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SUMMARY. With funding to increase support for organic farming research at land 
grant universities, organic growers have collaborated with faculty and adminis-
trators to develop an undergraduate, interdisciplinary minor at the University 
of Florida. Required introductory courses focus on general concepts of organic 
and sustainable farming, alternative cropping systems, production programs, 
handling, and marketing issues. An advanced horticulture course requires inten-
sive examination of certifi cation procedures, farm plans, soil fertility, and crop 
management, all of which are integrated into a required fi eld project. Extension 
faculty have also fostered development of this new curriculum by coordinating 
regional workshops and fi eld days in collaboration with organic growers and by 
developing educational materials on organic certifi cation and related issues. 
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Over the past 20 years, extension 
faculty at the University of 
Florida (UF) have consulted 

with local organic growers on produc-
tion practices, written extension publi-
cations on organic farming and garden-
ing, and co-sponsored organic farming 
workshops with local organic groups. 
However, it was not until Florida Certi-
fi ed Organic Growers and Consumers 
(FOGC) implemented a Southern 
Sustainable Agriculture Research and 
Education (SARE) farmer/rancher 
grant on “Developing a Model to 
Increase Support for Organic Farming 
Research at Land Grant Institutions” 
that an organic and sustainable crop 
production curriculum was developed 
at UF. The initial objective of this grant 
was to assemble a “multidisciplinary 
team of researchers and extension 
personnel ... to create a model for the 
development of research priorities and 
an organic research and education 
center” (Florida Organic Growers 
and Consumers, 2003). Through a 
series of meetings with FOGC, UF 
research deans, department chairs, and 
faculty with an interest in sustainable 
and organic agriculture, a Center for 
Organic Agriculture (COA) was estab-
lished at UF and 10 acres (4.0 ha) of 
land certifi ed in 2001 at the UF Plant 

Science Research and Education Unit 
near Citra, Fla. This collaboration also 
paved the way for the development of 
a sustainable and organic curriculum in 
this area, which is reviewed here. 

 The above activities, along with 
increased student interest, prompted 
establishment of an undergraduate, 
interdisciplinary minor in organic 
and sustainable crop production in 
2005 within the Horticultural Sci-
ences Department. An undergradu-
ate curriculum committee composed 
of faculty from agronomy, food and 
resource economics, entomology and 
nematology, family, youth and com-
munity services, horticultural sciences, 
plant pathology, soil and water science, 
and wildlife ecology and conserva-
tion worked together for over 1 year 
to develop this undergraduate minor 
and also to propose an undergradu-
ate major, which is being considered 
(Lamb et al., 2005). Requirements 
for the undergraduate minor include 
two required introductory three-credit 
courses: Organic and Sustainable Crop 
Production (HOS 3281C), offered 
by the Horticultural Sciences De-
partment, and Alternative Cropping 
Systems (AGR4215), offered through 
the Agronomy Department. 

 The introductory agronomy 
course was fi rst taught in the Fall 2003 
semester, with enrollment ranging 
from 10 to 15 students, both domestic 
and international, over 3 years; the 
introductory horticultural sciences 
course is scheduled for the Fall 2006 
semester, with course descriptions for 
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both courses to be published in the 
2006 UF undergraduate catalog. The 
horticulture course presents the basic 
concepts and techniques of organic and 
sustainable crop production, includ-
ing soil and water management, pest 
management, harvesting, and market-
ing (Table 1). The agronomy course 
examines the design and implementa-
tion of alternative cropping systems, 
“focusing on issues of sustainability 
against a backdrop of trends occurring 
in conventional agriculture” (Table 2). 
An additional nine credits, with three 
credits selected from each of three areas 
(crop production, pest management, 
and resource management areas), are 
also required (Table 3). The introduc-
tory courses are a prerequisite for an 
advanced organic and sustainable crop 
production course (HOS 4218C) 
not yet scheduled. Lecture topics for 
this advanced course include more 
in-depth, hands-on experiences with 
the organic certifi cation process and 
comparisons of farm plans for organic, 
sustainable, and conventional systems. 
In this course, student teams develop 
a demonstration fi eld project and also 
create a production and certifi cation 
plan. The two introductory courses 
and the advanced course in organic 
and sustainable crop production stress 
the development of critical think-
ing skills, research-based production 
practices, and application of concepts 
to either fi eld demonstration plots or 
case studies. The basic text for both 
the introductory and the advanced 
horticulture courses in organic and 
sustainable crop production is Sustain-
able Horticulture: Today and Tomor-
row (Poincelot, 2003). Additional 
materials include The New Organic 
Grower (Coleman, 1989), Sustainable 
Vegetable Production from Start-Up to 
Market (Grubinger, 1999), and The 
Complete Book of Composting (Rodale, 
1971). An additional reference for the 
advanced horticulture course in organic 
and sustainable crop production is 
Steel in the Field: A Farmer’s Guide 
to Weed Management Tools (Bowman, 
2002). Alternative Agriculture (Na-
tional Research Council, 1989) is the 
required text for the Alternative Crop-
ping Systems course with Agroecology: 
The Science of Sustainable Agriculture 
(Altieri, 1995) and other websites and 
SARE publications suggested. 

Table 1. General lecture topics for the Horticultural Sciences Department, Uni-
versity of Florida, introductory Organic and Sustainable Crop Production course 
(HOS 3281C).z

Defi nitions of organic and sustainable agriculture, agroecology, and other farming 
 systems 
History and philosophy of the organic farming movement
Comparisons with conventional farming systems
National organic standards and related standards
Organic certifi cation and the transition from conventional to organic production
Soil fertility: compost, manures, cover crops, carbon : nitrogen ratios
Water management: National Organic Program water quality standards
Weed management
Biological control
Disease and pest management: National Organic Program (NOP) standards, mechanisms 
 of resistance, cultural practices, approved disease and pest management products 
Greenhouse production 
Postharvest handling and transportation: NOP standards
Research on health and nutritional benefi ts 
Markets and marketing: labeling; good organic retail practices; market share, and price 
 differentials
zThree credits.

Table 2. General topics for the University of Florida, Agronomy Department, 
course in Alternative Cropping Systems (AGR 4215).z

Defi nitions, current trends, and history: alternative and sustainable agriculture; the 
 Green Revolution; family farms, corporate farms and changes in rural communities 
Design of alternative cropping systems and technologies: case studies in organic 
 production of large-scale food and fi ber crops
Alternative production systems: polyculture, genetically modifi ed organisms, cover 
 cropping, crop rotation, mulching and minimum tillage, agroforestry, vermiculture, 
 pasture management 
Ecological pest and disease management
Economic evaluation of alternative cropping systems: production costs and impact of 
 government programs
Case studies of production systems in the U.S. and other countries
zThree credits.

Table 3. Elective courses for the University of Florida, Horticultural Sciences 
Department, minor in organic and sustainable crop production.z

Crop production  Pest management Resource management

Sustainable agricultural Insect fi eld biology Agricultural and 
 systems analysis    environmental quality
Plants, health, and spirituality Control of plant diseases Agricultural ecology
Advanced organic and Principles of weed Agriculture water 
 sustainable crop production  management  management
Plant propagation  Foundations of pest Soil, water, and land use
   management
World herbs and vegetables Field techniques in  Soil and water 
   integrated pest   conservation
   management
Organic vegetable gardening
zA minimum of three credits from each of the following areas is required. Each of the above courses is three 
credits. 
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 Other related department and 
administrative activities have preceded 
the development of this curriculum. 
Vegetable production courses within 
the Horticultural Sciences Depart-
ment have included topics related to 
the above courses and UF has long 
provided separate organic and conven-
tional garden plots for students, faculty, 
and staff. Undergraduate students have 
also worked with local organic grower 
groups like FOGC on a grant-funded 
Neighborhood Nutrition Network 
Project and have volunteered with 
local organic growers. The UF admin-
istration, the Horticultural Sciences 
Department and other departments 
have also provided specifi c program 
support for sustainable and organic 
agriculture. A recently hired faculty 
member in the Horticultural Sciences 
Department with a 65% research and 
35% extension appointment in sustain-
able and organic vegetable production 
will cooperate with established faculty 
working in weed management in or-
ganic vegetables and organic fruit crops 
production. Faculty in the Agronomy 
Department also have teaching and 
research responsibilities for sustainable 
agriculture systems. An online Organic 
Production and Marketing Newsletter 
(UF Horticultural Sciences Depart-
ment, 2005) has been published 17 
times since 1999 with topics on generic 
organic farming issues, commodity 
reports, and summaries of current 
American Society for Horticultural 
Science workshops and abstracts on 
organic farming. The UF College of 
Agriculture and Natural Resources 
manages an organic farming listserve 
with 143 faculty and grower members 
for announcements of organic farming 
events and online discussion of organic 
farming topics. 

 The U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture’s National Agricultural Library in 
2003 listed approximately 23 universi-
ties and colleges in the U.S. offering 
undergraduate and graduate degree 
programs, separate courses, and intern-
ships on organic and sustainable agri-
culture (National Agriculture Library, 
2003). However, the UF organic and 
sustainable agriculture curriculum is a 
new, developing program, especially 
compared with programs and intern-
ships available at other land grant and 

public institutions in the U.S. and 
abroad. For example, the Center for 
Agroecology and Sustainable Food 
Systems at the University of California, 
Santa Cruz, has developed a course 
description and detailed course out-
line on “Exploring Sustainability in 
Agriculture” that includes lectures, 
laboratories, and a 600-page resource 
manual for instructors (University of 
California, Santa Cruz, 2005). 

The University of Kentucky (Lex-
ington) began an innovative course 
in 1999 in which students discussed 
organic farming concepts and case 
studies with selected farmers around 
the country by teleconferences during 
class time (Bhavsar, 2002). At McGill 
University (Montreal), faculty have 
developed a conceptual framework 
and course outline for sustainable agri-
culture education in Canada (Hill and 
Macra, 2005). The University of Turin 
(Italy) offered a Summer 2004 course, 
“The Human Context in Organic 
Farming,” that provided “…historical, 
philosophical, socioeconomic, health 
and nutritional aspects of organic farm-
ing” including lectures, farm visits, 
and marketing concepts (Fenocchio, 
2005). As student interest grows and 
organic market share increases, UF 
will provide opportunities for students 
in sustainable and organic agriculture 
through apprenticeships for farmers 
and market gardeners; campus-based 
community supported agriculture; 
and fi eld-oriented organic agriculture 
undergraduate and graduate pro-
grams modeled on those successful at 
other land grant institutions (Sullivan, 
2005). 
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