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Introduction, Purpose and Objectives

Childhood obesity is a national health crisis with roughly 14.7 million affected youth in 2020
(Stierman et al., 2021). In 2019, it is estimated that the medical care costs associated with obesity
in the U.S. was $173 billion (Ward et al., 2021). Though this pervasive health problem affects a
vast number of adolescents, there is a higher prevalence of this disparity among the Hispanic
population (Stierman et al., 2021). Hales et al. (2017) discovered that one in four Hispanic
children are deemed to be obese. As the United States continues to see an upward trend in the
Hispanic population, it is imperative that programs are established to assist in alleviating the
health disparity seen in youth. This is especially the case for [State] as it possesses the second
largest number of Hispanic residents in the nation (Texas Demographic Center, 2021). Further,
[State] possesses the eighth highest childhood obesity rating in the U.S. (Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation, 2021).

Concurrent with today’s societal health issues, there is an evident downward trend in Americans’
agricultural literacy levels (Bradford et al., 2019; Kovar & Ball, 2013; Whitehead & Estepp,
2016). As the gap widens between youth and the source of their food, it prevents youth from
being able to make informed decisions about their food choices (Lakin & Littledyke, 2008;
Pierce, 2012). Raj et al. (2017) highlights the nexus of agriculture and nutrition being essential
for eliciting a food behavior change in our youth. Blair (2010) discovered that teaching youth the
origins of their food through experiential learning allowed for youth to become aware of how to
make healthy choices.

Though garden programs are not a novel concept, these interventions have proven to be
successful for addressing healthy eating habits and behaviors among youth (Rush et al., 2014).
By implementing a garden within a community or school, it provides a local source of
nutritionally rich food to low-income families (Davis et al., 2011). It is imperative for nutrition-
related programs to recognize the vital role that parents have on their children’s behavior
(Gentile et al., 2018). Tamayo et al. (2021) underlines the benefits that family-centered nutrition
interventions have on empowering Hispanic families to adopt healthy lifestyles.

The Juntos, We Grow Program aligns with several Healthy People 2030 objectives for
adolescents (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2022). Additionally, this program
follows the National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA)’s mission to cultivate a society
that has foundational agricultural knowledge and literacy as well as improving overall human
health and well-being (USDA-NIFA, 2021).

The purpose of this study will be to investigate the effects of a culturally-tailored nutrition-
sensitive agricultural literacy program on self-reported food behavior, agricultural literacy level,
and understanding of the agriculture-nutrition interaction in Hispanic youth.

Theoretical Framework
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This research will be guided by utilizing the Bronfenbrenner (1979) ecological systems theory,
youth development involves the interactions of a multitude of layers. As youth are positioned at
the center, the systems that surround them interact with the child to assist them in their personal
growth and development (Figure 1). Through the Juntos, We Grow program, the systems will be
allowed to be transactional with one another through the incorporation of family, community,
and cultural values. These transactions

Figure 1. lllustration of the ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
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Methods
Through a randomized control trial, this 10-week program will be implemented by utilizing
school gardens. The curriculum will consist of 10 classes, each 90 minutes in length. Each class
will involve experiential learning to educate youth on the interconnectedness of agriculture and
nutrition. Further, each class will conclude with students and parents learning how to cook a
culturally-tailored healthy meal or snack utilizing fruit and vegetables from the garden. The
curriculum for Juntos, We Grow will be guided by the National Ag in the Classroom as well as
the LA Sprouts program. Educators with nutrition and agricultural knowledge will be hired to
assist in the facilitation of the program. Bi-lingual change agents that are more homophilic
(Rogers, 2003) to the target audience of underrepresented youth in marginalized communities is
necessary to improve adoption of the curricula and potential learning impacts.

Families will be eligible for the Juntos, We Grow program if they have at least one youth
attending the middle school located in the high risk, food desert area of South Texas and identify
themselves as being Hispanic/Latino. Recruitment will occur through sending emails out to the
parent listserv, providing information to teachers at the designated schools, and through Texas
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A&M AgriLife Extension office for youth and their families to enroll in the afterschool program.
Materials will be offered in both English and Spanish.

The intervention and control participants completed questionnaires at baseline as well as post-
intervention. The first questionnaire consisted of demographic information, attitudes and beliefs
toward nutrition, self-reported dietary habits, and pre-nutrition and agricultural knowledge.

Anticipated Results/Findings/Applications

It is anticipated that the results of this project will contribute to the scholarship of agricultural
literacy and nutrition education in our youth. Specifically, it is predicted that this program will
catapult the development of additional nutrition-sensitive agricultural literacy programs that are
culturally-tailored to the target population. The predicted outcomes for the given project are:

a)

b)

f)

9)

h)

)

Youth enrolled in the intervention will understand the interconnectedness of agriculture
and nutrition.

A dietary habits questionnaire will be given to parents as well or just them. Since parents
have a larger realm of influence on food consumption at this age (compared to high
school).

A biometrics assessment will be administered to gather data such as height and weight to
better understand participants conditions.

It is anticipated that students with less access to nutritious food will have lower dietary
habits that the treatment groups.

Anticipated results include the treatment groups, due to their participation in Juntos, We
Grow as the intervention, will increase knowledge, dietary behavior changes, and
significant differences in the longitudinal biometric post assessment juxtaposed to the
control group members.

A medium and short-term result will be increased collaborations between agricultural
education faculty and transdisciplinary faculty at multiple institutions.

Short, medium, and long-term results include increased digital and face-to-face visibility
of program impacts to stakeholders in marginalized communities.

A long-terms impact would be pipelining underrepresented students to agricultural
education undergraduate programs and potentially graduate education.

An increased level of student diversity in agricultural education academic departments.

A long-term expectation downstream is the development of students for career success in
industry, government or academia.
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Requests for Input/Guidance/Mentorship/Questions

American Association for Agricultural Education members can assist in providing input and
guidance to multi-disciplinary faculty located at their institutions to partner. Schools of Public
Health, Colleges of Medicine, Departments of Food Science and Nutrition or any specific
Institutes or Centers would be appropriate. AAAE members can also mentor in identifying
school district administrators or gatekeepers to assist in developing teacher networks interested
in shared goals and collaborations. Both academics and practitioners can provide
recommendations toward instrument development and potential field days, career fairs at local
schools to share information with students and data collection.

Solutions for the nexus of agricultural literacy and nutrition education has not been this
imperative since World War 11 coincidentally when the proliferation of 4-H and FFA programs
reached critical mass since their federal creation approximately 30 years earlier. Precision
nutrition requires agricultural literacy as a foundation. Input and guidance from American
Association for Agricultural Education members would be essential and appreciative to help
solve this multidimensional societal issue for individuals that have been left out of loop of
research findings and extension dissemination.
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