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D e a r  e D u c at o r , 
We use stories to tell ourselves who we are, where we come from, and what matters to us. The Nourish video 

and middle school curriculum remind us to pay attention to the stories behind every bite of food we take. We 

offer them as positive, hopeful resources for understanding food and community.

Middle school is an ideal time to engage students in the story of food. Students are increasingly making their 

own decisions about the food they eat and becoming aware of the influence of marketing on their choices and 

those of their friends. They recognize how many concerns about personal and planetary health relate to food. 

They are yearning for more control over their lives and seeking ways to make a positive difference in the world. 

As an educator, you challenge your students to think critically and to grapple with complex questions. You inspire 

them to become engaged citizens and help them gain the knowledge and skills to make informed, responsible 

decisions. We hope that you will find Nourish and the resources, discussion questions, and activities in this 

curriculum to be valuable tools for exploring the story of food and the consequences of our daily choices and 

actions. 

The Center for Ecoliteracy and WorldLink are proud to bring you this guide. Through such programs as its Smart 

by Nature™ and Rethinking School Lunch initiatives, the Center supports schooling for sustainability, from 

designing curricula to examining how schools use energy and procure food regionally. WorldLink designs media, 

education, and civic engagement programs that encourage active participation in creating a sustainable future. To 

learn more about our work, we invite you to consult our websites: www.ecoliteracy.org and www.goworldlink.org. 

Thank you for all that you do to educate students about creating sustainable communities.

Warmly,

Zenobia Barlow       Kirk Bergstrom 

Co-Founder and Executive Director, Center for Ecoliteracy  Founder and Executive Director, WorldLink
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a c k n o w l e D g m e n t s 
A national initiative of WorldLink, Nourish is designed to open a meaningful conversation about food and 

sustainability. At the heart of the initiative is a public television special, Nourish: Food + Community, which 

provided the inspiration and framework for this curriculum.

The Nourish Curriculum Guide was developed by the Center for Ecoliteracy under the direction of Zenobia 

Barlow, executive director. The curriculum was developed by Carolie Sly, director of education programs, and 

written by Leslie Comnes, consultant to the Center. The guide was designed by Karen Brown, creative director. 

The project was managed by Jim Koulias, deputy director, with editorial assistance from Michael K. Stone, senior 

editor, and Alice Lee Tebo, administrative and communications coordinator.

Together with LuAnn Dahlman, former Nourish curriculum lead, WorldLink provided original ideas and 

concepts for the project. WorldLink staff, advisors, and a network of educators brought expert feedback to the 

development of the guide. 

Deep gratitude goes to the David B. Gold Foundation and Elaine Gold, executive director, for their generous 

support.
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n o u r i s h :  f o o d  +  C o m m u n i t y

i n t r o D u c t i o n
The goal of this curriculum is to actively engage middle school students in a meaningful conversation 

about food and food systems. The activities give students opportunities to reflect on current food 

practices, to explore more sustainable ones, and to link their learning to relevant action.

n o u r i s h  v i d e o  r e s o u r C e s

The curriculum is supported by a rich set of video resources found on the Nourish DvD. This includes a thought-

provoking 26-minute public television special and a collection of 2- to 3-minute short films. A synopsis of the 

half-hour program can be found in the Nourish viewing Guide on page 8. The Nourish website at  

www.nourishlife.org offers additional media and education tools.
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u s i n g  t h e  C u r r i C u l u m

This curriculum includes a viewing guide, six classroom activities for exploring the video topics more deeply, and 

suggestions for planning and carrying out a culminating action project. it is designed to be flexible and may be 

used in middle school Social Science, Science, Health, or English classes or in self-contained classrooms. (See 

page 77 for standards correlations for these subjects.)

All elements of the curriculum can either stand alone or be taught together as a unit. Depending on the course 

objectives and the time available, the teacher may show selected content from the video and engage students 

in a discussion about the topics, conduct one or more of the activities, facilitate students in planning an action 

project, or all of these. Of course, the more students can explore the issues, the more thoughtful they are likely to 

be about food and sustainability in the future.

o b j e C t i v e s

The Nourish video resources, discussion questions, and activities suggested in this curriculum will help students:

•	 Examine the story behind their food.

•	 Evaluate the effect of their food choices on people and the environment.

•	 Consider ways that food can nourish individuals, families, and society. 

•	 Take action to address food-related issues at home, at school, and in the community.

 

Do you ever stop 
and wonder: 
 

What’s the story 
of my food? 

Where did it come 
from, and how did 
it get to me?
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n o u r i s h :  f o o d  +  C o m m u n i t y

n o u r i s H  V i e w i n g  g u i D e
s y n o p s i s  o f  n o u r i s h  f i l m

Nourish opens with the question, “What’s the story of your food?” Responses to this question are woven 

throughout the video as it shows our food’s connections to a global community, the path our food takes 

from seed to table, and how our food choices can affect our health as well as people and places around 

the world. Through interviews with food experts such as Michael Pollan, Anna Lappé, and Bryant Terry, and 

with a variety of youth voices, the video suggests ways students can help create a better food system for 

themselves, other people, and the environment.
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The video includes the following chapters:

Con n eCtion s   This chapter introduces the idea that all of our food involves a story, which often reveals 

a connection to the global community. it shows how some of our food is grown by local farmers and how some 

comes from producers halfway around the world. it suggests that, depending on what we eat, our food can 

either support local economies and preserve open space, or cause species loss and other problems.

s e e d to tAb le  This chapter follows the path of two different crops—corn and tomato—from seed to 

a meal. Commodity corn, which is used as animal feed and in food additives, is the largest crop in the United 

States. The video shows how commodity corn is grown as a monocrop and requires chemical fertilizers, 

pesticides, and lots of processing to become food products. An heirloom tomato is a variety whose seeds have 

been saved and passed down through generations. in the video, the heirloom tomato is grown organically, sold 

at a farmers’ market close to the farm, and prepared by young people as part of a meal.

vote With you r for k   in this chapter, author Michael Pollan explains how the Western diet of 

processed foods was invented over the last 50 to 75 years and has created many health and environmental 

problems. He suggests that the food choices we make every day express what matters to us, and that through 

better choices, we can improve both our health and the environment.

b e th e d i ffe r e nCe  This chapter offers concrete ways that individuals can help transform our food 

system, such as asking questions about the source of food, finding out what grows locally, checking food labels, 

and joining an organization working on food issues.

r u n ti m e 26 minutes

s h o W i n g  t h e  v i d e o

1. introduce the video by telling students its title and asking them what they think the term “nourish” means. 

When something is described as “nourishing,” what comes to mind? Does nourishment always come from 

food? What else can provide nourishment?

n o u r i s H 
V i ewi n g 
g u i D e
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2. Give students copies of the Nourish Notes student pages at the end of this viewing Guide to complete as they 

watch the video. Let them know that Nourish is a documentary film hosted and narrated by actress Cameron Diaz.

3. Show the video. Depending on your schedule and objectives, you may show the entire video at once, stop 

after individual video chapters for discussion, or screen the chapters over several days.

4. in pairs, groups, or as a whole class, have students share some of their responses on the Nourish Notes 

page. Use the answer key on page 15 to check for accuracy and understanding.

d i s C u s s i o n  Q u e s t i o n s

Selecting from the following questions, lead a class discussion about the video and the topics raised.

C o n n e C t i o n s

•	 The video shows food connections between people in different countries. What are some of the ways our 

food is linked to people and places around the globe?

•	 if you were to eat only foods grown less than 150 miles from our town—like Café 150 in the video—what 

foods would you be able to eat? What foods would you be unable to eat? How would the seasons affect 

your diet?

•	 As food expert Anna Lappé points out in the video, since 1950 the world has lost 90 percent of the big fish 

living in the oceans—including species of tuna, cod, and halibut. What might this fact mean for people or for 

the health of ocean life?

•	 The video describes how the Norwegian government is building a seed bank to store seeds of all the world’s 

known crops. Why are they taking on this enormous task? Are there other things you think we should 

consider storing for future generations?

•	 Do you grow any of your own food? Have you ever been to a farmers’ market? Do you buy food from a CSA 

(community supported agriculture)? What are benefits and disadvantages of eating foods grown close to 

where you live?

n o u r i s H 
V i ewi n g 
g u i D e
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s e e d  t o  tA b l e

•	 What differences were shown between the paths from seed to table for commodity corn and the heirloom 

tomato? Were there any similarities?

•	 What is a monocrop? What are the advantages and disadvantages of monocrop farming?

•	 in the video, Michael Pollan says that a burger, fries, and soda are the exact same food at one level. What 

does he mean by this?

•	 What are some of the health effects of eating fast foods? Will knowing these effects change what you 

choose to eat? Why or why not?

•	 Chef Bryant Terry says in the video that it might be worth spending 30 cents more for a pound of heirloom 

tomatoes, rather than cheaper monocrop tomatoes found in most grocery stores. Do you agree or disagree? 

Explain your reasoning.

v o t e  W i t h  y o u r  f o r k

•	 Michael Pollan says that “Food is not just fuel. Food is about family, food is about community, food is about 

identity. And we nourish all those things when we eat well.” What does he mean? Give examples of how food 

nourishes family, community, and identity.

•	 How does the modern Western diet differ from more traditional cultures’ diets? What are the health and 

environmental consequences of the Western diet?

•	 How do both eating foods grown closer to home and eating fewer processed foods affect the health of the 

environment?

•	 What does it mean to “vote with your fork”? What kinds of things are you voting for now through what you 

eat? Are you willing to change your vote by changing the food you eat? Why or why not?

n o u r i s H 
V i ewi n g 
g u i D e
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b e  t h e  d i f f e r e n C e

•	 Nourish suggests several ways that you can be a part of a global movement for good food. What were some 

of the ideas? What other ideas do you have?

•	 The video opens with the question, “What’s the story of your food?” What might individuals do to answer this 

question about the things they eat? How might knowing the answer to this question make a difference?

A s s e s s m e n t

Show the 3-minute short film “Nourish Means…” on the Nourish DvD, and have students write a short 

paragraph about one way their own idea of nourishment has expanded from watching the video.

 

 
n o u r i s H 
V i ewi n g 
g u i D e
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n o u r i s h  n o t e s − A n s W e r  k e y

C o n n e C t i o n s

Norway—Seed bank; Chicago—international fruit salad; Tokyo—Threatened fish; Brooklyn (New York)—Urban 

farming; Ghana—Fair trade cocoa; California—Food from 150-mile radius

s e e d  t o  tA b l e

Possible answers: Commodity corn—industrial farm, monocrop, pests, pesticides, chemical fertilizers, runoff. 

Heirloom tomato—organic, manure, close to customers

v o t e  W i t h  y o u r  f o r k

a. How long ago the so-called Western diet was invented; b. Number of chronic diseases linked to food;  

c. How many more calories per day people eat today compared to pre-1980; d. Number of times per day we 

can “vote” to change the food system.

b e  t h e  d i f f e r e n C e

a. Ask questions about your food, find out what grows in your area, or talk to family about food choices.

b. Start a garden, or grow herbs or vegetables at home.

c. Make a meal with others, or meet the people who grow your food.

d. Ask for more local and organic options, or eat more vegetables, grains, and fruits.

e. Select organic or fair trade products, or check ingredients of foods.

f. Join an organization working on food issues, or learn how government policies affect food.

n o u r i s H 
V i ewi n g 
g u i D e
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A C t i v i t y  o n e

t H e  s t o r y  o f  f o o D
the story of food traces a path from farm to fork.

A C t i v i t y  o v e r v i e W

Students examine food labels and conduct research to trace food paths from the original plant 

or animal source. They then make posters describing the story of a particular food.

1



Nourish Curriculum Guide © WorldLink
Developed by the Center for Ecoliteracy

17

tH e sto ry 
o f  fo o D

e s s e n t i A l  Q u e s t i o n

How does the way food is raised, processed, transported, and eaten impact both people and the environment?

b A C k g r o u n d

All of our food has a story to tell. Each story includes when, where, why, and how a certain food gets from the 

farm to your plate and who is involved in getting it there.

As portrayed in the Nourish DvD chapter “Seed to Table,” the story of commodity corn is very different from 

that of an heirloom tomato. While each crop is a part of a food system that involves growing, processing, 

transporting, retailing, and eating food, their two stories vary dramatically in their social, environmental, and 

economic impacts.

One story—the commodity corn’s—is typical of processed foods in an industrial food chain. This story starts with 

a corporate agribusiness growing miles of corn in monocrop fields. it includes chemical fertilizers, processing 

plants, long-distance transportation, and mega-retailers.

The industrial food chain is very efficient and has given us a wide variety of cheap food. But these things come 

at a cost to the environment, people’s health, and even to the farmer. industrially produced food uses lots of 

energy, emits a variety of pollutants, and pays farmers an average of just 9 cents of every food dollar spent. 

The other story—the heirloom tomato—exemplifies an unprocessed food in a local or ecological food cycle. This 

story starts on a mixed crop farm, where the farmer uses organic pest control and composting to avoid chemical 

pesticides and fertilizers. it includes short-distance transportation and face-to-face interaction with the customer 

at a farmers’ market. in this story, the majority of every food dollar spent goes to the local farmer, who can then 

reinvest it in the local community.

By becoming more aware of the food system that produces our food, we can be better equipped to make 

conscious choices about what and who we support. Labels are a good place to begin investigating the story 

behind a food, but the full story may require further research or conjecture.

1
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m At e r i A l s

Labels from a variety of different foods (see Preparation)

Copies of Food System and Food Story Clues student pages

Dictionary

Atlas

Access to internet

Poster board and colored pens, or presentation software

e s t i m At e d  t i m e

Two 50-minute class periods, plus time for any additional research

v o C A b u l A r y

composting, environment, food system, industrial food system, local food system, processed food, unprocessed 

food, whole food

p r e p A r At i o n

•	 Make copies of the student pages.

•	 Collect labels and packaging from different foods, and bring them or photocopies of them to class. Try to 

include a range from both unprocessed and processed foods, for example:

 −   Stickers from fresh produce

 −   Packages from uncooked rice, dried beans, flour, corn meal, and other minimally processed foods

 −   Containers from canned or frozen fruits or vegetables

 −   Cartons from eggs, yogurt, milk, or other dairy products

 −   Boxes, jars, cans, or bags from processed foods like spaghetti sauce, cereals, soups, breads, cookies, 

frozen entrees, and so on.

1
tH e sto ry 
o f  fo o D
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A C t i v i t y

1. Remind students how Nourish showed corn and tomato seeds taking different paths from farm to table. 

Ask them what steps the corn went through from its original source to eating or disposal (they may want to 

refer to their notes on the Nourish Notes student page on page 14.) Record their ideas on the board. Ask 

them what steps the tomato went through, and record them next to the corn’s steps. How do the two paths 

compare?

2. Explain that these steps, as well as the many people and processes involved in each of the steps, make up 

what we call a “food system.” What else might be included in a food system? What can looking at a food 

system tell us about the story of our food?

3. Distribute copies of the Food System student pages and give students a few minutes to examine the two 

different systems. Discuss:

•	 How do these food systems compare to the corn and tomato stories from Nourish?

•	 What is the same and different about these two systems?

•	 Which steps does every food go through?

•	 When we say a food is processed, what do we mean by that?

•	 What people are involved in bringing food to your plate? What roles do they play at each step in the two 

systems?

•	 How do different steps in the systems affect the environment?

4. Divide the class into pairs or small groups, and give each an assortment of labels and copies of the Food 

Story Clues student page. Direct them to determine what they can about each food’s path in the food 

system, using the Food Story Clues student page as a guide.

5. Have each student choose one of their group’s foods from step 4. Explain that they will create posters 

showing the story of that food from farm to fork. As much as possible, their story should contain where, how, 

1
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and by whom the food is (1) raised, (2) processed, (3) transported, and (4) eaten, and what happens with 

any waste. They may need to do additional research to supplement the information they gleaned from the 

labels.

6. Students may use poster board and pens or presentation software to make their posters. To make the 

projects more equal, you might require students choosing whole foods (like an orange or oats) to show the 

stories of two different foods.

7. After presenting their posters to the class, lead a discussion about the stories of different foods:

•	 How are the stories of processed foods different from those of whole foods?

•	 How might the story of a food impact people or the environment? Which parts of the story have the greatest 

impacts?

•	 Which parts of the story can individuals change?

A s s e s s m e n t

Use students’ posters to assess their understanding of the story behind a particular food and the interrelated 

elements of the food system.

e x t e n s i o n s

•	 Find out what portion of the money people spend on food actually goes to the farmers who grow and raise 

it. First, check out the statistics presented on the National Farmers Union website (http://nfu.org) or at 

www.envirovore.com. Then, talk with local farmers about how much they earn per dollar spent on their farm 

products.

•	 Using information from your state department of agriculture or the U.S. Department of Agriculture, have 

students map your state’s top crops by county.

1
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•	  Watch the short film “Wake Up!” on the Nourish DvD, in which pediatrician Nadine Burke describes health 

issues related to foods high in sugar and fat. Have students look at the labels from the activity to compare 

serving sizes, servings per package, and sugar and fat contents of various foods. Have them devise a way to 

compile and display their findings. 

•	 Show the short film “Why Eat Local?” on the Nourish DvD, in which Michael Pollan explores the benefits of a 

local food system. Discuss advantages and disadvantages of a diet composed of only local foods. 

•	 Point out that people often mean different things when they use the term “processed foods.” Have students 

ask parents, friends, and other students for their definitions of the term, and then compare and contrast the 

definitions.1
tH e sto ry 
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g r o W i n g   h A r v e s t i n g   trAnsporting  p r o C e s s i n g    p A C k A g i n g   Whole sAli ng   r e tA i l i n g       e At i n g       d i s p o s i n g

growers use  
heavy  
equipment  
to prepare  
soil, and  
plant and  
maintain  
crops on  
huge farms  
of single  
“monocrops.”

farm 
workers 
gather the 
ripened 
crop from 
the field 
using large 
machinery, 
harvesting 
great 
quantities 
at once.

food 
processors 
use factory 
equipment 
to chop, 
grind, dry, 
boil, can, or 
freeze food 
to preserve 
it or to make 
it more 
convenient. 
processed 
food is 
often greatly 
altered from 
its natural 
state.

Workers 
operate 
machinery 
to put 
food into 
cans, bags, 
boxes, 
or other 
containers 
for sale. 
the 
packaging 
protects 
food and 
helps sell 
it.

people 
buy, 
prepare, 
and eat  
the food.

people  
discard  
leftover  
food and  
packaging. 
While most 
is recyclable 
or com- 
postable, 
much of it 
ends up in 
landfills.  

Wholesalers 
sell and 
distribute 
large 
quantities 
of foods to 
stores.

retailers 
sell foods to 
customers, 
usually in 
supermarkets, 
grocery  
stores, or 
other stores.

transporta- 
tion workers 
move the 
food by 
air, truck, 
train, ship, 
or barge. 
transporting 
may 
happen at 
many steps 
and for very 
long hauls.

i n D u s t r i a l  f o o D  s y s t e m

X
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l o c a l  f o o D  s y s t e m

d i s p os i n g

Communities collect kitchen 

scraps for composting to add 

to farm soil. Minimal packaging 

means less in the landfill.

e At i n g

People buy, prepare, and  

eat the food.

h A r v e s t i n g

Farm workers often gather 

the ripened crops by hand 

from the field.

t r A n s p o r t i n g

Farmers move the food by truck 

or van to a farmers’ market, 

restaurant, or local store.

r etAi l i n g

Farmers, restaurant owners, or 

local store owners sell food to 

customers.

g r o W i n g

Farmers prepare soil, plant, 

and tend crops on small farms 

growing a variety of crops.

pAC k i n g

Farm workers put foods in 

reusable boxes or bags for 

transport.
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 A C t i v i t y  t W o

s e a s o n a l,  l o c a l  f o o D
the story of food includes where it is grown and how far it travels.

A C t i v i t y  o v e r v i e W

in this activity, students research what produce grows in their area and in what season, and 

learn about the advantages and disadvantages of eating locally grown food. They create a 

seasonal circle and a resource booklet for obtaining local produce to share with their families.

26
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e s s e n t i A l  Q u e s t i o n

How does eating locally grown and seasonal food benefit the health of people and the environment?

b A C k g r o u n d

When we consider the story of our food, one important dimension is how far it travels to get to us. in the past, 

people grew their own food or gathered it from the local area. Today, our food may come from halfway around 

the world.

When fruits and vegetables are shipped, flown, or trucked long distances, they must be picked before they are 

ripe so that they can survive the journey. As a result, this produce is often less nutritious and less tasty, uses 

more fuel, and causes more pollution than locally grown produce.

There are many benefits to eating locally grown foods in season. Doing so supports the local economy, 

reduces the amount of pollution caused by transportation and storage, and provides fresher, tastier, and more 

nutrient-rich foods.

While eating locally grown foods has many benefits, it is not always practical to eat just those foods. in many 

regions, there is a limited variety of foods available at certain times of the year. A healthful and balanced diet may 

require whole, nutritious foods grown elsewhere.

m At e r i A l s

Copies of Seasonal Circle and Local Food Resources student pages

Food samples (see Preparation)

Toothpicks and napkins

Copies of a local or regional map (see Preparation)

Geometry compasses

Paste or glue

Colored pens or markers

Scissors

s eas o nal,  
lo cal  
fo o D
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s eas o nal,  
lo cal  
fo o D

m At e r i A l s  ( C o n t. )

Paper brad fasteners

Stapler (optional)

e s t i m At e d  t i m e

One 50-minute class period, plus time for research

v o C A b u l A r y

in season, local, radius, foodshed, community supported agriculture (CSA)

p r e p A r At i o n

•	 Bring in two different food items to show students: one that is in season locally, and one that is not in season 

and has traveled a great distance to your local market. if there are currently no food items in season where 

you live, use a local stored food such as a potato, an onion, or an apple.

•	 (Optional) Prepare samples of a local, seasonal food for students to taste, such as wedges of apples and 

honey, fresh strawberries and cream, slices of carrots, or whole sugar snap peas.

•	 For each food item you bring in, find out from the internet or a farmer how it is grown, whether it is grown 

locally or elsewhere, and when it is in season.

•	 Get a state or regional map that encompasses an area at least 150 miles in all directions from your school or 

town. Make copies of the map for students, including the legend or mileage scale. if possible, size the copies 

so that the 150-mile circle is smaller than the circles on the Seasonal Circle student pages.

•	 Make a copy of the two Seasonal Circle student pages for each student and several copies of the Local 

Food Resources student page for each team in step 6.

28
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A C t i v i t y

1. Ask students to define what it means when we say a food is “in season.” Show students the foods you 

brought in (see Preparation) and ask them where they grow and what time of year they are in season. 

Discuss where and how each food is grown, when it is in peak season, and the differences between in-

season and out-of-season produce.

2. if you have brought samples to taste, have students wash their hands and then use a clean toothpick to take 

a sample. Ask them to come up with as many adjectives as they can to describe the food’s taste and texture.

3. Remind students of the Café 150 described in the film, and ask them what might be included in an area 150 

miles around your town. Give students a copy of the map (see Preparation), and have them use a compass 

to draw a circle with a 150-mile radius around their town or neighborhood. Use the map to talk about what 

we mean by “local.”

•	 Explain the concept of a foodshed. is “150 miles” a good definition of a foodshed? Why or why not?

•	 What towns, agricultural areas, waterways, or other landmarks are included within the 150-mile circle?

•	 What factors might influence what and when things grow there?

•	 What would be the benefits and challenges of eating locally grown food?

•	 How might time and distance from farm to market affect the taste and nutritional value of food?

4. Explain to students that they will make two different resources to help them and their families find local, 

seasonal food in your community. One will be a seasonal circle that shows what is in season locally, and the 

other will be a resource book that describes the importance of eating locally grown, seasonal foods and lists 

community sources for local food.

5. For the seasonal circle, hand out copies of the Seasonal Circle student pages. Challenge students to find 

out what crops and other farm products (like honey, milk, or eggs) grow locally in your area and when they 

s eas o nal, 
lo cal  
fo o D
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are in season. They might start with the Eat Local (www.simplesteps.org/eat-local) or Field to Plate (www.

fieldtoplate.com/guide.php) websites, both of which link to seasonal calendars by state.

For each crop or product they find, have students draw and label it on the circle in the months or seasons 

it is available. They may also cut out the 150-mile map from step 3, and glue it onto the back of the bottom 

circle. instruct them to assemble the circles by inserting a paper brad fastener as indicated on the student 

page. Excellent examples of local food wheels can be found at Local Foods Wheel (www.localfoodswheel.

com).

6. For the local food resources booklet, ask students to think of general categories of places where people 

could get local, seasonal food (like farmers’ markets, community gardens, CSAs, stores, or restaurants). 

Divide the class into teams, with each team researching nearby places in one of the categories. Teams may 

check out the Local Harvest (www.localharvest.org) or Eat Well Guide (www.eatwellguide.org) websites. 

Give teams copies of the Local Food Resources student page to list the best resources they find. Ask for 

volunteers to draft 2–3 paragraphs on the importance of eating local and seasonal foods. Assemble the 

completed student pages into one booklet. Make stapled copies of the booklet for students to take home, or 

post it on your school or class webpage.

A s s e s s m e n t

Use students’ Seasonal Circles and their Local Food Resources booklet to assess their understanding of what 

is local and seasonal. Did they find foods available in your area and place them in the appropriate months or 

seasons? Did they sufficiently identify sources of local food in your area?

e x t e n s i o n s

•	 invite students to find a recipe that appeals to them using a local, seasonal food. Encourage them to try out 

the recipe at home or at school and then share their experience and a tasting with classmates.

s eas o nal,  
lo cal  
fo o D

2
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•	 Using the Seasonal Circle for inspiration, have students plan and (if possible) prepare a 150-mile meal like 

Café 150 in the film, or create a lunch menu using one or more locally available foods.

•	 Challenge students to draw a garden plan using plants suitable for the current season. They would research 

the growing requirements of different vegetables and fruits, and then use this information to sketch a map of 

the garden area, showing the location of each plant.

•	 Use Google Earth or Google Maps to see how much land in your area is developed, undeveloped, and 

farmed.

•	 visit a local farm or farmers’ market to talk to growers about how local foods travel from farm to customer.
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2. Place it on top of this

    circle and line it up.

3. Fasten the two circles
    together with a brad  
    fastener to make this:

 t o  A s s e m b l e

1. Cut out this circle.
s e A s o n A l  C i r C l e

On the shaded space indicated, draw and label local foods that are available  

year-round in your area. Then, cut out the circle and wedge on this page as marked. 

Draw and label local foods produced in your area on the bottom circle (next page),  

 showing them in the months or seasons they are available. Glue your 150-mile  

  map to the back. Then, line up the top and bottom Seasonal Circles and attach  

    them in the center with a paper brad fastener. 

  
  

  
  

 

 

                                             t h
e

s
e

  f o o d s   a r e   a v a i l a b l e
 y

e a
r -

r o
u

n
d

Nourish Curriculum Guide © WorldLink
Developed by the Center for Ecoliteracy



      spring  

 

  
  

  
 s

u
m

m
e

r 

 

    
     fall  

                w
in

te
r 

S
e

as
o

n
al

 C
ir

cl
e

 
  

 
N

am
e

:_
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

D
at

e:
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

_
       m

arch                             april               
      

     
    

may 
 

 

  
  
  
ju

n
e
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
 j

u
ly

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

a
u
g
u
st

  

   
   

  s
epte

mber   
     

       
      october                    november  

              d
ece

m
b

e
r                        ja

n
u

a
ry

                  fe
b

ru
a
ry

N
ou

ri
sh

 C
ur

ri
cu

lu
m

 G
ui

de
 ©

 W
or

ld
Li

nk
D

ev
el

op
ed

 b
y 

th
e 

Ce
nt

er
 fo

r 
Ec

ol
ite

ra
cy



n A m e : 

C At e g o r y : 

d e s C r i p t i o n : 

A d d r e s s :

p h o n e  n u m b e r :

W e b s i t e :

n o t e s :

n A m e : 

C At e g o r y : 

d e s C r i p t i o n : 

A d d r e s s :

p h o n e  n u m b e r :

W e b s i t e :

n o t e s :

n A m e : 

C At e g o r y : 

d e s C r i p t i o n : 

A d d r e s s :

p h o n e  n u m b e r :

W e b s i t e :

n o t e s :

n A m e : 

C At e g o r y : 

d e s C r i p t i o n : 

A d d r e s s :

p h o n e  n u m b e r :

W e b s i t e :

n o t e s :

L o c a L  F o o d  R e s o u R c e s

Nourish Curriculum Guide © WorldLink
Developed by the Center for Ecoliteracy



Nourish Curriculum Guide © WorldLink
Developed by the Center for Ecoliteracy

35

3
A C t i v i t y  t h r e e

f o o D  t r a D i t i o n s
the story of food is embedded in the stories of who we are and is part of our 
history.

A C t i v i t y  o v e r v i e W

Students explore ways in which food nourishes families and communities by learning about one 

another’s family food traditions.
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e s s e n t i A l  Q u e s t i o n

What can we learn about our culture and one another through the foods we eat? 

b A C k g r o u n d

Food is much more than a tool for survival; it is also a source of pleasure, comfort, and security. And, while it 

nourishes our bodies, it can also nourish our families and our communities.

Food is one of the most important and persistent aspects of tradition and culture. Throughout the world, food is 

used to celebrate holidays, rituals, and family gatherings. For special occasions—and even for daily meals—our 

culture often determines what, when, and how we eat. These traditions connect us to our history, our locale, and 

to one another.

Food cultures also represent the wisdom gained and shared through thousands of years of experimentation and 

observation. For example, the grains and beans found in many food traditions have been determined to provide 

the perfect combination of amino acids our bodies need.

Although it may seem that kids today only eat pizza or hamburgers, your students are likely to represent 

a tremendous diversity of food traditions. Be sure to set the stage for an open and accepting classroom 

environment so that students will feel comfortable talking about their family food traditions.

m At e r i A l s

Copies of Family Food Tradition interview student page

Blank paper and colored markers

e s t i m At e d  t i m e

One 50-minute class period

fo o D 
traDitions

3
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v o C A b u l A r y

culture, tradition, identity

p r e p A r At i o n

Make copies of the student page.

A C t i v i t y

1. Read the following quote by author Michael Pollan from Nourish: “There is a lot of cultural wisdom in food. 

And indeed, that’s how we knew what to eat for all this time. We didn’t have scientists. We didn’t have 

industry, you know, hawking products at us. We had food culture.” Ask students what they think Pollan meant 

by this.

2. Explain to students that they will be conducting interviews to learn more about the different food cultures and 

traditions represented by the class. Give students copies of the Family Food Tradition interview and have 

them read over the questions. Ask whether there are any other questions they would like to add.

3. Ask students for their ideas about how to be a good interviewer and a good interviewee (speaker). Read 

together the descriptions of these roles on the student page.

4. Divide the class into groups of three to interview one another. Group members will take turns being the 

interviewer, the speaker, and the recorder. Allow about 10 minutes for each role, and then have them switch.

5. After everyone has been interviewed, give each group a blank piece of paper and markers. Have groups 

create a venn diagram showing specific ways their food traditions are all the same and ways that they differ. 

Ask volunteers to share a few observations from their venn diagrams. Discuss whether and how much food 

traditions influence what people eat.

6. Read another quote by Michael Pollan from the Nourish DvD: “Food is not just fuel. Food is about family, 

food is about community, food is about identity. And we nourish all those things when we eat well.” After 

fo o D 
traDitions
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defining the three terms “family,” “community,” and “identity,” have students give examples from their 

interviews of how food nourishes these three things.

A s s e s s m e n t

Read again Michael Pollan’s quote from step 1. Ask students to write a paragraph about what Pollan’s quote 

means to them, using examples from their interviews.

e x t e n s i o n s

•	 Use the book Hungry Planet: What the World Eats, by Peter Menzel and Faith D’Aluisio, to study and 

compare food traditions in other countries. How and why do different cultures come to value particular 

foods? How are food traditions influenced by place? By economic opportunity?  

•	 Challenge students to look in their kitchens or at the grocery store for foods that come from other countries. 

Have them map their findings by taking a digital photo of each food to print out and place on a world map 

posted on the bulletin board, or create a set of placemarks in Google Maps.

•	 invite an elder to class for students to interview about how American diets have changed in the last 50 to 75 

years. They might ask, for example:

  When you were younger, what did you typically eat for breakfast? Lunch? Dinner?

  Where did your food come from?

  Did you grow any of it yourself?

  Did your family do anything to save or preserve food from one season to another?

•	 Build class community by making and eating a snack together. You might ask students to bring in pieces of 

fruit for a fruit salad, vegetables for a soup, or dried fruits and nuts for a trail mix, being aware of any food 

allergies. Have students prepare the ingredients and make the snack.

fo o D 
traDitions

3
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4
A C t i v i t y  f o u r

f o o D  a n D  e c o s y s t e m s
the story of our food is intimately connected to ecosystems.

A C t i v i t y  o v e r v i e W

Students explore a garden to find evidence of ecosystem components and interactions involved 

in the creation of our food.
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e s s e n t i A l  Q u e s t i o n

in what ways do we depend on ecosystems for our food?

b A C k g r o u n d

it is easy to forget that food is a product of ecosystems. We usually purchase it in supermarkets and restaurants, 

where it bears little resemblance to the original plant or animal. Yet, without sunlight, soil, water, plants, and 

animals interacting in an ecosystem, we would have no food.

Food gives us the energy we need to stay alive, grow, and reproduce, and we can get this energy only from 

other organisms. Although the sun emits enormous quantities of radiant energy every day, our bodies cannot use 

it directly. instead, we rely on plants to convert it to chemical energy (food) through photosynthesis. This energy 

may then pass through a food chain to us. Photosynthesis, pollination, predation, decomposition, the cycling of 

nutrients, and water are all involved in creating our food.

Although farms and gardens depend on ecosystem processes, they are different from natural ecosystems. 

Natural ecosystems contain plant and animal populations interacting in balance with one another and nonliving 

things, and can sustain themselves over time. in farms and gardens, people plant seeds, add water, amend the 

soil, weed, and remove pests to increase production, all of which can affect both balance and sustainability.

As seen in Nourish, these human impacts are often far-reaching, especially with industrial agriculture. For 

example, pesticides and fertilizers applied to industrial farms in the Midwest have created a dead zone—where 

almost nothing can live—thousands of miles away in the Gulf of Mexico.

m At e r i A l s

Copies of Ecosystem Hunt student page

Pencils or clipboards

index cards and rings

Reference materials on ecosystems

4
fo o D anD 
ecosystems
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e s t i m At e d  t i m e

Two 50-minute class periods

v o C A b u l A r y

carnivore, consumer, decomposer, ecosystem, evidence, herbivore, organic matter, nutrient, photosynthesis, 

pollination, producer, system

p r e p A r At i o n

•	 Find a suitable location for the ecosystem hunt. if possible, choose a place that grows food, such as a 

school garden, a community garden, or a nearby farm. Alternatives include a park, wild area, or the school 

landscaping. Make any necessary arrangements to take the class there.

•	 Gather reference materials on ecosystems and garden plants and animals for students.

A C t i v i t y

1. introduce the activity by asking students what they think the term “ecosystem” means and having them 

share their ideas. if students haven’t mentioned it, point out that “ecosystem” contains the root “system.” 

Ask students what a system is and have them give examples. (They might name mechanical systems like a 

car, biological systems like the respiratory system, or social systems like a school.) Using the examples, help 

students understand that a system is a collection of parts or components that interact with one another to 

function as a whole.

2. Ask students to name the components that might make up an ecosystem and the kinds of interactions that 

might occur in an ecosystem, listing their ideas on the board. Explore the concept that these components—

sunlight, rain, plants, animals, for example—interact to make our food. Would it be possible for us to have 

food without at least some of these ecosystem parts and interactions? if so, how? if not, which are most vital 

to us?

3. Explain to students that they will be looking in the garden (or other location) for evidence of ecosystem 

components and interactions. Give students copies of the Ecosystem Hunt student page. Review the terms 

4
fo o D anD 
ecosystems
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and have students provide some possible examples for each. Also review expected behavior for working 

outside.

4. Take the class to the garden (or other location). Have students work in pairs to conduct the hunt. As they are 

working, circulate among them to check in on their findings and to answer any questions.

5. Bring the group together, and ask pairs to share some of the evidence they have collected. Discuss what 

they learned from the hunt:

•	 What evidence did you find for the various ecosystem components and interactions?

•	 in what ways do garden plants—and people—depend on each of these elements?

•	 Considering the evidence, how healthy would you say this garden ecosystem is?

•	 How is the garden ecosystem different from a natural ecosystem?

•	 How do growing food and raising livestock affect the surrounding ecosystem?

•	 if we were to conduct the same hunt on an industrial farm, what differences might we observe?

6. Explain to students that they will use their evidence from the hunt to create an illustrated, self-guided tour of 

the garden for visitors, emphasizing its similarities to a natural ecosystem. The tour may consist of cards on a 

ring or a booklet, with each card or page focusing on one of the ecosystem components. You may choose to 

have students work in groups or individually.

7. Make clear that for each component, students should include the name of the component or interaction, 

add a brief description of what it is and where it can be found in the garden, and illustrate it with a garden 

example. The first card or page should also provide a brief overview of the garden as an ecosystem. Have 

reference materials on hand so that students can refer to them as they create their tours.

4
fo o D anD 
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8. After they have completed their tours, give students an opportunity to share them with other students in the 

class or school.

A s s e s s m e n t

Use students’ self-guided tour to assess the various ecosystem components and interactions in the garden. 

As an alternative assessment, students could create posters showing the components and processes of the 

ecosystem as a whole.

e x t e n s i o n s

•	 Start a composting program at school or home, or a worm composting (vermiculture) bin in the classroom. 

visit a school district, college, or community composting facility to see composting on a large scale. in what 

ways does composting help to promote healthy ecosystems?

•	 Show the short film “Urban Farms” on the Nourish DvD, in which Bryant Terry talks about farming in urban 

centers, or “Edible Education,” in which Alice Waters discusses the value of school gardens. Create an 

indoor classroom herb garden or plan a vegetable garden bed outside. 

•	 Use Flickr to compile photos of organic farms or gardens and create a slide show. What ecological principles 

do you observe in these photos?

•	 Conduct a monocrop scavenger hunt using Google Earth or Google Maps. Look for examples of monocrops 

visible from space, including corn and soybean agriculture and palm oil plantations. Explore how these crops 

affect the surrounding environment.

 

4
fo o D anD 
ecosystems



e
x

A
m

p
l

e
 1

e
x

A
m

p
l

e
 2

l
iv

in
g

 C
o

m
p

o
n

e
n

t
s

 

p
ro

d
u

ce
rs

O
rg

an
is

m
s 

th
at

 g
et

 e
ne

rg
y 

by
 c

ha
ng

in
g 

lig
ht

 in
to

 c
he

m
ic

al
 e

ne
rg

y,
 

pr
od

uc
in

g 
fo

od

p
ri

m
ar

y 
C

o
n

su
m

er
s 

(h
er

b
iv

o
re

s)
 

O
rg

an
is

m
s 

th
at

 g
et

 e
ne

rg
y 

an
d 

nu
tr

ie
nt

s 
by

 e
at

in
g 

pa
rt

s 
of

 p
la

nt
s

s
ec

o
n

d
ar

y 
C

o
n

su
m

er
s 

(C
ar

n
iv

o
re

s)
 

O
rg

an
is

m
s 

th
at

 g
et

 e
ne

rg
y 

an
d 

nu
tr

ie
nt

s 
by

 e
at

in
g 

pa
rt

s 
of

 a
ni

m
al

s

d
ec

o
m

p
o

se
rs

O
rg

an
is

m
s 

th
at

 g
et

 e
ne

rg
y 

by
 b

re
ak

in
g 

do
w

n 
de

ad
 o

rg
an

ic
 m

at
er

ia
l, 

w
hi

ch
 is

 th
en

 re
cy

cl
ed

 in
to

 th
e 

so
il 

as
 n

ut
rie

nt
s

n
o

n
-l

iv
in

g
 C

o
m

p
o

n
e

n
t

s

e
n

er
g

y

S
ou

rc
es

 o
f e

ne
rg

y 
fo

r l
iv

in
g 

or
ga

ni
sm

s

s
o

il

S
ub

st
ra

te
 o

r s
ou

rc
e 

of
 n

ut
rie

nt
s 

fo
r l

iv
in

g 
or

ga
ni

sm
s

o
rg

an
ic

 m
at

te
r

D
ea

d 
pl

an
t o

r a
ni

m
al

 m
at

er
ia

l t
ha

t i
s 

no
w

 le
af

 li
tte

r o
r s

oi
l p

ar
tic

le
s

A
C

t
iv

it
y

 f
o

u
r

e
c

o
s

y
s

t
e

m
 H

u
n

t
Lo

ok
 fo

r t
w

o 
ex

am
pl

es
 o

r p
ie

ce
s 

of
 e

vi
de

nc
e 

fo
r e

ac
h 

of
 th

e 
ec

os
ys

te
m

 c
om

po
ne

nt
s 

be
lo

w
. 

D
es

cr
ib

e 
w

ha
t y

ou
 o

bs
er

ve
d 

an
d 

w
he

re
 y

ou
 o

bs
er

ve
d 

it.

N
ou

ri
sh

 C
ur

ri
cu

lu
m

 G
ui

de
 ©

 W
or

ld
Li

nk
D

ev
el

op
ed

 b
y 

th
e 

Ce
nt

er
 fo

r 
Ec

ol
ite

ra
cy



e
x

A
m

p
l

e
 1

e
x

A
m

p
l

e
 2

p
r

o
C

e
s

s
e

s
 

 

p
h

o
to

sy
n

th
es

is

C
hl

or
op

hy
ll 

in
 g

re
en

 p
la

nt
s 

tu
rn

in
g 

lig
ht

 e
ne

rg
y 

in
to

 c
he

m
ic

al
 e

ne
rg

y 

to
 m

ak
e 

fo
od

C
yc

le
 o

f 
n

u
tr

ie
n

ts
 

N
ut

rie
nt

s 
pa

ss
in

g 
fro

m
 o

ne
 o

rg
an

is
m

 to
 a

no
th

er
 th

ro
ug

h 
ea

tin
g,

 

de
co

m
po

si
tio

n,
 o

r t
hr

ou
gh

 p
la

nt
 ro

ot
s

d
ec

o
m

p
o

si
ti

o
n

 

R
ot

tin
g 

or
 d

ec
ay

in
g 

on
ce

-li
vi

ng
 th

in
gs

, w
hi

ch
 re

le
as

e 
nu

tr
ie

nt
s 

in
to

 

th
e 

so
il

W
eb

 o
f 

li
fe

E
ne

rg
y 

an
d 

nu
tr

ie
nt

s 
pa

ss
in

g 
fro

m
 o

ne
 o

rg
an

is
m

 to
 a

no
th

er
 th

ro
ug

h 

th
e 

fo
od

 c
ha

in
 o

r p
re

da
to

r-
pr

ey
 re

la
tio

ns
hi

ps

p
o

lli
n

at
io

n

Tr
an

sf
er

rin
g 

of
 p

ol
le

n 
fro

m
 o

ne
 p

la
nt

 fl
ow

er
 to

 a
no

th
er

 b
y 

or
ga

ni
sm

s 

(b
ee

s,
 b

ird
s,

 e
tc

.) 
or

 w
in

d

N
ou

ri
sh

 C
ur

ri
cu

lu
m

 G
ui

de
 ©

 W
or

ld
Li

nk
D

ev
el

op
ed

 b
y 

th
e 

Ce
nt

er
 fo

r 
Ec

ol
ite

ra
cy



Nourish Curriculum Guide © WorldLink
Developed by the Center for Ecoliteracy

48

5
A C t i v i t y  f i v e

a n a ly z i n g  f o o D  a D s
the way the story of food is told can affect the choices we make.

A C t i v i t y  o v e r v i e W

Students analyze ads to see what messages they convey about food.
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e s s e n t i A l  Q u e s t i o n

How do marketing techniques influence what we eat?

b A C k g r o u n d

Each year, food companies in the United States spend billions of dollars promoting their products. They use a 

variety of advertising and marketing techniques to influence our food choices, encouraging us to switch brands 

or to simply buy and eat more.

The majority of food advertising is for highly processed foods, including fast foods, convenience foods, candy, 

sweetened cereals, snack foods, and soft drinks. With the heavy promotion of these products and with the added 

fat, sugar, and salt they contain, Americans eat about 25 percent more calories today than they did in 1980. 

Food companies use aggressive and sophisticated marketing techniques to influence our food choices. More 

and more, these techniques are being aimed at children, who receive a constant barrage of food advertising 

through television, magazines, websites, clothing, and even school.

According to a report by the Center for Science in the Public interest, one of the most important factors in 

rising childhood obesity and poor diets is food marketing. As it states, “While they are not intentionally trying to 

undermine children’s health, there is no disputing that the goal of food marketing aimed at children is to influence 

their food choices.” 1

Today’s middle school students must navigate a world filled with advertising and consumer marketing. By 

learning to examine this profusion of messages with a critical eye, they will be better able to make healthful and 

responsible food choices.

1   “Pestering Parents: How Food Companies Market Obesity to Children” (Part 1, p. 1). Center for Science in the Public 
       interest. 2003. http://cspinet.org/new/pdf/pages_from_pestering_parents_final_pt_1.pdf
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m At e r i A l s

Food ads from magazines or the internet 

Copies of Food Marketing Techniques and Analyzing Food Ads student pages

Art paper and pens, video equipment, publishing software, or other materials for creating ads

e s t i m At e d  t i m e

One or two 50-minute class periods, plus time to create ads

v o C A b u l A r y

advertising, brand loyalty, hard-wired, marketing, spoof, technique

p r e p A r At i o n

•	 Collect a variety of food ads from magazines or the internet. Consider inviting students to bring in ads or 

digital photos of billboards that advertise food. if possible, find specific examples of two or three of the food 

marketing techniques described on the student page.

•	 Find a couple of sample “spoof” ads from the Adbusters website, www.adbusters.org, or other source.

A C t i v i t y

1. Remind students how Nourish points out that we are “hard-wired” to crave sweet, fatty, and caloric foods. 

Ask, “What do you think that means? How do food companies use this fact to get us to eat more of their 

foods? Why might they want us to eat more? What other techniques do they use to encourage us to buy 

more? What other factors influence our food choices?”

2. Give students copies of the Food Marketing Techniques student page and read it over as a class. For each 

technique, ask students to think of an ad or product they have seen that uses it. Show the magazine ads you 

have identified as examples (see Preparation). Which of the techniques make food seem more appealing? 

Which are less obvious about their intention?

analyz i n g  
fo o D  
aD s
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3. Point out how ads usually show just one side of the story and ignore or downplay any negative aspects of a 

product. What are some of the negative sides of food products that you don’t see in ads? (Examples include 

unhealthy effects, bad taste, and environmental effects.)

4. Divide students into groups, giving each a set of ads and a copy of the Analyzing Food Ads student page. 

Give students time to examine and analyze the ads using the student page as a guide.

5. Ask a spokesperson from each group to share a couple of things they observed. Discuss:

•	 Which of the marketing techniques were apparent in the ads?

•	 How do the ads make food seem more appealing?

•	 How do they get us to eat more, more often, or in more places?

•	 What else are the ads selling besides food?

•	 Which of the ads are aimed at kids and teens? How is the message directed to this audience?

•	 Do you think you have been influenced by these ads? Why or why not?

6. Challenge groups to create an ad for a healthy food or one that spoofs an advertising technique. Show 

a couple of sample “spoofs” and discuss how they often twist or say the opposite of a real ad’s words. 

Encourage students to:

•	 Decide on a product.

•	 Think about the message they want to convey and how they will convey it.

•	 Use one or more of the marketing techniques from the student page.

•	 Decide on a medium. it may be video, slide show, print, radio, or other format.

analyz i n g  
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•	 Sketch or block out their ideas, considering the images, words, colors, and product placement.

•	 Make the final ad.

7. Allow time for groups to present their ads to the class.

A s s e s s m e n t

Use each group’s ad to assess student understanding of ways marketing influences our food choices. How 

effective is it in conveying its message? How clearly thought out is the ad? How well executed is it? Did all 

students in the group contribute to the effort?

e x t e n s i o n s

•	 Have students work with your school’s nutrition staff or food services manager to develop a promotional 

campaign encouraging healthy lunch choices like fresh fruits and vegetables. 

•	 invite a representative from a local advertising agency to talk with your class about the different strategies he 

or she uses to promote clients’ products or to increase sales.

•	 Watch the short film “Supermarket Secrets,” on the Nourish DvD, in which Michael Pollan gives tips for 

shopping wisely. Take a trip to your local grocery store and have students create a map or brochure showing 

where produce, dairy items, whole grains, and other healthy foods can be found.
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6
A C t i v i t y  s i x

s c H o o l  l u n c H  s u r V e y
A story of food is being created at our schools.

A C t i v i t y  o v e r v i e W

Students develop a questionnaire to survey their peers about the food in the cafeteria (or other 

lunch option). They analyze the data, and develop and present recommendations based on their 

findings.



Nourish Curriculum Guide © WorldLink
Developed by the Center for Ecoliteracy

57

e s s e n t i A l  Q u e s t i o n

in what ways might we improve the food at our school?

b A C k g r o u n d

visit the lunchroom in many schools across the United States and you’ll see something similar: calorie-laden, 

pre-processed and packaged heat-and-serve food that has been shipped from miles away. These lunches are 

often unappetizing and generally wasteful, and may have questionable nutritional value. Many of these practices 

can be traced to our National School Lunch Program, which has historically been managed for hunger relief and 

farm support. With its focus on pounds of food and numbers of bodies served, the program tends to be about 

quantity, not quality.

Today, an alarming number of youth in the United States are poorly nourished. School-age children also face 

an escalation of diet-related illness, including diabetes and obesity. School lunches that support healthful food 

choices and sustainable practices can have a tremendous impact, not only on student health and well-being, but 

also on the school and the larger community.

Students may not have the power to effect big changes in the lunch offerings, but even small changes can 

make a difference. in Oregon, for example, schools offer one locally grown fruit or vegetable a month, which has 

resulted in kids enjoying and eating more fresh foods. An increasing number of schools across the country now 

offer salad bars stocked with fresh greens and other fresh fruits and vegetables.

m At e r i A l s

Copies of School Lunch Questionnaire student page

Colored pencils, pens, and poster board, or presentation software

e s t i m At e d  t i m e

Two or three 50-minute class periods, plus time to distribute the questionnaire

s c H o o l 
lu n c H 
s u rVey

6
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v o C A b u l A r y

biased, poll, survey, sustainable, organic

p r e p A r At i o n

•	 Make copies of the School Lunch Questionnaire to use as an example. if you prefer, you may have students 

use this questionnaire as an alternative to developing their own.

•	 Arrange with other teachers for your students to distribute questionnaires in their classes.

•	 Plan for students to present their findings and recommendations to other classes, the principal, the food 

services manager, the school board, or other appropriate audience.

A C t i v i t y

1. introduce the activity by reminding students how Nourish talks about voting three times a day through food 

choices. Ask them whether they think their lunch choices reflect the things they are concerned about. How 

might we improve the lunch offered in the cafeteria (or other school location) so that it is more sustainable or 

more healthful?

2. Explain that the class will develop a questionnaire to find out what students think of the school’s cafeteria 

food (or other school location) so that they can recommend improvements. Ask them what information or 

opinions they might want to learn from their fellow students. Begin a class list of ideas on the board.

3. Using the School Lunch Questionnaire as a guide, discuss and compare different forms of questions, such 

as yes/no, multiple choice, or open-ended questions. You might point out that multiple choice questions can 

be easier to tally and analyze, but that open-ended questions often give more interesting and unexpected 

responses. in either case, the questions should not be biased.

4. Divide the class into teams of about four students. Have each team brainstorm a list of possible questions, 

and then choose their two or three best ones. Direct teams to swap these questions with another team to 

test them out, and then revise the questions as necessary.

s c H o o l 
lu n c H 
s u rVey
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5. List the teams’ questions on the board. Discuss:

•	 Will these questions provide the information we want?

•	 Are there any duplicates or other questions we can eliminate?

•	 Are there any questions we should add?

•	 Does the questionnaire have enough questions to provide the information we want, without being too long?

•	 Are the questions clear, concise, and unbiased?

•	 What order of questions would be best?

6. Based on the discussion, make a draft questionnaire. Have students test it out by completing it themselves. 

Are there any other changes that would make it better? Have them revise the questionnaire or individual 

questions as necessary.

7. Make copies of the final questionnaire to use with other students in the school. Depending on what you 

have arranged with other teachers, students might take copies of the questionnaire to different classes to 

complete.

8. After all the questionnaires have been collected, have students compile the responses. For example, for 

questions that have a rating scale (like questions 3 and 6 on the School Lunch Questionnaire), they might 

tally and average the answers. Discuss their findings:

•	 What do students think of the cafeteria food (or other option)?

•	 Did any of their responses surprise you? How?

•	 Based on our questionnaire, what recommendations could we make for improving the cafeteria’s offerings (or 

other option)?

•	 How might we use our results to support these recommendations?

s c H o o l 
lu n c H 
s u rVey
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•	 How could you communicate your findings visually?

9. Have students develop a presentation of their results and recommendations using poster board, presentation 

software, or other means. Divide different tasks among teams so that everyone contributes to the process. 

10.   Give students an opportunity to share their presentation with other classes, the principal, the food services 

manager, the school board, or other audience you have arranged. 

A s s e s s m e n t

The presentation will provide insight into students’ ability to create and analyze a survey tool and to develop 

recommendations based on it. For individual assessment of these tasks, ask students to write a paragraph 

summarizing the project, identifying specific ways they contributed to it, and what they gained from it.

e x t e n s i o n s

•	 Watch the short films “Twinkie vs. Carrot” and “No Free Lunch” on the Nourish DvD, in which Michael Pollan 

explains how government subsidies of some crops impact food cost and quality. invite the school’s food 

services manager to talk to the class about what factors go into making lunch menus. How much of a factor 

are cost, nutrition, and student appeal?

•	 invite students to compare their lunch to school lunches from around the world  

(see http://whatsforschoollunch.blogspot.com). Which lunch is the most interesting to you? Which is the 

most appealing? What components are the same or different from your typical school lunch? What might 

these meals say about the country or school they come from? As an alternative, you might have students 

compare their lunch to school lunches described as “disgusting” by one blogger  

(see www.holytaco.com/2008/08/18/the-most-disgusting-school-lunches).

•	 Design an alternative school lunch menu for a day or week, taking into account such factors as taste, 

seasonality, and whether the food is local or organic. 

s c H o o l 
lu n c H 
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n o u r i s H  a c t i o n  P r o j e c ts
Nourish raises many issues involving our food, the environment, social systems, and more. it also 

suggests ways that students can take action on these issues and make a difference at home, at 

school, and in the community.

Action projects are more effective—and more fun—if they are done together as a group. Use the following 

suggestions to guide students in choosing, planning, and carrying out group action projects related to Nourish 

and to food. 

b r A i n s t o r m i n g  p r o j e C t s

•	 On the board, write the following six action categories from the Nourish DvD, leaving space under each: 

Teach and Learn, Grow Your Own, Create Community, Change the Menu, Shop Wisely, and Take a Stand.
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n o u r i s H  
act i o n 
P r oj ects

•	 Ask students if they can recall any of the actions that were suggested in the film (you might have them refer 

to their Nourish Notes, from the viewing Guide, and record them under the appropriate category on the 

board. For a complete list, see “ideas for Action from Nourish” on page 68. 

•	 Give students a couple of minutes to think of and add any other ideas that would fit under each category.

•	 Have students jot down on a piece of paper the six action categories and ideas for actions that they would 

like to take. They don’t need an idea for each category, but should have at least one idea for a minimum of 

three categories.

•	 Ask them to prioritize their ideas by writing a “1” next to the idea they are most interested in pursuing, a “2” 

next to their second choice, and a “3” next to their third choice.

f o r m i n g  g r o u p s

•	 Label areas of the room with the six action categories.

•	 Form six student groups, each focusing on one of the action categories. First, ask students whose first 

choice was under the Teach and Learn category to sit in that designated area. Then, repeat this process with 

the other five categories. if the groups are very uneven in size, move students according to their second or 

third choice category.

•	 Distribute chart paper and marking pens to each group and a copy of the Action Plan student page to each 

student. Ask groups to choose a facilitator, a recorder, and a timekeeper.

•	 Explain that each group will select one action to take together, plan the action, carry out the plan, and then 

report to the class. For example, the “Change the Menu” group might plan simple sack lunch menus using 

whole grains, vegetables, and fruit to share with the class, or the “Take a Stand” group might identify local 

organizations that work on food issues and add their links to the school website.



Nourish Curriculum Guide © WorldLink
Developed by the Center for Ecoliteracy

65

C h o o s i n g  p r o j e C t s

•	 Meeting in their group, the facilitator asks group members to share their action ideas, while the recorder 

writes them down on the chart paper. The facilitator should allow students to elaborate on their ideas, if they 

wish.

•	  After everyone’s ideas are recorded, give groups a 10-minute period in which individual members can 

advocate for or against any of the ideas. A student can take up to one minute advocating, with the group’s 

timekeeper watching the time. After students speak, they cannot advocate again until at least one other 

student has advocated.

•	  Following the 10-minute period, each group should select one action to carry out, either by voting or by 

consensus. (if there is strong resistance to an idea, a group could split into two groups with two different 

action ideas.)

p l A n n i n g  p r o j e C t s

•	 Once a group has decided on an action, they should follow the steps on the Action Plan student page to 

plan the project. Each individual should complete their own student page as the group develops its plans.

•	  After the plans are written, have each group paper-clip their sheets together and submit them to you for 

review and advice.

•	  Confer with each group about how and when they will carry out their action plans. Help them collect any 

resources they will need.

i m p l e m e n t i n g  p r o j e C t s

•	 When the plans are complete, students can get started on the project.

•	  Depending on the specific projects, allow daily or weekly class time for groups to meet and assess their 

progress.

n o u r i s H  
act i o n 
P r oj ects
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•	  Check in periodically with groups to see how the projects are going. Are groups making progress on their 

planned steps and timeline? Have they run into any roadblocks? if so, is there a way that they could adjust 

their plan?

r e f l e C t i n g  o n  p r o j e C t s

•	 After the groups have carried out their actions, have them meet again to prepare an oral report to the class. 

Reports should include what the group did, what impact or benefit their action had, and any unforeseen 

challenges they met.

•	  Allow time for all the groups to present their reports. Discuss with students what they learned from the 

experience. Ask, “How did it feel to do something for our school or community? What did you like about 

doing the action projects? What was difficult? Would you like to continue the action your group started or is 

there something else you would like to try? is there anything we could do as a class?”
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i D e a s  f o r  a c t i o n  
f r o m  n o u r i s H
t e A C h  A n d  l e A r n

Ask questions. Exercise your right to know the story of food.

Find out what produce grows in your area and what is in season.

Have a conversation about your family’s food choices.

g r o W  y o u r  o W n

Start an urban or school garden. You can even grow some vegetables and herbs at home.
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C r e At e  C o m m u n i t y

Make a meal with others and begin your own tradition of good food.

Meet the people who grow your food. Support local farmers and food artisans.

C h A n g e  t h e  m e n u

Ask for more local and organic options in schools, restaurants, and workplaces.

Request seafood that is good for the oceans and for you.

Eat more vegetables, grains, and fruit. You’ll feel better and live longer. And stay active. Eat well and play hard.

s h o p  W i s e ly

Select certified organic foods that are grown without harmful chemicals.

Choose fair trade certified products. You’ll improve the lives of farmers and farm workers around the world.

Understand what’s in processed food. Check out the ingredients: fewer is usually better.

tA k e  A  s tA n d

Amplify your voice by joining an organization working on food issues.

Become an informed citizen. Learn how your government’s policies affect the food you eat.

insist on healthy food for all. 

 

i D eas fo r 
act i o n 
f r o m 
n o u r i s H
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r e s o u r c e s
The following resources offer additional information on the topics raised by Nourish. Please note 

that this is a select list of our favorites, and there may be many other excellent resources for both 

students and teachers on these topics.

f o r  s t u d e n t s

Adbusters. www.adbusters.org. Magazine and website dedicated to anti-consumerist activism.

Discovering Careers for Your Future: Food. New York: Ferguson, 2005. An exploration of many different jobs 

related to the production of food.



Nourish Curriculum Guide © WorldLink
Developed by the Center for Ecoliteracy

71

Eat Local. Natural Resources Defense Council. www.simplesteps.org/eat-local. Online tool for learning what is 

fresh in your state at a given time of year.

Field to Plate. www.fieldtoplate.com/guide.php. Web links to seasonal calendars by state.

Homegrown. http://urbanhomestead.org. Film profiling a family in Pasadena, California, who grow their own food.

Local Harvest. www.localharvest.org. Online tool for finding farmers’ markets, family farms, CSAs, restaurants, 

and other sources of locally grown food in your area.

Menzel, Peter, and Faith D’Aluisio. Hungry Planet: What the World Eats. Material World, 2005. A photographic 

study of families from around the world showing what they eat during the course of a week.

Morris, Neil. Do You Know Where Your Food Comes From? (Making Healthy Food Choices series). Chicago: 

Heinemann-Raintree, 2007. An illustrated introduction to how and where food is produced.

Pollan, Michael. The Omnivore’s Dilemma for Kids: The Secrets Behind What You Eat. New York: Dial, 2009. 

Based on Pollan’s best-selling adult book of the same title, a slightly shortened version exploring the sources of 

our food.

Seafood Watch. Monterey Bay Aquarium. www.montereybayaquarium.com/cr/seafoodwatch.aspx. Pocket 

guides that suggest ocean-friendly seafood choices.

Wilson, Charles, and Eric Schlosser. Chew On This: Everything You Don’t Want to Know About Fast Food. 

London: Sandpiper, 2007. A behind-the-scenes look at the fast-food industry.

f o r  t e A C h e r s

Big Ideas: Linking Food, Culture, Health, and the Environment. Berkeley, CA: Center for Ecoliteracy, 2008. A 

K–12 conceptual framework for integrated learning related to food.

Cornell University Food and Brand Lab. http://foodpsychology.cornell.edu/. Research findings and teaching tips 

on a variety of topics related to the psychology of why, what, when, and how much we eat.

resources
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Lappé, Anna. Diet for a Hot Planet: The Climate Crisis at the End of Your Fork and What You Can Do About 

It. New York: Bloomsbury, 2010. A critique of industrial farming and a proposal for a more climate-friendly food 

system.

Pollan, Michael. In Defense of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto. New York: Penguin, 2009. An analysis of the 

American diet and industrial food system, including suggestions for how to change the system and eat better.

resources
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g l o s s a r y
a d v e r t i s i n g :  giving information about something for sale

B i a s e d :  favoring one person or thing over another

B i o r e g i o n :  a land area that shares similar plant and animal species, 
water, climate, soils, and human culture

B r a n d l o ya lt y:  preferring one brand of a product over others

C a r n i v o r e :  organism that eats animals or animal parts to survive
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C o m m u n i t y s u p p o r t e d a g r i C u lt u r e ( C s a ) :  a farm that has community members pay 
an annual or quarterly fee in exchange for a weekly share of produce or other farm products

C o m p o s t i n g :  the process of decomposing food waste

C o n s u m e r :  (1) organism that eats other organisms to survive; (2) someone who buys and uses products 
or services

C u lt u r e :  a set of shared traditions, customs, and values of a group of people

e C o s y s t e m :  a community of plants and animals interacting with their environment

e n v i r o n m e n t:  the natural world, including plants, animals, and the physical landscape

e v i d e n C e :  information that tends to prove or disprove something

F o o d s y s t e m :  the interdependent people and processes that provide food to a community

F o o d s h e d :  a defined area from which food is grown, processed, purchased, and eaten

h a r d - w i r e d :  born with, not learned

h e r B i v o r e :  organism that eats plants or plant parts to survive

i n d u s t r i a l F o o d s y s t e m :  a system of large-scale, mechanized food production focused on 
efficiency and profit

l o C a l :  from the nearby area

l o C a l F o o d s y s t e m :  a system of small-scale food production focused on growing and selling food 
locally, sustaining local economies and ecosystems

g los sary
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m a r k e t i n g :  promoting goods or services

m o n o C r o p :  growing a single crop over a large area

n u t r i e n t:  something needed by living things to promote growth

o r g a n i C F o o d :  food that is grown without the use of artificial fertilizers and chemical pesticides

o r g a n i C m a t t e r :  dead plant or animal material

p h o t o s y n t h e s i s :  process of chlorophyll in green plants turning light energy into chemical energy to 
make food

p o l l :  get people’s opinions (verb)

p o l l i n a t i o n :  the transferring of pollen from one plant flower to another by organisms or wind

p r o C e s s e d F o o d :  food that has been altered from its natural state by drying, freezing, boiling, 
canning, or other procedures

p r o d u C e r :  an organism that can change light into chemical energy, producing food

Q u e s t i o n n a i r e :  a list of questions used to get information or people’s opinions

r a d i u s :  a line segment from the center of a circle to its edge

s e a s o n a l i t y :  the time of year when a fruit or vegetable would naturally ripen

s p o o F :  to imitate a piece of work in a way that makes fun of the original

s u r v e y:  a study of what people think about something

g los sary
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s u s t a i n a B l e :  meeting current environmental, economic, and social needs without compromising the 
well-being of future generations 

s y s t e m :  a collection of parts or components that interact with one another to function as a whole

t e C h n i Q u e :  a method of doing something

t r a d i t i o n :  a custom or belief that is handed down from one generation to the next

w h o l e F o o d :  food in its natural state

 

g los sary
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n at i o n a l  s ta n D a r D s
this curriculum addresses the following national curriculum standards and 
benchmarks: 

A C t i v i t y h  1 2 3 4 5 6 ACtion 
projeCts

n At i o n A l  s o C i A l  s t u d i e s  s tA n d A r d s
1

standard ia: Compare similarities and differences in the 

ways groups, societies, and cultures meet human needs 

and concerns. (Culture, Middle Grades)

• • •

standard ivb: Describe personal connections to 

place—as associated with community, nation, and world. 

(individual Development and identity, Middle Grades)
• •

standard ivh: Work independently and cooperatively to 

accomplish goals. (individual Development and identity, 

Middle Grades)

•

standard xc: Locate, access, analyze, organize, 

and apply information about selected public issues—

recognizing and explaining multiple points of view. (Civic 

ideals and Practices, Middle Grades)

• • •

 

1  National Council for the Social Studies. Curriculum Standards for Social Studies. Washington, DC: National Council for 
    Social Studies, 1994.
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A C t i v i t y h  1 2 3 4 5 6 ACtion 
projeCts

nAtionAl sCi e nCe e d uCAtion stAn dAr d s2 

Content standard C: Develop understanding of 

structure and function in living systems, reproduction 

and heredity, regulation and behavior, populations and 

ecosystems, and diversity and adaptations of organisms. 

(Life Science, Grades 5–8)

• • •

Content standard C: Develop understanding 

of personal health; populations, resources, and 

environments; natural hazards; risks and benefits; and 

science and technology in society. (Science in Personal 

and Social Perspectives, Grades 5–8)

• • • •

b e nCh mAr ks for sCi e nCe lite rACy3

benchmark 5e/1:  Food provides molecules that serve 

as fuel and building material for all organisms. Plants use 

the energy from light to make sugars from carbon dioxide 

and water. (Flow of Matter and Energy, Grades 6–8)

•

benchmark 5e/3: Almost all food energy comes 

originally from sunlight. (Flow of Matter and Energy, 

Grades 6–8)

•

2   National Research Council. National Science Education Standards. Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 1996.

3   American Association for the Advancement of Science. Benchmarks for Science Literacy. New York: Oxford University 
     Press, 1993.
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A C t i v i t y h  1 2 3 4 5 6 ACtion 
projeCts

benChmArks for sCienCe literACy (Cont.)

benchmark 6e/2: Toxic substances, some dietary 

habits, and some personal behaviors may be bad for 

one’s health. Some effects show up right away, others 

years later. Avoiding toxic substances, such as tobacco, 

and changing dietary habits increase the chance of living 

longer. (Physical Health, Grades 6–8)

• • • •

benchmark 8A/3: in agriculture, as in all technologies, 

there are always trade-offs to be made. Getting food 

from many different places makes people less dependent 

on weather in any one place, yet more dependent on 

transportation and communication among far-flung 

markets. (Agriculture, Grades 6–8)

• • • •

nAtionAl h eAlth e d uCAtion stAn dAr d s
4

standard 2: Students will analyze the influence of family, 

peers, culture, media, technology, and other factors on 

health behaviors.

• • • •

standard 6: Students will demonstrate the ability to use 

goal-setting skills to enhance health. •
standard 8: Students will demonstrate the ability to 

advocate for personal, family, and community health. • • •

 4   The Joint Committee on National Health Education Standards. National Health Education Standards: Achieving Excellence 
      (2nd Edition). Atlanta: American Cancer Society, 2007.



Nourish Curriculum Guide © WorldLink
Developed by the Center for Ecoliteracy

80

A C t i v i t y h  1 2 3 4 5 6 ACtion 
projeCts

Com mon Cor e stAte stAn dAr d s for 

e ng li s h lAng uAg e Arts5

Conduct short research projects to answer a question, 

drawing on several sources. (Writing: Research to Build 

and Present Knowledge, Grades 6–8)

• • •

Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions 

(one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 

partners on grade [level] topics, texts, and issues, 

building on others’ ideas and expressing their own 

clearly. (Speaking and Listening: Comprehension and 

Collaboration, Grades 6–8)

• • • • • • •

Present claims and findings, emphasizing salient points in 

a focused, coherent manner with relevant evidence, sound 

valid reasoning, and well-chosen details; use appropriate 

eye contact, adequate volume, and clear pronunciation. 

(Speaking and Listening: Presentation of Knowledge and 

ideas, Grades 6–8)

• • • •

integrate multimedia and visual displays into presentations 

to clarify information, strengthen claims and evidence, and 

add interest. (Speaking and Listening: Presentation of 

Knowledge and ideas, Grades 6–8)

• • • •

5  The National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and the Council of Chief State School Officers. Common Core 
    State Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy in History/Social Studies & Science. June 2010.
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A b o u t  t h e  C e n t e r  f o r  e C o l i t e r A C y

The Center for Ecoliteracy is dedicated to education for sustainable living. Through its initiative Smart by 

Nature™, the Center offers expertise, inspiration, and resources to the sustainability movement in K–12 

education, including the book Smart by Nature: Schooling for Sustainability, which showcases inspiring 

stories about school communities across the nation. The Center offers a seminar program, consulting services, 

curriculum development, and a publishing imprint that produces Big Ideas: Linking Food, Culture, Health, and 

the Environment, a conceptual framework for integrated learning, and the Rethinking School Lunch Guide, a 

downloadable planning framework that offers creative solutions. Learn more at www.ecoliteracy.org

A b o u t  W o r l d l i n k

WorldLink is an Emmy Award-winning media and design group dedicated to education for sustainability. 

WorldLink produces PBS television programming, digital media, museum exhibitions, curriculum resources, 

professional development seminars, and youth summits to engage and inspire a new generation of change 

agents. Recent national initiatives include Power Shift: Energy + Sustainability and Nourish: Food + Community. 

The purpose of Nourish is to open a meaningful conversation about our food system that moves people from 

understanding to action. Learn more at www.goworldlink.org and www.nourishlife.org 



Be part of the food revolution.

Do you ever stop and wonder: What’s the story of my food? Where did it 

come from, and how did it get to me? Food connects us to some of the most 

important questions of our time. The food choices we make—individually and 

as a society—create a ripple that is felt around the world.

This middle school curriculum guide provides background, lessons, and 

student handouts to actively engage middle school students in a meaningful 

conversation about food and food systems. Used together with the film 

Nourish: Food + Community, it gives students opportunities to reflect on 

current food practices, explore more sustainable ones, and link their learning 

to relevant action.

The Center for Ecoliteracy is a nonprofit foundation dedicated to education 

for sustainable living. Learn more at www.ecoliteracy.org

An initiative of WorldLink, Nourish inspires new understandings about food 

and sustainability. Learn more at www.nourishlife.org
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