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New Modules for 
Teaching Undergraduate 
Students about Organic 

Agriculture

I love food!
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And people!

Including students!
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My Academic Background

• BS Biology: Rochester Institute of Technology

• PhD Ecology: Pennsylvania State University

• Post-doc: Washington State University

• Post-doc: University of Maine

• Faculty: University of Wyoming

Research in 
organic farming 
systems
&
teaching 
undergraduate 
students
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Why undergraduate 
education in 

agriculture must 
change

Changes within the academy
Less students grew up on farms
Many faculty don’t have experience in ag/food 
industry

Complex interconnected global enterprise
Global food security, biofuels, in face of changing 
climate

Recommendations center around integration

• Connections across academic institutions

• Partner with non-academics

• Incorporate ag examples in courses throughout 
university

• Promote student experiences that include 
transferable skills
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What do students think of organic agriculture?

• Prior to covering this topic, I asked the students 
in my intro gen-ed agroecology class.

• 2 minutes free-form writing response. 

• Coded responses for both analytical and also 
emotional dimensions. 

Responses from total of 39 students.
Risks mentioned 2x as often as benefits 
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Half of the students expressed emotion
Split evenly between good & bed

Universities are increasingly offering 
organic ag learning opportunities. 

OFRF (2012). 2012 Land Grant Assessment. www.ofrf.org
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Sustainable Agriculture 
Education Association

est. 2006

But organic ag presence is patchy & this extends to unis. 

• Faculty teaching organic 
agriculture/food 
production/farming 
classes are often the 
“only” at their 
institution. 

• Collaboration across 
universities?
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USDA NIFA Organic Agriculture Research and Education 
Initiative (OREI)

Beginning in 2015, a new priority area was added focused on 
education! 

“Develop new undergraduate and/or graduate curriculum for 
organic agriculture.”

A Modular Curriculum To Teach Critical Concepts 
in Organic Agriculture Across Regions

• Randa Jabbour and Eric Gallandt

• Makenzie Pellissier, Research Scientist

• 2-year project funded by USDA NIFA Organic Agriculture 
Research and Education Initiative #1007232. 

• 100% education focused
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Our Overall Project Goal

• Develop multi-regional organic agriculture 
undergraduate curriculum at the introductory level for 
diverse student audiences

Project Objectives 

• Characterize instructors’ mental models for 
organic agriculture education

• Develop introductory curriculum to address 
critical concepts identified by instructors

• Test curriculum in target classes across regions.
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Step 1: Interview Faculty (n = 19)

5 3

7

4

Includes those at land-grant (12) and non-land-grant (5) institutions

Are these topics covered in your class?
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• Organic Farming: A History

• Organics in Practice

• Organic Food Values: 
Sustainability and Social 
Movements

• Organic Food Systems: Choice 
and Culture
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Step 2: Develop framework

rjabbour@uwyo.edu

Step 3: Create Modules

• Livestock management

• Social dimensions

• Marketing

• Certification

• Seed

• History

• Pest management
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Step 3: Create Modules

• Livestock management

• Social dimensions

• Marketing

• Certification

• Seed

• History

• Pest management

All components are adaptable 
for online or face-to-face 
teaching

Emphasis on student-centered 
activities (students doing things)

Mostly open-access resources

Please email me at rjabbour@uwyo.edu for answer keys or
to receive a print copy of all modules by mail! 
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Certification Module

https://access.willinteractive.com/the-road/the-road-to-organic-certification
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Organic Producer 
Perspectives
http://bit.ly/orgproducer

THANK YOU TO: 
Jackie Ricotta
Meagan Schipanski
Alex Racelis
Anna Prizzia
Matt Ryan
Sandra Wayman
Israel Galindo

AND Makenzie Pellissier

Tony Potenza, Malaika Spencer, Jordan Brown, Wendi 
and Keith Lankister, Juan Raygoza, Emily Prisco, and 
Jean and Bryce Hediger. 
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To certify or not?

 Lexicon of Food Video: https://www.lexiconoffood.com/video/local-versus-organic
 Veldstra, Michael D., Corinne E. Alexander, Maria I. Marshall. 2014. To certify or not to certify? Separating the organic 

production and certification decisions. Food Policy 49, 429-436. (This is an open access article under a creative 
commons license. See ‘Resources’ for a link to this PDF online.)

Instructor Notes
• This may be a possible point to talk about the role of alternative certifications (N0n-GMO Project, Whole Food’s 

“Responsibly Grown”, Fair Trade, etc.…). These topics may change quickly due to regulations and industry actions, 
thus we have opted not to link to specific resources here, but current news sources often are a good launching point. 

Discussion Questions 
1 Is organic certification worth it? To whom? Why?
2 Would you get certified organic? Why or why not?
3 How important is it that producers believe in the philosophy of organic? 
4 As a consumer, do you think certification is less important if you can meet the farmer?

Maximizing Participation in Discussions

• Online: 

– Create online discussion groups (6-8 students) for entire semester. 

– Student makes initial post in online discussion before being able to see 
everyone else’s comments. 

– Students required to respond to others with comments and questions. 

• In person: 

– Students bring written response at beginning of class period.

– Can begin with small-group or “talk to your neighbor” before large-group. 
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Marketing Module Resources

SARE Handbooks!
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Time for a Dinner Party! Oral Histories & Archives

• International Organic Ag Action Group list:  
http://www.ifoam.bio/en/history/pioneers

• UC Santa Cruz Sustainable Ag Oral Histories Project: 
https://library.ucsc.edu/reg-hist/cultiv/organizations 

• National Ag Library Collection of Oral Histories: 
https://www.nal.usda.gov/afsic/oral-history-interview-series

• National Sustainable Agricultural Oral History Archive:  

https://www.misa.umn.edu/publications/sustainableagoralhis
toryarchive

“How well organic systems are 
performing in areas such as 
social equity (for instance, 
issues of gender, race, ethnicity 
and class) and quality of life for 
farm families and communities 
remains unclear due to limited 
research.”
Reganold & Wachter

Reganold & Wachter 2016 “Organic Ag in the 21st century”
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Original primary literature

Additional Resources

And news!
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Next up! Looking for colleagues

• Would you like to be part of an instructor team that provides 
me feedback on new modules focused on organic agriculture 
nutrient cycling & impacts on greenhouse gas emissions?

• Please email Randa for more details (rjabbour@uwyo.edu). 
Will offer honorarium in exchange for your participation in 2 
short conference calls, feedback & testing on module. 2019-
2020 academic year. USDA ORG funded. 

Sustainable Agriculture 
Education Association

North American Colleges and 
Teachers of Agriculture

mailto:rjabbour@uwyo.edu
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Methods: Finding Faculty

• To find faculty who teach organic courses we searched
– Sustainable ag education association (SAEA) program listing

– Land Grant Universities

– Hispanic Serving Institutions

– 1890 Historically Black Colleges

• Searched 130 universities for organic courses

• Found 38 Faculty currently teaching organic courses

• Contacted 26 Faculty

• Interviewed 19 Faculty
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Each module’s 
contents are 
mapped onto the 
framework
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Large organic dairy in ColoradoSmall organic beef ranch in Wyoming


