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Childhood obesity continues to rise because we have not addressed the declining Food Literacy of
young people. This project developed an interactive way to measure gaps in Food Literacy among
pupils. The results help communities to improve food education and social policy to support healthy
diets.

Food Literacy has recently become a key point of interest for helping
researchers to understand the root causes of malnutrition and for helping policymakers to
re-consider food education curriculum. However, Food Literacy has primarily been conceptualized for
adults. This project advanced the concept of "Food Literacy” by exploring practical ways in which
children learn about diet, food culture, and the broader food system in their everyday lives. Using
ethnographic research in Japan and Cambodia, this project first developed a model for Child Food
Literacy. This model was used to create a protocol for measuring Food Literacy in children aged
10-17, which was piloted in numerous public and private schools in Cambodia and Japan. The results
provide key insight into how environmentally aware and healthy diet behaviors can be nurtured.
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(1) Background of Food Education Worldwide

Past policies to address childhood obesity have produced few widely acknowledged and
consistent success stories. A broad study of school-based policies, published in the British
Food Journal by Stitt (1996), documented that only afew countries had achieved positive
results, but he noted that the al of gains were small and temporary. Even the most recent
and widely admired pedagogies, such as shokuiku in Japan and the experiential Nordic
approach to food education, have struggled to systematically counteract child obesity and
achieveresilient results in children (Kimura, 2011; Leer and Wistof, 2015). Regions that
faced this crisis early, such as North America, the Middle East, and Eastern Europe, have
provided few cases of effective dietary education since the 1970s (Stitt, 1996). Even
countries with modest success in managing obesity, such as France, Japan, and Vietnam,
cannot point to specific interventions, such as food education or school lunch (Asakura,
2017; Hawkes, 2013). Macro-level comparisons have also proven impractical, as there
are too many contextual variables to consider, ranging from cuisine, agriculture, and
urbani zation to marketing, female emancipation, and inequality. However, one consistent
observation since the 1970s, is that poorer childhood food skills, now commonly called
food literacy, are associated with negative health outcomes (Vaitkeviciute et a., 2014).

(2) Background of Food Literacy Worldwide

By now, a consensusis growing among public health and nutrition education researchers,
that children need broader food literacy’, which includes skills not only for food
preparation and consumption but also for food shopping and understanding about
agriculture and nutrition (Caraher, 2016; Hawkes, 2013). Levels of child food literacy
reflect the diversity of institutional, environmental, and social variables that researchers
now correlate with obesity trends (Vidgen, 2016). There is growing interest in Asia to
integrate food literacy into education and public health policy, but supportive research is
lagging behind. Since 2000, the concept of food literacy has crept into the discourse of
education ministries, school systems and teachers, aswell asinform multilateral nutrition
education policy (McNulty 2013). These stakeholders increasingly want to track the
development of youth food literacy and seek out points of intervention but amost no
practical research has been conducted in East Asian countries (Amouzandeh et al., 2019).

Lacking key data about skill and knowledge deficits, food education interventions have
been poorly aligned to the precise needs of children. Nutritional knowledge and skill gaps
differ widely dueto family composition, rural or urban setting, and socio-economic class,
among others. Furthermore, food literacy research in the past has focused primarily on
adults only. Although awareness about the need for a more holistic assessment of food
literacy is increasingly accepted among researchers, the most current model devised by
Vidgen and Gallegos (2014) is not applicable to the conditions facing children and youth.

(1) Problem Statement

Past failuresto remedy the growing problem of child obesity have shifted research interest
to more systemic explanations such as food literacy, but this concept remains



underdevel oped and poorly measured for children. Furthermore, protocols for measuring
food literacy are difficulty to compare across regions and often fail to measure many key
skills and abilities that are considered important for healthy dietary livelihoods.

(2) Research Objectives

(1) Develop a model of Food Literacy for adapted to children. Existing research of food
literacy does not differentiate between adults and children, leaving no practical method
to evaluate children’s progress toward achieving food literacy during their upbringing.
Given the fact that timely intervention during childhood is critical for the emergence of
comprehensivefood literacy, conceptualizing food literacy for children isacrucial aspect.

(2) Develop and pilot an interactive Food Literacy measurement tool for children in
Cambodia and Japan. Research with children often presents significant ethica and
logistical obstacles, which might explain the lack of practical research about child food
literacy. Furthermore, because most existing measurement protocols of food literacy (for
adults) are not interactive, they fail to capture many soft skills and sensory capabilities;
this problem is more serious among children, where knowledge-based skills are less
pronounced, and measurement activities should be engaging and fun.

(1) Qualitative study of the determinants of Food Literacy

This project invol ved ethnographic research in a devel oping country context (Cambodia)
and developed country context (Japan) to uncover the everyday aspects of food literacy.
Thisinitial step in developing achild-focused Food Literacy model relied on three sources
of datain both project countries:
Ethnographic fieldwork with rural and urban families, representing children in
the age range of 8-20 years. The content covered how children help or facilitate
in planning meals, sourcing ingredients, food preparation and consumption.
In-depth interviews with parents, teachers, and food educators. To understand the
range of aspects and skills considered important and relevant for everyday life
and for future development (see Figure 1)
Desk research concerning the worldwide determinants of child food literacy and
those that are relevant for each context (rural, urban, developed country,
developing country, Asian region, etc.)
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(2) Pilot of Food Literacy Test

The development of an interactive tool for benchmarking (measuring) Food Literacy
among children faces ethical and logistical challengesto remain practical and useful for
research. In order to make a tool suitable for providing comparable benchmarks across
countries and socio-economic conditions, it was important to develop clear principles for
data gathering while also alowing for adaptation to local context. It was also important
to consider the cost and feasibility for future large-scale measurements. In total, 8 schools,
representing 585 children in grades 5-11 weretested under avariety of conditionsin Japan
and Cambodia. These conditions were:
Rural vs. Urban. Schools included inner-city, suburban, and rural isolated areas.
Public vs. Private. Schoolsincluded state-run and privately operated institutions.
Majority vs. Minority. Regions with/without high ethnic minority populations.
Low vs. Higher Cost. Optimizing financial resourceswhile balancing dataquality.

This research project explored the relevance and applicability of using a Food Literacy
approach to diagnose dietary behavior in children and to devel op precise food education
interventions. The research therefore filled two major research gaps in the research about
Food Literacy: (1) the need for a proper conceptualization of food literacy for children
and (2) the calls for a scalable and interactive protocol for measuring child food literacy.

(1) Conceptualizing Food Literacy for Children

Based on qualitative research, the famous model of Food Literacy developed by Vidgen
and Gallegos (2014) was adapted to be suitable for evaluating children. The model
developed in this research (see Figure 2) retains the same broad structure (and pillars of
Food Literacy) but adjusts them to
recognize the differential
experience faced by children. The
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Figure 2. Child food literacy (adapted by author
from Vidgen and Gallegos 2014)
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their active complementary
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evaluated.



(2) Food Literacy Benchmark

The variety of structural conditions that can shape and determine a child’s eventua Food
Literacy differ not only at the micro-level (school type, family background, demographic
characteristics) but aso at the macro-level (country, region, ethnic composition of the
area, prevailing socio-economic level, etc.). This research project designed a Food
Literacy Benchmark protocol that can be used in schools with some adjustment for the
context, but without loss of data comparability and robustness. Many differencesin child
background are captured as variables and used to strengthen the data anal ytical outcomes.
Other aspects must be adapted to the local context (such as Fish Eating or Design aMenu
activities). The different benchmarks and tools are summarized in Table 1.
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Bitter Vegetable _ . implementation  in  these  cases

Eating activity Eat

Tolerance demonstrates  proof-of-concept  and

Fish Eating provided useful data to advance the
Contest Eating activity Eat concept of Food Literacy for children.

Table 1. Food Literacy Benchmark Activities

The practical and academic significance of Food Literacy measurementsfor children have,
through the project, been raised at numerous international academic events such as the
International Sociological Association Congress, European Association for Southeast
Asian Studies conference, two conferences of the Asia-Pacific Food Studies Network, the
Asian Rura Sociology Association (ARSA) international conference, and numerous
smaler events. The initia findings have aready been published in conference
proceedings and some have been accepted for publication in academic journals. Further
grants are now being sought to scale up this Food Literacy Benchmark and adapt it to
new countriesin East Asia

Vidgen, H.A., Gallegos, D. (2014). “Defining Food Literacy and Its Components.”
Appetite 76:50-59.
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