Innovative Idea Poster






[bookmark: _GoBack]


Growing a Better Future:
Addressing Agricultural Literacy Among At-Risk Urban Youth







Bethany P. Pratt
University of Kentucky
Community and Leadership Development Department
500 Garrigus Building
Lexington, Kentucky 40546-0215
(859) 257-3471
Bethany.pratt@uky.edu

Need for Innovative Idea
Where does your food come from? This question is being asked frequently in popular society.  Documentaries such as Food Inc., and authors such as Michael Pollan have helped bring this question into the public mind and even into our school system (Edible Schoolyard Project, 2012). 
Among youth, there is a documented lack of agricultural literacy, or knowledge about where food comes from. In 2010, Travaline & Hunold surveyed rural and urban high school students about their agricultural and natural resource knowledge. It was found that both groups had significantly more knowledge of natural resources than agriculture with rural students having overall more knowledge in both categories than their urban counterparts (Travaline & Hunold, 2010). Following this study, in 2011, Hess & Trexler published two studies that examined agricultural literacy among urban elementary school students. They used a “cheeseburger dissection” activity with the children as a tool for facilitating conversation about the agri-food system, asking questions about the origins of each part of the cheeseburger (Hess & Trexler, 2011a; Hess &Trexler, 2011b). In the 2011 study titled, A qualitative study of agricultural literacy in urban youth: What do elementary students understand about the agri-food system?, Hess & Trexler found that 72% of the students held misconceptions about the origins of each cheeseburger component (i.e. what a bun was made of, etc). These kinds of foundational misconceptions about the origins of our food have real implications to both the children and for society as a whole as these children grow and continue to have more interactions with the agri-food system as consumers.
One way of addressing this issue is through education about food and its agricultural origins. The SEEDS (Service, Education, and Entrepreneurship in Downtown Spaces) is a summer program for at-risk urban youth that seeks to address this agricultural literacy gap through farm to table education.
How it Works
This garden and program are a joint effort between two community groups, Seedleaf, Inc., a nonprofit that establishes and maintains (through volunteers & volunteer trainings) urban gardens in food deserts (www.seedleaf.org, 2009) and Embrace United Methodist Church which runs a college-readiness summer program for at-risk youth in their congregation (Ellis, personal communication, August 15, 2012). The SEEDS program was established as a combined effort to help Seedleaf maintain an urban garden near the church and additional activities for Embrace’s summer program. 
For four hours a week (divided into two, two-hour days per week) over the course of ten weeks in the summer, youth from a low income area of city, state came to an urban garden to participate in farm to table activities. On the first day, the youth spent their entire time in the garden addressing various associated tasks such as planting, weeding, watering, as well as turning and dispensing compost. At the beginning of this time, instructors would provide a brief outline of the day’s activities for youth along with any accompanying educational instruction.  Throughout their full-day in the garden, individual learning and teaching would occur based on situations that would arise, such as plant and insect identification, life cycle education, etc.
On the second day of the week, the youth would begin in the garden where they would water and harvest produce for the snack that would be prepared. Using the church’s community kitchen, the youth would then prepare and eat a snack for themselves under the supervision of the instructors. The cooking was purposefully done on the second day of the week so that each week as well as throughout the program, students lived the farm-to-table experience.
Implications
Anecdotally from program instructors, youth and parents/guardians, over the course of the summer, the youth participants began to change their palettes. This was most noticeable at the end of the summer celebration for families. One evening, Seedleaf and Embrace sponsored a dinner/awards celebration to acknowledge and share the hard work of all the youth with their families. The main course was catered by a church member and the youth made all of the side dishes by selecting and then cooking the snacks they had made throughout the summer. At meal time, the children eagerly piled their plates with the vegetable dishes they had created while their parents took little or none of the dishes their children had made. Seeing the children make healthier food choices than their parents was a satisfying moment because it helped quantify for the instructors that continued exposure to the agri-food system can help positively change a young person’s eating habits. This change also positively correlates with agricultural literacy because the youth were able to explain to their parents the ingredients in the dishes they created as well as where and what each vegetable looked like in a garden.
Future Plans
Next summer, it is the hope of the SEEDS instructors to infuse more purposeful education within the garden setting. Gardens provide wonderful opportunities to advance scholastic learning through observation, discover and experiential learning (Williams & Brown, 2012, p. 31). The instructors hope to do more intentional activities surrounding the subjects of history, science and civics. The educational opportunities that can be found within a garden are limitless and provide a wonderful setting for teaching scholastic topics as well as a safe space for social learning and development.
Advice to Others
This activity was done in a low-income community setting which provided the facilitators with some unique challenges and opportunities for community education and interaction. However, within the school system, programs such as this are beginning to arise as wonderful learning for environments that help students develop systems thinking as they learn about where their food comes from (see Edible Schoolyard Project, 2012; Williams & Brown, 2012). 
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