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Abstract

As an out-of-state transfer student, I got homesick and craved the flavors of home.

In this thesis, I created an Instagram cookbook called Campus Cravings: Recipes for the

Homesick Student (@campus_cravings) of recipes to provide Middle Tennessee State

University students a taste of home and indispensable basic kitchen skills they can later

apply to nutritional advice and goals. Students submitted recipes to a survey, and some of

the recipes are classic American comforts while others showcase other cultures. Each

recipe is a post with a caption of a brief description of the dish and a brief story that the

student who submitted the recipe provided. Each recipe includes nutrition facts about an

ingredient of my choice to show that all dishes can provide some health benefits. From

the survey, time and money were the main barriers that prevented students from cooking,

and the 30-minute shrimp etouffee post performed the best.
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Chapter I
Introduction

When people leave home and go to college, they are leaving behind a strong

support system and are put in a new environment they must adapt to.1 As a result, many

students experience some level of homesickness.1 Homesickness is the distressed feeling

or impairment that often occurs leading up to, during, or after a move, and anyone can get

homesick regardless of age, gender, and cultural background.1 Based on how it is

measured and which populations are studied, 19-70% of college students experience

homesickness.2 In fact, a study of first year college students found that 94% experienced

homesickness in varying levels during their first semester.2 Homesick college students

were three times more likely to drop out than those that weren’t homesick, and a sense of

belonging and being connected increases student retention rates.1 In fact, a sense of

belonging is part of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which is a pyramid that depicts five

layers of human needs (physiological needs, safety needs, love and belonging, esteem,

self-actualization) with the ones on the bottom being the basis and needs that must be met

before the next tier.1 Without reaching a sense of belonging and proceeding to the other

tiers, Maslow believed that people would not be able to achieve a sense of a fulfilling

life.1

In times when people are homesick, many crave comfort foods that remind them

of home. The concept of comfort food has been around for years, but the term “comfort

food” has been around as early as 1966 and are foods that provide consolation or feelings
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of well-being and emotional comfort.3 They are linked to nostalgic feelings, like fond

childhood memories or memories of being taken care of and given soup when sick.3

Children gravitate towards sweet, salty, and umami (savory) flavors, which are more

prevalent in comfort foods than bitter and sour flavors are.3 Sweets may be a common

comfort food for evolutionary reasons.3 Stress can initiate humans’ fight or flight

response, and glucose is the body’s preferred energy source.4 Thus, sweet cravings in

response to stress may be a signal to fuel oneself to deal with the stressor.3 Loneliness

can also initiate comfort food cravings, and social psychologists have found a link

between physical and social warmth.3 They have reported that warmth in the hand (like a

mug of hot cocoa or a bowl of soup) makes other people seem warmer.3 Interestingly,

gender and age influence comfort food preferences: men tend to crave savory foods (like

pizza) while women tend to crave sweets (like chocolate).3 Ice cream and cookies was

preferred by 18-34 year olds, 35-54 year olds preferred soup and pasta, and adults that

were 55 or older preferred soup and mashed potatoes.3

I grew up on the Mississippi Gulf Coast, about two hours from New Orleans. Due

to the proximity, there is a lot of Cajun and Creole influence. I knew I was going to be

homesick, but I did not anticipate the amount I felt and the amount I craved flavors of

home. I am just a neighboring state away, and I miss jambalaya, po’ boys, red beans and

rice, shrimp and grits, and more. Fortunately, I know how to cook most of it for myself

and already have since being at Middle Tennessee State University. In my Advanced
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Nutrition I class, there were five international students from Egypt, and I can not imagine

the homesickness and culture shock they experienced. These experiences prompted me to

think of how much college students miss home-cooked meals and how many people do

not know how to cook. Therefore, I have created a digital college cookbook that gives

MTSU students a taste of home.

In general, home-cooked meals are healthier than eating out, so getting people in

the kitchen can increase young adults’ nutritional and mental health. Feelings of

loneliness and isolation can lead students to indulge in comfort foods and foods that

remind students of home.5 Even though comfort foods are commonly known as

unhealthy, they can improve mental health by lessening the impact of stress hormones.6

Sweet and starchy foods provide the body with what it needs to create serotonin, which

provides a calm feeling.6 Studies have shown that carbohydrate-rich foods can decrease

feelings of depression, anxiety, and irritability, and high-fat foods can have a numbing

effect to decrease emotional responses to stress.6

For these reasons and more, I want to make nutrition applicable for people, so

they can take charge of their health. I am working to become a Registered Dietitian and

plan to work in Culinary Medicine (essentially teaching patients how to cook and meal

plan based on their nutritional needs, budget, and taste preferences). I have created a

digital cookbook as an accessible way to introduce students to the kitchen. The Instagram

account is @campus_cravings, and it has posts of different recipes that give MTSU

students a taste of home with nutrition facts for each recipe. For instance, tomato soup

with grilled cheese is a common comfort food. Craving tomato soup could be the body
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subconsciously seeking the stress relief properties of the vitamin C in the tomatoes.7

Additionally, lycopene is the red pigment in tomatoes, which is an antioxidant and

anti-inflammatory that can decrease the risk of certain cancers, reduce the risk of

cardiovascular disease, and may increase sleep duration.8 It is more bioavailable (amount

of a nutrient absorbed) when it is eaten with fat, so having a grilled cheese with tomato

soup can increase the amount of lycopene absorbed and its nutritional effects.8

A Qualtrics survey (see Appendix C) was created for students to submit recipes

that give them a sense of home. Knowing submissions of comfort food are not typically

deemed healthy, the goal was not to create a healthy college student cookbook since it has

been done countless times. Rather, the goal was to introduce or reintroduce students to

the kitchen to give them the basic cooking skills to later be able to make healthy food for

themselves. Recipes that remind them of home may help motivate them to get in the

kitchen. I hope students try the recipes, and it will expand their curiosity, motivate them

to try other recipes, and encourage them to develop their cooking skills to better their

health in the long run.

In the future, I will be working with people from different cultural backgrounds,

skill levels, kitchen equipment, and budgets, so I will have to adapt my recommendations

and advice accordingly. For instance, if I have a patient who only knows how to make

rice and is scared to cook raw meat, I would initially recommend a one-pot rice recipe

with a plant-based protein or fully cooked animal protein (like rotisserie chicken or

canned tuna).
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Chapter II
Methodology

On March 29th, the public Creator Instagram account called @campus_cravings

was created containing recipe posts. Since the account is public, it allows everybody to

see posts whether or not they are followers. Since it is a Creator account, it allows data

collection on demographics and the number of accounts reached, accounts engaged,

content interactions, ads, and plays.

Dr. Nolan Hatley, MTSU’s Research Compliance Officer, was contacted about an

Institutional Review Board (IRB) during the Fall 2023 semester and again in the Spring

2024 semester. He said it was not necessary since the survey was used to collect recipes

and was not studying the students to test a hypothesis. The Qualtrics survey (see

Appendix C) does not mention that I am a Dietetics major because I thought it would

deter people from completing the survey. “Home” purposefully was not defined, so

students could submit comfort foods, family recipes, cultural recipes, etc. From the

survey submissions, recipes were chosen to include in the cookbook. The questions were

designed to help make the recipes college-friendly and to create the caption with the

description of the dish (see Appendix C, H - R). Recipes were selected to include

American comfort foods and dishes from various cultures, incorporating ingredients to

research their nutritional benefits while utilizing a range of cooking techniques and

difficulty levels.

A flyer was created with a brief description of the thesis, QR code of the survey,

and the Instagram account (see Appendix A). From April 1st to 3rd, paper copies were

printed and posted around campus: two in the library, five in the Science Building, five in
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the Davis Science Building, five in Peck Hall, four in the Todd Building, one in Kirksey

Old Man, two in Corlew, five in the Business and Aerospace building, eight in the Bragg

Building, three in the Honors Building, two in the Student Union, five in the College of

Education, and one at the red bus stop by the Student Union. Digital copies were posted

on the Facebook Transfer Community page, the MTSU World Language and Culture

Club GroupMe, and the Nutrition and Dietetics Association GroupMe. The survey was

emailed to Dr. Albakry to email to Honors students, to Linda Hall to post as a notice on

Pipeline from April 3rd to August 31st for all students, to Lindsay Rogerson to send to the

Fermentation Club members, and Danielle Rochelle posted it on the bulletin.

Each post was created using VistaCreate, which is a free online graphics website

with templates. On April 9th, a post with common cooking abbreviations and conversions

(see Appendix F) was posted and pinned (keeps the post at the top of the Instagram

account). As survey submissions came in, they were written down, and the students were

emailed if their dish was selected. On April 11th, a post informing students to check their

emails to see if their recipe was chosen was posted.

From those that responded, 11 recipes were made and included in the Instagram

cookbook. There were 11 recipes in total. Each recipe was a post with a photo of the final

dish, kitchen supplies required, a grocery list, an ingredient list, photo instructions, a

comment containing the full recipe, and nutrition facts related to an ingredient in the dish

(see Appendix D - R). The first recipe, one pot chicken and sausage jambalaya, was used

as a template to create the other recipe posts. The caption for each post has a description

of the dish and how the recipe reminds the student of home. Some of the captions have
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disclaimers to try to deter people from self-diagnosing themselves since health

information was included in the nutrition facts. Some of the recipes have notes detailing

certain parts of the recipe, tips while making the dish, or saying certain ingredients can be

purchased at a local international market instead of naming a specific store. The cost of

all the ingredients was out of my pocket, and there was frequent communication with

students to ensure the recipes were accurate and clear. The recipes from students were

written down. During recipe testing, notes were made, photos were taken, and the time to

prepare and cook the dish was kept track of. Most of the recipes were made two to three

times to make sure the measurements and instructions were accurate as well as to ensure

proper photos were taken. If the student provided a complete recipe, I recreated the recipe

on my own and took pictures for each step. Since the Instagram account is public, all the

ingredients were put into bowls instead of in their packaging to avoid branding. If the

student did not have measurements for the recipe, or the recipe had technical aspects that

were unclear, I met with the student to do the recipe testing together at my apartment or

in the kitchen lab in the Ellington Human Sciences building (EHS 107). After recipe

testing and taking the photos, they were made into an Instagram post using VistaCreate,

and the ingredient of my choice was researched. For the nutritional facts, articles from

credible websites - like the National Institute of Health, WebMD, PubMed, Cleveland

Clinic, and Mayo Clinic - were used to gather information on an ingredient of my choice.

The references were at the end of the caption of each post. Though not originally

planned, while communicating with students, songs were chosen to include with the posts

that reminded the students of home, cooking, or the dish. It was an interesting and fun
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piece to add to the cookbook. In fact, the song for the 30-Minute Menemen is in Turkish

and about a recipe for healing herbal tea.

Before each of the recipes were posted, they were sent to the student that

submitted it and Mrs. Ayers to review and suggest any final edits to ensure they were

accurate and easy to understand for students. On April 15th, the chicken and sausage

jambalaya recipe was posted with nutrition facts about bell peppers and capsaicin (see

Appendix H). On June 3rd, the spicy creamy mac and cheese was posted with nutrition

facts on cheese, whey, and lactose (see Appendix I). On July 7th, the blackened chicken

chili was posted with nutrition facts on beans (see Appendix J). On July 22nd, the shrimp

etouffee was posted with nutrition facts on shrimp (see Appendix K), and the MTSU

Honors Instagram and Facebook posted a story (stays available for 24 hours) and a

highlight titled “Spotlight” (features stories below the bio that remain available) with a

link to the survey. On August 5th, the fried green tomatoes with buttermilk dressing were

posted with nutrition facts on green and red tomatoes (see Appendix L). On August 12th,

the broccoli cheese casserole was posted with nutrition facts on broccoli (see Appendix

M). On August 20th, the creamy bacon and mushroom pasta was posted with nutrition

facts on mushrooms (see Appendix N). On August 26th, the sopas was posted with

nutrition facts on gluten (see Appendix O). On September 2nd, the menemen was posted

with nutrition facts on eggs (see Appendix P). On September 9th, the spiced sweet potato

lentil soup with kale was posted with nutrition facts on coconut oil (see Appendix Q). On
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September 24th, the final recipe, sopes, was posted with nutrition facts on corn (see

Appendix R).

During the Fall 2024 semester, flyers about the Instagram without the survey QR

code (see Appendix B) were printed and posted around campus: two in the library, five in

the Science building, five in the Davis Science Building, four in Peck Hall, four in the

Todd Building, two in Corlew Hall, five in the Business and Aerospace building, eight in

the Bragg building, three in the Honors building, two in the Student Union, and two in

the Ellington Human Sciences building. Emails were not sent out since survey

submissions were no longer necessary.

The Qualtrics survey was paused on September 25th, so no one else could

complete it in order for a statistical analysis to be performed. The screenshots of all the

final posts were taken on October 6th (see Appendix), and the statistical analysis of the

Instagram was performed on October 14th. Thus, some of the information may be

different now.
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Chapter III
Results

The survey collected 311 responses in total. A large majority (93.6%) of the

survey submissions came from links, not QR codes. 5 submissions were from teachers,

staff, or alumni, and their responses are omitted from the statistical analysis. 50.2% of

submissions did not have any questions answered, which were also omitted from the

statistical analysis. 31.5% of submissions were incomplete. 18.3% of submissions were

fully completed.

Surveys needed to be completed through at least question 7 to help select recipes,

which accounted for 65 (20.9%) of submissions. From these surveys, recipes were

selected, and the following percentages were calculated. Comforting American classics

(like macaroni and cheese, casseroles, chicken and rice, tomato soup with grilled cheese,

etc.) accounted for 47.7% of dishes submitted, 16.9% are regional American dishes

(Ohio, New Orleans, Philadelphia, etc.), and 35.4% are international dishes. When asked

about barriers, 41.5% of students reported time being an issue, 16.9% reported money or

grocery prices being an issue, and 3% reported they do not have a car or could not drive.

Inadequate kitchen equipment was reported by 12.3% while 4.6% reported that they do

not know how to cook. Surprisingly, 16.9% reported no barriers to cooking. When asked

why the dish reminds the student of home, 75.4% related the recipe to family (often

memories of mom cooking it), 23.1% associate the dish with their culture (Bahamas,

Peru, Bangladesh, etc.), and 10.8% associate the dish with where they grew up

(Louisiana, Ohio, Philadelphia, Texas, etc.). Associations with special occasions or

holidays was reported by 26.2% of students, 12.3% associated the dish with cold weather,

and 3.1% associated the dish with being sick. More students (63.1%) reported having a
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fully equipped kitchen (at least an oven, stove, fridge, freezer, and microwave) than

expected, and 41.5% of the 65 students had made the dish before. Of the 14 of students

that live in the dorms, only 3 have access to a fully equipped kitchen, and only 1 has

made the dish since being in college. Interestingly, 4 students gave a food fun fact for the

last question that was not related to the dish they submitted:

● German Chocolate cake was made in America. It was named after someone

with the last name ‘German.

● Brazil's national dish, feijoada, was traditionally made by enslaved people

with leftovers like pork scraps and black beans.

● Bananas are actually berries.

● Raspberries are a member of the rose family.

The Campus Cravings Instagram accumulated 59 followers with a total of 14

posts (see Appendix D - R) and 982 views (72.5% from followers and 27.5% from

non-followers). The 30-minute shrimp etouffee was the most viewed with 97 views. The

post with the flyer, which was the first post, got the most views from non-followers

(51.3%), and the percentage of views from non-followers decreased as more posts were

posted. It also got the most interactions with 13 likes and 1 share. Three recipes were tied

for the most interactions: the one pot chicken and sausage jambalaya (11 likes and 2

comments), fried green tomatoes with buttermilk dressing (7 likes, 5 shares, and 1

comment), and spiced sweet potato lentil soup with kale (9 likes, 2 comments, and 2

saves). It is important to note that 1 comment was the full written recipe for each post.

The flyer post had the most likes (13 total), but the one pot chicken and sausage
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jambalaya was the recipe with the most likes (11 total). The fried green tomatoes with

buttermilk dressing had the most shares (5 total) of all the posts. The spiced sweet potato

lentil soup with kale had the most saves (2 total) of all the posts.
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Chapter IV
Discussion

The goal was to introduce or reintroduce students to the kitchen to give them

basic cooking skills to later make healthy food for themselves. Due to time constraints, I

will not be able to assess if any students tried to make the recipes. However, knowledge

was gained for any future research, cultural awareness, and public health experience. As a

future Registered Dietitian, I could use questions that were included in the survey – like

allergies or food restrictions, ethnicity, barriers, and kitchen appliances - to assess

patients’ skill level in the kitchen and to get an idea of what kinds of foods they make or

eat, which will help brainstorm different interventions.

Initially, I had planned on altering the recipes to make them more dorm friendly.

However, 41.5% of the 65 students have made the recipe since being in college, and a lot

of them are family recipes. Therefore, it was not necessary to alter the recipes to be dorm

friendly, and it was also done out of respect. Plus, the cookbook was meant to introduce

or reintroduce students to the kitchen, so the recipes had varying skill levels and cooking

techniques.

In hindsight, some of the survey questions should have been phrased differently.

Phrasing the question as “a dish” may have resulted in more submissions of savory dishes

than sweet dishes. Only 5 survey submissions of 65 were sweet dishes. The 15th question

(see Appendix C) should not have said “near campus” since there are many students that

live in Nashville, Franklin, and other parts of Tennessee. 15.4% of students answered no

since they do not live near campus. As a future graduate student, if I do research that

requires a survey, it is important to carefully phrase the questions and keep in mind that
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all the submissions may not be complete. Thus, it is important to put the questions that

are deemed most important towards the beginning of the survey.

Two students reported not having a car as a barrier, so I was happy to find out that

the bus started going to and from the Farmers Market on Saturdays. It would help

students to have a bus schedule that goes to and from Kroger or Walmart since they are

both close to campus, are cheaper groceries, and many students reported grocery

shopping there. Since 41.5% of students reported time being a barrier, and 16.9%

reported money being a barrier, students would benefit from cooking, meal planning,

budgeting, etc. classes. If the dorms were equipped with the necessary supplies, it may

increase the number of students that cook. Like the 3D printers, students could be given a

kitchen safety lesson before being allowed to use the kitchens. If the Ellington Human

Sciences lab or dorm kitchens could be reserved for students to use, it would be a way for

students to use the equipment while monitoring them. If the campus Food Pantry had a

fridge stocked, it would give students more options to work with.

Surprisingly, there were multiple chili recipes. Unexpectedly, a lot of the students

were thankful and honored that their recipes were selected and included. For students that

had made the dish before, it was much easier to ensure the recipes were made properly

and clearly. Creating a cookbook and recipe development instilled an appreciation for the

extensive time and effort it requires. The project allowed me to learn more about other

cultures, like Mexico and Turkey, and the Philippines. Mexican food utilizes a lot of

chiles that are often roasted or soaked to rehydrate. They also tend to rely on blenders or

molcajetes (essentially a large mortar and pestle made of volcanic rock that gets better

with age like cast iron) to make salsas, guacamole, marinades, or spice mixes.9 The
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Turkish Menemen is similar to another dish called shakshuka (tomato pepper sauce with

cooked eggs served with bread), which likely originates from Tunisia and is cooked in

other African countries.10 There is also a long, heated discussion amongst the Turkish if

menemen should contain onions or not. Learning about other cultures is imperative as a

future Registered Dietitian since dietary interventions must be made to respect patients’

and clients’ cultures.

Since everything was posted on Instagram, public health experience was gained

by trying to condense information in a way that is understandable for the general public,

which was harder than anticipated. For this reason, as well as my workload, I decided not

to create the basic kitchen safety post, cooking terminology post, and cooking equipment

post. Also, traditional cookbooks do not include these, and the students can easily look

them up on their own.
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