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Executive	Summary		
	
This	report	 is	one	final	outcome	of	our	ARC	project	that	commenced	in	2016,	Children	as	health	

advocates:	Assessing	 the	consequences.	 That	project	emerged	as	a	 result	of	our	concerns	about	

obesity	discourses	and	assumptions	by	policy	makers	and	public	health	institutions	that	schools	are		

key	 places	where	 ‘obesity’	 can	 be	 tackled.	 In	 particular,	we	 noted	 the	 policy	 call	 for	 schools	 to	

mobilise	children	as	health	advocates	within	their	families	and	that	multiple	school	food	programs	

have	emerged	in	part	as	an	attempt	to	curb	the	obesity	problem.	But	we	wondered	what	happened	

when	schools	recruit	children	to	address	their	family’s	health	practices:	What	were	the	messages	

emerging	in	school	food	discourses?	Were	these	‘messages’	effective	for	children?	How	did	children	

feel	about	this	responsibility	if	so?	How	did	families	respond	if	children	were	sharing	school	food	

messages	at	home?	

	

Our	key	research	questions	

Ø To	explore	how	children	experience	the	public	health	call	to	become	advocates	for	healthy	

eating	in	their	families;	

Ø To	explore	family	responses	to	obesity	prevention	education	including	physical	education	

messages	 brought	 home	 by	 children	 from	 schools	 and	 how	 family	 relationships	 and	

interactions	are	impacted	and	changed.	

	

Our	key	research	findings		

	

We	 found	a	 complex	and	messy	picture:	 families	are	doing	 their	best,	 and	 school	messages	are	

sometimes	not	clear	and	often	focus	too	strongly	on	the	negative	aspects	of	food	and	on	rules:	not	

how	we	eat	and	live	together	in	family	contexts.	

	

Ø Our	research	shows	that	children	take	home	little	food	knowledge	from	school.	

Ø School	 messages	 reinforce	 an	 understanding	 of	 food	 as	 instrumentally	 concerned	 with	

health:	such	rules	reinforce	food	as	discrete	entities	or	categories,	such	as	fruit,	vegetables,	

protein,	carbohydrates.	School	food	policies,	reinforce	this	atomisation	and	instrumentality.		

Ø There	 are	 so	many	 school	 programs	 that	 confusion	 is	 almost	 inevitable.	 Evaluations	 are	
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sparse.			

Ø Children	affirm	their	family	food	practices	and	assert	that	their	food	knowledge	is	primarily	

as	a	result	of	their	interaction	with	their	parents,	grandparents	and	siblings.		

Ø The	 families	 show	 that	 much	 of	 family	 food	 work	 is	 relational	 –	 central	 to	 children’s	

understanding	of	 food	as	pleasurable.	 Parental	 attention	 to	 children’s	 health	 centred	on	

wellbeing,	comfort	and	pleasure.	

	

Another	important	outcome	of	our	research	was	the	development	of	the	Schooling	Food	Exhibition,	

designed	to	bring	these	familial	stories	about	their	everyday	food	practices	and	the	dissonances	in	

the	school	discourses	children	and	families	heard,	to	life.	The	objectives	of	this	exhibition	were	to	

encourage	more	creative,	flexible	and	respectful	responses	to	the	foodwork	families	do,	and	to	their	

holistic	 and	 comprehensive	 definitions	 of	 the	 ‘health’	 of	 their	 children.	 For	 schools	 and	 policy	

makers,	there	may	be	unexplored	opportunities	to	support	and	enhance	rather	than	to	critique	and	

judge.			
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A	day	in	the	life:	our	child	participants	and	their	everyday		

	

These	are	a	selection	from	the	images	and	drawings	produced	by	the	children	who	participated	in	

our	study.	Our	online	exhibition	contains	many	more	of	these	food	images.		

	

Waking	up		

	
	

	 	

Breakfast		
	

	
	

	

My	school	day	
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Snacks	
	

	
	

What’s	for	dinner?	
	

	
	

Is	this	my	dinner?	
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Our	study	population		
	

We	worked	with:		

Ø 50	families	with	at	least	one	child	in	

primary	school		

Ø Rural	and	regional	families		

Ø Diverse	family	configurations	and	

ethnic	backgrounds	

Ø 43	schools	included		

	

	

	

	

	

	

With	each	family,	we	did	a	preliminary	interview	with	parents.	We	then	left	an	iPad	with	the	child	

investigator	for	between	2-4	days	for	them	to	take	photos/videos	at	home	of	any	family	food	related	

activity.	We	returned	and	 interviewed	first	the	child	and	then	all	 the	family	members	who	were	

there	 and	 wanted	 to	 participate.	 Parents	 were	 present	 at	 all	 times.	 This	 study	 received	 ethics	

approval	through	Monash	University	Ethics	processes.		

	

Our	dataset	 therefore	 included	100	 interviews.	 Each	 family	 had	 at	 least	 10	photos	 and/or	 films	

about	food.	We	recruited	34	families	living	in	urban	areas	and	16	in	regional	areas.	There	were	67	

child	participants	across	these	50	families	within	the	sample	age	range	5	to	12	years.	The	ethnic	

background	of	families	was	diverse	and	included	families	from	France,	Greece,	Iraq,	Syria,	Malta,	

Canada,	Germany,	Colombia,	Costa	Rica,	India,	Sri	Lanka,	Pakistan,	Egypt,	Ireland	and	UK,	as	well	as	

Australia,	including	Indigenous	Australians	and	those	with	British	heritage.	The	age	range	of	parents	

was	 from	 29	 to	 58	 years.	 Parents	 had	 diverse	 working	 arrangements	 and	 diverse	 occupations	

including	information	technology,	law,	digital	technologies,	design,	call	centres,	finance,	education,	

accountancy,	marketing,	healthcare,	building	and	landscape,	construction,	and	engineering.		

29-585-12

METHODOLOGY OVERVIEW

Diverse ethnic, sexual, and family makeup, 
including single, same-sex, and heterosexual 
parents. Cross-section of socio-economic status.

Parental Occupations—Diverse industries
and work types. Industries include Information 
Technology, Law, Digital Technologies and Design, 
Call Centres, Finance, Education (Kindergarten, 
Primary, Secondary and Tertiary), Accountancy, 
Marketing, Healthcare (Doctors, Nurses and 
Affiliate),  Building And Landscape, Construction, 
Engineering, Private Business (Including 
Photography, Personal Training, Supermarket, 
Home Maintenance), Volunteer Services 
(Community Housing, Gardening, Child Safety, 
Refugee Services).

Canada

100

Colombia
Costa Rica

Egypt
Syria 
Iraq

India
Pakistan
Sri Lanka

Australia, including 
Indigenous Australians and 
those with British heritage.

United Kingdom
Ireland
France
Germany
Malta
Greece

FAMILY CULTURAL BACKGROUNDS

Interviews conducted

16 Regional Families

Child Age Range Parental Age Range

11 Regional Schools 34 Urban Families

67 child participants across the 50 families

32 Urban Schools
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Key	findings:	Food	messages	from	school	to	home	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

We	found	that	school	messages	about	the	importance	of	‘healthy	eating’	are	ubiquitous	but	that	

there	are	multiple	points	of	contradiction	and	confusion	about	what	this	might	be	in	practice	for	

children,	families	and	indeed	for	schools	and	teachers.	Overall,	students	do	not	readily	see	school	

as	a	source	of	reliable	or	‘good’	knowledge	about	healthy	eating	–	we	have	identified	this	as	the	‘not	

really’	outcome	of	school	food	messages.		

	

Key	points		

Ø Clearly	 problems	 with	 school	 food	 messages:	 mixed,	 punitive,	 incoherent,	 inconsistent,	

creative	too;	

Ø Food	practices	at	school	focused	heavily	on	regulation	and	borders	around	food:	no	sharing,	

no	commensality,	often	prescriptive	and	scary	[no	yoghurt	covered	sultanas]				

Ø Family	food	practices	were	messy:	temporally,	physically;			

Ø Family	 food	messages	were	also	often	 ‘incoherent	and	 inconsistent’	 too	 (treats,	“healthy	

but…”,	 “we	 try	but…”),	 yet	 children	and	parents	understood	 these	 food	 interactions	and	

interconnections	in	terms	of	their	relationships	and	felt	secure	and	confident	in	their	family	

food	messages	and	stories.	

I:	 […]	Okay	 so	this	 is	 really	my	 last	question	for	you	…	are	there	any	

things	 that	you’ve	 learned	at	 school	about	 food	that	you	 thought,	 ‘I	

have	to	come	home	and	tell	someone’?	

Tania/Tess:	[pause]		

I:	It’s	okay	if	you	haven’t.	

Tania:	Not	really.		

I:	Not	really.	

Tess:	Yeah,	not	really.	

(Tess	and	Tania,	9	year	old	twins;	Family	17)	
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Overall,	we	 found,	 following	Fairbrother	et	 al.	 (2016),	 a	 clear	distinction	between	 the	 regulated	

(even	if	incoherent)	school	food	messages,	and	the	context	of	‘mutual	relationships’	underpinning	

family	food	practices	that	were	meaningful	for	and	to	children.	Families	engage	with	their	children’s	

food	needs	every	day	and	make	compromises,	assessing	children’s	wellbeing	emotionally	as	well	as	

nutritionally.	They	seek	 to	 find	a	balance	between	 instrumental	nutritional	 information,	and	the	

pleasure	of	 eating	 and	enjoying	 family	 life.	 In	our	 view,	 the	 relational	 consumption	practices	of	

home/family	–	where	the	exchange	of	food	extends	beyond	nutrition,	and	reflects	love,	nurturance,	

preferences,	rituals,	habits,	deep	knowledge,	pleasure	–	as	the	critical	underpinning	of	the	children’s	

confidence	in	their	parents’	expertise.	Our	analysis	of	the	visual	data	often	reinforced	the	messiness	

of	family	food	environments	(for	instance,	children	took	pictures	of	family	members	as	well	as	the	

food	in	many	cases)	and	the	sterility	and	atomisation	of	school	food	(sections	in	lunchboxes,	tiny	

containers,	no	mess	‘brain	food’).	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

In	addition,	schools	used	multiple	food	education	programs,	such	as	Nude	Food,	the	LifeEdVan,	term	

projects	on	sustainability,	and	‘brain’	food,	that	for	children	were	not	clearly	connected	to	health	or	

each	other.	The	objectives	were	not	well-defined	with	children	struggling	to	understand	broader	

objectives	that	may	have	existed	focusing	more	on	the	narrow	rules	that	surrounded	the	programs.	

Examples	include	brain	food	specified	as	fruit,	except	watermelon	as	it	may	drip,	and	needing	to	eat	

	

I:	So	when	you	do	 learn	about	the	food	pyramid	and	other	things	about	food	at	

school	

Sarah:	Yeah.	

I:	Do	you	come	home	and	talk	to	mum	and	dad	and	Oscar	about	those	things?	

Sarah:	No,	not	really.	

I:	So	you’re	not	saying	to	mum	and	dad,	“I	can	only	have	this	amount	of	fruit	and	

veggies”?	

Sarah:	No.	

I:	“Or	we	shouldn’t	eat	too	many	lollies”?’	

Sarah:	No.	They	already	know	that.	Yeah.		

(Sarah,	10	years	old,	Family	4)	



Australian	Research	Council	Grant	DP160100257	 	 	 	 @SchoolingFood		

Monash	Faculty	of	Education	Grant		

9	

lunch	in	ten	minutes	rather	than	a	focus	on	nourishment	to	keep	going	with	the	day.	Across	our	43	

schools,	the	following	programs	were	in	use	or	mentioned	as	having	been	used	in	schools.	Children	

generally	needed	to	be	prompted	by	parents	to	recall	these	programs	and	‘take-away’	messages	

were	not	clear	for	children.			

			

	 	

THE MANY WAYS SCHOOLS ‘DO FOOD’
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KITCHEN AND COOKING ACTIVITIES
BREAKFAST CLUB

SCHOOL GARDENS

SCHOOL COOKBOOKFAMILY COOKING PROGRAM
BIRTHDAY CELEBRATIONS

FOOD THEMED DAYS
FOOD FUNDRAISERS

LIFE EDUCATION
CANTEEN

BRAIN FOOD
NUDE FOOD

This infographic visualises the 'everyday' food 
work and activities that took place in primary 
schools. Each numbered segment represents a 
single family and the school food programs and 
events they experienced.

Programs vary across schools, but also within 
schools. Nude Food, Life Education, Garden and 
Cooking Programs are prevalent across the 
schools. But each school varies in the way it 
implements these programs. For example, Nude 
Food, one of the most popular programs, is a 
daily occurrence at some schools, or run less 
often: weekly, monthly, by term or year. Despite 
the variety of programs, there was little or no 
ongoing formal education about food.

Other food events and activities are an integral 
part of the school day. Families talked about 
themed days that encouraged them to celebrate 
food from ‘other cultures’. Many schools permit 
birthday celebrations while others don’t. In 
schools where birthdays were celebrated 
children could bring a variety of foods. Where 
birthday celebrations couldn’t include food, 
students could bring stationery. 

Differences in programs and inconsistencies 
in school guidelines, policies and practices 
confused children and parents. Many families 
we spoke to expressed uncertainty about which 
guidelines to follow.
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The	Exhibition	outcome	

The	Schooling	Food	exhibition	concept	emerged	from	recognition	of	the	richness	of	the	visual	data	

and	its	importance	in	revealing	the	complexity	of	family	food	practices	and	lives.	This	visual	dataset	

offered	 another	 way	 to	 ‘see’	 the	 dissonance	 between	 these	 everyday	 experiences	 and	 school	

approaches	to	food	and	food	messages.	The	Exhibition	ran	in	the	Monash	University	Library	Gallery	

from	18	February	to	1	March	2019.	

	

It	exists	as	a	permanent	collection	online.	

	https://repository.monash.edu/exhibits/show/schoolingfood/home/	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


