
Introduction 

Purpose 

The purpose of this project is to improve child food security through education via hands-

on experiential food literacy workshops with a food science focus at Gordon Neighbourhood 

House in the West End, Vancouver. 

Background & context 

The West End is a large Vancouver neighbourhood with the fourth highest density of 

children in the city and a lower than average household income. The high unemployment rate, 

low rental vacancy rate, and low family incomes could contribute to the high percentage of the 

West End population who currently live in low-income housing (City of Vancouver, 2012). Low 

income households that rely on government assistance, such as those in the West End, are 

considerably more likely to experience moderate to severe food insecurity, and those households 

with children are even more susceptible (Roshanafshar & Hawkins, 2015). Food insecurity is 

defined as inadequate access to safe and nutritious food due to low income, and negatively 

affects one in six children in Canada (Tarasuk, 2015). Being food insecure during childhood can 

have far-reaching consequences throughout the individual's lifespan, such as behavioural issues, 

poor health and social function, and decreased academic performance (Fram, 2015). Food 

literacy, the knowledge and skills to make appropriate food choices can positively impact food 

security, and can be improved through sensory-based experiential food education. Food 

experience and knowledge gained during childhood will impact future adult eating behaviour and 

therefore future health (Sandell et al., 2016). 



Gordon Neighbourhood House (GNH), located in the West End, utilizes the asset-based 

community development (ABCD) approach to recognize and build upon community strengths in 

order to address root causes of problems instead of merely focusing on their outcomes (Mathie & 

Cunningham, 2003). They do this through providing programs and initiatives that mobilize 

existing resources, such as through utilizing law students at UBC to provide free legal advice to 

lower-income community members (GNH, 2016). Using the ABCD method to implement local 

food literacy workshops that encourage hands-on experiential learning, such as through food 

science experiments, encourages children to make connections and explore their own food ideas. 

Significance 

As low-income households with children have a higher risk of experiencing food 

insecurity (Roshanafshar & Hawkins, 2015), there is a need to focus on child food literacy 

education. Children directly influence their parent’s purchasing decisions, and children with 

improved food education are more comfortable incorporating new foods into their diets (Turner 

et al., 2006). The child's increased leverage in the household grocery shopping habits can directly 

affect parent’s food purchases, which can lead to more healthy choices. Increasing child 

exposure to novel foods early on can also increase their willingness to try, which can have 

positive health implications later on in life (Sandell et al., 2016). What is currently missing in the 

literature is an analysis of the effect of implementing food literacy workshops through a 

community resource that can utilize the ABCD approach, such as through food science 

experiments at Gordon Neighbourhood House. 

 

 



General Objective: 

• Implement food science workshops that engage children in fun experiments that improve 

food literacy through hands-on experiential learning via an after-school program at 

Gordon Neighbourhood House. 

Specific Objectives: 

• Objective 1: To assess whether willingness to try new foods is improved when children 

are directly involved in the food making process. 

• Objective 2: To evaluate the effectiveness of the workshops by making observations and 

assessing engagement through surveys. 

Inquiry questions 

• Can food literacy in children in the West End be improved by implementing food science 

workshops? What is the best method to assess the effectiveness of these workshops? 

• Does child interest level change when they are directly involved in food preparation? 

Does willingness to try new foods increase?  

Methods  

We hosted two workshops at Gordon Neighborhood House on October 26th and on 

November 2nd, 2016. During each workshop, the children were divided into groups of 4 or 5 and 

rotated among 3 separate stations. The first workshop included kimchi making to teach about 

fermentation, acidic food experiments such as placing an egg in vinegar, and ice cream making. 

The second workshop included making butter from heavy cream, a tasting station containing 

different unusual types of vegetables and fruits, and a yeast experiment.  



Analysis 

We evaluated the children's engagement throughout the workshops. Engagement is based 

on behavioral, emotional, and cognitive attention (Fredrick & McColskey, 2012), and can be 

measured through direct observation. Initially we did pre- and post-workshops surveys to assess 

the level of food knowledge gained from each experiment. These surveys were difficult because 

some children had a short attention span and would not participate. In the second workshop we 

instead made observations of the children during each station and asked more simple questions, 

such as whether they were going to taste the foods.  

Ethical considerations 

Our CBEL had some ethical concerns, such as consent and assessing benefits and risks. 

Before conducting the workshops, we had to undergo a criminal record check in order to interact 

with children. Consent was also required from Gordon Neighbourhood House (Panel on 

Research Ethics, 2016). We took into account allergy issues to prevent any health risks. 

Results 

The results from our workshops were surprising. Although it is difficult to measure the 

long-term impact on the children’s food literacy levels, we were able to determine that the best 

methods of assessment were simple surveys and direct observations. Follow up workshops will 

be needed to fully address the entire inquiry. We had anticipated that the children would be more 

willing to try foods that they had prepared themselves, but we were not expecting to have a 

100% try rate for the kimchi experiment after so many children claimed that they would not be 

interested. 



Comparing these results to the fruit and vegetable tasting experiments shows a distinct 

discrepancy, and directly answers whether willingness to try is increased by hands-on 

participation in the food preparation: 

 

 

 



Discussion  

From the data collected above, we can say that we met the objectives of our project: we 

were able to implement interesting food science experiments that engaged the children of GNH, 

and we assessed experiment effectiveness through surveys and observations. The children were 

allowed to explore their food in a hands-on experiential environment, and we directly observed 

an increased willingness to try, as well as examples of child leverage in the purchasing power of 

the household. A comment heard among the children was that they were going to take the food 

home and ask their parents to purchase the ingredients so that they could make it again. This is a 

direct example of the influence children have on their parents purchasing decisions within the 

household as explained by Turner et al. (2006).  

As mentioned by Sandell et al. (2016), childhood food knowledge education leads to 

healthy choices that make a positive lifelong impact. Where children are directly involved in 

each food making step there is a greater likelihood of remembering which foods were involved 

and an increased willingness to try. An example of this is the kimchi experiment results versus 

the fruit and vegetable tasting results: children were considerably more willing to try the kimchi 

because they had made it themselves. Increased food education positively impacts food literacy, 

as children who are more confident and experienced make healthier food choices that last into 

adulthood. 

Some limitations to our methods include time constraints and lack of survey 

effectiveness. Because we only did two workshops, we were unable to do a follow up and assess 

the impact of long-term food literacy education workshops on the children, and our surveys had 

limited use since the children were more interested in games. Perhaps conducting workshops in a 

classroom setting where children are more receptive would have a greater impact on child 



engagement. Giving children a choice as to what food literacy education topics will be explored 

may cause increased interest: conducting pre-workshop surveys to see what captures interest 

could be an effective tool to increase knowledge retention and workshop effectiveness. 

Conclusion  

Our project confirmed that children are significantly more willing to engage with and try 

new foods if they are directly involved with the preparation process. It also demonstrated that 

food literacy education can, and should, begin at a young age. Improving food literacy through 

hands-on learning, such as through food science workshops, can give children the experience and 

confidence necessary to make informed food choices that contribute to a healthy lifestyle. Our 

results also reinforced the idea that child food preferences influence parental purchasing 

decisions. 

As food literacy levels can be directly increased through education, improvements can 

immediately be assessed through observational studies and questionnaires. Changes in food 

insecurity, however, are more gradual, and are therefore much harder to measure. Because of 

this, it is difficult to determine the direct effect our workshops had on food insecurity in the West 

End. In the future, we would like to see continued implementation of food literacy education 

programs, such as after school workshops, within the community using an ABCD focus. 

Workshop effectiveness can be determined through long-term assessment, with the goal of 

gradually reducing food insecurity over time. 
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Critical Reflections  

Student 1  

CBEL project allowed us to be engaged in food security issues such as food literacy and to 

broaden our view of the issues. There were many challenges along the way because we were 

inexperienced in conducting such workshops. It was tough to determine the objective of this 

project without knowing which food system issue we were addressing which brought along 

confusion and frustration to starting the project. The project eventually started to take shape and 

had a direction for us to carry out the workshop; not the most efficient way to conduct the project 

but it was an experience. At the same time, I found group work to be especially harder to do in 

this class, even though it was necessary, because no one knew what was going on in this class, 

making it tougher to participate in a group. Some people were not participating as much as others 

did and thus placing more burdens on the people who participated more, causing more 

frustration.  However; through it all, it was a good process of learning to work together. Flex 

learning was a good alternative to lecture learning styles, exposing us to different stories and 

ideas through ted talks and podcasts and because they were engaging in a different way than in-

class lectures, the themes appeared more prominent in my memory than the ones in-class. Flex-

learning weeks also gave us the opportunity to gather as a group to plan for the workshops and to 

conduct the workshops, efficiently using our time.  

Student 2 

In the beginning of the CBEL project, we had some difficulties communicating with the 

community partner, the contact person would not respond to our emails, and did not have many 

ideas of what we are supposed to do, and what we are trying to achieve. Our first meeting with 

contact person was not very informative and therefore not too helpful. I enjoyed working with 



the children and seeing how much they loved the different experiments and activities that were 

prepared for them. Overall it was still a good experience working with community partners, and 

it was a good opportunity for us to gain hands-on experience. Group communication was not too 

efficient. There were lots of confusions in the beginning. Meeting up as a group was difficult 

because of our different schedules and availability of individual members. Working together as a 

group is always challenging, this wasn’t an exception. The flexible learning sessions were great. 

I like how the flexible learning sessions allowed us to catch up or work on our project without 

missing lecture materials. The e-lecture contents were also interesting. I especially enjoyed the 

Ted talk videos.  

Student 3 

CBEL project yet very fascinating initially turned out to be very confusing when provided 

further instructions. There seemed to be some discrepancies among the community partner’s 

understanding of our commitment with our perceptions about the level of engagement. We hoped 

to get more clarified instructions with regards to what was expected from us but not much was 

provided. Overall, I enjoyed working with children and was pleased with the experience, but I 

think with more effort this experience could have been much more satisfactory. With regards to 

group work, there was a little tension among group members on how work was to be divided 

between members, and not everyone was equally participating. But eventually the group came to 

a common understanding and started to work together more harmonized. The flexible learning 

experiences including e-lectures, the allocated time to work with our community partner, and use 

of online platforms to report our project progress and final report all seemed great tools. I found 

these to be very effective, and they took off the time strain given the vast amount of work 

required for this course. I enjoyed listening to the podcasts and various e-lectures that were 



meant to address issues related to our food systems, and through these means I felt connected 

with the community. Overall my learning throughout this semester has been enhanced and 

supported by various structures and tools provided in this course. 

Student 4 

The CBEL project was a lot more complicated than it had to be. I feel like the other GNH groups 

had a lot more support compared to the Mythbusters group. The lack of focus and feedback was 

honestly pretty disheartening, and didn’t result in much of a feeling of accomplishment when we 

finished the workshop series. There was quite a contrast between what we thought we were 

trying to do, what the TA had in mind, and what Will was envisioning. Perhaps some 

clarification between these groups early on in the course would have helped the project go a little 

more smoothly. For the actual workshops, I had fun working with the children and I think they 

all enjoyed the experiments we eventually came up with. I liked learning about Gordon 

Neighbourhood House and being able to go and do work in the West End.  For the group work, 

it’s always a challenge, and this was specifically an example of how challenging it can be. 

Unequal work distribution is unfortunately a frustrating reality. The flex weeks were great, and I 

enjoyed the TED Talks and podcasts that were part of the required materials, and not having 

class provides time to get together with community partners. 

Student 5 

The CBEL project was a great opportunity to further expand our knowledge and apply the 

concept of food security and food literacy to real life situations. The project was challenging at 

the beginning since we did not get any reply from our community partner. She had no idea we 

were doing a research project with her. It would have been better if our partner was highly 

engaged since the beginning. Another issue we encountered was that our community partner was 



never present in our workshops. The instructions of the project were not very clear either. Both 

Will and the TA had a different description for our assigned topic so I think there should have 

been more communication between them. If everything would have been clear since the 

beginning we would have felt less stress during the process. The experience was fun during the 

project making. The kids loved our activities although some of them were way too hyperactive 

and would not pay attention. It was a challenge to work together as a group. Sometimes it was 

difficult to find a time that fitted everyone's schedule. The flexible sessions were perfect for 

getting together. The online readings and quizzes were a perfect way to understand all the topics 

into more detail. I also found the videos such as the TED talks to be very interesting. The guest 

speakers gave an amazing speech that actually changed the way we saw different things.  

Student 6 

In the beginning of the CBEL project we had some difficulties; the contact person for our 

community partner did not respond to our emails and she had no idea who we are and what was 

the purpose of our project. We also had some problems understanding the expectations of our 

community partner and the level of engagement they are looking for. However, after meeting 

with the community partner and few back and forth correspondence, issues were solved and the 

project turned out to be very interesting and a very helpful teaching tool for our group. Finding 

engaging food science workshops that would also increase the level of food literacy among kids 

was somehow challenging but with some research we came up with different great ideas. In 

terms of group work, we had some problems with the level of engagement of group members. 

Not everyone was equally engaged in all tasks. I believe that the main reason was that we all had 

had different school and work schedule which sometimes made it challenging to meet group 

deadlines. However, I am sure that everyone was trying their best to keep up with group works. 



Flexible learning days were great alternative for class time which gave us flexibility to perform 

our workshops and work on assignments. Course reading and online quizzes were helpful tools 

in terms of gaining more understanding regarding the issue of food insecurity and food justice.  

 


