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Abstract 

 

There has recently been a marked increase in scholarly interest in both food systems pedagogy 

and food literacy. So far, however, there has been very little work attending to the intersection of 

these two crucially important interventions. We argue that a distinctly critical food systems 

pedagogy must be grounded in and enabled through an equally critical food literacy. We forward 

a provisional definition of critical food literacy and make the argument that postsecondary 

institutions should be invested in ensuring that all students – not only food studies students – are 

exposed to critical food literacy training.  
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Introduction 

 

Up until very recently, and with very few exceptions, food systems pedagogy has not had much 

attention from scholars. As one of a small handful of leaders in the field puts it, “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” (Sumner, 2016, p. xix). However, this is beginning to 

change. Scholars are sketching the contours of a food systems pedagogy—an approach to 

teaching and learning about food that is interdisciplinary (Valley et al., 2017), that embraces 

complexity (Jordan et al., 2014), and that includes experiential learning opportunities (Levkoe et 

al., 2018; Miller et al., 2012). Importantly, scholars are insisting that critical food systems 

pedagogy must also be values-based (Galt et al., 2012, p. 43) and pose a challenge to the social 

and ecological injustice perpetuated by the contemporary industrial food system (Flowers & 

Swan, 2012; Sumner, 2016).  

 This is all crucial work, but where does food literacy fit in? Though it remains “a concept 

under construction” (Sumner, 2013, p. 82), we argue that food literacy must be incorporated into 

and supported by critical food systems pedagogy in order for the field to be truly transformative. 

This union ought to be the foundation of existing food studies programs—but, perhaps more 

importantly, we also argue that critical food literacy ought to be a university-wide commitment 

meant to benefit all students, not only those enrolled in food studies programs. Taking the 

“pedagogical turn” (Flowers & Swan, 2012, p. 424) in food studies seriously requires a 

commitment to food learning beyond the immediate walls of the food studies classroom. It 

means asking, “how do we help citizens, not consumers, engage positively with their food 

system?” (Slater, 2017, p. 18). All students eat—though far too many face food insecurity—so 

we argue that postsecondary institutions need to take some ownership over educating their 

students in critical food literacy. Jennifer Sumner (2013) suggests that critical food literacy 

allows us to “read the world through food” (p. 86). Our focus within this short piece is narrower, 

but our proposition is no less provocative: how might we transform our campuses by reading 

them through food?  

 

 

Food literacy 

 

Consensus has yet to emerge on the meaning of food literacy (see Truman et al., 2017; Velardo, 

2015), and indeed a range of diverse meanings may be central to the ongoing value of the term 

within food-learning contexts.1 Truman et al. (2017) recently proposed a useful working 

definition of food literacy, informed by a comprehensive scan of related literature and 

engagement with key stakeholders. Their work reveals two interrelated categories of knowledge 

related to food literacy. Functional knowledge includes “broad sets of skills and 

 
1 A recent scoping review by Truman et al. (2017) found thirty-nine distinct definitions of food literacy.  
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knowledge…food identification; physical, emotional and mental effects of food; as well as basic 

abilities related to food” (Truman et al., 2017, p. 213). Critical knowledge, on the other hand, 

“allows people to perform actions related to food and think critically about their relationship to 

the broader food system” (Truman et al., 2017, p. 213). Drawing on notions of critical literacy, 

Yamashita and Robinson (2016) propose four elements of distinctly critical food systems 

literacy, including the ability to “(1) examine one’s own values with respect to food systems; (2) 

grapple with multiple values and perspectives that underlie food systems; (3) understand the 

larger sociopolitical contexts and factors that shape food systems; and (4) take action toward 

social justice in food systems and sustainability more broadly” (p. 273). 

 Our own provisional understanding of food literacy attempts to integrate the practical 

with the political, recognizing that our everyday encounters with food are both pedestrian and 

profound and that food literacy should equip us to deal with food in this way. We thus interpret 

critical food literacy in broad terms, as a set of skills, knowledge, and understandings that (1) 

equip individuals to plan, manage, prepare, and eat food that is healthy, culturally appropriate, 

and sustainable, while (2) enabling them to understand the broader sociopolitical and ecological 

dynamics of the food system, and (3) empowering them to incite socioecological change within 

the food system. 

 The work of conceptualizing how to weave critical food literacy into the fabric of campus 

life is an ambitious project, beyond the scope of this short text. Instead, to illustrate the analytic 

power and transformative potential of critical food literacy, we briefly consider student food 

(in)security on campus in a number of cases. Despite the fact that food literacy skills have been 

shown to play a key role in a variety of important areas related to health outcomes and food 

security (Anderson, 2007; Thomas & Irwin, 2011), reducing food insecurity to a simple matter of 

food literacy is highly problematic (Huisken et al., 2017). That is not our intention here. 

However, the incidence of food insecurity among university students is very high (Maynard et 

al., 2018a; Nazim et al., 2019), not particularly well understood (Bruening et al. 2017), and, as 

we discuss immediately below, may be undermining the educational mandate of universities 

(Farahbakhsh et al., 2017). We therefore suggest that every tool available should be deployed to 

better understand and end student food insecurity, and we argue that critical food literacy can 

contribute productively to this end. 

 

 

Student food insecurity 

 

The scope and depth of postsecondary student food insecurity is not well understood (Bruening 

et al., 2017), however, available research suggests it is an alarming and growing problem 

(Maynard et al., 2018a; Nazim et al., 2019). Those who are food insecure have limited access to 

the adequate and appropriate food required to meet their nutritional needs and struggle to acquire 

food in a “socially acceptable way” (Olauson et al., 2018). At Trent University (our own 
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institution), nearly half of all first-year students recently reported being food insecure (Dasné & 

Furgal, 2017). This is nearly triple the rate of food insecurity in our wider municipal community 

of Peterborough, which, at sixteen percent, is among the highest in the province (Peterborough 

Public Health, 2018). Nationally, forty percent of students will experience food insecurity at 

some point during their postsecondary career (Maynard et al., 2018a). A two-decade trend of 

rising tuition fees and cost of living, coupled with a stagnating value of student grants, seems to 

be exacerbating campus food insecurity (Farahbakhsh et al., 2015; Farahbakhsh et al., 2017). 

Meanwhile, a persistent ‘starving student’ ideology normalizes the conditions that leave so many 

students food insecure (Maynard et al., 2018b). 

 There is scarce research on the long-term effects of food insecurity on postsecondary 

students, though adjacent data are instructive. Food insecurity among adolescents has been 

shown to elevate stress and anxiety, resulting in poorer education outcomes (Jyoti et al., 2005). 

In adults, meanwhile, food insecurity leads to chronic health problems (Laraia, 2013; Seligman 

et al., 2010) and lower work productivity (Borre et al., 2010; Devine et al., 2006). In a recent 

study conducted with users of the campus food bank at the University of Alberta, researchers 

found that students who identified as severely food insecure had more difficulty concentrating 

during class, attending class, studying for exams, and completing assignments than their more 

food secure counterparts (Farahbakhsh et al., 2017). Importantly, factors such as academic 

achievement and wellness contribute to student retention and graduation rates (Cady, 2014). 

Postsecondary institutions have taken notice, as demonstrated by the proliferation of on-campus 

food banks in recent years (Farahbakhsh et al., 2017). Yet this is a wholly insufficient 

intervention. By undermining successful learning outcomes, and potentially creating an impact 

on student retention and graduation rates, student food insecurity threatens the raison d’être of 

postsecondary institutions. For this reason alone, food security—and critical food literacy—

ought to be central commitments on all campuses. 

 The limitations of the current status quo, as we see them, are threefold. First, many 

campuses outsource their food services to internationally owned institutional providers, such as 

Chartwells or Aramark. These institutional providers rely on large contracts with food suppliers 

to ensure a consistent supply while maximizing their profit margins. This tends to result in an 

emphasis on processed foods to avoid the high-labour costs associated with cooking with fresh 

ingredients (Reynolds & Hunter, 2017). Students beholden to these corporate food services are 

taking note of the implications. In a survey conducted by the Canadian Federation of Students- 

Ontario (2017), students highlighted a lack of variety as a key concern. This is especially 

relevant for international students, who have little access to culturally appropriate foods on 

campus. The report also showed that the most common critique registered by students was with 

respect to the high price of food at on-campus retailers relative to off-campus locations. For 

students on campuses situated outside of urban centres—in veritable food deserts, like those at 

Trent University—lack of variety and high costs are inescapable realties. At the same time, these 

procurement strategies, accompanied by stringent food-safety standards, create substantial 

barriers to the attempts of small-scale local suppliers to gain access to the public food sector 
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market and ultimately reinforce the industrial food system (Reynolds & Hunter, 2017). Yet 

Stahlbrand (2016) emphasizes the potential for large public institution purchasers to drive local 

procurement and, in turn, improve food system sustainability.  

 In a related way, students are generally not supported to understand where their campus 

food comes from, including how it was grown, who grew it (and under what conditions), or who 

prepared it (and under what conditions). Even where local procurement strategies are 

implemented by institutions, Maynard et al. (2018b) found that forty-three percent of students 

were not aware of local sourcing efforts on campus, and seventy-seven percent of students were 

not familiar with fair-trade programs on campus. This suggests that our postsecondary 

institutions are failing to communicate even the ‘good news’ stories about campus food, leaving 

a vast disconnect between food service and students’ perceptions of the food to which they have 

access on campus. The little information students get about their food from promotional 

materials and labeling schemes—while often portrayed as an attempt at promoting food literacy 

and transparency—is of questionable value. Nutritionism, the process by which food is reduced 

to its nutritional content or its professed disease preventing capabilities, is a key marketing 

technique used to propel industrial food (Scrinis, 2008). Placing caloric values on menus reduces 

food to its most basic biological component and ignores not only the source of those calories 

(e.g., fats, sugars, proteins) but also the journey that food has taken from farm and factory to 

plate. An emphasis on labels—whether nutritional, fair trade, local, or organic—can also be 

depoliticizing, recasting students as (ethical) individualized consumers and reinforcing the 

neoliberal notion that we can shop our way to a better world (Low & Davenport, 2007). 

 This is compounded by a second threat to food literacy and security—the lack of on-

campus amenities to support student cooking. Many students, particularly those living in 

residence, have little access to proper facilities for storing and cooking food. At Trent, for 

example, dorms are not equipped with kitchens. Even for off-campus students who wish to bring 

their own food, finding a microwave on campus to reheat homemade meals can be a serious 

challenge. Without a fridge to store fresh groceries, a stovetop to cook a homemade meal, or a 

microwave to reheat leftovers, students are left with little choice but to frequent the cafeterias, 

where they will often pay more for individual meals than if they had shopped in the supermarket 

or farmers’ market. The lack of supportive amenities on campus channels students to the fast-

food offerings, likely reinforcing the corporate food paradigm and contributing to food deskilling 

and food illiteracy.  

 Finally, these two preceding issues are—in our experience—exacerbated by very little 

critical food literacy curriculum content. Despite an increasingly rich and insightful range of 

food systems curricula at a handful of universities across Canada (see for example Valley et al., 

2017), most students outside of food studies programs are not likely to encounter even an 

introduction to practical food skills in any of their classes, let alone the more ambitious lessons 

of critical food literacy. At Trent, students have access to a number of courses that offer critical 

appraisals of the contemporary food system, including a course called “The Edible Campus” that 

centres campus food systems as an empirical focus for scrutiny. Nonetheless, these courses reach 
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an exceedingly small percentage of Trent students. For example, “The Edible Campus,” a small 

fourth-year course taught by the first author, typically has ten to twelve students per year, a 

fraction of a percent of the over 10,000 students enrolled at the university. Trent does boast a 

thriving set of campus entities—for example the Sustainable Agriculture and Food Systems 

Student Society and The Seasoned Spoon (a non-profit vegetarian café that operates 

independently of Chartwells)—that organize occasional workshops designed to increase student 

food literacy. However, they are largely student run, funded through student levy fees, and do 

not have the capacity to provide a comprehensive, campus-wide approach to critical food 

literacy. 

 

 

Toward a comprehensive food pedagogy 

 

Food literacy begins long before people attend university. We are constantly learning, in 

informal ways, through our every encounter with food (see Sumner, 2016). Food is discovered, 

understood, and appreciated through informal learning in the home—whether searching for an 

online recipe and making an ingredients list or following along as a family member cooks a 

traditional dish. Informal food learning also continuously happens in our communities. Growing 

a garden, talking to local farmers at the market, sharing recipes with neighbours, and cooking 

and eating with friends and family all contribute to food literacy from a young age. And yet, 

deskilling is a constant spectre and ongoing threat to food literacy and food security (see 

Desjardins et al., 2013). These skills and knowledge are lost as families struggle for the time, 

money, and skills required to maintain a diet that not only provides basic nutrient requirements 

but also adds joy and meaning to life (Slater, 2013). Parents have reported wanting to include 

children in meal preparation, but this is weighed against a desire to mitigate mess and time 

wastage (Fulkerson et al., 2011). With young children in the house, the kitchen can become an 

off-limits space (Slater, 2013), a place of no-nonsense utility, in the nightly scramble of dinner-

dishes-bath-bedtime. 

 By the time they reach adolescence, many young people tend to have low levels of food 

literacy with respect to practical skills and capabilities, and they have minimal knowledge about 

the broader socioecological and political aspects of their food systems (Ronto et al., 2016). There 

are very few opportunities outside the classroom designed to increase food literacy among 

adolescents (Thomas & Irwin, 2011). Within the classroom, the opportunities are not much 

better. The Ontario high school curriculum includes one food and nutrition course for grade nine 

or ten and one nutrition and health class for each stream (workplace, college and university 

preparation) in grade twelve (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2019). None of these courses are 

compulsory—though civil-society actors are actively lobbying the provincial government to 

change that (see Ontario Home Economics Association, 2018). Adolescents do, of course, learn 

about food (though not necessarily food systems) in informal settings, however research suggests 
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that rates of adolescent food literacy remain low (Ronto et al., 2016). Furthermore, their diets are 

typified by high consumption of sweetened beverages and fast food (Nelson et al., 2008; 

Worsley, 2015).  

 It is therefore not surprising that by the time students arrive at postsecondary institutions 

they are predisposed to selecting the convenience items available in cafeterias and on-site fast 

food franchises. And yet, rather than organize the campus food system in ways that enable 

different choices to be made, most universities—through the three-pronged process described 

above—reinforce food illiteracy. Nevertheless, many university and college students are at a key 

developmental stage of figuring out who they are, determining what their core commitments are, 

and establishing the patterns they will carry with them well beyond their school days (Tam et al., 

2016). In other words, this period is a critical intervention opportunity to support students in pre-

figuring relationships to food that are different from the conventional ones promoted by our 

campus food systems. 

 To date, a number of responses have been enacted. For example, some campuses offer 

cooking classes and food budgeting workshops (Maynard et al., 2018b). On our own campus, 

The Seasoned Spoon offers a number of workshops for purchasing and cooking food on a tight 

budget. While these workshops have an impact on those who take them, they reach only a 

handful of students, and are ultimately of limited utility in the face of the broader issues outlined 

here. What is required, instead, is a comprehensive and supportive approach to student food 

literacy. At universities offering food studies or food sciences degrees, food literacy should be 

integrated into the broader pedagogical approach of the program.  

While we resist being overly prescriptive (given the diverse contexts and student 

populations at postsecondary institutions), it is clear that campuses can be doing more to improve 

food security and support student food literacy on campus. Campuses need better kitchen and 

food-preparation facilities both for students in residence and for those who live off-campus. 

Campuses should remove corporate fast food chains and replace them with independent retailers 

that source locally produced goods. Canadian campuses have considerable purchasing power and 

therefore have the capacity to induce change (Reynolds & Hunter, 2017). Indeed, research 

suggests that innovative institutional procurement approaches can support social justice and 

environmental sustainability outcomes (Friedmann, 2007; Stahlbrand, 2016). 

 All students should receive basic education about food systems, including the social and 

ecological unsustainability of current practices, as well as specific examples of the inspiring 

work underway to forge alternatives, both locally and in other regions. All students should be 

enabled to learn basic budgeting and cooking skills and to reduce their reliance on meal plans. 

Campuses should host more farmers’ markets, encouraging students to engage with growers and 

acquire a deeper understanding of local food systems. Campus organizations should support 

cooking demonstrations, while campus newspapers should print healthful and budget-friendly 

recipes that students can make with their friends and roommates. Administrators should seek out 

food-service providers that can deliver sustainably produced, culturally appropriate, and 

healthful food, while supporting students with the knowledge and tools of food literacy. In short, 
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postsecondary institutions should take on the challenge of ensuring that all of their students are 

food secure.  

 Most of all, students themselves should be consulted, engaged, and encouraged to act. 

Beyond paying for the campus food system through their tuition and food purchases, their 

bodies, psyches, and academic and personal successes are beholden to that system. At Trent, we 

have anecdotal evidence to suggest that administrations are willing to listen. In 2014, the Trent 

Central Student Association (TCSA, Trent’s undergraduate student union) published what 

amounted to an indictment of Trent’s campus food system (TCSA, 2014). They found that 

ninety-seven percent of student respondents (n=661) were unsatisfied with the food services 

available on campus. The report included twelve recommendations, from increasing the presence 

of food vendors not subject to the primary corporate food contract to ensuring that all eating 

areas on campus are open to all students, not only those with the ability to pay. Encouragingly, 

and to the credit of Trent Food Services, many of the recommendations in the report have been 

implemented in the last five years2. There is nonetheless much more to be done, particularly 

around the support for food literacy.  

 Finally, it is worth underscoring that integrating food literacy and the struggle for student 

food security into food systems curricula is an important way of enhancing food systems 

pedagogy. The feminist geographer Gibson-Graham (2006) argues that a good way to start 

making positive change is to take advantage of “the ubiquitous starting place of here and now” 

(emphasis original, p. 194). For values-based, justice-oriented food studies programs, the here 

and now of the campus provides an effective window through which to view the broader 

problems of our contemporary food systems. For example, teaching food literacy to students on 

campus also provides an opportunity to teach about the gendered nature of food labour and food 

deskilling. Investigating where campus food comes from, and why the food choices on campus 

are the way they are, can introduce other themes, such as the political economy of corporate food 

systems. Similarly, talking about student food insecurity can help articulate the inequality of 

food systems in concrete terms. In parallel, collaborating with groups that foster student food 

literacy and student food security on campus is a way for educators to reveal to their students the 

important world of food justice advocacy and to teach their students about the power of political 

organizing and solidarity. In turn, integrating formal learning in classrooms with non-formal 

learning initiatives hosted by allied groups (e.g., student unions, campus food advocacy groups, 

local activist organizations) can be a way to enrich the student experience while demonstrating 

linkages between education, future professional work, and social engagement.  

 University campuses are an ideal context in which to model many important and 

progressive practices—from prioritizing equity and diversity to pursuing environmental 

sustainability. In parallel, campus food systems represent a new horizon for food systems 

pedagogy to help shape a food-literate and food-secure population. By incorporating occasions to 

adopt a focus on critical food literacy, food systems curricula can support and even lead this 

 
2 There are plans underway to reproduce the 2014 study in the coming academic year.  
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effort. The result will be widespread student success, as well as food systems students who are 

better prepared to understand, survive within, and challenge the social and ecological 

unsustainability of the contemporary corporate food system.  
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