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Abstract: The U.S. Government has set a goal of reducing the
prevalence of food insecurity to 6% or less by 2010. To achieve this
goal, education and action are necessary. Youth in Oregon were
introduced to the issue through the role playing simulation, Are You
Hungry Tonight?

The simulation was utilized with youth, adult volunteers, and youth
development staff. Participants indicated increased understanding of
people with limited resources, including:

« Financial pressures, emotional stresses and frustrations they face

 Difficulty of improving one’s situation

+ Difficult choices people make

» Positive and negative impacts of community organizations

Simulation participants developed an understanding of hunger issues
and empathy for people experiencing food insecurity. Participants were
subsequently challenged to complete service learning projects that
would help provide additional food resources for their communities.
Providing education through the simulation set the stage for youth to
participate fully in service learning projects to help alleviate hunger.

“Service-learning is education in action.” — Senator John Glenn

Introduction

The majority of households in the United States have an adequate supply of food to provide for
active, healthy living. The United States Department of Agriculture defines this as being “food
secure.” Although the United States is one of the largest food producers in the world, there are
still 11 percent (12.6 million) of households who are food insecure, which means that at some



time during the year they had difficulty providing enough food for all members due to lack of
resources. In 2005, 4.4 million US households had very low food security (previously defined as
hunger). In these households, some members reduced their normal eating patterns because of
a lack of money and resources (Nord, Andrews, & Carlson, 2006).

In 2003, Oregon led the nation in food insecurity rates, even though it is one of the largest
agricultural producers. As a result, hunger was identified as an issue that needed to be
addressed through all Cooperative Extension program areas in Oregon, including both youth
and adult audiences. An important goal for educators is to challenge existing knowledge and
attitudes about poverty and hunger by decreasing stereotypes and encouraging critical thought
both inside and outside the classroom (Bowman, Bairstow, & Edwards, 2003; Ruben, 1999).

4-H is the positive youth development of the Cooperative Extension Service. Since one of the
goals of 4-H is to involve youth in community service and service learning projects, it seemed
natural to link these projects with hunger and poverty issues. Service-learning is a teaching
method that enriches learning by engaging students in meaningful service to their schools and
communities. Young people apply academic skills to solving real-world issues, linking
established learning objectives with genuine needs. They lead the process, with adults as
partners, applying critical thinking and problem-solving skills to concerns such as hunger,
pollution, and diversity (National Youth Leadership Council, 2007).

Studies have demonstrated that students who engage in high quality service-learning programs
showed an increase in the degree to which they felt aware of community needs, believed that
they can make a difference and were committed to service now and in later life (Berkas, 1997;
Melchior, 1999). More than 80% of participants in high-quality service learning programs felt
that they had made a positive contribution to the community (Billig, & Conrad, 1997; Melchior,
1999; Scales, & Blyth, 1997).

Simulations are role play activities that can help move participants into high-quality service
learning projects, characterized by providing structured time for youth to reflect on their service
by examining themselves, their society, and their future. Simulations are one form of
experiential learning used in educational and community settings that engage an audience in
active learning where participants learn from each other, not just from the “expert” on the
stage. According to Jessup (2001, p. 103), “Simulations are also more effective than
conventional teaching methods at emphasizing abstract concepts over factual information,
engendering empathy, and serving as a reference for ongoing discussions regarding social
inequality.”

Program Description

This program was designed to engage 4-H audiences, youth and adults, in addressing the issue
of hunger. The goal was to move participants from merely understanding the issue to
participating fully in efforts to alleviate hunger.

To introduce the issue 4-H teens, leaders and staff participated in “Are You Hungry Tonight,” a
simulation activity designed for adults or youth (Berry, & Bowman, 2006). The purpose of the
simulation is to bring the complex issue of hunger and food insecurity into the realm of personal
experience, helping participants develop greater understanding of the many compounding



factors that can make it difficult to achieve economic self-sufficiency and, therefore, food
security.

The educational objectives of the simulation were to better understand:
e The high rates of hunger and insecurity that exist in many communities;
« How difficult it often is for financially stressed people to improve their situations;
e Hunger as a public policy issue;
« Painful choices people make when stretching limited resources;
¢ How community organizations can help people work toward financial self-sufficiency.

The hunger simulation takes place in Anytown, Oregon, which depends on “The Company” as
its primary employer. When The Company closes its Anytown plant, participants must seek out
local resources in order to pay their bills and feed themselves and their families. During this
simulation, which covers one year in four “15-minute months,” participants assume roles of
residents of Anytown as family members or agency staff members. Profiles for each role provide
direction to the participant while providing opportunities for each participant to make decisions,
which reveal how life events and personal choices can lead to food insecurity. Following the
simulation, participants discuss their feelings and experiences.

Program Evaluation

Sixty-eight program participants in five different sessions completed a human subjects approved
evaluation of their experience with the hunger simulation. The retrospective pre-test
questionnaire asked them about their understanding of various issues before and after
participation in the simulation on a scale of 1 (none) to 5 (very good). The retrospective pre-
test method (Pratt, McGuigan, & Katzev, 2001) was appropriate for this evaluation because the
retrospective pretest is quick, flexible, and does not produce an initial overestimation of
knowledge and skills compared to a traditional pretest. The data was analyzed using SPSS.

Mean ratings on all five learning objectives before and after the simulation revealed statistically
significant changes in levels of understanding. The ratings by participants of their understanding
of these learning objectives before and after the simulation were:

Question Mean Before | Mean After | Significance
Financial pressures faced by the 3.02 4.08 p<.001
unemployed

Difficulties improving one’s situation 3.02 4.11 p<.001
Difficult choices people need to make each | 3.08 4.15 p<.001

month when stretching limited resources

Emotional stresses and frustrations faced 3.20 3.97 p<.001
by having limited resources

Positive and negative impacts of 2.73 3.89 p<.001
community organizations in the success or
failure of someone on a limited income




Comments from youth who participated in the simulation include:

» [t was fun because we had to feel like others in a similar situation. I think other kids
should be involved in other workshops like these.

« It helps people know what they would go through when they get older, the
responsibilities they are going to have.

« It was fun and kind of aggravating when I didnt get food stamps and stuff, but it was
educational and I learned a lot.

« It did a good job of explaining how bad it sucks to be poor.

o I had never thought much about this since I have never been in a similar situation. It
really opened my eyes to the troubles our communities have.

«  Through the simulation you were able to act as if you were the one in trouble and
through that I learned how frustrating and scary it could be.

When youth were asked what they might do as a result of participating in the simulation,
responses included:

e Would try to donate more money and time to help with hunger.
s Helping out at places that help people.

» I have helped with local food drives and will help more with those as well as similar
programes.

«  Mention it to clubs to ensure community service activities that help low-income families.

« I know that lots of teens want to be more active in their communities. They would
donate food or raise money for families.

»  We need to better inform the public about what resources are available to them if they
are in trouble.

e Speak to organizations about getting food donated to the food bank.

After participation in the simulation activity, 4-H audiences were challenged to take their
experience and apply it through hunger related service learning projects. This approach was
used with 4-H teens at statewide Ambassador training, through teen retreats and forums for
4-H youth and adult audiences throughout the state of Oregon.

Service learning projects included: volunteering at local food banks; sorting and repackaging
food; coordinating food drives; conducting silent auctions to raise money for food; and
participating in other activities that benefited low income families. Three 4-H Ambassadors from
one county helped lead other county teens and the 4-H Leader’s Association to focus on hunger
and assistance to low income families as their county-wide community service focus.

As a result of participation in the hunger simulation and complementary service learning
projects, staff observed increases in 4-H members’ understanding and empathy of the issues
faced by low income families. This resulted in increased enthusiasm of 4-H members for
participating in community service projects.



Summary

The U.S. Government has set a goal of reducing the prevalence of food insecurity from 12% -
as measured in 1995 — to 6% or less by 2010 (Nord, Andrews, & Carlson, 2004). Hunger in the
U.S., however, rose by 43% from 1999 to 2004. This indicates that continued involvement in
education about food insecurity issues is important for all audiences, including youth.

Evaluations from the youth who participated in this program indicate an increase in their
understanding of food security issues and their empathy towards those in need. As a result of
the program, youth may be more motivated to participate in community service projects that
help reduce hunger.

This project could be replicated within any youth organization that includes a service learning
component. It is also applicable in school settings where service learning is encouraged. Youth

organizations that would like to use the simulation “Are You Hungry Tonight?” may contact the
Oregon State University Extension Service for a copy of the simulation.
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