
How Urban Extension Could 
Change Food and Farming Forever
As today’s youth and families become more disconnected 
with the land and where their food comes from, 4-H can 
play an important role in educating youth about their role 
in the democratization of food systems.  Urban and rural 
youth are connecting with agriculture and food systems 
and becoming responsible food citizens through a program 
that leads youth through a progressive program of school 
gardens (elementary school), rural agriculture exchanges 
(middle school), and Food Systems Service Learning (high 
school).  The Oregon State University (OSU) Extension Food 
systems programs are designed to help youth understand 
the complexity of the food system and their role in it.
Urban Portland prides itself on its strong food culture.  With 
its abundant community gardens, farmer markets, natural 
food stores, backyard chickens, and restaurants boasting 
that they only use fresh and local foods, Portland has truly 
embraced the urban farm movement.  The movement is 
being replicated throughout various parts of the state.  It 
was in this environment that urban residents began to take 
notice that more youth needed to be involved and active 
if this was going to grow and endure over time.  Youth 
needed to be involved because one day soon they will be 
the lawmakers, decision makers, and consumers.  
The challenge is how do we help youth understand the 
complexity of the food system and develop the skills 
to assume rights and responsibilities to food and their 
community?  Food citizenship, the practice of engaging 
in food-related behaviors that support the development 
of a democratic, socially and economically just, and 
environmentally sustainable food system, is not only about 
food tastes and preferences, but it is a set of rights as well 
as responsibilities.
The Portland 4-H youth program, in collaboration with 
the rural eastern Oregon 4-H youth program, is taking 
an active role in helping create food citizens through a 
developmentally appropriate urban program that provides 
hands-on experiences in food systems that moves 
progressively from ages 6 to18.  

Elementary School Gardens:  4-H staff train and 
support teachers, teen, and adult volunteers to create, 
use, and sustain food gardens on school and community 
grounds in urban areas  to promote healthy eating and 
healthy living with approximately 2,500 youth every 
year. 

Middle School Rural Agriculture Exchange:  This 
exchange is a program designed to help youth gain an 
understanding of food system management issues from 
both an urban and rural perspective.  This year-long 
program includes a series of 6-day homestay exchanges 
and provides youth a unique opportunity to “walk a mile in 
the boots” of both urban and rural farmers. 
High School Food Justice Service Learning:  In this 
30-hour program high school students receive high 
school elective credit.  The project teaches youth how 
access to healthy local foods impacts health and brings 
communities together.  Students participate in an all-
day bus tour, attend seminars on food justice, plan and 
implement a service project in their local community 
around food justice, keep portfolios of their learning, and 
give a final oral presentation of their project.

Program evaluations on OSU Extension habitat school 
gardens revealed that the lessons learned from delivering 
informal science education in a systematic way ultimately 
helps youth develop and improve their skills, increase their 
knowledge, and increase interest in science which have been 
crucial to the incremental success of the program and its 
future.  Likewise, outcome evaluations in the middle school 
program revealed significant changes in attitude, knowledge, 
and understanding of food systems socioeconomic and 
environmental issues from both urban and rural Oregon 
perspective.  Program evaluations on the high school program 
are still in process.
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