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I'm a graduate student in the Department of Agricultural, Leadership and Community 

Education. My research assistantship is with the Appalachian Foodshed Project. I work under Dr. 

Susan Clark in the Department of Horticulture the project director for the Appalachian Foodshed 

Project, a three-state project. I started in this position in January of 2014 and have been here for 

about a year and a half. 

On a regular basis, I help coordinate meetings, and I take notes during the meetings and 

synthesize those notes afterwards. I try to identify the next steps to move the work forward. I offer 

my opinion based on the experiences I've had as a community development practitioner to help 

http://www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org/


 

Page | 2  

 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI Grant 

(Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org          

steer the project. I am responsible for helping the project stay organized and keeping the 

momentum flowing.  

I want to work in a place where I can make meaningful change and where I can help people 

create their own meaningful change for themselves. I feel like my life’s work is to help others figure 

out what they need to then to develop their own communities. I’m from an urban area, a relatively 

wealthy area of Boston. While I was growing up, I never really felt at home, I never felt like that was 

where I was meant to be. From the age of 11, I raised chickens in my backyard, and on a nearly daily 

basis asked to move to a farm, and I asked my parents to move and farm with me. When I turned 

18, I was thrilled to leave Boston and get into agriculture. But because my own community isn't rural 

nor agricultural and isn't going to be, I have to embed myself in communities where I'm not from 

and where, at least at the beginning, I'm an outsider. So I think because I’ll be working in 

communities that maybe aren’t mine, that I don’t have lineage or heritage in, my job is to help other 

people do what they decide is the best thing for their community. 

I believe that everybody has within them the means to create social change, or at least the 

spark that could become the means to create social change. For me, it seems like it’s a matter of 

fostering that. Systems of inequality and oppression have really dimmed that spark. Those who have 

been marginalized and oppressed their whole lives may not feel like they have the power to create 

their own social change to better their lives. They lack of access to education and resources. They 

face racism. They are told that they're not good enough, that they’ll never amount to anything, in 
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different ways, not in those words. People are just stuck, being forced to work or not work, which is 

another form of inequality. They suffer a loss of dignity because of oppression. I want to work to 

reverse that. I want everybody to feel like they have the power to make their own change to better 

their lives. For me, education is a way to start that process and create radical change.  

I've been really influenced by the work of Paulo Freire. He's a Brazilian educator and he wrote 

a book called Pedagogy of the Oppressed, along with a number of other books that have been 

influential to me. I think for a long time this idea of people having the power to create their own 

change had been brewing in my mind and Freire has provided a basis to ground this belief system 

in. He is focused on the idea of critical pedagogy. He is creating dialogic education to reverse 

oppression in order to help people come to critical consciousness to recognize the forces of power 

that have oppressed them and to start to work to reverse these forces and to claim their power that 

they have to advance their lives and their communities. I think lately I've been starting to be more 

articulate about my belief system because I've been reading the work of Freire and others that 

acknowledge that everybody has this spark of social change and of agency within them. The idea is 

that we need to work to undo oppression so that we can all live, and so that we're not oppressing 

one another through our daily lives. For me, my entry into this struggle is through agriculture. 

My passion lies in development of rural areas through agriculture. I see agriculture as a way 

for rural areas to develop not only economically but holistically to improve livelihoods. Both in 

financial terms but also in terms of having good, creative work for people to do that gives them 
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dignity, that gives them self-efficacy, that makes them really feel like where they live is important and 

the work that they do is valuable and meaningful. I think agriculture is a great way to do that.   For 

me, agriculture is a really important way to help people stay in rural areas and to find value in 

working in rural areas. My interest is largely around this idea that community development can 

happen through agriculture.  

My father has been an influential figure in my life in terms of pursuing my passion for 

agriculture. His father raised pigs and other animals. He has always said to me that he spent his 

whole life trying to get off from the farm and I spent my whole life trying to get back on it. He has 

always supported me. He took me to the city’s Department of Public Health to get my permit to 

keep chickens when I was 11. He took me to tour farms nearly every weekend of my childhood and 

into my teens when I was probably too old to be going to tour farms with my father every weekend. 

He motivated me to do work that would feed my soul rather than working for a lot of financial gain.  

My introduction to agriculture was originally through production. Initially it was through 

gardening, or working in production gardens and small vegetable farms. But I’ve always been 

interested in animals. I loved the idea of knowing what to do around a cow and being competent 

and able to take care of large animals and help create a productive farm with livestock. I majored in 

animal science because of that. During undergrad, it felt like people were pushing me to go into 

these technical industries of animal science. I wasn’t introduced to the human dimensions of 

agriculture in college, although a few people along the way asked me why I was majoring in animal 

http://www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org/


 

Page | 5  

 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI Grant 

(Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org          

science and not sociology. I should have realized that maybe it wasn’t quite jiving, or at least I should 

have been taking more classes outside of my department. Now I see how much better suited I am to 

focus on the human dimensions and not the technical aspects.  

I initially found it hard to apply for community food systems-oriented jobs with a degree in 

animal science. When I was graduating, I found that all the jobs in animal science were really 

technical. For example, I got a job offer for breeding cattle on giant dairy farms in Colorado. It was 

the height of the recession, so there weren't a lot of options open to me. That position offered me 

$50,000 or $60,000 to start as a cattle breeder. And I couldn't take it. I don’t know if I could put my 

finger on why at that time, but I just felt like it wouldn’t fulfill my soul. I guess I wanted to engage in 

the human dimension of agriculture. I couldn’t see how that job was actually going to benefit 

anyone in the long term. Breeding cattle with fancy genetics and creating an even narrower strain of 

genetics in the dairy cattle industry—any way I played it out in my mind, it wasn't going to create 

societal change that would benefit anybody. So I ended up turning that job down and taking an 

AmeriCorps position that paid $800 a month, but it seemed like it would be more fulfilling. I felt like I 

was going to help other people and make a difference that was more substantial. 

 When I initially applied, the position didn't appear very opened ended. It was a job trying to 

help a small, environmental college source more local food, but it turned out there were so many 

other things tied into that. I ended up working with Phillip Ackerman-Leist. He hired me, and as soon 

as I got there, he unleashed me on this community. He would volunteer me for things, which I think 
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at the time I was sometimes frustrated with because I would feel like, “I don't know what I’m doing 

here. I'm one year out of college.” But he had so much trust that I would be able to lead a project 

and lead people who had more experience than me. He offered me so many opportunities to 

develop as a professional.  

Philip was hugely influential in providing me the means to engage in this work. He was the 

first person who saw some sort of spark in me after I had been pushed towards the technical aspects 

of animal science. Philip saw something that made him think that I could do this community food 

system work well. He trusted that even though I hadn't really engaged in this work yet that I would 

be able to do it well. He allowed me to do whatever I felt was needed or necessary. He would find 

me funding to do the work I thought was important. He had a manner of putting me way out of my 

comfort zone in my work, which helped to build my confidence. He had a huge role in just letting 

me be free to find out what kind of work was needed and also what kind of work I might be good at. 

In that way, he was able to make me feel like I could do anything if I put my mind to it. 

Philip opened my mind and my eyes to this idea of community food systems and community 

food work. In Vermont, that work already has a lot of traction so it was a really good place to get my 

feet wet. There were so many people to collaborate with who were doing this incredible work and 

making huge change for the better.  

 When I was in Vermont, I ended up doing a lot of work in extension with University of 

Vermont. They either subcontracted me through my job or hired me as an independent contractor 
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to do work for them on top of my other job. I ended up partnering with a lot of extension agents to 

do different types of work. I did a lot of programming with beginning farmers. I also did a lot of work 

with cold storage and post-harvest management of vegetable crops. I loved that work. I gained a lot 

of respect for the work extension agents do in Vermont. I now realize that Vermont is pretty unique 

in the autonomy that they give their agents and the way that it is organized so that agents can do 

amazing work. In other states, I think sometimes agents are really limited by their job description. 

That experience introduced me to the extension system. 

I immediately loved the idea of farmer education, and my experience with extension made 

me want to move into that career path. I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what I was looking for, 

but for about a month or two before I saw the posting for the job I have now, I was typing in to the 

Internet search box “master’s degree in extension education.” There weren’t many programs that 

looked like a good fit. I had made a list of a few programs, but I had no plan. I was thinking about 

perhaps the following year, a year out from when I was looking, because I also had a diversified 

livestock farm in Vermont that I ran with my partner, Ollie. I was asking, “What would we do with this 

farm we developed?” We were thinking broadly, “maybe we’ll move and do something different,” 

but we were pretty tied down to where we were at that point. Then this position was posted!  

At that time this program was called Agricultural and Extension Education. This project, the 

Appalachian Foodshed Project, was closely related to the work I had been doing in Vermont. I 
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thought, “I can do that! This is the right department!” I submitted my cover letter and resume later 

that day.  

I found the position because I had a blog for beginning farmers. I updated it every day with 

events and opportunities for them that I thought might be relevant. I was on a lot of listservs for 

beginning farmers or anything that might be relevant to food and agriculture. One of those listservs 

was "Good Food Jobs" where there are job and volunteer opportunities offered. I was just on there 

to pay attention in case their were opportunities for people I served through my job, but not at all 

because I was looking for any sort of job or change for myself. I was very happy where I was and in 

my job.  

Every week on that listserv there were three featured jobs at the bottom. Out of the hundreds 

that are posted that week, they feature three. The Appalachian Foodshed Project appeared there. It 

said, “Opening for a research assistant, a graduate student, working with the Appalachian Foodshed 

Project”, for some reason, I clicked on it, and as I was reading the description I was like, “Yeah, I 

could do that. That could be me.” I could totally see myself doing that work. I felt like the position 

had almost been written with me in mind when I read it. So I applied for the position and a couple 

weeks later, I got it. It wasn't necessarily Appalachia that drew me here; it was the project and the 

work, although I am really drawn to rural areas. I don't work in urban areas. I'm interested and I feel 

more at home in rural areas and areas where there are mountains, and trees, and rivers. I felt like I 

could adjust to living here. I didn't feel like it was too much of a stretch. It’s just further down the 
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same mountain chain where I used to live. The culture is definitely different here, but it feels close 

enough to home that I can work in this region.  

When I applied for this assistantship they saw that I had done a lot of community 

development work back in Vermont. Once I arrived at Virginia Tech, I jumped straight into trying to 

develop a community food security assessment for Virginia. I organized work with stakeholders, 

community partners, and helped the academic team here to synergize with their community 

partners to work collaboratively. 

Community food security is the idea of establishing a food system locally, regionally, 

nationally, and globally, that is mutually beneficial to all the people who engage in it. We're working 

on it at the local, regional and tri-state level on multiple tiers. I focus on the Virginia piece. The 

importance of the work is that it’s creating a shared vision for what community food security would 

look like for this region and creating mechanisms to work together to build towards that vision.   

Within the AFP, each state is conducting a Community Food Security Assessment. In Virginia, 

we always had a plan to start with key informant interviews. We had a preconceived next step after 

these key informant interviews. The idea was to gather people together for community work sessions 

so that we could hear from a collective group of people. At one point, we had a meeting where it 

was decided that we would have three community work sessions across the region. We had a 

committee that created objectives for these community work sessions. We started with those 

objectives and started working with this group of stakeholders to plan their community work session.  
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I follow Kim’s Niewolny leadership, especially in the case of this work session, which was so 

nuanced. I was in a supporting role in designing the project. My role is to make sure that we were 

sticking to the initial objectives, but still moving forward in a productive direction. I identify what 

decisions we made, try to get everything to just cohere and feel like, “Yeah, we did make some 

decisions during that meeting. Yeah, we do have some key next steps that we need to work on and 

people who are going to work on them.” So When I’m sitting at meetings and I’m furiously typing, 

I’m barely processing what people are saying because I’m just trying to keep up.  So it’s hard for me 

sometimes to feel like I’m contributing in the meeting verbally. My contribution really comes after 

the meeting in the follow-up. I'm responsible for documenting what happened and moving things 

along. Sometimes people use me to bounce ideas off of, or to help interpret an interaction or sort of 

be the voice of the community partners within the academic group. The action of taking notes, 

highlighting next steps and key decisions, are actually huge ways that people have power in projects. 

I actually try not to exercise that power too much by trying to capture everything that is said, but it 

gives me an essential role in the project. 

We've had a lot of conference calls, planning calls, and a lot of negotiating at first. We had 

different visions for how the community work sessions should look. I worked on this with Kim and 

Phil D'Adamo-Damery. Kim, Phil and I have had a vision of how these community work sessions 

could run and how they could feed into the project in general. Our stakeholders had their own 

agendas. From the work that they do on a daily basis, they had some of their own key objectives. 
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Our objectives were explicit in the sense that they were articulated in writing, but maybe not explicit 

enough.  I was surprised to hear one stakeholder say that they felt like they were meeting the 

objectives perfectly. It showed that we are coming from different places; we were reading these 

same objectives, looking at this same agenda and documents, and yet we see completely different 

things in them. We have completely different visions of what we're doing and how we can get there. 

That was an “aha” moment.  So it took a little while to develop enough trust, on both the ends. We 

had trust in them that they knew what they were doing and that they would be able to pull it off 

successfully. They trusted us that we also know what we're doing and that we can share this 

experience and knowledge to create a broader outcome from the session. At the end, we had to just 

trust that it was going to be good and was going to meet the objectives. 

Some of those first calls were really challenging.  There were questions like, “What just 

happened?  How we are going to do this? How are we going to work together?”  Some members of 

the community were generally skeptical of this project. It’s hard because community stakeholders 

who are doing this great work in their communities are really skeptical of academia, and yet I don't 

identify with academia. I feel like a community stakeholder. It’s sometimes hard for me. I think Kim is 

similar because she works a lot with communities as an extension specialist. She has all of this great 

experience working in communities.  

Working with Kim has been great. She's been a great leader for this project. For me, she is a 

great role model for my career. Kim is excellent at negotiating these complicated relationships and 
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hard conversations. At the beginning of some of those meetings I was thinking, “I am so glad that I 

can listen along and take notes and I don't have to run this meeting.” I was grateful to Kim to take 

that lead and do it with such grace and poise, even when we were having really hard conversations. 

Kim was just able to let that happen, but not let it influence the way that the call moves forward. 

When a conflict does come up that needs to be addressed, she doesn't let it fester. When there are 

all those frustrations that we need to get on the table, which are impeding the work, she makes sure 

that there is an opportunity for that to happen in a productive way so that people aren't getting off 

the call on a negative note. Acknowledging that there is mutual frustration is sometimes pretty 

important.  At least there has been an open conversation on that together. Kim doesn't let that 

cloud affect the work when it doesn't need to. When it seems like the frustration is starting to get in 

the way of the work, she is really good at navigating that.   

Communication has been really hard. In the AFP work, we have been using the same words 

to talk about different things. We lacked good mechanisms to avoid that. It’s hard because we 

assume that we're all seeing the same thing. We're holding up and looking at the same objectives, 

but we're seeing two different things. Everybody has their contextualized experience that is 

providing a lens through which they're seeing things. You can say, “We're both aiming towards the 

same thing,” but then we have these divergent visions of what that looks like. The most challenging 

thing was to try to get all of those assumptions out on the table so that we can move past them. 
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Last week, it came together and it worked. As we were developing trust more recently, and 

were getting closer to the work sessions, the meetings got surprisingly easier. We started to get 

closer to being on the same page. There was never a turning point where it just automatically 

happened, but I think once we realized and acknowledged that we were using the same language to 

talk about different things and using the same goals to mean different things, it became easier.  

 It seemed like people left the session feeling satisfied and happy that they had had the 

opportunity to convene. They were all happy just to be in the room talking about these issues. 

People were happy that these things were being talked about in their community. It was satisfying. I 

didn't have to do so much work the day of the session. It was nice to sit back and look around the 

room and see that it was working.  

Reflecting on the process, there were a few times where we needed to just lay things out in 

an explicit way. We had a couple other times where we just needed to let it be and not necessarily 

acknowledge it head-on because it wouldn't have been advancing the work right then. Finding the 

space to open up that communication is a huge challenge. Sometimes addressing it head-on isn't 

the most productive thing to do because we just need to do the work. We have different visions of 

what the work is. It’s time bound, and there are limited financial resources. People have limited 

patience, too. It’s a little superficial to say, “Okay! We're doing this!”  Kim has that ability to insert 

points and say, "You know, I think it’s really important that we talk about this.” I think that’s where 

her expertise shows. Motivating me to do the work was the prospect of, “You know we really might 
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get something out of this.” Even if it doesn't feel like the perfect way forward, it has the potential to 

get people in the same room to talk about these issues when they don’t necessarily have much 

opportunity to do that in their daily lives. The hope was they would feel like it was worthwhile. I think 

they did. I was motivated in seeing it through to the end.  

In any participatory project, whether it’s with stakeholders and academics or just with a 

diverse group of people, the work is incredibly messy. Relationships are really complicated. You 

should have the drive to convene these stakeholders, and help everyone, including yourself to 

realize the common goal, the similarities, and the benefits of working together and make those 

constantly explicit. You can't get too bogged down in the details because people have limited 

patience for this type of work. Even though in my opinion it’s a really productive type of work, it’s 

slow. Sometimes people do not have the patience to wait for that better outcome and just want to 

charge forward on their own, which is fair. People live for around 80 years. They want to see some 

change happening in their lifetime. It takes patience to deal with all of these diverse stakeholders 

and reconcile their diverse perspectives.  

Having an effective way to make collective decisions that people believe works, that they can 

have confidence in, is an important thing to establish early on. We use Dynamic Governance, which 

is now called Circle Forward, as a decision-making process. It works well, sometimes. Other times it 

doesn't, and it’s because of an issue with trust and patience. It’s a good process if people are willing 

to trust it and have patience with it, but I don't think that that always exists in our project. Decision-
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making using Dynamic Governance is clunky. It’s like driving a giant boat, like a yacht, when 

sometimes a speedboat would feel more efficient. We can't turn on a dime with Dynamic 

Governance. One of the major limitations with Dynamic Governance is when people do start to get 

impatient with the process it ends up being that the people who speak loudest, or most often, or 

those who express the strongest opinions have a lot of sway in the decisions that end up being 

agreed to. That's really unfortunate. Sometimes not everybody agrees but they're so exhausted and 

want to get the meeting done that they're like, “Whatever, fine.” Since the decision-making process 

is based on consent rather than consensus, people need to consent unless the decision that is being 

made is fundamentally outside their range of tolerance. Sometimes that doesn't mean that you have 

the best decision. It just means that it’s a good enough decision. Sometimes it feels like we made a 

decision for decision-making’s sake. That's a frustration. It’s amazing that we have an established 

way of governing and of decision-making that is collaborative, but I think sometimes it sort of falls 

apart, especially in those moments when we get rushed at the end of meetings.  

There are a lot of critiques about a participatory process, but because no one person controls 

the process you couldn't have the authority to say you would have done it differently because it’s 

collaborative work. That would undermine the whole principle of having a whole participatory 

process. It’s easy to critique a participatory process. Since it’s not the decision of any one person, it 

feels wrong to say what I would do differently, because it’s not my position to say. We'd have to get 

all the partners in the room to say that.  
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Sometimes, you see all of this success happening when one decision maker, who has some 

power, takes authority and creates change or leads change. That process seems a lot simpler to me, 

but maybe not as enduring. It is because it depends on a single person having a vision. Even though 

the participatory process and the collaborative process is a lot more challenging, it’s perhaps more 

enduring. It can create conditions that can bring change and create adaptation with the aim of 

community food security. It just feels more authentic, and realistic. When it’s a collective vision from 

multiple stakeholders, there is leadership from those multiple stakeholders and support from a much 

broader base.  

Participatory work can be a productive way of working together, but it has its limitations. It’s 

really important to acknowledge the limitations and not use participatory methods when it’s not 

productive. That means just saying, "We're going to choose this, and we're going to make a decision 

and move forward.” At some point you also need good leadership, probably from one or two 

individuals who is holding the collective vision. For me that has been a lesson.  

We have a facilitator on our project, Tracy Kunkler, who has incredible skill in working with 

groups like ours to help them move forward. One practice is actually just hiring a facilitator who is 

not from within your group, but is talented at adapting. It’s been helpful for us to have a relatively 

neutral facilitator who is neither a community partner nor an academic. She lives and works in a 

different region than the Virginia team, she is from North Carolina. It’s great to have her on board.  
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I don't think that having more time is realistic for this project. Otherwise this would be all that 

any of us were doing, which isn't the point. The project is designed to complement the work that 

we're already doing. If it were the only thing we were working on then we would lose it—mentally 

speaking.  In an ideal world, if the day was 30 hours long rather than 24, I would say that we would 

have more time and more collective patience to apply this decision-making process. We would also 

have time to address conflicts, assumptions and agendas that we're holding. It would have to 

happen in conjunction with all the other work that we're doing outside of the project. 

Sometimes academia can lend a little bit of legitimacy to community projects, which in my 

opinion is unfortunate but realistic. They can be helpful in procuring funding, and having a 

community/academia partnership. In this project, after this grant ends and maybe a little before that, 

it needs to be more and more driven by community partners for it to actually take hold.  

I hope that the community work sessions feed into a regional network. It needs to be 

developed from the grassroots as these people join in. It’s going to continue to develop. We opened 

up space for this kind of conversation to happen locally. At least some of the participants in 

Tuesday's session are interested in engaging themselves in creating some sort of regional impact. 

We don't know yet what that will look like, but we are interested in listening and paying enough 

attention to whether or not they want to collaborate with us and with other regional partners. At 

least I'm hoping that’s the impact, it’s still early to say.  

http://www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org/
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I hope that the Appalachian Foodshed Project will play a role in creating something that is 

more cohesive and synergistic than what is occurring now. People are working in isolation and not 

really having a lot of communication within the region. There are a lot of people doing similar work, 

but they don't really have the opportunity to share things that work well. If not in depth, they should 

at least find out by asking questions like, "What do you think the best practices are for this type of 

work?" That exists in Vermont. When I worked there, I had a really cohesive network of food system 

practitioners that I could bring questions to. I saw how beneficial that was, not only for me, a new, 

fresh out of college practitioner, but also for people who had been working on a project for 20 or 30 

years. They passed on their knowledge and made sure that we're not screwing up and making the 

same mistakes that they made 30 years ago. They were also interested in people like me who were 

brand new and had a fresh perspective that maybe sometimes was a little naïve. That helped them 

to question the assumptions that they had built over 30 or more years. I would love to see some sort 

of network develop that would provide a mechanism for people to collaborate and share their 

experiences, question their assumptions and collectively gather resources that enhance the region. 

Having that experience of having been part of that incredible network of food system practitioners is 

what keeps me going.  

For me, I want to work on projects like this in the future. Sometimes I don't really feel like I'm 

making a lot of a difference, which is fine. Differences or changes take a long time to come about. 

But sometimes in my work with farmers, I did feel like my work was immediately beneficial for the 
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long-term for those farmers. I want to get closer to the ground again to work directly with people 

who are producing food, rather than practitioners who are supporting people who are producing 

food. I want to be a community partner.  

For the Appalachian Foodshed Project, I'm looking forward to seeing how these community 

work sessions play out.  I'm really excited for it! It will be a lofty goal to aim for a cohesive network of 

food system practitioners in five years. It would be a great goal to hold, but maybe a little further 

out. I would love to see community members taking ownership over the development of a network.  

http://www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org/

