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C A P S T O N E

EXPLORING OUR
FOOD SYSTEM

LESSON

Overview:
Use FoodSpan Lesson – Exploring Our Food System. Students will use their student workbook during this lesson. The
food system is a complex network that is deeply connected to health, society, and the environment. This lesson lays
the groundwork for understanding food through an integrated, systems-thinking lens.

Duration: 55 /minutes

Objectives:
Follow the journey of a food item through
the supply chain.
Explore relationships among food, health,
society, and the environment.
Explain why studying the food system
is important.

Standards Alignment:
*See Real Food Lab Standards Alignment for
additional details on each standard.
Entrepreneurship 9th - 12th Grade
o Entrepreneurial Process - Discovery: A.01, A.02
o Entrepreneurial Process - Concept Development:
A.09, A.11, A.16
o Entrepreneurial Process - Actualization: A.24, A.31,
A.34
o Entrepreneurial Traits/Behaviors - Leadership: B.02,
B.03, B.04, B.05, B.06, B.07, B.08
o Entrepreneurial Traits/Behaviors - Personal 		
Assessment: B.12, B.14, B.15, B.16

o Communication and Interpersonal Skills - Business
Concepts: C.01, C.02, C.03, C.04, C.09
o Communication and Interpersonal Skills - 		
Fundamentals of Communication: D.02, D.03,
D.08, D.11
o Communication and Interpersonal Skills - Group
Working Relationships: D.25, D.26
Common Core State Standards 9th - 10th Grade
o ELA- Writing: W.9-10.6
o ELA- Speaking and Listening: SL.9-10.1, SL.9-10.6
o ELA - Language: L.9-10.1, L.9-10.2, L.9-10.6
Common Core State Standards 11th - 12th Grade
o ELA - Writing: W.11-12.6

o Entrepreneurial Traits/Behaviors - Personal 		
Management: B.18, B.19, B.20, B.21, B.22, B.24, B.26,
B.27

o ELA - Speaking and Listening: SL.11-12.1, SL.11-12.6,
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o ELA - Language: L.11-12.1, L.11-12.2, L.11-12.6

Social Studies
Social
Studies
Science

Exploring Our Food System
[Lesson
Duration: 55 minutes,
25 optional
minutes]
Exploring
OurplusFood
System

Science
Health
Health

[Lesson Duration: 55 minutes, plus 25 optional minutes]
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Questions
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Materials

The food system is a complex network that is deeply connected to
health,
society,
and
environment.
lays connected
the groundwork
for
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is athe
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understanding
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an
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the food
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is important.
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◼

Explain why studying the food system is important.

◼

Where does my food come from, and why does it matter?
How is does
food connected
to health,
society,
environment,
Where
my food come
from, and
whythe
does
it matter? and me?

◼
◼
◼

How is food connected to health, society, the environment, and me?

◼

Ball of string
Teacher
guide
Ball of string
Presentation
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guideslides
FoodSpan
Infographic
Presentation
slides
Food
System
Connection Cards
FoodSpan Infographic
Optional:
Supply
Chain Cards
Food System Connection
Cards

◼
◼
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◼
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◼
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Resources
Resources

Follow the journey of a food item through the supply chain.
Explore
relationships
food,through
health, the
society,
andchain.
the environment.
Follow the
journey of among
a food item
supply

◼
◼

Optional: Supply Chain Cards
The Food System primer (www.foodsystemprimer.org/the-food-system/)
The Food System primer (www.foodsystemprimer.org/the-food-system/)
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Warm-up

Main Activities

Wrap-up

Extensions

Warm-up:
Food System Brainstorm

Main Activity:
Food System Infographic

Social Studies, Science, Health
[20 minutes]

Social Studies, Science, Health
[10 minutes]

Ask a volunteer to list the ingredients in a recent meal
they ate. Ask the class: What activities are involved in
getting these ingredients to our plates? For example,
how are the raw ingredients transformed into
something we could eat? Who are the people involved
at each step? If time allows, have students respond in
pictures or diagrams. List students’ responses on the
board in order from field to plate.

Pass out the FoodSpan Infographic and/or display the
FoodSpan Infographic slide. Ask volunteers to briefly
explain each part of the infographic.
Have students refer to the diagram on the board (or
their own pictures or diagrams) from the warm-up. Ask:
◼

◼

Split the class into three groups. Have each group
brainstorm one of the following themes. If time allows,
students may add to their pictures or diagrams. Refer
to the Brainstorm Teacher Guide for prompts and
examples.
1.
2.
3.

Resources involved in each activity
Effects of each activity on health, society, and
the environment
Influences on each activity

◼
◼

◼

Is there anything you would add to or change about
our diagram(s)?
Is there anything you would add to or change about
the FoodSpan Infographic?
Are any parts of the infographic surprising?
Why is it important to look at every part of the
food system?
What part are you most interested in
learning more about?

Tell students they will explore the infographic in more
detail in upcoming lessons.

Have a representative from each group share their
responses. Add responses to the board in order from
field to plate (or invite students to do so), adding lines
or arrows between related concepts. Tell students they
have created their first depictions of the food system,
which includes the people, activities, resources, and
impacts involved in feeding people.

Teacher Note: If you have time for only a few of the 17 lessons, ask students to come
up to the board and post sticky notes on the parts of the infographic they are most
interested in learning about. Use their votes to choose the lessons.
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Warm-up

Main Activities

Optional Activity:
John Muir Quote
Social Studies
[10 minutes]
As a segue to exploring connections in the food system,
display the John Muir slide or read this quote aloud:
“When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find
it hitched to everything else in the universe.” Have
students pair up and discuss:
◼
◼
◼
◼

What did Muir mean?
Do you agree with Muir’s statement?
How does it relate to the food system?
What is one example of how food is connected to
“everything else”?

Ask volunteers to share their partner’s responses
with the class. If students need prompting, offer this
example:
4. Meat and dairy production scale up to meet
increased demand
5. Growth in the livestock industry increases
greenhouse gas emissions
6. Greenhouse gas emissions contribute to
climate change
7. Climate change increases the frequency
of droughts
8. Droughts lead to crop failures
9. Crop failures lead to higher food prices
Emphasize that the food system illustrates Muir’s quote
because it contains many interconnected parts that all
affect each other.

Wrap-up

Extensions

Main Activity:
Exploring Connections
in the Food System
Social Studies, Science, Health
[20 minutes]
Students will explore relationships among food, health,
society, and the environment. Distribute the Food
System Connection Cards. Each card lists a part of the
food system (on the front) and some of its relationships
to other parts (on the back). Give students a minute to
read their cards. If there are more students than cards,
students can work in pairs or groups of three.
Have students stand up, form a circle, and hold their
cards up so the fronts are visible. Give one student a
ball of string. Ask the student to state the part of the
food system on their card and then toss the ball of
string to another person while holding onto the end of
the string. As they throw the ball, they should explain
how the two parts are connected, for example: “I am
a cow. I am connected to water because I drink it, it
irrigates my feed crops, and my manure sometimes
contaminates it.” Continue until students have created a
tangled web of connections. Students can throw to the
same person more than once if there are multiple points
of connection.
Once the web is complete, introduce events into the
food system. For example, if a drought occurs, water
should tug on their strings. Students who felt the tug
should explain how they might be affected, then tug on
their strings. Students who felt the second tug should
explain how they might be affected, and so on. Students
should see that stresses to one part of the system may
have cascading consequences throughout the system.
Discuss:
◼

◼
◼

What did this activity show you about the food
system?
What connections stood out to you?
What connections do you want to learn more about?
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Warm-up

Main Activities

Optional Activity:
Supply Chain Journey
Social Studies
[15 minutes]

Wrap-up

Extensions

Wrap-up:
Why Does the
Food System Matter to Me?
[5 minutes]

Divide students into groups and hand out sets of the
Washington Apple Supply Chain Cards. Ask each
group to line up the cards in what they think is the
correct order from field to plate. Have volunteers
explain the orders they chose. Then display the
Washington Apple Supply Chain slide and explain
each of the steps. Ask students to compare their lists
to the slide and discuss: What is different? Why? What
surprised you about the completed chart on the slide?
Where would these steps go if we plotted them on the
FoodSpan Infographic?
Repeat the above steps with the Broiler Chicken Supply
Chain Cards and slides. Note that this second supply
chain is not linear, as it contains several different
sources of chicken feed.

Have students write a journal entry in response to the
prompts: How does the food system affect me? Why
does the food system matter to me? Which part(s) of
the FoodSpan Infographic do I relate to the most? If
time allows, have students share their responses.

Extensions:
Create Your Own Food System Infographic
(Social Studies, Science, Health)
Students will work in groups to create their own food
system infographics using a variety of artistic media.
Ask: What is the most effective way to represent the
interconnected parts of the food system? Students may
consider creating 3D diagrams, making a permanent
version of the string web, or writing a short story
or play.
Tracing Your Meal from Field to Plate
(Social Studies)
Students will research the supply chain of an entire
meal. They will map the origins of every ingredient and
note the people, activities, and resources involved in
getting it from field to plate. Students can present their
findings through posters, oral presentations, or videos.
Encourage students to share highlights from their
presentation on social media using #foodspan.

“Eating... is inescapably an agricultural act, and how we eat determines, to a
considerable extent, how the world is used.”
– Wendell Berry

Share Your Knowledge: Why does the food system matter to you? Ask students to
tweet their reflections and tag #foodspan to join the conversation..

Exploring Our Food System | www.foodspanlearning.org [4]
© 2016 Johns Hopkins University

◼
◼

◼

◼

◼

◼

◼

◼

© 2016 Johns Hopkins University

grow, for example, or why we eat what we eat.

gases, air and water pollution, resource
depletion, biodiversity loss, animal suffering

Influences on the supply chain: consumer
demand, government policy, technology,
Influences on the supply chain: consumer
worldview,
climate,policy,
geology,
biodiversity
demand,
government
technology,
◼worldview,
climate,
geology,
biodiversity
Influences
on what
we eat:
taste, cost, values,
family,
friends,
culture,
food
availability,
Influences on what we eat: taste, cost,
values,
marketing,
policy
family,
friends,government
culture, food availability,
◼

◼

◼

marketing, government policy

Extensions

◼

Wrap-up

◼

Wrap-up:
Why Does the
Food System Matter to Me?

◼

health, creating jobs, strengthening
communities,
convenience,
Positive
impacts: feeding
people,enjoyment,
promoting cultural
expression
health,
creating jobs, strengthening
communities,
convenience,
enjoyment,
◼
Negative impacts:
chronic
disease,cultural
foodborne
expression
illness, worker injuries, hunger, greenhouse
Negative
chronic
disease, foodborne
gases, impacts:
air and water
pollution,
resource
illness,
worker
injuries,
hunger,
greenhouse
depletion, biodiversity loss, animal suffering

[5 minutes]

What are some factors that influence each
activity?
What are some factors that influence each
Consider
activity?both societal and ecological factors.
Consider
and
ecological
Think
aboutboth
howsocietal
farmers
decide
whatfactors.
crops to
grow,
for
example,
or
why
we
eat
what
we eat.
Think about how farmers decide what crops
to

◼

◼

Labor, knowledge, money, machinery,
Positivepesticides,
impacts: feeding
people, promoting
fertilizers,
animal feed

◼

example, or why we transport it long distances
(e.g., to provide year-round variety).

◼

fuels)
◼
Labor,
knowledge,
machinery,
Natural
resources,
(e.g.,money,
land, water,
soil, fossil
fertilizers,
pesticides,
animal
feed
fuels)

Have students write a journal entry in response to the
prompts: How does the food system affect me? Why
does the food system matter to me? Which part(s) of
the FoodSpan Infographic do I relate to the most? If
time allows, have students share their responses.

◼

◼

Processing, packaging, transporting, storing,
marketing, selling, preparing, eating, disposing
and composting
food
◼of,Natural
resources,
(e.g., land, water, soil, fossil

Extensions:

Influences

◼

Create Your Own Food System Infographic
(Social Studies, Science, Health)

Influences

How could each activity affect health, society,
and the environment?
How could
each
activity
affect
health,impacts.
society,
Consider
both
positive
and
negative
and the environment?
For positive impacts, think about the reasons
negativeit),impacts.
weConsider
processboth
foodpositive
(e.g., toand
preserve
for
For positive
impacts,
think about
the reasons
example,
or why
we transport
it long
distances
we process
foodyear-round
(e.g., to preserve
it), for
(e.g.,
to provide
variety).

◼

health, society,
environment

◼

Students will work in groups to create their own food
system infographics using a variety of artistic media.
Ask: What is the most effective way to represent the
interconnected parts of the food system? Students may
consider creating 3D diagrams, making a permanent
version of the string web, or writing a short story
or play.

◼

What resources are used in each activity?
Consider both natural and human resources.

Tracing Your Meal from Field to Plate
(Social Studies)
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Effects on
health, society,
Effects on
environment

◼

◼

What resources are used in each activity?
Consider both natural and human resources.
◼

Resources

◼

Main Activities

Resources

◼

Students will research the supply chain of an entire
meal. They will map the origins of every ingredient and
note the people, activities, and resources involved in
getting it from field to plate. Students can present their
findings through posters, oral presentations, or videos.
Encourage students to share highlights from their
presentation on social media using #foodspan.

Share Your Knowledge: Why does the food system matter to you? Ask students to
tweet their reflections and tag #foodspan to join the conversation..

Activities

How are the raw ingredients transformed into
something we could eat?
Who are the people involved at each step?

Warm-up

◼

Growing and harvesting crops
Breeding, feeding, housing, transporting, and
Examples
slaughtering animals
Growing
and harvesting
crops
◼
Processing,
packaging,
transporting, storing,
Breeding,
feeding,
housing,
transporting,
marketing, selling, preparing, eating,and
disposing
slaughtering
animals food
of, and composting
◼

Lesson A: Exploring the Food System

◼

Optional Activity:
Supply Chain Journey

Activities

Social Studies
[15 minutes]

What activities are involved in getting these
ingredients to our plates?
Prompts
◼
How are the raw ingredients transformed into
something
we could
eat? in getting these
What activities
are involved
ingredients
to
our
plates?
◼
Who are the people involved at each step?
◼

Examples

Divide students into groups and hand out sets of the
Washington Apple Supply Chain Cards. Ask each
group to line up the cards in what they think is the
correct order from field to plate. Have volunteers
explain the orders they chose. Then display the
Washington Apple Supply Chain slide and explain
each of the steps. Ask students to compare their lists
to the slide and discuss: What is different? Why? What
surprised you about the completed chart on the slide?
Where would these steps go if we plotted them on the
FoodSpan Infographic?

Repeat the above steps with the Broiler Chicken Supply
Chain Cards and slides. Note that this second supply
chain is not linear, as it contains several different
sources of chicken feed.

“Eating... is inescapably an agricultural act, and how we eat determines, to a
considerable extent, how the world is used.”

– Wendell Berry

Brainstorm Prompts
Teacher Guide

Lesson A: Exploring the Food System

Brainstorm Teacher Guide
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Pathogen

Fish

Cow

Chicken

Crop

Climate

Soil

Water
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Compost
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Food System Connection Cards (p.1 front)

◼

◼

◼

Lesson A: Exploring the Food System

◼

◼

◼
◼

Needs sun, water, fertile soil,
carbon dioxide, and oxygen
Produces food and oxygen
Can be composted to enrich soil

Needed by plants, animals, and
humans
Used for irrigating crops
May be contaminated by animal
waste, chemical fertilizers, and
other pollutants

◼

◼

◼

◼
◼

◼
◼

Disease-causing microorganism
Some strains live in the guts of
animals
May be transported via air, water,
soil, or food

Needs food, land, air, water, and
humane living conditions
Can be raised for meat or eggs
Produces manure

Supports plant life
Subject to contamination and
erosion

◼

◼

◼

◼
◼

◼

◼

Made by decomposing manure,
food waste, plant matter, or other
organic materials
Can be applied to soil to make it
more fertile, helping plants grow

Needs food, land, air, water, and
humane living conditions
Can be raised for meat or milk
Produces manure and methane

The prevailing weather conditions
in an area
Affects what kind of plants and
animals can survive in a region
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◼
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◼

Essential members of aquatic
ecosystems
Needs freshwater or saltwater
(depending on the species) and
food
May be eaten by humans or other
animals

Food System Connection Cards (p.1 back)

◼
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Food Citizen

Government

Supermarket

Corner Store

Food service
worker

Truck Driver

Farm Worker

Chemical
Fertilizer

Pesticide

Lesson A: Exploring the Food System

Food System Connection Cards (p.2 front)

◼

Lesson A: Exploring the Food System

◼

◼

◼

Transports food in vehicles
that use fossil fuel and produce
pollution
Needs healthy food, air, water,
safe working conditions, and a
living wage

Kills weeds, insects, fungi, or
other pests that damage crops
Can contaminate food, soil, air,
and water and cause health
problems

◼

◼

Enacts policies that affect
farming practices, food safety,
hunger relief, minimum wage
laws for food chain workers, and
more

Prepares and serves food in
restaurants and cafeterias
Needs healthy food, air, water,
safe working conditions, and a
living wage

◼

◼

◼

◼
◼

◼

Helps plants grow
Can contaminate water and
cause health problems

◼

Buys and consumes food
Takes action on food system
issues by voting, organizing, and
writing to governments

Typically offers a smaller variety
of options, at higher prices, than
supermarkets

Plants, tends, and/or harvests
food crops
Needs healthy food, air, water,
safe working conditions, and a
living wage
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Often provides a wider variety of
healthy options, at lower prices,
than smaller stores

Food System Connection Cards (p.2 back)

◼
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◼

Growing

Harvesting

Apples grow in orchards

Apples are picked
by hand

Washing,
grading,
waxing

Packing
Apples are sorted and packed into
40-pound cartons

A wax coating helps keep
apples crisp
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Distributing

Processing

Packaging

Retailing

Apples are transported up to
thousands of miles in refrigerated
trucks

Some apples may be canned or
made into applesauce, pie filling,
etc.

Packaging depends on how the
apples are processed, if at all

Apples are sold in a variety of
stores

Preparing

Consuming

Disposing

Composting

Apples can be eaten whole, added
to salads, cooked in
pies, etc.

Apples are eaten

Throughout the supply chain,
some apples and parts of apples
are discarded

Discarded apples can be
composted and used to help grow
more apples

Lesson A: Exploring the Food System

Washington Apple Supply Chain Cards
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Soy growing

Soy
harvesting

Corn
growing

Corn
harvesting

Soybeans are harvested
for animal feed

Corn is grown for animal feed

Corn is harvested for animal feed

Fish
harvesting

Chick
hatching

Feed
processing

Producing

Fish are harvested for animal feed

Baby chickens are hatched and
processed

Soy, corn, fish, and other
ingredients are combined to make
poultry feed

Processing

Retailing

Preparing

Consuming

Chickens are slaughtered,
defeathered, and sanitized

Packaged chicken products
are sold in supermarkets
and other stores

Chicken products are cooked

Chicken products are eaten

Soybeans are grown for
animal feed

Over 100,000 chickens are
typically raised and fed in a single
facility

Lesson A: Exploring the Food System

Broiler Chicken Supply Chain Cards
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1. Crops: Growing Problems
3. Seafood: Wild and Farmed
2. Animals: Field to Factory
How
are
meat,
milk,
and
eggs
Where does
seafoodWild
comeand
from?
How are crops
grown
1. Crops: Growing Problems
3.our
Seafood:
Farmed
2. Animals: Field to Factory
produced industrially?
How are meat, milk, and eggs

industrially?
How are crops grown
industrially?

Where does our seafood come from?

1. Crops: Grow

6
4. The Hands That Feed Us
5. Our Changing Climate
6. Turning Toward Sustainability
Who harvests,
processes,
serves,
How
is
agriculture
connected
How
are
some
people
making
4. The Hands That Feed Us
5. Our Changing Climate
6. Turning Toward Sustainability

How are crops g
industrially?

produced industrially?

6

and sells our
food?
to climate change?
moreare
sustainable?
Who
harvests, processes, serves,
How is agriculture connectedtheir farmsHow
some people making
and sells our food?

to climate change?

4. The Hands

their farms more sustainable?

8
9

Who harvests, p
and sells our foo

7

8

7

9

9

7. Our Food’s Journey
Why is food7.transported
Our Food’s Journey
over long distances?
Why is food transported

8. Keeping Our Food Safe
9. Processing: Farm to Factory
are foods processed?
Where is our
supply
at Food SafeWhy and how
8.food
Keeping
Our
9. Processing:
Farm to Factory
risk of contamination?
Where is our food supply at

over long distances?

10. Decoding Food Labels
11. Marketing: Under
the
Influence
How can we
interpret
the Food Labels
10.
Decoding
11. Marketing: Under
10

informationHow
on food
packages?
How do food
thecompanies
Influence
can we
interpret the
products?
information on food packages?market their
How
do food companies
market their products?

12

10
11
11

13. Our Wasted Food
How much13.
foodOur
do we
waste Food
Wasted

Why and how are foods processed?

risk of contamination?

12
13

14

12. Why We Eat What We Eat
What factors
our
12.influence
Why We
Eat What We Eat
food choices?
What factors influence our
food choices?

15
15

10

14
13

14. The Hunger Gap
How do hunger
and food
14. The
Hunger Gap

and why does
matter?
people?
Howit much
food do we waste insecurity affect
How do
hunger and food
and why does it matter?
insecurity affect people?

15. Food Policy in Action
What is the15.
roleFood
of government
Policy in Action
in the foodWhat
system?
is the role of government
in the food system?
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