NREM 590 (3 credits)
Community Engagement in Natural Resources and Environmental Management 
Sustainable Food Systems 

Fall 2026 
 
 
Instructor: Dr. Joshua Gruver	  	Office: Cooper Science 330B	Office Phone: 285-5789          
E-mail: jbgruver@bsu.edu                 
Office Hours: TTH 3:30-5pm; W 1-3pm or by appointment – please email or call to set up a time to meet via Zoom or face-to-face.
 
Research/Teaching Assistants:	
Conor Dailey		
Office: CS Grad student office		
E-mail: cddailey@bsu.edu	
Office Hours: By appointment	

Readings:
· Food Farms, and Community: Exploring Food Systems by Lisa Chase and Vern Grubinger
· Other readings will be made available on Canvas and will include:
· Academic articles related to food systems, food insecurity, and food hubs
· Government/non-profit/foundation reports and documents regarding food systems

Course Description 
This course is, at its core, about historical and current food production and distribution practices and the slow, but continuing shift toward more regionalized and sustainable systems. Students will be introduced to historical and current food production, distribution, and consumption patterns domestically and globally. Course content will emphasize how political, sociological, cultural, and ecological structures shape food production, distribution, and consumption. Considerations regarding human health, environmental impacts, and ethical questions related to food security are addressed.

This course is also immersive – students will play a significant role in helping to mitigate food insecurity in Jay County, Indiana. Students will learn about the challenges facing residents in Jay County in terms of low income and low food access. They will collaborate with the Muncie Food Hub Partnership, the Jay County Food Access and Security Task Force, and area farmers to source and distribute fresh and nutritious food products to Jay County. Students will also help support the Task Force in their role conducting food prep and cooking education during the food distribution events. The final deliverables over this semester long project will be to

• Develop a website to highlight the project and host the food prep and cooking demonstrations.  
• Develop a community food resource guide - mapping existing food resources, identifying gaps, and designing a plain-language guide in English and Spanish for residents to use.  
[bookmark: _Hlk237351674]• Produce a brief action memo for local decision makers that identifies the issues specifically and offers specific recommendations to be shared with the health department, Purdue Extension, and others.

The Immersive Learning Experience 
This course will incorporate immersive learning principles that emphasize experiential education, sustained community partnerships, interdisciplinary collaboration, and applied problem-solving. Rather than positioning students as passive recipients of content, the course will embed students as active contributors to a real-world, community-driven project with tangible outcomes and social relevance. Learning is situated within authentic community contexts, allowing students to engage directly with food systems in East Central Indiana. 

Students will gain hands-on experience through practical, community-based learning that prepares them for real-world food system and community work. As they build essential skills in business management and food distribution, their efforts will simultaneously strengthen local food systems, expand access to nutritious foods, and contribute to meaningful, lasting improvements in community health and economic resilience. Students will be immersed in food security awareness initiatives to tackle food insecurity and promote accessible community engagement. This project will foster relationships among students, institutions, and local food systems to enhance sustainable sourcing and long-term regional planning. 

Student Learning Objectives

After completing this course, students will be able to:
· Create a constructive collaborative climate.   
· Apply previous knowledge or skills to demonstrate comprehension and performance in novel situations.
· Examine and discuss local, regional, national, and global food systems; 
· Analyze and critique peer reviewed literature examining the process and outcomes of food systems models through an interdisciplinary lens;
· Distinguish how place, political structures, and institutions affect farming practices and food distribution and consumption patterns;
· Engage with food system stakeholders in a field setting and report back about your experience;
· Explore, discuss, and write about their own and others‘ diverse values and viewpoints about food systems based on supporting evidence;
· Use creativity and developing knowledge to address challenges in our local community regarding food system sustainability;
· Demonstrate the ability to work in research teams to create useful final products for community partners.

Course Rationale
Diminishing food resources and unsustainable food production practices are looming global crises despite technology increasing production on arable land. Climate change and drought in California will continue to severely limit the fruits, vegetables, and nuts available nationwide. States and regions increasingly will need to diversify food production and supply mechanisms to replace this loss. Although Indiana is an agricultural state, nearly 90% of food consumed here is grown elsewhere. 

Like many Rust Belt states, East Central Indiana (ECI) experienced a slower recovery from the 2008 economic downturn. Whereas once car and industrial manufacturing was a reliable career choice, that option has been severely limited. Limited employment opportunities have resulted in ECI counties showing some of Indiana’s highest poverty levels, from 16 to 24%, compared to the state average of 15%. Unemployment is also higher than the state average, ranging from 10.5 to 11.4%, compared to 9.0% in 2011. College graduation rates in ECI counties is lower than the Indiana state, ranging from 10.4% to 16.6%, compared to 22.4%, although Delaware County (22.4%) is an exception. Almost 17% of ECI residents and 25% of children are food insecure. 
To address these systemic challenges in ECI, faculty from Ball State University in collaboration with Purdue Extension, area farmers, and local food insecurity organizations developed a Food Hub in 2018 – The Muncie Food Hub Partnership (MFHP). Though MFHP may address some issues related to food and farmer insecurity, they are notoriously difficult to start. 
Much of the work in sustainable food system development thus far in Muncie and ECI has relied completely on collaborative partnerships and agreements. It takes teamwork to make the dream work, for lack of a better saying. Nevertheless, it is undeniably true, particularly when it comes to the work of connecting people to food. One of my goals in this course is to show you these collaborations. And not just show you, but invite you to participate. I want to bring you in to this world. I want you to see and feel and ultimately understand what it takes to develop food systems that are fair, equitable, ethical, transparent, and sustainable – socially, economically, and environmentally sustainable even! In order to do this, you need to be willing to step out of the classroom. You need to meet some of the community partners and see and participate in some of the relationship building necessary to do the work we do. Here are some of the people and organizations we’ve been working with and who you’ll continue to work with through the semester: 

Community Partners
We have several community partners that we are collaborating with this semester. 
- Muncie Food Hub Partnership: Josh Gruver, Conor Dailey, Theron Wolf, and Khloe Pankop
- Jay County Food Access and Security Task Force: Courtney Burkey 
- Several diversified crop farmers: Definite – Spangler Farms; Possible - Schrock Family Farms, Landess Family Farm, Prairie Hills, MycoNauts, Tomato Shack

Core Course Components
· Readings - to gain a holistic perspective of our food system – past, current, and future directions. To put into perspective, the biophysical, social, and economic, components that comprise the growing, distributing, and eating of food.
Students will choose a chapter from the text and present the information and lead an in-class discussion. 
· Food system field trips - to get a firsthand look at what it takes to grow, sell, and distribute food. We will be visiting a variety of farms and market sites and talking to the people who work in the ECI food system. 
· Reflective writing – Students will hand in three written reflections in response to course material (e.g., field trip experience, a reading, a discussion, a speaker, etc.). Reflection due dates are on the schedule. Writing responses will, among other things, serve to help you express and organize your thoughts for class discussions. 
· Writing reflections are typically 2-3 typed/single-spaced pages of text reflecting your thoughts inspired by the readings or other activities. I am not looking for a summary of the reading or activity, but your reactions to what you read/heard, ideas inspired by the reading or activity, questions, critiques, rants, etc.
· Discussion leadership – Student pairs will select a chapter from the text and present the information and lead an in-class discussion. 
· Field work - Students are required to commit to a minimum of 10 hours (=100 points) of field work as part of the course. Details about this will be shared during class. Field work opportunities focus on the produce pick-ups near Muncie and drop-offs in Jay County every Friday from 1-2pm and 2-8pm respectively from August 7 through October 30. 
· Details and sign-up sheets will be provided in class. 
· Students may sign up for time slots throughout the semester. Students may need to provide your own transportation to the sites or we can potentially coordinate rides with other students/GAs. In general, students will help with produce pick-ups and drop-offs in Jay County. Drop-offs entail setting up a farmers market, working the market, and packing up. In the likelihood a student cannot make Friday afternoon/evening market events, there will be other ways that students can fulfill their 10 hours (e.g., data tracking, cleaning crates and prepping for markets, etc.)
· Team projects – Students will work together on several larger projects throughout the semester. These projects are the deliverables for the immersive learning project. Some of these deliverables will be highlighted and presented during the Immersive Learning Showcase in April 2027. Teams will develop materials that fulfill the goals of each of the below deliverables. Each team will present their final deliverable at the end of the course for the final exam. 
· Website development and social media maintenance – to highlight the project, track activities, and communicate to the wider public about the work we’re doing.
· Develop a community food resource guide - mapping existing food resources, identifying gaps, and designing a plain-language guide in English and Spanish for residents to use. This may include using GIS and story mapping to highlight the challenges and opportunities related to healthy food options and access in Jay County.
· Produce a brief action memo for local decision makers that identifies the issues specifically and offers specific recommendations to be shared with the health department, Purdue Extension, County Council, and others.   
· Provide support for the food prep and cooking demonstrations, including translation of recipes and instruction in Spanish. 
· Provide support for data collection on a variety of food insecurity variables via interviews and surveys. 

Graduate Students
To receive graduate credit for this course, you will be required to dive deeper into course topics and provide leadership and guidance on the project deliverables. 
· Deeper dive (100 points): By mid-September you will deliver a brief proposal to me on a topic of your choosing that is related to course material (note: a proposal and project rubrics will be provided in class). You will propose what you want to explore, how you’ll go about exploring, and how you will deliver what you learned to the class. Your grade for this project will be determined based on the quality of your proposal, your research, and the final deliverable. For example – maybe you are really interested in foodborne illnesses and would like to learn more about them by reviewing a few current journal articles on the topic, watching news clips and documentary films, and speaking with a local expert on the topic – then presenting what you learned to the class and leading a discussion.   
· Leadership and guidance (100 points): You will help to facilitate team work in the field and on the major project deliverables. Your grade for this will be determined by self-evaluation, performance during the course, and a brief written reflection.    

Class Attendance
Because we are professionals and will be expected to produce a high-quality product, AND because your ideas make this a richer experience for all – attendance in class is an absolute must! If you must be absent for health reasons or a family emergency, that is not a problem, but please be in contact with me as soon as you can to let me know your circumstances. I will be taking attendance each class period and attendance will be a factor in your grade (see “Class Participation” section for details). 

Class Participation  
Since this course is inherently student-driven, students are expected to be integral participants in the planning and implementation of the course learning objectives. Consistent, thoughtful, and high-quality engagement in course activities is expected from each student throughout the course. You can earn up to 100 points for class participation. If you miss class without an excuse, you will lose 10 points. If you consistently attend class, but do not actually participate you will get up to 70 points. If you only participate occasionally and not substantially (e.g., offering basic information from the readings) you will get up to 80 points. If you frequently contribute to class discussions in ways that carry the conversation, that improve student learning, that engages the class in meaningful ways (e.g., asking thoughtful questions, offering insightful examples) you will receive up to 100 points. You will lose points if your participation prohibits others from speaking or sharing (e.g., interrupting, being disrespectful, monopolizing conversation, etc.).

Communication 
Treat this course as if it were a job. Please check your email daily for important information about the course and respond (if necessary) in a timely manner. Also, be sure to read all the information in emails.  

Other Important Information

University Statement
We are committed to ensuring that all members of the community are welcome, through valuing the various experiences and worldviews represented at Ball State and among those we serve. We promote a culture of respect and civil discourse.

Course Adaptations: 
If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, please contact me as soon as possible. Ball State's Disability Services office coordinates services for students with disabilities; documentation of a disability needs to be on file in that office before any accommodations can be provided. Disability Services can be contacted at 765-285-5293 or dsd@bsu.edu.
 

Disability Services
If you need accommodations due to a disability, please contact me as soon as possible. Ball State's Disability Services office coordinates services for students with disabilities. Documentation must be on file with Disability Services before accommodations can be provided. Contact Disability Services at 765-285-5293 or dsd@bsu.edu

Honesty in the Classroom: 
Everyone should work hard and do their best in this class. I will not tolerate cheating and plagiarism. If you are not familiar with those concepts, the BSU document “Code of Student Rights and Responsibilities: Student Academic Ethics Policy” describes academic dishonesty and its penalties. When submitting your work to me, you are certifying that it is your own original work and that is has not been used in other classes. When using other sources in your projects aside from your own ideas, you must acknowledge those sources in a reference section. Copying from the Internet will not be tolerated. Academic dishonesty and cheating are serious offenses and will be dealt with in a serious manner in this class. These ideas are shared by the faculty of SEAS and across campus.

Diversity
Ball State University aspires to be a university that attracts and retains a diverse faculty, staff and student body. We are committed to ensuring that all members of the community are welcome through valuing the various experiences and worldviews represented at Ball State and among those we serve. We promote a culture of respect and civil discourse as expressed in our Beneficence Pledge. For Bias Incident Response information, please click here or e-mail reportbias@bsu.edu.

The Learning Center
The Learning Center offers free Tutoring and Academic Coaching for many courses at Ball State. Students can make appointments for online (Zoom) or in-person (NQ 350) appointments. To make an appointment, visit my.bsu.edu and click on “Navigate” in the Additional Tools section, or just go directly to https://bsu.navigate.eab.com.

The Writing Center 
All writers improve with practice and feedback, so as a student in this course, you are encouraged to use the Writing Center (in Robert Bell 295 during weekdays, Bracken Library First Floor West in the evenings, or online during any of our regularly scheduled hours) to get additional feedback on your writing. The Writing Center offers free planning, feedback, and accountability sessions (in person and online) to all students composing essays, reports, reflections, research projects, web content, lesson plans, slideshows, poster presentations, resumes, and other digital or print texts. To schedule a free appointment to discuss your writing, go to http://www.bsu.edu/writingcenter. Online and in-person appointments are available; however, plan ahead because appointments book quickly!

The Basic Needs Hub
If you are having difficulty affording enough food, do not have a safe and reliable place to sleep, and/or experiencing an emergency or crisis, help is available through the Basic Needs Hub.  The Basic Needs Hub has information, resources, and provides individualized support to students.  To talk with a supportive staff member about your experience, receive one on one assistance, or learn more about resources, you can submit a Basic Needs Assistance Form.

Grading:

Grading will be based on the total points earned divided by the total points possible on these: 
a. Individual Performance 
Including quizzes, exams, writing assignments, participation in classroom discussion, online discussion posts, and other things
b. Group Projects
Students will work in groups to: conduct research, provide written summaries of results, provide both technical and non-technical reports, web posts and text, presentations to the class and project partners, create a final presentation or display.
c. Peer Evaluations
Students will be assessed on roles assigned in groups, contributions to the common goals of the group (including contributions to writing reports and creating displays, group updates on progress, and presentations, final posters and projects).
d. Participation in class and field trips
High levels of engagement are expected in the course. Students cannot simply skate through and expect to do alright in the course. If students are not actively engaged in the project, the work, the discussions, etc. you will not do well in the course. Students will be assessed on their participation in class discussions, debates, online forums, and their interactions with clients and other stakeholders. 

Tentative schedule – subject to change 
	Week
	In-class Topics
	Assignments

	How Food Systems Work and How Food Systems Fail Us

	Week 1: 8/24-8/28
	T – Introductions; course intro; immersive project overview; emerg. contacts 
TH – Proposal discussion; MFHP Project Intros 
F – Mobile Markets – New Mount Pleasant and Bryant
	T – Read proposal

TH – John’s Hopkins Food System Primer (8 parts); Where/how do you want to contribute?

	Week 2: 8/31-9/4
	T – MFHP: Soup to Nuts; Mapping the food system; Chapter assignments 
TH – Meet Courtney Burkey (community partner); Local food systems; Where/how contribute?
F – Mobile Markets – Salamonia and New Corydon
	T - food tracking assignment; book - chpts 1-3)


	Week 3: 9/7-9/11
	T – MFHP: Soup to Nuts 2 
TH – Local food systems; Team meeting 1
F - Mobile Markets – NMP and Redkey
	T – Grover/Gruver
TH – Reflective writing 1 due

	Week 4: 9/14-9/18
	T – Spangler farm visit 
TH – Spangler discussion; Food vs. value chains; Team meeting 2 
F – Mobile Markets – Salamonia and New Corydon
	T – Food Tracking (posted to Canvas)
TH – Chpts 4-5

	Week 5: 9/21-9/25
	T – Chapter presentations 1
TH –Team meeting 3
F – Mobile Markets – NMP and Pennville
	TH – Chpts 5-8 

	Focus on Food Insecurity

	Week 6: 9/28-10/2
	T – Food Insecurity I (assign – chpt 9)
TH – Team presentations (proposals)
F – Mobile Markets – Salamonia and New Corydon
	T – Carrington;
Gunderson and Ziliak 


	Week 7: 10/5-10/9
	T – Food Insecurity II
TH – Chapter presentations 2; Team meeting 4
F – Mobile Markets – NMP and Bryant
	T - Chpt 9 
TH – Reflective writing 2 due 

	Week 8: 10/12-10/16
	T - Fall Break No Class
TH – Chapter presentations 2; Team meeting 5
F – Mobile Markets – Salamonia and New Corydon
	

	Solutions

	Week 9: 10/19-10/23
	T – Farm to School 
TH – Team meeting 6
F – Mobile Markets – NMP and Redkey
	T – Chpt 10
TH – Chpt 11

	Week 10: 10/26-10/30
	T – Agritourism and On-farm Marketing 
TH – Team meeting 7
F – Mobile Markets – Salamonia and New Corydon
	T – Chpt 12

	Week 11: 11/2-11/6
	T – Food Safety 
TH - Team meeting 8
	T - Chpt 13

	Week 12: 11/9-11/13
	T – Next Generation of Farmers
TH - Team meeting 9
	T - Chpt 14

	Week 13: 11/16-11/20
	T – Meet Kelsey Timmerman or Friends
TH – Team meeting 10
	

	Week 14: 11/23-11/27
	T – Improving Food Systems; Rough draft presentations and discussion
TH - Thanksgiving Break: No Class 11/26
	T – Complete rough drafts of deliverables due

	Week 15: 11/30-12/4
	Team Work
	

	Week 16: Finals Week - 12/7-12/11
	Final Exam: 12/10 @2-4pm
	Final Presentations
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