
Sustainable Food Systems / Problem Solving Initiative 
  

Professors Jeremy Moghtader (koushyar@umich.edu) and 
Beth Wilensky (wilensky@umich.edu) 

  
  
Class Schedule 
  
Lab:             Tuesdays, 3-4pm (1070 South Hall) 
Class:          Tuesdays, 4:10-6:10pm (1070 South Hall) 
  
Course Description 
  
This problem solving course will challenge a multidisciplinary team of students to address a real-
world problem in the area of sustainable food systems. Food: what we eat, how and where we 
produce it, where we buy it, and who has access to it has profound effects on human health, 
economies, and the environment. The current US food system, which delivers abundant, “cheap” 
and “safe” food to millions of people has embedded in it practices, policies, and outcomes that 
are not sustainable or desirable at a societal level. From water shortages and tainted drinking 
water to diet-related diseases and environmental costs, sustainability in food systems is critical to 
communities, nations, and our species. 
 
This course will focus on one particular problem: how to enhance local (or regional) production, 
sale, and consumption of fruits and vegetables within the United States, with a particular focus 
on Michigan and the Great Lakes region. Classes will primarily operate as discovery sessions 
with industry, governmental, and academic experts. The course culminates with students 
creating, and presenting to a team of experts and/or stakeholders, a business or operational plan 
proposing their solution. 
  
Course Structure and Expectations 
  
Each 3-hour session is roughly divided into a 2-hour class and a 1-hour lab. We expect that we 
will primarily use the class time to learn from industry, government, and academic experts and 
stakeholders, and to dig into the topics like communication, problem solving, and program 
evaluation. And we will use the lab time primarily for you to work in your teams on your 
proposal. But that split isn’t set in stone; as a class, we might easily decide to apportion time 
differently in some sessions, and that’s fine. We might also flip the timing, so that on some days 
we will hold class first and then the lab. And while we – your professors – have sketched out a 
plan for the initial classes and lab sessions, as the semester progresses we expect that the class 
itself will determine the structure and content of both sessions. For example, the class might 



identify information it needs or experts it wants to hear from, and we will work to bring in the 
people who can share their knowledge. And for the lab time we will initially provide guidance on 
what you should try to accomplish, but the individual teams will eventually determine how best 
to use that time to accomplish course objectives and work towards the final project. 
  
You should also expect to get together with your team outside of class and lab time to work on 
your team’s part of the problem. And while we will try to schedule industry experts to come 
speak during class time, you may need to set aside time outside of class to meet with or speak to 
them as well, giving the difficulties inherent in scheduling. 
  
For this course to be successful, we will all need to adopt a flexible approach to the syllabus. 
That means that, while we have sketched out some topics and activities for some classes, we 
have left many of them open because we want you, the students, to set the agenda. We don’t 
have the “solution” ourselves; rather we see our role as facilitating your search for a solution. In 
short, please enter this course with a spirit of creativity and ingenuity, and an attitude of 
embracing uncertainty (and, occasionally, structured chaos). Remember that our goal is to mimic 
the best kind of problem solving in the “real world”: teams combining people with different 
expertise, ideas, strengths, and backgrounds pooling their ideas, time, sweat, and muscle to get 
things done. 
  
We look forward to getting to know all of you. Welcome! 
  
Some Class Policies 
 
Class attendance: We expect you will be here for every class. If you absolutely must miss a 
class, you should email us (your professors) and your team beforehand, and establish a plan for 
making up work. Because much of the actual work of this class takes place during class time, 
multiple absences are likely to affect your grade. 
 
Email: Check your email regularly. Our current plan is to send out an email on Wednesday or 
Thursday of each week with specific information about the following week’s class, including 
detail about individual or team work due at the next class. 
 
Communication: If you need to get in touch with your professors, please include both of us on 
any email correspondence. 
 
 
  



Grades 
 
We will determine student grades by taking into account by individual and team work, according 
to the five major categories listed below. (Note that unanticipated course developments may 
require some modification in category weighting at the end of the term.) While part of your 
grade will be based on peer evaluation as described below, we want to emphasize that students 
don’t “grade” other students; rather, students provide feedback that we consider when assigning 
grades. Turning in assignments late is also likely to result in reduction of your grade. 
 

1. Team Deliverables and Contribution to Overall Class Plan or Strategy (40%) 
 
Did the team’s work produce demonstrate excellent judgment and superior research, analysis, 
critical thinking and problem-solving skills? Did the team express its thoughts in an organized 
manner? Was the team’s written and oral work product professional in appearance and 
communication? Did the team’s work respond effectively to potential challenges and positions 
expressed by others? Did the team contribute significantly to the success of the overall class plan 
or strategy? 
 

2. Team Functioning (10%) 
 
Did the team display cooperation and effective communication? Did the team function 
effectively and use the skills and knowledge of all team members? Did the team consult with the 
professors and other knowledgeable experts appropriately? Did the team meet established 
deadlines. 
 

3. Individual Effort and Interaction with Group (20%) 
 
Did you attend group meetings regularly and arrive on time? Did you contribute meaningfully to 
group discussions? Were you open to, and respectful of, other points of view? Did you complete 
group assignments on time? Was the work you prepared for the team high quality? Did you 
demonstrate a cooperative and supportive attitude? Did you contribute significantly to the 
success of the project? We will determine the answers to these questions primarily through peer 
evaluation. 
 

4. Individual Participation and Professional Relationships / Responsibilities (20%) 
 
Did you participate regularly in class discussions? Were you prepared to discuss developments in 
your projects in an effective manner with other students? Did you engage in effective time 
management in meeting both short- and long-term deadlines? Did you respond courteously and 
with due consideration to professors, guest speakers, consultants, and classmates? Did you strive 
for cross-disciplinary cultural competence (i.e., an appreciation for the language, norms, 
perspectives, and practices of other disciplines) and understanding of other differences among 
your classmates? Did you conduct yourself with honesty and integrity? 



 
5. Individual Reflective Learning (10%) 

 
Can you effectively critique your own performance? Are you able to identify your strengths and 
weaknesses in the various areas of project work? Did you gain insights about your future role as 
a professional? Did you learn about the value and limitations of professionals in addressing 
societal challenges? Did you do all you could have done to maximize the benefits you obtained 
from the problem-solving course experience? We will determine the answers to these questions 
primarily through individual written reflection, which we will assign several times during the 
semester. 
 
  



CLASS SESSIONS 
 

As explained above, we have provided content and structure for the first four class sessions, with 
most of the other class sessions left open for now. We expect that you, the students in the class, 
will identify content and structure for the other class sessions as the semester progresses. 
 
Session 1 (Jan. 16) 
Topics:     Introduction to Issues in Sustainable Agriculture /  Local Food Economies 
   Introduction to Problem Solving 
  
Before Class:    Watch: First 5 videos in problem solving series. 

Begin reading: Background material on sustainable agriculture and local 
food economies. 

 
Post-Class:  Information About You. Due Friday, January 20th at 10pm in Canvas. 
 
  
Session 2 (Jan. 23) 
Topic:      Introduction to Working in Transdisciplinary Teams 
 Fundamentals of Local Food Economies 
 
Speakers: Oran Hesterman, President and CEO, Fair Food Network (3:30pm) 
 Christine Quane, Director, Eastern Market Food Hub (4pm) 

Doug Horkey, Owner, Horkey Brothers Produce Farm and Distributor 
(4:30pm) 

  
Pre-Class:     Read: What Google Learned from Its Quest to Build the Perfect Team 

Finish reading: Background material on sustainable agriculture and local 
food economies. 

 
Post-Class:   Written Reflection. Due Sun., January 28th at 10pm in Canvas. 
 
   
Session 3 (Jan. 30) 
Topic:   Deep Dive into Local Food Economies 
 
Speakers: Noel Bielaczyc, Food Hub and Meat Value Chain Specialist, MSU Center 

for Regional Food Systems (3pm) 
   Monica Wyant, Produce Buyer, Meijer (3:30pm) 

Evan Smith, Managing Partner, Alden Food services (formerly of Cherry 
Capital Foods) (4pm) 



 
Pre-Class:  Read: The Problem-Solving Process that Prevents Groupthink 
   Read: The Innovative Power of Criticism 
   Read: To Innovate Better, Find Divergent Thinkers 
    Teamwork: Work in teams to prep questions for speakers. 
 
 
Session 4 (Feb. 6) 
Topic:   Moving from Idea Generation to Specific Ideas to Develop 
 
Speakers:  Laura Edwards, Executive Director, Red Tomato (3pm) 

Sean Walsh, N. America Food Director & Jane Feenstra, Stewardship 
Specialist, Gordon Food Service (3:30pm) 

   Tricia Phelps, CEO, Taste the Local Difference (4pm)  
 
Pre-Class:  TBD 
 
  
Session 5 (Feb. 13) 
Topic:   Information Gathering / Refine Ideas 
 
Pre-Class:  TBD 
 
Post-Class  Written Reflection. Due Sun., February 11th at 10pm in Canvas. 
 
 
Session 6 (Feb. 20) 
TBD 
 
 
Session 7 (March 6) 
Topic:   Communication (Patrick Barry, Clinical Assistant Professor, Law School) 

Mid-term feedback with CRLT 
 
Pre-Class:  Watch: Videos from Patrick Barry about communication. 
 
  
Session 8 (March 13) 
Topic:   Mid-term Presentation 
 



Pre-Class:  Work with your team to get your presentation ready. 
 
Post-Class:  Written Reflection. Due Sun., March 18th at 10pm in Canvas.  
   Mid-Point Peer Evaluation. Due Sun., March 18th at 10pm in Canvas. 
 
  
Session 9 (March 20) 
TBD  
 
Session 10 (March 27) 
TBD  
 
Session 11 (April 3) 
TBD  
 
Session 12 (April 10) 
TBD 
 
Session 13 (April 17) 
Topic:  Capstone Presentation + Celebratory Dinner 
 
Post-Class: Final Written Reflection. Due Sun., April 22nd at 10pm in Canvas. 

Final Peer Evaluation. Due Sun., April 22nd at 10pm in Canvas. 


