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 As a volunteer with Food for Life (FFL) and the Culinary Arts club at Hampstead 

Hill, I have seen the students use the time in class and in the club learning about food 

while also learning about other cultures.  From what I have heard, most of the kids seem 

to have a narrow frame of reference for travel in their own lives; however, they come 

from diverse ethnic backgrounds.  I believe that the food-related programs at Hampstead 

Hill have helped the students expand their horizons and travel, opening them up to 

learning about new cultures.   

Examining the way students have “traveled” through FFL, at times travel has 

been learning about a new place, and other times travel seems to be a journey into their 

own history, to learn about the cultures relevant to their personal ancestries.  I think the 

students tend to show the most interest in cultures that are immediately familiar: the 

culture with which they identify followed by cultures they recognize to be part of their 

family’s lineage, and then cultures of the people they know.  I believe that the kids are 

least interested in foods, places, and information on foreign cultures that are seemingly 

unconnected to their lives.  However, as ideas about the cultures are re-introduced to the 

kids, I think they may start to become familiar with the culture, progressing towards a re-

evaluation and higher estimation of the place and possibly even the food.   

In order to understand how travel and culture are framed in the minds of 

Hampstead Hill students, it is important to know their background.  The school is 

ethnically diverse, but does not follow the same population breakdowns as Baltimore 

City.  At the school, the breakdown is: 55% white, 25% African American, 10% Latino, 

8% Native American, and 2% Asian.  In Baltimore City, approximately 70% of the 

population is African American.  Early in my fieldwork, the school principal Matt 

Hornbeck noted that the Latino population at Hampstead Hill is the fastest growing 

ethnic group.  The majority of the school is also low-income.  Located in Canton, 

Hampstead Hill draws students from “old Canton” families who worked in the local 

factories, and from “new residents who have moved to the area during the process of 

gentrification.”  Eighty percent of the students’ families meet the government’s financial 

criteria for poverty status, with 60% of the children eligible for the free school lunch 

program and 15% eligible for the school’s reduced fare lunch program.  (Matt Hornbeck, 

2/19/06)   

 

Interest in Travel and Other Cultures 

 The FFL program is partially focused on teaching kids about “the cultures from 

which various foods originated” (Lecture by Antonia Demas- author of FFL curriculum, 

4/24/06).  Ariel Demas, teacher of the FFL class, believes students generally appreciate 

learning about other places:   

 

Radha:  Do you feel like [the students] are curious about [other cultures]?  

Ariel Demas:  I think they are!  Yeah, I think it’s hard ‘cause their world is so small.  

Their world is Baltimore.  It is Canton.  You know?  As far as I know.  But, I think that if 



you just, sort of, give them the idea that there’s other things out there or that they have an 

Atlas to look at, they might get curious.  Yeah, I think they’re receptive.   

-Interview, 3/3/06 

 

I noticed Culinary Arts club students were enthusiastic about experiencing the culture of 

another country by learning and using some of the language in order to greet guests at 

community dinners.   

 

Crystal, Courtney and Jessica stood at the front door.  Ariel had taught them how to say 

good evening in Italian.  “Buono sera,” Crystal would say with a smile as she opened the 

door to let in parents. 

-Field note, 2/17/06 

 

One of the kids asked Ariel, “How do you say hello in Irish?”  She had taught them how 

to greet the parents in Italian for the previous community dinner.  “I don’t know,” Ariel 

replied.  “Just say, welcome.  Happy St. Patrick’s Day.  Please join us for dinner in the 

cafeteria.”   

-Field note, 3/17/06 

 

In addition to learning about the culture, students seem to be interested in proving their 

knowledge of the world during FFL.   

 

Ariel told the kids about Mexico.  First, she had one student find it on a large map posted 

on one wall of the classroom.  Nearly every kid in the classroom raised his or her hand to 

volunteer to find the country.  Ariel chose a little kid named David to find Mexico.  All the 

kids in the class said they could find Mexico on the map.  Even as David was looking at 

the map trying to locate Mexico, other students were asking Ariel if they could point out 

where the country was located. 

-Field note, 2/17/06 

 

 Students seem to be interested in other countries, however, few talked about 

experiences with international travel.  A student named Jared, when learning about Italy, 

seemed upset that I and another volunteer had both traveled to Italy.  When I started 

talking about Italian opera, Jared said, “You’ve been there [to Italy], too?”  Another 

student, Alex, commented, “Man, I’ve never gone anywhere interesting.  I’ve only been 

to North Carolina.”  (Field note, 3/3/06)  Only one student to date, Yalixa, talked to me 

about traveling out-of-country.  Yalixa went to Honduras to visit relatives.  One other 

student, Jeremy, also mentioned to me that he is planning on taking a trip to the 

Philippines this summer with his father to visit relatives.  Otherwise, most students’ 

travel experiences have been limited to the U.S., between New York and Florida, with a 

few students having been to the West coast.   

 Thinking about where the students have been and about their excitement to find 

new countries on the map, I wonder how many feel as though they will have the 

opportunity to leave Baltimore and see some of the places they learn about in FFL.  I 

want to know whether the students ever feel as though they are stuck in Baltimore, if they 

aspire to travel, and if they think that they will one day realize any of their dreams of 



traveling.  When I asked students in the FFL classes about where they have always 

wanted to go, many responded places such as London, Egypt, and China.  (Field notes, 

4/25/06 and 4/27/06)  None of them talked about travel within the US.  This makes me 

wonder if kids place higher value on overseas travel as opposed to travel within the US, 

and whether FFL has influenced travel aspirations.  

 

“Traveling” to Form a Personal Connection 

 Given the diverse ethnic backgrounds of Hampstead Hill students, many of the 

classes have introduced cultures with which some students can identify.  In this way, 

some students have been able to travel through their ancestry, forming a more personal 

connection with the culture presented in the class session.  Forming a personal connection 

has seemed to generate more interest from students in “traveling” to learn about a culture 

and experience it in greater depth.   

One FFL class was focused on presenting a Native American dish called Three 

Sisters.  Almost half the students in the class noted that they had Native American 

ancestors.     

 

After kids were done cooking, they would wander over to a computer in the back of the 

classroom that was playing a picture slideshow.  Pictures of Native Americans, head 

dresses, illustrations of types of Iroquois housing structures, and images of various 

gourds rotated on the screen.  Alex, who had said he is part Cherokee, studied the 

pictures intently as they flashed onto the screen.   

-Field note, 4/18/06 

 

In one instance, a student named Michelle was unsure she identified with the culture 

presented.  As the class went on, I think she may have been rationalizing how she 

identified herself.  I wanted to find out from her and from other students how they 

determined their ethnic identity.  I think that she stayed engaged in the class and 

interested in the culture because she was grappling with her connection to it.      

 

I asked the kids if they knew anyone who is Indian…One of the kids pointed 

towards Michelle and said that she is part Indian, but she didn’t raise her hand… 

Later, Michelle asked me, “What if someone has an aunt or something who’s 

Indian.  Does that make you Indian, too?  Even though you aren’t from there?”  I said I 

thought it could make a person Indian.  She didn’t seem convinced.  I told her that 

although I was born in America, since my parents are Indian, I think I’m Indian too.  She 

shook her head in disagreement.  So, I said I guess it depends on what you want to think, 

if you think you are part Indian because you are related, or if you think you are only from 

the place where you are born…   

I told the kids that I know a kind of Indian dance…and I showed them a few steps.  

“I want to do that,” Michelle said once I stopped dancing.  “How do you do it?  I want to 

do it,” she said.  She said something about being nervous, but then got up and tried to do 

the namaskaram step.  She asked me to do it again, so I showed her how.   

-Field note, 4/25/06 

 



Where some students had personal connections to the culture through ancestry, 

others were able to cultivate a personal connection through the information they learned 

in the class session.   

 

…The kids paid attention and watched Ariel write her name using the Greek alphabet.  A 

few asked if she would write their names.  Ariel asked Antonia to write the Greek 

alphabet, since Antonia had mentioned she goes to Greek school.  Antonia wrote out the 

alphabet, mentioned the letters of the English alphabet that don’t exist in Greek.  Then, 

she started taking requests from the students on how they could write their names in 

Greek.  Nearly every student wanted to copy down his or her name, spelled in the Greek 

alphabet.   

-Field note, 2/25/06 

 

 I wonder what relationships or experiences constitute forming a personal 

connection to the culture.  Is it enough to just know someone of that culture in order to 

become more excited to experience it?  On 4/7/06, when Culinary Arts club participants 

were planning their next community dinner, they suggested Greek food, possibly in 

response to the presence of four members of the Araviakis family or their knowledge that 

the teacher, Ariel Demas, is Greek.  Does learning about the food and culture in FFL 

make the food more accessible and desirable?  Does it heighten curiosity to try more 

foods from that culture?    

 

I thought it was interesting to note that the kids only mentioned countries that they had 

already learned about in FFL and foods that they had already made in the class or the 

club.  

-Field note, 4/7/06 

 

 Although in most cases, having a personal connection to the culture fostered 

excitement to “travel” to that place in FFL class and experience the culture through food, 

music, pictures, and language, there was an instance that confused me.  Juana, a student 

with Latin American heritage, was in FFL for a session in which we made burritos.  She 

seemed to take pride in sharing her culture with fellow students, but she did not seem 

enthusiastic about eating food so completely familiar and connected to her routine 

experience.   

 

When going through the line, Juana did not seem very excited about the burritos.  

She said she eats tortillas and beans all the time at home.  She said her mom usually 

cooks the tortillas from scratch and talked about the recipe and cooking process.  

Earlier, she had taken charge of the guacamole-making team, tasting the condiment and 

suggesting the spices needed to make it authentic.   

In line, Juana took a wheat tortilla and put some beans on it.  She did not add any 

other veggies or the guacamole she had made to her burrito.  I noticed she only ate a few 

bites of the burrito before class ended, leaving most of it behind.   

-Field note, 2/17/06 

 



 I am unsure if the absence of personal connection to a culture can be associated 

with less interest in learning about the associated place, people, and food.  I noticed 

students in one class were unengaged, and would be interested in finding out if my 

theories about personal connection and food evaluation connected to interest in other 

cultures, as presented in the following field note, could be supported in further field 

work.   

 

When I asked the kids if they had questions about India, or about any of the 

pictures they had seen, none of the students responded.  I was surprised, since the 

Tuesday class had been very curious about the pictures and interested in understanding if 

some of their conceptions about India (worshipping rats, reason for wearing bindis) had 

been true.  The only question asked was about jackfruit, and the student that asked was 

the one who said he had enjoyed the fruit.  It’s possible that the kids were not interested 

in learning more because they had no prior connection to the food or me, and 

additionally didn’t find the food appealing enough to spark further curiosity.   

-Field note, 4/27/06 

 

Connecting Interest in Culture and Evaluations of Food 

As an extension of the code I studied through my fieldwork, it would be 

interesting to understand how liking food from a particular place might change a 

student’s interest in the place/people from which the food originated, and whether liking 

a food encourages students to become interested in learning more, trying other foods, or 

planning to someday visit the place/people from where to food came.   

 

As they were eating, I asked the kids where they had always wanted to go, and why…One 

of the other students then said he wanted to go to India, because of the food… I didn’t 

know if he meant what he said, but I thought that if it were true, enjoying the food would 

be another way in which students might be able to experience the culture of a place and 

travel to it.   

-Field note, 4/25/06 

 

The negative aspect of connecting an evaluation of the food with interest in the country 

may be that students lose interest in cultures for which they did not enjoy the food.   

 

After we sat down to eat, I asked the kids if they had learned anything new about India, 

and if it was a place they would want to know more about or go to one day.  Stephen, who 

had not liked the lemon rice because t was “too tangy” said, “If this is what they eat 

there everyday, then I don’t know.   I don’t know if I could do that.”  He had previously 

said he’d try something else (emphasizing try), but that he wouldn’t want to eat these 

foods (lemon rice, jackfruit, or mango juice) again.   

-Field note, 4/27/06 

 

 I think it is possible that students need to be introduced to a food several times 

before they start to like it, and that they go through a process of acculturation to new 

foods and places.  One student talked about sushi, saying, “It sounded nasty, but I tried it.  

I didn’t like the fish kind.  But I tried it again and had a shrimp one, and that was good.” I 



would like to find out more about the process students go through in trying new foods, 

and if impressions of a country or culture might change over time as the student becomes 

more familiar with the food.     

   

Connecting to Theory and Literature 

 I am not sure how I would frame my code theoretically, but I think Traveling 

through FFL might relate to Personal Factors in Social Cognitive Theory.  As trying a 

new food becomes familiar through ancestry and personal connection, interest and 

confidence in ability to try to the food and learn more about the culture might increase.  

Additionally, evaluation of foods may increase with higher esteem placed on foods that 

make students feel more connected to their personal ancestries and identity.  The 

literature that was reviewed in my project group’s Annotated Bibliography does not 

directly relate to this code, but I think articles discussing family influences on eating 

habits might be relevant.  I do not think that the findings of my research argue against any 

current literature that may exist on youth nutrition.      

 

 


