Rising River’s Edge
Unit Plan
Preparation: Watch Rising River’s Edge

If this is the first time students have been asked to do credible independent
research, elements of this unit plan can be done as a whole class being guided
by the teacher. If the students have basic critical thinking and research skills,
they can research more independently. By the end of the unit, in any case, they
should be working in a team to create a presentation about the food or food
product they’ve chosen.

What’s On Your Plate?

Objectives: Students will work in small groups (teams of 3 to 5) to research one
of the food products that might be on their dinner plate. They will present their
research in an effective, engaging way.

Materials: handout or otherwise accessible list of guiding questions.

Activities:

Whole class: Teacher led discussion: What’s on your plate? List as many foods
and food products as everyone can think of that might be on their breakfast,
lunch, or dinner plates either as a single unprocessed food (a tomato slice, for
example, or glass of milk) to ultra processed (fast-food burger, chips with
multiple ingredients and chemical additives) and everything in between. Some
foods listed will likely potentially be in that entire spectrum, if they are eaten
unprocessed and also are ingredients in processed or ultra-processed foods.

Teacher moderates/assists in selecting small groups. One way is to think with
the students about the range of skills/temperaments they’ll need as they work
together, and assign explicit roles. Facilitator, scribe, questioner, encourager, etc.
Another is to think of the project outcome. In this approach, the groups might
have one person who is a skilled reader, another who is good at graphic arts, a



third who is good at coming up with creative ideas, another comfortable taking
the lead presenting.

Whatever the method for determining the groups, the teacher communicates to
all what the expectations are for doing the group work and how the work will be
assessed and self-assessed. Depending on time available and students’ prior
experience or lack of it with independent group work, this could include creating
a rubric with class input.

Each group chooses a food or food product to research. The teacher may wish to
limit the choice to that of single foods or may allow food products. Food
products will lead to a lengthier research process as they will include several
ingredients, each with its own place of origin. Allowing ultra-processed foods in
the mix can be very enlightening, but will add even more of a research load as it
will be important to know what the additives are, who makes them, what they
do in the food and in possibly in our bodies.

Teacher provides a list of guiding questions, and invites the students to add their
own questions as they work together to find out what they can about their
chosen food or food product.

Students work in project teams to generate research questions based on their
chosen food/food product, think about where they can go to find answers, and
divide the research responsibilities equitably. They gather as much information
and data as they can about where the food or ingredients come from, who grows
them, harvests them, how they travel from their origin point to the consumer’s
table. Are they local and trucked to stores or even sold at roadside stands?
Trucked from another state in the US? Shipped from a Central or South or
further North American country? Shipped or flown from further away? China,
Japan, Madagascar, France, India, Lebanon, Italy, etc. etc. etc.? Is there a
distributor or more than one between where they begin and when they end up
in the chosen food product? They come together in class to share what they’ve
learned, see what questions remain unanswered and discuss how to find those
answers. They begin to plan for how to present effectively what they’ve learned.



The teacher sets check-in times along the way to keep the process flowing and
the groups accountable to interim accomplishments.

In their presentation, they should cover something about each of these areas:

Where is/are the ingredients grown/produced? Some kind of map showing
the route from origin to table should be included in their final
presentation.

What are the costs of production, from seed to package on the shelf or
display in the produce section? The cost of seeds? The price paid the
farmer? And so on through the chain till we are eating it. This may be a
difficult area to get good information, depending on the complexity of the
product. The teacher may need to provide extra information and
guidance, for example, if students need to find out what the coffee grower
in Guatemala is paid for their product, the farmer in Vermont for their
cream, the sugar plantation for its product, all in order to produce coffee
ice cream. It might also be appropriate to allow a team that is having
trouble finding some of the information they’re looking for to document
that process but not include final answers in their presentation. If the
origins of what we eat and what the true cost is prove hard to find, that’s
important information for us as consumers!

Once the farmer is paid, what does the manufacturer charge for the
product, if there is a manufacturer involved? The transport company who
gets it from manufacturer or producer to the store shelf? What is the
grocery store’s markup? What does the consumer pay?

What is the historical and cultural importance of the food or food product?
Is it associated with a particular cuisine? Or perhaps a generation of
consumers? Who eats it, and in what circumstances?

The groups plan their presentation to communicate these content
requirements in an effective manner. Teacher can encourage them to
think of what makes a presentation engaging to them? How can they
include those sorts of elements? Is it clearly outlined and presented
slides? Are there musical elements? Interactive elements? How might they
use their creative skills in visual, dramatic, movement, or musical arts?
Have they found interesting video clips to share? Recipes?

The culminating presentations may be scheduled over several class
periods.



e Teamsturnin alog of their research resources and work as a group, and
individual students turn in a self-assessment checklist of how they
participated. What did they bring to the group? What did they find easier
or more challenging about working in a group?

Teacher leads debriefing discussions: What new information have we
learned? Does it lead to further questions? What new skills have we learned?
What challenges did the project teams encounter? What did they enjoy most
in the process? Who’s hungry?

Assessment:

Checklists of engagement and collaboration during in-class time

Checklist of required elements in the final presentation

Group log: Reports on research: are the sources credible and relevant?

Student reflection on own learning process and on something they learned from
others’ presentations

Debrief/Extend:

What are the most interesting or important things we learned in this
exploration? Potluck featuring the foods researched, or report on preparing
them at home. Compare/contrast foods sourced locally with foods imported
from a distance. What are the pros and cons of each?



