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Hoophouses, Worms and Herbs  - Closing the University Food Cycle Loop

Introduction

According to the National Research Council (2009), the next 10 years will be crucial as higher education and colleges of agriculture transform to meet the opportunities for global food and agricultural enterprises. Further, they argued that higher education should concentrate on shaping academic focus around real-life issues related to the world’s food systems. One strategy for accomplishing this goal is to leverage partnerships between the academic and operations sectors of institutions to provide experiential learning opportunities that involve students in efforts to address sustainability issues. In addition, scholars (Zembylas, 2007; Weiss, 2000; O’Regan, 2003) stressed that learning must be both an emotional and an intellectual experience where affective and cognitive learning are enmeshed elements of a single learning process. Experiential education’s focus on relationships and emotional connections to content and community also permeates research on student engagement. For students to participate in the world as engaged environmental citizens they not only need to learn about sustainability and environmental issues, but also develop the character traits (Ferkany and Whyte, 2011) and deliberative skills that enable them to work with others.

Over the past decade several programs at #redacted# have worked together to cultivate an integrated curriculum of experiential education based on the organic and local food movement, which brings students together with university academics and campus operations staff. In 2008 the Student Organic Farm (Farm) partnered with Residential and Hospitality Services (RHS) to grow organic salad greens. Since 2009, salad greens, vegetables and culinary herbs purchased from the SOF have been served at two dining facilities about 4 miles away from the farm. The Residential Initiative for Study of the Environment (RISE) has used the Farm as a living laboratory for student engagement since the start of the farm. However, the location of the Farm in relation to main campus makes it difficult for students without transportation to fully take advantage of the farm. Consequently, plans for the relocation of RISE to the newly remodeled #redacted# Hall included the construction of a passive solar greenhouse (hoophouse) adjacent to the hall as a method to engage freshman students seeking experiential learning activities.

It wasn’t enough to have a building that modeled principles of sustainability rather it was important that students truly reside in this place. Drawing upon the pedagogy of place literature of Mumford (1966), Dewey (1938), and others scholars argue that students have become a “displaced people” forgetting their interdependence and place in a larger ecological system. Shephard (1982) asserted that ‘in order to become fully human, we must belong, not belong in general, but belong in particular’. The goal was to replicate the sense of community observed at the SOF in a campus neighborhood by allowing students to connect with their “neighborhood” in a very tangible way through involvement in entrepreneurial certified organic culinary herb production in a community based hoophouse.

Program Phases

During 2009 and 2010 a MOU was developed and finalized between RHS, RISE and the Farm for plans for a hoophouse incorporated into the renovation of #redacted# Hall. Also key during this phase was research funded by the Office of Campus Sustainability (OCS) to develop the capacity to recycle a portion of campus food scraps through hot and worm composting.

In the fall of 2011 the planned renovation of #redacted# Hall was initiated, the hoophouse was ordered, and the propagation of the perennial herbs (sage, rosemary, thyme, oregano, chives, tarragon, peppermint and spearmint) and preparation of compost from food scraps were started.

During the summer of 2012 the hoophouse was constructed and the growing beds were prepared using the finished food scrap compost. Just prior to the beginning of the 2012 fall semester the herbs were planted in the hoophouse in time for the 2016 cohort of RISE students to be involved in the production.

Results to Date/Future Plans/Advice to Others

Herb production in the hoophouse and the principles of composting will continue to be a central theme in the RISE freshmen seminar. In September 2013 herb sales began with #redacted# Cafeteria and #redacted# Conference Center as the customers. The #redacted# GREEN Team comprised of RISE students was involved in the harvests and day-to-day management. Additional RISE students participated as volunteers and numerous students participate in biweekly cooking with herbs educational events held in the hall kitchen. Future plans include development, marketing and sales of herb teas as well as dream cachets for the #redacted# Conference Center hotel pillows.

With the establishment of a kitchen food preparation residue-composting program, students are directly engaged in waste reduction and resource recovery strategies related to their campus food system.  A key to long-term sustainability is having a person in a staff position that can work with students on either a regular or an irregular schedule.

With the establishment of organic culinary herb production in a hoophouse, students are involved in production, harvesting and processing that provides a daily connection to the campus food system.  Every indication is that these connections improve the undergraduate experience. Preliminary efforts to quantify the impact on the student experience are underway with a student initiated grant to survey participants in #redacted# Hall concerning their horticultural/agricultural knowledge, skills and attitudes as well as sense of community.

As the #redacted# GREENhouse site is further developed with incorporation of a wider diversity of projects, it is recommended that the site be developed as an “Urban Farm” site that addresses garden and farming issues common in urban areas including access to land, water, energy and light and the use of raised beds as well as rooftop gardening to address soil contamination. 

Costs/Resources Needed

The project was funded with a seed grant of $50,375 from the OCS. The major expenditures were the hoophouse and an on-site manager. Having an on-site manager, especially as the concept of an urban farm grows, will be an on-going cost which will be partially met by the sale of produce.
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