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Seeing systems: Farmers, Factories, 
and Food Chains 

This unit explores how our food—from plants to animal products to seafood—is grown, 
harvested, processed, and distributed. Students will examine conventional industrial 
practices, explore sustainable alternatives, and consider the impact both have on human 
health and the environment. 

LESSON 1: CROPS: GROWING PROBLEMS 

Students will explore how crops are grown in industrial agriculture and how those 
practices impact human health and ecosystems. This lesson also covers the importance 
of soil, freshwater, and biodiversity in agriculture. In later lessons, students will learn in 
more detail about ecological alternatives to industrial crop production. 

 

LESSON 2: ANIMALS: FIELD TO FACTORY 

Students will explore how animals are raised for food in the industrial system, and how it 
impacts human health and ecosystems. They will also look at ecological alternatives to 
industrial food animal production (IFAP)–such as pasture-based production–and consider 
the advantages and disadvantages of each system. 

 

LESSON 3: SEAFOOD: WILD AND FARMED 

Students will explore how aquatic animals are harvested from the wild and farmed 
(aquaculture) and how those practices impact ecosystems. They will also consider health 
benefits and risks of eating seafood. Although seafood includes both aquatic plants and 
animals, the focus of this lesson is on fish and shellfish. 

 

LESSON 4: THE HANDS THAT FEED US 

At least one in six members of the U.S. workforce are employed in the food chain, from 
farm fields to food service. Students will identify different jobs, examine their working 
conditions, and consider how to improve workers’ health and quality of life. 

 



LESSON 5: OUR CHANGING CLIMATE 

This lesson allows students to zoom out and see how the food system is linked to a global 
issue: climate change. Students will learn about how climate change occurs, analyze the 
connections between climate change and agriculture, and consider ways to reduce the 
food system’s greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

LESSON 6: TURNING TOWARD SUSTAINABILITY 

Students will explore alternatives to the prevailing industrial model of agriculture and what 
it means for agriculture to be sustainable. They will examine agroecology as an approach 
to food production that nourishes, rather than depletes, natural ecosystems and human 
communities. They will imagine what a different agricultural paradigm could look like and 
share that vision with others. 

 

LESSON 7: OUR FOOD’S JOURNEY 

Food often travels thousands of miles from where it is produced to where it is sold and 
eaten. Students will learn why food is transported long distances and consider the 
advantages and disadvantages. Students will critically examine and debate different 
scales of food distribution (local, regional, national, and global). 

 

LESSON 8: KEEPING OUR FOOD SAFE 

Each year thousands of Americans experience foodborne illnesses caused by pathogens 
or biological toxins. Agricultural chemicals and additives in our food supply contribute to 
risks of chronic illnesses such as cancer. Students will explore how food becomes 
contaminated, the consequences for public health, and how to prevent and respond to 
food safety issues. 

 

LESSON 9: PROCESSING: FARM TO FACTORY 

The development of different food processing techniques has sometimes improved and 
sometimes degraded the quality of food. Food processing offers important benefits to 
businesses and citizens, including a more varied food supply and foods with a longer shelf 
life. Certain aspects of food processing, however, raise concerns over nutritional quality, 
worker health, and food safety. Students will learn how food is processed and explore the 
positive and negative impacts of food processing techniques. 

Final Project 



Food Citizen Action Project 

Students will identify a food system problem and design an intervention to address it. This 
culminating project has students apply what they have learned from prior lessons, and 
empowers them to create change. 

Working in groups, students will: 

1. Choose a food system problem to address 

2. Describe any downstream effects of the problem on public health, society, and/or 
ecosystems 

3. Identify factors that contribute to the problem, and choose one factor that the 
intervention will act upon 

4. Design the intervention, including an achievable goal, specific action steps, and how 
the effects of the intervention will be measured 

5. Identify allies who could help implement the intervention 

6. Anticipate potential barriers, including groups in opposition to the intervention, and 
how they could be overcome 

Groups may implement all or part of their intervention, if possible. Local interventions will 
generally be more feasible, but ambitious students should not be discouraged from 
working on a state or national issue. Examples are provided in the teacher guide. 

Have each group share what they learned (and what the intervention achieved, if it was 
implemented) through a written report and/or presentation. Reports and presentations 
should include all of the numbered items above. 

Download the full project description and teacher guide. 

See more here:  

http://www.foodspanlearning.org/lesson-plans/final-project/ 

 

 

http://www.foodspanlearning.org/_pdf/lesson-plan/citizen-action-project/food-citizen-action-project-lessonplan.pdf
http://www.foodspanlearning.org/lesson-plans/final-project/

