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Food for Thought Curriculum: An Innovative, Collaborative Agricultural Literacy Project

Introduction
	
American agriculture feeds and clothes the world, yet many consumers are unaware of where their food comes from and the impact of agriculture on their daily lives (National Research Council, 1988).  The agricultural literacy movement has devoted considerable effort to increase the visibility of agriculture in schools through enhancement of K-12 curriculum.  However, many of the efforts have met resistance due to the increased focus on standardization and state testing.  The Food for Thought curriculum was designed to address this concern and is aligned with state educational standards. 

            A pressing issue in American education is the need for increased reading instruction in schools.   The National Institute for Literacy states that there are five components of reading; phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension (National Institute for Literacy, 2009).  Content area reading strategies can enhance reading instruction and enable students to attain a higher degree of literacy (Park & Osborne, 2006). The aim of the Food for Thought curriculum is to promote content area reading in science, social studies, and agricultural sciences.

Innovation

 	A need exists for an economical, effective and dynamic curriculum.  One that is portable, easy to use, and available to everyone.  Recently, the College of Agricultural Sciences along with the Departments of Agricultural Education and Extension and Experiment Station Communications developed an innovative curriculum design and delivery model. The Food for Thought curriculum is intended to be an open, adaptive and collaborative system where teachers in any subject can promote reading, improve agricultural literacy and increase the science, social studies, and language arts skills of all students. 

The Food for Thought curriculum is available without cost and is directly linked to individual articles contained in the Oregon’s Agricultural Progress magazine. The Oregon Agricultural Progress magazine is disseminated throughout Oregon to over 10,000 subscribers.  Through an innovative design, teachers from throughout the state are supplied copies of the publication and then are able to access lesson plans directly linked to each article.  The curriculum is a set of 20 individual lessons designed to provide teachers with creative, learner-centered teaching activities to improve fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, and the understanding of agriculture.  The lessons are designed to be integrated into existing school-based curriculum and target middle and high school students.  The uniqueness of having 20 individual lessons, directly connected to colorful and insightful magazine articles, provides teachers the freedom to integrate relevant and compelling agricultural content into their existing curriculum.  

Program Design

The Food for Thought curriculum was designed in conjunction with the Fall 2009 issue of Oregon’s Agricultural Progress magazine. Concurrent with the distribution of the magazine, teachers within the state were notified of the available curriculum and sent a link to the Food for Thought curriculum.   This initial offering was intended as a pilot project to provide input as to the usability and sustainability of the Food for Thought curriculum.  The intent of the creators was to determine future development based on feedback from the initial audiences. 

In terms of curricular design, the materials were developed primarily through the dedicated efforts of a student enrolled in agricultural education and a faculty member within the department of Extension and Experiment Station Communications (EESC). Support for both the technical and graphic aspects of the project was provided through a joint collaboration between EESC and Agricultural Education. Collaboration was a critical element in the creation of this curriculum and constitutes a key aspect of program design. 

Results
	
The special issue of Oregon’s Agricultural Progress magazine has been distributed to over 10,000 individuals and several thousand additional copies were allocated for distribution to schools. The online lessons and related articles were also promoted through the Agriculture in the Classroom Foundation.  The creators of the curriculum are monitoring dissemination of materials through online click-counts and eliciting feedback from target audiences through e-mail, telephone calls and face-to-face contact. The Food for Thought curriculum has received positive feedback from teachers.  Formal data will continue to be collected in order to further develop the curriculum for a wider audience.

Future plans

The creators are optimistic regarding the continued use of the Food for Thought curriculum and the integration of agricultural content within area schools.  One of the benefits of this project is the open availability of both the curriculum and an electronic version of the Oregon Agricultural Progress magazine.  Once the awareness increases, educators external to the state and region will have open access to informative and well-developed agricultural lessons.  The continued focus on innovative ways to facilitate open access curriculum and the dissemination of research-based agricultural information provide the keys for continued success of both agricultural education and the land grant system. 

Costs

The costs of this project were minimal due to existing infrastructure and active collaboration. The primary expense was the wages of the project development team.  The creators estimate that the agricultural education student spent approximately 200 hours with 40 hours of support from the magazine editor.  Production of the curriculum in an electronic format eliminated any printing and mailing costs.
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