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I’m going to talk about the work I do with Growing Minds at University, which is one of our 

programs at ASAP [Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project]. I am a program director for ASAP 

and am starting my thirteenth year here. When I started I was the only person at ASAP doing this 

work, and now we’ve got three other people. I used to be more hands on and do the actual 

programming, but now I’m more administrative. I look for funding, write grants, develop 

partnerships, and seek consulting in different areas. I also make sure that the people who work with 

me have the support and resources that they need.  

I started our farm to school project with the National Farm to school Network. I was one of 

the original folks involved in that process, and I just recently gave that over to another ASAP staff 
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person. So now I’m not carrying that but still involved. I steer our work in the way that’s most 

effective and strategic. We were the only game in town at one point and that’s not the reality now, 

so helping us define what it is we do really well and what we can let go of is interesting and 

challenging at the same time. 

I spent a good chunk of my life doing social work. I did a lot of child abuse prevention work 

and domestic violence work. I actually started a garden at a domestic violence shelter. That was my 

first “aha” that kids didn’t know where their food came from. I started the garden for the women as 

sort of horticultural therapy and they were under a lot of stress of course, and so it ended up being 

more for the kids. It was like, “Hmmm….file that back somewhere.” And then when I got out of 

domestic violence work, I knew to stay in a rural area I didn’t have a lot of options. Teaching or 

being a nurse were the two options I saw. I’m totally not a nurse so I went back to school to be a 

teacher. I had a garden with my students just because I thought they should see and have a garden. 

I didn’t know then that kids even in a rural area didn’t know where their food comes from, nor were 

they knowledgeable about all the wonderful things that grow here naturally. We think it’s only inner 

city kids that don’t know, but when my students would talk about a farm or a garden it was “Mamaw 

and Papaw” not “Mom and Dad,” so they were one generation removed. Most of the time farm to 

school gets framed in, “Kids don’t know where their food comes from” but basically nobody knows 

where their food comes from much. I like it when I see somebody who unearths that carrot from the 

ground, whether they’re a kid or not, and start making that connection. To me it’s all about 
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connections—literally and figuratively. So helping children and their families and all kinds of adults 

see our local environment as something to value and to preserve is important to me. I want people 

to see agriculture and local food as something valuable. 

My husband Charlie and I kind of did the “back to the land” experience when we were 

younger.  At that time our mentors that we looked to were Helen and Scott Nearing. They were 

pretty community and civic minded people so we really took to heart some of their lessons. And I’ve 

been fortunate to work with a lot of really wonderful people, a lot of people in my generation. I’m in 

my early 50’s, and I grew up in western North Carolina see farming and that way of life as poor and 

something to get far far away from. I hope we’re helping people see that there’s another way to 

look at all of this. People that aren’t from here almost seem to value the area more than natives; and 

I can say that because I am from Western North Carolina. So I wanted my students to realize how 

fortunate they are to grow up here.  I saw a way to do that through ASAP. I saw how great the 

garden was and how the students responded and how it just opened up their imaginations and 

what a teaching tool it was. So then I submitted the grant through ASAP and that’s how Growing 

Minds got its start. We started just as school gardens and then we hooked up early on with some 

national initiatives, in particular the Community Food Security Coalition (CFSC) and Marion Kalb. I 

wrote a grant with the CFSC and we had our very first Farm to school workshop in 2004, and it just 

grew from there. 
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Now there are about 30 Growing Minds gardens just in Buncombe County, so it’s just insane 

and it’s growing every day. In the 2013-14 school year, we worked with over 120 schools in 20 

counties, providing over 15,000 children with farm to school experiences. We are also the Southeast 

Regional Lead Agency for the National Farm to school Network, where we oversee a six state region, 

providing support in various ways. Another thing I’m really excited about is our work since 2007 with 

preschools. Preschool is where children are setting their attitudes and behaviors about food so by 

the time they get to school they’ve already determined whether they like a particular food or foods, 

so I’m really excited about starting with that age group.  

So the way we go about our work here, at least in Growing Minds as opposed to other ASAP 

programs, is that we offer general support to teachers, farmers, and child nutrition directors. There’s 

a set of resources and support that we always provide so that they know to count on us. Since we’ve 

been doing farm to school so long we’ve really honed the resources that are good for teachers 

because we focus on the educational aspects of it.  Since I’m a former classroom teacher, I can talk 

their talk. I also know how maxed out they are, so we try to really make it as easy as we can and help 

them incorporate it into what they’re already doing and not see it as “other”. We also give a lot of 

things to teachers, and they’re not used to getting things. We try to build that in as much as we can 

because we want them to do it.  So we need to make it easy. We do training and support rather 

than actually going and doing the gardening or the cooking. It’s not super sustainable for us to do 
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the actual farm to school programming, so it’s better that we’re training other people to incorporate 

it into their practices.  

We also have what we call special projects. So we get grant funding to do something in a 

particular area and that’s where we dive deeper and are more in charge of gathering our metrics 

and our data in those projects because we’re setting those up and doing them. That makes it really 

exciting because then we’re testing things and we’re trying things. 2014 has been the year of the 

taste test. With intern help we’ve done regular cafeteria taste tests of local produce in a lot of 

different schools and we’ve been able to capture a lot of data, not the least of which is what it costs. 

We’ve gotten it down to about 3-5 cents per kid, and we really think that’s valuable data to get out 

there in the world because maybe some schools are thinking about it or would like to do it but they 

think it would be cost prohibitive. It’s so inexpensive. So gathering that kind of information is really 

helpful and useful.  

ASAP has been doing regular farm to school work for a long time so we’re relying on 

classroom teachers to have an interest in this or have a child nutrition director be interested in 

serving local food. And so we started thinking, “What if we went more upstream? What if we started 

working with future teachers and child nutrition directors?” And so we hatched this idea of Growing 

Minds at University to work with a university to integrate local food and farm to school activities into 

the teacher preparation and into the dietician and health professional training. I got the ball rolling 

with Western Carolina University because it was the school I attended when I went back to get my 
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teaching degree, and I knew the professors in the Education Department. And then I sought out 

funding. The Blue Cross Blue Shield of North Carolina Foundation was our initial funder. So I was 

very involved in that pilot project and working with students and the professors and bringing them 

together on a monthly basis. I did the training of the students and went in and did the classroom 

presentations at the university. We would go in and say, “As a future teacher, here’s how you can 

integrate farm to school into your curriculum. This is how you can teach using a garden, or a 

cooking class, or a farm field trip as an instructional tool.” And then the same thing with health 

sciences, we would go there and talk to those students about how to incorporate this into their 

future practice. So I was really hands-on doing all the programming work.  

We started a pilot back in 2009 with Western Carolina University’s Education Department and 

Health Sciences program. Since then we have added Lenoir-Rhyne University’s dietetic program. 

We’ve done things like develop resources for dietetic interns. To do that we took the national 

competencies that all dietetic interns have to address and demonstrated how those competencies 

could be addressed through farm to school and local food activities. Then we disseminated that as a 

resource for dietetic program throughout the country. Since we’ve started this work at Western 

Carolina University, we could have worked just here in Asheville, which could have been easier, but 

we wanted to take on a more rural community where the local food scene wasn’t quite so advanced 

because we didn’t want anyone to say, “Oh you made that happen because it’s Asheville.” So 

Lenoir-Rhyne University is a slightly more rural school for that purpose.  University of Kentucky has 
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shown great interest and we are actually in a grant writing process with them right now. A private 

college in eastern North Carolina called Meredith College has also shown interest after we did a 

presentation at the National Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics Conference. So we’re really hoping 

to expand this model. We just started thinking Growing Minds already has a lot of recognition to it 

since we’ve been doing farm to school for so long, so we just decided to use “at University” so then 

people can call their program “Growing Minds at Western Carolina University” or “Growing Minds at 

Lenoir-Rhyne University”. So we’re attempting to start like a franchise of universities and colleges 

that can integrate this into their curriculums. A lot of the classes are through honors programs as 

well as service learning, and then there are requirements for particular classes. It’ll probably look a 

little different at each place. Maybe there won’t be the education department piece or it’ll be just the 

health sciences, but we really like the health sciences and the education working together because 

it’s nice to have the interdisciplinary approach. We are a siloed society in general, so getting people 

out of their silos and connecting more is great. By having health sciences and education students 

working together we’ve found that the health science students look to the education students and 

say, “Wow to be a teacher you have to know a lot and it takes so much time and effort to create all 

those lesson plans.” And then the education students say, “Well I tried to teach a nutrition lesson and 

I didn’t know how much was involved in that.” So that mutual kind of admiration and learning from 

each other is great with the students and professors too. And then there is service learning potential 

for it. Now we hire two to three fellows every semester at Western Carolina University to kind of 
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coordinate activities and source the local food for the activities that the university students 

participate in. The service-learning department at Western Carolina University has stepped up and 

started paying those fellows so we’re not having to do that anymore. 

We’ve got eleven different evaluation tools that we use, from focus groups to interviews to 

surveys. I make sure we’re doing all the things we tell funders we’re going to do as well as 

documenting all the lessons. We’re analyzing the data that we are collecting and getting that out 

and sharing that. We provide professors with the information so that they can write papers because 

that’ll help legitimize this as a model, and bring in more partners and more people. I just talked to 

the hospital here in Asheville the other day and they said how they think this model can be used to 

get their medical residents involved and integrate this into some of their training.  

Since we have worked in the preschool world, we’re also trying to integrate this into early 

childhood education, not just people who are teaching K-12. Right now I’m in the process of trying 

to find some funding for a video, because a lot of the two- and four-year early childhood degree 

programs offered are totally online. We want to create this video so we can make that available to 

early childhood programs throughout the state and the country so they get a sense of what it is 

we’re trying to describe and see how they can incorporate it into their practice. The preschool and 

the pre-service teachers are really where we see the direction of our work going in terms of being 

strategic. I really want to ramp up what we can provide to the early childhood educators and 

programs.  
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We’ve kind of shunned the word locavore because that tends to bring up this hair shirt 

mentality of, “I can only eat the things that can be grown here, I’m not going to drink coffee or have 

oil or sugar” and that’s not it. It’s just that whatever can be grown here in the season should be. 

There is just a lot of gradation in this and a lot of nuance. There is a lot of uproar on GMO’s and 

things like that, and I really think all of this kind of gets down to, “If we can make our food system 

more transparent so people can know what’s going on then those things will sift themselves out 

because we can become more educated, we can ask the right questions, and we can end up with 

the food we want eventually.” But everybody has to be educated. The farmers need to be educated 

on what people are looking for and the consumer needs to be able to communicate that to the 

farmer better and be more informed about it. So we all just need to learn what it is we’re all working 

towards. I think that education is the root of it all. People just need to know more. It’s not a 

conspiracy theory that I work from. I think that in a relatively short period of time in history the food 

system has gotten really complex, and it didn’t used to be. It’s not that we just want to harken back 

to the good old days, but again it has happened in a relatively short time so I think in a relatively 

decent amount of time we should be able to untangle some of it. 

This work has been full of lessons. The learning curve has just been huge. One thing was not 

knowing the universities are so siloed, and not knowing how political they can be. Also not knowing 

how much you take for granted that they’d have this great relationship with all the area schools. 

That’s not necessarily so, even though they have a teacher program. And then just not realizing 
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what great skills a lot of these professors and students have to contribute and how to best maximize 

all those. We did lots of learning about the early childhood education experience; being online 

makes it difficult to teach hands-on. Also, learning to respect the differences between K-12 

education and preschool. Preschools get very little respect and since they are so much smaller than 

K-12 schools, they are often dwarfed by them. We are real careful about how we combine preschool 

and K-12 because preschool and the people that do the work are so undervalued. They’re really 

seen as glorified babysitters. If you put K-12 people in the same room with preschool, the K-12 take 

all of the oxygen out of the room. Even though we still don’t really regard our teachers the way we 

should, K-12 teachers get a lot more respect than preschool teachers even though preschool 

teachers are working with children in some of their most critical years.  

If we’re offering resources for preschool, we don’t just say dumb down the K-12 lessons to 

preschool level. We create special resources. And then if they’re in the same room, like at a 

conference we offer, we make sure we don’t just talk K-12, we talk preschool too. There’s a coalition 

building of farm to school across the state and we’re also trying to build a preschool one. Our 

politics in NC have been a little wacky this year so it’s made it a little hard for some of those state 

agency people to contribute to that work. Everyone says, “Well why don’t you just bring them 

together?” and it’s like you just can’t because you know again that powerhouse of K-12 eclipses the 

preschool. Plus they’ve got different stakeholders; there’s different people involved. You know? 

There’s a different federal program that provides the funding for the food for preschool than 
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schools. It’s still USDA but theirs is the Child and Adult Care Feeding Program so it’s different than 

the National School Lunch Program. So you know, I think at some point you could combine them 

but not when they’re starting out.  

We have what we call a learning lab school and a learning lab preschool where students from 

both departments at Western Carolina University go to these two sites and see farm to school in 

action. We’re already seeing outcomes at our pre-service learning lab school. Every day there’s 

something happening at that K-12 school, and once a week something happens at the preschool. At 

the learning lab sites, university students sign up to participate in scheduled activities: cafeteria taste 

tests, classroom cooking, or gardening. By participating in the learning lab activities, the university 

students are more prepared to implement the same activities in their future professions, as teachers 

or health professionals.   

Actually this sounds really silly, but because I’m a former educator, when we decided we were 

going to do pre-service work I was only thinking education I wasn’t thinking health sciences; so I 

wasn’t thinking about the future dietetic people or the future child nutrition directors who run school 

food. That’s not my background so when we brought that on it was huge because farm to school 

and local food for teachers is just another way to teach, but for these health professionals and future 

dieticians it’s the coolest and best way. So it’s almost like we could have by accident not ever done 

the health science piece and now we think it’s the most strategic. Most of the people who become 
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registered dieticians are thinking clinical; they’re thinking hospitals. This opens them up to this whole 

other possibility of working with kids and working in schools.  

Child nutrition people who run the school food and teachers never come together. They just 

don’t interact. Through our work we’re really trying to connect what’s happening in the cafeteria 

with what’s happening in the classroom with what’s happening at home or in the community. So the 

three C’s: classroom, cafeteria, and community.  That is a relatively different kind of framework for a 

lot of people that we work with. Cafeteria staff thinking they have anything to do with education is 

new and different for them. We bring them into education and bring the teachers into the cafeteria 

to see that. We set up our resources so that we start from a calendar of one local food per month. 

We call it “Get Local at School.” This August is tomatoes, so the hope is that local tomatoes will be 

served in the cafeteria. When we do a taste test in the cafeteria we have stickers that say “I tried local 

tomatoes.” Then we have lesson plans on tomatoes for the teachers in the classroom. All of our 

lesson plans are also literature based because we’re all gaga for children’s literature. Lastly, we have 

recipes using tomatoes that can go home with the children, which is the community piece. So you 

have your classroom lesson plans and activities, cafeteria food, coursework, the taste test, stickers, 

and then the recipe cards going home. We liken it to how children took recycling lessons home and 

have really helped rev up that movement up. Right now our work is to determine how many times 

kids need an activity, and on what kind of regular basis to get the outcome that we’d like to see.  



 

Page | 13  

 

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          

Everything that we put out recipe-wise or taste-test-wise or anything, is all about seasonal, 

where you get it, and it’s affordable. So we always keep that in mind. We never put out anything that 

has a lot of crazy ingredients or you buy one time and never need again, or requires goat cheese, or 

something like that. I think parents are loathe to buy healthy food if they think their children won’t 

eat it; especially if they’re on a limited budget because then they’re just throwing their money away. 

They know their kids will eat the chicken nuggets or the hamburgers or something so that’s what 

they buy. But if I’ve got a limited amount of money, and I think my kid’s going to like it or they want 

to cook more, then I might be more willing to buy those things that will go bad and aren’t so shelf 

stable. If their kid comes home jazzed about broccoli, then I think it’s the rare parent that’s not going 

to do whatever they can to get that kid some broccoli because they think they’re going to eat it. I 

think we’re tying them in more to their communities too and helping them understand where food 

comes from.  

The impact on the young children and their families is incredible. Parents say that their 

children are more interested in gardening and cooking, that they want to do taste-tests at home, or 

that their child is teaching their younger siblings about the wonders of spinach. We think the biggest 

impact we can have is when the lessons learned at school go home to affect family dynamics. 

Children are the change agents and changing the way the family thinks about and interacts with 

food. And again that it doesn’t have to be expensive. That actually when things are in season and 

everybody’s growing tomatoes is the time when you can get them the cheapest and when they taste 
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the best. We’re letting people know they can use their food stamps at some of the area farmer’s 

markets so if they need that kind of assistance, that’s available to them. We’ve always focused on 

schools that are Title 1 schools, which means they have a high percentage of free and reduced 

lunches, so that’s always been a focus of ours anyway.  

We have a lot of people working on this. We probably average somewhere between 60 and 

80 hours a week on this one project with just ASAP staff. That’s not counting all the professors’ time 

and the teachers’ time and the preschools’ time. We’ve grown from having one university professor 

to having 45, and then there are teachers at the learning lab schools. So far we’ve spent $800,000 

on this project. In any kind of partnership you want to have that give-get ratio. You give but you get. 

The data collection is our way to make sure the professors are getting what they need, because they 

are all pushed to publish and need to be able to do that. So this helps them do that and be more 

invested in our project too. Relationships are just at the base of everything we do. We go into 

everything knowing that it can’t be a one-way street; that people have to get things. When we got 

the second round of funding for this pre-service project we put in a real hefty budget for travel so 

that we could pay for professors to go to conferences to present. So we’re paying them to go to San 

Francisco or Houston or wherever. It helped our project but it also helped them and made them feel 

good that we would do that.  

Last year and this year we’ve been involving preceptors in the training of the dietetic interns. 

A preceptor is someone who takes a dietetic intern at a hospital or any setting where they take 



 

Page | 15  

 

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          

those. We’ve been trying to have them see what we’re doing so they can better support their 

students when they get them. And also as a new thing we’re going to start doing training of 

cooperating teachers. When you do your student teaching in a school the teacher that you do that 

with is called your cooperating teacher. So we want to train more of them in how to support their 

students when they have them.  

We’ve had to deal with turnover. The minute we started the learning lab they had a new 

superintendent and a new principal. And then we lost the child nutrition director and got another 

one. We looked into the new superintendent. He came from a school where he was one of the 

school health advisory persons so he was all about it. I contacted him before he even started 

working. I sent this really long email and luckily just said something that tickled him. So he’s been a 

huge promoter. But we had to bring a lot of money to the table. We didn’t ask them to put out 

anything. We’ve only given in terms of children’s literature and cooking supplies and food. The 

professors have also been huge in getting this going; one professor in particular. When I first started 

Growing Minds I had an advisory council for it and I picked all these university people and she was 

one of them. And so I had a relationship with her and then her enthusiasm for it brought on all the 

other education professors. She’s been a tremendous cheerleader for this project.  

The learning lab was hard to establish at first because we hadn’t done it with this one school, 

and we needed that school because it’s almost right across the street from the university so its 

location is everything. We didn’t have a relationship and so wow; it was hard at first. Because they 
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didn’t know who we were and they didn’t necessarily trust us. One of our staff people had to go 

there and model it for the teachers so that they could see. She needed to model doing gardening; 

she needed to model doing cooking in a classroom. And so she spent an entire school year just 

helping farm to school to happen before we could really bring in the university students for that to 

be a worthwhile experience for them at all. And then that’s where we got the idea that we needed a 

fellow, or fellows, to manage that. We kind of stepped out and could hire a student to take our place 

and then it’s students working with students and the teachers. But then teachers just saw the 

students as people coming in to help. Sometimes they would say, “Well we really don’t need them to 

come in and help us today.” And we’re like, “Oh, no no. That’s not the point.” So I think we’re a very 

iterative organization, you know? You learn, apply, you assess. I just feel like that’s what we’re doing 

constantly; taking in information and readjusting how we’re doing things so that we just don’t say, 

“This is the way we’re going to do it regardless.”   

One aspect of this that we’re not satisfied with is just providing this to students while they’re 

in college. We think they need support once they get out in their professional career. We’ve had 

some of the graduates from the universities in the project go off and do some tremendous things 

even without much of our help, and so that’s very exciting. One of them started this food truck in a 

county just south of here, and the whole focus is on local food. So they are going around and 

making this food available and selling direct to businesses but also to individuals and things like that. 

And then another young woman is working at UNC Asheville with the food service management 
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company. UNC Asheville is where we have our annual conference, and so she was like, “Oh we can 

just totally rock out the food for your conference, making sure it’s all local.” They’ve always done a 

good job of it before, but she was like, “I’ll be your insider.” So we’re putting these people out there 

in the world and they’re going to end up making our jobs easier.  

Now we have the funding to follow a subset of these folks and provide them with resources. 

For example, if you’re a new teacher and you go to a school and maybe you want to do this but no 

other teachers are really into it, the plan is that we’ll follow some teachers and then go provide a 

workshop to her—they are usually female—to her and her colleagues to create a supportive 

environment for her so she’s not by herself. So I’m excited about what they’ve been able to do on 

their own without any help, and I’m even more excited about the prospects of providing some help 

and then seeing.  

I just envision the day when the child nutrition director is someone who has gone through 

school and had this program provided to them and the classroom teacher’s at that school have had 

it provided to them and they work together to connect all of the dots and bring their families into it 

and it’s not weird, it’s the default. I’d like to see Growing Minds at University embedded in the UNC 

system. In North Carolina I’d like to see this be institutionalized as a standard course.  

I’d say if you approach a university and want to do this then you need to have systems in 

place and resources in place, because this is systems work. Also take a good look at a university’s 

strategic plan or goals and see how your project can meet those goals; again that win-win. Because 
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at first they are leery and don’t know how they’re going make it happen, and then once they get 

into it of course they see it, but people see different things too. “What are you going to be providing 

these students?” That’s what the professors are going to want to know. “Why would I want to do this 

with our students?” Like classroom teachers, they’ve got a lot on their plates and not a lot to do it, so 

how does this make sense?  

One of the hard things has been that not everyone knew what we were doing when we first 

started, and then word gets out and more people hear about what you’re doing. Then it seems like 

when you get on the radar of certain groups people say, “Oh you can’t be doing this anymore. You 

can’t have your students do things through Google Docs because that violates their privacy.” It’s 

good to acknowledge that you are a thing to be reckoned with at the university, but it’s also a little 

irritating to have to go through all the bureaucratic stuff at the bigger institutions. We’re a small 

nonprofit, so we’re pretty nimble, we’re not as used to moving slowly. It’s taken us a while. So we’re 

mature in our approach, yet the people that we might be communicating with have varying degrees 

of maturity of the issues and the work. So that’s a challenge; just communicating it. But ASAP’s work 

in general is just not something easily communicated. We don’t have an elevator speech unless 

somebody lives on the 203rd floor.  

I’ve found most people coming at farm to school from the health side of things, so they’re 

not thinking about the farmer, and they’re not thinking about the economic piece of the work. 

Because when we actually started this farm to school work, our first question was, “Is this a market 
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that’s good for farmers? Can farmers make money?” Access to other more lucrative markets would 

make farm to school less appealing to farmers, as it should. Farmers, bottom line, have to make 

money. We’ve really come around to thinking that the educational components are what are 

needed. The elephant in the room around school food is that schools just don’t have enough money 

to spend on food. After they pay everything they have to pay; their salaries, their equipment costs, 

their indirect costs, they have about a dollar left over per meal. That’s just not sufficient, not to do all 

the things we want it to do. And it’s not their fault. And so until we address the basic funding issue 

we’re not going to see it. We can grant support things all day in different parts of the country in 

different schools, but that’s not a long-term solution. So we’d rather focus on the educational 

components; the school gardens, the cooking, the cafeteria taste tests, and the farm field trips. Even 

if you drastically change that plate if there’s not the education to go with it, why would the kids 

respond to it? It’s just unknown.  

You need to be real sensitive to the culture in Western North Carolina, and know how to 

interact with people and not come in and say, “I know all the answers”. I just think the basic tenets of 

sound community organizing come in real handy because you’re going to have a lot of diverse 

voices at the table and so how do you manage that? How are you going catch all the data and what 

system are you going to use? The community organizing approach helps everybody find that place 

at the table. Then hopefully it’s an inclusive process and it respects people’s time. There’s sometimes 

a very fine line between making sure everyone knows everything but also being cognizant of not 
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taking too much of their time. For example, we involved the professors in the planning of what 

Growing Minds at University would look like, and I wish I’d done more of it actually. We had a half 

day retreat where we had administrative people from the university, to the Head Start teachers, to 

the superintendent attend, so that was super, super nice. And maybe some of that wouldn’t have 

been possible at first because they would have not exactly known why. There weren’t a lot of models 

for what we did. We were kind of making it up as we went a little bit.  

I think we’ve been more successful because we’ve changed as we’ve gone along while 

keeping some consistency too. Do I have ownership from the universities as much as I’d like? Maybe 

not. But we had to come in too hard and heavy and do so much at the beginning, or we thought we 

did, that it did feel more like an ASAP run thing.  Then again you’re trying to make the case and 

make it happen at the same time so it’s kind of a catch-22. So now going to another university we 

know we don’t step in and do all these things. We get a real commitment from the get-go. At these 

other universities it will be a very different thing. They may not even do a learning lab school 

because that’s what the real time commitment is. They may only integrate it into their classes. Or the 

learning lab could be a hospital rather than a school. At University of Kentucky I really encouraged 

them to start with the preschool because that is a smaller setting and wouldn’t take as many 

students to work it so it’s more manageable, and they have less issues around outside people 

coming in.  
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Now the people in the health world are starting to come around and see that the food we 

eat has something to do with how we feel. They see it’s not just about getting that food to people, 

but that the people who are providing the food need to make a livelihood. When that light bulb 

goes off for those health folks I feel like we’re making some real good connections. That it’s not just 

about having farmers give the food away or set up in low-income neighborhoods and maybe not 

make any money. It really does have to be a win-win on both sides. Farmers happen to be growing 

food that people need, but it’s not farmers’ jobs to feed people; it’s their job to grow food and make 

money. We’re starting to see more and more people get that, so that’s nice. I’m also seeing a lot of 

intersections I didn’t see before, so that’s very motivating. More unlikely people are coming to the 

table and mixing all that up. I think at the end of the day most people want to support this kind of 

initiative and they just don’t know how. 

In 2009 we started doing this thing we call Growing Minds at Market, which is kind of our 

farm to school notion but just done at farmer’s markets. And so we’re tying community members to 

the markets. They bring their kids and they’re engaged in a healthy food or physical activity while 

they’re at the market. So just being able to communicate that more and get people jazzed about 

maybe growing their own food. Another great insight I had was from a health department person. 

She said, “I have access to all kinds of healthy food. Everybody who works at the heath department 

does. We have access, we have the transportation, the money, but we don’t act upon it. We go and 

buy crappy food. So why do we expect low-income people to do it?” It’s not a low-income thing 
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except the income part. Food choices are not just about access. If I’m strung out with lots of tension 

and stress in my life, it’s something that might not rank real highly. 

We’re very disconnected from where our food comes from; adults and kids don’t really know. 

Healthy food just really doesn’t mean anything to people, because your definition of that and mine 

could be so widely different.  That is why local food is such a better place to start from in a way. I 

always say, “We don’t have local food Twinkies” and those kinds of things. When you talk local food 

you’re pretty much just talking about whole unprocessed foods, so it’s an easier thing. People really 

want to support their local farmers and so just providing them with a way to do that is really nice. 

Because everybody can do it. It’s not about rich or poor. You know what’s funny is in the 

Appalachian region, and the south maybe too, is that we have some of the worst diabetes, worst 

childhood obesity, and yet we live in the places where growing things is the most possible, outside 

of California and Florida. But our culture of the subsistence farmer is so long gone that we hardly 

have any vestige of it left. Really, the old generation, the elderly generation now, has got some 

critical lessons to share with us. If we don’t get those from them or from somebody we’re going to 

be losing a lot of really valuable information about how things have worked.   

At the base, community food security isn’t knowing where my food comes from. Food 

security is knowing that wherever my food is coming from I’m going to be able to get it on a regular 

basis, and I won’t have to worry as a person; and then as a community we’re safeguarding our 

resources in a way that we continue to provide for ourselves at a level that we should be providing 
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for ourselves; and then regionally that we’re working together to maximize our resources to sustain 

ourselves and we’re going at it in the smartest way possible, that we’re not reinventing ourselves all 

over the place.  

I think we need to step back and be a little more critical of some initiatives. Our research 

team right now is writing a paper called “The Efficiency Trap” and we’re thinking that there are just 

people who think there are things we can put in place that will make this all work, but it is way more 

complex than that. It’s about values. It is about culture, and it’s about relationships. There’s just not 

one answer, you know? And we’re just going to have to step back away from building that building 

or having that shiny new truck as the answers to some of these problems, and just have to think a 

little bit longer term.  

The network is strong in this area. Asheville is a vey unique place. We are a very 

geographically defined region because of the landscape. Our farmers are very entrepreneurial.  The 

farms are small so that means they can be more nimble. I think people in the Appalachians have 

been a more isolated type of population so they are very used to thinking outside of the box and 

figuring out how to do stuff on their own. We are very independent. And so I think all of those 

things help make a culture around this. If you think about the local food movement, it’s still very 

much in its infancy.  I think we’ve made tremendous strides in the little bit of time we’ve been able to 

work on this food system work and food security work and all that. And so I have great hope. 

 


