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 Wicked Problems

 Food Security

 Class Project

 Background

 Goals

 Steps

 Support

 Assessment
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“Fresh Food” at a Dollar General in 

Alabama (Student Photographer: 

Woodland, J., 2015).



Wicked Problems
 Hamm, M. 2009. Principals for Framing a 

Healthy Food System. Journal of Hunger & 

Environmental Nutrition, 4: 241-50.
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Characteristic “Wickedness”

Problem • No clear definition

• Solutions may change problem

Stakeholders • Many with different ideas of the 

and real problem and/or causes

Stopping 

intervention

• Determined by stakeholders, 

political forces, and/or resources

Assessment • Better or worse vs. good enough



Definition of Food Security

(USDA ERS)

 “Secure” if access

to enough readily 

available food for 

an active life that is

 Culturally 

appropriate, 

nutritionally 

adequate, and 

safe

 Obtainable in 

socially 

acceptable 

ways

 Classification

 Low security

 Reduced quality, 

variety, or 

desirability

 Little or no 

reduced intake

 Very low security

 Multiple 

indicators of 

disrupted eating 

 Reduced intake

5



Alabama

Low = 16.8% 

Very low = 7.2%

Alabama

Low = 16.8% 

Very low = 7.2% 6
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Feeding America (2014)

Mapping the Meal Gap

B

B

B

B = Traditional 

Black Belt

O = Often 

considered 

Black Belt

B

B

B

B

B

B
B

B

B

B

B

B

B
B

O O

O

O
O

O



9

Alabama Possible (2016)

Alabama Poverty Data Sheet
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Assigned readings



Course Organization 

1. Historical development

 Topics included: farm and rural development 

policies, transformation of southern 

agriculture, labor, science and technological 

change.

2. Outcomes and impacts

 Topics included: vertical and horizontal 

concentration, environment, labor, 

globalization, privatization of science, 

consumption, food safety.

3. Current trends

 Topics included: bi-furcation, scale, 

production-consumption alternatives, 

quality, community.
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In-class exercise 

(09Nov15) in which 

students responded 

to the question, 

“what do you expect 

to see when visiting 

your county?”`

Black Non-Hisp. (%Pop) 

Alabama  26.0

Russell County      41.4

Barbour County    46.7

Bullock County      70.0
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“Collection of various 

types of data to 

provide answers to 

questions about the 

ability of existing 

community resources 

to provide sufficient 

and nutritionally 

sound amounts of 

culturally acceptable 

foods to households in 

the community” 

(pg8).



Approaching “Wickedness”
Key Objectives

 Experience 

evaluating and 

synthesizing data

 Use data to describe 

case and make 

empirically-based 

arguments 

 Engage with lecture 

content and assigned 

texts

 Practice “soft skills” 

associated with 

team-based project

Sub-Objectives

 Improve information 

literacy

 Collect relevant 

statistics and build 

useful datasets

 Visually represent 

data in meaningful 

ways

 Use sociological 

concepts to explain 

findings

 Complete long-term 

assessment project
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Project

Community 

Food Security 

Assessment of 

an Alabama 

Black Belt 

County
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In-class group 

collaboration.



I.  County
COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY ASSESSMENT
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Students working with 

resources at the library.



Background
 General

 History

 Location

17



18

Background
 General

 History

 Location

 Economy

 Sociodems
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Background

 General

 History

 Location

 Economy

 Sociodems

 Agrifood 

production

 Who

 What

 How much

Research librarians searching 

for missing, historical, Census 

of Agriculture data.



II. Access and Availability
COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY ASSESSMENT
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In-class exercise that asked 

groups to list the factors that 

might impact food access.



Food Access
 Outlets

 Transportation

 Food assistance 

programs

 Outlets

 Transportation

 Food 

assistance
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Documentation and raw 

data from the USDA ERS 

Food Environment Atlas.



Food 

Availability
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 Variety

 Quality

 Cost
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Home Town Food, the only food 

retailer in the town. Its entrance is on 

the side of building in an alley (Student 

Photographer: Vaughn, B. 2015).



Personal

Consumption

 Cost

 Source

 Quality

 Nutrition

 Waste
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In-class, team, response to the 

question “what surprised you 

about your own consumption?”



III. Findings
COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY ASSESSMENT
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Team responding to an audience 

question about their findings.
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Slide from a group 

presentation of results.



Project Support 28

Training & Guidance

Showing students how to 

retrieve online data and 

codebook from the USDA 

ERS Food Environment Atlas. 

Challenging project team on 

their data use assumptions.
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Practice & Feedback

In-class, team, practice using 

key concepts from lecture 

and assigned readings to 

explain their findings.

Instructor comments and 

suggested revisions posted 

to course Canvas site.

Project Support



Initial Assessment

Indirect Measures

 Student response

 “Emphasis on 

sustainability and 

fairness really 

inspired me.”
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 “Especially loved the 

field trip and project 

. . . got to see many 

of concepts we 

discussed in class first 

hand.”

 “Learned more than 

I ever thought I 

would about food 

security.”

 “Food security 

assessment was cool 

to learn from.”



Initial Assessment

Indirect Measures

 Student response

 “Emphasis on 

sustainability and 

fairness really 

inspired me.”

Direct Measures

 Specialist response

 “Got a lot out of 

‘em’.”

 “Every student should 

take this class.”
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Initial Assessment

Indirect Measures

 Student response

 “Emphasis on 

sustainability and 

fairness really 

inspired me.”

 “Grading was very 
harsh and difficult.”

Direct Measures

 Specialist response

 “Got a lot out of 

‘em’.”

 “Every student should 

take this class.”
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A

B

D

 “This class was by 

no means easy.”

 “The workload was 

kind of a lot.”

 “Hard at times.”

 “Lots of reading.”



Initial Assessment

Indirect Measures

 Student response

 “Emphasis on 

sustainability and 

fairness really 

inspired me.”

 “Grading was very 
harsh and difficult.”

Direct Measures

 Specialist response

 “Got a lot out of 

‘em’.”

 “Every student should 

take this class.”

 Pre- and Post-test

 Race and class

 Empathy 

 Diversity 

 Entitlement 
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