Food, Agriculture, and Community Development in the Northeast

Fall 2006 Block Course

Faculty: Jacob Park, Eleanor Tison, Philip Ackerman-Leist, John Turenne

Overview of Course Structure 

I. Providing the conceptual framework (Weeks 1, 2, 3): This section of the course will familiarize you with a basic understanding of the regional, state, national, and international food system.  It will also introduce arguments for and ideas associated with building local/regional food systems.  Finally, it will also  help you understand the current food system at Green Mountain College, both as a conventional food service operation and as an operation that can change to better foster the college’s mission:
Green Mountain College prepares students for productive, caring, and fulfilling lives by taking the environment as the unifying theme underlying its academic and co-curricular programs. This innovative interdisciplinary approach to liberal arts education is grounded in the institution’s strong tradition of effective teaching and mentoring, and is complemented by a diversity of community-oriented campus life opportunities. Through a wide range of liberal arts and career-focused majors, the college fosters the ideals of environmental responsibility, public service, global understanding, and lifelong intellectual, physical, and spiritual development.
II. Vegetables (Weeks 4, 5, 6): Farm profiles and commodity-tracking research (see below)
III. Fruits/Grains (Weeks 7, 8): Farm profiles and commodity-tracking research (see below)

IV. Livestock (Weeks 9, 10, 11): Farm profiles and commodity-tracking research (see below)

V. Sustainable purchasing guidelines for the dining hall (Weeks 12, 13, 14, 15): This portion of the course is dedicated to integrating the material learned in sections I-IV and applying this knowledge toward crafting a proposal to the GMC administration that will suggest strategic, incremental methods for transforming our campus commons (dining hall) into a food service operation and community gathering spot that clearly reflects the college’s mission and will provide increased potential for education, healthy diets, recruitment and retention, demonstrated commitment to our region, and strong public relations.

Overview of Farm Profiles and Commodity Chain Analysis Research Methods

For each of the three commodity types (vegetables, fruits/grains, livestock), we will begin by providing you with an overview of that commodity from each of our three disciplines (sustainable agriculture, economics, sociology/anthropology), followed by a class visit to a farm specializing in that commodity type.  As a class, we will develop a Farm Profile and Commodity Chain Analysis template that can be applied to most types of farms.  Models for possible profiles will be examined in the first class in Section II, and a class template will be developed for all following farm visits (Note: This profile will be revised as needed throughout the research period.)  

We will divide the class into three research teams, with a designated Coordinator for each team.  Each professor will be assigned to one of the research teams for each commodity type, and we will rotate teams each time that we move to another commodity, so that each of us is able to work intensively with each team at some point during the semester. 

As we research each of the three commodities, each team will be assigned one farm to research and profile as thoroughly as possible.  Each of the three farms for any given commodity will be different types of farms with starkly different marketing strategies, allowing you to see different types of farms producing approximately the same commodity but working with different farming methods/philosophies and in different socio-economic contexts.  Not only will each team be writing a detailed Farm Profile, but each team will also follow the products to their point of consumption, or at least as far as the team is able to track it.  The team should document the commodity’s various end points, taking note of the processes and prices involved in getting it to that point.  At this point, each team should have a sophisticated understanding of the farm, the product, and its role in the food system and should produce a document detailing the Commodity Tracking exercise. 

As we conclude our collective research on each commodity type, we will dedicate one class (four hours) to team presentations of Farm Profiles and Commodity Chain Analysis.  Following the three presentations, all three faculty, John Turenne, and a representative from Chartwells (when available) will respond.  Presentations and faculty responses will consider the opportunities and impediments to integrate regional products from each commodity type into the college dining hall.  

Our intention is to utilize the information and insights  gleaned from these in-depth team investigations into a realistic proposal for increasing regional food purchasing in our dining hall.  

