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OUR GRAND CHALLENGES

United States Department of Agriculture

Higher Education Challenge Grants Program

• Climate Change

• Sustainable Energy

• Food Safety

• Hunger and Food Security

• Diabetes and Obesity

The ‘9 Billion people problem’



WHY Honors and the Grand Challenges?

• Partnership between Honors, College of Agriculture and Biological Sciences, College of 
Education and Human Sciences, and SDSU Extension.

• Big, challenging, complicated issues
– Best and brightest minds
– Multidisciplinary approaches
– Problem solving, critical thinking
– Ethical and human issues
– Personal and professional implications

• Embracing the Land Grant Mission
– Interdisciplinary Honors Courses
– Undergraduate Research
– Outreach & Engagement



Interdisciplinary Honors Courses

• All Honors students at SDSU were required to take Honors 383, Honors 
Colloquium, in order to graduate with Honors College distinction.

– A multidisciplinary examination of a contemporary topic of interest emphasizing 
academic rigor, critical thinking, research, ethics and communications.

• A series of colloquium focused on the themes of the grand challenges were 
developed and delivered.

Energy

Food

Food Safety: Farm to Table

Grand Challenges

Global Ecosystem
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HONORS COLLOQUIUM

Meeting the Grand Challenges

• Climate Change
• Sustainable Energy
• Food Safety
• Hunger and Food Security
• Diabetes and Obesity

• Key assessments
– Quizzes
– Book Panel Discussions
– Interdisciplinary Case Studies
– Leading Readings & Social Media

• #honorsgrandchallenges
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23honorsgrandchallenges&src=typd

– Personal Responsibility
– Educational Outreach
– Community Engagement  

• Brookings Backpack Project
• Hunger Banquet
• Serving Brookings Harvest Table
• Feeding Brookings

https://twitter.com/search?q=#honorsgrandchallenges&src=typd


Addressing Grand Challenges with Social Media

News Release to Engage Extension Audience

Kept conversation moving 
outside the walls of the 
university classroom!

Common hashtag
#honorsgrandchallenges



Final Tweets!



Grand Challenges

Student Learning Outcomes Snapshot
After taking this course:

• Developing knowledge and understanding of diverse perspectives, global awareness, or 
other cultures 4.46

• Learning to apply course material (to improve thinking, problem solving, and decisions)
4.21

• Developing skill in expressing myself orally or in writing 4.0
• Learning to analyze and critically evaluate ideas, arguments, and points of view 3.96
• Learning to apply knowledge and skills to benefit others or serve the public good 4.21

Open-ended, qualitative responses were also very positive.  80 percent of students indicated 
the colloquium was ‘an excellent course’.



Quotes from Students – Baseline - 2015



Quotes from Students – Spring 2017

• This was a good course. It explored good, interesting topics that are 
important to our society. I liked the speakers to hear different opinions. 
The assignments were challenging.

• I learned a lot more about global and national food issues that I never 
knew before, so it was definitely an eye opening class.

• The homework allowed me to go more in-depth into what we were 
learning. I particularly liked pairing with Feeding Brookings to see how 
everything we talked about in class relates to the community here in 
Brookings.



FOOD SECURITY 

• SNAP Challenge



OBESITY

Addressing barriers to healthy 
foods and physical activity

‘Making the Healthy Choice the 
Easy Choice’



UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH

Meeting the Grand Challenges

• Call for proposals for projects to ‘meet the grand challenges’
• Students identified mentors and applied for research funding
• Review by faculty committee
• 22 $1000-2500 research stipends awarded over 3 years

– Wide range of projects ranging from education and nutrition to climate 
science, geographical information systems, molecular biology and 
sustainable energy

• Paper and Presentations at Undergraduate Research, Scholarship 
and Creative Activity Day



UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH

Sample Student Projects

• SD Agriculture Education and the Grand Challenges
• Rural and Non-Rural Childhood Obesity
• Physical Activity in Rural Underserved SD Communities
• Mamas Against McDonalds 
• Impact on Gut Microbiota and Metabolism of 2 Different Diets
• Factors Influencing Motility of Bull Semen
• Profitability and Yields of Alternate Oilseeds
• Flowability and Storage Properties of Soy-based Biomaterials
• Effects of Cooking Classes on Freshman Eating Behaviors
• Wellness Needs and Issues of First Year College Students



UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH

Colleges and Programs

Ag Communication,  Ag Economics, Ag Education

Ag Engineering, Ag Leadership, Agronomy

Animal Science, Biochemistry, Biology

Computer Science, Dietetics, Electrical/Software Engineering

Exercise Science, Mechanical Engineering, Microbiology

Nursing, Veterinary & Biomedical Science

Van D. and Barbara B. Fishback Honors College

College of Agriculture and Biological Sciences

College of Education and Human Sciences

College of Arts and Sciences

College of Nursing

Jerome J. Lohr College of Engineering

$70,000 Awarded, 6 academic colleges engaged



COMMUNITY OUTREACH

Meeting the Grand Challenges

• Youth Outreach Internships              

– Partnership with Boys and Girls 
Clubs in Brookings, Flandreau, 
Yankton, and Lake Andes, SD.

– Interns will work with Clubs to 
develop and deliver youth 
programs aimed at enhancing 
awareness and meeting the grand 
challenges.

– Six Honors interns over 2 years

• BOYS AND GIRLS CLUB MISSION –
– To inspire and enable all youth, especially 

those who need us most, to realize their full 
potential as productive, responsible, and 
caring citizens.

– Programming built around priority outcomes:
• Academic success
• Character and leadership
• Healthy lifestyles



COMMUNITY OUTREACH

Meeting the Grand Challenges

• Yoga Club

– 15 total participants

– New ways to be physically active

– Teamwork

• Teen Cuisine

– 42 total participants

– Basic kitchen skills, food safety

– Nutrition education

– Cultural experience

• Gardening Club

– 9 total participants

– Agriculture, tangible rewards

– Family activity

• Healthy Lifestyles
– Physical activities every hour

– Indoor and outdoor

– Snacks

– Suppers

– Dance parties

• Challenges:

– “Yoga is a girl thing”

– “I just want to eat the food”

– “My parents won’t garden at home”

– Continued participation and interest



COMMUNITY OUTREACH

Meeting the Grand Challenges

• Student Impact–

– Real world experience

– Nutrition education

– Community Dietetics

– Learning styles

• Summer mindset

– Diversified culture

– Engrained a passion for 
education for all



MEETING THE GRAND CHALLENGES

Lessons Learned and Looking Ahead

• Ambitious, multi-faceted project is a grand challenge in itself ☺
• Range of opportunities for participation has led to broad support
• Transdisciplinary approaches = challenges and opportunities
• Assessment leveraged for program improvement
• Engagement and connection are critical 

• Looking ahead:  
– Development of new courses
– Undergraduate research & youth outreach internship evaluations
– Awarding grand challenge scholar designation
– Overall program assessment



“If we have  both 
consciousness and 

choice, 
then we also have 

responsibility;
including the 

responsibility to try 
to understand!”

Paraphrased from
“All the Little Live Things” 

by Wallace Stegner



THANK YOU

USDA Higher Education Challenge Grant: 

“Meeting the Grand Challenges” Proposal Number: 2014-04615


