprayed on nearby air conditioning units, or possible 
legacy radioactive contaminants in the area. 

 On June 8, 2011, we fi nally got clearance from all of the appropriate 
power holders on campus to start planning and proposing a garden on 
a small piece of land, surrounded by a parking lot and two aging green-
houses. This space would eventually become home to the MWLGU 
LG. To fi nally get approval on a space took about six months. During this 
time, the group of what was fi rst passionate students, turned into an effort 
supported by two different departments as well as buy-in from the main 
gatekeeper to land. Gaining access to this land and building these partner-
ships came along with a shifting purpose and vision for the garden pro-
gram. What started as dreams of a garden where any student on campus 
could learn to practice managing soil resources to connect with good food, 
turned into visions of a garden that would support a research and teach-
ing program to scaffold nutrition education. While these visions are not 
necessarily mutually exclusive, it is noteworthy that the latter narrative was 
easier to use to gain access to land to potentially garner support for future 
community garden projects. Michelle, a leader in environmental groups 
on campus, refl ected in her interview that during this time, “people were 
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kind of confused because they thought it was going to be this undergrad 
garden, but I was able to explain it to them that sometimes things happen 
like this. It’s actually a really good thing.” (Michelle, Interview, March 15, 
2012). On the one hand, it makes sense in the cultural context of a Land 
Grant University for space to be dedicated to reaching these missions of 
teaching, research, and outreach, but noteworthy that doing so in this 
case minimized an emphasis on supporting empowerment and environ-
mental stewardship that did not fall within the bounds of an institutional 
department. It would have been possible for core organizers to reject this 
partnership, but the offer of fi nancial and institutional support seemed 
to address a signifi cant barrier that we were facing—in short, not being 
taken seriously. We all examined research and rhetoric around commu-
nity gardens to start crafting the most compelling narrative that refl ected 
interested stakeholders on campus. The result was a project that proposed 
to create a space for young children to connect with food and nature—an 
easy project to sell to potential donors or granting agencies. Next, we 
needed to create the design for the project, which eventually opened up 
new challenges and institutional barriers.  

   Themal Vignette #2: “The Fence” 

 The design phase of the LG took place from roughly June of 2011 to 
November of 2013, when ground was broken on the fi nal phase of the 
garden. Once gaining offi cial approval to access the space on campus in 
2011, we focused primarily on engaging stakeholders from the CBG as 
well as the Director of the ECEC. Jennifer, a graduate student in agri-
culture education with experience in landscape design, offered her design 
services to the group and fi rst developed a series of concept sketches as 
well drafts of designs that were to scale and included specifi cations for 
plants and themed sections of the garden. Jennifer, a single mother and 
full-time student, drew on her experience of managing a similar campus 
garden to craft beautiful sketches that unifi ed and inspired the organizers. 
Jeff recalled that these sketches helped make the garden program “come 
alive.” Throughout this design process, there were regularly competing 
ideas about what the garden should look like that became more com-
plicated as the landscape services representatives and administrators con-
veyed some of the institutional concerns about the design. These meetings 
were extremely arduous and left many organizers like Michelle frustrated: 
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 So, I’m used to working with a group of students and then having someone 
OK it – instead of actually working with adults. It’s just like, I just remember 
that I would be really, really frustrated in meetings because people nit picked 
on things. Especially the design, we spent a lot of time with the design.  The 
fence . The fence specifi cally. Someone wanted this fence, but it was like “Oh 
well we should do this fence.” I wanted to bring in the sustainable aspect 
of it, like why are we buying a new fence? Can’t we make a fence? (Michelle 
Interview, March 15, 2012)   

 During the interview, I reminded Michelle that there were different 
fences proposed from different parties involved. She and another under-
graduate student were in support of and involved in building a fence 
out of old tires, clay and straw, and a rammed earth wall that could have 
engaged a large number of students to “touch campus” and kick off the 
construction of the LG program. She recalled: 

 OK yeah […] I thought that it was a great idea. There are so many tires, you 
could pull them out of the river. Just literally trash. And you could make a 
really legitimate barrier with them. It’s done at parks, it’s done at people’s 
farms. I’ve seen it before. It’s not this fabricated wall fantasy.   

 Over a period of several meetings, spanning roughly a month that 
included independent research by several different committee members to 
evaluate the cost, aesthetics, and integrity of the fence, they presented their 
fi ndings, which the group deliberated. Ideas like Michelle’s were swiftly dis-
missed because of the liability of a fence like that built by volunteers as well as 
concerns that the Architectural Review committee and the Campus Review 
Committee might have an issue with this type of rammed earth fence. 

 Eventually, the campus facilities representative suggested we use a four-
foot- tall chain-link fence with a black powder coating in our design. It 
is the same fencing that surrounds a nearby garden plot operated by the 
USDA. It is supposed to have a lifespan of 30 years and withstand a car if 
some “crazy driver” runs into the fence (the reason we needed the fence 
was to protect children from possibly wandering into traffi c near the gar-
den location). The fence, which would have to be professionally installed, 
would cost over $5000—our entire budget at that point. It was explained 
that the Architecture Review Committee would be much more likely to 
approve our plans for the garden if we went with this fencing design. The 
black chain-link fence made it onto the fi nal plan but was only 10% of the 
$50,000 proposed price. A ridiculous quote for what was initially meant to 
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be a rather simple garden. In this committee, most of the decisions were 
made by consensus, but that did not mean that everyone always agreed. 
Consensus was forced because we knew the progress depended upon will-
ingness to agree with the administrative perspectives. To some extent, 
many of the organizers resolved that their input was not really going to be 
valued greatly because it was more the role of the university administrators 
to determine what would be permissible. Doing so, however, drastically 
increased the proposed cost for the garden design and in the process also 
consumed the $5000 we had at the time to cover the costs for having the 
campus landscape architect develop an executable plan. 

 Focusing on this issue of a fence uncovers some of the tension between 
institutional power holders and the student organizers who hold drasti-
cally different operational defi nitions for concepts like sustainability. In the 
eyes of the administrators, they were hoping to create a design that would 
be robust enough to withstand the rigors of the review committees that 
needed to approve construction or other large-scale changes on campus, 
minimize liability risk, and create something that would physically last 
for many years, regardless of the upfront costs. From a student perspec-
tive, sustainability meant using available resources and encouraging com-
munity engagement in the garden construction process. This defi nition 
also included being mindful of soil management practices, the life cycle of 
products that would be used in the construction, and other dimensions of 
environmental responsibility. 

 There were many other examples of these dilemmas in the design pro-
cess that were all essentially resolved by yielding authority and expertise to 
representatives from the Botanic Garden and landscape services. However, 
they were quick to make sure that they would not be in charge of the regu-
lar maintenance of the garden once it was built. In order to make progress, 
however, we had to work within the rules of the institution. 

 This is of course understandable given the roles and responsibilities that 
campus administrators have on a large institution of higher education. A 
$50,000 price tag might seem like a lot for creating a garden, but it is 
relatively small in terms of the millions of dollars that are used in regu-
lar ongoing campus renovations. When we were given the fi nal costs for 
building the LG, it seemed as if it was a strategic way for the university to 
either generate revenue from the project or keep it from progressing. At 
the same time, the design process also generated a stunning plan for what 
our garden could look like and included aspects that would help make the 
garden accessible for learners with varying abilities. This garden, when 
built, would become a nearly permanent installation in a central location 
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and provide a foundation for teaching and research that had the potential 
to impact the region and country. 

 In the midst of this design process, I started looking to build rela-
tionships with the “neighbors” near the physical location of the future 
garden. I was knocking on doors in the nearest building and happened to 
meet the Director of the USDA-ARS that managed a neighboring garden 
plot. It was winter then, and during the previous year, part of the plot 
was used for growing corn varieties as part of the lab’s research, and the 
other section was being used for the People’s Garden Project that was 
launched to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the USDA (once called the 
People’s Department when founded by Abraham Lincoln in 1862). The 
Director of the USDA-ARS division was excited about the opportunity to 
partner with the ECEC, and in the spring of 2012, we started engaging 
children in the regular garden experiences that would eventually expand 
into the fi nal phase of the garden in 2014. Additionally, I inquired about a 
small space outside of one of the greenhouses in that area of campus that 
seemed to be abandoned and underutilized. I received a Campus Ecology 
Fellowship from the National Wildlife Federation in 2011 to support the 
creation of a community garden on campus. Because the timeline for the 
project had been signifi cantly delayed, I had unspent grant money that I 
was able to use to build two small raised beds and initiated programming 
on May 30, 2012, in this unclaimed space. Instead of asking for an opin-
ion regarding the type of fence to put around this small garden, I opted 
instead to fashion a barrier out of woven wire rabbit fencing. This raggedy 
fence still stands today (though it has been run over by a garbage truck on 
numerous occasions), and landscape services or the ominous architectural 
review committee have not issued any formal complaints. 

 Our programming began in 2012 and we fi nally had a design for the 
fi nal version of our LG. We relied on the development offi cer in the col-
lege to use the beautiful renderings and an artfully crafted prospectus to 
fi nd a suitable benefactor. In March 2013, we received offi cial confi rma-
tion that a pledge of $50,000 was made to begin construction on the LG 
that was fi nally fi nished in November of 2013.   

   REFLECTIONS 
 On that crisp day in May when I was addressing the crowd of supporters, 
I wanted to proclaim that this project was an act of social resistance and 
evidence of a new wave of food activists that were taking back Land Grant 
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Universities from commodity groups and corporate interests to engage 
in the morally justifi able but contextually radical act of growing one’s 
own food. Throughout the development process, however, I learned 
that those types of arguments in this Mid-Western context were not 
going to help me make progress toward the proximal goal of getting 
access to space on campus or longer-term goals of changing the way 
that people throughout their lifespan learn to responsibly manage natu-
ral resources. Making a statement like that could have lost key support 
for the project from people unwilling to align with activist narratives or 
identities because it might compromise the future integrity of a pro-
gram. Throughout the process, I learned, for better or worse, to silence 
the more provocative statements or positions and instead lead with uni-
fying messages of “interdisciplinary collaboration” and emphasized the 
beauty and strength of the garden design and infrastructure that can last 
for years. However, I could not help but think about my other collabora-
tors who showed up to Friday morning meetings not because they were 
compelled to change children’s nutrition behaviors and prevent child-
hood obesity by gardening, but because they thought their university 
should be more open to undergraduate students building a space on 
campus that did not look “conventional” or because, “there’s certain 
things you can’t learn in the classroom.” 
 When I fi nally got an email about the plans for starting the construc-
tion of the garden in the fall of 2013, I was surprised that the fi rst step 
for creating the garden was to apply several doses of glyphosate, the 
active ingredient in Roundup, to get rid of the Bermuda grass that was 
growing in the area. I offered to coordinate a group of students and 
parents from the ECEC to remove the grass using a forked hoe, the 
only way I have found to effectively remove this noxious weed that is 
resistant to otherwise systemic herbicides like glyphosate. This request 
was denied, and the fi rst step in building what was supposed to be an 
alternative and sustainably managed community garden on the campus 
was, of course, spraying RoundUp. Like many other times throughout 
the design process, I thought about being dogmatic about my dedica-
tion to agroecological practices that emphasize community connection 
to agriculture. But in the end, and every other time, I decided to yield 
to the institutional power holders to ensure the project would continue, 
even if it meant compromising some of the initial values that brought 
together the community organizers.  
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   CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 
 The purpose of this chapter was to explore the process for accessing space 
to create a LG program on a MWLGU and also examine some of the 
implications of the key decisions that were made along the way, paying 
particular attention to powerful narratives and navigating institutional 
barriers. These two vignettes present the key phases of accessing space 
and designing the garden that both included decisions to elevate narra-
tives supporting garden education as an intervention in childhood over-
weight and obesity, and also silenced alternative perspectives for sharing 
ownership of public land to support sustainable land resource practices. 
These decisions were easy to justify in the context of the project, but later 
refl ection raised a counter narrative of student leaders feeling as if power 
holders on campus were interested in disconnecting students from the 
direct management of land resources and also creating fi nancial barriers to 
land management that were diffi cult to navigate. The unwritten rules for 
managing space on Land Grant Universities seem to be that management 
needs to present limited liability, align with teaching/research missions, 
and also have the potential to generate revenue. While these rules are 
understandable in this and other institutional contexts, it systematically 
precludes other alternative uses of public land to support emancipatory 
food learning. Latching on to dominant narratives around overweight and 
obesity prevention was again understandable to justify the creation of this 
and other gardens, but most garden and food educators would agree that 
those benefi ts are slippery at best, and we should be intentional about 
searching for new ways to document, describe, or quantify the benefi t of 
LGs that help expand the purposes of food education beyond nutrition 
interventions. Now that the MWLGU LG program has been created, I am 
looking forward to supporting this type of expansive research and teach-
ing that can help provide stronger and more nuanced arguments for sup-
porting widespread learning through food.     
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    CHAPTER 6   

        INTRODUCTION 
 This chapter focuses on developing  food education . Its starting point is 
the complexity of modern lives and the importance of acknowledging stu-
dents as active agents in their educational experiences. The text is divided 
into three sections; each offers a distinct viewpoint on the background and 
potential of developing food education:  the shifting focus of food education , 
 promoting agency through food sense , and  creating collaborative food educa-
tion in Finland . The article leans on the multidisciplinary expertise of the 
authors in the fi elds of education, home economics pedagogy, and sociol-
ogy of food; the fi rst two explore teaching and learning about food and 
eating and the third one emphasizes food as a part of culture and identity. 
Finnish food education is presented in the article as a case for taking stu-
dents’  agency  and  participation  as premises for educating about food and 
eating. In addition to the promotion of personal well-being and health, 
food education is seen as a medium for understanding the complexities 
of the world and supporting sustainable lifestyles embedded in everyday 
 practices . According to Gad and Jensen ( 2014 ), the concept of prac-
tices is complex and can refer to either location or action. In this article, 
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practices are understood as a combination of the two: as daily activities 
that take place in the specifi c context of the school. In reference to food 
education, practical learning activities are defi ned as those that include a 
basic element of touch, taste, preparation, or acquisition of food items.  

   THE SHIFTING FOCUS OF FOOD EDUCATION 
 Food education is often defi ned as education providing knowledge and 
skills about healthy and nutritionally balanced eating. Accordingly, food 
education was originally seen as a part of nutrition education, referring 
to the use of food items as tools for teaching about nutritionally relevant 
issues (Gussow and Contento  1984 ; Contento  2011 ). However, due to 
broader societal changes, these initial aims have changed considerably 
during the course of the past century. For example, in Scandinavia and 
elsewhere (Brembeck  2013 ; Hirdman  1983 ; Rautavirta  2010 ), the turn 
of the twentieth century was marked by an emphasis on prevention of 
nutritional defi ciencies, care of the poor, and education of women to cope 
with their everyday life (1890–1930) (Janhonen et al.  2015 ). This period 
was followed by a focus on promoting a versatile diet (1940–1950), which 
related to food shortages and re-construction work after the World War 
II. The quantifi cation of food requirements from the twentieth century 
onwards, and the increase in knowledge of the nutritional status of the 
population, also played an important role in the early stages of organiz-
ing such institutional meals as school lunches (Rautavirta  2010 ; Smith 
 2013 ). In the following decades (1960–1990), the challenges connected 
to lack of food were replaced with those related to abundance and wider 
opportunities for food choices (Ibid.). As the contexts and circumstances 
within which food choices are made have changed, so have the focal 
points of public health promotion and food education. Within home eco-
nomics education in the Nordic countries, for example, food education 
was originally focused on food as nutrition; this focus shifted from the 
1990s onward to an interdisciplinary approach to food that acknowledges 
 cultural and social perspectives and challenges pedagogical applications 
that are distant and abstract from the perspective of the everyday lives 
of the students (Höijer  2013  referring, e.g., to Benn  1996  and Palojoki 
 1997 ). 

 In contemporary Western societies, food is not only nourishment, but 
also a medium of self-expression and fulfi lment. Today, food as a source of 
enjoyment and construction of self-image is available to almost all social 
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groups, and is therefore an important part of people’s lifestyles. At present, 
food and health-related information is amply available and food education 
has become a part of offi cial institutions, such as schools and health facili-
ties (Brembeck  2013 ). Furthermore, a growing number of professionals 
from different fi elds are interested in infl uencing themes around food and 
eating (Sumner  2013 ). These professionals include educators, research-
ers, leaders from non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and corporate 
actors, who might not always agree upon the most important values and 
aims that drive food educational initiatives. Nevertheless, it has become 
evident that the mere distribution of information or simple restriction of 
freedom of choice is not enough for effective food education and chang-
ing food habits (Contento  2011 ). Increasingly, food education is also used 
to refer to education with broader aims, such as those promoting sustain-
able food choices, a deepened understanding of wider food systems, and 
skills related to cooking, traditions, and culinary culture (Janhonen et al. 
 2015 ; Kimura  2011 ). 

 Within the broader fi eld of education, defi nitions of teaching and learn-
ing can roughly be said to have moved from a focus on behaviourism to 
social constructivism (Hager  2012 ). Educational researchers have further 
suggested that the nature of learning has changed altogether, promot-
ing an understanding of learning as dynamic and as taking place beyond 
formal schooling (Bransford et al.  2000 ; Park  2011 ; Kuusikorpi  2014 ). 
Concurrently, traditional participatory models that emphasize the integra-
tion of children into the adult community have not succeeded in produc-
ing meaningful content for children, apart from young children that are 
to a high degree dependent on adults (Brougère  2012 ). Furthermore, 
studies promoting young people’s food literacy have rarely been suc-
cessful (Brooks and Begley  2014 ). Consequently, instead of relying on 
deterministic or behaviouristic models, modern education has shifted the 
emphasis to pupils’ perspectives (Cook-Sather  2002 ) and adopted peda-
gogical approaches that promote the agency and genuine participation of 
students. According to Arnold and Clarke ( 2014 ), this increasing interest 
in students’ agency in education is a part of a debate about the relevance 
of education, the disengagement of students, and a shift towards defi n-
ing learning as a complex social activity. In comparison to participation 
work done in non-governmental agencies or community work, however, 
emphasizing young people’s participation is a relatively new approach in 
schools (Cross  2011 ; Pekkarinen and Vehkalahti  2012 ; Spencer and Doull 
 2015 ). 
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 The use of the specifi c term food education has increased consider-
ably in research publications since the late 1990s (Janhonen et al.  2015 ). 
Nevertheless, the fi eld of food education is far from unifi ed: Sub-areas 
such as sensory food education, sustainability education, and health edu-
cation can presently be identifi ed; each respective sub-fi eld has its own 
specialized interests and conceptual orientations (Ibid.). In recent years, 
especially themes related to sustainability have gained the attention of 
researchers and practitioners, providing supplementary perspectives to 
health- and nutrition-driven initiatives. Acknowledging sustainability as a 
part of food education has also been seen by some researchers as an oppor-
tunity for examining food-related learning in a broader context (Morgan 
and Sonnino  2008 ). However, even though serving fresh and locally pro-
duced food is generally considered to be important, cost effi ciency often 
takes precedence in practice. Morgan and Sonnino ( 2008 ) have suggested 
that acknowledging more openly the normative backgrounds of sustain-
ability approaches, as well as designing applications that consider contex-
tual priorities, could help in overcoming these practical challenges. All in 
all, discussion around sustainability is increasing and public procurement 
of school food has become a signifi cant theme at the forefront of these 
debates.  

   PROMOTING AGENCY THROUGH FOOD SENSE 
 An examination of the fi eld of food education reveals an abundance of 
concepts and related defi nitions, as well as an overall transition from indi-
vidually oriented guidance to broader approaches (Janhonen et al.  2015 ). 
Based on the conceptual richness, clearer defi nitions in relation to food 
education and food-related learning are needed to enable more effective 
collaboration between practitioners (Cross  2011 ). Furthermore, critical 
examination of the conceptual base of food education is necessary in order 
to secure coherence between the aims and practical pedagogical applica-
tions in teaching about food and eating in schools. Table  6.1  summarizes 
the current content areas and aims for learning in the order of historical 
shifts in the aims of food education.

   From the rise of nutrition science during the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries (Falk and Gronow  1985 ; Jackson  2013 ) and a focus in 
the early twentieth century on preventing and curing diseases and educat-
ing people about health-related issues (Rautavirta  2010 ), food education 
of the twenty-fi rst century is marked by a tendency to emphasize sen-
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sory, experiential, and child-centred forms of learning (e.g., Koistinen and 
Ruhanen  2009 ). Furthermore, understanding sustainability as an inevita-
ble part of its content areas is a contemporary concern (Risku-Norja et al. 
 2012 ; Åbacka  2008 ). The aim of wide-ranging food education, as called 
for in this article, is to acknowledge each of the presented content areas 
as comprehensively as possible. The aims for learning outcomes within 
food education are presented in the table in the form of four concepts, 
which are also listed in the order of their historical appearance in academic 
literature. Below, an overview of these concepts is provided, along with 
justifi cations for our suggestion of promoting students’ agency in food 
education through the concept of  food sense . 

 During the past decade, the term  food literacy  has gained attention 
within the area of food education. However, a fuller understanding of the 
term requires an examination of the concepts  health literacy  and  health 
sense , which are closely related to the conceptual background of food 
literacy. In the fi eld of health education, health promotion, and public 
health, the concept of health literacy refers to people’s ability to obtain, 
interpret, and use health-related information, as well as to interpret their 
own and other’s health condition (e.g., Nutbeam  2009 ; Ormshaw et al. 
 2013 ; Paakkari and Paakkari  2012 ). Acquiring health literacy has also 
been seen as empowerment (Kilgour et al.  2015 ; Speros  2005 ), as a skill 
that helps in meeting the complex demands of modern society (Sørensen 
et  al.  2012 ), and as an important element in achieving productive citi-
zenship, personal life quality, and individual and social well-being (Marks 
 2012 ). Even though broader defi nitions of the concept include the impor-
tance of the surrounding community in shaping health behaviour, the 

  Table 6.1    Content areas 
and aims for learning of 
food education  

 Field of education  Food education 

 Broad content 
areas 

 Nutrition 
 Health 
 Sustainability 
 Senses and 
experiences 

 Aims of learning  Health literacy 
 Food literacy 
 Health senses 
 Food senses 
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community- related aspect is mostly seen as a source of (positive) social 
pressure and emotional support (Ojajärvi  2015 ). 

 The concept health sense, on the other hand, was developed by Finnish 
youth researchers (Hoikkala et  al.  2005 ; Puuronen  2006 ) as a critique 
towards the concept of health literacy and its excess emphasis on the indi-
vidual and the individual’s knowledge of health (Ojajärvi  2015 ). According 
to Ojajärvi’s ( 2015 ) defi nition, health sense includes the everyday routines 
and habits that are a part of health-related activities in different situa-
tions. The concept further acknowledges the idea that health decisions are 
made as a part of the broader cultural and community surroundings and 
as a result of social processes (Ibid.). Importantly, health decisions are not 
always made solely from the perspective of the health benefi ts of actions. 
In other words, the defi nition of health sense enables the examination 
of the perspectives of those adolescents that are not interested in health 
or healthiness. The concept further aims to grasp a solid connection to 
young people’s lives and a broader and more sensitive approach to health 
behaviour. 

 The term food literacy builds upon much research done to investigate 
the relationship between food knowledge and food choices (Vaitkeviciute 
et al.  2015 ). In comparison to the concepts of health literacy and health 
sense, food literacy typically refers to a stronger emphasis on food prepa-
ration and other practical food-related skills (Brooks and Begley  2014 ; 
Pendergast and Dewhurst  2012 ). Researchers using the term often also 
acknowledge the challenges of motivating young people to act in accor-
dance with nutritional guidelines and bring forth the need for approaches 
that include an examination of personal and environmental factors on the 
background of declining nutrition knowledge and choosing unhealthy 
options (Brooks and Begley  2014 ). In a similar vein, Vidgen and Galleos 
( 2014 ) defi ne food literacy as associated with the everyday practicalities of 
healthy eating and as a way to promote resilience. However, the authors 
(Vidgen and Galleos  2014 ) emphasize that the term currently lacks a com-
mon defi nition among research publications. In addition, even though the 
concept broadly defi ned includes food knowledge, skills, and behaviours, 
studies using the term typically use food knowledge as a proxy for food 
literacy, resulting in a quite narrow focus (Vaitkeviciute et al.  2015 ). 

 Therefore, it is not surprising that the concept of food literacy has also 
received a critique among scholars, who claim the term to support food 
education as an exercise of mastering superfi cial information and not tak-
ing suffi cient notice of the social, cultural, economic, and environmental 
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factors related to desired health behaviours. Kimura ( 2011 ), for instance, 
refers to a ‘food literacy approach’ as a framework that ‘posits individual 
knowledge and skills as sole reasons for inappropriate food choices, dietary 
behaviors, and culinary practices’. She (Ibid.) sees food literacy as a highly 
individualistic and apolitical term that also enables the privatization and 
gendered pressures of food education. To conclude, though food literacy 
seems to have succeeded in reaching a more practice-bound defi nition of 
adolescents’ food choices, it is still quite closely connected with the con-
ceptual backgrounds of health literacy and the individual and knowledge- 
based approach of much health and nutrition research. Therefore, a 
broader conceptual base for food education than the ones offered by cur-
rent interpretations of food literacy is needed. 

 If the target is to promote adolescents’ agency within food education, 
the aims for learning outcomes should include not only the individual’s 
pre-determined knowledge (on nutrition or health), but also the ability to 
critically evaluate differing situations, and to fl exibly act in accordance with 
changing demands. The former includes the capability to conceive food 
choices as a part of wider social and cultural contexts and the potential of 
challenging surrounding circumstances. In our previous work (Janhonen 
et al.  2015 ), we have suggested the concept of food sense as a learning 
outcome for food education reaching for these goals. The defi nition of 
food sense embraces an understanding of cultural and social meanings 
that relate to food and eating as local and global systems, as well as the 
opportunity of potentially acting against one’s knowledge of a healthy 
and sustainable diet. From a pedagogical perspective, however, the over-
all aim of food education is to support the learners’ desires and cour-
age to take food-related knowledge as a part of their own food choices. 
Thus, the notion of food sense aims to promote students’ agency and 
empowerment, as well as joy and pleasure attached to food. Importantly, 
knowledge in relation to food sense refers not only to the ability to make 
nutritionally balanced choices, but also to the ability to understand the 
complexities of the surrounding world; such distinctions support healthy 
and sustainable eating. Leaning on Mäkelä and Niva’s ( 2015 ) defi nition of 
sustainable culinary culture, we suggest that sustainability as a part of food 
sense means examining food-related processes and choices as collective 
rather than merely individual activities. 

 The concept of food sense as defi ned above could be used as a starting 
point for developing context-specifi c and participatory food education in 
schools, as well as for implementing curricula and plans for action. The 

FOOD EDUCATION: FROM NORMATIVE MODELS TO PROMOTING AGENCY 99



defi nition calls for approaches that acknowledge adolescents’ perspectives 
in a more fl exible and open manner, accept varying defi nitions of healthy 
and sustainable eating, and are attached to students’ everyday practices 
and experiences in a viable manner. From a teacher’s point of view, pro-
moting students’ agency and moving beyond normative models for food 
education means detachment from the notion of the educator as the tradi-
tional ‘authorized knower’ (de Laine  2001 ). This denotes moving towards 
a dialogic and collaborative relationship with students, where teachers and 
students can learn together and from one another in a constructivist way 
(Venäläinen  2010 ).  

   CREATING COLLABORATIVE FOOD EDUCATION IN FINLAND 
 In Finland, health education, home economics education, and school 
lunch provision are all considered to be a part of food education in schools. 
Food- and health-related themes are also taught in other school subjects, 
such as physical education and chemistry. In the Finnish National cur-
riculum that will go into effect in 2016 (POPS  2014 ), food education will 
be one of the broad subject areas for teaching, which is why developing 
specifi c aims and operation models for schools is especially important and 
topical at the moment. Although there is still much potential for improve-
ment, the Finnish format for food education already provides specifi c 
opportunities for executing collaborative food education in schools, such 
as school meals, cooperation between school subjects, and organization of 
student councils. 

 The connections between school food and young people’s health are 
widely recognized (e.g., Raulio et al.  2010 ; Sahota et al.  2013 ; Elinder 
et al.  2014 ), therefore, the signifi cance of developing the quality and orga-
nization of  school meals  is well supported. However, at present, there 
is remarkable variation among countries as to how serving and devel-
oping school meals are approached. 1  From an educational perspective, 
school meals can be seen either as simple eating events or understood in a 
more elaborated form of food education, as in this article, as contexts of 
 learning about and experiencing food and different tastes, and as oppor-
tunities for contesting prevailing power relations. It is our argument that 
defi ning school meals narrowly as opportunities for nourishment leaves 
much of their pedagogical potential unused. Understanding the school 
meal situation as a versatile opportunity for food education means includ-
ing children and adolescents more actively as partners in designing and 
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developing school meals (Benn and Carlsson  2014 ; Risku-Norja et  al. 
 2012 ). Evidence from prior studies suggests that comprehensive agendas 
that take into consideration both pupils and the staff members are key in 
conveying health-related messages (e.g., Kilgour et al.  2015 ). 

 In Finland, the provision of tax-paid hot school meals has been a part 
of health promotion in schools for over 60 years (FNBE  2008 ,  2012 ). The 
meals must meet nutritional guidelines and provide one-third of the stu-
dents’ daily energy intake. In recent years, much attention has been paid 
to the role and signifi cance of the school catering staff. For example, the 
school catering staff ’s nutrition awareness and modern tracking systems 
have helped Finnish schools to offer lunches that are in line with national 
nutrition recommendations. Lintukangas ( 2009 ) has further stated that 
the presence and guidance of the school catering staff during school meals 
can help in building a trusting relationship with the adolescents. From 
adolescents’ perspective, members of the school catering staff could also 
be a source of support and safety (Ibid.). However, this requires investing 
in educating school catering staff as food educational professionals, as well 
as making their roles more visible as a part of the broader school com-
munity. Nevertheless, the school catering staff has the potential to work 
as signifi cant partners in developing food education on a school-wide level 
(Lintukangas and Palojoki  2015 ). 

 In addition, cooperation between different school subjects could be 
developed and strengthened for collaborative food education in schools. 
As an example, cooperation between home economics education and 
chemistry could prove to be fruitful and function as a platform for sus-
tainable food education. This cooperation could help in illustrating for 
the students the link between food preparation and meal construction, 
and the chemical characteristics of food items and nutrients. In addition, 
school subjects that have not traditionally participated in food-related 
teaching, such as language instruction and art, could also provide cre-
ative and innovative ways for executing food education (Janhonen et al. 
 2016 ). As does all cooperation, this requires careful planning to ensure 
that the applications are genuinely engaging for the pupils and meet 
the broader educational aims. For example, Juntunen ( 2012 ) has sug-
gested that providing activating and experiential learning opportunities 
is crucial in promoting a personally meaningful relationship to themes 
related to sustainability. In terms of participatory school lunch devel-
opment and sustainable food education, students’ active participation 
could mean including pupils in measuring the amounts of food waste 
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produced in the school and analysing both its sources and broader impacts 
during class activities. 

 In recent years, initiatives for approaching food education on the level 
of the school community have increased in the Finnish context. This has 
resulted in a growing interest in school food councils, which are presently 
being established in many Finnish schools. School food councils can at 
their best strengthen collaboration between different actors in the school 
and engage young people in developing matters that affect them with 
respect to school food organization. However, it is important to note that 
school councils can also be differentiating and adult-led forms of activity 
engaging only a limited group of pupils; therefore, they may not measure 
up to their promise of democratic and genuine participation (Bjerke  2011 ; 
Rabello de Castro  2011 ). On an operational level, studies show that even 
though young people are often ‘involved’ in many ways in school-based 
projects and that their opinions are being heard as members of youth par-
liaments or scrutiny committees, their opportunities to infl uence are rarely 
visibly connected with immediate decisions about service design, delivery, 
and commissioning (Percy-Smith  2012 ; Rönnlund  2014 ). Furthermore, 
the decision points are often defi ned in relation to quite conventional 
norms and maintain the prevailing circumstances, rather than promote 
genuine change (Valentine  2011 ). These are important aspects to con-
sider when designing and developing school meal councils with students 
in Finland and elsewhere. To give specifi c examples, students within 
school meal councils are typically involved with decorating the school’s 
dining room, voting for a special meal to be served once a month, or 
informing their fellow students about upcoming events, but they could 
also be more broadly included in decisions about the organization and 
content of school meals. The aims of school meal councils are rarely initi-
ated by students themselves; therefore, active participation may be lower. 
Nevertheless, if carefully planned, school food councils bear the potential 
to work as an effective part of participatory food education in schools. 

 In sum, school meals, cooperation between school subjects and school 
food councils, offer promising prospects for enhancing collaborative 
food education in schools. In addition to experiences from school meal 
 development, studies from other contexts offer useful insights to consider 
when designing participatory food educational initiatives on the level of 
the school community. For example, Pantea’s ( 2012 ) study of young 
people as volunteers concluded that adolescents were more inclined to 
engage when they were provided with clear instructions and their rights 
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and responsibilities were clearly itemized. When they had a sense of proj-
ect ownership, an opportunity to infl uence decision-making, and were 
afforded tasks including choice and fl exibility. On the contrary, adoles-
cents presented disengagement when there was role ambiguity, an excess 
of or confusion with rules, when adult authority was implemented without 
clear justifi cations or the overall atmosphere was perceived as unfriendly 
(Ibid.). Importantly, as Bjerke ( 2011 ) brings forth, pupils do not neces-
sarily ask for total control over decision-making, but primarily wish to be 
treated with dignity and respect and to have an opportunity to express 
opinions. Nevertheless, joint responsibility and inclusion of all actors in 
schools requires a re- evaluation of aims and roles, which might demand 
re-organization of the formal structures and habitual practices of the 
school community.  

   CONCLUSION 
 Today, children and young people are increasingly seen as active agents 
and their agency is seen as an important concept in defi ning their rights 
and participation within educational practice (Backman et al.  2012 ; Bjerke 
 2011 ; Valentine  2011 ). Nonetheless, developmentalism as a theoretical 
stance still remains an infl uential approach in studying child–adult rela-
tionships (Rabello de Castro  2011 ). There is also a growing trend for see-
ing participation as an individual quality or a competence (Arnesen et al. 
 2010 ; Rönnlund  2014 ), and, in spite of good intentions, paternalistic and 
welfare approaches are often based on a premise that promotes integration 
to community and aims towards the child learning the norms and values 
transmitted by the broader culture (Aaltonen  2013 ; Stoecklin  2012 ). This 
poses a serious challenge to food education that aims to promote stu-
dents’ participation and agency, as well as collaboration between actors. 
Without approaches that take distance from top-down and adult-centred 
priorities, young people inevitably remain as actors with quite limited 
agency (Stoecklin  2012 ). Designing new models for action is especially 
important within Finnish food education now that participatory initiatives 
in schools are increasing and the importance of food education is being 
more broadly acknowledged in such offi cial documents as the National 
Curriculum (Halinen  2015 ; POPS  2014 ). In addition, rigorous attempts 
to clarify the aims and core concepts of food education are crucial in order 
to support collaboration between different practitioners and promote 
long-lasting effects in schools. 
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 Conceptualizing children and young people as active and refl exive 
agents requires acknowledgement of their ability to make real choices, also 
within the world of formal education (Redmond  2010 ). In participation 
work, this means genuinely including young people as partners in reaching 
a shared decision (Bjerke  2011 ), and potentially revising institutional aims 
(Rabello de Castro  2011 ). Valentine ( 2011 ) emphasizes that our under-
standing of children’s agency should not be restricted to requirements for 
them to act as adults. Fleming ( 2012 ), on the other hand, calls for new 
ways for working in partnership with young people in schools and moving 
beyond young people ‘having a say’ to constructing meaningful dialogue. 
In this article, we suggest the concept of food sense as a potential platform 
for discussion and as a tool for specifying school level curriculums for food 
education. The presentation of the term food sense has further aimed at 
taking distance from the individual and knowledge-based focus that has 
been critiqued in reference to the concept food literacy. Our defi nition of 
food sense acknowledges the cultural, social, and societal dimensions of 
eating, the context- and practice-bound aspects of food choices, as well 
as the notion of sustainability according to its broad defi nition. In sum, 
the core idea of food sense is to be able to make sense of complex and 
wide-reaching subject areas that take root in everyday practices, as well 
as to understand the relations of one’s own choices to community and 
structural surroundings. These skills are seen as ways to support healthy 
and sustainable eating in changing everyday situations. 

 The present article has provided examples of how food education is 
being currently executed in Finland, and aimed at offering insights for 
teachers working in schools beyond the Finnish context. It is evident that 
much work still needs to be done, in Finland and elsewhere, in order for 
food education to be acknowledged as a common responsibility and exe-
cuted coherently throughout the school community. Promoting collab-
orative approaches within food education means re-evaluating the role(s) 
of adults and acknowledging also the educational potential of the school 
catering staff (Lintukangas  2009 ). From a teacher’s perspective, chang-
ing the positions of the adult requires encountering pupils in a refl exive 
and interpretive manner, instead of adopting the traditional expert role. 
Importantly, meaningful dialogue connected with young people’s every-
day lives can offer educational professionals opportunities to see their 
own experiences in novel ways, and provide young people with spaces for 
developing their understanding of how their actions affect others and how 
other people’s values and priorities might not always be in line with theirs 
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(Percy-Smith  2012 ). Finally, it is important to support the professional-
ism of teachers working within food education, such as home econom-
ics teachers, in order to successfully promote students’ critical thinking 
and understanding of the consequences of individual choices (Håkansson 
 2015 ). 

 The overall aim of food education is to support people’s health and 
well-being, as well as lifelong learning about food and eating. However, 
the means through which this aim is being pursued varies consider-
ably. The historical backgrounds of food education lie in teaching citi-
zens about nutrition and health, preventing nutritional defi ciencies, and 
helping the poor. Today, food education is increasingly understood to 
include themes that relate to practical skill development, sustainability, 
and students’ agency. These new trends and shifts in focus require re- 
evaluation in reference to the conceptual base, aims, and operation mod-
els of food education in schools. Promoting collaborative food education 
that acknowledges pupils’ agency and participation means being open to 
different kinds of interpretations of healthy eating and valuing the experi-
ences of those who are to be educated.   

  NOTES 
1.    More information about school food policies in different countries through 

The European Commission’s Joint Research Centre’s newsletter:    https://
ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/news/healthy-school-food-expo-milano-2015    .   
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    CHAPTER 7   

        INTRODUCTION 
 As Melissa Orlie ( 2009 ) has noted, the “madness” of the industrial food 
system is increasingly diffi cult to deny. The manner in which this dominant 
system operates has resulted in socioeconomic and ecological excesses that 
cannot be sustained. For over three decades, there has been a groundswell of 
academic, policy, and community-based concern and activism around this 
social, economic, and ecological unsustainability. The academic literature, 
for instance, is replete with works theorizing and advocating approaches 
for building alternative food systems that stem from a range of disciplin-
ary perspectives and methodological orientations (e.g., Allen  1993 ,  2004 , 
 2010 ; Alkon and Agyeman  2011 ; Constance et al.  2014 ; Feenstra  2002 ; 
Goodman et al.  2014 ; Hendrickson and Heffernan  2002 ; Hinrichs  2003 ; 
Lang  2009 ; Kirschenmann and Falk  2010 ). The grassroots sector has been 
particularly accredited with the emergence of alternative food movements 
and networks in the Global North and Global South (Allen  2004 ). These 
movements embrace such expressions as local and regional food systems 
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(Clancy and Ruhf  2010 ), community food work (Slocum  2007 ), commu-
nity food security (Hamm and Bellows  2003 ), and food sovereignty (Patel 
 2009 ). Although social purposes, locations, and approaches vary, the work 
of movement actors can be seen as a massive effort to challenge and trans-
form the pervasive and hegemonic gender-race-class politics of food access 
and availability (Julier  2015 ). The ways in which food movement sectors 
variably perform as a response to the wake of globalizing forces fueled by 
neoliberal conditions and policies is also worthy of note (Guthman  2008 ). 
These food movement discourses, and their sociohistorical roots, there-
fore, serve as a rich seedbed for social critique, knowledge creation, and 
social action that not only informs political strategies and social agendas 
but also emphasizes the everyday experiences of struggle and oppression 
that intersect with the complexity of our food system politics. 

 We begin with reference to Henry Giroux’s ( 1992 ) scholarship to sug-
gest that this multiplicity of movement activity is an expression of educa-
tion as  cultural work  .  While cultural work has been generally used to refer 
to the contributions of artists and writers, Giroux extended it to include 
the performances of educators, asserting the “primacy of the political and 
pedagogical” (p. 5). In other words, it is the task of educators—broadly 
defi ned to include scholars, activists, and practitioners—to work within 
and across our communities (be they global or local) to nurture a healthy 
skepticism and scrutiny of the knowledge cultures that govern. Giroux, 
who has advocated for a praxis of cultural politics, puts forward that the 
role of cultural workers is that of “radical refl ection on our interpretive 
frames” to focus on the conditions and means in which knowledges and 
our realities are (re)produced (p. 13). Cultural work, as moments of learn-
ing, thus provides us with a useful lens to help us navigate the epistemo-
logical and ontological conditions that inform our practices of resistance 
and change in alternative food system circles. 

 It is in this context of cultural work and alternative food movements 
that we bring together conceptual and methodological arguments with 
instances of stories to illustrate the educative role narratives can play in 
engendering political praxis and new possibilities. Drawing upon the 
critical arm of adult education (e.g., Freire  1972 ), narrative inquiry as 
methodology (e.g., Clandinin and Connelly  2000 ), the emergence of 
“ontological politics” (e.g., Law  2008 ; Mol  2002 ,  1999 ), and the dis-
course of community food work (e.g., Slocum 2007), we recognize and 
embrace the generative quality of narratives in the telling, reading, and (re)
creating of stories of practitioners and activists striving to transform the 
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food system in ways that purportedly align with a number of alternative 
food movements. These instances of cultural work comprise stakeholder 
interests that embody a wide breadth practical strategies and agendas, and 
emphasize a diversity of political relationships illustrating the complexity 
and tensions that inform, and are informed by, food system discourses 
and their material realities. Specifi cally, we look to our narrative initiative 
within the Appalachian Foodshed Project (AFP) in the southern USA to 
provide an illustration of ways in which narratives and storytelling may 
open means to humanize the “wicked problem” of food insecurity while 
creating new possibilities in our everyday work of resistance and learning. 
We put forward that when facing a complex problem like food insecurity, 
“seeing” the system better means understanding a plurality of perspectives 
on the issue and ways to engage with it (Hamm  2009 ). In other words, it 
is through story that this generative process may fl ourish. 

 Our aim here is also inspired by our own hopefulness and critical 
praxis as educators embedded in the work of community food and alter-
native food systems. The following sections are therefore a brief foray 
into the conceptual and methodological literature informing this story 
making process as a politicalized educational project. To do so, we share 
the frameworks, processes, and moments of story that are a part of the 
narrative-building work of the AFP. It is important to note that the impe-
tus for creating a narrative project in central Appalachia comes from the 
movement actors themselves who are eager to develop a regional food 
systems network to address food (in)security yet struggle with the forma-
tive process of crafting and weaving their stories and actions together. 
What follows are therefore glimpses into their experiences learning for 
and about the intersections of food system politics and the possibilities for 
change. First, we give attention to the tradition of adult and community 
education to explore these experiences through the lens of political praxis. 
Next, we provide a brief reference to alternative food movement literature 
to situate our crafting of narratives of community food work in the central 
Appalachian region. We then explore the epistemological and ontological 
considerations that inspire the narrative making process and our argument 
for (re)creating stories as a generative process of learning, knowing, and 
action. Lastly, we turn to specifi c instances of story from the AFP as an 
illustration of the humanizing way in which narratives help us critically 
engage the “wicked problems” of our food system while also creating 
spaces of possibilities and hope.  
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   PRAXIS AND COMMUNITY FOOD WORK 
 We draw upon the tradition of adult and community education for explor-
ing narratives of community food work as a radical educational project. 
Adult education has historically focused on catalyzing groups for collec-
tive learning and social action (Brookfi eld and Holst  2011 ; Cunningham 
 1992 ; Foley  1999 ). The scale and complexity of today’s social, cultural, 
and environmental problems continue to demand lifelong, relational, and 
refl exive learning processes and frameworks to engender social justice and 
community resilience (Niewolny and Archibald  2015 ). For many, these 
processes are informed by participatory and emancipatory approaches 
where learners and educators negotiate socially constructed and political-
ized knowledges, experiences, and practices (Cevaro and Wilson  2001 ). 
Adult and community-based educators amply developed and utilized 
popular education as a powerful means for transformative action within 
development agendas and social movements, for the purpose of crafting 
cultural and social equity (Mayo  1999 ; Freire  1972 ). In this view, learn-
ing takes on an explicitly critical position that is focused on the complex 
ways knowledge is (re)produced and controlled, and the ways in which 
social actors learn for social resistance and change. In community devel-
opment circles, these processes have been partnered with such discourses 
as participatory learning (Campbell and Burnaby  2001 ), action research 
(Greenwood and Levin  2007 ), and social movement learning (Crowther 
 2006 ; Holst  2002 ). Although these discourses represent different theories 
and take up different terms, a thread across each is an engagement with 
refl ectivity toward language, power, and politics in practice. 

 It is from this perspective we derive our operational understanding of 
 praxis  through the crafting of narratives as spaces for learning. Praxis is a 
concept dating back to Aristotle through (post)Marx and feminism that 
embodies certain qualities of refl exivity underpinning a commitment to 
the continual and generative interplay between thought and action (Carr 
and Kemmis  1986 ; Lather  1991 ). For Thompson and Pascal ( 2012 ), the 
concept of critical or political praxis provides actors the means to create 
spaces of possibility in/from/with practice that is performed,  theorized, 
and refl ected on, re-imagined, and then re-performed as praxis takes 
new form. Praxis further arises as a dialogical and intersubjective learn-
ing process most notably associated with Freire’s ( 1972 )  Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed . Here Freire frames praxis as the potential for diverse possibilities 
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to emerge through the process of humanization, which through refl ection 
and action, transforms realities and is the source of knowledge creation. 

 The political praxis of “narratives as learning” is embedded within and 
informed by a number of food system discourses and life-world experi-
ences. Across many efforts toward a more sustainable, less “disruptive” 
food system, these discourses and their social practices vary. Participatory 
development and education have contributed to the formation of alterna-
tive food systems through knowledge claims that celebrate the complexity, 
diversity, and localization of experience and knowledge politics (Glezner 
et al.  2011 ; Hassanein and Kloppenburg  1995 ; Pretty  1995 ; Röling and 
Wagemakers  1998 ; Stevenson et al.  2007 ). While understood as unique 
social movements, collectively calling for an alternative food system, they 
take on particular expressions of social critique, knowledge creation, and 
community action that inform the everyday experiences of struggle and 
oppression that intersects with our global food system politics (Allen 
 2004 ; Goodman et al.  2014 ; Hassanein  2003 ; Hinrichs  2003 ). 

 From a historical lens, alternative food movements take on a number 
of food access and food availability issues, politics, and priorities. To put 
it differently, they are shaped by confl icting and intersecting economic, 
social, material, and cultural aims derived from the Global North and 
Global South (Julier  2015 ). For Constance et al. ( 2014 ), this confl ict and 
intersectionality can be read through the description of four kinds of alter-
native food system efforts with emphases and attachments to: the biophys-
ical sustainability of food production; life quality for farmers and agrarian 
communities; food access, quality, and human health; and emancipatory 
possibilities for socially just food systems. 

 The demand for social justice has informed the direction and strategies 
of alternative food system movements in recent years. The notion of food 
justice does not necessarily prescribe clear routes to establish a more just 
food system; instead, it provides a language and vision to open up path-
ways for action and advocacy (Gottlieb and Joshi  2010 ). Both academic 
and grassroots communities are increasingly engaged in food justice work 
as a means to critique the social, economic, and political hegemony in 
our food system, calling much needed attention to racial, gendered, and 
class relationships and intersections in the control over the production and 
consumption of food (Allen  2010 ; Alkon and Agyeman  2011 ; Guthman 
 2008 ; Slocum 2007). 

 For the purposes of this chapter, we have chosen to interact with three 
alternative food movement discourses according to the intended end goals 
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of our narrative project to engage with the generative possibility of sto-
ries as sites of learning and knowing. Therefore, it is not our intention 
to focus on one alternative food movement (e.g., food security) or social 
movement sector (e.g., sustainable food production); instead, we embrace 
the intersections of  community food systems, community food secu-
rity,  and  community food work  as fl uid concepts and “community-level” 
discourses, to better embrace the multiplicity of “cultural worker” experi-
ences and their possibilities for change in our food systems. We acknowl-
edge, however, a number of scholars who have more adequately provided 
a comprehensive explanation of the history of alternative food movements 
(see Allen  2004 ; Constance et al.  2014 ; Goodman et al.  2014 ). 

 First,  community food systems  is a concept that has been under-theorized 
and consequently invoked in contradictory ways (Feenstra  2002 ; Feenstra 
and Campbell  1996 ). We view the concept as an attempted response to 
the “local trap,” which is building upon Born and Purcell’s ( 2006 ) argu-
ment challenging the popular notion that local food systems are inherently 
more sustainable or more socially just simply based on their scale. Whereas 
the supply chain element of local and regional food systems might be 
instrumentalized to economic ends and geographical scale, community 
food systems includes a more explicitly social component. In one article, 
Feenstra ( 2002 ) described a community food system as “a collaborative 
effort to build more locally based, self-reliant food economies—one in 
which sustainable food production, processing, distribution and consump-
tion are integrated to enhance the economic, environmental and social 
health of a particular place” (p. 100). The system described here has the 
hallmarks of the local and regional food systems with the addition of an 
emphasis on social health. The meaning of social health is unclear, but it 
creates an (albeit, small) impediment to economic instrumentalization. In 
the cited defi nition, Feenstra ( 2002 ) challenged the assumption of com-
munity food system as a noun by terming it a process—a verb. This may 
be read to illustrate the shifting composition of food systems—denoting 
their nature as one of process rather than a static and pre-determined end. 

 Related to the discourse of community food systems is  community 
food security . Here we point to Hamm and Bellows’ ( 2003 ) defi nition 
as “a situation in which all community residents obtain a safe, culturally 
 acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable food sys-
tem that maximizes community self-reliance and social justice” (p. 37). 
Following the emergence of the local food movement in North America, 
we see a growing concern for our ability to fairly and justly address the 
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“wicked problem” of food security (Hamm  2009 ). Since the 1990s, pub-
licly and privately funded initiatives have surged to tackle the complex 
issues of food access and availability with/in limited resource communities 
under the umbrella of community food security (Allen  2004 ). These ini-
tiatives illustrate the complexity of food system politics that stretch across 
our urban and rural landscapes (Pothukuchi et al.  2007 ). 

 It should be noted, however, that Hamm and Bellows ( 2003 ) are per-
haps describing an end goal or something to be attained. In the literature, 
we have found the connections between community food systems and 
security to be implicit; however, we suggest that community food sys-
tems are the process through which the goals of community food security 
might be achieved. For instance, Abi-Nader et al. ( 2009 ) have posited six 
fi elds of practice that constitute community food security work: justice and 
fairness; strong communities; vibrant farms and gardens; healthy people; 
sustainable ecosystems; and thriving local economies. The fi rst two fi elds 
underpin the latter four (Embry et al.  2012 ). 

 Lastly, we refer to the description of alternative food movements to be 
an expression of  community food work . Drawing from Slocum (2007), we 
embrace this terminology throughout our own praxis due to its politicized 
and inclusive meaning that embraces both the processes and end goals of 
alternative food movement work. Slocum articulated four domains that 
constitute alternative food efforts, those that focus on: (1) farm sustain-
ability—related to connecting small-scale farmers to markets; (2) nutrition 
education—with emphases on the prevention of diet-related illnesses; (3) 
environmental sustainability—related to the development and support of 
more ecologically sound agricultural production; and (4) social justice—
which consists of a bifurcated approach—producer/worker rights and hun-
ger/food insecurity. Slocum termed the integration of these approaches, 
 community food work . Tanaka et al. ( 2015 ) further acknowledge both move-
ment processes and goals in defi ning community food work as “facilitating 
concerned citizens, activists, and professionals to build capacity to defi ne 
and address food-security challenges in their own communities” (p. 2). 

 To be clear, these alternative food demarcations are not mutually 
exclusive, and do, in fact, overlap in many important ways. We value 
their  histories of meanings and their intersectionality. With that said, we 
argue that the cultural work of community food should include spaces to 
“unthink” the orthodoxies and the knowledge cultures that are governing 
our ideas of the possible. In this vein, we now turn to the epistemological 
and ontological potential of narratives of community food work.  
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   EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND ONTOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
OF COMMUNITY FOOD WORK 

 Our understanding of narratives and their potential for doing commu-
nity food work hinges upon our critique of essentialist epistemologies. An 
essentialist epistemology functions from the belief that things have know-
able fi xed essences that can be defi ned and captured through language. 
For example, to be considered community food work, a practitioner might 
actively seek to counter neoliberal hegemony. This is an essentialist reading 
of community food work, attributing to it a true essence that can be either 
affi xed or denied to certain forms of food system activism. While this form 
of reading and understanding practice lends a certain critical aim to schol-
arship and educational thought, we suggest that it may oversimplify the 
multiple entanglements of such efforts, and thus mutes the transformative 
potential of community food work. Since a transformed food system is a 
fundamental goal of community food work (Slocum 2007), we argue that 
anti-essentialist approaches to reading these practices bear consideration. 

 As an epistemological starting point, we ask, “What knowledges are 
we validating and valorizing through our scholarship and practice?” 
Consonant with Foucault ( 1980 ), Law and Urry ( 2004 ), and Gibson-
Graham et al. ( 2001 ), the ways we enact and produce knowledges have 
world-making potential. As adult and community educators, do we sift 
through the swarms of difference and reify essentialized understandings 
and concepts or do we point to the non-coherence of our social entangle-
ments and seek openings for novel ways of thought and the creation of 
new generative concepts (Deleuze and Guatarri  1994 )? 

 Our knowledge production is not discrete and isolated, it has direct 
impacts on the “the conditions of possibility we live with” (Mol  1999 , 
p. 75). The ways that we write and talk about community food work are 
not about accessing a true essence; rather, these are the lines of thought 
that we choose to make more real—which in turn, striate a path for future 
thought—making certain futures more conceivable than others. The 
scholar/practitioner’s choice to striate certain lines of thinking calls atten-
tion to the political nature of knowledge production and its impact on 
the conditions of the possible. This is what some thinkers have termed 
ontological politics (Mol  1999 ; Law  1999 ). As community food cultural 
workers, how might we ethically engage with the ontological productivity 
of our work? 
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 We argue that a response to this question involves movement from 
realist epistemologies that rely on the assumptions of a singular coherent 
reality that can be captured in essentialized representational language, to 
creative epistemologies that assume heterogeneity. This means a shift from 
seeking to understand what  is  happening to explorations of performativ-
ity. What worlds are being done or made through our practices, and more 
importantly, how could they be done differently? This methodological 
positioning is movement from attempting to understand what is “actu-
ally happening” to modes of unknowing (Gibson-Graham  2006 ). This 
shifts the educator’s relationship with praxis. We view praxis as entangled 
with theory. The production of and engagement with theory is in itself an 
ontological, world-making activity. The distinction between theory and 
praxis carries the implication that the latter acts in the material world, 
while the former is discrete and removed—belonging to the abstract. 
But this reading of theory imbues it with what Alfred North Whitehead 
( 1925 ) termed, misplaced concreteness, “the accidental error of mistak-
ing the abstract for the concrete” (p. 72). This is where narrative enters 
our work. 

 What might we, as scholars, practitioners, and activists, learn from the 
narratives constructed by those connected in our multiple communities? 
Are such narratives the raw material of epistemological reifi cation and 
ontological sedimentation or might they be otherwise? We understand 
narratives as spaces for performative experimentation, for exploring the 
possible. Rather than a plane for excavation and assessment, they can be 
grounds for discovering difference and heterogeneity, and a fecund place 
for experimenting with ways to “make a difference in those differences” 
(Law  2008 , p. 637). For the community food worker, we argue narratives 
as spaces for learning—less for best practices, more for experimentations 
with possibilities of the new.  

   LEARNING FOR COMMUNITY FOOD WORK 
THROUGH STORY 

 Drawing upon these epistemological, ontological, and methodological 
questions, we turn to one particular example of learning for community 
food work—the AFP. The AFP aims to address rural issues of alternative 
food systems and community food security in the Appalachian areas of 
West Virginia, North Carolina, and Virginia through a regional research, 
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outreach, and educational plan. Funded by the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA), the AFP creatively works with communities, farm-
ers, policy makers, non-profi t organizations, and university institutions to 
build community capacity and organizational cohesion while implement-
ing positive changes across the food system, especially in communities that 
have been politically isolated and historically underserved. 

 Since 2013, we, as a scholar/practitioner community, have gener-
ated 54 narratives, or “practice stories,” from regional activists, educa-
tors, and practitioners who operate in community food work and, in some 
explicit instances, the community food security movement (Niewolny 
and D’Adamo-Damery  2014 ; D’Adamo-Damery  2014 ). These actors are 
involved in a variety of organizations, but each is in some way connected 
to the broader issues of food system change articulated in the previous 
sections of this chapter. The geographic region covered by the AFP is 
composed of mountains—hollers and hills—which can make travel from 
one community to another circuitous, time-consuming, and in many 
instances, downright diffi cult. On one level, the sharing of narratives of 
work and practice has been important to our regional community, a way 
to circumvent the barriers to learning enacted by geographic and geo-
logic boundaries. On another level, we suggest that these narratives have 
epistemological and ontological connections across our immanently con-
structed hills and hollers—the essentialist patterns of thought that ossify 
current connections and make new thought circuitous, time-consuming, 
and downright diffi cult. 

 As we noted in the opening section, the material and corporeal effects 
of our food system are a maddening and wicked problem. For some, food 
insecurity is a profound issue that cannot be “solved” with uniform solu-
tions or technical answers but rather by systems and spaces of integration, 
coordination, and experimentation that are geared toward emergence 
and the generation of the new (D’Adamo-Damery et al.  2015 ; Snowden 
 2002 ). Particularly, we argue here, by drawing upon a philosophy of dif-
ference and possibility (see Deleuze and Guattari  1980 /1987), that such 
spaces are opulent places of new knowledges of community food work 
that productively contest  and  add to our conceptions of justice and hope, 
thus opening new possibilities for life-affi rming effects with/in the food 
system. We suggest that narratives contain these spaces. Within the stories 
we have collected, there lies an ordinary, singular, and unfi nished qual-
ity that “is not so much a defi ciency as a resource, like a fog of imma-
nent forces still moving even though so much has already happened and 
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there seems to be plenty that’s set in stone” (Stewart  2007 , p. 127). The 
uneven unfi nishedness of the narratives are connected, here and there, 
as the reader plugs into the narrative, but something ontological is done 
as the reader of the edited and compiled narratives reads. As Manning 
( 2009 ) observed, “things aren’t as stable as you thought they were” 
(p. 97). Though they have been constrained through textual representa-
tion, narratives retain shreds of heterogeneity of difference, imbued with 
affect, in which the reader connects to and with. 

 Before delving into the narrative excerpts, we want to briefl y cover 
some of our thought, methodology, and methods that went into gen-
erating the narratives. Our general approach is in the realm of  narrative 
inquiry  (Connelly and Clandinin  2005 ). We use the defi nition of “narra-
tive” to mean both a process and a product in this particular design and 
approach (Richmond  2002 ). This includes treating the stories as both a 
 process  of refl exivity through storytelling and the  products  of engaging, 
activity and performativity, with everyday knowledges that inform com-
munity food work practice. In terms of community direction and involve-
ment in this effort, we followed action research principles (Greenwood 
and Levin  2007 ) with regional practitioners participating in the initial 
design of storytelling prompts, questions, and locations to conduct the 
narratives. This approach allowed the practitioners to tell their own sto-
ries of community food work through a series of “prompting” questions 
to emphasize their personal meanings and histories. The in-depth inter-
view process took approximately two hours and was oriented for practitio-
ners to share: (1) her/his/their past experiences in the community and/
or community food work, (2) a current illustration of community food 
work that is signifi cantly meaningful, and (3) future hopes, aspirations, 
and intentions for their community food work. Following our university’s 
Institutional Review Board processes, each narrative was consented to, 
audio-recorded, transcribed, re-transcribed with editing, and confi gured 
as a public “narrative” through a co-reading and framing process with the 
interviewers and practitioners. This co-authoring process included  careful 
attention to practitioner responses and consent for public use. It is impor-
tant to note that the narratives have a number of intersections with learn-
ing in the region and beyond. This includes the personal and refl exive 
experiences of the interviewers and practitioners as narrative authors. It 
also comprises newly crafted knowledges and realities of community food 
work from across our Appalachian communities through the dissemina-
tion of the stories. The narratives also have purpose in generating creativ-
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ity and idea-making capacity within our university classrooms and public 
settings in the reading and (re)telling of these stories of cultural work. 
Lastly, and more broadly speaking, we suggest that the generative quality 
of the narratives has the capacity to craft productive, “life affi rming” pos-
sibilities for hope and social change in our learning of community food 
work from across the central Appalachian region. 

 In what follows, we have pulled three short excerpts from the nar-
ratives of central Appalachian community food work. These examples 
were selected for various reasons, not the least of which are the multiplic-
ity of resonances, waiting to be taken up by the reader. Consonant with 
D’Adamo-Damery ( 2014 ), we argue that the juxtaposition of multiple, 
affectively chosen narrative excerpts sets off series of vibrations and reso-
nances between the text and the networked reader (Manning  2009 ). In 
moments of engagement with the narrative, meaning is made immanently. 
To put it differently, the reader populates the excerpts with meaning as s/
he/they read the text. The meaning does not exist a priori. This means, 
making sense of the text as a “middle,” not necessarily a beginning or 
end (Deleuze and Guattari  1980 /1987). Although this experience may 
be disorienting, we have found it useful to enter the text with a degree 
of unknowing, uncertainty, and openness—reading for resonances, differ-
ence—probing the possible. 

  corner store    I think that this corner store project really shows that this work 
has to be benefi tting all of the key players. The store-owner has to be mak-
ing money off of it; it has to be at a price that the people are willing and able 
to pay for it, and then it needs to be reliable…. I think food systems work 
is very segregated, like “We’re doing it for obesity,” and “Well we’re doing 
it for farmers’ rights.” And then, “Well we’re doing it for animal rights.” 
And it’s like “No, no, we’re all doing the same thing.” If we could just fi nd 
some common language and start breaking down some of those barriers. 
Like who doesn’t want healthy corner store options that the owner is mak-
ing money off of? The more money she makes the more taxes she has to pay 
and the more we get that money back. So it’s like every single avenue. The 
more healthy food she sells the more healthy food she can buy. The more 
healthy food she can buy the more farmers get to produce them. It’s like 
there’s a whole cycle of people who are being affected, but because we so 
often only think of like “You only care about it being low calorie, you only 
care about it being local, and you only care…” It’s like, “We’re all working 
towards the same thing.” Our partners can really look like anything as long 
as that common goal is shared.  
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   perspective    I’ve found most people coming at farm-to-school come from a 
health perspective, so they’re not thinking about the farmer, and they’re not 
thinking about the economic piece of the work. Because when we actually 
started this farm-to-school work, our fi rst question was, “Is this a market 
that’s good for farmers? Can farmers make money?” Access to other more 
lucrative markets would make farm-to-school less appealing to farmers, as 
it should. Farmers, bottom line, have to make money. We’ve really come 
around to thinking that the educational components are what are needed. 
The elephant in the room around school food is that schools just don’t 
have enough money to spend on food. After they pay everything they have 
to pay; their salaries, their equipment costs, their indirect costs, they have 
about a dollar left over per meal. That’s just not suffi cient, not to do all the 
things we want it to do. And it’s not their fault. And so until we address the 
basic funding issue we’re not going to see it. We can grant support things 
all day in different parts of the country in different schools, but that’s not a 
long-term solution. So we’d rather focus on the educational components: 
the school gardens, the cooking, the cafeteria taste tests, and the farm fi eld 
trips. Even if you drastically change that plate, if there’s not the education to 
go with it, why would the kids respond to it? It’s just unknown.  

   moving forward    I am looking forward to not being so mad about decisions 
that are made for me instead of with me. I’m excited about that. I really 
do want to live in a world where we are more valued; especially these huge 
populations of people who are suffering from these systems that we’ve cre-
ated. You can’t put blame on a person who is operating in a system that’s 
holding them down. And so whether that’s ageism or poverty or racism. 
I’m looking forward to those things being a little less heavy on everything 
that we’re doing. I mean we already do value people, we just do it wrong. 
The wrong people are getting paid the wrong amount of money for the 
wrong things. And not everyone. There are a lot of people out there making 
good dollars, and they should continue making it, but where do we place 
value? We aren’t giving people the skills they need, and then we’re mad that 
they are not able to produce anything. And I’m like “This was your system. 
They went through your public health care, your public school system, who 
do you have to blame for that?” I totally believe in those programs. I just 
believe that it’s too little too late. It needed to be done when they were six 
months old with health care and education and job training for their par-
ents. We are constantly looking for the next policy or environment we can 
try to change. The youth are the ones telling us, especially because they’re 
the ones living it. And some of its funding. Right now we can get money 
to do food security work because the need is there. And so, in 10 years, 
wherever that funding need is, is where the need is, and hopefully it will be 
more of a holistic view.    
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   CONCLUSION: CONSIDERATIONS AND POSSIBILITIES 
 Our entry into this chapter began with Melissa Orlie’s reference to the 
increasing madness of the industrial food system, and it is our disaffec-
tion with the material and bodily inequities of this madness that guides 
our ongoing connection to community food work. The agri-food studies 
literature is a burgeoning convergence of interrelated yet distinct social 
movement discourses calling for an alternative food system that serves as 
a counter-hegemonic response to the mounting crisis of social, economic, 
and ecological unsustainability. With that, our aims here are threefold. 
First, we illustrate the role of narratives as one way to critically navigate, 
inspire, and create new possibilities for learning and action with emphasis 
on the fl uid and localized sites and processes of community food work. The 
narratives of the AFP in central Appalachia provide a space to engage with 
a particular methodology and the voices and realities this work embodies. 

 We also argue that the collecting, editing, and disseminating of com-
munity food narratives is not an apolitical fact of empirical documentation; 
rather it is cultural and ontological work—a generative process of (re)
creating meanings about our food system. To this effort, actor narratives 
contain potentials and possibilities for emergent and transformative com-
munity food work. As noted above, the material and corporeal effects of 
our food system are a maddening and wicked problem. We argue that such 
wickedness, including food insecurity, hunger, and ecological unsustain-
ability, are complex problems that intersect with larger systems of oppres-
sion and injustice that will not be “solved” by technical and rational “best 
practices” to be applied across time and space but rather, if engaged and 
embraced, by new systems of knowing, integration, coordination, and 
experimentation that both build upon, (de)construct, and deterritorialize 
our historical approaches to community food work—enabling new pos-
sibilities for life-affi rming change in our systems and communities. 

 Lastly, as cultural workers, we make the case for engendering a politi-
cal praxis through the crafting of narratives as new spaces of learning for 
and about community food work. This pathway includes embracing one’s 
work as refl exive, mutually informing, and dialogical involving the life- 
world experiences of a multiplicity of food system actors. According to 
Lather ( 1991 ), such praxis is “rooted in our ability to provide a change- 
enhancing context” that is “grounded in respect to human capacity and, 
yet, profoundly skeptical of appearances and common sense” (p. 65). We 
are hopeful that the creating, telling, and sharing of narratives provide us 
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with these kinds of change-making contexts toward a less maddening food 
system. 

  reward    “The other surprising reward is that people continue to give us 
ideas.”       
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    CHAPTER 8   

        INTRODUCTION 
 This is a vibrant time for social movement building in relation to  food 
sovereignty . A growing number of actors, from farmers’ unions to urban 
food advocates, fi sher, and Indigenous activists, are joining together in 
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movements to fundamentally reorganize the way food is produced, distrib-
uted, and consumed, as well as how it is valued (Desmarais and Wittman 
 2014 ; Levkoe  2014 ; Martin and Andrée  2014 ). For La Via Campesina 
(LVC), the global peasant movement that brought the concept forward 
in the 1990s, food sovereignty was defi ned as “the right of each nation to 
maintain and develop its own capacity to produce its basic foods, respect-
ing cultural and productive diversity” (Desmarais  2007 : 34). In 2000, this 
working defi nition was expanded to include the “right of peoples to defi ne 
their agricultural and food policy” (ibid.).  

 While the food sovereignty movement is transnational, it has devel-
oped strong roots in Canada. Canada’s National Farmers Union was one 
of the founding members of LVC and, since its establishment in 2001, 
Union Paysanne has become instrumental in introducing food sovereignty 
in Québec with an emphasis on sustainable human-scale farms (Desmarais 
and Wittman  2014 ). Indigenous activists and scholars have both compli-
cated and enriched the movement in Canada by underlining the necessity 
for food sovereignty approaches to engage with issues of culture, land, 
colonialism, self-determination, and practices such as hunting, gather-
ing, and fi shing (Morrison  2011 ). In recent years, Food Secure Canada 
has become one of the key organizations moving the food sovereignty 
agenda forward. From 2007 to 2011, leading members of this organiza-
tion worked alongside a range of other social movement organizations 
to defi ne a national policy agenda (named the “People’s Food Policy”) 
grounded in the principles of food sovereignty, with input from approxi-
mately 3000 people across the country (PFPP  2011 , also see Kneen  2010 ; 
Martin and Andrée 2014). 

 Meanwhile, in universities and colleges, new ways of teaching and 
researching are emerging under the banner of  community-campus 
engagement  (CCE). CCE encompasses  community-service learning  
(CSL) and  community-based research  (CBR), as well as other forms 
of community-campus collaboration. CSL is an “educational approach 
that integrates service in the community with intentional learning activi-
ties” ( CACSL n.d. ). CBR refers to “a partnership of students, faculty, 
and community members who collaboratively engage in research with 
the  purpose of solving pressing community problems or effecting social 
change” (Strand et al.  2003 : 3). These models of teaching and research 
are intended to make campuses more relevant to the communities in 
which they are based, while giving students meaningful learning experi-
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ences. 1  Goals of social and environmental change are at the forefront of 
many of these initiatives with faculty and students expressing an aim to 
redistribute power and develop horizontal relationships within the class-
room and beyond (Bickford and Reynolds  2002 ; Friedland  2008 ; Swords 
and Kiely  2010 ). 

 In this chapter, we consider how movements for food sovereignty and 
CCE can work together, both in theory and practice. We argue that CCE 
can, and in many cases already does, strengthen the food sovereignty move-
ment, especially when CCE challenges traditional assumptions about the 
role of academics—including both professors and students. When under-
taken thoughtfully, CCE can: provide academics with important training 
for critically engaging with food systems; encourage knowledge sharing 
between social movement actors and academics; and support social move-
ment organizations working toward more just and sustainable food sys-
tems. We draw together the lessons from a growing body of literature on 
food sovereignty with those from CCE and bring them into conversa-
tion with our own experiences of, and research with, these movements in 
Canada. 

 Our experiences in CCE include a series of nine projects (see Table 
 8.1 ) supported by the  Community Food Security  (CFS) hub 2  of the 
Community First: Impacts of Community Engagement (CFICE) 
research project between 2012 and 2014. 3  CFICE is a large multi-partner 
community- based, participatory action research project that studies how 
community-based organizations defi ne, evaluate, and utilize the value 
created by CCE; how this work can take place across various scales; and 
how communities can exert more control over the design of engagement 
activities (Andrée et al.  2014 ). This chapter is co-authored by those who 
served on the management team of the CFS hub, and refl ects our experi-
ences supporting these collaborative projects. Three of the authors are 
academics (two faculty members, and one PhD student), and two have 
served as representatives of Food Secure Canada, a core partner, on the 
team. Although only a few of the projects explicitly frame their activities 
in terms of food sovereignty, all of them are affi liated with progressive 
food movements (Levkoe  2014 ) and most are affi liated with Food Secure 
Canada. In addition, many of the lessons learned from these projects speak 
directly to the question of how to best undertake CCE in the context of 
food sovereignty work.

   Our chapter speaks to this book’s core themes of learning, food, and 
sustainability in specifi c ways. One of the pillars of food sovereignty is 
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   Table 8.1    CFS Hub Projects (2012–2015)   

 Project title  Primary partners  Purpose  Type of CCE 

  Models of 
Community  
  University 
Collaboration  
(Waterloo, 
Ontario) 

 Region of Waterloo 
Public Health; 
 University of Waterloo 

 To describe, compare, 
and share the lessons 
from two models of 
CCE that work within 
Waterloo Region to 
advance a vision of a 
healthy community 
food system. 

 CSL: practicums 
and internships 
sponsored by an 
academic 
institution and 
the public health 
organization 

  Campus Food 
Initiative  
  Study  
 (Pan-Canadian) 

 Meal Exchange and 
 Ryerson University 

 To examine how 
student-led campus 
food system initiatives 
begin, how to maintain 
them, and how 
partnerships work 

 CBR: qualitative 
interviews with 
actors involved in 
campus food 
systems initiatives 
on six campuses 

  Cross-Cultural 
Food 
Networks : 
 Building and 
Maintaining 
Inclusive Food 
Security 
Networks to 
Support 
Indigenous 
and Non-
Indigenous 
Communities  
(British 
Columbia) 

 British Columbia Food 
Systems Network; 
University of Victoria 

 To uncover the factors 
which enable cross-
cultural relationships 
around the unifying 
need for adequate, just, 
healthy, culturally 
appropriate food 

 CBR: 
participatory 
evaluation: 
capturing stories 
about building 
and 
strengthening 
cross-cultural 
relationships 

  Local Food 
Multipliers  
 (Northern 
 Ontario) 

 The Food Security 
 Research Network, 
Lakehead University; the 
North 
 Superior Workforce 
Planning Board 

 To determine the 
workforce multiplier 
effects of local food 
production and 
processing in Northern 
Ontario 

 CSL and CBR 

  Planning for 
Change : 
 Community 
Development 
in Practice  
(Ontario) 

 Sustain Ontario: The 
Alliance for Healthy 
Food and Farming; 
University of Toronto 

 To explore different 
models and policy 
initiatives to support 
regional food 
procurement among 
municipalities 

 CSL and CBR: 
surveys, 
interviews, 
environmental 
scan, and case 
studies 
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Table 8.1 (continued)

 Project title  Primary partners  Purpose  Type of CCE 

  The Seed 
Community 
Food Hub  
 (Guelph, 
Ontario) 

 Guelph & Wellington 
Task Force for Poverty 
Elimination; the Food 
Access Working Group 
of the Guelph- 
Wellington Round Table;  
 the Research Shop, 
Institute for Community 
Engaged Research, 
University of Guelph 

 Initially, to identify 
gaps and challenges 
within the existing 
emergency food system 
and assess potential 
strategies for addressing 
them; over time, to 
support the 
development of a 
regional community 
food hub 

 CBR and 
participatory 
action research; 
developmental 
evaluation 

  Edible Campus  
(Montréal, 
Quebec) 

 Santropol Roulant; 
 Department of 
Architecture and 
Facilities Department, 
McGill University 

 To evaluate the 
relationship between a 
community meal 
program and the 
university that provides 
space for its urban 
agriculture initiative 

 CBR; 
developmental 
evaluation 

  Community 
Food 
Assessment  
(Regina, 
Saskatchewan) 

 Community Food 
System Steering 
Committee; the Health 
Promotion Department 
of Regina Qu’Appelle 
Health Region; Regina 
Education and Action on 
Child Hunger (REACH) 
 Community 
 Research Unit, 
University of Regina 

 To engage in a 
participatory process to 
improve the 
community’s food 
system 

 CBR: 
environmental 
scan, evaluation 
process using 
focus groups and 
telephone 
interviews 

  Developmental 
Evaluation  
(British 
Columbia) 

 Long-term Inmates Now 
in the Community 
(LINC); Correctional 
Service of Canada; 
District of Mission, BC; 
 School of Nursing, 
University of British 
Columbia 

 To build on: (1) an 
existing partnership 
formed around a study 
of food-related 
experiences of people 
transitioning from 
incarceration; and (2) 
LINC’s agricultural 
social enterprise 
(Emma’s Acres) that 
employs survivors/
victims, ex-offenders 
and offenders. 

 CBR: evaluation 
of an urban 
agriculture 
project to asses 
short-term 
outcomes and 
long-term 
opportunities 
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that it “Builds Knowledge and Skills” (International Steering Committee 
(ISC)  2007 ), embracing a particular kind of learning that prioritizes the 
knowledge of local food providers and their communities. Our contribu-
tion to the book’s fi rst theme is to explore how CCE can contribute to 
co-produced “learnings” that strengthen the movement. We address the 
book’s second theme by positioning food and food sovereignty move-
ments as particularly fruitful forums for encouraging CCE by bringing 
people together around tables and bridging academic theory with every-
day acts of producing, preparing, and eating. In relation to the book’s 
third theme, we follow the food sovereignty movement in embedding 
sustainability within a wider set of principles (or pillars) including as fol-
lows: “Provides Food for People; Values Food Providers; Localizes Food 
Systems; Puts Control Locally; and Works with Nature” (ISC  2007 ). 4  
Being rooted in community self-determination, these pillars propose par-
ticular paths toward food systems that are not only environmentally sus-
tainable, but also socially just in terms of how their bounty is shared and 
in terms of the livelihoods supported for food providers. 

 The food sovereignty movement mobilizes diverse activists seeking to 
transform the dominant food system, but what role should academics have 
in this growing movement? Given that academic institutions have a his-
tory of exploitative research relationships and often reinforce hierarchical 
assumptions about whose knowledge “counts,” we believe academic prac-
titioners of CCE who claim to support the food sovereignty movement 
need to critically examine some of the assumptions and practices of their 
own profession. While this argument is hardly novel, especially from the 
perspective of community-based activists who have been critical of the 
role and positioning of the “ivory tower,” the attention currently given to 
CCE by post-secondary institutions, and the opportunities emerging to 
work alongside food movement actors, suggest that this is an important 
moment for moving the discussion on praxis forward. Before developing 
this idea further, we present some historical context on the relationship 
between the food sovereignty movement and academics.  

   ACADEMIC ENGAGEMENT WITH FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 
 Although the term food sovereignty has been traced back to its use by 
the Mexican government in its National Food Program in the 1980s 
(Edelman  2014 ), its origins as a transnational social movement are rooted 
in the experiences of farmers and peasants from both the global North 
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and South in the context of  neoliberalism  (Desmarais  2007 ). While 
food sovereignty is expressed differently depending on the local context 
(Desmarais and Wittman  2014 ), the movement pursues a range of policy 
goals including: increasing food production for local markets (including 
for the impoverished) and building mechanisms for fair trade; conserving 
local knowledge by supporting people who embody this wisdom, particu-
larly women and Indigenous peoples; promoting agroecological produc-
tion and harvesting; asserting the rights of food providers and harvesters as 
outlined by existing international agreements; and implementing agrarian 
reforms including the recognition of customary rights and enabling com-
munity control over territories (ISC  2007 ). These goals stand in contrast 
to institutions and policies that work to liberalize trade, facilitate corporate 
control, militarize borders, occupy Indigenous territories, privatize food 
system knowledge and materials, and promote industrial agriculture and 
“toxic technology” such as genetically modifi ed organisms and terminator 
seeds (ISC  2007 ). Building on these goals, LVC has become one of the 
world’s largest social movements with over 160 member organizations in 
73 counties representing an estimated 200 million farmers, fi sherfolk, and 
Indigenous peoples worldwide. 

 The relationship between academics and the food sovereignty move-
ment involves tensions that go back to the creation of LVC in the early 
1990s. Desmarais ( 2007 : 90) documents how LVC emerged in a space 
“fi lled by numerous national and international development NGOs [non- 
governmental organizations] as well as research institutions working on 
issues of agriculture and food security.” One of these, a research founda-
tion called the Paulo Freire Stichting (PFS), was instrumental in bringing 
farm organizations together for the constitutive meeting of LVC in Mons, 
Belgium, in 1993. That meeting resulted in considerable confl ict when 
the goal of its organizers (to establish a Research Programme of Farmers 
Organizations) was put on the back seat by a strong group of peasants and 
farmers who were more interested in organizing a “farmer-led, autono-
mous, peasant and farm movement of progressive organizations that 
would strive to build the capacity to articulate joint positions and policies 
in opposition to the neo-liberal model advocated by many national gov-
ernments and international institutions” (94). The confl ict between the 
emerging LVC leadership and the PFS continued for another year (with 
the PFS serving as its “Technical Secretariat”) until the Co-ordinating 
Commission of LVC eventually severed its relationship with the founda-
tion (98). 
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 This story is relevant here, as academic researchers have often been 
accused of the same paternalism LVC criticized the PFS for in 1993. The 
confl ict is about voice and power dynamics. In other words, it centers on 
different perspectives of who has the authority to speak for and enact food 
sovereignty, and the various power relations they need to confront. LVC 
was established to be autonomous, to formulate its own positions, and 
to maintain control over research about it when necessary. This uneasy 
dynamic remains 20 years later. 

 The recent literature on food sovereignty reinforces this point. On the 
one hand, some researchers who are close to the movement have been 
reticent to criticize it, resulting in work that may be overly “celebratory” 
(Alkon and Mares  2012 ). On the other hand, an account of the experi-
ences of two recent food sovereignty conferences, one at Yale University 
(2013) and a second at the International Institute of Social Studies (ISS) 
in The Hague (2014)—both of which had a large number of high-profi le 
movement activists in attendance as well as academics—shows that the 
work of academics continues to be viewed with skepticism by movement 
actors: “Questions that scholar-activists had raised in the off-the-record 
interviews with food sovereignty advocates and peasant leaders, or in 
hushed conversation in university corridors, exploded in fi ery polemics” 
(Edelman et  al.  2014 : 911–912). Then, “what began as a dialogue in 
which academics asked ‘Does food sovereignty have a future in critical 
agrarian studies?’ was playfully fl ipped the other way by practitioners to ask 
‘Do critical agrarian studies have a future in food sovereignty?’ ” (Edelman 
et al.  2014 : 912). 

 In reframing this question, food sovereignty activists underlined the 
tendency of academics to prioritize knowledge produced in the univer-
sity and highlighted the importance of producing knowledge collabora-
tively. From the perspective of community-based food sovereignty activists 
(including within our own author team), the fl ipping of the central ques-
tion at these two food sovereignty conferences was more than simply 
“playful.” It provides greater clarity around what is at stake and for whom. 
It also recognizes that academic studies are ultimately a means to an end: 
the realization of more sustainable food systems, from the perspectives of 
those who work in them and who are nourished by them. 

 The cautiousness with which the food sovereignty movement has 
engaged academic researchers over the last 20 years has some justifi ca-
tion. The agricultural sciences have a long history of developing new 
technologies for direct use within the food system (Kloppenburg  2005 ). 
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These technologies have often worked to facilitate the uptake of indus-
trial food production as well as positioning scientifi c experts as knowl-
edge  producers who disseminate expertise to farmers (Democratising 
Agricultural Research (DAR)  2012 ). When scientifi c methods and tech-
nologies have failed, farmers are usually held responsible for their inability 
to use expert knowledge correctly rather than questioning the research 
itself (DAR  2012 ). It was criticisms about these approaches to knowledge 
production by academic researchers and community members that led, in 
part, to the contemporary movement for CCE.  

   ORIENTATIONS TO COMMUNITY-CAMPUS ENGAGEMENT 
 CCE partnerships are described as “the coming together of diverse inter-
ests and people to achieve a common purpose via interactions, information 
sharing, and coordination activities” (Jassawalla and Sashittal  1998 : 239). 
Notably, these relationships are not always about teaching or research. 
For example, among our CFS Hub projects, the Edible Campus project 
began as a way for the community partner to access space on campus for 
its urban agriculture initiative to grow food for a meal production and 
delivery program. Central to all types of CCE is the assumption that rela-
tionships are mutually benefi cial to both parties through an “exchange 
of knowledge and resources in a context of partnership and reciproc-
ity” (Carnegie Elective Community Engagement Classifi cation  2014 ). 
However, the term CCE, while broadly describing partnerships, says little 
about the content of those relationships and their intended outcomes. To 
differentiate among partnerships, it is important to identify and articulate 
the varying motivations and intentions that underlie practices of engage-
ment (Butin  2010 ). When we do so, we fi nd a spectrum of orientations to 
CCE, from conventional ones primarily focused on student outcomes or 
the professor’s own research objectives, to transformative orientations that 
see collaboration as a means of social change. 

 Conventional orientations to CCE that focus on fi eld experiences (e.g., 
internships, practicums), content knowledge (e.g., activities that remain 
driven by academic interests), and cultural competencies have become 
extremely popular on North American campuses over the past decades. 
Successful outcomes of these activities include supporting the work of 
community-based organizations (through administration, front line work, 
and strategic planning), educating students (research and skill develop-
ment, practical experience, understanding broader social issues, etc.), and 
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improving the quality of academic research (by grounding that research in 
lived experiences) (Buys and Barnsall  2007 ). However, critics have argued 
that this approach to CCE fails to prioritize community needs, despite 
the rhetoric of “engagement.” With respect to CSL, for example, activi-
ties tend to be driven by professionalization, institutionalization, and job 
readiness for students, and are less focused on supporting grassroots orga-
nizations involved in community development and social change (Swords 
and Kiely  2010 ; Mitchell  2008 ; Levkoe et al.  2014 ). If CCE is to contrib-
ute to movement building, these criticisms need to be addressed, either at 
a system-wide level or in terms of the individual partnerships developed. 

 By contrast, Paulo Freire’s refl ections on critical and engaged pedagogy 
provide a valuable framework for thinking about CCE as a political act and 
a form of movement building. Instead of merely teaching the instrumental 
and decontextualized skills of reading and writing, Freire called for teach-
ers (broadly defi ned to include all who have knowledge or skills to share) to 
be participants in a political process through education as the path to liber-
ation. Freire wrote of this as “a pedagogy, which must be forged with, not 
for, the oppressed (whether individuals or peoples) in the incessant struggle 
to regain their humanity” ( 2000 : 48). What does such a transformative ori-
entation to CCE mean for academic researchers? Drawing on her work in 
Latin America and Spanish contexts, Zusman ( 2004 ) argues that academ-
ics should adopt a horizontal approach to their work—where knowledge 
and accountability is shared among colleagues (whether activists or schol-
ars). Rather than conceive of a CBR relationship as academic-led empirical 
investigation, Zusman argues that the relationship should evolve out of a 
commitment to question political, social, and economic conditions, and 
the recognition that the production of knowledge, and alternative political 
practice, is a collaborative and mutually benefi cial process. 

 Recognizing that these orientations are two poles of a spectrum with 
many possibilities in-between—we must now ask how CCE can strengthen 
the food sovereignty movement. We fi rst address the methodological 
(especially epistemological) aspects of the issue, followed by some of the 
practical outcomes of working together in this way.  

   COGNITIVE JUSTICE 

   “The assertion that knowledge is not only mobilized but generated in the 
community is unfortunately novel, not to say radical.”  
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This comment, drawn from an early manuscript prepared by some of the 
participants in the CFS Hub, sums up the epistemological issue that food 
sovereignty activists believe needs to be addressed before we can work 
productively together. In contrast to mainstream academic assumptions 
that often place academic knowledges “above” other types of knowl-
edge, food sovereignty movement activists insist that knowledge creation 
involves multiple perspectives, or “cosmosvisions,” that come together to 
engage in horizontal exchanges (Sandwell et al.  2014 : 3). This challenge, 
and the nature of food sovereignty as rooted in a basic human need as well 
as a political praxis, positions CCE in this fi eld as a particularly fruitful 
opportunity for radical change. 

 As Pimbert ( 2010 : 28) writes, “the issue is not merely about ‘using’ 
participation to make research more ‘effective’ or ‘effi cient’.” Neither is 
this a question of simply challenging mainstream academic assumptions 
of who knows what. It is a more fundamental challenge regarding how 
knowledge is, and should be, produced. The food sovereignty movement 
calls for ways of knowing that go beyond inclusion or recognition to a 
process of knowledge production based on connection. Radically trans-
forming the ways we know thus means extending communities’ control 
over research institutions and funding as well as “deep changes in aca-
demic cultures, in the self-image of researchers and academics, in teaching 
pedagogies, in research agendas and methodologies, and in the very role 
that universities and research institutes play in societies throughout the 
world” (Pimbert  2010 : 23). 

 Within this model, personal relationships leading to “deeper encoun-
ters” are “pivotal for building a robust movement and ultimately for grow-
ing a new kind of food system” (Sandwell et al.  2014 : 12). The process 
of realizing such deep encounters must include the collaborative develop-
ment of codes of conduct and ethics between researchers and activists/
food providers, the creation of safe spaces for knowledge production and 
discussions, the reversal of roles between researcher and researched, the 
co-validation of knowledge by both food providers and scientists and the 
reallocation of resources and use of communication strategies and tech-
nologies to decentralize and democratize knowledge production. All of 
this hinges, fi rst and foremost, on the recognition and practice of cognitive 
justice, defi ned as the coexistence of different ways of knowing (Sandwell 
et al.  2014 : 4; see also Pimbert  2010 ). 

 The food sovereignty movement’s calls for cognitive justice resonate 
strongly with the calls for a transformative orientation to CCE introduced 
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above. The goal of working together is, after all, to build just, healthy and 
vibrant communities. When undertaking this work in the context of food 
sovereignty—which aims at achieving social change by breaking down 
hierarchical relationships and constructing new types of partnerships—
the epistemological perspective discussed here is about ensuring integrity 
between goals and practices. 

 From the CFS Hub projects, we have gained a number of insights 
about what working toward horizontal collaboration looks like in prac-
tice. For example, our project on “Cross-Cultural Food Networks in 
British Columbia” was premised on the fact that Indigenous people 
occupy a critical space in relation to food systems research, yet such 
research has often been rejected by Indigenous communities as disre-
spectful, extractive, and exploitive. This project’s purpose was to shed 
more light on the complexities of cross-cultural relationships, and to 
identify practices that should inform future research relationships in and 
with Indigenous communities. It suggested that the starting point of 
partnership work must be an equal relationship built for the purpose 
of mutual support and learning, decolonization, and enhancing food 
sovereignty: 

 The key is, it’s a relationship. First, getting to know each other, our histo-
ries, communities, ways of communicating, stories, listening. An element 
of ‘doing’, not ‘consultation’. We need less talking, more doing. It sparks 
energy in relationships and ideas bubble up. (Interview 8)  

Indigenous scholars have argued that research  is  relationship (Kovach 
 2009 ). Building the relationship is not just one “step” to be completed 
before entering the “fi eld” (Aboriginal Knowledge(s): Colonialism, 
Decolonization and Education  2014 ).  

   OUTCOMES OF HORIZONTAL ENGAGEMENT 
 Once CCE partners adopt this methodological approach, what does work-
ing toward a horizontal relationship look like across the Indigenous-settler 
divide as well as across other differences? From our projects, it is clear that 
each partner brings unique strengths to the table, and that a horizon-
tal approach—including strong communication—ensures that full use is 
made of each partner’s resources and skills. 
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   Sharing Skills and Knowledge 

 While community partners often provide the practice from which academ-
ics collect data and develop theory, academics bring disciplined research 
skills and access to resources that may not be available to community 
actors. Academics are also able to give a more concerted amount of time 
and space to the analytical process because it is part of their training and 
job expectations. In our projects, academics were often able to reframe 
issues and understand them in new ways. This was true of the faculty and 
graduate students involved in the Planning for Change and Local Food 
Multipliers CSL courses as well as the research from academics in The Seed 
and Developmental Evaluation project. However, many community-based 
partners also bring disciplined research skills to the table. This was evident 
in the cases of the Cross-Cultural Food Networks, the Community Food 
Assessment, and the Edible Campus projects. In each case, community- 
based researchers produced extremely high-quality research and reports.  

   Maintaining the Transformative Orientation 

 In the context of the food sovereignty movement, often it is the com-
munity activists who bring and maintain the ideological orientation of the 
work they do, as in the Developmental Evaluation project, where commu-
nity partners had specifi c motivations for the research and ensured these 
informed the work from beginning to end. In other cases, however, it 
is the academics who keep projects focused on the bigger picture. The 
Planning for Change project showed the ways that students can accom-
plish key tasks that move community projects forward as well as offer 
critical perspectives that push more transformational goals. In that case, 
building on their experiences and refl ecting on the theory and practice 
from the CSL course, students raised critical questions in relation to the 
tensions between the principles of food sovereignty and the way non- 
profi t organizations are structured, leading to some important lessons for 
all involved.  

   Building on Place-Based Knowledge 

 All food systems happen in a place, and the particularities and nuance of 
different places are vital to engage with in food sovereignty work, not-
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withstanding the many commonalities in the work across space and time. 
Successful models cannot simply be replicated from one place to another, 
but must be adapted and contextualized over time. Community partners 
(and sometimes also academics grounded in their communities) bring 
critical place-based knowledge. 

 In the Cross-Cultural Food Networks project, different worldviews 
based in place helped to build stronger cross-cultural relationships. 
Commenting on how institutional frameworks often fail to account 
for Indigenous experiences and perspectives, an Indigenous participant 
explained that neoclassical categorizations of “producer” do not ade-
quately represent Indigenous understandings of and approaches to food 
systems. Participants also talked about the ways that non-Indigenous 
peoples have different relationships with land in Canada as well as differ-
ent histories of coming to this land, resulting in differing worldviews and 
understandings of food systems. In the Seed project, community part-
ners used their extensive knowledge of the region to help guide academic 
researchers through a variety of tensions that arose throughout the proj-
ect. Each of these projects was highly successful in revealing place-based 
specifi cities that must be understood for successful CCE.  

   Networking for Change 

 Our projects also reveal the importance of network contexts, and this is 
typically another contributing strength of community-based partners. In 
the Developmental Evaluation project, LINC played an invaluable role 
connecting academics with diffi cult-to-reach prison communities, due 
to their established relationships and a solid reputation as an ally within 
these communities. The partnership enabled the collection of accurate and 
meaningful research in a context where incarcerated individuals, correc-
tional offi cers, and parole offi cers rarely feel comfortable speaking with 
those outside the prison system. The Seed project also benefi ted greatly 
from community partners’ relationships with participants from marginal-
ized and vulnerable communities as well as the community partners’ abil-
ity to identify key research goals and priorities. They used their extensive 
knowledge of the region to link academics to vulnerable communities, and 
helped legitimate and better enable researchers to collect meaningful data 
once initial connections had been made.   
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   WORKING ON M UTUAL INTERDEPENDENCE  
 In the CFS Hub, some of the most successful partnership work is best 
termed “mutual interdependence” (Andrée et al.  2014 ). For example, the 
Models of Community University Collaboration project found that the 
commonality between two models for defi ning student placements was 
the emergence of symbiotic relationships based on implicit understandings 
that professors, students, and community partners each depend on one 
another’s knowledge and skills. Furthermore, partnerships were estab-
lished not due to obligation but to a shared vision of healthy community 
food systems. Again, in the Food Security Research Network project in 
Thunder Bay, the expertise of different partners “provided the coming 
together of relevant and complementary sets of expertise in the right place 
and at the right time. The [community partner] had expertise in work-
force planning and an emerging interest in food, but no data; [we] had 
experience in local food system issues, but had never previously considered 
the workforce piece” (Nelson and Stroink  2013 : 4).  

   BLURRING THE BOUNDARIES 
 Refl ecting on our work with the nine CFS hub projects, we have found 
that some horizontal collaboration emerges because key people have feet 
in both academic and activist worlds. In the CCE literature, these are 
termed scholar-activists or activist-scholars (depending on where their pri-
mary home is) (Croteau  2005 ). These positionalities are not uncommon 
in the food sovereignty movement. In contrast to the division between 
scientifi c researchers and farmers as research recipients, academics engaged 
in food sovereignty research often identify as part of the movement rather 
than “external scholars [who are] recruited or rejected” (Sandwell et al. 
 2014 : 5), while food sovereignty movement activists are increasingly 
attending universities to, in part, deepen their knowledge and enhance 
their effi cacy as food systems’ interveners. Cloke ( 2004 ) argues that we 
should not fall into the trap of drawing static lines between what is or is 
not academic research or between our identity and professional lives. The 
blurred boundaries formed through the research process and from per-
sonal contributions are, in reality, impossible to disentangle. 

 Within the CFS hub projects, most academics and community part-
ners noted an artifi cial divide between academics and activists as well as 
the ways that those involved may actually shift their roles. These blurred 

LEARNING, FOOD, AND SUSTAINABILITY IN COMMUNITY-CAMPUS... 147



boundaries were exemplifi ed through the Local Food Multipliers project. 
The academics involved in the Food Security Research Network adopted 
an “In Community” methodology, based on the idea that academics 
“approach the issue of food security as a community member fi rst, one 
who is immersed in the context of this community and its food security 
issues” (Harrison et al.  2013 : 103). The community partner commented 
that all of the partners approached the project as people coming together 
based on a shared concern and a desire to better understand the local food 
system. In this way “titles and degrees were ‘left at the door’ and played 
no part in their interactions” (quoted in Andree et al.  2014 : 6). 

 However, many academics do not go this route, and remain more dis-
tant to the social movements they are studying, believing they can serve 
them best in a more conventional academic capacity. Our next section 
addresses this approach.  

   A PLACE FOR CONVENTIONAL CCE? 
 We end this discussion with an important observation from our work with 
the nine CFS hub demonstration projects—a point that may appear to 
counter what we have argued thus far. While we believe there are many 
limitations with conventional orientations to CCE, we have learned that 
there is still a place for such approaches when carried out within a relation-
ship based in trust, and when the community has agreed to be less involved 
in the governance of a project (because they trust the eventual outcome 
will be useful). Community-based activists often require research because 
peer-reviewed data can help to further legitimize and support their work 
in strategic ways (e.g., when applying for grants). While some academ-
ics may not see themselves as part of a food sovereignty movement, the 
critical theory, statistics, documentation, or evidence that they produce 
can support activist activity. This type of relationship was apparent in the 
Campus Food Initiative Study and Regina Community Food Assessment. 

 In the Food Assessment, tensions emerged around expectations of the 
role the partners would play. Community partners voiced concern that 
the academics “chose their level of involvement” and did not engage as 
“full partners.” Academics, however, saw their role as “supervisory” and 
were surprised that concerns had been raised about their level and type 
of engagement in the project. While community partners had wanted a 
deeper working commitment from the academic partners, in the end, they 
were still pleased with the academic research outputs. This case shows that 
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even conventional CCE orientations can have a place in building sustain-
able food systems, though communication, refl exivity, and an evaluation 
process all played a part in ensuring the actors were comfortable with that 
orientation by the time the project was complete. 

 We also acknowledge that CCE relationships rarely work out as expected, 
and sometimes do not deliver anything concrete. The  transformative path 
is tough to walk at the best of times, and even conventional CCE orienta-
tions take commitment from beginning to end. This is not always possible 
despite the best intentions. Of our nine projects, some did not make much 
of a dent on the work that they had hoped to undertake, in some cases 
because of signifi cant changes in personnel. Even in those cases though, 
there was learning about how to build relationships that will help the part-
ners move their work forward and reach future goals.  

   CONCLUSION 

   When we start to operate on the basis of power from below, we are mov-
ing from the more apolitical interpretation of ‘food security’ to the more 
directly political proposals of ‘food sovereignty’, not just within Indigenous 
communities, but more generally. (Community co-lead)   

 The above comment made at a presentation on our fi rst four projects 
embodies what our argument in this chapter has meant for the work of 
our hub. The transformative CCE orientation and its associated method-
ological practices—including blurring the boundaries between academic 
and community subjectivity—help manifest some of the aspirations of the 
food sovereignty movement, and has thus taken our work beyond the 
food security frame which, especially at the international level, has been 
criticized for being a top-down approach to food systems defi ned primar-
ily by expert knowledge (Fairbairn  2011 ). We emphasize here the key 
difference in the “horizontal” approach to collaboration (Zusman  2004 ). 
The most successful CCE projects have involved academics deeply embed-
ded in community-led projects, epistemologically grounded in cognitive 
justice, with community members and academics functioning as partners 
with each contributing their strengths to a collectively determined vision. 

 As a result, we see a need to break down and reimagine power relations 
and the structures we work within. It is necessary to transform academic 
assumptions about who produces knowledge as well as how knowledge is 
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produced. Relationships between academics and movement actors must 
be entered into conscientiously and proactively, with attention to dispari-
ties in power relations (Sandwell et al.  2014 ) as well as a commitment to 
transforming these relationships. To make horizontal partnerships work 
when working with social movements, academics need to engage with 
community actors not as objects of study but as partners. This means that 
we must not just work toward a politics of recognition, where academics 
are again given the power to decide who knows and whose knowledge is 
important, but rather to better understand and break down the structures 
and histories that place academics in the position to determine who are 
the objects of study and who constitutes an equal partner in the fi rst place. 
This will help to ensure that power is shared more equitably, and horizon-
tal partnerships are realized on more than just an individual scale. 

 While progress is being made to bridge CCE and the food sovereignty 
movement, we need to be cognizant that there remain challenges faced by 
movement activists working with scholars. In a report written a day after 
the 2014 food sovereignty conference at the ISS in the Hague several 
of these challenges were outlined, including: scholars’ inability to meet 
activists’ time-sensitive needs for information due to scholars’ multiple 
commitments; continuing divisions between those who research and those 
who are “researched”; the potential damage caused by academic publica-
tions on internal movement politics; the continuing assumption that the 
university is the primary hub for knowledge creation; and the inadequacy 
of funding to support these relationships and the creation of knowledge 
for food sovereignty (Sandwell et al.  2014 : 4–5). 

 In closing, more work is necessary to ensure constructive CCE is taking 
place that strengthens the food sovereignty movement. In the Canadian 
context, organizations like Food Secure Canada are well positioned to 
play a key role in building the intersection between CCE and the food 
sovereignty movement, including possible future “bridging” initiatives. 
Food sovereignty related conferences and gatherings (both academic and 
community- based) could become powerful spaces to bring people together 
to share information and strategize about future directions. While this is 
beginning to happen, it demands securing additional resources and shap-
ing agendas to ensure that these meetings can be accessible and produc-
tive for all. It also means working to change structures and processes that 
place academic knowledge “above” community knowledge and, in doing 
so, create and support spaces that encourage cognitive justice, horizontal 
partnerships, and critical refl ection. The food sovereignty movement is 
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not unique in its engagement of academics but it does provide important 
potential to develop a working model for CCE to build food systems that 
are just and sustainable for all.   

  NOTES 
1.    While CSL and CBR are distinct in terms of their objectives, there are over-

laps in practice, especially when they involve students working for credit. 
The most important thing that all CCE modalities have in common, for the 
purposes of this chapter, is that they involve relationships with external orga-
nizations. In the case of food sovereignty movement actors in Canada, CCE 
partnerships are typically with non-profi t or public sector organizations.  

2.    While our work was initially organized through the frame of “community 
food security,” defi ned as “a situation in which all community residents 
obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a 
sustainable food system that maximizes community self-reliance and social 
justice” (Hamm and Bellows 2003: 37), we often refer to ourselves as the 
food sovereignty hub of CFICE, in testament to the values discussed here.  

3.    For more details on the fi rst four cases, see Andrée et al. ( 2014 ).  
4.    In Canada, a seventh pillar, “Food is Sacred,” was added during the devel-

opment of the People’s Food Policy. Drawing on the experiences and guid-
ance of Indigenous peoples, the seventh pillar holds that food is a gift of life 
which cannot be commodifi ed (PFPP  2011 ).     
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    CHAPTER 9   

        INTRODUCTION 
 In May 2014 and June 2015, I co-facilitated, along with Selam Teclu, 1  a 
three-week certifi cate course at the Coady International Institute at St. 
Francis Xavier University in Antigonish, Nova Scotia. Entitled “Creating 
Just Food Systems: Cultural Tools for Local and Global Activism” and 
in the second year renamed “Integrating Food Justice into Community 
Programs,” this experimental course allowed us to explore not only the 
discourse and practice of food justice and food sovereignty but also the 
diverse learning approaches drawn from participants’ backgrounds. This 
chapter will refl ect critically on the challenges of shifting from dominant 
notions of food security to food justice and food sovereignty conscious-
ness, while also shifting from dominant educational models to popular 
education methods that honor Indigenous knowledges and holistic ways 
of knowing. We posit a connection between the content and the process, 
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that together they promote more democratic, sustainable, and just food 
production.  

   STARTING WITH THE SEED 
 From the fi rst day of the course, we had participants experiencing hands-
 on the processes of growing food. My co-facilitator Selam led us through 
an Eritrean ritual of sorting and sprouting teff seeds, accompanied by per-
cussion and song. This simple act was a powerful symbol of the impor-
tance of seeds in food sovereignty and the process of recovering practices 
that were both agricultural and cultural. It also encouraged others to share 
their own histories and lost practices. Beyond that, participants were asked 
to nurture their sprouts over the three weeks as they would care for a 
child, so they developed relationships with their plants, and experienced 
directly the ongoing attention required to grow food.

     

    Another introductory activity invited participants to tell stories about 
their own connections to food by selecting from 50 food-related photos 
one image they could identify with. This storytelling exercise helped us to 
get to know each other personally and contextually, and planted another 
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kind of seed—grounding us in the realities (soil) within which each par-
ticipant was growing food justice.  

   THEORETICAL FRAMING 
 Underlying our course design was the contention that the ideas underly-
ing food sovereignty can be related to worldviews or cosmovisions that 
honor critical, Indigenous, and holistic ways of knowing and learning. At 
the core of food sovereignty is a deep connection to the land (simultane-
ously political and economic, cultural and spiritual) that is maintained by 
embodied, local environmental knowledges, and organic praxis. The term 
was created by Via Campesina, a transnational coalition of 164 organi-
zations in 73 countries, led by Indigenous and peasant communities, to 
offer a regenerative rather than a reductionist vision of food (Morrison 
 2011 ). It aims to honor local ecologies and knowledges, dismantle cor-
porate agrifood monopolies, and democratize food systems. In contrast, 
the corporate food regime built on the notion of food as a commod-
ity is maintained by an increasingly corporatized educational system that 
has also commodifi ed knowledge. The cultural hegemony of what Paulo 
Freire ( 1993 ) called banking education in the west reinforces the political 
and economic hegemony of the corporate food regime. 

 In refl ecting on our course, I draw upon two main fi elds of study: the 
course content of food studies, in particular food justice and food sov-
ereignty, and the course methodology of popular education, especially 
community-engaged education honoring arts-based and Indigenous ways 
of knowing.  

   FIELD 1: COURSE CONTENT—FROM FOOD ENTERPRISE 
TO FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 

 Eric Holt-Gimenez ( 2011 ) offers a framework for comparing and contrast-
ing the corporate food regime and emerging food movements. According 
to him, the discourses of food enterprise and food security support the 
corporate food regime while food justice and food sovereignty concepts 
feed a growing alternative food movement. 

  Food enterprise  represents the neoliberal model of monocultural indus-
trial food production, supported by global bodies like the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Trade Organization (WTO) as well 
as government policies of privatization and deregulation that support cor-
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porate concentration. The discourse of  food security  is also considered to 
be within the corporate food regime but as a reformist approach guiding 
many development initiatives. While this term is perhaps the most widely 
used by international institutions, Holt-Gimenez suggest that food secu-
rity programs often “mainstream less inequitable and less environmentally 
damaging alternatives into existing market structures,” ( 2011 , 323). In 
other words, they do not challenge the structural underpinnings of the 
corporate food regime. 

  Food justice  as a discourse and movement has developed primarily in 
the Global North, in response to inequities in the food system, and cham-
pioned by community food security and labor organizations, fair trade and 
slow food movements, and environmental justice and anti-racism groups. 
Growing out of the environmental movement and led by people of color 
in North America, food justice initiatives promote small-scale sustainable 
agriculture, citizen-led community gardens, community supported agri-
culture (CSA) programs, and food policy councils. 

 Though the two terms are often used interchangeably, Holt-Gimenez 
characterizes  food sovereignty  as more radical. Led by the Global South, 
it promotes the democratizing of the food system in favor of the poor and 
is often linked to the struggles for land, territory, and local control of food 
production. The concept was developed by Via Campesina, the transna-
tional alliance that has become the major body challenging the rules of 
the global bodies governing the corporate food system. Via Campesina 
has articulated seven principles of Food Sovereignty: (1) Food: A Basic 
Human Right, (2) Agrarian Reform, (3) Protecting Natural Resources, 
(4) Reorganizing Food Trade, (5) Ending the Globalization of Hunger, 
(6) Social Peace, and (7) Democratic Control. 2  

 Food security discourse dominates development non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) in the Global South, and so it was a challenge for 
us to know how to promote our course to draw international participants 
who are often sponsored by civil society organizations or government insti-
tutions. In some African countries, for example, it is dangerous to use the 
language of “food sovereignty.” To critique the corporate interests of the 
seed or agrochemical companies (like Monsanto) and global philanthropists 
(like the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation) is to “bite the hand that feeds 
you.” We experimented with different framings: When we concluded that 
the fi rst year course title “Creating Just Food Systems” might be too ambi-
tious, given the organizational affi liations of participants, for the second 
year, we renamed it “Integrating Food Justice into Community Programs.” 
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This invited community leaders working on health issues and women’s 
leadership, for example, to consider the connections between their work 
and the challenges of food justice. Nonetheless, we still had to acknowledge 
the constraints and possibilities of the particular work contexts of the par-
ticipants, and the different implications of the terms for their work.  

   FIELD 2: COURSE METHODOLOGY—FROM COLONIAL 
BANKING EDUCATION TO POPULAR HOLISTIC EDUCATION 

 Popular education, the other fi eld informing our course (in particular, our 
teaching and learning approach) proposes that any educational process 
must  start with  the participants. It must understand both their specifi c his-
torical and cultural contexts, as well as their level of consciousness around 
food issues and their relationship to broader political processes, and appre-
ciate that no learning is neutral and power is operating at every level. 

 At the start of the course, we introduced Paulo Freire’s problem-posing 
model of education to emphasize that we considered all participants both 
learners and teachers bringing their own knowledge and experience to a 
collective process of sharing stories, identifying issues, analyzing struc-
tures, proposing strategies, and developing plans for action. This approach 
may at fi rst be uncomfortable for people who have been educated within 
a colonial system, which privileges western science and Eurocentric world-
views. Colonial education is characterized by a top-down methodology, 
what Freire called “banking education,” in which the all-knowing teacher 
deposits rational and often decontextualized knowledge into the heads 
of passive students who are to digest and regurgitate facts that may not 
be relevant to their lives, and may in fact contribute to their continued 
oppression. 

 Just as food enterprise approaches to the global food system have 
denied local agricultural knowledges and practices by imposing monocul-
tural industrial methods of food production often controlled by foreign 
interests and management practices, so too have dominant teaching and 
learning methods imposed through colonial educational systems, even in 
the Global South, denied the Indigenous knowledges and multiple ways of 
knowing inherent in diverse cultures and ecologies. This has often meant 
that rational and text-based approaches to learning are considered more 
legitimate than more embodied forms of learning which engage the senses 
in a more holistic educational process. Dominant educational practices 
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have also marginalized local artistic practices and cultural tools which are 
and could be powerful forms of learning, organizing, and acting. 

 In challenging the environmentally unsustainable and socially unjust 
agricultural practices of the corporate food regime, we are also suggesting 
that colonial, hierarchical, and text-based teaching/learning is unsustain-
able in that it does not respond to specifi c contexts nor empower learners 
to become active citizens. In the context of our course, then, the food sys-
tem must be both environmentally and socially sustainable, and the edu-
cational approach must be sustainable in its applicability to other contexts 
and its use of deeply engrained cultural forms of expression and learning. 
Vandana Shiva ( 1993 ) makes the connection between monocultural pro-
duction practices and ways of thinking with her concept of “monocultures 
of the mind.” In other words, engagement in food production within 
specifi c ecologies both refl ects and reproduces ways of thinking and know-
ing. In the same light, we chose popular education approaches in the food 
justice course, because it promoted vernacular and polycultural rather 
than monocultural practices and forms of knowledge. Developed out of 
social movements in Latin America in the 1960s and best articulated by 
Paulo Freire’s ( 1993 )  Pedagogy of the Oppressed,  this approach advocates 
the development of critical social consciousness that leads to collective 
action, always appropriate to the particular historical context. 

 Popular education approaches to teaching community development are 
already common practice at the Coady International Institute where we 
co-facilitated the course. There was also support for two other compo-
nents we integrated into our popular education pedagogy: arts-based and 
Indigenous ways of knowing. Diana Taylor ( 2003 ) in  The Archive and 
the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas  traces the 
imposition of text-based knowing (or the archive) as part of the colonial 
process in the Americas, often discrediting more embodied knowledges 
(the repertoire) such as storytelling, performance, music, and dance. 
These forms of expression are powerful sites of cultural memory, of pass-
ing on values and practices, and of creating new understandings. William 
Cleveland ( 2002 ) suggests that these more community-engaged arts can 
be adapted by social movements to educate and inform, to inspire and 
mobilize, to nurture and heal, and to build and improve community 
capacity. The participants in our course were from diverse cultural con-
texts, many speaking English as a second or third language, so drawing 
on arts-based approaches and promoting the use of cultural tools in their 
work tapped a broader repertoire of knowledges and encouraged creative 
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and participatory processes. In effect, it made the course very lively and 
even fun; this was sometimes viewed in ambivalent ways, as participants 
in other concurrent courses both envied the energy emanating from our 
classroom and questioned whether any “serious” learning could actually 
be taking place.  

   INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT OF THE FOOD JUSTICE COURSE 
 The Coady International Institute has been offering community devel-
opment and leadership training to development NGO practitioners from 
130 countries for 55 years. Our three-week food justice certifi cate was 
part of a program on “Building Community Resilience,” reinforcing 
Coady’s Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) approach. Such 
an emphasis counters any top-down or defi cit-driven development models 
and suggests that communities have many strengths that can be tapped for 
more participatory development processes. 

 In 2014, we had 13 participants in the Food Justice course, 6 from the 
Global South (Sierra Leone, Ghana, Ethiopia, Nepal, and Mexico) and 
7 Canadian, specifi cally Nova Scotia (including a Mi’kmaq elder fi sher-
woman/artist). In 2015, there were four Canadian participants, three of 
whom were refugees or immigrants (from Bhutan and Argentina), four 
Africans (Ghana, Zambia, and Burkina Faso) and two Indonesian profes-
sors. With both groups, we had to constantly adapt to the range of edu-
cational backgrounds, from limited literacy and English skills to a Canada 
Research Chair in food security; from people working in community gar-
dens and NGOs to managers in government agencies and teachers in uni-
versities. Popular education pedagogy advocates that we start with the 
participants, and build the course organically based on their experiences, 
knowledge, needs, and skills. The differences—in language, education, 
and work contexts—which could easily become sources of division more 
often became sources of rich exchange.  

   FOOD JUSTICE COURSE DESIGN 
 We designed the course around three themes.  Week One, the Corporate 
Food Regime,  unveiled the system(s) that we were challenging. We drew 
on the specifi c participants’ knowledge through participatory processes 
while using Wayne Roberts’ ( 2013 ) book,  The No-Nonsense Guide to World 
Food.  Participants mapped their own organizational and community contexts, 
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before we collectively mapped the history of food justice revealing the 
forces shaping the current system in both local and global contexts. The 
Holt-Gimenez framework contrasting the corporate food regime and 
food movements was introduced through a series of video clips illustrat-
ing each of the four approaches he outlines. 3  By touring supermarkets, 
we explored corporate ownership, the global sources of food, industrial 
ingredients and health, the illusion of diversity, and the myth of the 
supermarket nirvana. Through theater forum, we analyzed the power 
relations from seed to supermarket in Ethiopia. The fi lm “El Contrato” 
offered a powerful and emotional exposure of the hidden reality of 
migrant labor. 

  Week Two, Food Sovereignty and Food Movements,  highlighted case stud-
ies of rural and urban communities creating alternatives to the corporate 
food regime. A participant who was a Mi’qmaq elder shared the ways her 
First Nation community maintains traditional fi shing practices. The sec-
ond year she returned to share her knowledge of native plants as sacred 
medicine, while another Aboriginal woman survivor of residential schools 
shared the impact of the recently released Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission report.
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    Participants began to imagine new projects mapped in their own organi-
zational, local, and/or national contexts. Global efforts were explored the 
fi rst year through de Schutter’s report ( 2014 ) to the UN Assembly on the 
Right to Food, and the second year through the work of Via Campesina, 
with case studies by participants from Ghana and Costa Rica. A fi eld trip 
to Halifax gave us hands-on engagement with community gardens, youth 
projects, markets, and participatory food research. We capped the week 
with a collective feast, cooking together and sharing food rituals, like the 
Ethiopian coffee ceremony. 

 In  Week Three: Community Projects and Cultural Tools , teams produced 
creative learning tools documenting our experiences through power point, 
slide shows, and a radio show. The artistic forms ranged from Mi’qmaq 
mask-making to social media. The second year we spent more time work-
ing on specifi c project proposals that participants would initiate back in 
their own home and work contexts, offering some analytical tools for 
assessing the constraints and possibilities they might encounter as well as 
culturally appropriate tools they might apply to encourage more creative 
participation. The class also produced a collective show for Social Justice 
Radio on the St. FX campus, synthesizing our learnings at the end of the 
three-week course.  

   CRITICAL REFLECTIONS ON KEY ISSUES 
 For the rest of this chapter, I will refl ect on what we considered our most 
critical challenges in crafting a course on food justice using arts-based 
methods. I have divided our refl ections into two sections, one that focuses 
more on the content of the course, which I subsume under the title 
“Education for critical consciousness around food,” and the second that 
focuses on the pedagogy or praxis learning. 

   Education for Critical Consciousness Around Food 

 My co-facilitator Selam Teclu introduced us to the mythic Sankofa bird 
of the West African Akan people, a bird that fl ies forward while looking 
backward with an egg in its mouth. She suggested that, in the context of 
development projects, it might mean that we must return to our roots to 
recover what has been lost in order to move forward. This idea countered 
a model of development that frames traditional agricultural practices and 
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knowledges as “backward” and inhibiting “modernization,” which was a 
challenge for some of the Global South participants who were funded by 
international NGOs or government agencies based on the modernization 
paradigm. 

 Dominant approaches to food crises in many development organi-
zations reflect the “reformist” approach associated with “food secu-
rity.” The suggestion in food sovereignty that communities should 
regain control of their food destinies and honor plants and practices 
grounded in specific cultures and ecologies contributed to confu-
sion: Were they now being told that traditional knowledges might be 
healthier and more sustainable than the ideas driving their foreign-
funded projects? 

 Confusion is part of the process of shifting consciousness from food 
security to food justice and food sovereignty, and we adopted several 
different pedagogical approaches to move the process forward. First, we 
invited participants to draw maps of their organizations and communi-
ties, identifying their own roles in the organization and showing where 
food fi t within this context. They were encouraged to use any visual 
forms or symbols, play with colors, and take their time. We then made a 
gallery out of their drawings on large chart paper, and moved around the 
room, giving each participant 10 to 15 minutes to introduce us orally to 
their context. The diverse maps were powerful catalysts for storytelling, 
refl ecting the specifi c organizations, communities, and nations where 
they worked as well as the dominant and confl icting perspectives on food 
production and food issues. They also revealed the unique personalities 
of the group; one participant, for example, drew a playful monster in the 
corner of his drawing, which we identifi ed as a “trickster,” a role which 
he continued to play throughout the course. We also considered how 
participants might carry out their own food mapping in their communi-
ties, and offered resources that could be adapted for that purpose (Lewis 
 2009 ). 4  

 While the individual mapping exercise affi rmed the personal experiences 
and local contexts that participants represented, we used another kind of 
mapping to assess participants’ understanding of the macro context. The 
Historical Timeline activity invited everyone to identify key moments in 
the History of the Global Food System—both local and national as well 
as international events.
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    Participants were given sticky notes of two colors—one to note develop-
ments that helped build the corporate food regime, another for those that 
contributed to food justice and food sovereignty movements. Everyone 
placed their contributions on a timeline that arbitrarily began with 1492 
(though the philosopher in the group reminded us of the roots of a ratio-
nalist food system in the Hellenic philosophy of the Greeks). As we collec-
tively reviewed each note, participants stood by the timeline to elaborate 
on their contribution to the historical review. Once again the participatory 
nature of the activity stimulated more stories and interventions, revealing 
both individual and collective knowledge about the food system and food 
movements. It also gave us some sense of what information and knowl-
edge was missing; while African participants, for example, were well aware 
of the interventions of Monsanto and Gates in agricultural initiatives, they 
knew less about food sovereignty actions by Via Campesina and other 
activist networks in Africa. 

 During the fi rst week, we organized two fi eld trips which offered pow-
erful forms of experiential learning. First we broke into groups to visit 
supermarkets in Antigonish (Walmart, Superstore, Sobeys, and Shoppers 
Drug Mart), adapting some of the questions used in a Supermarket 
Tour created by the Ontario Public Interest Research Group (OPIRG). 5  
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 This tour uses the supermarket itself as a code for examining issues 
such as the origins and production practices behind meat/seafood, fresh 
produce, and processed foods; the role of advertising and labeling in con-
vincing/confusing the consumer; corporate concentration in both fresh 
and processed foods; the psychology of store design; the debates about 
GMOs, organic, and local/global food, and so on. Participants photo-
graphed and took notes of their observations, which they shared with 
other groups on return, comparing what they found in four different com-
mercial food sites.

     

    In the fi rst year, a major “ah-hah moment” occurred regarding the 
ubiquitous use of corn starch (to increase the weight of chicken and pro-
cess most canned foods). We had a unique resource in a participant who 
had worked for 20 years with the corporate food regime, and was respon-
sible for cornstarch use around the globe. She revealed the inside story 
of this phenomenon, while also sharing her own story of shifting from 
being a corporate scientist to becoming a community activist for local 
and sustainable agricultural alternatives. Global South participants, on 
the other hand, had ambivalent responses to the supermarket experience, 
being easily seduced by the color and light, abundance and diversity it 
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offered, while also beginning to understand how the retail sector was now 
eliminating small producers, crops, shops, and culinary practices in their 
own contexts.

     

    The day after the supermarket tour, we visited the Antigonish Farmers’ 
Market, where participants talked with farmers, bakers, artisans, and oth-
ers in this community-building context. Participants were well aware of 
the contradictions, and did not fall into any easy dichotomizing of the 
two forms of markets, recognizing, for example, that the farmers’ market 
drew mainly a white middle-class population, and was not accessible to the 
working class, Aboriginal people, and communities of color. At least one 
of the larger vendors hires Mexican migrant workers, opening up another 
issue of global labor in local food movements. This issue is central to food 
justice struggles and is further elaborated in the next section. 

   Critical Consciousness and an Intersectional Analysis of Power: Class, 
Gender, and Race 
 Labor tends to be a blind spot among food activists, so we introduced 
the issue of migrant labor during the fi rst week, showing how central it is 
to the corporate food regime as well as to global food movements. Min 
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Sook Lee’s seminal documentary (NFB 2003) “El Contrato” 6  catalyzed 
emotional discussion about the personal and structural impacts of migrant 
farm workers who leave their families behind for months out of the year to 
grow and harvest our local produce, often under repressive working and 
living conditions. The migration phenomenon is worldwide, of course, 
and so participants had their own examples of migration feeding agricul-
ture (e.g., from Burkina Faso to South Africa, from Nicaragua to Costa 
Rica), as well as within their countries. 

 One of the more powerful ways we learned about this historical phe-
nomenon came through the sharing of agricultural-related songs that 
participants recalled from their childhoods. Several referred to migrant 
workers having to leave their own land to produce food in far-off places 
for others, and noted that the most exploitative jobs were often shaped 
by race and gender. For example, a Latin American participant shared 
“Duerme, Negrito,” a lament of an AfroCuban woman rocking her baby 
to sleep on her back as she cuts sugarcane under the hot sun; the lullaby 
morphs from a soft and comforting sound to an angry protest song about 
horrifi c working conditions. 

 Another arts-based method we used to explore power differences both 
between and within food systems and movements was Theater of the 
Oppressed. A practice developed by Augusto Boal in Brazil and closely 
related to Paulo Freire’s  Pedagogy of the Oppressed,  this tool asks participants 
to represent situations where they feel oppressed in their own life or work 
contexts. Facilitated by Coady affi liate Natalie Abdou, the workshop used 
“theater forum” to reconstruct food-related situations that reveal gender, 
race, and class tensions in a wide range of contexts. One was based on the 
experience of an African participant during a visit to Ottawa; in the scenario, 
he was angrily rebuked when he offered to help an older white woman carry 
her groceries to her car. When the audience was asked to intervene in the 
scenario, to suggest alternatives to the actions taken by various actors in the 
scene, their responses revealed many different ways that race and gender are 
constructed and challenged. For example, some assumed that the scenario 
was in the Global South, not Canada; this shift provokes a different inter-
pretation. Some responses focused on the gender dynamic and aimed to 
protect the white woman, while others assumed the woman was the oppres-
sor, and defended the black man. In any case, the theatrical representation 
of a personal experience provoked a rich discussion and debate. 

 Participants found popular theater very compelling, accessible and 
potentially useful in their education and organizing work around food 
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justice. Toward the end of the course, a group created a scenario that 
unveiled intergenerational tensions in an African family, centered around a 
mother involved in local and organic food, while her daughter was drawn 
to the multinational fast food options often associated with being cool. 
A local elder as well as a food sovereignty organizer were built into the 
drama, adding to the complexity of the situation, but true to the nuanced 
and multilayered situations that participants experience in their work and 
home contexts.

     

    The most intense conversations came out of moments when differences 
within our class emerged around race issues, in particular how we repre-
sent the historical impacts of colonization on Indigenous populations as 
well as the legacy of the Atlantic slave trade on African descendants in 
the Americas. Our hope was that we could create a space where the very 
real emotions associated with these historical and current injustices could 
be expressed and heard, and that the differences could catalyze deeper 
analyses of the systemic inequities which continue to shape not only the 
food system but also our local and global food movements, as well as our 
personal and collective lives.   
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   Praxis Learning 

 Praxis learning begins with experience. Central to traditional agricultural 
practices is the experiential process of learning by doing; over millennia, 
Indigenous and peasant elders and communities passed on their knowl-
edge through family and communal participation in growing, cooking, 
and processing food. For most Indigenous peoples, food is alive, sacred, 
and medicine; there are rituals and ceremonies honoring its cultural and 
spiritual signifi cance. In revaluing this kind of learning and recovering 
practices that had been discredited, we aimed to honor Indigenous knowl-
edges and ways of knowing. 

 While we were somewhat limited to a six-hour daily schedule within a 
classroom setting, we tried to integrate activities both inside and outside 
that would give participants hands-on emotional experience, followed by 
refl ection on what we learned and how it applied to the diverse work con-
texts represented. These ranged from sprouting and planting seeds on the 
fi rst day to helping Antigonish food activists plant berries and vegetables 
around the public library, to creating our own collective feast on the fi nal 
Sunday afternoon. In the latter activity, we spent six hours cooking our 
diverse culinary offerings in the university’s demonstration kitchen fol-
lowed by a celebratory meal that integrated different cultural rituals of 
storytelling and thanking “all our relations,” again acknowledging food as 
a living entity, central to our identities.
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    Our fi eld trip to Halifax was perhaps the most intense immersion of 
global participants in a particular local context—visiting urban agricultural 
projects and immigrant service organizations. Global South participants 
were moved by the initiatives of black youth in Halifax who produced and 
sold healthy sauces from their community garden, for example. 

 Our visit coincided with a public event that offered a visceral introduc-
tion to arts-based participatory learning in a multicultural context with 
over 15 new Canadians sharing their own photovoice stories, while over 
50 community members were introduced to the project through simul-
taneous translations in 7 different languages. The conversations our par-
ticipants had with these ethnically based storytellers generated a palpable 
excitement, and gave us a sense of the power of this tool that could never 
have been grasped through reading or even watching digital stories in the 
classroom. 

 But praxis learning requires not only experience but also refl ection on 
experience. The Monday after our supermarket and farmers’ market tours, 
we gathered to compare these two market experiences, identifying the 
differences between them along four axes that I had used in an earlier 
study of the corporate food regime (2008). What did each illustrate about 
the distance between  production and consumption ? How did they threaten 
or promote  biodiversity and cultural diversity ? How is  technology  shaping 
the  work  and workers within each context? What is the impact on  human 
and ecological health  of the production practices behind supermarkets and 
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farmers’ markets? This analytical tool, used in smaller groups made up 
of participants from different countries, generated a lot of international 
comparisons, debates, and questions about the desired direction in each 
context. 

 Of course, the deeper test of how much we generated praxis learning 
will be revealed over time in the projects that participants proposed to do 
on return to their own organizations, communities, and countries. As the 
title for the second iteration of the course was “Integrating Food Justice 
into Community Programs,” we recognized that each context would offer 
both constraints and possibilities for this to happen. The second year we 
began the proposal development process earlier, in the second week, so 
that participants could get feedback, revise, elaborate, and deepen their 
proposals. We also introduced a tool called “assessing the forces” from the 
“Naming the Moment” methodology. 7  This tool asks us to identify forces, 
institutions, and actors in three realms (economic, political, and cultural/
ideological) that might support or oppose the proposed projects, as well 
as those that are undecided or unknown. As a form of political analysis for 
action, this process embeds the food projects within specifi c social con-
texts, and helps project coordinators think more strategically about how 
they can move their ideas forward—again, a critical part of praxis, or as 
Paulo Freire names it, the dynamic interrelation of action and refl ection. 

 Throughout the three-week course, we adapted a wide range of art 
and media forms, many described above. They included embodied prac-
tices like drama and music; written forms like poetry, storytelling, and 
lecture; visual forms like drawing, photography, and video. While low- 
tech tools like theater were seen as more accessible and engaging, there 
was a growing passion for the potential uses of Internet-based and digital 
media. And these two forms of media were not always in opposition. The 
Internet became a constant participant in the course, with participants 
fi nding music and videos (often of embodied cultural forms like dance or 
music) from their own cultural contexts to show during breaks or as part 
of the course. An Indonesian participant responsible for one of the daily 
opening rituals, for example, included a YouTube video of poverty and 
street children living on $1/day in Java, Indonesia, as a way of introducing 
an activity asking us to consider how we would spend one dollar if that is 
all we had to survive daily. These moments revealed that participants had 
integrated the ideas of praxis learning, and could both design and facilitate 
creative activities, both embodied and digital, that engaged everyone in 
experiential education. 
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 One of the best uses of technology was a Skype conversation we arranged 
to have with Wayne Roberts, the author of the main text of our course. He 
was in the UK at the time, so we had to juggle time differences. The setup 
was perfect—participants opened our transatlantic dialogue with a song 
then in pairs stood and spoke directly to Roberts on the computer screen. A 
day earlier they had rehearsed presentations on their interpretations of fi ve 
key features of food sovereignty that we identifi ed in the text; they created 
not only plain language defi nitions, but also used drama, drawing, and even 
their native languages to express the meaning it had for them and their con-
texts. After each presentation, Wayne engaged the pair in a dialogue, which 
brought in new information as well as encouragement for participants to 
contribute cases for the next edition of the book! This direct engagement 
with a face on a screen was surprisingly intimate and left participants high 
on the experience. It was a perfect culmination of our three-week course, 
with participants drawing comfortably on their respective histories, offering 
their own interpretations of the core ideas, even using their own languages 
and cultural practices to communicate them confi dently.

     

    The ubiquity of cameras in the world today also meant that there were 
multiple documenters of our own class process. Given that we did more 
than sit in chairs, listen, and talk, the course methodology provided more 
interesting visual documentation as well. Toward the end of the third week, 
we produced three syntheses of the course through three different media. 
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 One was a one-hour live radio show on the campus Social Justice radio 
program. While we asked a Ghanian journalist to take the lead and host 
the program, we collectively created questions that would be answered 
to refl ect on the meaning and impact of the course. Participants were 
paired up so that each would have one opportunity to be the interviewer 
and another opportunity to be interviewed. In between these dialogues, 
they searched the Internet for favorite music from their culture. This hast-
ily constructed radio show 8  served multiple purposes: It became a form 
of course evaluation, it communicated our experience to a sympathetic 
public, and it engaged everyone actively in its production which left us 
exhilarated as ten of us tumbled out of the small studio. These collective 
productions were once again experiences in praxis learning, and empha-
sized the original subtitle of the course: “Cultural tools for local and 
global activism.” 

 During the last two days, we also created a slide show of the course, 
“Harvesting Justice,” with images metaphorically organized around the 
phases of a food cycle: seeds, planting, watering and weeding, harvesting, 
cooking, eating, cleaning up and composting, celebrating, and thanking. 
The compilation of these images, however, proved incredibly challenging 
when everyone wanted to contribute photos they had taken with their 
cameras, smartphones, or tablets. We selected 90 images from over 1000 
photos from 7 different sources. The digital form provided us with a tool 
at the end which served to remind everyone of what we had done, and thus 
catalyzed refl ection and evaluation, as well as giving participants some-
thing to take home to keep the memory of our collective experience alive. 

 Given that our course had involved so many alternative pedagogical and 
arts-based tools, the group easily decided to write a collective song for 
the Coady Institute’s graduation ceremony. Even though each course was 
asked to have one representative speak, we chose one to be the front singer, 
while the rest were the backup singers. Thus, the fi nal public ritual was col-
lective and performative, illustrating as well as anything that our course had 
engaged people in creative participatory processes and holistic education.   

   CONCLUSION 
 While the future of the course is uncertain, there may be possibilities of 
offering it regionally, to make it more accessible to more practitioners, 
to allow us to work in different languages, and to link more directly to 
agricultural and cultural practices of the participants. There are always 
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trade-offs, in that part of the richness of having participants from vari-
ous continents is that they learn from both the differences in terms of 
particular ideas and programs, as well as the similarities in the struggles 
they experience in trying to contribute to a more just and sustainable food 
system. There are also contradictions in trying to promote experiential, 
hands-on and culturally based learning within a neutral classroom which 
is out of context for everyone, except perhaps for us as Coady facilitators. 

 The real test of any value of these learning experiences of course can 
only be shown in the ways that participants integrate any new ideas or 
shifts in approach to food justice or to praxis learning, when they return 
home. While some are communicating through a Facebook page, with 
progress reports on their projects, we cannot really know the impact, nor 
what challenges they face within their own organizational and cultural 
constraints. Perhaps quoting an email from Hira, an Indonesian partici-
pant, a physician and professor of midwives, in response to an email we 
sent two months after the course fi nished, is the best way to end, reveal-
ing that sometimes it is the small actions, closest to home, and adapting 
to local conditions that plant the seeds for broader institutional changes: 

  My project of starting a school garden may   have seemed small when I was in 
Canada. But, as soon as I arrived home, things happened. I had to spend days 
in hospital with my son exposed with typhoid fever. It was after I stopped the 
antibiotics and gave him the juice of a kind of big green pumpkin, three times 
a day …that helped him having nights free from fever.  

  The next thing after the typhoid is the water shortage that is affecting almost 
every house in my area. We are facing a long dry season…. Now, with that situ-
ation, I am refraining myself from approaching the school with the garden idea. 
Instead I am spending my time doing other things: preparing seeds. Some children 
from my house area, 3 to 5 children, so 7 with my two girls, are willing to help.  

  So, I may not directly go to the school garden but am re-routing my steps by 
starting from my own garden. Good that my well is still having water. I just 
need to focus on my own garden, fi rst, then I plan to invite the school teachers 
and show them what happened with my garden.  

  With your email, it feels like taking me back to the track. It is really invigo-
rating to feel that, when we are kind of losing our way, someone out there is 
looking at what we are doing. It reminded me of your quoting Aboriginal 
writer Thomas King, which can be paraphrased for our course:  

  “Now that you have learnt about food justice,It is up to you for what you are 
going to do with that.You can either forget it or you can do something about 
it.You can do anything but one, you cannot   say, you know nothing about it.”      
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  NOTES 
1.    As a teaching team, we each brought different experiences and skills: 

Eritrean-born Selam is a holistic nutritionist and urban farmer; while I came 
with more academic experience in food studies and popular education prac-
tice. I want to honor her contribution as invaluable for our teaching/learn-
ing process.  

2.      https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9fYGCHoP-HY    .  
3.    Food enterprise:   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kJtyRYrD2Rk     ; 

Food security:    https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PiYDG11zIUs    ; Food 
justice:   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xA6p0w2Xoqg    ; Food sover-
eignty:   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5kw_sIu5AyI    .  

4.      http://foodsecurecanada.org/sites/default/fi les/Mapping_food_matters.
pdf    .  

5.      http://www.fairtradebarrie.ca/pdf/wpirg_supermarket_tour.pdf    .  
6.      https://www.nfb.ca/fi lm/el_contrato    .  
7.    Download pdf of  Naming the Moment: Political Analysis for Action  from 

  http://www.popednews.org/downloads/naming%20the%20moment%20.
pdf    .  

8.       http://socialjusticeradio.onelouder.ca/shows/SJR/SJR%20June%20
18th%20Food%20Justice.mp3    .   

     REFERENCES 
   Cleveland, W. (2002). Mapping the fi eld: Arts-based community development. 

Retrieved September 7, 2015, from   http://wayback.archive-it.
org/2077/20100906195318/http://www.communityarts.net/reading-
room/archivefi les/2002/05/mapping_the_fi e.php      

   de Schutter, O. (2014, 24 January). The transformative potential of the right to 
food. [Weblog]. Retrieved September 8, 2015, from   http://www.srfood.org/
images/stories/pdf/offi cialreports/20140310_fi nalreport_en.pdf      

    Freire, P. (1993) [1970].  Pedagogy of the oppressed . London: Penguin Books.  
     Holt-Gimenez, E. (2011). Food security, food justice, or food sovereignty: Crises, 

food movements and regime change. In A.  Alkon & J.  Agyeman (Eds.), 
 Cultivating food justice: Race, class and sustainability  (pp.  309–330). 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.  

  Lewis, H. (2009). Community food mapping project: South Parkdale, Toronto: 
Summer 2009. [Weblog]. Retrieved September 8, 2015, from   https://weste-
ndfood.coop/sites/westendfood.coop/files/wefc/public/2009/events- 
meetings/community-food-mapping/ParkdaleFoodMappingInformationKit.
pdf      

176 D. BARNDT

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9fYGCHoP-HY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kJtyRYrD2Rk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PiYDG11zIUs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xA6p0w2Xoqg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5kw_sIu5AyI
http://foodsecurecanada.org/sites/default/files/Mapping_food_matters.pdf
http://foodsecurecanada.org/sites/default/files/Mapping_food_matters.pdf
http://www.fairtradebarrie.ca/pdf/wpirg_supermarket_tour.pdf
https://www.nfb.ca/film/el_contrato
http://www.popednews.org/downloads/naming the moment .pdf
http://www.popednews.org/downloads/naming the moment .pdf
http://socialjusticeradio.onelouder.ca/shows/SJR/SJR June 18th Food Justice.mp3
http://socialjusticeradio.onelouder.ca/shows/SJR/SJR June 18th Food Justice.mp3
http://wayback.archive-it.org/2077/20100906195318/http://www.communityarts.net/readingroom/archivefiles/2002/05/mapping_the_fie.php
http://wayback.archive-it.org/2077/20100906195318/http://www.communityarts.net/readingroom/archivefiles/2002/05/mapping_the_fie.php
http://wayback.archive-it.org/2077/20100906195318/http://www.communityarts.net/readingroom/archivefiles/2002/05/mapping_the_fie.php
http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/officialreports/20140310_finalreport_en.pdf
http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/officialreports/20140310_finalreport_en.pdf
https://westendfood.coop/sites/westendfood.coop/files/wefc/public/2009/events-meetings/community-food-mapping/ParkdaleFoodMappingInformationKit.pdf
https://westendfood.coop/sites/westendfood.coop/files/wefc/public/2009/events-meetings/community-food-mapping/ParkdaleFoodMappingInformationKit.pdf
https://westendfood.coop/sites/westendfood.coop/files/wefc/public/2009/events-meetings/community-food-mapping/ParkdaleFoodMappingInformationKit.pdf
https://westendfood.coop/sites/westendfood.coop/files/wefc/public/2009/events-meetings/community-food-mapping/ParkdaleFoodMappingInformationKit.pdf


    Morrison, D. (2011). Indigenous food sovereignty: A model for social learning. In 
H. Wittman, A. Desmarais, & N. Wiebe (Eds.),  Food sovereignty in Canada: 
Creating just and sustainable food systems  (pp. 97–113). Black Point: Fernwood.  

    Roberts, W. (2013).  The no-nonsense guide to world food  (2nd ed.). Toronto: The 
New Internationalist/BTL.  

     Shiva, V. (1993).  Monocultures of the mind: Perspectives on biodiversity and biotech-
nology . London: Zed Books.  

    Taylor, D. (2003).  The archive and the repertoire: Performing cultural memory in 
the Americas . Durham: Duke University Press.    

RE: CLAIMING FOOD SOVEREIGNTY, RECLAIMING WAYS OF KNOWING: FOOD... 177



   PART IV 

   Learning, Food, and Sustainability: 
Tools for the Future        



181© The Author(s) 2016
J. Sumner (ed.), Learning, Food, and Sustainability, 
DOI 10.1057/978-1-137-53904-5_10

    CHAPTER 10   

        INTRODUCTION: WHAT HAS FOOD EDUCATION AND FOOD 
LITERACY GOT TO DO WITH IT? 

 Of all the ways to interact with our environment, food is perhaps the most 
universal medium. Throughout the course of our day, the vast majority of 
us consume at least one meal, and often many more. As North Americans, 
the way we eat has evolved over time. The current food system is a far 
cry from that which we experienced only a few generations ago, for there 
now exists a reliance on fossil fuels, factories, global distribution systems, 
vast monocultures, corporate concentration, and concentrated animal 
feeding operations (CAFOs) to facilitate growth and create demand for 
high-profi t manufactured foods. Unquestionably, the food system has 
undergone remarkable change through the rise of industrial agriculture 
and subsequent corporatization, and these changes impact what we eat, 
why we eat, where we eat, and how we eat. 
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 What do we know about food now? What knowledge have we retained 
among this food evolution, and what does it mean for the future of our 
food system? The dominant North American food system distances con-
sumers from food’s origins, and conceptualizes food as a commodity for 
profi t. Today’s eaters are primarily exposed to an industrial foodscape 
composed of packaged and processed food products, prepared meals, and 
meals outside the home. These tactics have resulted in a widespread lack 
of knowledge demonstrated by both children and adults, not only about 
where food comes from but also about the food system’s impact on health 
and the environment. 

 With eaters having undergone what Jaffe and Gertler ( 2006 ) term a 
“ deskilling ,” citizens no longer know enough about food and the con-
temporary food system, for “much of the power of agribusiness ulti-
mately depends on farmers and consumers not knowing” (Kloppenburg 
et al.  1996 , 6). With this takeover of industrial food, “food deskilling has 
reached a point where it is commonly assumed that the younger gen-
eration no longer knows how to manage in a kitchen” (Desjardins et al. 
 2013 , 1). 

 In response to the effects of deskilling, the popularity of food educa-
tion programs has grown in recent years as a way to solve food-related 
social problems (Kimura  2011 ). Often grounded in experiential learning 
opportunities through farm to school programs, school and community 
gardens, and cooking programs, schools, government, health, and com-
munity groups seek to provide  food literacy  development opportunities so 
that children and youth can learn to enjoy growing, preparing, and eating 
healthy food (Howard and Brichta  2013 ; Chessen et al.  2009 ; Davies and 
Thomas  2010 ). Most programs maintain common broad goals of reskilling 
their participants and promoting some level of food literacy, while often 
touting a relationship between food literacy and food systems change (Jaffe 
and Gertler  2006 ; Goodman and Dupuis  2002 ; Howard and Brichta  2013 ). 

 Many of these food education programs are trying to instill food lit-
eracy of a sort, but what kind of food literacy? And are they succeeding?  

   RESEARCH METHODS 
 The research efforts explored within this chapter seek to answer a series of 
questions that sprung from one main question:  How, and to what extent, 
does food education facilitate a reasonable level of food literacy in youth?  
Moreover, what are the components of food literacy, and how do we 
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measure and understand food literacy? To what extent can food educa-
tion programs contribute to food literacy, and what are the challenges of 
creating and executing an effective program if food literacy is one of the 
ultimate goals? 

 In an attempt to begin to answer these questions, I used a mixed 
methods approach in my research, which centered on a case study of a 
community- based youth food education program (“Food Leadership for 
Youth” or “FLY”) at The Stop Community Food Centre in Toronto, 
Ontario. Planned methods of inquiry included a literature review, docu-
ment analysis, participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and 
evaluation of The Stop’s internal qualitative questionnaires completed by 
FLY participants at the beginning and end of the program. However, dur-
ing the 2014 winter semester, staff and volunteers faced an unprecedented 
problem of both participant retention and lack of regular participant atten-
dance. In order to compensate for the lack of participant questionnaire 
data, I increased the number of interviews conducted with FLY staff and 
volunteers. I also chose to interview participants from the current year’s 
program and the 2012–2013 FLY program, which allowed me to collect 
a rich spectrum of conversations. My research took place between January 
2014 and June 2014, and the remarks and opinions of staff, volunteers, 
and the FLY participants strongly infl uenced the content of this chapter.  

   UNPACKING THE IDEA OF FOOD LITERACY 
 Food literacy is a newly prevalent buzzword, described by Cullerton et al. 
( 2012 ) as a permutable term with no true consensus of meaning. Scores of 
food education programs either explicitly or implicitly name food literacy 
as one of their main goals, operating on rather widespread and ongoing 
assumptions that education efforts are both effective and worthwhile in 
improving participants’ food literacy. As programs proclaim their efforts 
to teach food literacy, the question holds: What exactly is food literacy, 
and what are the benchmarks of an individual who has become food liter-
ate? A thorough review of the literature reveals that two understandings 
of food literacy predominate: the neoliberal consciousness model, which 
maintains a focus on individual consumer responsibility and technical skills 
to make healthy choices within the current market; and the critical con-
sciousness model, which encourages systems thinking and pursues active 
engagement with the food system to disrupt problematic practices. 
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   The Neoliberal Consciousness Paradigm: Food Literacy 
as Individual Responsibility and Choice 

 In the literature, there appears a trend where food literacy is deemed an 
individual responsibility. While there are subtleties within each researcher’s 
defi nition, as a whole this rather prevalent understanding of food literacy 
is remarkably narrow. It places the burden of both literacy and action on 
the individual by defi ning food literacy as an increase in individual skills 
or in one’s ability to make healthy choices. In scrutinizing the defi nitions 
alone, the language used reinforces this assumption; it is often defi ned in 
“the capacity of the individual” (Coveney et al.  2012 , 634) and in eaters’ 
ability to “make healthy choices throughout their lives” (Sustain Ontario 
 2013 , 2). When conceptualized as the ability to pursue individual healthy 
choices, food literacy is also often measured through functional, skills- 
based markers and the ability to improve one’s own food situation within 
the current system. A range of reports on food literacy programs (e.g. 
Thomas and Irwin  2011 ; Cullerton et al.  2012 ; Brooks and Begley  2013 ) 
evaluate food literacy based on technical, measurable skill sets with a focus 
on functional knowledge, including criteria like food safety, food selec-
tion, food preparation, food budgeting, fruit and vegetable consumption, 
and general nutrition. 

 Paralleling this trend, a consortium led by Queensland University of 
Technology in Australia sought to establish a more global defi nition of 
food literacy (Vidgen and Gallegos  2011 ), with components of the defi ni-
tion—planning and management, food selection, preparation, nutrition—
intimating a more functional and skills-based measure of food literacy. 
Consistent with most researchers, the Conference Board of Canada’s 
Centre for Food in Canada published a 2013 study on food literacy where 
the term was defi ned as “an individual’s food-related knowledge, atti-
tudes and skills” (2). Throughout the report, food literacy is billed as an 
intensely individual undertaking rooted in nutrition and quantitative sci-
ence—for example, understanding food pyramids and nutritional labeling. 
Bublitz et al. ( 2011 ) and Block et al. ( 2011 ) argue that an individualized, 
functional understanding of food literacy can also be engrained in larger 
notions of health and well-being. They write that food literacy serves as 
one component of the concept of “food well-being,” with food literacy 
defi ned as being able and motivated to navigate the current paradigm 
of industrial food with the intention of seeking or maintaining personal 
health. 
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 In the minds of many, to be food literate is to make healthy choices to 
benefi t oneself. The defi nition and benchmarks in this rendition of food 
literacy assume that a food literate individual operates within the current 
food system. That is, rather than having the awareness and “know-how” 
to advocate for larger, more structural food systems change, this type of 
food literacy promotes knowledge and skills acquisition for one’s own 
betterment, while leaving the roots of problems within the food system 
untouched. It is a more restrictive defi nition of food literacy, tethered to 
the neoliberal ideology of self-reliance, sometimes viewing food as a nutri-
tional input and often ignoring the larger impacts of the modern industrial 
food system on the functioning and health of current society as a whole.  

   The Critical Consciousness Paradigm: Food Literacy as Active 
Engagement and Transformative Learning 

 For a number of researchers and authors (e.g. Stinson  2010 ; Wilkins 
 2005 ; Sumner  2012 ; Kimura  2011 ), to truly be food literate means to 
engage in democratic practices in the food system, to actively take part in 
nurturing ecological health, and to have the ability to disrupt current food 
systems practices while taking into account social, cultural, economic, and 
environmental factors. To researchers such as Stinson ( 2010 ), food lit-
eracy is part of a larger idea of ecoliteracy or environmental literacy: To be 
food literate is to understand the role of food in our interactions with the 
environment, and to understand more deeply how food teases out social, 
political, and cultural issues in our lives. 

 How does the defi nition of food literacy by these researchers differ from 
the defi nition and measures of food literacy put forth by so many others? 
These authors move beyond equating food literacy to improving one’s 
own well-being through healthy choices. Instead, food literate individuals 
and communities are defi ned as having “an increasing ability to disrupt 
ingrained notions of how food is supplied and consumed within a local 
area or region” and as having “a stronger voice in expressing what kind of 
food system they want enacted” (Stinson 53). Here, food literacy is not 
founded on directing individuals to make changes in their own lives, or on 
how to navigate the current system for one’s own benefi t. As Sumner says, 
“food literacy must move beyond individualized prescriptions and notions 
of blame to become a concept that can analyze current foodscapes and 
model sustainable alternatives” (320). 
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 To be truly food literate in these authors’ minds means to recognize the 
realities of contemporary environmental practices and choices, to be able 
to engage as an active citizen, to exercise democratic rights, and to possess 
the willingness and empowerment to seek changes and share a voice in 
the current system. Food literacy facilitates participation within the food 
system in a way that supports the development of a new or alternative sys-
tem, rather than simply navigating the current system. Kimura highlights 
this more macro defi nition of food literacy in her study on food education 
and food literacy in contemporary Japan. She also pushes for an alternative 
framework for food education and food literacy that “does not shy away 
from challenging policies and the structure of economy” (480). To be 
food literate through this lens is to have the knowledge needed to act and 
seek change at a systems level. It is a type of food literacy that facilitates 
food citizenship (Wilkins  2005 ),  transformative learning , and emancipa-
tory knowledge (Sumner  2012 ).  

   Measuring Food Literacy 

 If one of the primary purposes of this research is to evaluate whether, 
and to what extent, the FLY program fosters food literacy in its partici-
pants, it is prudent to develop a collection of benchmarks against which 
to compare their experiences. Operating with two main paradigms—the 
“neoliberal consciousness” and the “critical consciousness”—the former 
is most widespread in the literature, and is generally supported by those 
in the fi elds of nutrition and dietetics, health studies, consumer research, 
and some non-profi t research organizations. The latter is often found in 
the fi elds of education or various social sciences, with authors critical of 
predominant understandings of food literacy. Table  10.1  consolidates by 
category the benchmarks and measures of food literacy identifi ed in the 
literature reviewed.

   Understandably, the benchmarks of a more individual, functional 
approach to food literacy are more easily measured. They rely primarily on 
functional knowledge and technical skills such as preparing healthy meals, 
knowing nutrition facts, or opting to consume more fruits and vegetables. 
In comparison, the benchmarks for the broader understanding of food lit-
eracy are more qualitative and grounded in a change of values or outlook. 
Nevertheless, this understanding of food literacy can be evaluated based 
on the language an individual employs to describe their opinions on and 
relationships with food and the food system.   
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   Table 10.1    Benchmarks of food literacy as identifi ed in academic and organiza-
tional literature   

 Benchmarks of neoliberal consciousness 
paradigm: individual, consumer- oriented, 
functional approach to food literacy a  

 Benchmarks of critical 
consciousness paradigm: 
contextualized, systems-
based, and politically/
socially motivated approach 
to food literacy b  

 Frequent c   Increased nutrition knowledge 
 Improved cooking skills 
 Cooking more meals from scratch; ability 
to cook for oneself 
 Ability (and desire) to purchase healthy 
foods 
 Improved food safety behaviors 
 Ability to budget/plan meals 

 Knowledge and awareness of 
the multiple dimensions of 
food (broader engagement) 
 Ability to refl ect critically on 
food and the food system, 
interest in seeking change 

 Often d   Increased consumption of fruits and 
vegetables 

 Awareness of socio-political 
impacts of the food system 
and ability to analyze 
associated discourses 
 Interest in active citizenship 
as it relates to food 

 Sometimes e   Interest in trying new foods 
 Confi dence and motivation to use food 
knowledge to make healthy choices 
 Ability to make informed decisions and 
judge marketing, new products, and 
quality of food 
 Ability to infl uence family/friends in 
purchasing/cooking/eating decisions 
 Satisfaction, creativity, confi dence, 
resilience because of food knowledge and 
skills 
 Ability to cook with substitutes 
 Knowledge of where food comes from and 
various food terminology (e.g. GMO) 

 Ability or attempts to disrupt 
current food system through 
informed actions 
 Exercising food-related 
behaviors that support a 
democratic, socially, and 
economically just food system 
 Knowledge and awareness of 
food and agricultural systems 
and their relationship to 
environment and health 

   a Out of ten scholarly articles fi tting this paradigm 

  b Out of fi ve scholarly articles fi tting this paradigm 

  c Identifi ed in at least 60 % of the literature with the indicated food literacy paradigm 

  d Identifi ed in 26–59 % of the literature with the indicated food literacy paradigm 

  e Identifi ed in 25 % or less of the literature with the indicated food literacy paradigm  
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   COMMUNITY-BASED YOUTH FOOD EDUCATION AT 
THE STOP’S “FLY” PROGRAM 

 On a mostly residential street punctuated by shoebox-sized convenience 
stores, The Stop’s primary location sits on the ground fl oor of a high-rise 
community housing building. It is an organization that bills itself as a com-
munity food center, described by the former executive director as “truly 
a place where people come to cook, grow, eat, learn about and advocate 
for good food” (Saul and Curtis 122). Having begun out of a church in 
the 1970s as a community advocacy center turned food bank, The Stop 
has, from its conception, sought to position itself as something other than 
a band-aid fi x. Claiming to have retained its activist roots throughout the 
organization’s multiple transformations, The Stop explains its main work 
as advocating for and with low-income people about food issues, and pro-
viding people with the tools and knowledge to critically engage as vocal 
and politically aware citizens. The Stop centers its model on food access, 
supported by its food bank and healthy drop-in meals program; food 
skills, supported by cooking and gardening programs and food literacy 
for children; and engagement and education, supported by programs that 
facilitate community involvement in food and social justice issues (Saul 
and Curtis  2013 ). 

 The FLY program takes the form of weekly sessions from October 
to May, where newcomer and low-income youth gather on Wednesday 
afternoons. It is an after-school cooking and leadership program for 
high school girls who want to learn to cook while engaging in issues 
related to nutrition and environmental sustainability (Food Leadership 
for Youth, The Stop  2012 ). In concept, the FLY program makes use of 
cooking to not only teach food skills but also initiate discussions around 
food systems issues. Participants spend at least an hour cooking—fi rst 
watching a demonstration by the program coordinator or a volunteer on 
key food skills for the week, and then working independently or in pairs 
to prepare ingredients and follow the week’s recipes. After cooking, all 
participants gather to dine communally and enjoy what was prepared. 
For a food education program that strives to instill food literacy, there 
are glimpses of conversations on food systems issues that punctuate the 
dominant discussions and hands-on action around food skills. Yet, the 
primary driver of Wednesdays at 1884 Davenport is the week’s recipes, 
the focus on chopping, tasting, and improvising throughout the cook-
ing process. 

188 S. GOLDSTEIN



 The FLY program is grounded in its internal logic model and work plan, 
which defi ne the program’s audience as teenage girls (13–17) in Toronto’s 
Davenport West area who have low income or are newcomers. Specifi cally, 
the program’s goal is “to develop healthy,  food literate , confi dent, and 
empowered young women” (emphasis added), and the program goals adopt 
two forms: one, to increase self-confi dence and inner strength through 
food and community; and two, to facilitate an increase in food literacy. 
One specifi c objective around food literacy (The Stop Community Food 
Centre  2013a ) is “to increase participants’ skills, knowledge, and behaviors 
around healthy food.” The model asserts that participants’ progress can be 
inferred based on: observed discussions of participants making healthier 
food choices, participants demonstrating new cooking skills, participants 
cooking without a recipe, or feeling comfortable cooking with substitutes. 
These measures closely parallel the most widely used individual measures 
of food literacy. In contrast, the logic model’s second food literacy-related 
objective is “to increase program participants’ capacity to apply new knowl-
edge to take effective action on food systems issues in their community,” 
which speaks to a food literacy of critical consciousness. Assumed outcomes 
of this objective include “increased participant knowledge of food systems, 
social justice, and AOP [anti-oppression] concepts and issues,” along with 
“active participation in actions to address systemic issues.” 

 The FLY program’s work plan serves as a more detailed outline of 
program goals and activities compared to the logic model, and incorpo-
rates both food literacy paradigms identifi ed in this chapter  (The Stop 
Community Food Centre  2013b ). For example, the individual, consum-
erist paradigm is present through the goals of “increasing the food skills of 
participants through hands-on programming” and “building knowledge 
and positive attitudes towards healthy eating principles.” Yet, the critical 
and engaged citizen paradigm is evident in the goals of “fostering the 
leadership capacity of participants to promote food issues to their peers 
and their families,” “building knowledge of local and global food issues,” 
and “increasing knowledge of poverty and food systems issues and creat-
ing opportunities…to take effective action on these issues.” 

 The logic model and work plan demonstrate that FLY understands 
food literacy from a dual perspective; that is, while FLY has a foundation 
of skills-based food literacy that aligns with individual behavior modifi ca-
tion, the program also seeks to enable participants to critically engage 
and instigate change in systemic food issues. It is unsurprising that the 
FLY program seeks to approach food literacy from both paradigms, given 
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The Stop’s philosophical underpinnings. Nevertheless, only some of the 
objectives and outcomes came to fruition during my time as a participant 
observer and volunteer with the FLY program.  

   FACILITATING FOOD LITERACY IN FOOD EDUCATION 
 Drawing on benchmarks of food literacy identifi ed earlier in this chap-
ter, six benchmarks predominated in the FLY program. In particular, lan-
guage, conversations, and assertions of increased nutrition knowledge, 
cooking skills, and ability to teach others and infl uence friends and family 
were most frequent. Other benchmarks were present, though not quite 
as prevalent. A visual summary of the six most prominent types of food 
literacy gained by FLY participants is found in Chart  10.1 .

     1.     “I’m Not Afraid to Cook”: Improved Cooking Skills, Cooking More 
Meals from Scratch     

  For a food education program whose main focus is cooking, it is unsur-
prising that the most prominent benchmark of food literacy that emerged 
was improvement in the girls’ cooking skills and their cooking more meals 
from scratch. Whether we were demonstrating chopping and stove skills 
when making jerk chicken and coleslaw or facilitating a “snack challenge” 

  Chart 10.1    Distribution of the six most prevalent food literacy benchmarks in 
FLY participants as coded in research data       
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to encourage improvisation in the kitchen, the week’s goals were fre-
quently centered on building functional and technical cooking skills. 

  Before the program, I was probably   like a 4 or a 3 [out of 10]. I wanted to cook 
but I didn’t know how. And now I’m pretty good. Like an 8. —FLY participant 
March 2014  

   I think before I didn’t care what knife I was using. Now for sure I know 
there’s a bread knife, meat knife. —FLY participant March 2014  

   My knowledge grew on little things like oils and salt and spices and things like 
that. —FLY participant April 2014  

   I defi nitely saw, and heard, the kinds of comments like… ‘I’m not afraid to 
cook’ or you know, some comments like ‘I wish I had more people to cook for at 
home’. —FLY volunteer March 2014  

    2.     “I Want the Good Stuff”: Increased Nutrition Knowledge, Ability/
Desire to Purchase Healthy Foods     

  During one FLY session, we explored healthy options to fast food by 
making our own burgers and discussed the nutritional makeup of fast food 
versus homemade alternatives. Of note was the participants’ keen interest 
in nutrition, supported by a strong presence of commentary in interviews 
on how the FLY program made participants more aware of or able to 
judge healthy foods. 

  Before the FLY program, I think I was cooking a lot but I wasn’t cooking well…
but now ever since, I cook for myself three or four times a week and I think that’s 
because I am so keen on getting great ingredients, I want the good stuff. —FLY 
participant March 2014  

   When I go to the grocery store I always read labels a lot more than I used to, 
like if things say 50% less sugar or organic or things like that. So I always choose 
food now based on things like that. —FLY participant April 2014  

   Now, my lunch choices are different. I love packing my lunch…I got more 
creative with it…the kale salad I just made on Monday. —FLY participant 
March 2014  

    3.     “I’m Trying to Teach My Brother”: Ability to Infl uence Family and 
Friends in Purchasing/Cooking/Eating Decisions     
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  Based on the girls’ interests, our conversations during the interview 
process turned to how the FLY program facilitated their ability and inter-
est in passing on their newfound knowledge to their families and friends. 

  One of my friends doesn’t eat French fries anymore because I made her kale 
chips .—FLY participant March 2014  

   I try to convince my mom to switch to better foods. I’m kind of strict with her 
just because she’s my mom. —FLY participant April 2014  

   I’m still trying to keep really healthy. Obviously it’s hard because the food 
industry—the fast food industry—is just everywhere, it can sometimes be more 
convenient, once in a while. But I still do try to keep it up a lot, especially for my 
grandfather, my grandparents. Even I’m teaching them new things they can 
do. —FLY participant April 2014.  

Interviews with FLY staff and volunteers also tangentially moved toward 
how the program enables participants to infl uence their families’ eating 
habits. 

  I defi nitely saw, and heard, the kinds of comments like… oh when I go to the 
grocery store now, I look at where food comes from, or I have infl uenced my 
parents to buy local food or to buy healthier food. —FLY volunteer March 2014  

   She took control over that [shopping for the family’s produce] and is able 
to do that in her family, and her mom is super proud of her. —FLY program 
coordinator May 2014  

    4.     “They Usually Come Out of It Liking Kale!”: Increased Consumption 
of Fruits and Vegetables and Interest in Trying New Foods     

  Staff and volunteers never forced FLY participants to eat new foods, 
but the program was structured to introduce the girls to new ingredients 
every week, and to encourage the consumption of fresh produce. 

  I also liked that we were trying things that I wouldn’t have tried otherwise. I 
mean I love trying new food but there were things that I’d never worked with 
before. —FLY participant March 2014  

   It’s defi nitely been effective…watching their expressions when they see a veg-
etable they’ve never seen before. Or [FLY participant] adding vegetables for the 
fi rst time to her sandwich. —FLY volunteer May 2014  
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   Exposure to new foods [is what they got most out of the FLY program]. They 
usually come out of it liking kale! —FLY program coordinator February 2014  

    5.     “We Should Be Doing Better, Right?”: Ability to Refl ect Critically on 
Food and the Food System; Interest in Seeking Change     

  In my interviews with FLY participants, the participants showed an 
interest in change, though not an interest in  seeking  change. I include 
this benchmark of food literacy with a caveat; while the FLY program 
undoubtedly instilled the girls with an ability to refl ect on problems in 
the food system and to express a desire for an alternate reality, the criti-
cal analysis present in the girls’ thoughts was completely grounded in the 
individual and in change occurring through personal choices. Thus, the 
conversations did not refl ect the ultimate essence of the critical conscious-
ness paradigm under which this benchmark falls. 

  We should really be putting a lot of money into, or care into [food]. It’s nur-
turing our lives. But if we realize that then I think people would make more 
conscious decisions on what we eat…we should be doing better, right? —FLY 
participant March 2014  

   I just think if it [good food] is something you really care about, you make 
an effort to look, because it’s here, it’s everywhere…it has to take the person 
to decide that they want to go out and look for it. —FLY participant March 
2014  

While our conversations demonstrated their ability to refl ect on the food 
system, the girls were not often aware of the larger sociopolitical web that 
impacts how we eat. They blamed the individual rather than the system 
for the resulting problems, and approached the issues from a consumer 
mindset.

    6.     “It Made Me Feel Better About Myself”: Confi dence and Resilience 
Because of Food Knowledge and Skills     

  FLY believes strongly in fostering participants’ confi dence and empow-
erment, and both participants and staff noted how the program trans-
formed the girls’ confi dence. 
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  I went into the program and I was learning all these sorts of things…and I was 
cooking at home and I was learning about real ingredients and…from that 
I defi nitely, I feel like I got more confi dent with food. And food is something 
that I love, so in turn it made me feel better about myself somewhere down the 
line. —FLY participant March 2014  

   When I cook, I just feel like I am good at it. I’m not trying to be egotistical. 
And I just feel really happy when I’m cooking. Like I get into my own little 
world. —FLY participant April 2014  

   That’s where the empowerment piece comes from, seeing themselves in that 
food because it came from them. —FLY program coordinator February 2014   

   The Discord Among Beliefs, Intention, and Reality 

 Analysis of primary research conducted during the FLY program reveals 
that the main benchmarks of food literacy that the participants demon-
strated included improved cooking skills and cooking more meals from 
scratch; increased nutrition knowledge and the ability or desire to purchase 
healthy foods; and the ability to infl uence family and friends in purchasing, 
cooking, or eating decisions. It is clear that the FLY program facilitated 
the acquisition of food literacy in its participants. However, participants 
acquired a specifi c type of food literacy in line with the individualized, 
consumerist paradigm rooted in functional knowledge and technical skills. 

 The approach to food literacy that encourages the individual to live 
well and enjoy healthy food within the current confi nes of the market 
was also evident in the type of language used when talking about food 
and food systems. The language of individual choice was employed when 
participants discussed making healthy lunch  choices ,  choosing  food based 
on nutrition labels, making  better decisions  when shopping, and when par-
ticipants emphasized the need for individuals make  an effort  to seek out 
produce, or the need to act as examples by making the  right choices . 

 On paper the FLY program claims to defi ne and instill food literacy 
from a dual paradigm approach. However, in practice and in execution, 
the understanding and approach to food literacy that guides programming 
is rooted more in encouraging healthy choices and individual behavior 
modifi cation. This is not a critique of the program, for the participants 
gain food literacy. However, the food literacy acquired clearly aligns with 
only one of two food literacy paradigms that the program seeks to pursue 
in theory. It is unsurprising that the program demonstrates this discord 
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between theory and reality, for it is simpler and easier to teach concrete 
food skills and individual behavior modifi cation for health and well-being 
than to shape active citizens who can critically engage with contemporary 
food systems issues. As one FLY volunteer noted in our March 2014 con-
versation, “it’s hard to move from food skills to larger issues of justice and 
food systems issues…because of the complexity of each of the issues, it was 
hard to have enough time, or even to create a safe enough space to push 
the issues a bit further.”   

   BUILDING A STRONGER FOOD EDUCATION PROGRAM 
FOR FOOD LITERACY 

 For all the programming, meal preparation, and activities that FLY offers, 
the program is not without struggle. The 2013–2014 FLY program faced 
an unprecedented lack of regular participant attendance, coupled with poor 
participant retention. It is diffi cult to discern the cause of these problems, 
though it is not the intent of this chapter to do so. Nevertheless, the gen-
eral consensus among staff and volunteers attributed lack of attendance to 
a combination of terrible winter weather that made it diffi cult for teenag-
ers to travel, some participants having to choose paid work that confl icted 
with the FLY schedule, other participants needing to care for younger or 
older family members, and a lack of institutionalization between the FLY 
program and participating schools. It is essential to recognize this year’s 
lack of attendance, not only because it impacted the data collected, but 
also because with lower attendance came the revelation of some barriers 
to creating effective food programming for food literacy. As one volunteer 
noted, “the attendance was a bit unstable. Which then affected the curric-
ulum because there is a continuity” (FLY volunteer March 2014). When 
attendance is low or participants cannot regularly attend on a weekly basis, 
it becomes more challenging to build on skills and concepts and to delve 
into more complex food systems issues. 

 The barriers to programming most frequently present in the analysis of 
my data were lack of resources and lack of time. While the FLY program is 
free to participants, The Stop is unable to incentivize the program due to 
funding constraints. By not providing resources to the girls—transporta-
tion tokens, sibling care, or a program honorarium—access to food educa-
tion programming becomes limited based on one’s socioeconomic status. 
Moreover, a signifi cant number of references were made to a lack of time 

YOUTH AND FOOD LITERACY: A CASE STUDY OF FOOD EDUCATION... 195



in the program to fully explore food systems concepts through a critical 
lens. As volunteers and staff surmised, due to time constraints it becomes 
easier to pursue the familiar: In this case, individual behavior modifi cation 
and functional food skills. 

 The barriers of resources and time impacted both participant attendance 
and FLY’s ability to expand programming to move beyond a dominance 
of functional food skills and individual, consumer-driven food literacy. It 
may be diffi cult to remove these barriers; however, they are important to 
note, for addressing them could improve attendance by way of eliminating 
socioeconomic driven hurdles to participation.  

   DOES FOOD LITERACY MEAN FOOD SYSTEMS CHANGE? 
 As food education programs have expanded in number, the assumption 
remains that food education will create a food literate population, and 
with food literacy will come impactful change (see Jaffe and Gertler  2006 ; 
Goodman and DuPuis  2002 ; Howard and Brichta  2013  for examples). This 
chapter established that a food education program like FLY can impart food 
literacy in its participants, though the food literacy gained predominantly 
follows a specifi c paradigm. A food literacy based on the critical conscious-
ness paradigm was unable to fully fl ourish in the FLY program, despite the 
goals and intended outcomes of the program. Given this conclusion, one of 
the next logical questions is whether the food literacy gained can contribute 
to the promotion of some type of wider food systems change. 

   Transformative Learning in Food Literacy for Change 

 There is little evidence that links the acquisition of food literacy to wider 
food systems change. To question whether food literacy gained in a pro-
gram like FLY can facilitate change, it thus becomes necessary to move 
into a broader selection of literature. For example, asking what type of 
 learning  can instigate change leads to a signifi cant body of literature on 
transformative learning and its role in fostering wider, systems-based 
change. Originally put forth by Jack Mezirow ( 1997 ,  2009 ) as a process 
of adult learning, transformative learning occurs through critical refl ec-
tion, engaging in discourse, and taking action. It is a process that repre-
sents a change of consciousness and impacts “how the learner perceives 
and makes sense of the world” (Kerton and John Sinclair  2010 , 401). 
Transformative learning is not comprised of simply gathering functional 
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skills or knowledge for individual change, but is rather a learning that 
shifts one’s frame of reference to effect change. 

 The execution of transformative learning in practice combines critical 
awareness and refl ection, discourse, and broader social engagement, and 
theory asserts that it is this combination of outcomes that fosters change. 
Strikingly, these three benchmarks of transformative learning are some of 
the same benchmarks of the more politically and socially aware, systems- 
based and critically conscious food literacy paradigm identifi ed earlier in 
this chapter. What we can glean from the similarities demonstrated is that 
the broader, more critically conscious food literacy is indicative of a process 
of transformative learning, something to which Sumner ( 2012 ) alludes as 
well in her conference paper on food literacy and education. 

 If a food education program like FLY strives to teach food literacy with 
an end goal of fostering some type of change beyond infl uencing indi-
vidual choice, or if food education programs are created with the goal 
of instilling food literacy for wider change, then the program must instill 
not only the dominant paradigm of individual, consumer-driven func-
tional food literacy, but also the broader, more engaged and aware para-
digm of food literacy. If a food education participant acquires the type of 
food literacy present in the paradigm of critical consciousness and broader 
engagement, they will have, to some extent, undergone a process of trans-
formative learning.  

   Re-evaluating the FLY Program 

 Is it benefi cial to continue pursuing the current FLY program model con-
sidering it imparts only one type of food literacy in its participants, which 
on its own may not foster wider food systems change? While food literacy 
is gained, this is accompanied by the ability to reach only a small number 
of participants on a signifi cant human and physical resource investment. 
The outcomes noted in this year’s FLY program, coupled with program’s 
barriers and constraints, thus suggest that the FLY program is not a par-
ticularly scalable model, particularly since the program’s outcomes and 
challenges exist within a fairly well-resourced organization compared to 
others involved in food efforts. 

 Given the problematic participant attrition and attendance encountered 
by the program, it may be worthwhile to more heavily invest in outreach 
and recruitment at the beginning of each program year. Enrolling more 
girls would not only improve attendance, but also, by extension, could 
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help facilitate a program environment more conducive to community- 
based projects and learning activities that foster a critical awareness of the 
food system. It may also be advisable to implement more rigidity in cur-
riculum structure, such that activities that support transformative learn-
ing and critical engagement with food systems issues are not set aside in 
favor of functional cooking skills-based activities. This could foster a more 
balanced curriculum that incorporates advocacy and community engage-
ment activities identifi ed in the FLY internal logic model and work plan, 
including zines, videos, and peer-led food systems awareness presenta-
tions. These preliminary possibilities are prospects that could be explored 
in future work and research efforts.   

   CONCLUSION 
 This chapter evaluates conversations around food literacy that exist in 
academic and organizational literature and establishes two primary food 
literacy paradigms and associated benchmark measures. One of the pri-
mary goals of this research was to evaluate whether, and to what extent, 
food education programs like FLY can instill food literacy in their partici-
pants. With the aforementioned food literacy defi nitions and benchmarks 
serving as a foundation, this case-study research establishes that FLY pri-
marily facilitates the dominant food literacy paradigm of a neoliberal con-
sciousness that will not necessarily lead to wider change, for it focuses 
on individual behavior modifi cation within the current food system. This 
outcome occurs despite the program’s expressed interest in, and intention 
of, facilitating both food literacy paradigms identifi ed in this work. 

 The research summarized in this chapter furthers the conversation on 
what exactly is meant by the term food literacy, and begins to answer the 
question of what types of food literacy are instilled in participants of pro-
grams like FLY. Nonetheless, discussion must continue on what the best 
form of food education may be if a more critical and engaged food literacy 
is desired, and if a reskilling of eaters and a reclamation of the food system 
is the goal.     
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    CHAPTER 11   

        INTRODUCTION 
  Why did my school stop selling chocolate chip cookies the size of my head? Why 
does not my school sell pop anymore? Why does all the pizza come with a whole- 
wheat crust? Why is there so much local food at school now?  If students stud-
ied school food and nutrition policies (SFNPs), they could answer these 
questions. Teaching about policy in schools takes it from the hidden cur-
riculum—part of the unspoken academic, social, and cultural messages 
communicated to students (Hidden Curriculum  2014 )—and makes it 
explicit. It takes students from being passive recipients of policy to active 
participants throughout the policy process—from identifying the need for 
policy change to developing, adopting, implementing, and evaluating it. 

 Weaver-Hightower ( 2011 ) provides compelling arguments that food 
in schools warrants greater attention from the educational community. 
This chapter makes the case for engaging students in a neglected aspect of 
school food, learning about SFNPs. The chapter begins by summarizing 
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the current state of SFNPs in Canada. It then provides context for study-
ing SFNPs in relation to comprehensive school health (CSH), student 
engagement, and citizenship education. Next, the chapter reports on 
nutrition education initiatives that are related to teaching students about 
SFNPs, suggests questions that curricula on SFNP could address, and 
identifi es considerations for teachers who want to incorporate SFNPs into 
their teaching. The chapter concludes with a brief summary of potential 
benefi ts of teaching and learning about SFNPs.  

   SFNPS IN CANADA 
 Across Canada, all provinces and the Yukon Territory have adopted school 
nutrition policies or guidelines that contain requirements or recommenda-
tions for school foods. These policies are designed to improve food envi-
ronments that will lead to improved food choices by students and, in turn, 
contribute to improved student health. Although evaluations conducted in a 
number of provinces indicate some improvements to the nutritional quality 
of foods in schools, results are inconsistent (Downs et al.  2012 ; Fung et al. 
 2013 ; Watts et al.  2014 ). Results also show that after policy adoption, more 
students may opt to bring food from home or purchase food from non-school 
outlets (Fung et al.  2013 ; Vine et al.  2014 ) and that schools face considerable 
resistance from a range of stakeholders to implementing the policies (Downs 
et al.  2012 ; Vine and Elliott  2013 ; Taylor et al.  2011 ). Common challenges 
include concerns about lost school revenue due to decreased sales of food, 
confl ict regarding the food-related roles and responsibilities of schools relative 
to parental roles, and students’ negative reactions to changes to schools foods 
(Downs et al.  2012 ; Taylor et al.  2011 ; Vine and Elliott  2013 ). In order to 
enhance implementation of SFNPs, researchers have recommended numer-
ous solutions (Downs et al.  2012 ; Mâsse and de Niet  2013 ; Quintanilha et al. 
 2013 ; Vine et al.  2014 ) including involving parents and students in the devel-
opment and implementation of SFNPs (Downs et al.  2012 ; Vine et al.  2014 ). 
Teaching students about SFNPs operationalizes this recommendation.  

   SETTING THE CONTEXT: CSH, STUDENT ENGAGEMENT, 
AND CITIZENSHIP EDUCATION 

 It is important to situate SFNPs within the context of the classroom. The 
connection between SFNPs and health (refl ecting the four pillars of the CSH 
framework) is evident. Less evident is that SFNPs can also help students 
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learn about policy and the political process, an important aspect of citizen-
ship education. Moreover, as a pedagogical approach, teaching about SFNPs 
can encourage student engagement because it is a real-life, meaningful topic. 

   CSH 

 In Canada, CSH is the primary health promotion framework in 
schools, which is recognized internationally. The framework simulta-
neously supports students’ education while addressing school health 
in a planned, integrated, and holistic way. The framework, as shown in 
Fig.  11.1 , addresses the whole environment of the school and consists 

  Fig. 11.1    CSH framework (Joint Consortium for School Health  2015 )       
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of four inter- related pillars: social and physical environments, teach-
ing and learning, healthy school policy, and partnerships and services 
(Joint Consortium for School Health  2015 ).

   All four pillars of CSH can signifi cantly impact the food and nutri-
tion experiences of students (Bassett-Gunter et  al.  2012 ). The social 
and physical environments of schools impact the types of food outlets 
and specifi c foods available in and around schools, and include facilities 
that enable students to learn about the food chain, from growing, pre-
paring, and preserving food to dealing with food waste. Social environ-
ments include norms and values and the culture of food and nutrition 
within the school, for example, offering foods that refl ect students’ 
cultural backgrounds. Teaching and learning about food includes the 
formal and informal opportunities for students to learn about food and 
nutrition and the extent to which students have access to hands-on 
practical learning experiences within the school environment, such as 
on-site food labs or kitchens, gardens, and/or greenhouses. Healthy 
school policy, in this case SFNPs, “provide a framework by which 
schools can plan, implement, and evaluate nutrition-related actions 
using a coordinated approach that refl ects current dietary guidance” 
(McKenna  2010 , p. S14). SFNPs have the potential to underpin all 
actions and programs pertaining to school food and nutrition. Food 
and nutrition partnerships and services allow schools to capitalize on 
expertise within the community pertaining to food and nutrition and 
can extend the impact of school-based activities into the larger com-
munity. For example, public health nutritionists can provide input 
into menu planning, local farmers may supply foods, and community 
groups can support breakfast and other food programs. In addition, 
school-based health services make it easier for students to seek help for 
food- and nutrition-related health problems. 

 Conceptually, all aspects of CSH are inter-related. Supportive food 
and nutrition environments facilitate and reinforce effective teaching 
and learning that, in turn, is underpinned by constructive policies; all are 
 supported by effective partnerships and services that maximize health and 
learning outcomes. Teaching about SFNPs, specifi cally, intersects two pil-
lars, Teaching and Learning and Healthy School Policy. However, because 
these policies impact the types of food and food services offered in school 
environments and because the policy process entails partnerships, teaching 
about SFNPs addresses all aspects of CSH.  
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   Citizenship Education 

 “Our future public policy depends on the commitments of young 
Canadians and thus deserves the attention of educators and policy- 
makers” (Llewellyn et al.  2007 , p. 1). Citizenship education provides stu-
dents with knowledge of the political, legal, and economic functions of 
modern society, along with the social and moral awareness to function 
effectively (Citizenship Foundation  n.d. ). Interest in citizenship educa-
tion stems at least partly from concerns about low voter turnout rates by 
young people (Chareka and Sears  2006 ). Knowledge of social policies, the 
policy process, and relationships between policy and politics are all com-
ponents of citizenship education. The potential benefi ts are numerous: It 
can help develop students’ self-concept, encourage political engagement, 
and increase their tolerance for others (Morgan and Streb  2001 ). It may 
improve voter turnout and increase political knowledge interest, attitudes, 
civic participation, and an individual’s intent to vote (No author  2015 ). 
Studies have shown that citizenship education may increase students’ 
capacity for community engagement, their understanding of how to help 
others, and their interest in politics and political issues (Westheimer and 
Kahne  2007 ). 

 Chareka and Sears ( 2006 ) observe that young people want to know 
that their political involvement can actually result in change. Learning 
strategies proposed by Llewellyn et al. ( 2007 ) include project-based learn-
ing, community service learning, simulations and workshops, exposure 
to activist role models, developing communities of support and of civic 
practice, and examining contemporary social problems and confl icts. The 
study of SFNPs by students—learning about how SFNPs are created, fac-
tors infl uencing their development and implementation, supports and 
challenges associated with the SFNP process, and evaluation strategies—
provides the basis of projects that offer a useful segue for examining more 
abstract constructs within citizenship education that are vital to students’ 
roles as future citizens and leaders.  

   Student Engagement 

 Student (or youth) engagement consists of involving them in sustained 
and meaningful activities that are focused outside of themselves (Pancer 
et  al.  2002 ). Much has been written about strategies for engaging stu-
dents so they are motivated intrinsically to learn. Facets of engagement 
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include the degree of attention students give a topic, their levels of curios-
ity and interest, and the optimism and passion they bring to their learning 
(Hidden Curriculum  2014 ). Student engagement may take several forms, 
including, (1) academic, (2) cognitive, (3) behavioral, (4) psychological, 
and (5) social (Parsons and Taylor  2011 ). In order to enhance student 
engagement, Friesen ( 2009 ) recommends that work be designed with stu-
dents, not simply for them, but that it is relevant to students and that it 
connects to their world inside and outside of school. Also, it is important 
to involve students in meaningful conversations that address perspectives 
from within and across disciplines. Parsons et al. ( 2014 ) posit that chal-
lenging, authentic, collaborative, and student-directed learning promotes 
student engagement. When student engagement succeeds, students expe-
rience positive classroom learning environments that support academic 
achievement and positive student behaviors. 

 The Joint Consortium for School Health ( 2014 ) recognizes the impor-
tant connection between engagement and health and has created a toolkit 
to assist schools and others with engaging youth. Certainly, SFNPs offer a 
ready-made avenue for engaging students. Eating is a very personal act, and 
young people are in the process of developing their lifelong eating habits. 
A SFNP that impacts the availability of food in schools will undoubtedly 
get students’ attention, especially if it entails replacing favored foods with 
foods that are perceived as less appealing choices (a common response). 
It may be an ‘easy sell’ to engage them in decisions that will affect their 
school food environments.   

   NUTRITION EDUCATION INITIATIVES: TEACHING 
AND LEARNING ABOUT SFNPS 

 SFNPs offer a rich teaching and learning opportunity for students, linking 
education and policy. Moreover, linking the two fi ts well within a multi- 
component (or whole school) approach that includes behavioral, envi-
ronmental, educational, and policy components and is often cited as the 
most effective approach to improve students’ food habits (Waters et al. 
 2011 ; Story et al.  2008 ). But, while the literature often recommends the 
two components, they rarely connect them; SFNPs are seldom proposed 
as a classroom topic. For example, Finland implemented a comprehen-
sive approach that includes policies to support school nutrition, nutrition 
education, and free school meals for all students. Finland regards meals 
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as “pedagogical tools to teach good nutrition and eating habits” and as a 
means to increase consumption of vegetable and fruits, whole grains, and 
low fat milk (Sarlio-Lahteenkorva and Manninen  2010 , p. 172). Finland’s 
nutrition education, however, does not explicitly address SFNPs. Laurence 
et al. ( 2007 ) reported on a whole school intervention in four Australian 
schools to increase fruit and vegetable intake by students. It included a 
nutrition education component and a policy component but did not men-
tion student involvement with the policy. Other multi-component initia-
tives are similar (e.g., Black et al.  2015 ; Rowe et al.  2010 : Scherr et al. 
 2014 ; Woodgate and Sigurdson  2015 ). Likewise, programs designed to 
engage students in social justice education that involve students in working 
on problems within their social context have the opportunity to include 
SFNPs but tend not to do so (e.g., Cammarota and Romero  2011 ). The 
Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada recommends that governments 
strengthen nutrition education in schools and develop SFNPs but does 
not connect the two (Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada  2013 ). 

 Although rare, a number of education modules either directly focus 
on SFNPS or propose learning activities that could be adapted easily to 
include them. For example, Alberta Health Services ( n.d. ) includes a les-
son that asks grade nine students to develop a food policy for their school. 
The lesson encourages students to consider various aspects of SFNPs, 
such as providing the basis for guidelines on the sale and availability of 
food items and supporting the availability of healthy food choices. The 
‘Food Environments’ lesson plan from Johns Hopkins University ( n.d. ) 
uses lectures, discussions, activities, and a group project to help students 
examine how food environments in homes, schools, restaurants, stores, 
and communities affect what they eat. All students examine food in school 
(and may examine food costs and availability as a project), recommend 
improvements to school food, and identify challenges to making these 
improvements. The Public Health Advocacy Curriculum from Stanford 
University (Curran et al.  2012 ) is designed for high-school students and 
consists of ten experiential learning lessons to teach students how their 
neighborhood conditions affect their health and to engage students in 
health-related advocacy efforts. Three of the lessons focus on health 
 advocacy in which students learn several tools, such as writing advocacy 
letters; developing public service announcements; assessing health envi-
ronments using photovoice, mapping, and inventories; and facilitating 
brainstorming sessions for individuals and small and large groups—teach-
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ing and learning strategies that lend themselves to engaging students in 
studying about SFNPs. 

 No evaluations were found on the effectiveness of these specifi c les-
sons or modules. In general, however, evaluations of nutrition education 
in schools indicate that interventions that address student knowledge, atti-
tudes, behaviors, and eating environments are more likely to have a positive 
impact on students’ eating habits than knowledge alone (Waters et al.  2011 ; 
Story et al.  2008 ). A couple of research studies support the positive poten-
tial of teaching about SFNPS. A small study that examined the simulated 
fast food meal preferences of ten students before and after a 30-minute 
nutrition education program found that it mainly improved post-educa-
tion selections: The choices contained signifi cantly fewer calories, as well 
as less cholesterol and carbohydrates, but also less fi ber (Allen et al.  2007 ). 
Likewise, a larger study (n = 1476 intervention students and 656 control 
students) that used a constructivist approach to nutrition education (but did 
not include the study of SFNPs) achieved signifi cant improvements in stu-
dents’ knowledge, effi cacy, and eating behaviors (McCaughtry et al.  2011 ). 
Six one-hour lessons focused on students as active learners, helped them 
connect nutrition education with existing knowledge and their lives outside 
school, and encouraged group work, sharing, discussing, and debating. 

 Just as curricular materials can link to policy, similarly, policy docu-
ments may include a mandate for student involvement. The Saskatchewan 
Ministry of Education does not explicitly link policy to curricula but rec-
ommends that schools engage students in the “development, implementa-
tion and evaluation of school level administrative procedures” that align 
with the nutrition policy of the school division (Saskatchewan Ministry of 
Education  2012 ). Researchers from the USA examined 539 wellness poli-
cies from school districts to assess the extent to which they addressed stu-
dent involvement (Jomaa et al.  2010 ). The document analysis revealed that 
65 % of the policies had a goal to share nutrition information with students, 
63 % reported involving students in annual policy reviews, 49 % reported 
conducting surveys with students, and 44 % reported involving students in 
menu selection. The researchers did not report on whether they assessed if 
classroom learning was examined as a facet of student involvement. 

   Engaging Students in Teaching and Learning about SFNPs 

 The potential teaching topics connected to SFNPs are extensive. Most 
Canadian students, whether they realize it or not, attend schools that have 
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a SFNP adopted by their province or territory, district, or school. Potential 
topics for study include all the components of Canadian SFNPs (SFNPs 
from other countries and agencies could also be studied to compare and 
contrast approaches). All Canadian provinces address nutrition standards 
and school food outlets and one or more policies address: meal sched-
uling/eating environments, food intake of staff, nutrition education/
information, nutrition training of staff/volunteers, family/community 
involvement, food safety, food rewards/punishment, special events/cel-
ebrations, fundraising, food/nutrition monitoring, and school nutrition 
committees. In addition, many schools offer multiple food outlets that 
are covered by SFNPs, each of which could be a site for student investiga-
tion, such as vending machines and canteens, lunch programs available 
through a local restaurant or catering company, school food programs 
such as breakfast programs that provide free or subsidized food, and/or 
cafeteria food services. 
 The steps in the policy process (identifying the need for policy and policy 
development, adoption, implementation, and evaluation) offer an organi-
zational construct for teaching the topic. It is important to note that the 
status of a SFNP will vary among schools. Some schools may have already 
adopted a policy, in which case the questions below provide a basis for 
examining the history of the SFNPs process and identifying potential next 
steps for future policy actions. In schools without SFNPS, the questions 
offer opportunities to involve students throughout the process—with an 
offi cial SFNP as a potential outcome. Although this process is presented 
in a linear fashion, in reality it is often iterative, moving back and forth 
between steps in the policy process.

    (a)      Identify a need for policy and set the stage for policy development 

•    What types of people/groups are interested in raising awareness 
about SFNPs and what is the nature of their involvement in the pro-
cess? Are there other people/groups who could be involved?  

•   What are the reasons people identify a need for a SFNP?  
•   What needs do SFNPs respond to—who is likely to support SFNP 

development and who is likely to challenge the need for them?  
•   What are the current eating habits and food skills of young people, 

their nutrition knowledge/food literacy levels, current health issues 
related to their eating habits, and their knowledge of how their cur-
rent eating habits may impact their long-term eating habits?  
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•   What are the attitudes and views of school-based stakeholders (e.g., 
students, teachers, administrators, food service personnel) toward 
SFNPs, current foods served in schools, nutrition education, food 
skills training, and the role of food in schools?  

•   What is the overall food environment within the school and the 
surrounding area (e.g., number of school food outlets and types of 
foods available nearby) and what conditions within the school food 
environment might support (e.g., school garden) or challenge (e.g., 
food rewards for student accomplishments) SFNPs?  

•   What steps have stakeholders taken to create awareness of the need 
to improve school food and what advocacy strategies could further 
increase awareness?      

   (b)     Develop a SFNP 

•    Who develops policies and what steps are involved? How long does 
it take to develop a typical SFNP?  

•   What types of groups are usually involved in SFNP development?  
•   How is the policy development process communicated and to whom?  
•   Is there a SFNP that applies to this school (from the province/terri-

tory, district, and or school)? If not, are there policies that are rele-
vant to this school (e.g., the school is in a province that recommends 
but does not require policy adoption)?  

•   How does this policy and resources to support the school’s SFNP 
compare and contrast with SFNPs from other jurisdictions? What 
policy components and resources from other jurisdictions might be 
applicable to a SFNP for this school?  

•   How does the SFNP document meet the needs of this school that 
were identifi ed in the ‘identifying the need’ section?  

•   How can a SFNP connect with other related policies and programs 
at a school?      

   (c)     Adopt a SFNP 

•    How are SFNPs adopted (e.g., through legislation or other means)?  
•   At what levels can they be adopted (e.g., country, province/terri-

tory, district, school)?  
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•   Who needs to be informed that a policy has been adopted and how is 
the adoption of a policy communicated? Should special communica-
tion be targeted to groups likely to support and oppose the policy?  

•   What steps would be needed for a SFNP to be adopted by this school?  
•   (If a policy exists already) What is the degree of awareness of the 

policy within the school community? What are the attitudes toward 
it by students, parents, and the broader school community? What 
was the response to policy adoption (e.g., in the local media)?      

   (d)     Implement a SFNP 

•    What steps occur during the implementation of a SFNP? What 
groups are typically involved in SFNP implementation?  

•   What strategies are likely to enhance policy implementation (e.g., 
make changes during holidays, engage stakeholders in the change 
process)?  

•   How will this school implement its policy, for example, which com-
ponents will be implemented fi rst?  

•   What resources will be available to support implementation? How 
will implementation be linked to other food and health programs 
and activities within the school?  

•   How can the larger school community be engaged in SFNP 
implementation?  

•   Who will have overall responsibility and accountability for policy 
implementation?  

•   (If a policy exists already) To what extent are all components of the 
policy being implemented? What resources, if any, exist to support 
policy implementation? What steps have been taken to achieve pol-
icy implementation? What steps could students take to assist with 
implementation?      

   (e)     Evaluate a SFNP 

•    What does it mean to evaluate a SFNP? Why are evaluations con-
ducted and what are potential outcomes of these evaluations? What 
evaluations of SFNPs have been conducted in this school or elsewhere, 
with what results? What can be learned from evaluating SFNPs?  
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•   How will the policy process be monitored and what roles can stu-
dents play in the monitoring process? What specifi c indicators will be 
used for each of the various components of the policy?  

•   What will be done with the evaluation results? How will they be 
communicated to the larger school community? Who is accountable 
for the overall policy process?  

•   (If a policy exists already) Are any aspects of policy implementa-
tion monitored? If so, what are the results? How often is the policy 
reviewed and what happens with the results?        

 These questions provide the basis for extensive learning that could 
occur in relation to SFNPs. The topic lends itself to active learning strate-
gies, which can engage students and promote citizenship goals. Students 
could, for example,

•    establish a food and nutrition committee, either within the class or 
within the whole school, to assist with the SFNP process; include 
regular updates to students who are not on the committee.  

•   create an inventory of current foods available and the food environ-
ments in and around the school (e.g., using a survey and photovoice 
approach) and identify potential healthier (and tasty, appealing, and 
economical alternatives via taste-testing and other methods) in rela-
tion to the SFNP nutrition standards.  

•   facilitate brainstorming sessions to identify student and school com-
munity suggestions for improving school food.  

•   Role-play as nutrition experts to analyze the nutritional quality and 
appeal of food outlets in and around the school, and make expert 
recommendations in accordance with the SFNP from their school 
(or if there is no SFNP, a SFNP from another jurisdiction).  

•   develop recipes for foods that meet the SFNP and could be served 
in school. This activity could be part of a contest such as the 
US-based Kids ‘State Dinner’ (see:    http://www.letsmove.gov/
kids-state-dinner    ).  

•   develop a social marketing campaign to support the need for a SFNP 
and/or its adoption and implementation, including creating pub-
lic service announcements, advocacy letters, and identifying local 
and international champions to promote healthy eating (e.g., Jamie 
Oliver and Michelle Obama).  
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•   research effective strategies to implement SFNPs that help students 
eat healthy food and determine the feasibility of implementing them 
(e.g., lower the price of healthier foods).  

•   include a school garden/greenhouse as a component of the SFNP 
and implement the change to increase the availability of healthy 
foods and help students learn more about food.  

•   participate in food preparation in the school cafeteria (as part of the 
curriculum or on a volunteer basis) as part of policy implementation.  

•   invite guest speakers (e.g., public health nutritionists, local chefs 
and farmers, representatives from food-related organizations) and/
or participate in fi eld trips to nearby schools/farms/food outlets to 
learn strategies to assist with policy implementation and evaluation.  

•   assist with monitoring policy compliance.  
•   conduct surveys during various phases as part of evaluating the pol-

icy process (e.g., awareness and attitudes of the school community 
toward the SFNP).      

   CONSIDERATIONS 
 SFNPs have the potential to have far-reaching positive effects on stu-
dent learning and health. For the topic to be taught effectively, however, 
important aspects must be considered.

    1.    Pedagogical approaches—active and engaged learning by students is 
foundational to this topic. The list above provides examples of strate-
gies for achieving engagement. In addition, teachers will need to con-
sider parameters for the actual changes that might occur as a result of 
teaching about SFNPs (is the topic an ‘academic exercise’ or some-
thing that could result in actual change?). Some students may be very 
receptive to learning about SFNPs and improving the nutritional qual-
ity of food in their school from the outset, but others may question the 
initiative. Teachers will need to be prepared to teach learners with 
diverse perspectives and experiences.   

   2.    Scope and sequence and curriculum objectives—all aspects of SFNPs 
and all school food outlets covered by SFNPs can be topics. The poten-
tial scope is broad. An overall contribution that teaching about SFNPs 
can make is to help make healthy eating a normal expectation in 
schools. Teachers will need to ensure that certain aspects of SFNPs, 
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such as school food programs that entail offering free or subsidized 
food, are not taught in a manner that might stigmatize or cause dis-
comfort among students. In terms of sequencing, schools can address 
this topic as soon as students begin school. It is important that initial 
lessons on SFNPs are simple and straightforward; complexity may 
increase with students’ age and maturity. Coordination among teachers 
is important in order to build on students’ previous knowledge and 
skills from year to year. Lastly, in order to justify including this topic, it 
will be important for teachers to link the study of SFNPs to required 
learning outcomes of students, which will vary from province to 
province.   

   3.    Stand alone and/or integrated curricula—this topic lends itself to 
being taught using an integrated approach and from a ‘problem solv-
ing perspective.’ For example, the topic can cover mathematics (e.g., 
calculations for nutrient standards), sciences (e.g., policy components 
as a refl ection of biological requirements), language arts (e.g., writing 
about policy, communicating information about SFNPs, and debating 
the role of the policy), media studies (e.g., response to the policy by the 
media), drama and the arts (e.g., learning advocacy strategies and con-
ducting photovoice projects), and citizenship education/social stud-
ies/political science (e.g., advocating for improved school food and 
nutrition, learning the policy process, and conducting surveys). 
Alternatively, the topic could be covered in health or nutrition courses 
where the students could use a problem-based approach to answer 
some or all of the questions about the policy process that were posed 
above.   

   4.    School- and community-based opportunities—because nutrition edu-
cation is likely to succeed best when it is part of a multi- component 
approach, it is helpful for schools to link teaching about SFNPs to 
other school food and nutrition and CSH initiatives (especially promo-
tion of physical activity), citizenship education activities, and student 
engagement activities. Community partners are potential 
contributors.   

   5.    Communication—teachers and school administrators and school coun-
cils will fi nd it helpful to inform members of the school community 
that they are covering the topic as it might have an impact outside the 
classroom. Since healthy eating is not yet a normal expectation for all 
schools, teachers who address this topic may receive some negative 
feedback.   
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   6.    Assessment of student learning—teachers will need to determine how 
to assess the active learning strategies associated with this topic, such as 
problem-based learning and assessment, group work, presentations, 
and hands-on projects. If school food or other components of a SFNP 
change due to the students’ learning, it will be important to capture 
these changes.   

   7.    Teacher training—in terms of content, it is important that teachers 
understand policy and the policy process in general, SFNPs specifi cally, 
the CSH framework, and the school food and nutrition environment in 
their school and nearby community, and can make connections with 
other topics, such as citizenship education. They also require peda-
gogical skills that enable them to make the topic relevant by linking 
policy, which is more abstract, to concrete examples and outcomes, and 
to interest and actively engage students in learning about policy. 
Teachers would benefi t from assistance on both the content of SFNPs 
and approaches to teaching the topic. Most provinces will have employ-
ees who work with SFNPs and could serve as excellent resources to 
help teachers.   

   8.    Potential supports and concerns—support for teaching about SFNPs 
may come from within the school community as well as concerned 
parents, health professionals, chefs, environmental groups, farmers, 
school funding organizations, and others within the larger community. 
Literature and resources are becoming more available (e.g., the 
Nourishing School Communities and Power Up projects in Canada 
both address school-based policies).     

 The topic is not without challenges. Common concerns apply, such as, 
not enough time in the curriculum, inadequate teacher preparation, and 
insuffi cient resources for teaching this topic. Perez-Escamilla et al. ( 2002 ) 
surveyed over 100 elementary teachers in Connecticut and reported that 
lack of curricular fl exibility was a key factor for teachers who did not teach 
nutrition in the classroom. Only 1 % of the teachers strongly agreed that 
enough nutrition is taught in the classroom (n = 3). 

 Because this topic is based on situational learning, it requires careful 
planning, as well as fl exibility and backup plans when situations change. 
Students’ initial responses to learning about SFNPs may vary from indif-
ference to strong positive responses and strong negative responses; teach-
ers will need to be prepared to integrate all responses into their teaching. 
In addition, Manning and Edwards ( 2014 ) caution against only involving 
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students in a token way (e.g., serving on advisory committees). Jomaa 
et  al. ( 2010 , p.  378) note that “further studies are needed to identify 
barriers for student involvement, the best practices for schools to adopt 
student engagement activities, and factors needed to ensure the sustain-
ability and effi cacy of these efforts [toward student involvement] on the 
long-term dietary behaviors of youth.” Overall, it is fair to say that while 
teaching about SFNPs offers considerable opportunities for meaningful 
learning, it also offers some potential risks for teachers.  

   CONCLUSION 
 Schools educate by the foods they offer day in and day out, for better or 
worse. Although SFNPs have spread across the country since 2005, Canada 
is still not at a point where all students attend schools where healthy eating 
(and full implementation of SFNPs) is the norm. The modern food sup-
ply is too complex to be captured by a set of nutrient standards. Adopting 
SFNPs that refl ect a CSH approach can help schools fulfi ll not simply the 
‘letter’ of a policy (following its nutrient standards), but its ‘spirit’ (pro-
viding foods that will optimize student health and learning). Educating 
students about SFNPs will help them to better understand the ‘spirit’ of 
SFNPs and to contribute meaningfully to all aspects of the policy process. 
 Moreover, teaching about SFNPs capitalizes on an opportunity that 
already exists in most Canadian schools. It offers a meaningful oppor-
tunity to engage students in learning more about food and nutrition 
decision-making, interactions between policy and food environments and 
food choices, and the policy process. Potential health-related benefi ts 
are that it may increase students’ sense of ownership of healthy eating in 
schools, which may have a positive impact on their food choices (Jomaa 
et al.  2010 ). More buy-in from students and potentially less resistance to 
SFNPs are additional benefi ts and, by capitalizing on student input and 
engaging them in meaningful ways, improved SFNPs and more effective 
policy implementation may result. Jomaa et al. ( 2010 ) indicate that stu-
dent involvement in SFNPs may even help with the prevention of obesity. 

 The use of active learning strategies to support student learning about 
SFNPs and a comprehensive approach can have a long-lasting impact 
on students, equipping them with important skills to help them make 
informed food choices, infl uence food environments, and shape policy deci-
sion-making over the long term. Potential transferable skills from study-
ing SFNPs include: problem solving, decision-making, advocacy, critical 
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thinking, teamwork and cooperation through group projects, positive and 
constructive infl uence and persuasion, debating, and inter- personal com-
munication, both with other students and policy stakeholders. Overall, 
students who learn about SFNPs in school are better positioned to achieve 
better health and to become active and engaged citizens.     
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    CHAPTER 12   

        INTRODUCTION 
 Our chapter is rooted in an interdisciplinary approach to understanding 
justice in food systems. We are all sociology students in or graduates of 
the Iowa State University Graduate Program in Sustainable Agriculture 
(ISU GPSA), the fi rst graduate program in sustainable agriculture in the 
USA established in 2001 (Kirschenmann  2004 ). The program offers grad-
uate degrees in “the evaluation, analysis, design, and implementation of 
 sustainable agricultural systems” (Delate  2006 :445). The focus on sustain-
ability and specifi cally sustainable agriculture offers promise that academia 
is engaging in pressing questions related to systemic change; however, 
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we found that students and faculty often lack a language and the space to 
engage together in questions of justice, especially when these questions 
may be critical of existing dominant epistemological and philosophical 
approaches to questions of sustainability. We were part of a group of stu-
dents who, with the mentorship of several of our faculty, successfully led an 
effort to institutionalize a social justice cross-disciplinary concentration area 
within our program curriculum (Carter et al.  2014 ). We draw upon our 
personal experiences within our graduate program as well as intersectional 
social science literature and pedagogy to propose alternative frameworks for 
understanding justice in, and ultimately transforming how we learn about, 
food systems. Together we learned to hear the silenced and we began to 
make visible the invisible. We acknowledge with gratitude the many other 
students and several faculty with whom we struggled in our work; however, 
in this chapter, we speak only of our own experience in an effort to join a 
larger conversation within and beyond our program, and beyond this book, 
about what it means to be agents of change in a broken system. 

 We share with you the process through which we learned to unlearn 
the colonization of our learning about sustainability by corporate, capital-
ist agriculture and began to heal, fi nding both strength to question and 
power in our community. This chapter is an act of resistance and also an 
exercise in vulnerability. We are learning alternatives in order to not let 
our hearts or minds be colonized (Shiva  2015 ). This chapter is our orange 
paper: warm, bright, and alive. We named it “orange” four years ago when 
we fi rst discussed the possibility of its existence in contrast to a previous 
case study we wrote and referred to as “the blue paper.” In this chapter, 
we try to avoid that cold, professional, academic voice that we found we so 
often use when discussing social justice because we want to be taken seri-
ously, to be respected as scientists and scholars. This orange paper presents 
us with an opportunity to share our whole selves; a chance to be true to 
who we are as individuals and who we are as a group; “writing this uncon-
ventional [chapter] is a form of resistance against cultural and academic 
hegemony” (Mayuzumi  2006 :22). 

 As we write this, Angie is still a graduate student within the ISU GPSA 
program, Jess is employed in local food systems work in the state of Iowa, 
and Claudia, who was an international student, is now a professor in Colima, 
México. We chose to analyze our experiences and positionality as students 
and graduates of our program through  autoethnography  (Ellis  2004 ; 
Ellingson and Ellis  2008 ). Autoethnography has provided us a liberating 
methodology through which to understand and share our experience as 
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graduate students who found solace, transformation, and, ultimately, heal-
ing through community as we successfully integrated social justice within 
our program’s curriculum. This autoethnography, this orange paper, is 
also an act of resistance to the often taken-for-granted norms of scientifi c 
discourse (Ellingson and Ellis  2008 :450). We explore our engagement in 
nonconventional pedagogical approaches rooted in community and social 
justice as students in an interdisciplinary graduate program in sustainable 
agriculture. Through these approaches, we discovered new ways of know-
ing, thinking, and learning about sustainability, as well as about our own 
positionality in our work and research. Most importantly, we found a safe 
space within academia to question our own positionality as researchers and 
the weight of our compromises and struggles as agents of change. The 
power we found in our community of students continues to feed us today 
in our scholarship, activism, and community engagement. 

 The following questions have guided our refl ection during these four 
years: What was involved in our own process of unlearning and relearning 
about systems of power in agriculture and food systems? How do we avoid 
replicating dominant systems of oppression in our learning of sustainabil-
ity? Building upon those experiences, how do we create transformative 
spaces for ourselves, our colleagues, and our students to continue the pro-
cess of unlearning in and beyond the classroom? 

 Drawing upon the work of bell hooks ( 1994 ), we argue that learning 
to build sustainable food systems demands liberating and transformative 
pedagogical approaches that call the  banking system of education  and 
its preservation of the status quo (Freire  1993  [1970]), as well as our own 
privilege, into question. Engaging teaching that transgresses boundaries, 
dismantles power structures, and creates an environment in which stu-
dents might empower themselves as active agents is not often rewarded 
in the traditional education system. It is, as we have learned, subversive 
and not without consequence. In fact, as hooks writes, such pedagogy is 
political activism, as it challenges the hegemonic narratives of education 
and power ( 1994 :203). In this paper, we share our journey of alienation 
and healing as we learned to unlearn through resistance and community.  

   OUR ACADEMIC EXPERIENCE 
 The ISU GPSA is the fi rst graduate program in the USA that explicitly stated 
in its name that its focus was sustainable agricultural practices (Kirschenmann 
 2004 ). ISU is a public, research-intensive,  land-grant university  (Mast 
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 2012 ) located in Ames, Iowa. Throughout its history, ISU has gained 
a reputation as a leader in agriculture, engineering, veterinary medicine, 
consumer science, and for a commitment to university extension (Osei-
Kofi  et al.  2010 :328). Its mission is to “create, share, and apply knowledge 
to make Iowa and the world a better place,” and, to do this, ISU has com-
mitted to being a leader in the development of “more sustainable ways to 
produce and deliver safe and nutritious food, water, minerals, and energy” 
(Iowa State University  n.d. ). 

 Land-grant universities are often considered “hegemonic institutions 
in the sense that they develop and transmit ideas, discourses, and prac-
tices that constitute the ‘common sense’ of the agrifood system” (Allen 
 2004 :55). This “common sense” then marginalizes even the question of 
other ideas, systems of knowledge production, or alternative practices, 
and results in a “monoculture of the mind” that limits our science and 
its practice (Shiva  2003 ). While most defi nitions of agricultural sustain-
ability emphasize the equal value of social, economic, and environmen-
tal components (Robinson and Tinker  1995 ), many leave out analysis of 
power relationships, such as who is, or is not, included in decision-making 
(Allen et al.  1991 :35). Therefore, it is especially important that agricul-
tural research oriented toward fi nding solutions to ecological and social 
problems include consciousness of power and privilege lest we work in 
a “luxury of obliviousness” (Johnson  2005 :22) that perpetuates existing 
oppressions (Allen  2004 :88). 

 Well-intentioned, we, along with other students in our program, often 
fell back to the mythology of opting out of the capitalist agrifood system 
(e.g., I grow all my own vegetables! I will just start my own off-the-grid 
farm!) or using personal choice (e.g., I would never shop at WalMart!) 
as an answer to the injustice of our food system. Dixon ( 2014 ) calls this 
contemporary narrative categorically false, and argues, “unless we see how 
choices about food are constrained we may not be in positions to correct 
for these obstacles to free agency in respect to food” (178). She explains 
that knowledge about how to eat is not enough, because “[t]he kinds of 
circumstances that constrain the freedom to eat nutritious food include: 
lack of money, lack of time, no transportation, no accessible place to shop, 
diminished physical mobility, or ineffectual public policy at the local, state, 
federal, or global level” (178). We were privileged as students, able to cre-
ate boundaries between our topics of study and research and our real lives. 
It was easy to remain unaware of the structural processes of inequality in 
the agrifood system, and perhaps also easier to blame others, since we were 
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in the privileged position to be able to make decisions about what, when, 
how, and with whom we eat. 

 The institutional culture in which we worked as students convinced 
us that we needed to “adjust our lenses” if we wanted to learn to act on 
behalf of food justice (Dixon  2014 :184), and so we worked together to 
create opportunities for students and faculty to discuss social justice and 
inequality in the agrifood system. These conversations, however, often left 
us feeling at a loss, angry, and hurt. It was as if we were supposed to leave 
our values and our passion at the door and exchange them for value-free, 
objective “scientifi c” research; yet we knew, as feminist standpoint theory 
teaches us, that there is no value-free knowledge, that questions asked (or, 
most often, not asked) by science refl ect systems of power (Smith  1974 ; 
Collins  1991 ). As Mohanty reminds us, “There can, of course, be no apo-
litical scholarship.” ( 1984 : 334). 

 As students, we knew, it was rare to have the power to incorporate our 
own knowledge and ideas within the curriculum, but the GPSA was open 
to this. We wanted to change the curriculum because what we were learn-
ing was not what we needed to change the system and, in many cases, 
sustained injustice. Our efforts were intended to improve our program 
and the culture of our university, thereby providing a framework for future 
cohorts of students to engage in systemic change more directly. Our pro-
gram did not have a framework that could help us to identify tools for 
engaging questions of injustice at their heart, and so we turned to our 
community of students for inspiration and courage as we asked hard ques-
tions about systems of power and challenged institutional hegemony. As 
we began to work purposively together, we refl ected about what brought 
us to this group and what inspired us to propose changes in our program. 
As students, we gravitated toward opportunities in our local communities 
and on our campus to explore this consciousness of power and privilege. 
We met resistance to our efforts and faced intimidation as individuals. 
We also found opportunities, together, to share our experiences of having 
grappled with power and privilege in other contexts in our lives. 

 In our efforts, we found support from campus resources and mentors. 
ISU offers a Social Justice in Higher Education Certifi cate Program with 
professors who were eager to engage in our questions about justice in 
the agrifood system and epistemological questions about our research. We 
each took classes in this program, and successfully worked to include many 
of them within our program’s new social justice cross-disciplinary concen-
tration area. They helped us to fi nd the language needed to understand 

LEARNING TO TRANSGRESS: CREATING TRANSFORMATIVE SPACES... 225



and explain our reality and the challenges that we were facing during our 
efforts to integrate social justice within our own program curriculum. We 
took a risk and successfully applied for a Provost Diversity Grant even 
though several of our faculty suggested that it was not yet the right time. 
This grant provided funding and also credibility for our work. Further, we 
were able to use the university infrastructure to meet, providing opportu-
nities to create safe spaces for our discussions and initiatives as other stu-
dents involved in this endeavor held us accountable to our original goals 
and purpose. We had the fortune to fi nd a professor in our department 
and program, Dr. Betty Wells, whose concern with our inner well-being 
(hooks  1994 :17) inspired her to regularly attend our meetings, giving 
us insight into how the system worked, and suggestions to fi ght back, or 
win people over to our cause. As we refl ect now on the beginning of our 
efforts, we realize that our student group and those meetings became 
an important, communal place that enhanced the likelihood of collective 
effort in creating and sustaining a learning community (hooks  1994 :8). 
Through these efforts, we began to create community, and thanks to these 
efforts we are continuing to learn how we—as students, and now, profes-
sionals engaged in activism, scholarship, and food systems work—can be 
agents of change in the food system as we engage with issues of injustice 
on our campus and in our work. 

 In this group, we refl ected upon past experiences, sharing moments, 
ideas, and strategies that helped us to learn better. We discussed not only 
the materials we wanted to include in our efforts, but also, the learn-
ing strategies. We attempted to share these approaches with the larger 
community of students and faculty in our sustainable agriculture program 
through targeted interventions and course modules. We knew we would 
eventually graduate and leave our program, and so we were purposeful 
and strategic in engaging new student cohorts and new faculty allies to 
participate in our work with us. We were learning to unlearn, looking for 
better ways to teach about social justice. It was a demanding effort, but 
“ engaged pedagogy ” always is (hooks  1994 :15). It was only later that we 
became aware that we were engaging in a progressive, holistic education. 

 These efforts were motivated by not only wanting to adjust our lenses, 
but also trying to change the institutional culture in which we worked. To 
illustrate this culture, we explain briefl y an event that drew national atten-
tion and critique to our university during our time as students. 

 In the summer of 2011, we learned about our university’s partner-
ship with AgriSol Energy’s international development project in Tanzania, 
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which promised to provide “wealth and development” to the 162,000 
refugees who were or were in the process of being displaced in the compa-
ny’s planned establishment of “world-class, sustainable and environmen-
tally responsible farming methods” upon the refugees’ farmland (Oakland 
Institute  2012 ). Bruce Rastetter, co-founder and managing director of 
AgriSol Energy, was also at the time the Iowa Board of Regents Pro Tem 1  
and is a major donor to our university. The partnership was called a land 
grab by many organizations, including Food and Water Watch and the 
Oakland Institute (Oakland Institute  2012 ; Schwab  2012 ). We began to 
discuss what we felt were concerning questions about the nature of the 
proposed partnership and the cultural assumptions of the proposed proj-
ect. Our Dean remained silent. Tenured and emeritus faculty spoke only 
off the record or behind closed doors. On the surface, it appeared a misuse 
of power on the part of our Regent Rastetter—his private corporation 
stood to profi t from the partnership with the university which he helped 
govern and to which he had donated $2.25 million dollars (Furfaro 
 2012 ). As public pressure to halt the project escalated, ISU eventually 
backed out (Wintersteen  2012 ), and the project remains stalled. Still, our 
requests for the university to make public the guidelines used in vetting 
the project were never answered. While we found allies in fellow students, 
faculty, community members, and community organizations, we were dis-
heartened by those faculty who would speak only behind closed doors 
or our friends who inquired, “why are you still talking about that?” We 
were discouraged that many people on our campus remained silent despite 
the seeming confl ict of interest that had resulted in the displacement of 
refugees for the establishment of a conventional, corporate agricultural 
plantation. 

 The AgriSol case is just one extreme example of the everyday hege-
mony of the dominant agricultural system within the land-grant institu-
tion and the outcomes of an approach rooted in Western ideology. Our 
situation, we fear, is not unique. The emergence of sustainable agriculture 
programs across the country does not coincide with increased engage-
ment in the complex and pressing problems of our agrifood system, such 
as hunger, poverty, gender subordination, and racial oppression; rather, 
these problems are usually framed without questioning the economic 
and social structures responsible for their continuation (Allen and Sachs 
 1991 :2). We echo the question posed by Patricia Allen and Carolyn Sachs, 
“Who and what do we want to sustain?” ( 1991 :1). 
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 We have learned through our work together that we must look beyond 
agriculture as a practice and look to institutions of education, economy, 
and health within the larger social structure. We bring our personal experi-
ences to our process of unlearning as we focus beyond changes in practices 
to changes in systems. The conversations that we have been having since 
we began working together have made us refl ect and recognize that while 
we do not have answers, we are becoming more comfortable with the 
questions.  

   OUR STORIES 
 While we were intentionally working to achieve the institutionalization 
of social justice within our graduate program’s core areas, we were also 
simultaneously creating a community of students and  scholar activists 
( Sudbury and Okazawa-Rey  2009 ) who met frequently to discuss chal-
lenges we faced both as individuals in our research and as a collective in 
our efforts. As we worked to document our efforts through autoethnog-
raphy, we realized that it was our community that held us accountable as 
critical scholars as we “unlearned” objectivist conceptualizations of sus-
tainability and, through our mutual support, questioning, and explora-
tion, learned to adapt a social justice lens to our work. 

 While there are three of us writing this chapter, we consider it impor-
tant to acknowledge the individual stories of our experience when par-
ticipating in this project. Our different life experiences, both prior to 
and during the ISU GPSA, brought us together. We were drawn to 
one another by a common vision and commitment to engage in praxis. 
These commonalities and differences, as well as the way we inter-
acted and worked together—always trying to be just and peaceful with 
each other—made for a strong bond. As we continued to meet, work 
together, and create this community, it became a liberating space—a 
place where we could be ourselves, but where we could also question 
our identities; a place where we were encouraged to be courageous, but 
where it was also okay to just “be”; a place where we could expect to 
have our assumptions challenged, but where we also felt safe if we made 
a mistake; and a place where we could heal and transform, knowing that 
this is a lifelong process. Because we have created and continue to nur-
ture this collective space, we are better able to share our individual sto-
ries. In the following discussion, we refl ect on how this process changed 
us individually. 
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   Claudia 

 Kintsugi is a Japanese art form that means golden joinery, also known as 
Kintsukuroki or golden repair, and from what I have read it is a method 
used to repair broken pottery. Kintsukuroki reminds me of me and the 
work that I had the chance to do when participating in the initiative of 
integrating Social Justice in the ISU GPSA. 

 While being proud of having the opportunity to be enrolled in the 
program, and doing interesting research as part of my assistantship, I was 
feeling broken. I disliked the stillness of some of my classmates and felt 
suffocated by their desire to have access to healthy food without question-
ing other aspects of the food system. Was I feeling burned out before my 
30s? Was I a broken pot? Trying to fi nd meaning in what I was going 
through, I went to counseling and decided to take a  sentipensante peda-
gogy  class with Dr. Laura Rendón (Rendón  2008 ) within the ISU Social 
Justice in Higher Education certifi cate program. Finally, there it was. I 
found myself being part of a challenging course. I was encouraged by my 
professor to create change, but what it meant, at the beginning, was not 
entirely clear to me. 

 Riyad A. Shahjahan, another professor who was in charge of one of our 
postcolonial classes, had no problems challenging my decision to enroll in 
the GPSA. He asked me, “So, you are in Iowa and you are in sustainable 
ag. What relationship do you have with Native Americans? And how do 
you take their input when you study sustainable practices?” My response, 
“What? What do you mean? We don’t even talk about them like they exist 
[in our GPSA classes].” So, I decided to enroll in the ISU Social Justice 
in Higher Education certifi cate program to have the language to be able 
to be more vocal about why I was so unhappy, and why studying sustain-
able agriculture practices by themselves was not enough to create systemic 
change. 

 The classroom then became a communal place that enhanced the likeli-
hood of collective effort in creating and sustaining a learning community 
(hooks  1994 :8). I had the opportunity to meet those who would help me 
to heal, and now, looking back, it was like they became my golden joinery, 
and were helping to repair the broken me. I have found allies in the mar-
gins—those whose work has been similarly questioned or set aside. And 
even today, I fi nd allies in the writing of this chapter, in this book. 

 We were given the tools to be empowered by the process, but also, 
while being part of the group of students working to integrate social jus-
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tice within the GPSA, I realized that our struggle was about not only a 
sustainable agriculture, but also a commitment to eradicating systems of 
class exploitation (hooks  1994 :27). Through our work in this group, we 
started wondering if our research and our work was helping to promote 
a perverse vision of freedom that makes it synonymous with materialism. 
Were we taught to believe that domination is “natural,” that it is right for 
the strong to rule over the weak, the powerful over the powerless (hooks 
 1994 :28)? Now that I think back, the postcolonial courses that I took 
helped me to understand what a system is, and what systemic changes 
are for. It was then that I understood that my efforts would have to be 
signifi cantly different if I really wanted a different world; that was when 
I decided to take part in the efforts to integrate in a better way a social 
justice lens when discussing sustainability issues. 

 Participating in this experience allowed me to identify where my pain 
was coming from, to name it, and, best of all, to have a community that 
accompanied me during my healing process, because while I was healing, 
there was still so much pain, so much sadness, and so much anger; some 
of it still remains. 

 I could fi nally tell that the injustices I was seeing and experiencing in 
the food system that I have always known were not invented by my hurt 
heart and mind, and they were not a product of some spontaneous gen-
eration. They emerged from a system that was oppressing us all, and that 
was a relief. There was no need to fi ght against my neighbor. They, like 
me, were somehow victims, and that changed the way I embraced food 
in my life. Potlucks and community gardens were places and spaces about 
changing the world, about knowing people who have always worked in 
changing it through food. Our collaborative work, and the safe spaces that 
we had created for ourselves, were developed by the same philosophy that 
we had about our food, nature, and our planet. We were all important. 
There was no room for domination, but it was about being part of the 
world, where we all were working collaboratively as hard as we could to 
change our graduate program in the hopes that future graduates would 
have a social justice framework to analyze the world and better tools to 
create just food systems.  

   Jess 

 I remember the feeling I had when I fi rst read about the GPSA on ISU’s 
website. The more I read, the more I knew this was where I needed to 
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be. It just felt so right. I wanted to explore questions about healthy food, 
hunger, and the environmental and social impact of our agrifood system. 
When I started grad school, though I have always felt different—even rad-
ical—and had some great teachers and educational experiences, I was still 
so well socialized to the banking model of education that I found myself 
resisting anything else (hooks  1994 ). This resistance did not spring from 
doubting that I had good ideas and questions, but rather from doubting 
that it was my place to share or ask them. I would get frustrated by other 
students who would disrupt the typical fl ow of the classroom to chal-
lenge something that was said and critique the status quo, even though I 
believed strongly in the need to do so. This contradiction shows how pow-
erful socialization can be, but some of my frustration also stemmed from 
my desire to stay optimistic, and the fact that being critical of attempts 
to make things better can be really uncomfortable for me. I do not want 
to hurt people, and I do not want to discourage those who are working 
for change. But as I began my coursework in the ISU Social Justice in 
Higher Education certifi cate program with Dr. Nana Osei-Kofi , I started 
to understand the possibilities of a different kind of education and learn-
ing community. 

 In Nana’s classes, there was a lot of intention around how we interacted. 
She has a way of creating a sense of community and encouraging students 
to participate fully in this creation. These communities were places where 
I felt held while also feeling challenged. For the fi rst time, I really began 
to have words for so much that I had struggled with, by discussing and 
learning about systems of oppression and alternative pedagogies with an 
amazing group of people. Through these classroom experiences, I not 
only got to live some of my ideals about education, but also to heal. 

 At around this same time, I was invited to join the group that was 
forming to explore ways to further incorporate social justice into the cur-
riculum of the GPSA. These initial conversations were so powerful for me. 
I was in. Whatever we were doing, I was going to be a part of it—I felt 
such a kinship, and it was such important work. 

 Early on, we read an article by Paul Kivel ( 2007 ) about the difference 
between working for social change and doing social service work. Prior to 
going back to school, I had been in social work, and I felt like this article 
shone a light on so many of my core frustrations with this fi eld. I worked 
at a wonderful shelter for homeless women in Denver, but this article 
helped me articulate the frustration that even if you address homeless-
ness at a citywide level, with a really holistic and respectful model, when 
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you are in this system that will always marginalize people who do not fi t, 
how will you truly change things? And unless you are addressing the root 
causes of homelessness, there will always be people who are homeless. 
Making these connections, and connections to the questions about justice 
in the agrifood system that brought me to the GPSA, helped me to know 
that, in this group and in my social justice classes, I had found spaces that 
were special and really vital to me. 

 At the same time, it was unsettling to be a part of these spaces where 
we studied power in higher education and then go to another class where 
the professor fl exed that power. It was so hard for me to just sit there like 
I had been taught and allow a professor to bully me. And it was really hard 
to sit in other classes and just let professors fi ll my brain with their expert 
thoughts. I began to more fully understand why some students were so 
willing to openly challenge and question the status quo in the classroom. 
Once you have experienced a liberating classroom, it is painful to go back. 
And this made it even more clear how important our work was—everyone 
should have opportunities to explore and resist the banking model and to 
experience transformative education. 

 Community is the common factor in the spaces, places, and relation-
ships that have been most dear and life-giving for me. In describing a heal-
ing community, Mayuzumi ( 2006 ) stated, “This relation involves sharing 
a space and spirits, and it becomes healing when the space is full of respect, 
humbleness, and care” (13). The community our group created was full 
of these qualities, and I believe that is why it was, and continues to be, so 
important to me. We are not done with this work yet, and our community 
is an ongoing source of inspiration and healing as well as an affi rmation of 
my initial feelings about the GPSA—it was exactly where I needed to be.  

   Angie 

 I shared in my application essay to the ISU GPSA that I wanted to engage 
in community research. As the fourth generation of my family to attend 
ISU and the seventh generation of my family to live in Iowa, I felt com-
pelled to engage in the hard questions about inequality in our agrifood 
system in the hopes that we could create a more just system. I did not yet 
understand the power of engaging in praxis: now I do. For me, praxis has 
been liberating and transformative—fi nding a community of students with 
similar spirits—as well as exhausting and diffi cult—experiencing intimida-
tion and retaliation for my activism and research. Our student group has 
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fed both my heart and mind as we struggle with our experiences as stu-
dents and what they mean for us as future scholars. 

 I enrolled in Dr. Nana Osei-Kofi ’s Pedagogies of Dissent course in the 
ISU Social Justice in Higher Education program in the spring of 2013. 
During our work raising awareness of our university’s partnership with 
AgriSol, my then-advisor came into my offi ce and told me to stop, to 
be quiet, and warned me that I was jeopardizing my career as a scholar. 
She later called my community-based dissertation research with women 
farmland owners in Iowa “bitch sessions.” Feeling alienated, I had only 
shared these experiences with close friends and a few faculty mentors; yet 
within this class, I learned to see the institutional narratives all around me 
that were silencing or discrediting the work of others engaged in critical 
research. I began to fi nd and develop my voice as a scholar, and to learn 
a language that identifi ed systems of power, hegemony, and colonization. 

 My learning about the colonization of our agrifood system has been a 
journey that began in my childhood. As a new student in the ISU GPSA, 
I was not naive to the consequences and realities of corporate infl uence 
within agriculture; my return to Iowa and participation in this graduate 
program were inspired by my childhood experiences growing up in rural 
Iowa during the 1980s Farm Crisis. 2  I had grown up believing rural Iowa 
became someplace to be  from . Returning to Iowa for graduate study, and 
understanding its landscape changes through the knowledge I gained in 
my graduate program, inspired the passion and anger that have fueled my 
praxis. I am angry because the same systemic forces that forever changed 
my childhood home are now still actively transforming the landscape into 
someplace toxic, eroding, and polluted; someplace that harms the health 
of those working in its hog confi nements and drinking its water. The most 
fertile soil in the world is now used to produce ethanol to power cars 
and grow food for hogs to feed the rich in China. I am angry because 
this system of agriculture is being exported as “progress.” The external-
ized costs—the loss of community, the ecological degradation, the public 
health impacts—are part of my history and my daily lived experience, and 
in them, I fi nd myself linked to the stories of people fi ghting for the auton-
omy of their local food systems and against the invasion of corporate con-
trol of their natural environments the world over. I am angry, and learning 
how to identify my experience within systemic injustice has helped me to 
transform my anger into questions and action. 

 As students in the ISU GPSA, we witness the construction of a destruc-
tive agricultural system everywhere we go on campus, from Grant Wood’s 
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mural in the ISU library “Where Tillage Begins, Other Arts Follow” 
depicting the plowing of the Midwestern prairie to the profi ling on our 
website of our faculty actively lobbying on behalf of the GM industry. The 
rhetoric of agribusiness is omnipresent. Yet together we have succeeded 
in integrating social justice within our program curriculum, pressuring 
the university to back out of the AgriSol partnership, and supporting one 
another as we pursue critical research. In the spring of 2015, we welcomed 
Vandana Shiva to campus and fi lled our Great Hall in the Memorial Union 
with over 800 people. It is not just us, we realize. We are not alone. Our 
agrifood system is broken: it feeds corporations rather than people. Our 
soil is depleted: it grows fuel rather than food. Our hearts are hungry for 
community, for transformation, for a new sort of power, and there are 
many more of us than we realize. Our community is growing. 

 Thanks to this community of students I have found a space in which I 
do not have to stand guard over my anger or my frustration—it is shared—
and I do not have to fear mistakes. As hooks writes, “If we fear mistakes, 
doing things wrongly, constantly evaluating ourselves, we will never make 
the academy a culturally diverse place where scholars and the curricula 
address every dimension of that difference” (hooks  1994 :33). Together 
we have implemented change and created space for critical questioning 
that was nonexistent before. Most importantly, we have stopped hiding. 
We will write orange knowing that our unlearning is a process and that we 
will continue to change. These words on the page are where we are today, 
here and now, as we refl ect on our journey together and realize that we 
must fi nd places to resist, heal, and transform even in, especially in, our 
scholarship.   

   CONCLUSION: LEARNING TO UNLEARN 
 In this chapter, we shared our efforts to intervene critically in our lives 
and the lives of future GPSA students. Meeting together and creating 
community was our resistance—in it, we found strength and healing. The 
creation of the social justice cross-disciplinary concentration area was our 
intervention—it legitimized the space and discussion we had been hav-
ing within our program and with one another. Just as we fi rst struggled 
to fi nd a language together to name our shared anger and hurt, to fi nd 
strength to push for change, we struggled in the writing of this chapter. 
Our personal testimony and personal experience are fertile ground for 
the production of liberatory feminist theory (hooks  1994 ) and we hope 
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our journey is helpful to others. As Audre Lorde ( 2007 ) reminds us, our 
silence will not protect us—in sharing our experiences through this chap-
ter, by writing orange, we hope to open up space for others to speak about 
their experiences as scholars engaged in transformative social justice work 
within the food system. 

 Through our community, we were able to create and, most impor-
tantly, to maintain a space in which we were safe to be both self-refl ective 
and critical. Our learning was also a healing process as we developed an 
understanding together through sharing our experiences and exploring 
the discomfort that arises during discussions of privilege, power, and ineq-
uities. Our experience taught us the importance of taking risks, both per-
sonal and professional, to pursue alternative methods of engagement and 
modes of inquiry in order to cultivate these spaces. 

 Our community granted us permission to be angry, hurt, and afraid. 
Our space and time together empowered us to continue to question, to 
learn from one another, to unlearn what we had been taught were the 
important questions or the right approaches: “We must intervene to alter 
the existing pedagogical structure and to teach  students how to listen, how 
to hear one another ” (hooks  1994 :150). Our learning to unlearn led us to 
identify ways to transgress dominant ideologies of agriculture and food 
systems in our lives and work through the power of our community. We 
invite others to be creative as we challenge existing conceptualizations and 
teachings of sustainability together. We encourage others to create new 
ways of knowing in our classrooms, on our campuses, and within larger 
communities of knowledge and practice. We hope that our experience will 
be helpful in inspiring others to believe that such spaces are possible and 
to fi nd power through community to make these spaces real.   

  NOTES 
1.    The Iowa Board of Regents is a group of nine citizens appointed by the 

governor and confi rmed by the Iowa Senate to govern Iowa’s fi ve public 
educational institutions (Board of Regents, n.d.). At the time, Rastetter was 
President Pro Tem, or “pro tempore,” the board member who acts as presi-
dent in absence of the board’s president. Rastetter is now the president of 
the Board of Regents.  

2.    The Farm Crisis occurred during the 1980s in the USA and describes an 
economic recession that, for agricultural communities, was worse than the 
Great Depression.     
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                      AFTERWORD: FOOD 360: SEEING OUR WAY 
AROUND LEARNING ABOUT FOOD 

 Though people have enjoyed and worried about food, learning and teach-
ing for tens of thousands of years, this is one of the fi rst books to deal 
comprehensively with food and education. I am sure there are countless 
books about teaching nutrition or horticulture and about learning how to 
cook or how to store vegetables during the winter. But bringing together 
the whole nine yards of food, education and sustainability is a fresh and 
bold undertaking. 

 So the fi rst thing to say in an afterword to this book is: congratulations 
and welcome!!! I am going to devote my space here just to savor this 
moment and to outline some of the exciting and transformative opportu-
nities before us—now that someone has taken the fi rst step on booking 
in the topic. 

 It is high time someone took teaching and learning about food seri-
ously. Teaching ourselves  how  to learn about food is the perfect match 
to teaching ourselves  what  to learn about food. The two are wrapped up 
together, in somewhat the same way as “a question well-asked is a ques-
tion half-answered.” Teaching without the use of experiential teaching 
methods, for example, makes it hard for students to really understand, 
remember and “really get” that food engages all the senses, including 
the senses of fun and imagination. “Nothing would be more tiresome 
than eating and drinking if God had not made them a pleasure as well as 
a necessity,” Voltaire famously said. Our teaching and learning methods 
must be held to the same high standard. 

    Wayne     Roberts    
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   MAKING FOOD VISIBLE 
 Before discussing good methods of learning and teaching about food, let 
me focus your attention on a prior issue: the invisibility of food within the 
educational system and across society at large. My proposition that food 
has been rendered invisible will seem preposterous at fi rst. Think of all 
the food ads in the media, all the stores that sell food, all the time people 
spend eating, all the art and photography that deal with food, all the “food 
porn” on the Internet and at supermarket displays that highlight food’s 
curvaceous lusciousness. 

 But the bald fact is that food has been rendered invisible or pushed to 
the side of conventional schooling, especially the schooling of profession-
als and specialists in fi elds related to food and health. What thoughts are 
triggered by my mentioning “fi elds related to food”? Are you thinking 
of nutrition, food safety inspection and farming? That is what I mean by 
rendered invisible or at best marginalized. What about the food-related 
careers in medicine, dentistry, psychiatry, psychology, career counseling, 
social work, water quality, energy, transportation, waste management, cul-
ture, immigration, city planning, human rights—even teaching and learn-
ing and the balance between sound minds and sound bodies? 

 Unless it is about a specialized occupation or issue, food is simply left 
out of most public discussions, including discussions about educational 
curriculum and services. Consider a few examples. The countries, regions 
and cities in the world that have an actual food policy are rarer than hens’ 
teeth. Almost every country, region and city has a policy on such matters 
as water, energy, air, health, culture, transportation and waste. But food, 
which looms large in all of these matters, does not warrant a policy. When 
it comes to how governments departmentalize services, food is almost 
always an add-on and afterthought—as in ministries of agriculture, food 
and rural affairs or departments of agriculture and agri-food. Indeed, most 
government bodies embed a confl ict of interest in such departments, giv-
ing them responsibility to serve both the groups that grow, process and 
retail food on the one hand and all the people who eat food on the other. 
In other areas of public life, where the subject is visible, it would not be 
considered proper to have one ministry in charge of both promoting and 
regulating, as is standard with food. 1  

 The low level of public discussion and discourse suggests the invisibil-
ity cloak that has been cast over food. The power of the invisibility cloak 
is most easily revealed by two cases: the international debate around the 
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failed Kyoto Treaty of the 1990s to limit global warming emissions 2  and 
the universal way governments collect and present statistics of employ-
ment in the food sector. In both cases, numbers are added up in charts 
that render food and agriculture impacts invisible. Employment statistics 
list food processing workers under general manufacturing or industry, for 
example, while food retail workers are organized under general retail and 
food service workers are listed under service. Wave the magic wand of 
charts and poof!, the clear and unmistakable direction of industrializing 
society is to reduce the proportion of people who work in food!! The 
global warming debate tilts to the same side. Charts lump refrigerators 
and ovens, commonly the major users of electricity in North American 
and European homes, in with all home uses, while the energy to process 
and transport food is listed under all manufacturing and all transportation. 
Wave the magic wand again and poof!: agriculture and food are respon-
sible for less than 20 per cent of fossil fuel- derived energy use. Such charts, 
which have been used to guide public discussion, hide more than they 
reveal and serve to keep food as an issue that is sidelined in public policy. 

 I had the good luck to have a front-row seat on food’s slow recovery 
from almost total invisibility. I joined Toronto Public Health as coordina-
tor of the Toronto Food Policy Council in 2000—as I tell my younger 
daughter, long after the earth cooled and well after cars, TVs and com-
puters were in common use. I was one of only a handful of people in the 
English- speaking academic, government and health worlds to have food in 
my job title. There were nutritionists (pardon me, dietitians), food safety 
inspectors, agronomists and a basketful of other specialties, but full-frontal 
food was not on many people’s titles, degrees, calling cards or offi ce doors. 
Back in 2000, most media, governments and public servants discussed sex, 
homosexuality and AIDS openly, intelligently and compassionately. That 
led me to argue that food, not sex, was in fact the last taboo topic that 
dared not state its name or lay a claim to public importance. 

 My fi rst break came in 2001 when I met leaders of University of 
Toronto’s New College program on equity studies. I took a glance at the 
brochure that Principal David Clandfi eld and Vice-Principal June Larkin 
proudly showed me. “You have nothing here about food,” I said. They 
gasped and immediately agreed to fi x that. That is how I ended up teach-
ing one of the fi rst university research seminars on food security in Canada. 
New College subsequently made up for any lost time by hosting the fi rst 
and biggest local and sustainable cafeteria service in North America and 
later launching a global food equity program that encompasses all levels 
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of learning and teaching. Food is now being taken into account in appro-
priate landscaping, which has provided room for a student-run garden. 
Food is highlighted in several college co- curricular activities—what used 
to be called extra-curricular, as in outside the curriculum, but now more 
properly identifi ed as an adjunct to the formal learning curriculum, even 
though not always graded—such as annual public events on World Food 
Day and a yearly food- related tour to Belize. 

 Such co-curricular opportunities foster student participation in what 
is now listed as “community- engaged learning”—what used to be called 
“service learning.” Sometimes, such learning through direct participation 
in an organization takes the form of volunteering, and sometimes it takes 
the form of internships or work-study contracts. Whatever the form, the 
experience can be noted on student transcripts, in effect defi ning the stu-
dent as having been introduced to generic employment-readiness skills 
such as time management, scheduling and personal responsibility. More 
formal courses and learning programs are still evolving but at this time fea-
ture an introductory New One lecture course adapted to the special needs 
of fi rst- year students, many of them also fi rst-year newcomers to Canada, 
as well as a third-year course called “theory and praxis in food security.” 
Both courses are taught by people with formal academic qualifi cations, as 
well as extensive practitioner experience. 

 Such course offerings require innovation in teaching methods. The 
food stream within the New One program, for example, is based on 
an understanding that most fi rst-year students need to learn the ABCs 
of how to take lecture notes, write a university-level refl ection paper or 
response paper, make a class presentation, engage and debate with stu-
dents and instructors and so on. However much fi rst-year students  do 
not know  about university, they  do know  about eating, working at food 
outlets and so on. So food has a place in a fi rst-year course introducing 
the basics of university-level inquiry and analysis because it can leverage 
the experience, self-confi dence and competence that students bring with 
them to university. They are not just people with knowledge defi cits; they 
are also people with knowledge assets. They are not just vessels to be 
fi lled but lamps to be lit, as the old saying goes. For my money, this is 
a very creative way to introduce food into a university curriculum—not 
just as an additional course but as a course that adds value to the whole 
university experience by leveraging everyday experience with food into an 
understanding of university-level learning and teaching methods. As food 
becomes more and more visible in the academic world and as food studies 
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acquire legitimacy as a cross-cutting fi eld akin to women’s studies, labor 
studies and so on, the blossoming of innovative teaching and learning 
opportunities beckons. 3  

 After retiring from my Toronto Food Policy Council job in 2010, I was 
able to keep my food fi nger in the educational scene when I evaluated a 
national program to increase the presence of local and sustainable foods in 
Canadian universities by a student group called Meal Exchange. Working 
with Meal Exchange organizers Sarah Archibald and Caitlin Colson, I 
came up with a new way of formulating a two-part food question that 
can be posed to any university—a two-part interrogation that can, with 
minor modifi cations, be adapted to elementary schools, cities, hospitals 
or whatever. Instead of leading with the question “What can universities 
do for food?” I argued that we need to fi rst ask, “What can food do for 
universities?” That two-part question turns the table on the whole fram-
ing of institutional food programs. Instead of students having to make 
the case that the university should spend more money to address student 
preferences for healthier, more local and sustainable food, the new fram-
ing begins by identifying institutional benefi ts of making food a visible and 
positive force. 4  

 The benefi t list is impressive: improved reputation and relationships 
with farmers and processors in the university’s catchment area, higher 
“earned media” profi le arising from journalistic interest in  local food 
or university sustainability programs, increased opportunities to provide 
experiential learning relating to health and sustainability, attraction of stu-
dents interested in food issues … The list of benefi ts took a full chapter 
of my report. Opening an assessment of possible institutional policies on 
food by asking fi rst “What can food do for the institution?” rather than 
“What can the institution do for food?” opened up a whole new approach 
to food advocacy for me. It is akin to a salesperson learning to sell shoes 
by telling potential customers, “Here’s what a new pair of shoes can do 
for you” rather than “Here are the reasons why I want you to buy a pair 
of shoes from me.” As all marketing texts insist, start with the client’s 
needs, not yours. Food advocates need to do the same. When addressing 
institutions responsible for education, start with the ways an educational 
institution benefi ts from a food perspective. Reframing food advocacy as 
solutions to problems faced by the organization, rather than grievances of 
a client group desiring better services from the organization, can become 
an important feature of food advocacy—itself a form, lest we forget, of 
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public and adult education and not just an expression of political organiz-
ing that mobilizes behind a cause. 

   Making Food Visibility Teachable 
 The idea of preparing a class on the invisibility of food seems daunting. 
How to explain to students who joke that they are on a seefood diet—
whatever they see, they eat (the joke is based on the identical sound of sea-
food and seefood)—that the Photoshopped picture in their mind is hiding 
things from them? The discussion quickly goes beyond a lesson on food; 
it becomes a lesson on how you trust your own senses when believing is 
seeing, as much as the other way around. Such discussions are inevitable 
because the lesson plan on food invisibility is really about critical thinking, 
one of the generic life skills needed in society today. It is a huge advantage 
of featuring food in the curriculum that it is rich in opportunities to prac-
tice critical thinking and evidence-based decision-making. 

 However much students may think they accurately see food with their 
very own eyes every day, they have had experiences which taught them 
that looks can be deceiving. Most people have learned not to judge a book 
by its cover, nor to judge a person’s vitality by absence of lines and wrin-
kles that may just show the power of makeup or plastic surgery. Maybe the 
way to whet student appetites for what you will say about food visibility is 
to start with an exercise that lets students discuss all the ways the wool has 
been pulled over their own eyes so they approach the class with an aware-
ness that appearances can be deceiving. 

 Investigative reporters supportive of the modern food movement 
deserve credit for breaking the real story behind the appearances of many 
foods. A shiny red tomato does not tell the story of virtual slave labor 
conditions that prevailed in Florida’s tomato fi elds until at least 2012, one 
writer has proven, and a delicious chocolate candy does not tell the story 
of the child slavery that commonly goes into African chocolate today, as 
organizations like Oxfam have shown. 5  For obvious reasons, the tomato 
and chocolate bar could tell nothing about these problems. More disturb-
ing, retailers, government offi cials and the mass media kept silent until 
investigative reporters broke the news. At this point, a teacher can make 
the connection between critical thinking and investigative reporting; both 
are essential skills in making food truths  transparent  rather than  apparent  
and visible rather than invisible. This is also the time when students can 
discuss controversies over the right to know and the right to have food 
labels that tell the truth—including the truth about toxic fungicides that 
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make sure tomatoes and apples have no skin blemishes, unlike any person 
that high school students know. With a little luck, there will be a lot of 
“aha moments” in this class. 

 There are many other stories that cannot be seen by looking at the 
surface level of food. Neither the apple nor the sticker on the apple says 
that it has traveled all the way from China. The birthplace and subse-
quent transportation of food have minimal visibility on food labels. Nor 
is the amount of water in a food item identifi ed. Few people, for example, 
know that one typical 5-ounce burger expresses 2400 liters of “virtual” or 
embedded water that went into growing the grains and other foods eaten 
by the steer. An excellent book, Stephen Leahy’s  Your Water Footprint , 
documents the amount of water that goes into everyday products. The 
book not only explains what the untrained eye does not see in terms of 
embedded water in food, it makes water an important topic of public con-
versation in an era when drought will be a signifi cant factor in food pro-
duction and availability. 6  Making students aware of this invisible “virtual” 
water is part of preparing students for the debates that will drive the policy 
agenda of their generation as a world in the throes of climate change copes 
with drought; drought will almost certainly affect most of today’s “bread-
baskets” located in drylands, such as the North American plains or prairie, 
and the dependence of North America’s favorite foods on stable climate 
will suddenly become highly visible. 

 The list of factors that are not visible on the surface of food is long. 
There is no surface indication of nutrients and fi ber, no sign that the 
potato or tomato were among the majority of vegetables developed by 
Indigenous people of the Americas before Columbus ever set sail in 1492, 
no sign of the meaning of a food to a culture or of the science that went 
into its domestication and genetics, or no sign that the sultana raisin was 
a forced tribute of Greek peasants to Turkish sultans or that many food 
 traditions and relationships are shaped by colonialism. Indeed, there’s 
enough hidden information in any basic food to keep a classroom busy for 
an hour, a day, a year, or a lifetime as shown by absorbing and revealing 
books that tell the story of such items as salt, coffee and oranges. Food is 
not just a pretty face. 

 On top of stories and facts about individual foods that are largely invis-
ible, there is the invisibility of food connections—rendered invisible by 
the way powerful forces have framed the food picture. Connections can 
be Photoshopped out of the picture as readily as blemishes. Showing food 
connections is admittedly a higher-order skill for teachers. It took me 15 
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years of learning, teaching and working as a practitioner to get to the point 
where food connections are as visible to me as they are now—not that I 
am sure I am seeing correctly now. Back in the year 2000, when I started 
at the Toronto Food Policy Council, it was considered quite extreme for 
me to say that the big project was to link food to a larger system, not sub-
divide it into smaller parts and specialties such as nutrition and agriculture. 
We need to think bigger about the food system, I would say, and some-
times taunt people by quoting US farm philosopher Wendell Berry to the 
effect that people are fed by the food industry, which pays no attention 
to health, and are treated by the health industry, which pays no attention 
to food. 7  

 Think bigger, I used to say, but forgot we really need to think wider. 
Today, I look back on the pint- sized view of food I had in 2000 as being 
every bit as segmented and every bit as guilty of mistaking the part for the 
whole (the fallacy of misplaced concreteness as science philosopher Alfred 
North Whitehead called it, or reifi cation as Marx called it) as specialties 
such as nutrition and agriculture. Fifteen years later, I strive to see food 
as a life force straddling natural living systems of land, water, air and bio-
diversity, as well as systems for organizing human services such as trans-
portation, energy, economics, health, spirituality and culture. In my view, 
food is a central node in a network that can only be seen in the right light 
when it is linked to all these larger systems. That means food is as much 
about soul as soil, as much about celebration as stoop labor. 

 A broad food system understanding obviously starts with foragers, fi sh-
erfolk, farmers and processors who produce food. But if all the work that 
goes into our ability to eat food is truly visible, the food sector is much 
bigger than that. It includes the people and things that go into direct food 
production (fertilizers, tractors, assembly lines, agricultural researchers and 
so on). It adds on the truck drivers, trains, ships, docks and warehouses 
needed to get food from point A to point B. It includes the people who 
make things, from refrigerator trucks to stoves that keep food safe while 
it goes from point A to B and the people who make freezers and shelv-
ing for the cooks and staff in the food service and food retail industries. 
There are also people and materials required to outfi t homes for eating—
kitchen renovators, makers of dining room tables, knives and chopsticks, 
sinks, fridges and dishwashers. Then come the people and things involved 
in managing food leftovers, such as toilets, garbage trucks, composters, 
sewage pipes and sewage plants. Then come the products that make up 
for defi cient foods, such as food supplements, over-the-counter pills for 
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heartburn, constipation and dietary aids, not to forget dentists and public 
health workers. The next generation of food workers must be trained, and 
that means teachers, researchers, writers, artists and school buildings. 

 Instead of being depicted as a shrinking sector of the modern economy, 
the food sector needs to be seen as the largest, most varied and dynamic 
sector of a modern economy. Peasants are the largest occupational group 
in today’s world, restaurant workers are leading members of almost every 
city’s service economy, food processors are bastions of any manufacturing 
economy, while food artisans, teachers, researchers and chefs are impor-
tant within any creative economy. If vocational training and career guid-
ance are part of pedagogy, then there are practical as well as academic 
reasons why the scope of food systems needs to be made visible. 

 Having said that, a strong case can be made for teaching food con-
nections and visibility through osmosis, as distinct from formal class 
instruction. The community can be a classroom, teaching visibility and 
much else. This was the norm before 1950. Farmers markets, once the 
main place where food was bought, were invariably sited at the center of 
downtown, right beside the City Hall and most majestic churches. This 
is obvious in any major center that goes back to pre-automobile days. In 
an auto-centered city, food was placed beside other shops, and all shops 
were hived away in plazas and malls—no longer part of the visible com-
mons of community life once situated in city centers. Likewise, before 
the 1950s, when the cost of food started to drop—from about a quarter 
of the expenses of a typical family down to about 10 per cent in North 
America today—growing of food in front and back yards was much more 
common. During the 1950s, many cities actually banned growing food 
on front lawns, lest people think the lack of lawns was a sign of the dodgy 
residents’ poor taste and poverty. The rise of television mass marketing 
to kids also climbed during and after the 1950s. Food ads almost never 
feature fruits, vegetables or cooking from scratch since such products and 
activities cannot be patented by corporations that pay for ads, so such 
portrayals of food become invisible in the minds of children sculpted by 
informal education from a television, rather than a community. 

 In effect, the invisibility of food in the school curriculum mirrors the 
invisibility of food in the properties, buildings and media around them. So 
public life and the commons are where visibility must be renewed. This 
is one reason why I believe the development of community food centers 
should be treated on par with other standard neighborhood infrastruc-
ture, such as libraries, fi re halls, elementary schools, playgrounds and main 
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street shopping. Not only do such centers make food visible, they serve 
as forces of neighborhood cohesion, personal self-improvement and skill- 
building, public education and public safety and deserve to be as visible as 
other essential public services. 

 Such community centers—the best-known model of which is THE 
STOP community food center in Toronto 8 —orient many of their pro-
grams to children, beginning with breastfeeding programs and proceeding 
to after-school gardening programs. They teach many food production, 
processing and preparation skills to many people, adults as well as chil-
dren, but the most important thing they teach is personal and community 
empowerment—a neglected topic in the mainstream education system 
as well as conventional food literacy. Relevant empowerment is encour-
aged by beginning with skills which provide people with the competence 
to negotiate daily life, especially the ability to feed oneself good food—a 
competence denied many people, most notably people on low income. 
Such centers also provide follow-up along a continuum of empowerment, 
up to and including personal skills to speak, write and campaign around 
common needs that deserve to be recognized by the community and 
government. One of these sponsored activities, which I had the privilege 
of participating in, is a week-long food bank diet when a normally well-
fed family learns what it is like to rely on a food bank for several days 
a month—a life- changing experience that ends the invisibility of food. 
Since a goodly number of poor children already come to school on such a 
diet—children are the most numerous users of food banks in most com-
munities, invisible though they seem to be to politicians—why not make 
that diet an experience all students and teachers go through for a week as 
a teaching technique to make food system disparities visible? Perhaps the 
exercise could coincide with a week when students study the prevalence of 
food waste (usually about 40 per cent) in their city so two truths of a food 
system can be seen side by side. 

 Meanwhile, back in school, food is a gateway for returning education 
to core skills of competency and thriving, few of which are provided any 
more through osmosis of public or family life. Since much of this learning 
agenda historically belonged in the family and community sphere, it pres-
ents an opportunity to develop “schools without walls,” whereby schools 
serve as hubs to rebuild community competence and capacity. The most 
obvious start-up project is a school-based garden, since schools monopo-
lize the largest amount of unoccupied land in most neighborhoods, both 
in the school yard and on roofs, and leave these grounds idle for most 
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weekends and summers when families could make use of them. Far from 
being an agenda that takes away from the school function to provide skills 
of classical education for professional careers, this agenda creates new 
opportunities to make life as a learning journey come alive—as anyone can 
attest who sees the delight in children’s eyes when they work in gardens 
and at food preparation. These are precursors not only to healthy eating—
distaste for vegetables ends after children harvest their fi rst carrots and 
tomatoes—but to studies in personal and public health, soil science, land 
use planning and social studies. 

 Beyond school walls, one of my favorite social enterprises in Toronto 
is ChocoSol, which calls itself a learning enterprise. When ChocoSol 
founder Michael Sacco fi rst told me about calling his company a learn-
ing enterprise, my mind fl ipped back 30 years to a time when I prepared 
a 1981 discussion paper for the Toronto Board of Education on linking 
high school technical courses to apprenticeships. The paper used the term 
“teaching industries,” which had been coined by Board technical educa-
tion coordinator Charles Taylor to describe companies so good at training 
employees that they deserved recognition as part of the educational sys-
tem. Such companies should be hired by the Board of Education to help 
teach apprentices, our Board of Education work group argued. 9  

 ChocoSol is such a teaching industry. Using horizontal and direct trade 
mechanisms to ensure a fair price is paid to peasant producers, ChocoSol 
brings the original cacao of Indigenous Mexico to Toronto, where it is 
made into chocolate for drinking, cooking and snacking. The foundational 
part of ChocoSol’s learning agenda is accomplished as Toronto staff and 
Mexican peasants learn about chocolate and how best to grow and process 
it without using fossil fuel energy or losing any of its Mayan heritage as 
a product of forest gardens, the most eco-friendly form of food produc-
tion. 10  But from the point of view of ChocoSol as a business, an important 
aspect of its learning agenda is accomplished through public and school- 
based workshops featuring the production of chocolate, in the course of 
which participants learn from ChocoSolista staff about the cacao story: its 
nutrients, its Mexican peasant origins, its forest garden methods of food 
production, its ecological methods of processing cacao so more carbon is 
safely stored in the soil after the cacao has been eaten than before it was 
grown, and most importantly, the use of cacao as an embodiment of an 
intercultural food that allows people to not only respect the food culture 
of others but learn from, share and adapt them. The schools of the future 
should surely have a budget that allows learning enterprises such as this 
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to fl ourish in every region—not only for foods that can be grown outside 
during the summer but also for foods that usually have to be imported 
but can now be greenhouse-grown or at least processed close to the cus-
tomer—an ideal way to educate shoppers, reduce packaging waste and 
increase employment. The schools and businesses of the future can be 
built without the mental walls of the past. 

 How can teachers make visible the shape and scope of food systems in 
less time than it took me to see them? We may not be able to go too far 
with logic as our only guide. What is the logic to one culture seeing dan-
delions as disgusting weeds to be sprayed with poisons, while the much-
revered Italian cuisine sees them as delicious and healthy salad greens? 
What is the reason why insects, rich in minerals and lean protein, are eaten 
by two- thirds of the world’s peoples but sprayed with toxins by one-third? 
Why is seaweed seen as slimy by some cultures and left on the beach to 
rot, while fi ne dining in Japan requires sea greens? In the 1800s, salmon 
and lobster were often used to feed North Americans in Dickensian poor 
houses, but now they are seen as prize catch. By contrast, macaroni was 
seen as food for snobbish Yankee Doodle Dandies in the late-1700s and 
then for lowlifes and now for hipsters. Obviously, there is no accounting 
for taste, or visibility. 

 But teachers can create conditions that allow vision to improve. 
Annabel Slaight is the founder of child-oriented  OWL  magazine and one 
of the visionaries behind Ladies of the Lake, protectors of Ontario’s Lake 
Simcoe, who produced the delightful children’s book called  Do Fish Fart ? 
That is the book which startled me into recognizing that I could no lon-
ger look at food separately from water because food is almost as directly 
a solid form of water as ice is. At a get-together in a Newmarket coffee 
shop where we discussed ways of promoting her book, Slaight told me her 
“real expertise” was “listening to kids with huge ears. Listening is as big 
as talking.” “Kids don’t think along lines of academic subjects,” she told 
me. “Kids like what if questions, like ‘what if a shark was in the lake.’ And 
they like questions about superlatives, like ‘what’s the weirdest, biggest, 
ugliest, fastest.’” Slaight learned how to avoid “narrow channel,” think-
ing from her days with  OWL  magazine, and learned from the kids “how 
to make the magazine theirs,” so she and the Ladies of the Lake gath-
ered 2100 questions that children from the Lake Simcoe area asked them. 
Of these, 200 were sent to 30 scientists, and the scientists’ answers were 
translated into graphics and words children could understand. That is one 
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way to make food relations or any other subject visible: let the students be 
the subjects as well as objects of the teaching plan. 

 Slaight was also infl uenced by the way First Nations people living on 
Lake Simcoe saw the lake. They did not see it as an inanimate resource, to 
be used wastefully or wisely, however humans saw fi t. They saw the lake 
as a life force of Creation. They did not see it as an object of pity that had 
to be saved. This is why Slaight and the Ladies of the Lake go out of their 
way to insist that humans cannot save the lake; it must heal itself. They 
want people to love, enjoy and laugh in the lake so they can relate to the 
lake in a non-consuming way and go on from that starting point to pro-
tect the lake from having more pollutants dumped into it than it can ever 
possibly deal with. 11  

 This is another order of thinking and seeing which students and teach-
ers of food must grapple with because the place of food systems in the 
world cannot be seen by someone with a world view that separates good 
plants from bad plants, good insects from bad insects, good bacteria from 
bad bacteria, homo sapiens from all other living beings and forces, and 
food from land, water, air and biodiversity. That same narcissistic, human- 
centered view leads to a linear understanding of food. Even people who 
champion local and sustainable food systems sometimes fall prey to this 
linear view of life; that is why so many local and sustainable food groups 
adopt names such as “farm to fork” or “farm to school.” But a moment’s 
refl ection leads to the view that life is organized around a circle, not along 
a line. The circle does not end the moment a human has eaten. Energy is 
neither lost nor created, the scientifi c principle of energy and thermody-
namics goes, so the energy in food is carried on in other forms. 

 Once people at the school have fi nished eating, a sustainable system 
requires that the composted scraps, and even the humanure, complete the 
food lifecycle by returning fertility to the soil. If not, there’s going to be 
trouble because pollution related to food is mainly a collection of right 
things in the wrong place—a landfi ll site instead of a compost heap. That 
is why composting belongs in all schools—not just to cut costs of waste 
disposal (actually waste making, since the waste is made by the work of 
putting it in garbage cans, trucks and dumps) but as part of the curriculum 
of teaching that food systems, like water cycles and all of life, are circular. A 
school-garden compost heap—and if someone is really daring, a compost-
ing toilet—can easily make the completing of the food cycle come to life. 

 The centerpiece of experiential teaching related to food takes place in 
school cafeterias and dining rooms. The modern food movement champions 
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school meals featuring fresh, local and sustainable foods that taste great 
and provide the bulk of a day’s essential nutrients. Whenever possible, the 
new model favors engaging students as producers, not just consumers, of 
these meals. Students contribute some of what they have grown in the 
school garden and also take turns serving as kitchen and serving staff. Not 
only do they experience food as co-producers, they learn employment-
readiness skills (how to take instruction, work in a team, handle materials 
safely, work to deadline and so on) as well as career skills (the techniques 
of cooking and serving) that may well pay a student’s way through high 
school and college, and maybe adulthood. There’s a lot to be learned in 
such environments even if it’s not in a regular classroom curriculum. It 
deserves to be classifi ed as co-curricular and yanked out of the unskilled 
category of sheer consumption. Co-production and co-curricular go 
together. 

 It is also important to notice, since we are on the topic of visibility, 
that eating is seen as a skill set. The skill set is fast vanishing as a greater 
proportion of meals are eaten alone in cars, in TV rooms, at a work desk 
or while absorbed by a mobile phone. The meal table is historically where 
culture was passed on from one generation to the next and where people 
told stories, learned to speak up and express themselves, had courtesy, 
respect, consideration for others and politeness modeled for them, found 
out (hopefully) they belonged within a social support system. Meals were 
commonly preceded by some toast to health, and thanks to the people 
who made the meal possible. Whether the specifi c words of a grace is 
secular, non-denominationally spiritual or religious, the saying of grace 
is commonly when the food system is made visible with expressions of 
gratitude for all who contributed to the meal, As a public health worker, 
I was required by law to be totally secular and was very comfortable with 
this requirement of a public service. But when the occasion was right and 
the spirit moved me, I urged people to say a grace which I learned while 
volunteering at Sea to Sky children’s camp on an island along the Sunshine 
Coast of British Columbia. It was written by E.E. Cummings: 

 we thank you for most this amazing day: 
 for the leaping greenly spirits of trees 
 and a blue true dream of sky; and for everything 
 which is natural, which is infi nite, which is yes  
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Some forces, powers and connections best remain mysterious and invis-
ible. But food badly needs to be made more visible, and good methods 
of teaching and learning can make a valuable contribution to seeing that 
through.    
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  Agency    The notion of being an active agent in constructing knowledge 
and surrounding structures together with others. As such, it is the 
product of social processes and action, and an expression of person-
ally meaningful orientation to surrounding realities and others. It can 
also be seen as a form of action challenging prevailing circumstances or 
interpretations.   

  Anticipatory socialization    A sociological concept devised by Robert 
Merton to capture the new behaviours people engage in as they prepare 
to take on new social roles.   

  Autoethnography    A refl ective writing process whereby researchers seek 
to understand how their own lived experiences relate to the subject 
under study; an empirical qualitative method in which researchers 
engage in critical refl ection of autobiographical and ethnographic sto-
ries, and bridge individual and collective experience, thus disrupting 
the often taken-for-granted norms of traditional scientifi c discourse and 
creating space for richer and more complex understanding of experi-
ence (Ellis  2004 ; Ellingson and Ellis  2008 ).   

  Banking system of education    Pedagogy that preserves the status quo 
and lacks critical questioning; teachers are knowledge-holders and con-
trol the learning process and students are passive learners; assumes a 
dichotomous relationship between human beings and the world rather 
than a transformative relationship; approaches education as initiation 
rather than as liberation (Freire  1993 ).   

   GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
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  Behaviorally focused nutrition education    Nutrition education that 
addresses a specifi c eating behavior (e.g., eat more fruits and vegeta-
bles, shop at farmers’ markets, drink fewer sweetened beverages).   

  Citizenship education    A course of study that provides students with the 
knowledge of the political, legal, and economic functions of adult soci-
ety, and with the social and moral awareness to thrive in it (Citizenship 
Education, n.d.).   

  Closed-loop food system    A closed-loop food system recycles waste into 
compost at the end of the production- consumption process, which 
then is used again for production. A closed-loop food system minimizes 
waste by eliminating the need for the landfi lling of food.   

  Colostrum    The fi rst milk that is produced by the lactating mother 
shortly after giving birth. It is rich in antibodies so it helps protect the 
newborn from illnesses.   

  Community-based research (CBR)    Research that involves a partner-
ship of students, faculty, and community members who collaboratively 
engage in research with the purpose of solving pressing community 
problems or effecting social change (Strand et al.  2003 ).   

  Community-campus engagement (CCE)    A form of engagement that 
encompasses  community-service learning  (CSL) and  community-
based research  (CBR), as well as other forms of community- campus 
collaboration such as the role universities and colleges can play as 
‘anchor institutions’ in their local economies (Dragicevic  2015 ).   

  Community food security    A prominent alternative food movement 
or discourse based on issues of hunger and food security. It has been 
most notably described by Hamm and Bellows ( 2003 ) as a a situation 
in which all community residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, 
nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable food system that max-
imizes community self- reliance and social justice.   

  Community food systems    A popular alternative food discourse that pur-
ports localism and regionalism (place), with the addition of an emphasis 
on social health (space). Many refer to Feenstra’s ( 2002 ) description of 
a community food system as a collaborative effort to build more locally 
based, self-reliant food economies—one in which sustainable food produc-
tion, processing, distribution and consumption are integrated to enhance 
the economic, environmental and social health of a particular place.   

  Community food work    A term related to Slocum’s ( 2007 ) four 
approaches and social sectors associated with alternative food systems: 
farm sustainability, nutrition education, environmental sustainability 
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and social justice. The integration of these processes and goals is dis-
cursively termed community food work.   

  Community-service learning    An educational approach that integrates 
service in the community with intentional learning activities (Canadian 
Alliance for Community Service Learning n.d.).   

  Comprehensive school health    An internationally recognized framework 
for supporting improvements in students’ educational outcomes while 
addressing school health in a planned, integrated and holistic way. It 
encompasses the whole school environment with actions addressing 
four distinct but inter-related pillars: social and physical environment; 
teaching and learning; healthy school policy; and partnerships and ser-
vices (Joint Consortium for School Health  2015 ).   

  Cultural work(ers)    A term frequently used in radical education and crit-
ical pedagogy associated with Henry Giroux ( 1992 ) and the politics of 
difference. While generally used to refer to the contributions of artists 
and writers, Giroux extended it to include the performances of educa-
tors, asserting the primacy of the political and pedagogical.   

  Deskilling    A loss of food knowledge from food skills to food systems 
understanding, which benefi ts agribusiness since much of the power in 
the current food system depends on consumer ignorance. A necessary 
and successful strategy to encourage consumers to disassociate the ori-
gins of food from its ultimate form, while simultaneously introducing 
highly processed and profi table goods that ensure control over food 
remains out of the hands of growers and eaters.   

  Ecohealth approach    An approach to fi nding innovative solutions to 
improve the biophysical and social dimensions of human health and the 
environment that encourages participation from all sectors of the com-
munity in collaborative transdisciplinary initiatives.   

  Ecological sustainability    Using natural resources wisely so that they can 
continue to be available for future generations.   

  Engaged pedagogy    A pedagogical approach that empowers students 
and teachers, providing them with ways of knowing that enhance their 
capacity to live fully and deeply. This pedagogy is liberatory, healing, and 
connected to the lived experiences of the students and teachers, valuing 
expression and sharing. This can only be achieved through commitment 
by the educators to a process of self- actualization that promotes their own 
growth and well-being, in addition to that of their students (hooks  1994 ).   

  Food education    Education on food and eating. It has traditionally been 
seen as a practice- based subfi eld of nutrition education to promote 
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knowledge and skills about healthy and nutritionally balanced eating. 
Today, food education can refer also to education with broader aims, 
which are not necessarily connected (only) to health and nutrition.   

  Food enterprise    A term that represents the neoliberal model of mono-
cultural industrial food production, supported by global bodies like the 
International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization, as 
well as government policies of privatization and deregulation that sup-
port corporate concentration.   

  Food justice    A discourse and movement developed in response to ineq-
uities in the food system.   

  Food literacy    Keeping in mind that there are various defi nitions if food 
literacy, it includes the knowledge of food’s impact on the individual, 
society and the environment as well as associated knowledge of cook-
ing, producing, and processing food. Food literacy also involves the 
knowledge of the seasonality of food, where food comes from, how it 
arrived on our plates and where it goes when we are fi nished with it.   

  Food security    A situation that exists when all people, at all times, have phys-
ical, social and economic access to suffi cient, safe and nutritious food that 
meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy 
life (FAO  2003 ). Considered by some as a reformist approach that does 
not challenge the structural underpinnings of the corporate food regime.   

  Food sense    Making sense of everyday routines and habits that are a part 
of practical food-related activities in different situations, as well as the 
broader connections of these habits. Food sense can be seen as the 
outcome of food education according to its broad defi nition. Like the 
concept of health sense, food sense aims to detach from individual and 
knowledge-based defi nitions of food-related skills and to approach 
food education in a fl exible and context-bound manner.   

  Food sovereignty    Developed by the peasant movement called La Via 
Campesina, the term focuses on the right of peoples and governments 
to determine their own agriculture systems, food markets, environ-
ments and modes of production. Food sovereignty is seen as a radical 
alternative to corporate- led, neoliberal, industrial agriculture.   

  Food waste    Any discarded organic matter that was intended for con-
sumption by humans, regardless of its ultimate fate.   

  Global food system    The interconnected, world-wide system that pro-
duces, distributes, processes, packages, markets, prepares and disposes 
of our food; typically the global food system refers to the system that 
is dominated by multinational agricultural companies that make inputs 
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for producing food and multinational food companies that make highly 
processed food products.   

  Good food    Food that is healthy, green, fair, accessible and affordable.   
  Good Food Box    A volunteer- run program providing access to a box 

of fruits and vegetables to community members at a fi xed cost on a 
bi-weekly or monthly basis. Bulk buying savings are passed along to 
participants. Good Food Box Programs in many areas prioritize locally 
sourced products.   

  Good food diet    A diet made up of mostly ‘good food,’ which means 
food that is healthy, green, fair, accessible and affordable.   

  Good food education    Learning environments, curricula, and expe-
riences that encourage people to participate in and make progress 
towards a food system that produces food that is healthy, green, fair, 
accessible and affordable.   

  Health literacy    The ability to obtain, interpret and use health-related 
information, as well as to interpret one’s own and others’ health. 
Health literacy is often described as an empowering skill that helps in 
coping with the complexities of modern societies. It is often also seen as 
a skill that enables the achievement of productive citizenship, personal 
life quality, and individual and social well-being.   

  Health sense    The ability to make sense of everyday routines and habits 
that are a part of health-related activities in different situations. Health 
sense can be understood as an outcome of social processes and empha-
sizes the broader cultural and community surroundings in relation to 
health behavior.   

  Highly processed food    Food that has been excessively altered from its 
natural state so that it has many ingredients, often refi ned from grains 
such as corn and soy, with the fi nal product not resembling its base 
ingredients; highly processed foods are often made by multinational 
food companies.   

  Land Grant Universities    President Abraham Lincoln signed the Morrill 
Act into law in 1862 providing a grant of federal land to each state 
to be sold in order to provide an endowment for at least one land- 
grant institution with the mission to teach and advance agriculture and 
mechanical arts (Mast  2012 ).   

  Local Food Act of Ontario    Under the Act established in 2013, the 
Minister of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs for the Province of 
Ontario sets goals or targets for Ontario to aspire to in the areas of: 
improving food literacy in respect of local food, encouraging increased 
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use of local food by public sector organizations, and increasing access 
to local food.   

  Narrative inquiry    An approach to research that is both a methodology 
and a paradigmatic orientation to qualitative research in the social sci-
ences and humanities that emerged in the 20th century. This approach 
might also be called “narrative” or defi ned as a particular branch of 
storytelling within the narrative method (see Clandinin and Connelly 
 2000 ).   

  Neoliberalism    A theory of political-economic practices that emphasizes 
the withdrawal of government from services to promote the health and 
well-being of communities of citizens, and the substitution of individ-
ual responsibility and for-profi t, commercial services (Koç et al.  2012 ).   

  Neophobia    Fear of trying new foods.   
  Nutrition education    Any combination of educational strategies, accom-

panied by environmental supports, designed to facilitate voluntary 
adoption of food choices and other food- and nutrition- related behav-
iors conducive to health and well-being…[and] delivered through mul-
tiple venues and involving activities at the individual, community, and 
policy levels (Contento  2015 ).   

  Nutritionism    A paradigm that reduces the value and benefi ts of food 
to its nutrients, assuming that we eat only to promote physical health.   

  Participation    A refl exive and dialogical relationship to surrounding cir-
cumstances that can be seen as a two-way learning process. A form 
of interaction and negotiation, in which intersubjectivity, competence, 
and shared responsibility is mutually recognized.   

  Personal troubles    A sociological concept used by C.  Wright Mills to 
capture the challenges individuals face when interacting with society.   

  Political ecology    An approach to inquiry that aims to identify the infl u-
ences of power in the construction and resolution of environmental 
issues.   

  Political ecology of education    An approach to education that analyzes 
how public policies and economic incentives shape the content of sus-
tainability education, environmental behavior, and our conceptions of 
the interrelationships between nature and society.   

  Practices    Activities that take place in a specifi c location, indicating a 
reciprocal relationship between context and action. In reference to 
food education, practice-related learning activities refer to those includ-
ing a concrete element of touching, tasting, preparing, or acquiring 
food items.   
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  Praxis    The process of refl ecting on one’s experience of a practical activity 
(practice) in order to improve understanding (theory), which in turn 
changes how one conducts one’s practice in light of one’s evolving 
understanding of it; commonly associated with Marxist, feminist, and 
postmodern critiques of knowledge production involving refl ection, 
refl exivity, and deliberate social action (see Lather  1991 ). Freire ( 1993 ) 
described it as the transformative process of refl ection and action.   

  Psychosocial theories    Schemes or road maps of the interrelationships 
between an individual’s behavior and social factors, such as motivation, 
beliefs, knowledge, and skills; these theories visually display how the 
social factors, often called determinants, mediators, or constructs work 
together to infl uence behavior.   

  Public issues    A sociological term devised by C. Wright Mills to recognize 
that widespread social phenomena are rooted in the organization of 
society’s activities and collective action; therefore the problems created 
by society must be solved by the collective, rather than the individual.   

  Retail modernization    A process whereby retail markets undergo a pro-
cess of modernization, industrialization and standardization. Retail 
modernization includes the transformation of traditional open market 
concepts into supermarkets.   

  Scholar activists    Those teachers whose production of knowledge and 
pedagogical practices works with and serves progressive social move-
ments (Sudbury and Okazawa-Rey  2009 ).   

  School food and nutrition policy    Recommendations, guidelines or 
requirements that provide a framework by which schools can plan, 
implement, and evaluate food and nutrition-related actions using a 
coordinated approach that refl ects current dietary guidance (McKenna 
 2010 ).   

  School meals    Meals offered to students during the school day. The orga-
nization and contents of these meals vary considerably between differ-
ent countries.   

  Self-effi cacy    Confi dence in one’s ability to perform a certain task (e.g., 
chop vegetables)   

  Sentipensante pedagogy (or ‘sensing/thinking’ pedagogy)    A ‘multi-
human’ approach that unites the poetry of teaching and learning with 
the rationality of teaching and learning. This pedagogy attends not only 
to our entire selves but also to all people; it excludes no one and nur-
tures all strengths, regardless of historical privilege (Rendón  2008 ).   
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  Social justice    The equitable distribution of wealth, resources, education, 
services, and opportunities in society.   

  Traditional knowledge    The knowledge, innovations and practices of 
indigenous and local communities around the world. Developed from 
experience gained over the centuries and adapted to the local culture 
and environment, traditional knowledge is transmitted orally from gen-
eration to generation.   

  Transformative learning    The process of effecting change in a frame 
of reference, occurring through critical awareness and refl ection, dis-
course, and broader social engagement. Transformative learning asserts 
that it is this combination of outcomes that permits a change of con-
sciousness. In sustainability education, a modifi ed theory called trans-
formative sustainability learning has been introduced, which involves 
learning through personal engagement that results in profound changes 
in attitudes around ecological, social, and economic justice.   

  Type 2 diabetes    A disease that occurs when the body cannot properly 
use the insulin that is released (called insulin insensitivity) or does not 
make enough insulin. About 90 per cent of people with diabetes have 
type 2 diabetes. Type 2 diabetes more often develops in adults, but 
children can also be affected.   

  Urbanization    A concept that refers to the growing number of people 
who live in urban areas.   

  Youth engagement    The sustained and meaningful involvement of a 
young person in an activity focussed outside of themselves (Pancer 
et al.  2002 ).        
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