
Welcome!

Farm- Based Education for Food System 
Transformation: A Master’s Thesis Dialogue 

with Shelby Geitner

3.30pm - 4.45pm EST
May 25, 2022



Program Outline: 

1. Who am I and what is this thesis about?
3. Exploratory Stage: Finding Research Questions

4. Research Question 1: Balancing Production and Education
5. Research Question 2: Connecting to Food System Transformations



Notes:
- This document is meant to accompany a recorded 

meeting of a discussion session held online through the 
Farm- Based Education Network. The video recording can 

be found here: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hF06l4pxLemraxWOUkw

iDc0J7N6UnZzD/view? usp=sharing

- This document expands on material covered in the 
video, includes new material not seen in the video 
recording, and includes more reflection questions.

- If you would like to share responses (written or audio) to 
the reflection questions, please let me know! This is a 
huge aid to the research project. Please also reach out 

with any feedback, comments, or concerns.

Thank you!
Contact:

Shelby Geitner
sgeitner@etu.isara.fr

shelby.juliette.geitner@nmbu.no
shelbygeitner@gmail.com

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hF06l4pxLemraxWOUkwiDc0J7N6UnZzD/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hF06l4pxLemraxWOUkwiDc0J7N6UnZzD/view?usp=sharing


Hi! I'm Shelby. Outdoor Educator

Farmer

MsC in Agroecology



So, what is this thesis about?

Farm- Based Education!
 - Balancing Food Production with Education 

Programming-
- Supporting Sustainable and Ethical Food 

System Transformations-
- Common Challenges and Building 

Organizational Resilience-



Farmer's Market 
Interviews and 

Literature Review

January 2022
Bay Area, California, USA

Literature review
47 short interviews conducted 
with farmers at 6 farmer's 
markets across Bay Area
Farmers asked if they have 
education programming, why 
or why not, whether they 
would want to and what 
would help enable them to
Contacting farmers with 
education programmers to 
set- up interviews

Conducting In- Depth 
Interviews and Site Visits

Phase 2: 
In- Depth

13 in- depth interviews and 6 site 
visits conducted
Transcribing interviews and 
writing initial impressions
Meetings with the Farm- Based 
Education Network to meet 
educators, get feedback and 
establish a collaborative 
relationship

Reflection, Analysis,
 and Adaptation

Phase 3: 
Participatory 

Participatory Research 
with C1 and Farm- 
Based Education 

Network

January - March 2022
Bay Area, CA

Shelburne and Danby, VT
Brooklyn, NY, USA

Online - Zoom

March - Present 2022
Ardeche Region, France

Online - Zoom
Living and working with C1, an 
ecological community
Gathering feedback from 
members of C1
Transcribing and analyzing in- 
depth interview data
Hosting an online Zoom 
discussion event via the Farm- 
Based Education Network 
presenting the main findings 
of the thesis and gathering 
feedback from participants

Phase 1:
Exploratory 

Figure 1: Methodology 



1st Inquiry

Farmer's Market 
Interviews

January 2022
Bay Area, California, USA

(where I am from)

46 short interviews conducted 
with farmers at 6 farmer's 
markets across Bay Area
Farmers asked if they have 
education programming, why 
or why not, whether they 
would want to and what 
would help enable them to

Exploratory Stage:
Finding Research Questions



Farmer's Market Interview Results

Figure 2: Farmer's Market Interview Results 



Do you offer any education programs? 

Yes
(n = 7/46; 15%)

No
 (n = 39/46; 85%)

"I'm too busy... 
When you can't 
manage your 

farm, you can't 
offer education"

"There's no 
time"

"it's just me and my 
wife... maybe if we 

had more staff""we're focused 
on production"

Figure 2: Why not have education programming? 



Research Question #1: 
How do organizations balance food production with having 

pedagogical activities?

Farmers gave a variety of reasons for not hosting education 
programs, but by far, the most common factor was time. A 

focus on production rather than education came up in many 
discussions with farmers as well. These discussions led me to 

my first research question...



Educational
Activities

Both!

14. Different priorities 
for different members 

of collective; would 
like to balance and 

merge the two more. 

1. The intern program 
has been a way to 

provide educational 
opportunities AND 

“get real production 
help”   

4. "It’s really 
important (to our 

education 
programming) that 
we have (a large) 

scale of production."

10. Not really an issue 
because they have 

different staff roles for 
farming and education

8. The balance works well 
if they keep  it simple in 

terms of production

2. Not a problem as they 
have full- time farming staff 

9. It works by giving 
each more "space"

12. Both are equally 
important; have separate 

staffing for both; “they work 
hand in hand.” 

11. "Something has to give, 
because we can't (do it all)." 

5. Balancing 
both is 

important; it 
can be difficult

7. A “juggle” with 
trying to find a 

scale that's both 
useful for 

pedagogy and for 
food production 

13.  Education is 
primary and 
production is 
secondary in 
support of 
education

6. Production is 
secondary and 
“separate” from 

education

3. “The focus is 
definitely more 

on the 
education and 

less on the 
production..."

Food 
Production

Large farm 
production

Medium 
farm 

production

Small farm 
production

Legend

symbiotic
balance

challenging 
balance

neutral 
balance

Figure 4: Balancing Educational 
Activities and Food Production

*I ranked each of the 14 case study organizations on a relative 
spectrum of how much they valued having educational activities (left- 
side) versus producing food (right- side). These were relative rankings. 

All case study organizations interviewed valued both, just not 
necessarily equally. 



What is 
difficult 
about 

doing both?

How does your 
organization 

balance 
farming with 
education?

What is 
helpful in 

doing both?

Reflection Questions 
for You...



Balancing Production and Education:
Major Takeaways

Can you do both? 
You can absolutely do both and many organizations are successfully!

Is it a "balancing act?" 
Results were mixed in terms of how organizations viewed “balancing” 

producing food and having education activities. Around half of the 
organizations described a symbiotic relationship (those in green in 

Figure 4) where producing food helped with their educational 
programming and their educational programming helped with their 

food production. Around half of the organizations described a 
challenging relationship and/or were not satisfied with their current 

balance between both activities (indicated in Figure X by the color red). 
These organizations described a situation in which at least some of the 

time, one activity reduced their ability to realize the other activity to 
satisfaction.

Does scale of production matter? 
Organizations with larger scales of production tended to find the 
"balancing act" easier than those producing at a smaller scale of 

production.

What's helpful in doing both? 
1. Staff! Having both full- time farming and education staff who 

communicate clearly and frequently together.
2. Space! Having a "learning" garden/farm space that is separate from a 

market garden/farm production area.
3. Time! Having designated farming- only time and pedagogical- farming 

time seemed to help organizations stay on top of both.
4. Long- term, service- based learning opportunities like internships 
and apprenticeship programs where teens/young adults are learning 

through working and eventually having ownership over a variety of farm 
tasks for an extended period of time.



Literature Review

November 2021 - Present

Exploratory Stage:
Finding Research Questions

Research Question #2: 
How are farm- based education programs 

connecting to broader sustainable and 
ethical food system transformations in their 

respective regions?

1. Critical Food Systems Education 
(Meek and Tarlau, 2016; 2019)

2. Transformative Education Theory
(Anderson et al. 2019)

1st Inquiry



Research Question #2: 
How are farm- based education programs 

connecting to broader sustainable and 
ethical food system transformations in their 

respective regions?

1. Critical Food Systems Education 
(Meek and Tarlau, 2016; 2019)

2. Transformative Education Theory
(Anderson et al. 2019)

These two theories shaped my analysis: 

1. Critical Food Systems Education offered the concepts...

2. Transformative Education theory offered how education 
can connect to food system transformation



Agroecology

Food Justice and 
Sovereignty

Popular Education

Major Themes of Analysis

These three themes 
came from Critical 

Food Systems 
Education theory!

Figure 5: Major Themes of Analysis



I decided to combine 
food sovereignty and 

food justice during my 
analysis process...

Figure 6: CFSE Explained



Agroecology, popular 
education, food justice, and 

food sovereignty are all 
great concepts, but HOW? 

This is where "Transformative Agroecology 
Learning" theory (Anderson et al. 2019) comes in 

handy!

Anderson et al. (2019) looked at lots of 
organizations taking actions to connect to food 

system transformations and found four unifying 
characteristics...

Horizontalism: 
Democratic 

communications 
within education 

systems which seek 
to be non- 

hierarichal and anti- 
authoritarian 

(Anderson et al 
2019).

Wisdom Dialogues: 
intergenerational and 
inter- place dialogues 

between food 
producers, food system 

actors, students, and 
formal and informal 

education and research 
institutions (Anderson 

et al 2019).

Building Social 
Movements: 

Connecting with 
“nested local 

organizations” to 
create collective 

action at community 
(and beyond) scales. 

(Anderson et al. 
2019)

Combining practical and 
political knowledge: This starts 

from youth education, where 
“linking localized learning 

activities to global discourses of 
food sovereignty and 

agroecology” helps productively 
politicize education programs. 
(Anderson et al. 2019, p. 541)

Figure 7: 
Transformative

Agroecology
Learning
Explained



Agroecology

Food Justice and 
Sovereignty

Popular Education

Organizational Stability 
and Resilience

Challenges

Major Themes of Analysis
So I added the four 

transformative 
characteristics to 
my major themes 

AND added themes 
that I found 

emerged through 
the case study 

interviews...



Agroecology

Food Justice and Sovereignty

Popular Education

farming 
practices

relationship 
to land

food 
distribution

relationship to 
community

wisdom dialogues

horizontalism

combining the 
practical and the 

political
building social 

movements

farming vs  
programming 

balance

organizational stability 
and resilience

Rectangular shape indicates 
a sub- theme from 

Transformative Agroecology 
Learning theory

Circular shape 
indicates an 

emergent sub- 
theme (a theme that 

came from the 
interviews)

challenges

farming 
production

access
food 

transformation

Major Themes of Analysis plus Sub- Themes*

*I analyzed each case study by looking at what they were doing within each of these themes and 
sub- themes! Information came from both interviews and textual analysis of organization 

documents. 

... And got this!

Figure 8: Major Themes of Analysis plus 
sub- themes



Major Theme: 
Food Justice and Sovereignty

Food justice:
 Focuses on the “structural 

racial and class- based 
inequalities in the food 

system” (Meek and Tarlau 
2016, p. 243).

Food Sovereignty:
Defined by La Via Campesina 

as “the right of peoples to 
healthy and culturally 

appropriate food produced 
through ecologically sound 
and sustainable methods, 

and their right to define their 
own food and agriculture 

systems.” (La Via Campesina, 
2020).

Sub- Themes Explored for Each Case Study: 
Food Distribution

Food Transformation
Increasing Access

Relationship to Community
Building Social Movements*

* = one of 
Anderson et al. 

(2019)'s four 
transformative 
characteristics



Table 1: Example actions case study organizations were found to be taking 
within the theme of Food Justice and Sovereignty...



Specific Actions Taken by Organizations

Note: this is just an excerpt. For the full list of actions 
taken by organizations, please read the full- thesis 

coming soon!



Reflection Questions 
for You...

What actions does 
your organization 
take that may fit 
within the theme 
of "food justice 

and sovereignty?"

What actions 
could your organization 
take in the future? Try 
thinking realistically 
along different time- 

frames (within 1- year, 
within 5- years, etc).

What would be 
hard about 
taking these 

actions?



Sub- Themes Explored for 
Each Case Study: 
Farming Practices

Relationships to Land
Land Management

Major Theme: 
Agroecology

For the sake of the 
thesis work, I focus on 
agroecology as a set of 
agricultural practices 

which “improve 
agricultural systems by 

harnessing natural 
processes” (Wezel et al. 

2020)

Agroecology can 
be a "movement, 

science, or a 
practice" (Wezel 

et al. 2020)



Table 2: Example actions case study organizations were found to be taking 
within the theme of Agroecology...



Specific Actions Taken by Organizations

Note: this is just an excerpt. For the full list of actions 
taken by organizations, please read the full- thesis 

coming soon!



Reflection Questions 
for You...

What actions does 
your organization 
take that may fit 
within the theme 
of "agroecology?"

What actions 
could your organization 
take in the future? Try 
thinking realistically 
along different time- 

frames (within 1- year, 
within 5- years, etc).

What would be 
hard about 
taking these 

actions?



Major Theme: 
Popular Education

Challenges the narrative that education 
must reproduce dominant societal 

structures and norms (Meek and Tarlau 
2016). Popular education encourages 

students to reflect and evaluate 
dominant paradigms and “turn 

education and schools into forces for 
liberation” (Freire 1972).

Sub- themes:
Horizontalism*

Wisdom Dialogues*
Combining the Practical and 

Political*
Creative Expression * = one of 

Anderson et al. 
(2019)'s four 

transformative 
characteristics



Table 3: Example actions case study organizations were found to be taking 
within the theme of Popular Education



Specific Actions Taken by Organizations

Note: this is just an excerpt. For the full list of actions 
taken by organizations, please read the full- thesis 

coming soon!



Reflection Questions 
for You...

What actions does 
your organization 
take that may fit 
within the theme 

of "popular 
education?"

What actions 
could your organization 
take in the future? Try 
thinking realistically 
along different time- 

frames (within 1- year, 
within 5- years, etc).

What would be 
hard about 
taking these 

actions?



RQ2: How are farm- based education programs 
connecting to broader sustainable and ethical food 

system transformations in their respective 
regions?

 Major Takeaways:
Agroecology, food justice and sovereignty, and 
popular education can be helpful concepts in 

answering this question!

Organizations are connecting to food system 
transformations in a variety of ways including:

agroecological farming practices, relationships to land 
and land management strategies; increasing access to 

their land, food, and programming; building up 
regional social movements*; and incorporating 

horizontalism*, wisdom dialogues*, practical and 
political skill- building*, and creative expression into 

their pedagogical approaches.



RQ3: What are common challenges farm- based 
education organizations face and how are they building 

organizational resilience?

Organizational Stability 
and Resilience

Challenges

This research 
question came from 

discussions with 
FBEN!



Major Theme: 
Common Challenges

Sub- themes found: 
- Getting People to the Farm

- Balancing Acts
- Staffing

- Communicating
- Funding

- Systemic/Large- Scale 
Disturbances



Common 
Challenges

Getting people to 
the farm Staffing

no public 
transportation

parking/road issues

Communicating

not enough staff

w/ other 
organizations

internally externally

schools

 farms

food distribution orgs

w/ individuals

parents

juggling too much

staffing transitions

what do people 
want/need?!

Funding Systemic/large- scale 
disturbances

covid

lawsuits

natural disasters

fires

farm visitors neighbors

Balancing Acts

different 
missions/goals

education vs 
production

gentrification

policy

field trips (high 
reach but potentially 

less impact) vs 
internships/longer 

term work (high 
impact but less 

reach)

impact vs reach mission alignment

grants

losing 
grants

takes time 
and money 
investment 

to apply

finding the "right staff" 
(competent, appropriate and 
representative of community) drought

donors/
funders

Figure 9: Common Challenges Mapped



Reflection Questions 
for You...

What are the 
challenges 

that you most 
commonly 

face?

Do some of 
these challenges 

in Figure 9 
resonate with 

you?

Does your 
organization 
experience 

challenges that 
don't appear in 

Figure 9?



Last Major Theme: 
Organizational Resilience

Sub- themes found: 
- Critical Introspection

- Diverse and Long- term Funding Sources
- Community Ties and Support

- Supported Learning Opportunities for Staff
- Cross- Departmental Communications and 

Support



Organizational 
Resilience

Critical 
Introspection

Community Ties 
and Support

Supported Learning 
Opportunities for 

Staff

Cross- departmental 
Communications and 

Support

Diversified and Long- 
Term Funding 

Sources

re- evaluating 
mission/values as 

organization
engagement: 
volunteering, 

events, workshops

donations

involvement in 
decision- making

regular 
feedback/input from 

community

diversified land- 
based income

grants and 
donations

re- evaluating community 
needs and organization's 
role in filling community 

needs

regular check- in meetings 
and vision alignment 

discussions

regularly 
working 
together

using a 3rd- party to 
assist in 

communications

"Be Present" 
communications model

cross- departmental 
staff trainings

financial support and time- 
off given for relevant 

external workshops and 
trainings

Figure 10: Organizational Resilience 
Mapped



Reflection Questions 
for You...

What are the ways 
yours 

organization 
keeps itself 

resilient against 
challenges?

Do some of the 
methods listed in 

Figure 10 resonate 
with how your 
organization 

operates?

Are there any 
methods listed in 

Figure 10 you think 
your organization 

would benefit from 
doing more of?



RQ1: How do organizations balance food 
production with having pedagogical 

activities?

RQ2: How are farm- based education programs 
connecting to broader sustainable and ethical food 

system transformations in their respective 
regions? 

Takeaways:
You can do both!

Some organizations find doing 
both difficult while some 

organizations, particularly those 
producing at a relatively large 

scale of production, find 
providing education activities 

and producing food "go hand in 
hand."

What helps the "balance?"
Sufficient staff, space, and time 

allotted for both farming and 
education! Long- term, service- 
based learning opportunities 

like internships and 
apprenticeships.

Takeaways:
Agroecology, food justice and sovereignty, and popular education 

can be helpful concepts in answering this question!

Organizations are connecting to food system transformations in a 
variety of ways including:

agroecological farming practices, relationships to land and land 
management strategies; increasing access to their land, food, and 

programming; building up regional social movements*; and 
incorporating horizontalism*, wisdom dialogues*, practical and 

political skill- building*, and creative expression into their pedagogical 
approaches.

Organizations across a variety of locations, farm production scales, 
education programming types, and organizational goals are 

incorporating are connecting to food system transformations. 
Organizations which explicitly include social justice, food justice, 

and/or food sovereignty in their mission statements demonstrated 
more transformative actions than those which did not.

RQ3: What are common challenges farm- based education organizations 
face and how are they building organizational resilience?

Common challenges for farm- based education programs include: 
getting people to the farm space, balancing a variety of activities, 

finding and keeping appropriate and competent staff, 
communicating effectively internally and externally, securing 
long- term funding, and systemic or large- scale disturbances.

Farm- based education programs are building organizational 
resilience through: critical introspection, diverse and long- term 
funding sources, strong community ties and support, providing 

supported learning opportunities for staff, and strong cross- 
departmental communications and support.



Thank you for taking the time to read 
through this document! Please look out for 

the full thesis coming soon.

Thank you to the Farm- Based Education 
Network (FBEN) for supporting this research 
and offering the opportunity to reach your 
fantastic network of farm- based educators.

Thank you to the Regenerative Ag Idea 
Network (REGAIN) for offering your network 

to share this research.

Again, if you would like to support this 
research, offering answers to the reflection 

questions is a huge help! Please reach out by 
e- mail:

sgeitner@etu.isara.fr
shelby.juliette.geitner@nmbu.no

shelbygeitner@gmail.com
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