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Abstract

Access to healthy and local foods is an issue that crosses numerous polit-
ical, institutional, and disciplinary boundaries. Traditional philosophical ap-
proaches and market strategies have failed to provide stakeholders with the 
tools they need to address the entangled, systemic issues surrounding ac-
cess to such food. This article describes how combining a wicked problems 
framework with a feminist pragmatist methodology is valuable for empow-
ering students to collaboratively address these issues in and with local com-
munities. This framework encourages stakeholders to recognize the need for 
collaborative, context-sensitive, and iterative action processes aimed to me-
liorate current injustices. In particular, this article documents the philosophy 
behind and initial outcomes of undergraduate students’ participatory action 
efforts designed to support the work of the Heartside Gleaning Initiative in 
Grand Rapids, Michigan. This article ultimately highlights the philosophy be-
hind such work, the structures and processes involved, as well as the chal-
lenges and benefits of an engaged, boundary-spanning educational model.

The great difficulty we experience in reducing to action our imperfect code 
of social ethics arises from the fact that we have not yet learned to act 

together.
–Jane Addams, Democracy and Social Ethics

Introduction

At 57, CA is a ten-year resident of the impoverished Heartside neighborhood 
in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Prior to coming to Grand Rapids, CA was home-
less for five years. She is diabetic, and community agencies have been essen-
tial in helping her meet her basic needs, obtain housing, and receive medical 
care. Still, this support alone did not extend far enough, making access to 
healthy food far from easy. In her words, “I didn’t have the money [for fresh 
fruit and vegetables]; bread, eggs, milk, and cheese were more important. 
My income has not grown as fast as the cost of everything else.” This senti-
ment rings true for most Heartside residents. Food insecurity, obesity, and 
diabetes are just the tip of the iceberg. Connected to and exacerbating these 
issues are a host of others, including a stopgap healthcare system, unsafe 
neighborhoods, poor city infrastructure, and lack of transportation (to name 
only a few). In addition, the structure of—and momentum behind—many 
current local, regional, and global systems makes addressing these intercon-
nected challenges incredibly difficult. This is where we begin.

Undeniably, the interconnected challenges CA has confronted are far too 
common in Heartside. With a population of 3,000 (60% male and 40% fe-
male, 38% minority, and 40% over 45 years of age) and an unemployment 
rate of 22.5% in 2012, more than 45% of the population lives below the poverty 
line.1 The neighborhood is designated a food desert by the U.S. Department 

https://doi.org/10.25335/M5/PPJ.1.1-5


Public Philosophy Journal   |   Volume 1, Number 1   |   Spring 2018

Working With Lake et al.

2

of Agriculture; it lacks access to fresh, healthy, and affordable food.2 Within 
the Heartside neighborhood there are no grocery stores where fresh fruits 
and vegetables can be purchased. In 2012 fewer than 55% of households had 
a car to travel to a grocery store.3 As CA notes, “most of the families in the 
community are on a fixed income and don’t have money for luxuries. Food 
stamps are for necessities, and many families think that fruits and vegeta-
bles are a luxury.” Indeed, many Heartside residents rely on free community 
meal programs and food pantries. 

These meals, however, do not meet basic nutrition standards; in fact, the 
meals served at these pantries and shelters are consistent with meals that 
contribute to the hunger/obesity paradox.4 They are high in fat and sugar, 
contain few fruits and vegetables, and thus tend to promote weight gain 
and contribute to nutrition deficit.5 Food-insecure adults are twice as likely 
to be obese as are food-secure individuals.6 Since access to fresh fruits and 
vegetables is a marker of a healthy diet that can reduce chronic diseases, 
lack of access is particularly troubling. Indeed, the combined health effects 
of the hunger/obesity paradox include increased rates of diabetes, heart dis-
ease, kidney failure, high blood pressure and some cancers.7 Lack of access, 
then, literally reduces the quality and quantity of one’s life. Access to healthy 
foods is an issue that crosses complex political, institutional, and disciplinary 
boundaries. It is also an intractable, high-stakes life-and-death issue. As Mi-
chael Pollan notes, “there are no alternatives to food.”8 

How should community members, nonprofit organizations, educators, and 
students working towards food justice respond to these challenges? That is, 
beyond theorizing and pontificating about the situation within a universi-
ty classroom, what else might educators and their students do to engage? 
What can a standard, undergraduate general education course possibly offer 
a neighborhood facing these challenges? Traditional philosophic approach-
es and market strategies have failed to provide stakeholders with the tools 
they need to address the entangled, systemic issues surrounding access to 
local and healthy food. In contrast, a wicked problems (WP) framework can 
be combined with a feminist pragmatist methodology to address complex 
food issues in local communities. Scholars utilizing the WP framework can 
help stakeholders more fully recognize that food justice is an incredibly com-
plex and high-stakes social issue and—by laying this groundwork—generate 
buy-in for engaging in collaborative, context-sensitive, and iterative action 
processes aimed at ameliorating current food injustices. The framework en-
courages public and engaged philosophy, particularly scholarship associated 
with feminist pragmatism. In fact, practitioners familiar with feminist prag-
matism can further undergird and extend this framework. As an engaged 
philosophy that emphasizes the need for cooperative action, it encourages 
a move away from an individualist ethos and to a social ethics. Recognizing 
a need for perplexity, reciprocity, and sympathetic understanding, this arti-
cle begins by arguing that a feminist pragmatist pedagogical method is a 
means of working towards more effective and collaborative food justice.

After explicating this engaged framework, we illustrate its value by docu-
menting the philosophy behind and initial outcomes of two upper-division 
undergraduate university courses employing this pedagogical approach. 
Given current resistance to, assumptions about, and fear of engaging under-
graduate students in participatory action on such wicked issues within the 
community, we find the lessons learned to be particularly salient. This article 
details undergraduate students’ efforts to support the work of the Heartside 
Gleaning Initiative (HGI) in Grand Rapids, Michigan. As a new and alterna-
tive local food access model for food insecure residents, HGI gleans produce 
from two seasonal farmers’ markets in the area, distributing it to homeless 
shelters, soup kitchens, and residents in the neighborhood. 
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With few-to-no institutional mechanisms for encouraging or sustaining this 
cross-class community partnership, this work was sparked through informal 
relationships and a shared commitment to food justice. For example, HGI, 
as a burgeoning nonprofit, hoped such a collaboration would yield creative 
and fruitful ideas for sustaining and enhancing their outreach. Food Matters, 
as a project- and community-based course, saw HGI as a powerful avenue 
for helping students viscerally understand and address real challenges sur-
rouding food justice. Students in Food Matters harnessed both ideas learned 
through the course and their own disciplinary expertise to collaboratively de-
sign six potentially viable prototypes for HGI. These prototypes ranged from 
the creation of a context-dependent recipe book to plans for volunteer re-
cruitment, daycare distribution, establishing funding streams, a resident-led 
cooking workshop, and a food waste analysis. Prior to the end of the semes-
ter students elicited feedback on their work from HGI and published their 
findings (providing leverage to a subsequent course offering). Through the 
lens of the subsequent course—entitled Wicked Problems of Sustainabili-
ty—these initial student reports were a powerful pivot around which to sus-
tain and enhance effective community change. 

Particularly interesting about the nature of both the WP framework and 
a feminist pragmatist method is how they encourage students to grap-
ple with the real-world complexities of the issues surrounding food, the 
neighborhood, capitalistic food markets, and the nonprofit HGI, while also 
requiring them to co-create and implement a variety of action plans with 
the community. Author insights and personal observations are noted. As we 
document next, other researchers have concluded that such approaches are 
instrumental for tackling wicked problems surrounding food (including but 
not limited to production, distribution, access, diet, cost, consumption, and 
health). Ultimately, we highlight both the short-term impact and the long-
term hope springing from these philosophic commitments; our goal is to 
provide tempered inspiration and flexible strategies likely to stimulate more 
effective boundary-spanning models. In order to help the reader reflect 
upon the usefulness of this pedagogical approach, we next briefly describe 
the pedagogical commitments undergirding the two university courses in-
volved.

Participatory and Transdisciplinary Pedagogy

A Wicked Problems Framework

Wicked problems are most often characterized as incredibly complex, inter-
dependent public problems involving high levels of uncertainty, variability, 
and risk as well as intense disagreement between fragmented stakehold-
ers.9 For example, problems like poverty, diet and health, globalization, and 
environmental challenges can be, and often are, characterized as “wicked.” 
Since such problems resist wholescale resolution, undergo change over time, 
are deeply interconnected with other systemic challenges, and involve com-
peting facts and values, they tend to turn from large-scale, systemic messes 
into crises. Behind such problems we often see conflicting objectives, narrow 
problem-framing and agenda-setting, outdated institutions and systems, 
ineffective policies, and unexamined assumptions.10 

Thus, WP scholars generally suggest that public deliberation, participatory 
action research, and collaborative model-framing are needed to address 
large-scale social problems.11 Such efforts are necessary because effective in-
terventions tend to require that stakeholders first move from a narrow state 
of certainty (and often a win-lose zero-sum game competitive agenda) to-
wards a state of perplexity. This process fosters deep listening and encourag-
es stakeholders to see the perspectives of others; it thus tends to expand eth-
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ical frameworks, making future collaborative action-efforts more likely and 
more comprehensive.12 In general, such processes temporarily mire stake-
holders in the complexities of problems, which then tends to boost their will-
ingness to work with others in order to address challenges. 

A WP framework ultimately encourages experiential learning: a more ho-
listic—albeit messy and always incomplete—understanding of complex sys-
temic problems.13 It also provides a wide variety of tools and processes for 
reframing the issue being examined (including but not limited to design 
thinking, collaborative modeling, and soft systems thinking, as well as demo-
cratic deliberation and facilitation). Since these problems require we engage 
a wide-range of stakeholders involved in the situation, initial and iterative 
framing is essential for inspiring and maintaining the motivation to collab-
orate across boundaries. Calling on higher education to reconsider its role, 
Ramaley says, “the management of this kind of problem requires collabo-
ration, a sharing of exposure to risk and an opportunity for benefit, and a 
willingness to learn as the problem changes.”14 In fact, researchers suggest 
this framework is valuable for ameliorating a wide range of systemic chal-
lenges, including but not limited to poverty, health, diet, and environment.15 
As many have noted, this framework also calls on philosophers (and scholars 
more generally) to reconsider their role.16 

Field Philosophy

Indeed, collaborative efforts to reflect on and wrestle with wicked prob-
lems call for more than applied scholarship. That is, to the extent that ap-
plied scholarship works from theoretical, top-down descriptions of problems 
and only then seeks to apply these “theoretical principles” to problems, it 
gets it wrong.17 Wicked problems require a more piecemeal, reciprocal, and 
messy engagement process that is committed to fallible, context-depen-
dent co-learning. They encourage processes like systemic action research, a 
process whereby we come to continuously adapt to uncertain, dynamic and 
interconnected social messes.18 Systemic action research requires we con-
sider disparate knowledge, wrestle with issues of power, and engage others 
across our differences.19 Under this model, scholars no longer seek a “frame-
work in advance, prior to engagement with the particulars of a problem or 
question.”20 Instead, scholars intentionally weave “intellectual analysis with 
experiential knowing,” working with different “forms of evidence,” including 
individual narratives, community input, quantitative data, and more.21 Ulti-
mately, then, the approach pursued here is best described by Robert Fro-
deman’s field philosophy: “a problem-oriented form of philosophical prac-
tice that treats knowledge production and knowledge use as dynamically 
integrated.”22 By working at the “project level on problems that have been 
defined by various social actors,” field philosophers intentionally begin with 
“problems as defined by non-philosophers” and seek to “ameliorate situa-
tions.”23 Such an approach will “open up new ways of seeing, new approaches 
to sense-making, and new opportunities to work together to apply what we 
learn by ‘reading’ our environment.”24 Engaged scholarship requires we de-
velop “case-specific, explicitly pluralist approaches to the question of what 
counts as quality work.”25 Jane Addams—and the field of feminist pragma-
tism more broadly—embodies the strategies of field philosophers articulat-
ed here. 

Feminist Pragmatist Approach

At its core, a feminist pragmatist approach emphasizes the necessity of nar-
rative and perplexity, fellowship and cooperative action, sympathetic under-
standing and the expansion of one’s ethical framework.26 This stance of open-
ness is necessary for coming to more deeply see the positionality of others. 
For feminist pragmatists, knowledge is contingent and co-constructed; it is 
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31. Heartside Gleaning Initiative, 
Annual Report, 2014, http://
www.heartsidegleaning.org/
uploads/2/6/2/5/26258336/hgi_annual_
report_ps.pdf. 
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a tool for meliorating problems. Influenced by Jane Addams’s lifework, such 
an approach is also prefaced on a “working with” model, encouraging all in-
volved to give as well as receive, to learn as well as teach, to reflect as well as 
act; it ultimately seeks to overturn traditional notions of charity and service, 
a simple doing “for” others.27 In fact, Addams’ lifework—involving both place-
based interventions at Hull House28 in Chicago and global outreach through 
her work on food justice and peace—is a powerful illustration of collaborative 
and iterative interventions aimed toward ameliorating wicked problems.29

As an approach intentionally designed to encourage collaborative, reflective, 
and experimental interventions, feminist pragmatism lays the groundwork 
for what follows. For instance, this approach encourages the formation of 
relationships across boundaries of all kinds (epistemic, ethical, and cultural). 
And these relationships goad us into rethinking “the nature of the work we 
do and the impact of our contributions.” Such an approach encourages in-
structors to think more carefully about “how we generate knowledge, create 
an inspiring educational environment, and assist our students in acquiring 
knowledge and skills they will need to work effectively with others to address 
complex problems.”30 It similarly means we must be more critically aware 
of how power operates, as well as more willing to collaboratively define the 
problem, ask the questions, and frame the options. In the end, such an ap-
proach moves stakeholders to co-act: compelling them to consider who 
is bearing the risks, reaping the benefits, and interpreting the results. As a 
catalyst for place- and self-transformation, a feminist pragmatist approach 
opens space from which to rethink how and why we engage, encourages 
courageous and humble co-action, and thus fosters the habits and virtues 
of change-agents. 

Place-Based Participatory Action at the 
Undergraduate Level

I. The Heartside Gleaning Initiative

With this context in mind, Heartside Gleaning Initiative is striving to increase 
both access to and knowledge about fresh fruits and vegetables for Heart-
side and its surrounding communities. With an overarching goal of improv-
ing health and quality of life, HGI increases not only access to these foods 
but also awareness about the importance of fresh fruits and vegetables and 
knowledge about how to prepare them. This initiative thus supplies fresh, 
healthy produce collected from farmer’s donations at farmers’ markets to 
area community meal programs, food pantries, and low-income residents. 
These activities are conducted June through October, with a plan to expand 
to a year-round operation. In 2014, their first season of operation, more than 
17,000 pounds of fresh produce were gleaned and redistributed.31

In addition to educating about healthier food choices, HGI encourages 
positive interactions between neighborhood residents and vendors at the 
markets. These burgeoning relationships have built cohesion across other-
wise fairly isolated groups. In its first year HGI has—by “bringing together 
groups that otherwise would have little reason or opportunity to interact: 
urban with rural, immigrant with native, old with young, black with white,” 
and student with the community residents—effectively spanned a number 
of social divides.32 Research has shown that building such relationships tends 
to positively impact the social determinants of health.33 By partnering with a 
wide variety of stakeholders, the gleaning program is intentionally bridging 
boundaries, providing valuable resources, encouraging healthy food choices, 
reducing waste, enhancing education, and encouraging civic engagement; 
that is, HGI is seeking to “ameliorate interconnected problems such as pov-
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34. Lake et al., “Local Food Innovation 
in a World of Wicked Problems: The 
Pitfalls and the Potential,” The Journal 
of Agriculture, Food Systems and 
Community Development 5, no. 3 (2015): 
13-26, 21.

erty, access, health, diet, and environment in the neighborhood with neigh-
borhood residents.”34 

CA’s story is a case in point: since CA has been able to increase the amount of 
fresh fruits and vegetables in her diet through her involvement in the Heart-
side Gleaning Initiative, her doctor has noted a substantial improvement in 
her AIC, an indicator of diabetes control. Not surprisingly, her change in diet 
also has resulted in substantial weight loss, lower blood pressure, and better 
cholesterol readings. The changes in CA, however, cannot be measured by 
a simple doctor’s visit. Interactions with local farmers, Heartside residents, 
and business leaders, as well as university professors and students (among 
others) have also had a powerful impact on CA’s outlook on life. She now 
believes her life has a greater purpose; she has reunited with her family af-
ter twenty years, has dreams of obtaining her high school diploma, and is 
considering attending college. With these significant changes in mind, CA 
argues passionately for the value of this program, saying “each week we see 
the results of the program and the difference we’re making in other’s lives.” 
With this positive experience behind her, CA was more than willing to step 
into a collaborative partnership with Food Matters students in the fall of 2014.

II. Food Matters 

Food Matters is an upper-level general education course that requires stu-
dents to analyze the role of food in health from a variety of perspectives, as 
well as address food-related problems through collaborative and integrative 
problem solving. More specifically, the skills and content objectives of the 
course are to: 

1) identify needs and opportunities for improvement of a food related 
issue in the community;

2) propose creative and integrative solutions to address health prob-
lems related to diet;

3) refine and implement ideas that address the three pillars of sustain-
ability (economic viability, social equity, and environmental concerns); 

4) reflect on collaboration and integration as a framework valuable for 
problem solving. 

With both these objectives and a feminist pragmatist framework in mind, 
students were partnered with HGI from the very beginning of the semester 
(rather than develop ideas in the classroom setting and then apply them 
in the community). This partnership—beginning with an introduction from 
both CA and the HGI director—encouraged a “working with” model, ground-
ed in the context of the local situation being addressed. The director provid-
ed students with a context for the initiative, while CA highlighted both the 
social and environmental conditions surrounding the neighborhood and 
the initial impact the initiative has had in the community. 

Students then participated in a gleaning experience alongside other HGI 
volunteers. This activity required students to engage with the other volun-
teers and local farmers, collect and weigh produce, and deliver it to home-
less shelters in the downtown area; it encouraged students to learn by doing 
and seeing in the community, ultimately grounding their understanding of 
HGI operations and its impact on local residents. This firsthand experience 
illustrated the value of the initiative as well as opportunities where students 
could improve its viability. As a class, students then combined their collec-
tive insights by brainstorming a list of areas in need of improvement, ulti-
mately identifying the following issues as ones they hoped to collaboratively 
address: (1) information about food use and waste after distribution, (2) food 
illiteracy, (3) lack of funding, (4) a need for committed and sustainable volun-
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survey and then collected, summarized, and 
disseminated the findings (see Katelyn Kuhl 
et al., “Heartside Gleaning Initiative Food 
Waste Survey,” LIB 322: Wicked Problems 
of Sustainability, paper 10, 2014, http://
scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/10). 
This project helped the class refine their 
own projects.

37. For example, one product included a 
student-created manual outlining easy, 
nutritious, and low-cost recipes, using 
minimal ingredients and equipment, 
focused around seasonal produce coming 
from the farmers’ markets, and designed to 
help people learn about preparing produce 
in a healthy way (see Amanda Foster et al., 
“A Recipe for Healthy Communities,” LIB 
322: Wicked Problems of Sustainability, 
paper 14, 2014, http://scholarworks.gvsu.
edu/wickedproblems/14). A separate group 
of students developed eight workshops 
focusing on different aspects of nutrition 
and food preparation; their goal was to aid 
produce recipients in making healthy and 
delicious food choices (see Cody Gallagher 
et al., “The Gleaning Workshop Project: A 
Workshop Curriculum for the Heartside 
Gleaning Initiative of Grand Rapids, MI,” 
LIB 322: Wicked Problems of Sustainability, 
paper 9, 2014, http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/
wickedproblems/9).

38. Hoping to expand weekly produce 
distribution, one group of students 
reached out to daycare centers in the 
area, ultimately offering a series of 
recommendations for distributing produce 
to a daycare center during the next 
gleaning season (see Averi Doolittle et al., 
“Bringing Fresh Produce to a Heartside 
Daycare: Heartside Gleaning Initiative 
Partnership,” LIB 322: Wicked Problems 
of Sustainability, paper 11, 2014, http://
scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/11).

39. This team of students completed 
research on fundraising opportunities, 
creating an informational pamphlet along 
with a contact list of local potential business 
partners. The final group of students 
made initial contacts with a number of 
organizations, ultimately producing a 
pamphlet about the volunteering needs 
of HGI (see Kyle Ramsey et al., “3R-Reach, 
Recruit, Reform: Working with the 
Grand Rapids Community to Meet the 
Volunteer Needs of the Heartside Gleaning 
Initiative,” LIB 322: Wicked Problems of 
Sustainability, paper 15, 2014, https://
scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?1&article=1008&context).

teers, and (5) food distribution expansion opportunities. From here students 
formed interdisciplinary teams around the issues they were most motivated 
to address; as a team students refined these initial ideas and developed ac-
tionable plans. Figure 1 is an illustration of the information flows and student 
team outcomes from these initial efforts.

Figure 1. Reflective Analysis: The Perils and Possibilities of ‘Working With’

Students then periodically met with the HGI board of directors, volunteers, 
and neighborhood residents in order to improve upon the quality and via-
bility of their action plans. These efforts encourage the boundary-spanning 
work promoted by a feminist pragmatist approach, requiring consistent 
feedback, reflection, and revision.35 In place of submitting assignments once, 
students and HGI engaged in an iterative feedback loop process that fur-
ther strengthened final projects. Every month, students organized a themed 
potluck during which the HGI director, board members, volunteers, and resi-
dents of the Heartside neighborhood shared their thoughts about students’ 
action plans. These gatherings stimulated alignment between student proj-
ects and the needs of HGI, encouraged students to see the real-world impact 
of their efforts, and put the HGI community at the center of the endeavor. 
The students would collect feedback, further integrating multiple perspec-
tives from the community into their existing plans. This iterative revisioning 
process pushed students to move beyond initial perceptions and narrow in-
terventions by fostering a space from which they could incorporate diverse 
experiences across boundaries. We suggest such experiences are the vehicle 
for effective collaboration where working with the community rather than 
on the community can be put into practice.

At the end of the semester students presented their final prototypes to HGI’s 
director, board members, and volunteers; engaged in a dialogue with the 
invited community members; and collected a last set of recommendations 
that were then incorporated into their published findings. With this exten-
sive feedback in mind, students ultimately (1) measured HGI’s outcomes 
through a student-created, administered, and assessed survey,36 (2) contrib-
uted to the design of HGI products and services through the development of 
community education programs and materials,37 (3) proposed an extended 
distribution route to include a daycare and other potential schools in the 
neighborhood,38 (4) built partnerships with other community members and 
local businesses intentionally aimed to increase the credibility and viability 
of HGI,39 and (5) published their ideas on how to cultivate self-sustaining pro-
grams and increase the scale of the work being done.

http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/10
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/10
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/14
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/14
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/9
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/9
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/11
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/11
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?1&article=1008&context=wickedproblems
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?1&article=1008&context=wickedproblems
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?1&article=1008&context=wickedproblems
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Bridging the limitations of individual courses, students in the following se-
mester’s course, Wicked Problems of Sustainability, then analyzed these 
initial action efforts, brainstormed creative ways to move HGI forward, and 
implemented action plans of their own, either as an extension to the already 
existing projects or as brand-new offshoots for the Initiative. In the absence 
of formal mechanisms for this course- and semester-spanning partnership, 
the animating force behind this collaboration was catalyzed by individual 
faculty-to-faculty relationships and a willingness to work together, along 
with a commitment to sustained engagement practices.40 and publicly en-
gaged scholarship.41 

III. Wicked Problems of Sustainability

In the winter of 2015 two interdisciplinary teams of students from Wicked 
Problems of Sustainability considered how they might use their own values, 
skill sets, and disciplinary expertise in order to move these initial efforts for-
ward. The intent of this general education course is to “provide upper-divi-
sion undergraduate students with a hands-on, collaborative experience at 
working on a local wicked problem of sustainability with community part-
ners.”42 The objectives of the course ask students to:

1) identify and apply the literature on “wicked problems” to sustain-
ability issues;

2) research and analyze current and/or historical case studies via two 
or more different disciplinary lenses with a goal towards integration;

3) in collaboration, present findings and facilitate deliberation on pos-
sible action plans;

4) analyze deliberative conclusions and propose solution or action ef-
fort, disseminating the results of the project.

These course objectives align with WP recommendations suggesting ame-
liorative and collaborative community actions must begin with the values at 
hand.43 The first three weeks of the semester focused on fostering commu-
nity while building competency in the issues being studied. Students con-
tinued to delve into the complexities of the issue throughout the semester 
while developing and refining action-plans with HGI. Mirroring the course 
structure of Food Matters, students spent the final weeks of the semester 
disseminating their ideas, eliciting feedback, and analyzing their efforts so 
they could synthesize what they learned and share their findings with a 
broad range of community stakeholders. 

Within the inherent time limitations of a standard semester, this timeline 
helped the instructor to scaffold course requirements in order to support 
students in building competencies and confidence in their community ef-
forts. For instance, students begin by acquiring a framework from which to 
build action plans by conducting traditional literature reviews, hearing var-
ious experts talk about issues the initiative faces, interviewing community 
members, observing the community and the project-in-action, and then 
mind-mapping their insights. These collaborative frameworks are then used 
to brainstorm possible action plans, and these plans can then be prototyped 
and tested. Lessons learned through prototyping innovations can then filter 
back into the framework, reshaping and enhancing students’ understand-
ing of the situation.44 

In the instructor’s experience, these practices can move students from a 
predetermined state of mind, into a state of “perplexity;”45 in addition, such 
iterative framing and scaffolding is likely to broaden students’ ethical frame-
work, encourage community narrative as a vital source of information, and 
foster collaborative action. Seeking to integrate these disparate sources of in-
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48. The Grand Gleaners hoped to 
further the mission of HGI by focusing 
predominantly on two critical concerns 
of nonprofit organizations: promoting 
and funding. This team thus created a 
crowdfunding “how-to” guide, developed 
a storyboard for the creation of a short 
promotional video, and conducted 
outreach to local film professionals 
(Kara D. Cook et al., “The Grand Gleaners 
Project Analysis,” LIB 322: Wicked 
Problems of Sustainability, paper 17, 
2015, http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/
wickedproblems/17). The crowdfunding 
“how-to” guide, openly accessible to 
anyone, was incredibly valued by a wide 
range of community stakeholders.

49. The Food Fighters team, “armed 
with both the methods for ameliorating 
wicked problems and with key 
partnerships in the local community,” 
focused on designing tools to increase 
food distribution. These tools resulted 
in the Heartside Glean Ride, “a mobile 
food cart that allows HGI to store and 
transport gleaned produce to local 
residents who otherwise lack reliable 
transportation” (Selina Dorking, 
“Heartside’s Glean Ride: Bringing 
Fresh Food and Ideas to the Heart 
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Problems of Sustainability, paper 18, 
2015, p. 3, http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/
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50. A. M. Fauvel, personal 
communication, 8/13/14.

formation also makes the need for different knowledge cultures―including 
expert, community, organizational, and “holistic knowledge”―apparent.46 

In alignment with the course objectives, interdisciplinary teams of students 
in the course used empathy mapping,47 community conversations, and sec-
ondary research in order to carefully consider the needs of HGI. By consider-
ing not only the wicked nature of systemic food challenges and the needs of 
HGI but also their own skill sets, disciplinary expertise, and values, students 
ultimately chose to focus on the challenges HGI faced around funding, pro-
motion, and food distribution. By the end of the semester the two student 
teams collectively created (1) a crowdfunding “how-to” guide openly accessi-
ble to any interested nonprofit organization, (2) a storyboard for the creation 
of a HGI promotional video,48 (3) plans for the Heartside Glean Ride (a design 
like that of a mobile produce van), and (4) a brochure for Healthy Heartside 
Share boxes49 (i.e., weekly boxes of mixed produce delivered to residents). In 
addition, students sought out a wide variety of possible partners who might 
be able to further HGI’s mission (i.e., film and video students and professors, 
nursing students and professors, Heartside residents, etc.). (See figure 1 for 
an illustration of student project work.)

IV. The Community Partner’s Perspective 

Heartside Gleaning Initiative viewed the opportunity to work with university 
classes as a prototypical win-win-win situation for a number of reasons. (1) 
Heartside Gleaning had much work that needed to be accomplished and, 
like most nonprofit organizations, their leadership and volunteer resources 
were overburdened. Seizing the opportunity to have students evaluate chal-
lenges, conduct secondary research, interview stakeholders, and develop 
potentially innovative action plans, HGI valued the chance to work closely 
with students interested in food justice, develop relationships and encour-
age volunteers for the harvest season. (2) The instructors would be partner-
ing with a volunteer organization whose members were not only willing but 
also accustomed to working with students, as several key players were also 
university professors. (3) These partnerships enabled HGI to facilitate student 
learning about sustainable food systems, food access, and education (align-
ing with HGI’s mission).

With these objectives in mind HGI talked with the instructors to ensure that 
their approach to working in the community was compatible with the em-
powerment model HGI implements—that of working “with” not “on.” In fact, 
initial and sustained discussions were held to ensure compatibility between 
HGI needs and course objectives and to align expectations. An email excerpt 
outlines some of the desired framework for the partnership: “I would like it if 
we could imagine a context in which the students have many options/choic-
es and can be innovative in their approach, but also provide guidelines, part-
nership, feedback, ideas and support, akin to what a client would request. I 
feel working ‘with’ the residents would be an extremely valuable experience 
and opportunity for the residents and for the students alike.”50 With a shared 
vision in place and a commitment to flexible collaboration, the partnership 
unfolded fairly organically.

When each semester ended HGI took a step back from the process, read 
the published student reports, and developed a document summarizing the 
outcomes and recommendations from each team. These documents have 
been referred to on numerous occasions as HGI continues to move ahead 
with fulfilling the organization’s mission. In general, course final products 
were useful as jumping off points for future HGI endeavors. The student rec-
ipe book, for example, needed to be individualized to better suit the needs 
of HGI’s produce recipients but has since been re-published by the country 
health department. However, in another instance, the data collected on pro-

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2015/1/using-design-thinking-in-higher-education
https://er.educause.edu/articles/2015/1/using-design-thinking-in-higher-education
https://er.educause.edu/articles/2015/1/using-design-thinking-in-higher-education
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/17
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/17
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/18
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/wickedproblems/18
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duce use and waste by recipients was used directly in the HGI annual report 
and grant applications as well as in media releases. 

An article published in the GVSU student newspaper, the Lanthorn, high-
lighted the outcomes of this partnership, interviewing CA, who said this work 
has been incredibly rewarding. CA noted that the formal classroom environ-
ment makes forming the connections necessary for genuine and reciprocal 
collaboration difficult. However, breaking bread together—as community 
member, partner, instructor, and student—helped to dissolve these divides. 
“When we ate together it was more of just a conversation and we went back 
and forth, back and forth.” In the end, “students came up with a lot of good 
ideas to help us see what our potential can be.” This interview captures the 
importance of hospitality, deep listening, and relationship building for foster-
ing transformational learning and reciprocal impact.

While the benefits to the organization are clear, the collaboration with stu-
dents also presented the HGI board with several challenges.

Challenge #1: Implementing a “Working With” Model

Ensuring community member voices were included in the process each 
step of the way (i.e., implementing a “working with” model) presented logis-
tical challenges. For instance, HGI collaborates with and seeks to empower 
Heartside residents who have few resources. This presented many hurdles 
for the partnership, including difficulties with transportation to campus, 
communication, and meals. Communication with Heartside residents was 
problematic since most do not have easy access to email and have very lim-
ited minutes available on their phone plans. Moreover, since these residents 
are reliant on soup kitchens for meals and both courses were offered during 
mealtimes, it was considered necessary to provide meals. This problem was 
partially alleviated by holding thematic potlucks during each class meeting 
attended by residents. Lower-income volunteers attending these class ses-
sions particularly valued eating home-prepared foods in a pleasant commu-
nity setting with undergraduate students who were eager to listen to what 
they had to say.

Challenge # 2: Lack of Control and Follow-Through 

It is essential for an organization to speak with a consistent message that 
supports its mission and shows it in the best light. Students who are not 
an integral part of an organization may not fully understand the message 
or how to present it. During the course of these projects HGI did not always 
know who was being contacted, for what reason, and what was being said. 
Allowing students to represent HGI during contacts with potential donors, 
community partners, neighborhood residents, and businesses was risky. 
And, since HGI was not always aware of whom students contacted and what 
was discussed, they did not have the ability to follow-through, potentially 
placing HGI in a negative light in the eyes of those contacted about donat-
ing, fundraising, receiving produce, etc. In addition, some student projects 
could not be implemented without additional funding (for example, produc-
ing a promotional video for crowdfunding). 

Challenge #3: Quality of Student Work 

Not all of the work produced by students was useable; at times this resulted 
from the quality of submitted work, but at other times this was because the 
projects did not align with the organization’s current needs. For example, 
pamphlets and brochures must be of the highest quality; they must also be 
in a format easily adapted over time (as the organization’s needs change). A 
number of documents produced by students were created in programs that 
could not be edited and they thus could not be used. 
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While some of these challenges are specific to HGI, others are inherent to 
the messy process of collaborative and experiential learning and should be 
expected by any partnering organization seeking to empower students and 
community residents to be genuine collaborators. However, it is crucial to set 
outcome expectations early in the process and have continual communica-
tion so there are no surprises, unmet expectations, or disgruntled communi-
ty members or partner organizations.

II. The Students’ Perspective

Students published works and commentary largely verified the value of the 
collaboration with HGI. This community collaboration required strong com-
munication and collaboration skills, yielded real-world impacts, and opened 
opportunities to examine the value of course content in relation to surround-
ing communities so they could see the situation from multiple frameworks. 
As one student articulated, he most “enjoyed the … opportunity to create 
something real.” In general, students reported feeling intimidated by—and 
yet in the end empowered with—the notion that their work was going to 
continue beyond the classroom walls and live on in the community long af-
ter the semester ended. Further feedback substantiated the value and im-
portance of intentional scaffolding for courses engaging students in messy, 
real-world learning. Students also found these courses far more challenging 
than most others. 

Challenge #1: Inherently Intimidating Nature of Real-World, Messy Part-
nerships

A couple student teams found it challenging to imagine inspiring, impactful, 
and practical action projects within the broad range of possibilities present-
ed. These same teams spent a lot of the semester floundering, paralyzed by 
the size of the task at hand. By the time they narrowed their action plans, 
they felt disappointed by the overall impact of their projects in comparison 
with their initial hopes. The high-stakes, real-world nature of the challeng-
es students are confronting in such courses can be intimidating and over-
whelming. In a number of ways, students were risking public failure. Student 
projects were presented to nonprofit leaders, deans, and the surrounding 
community and their findings published in an openly accesible platform.

Challenge #2: Collaborative Time Constraints

Across the board students articulated time constraints and difficulties in 
coordinating schedules. On the other hand, students were divided in their 
assessment of the number of hours of work required for completing tasks, 
many maintaining the workload was heavy. However, few students reported 
spending more than the recommended number of hours on course materi-
al and projects each week. Thus, there is a decided discrepancy between the 
workload expectation on the part of the students and the recommendations 
set by most universities. 

Challenge #3: Integration

Some students additionally found it challenging to integrate course content 
with community engaged experiences, failing to wade into course content 
and connect it to their local action efforts. This feedback highlights the chal-
lenges of fostering deep student-to-content engagement when there is a 
strong student-to-community requirement in the course. Some findings 
that providing structured support and alignment can move students past 
these challenges. For instance, almost all students in Wicked Problems of 
Sustainability confirmed that the community work in the course was directly 
tied to the course objectives, the assignments allowed them to draw upon 
their community work, and the work was valuable. Emphasizing this, one 
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student in the class wrote, “this course is definitely one of my favorites so far. 
I love how much thought was put into this class and hope to see projects 
come to fruition.” Illustrating the merit of real-world engagement another 
student said “this is probably the most valuable course I have taken. It gave 
me insight [in]to issues I have never thought about as well as real world ex-
perience. This course also helped me realize what I want to do after college.”

III. The Instructors’ Perspective

We, the instructors, got to (1) put our pedagogical and philosophical com-
mitments into practice in the “real world” (a rare enough phenomenon in 
the academic world), (2) facilitate in-time community transformations (see-
ing many of the results of our collaborative efforts within the same academic 
year), and (3) guide students own transformational learning (empowering 
them to see they have a role to play in our systemic public challenges). The 
collaboration with HGI made the issues each course sought to address very 
real, contextualizing the course topics and their value. Grounding these is-
sues in the “real world” is critical for motivating engagement. We believe the 
partnership was also effective because it provided a frame from which stu-
dents could be of service by utilizing their own experiences, skills, and disci-
plinary expertise. As feminist pragmatist scholars have noted, such an ap-
proach to engagement can help students foster the skill sets and values that 
are essential for social justice work: those of a genuine collaborator, capable 
organizer, fair facilitator, critical interpreter, as well as a public and engaged 
scholar.51 This approach, on the other hand, also presents even the most ear-
nest and prepared instructor with a series of challenges.

Challenge #1: Content Versus Process: A “Both/And” or An “Either/Or” 
Proposition?

One of the main challenges comes from the fine movement between the 
course content and the applied problem-solving focus in the community. 
As noted, some students were overwhelmed by the readings and assign-
ments. Experience has lent itself to the conclusion that integration between 
course content and student action efforts requires instructors to intention-
ally build reflective action cycles into the course. Experiential learning cycles 
can move students from brainstorming to implementation and testing, 
then to analysis and consideration of how these experiences relate to and 
can be informed by the content of the course. Synthesis, as one of the most 
challenging tasks we can assign to students, requires a lot of effort. Learning 
cycles that encourage revision and integration of lessons learned are more 
likely to yield synthesized insights and thus transformational, life-long learn-
ing.52 With this challenge in mind, we are pursuing the “disciplined pursuit of 
less ... only better.”53 

Challenge #2: Widely Varying Levels of Knowledge and Motivation

Students in both general education courses had widely varying levels of mo-
tivation around—and knowledge of—food and sustainability issues. Given 
the intensive nature of collaboration in both courses, these gulfs were sig-
nificant. For instance, some students came in with no in-depth knowledge 
of food; some had never thought about its ethical, cultural, and political di-
mensions; many had never cooked; and even more didn’t have a clue about 
the systems and narratives behind its production. At the other end of the 
spectrum was a highly motivated and self-educated student—a committed 
vegan for a multitude of environmental, philosophical and ethical reasons 
with a wealth of volunteering experience at the on-campus Sustainable Ag-
riculture Project. Partnerships between such students are full of tensions … 
and potential. These divisions lead to a widely divergent target audience. 
How do we, as instructors, keep the activist engaged while bringing the food 
‘zombies’ into not only the dialogue but also the community action? Lessons 
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learned indicate that fostering connections between students, building re-
lationships, and sharing our stories together foster the bonds necessary for 
transformational learning across these differences.54 Indeed, Jane Addams 
has insights for us. For Addams, fellowship opens the door to transforma-
tional learning, to the reshaping of one’s perspective, and the expansion of 
one’s ethical framework.55 In addition, narratives have been shown to move 
and transform, whereas rational argumentation often does not.56 

Challenge #3: Serving Many Masters and None

Finally, significant challenges result from a diffusion of power and thus a lack 
of control over the directions of the course and student work. As collabora-
tive student projects emerge from students’ own values, disciplinary exper-
tise, and interests, the instructor can guarantee neither the trajectory of the 
project nor its merit. These efforts largely shift the instructor from authorita-
tive expert towards facilitator and guide (a role Addams played throughout 
her life). Both courses required students to consider the impact their work 
is likely to have on not only their final grade but also the community. Mid-
way through the semester, these more complex dimensions of the course 
led one student team to ask who they were trying to serve? The professor? 
The HGI director? Or the Heartside residents? We suggest these questions 
and the tension between them are incredibly valuable to the instructors’ and 
the students’ future personal, professional, and civic lives. As instructors, we 
were encouraged to develop skills never broached in graduate school—skills 
like counseling,  facilitating, and mediating.57 In the end, the most successful 
projects resulted from teams that fully developed community relationships 
and took ownership over their projects, yet also employed open listening 
and integration in order to bridge these divides. 

Figure 2. Challenges
Community Partner Student Instructor

Implementing a 
“working with” model

Inherently intimidating 
nature of real-world, 
messy partnerships

Content versus pro-
cess: a “both/and” or 
an “either/or” proposi-
tion?

Lack of control and 
follow-through

Collaborative time con-
straints

Widely varying levels 
of student knowledge 
and motivation

Quality of student 
work

Integration Serving many mas-
ters and none

Reciprocal Transformation: A Boundary-Spanning Model

The end result of these endeavors ranged from awareness of the existence of 
HGI to strong partnerships in the community. For example, some students 
followed up on internship opportunities with various nonprofit organizations 
in the area, others found new career opportunities, and some continued 
their work with HGI. This should not be all that surprising, since such part-
nerships intentionally bridge boundaries by engaging university students, 
community members, nonprofit organizations, local farmers, and market 
vendors through their initiatives. Indeed, the partnerships described here in-
tentionally sought to understand and ameliorate interconnected problems 
such as poverty, access, health, diet, and environment in the neighborhood 
with community partners and neighborhood residents. In general, these ef-
forts have helped to prevent and reduce waste of valuable resources, inspire 
healthy food choices, enhance education, enrich relationships and networks, 
and encourage civic engagement.

Overall, the partnerships benefited HGI by exposing the initiative to addition-
al potential partners, extending opportunities to fulfill their mission, and pro-
viding innovative new ideas and solutions for challenges faced by the orga-
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nization. Most importantly for HGI, community members expressed feelings 
of empowerment by having their voices be an integral and consistent part of 
the conversation (a goal highlighted in HGI’s mission). Similarly, students felt 
empowered through the opportunity to put their burgeoning knowledge 
and skills into action in the real world. Through their efforts, they gained skills 
at collaborating, presenting, networking, and publishing. The instructors got 
to put their philosophy into action, support community efforts, and empow-
er students. In the end, students, instructors, and HGI found the partnership 
to be an enriching, challenging experience. In general, we suggest participa-
tory, experiential and community-based pedagogy must carefully consider 
how to meet communities and students where they are, foster co-transfor-
mative interactions, and sustain long-term relationships.

The wicked problems framework makes it clear that we must do far more 
within higher education to create collaborative opportunities, not simply 
across our campus but also within our community. The problems we face 
today demand we develop relationships across difference, that we seek 
common ground, pursue creative solutions, and envision a new way forward. 
Frodeman’s recommendations that we pursue field philosophy provides in-
terested educators with a frame for such work. Under this model, and ac-
cording to Frodeman, we must redefine success. Addressing “the needs of 
others as they define them” and changing our communities must now be 
integral factors in judging the success of our work.58 With this new definition 
in mind, a feminist pragmatist approach provides the tools. As Addams so 
clearly illustrates in Democracy and Social Ethics and as Ramaley more re-
cently argued in “The Changing Role of Higher Education: Learning to Deal 
with Wicked Problems,” we need to do more to generate opportunities for 
more inclusive, equitable, and collaborative work on issues of social justice in 
our surrounding communities.

In the end, CA sums it up best, saying “I would do it again!” The students 
opened her eyes to aspects of the program she had not previously consid-
ered. “They had ideas about working with other people in the community. 
They came up with recipes that helped me know how to use the fresh fruits 
and vegetables.” By highlighting the reciprocal dimensions of this partner-
ship, CA concludes by exemplifying our overarching message: the necessity 
of the WP framework and the value of a feminist pragmatist approach. “It’s 
nice,” she says, “to contribute to [the students’] education … at the same time 
they’re contributing to my education.” 

Grand Valley State University
Gleaning Initiative Working Board
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