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Collaborative Group 5: The Fruits of Yggdrasil 
The Global Scholars Program 

Research Action Project 

Introduction 

Food literacy is becoming more prevalent due to the fact that it is vital to good health. 

According to the National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), only 36 percent of American 

adults understand and practice fundamental food literacy skills. Food literacy, as the Hampstead 

Institute explains, is “the ability to organize one’s everyday nutrition in a self-determined, 

responsible and enjoyable way.” The lack of this ability implies that one would not reach his or 

her dietary needs as recommended by doctors and dieticians. For example, food illiterate people 

will be less likely to consume the required amount of fruits and vegetables because they probably 

do not understand the importance of a balanced diet. This is a huge problem facing our nation 

because the health of Americans is noticeably affected. 

One of the principal factors that contribute to food illiteracy is socioeconomic status. 

Lower socioeconomic status may indicate a preference to the monetary value of the food rather 

than its quality and nutritional benefits, causing them to purchase foods at a lower monetary cost, 

but which represents a larger nutritional cost to their health over time. L. Dubois and M. Girard 

affirm, “Family income plays a direct role in food expenditures in stores and restaurants...” 

(371). This means that poorer families are negatively affected because they cannot afford to 

purchase healthier foods. 

Another factor of food literacy is the ability or knowledge to create healthy food options. 

This includes both the knowledge of healthy foods as well as the skills to prepare and cook food 

in a healthy manner. Dubois and Girard demonstrate, “For example education level is important 

for the comprehension of the information regarding the relationship between diet and health on a 
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long-term basis” (371). Those with a lower socioeconomic status may not have this knowledge. 

They may often times resort to ordering cheap fast food. This is readily apparent in Detroit, 

Ypsilanti, and other urban centers, where many people struggle to support their families. 

Here at the University of Michigan, food literacy is very important and many students 

demand healthier foods. In Ann Arbor alone, we have many organic food markets and our dining 

halls use and promote nutritious, locally grown foods. Our group is curious what is being done to 

address food accessibility and food literacy at the local level. We plan to visit organizations 

focused on this issue, such as Growing Hope, an urban farm located in Ypsilanti. We will 

interview the staff there to see what strategies they employ in order to combat the above food 

issues. This interview will allow us to gain insight as to their experiences with food accessibility, 

and working with local communities to spread food literacy. 

Literature Review 

In “Can We Have Fries With That, Please? Nutrition And Physical Activity Among 

College Students,” researchers Andreia C. Monteiro, Miljana Jeremic, and Michael C. Budden 

explore what contributes to college-age students indulging in unhealthy food. Existing 

scholarship from 2009 reveals that college students spend approximately 40 percent of the 

money allotted to food away from home, either at fast-food or sit-down restaurants (Walker, 

Wolf & Schroeter, 2009). This demonstrates a demand for convenient and inexpensive food from 

students. In fact, while fast food consumption has increased among adults since the 1990s, it is 

particularly high among college-aged adults (Bowman & Vinyard, 2004).Yet existing research 

relays more about the habits of college-age students: they often lack adequate knowledge 

regarding salubrious food choices. This lack of knowledge manifests itself in the inability to 

correctly decipher what the information on food labels means. However, when students 
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understand the nutrition information labels, purchasing behaviors are modified, revealing 

healthier choices, especially for females (Kolodinsky et al., 2008). Thus, food label illiteracy will 

likely lead to purchasing unhealthy food items and may eventually contribute to poor health. In 

considering the existing scholarship on food literacy and food choices, Monteiro, Jeremic, and 

Budden formulated a hypothesis: participants who report reading food labels will weigh less. 

These participants were 225 college students of varied races. The study’s findings confirm the 

hypothesis. And so, health illiteracy, represented in the inability to comprehend food label 

information, is correlated to poor health. 

“Health Literacy and Nutrition Behaviors among Low-Income Adults” by Katherine E. 

Speirs, Lauren A. Messina, Ashley L. Munger, and Stephanie K. Grutzmacher examines how 

low-income status affects a person’s health literacy and how this indirectly affects a person's 

health behaviors. Health literacy can be defined as the degree to which an individual can 

accurately obtain, process and understand basic health information and services to make healthy 

eating choices. It recorded certain behaviors that provide insight into one’s level of health 

literacy such as knowledge of nutrition, frequency of consulting food labels, and the ability to 

make salubrious decisions at the grocery store. Health literacy includes several skills such as 

reading skills, numeracy skills, oral communication skills and writing skills. To have a high 

health literacy, an individual should be good in all these skills. 

The subjects of the studies, or those considered low-income adults, are those who are 

eligible for Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). The study found that 37 

percent of the sample had adequate health literacy. Race and parenthood were significant in 

predicting health literacy. White respondents had the highest health literacy scores followed by 

Black and other respondents, and parents had higher health literacy scores than respondents who 
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were not parents. Income, education, race, gender, and food security status were not significantly 

related to health literacy.     

The study conducted found that health literacy has an effect on an individual's diet and 

nutrition behaviors. Adults with low health literacy have difficulty following dietary 

recommendations from health practitioners, reading food labels and making right choices while 

buying food in the grocery store. Besides that, the study also found that people with low health 

literacy are less likely to follow the recommended dietary guidelines from food practitioners and 

also less likely to look at the food labels. 

In order to better improve the health literacy among this group of sample, practitioners 

must clearly communicate dietary recommendations and guidelines to their clients. For example, 

practitioners can use techniques such as asking the clients to recall on what they have learned 

from the practitioner to ensure comprehension. Practitioners should also run a simulation where 

clients can read nutrition facts labels accurately to demonstrate that they know the proper way of 

reading the labels on food. Besides that, clients should also be put to a test to classify healthy and 

good food. 

One of the limitations to the study was that they use a very small sample size and the 

subjects were just limited to people who are eligible for SNAP. This sample size does not really 

represent the majority of the people. Another study should be done to have a bigger sample size 

to be able to accurately confirm that health literacy is affected by the income status of a person. 

In this project, we will investigate many strategies to increase food access and food 

literacy at the local level, such as education and community partnerships. This will help us 

explore potential solutions to the problem. 
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Methods 

Our group selected Growing Hope in Ypsilanti due to its proximity to the University of 

Michigan. On Monday, March 11, 2013, we took the Ann Arbor Transit Authority to downtown 

Ypsilanti, and soon we found ourselves at the small urban farm. First, our tour guide Arika, gave 

us a brief history of the organization and its founding mission. She then led us around the farm, 

showing us the personal plots for community members to grow individual gardens. Next, we saw 

the farm’s gardening area on which they cultivate the bounty of produce. Other sights included 

the green house for year-round growing; two farm trucks, one for produce transportation and the 

other for mobile farm demonstrations; and other projects such as bee hives, fruit trees, and 

mushroom logging. During the tour, Arika described the organization’s sustainability efforts 

such as rain water collecting and composting. 

Following this, Arika brought us inside the Growing Hope building to further discuss 

outreach initiatives and operations. Here, we learned about their education programs including 

classes for the community as well as local schools. Furthermore, Arika acquainted us with the 

development of the Growing Hope farmers’ market and other Ypsilanti market, which is still 

growing. The group took the opportunity to ask questions regarding the role of volunteers and 

staff members, how the community mobilizes to help the organization, how and to whom 

Growing Hope donates produce, and the organization’s commitment to food accessibility. 

Results 

Growing Hope demonstrates a desire to increase food accessibility for Ypsilanti residents 

of low economic status. In order to accomplish this, it established a farmers’ market that occurs 

on Tuesdays. However, it understands that produce must be affordable for it to be accessible to 

families of low income.  Thus, Growing Hope found three solutions to address this problem. 



6 
 

First, the organization accepts “healthy food prescriptions” from local health organizations as 

vouchers by which families can obtain produce. Also, Growing Hope was one of the first three 

farmers’ markets to accept food stamps as payment for produce in the state of Michigan. Last of 

all, the organization practices a policy called “Double Up Food Bucks” through which a person 

using food stamps can get double the amount of money that he or she can purchase healthy food 

options at the farmers’ market. 

Another pillar of Growing Hope stands as education, specifically of gardening, nutrition, 

and sustainability. It plays a prominent role in the community by providing gardening and 

nutritional cooking classes. As a result, community members can create their own home gardens 

and prepare the bounty for their families. Growing Hope also works with local summer camps, 

enabling children to learn the basics of gardening.  

Discussion  

The Growing Hope organization has an interesting history. It started with the efforts of 

the founder, Amanda Edmonds, organizing the Perry Learning Gardening School to raise interest 

in gardening at the Ypsilanti community. She tried to establish a project of a greenhouse at one 

local school. A lack of resources and plans of the school, however, created a barrier to the 

project. In absence of a proper space, she joined together the interest of students at the local 

school learning cabinetry and the resources that she had available to buy a property at downtown, 

close to the farmer market, and reform it in a proper way to develop her business and activities. 

Therefore, our group could see how a few people can join similar goals and efforts to build 

pillars that can change or improve a community. 

After the organization was established and the staff increased, Growing Hope started 

some projects to educate Ypsilanti community about how to grow and eat healthy food. The 
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“healthy food prescriptions” could help people with interest in a better diet but without the 

necessary knowledge to accomplish it. Our group discussed with Arika how this simple action 

could improve the food literacy of the local society, distributing the resources to pursue a 

healthier lifestyle and also improve their knowledge of gardening. 

By increasing the awareness of people in Ypsilanti to gardening practices, Growing Hope 

could offer simple options to allow people to have their own small garden at home. Our group 

could see how the organization provides “Garden Leadership Training” to prepare people to 

begin or grow their garden project. They also provide the set up and education to community 

volunteers engaged in growing seedlings at home for themselves, neighbors and/or at Growing 

Hope center. Moreover, the organization has a small library that allows members to check out 

tools, small equipment, books, and curricular materials. Therefore, they provide more than 

necessary means to allow people interested in using their home space to develop gardening 

project, improving the community knowledge about garden and food literacy. 

Implications 

Growing Hope is only one such example of a community-focused effort to increase food 

accessibility and food literacy. It began with the passion of one person, to spread the knowledge 

and importance of gardening, but it has become much more. There is the potential for many other 

such passionate individuals, organizations, and communities, who want to see a change in the 

way people view, grow, and eat food. Besides Growing Hope’s own growth, other organizations 

can learn from their strategies, such as how to tackle the issues of food accessibility and literacy, 

and how important it is to understand the people within the community, so that these practices, 

like gardening, going to the farmer’s market, can be comfortably integrated into their lives.  
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Reflection on the Group Process  

From the initial brainstorming of topics, to the writing of this paper, every member of our 

collaborative group contributed something, and that was a strength of ours. We had myriad ideas 

for our research/action project, so we tried our best to achieve a consensus by finding a middle 

ground between as many ideas as possible. Moving forward to the research and gathering of 

relevant information and references, each person offered their input, time, and effort. Once again, 

every person’s work was incorporated into the literature review. These exemplify how our group 

honored our shared responsibilities.  

Even with all our busy schedules, the project was very successful, and the trip to 

Growing Hope was very fun and inspiring. We only wished we had time to do more in our 

neighborhood and actually implement a project that would give back to the community. We also 

wanted to do something that involved comparing food literacy between Ann Arbor and Detroit 

but we felt that it was too hard to coordinate a time when we were all free. However, if we were 

to do this project again, we would definitely try to start earlier and schedule bigger projects.  

Conclusion 

Visiting Growing Hope was a truly inspiring experience. It showed us that the 

community really cares about helping one another. We saw an organization that was not only run 

by profits, but also driven by the desire to provide fresh, delicious fruits and vegetables at an 

affordable price. Slowly, we began to realize the sheer impact that Growing Hope had on the 

community and how different life would be without it. Without Growing Hope and the Ypsilanti 

farmers markets, the nearby area would turn into a food desert or an area with little or no access 

to fresh food resources necessary for a healthy diet.  
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Food Accessibility is a major topic for food literacy and one that is being assessed more 

and more every day. Growing Hope’s story shows how easy it is to get involved and tackle the 

problem our society faces with food accessibility. The University of Michigan dining halls are 

also addressing these problems by using fresh and locally grown ingredients in their cooking to 

provide students with healthier meals. For instance, as Molly Block of the Michigan Daily 

reports, the East Quad residential dorm and dining hall will reopen after a year of construction. 

The renovated dining hall will feature a number of different “micro-restaurants”, but two in 

particular complement the effort for sustainable and conscientious consumption. Farmers’ Table 

will use locally produced food, and 24 Carrots will serve only vegan options (Block).  

After reflecting on our experience, we think that it is very easy for the Global Scholars 

Program and other University of Michigan students to involve themselves with facing the 

problems of food literacy. A number of informative resources exist for students to better 

understand nutrition and food preparation. Although food illiteracy is a community issue, it also 

occurs on an individual level. In addition, students can seek out opportunities to assist in the 

work of organizations like Growing Hope. In short, we must educate ourselves and be willing to 

take part in the collective effort to address food illiteracy. This will eventually lead to a brighter 

and healthier future. 
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