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Abstract 
Community food security (CFS) has a robust 
history as a social movement addressing the 
politics and practice of food access and availability. 
While CFS advocacy and policy activity are closely 
connected to grassroots efforts, the academic 
community has supported CFS goals in a number 
of ways. CFS intersects with similar food 
movements, such as food sovereignty, emphasizing 

a social justice agenda for achieving democratic 
social change in the food system. In our paper, we 
illustrate the teaching of CFS in higher education at 
the graduate level where masters, professional, and 
doctoral students seek programmatic and 
community-based research experiences rooted in 
the goals of food justice, health equity, and 
ecological sustainability. Drawing upon a partici-
patory education and critical pedagogy philosophy, 
we describe our approach and outcomes in 
developing a graduate course centered on CFS with 
two institutions and stakeholder participation in 
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central Appalachia. An interdisciplinary approach 
was taken using a food justice lens, with special 
attention given to rurality, race, and class as issues 
informing CFS work in the region. We illustrate 
how course themes, assignments, and community 
engagement aims were collectively developed by 
students, faculty, and community practitioners 
through the Appalachian Foodshed Project, a 
regional CFS project. We focus our insights learned 
through several processes: developing and offering 
a pilot course in food systems; conducting focus 
groups with graduate students from two institu-
tions; and collecting course evaluations from the 
final CFS course we developed. Our paper con-
cludes with suggestions for utilizing a participatory 
approach—as praxis—to create new opportunities 
for students, faculty, and CFS practitioners to learn 
together for food systems change.  

Keywords  
Action Research; Community Food Security; 
Critical Pedagogy; Curriculum; Food Systems; 
Participatory Education  

Introduction and Review of the Literature 
Community food security (CFS) has a robust 
history as a social movement addressing the 
politics and practice of food access and availability. 
Acknowledged as a space for advocacy, policy, and 
programming, CFS efforts have largely emerged 
from grassroots activity and partnerships (Ander-
son & Cook, 1999; Fisher & Gottlieb, 1995; 
Joseph, 1997). As a social movement, CFS 
intersects with similar movements, such as food 
sovereignty and food justice, as well as professional 
fields and academic disciplines including public 
health, community nutrition, urban and regional 
planning, ecology, sustainable agriculture, sustain-
able development, and asset-based community 
development (Allen, 2004, 2010; Embry, Fryman, 
Habib, & Abi-Nader, 2012; Patel, 2009; 
Pothukuchi, 2004; Winne, 2008). In terms of an 
assessment approach, CFS extends beyond a focus 
on individual or household food security where 
food access, availability, and affordability issues are 
generally discussed in technical terms, and where 
solutions are addressed through procedural and 
behavior-based interventions. Instead, CFS empha-

sizes the complexity of food system influences with 
the goal of developing healthy communities and 
capacity for socially just, economically vibrant, and 
environmentally sound food and farming systems 
embedded in local needs, people, and places (Abi-
Nader et al., 2009). The definition of CFS pro-
posed by Hamm and Bellows (2003), that all 
“community residents obtain a safe, culturally 
acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a 
sustainable food system that maximizes community 
self-reliance and social justice” (p. 37), reflects this 
dynamic scope and continues to inform the work 
of advocates, policy-makers, scholars, and practi-
tioners. According to Abi-Nader et al. (2009), CFS 
is also a holistic community-building approach for 
assessing and improving the access and availability 
of healthy and culturally appropriate food for all 
members of a community. This focus on a com-
munity process provides us with the means to 
explore and enhance our communities through 
participatory approaches by purposefully inter-
secting issues of food, farm, and health 
(Pothukuchi, 2004).  
 Viewing CFS as both a concept and movement 
for social change provides an opportunity for 
community-university engagement as a strategy to 
address some of our most pressing food, health, 
and agricultural issues. According to Allen (2004) 
and Pothukuchi, Seidenburg, and Abi-Nader 
(2007), the CFS movement has provided new 
perspectives to ongoing challenges, created policy, 
and implemented new food system programs 
through a number of institutional partnerships and 
collaborations with universities, federal agencies, 
and community stakeholders. For Tanaka and 
Mooney (2010), food security may help “bring 
university and community members closer together 
to pursue public scholarship and community 
engagement” (p. 562). The fields of community 
nutrition, anthropology, sociology, critical food 
studies, and urban planning are just a few academic 
disciplines in which this engagement has taken 
hold in productive ways (see Barndt, 2012; Carney 
et al., 2012; Ibáñez-Carrasco & Riaño-Alcalá, 2009; 
Julier, 2015; Levkoe & Wakefield, 2011; Nelson & 
Dodd, 2016). According to McCullum et al. (2002) 
and Minkler (2000), a growing number of CFS 
projects are the result of linking local and institu-
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tional relationships and resources in the design and 
implementation of food security and food system 
research and outreach. This “linking” approach 
largely falls under the umbrella of action research 
(Greenwood & Levin, 2007), participatory action 
research (Freire, 2007; Reason & Bradbury, 2008), 
community-based participatory research (Israel, 
Eng, Schulz, & Parker, 2005), and community-
based research (Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, 
Stoecker, & Donohue, 2003). These participatory 
approaches are increasingly popular in CFS-related 
fields with connections to participatory education 
and community development practices (Minkler, 
2000). Although each approach illustrates different 
historical and disciplinary perspectives, we note a 
common thread across all. This involves an orien-
tation to research based on equitable knowledge 
creation and power sharing among all partners to 
produce practical and socially just outcomes for 
community members.1  
 It is from this action research perspective we 
apply participatory praxis as a concept framing our 
CFS course. In education, praxis breaks down the 
unproductive notion that theory and practice are 
separate ideas (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Lather, 
1991). Drawing upon Thompson and Pascal 
(2012), we use the concept to explain how our 
educational practices are performed and then re-
performed to be more effective in addressing 
inequalities in our everyday work.2 Hence, praxis 
brings together critical reflection, theory, and prac-
tice, in participation with others through dialogue, 
to help develop a critical worldview and actionable 
ideas for socially just outcomes. As food system 
                                                 

1 Following our training, we recognize that “action research” 
as used in this paper refers to a collaborative and change-
oriented framework used to conduct research with community 
stakeholders in equal partnership to address issues of social 
justice and democratic community change (Greenwood & 
Levin, 2007; Weber, 2011). 
2 Praxis is associated with Freire’s (2007) perspective of 
Marxist thought where co-learning, critical reflection, and 
engaged dialogue are crucial to transforming unjust knowledge 
and realities. For Freire, participatory education and critical 
pedagogy lead to the construction of a critical consciousness, 
which is the foundational ability for learners to begin ques-
tioning the nature of her/his/their historical and social situa-
tion and the power relationships that (re)construct this reality. 

educators, we draw upon this participatory educa-
tion and critical pedagogy philosophy in the class-
room to help us create new and transformative 
spaces in CFS graduate education. We drew upon 
this approach to utilize action research and partici-
patory decision-making with faculty, students, and 
community stakeholders in the design and imple-
mentation of a graduate course focused on CFS. 
To show how we did this, and what it looked like, 
we next describe the growth of food systems edu-
cation and its relationship to CFS, action research 
in the classroom, and the role community members 
and students play in the development of food 
system learning experiences.  
 Paralleling a growth in participatory scholar-
ship within CFS is an upwelling of courses and 
curricula across various colleges and universities 
that intersect with CFS through programs in critical 
food studies, food systems, agroecology, and 
sustainable agriculture (Barndt, 2012; Clark, Byker, 
Niewolny, & Helms, 2013; Galt, Parr, Van Soelen 
Kim, Beckett, Lickter, & Ballard, 2013; Meek & 
Tarlau, 2016; Niewolny et al., 2012; Parr & Trexler, 
2011). While course names, content, and aims dif-
fer, curricular experiences are increasingly focused 
on complex social and ecological problems as 
“wicked problems” (Hamm, 2009) in learning 
environments where students engage first-hand 
with food and farming issues (Parr, Trexler, 
Khanna, & Battisti, 2007). In this vein, the 
National Research Council (2009) has encouraged 
institutions of higher education to develop inno-
vative, community-university learning experiences 
to more readily address 21st-century challenges, 
such as climate change and global food security. In 
the United States, several of these new courses and 
programs reflect the multifaceted and historical 
mission of land-grant universities, where aims of 
democratic citizenship and community service are 
emphasized (Jacobson et al., 2012). Sustainable 
agriculture programs, in particular, provide a 
platform for engaged curricula focusing on 
experiential learning, service-learning, and 
community-university partnerships (Niewolny et 
al., 2012).  
 We also see growth in course-based action 
research tied to this thread of food system edu-
cation (Hofman & Rosing, 2007; Ibáñez-Carrasco 
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& Riaño-Alcalá, 2009; Nelson & Dodd, 2016). 
Course-based action research allows for partici-
patory teaching and learning to serve as a vehicle 
for student, faculty, and community engagement 
for the purpose of understanding and addressing 
student-community goals. While teaching and 
learning aims may vary, several themes are foun-
dational to the course-based action approach. First, 
course goals and activities may reflect ongoing or 
newly developed action research projects that a 
professor or faculty team are co-conducting with a 
community (Ibáñez-Carrasco & Riaño-Alcalá, 
2009). Second, participatory and community-
student learning opportunities are essential in co-
developing content skills and knowledge where 
democratic and social justice principles are equally 
important as disciplinary-based content (Reardon, 
1998; Strand et al., 2003). Third, students have 
active roles in course development and implemen-
tation to reflect the action-research principle of 
shared knowledge production and democratic 
decision-making (Strand, 2000).  
 While all three themes are equally central for 
CFS and related coursework, it is the last point that 
we focus on for the course described in this paper: 
student participation in CFS course design and 
implementation. While instructors may gather 
student feedback from course evaluations or other 
methods, this is typically done after much of the 
course has already been developed. Extensive 
changes to course content, learning objectives, and 
assessments based on student perspectives and 
ideas can be difficult to implement post hoc. 
Moreover, given the traditional division of roles for 
faculty and students and the usual predefined, 
content-driven syllabus, it is rare for faculty and 
students to collaborate as equal participants in the 
process of teaching and learning (Cooke-Sather, 
Bovill, & Felten, 2014) and especially in the pro-
cess of course development when community 
stakeholders are equally involved. When students 
are provided opportunities to participate actively in 
their learning and collaborate with faculty in teach-
ing activities and course design, studies have 
demonstrated improved student motivation and 
problem-solving skills (Hudd, 2003), empower-
ment (Shafaei & Nejati, 2012), and deeper engage-
ment and communication leading to improved 

teaching and learning (Cooke-Sather, 2014).  
 Our CFS graduate course development process 
and outcomes are distinctive in a few ways. While 
courses that incorporate or focus entirely on CFS 
offer a unique platform for engaging students in 
food systems work, there is still an ambiguous 
understanding of student-centered approaches in 
food systems education (Galt, Clark, & Parr, 2012; 
Galt et al., 2013) and the active role students and 
community stakeholders may play together in 
course design and activities. We also suggest that 
there is a greater focus on food systems and 
sustainable agriculture education with less attention 
given directly to the complexity and urgency of 
community food security and its intersection with 
social justice and food sovereignty movements. 
With this paper, we aim to help fill these gaps. 
What follows is a description of the development 
process and outcomes of a community–student–
centered graduate course in CFS that involved 
graduate students and faculty from two institutions, 
Virginia Tech and North Carolina State University 
and community stakeholders participating in the 
Appalachian Foodshed Project (AFP). Our gradu-
ate course development process was directly tied to 
the AFP, which was a multiyear action research 
project funded by a grant from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) National Institute of 
Food and Agriculture–Agriculture and Food 
Research Initiative (NIFA-AFRI) that addressed 
the critical issue of community food security in 
West Virginia and the Appalachian areas of North 
Carolina and Virginia through research, outreach, 
and education. At the heart of the AFP was the 
development of a regional network (or network of 
networks) to inspire, guide, and implement strate-
gies and to build capacity to enhance community 
food security (Hamm & Bellows, 2003). As a 
university-community partnership, the AFP 
engaged farmers, policy-makers, nonprofit 
organizations, community-based organizations, 
extension, and university institutions to build 
community capacity, cultural understanding, and 
organizational cohesion while implementing posi-
tive changes across the regional food system 
through graduate education, CFS assessment work, 
food system modeling, and network development. 
This included learning from and building relation-
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ships with a diversity of stakeholders related to 
community and economic development, health and 
nutrition, environmental advocacy, social justice, 
and food production, processing, and distribution. 
 In this paper, we describe the participatory 
process for how CFS course themes, assignments, 
and community engagement aims were developed 
by students, faculty, and community practitioners 
through the AFP. This includes reference to the 
Stories of Community Food Work in Appalachia 
initiative that AFP community partners and stu-
dents co-developed as an example of utilizing 
course-based action research. Second, we share 
CFS course format and themes with an emphasis 
on findings from conducting focus groups with 
graduate student across two institutions. This is 
followed by insights from our experience teaching 
the culminating course and student input from 
evaluations of the CFS course offered in spring 
2015. We conclude with suggestions and con-
siderations for utilizing a participatory approach—
as praxis—to create new curricular collaborations 
and opportunities for students, faculty, and CFS 
practitioners to learn together for food systems 
change.  

Creating the Course: The Story of “Food 
Security and Resilient Communities”  
One of the five objectives of the AFP was to create 
and offer graduate-level coursework across the 
institutions focusing on the conceptual and pro-
grammatic approaches to understanding the com-
plexity of community food security and food 
systems change. The core themes of the AFP—
social justice and social transformation—informed 
the focus on building capacity for cultural, ecologi-
cal, and economic justice to better address con-
cerns about food access, availability, and afforda-
bility in the Appalachian region. At the onset of the 
project, the university-community AFP leadership 
team agreed that the CFS course should be locally 
responsive to project activity and to student and 
community stakeholder needs, while also address-
ing broader issues from an interdisciplinary and 
intersectional perspective. We also decided that the 
CFS course should provide opportunities for 
graduate students to engage in CFS research with 
community members. We further focused on 

linking advanced-level student skills and interests 
with community needs as part of the AFP 
experience. 
 An AFP curriculum team formed in year two 
of the project and developed a food systems gradu-
ate course as a pilot. A faculty member of the AFP 
curriculum team conducted the pilot at Virginia 
Tech as an action research-based course with 
students and AFP community partners in south-
west Virginia. Offered in 2013, the pilot course 
provided a unique opportunity to explore and 
assess CFS curricular goals and learning activities 
through group dialogue and the creation of a 
narrative-inquiry project with graduate students 
and AFP community stakeholders. Much of this 
work guided our next steps and the final course 
curriculum, which is discussed below.  
 In early 2014, a team of four graduate students 
and three faculty from Virginia Tech and North 
Carolina State University and several AFP com-
munity stakeholders across both states, worked 
together to develop the course presented in this 
paper. Course objectives, content, assessment, and 
community engagement aims took one year to 
develop. The “Food Security and Resilient Com-
munities” course was finally offered in the spring 
of 2015 at Virginia Tech with the goal of co-
offering the course at North Carolina State 
University.  
 We draw on four sources of data and insight to 
illustrate our participatory course process. First, we 
draw upon our project notes and observations 
taken over the span of the AFP’s work, including 
numerous AFP team meetings with faculty, stu-
dents, and community members held between 
2012 and 2016. Second, we include observations 
and ideas gleaned throughout the earlier food 
systems course piloted in 2013. Third, we include 
findings from four focus groups conducted in 2014 
with 27 graduate students across two of the three 
universities involved in the AFP project. Here, we 
used knowledge learned from the piloted food 
systems course to develop Institutional Review 
Board (IRB)–approved protocol and questions to 
conduct focus groups with graduate students at 
Virginia Tech and North Carolina State University 
(Appendix A). Lastly, we offer insights learned 
from teaching the final course based on our 
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experiences and student evaluations from the 12 
graduate students who participated in course work 
and design (Appendix B).  
 We share our story in three main sections. 
First, we show how the community played a role in 
our course development process. We next illustrate 
how graduate students were central in the creation 
of CFS course themes and learning activities. 
Finally, we describe the culminating CFS course 
design with key participatory and food system 
elements that framed it.  

The Participatory Process: Community Role  
We embed our participatory praxis in the AFP’s 
collaborative governance framework known as 
Dynamic Governance (now Circle Forward) (Buck 
& Villines, 2007; Kunkler, 2017). The tristate AFP 
leadership team evolved over five years to include 
more than 10 university faculty and staff, 7 gradu-
ate students, and 12 community partners from 
North Carolina (NC), Virginia (VA), and West 
Virginia (WV). This leadership group created 
specific teams to address project objectives and 
activities. Each team, like the AFP curriculum 
team, brought its progress to the leadership team 
to discuss at a regional and/or state-specific level 
as needed. The community partners involved in the 
decision-making for the CFS course started with 
the AFP leadership team. As the course developed 
further, decisions were operationalized at the local 
level in VA and NC. This occurred through the 
earlier food systems course offered at Virginia 
Tech with 10 VA partners involved in the design 
and implementation of a community food security 
assessment. All became involved in the course 
through their interest in building networks to 
better connect the experiences of people working 
for food systems change across Appalachian VA. 
During a community meeting in late 2013, commu-
nity members proposed sharing stories of their 
individual work and life experiences to better 
understand and build upon them for greater 
regional understanding. With support of a Virginia 
Tech faculty member, the group agreed to co-
launch a narrative project to create and share their 
stories to enhance regional connectivity as a prac-
tical first step. The group also agreed that the 
course could serve as the backdrop for the 

community partners to collaborate with the 
university to co-implement this narrative effort, 
which was titled Stories of Community Food Work 
in Appalachia (Niewolny, 2016). These stories 
became an informal, intimate space for these and 
other community members to build understanding 
and empathy about the everyday experiences of 
people working to make a positive change in the 
regional food system. The stories highlight indivi-
dual and collective voices and describe projects, 
such as the creation of a CSA-food pantry part-
nership, structures for community organizing, the 
formation of new food hubs, youth and senior 
advocacy for food access, and the impact of school 
and community gardens (Niewolny & D’Adamo-
Damery, 2016). 
 The pilot (2013) and final (2015) courses 
became the vehicles for the making and sharing of 
the community food work stories; thus it was from 
this perspective that AFP community partners 
actively provided their input and presence in 
creating and teaching of CFS course. Specifically, 
this narrative-inquiry research provided an impor-
tant foundation for campus and community dis-
cussions about CFS and the role graduate educa-
tion can play in building capacity for a healthy food 
system in the region. We followed action research 
principles (Greenwood & Levin, 2007), with AFP 
community practitioners and graduate students 
taking the course to create an IRB-approved proto-
col for the storytelling process and questions that 
informed the narrative-based interview. This 
approach allowed the community member to tell 
their3 own stories through a series of mutually 
agreed upon “prompting” questions to emphasize 
their worldviews. Following our IRB process, each 
narrative was consented to, audio-recorded, tran-
scribed, re-transcribed with editing, and configured 
as a public and digital narrative through a co-
reading and framing process with the interviewers 
(graduate students) and storytellers (community 
partners). As a culminating course assignment, 
graduate students were charged with conducting, 
transcribing, and co-editing the interviews and with 
                                                 

3 “They” and “their” are used as gender-neutral pronouns 
throughout the paper. 
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providing critical reflection on what they had 
learned from the story and the story-making 
process. Seven narratives were co-developed in the 
spring of 2013. In 2015, 12 additional stories were 
co-created through the final CFS course using a 
similar action research process with AFP partners 
and graduate students.  

The Participatory Process: Graduate 
Student Focus Groups  
Graduate students played a significant role in the 
design of the CFS course. Drawing upon the suc-
cess of the piloted action research-based course, 
the AFP curriculum team sought to reach out to a 
greater and more diverse student audience from 
Virginia Tech and North Carolina State University 
to explore the possibility of creating a shared and 
interdisciplinary graduate course to offer at both 
universities. With the leadership of four graduate 
students involved in the AFP project, one of 
whom took the pilot course in 2013, and three 
AFP faculty (Virginia Tech, n=2; and North 
Carolina State University, n=1), the process of 
developing an IRB-approved protocol to conduct 
four focus group sessions began. Our goal was to 
recruit graduate students from both universities to 
create an interdisciplinary pool for the focus group 
sessions. These focus groups took place in April 
2014 with three AFP faculty (Virginia Tech, n=2; 
and North Carolina State University, n=1) at both 
institutions. With informed consent from student 
participants, we audio-recorded sessions and 
transcribed them verbatim. The AFP graduate 
students served as the primary facilitators for each 
focus group session. During the transcription 
process, we replaced all identifying names with 
pseudonyms.  
 A total of 27 graduate students participated in 
the focus group sessions with 16 students at 
Virginia Tech and 11 at North Carolina State 
University composed of 17 self-identified females 
and 10 males. Participating graduate students came 
from diverse fields and disciplines (e.g., regional 
planning, sociology, natural resources, soil science, 
and education) across seven departments repre-
sented in three colleges across both universities. 
While many students voluntarily shared that they 
were U.S. citizens interested in domestic food 

security issues, several students either identified as 
international students or explicitly stated interest in 
studying some aspect of global food security.  
 We followed a descriptive qualitative design to 
guide the analysis of the transcripts for course 
content and process themes (Creswell, 2009). All 
transcripts were imported into ATLAS.ti to apply 
line-by-line coding; we identified themes and codes 
based on the prompting questions (Muhr, 2004). 
Additional codes were added based on notes the 
researchers took during the focus groups. One 
Virginia Tech researcher coded the Virginia Tech 
transcripts, and one North Carolina State Univer-
sity researcher coded North Carolina State Uni-
versity transcripts. The Virginia Tech researcher 
then reviewed the North Carolina State University 
transcripts and recoded sections to ensure inter-
coder agreement. We coded the data line-by-line to 
explore (1) how students understood and defined 
food security and food system issues; (2) personal 
and professional aims and motivations to study and 
engage with food security topics; and (3) course 
activity and assessment preferences to address 
learning goals.  
 Overall, our focus group data resulted in 
several overarching themes used to help frame the 
content and approach of the CFS course. These 
themes include a focus on students’ preferences to 
explore or incorporate (1) a politicized understand-
ing of food security as CFS; (2) interdisciplinary 
and community engagement perspectives of CFS 
work; and (3) personal experience and positionality 
in the food system. Students also mentioned their 
interest in exploring theoretical, programmatic, and 
policy approaches from both domestic and inter-
national viewpoints and literature. Together, these 
themes highlight students’ professional and 
personal knowledge and learning goals.  

Framing Food Security as CFS 
First, the data revealed students’ perceived 
knowledge of food security definitions and topic 
areas largely within the discourse of CFS. We 
intentionally did not provide students with a 
definition of food security or CFS at the onset of 
the focus group sessions. We asked students to 
provide a definition and use language they were 
familiar with to help frame food security discourse 
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from their perspectives. Our goal was to learn how 
students intersect with its many meanings, discipli-
nary influences, and issues. “Food security,” “com-
munity food security,” and “food sovereignty” 
were terms commonly applied in the sessions, yet 
meanings varied as students discussed the scale, 
scope, and role of politics in healthy food access, 
availability, and affordability issues. For example, 
this student draws upon the commonly held 
“consumption vs. production” perception of food 
security in her definition: 

My definition focuses more heavily on 
consumption instead of production. Being 
free from worry is a big central component 
of food security. Like not worrying about 
the food that you do have is going to make 
you unhealthy, or not worrying that you 
aren’t going to have enough money for it. 
Or just not worry that there is not going to 
be any regardless of how much it is. If a 
community was food secure you would not 
have much expression of that worry at the 
community level, like you wouldn’t have a 
lot of policy measures in play, like SNAP, or 
political responses to worry about… 

 Many students were familiar with the politics 
of the food system and how power influences food 
production, distribution, access, and waste—
impacting food security at the household, commu-
nity, and transnational levels. This was often com-
municated through student concerns for social 
justice and health equity. For instance, a human 
rights aspect to food security was apparent for this 
student: “Food security means every single person 
has the same access to food because that’s what 
they’re entitled to as a human being. So regardless 
of age, class, gender, we’re all people. We all have 
the same rights, and food is one of those rights.”  
 Students also tied their politicized understand-
ing of food security to economic structure and 
frameworks, such as neoliberalism, and movement 
responses to it, such as food sovereignty:  

To me, it has to do with the food system’s 
structural capacity to keep everybody happy 
and healthy and living a dignified existence. 

So it really does have to do with the eco-
nomic system, the larger economic system, 
the larger political structures, you know. 
Having access to the ability to produce food 
in a food sovereign world, rather than just 
given the access to this large central organi-
zation that’s gonna provide food for me. It 
just has to do with having a say about how 
your food system is governed…as well as 
just the ability to acquire food. 

 The focus groups also allowed the AFP 
curriculum team to better understand students’ 
motivation for taking a CFS course within the 
context of their own educational and career goals. 
These motivations were professional and personal 
in nature and include such reasons as students 
seeking food security-related policy, agroecological 
and systems-thinking frameworks related to food 
security, and programmatic tools to address 
structural inequalities impacting communities to 
achieve socially just and healthy food access. This 
last point is suggested by one student in defining 
what “community food security” means to them 
and why it is important to study:  

…There are a lot of social and structural 
barriers to building community food 
security.…I would like to know how are 
people overcoming these barriers. A lot of 
marginalized populations don’t have the 
capacity to address them. They don’t have 
enough power to even start. 

Another student articulates the professional signifi-
cance of taking a course about food security, as an 
economist, and how it relates to the economic 
structures of the food system: 

I tend to think in terms of minimizing the 
impacts of potential market disturbances so 
when trade routes change, or there’s eco-
nomic instability. I would like to minimize 
the impacts on a community of those 
particular disturbances whether they be 
economic or socio-political. 

 Together, we characterized their meanings, 
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priority topics, and motivations for learning about 
food security that reflects Hamm and Bellows’ 
(2003) definition of community food security. 
Food sovereignty and household food security 
discourses emerged as well, indicating their sig-
nificance to the course. The following subthemes 
thus emerged as a list of interdisciplinary topics to 
frame the first draft of the CFS syllabus: 

• Cooperate control of the food system and 
health equity impacts  

• Social justice and food justice  
• Food security discourses and policy (e.g., 

domestic and international perspectives) 
• Self-sufficiency, resiliency, and sovereignty  
• Agriculture and sustainable food 

production  

Interdisciplinary and Community 
Engagement Perspectives 
The focus group findings further illustrate stu-
dents’ desire for interdisciplinary perspectives and 
learning collaborations with peers, and their inter-
est in learning from and directly with community 
practitioners through experiential learning oppor-
tunities. Students stated that they were interested in 
“getting a more realistic perspective” (as opposed 
to idealistic) and “integrating real world applica-
tions” where possible. While not all students 
explicitly voiced this opinion, a theme that emerged 
was to break out of traditional classroom models 
and approaches for this CFS course. This included 
focusing on such ideas as political advocacy and 
grant-writing to “fund solutions” to a food 
security-related problem. In this vein, smaller 
discussion groups or breakout sessions were 
preferred to best “explore the work that is being 
done, what is working, and what isn’t.”  
 Views about community engagement were also 
central to the discussion. Three of the four focus 
groups strongly agreed that it was important to 
directly engage with the community at the local or 
regional level for a course about CFS. In one 
session, students even proposed creating a study-
abroad course to explore global food security as a 
service-learning initiative. In the domestic sphere, 
however, student ideas ranged from inviting a 
diversity of academic speakers to “working directly 

with a community or municipality as a service pro-
ject” and “conduct[ing] a community food security 
assessment to give back to the local community.” 
Another student suggested they “start a community 
garden.” The viewpoint about service and experi-
ential learning opportunities is further expressed by 
a participant:  

I really like the idea of the service compo-
nent and actually taking what you learn 
from the class and putting it into practice. 
Maybe group projects or something to 
actually come up with something that you 
can actually go out into the community and 
physically do and make a positive impact on 
the community. 

 However, disagreement about the nature and 
design of these experiential and service-based 
learning opportunities emerged. One of the four 
focus group sessions raised concern about working 
directly with community partners through a hands-
on or experiential learning opportunity. The reason 
was not based on a lack of interest. Instead, stu-
dents in this one group shared their apprehension 
in terms of not understanding what a community-
partner relationship would entail and how that kind 
of course experience would affect their time to ad-
dress overall graduate program obligations, includ-
ing field research responsibilities. The perception 
was that this could be a time-demanding activity 
that would be difficult to incorporate into one’s 
schedule to accomplish the engagement goals well. 
The majority of the participating students, how-
ever, were curious about exploring the possibilities 
of working with a community partner or empha-
sizing a community issue or project in the course, 
although the details of this approach were not 
discussed in depth. For example, the following 
student shared their perspective on the role of 
community engagement, CFS, and making an 
impact where possible:  

I will also say, a very clear bias of my own is 
I think anything that happens in the univer-
sity should be taken out into the community 
and given to the community. I don’t like to 
do any kind of work that’s just going to stay 
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cloistered amongst a small number of elit-
ists. In the work that I really have enjoyed 
here is when research can be taken to the 
community for their benefit. And that can 
look like a lot of different types of things. 

Student Food System Experiences 
Making space for students’ personal and profes-
sional experiences with food security and food 
system work was also a central theme. Focus group 
participants shared a number of stories that helped 
explain their relationship to the issues, which 
helped shape our overall understanding of the ideas 
that drive their interest and motivations in learning 
about CFS. We also learned what issues were 
powerful catalysts for framing the specific CFS 
issues, such as power and privilege, class and race 
in the food system, and working with low-wealth 
communities and stakeholders in rural Appalachia. 
For instance, a student in one focus group shared 
their experience working several years in the public 
health sector in a large urban center. They shared 
how this experience was pivotal to their under-
standing of the daily experiences of hunger and 
food insecurity and the role of advocacy in 
providing solutions where possible:  

So I’m thinking of advocacy, and part of 
that comes from some experience that I had 
when I worked in public health. I was 
working with clients every day who had no 
food in their homes.…We were working 
with this nonprofit that worked with people 
getting out of homelessness. I would go in 
as the public health face, and I would work 
with their youth on some life skills, behav-
iors and food and nutrition. Anyway, we, 
the kids and I, and another adult decided to 
take them to the mayor and have them tell 
the mayor their stories. It was amazing. He 
had us come back before city council, and 
we ended up writing letters to the governor. 
And a lot came out. I mean I wasn’t forcing 
the kids into anything, this was them. 
People don’t understand what we’re dealing 
with. People don’t understand why a kid 
might miss school, why they are sick, you 
know. So, to me, it was very powerful to see 

the role of advocacy.  

 While not all students had policy, research, or 
community experiences to draw upon, many of the 
students were able to talk about their personal 
stories and local contexts that they represented. 
This gave us some sense of what information and 
knowledge was important to the students, which 
helped identify ways to best frame challenging and 
critical perspectives and food production and 
access issues. One student illustrates this point by 
sharing their life experience living in Oakland, 
California, which was critical to their understanding 
of poverty, urban food insecurity, and finding 
socially just solutions to complicated food access 
problems. Here a student responds to “food 
deserts” as a troubling and politicized concept:  

I guess I have to say something about the 
food deserts because of living in Oakland. I 
mean yeah, the concept of living in a food 
desert, when you think about that word, 
that term, it sounds horrible. There have 
been pilot projects trying to combat this 
“food desert thing” where, you know, they 
start an urban garden. They’ve actually 
shown that in six years a three by three-
radius block around these gardens have 
shown a decrease in drug and crime. Even 
in Oakland itself, in East Oakland and West 
Oakland.…I used to live right in the middle, 
gunshots all the time, like you have to 
hopefully own a car so you can drive to the 
nearest Safeway or anything because they 
won’t open a Safeway there because it’s so 
high in crime, it’s so much drugs, so much 
everything else. Yeah, it obviously takes a 
lot of community effort to fight against it. 
…So unfortunately that is something that 
probably will persist for a while because it’s 
hard to fight against crime and it takes a 
community of people. Some of these people 
will go to school, some of them will stay 
home, some of them will be gangbangers, 
and some of them will do other things to 
come together to try to form, you know, 
maybe a small little farm or something, even 
in that little community.…I think that food 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 
http://www.foodsystemsjournal.org 

Advance online publication  11 

desert thing, however horrible of a state-
ment it is, it’s very applicable and while we 
don’t want to refer to it, you are kind of 
forced to based on the situations that drive 
the political climate. 

 In drawing upon critical pedagogy and partici-
patory educational approaches, we advocate that 
the stories and experiences of the participant are 
vital to the learning process. The way students 
frame their relationship to food system and food 
security ideas is rooted in their knowledge, ideas, 
and realities. The cultural context provides the 
foundation for in-depth and critical growth. In the 
next section, we show how we opened that partici-
patory space in the final design of the course.  

Bringing it Together: Putting 
Forth the CFS Course  
Our experience with the pilot course complements 
the focus group data and lessons learned from the 
larger AFP community. With graduate student 
leadership from the AFP curriculum team, we 
titled the CFS course, “Food Security & Resilient 
Communities: Food Systems Theory and Practice” 
(FSRC). To enhance interdisciplinary learning, we 
created two courses to offer simultaneously at both 
Virginia Tech and North Carolina State University 
during the spring of 2015, with the intention of 
sharing the curriculum and opportunities for AFP 
faculty and community collaborations through 
guest speaking and course activities. The faculty 
leads from both universities created a shared 
calendar to bring the classes together virtually and 
in-person where possible while also allowing time 
for local, weekly discussions. While the course was 
advertised, there was not sufficient enrollment to 
constitute teaching the course at North Carolina 
State University; however, the FSRC course was 
offered at Virginia Tech. A total of 12 graduate 
students enrolled in the course from four depart-
ments across two different colleges that repre-
sented both M.S. and Ph.D. programs of study, 
including programs within the Departments of 
Agricultural and Applied Economics; Agricultural, 
Leadership, and Community Education; Crop and 
Soil Environmental Science; Public and Inter-
national Affairs; and Food Science and 

Technology.  
 The same AFP faculty member at Virginia 
Tech, and member of the AFP curriculum team 
who piloted the earlier food system course, led our 
FSRC course. Their interest to offer this new 
opportunity was elevated in collaborating with two 
AFP graduate students at Virginia Tech who 
served in a co-facilitation role. These two students 
were responsible for supporting classroom instruc-
tion and leadership with the AFP community 
throughout the semester. They did not have 
grading responsibilities per Graduate School 
policies that prohibit graduate students having 
access to graduate student grades. One of the 
students had taken the pilot course in 2013, while 
the other student was actively taking the new 
course. It is important to note that both students 
and the faculty member were able to draw upon 
their campus-community experiences in the 
regional AFP work, including lessons learned from 
conducting a community food security assessment 
in southwest Virginia.  
 We designed the syllabus using both 
instructor-determined and student-selected themes 
as a critical and interdisciplinary exploration of 
issues related to food security and the emerging 
discourse of food systems (see Appendix C for the 
syllabus summary). Following AFP partner interest, 
we also made it a priority to explore the role of 
university-community partnerships to enhance 
community food security and resiliency in our 
region. The Stories of Community Food Work in 
Appalachia initiative, as a component of the AFP, 
provided course participants with a theoretical and 
practical backdrop for class discussion, narrative 
research and storytelling, and first-hand engage-
ment with food and farming scholar/practitioners 
in our region. Lastly, we collaborated virtually with 
our North Carolina State University AFP faculty 
member in a guest-speaking capacity to honor our 
commitment for developing new and interdisci-
plinary learning possibilities. 
 The first half of the course focused around 
seven predetermined and interconnected themes 
that built upon one another. For the first week, 
drawing upon Hamm (2009) and others, we 
discussed the notion of food insecurity as a “wicked 
problem” and explored participants’ understanding 
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and meanings of food in/security as it relates to 
their personal and professional lives. This was 
crucial to build a sense of commonality and trust 
while acknowledging our differences in academic 
language, work contexts, and personal histories. 
We also covered the intersection of food and foodways 
as a cultural, social, and economic set of practices 
to provide students with a broad yet critical and 
shared language that resonated with our goals of 
creating an interdisciplinary learning space.  
 Our third and fourth themes were more the-
oretically demanding and included focusing on the 
connections between neoliberalism and corporate food 
system control coupled with food security discourses and 
policy. Here students delved into conceptual read-
ings and policy documents that covered concepts 
and perspectives pertaining to household food 
security, community food security, food sover-
eignty, and resiliency. These paralleling themes 
helped us tap more deeply into course participants’ 
historical and professional contexts related to food 
production and consumption agendas, underscor-
ing their epistemological views and ontological 
realities about the food system itself.  
 For the fifth theme, we turned our attention to 
the complexities and possibilities of sustainable food 
production to address community food security and 
food sovereignty goals. Our collaborator in North 
Carolina State University took a central role this 
week and drew upon their agroecology research 
and sustainable agriculture education leadership 
using examples of international projects related to 
community food security. We also focused on key 
articles such as Holt-Giménez and Altieri (2013) 
and Holt-Giménez, Shattuck, Altieri, Herren, and 
Gliessman (2012) to help structure the conversa-
tion about the importance of framing food system 
issues and the role of science and policy in that 
framing. Here we emphasized the Global South 
and its colonial and radical histories pertaining to 
hunger, development, natural resources, and 
participatory processes to generate shared 
knowledge.  
 The six and seventh themes naturally fostered 
each other, spanning several weeks. Our students 
and AFP partners played an important role in 
exploring the social change goals of CFS as a social 
movement and the meanings and instances of food 

justice through the lens of the Community Food 
Security Coalition and the Whole Measures for 
Community Food Systems (Abi-Naders et al., 
2009). We also drew upon Cultivating Food Justice, a 
text edited by Alkon and Agyeman (2011). Class 
activities and discussions were largely dialogue-
based and highlighted the ways race, class, and 
gender intersect and influence food system politics, 
which, in turn, permeates our relationship with 
food, the environment, and our identity. We 
invited AFP partners from the Virginia Tech 
campus and the communities near the university to 
participate in these discussions and provide an 
organizational anchor for conversation through 
examples of AFP project work related to our 
community food security assessment taking place 
across the region. Through in-depth, problem-
posing dialogue (Freire, 2007) with student 
leadership, we were able to engage deeply about 
the ways low-wealth communities and commu-
nities of color in our region (and beyond) are 
historically and systemically marginalized from 
gaining access to healthy food, healthcare, trans-
portation, and affordable housing. We especially 
focused on framing how race, class, and rural 
politics in the central Appalachian region influence 
CFS. The food justice theme not only provided a 
direct lens for the course but also served as a 
catalyst for the last half of the semester through the 
development and facilitation of student-led class 
readings and sessions.  
 Complete and committed participation was a 
core principle upon which the course operated. We 
used a variety of participatory methods and tech-
niques, such as World Café and Open Space 
(Brown, 2002) methods to build and implement 
the last half of the semester as a nonhierarchical 
group of teachers/learners. We referred to this 
activity as “self-assigned readings and facilitation.” 
This assignment required course participants to use 
a consent-based decision-making process to select 
themes and readings for the weeks in which stu-
dents facilitated individual course sessions. Co-
facilitation was required due to the number of 
course participants; students were grouped 
together to facilitate and select readings. As part of 
the activity, each group selected and disseminated 
theoretical or empirical readings one week before 
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their facilitation took place. Students then led the 
class the following week in an interactive session 
using their selected readings. Lastly, to receive a 
self-assigned grade, each participant provided a 
written critique of his/her/their facilitation one 
week after using a rubric the students co-developed 
and to which they consented. Our expectation for 
all student facilitators was to be prepared to lead a 
critique of the readings, challenge peers to think 
about meaning and application, and foster inter-
active and civil discourse about CFS and food 
system issues.  
 The students identified four overarching CFS 
themes using the World Café method, including 
race, agriculture, and hunger; the nonprofit industrial 
complex; food security and asset-based community develop-
ment (a programmatic approach); and theories and 
strategies for food systems change. Student leadership was 
central to this section of the course. Each week 
students organized role-plays, mapping exercises, 
critical dialogue using visual media, and discussion 
with article reviews. The class also produced a 
collective literature review to share with one 
another at the end of the semester.  
 As mentioned earlier, the community also 
played a pivotal role in the course. AFP partners 
from both the campus and community joined class 
sessions to talk about their role in the regional 
project and shared their perspectives about com-
munity food security and alternative food systems 
movement in the region. The course took one field 
trip to the City Schoolyard Garden, hosted by the 
executive director, Jeanette Abi-Nader. The City 
Schoolyard Garden is a nonprofit organization in 
Charlottesville that focuses on healthy and socially 
just food systems change with youth through 
garden-based experiential learning and leadership 
development. The graduate students took leader-
ship in organizing a discussion about the Whole 
Measures for Community Food Systems (Abi-
Nader et al., 2009) framework with Jeanette Abi-
Nader and her City Schoolyard Garden team. 
Topics ranged from nonprofit organizing in the 
CFS movement to addressing social justice goals in 
the public school system. Our day concluded with 
a garden tour with the children at a local elemen-
tary school. This event took place in conjunction 
with the first-ever Virginia Farm to School 

Conference. Our class served as facilitators of an 
Open Space session with 200 conference partici-
pants on the topic of food access and farm sus-
tainability related to farm-to-school possibilities in 
Virginia. The students shared their ideas and 
organizing skills with producers, grassroots 
organizers, food nutrition directors, and govern-
mental agency professionals. As part of the 
conference, we also had the opportunity to hear 
the First Lady of the Commonwealth of Virginia, 
Dorothy McAuliffe, share her vision for eliminat-
ing childhood hunger and improving access to 
fresh and healthy food for all Virginia residents.  
 Most notably, as a culminating course assign-
ment, we continued the narrative-inquiry research 
project with AFP partners. This final assignment 
included students conducting a 90-minute 
narrative-based interview with a community 
practitioner, transcribing the interview, editing this 
interview for readability, analyzing the narrative by 
referring to course themes and literature, and 
sharing and co-editing the final transcript with the 
community partner. Here, we focused on the 
Whole Measures for Community Food Systems 
(Abi-Nader et al., 2009) as an analytical framework. 
As a values-based and community-oriented tool for 
evaluating and planning through dialogue, Whole 
Measures helped us see where food system change 
is possible. From this perspective, the narratives 
continued to help facilitate dialogue and a deeper 
understanding about how and why people from 
across the region, in a number of organizations and 
programs, including the university, are addressing 
the complexity of community food security. Our 
semester concluded with an evening “foodways” 
meal and reading session of the community narra-
tives. This included a communal meal where every-
one brought a food item to share that reflected 
how culture was expressed through their dietary 
habits. Students brought dishes that drew on 
memories of family recipes from around the 
Southern region and beyond, in addition to current 
meal options that represent trends in healthy eating 
and the pleasure of eating.  
 Student evaluations of the final course, both 
formal and informal, are important reflection 
points as we prepare to offer this course once 
again. While there are several measures to refer to, 
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we utilized both the standard university online 
course evaluation as well as a complementary 
qualitative evaluation instrument to provide us with 
several indications that students positively reacted 
to course content and our participatory praxis 
approach. First, we report that our overall course 
evaluation for score was an average of 5.9 out of 
6 points, which was above the college average. This 
score accompanies another high score, which 
includes an average of 5.3 out of 6 points measur-
ing the level in which students’ interest in the 
subject matter was stimulated by the course. We 
also received a 5.3 average score indicating the 
depth of understanding students gained on the 
subject matter as a result of the course. These 
scores, plus high instruction scores (6 points out of 
6) illustrate that students were satisfied with their 
course experience.  
 The university online course evaluation is 
standard for all courses, yet is limited in what 
information we can glean about the student 
learning experience. Therefore, we created and 
offered a qualitative evaluation instrument that 
each student filled out on the last day of class 
through an anonymous process that the students 
organized and implemented. The AFP curriculum 
team did not have access to these evaluations until 
the final course grades were submitted and 
processed, in accordance with Graduate School 
policy. From these evaluations, we learned more 
about what the students found useful and what 
changes they would recommend. For example, 
students shared that class discussions, critical 
reflection statements, student-led facilitation, and 
narrative assignment were essential to their learning 
experience. One student noted how they 
appreciated the design of the course:  

I found the class to valuable, hearing what 
others had to say about readings and pulling 
from their experiences opened my mind to 
so many things I had never thought of. 
Most classes don’t allow you that type of 
freedom, and I feel better for having that 
experience. The student-led facilitation was 
especially good, but I found it to be most 
enlightening to work from the AFP 
narrative project, the conversations that 

stemmed from the planning process were 
wonderful.  

 Another student shared how they felt about 
the narrative assignment as their preferred learning 
experience:  

The narrative assignment has been the most 
useful to me. I enjoyed having a larger 
assignment to dig my teeth into, and getting 
real life experience….I was able to develop 
better writing techniques and research skills 
while learning from someone in the field.  

 Also drawing upon the qualitative evaluations, 
we note that students referenced “agroecology” 
and “food justice” as their two favorite course 
topics and sources of readings throughout the 
semester. For instance, one student shared that 
“agroecology was a great topic because it brought 
in the agriculture part of food systems work.” 
Several students also noted that these topics were 
new material to them, which was both welcome 
and yet challenging. To make this point these three 
students explicitly refer to food justice as the 
course topic that they found to be most beneficial 
or useful:  

My favorite readings were on food justice. I 
learned the most from them because it had 
the most new information and took a criti-
cal approach to the CFS movement. I think 
food justice is a relevant and appropriate 
frame for the food security context we 
covered 

Before I came here, I had never heard of 
“food security” or “social justice,” and 
social justice issues discussed so much in a 
diverse group setting. The direction of the 
conversations were so very engaging, and I 
believe, eye opening for everyone. This class 
built a beautiful culture.  

I feel like all of the readings were useful, but 
my favorite[s] were those readings on food 
sovereignty and food justice, as well as 
those readings which linked back to 
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historical/infrastructural concerns and 
policy.  

 In asking the students what they would 
recommend us doing differently to improve the 
course for enhanced student learning, we learned 
that they were very satisfied with the course as it 
was, knowing that in an ideal world we would have 
more time to cover more material. In fact, one 
student stated, “I think it is a perfect class. It 
includes everything I wanted.” Another student 
shared that the “class was good as it was.” How-
ever, the most common response (5 out of 12) was 
for us to incorporate more perspectives and 
readings that cover international or global food 
security issues. For example, one student wanted to 
“know more about how actual international trade 
agreements and subsides work.” Another student 
expressed interest in “global food security and 
issues pertaining to developing countries.”  
 While we recognize that the evaluations only 
captured a glimpse of what the students learned or 
experienced, it continues to be important to us to 
explore what students not only learned but what 
they valued in respect to the course process and 
content. From this perspective, we note that 
several students are eager to return to share their 
experiences with a new class. This includes volun-
teering to guest-speak or facilitate with the next 
class to share their experiences and insights. It will 
take more time to see the impacts of this course; 
however, we are hopeful that the learning will 
transpire into new and affirming spaces as we work 
toward creating healthy and socially just food 
system change in our communities in and outside 
of the classroom.  

Discussion and Conclusion 
It was our goal to describe the participatory pro-
cess we used to develop a graduate course centered 
on CFS with two institutions and stakeholder 
participation in central Appalachia. We emphasized 
the way in which graduate students played an active 
role in designing and participating in the course as 
one element of our participatory praxis, and how 
community-university engagement and action 
research opportunities were pivotal to course pur-
pose, goals, and learning activities. To do so, we 

provided an overview of the key concepts and 
ideas associated with CFS and community-
university collaboration, paying special attention to 
action research and student-led inquiry as the 
foundation of our participatory praxis and how 
that relates to CFS graduate courses such as the 
one we describe in this paper. We then illustrated 
the course-design process and focus group findings 
that formed the basis of our curricular experience. 
This included an overview of the way we used 
course-based action research and student-led (and 
graded) facilitation as central component to the 
courses.  
 We put forth that our participatory education 
and critical pedagogy approach reflects our partici-
patory praxis commitment to engage student and 
community experience and voice. We believe 
course participants were able to imagine and place 
their own professional and personal contexts as 
central elements to construct what Freire (2007) 
refers to as a critical consciousness, which, he 
further argues, provides the necessary foundation 
for developing a transformative educational 
experience. For us, this consciousness is centered 
around food system politics and CFS. 
 This praxis, however, is also based on our 
ability to critically and deeply reflect on our own 
experiences and positions in the food system. To 
cultivate this reflection process, we strived to build 
a classroom environment based on understanding 
and transparency where food became the central 
cultural practice. Therefore, we suggest that a par-
ticipatory praxis requires a commitment to learning 
with and from each other, breaking down hierar-
chical patterns and practices, and accepting that 
this learning is a politicized act. CFS is a social 
movement with ties to newer and more progressive 
movements whose goals are about unlearning the 
injustice that is rooted in our food system. Taking a 
participatory and critical pedagogy approach to the 
question of food access, availability, and afforda-
bility focuses our learning on the change we hope 
to see and continue to cultivate.  
 We understand that this overall approach 
comes with limitations and challenges when 
applied to a university, college, or continuing 
education context and developing and teaching 
courses. Instead of highlighting all the potential 
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challenges, we chose to reflect on what might have 
made our FSRC course successful to emphasize the 
application of CFS and participatory praxis princi-
ples. First, it was fundamental that we had an 
existing CFS project, the AFP project in this case. 
The existing CFS project allowed students to 
engage with real-life food security challenges and 
the stakeholder groups working toward change in 
their surrounding community through the course. 
The CFS project offered opportunities for students 
to participate directly in gathering research data 
and learning methods and techniques with quanti-
tative and qualitative data. Community partners 
were also already engaged around CFS and par-
ticipating in democratic collaborations with uni-
versity faculty. Students were included in these 
partnerships straightaway, which reduced the time 
required to build important relationships with the 
community. Further, students brought enthusiasm, 
new perspectives, and offered novel approaches to 
the activities that community participants had 
identified as important. Second, it was important 
that community stakeholders were actively 
involved in co-developing course activities with the 
students and faculty. The Stories of Community 
Food Work in Appalachia initiative is an example 
of an important product of this course that 
illustrates all these points. Community members 
described that their roles and work were important 
and mutually beneficial. Collaborating with the 
students through a creative approach helped them 
share their stories with a larger audience while also 
providing a space for students to learn community 
engagement and research skills. Additionally, we 
wish to note that a course like this requires a high 
level of time commitment to develop and facilitate. 
This may be an issue in some university or college 
contexts that may not historically support or 

advance participatory and community-engaged 
approaches within the classroom. We feel fortunate 
that our institutions and college administrations 
have been supportive of this course and courses 
like it that emphasize student-community engage-
ment. Lastly, it was important in our course devel-
opment and teaching that students be respected as 
active participants in their learning—as democratic 
partners. We sought to understand why a student 
would enroll in a course like this and what they 
really wanted to know and achieve in the course 
that covered both content and professional devel-
opment. The focus groups and a pilot course 
helped us understand this in the course develop-
ment process, but part of the course syllabus was 
intentionally left blank so those students who 
enrolled could collectively design and decide what 
was important to them. This takes a great amount 
of flexibility on the part of the instructor, who 
becomes a facilitator of learning, breaking down 
the power dynamics between faculty and students 
typical in other classes. We feel all of these compo-
nents played a critical part in the success of this 
course and ultimately success in engaging students 
and building their knowledge and skills in the 
important area of community food security 
education.   

 Be critical, but don’t be poison. Find the positive. 
 —Reflection about food justice  

from a student evaluation  
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Appendix A. IRB Approved Focus Group Questions Organized by Course Design Topics  
 
Key Topics Questions 

Defining Food Security 1. How would you define the notion of food security?
2. What interested you about taking a course on Community Food Security? 

Course Content 3. What issues come to mind when you think about Community Food Security? 
4. Please refer to the list of topics on the second handout we provided. Given these topics 

related to community food security, what are the top 5 that interest you most?  
• Food security and community food security definitions and comparisons 
• Food sovereignty 
• Multidisciplinary perspectives on food systems 
• Causes of food insecurity 
• Food security and community food security assessments 
• Food access and health impacts 
• Food justice (issues of gender, race, class, etc.) 
• National policies associated with food security 
• International policies associated with food security 
• Interaction of sustainable agricultural production with food security 
• Case studies of real world examples of food secure and/or food insecure communities 
• Food assistance 

Course Activities and 
Assessments 

5. Most classes have some type of assessment to gauge student learning. What types of class 
activities would you find meaningful to enhance your understanding in a community food 
security course? 

6. What are your views on using experiential learning opportunities with a community partner 
in a food security course? 
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Appendix B. Institutional Review Board (IRB)–Approved Final Course Evaluation Questions  
 
By completing this voluntary course evaluation, you consent to the use of your confidential and anonymous 
feedback to be applied to future course improvements and potential research publications about the course. 
Your comments will remain sealed until after final grades are entered. Each response will be held confidential 
at all times. Once complete, please return to your student lead for collecting. Thank you. 
 
1. What component(s) of the course (e.g., readings, guest speakers, class discussions, site visits, student-led 

facilitation, narrative inquiry research project, and critical reflection statements) did you find the most 
valuable as a learner? Please list and explain why.  

 
2. What course topic(s) and/or reading(s) did you find the most beneficial as it pertains to understanding 

food security definitions and concepts? How so?  
 
3. What course topic(s) and/or reading(s) did you find the most useful as it pertains to applying new concepts 

and strategies in your professional/scholarly practice? Please explain.  
 

4. If time permitted, what topic(s) would you recommend adding to the course (or doing more of) to best meet 
course learning objectives? Please explain why.  
 

5. Overall, what would you recommend doing differently to improve the course for enhanced student 
learning? Briefly explain what these changes might look like and/or where they might be inserted in the 
syllabus.  

 
6. As you complete your narrative research assignment, you may find yourself seeking some inspiration. What 

is more inspiring than a self-made t-shirt? Use the space below to “design” a t-shirt that best reflects your 
newly acquired understanding of “food security” or “food systems.” Because space is limited, you must 
choose the most insightful idea, thought, or concept that most accurately illustrates this new learning. 
What would your t-shirt look like or say…?4  

 

                                                 

4 We would like to acknowledge Dr. Arthur Wilson for the use of this question, which is derived from a course evaluation he designed 
and implemented at Cornell University.  
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Appendix C. Syllabus Summary by Objectives, Themes, and Assessment 
 

 

Food Security & Resilient Communities: Food Systems Theory & Practice 
Virginia Tech 
ALCE 5984 
Spring 2015 
 
Instructor:  
Dr. Kim L. Niewolny  
Department of Agricultural, Leadership, & Community Education  
282 Litton Reaves Hall (0343)  
Tel: 540.231.5784  
Email: niewolny@vt.edu 
 
Teaching advisors: Garland Mason & Dr. Phil D’Adamo-Damery, Department of Agricultural, Leadership, & 
Community Education; Virginia Tech 
 
North Carolina State University AFP partners: Dr. Michelle Schroeder-Moreno & Amanda McWhirt; Department 
of Crop Science 
 

Course Overview  

This graduate-level course is a critical and interdisciplinary exploration of current issues related to food 
security and the emerging discourse of food systems. This course will focus on the concepts of food 
security, community food security, food sovereignty, resiliency, and agricultural sustainability from local, 
regional, and international perspectives. Topics include but are not limited to: conceptual and 
programmatic approaches to addressing food security, food security policy, food system assessment, and 
the role of university-community partnerships to enhance food security and resiliency in communities. The 
Appalachian Foodshed Project (AFP) will provide course participants with a theoretical and practical 
backdrop for class discussion and coursework, including engaging with AFP scholar/practitioners and 
visiting the region. This course also involves collaborating with AFP colleagues at North Carolina State 
University. Participatory learning and asset-based community development are also relevant course 
themes. Graduate student standing only (3H, 3C).  

Learning Objectives  
Having successfully completed this course, students should be able to: 
• Define, analyze, and articulate theories, practices, and policies pertaining to the emerging field of food 

systems  
• Define and critique conceptual and programmatic definitions of and approaches to enhance food security 

local, regionally, and internationally.  
• Define and critique scholar/ practitioner participation as change agents in the food system. 
• Incorporate food system/security concepts and strategies into personal and professional practice for 

socially just ends. 

continued 
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Course Justification  
In this graduate course, students will identify, analyze and address the interconnectedness of food systems 
from sociopolitical, economic, ecological perspectives. We will explore the many complex and often chal-
lenging issues, as a wicked problem, related specifically to food security—what we do/don’t eat and why/why 
not, how food is produced and distributed, and who benefits (and doesn’t) from these experiences and 
processes. Educational and community development agendas are at the heart of this dialogue. A major 
component of this course is to explore the conceptual grounding and practical applications of the Appa-
lachian Foodshed Project (AFP), a USDA-NIFA, AFRI Grant Program (Award Number: 2011-68004-30079). 
The AFP uses a foodshed concept to address issues of community food security in West Virginia and the 
Appalachian regions of North Carolina and Virginia. Through multiple levels of research, outreach, and 
educational efforts, the AFP aims to facilitate a network of organizations and individuals working to address 
issues of community development, economic viability, health, nutrition, food access, social justice, and 
agriculture. By working collaboratively across the region, the AFP hopes to build capacity and cultivate 
resilient food systems and vibrant, healthy communities. 

Primary and Secondary Course Themes Synthesized from Syllabus 
Overview of Food Systems and Food Security

— “Wicked Problems” 
Food and Foodways 

— Cultural, Historical, Social, and Economic Intersections 
Industrialization and Globalization of Agriculture and Food Systems

— Corporate Food Regime 
— Neoliberalism and the Food System 

Food Security Definitions, Discourses, & Policy
— Household Food Security; Community Food Security; Food Sovereignty 
— Resiliency  
— Domestic and International Perspectives

Sustainable Food Production and Food Security 
— Agroecology and Sustainability 
— Food Security and the Green Revolution(s)  
— Global Food Security and Food Production

Food Systems, Social Change, and Community Resilience 
— Whole Measures for Community Food Systems  
— Community-based Food System Assessments

Food Justice & Community Food Security 
— Exploring What/Why/How Food Justice  
— Food In/security and Access (Whose justice?)

Food Justice & Community Food Security (continued)
— Food Justice in the Appalachian Region 

Race, Agriculture, and Hunger  
— student choice 

Addressing the Non-Profit Industrial Complex 
— student choice 

Food Security & Asset-based Community Development (Programmatic Perspective) 
— student choice 

Theories and Strategies for Food System Change 
— student choice 

continued
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Community-Engagement Activity  
Appalachian Foodshed Project Guest Speakers from Virginia and North Carolina
Narrative Inquiry Research Project with AFP Stakeholders: 
“Stories of Community Food Work in Appalachia” 
Visit to City Schoolyard Garden hosted by Jeanette Abi-Nader:
“A conversation about the Whole Measures for Community Food Systems”
Participation in Virginia Farm to School Conference:
“Open Space Session Facilitators”  

 

Course Assessment and Assessment Responsibility 
Weekly Critical Reflection Papers (25%) 
— Professor Assessment 

Student Led-Facilitation (25%) 
— Student Self-Assessment 

AFP Practitioner Narrative Inquiry Research Project (30%)
— Practitioner & Professor Assessment

AFP Practitioner Narrative Inquiry Research Project (30%)
— Practitioner & Professor Assessment
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