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Background to our study (1)

 Heavy industrialisation of food production

 Dominance of food market by major 

corporations

 High degree of separation between 

consumer and producer

 Decontextualisation of food, sanitised 

environment of the supermarket

 ‘anxiety’ (Jackson, 2013) exists around 

food choice 



Background to our study (2)

 Prevalence of ‘virtual food’ (Coakley, 

2003), a food form not reflective of its 

content

 ‘Food products for children are being 

reconstructed and reconstituted at an 

ever increasing pace such that the 

dominant ingredient fades into memory’ 

(Coakley, 2003)

 Rising levels of childhood obesity

 Increasingly sedentary life style



Research commissioned by Asda

 Surveyed 1,000 children under the 

age of eight

More than half  didn’t know that 

eggs come from chickens

 Six out of ten didn’t know how long 

it takes to grow a vegetable eg: a 

carrot.

One in ten didn’t know where beef 

comes from

https://corporate.asda.com/newsroom/2016/09/20/uk-kids-go-hungry-when-it-comes-to-knowledge-about-food



Our research project

 Participant observation in two 

primary schools, plus interviews 

with children 

Children from reception to year six

 Activities included digging, 

planting, picking but also playing 

and discovery

 Activities often unstructured



Food as trophies

The excitement and joy associated with finding 

and claiming these trophies is summed up in the 

observation of potato harvest at Town School: It 

was like they were possessed […] they were 

manically tearing at the soil with their hands, the 

forks with which they had begun the operation 

soon discarded. They were literally screaming as 

they did this, with additional yelps of delight each 

time they came across more treasure. Such was 

the noise and excitement that teachers heading 

home for the evening and those attending the 

after-school football club all came to see what 

was going on. (Fieldnotes, Town School)



Connections to food practices

 ‘I saw the cook picking something out of 

the beds, it looked like grass’ (Boy, 5).

 ‘My granddad doesn’t like gardening 

[…] and I said to him, maybe, well if you 

don’t like gardening why do you like 

broccoli? Why do you have potatoes 

because they are all made from 

gardening?’ (Interview, Girl, 5).

 ‘What can we pick next’

 ‘What can we try today’



Our findings - sensory experience is 

important when it comes to eating

 Gardens are places where children 
can encounter, consume, learn about 
and produce food

 Playing with soil and plants, 
discovering and touching animals and 
insects is important and fun

 Sensory experience helps children 
navigate between cognitive 
awareness and their consumer 
choices

 The mess and play of the garden invert 
many of the ways children usually 
learn about food.



Extending our findings 

 This approach would work in other 
places where food is ‘grown’.

 Farm visits or small holdings would be a 
useful way to extend this approach to 
include different food groups

 Key would be the opportunity for 
sensory contact with materials and 
matter 

 Aim to generate fun and interaction 
which facilitate learning and discussion 
of where food comes from and what 
happens before it reaches the 
consumer.
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