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Sustainable Food Systems 

NCLC 375-005 
6 Credits (2 credits of EL embedded) 

 

Michael Gilmore, Ph.D.  

New Century College 

Enterprise Hall 429 

Email: mgilmor1@gmu.edu  

Office hours by appointment  

Danielle Wyman Castellano, M.A. 

Office of Sustainability  

Facilities Management Building, 

Second Floor, Room 24A 

Email: dwyman@gmu.edu 

Office hours by appointment 

 

Class Time: Monday and Wednesday, 1:30 pm - 4:10 pm 

 

Class Location: Robinson Hall A245 

 

Course Description: Examines the evolution of American food systems with particular emphasis on the 

National Capital Region’s foodshed.  Students will place conventional agriculture and food systems in 

historical context as well as research alternative systems that emphasize sustainability.  Beyond farm to 

table, Sustainable Food Systems asks students to contemplate how capitalism, industrialization, and 

environmental ethics shape our land, our culture, and our society.  

 

Learning Objectives:  

 

By the end of the course students will: 

 

1) Understand the foundation of conventional agricultural and industrial food systems 

2) Analyze alternative systems and their sustainability 

3) Synthesize the evolution of American food systems from the 19th to the 21st century 

4) Apply environmental ethics and social justice concepts and practices to contemporary food issues  

 

Required Texts and Readings: 

 

Alfred D. Chandler, The Visible Hand (http://www.amazon.com/The-Visible-Hand-Managerial-

Revolution/dp/0674940520) 

 

Tanya Denckla-Cobb, Reclaiming Our Food (http://www.amazon.com/Reclaiming-Our-Food-Grassroots-

Movement/dp/1603427996) 

 

Andy Dyer, Chasing the Red Queen (http://www.amazon.com/Chasing-Red-Queen-Evolutionary-

Agricultural/dp/1610915194) 

 

*A large variety of other required readings are available on the course Blackboard website. 

 

Evaluation: 

 

 Points: 

Midterm 100 

Digital Story 100 

Final Synthesis Paper 150 

Experiential Learning Directed Writings 60 

Class Participation 90 

Total 500 

mailto:mgilmor1@gmu.edu
mailto:dwyman@gmu.edu
http://www.amazon.com/The-Visible-Hand-Managerial-Revolution/dp/0674940520
http://www.amazon.com/The-Visible-Hand-Managerial-Revolution/dp/0674940520
http://www.amazon.com/Reclaiming-Our-Food-Grassroots-Movement/dp/1603427996
http://www.amazon.com/Reclaiming-Our-Food-Grassroots-Movement/dp/1603427996
http://www.amazon.com/Chasing-Red-Queen-Evolutionary-Agricultural/dp/1610915194
http://www.amazon.com/Chasing-Red-Queen-Evolutionary-Agricultural/dp/1610915194
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Grading Scale: 

 

A+ 100-97% B+ 89-87% C+ 79-77% D 69-60% 

A 96-93% B 86-83% C 76-73% F 59-0% 

A- 92-90% B- 82-80% C- 72-70%  

 

Course Assignments: 

 

Midterm (100 points) 

 You will have the opportunity to demonstrate your learning via an in-class midterm exam.  

During this exam, you will be able to consult your notes and course readings.   

 

Digital Story (100 points) 

 You will work in small groups to compose a 5-6 minute digital story documenting an issue or 

concern related to sustainable food systems in the National Capital Region.  Your digital story 

can take any of several forms: an exposé or investigation, a public service announcement, a short 

story, and so on.  You will receive detailed instructions for this assignment.   

 

Final Synthesis Paper (150 points) 

 For this assignment, you will synthesize and reflect upon your learning throughout this course by 

writing an 8-10 page paper.  You will receive detailed instructions for this assignment.   

 

Experiential Learning Directed Writings (60 points) 

 You will earn two credits of experiential learning in this course by participating in required field 

trips and service learning as well as by completing directed writings regarding these experiences.  

You will receive detailed instructions for this assignment.  Please note that you must complete 

these experiential learning requirements in order to pass the class.   
 

Class Participation (90) 

 Throughout the semester, you will be expected and required to not just attend every class and 

field trip but to be fully engaged in every activity as an active learner.  This ultimately means that 

you will be expected to come to class on time and fully prepared by completing all readings and 

assignments before class, raising well thought out and intelligent questions during class, and 

participating in a positive way in class discussions and activities, among other things.  If everyone 

fulfills this course requirement we will not only build a positive classroom environment but a true 

community of learners. 

 

Policy for Late Assignments: 

 

All assignments are to be submitted on time on their respective due dates.  Assignments submitted late 

will be reduced one letter grade per day (including Saturdays and Sundays).  Absolutely no work will be 

accepted one week after its due date without a valid written medical excuse or notice of death in the 

family. 

 

Statement on the Honor Code and Academic Integrity 

 

The integrity of the University community is affected by the individual choices made by each of us.  This 

is especially true in New Century College.  GMU has an Honor Code with clear guidelines regarding 

academic integrity.  Three fundamental and rather simple principles to follow at all times are that: (1) all 

work submitted be your own; (2) when using the work or ideas of others, including fellow students, give 

full credit through accurate citations; and (3) if you are uncertain about the ground rules on a particular 

assignment, ask for clarification.  No grade is important enough to justify academic misconduct.  If you 

feel unusual pressure or anxiety about your grade in this or any other course, please talk with me or to a 



3 

 

trusted friend or counselor to get your situation in perspective.  The University provides a range of 

services to help with test anxiety, writing skills, study skills, and other related concerns. 

 

Some assignments are designed to be undertaken individually.  For these assignments, you may discuss 

your ideas with others or ask for feedback; however, it is not appropriate to give your paper to someone 

else to revise.  You are responsible for making certain that there is no question that the work you hand in 

is your own.  If only your name appears on an assignment, we have the right to expect that you have done 

the work yourself, fully and independently.  

 

As in most learning communities at New Century College, you will be engaged in group work at various 

times throughout the semester.  With collaborative work, names of all the participants should appear on 

the work.  Over the course of these assignments you may find that it is necessary for different group 

members to take the lead on different parts of the assignment.  However, we expect that all group 

members will contribute equally and that the pieces will be conceptually integrated into the final end 

product.   

 

Using someone else’s words or ideas without giving them credit is plagiarism, a very serious offense.  It 

is very important to understand how to prevent committing plagiarism when using material from a source.  

If you wish to quote verbatim, you must use the exact words (including punctuation) just as it appears in 

the original and you must use quotation marks and page number(s) in your citation.  If you want to 

paraphrase ideas from a source, that is, convey the author’s ideas in your own words—you must still cite 

the source, using MLA or APA format.   

 

The re-use of papers, presentations, etc., from one course in another course is not appropriate.  In every 

NCC course, faculty expect that the work that is submitted has been done only for that class.  An 

exception is made for materials included within course and year-end portfolios. 

 

Students with Disabilities and Learning Differences: 

 

Students requiring special accommodations should consult their instructor and the Office of Disability 

Services (703-993-2474) as soon as possible.  All academic accommodations must be arranged through 

the Office of Disability Services.   

 

Diversity Statement: 

 

New Century College, an intentionally inclusive community, promotes and maintains an equitable and 

just work and learning environment. We welcome and value individuals and their differences including 

race, economic status, gender expression and identity, sex, sexual orientation, ethnicity, national origin, 

first language, religion, age and disability.  

 We value our diverse student body and desire to increase the diversity of our faculty and staff. 

 We commit to supporting students, faculty and staff who have been the victims of bias and 

discrimination. 

 We promote continuous learning and improvement to create an environment that values diverse 

points of view and life experiences.  

 We believe that faculty, staff and students play a role in creating an environment that engages 

diverse points of view. 

 We believe that by fostering their willingness to hear and learn from a variety of sources and 

viewpoints, our students will gain competence in communication, critical thinking and global 

understanding, and become aware of their biases and how they affect their interactions with 

others and the world. 

 

For more information about NCC’s diversity commitment go to: http://ncc.gmu.edu/diversity.html 

 

http://ncc.gmu.edu/diversity.html
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Campus Resources: 

 

1. Writing Center:  (703-993-1200; Robinson A 114, main office; Enterprise 076, satellite office) 

Provides tutors, at no charge, who can help you develop ideas and revise papers.  The Writing 

Center is also available online at http://writingcenter.gmu.edu.  For more information, e-mail 

wcenter@gmu.edu.  

 

2. On-line Writing Guide: http://classweb.gmu.edu/nccwg 

 

3. Counseling Services:  (http://caps.gmu.edu; 703-993-2380; SUB I, Room 364) Provides 

individual and group sessions for personal development and assistance with a range of emotional 

and relational issues.  In addition, the Learning Services Program (703-993-2999) offers 

academic skill-building workshops as well as a tutor referral service.   

 

4. Office of Disability Services:  (http://ods.gmu.edu; 703-993-2474; SUB I, Room 222) Assists 

students with learning or physical conditions affecting learning.  If you qualify for 

accommodation, the ODS staff will provide you with a form to give to your instructor at the 

beginning of every course.  

 

5. Technology Support:  The Mason Online Student Technology Guide 

(http://itusupport.gmu.edu/STG/STGfrontpage.asp) has complete information, including web-

based instructional resources and phone numbers/campus locations for technology support 

professionals who are ready to help you.  For assistance with Blackboard, send an email to 

courses@gmu.edu; include your GMU email address in all correspondence.    

 

6. Student Technology Assistance and Resources (STAR): (http://media.gmu.edu; 703-993-8990; 

229 Johnson Center).  Provides support for web and multimedia design.  STAR has video 

cameras and other equipment for student check out. 

 

7. Other Resources:  There are numerous resources on campus to help you make your academic and 

personal experience here at Mason successful.  If you need assistance with a problem, please let 

your instructor or another faculty member know so that we can help you find appropriate 

resources.  The GMU Student Handbook also provides information on campus services and 

resources.   

 

Email Policy: 

 

In compliance with a University-wide initiative, GMU faculty and staff can correspond electronically 

with students only through their official university assigned email accounts.  Student emails sent from 

other types of email accounts will not be answered.   

 

Laptops and Paperless Classroom: 

 

You are welcome to bring a laptop to class and use it for class-related purposes.  During class you are 

asked to refrain from using your laptop for purposes not related to class.   

 

We will use the Blackboard online course management system to minimize paper use.  Our aim is to 

collaboratively adopt policies that will balance academic needs with resource conservation concerns. 

http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
mailto:wcenter@gmu.edu
http://classweb.gmu.edu/nccwg
http://caps.gmu.edu/
http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://itusupport.gmu.edu/STG/STGfrontpage.asp
mailto:courses@gmu.edu
http://media.gmu.edu/
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Course Schedule: 

 

Mon, Aug. 31 Course Introduction and Overview 

  

Weds, Sept. 2 Introduction to On-Campus Sustainable Food Systems 

  

Mon, Sept. 7 Labor Day – No Class 

  

Weds, Sept. 9 Origins of Agriculture & Industrialization 

 

Required Readings: 

 

Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel, Chapters 4-7  [Blackboard] 

 

Felipe Fernández-Armesto, Near a Thousand Tables, Chapter 8  [Blackboard] 

 

Service Learning Forms Due:  

 

Standard Community-Based Learning Agreement and Project Description 

(Complete in class) 

 

Online Community-Based Learning Information Form (Complete in class) 

(http://tinyurl.com/MasonCBL) 

  

Mon, Sept. 14 In-Class Film and Discussion 

 

Film: Food, Inc.  

 

Required Readings: 

 

Andres Edwards, The Core of Contemporary Sustainability: The Three Es  

[Blackboard] 

  

Weds, Sept. 16 Rise of Industrial Systems – Urbanization and Feeding the City  

 

Required Readings: 

 

William Cronin, Nature’s Metropolis, Chapter 2  [Blackboard] 

 

Alfred D. Chandler, The Visible Hand, Introduction, Chapters 3, 5, Conclusion 

  

Sat, Sept. 19 Required Field Trip #1 

 

Location and Readings: To Be Announced  

  

Mon, Sept. 21 No Class 

  

Weds, Sept. 23 Industrial Food Production 

 

Required Readings: 

 

Alfred D. Chandler, The Visible Hand, Chapter 8 
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Gabriella M. Petrick, “Like Ribbons of Green and Gold,” Agricultural History  

[Blackboard] 

 

Roger Horowitz, Putting Meat on the American Table, Chapters 1-3  [Blackboard] 

  

Sat, Sept. 26 Assignment Due: 

 

Directed Writing Assignment – Field Trip #1 (Submit to Blackboard by 11:59 pm) 

  

Mon, Sept. 28 In-Class Required Field Trip #2 
 

Location and Readings: To Be Announced 

  

Weds, Sept. 30 Industrial Distribution 

 

Required Readings: 

 

Alfred D. Chandler, The Visible Hand, Chapter 7 

 

Jonathan Rees, Refrigeration Nation, Chapters 1, 5, and 6  [Blackboard] 

 

Shane Hamilton, Trucking Country, Chapter 2  [Blackboard] 

  

Mon, Oct. 5 In-Class Film and Discussion 

 

Film: To Be Announced  

 

Assignment Due: 

 

Directed Writing Assignment – Field Trip #2 (Submit to Blackboard by 11:59 pm) 

  

Weds, Oct. 7 Industrial Eaters/Consumers 

 

Required Readings: 

 

Ann Vileisis, Kitchen Literacy, Chapter 6  [Blackboard] 

 

Kathleen Turner, How the Other Half Ate, Chapters 1 and 5  [Blackboard] 

 

Tracy Deutsch, Building a Housewife’s Paradise, Chapter 1  [Blackboard] 

  

Mon, Oct. 12 Columbus Day – No class (Also, no class on Tuesday, Oct. 13) 

  

Weds, Oct. 14 Revolution and Alternative Food Systems 

 

Required Readings: 

 

Warren Belaso, Appetite for Change, Chapters 3 and 4  [Blackboard] 

 

Wade Green, “Guru of Organic Food Cult,” New York Times  [Blackboard] 

 

Andrew N. Case, “Idealizing an Organic Landscape,” The Pennsylvania Magazine 

of History and Biography  [Blackboard] 
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Gabriella M. Petrick, Gerard J. Fitzgerald, John Garnett, Guide to US 

Environmental Policy, Chapter 23  [Blackboard] 

  

Mon, Oct. 19 In-Class Required Field Trip #3 

 

Location and Readings: To Be Announced  

 

Assignment Due: 

 

Digital Story Project Proposals (Submit to Blackboard by 11:59 pm) 

  

Weds, Oct. 21 Sustainable Food Production 

 

Required Readings: 

 

Michael Pollan, Omnivores Dilemma, Chapter 11  [Blackboard] 

 

Julie Guthman, Agrarian Dreams, Chapter 4  [Blackboard] 

 

Andy Dyer, Chasing the Red Queen, Chapters 1, 3, 13, and 14  

  

Mon, Oct. 26 Exam Review Session 

 

Assignment Due: 

 

Directed Writing Assignment – Field Trip #3 (Submit to Blackboard by 11:59 pm) 

  

Weds, Oct. 28 Midterm Exam 

  

Mon, Nov. 2 No Class 

  

Weds, Nov. 4 Sustainable Distribution – Local Food Hubs, Food Sheds, and Farmer’s 

Markets 

 

Required Readings: 

 

Tanya Denckla-Cobb, Reclaiming Our Food, Chapters 2, 3, and 8  

  

Mon, Nov. 9 In-Class Film and Discussion 

 

Film: To Be Announced 

  

Weds, Nov. 11 Sustainable Eaters/Consumers – Traditional Food Systems, Food Insecurity, 

and Shaping Identity  

 

Required Readings: 

 

Tanya Denckla-Cobb, Reclaiming Our Food, Chapters 4 and 6 

 

Alison Alkon and Kari Norgaard, “Breaking the Food Chains: An Investigation of 

Food Justice Activism.” Sociological Inquiry  [Blackboard] 
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Sat, Nov. 14 Required Field Trip #4 

 

Location and Readings: To Be Announced 

  

Mon, Nov. 16 No Class 

  

Weds, Nov. 18 Individual vs. Collective Action – Environmental Ethics, Citizenship, and 

Social Responsibility 

 

Required Readings: 

 

Michael Pollan, “Why Bother?” New York Times 

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/20/magazine/20wwln-lede-t.html?emc=eta1  

 

Chad Lavin, “Pollanated Politics, or, The Neoliberal’s Dilemma” 

http://politicsandculture.org/2009/11/03/chad-lavin-pollanated-politics-or-the-

neoliberal’s-dilemma/  

 

Nina Teicholz, “The Government’s Bad Diet Advice,” New York Times 

http://nyti.ms/17AFbma  

 

Northwest Earth Institute, Choices for Sustainable Living, Session 4  [Blackboard] 

  

Sat, Nov. 21 Assignment Due: 

 

Directed Writing Assignment – Field Trip #4 (Submit to Blackboard by 11:59 pm) 

  

Mon, Nov. 23 No Class 

  

Weds, Nov. 25 Thanksgiving Break – No Class 

  

Mon, Nov. 30 In-Class Film and Discussion 

 

Film: To Be Announced 

 

Service Learning Forms Due:  

 

Community-Based Learning Time Sheet (Submit hard copy in class) 

 

Assignment Due: 

 

Directed Writing Assignment – Service Learning (Submit to Blackboard by 11:59 

pm) 

  

Weds, Dec. 2 Sustainable Food Movement – Fad or Fact? 

 

Required Readings: 

 

James McWilliams, Just Food, Chapters 1 and 6  [Blackboard] 

 

Maria McGrath, “The Bizarre Life (and Death) of ‘Mr. Organic,’” New Republic 

http://www.newrepublic.com/article/119007/ji-rodale-paranoid-publisher-who-

became-godfather-organics  

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/20/magazine/20wwln-lede-t.html?emc=eta1
http://politicsandculture.org/2009/11/03/chad-lavin-pollanated-politics-or-the-neoliberal's-dilemma/
http://politicsandculture.org/2009/11/03/chad-lavin-pollanated-politics-or-the-neoliberal's-dilemma/
http://nyti.ms/17AFbma
http://www.newrepublic.com/article/119007/ji-rodale-paranoid-publisher-who-became-godfather-organics
http://www.newrepublic.com/article/119007/ji-rodale-paranoid-publisher-who-became-godfather-organics
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Julie Guthman, “The Food Police,” Gastronomica  

http://www.utne.com/politics/the-food-police.aspx  

  

Mon, Dec. 7 Course Review 

 

Student Group Presentations: Digital Stories 

 

Assignment Due: 

 

Digital Stories (Submit to Blackboard before class) 

  

Weds, Dec. 9 Course Conclusions and Evaluations 

 

Student Group Presentations: Digital Stories 

  

Weds, Dec. 16 Final Synthesis Paper Due by 5:00 pm 

 

http://www.utne.com/politics/the-food-police.aspx

