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The Breakthrough Leaders Professional Certificate Program 
Summer 2015 Syllabus 

 
 

UVM Course Listing:  (FS 395, Z1/CRN  60664)  Leadership for Sustainable Food Systems   

 
Lead Instructor:  Cynthia Belliveau  
Facilitator:  Vic Izzo 
 
Dates:  Online Pre-course Reading & Discussions:  June 1-13, 2015 

Residential Session:  June 14-19, 2015 
Online Project Work:  June 20-July 3, 2015  
 

Introduction 

This course helps develop leaders to address some of our most pressing food systems 
problems such as worldwide food shortages, the obesity epidemic, soil loss, exploited 
workers, water wars, food deserts, chronic hunger, a widening gap between rich and poor, 
etc.  Leadership is not about position or formal authority, but the capacity of people and 
communities to shape futures that they truly desire.  This course combines online and on-
campus cross-disciplinary learning to address problems and opportunities relating to 
sustainable food systems and leadership. 
 
Participants will gain expertise and new perspectives on sustainable practices relating to 
food systems that have immediate, practical real-world application. Upon successful 
completion of this program participants will be issued a Professional Certificate of 
Completion in Sustainable Food Systems.  Additionally, for academic credit, participants 
can deepen their scholarship on the topic by engaging in extended course work online. 
 

1. Participants completing this program for professional certificate will engage in a 
three-weeklong combined online and on-campus program.  The program’s 
preliminary two-week online component (June 1–13) will be immediately 
followed by a weeklong residential learning experience on the campus (June 14-
19) of the University of Vermont.    

 
2. Participants completing the program for UVM academic credit, will complete a 

five weeklong combined online and on-campus program between June 1 – July 3 
(online: June 1-13, residential session: June 14-19, online: June 20-July 3).   

 
As part of this program, participants will engage with a broad base of stakeholders through 
a national and public conference where they will dialogue as a cohort with influential 
thought leaders. 
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Food Systems Leadership Focus and Objectives 
 

Leadership is not solely about position or formal authority, but the capacity of people and 
communities to shape futures that they desire. Through systems thinking, individuals and 
communities are able to recognize the interdependency of components within a system 
and the “leverage points” for effective change. Leaders operating under a systems view can 
more clearly see, understand, and use the forces that shape the consequences of their 
actions. 

This program is based on the belief that diversified regional food system models 
incorporating relationship-rich, values-oriented processes are an important part of the 
solution to many of the current food system’s problems. The dominant models in the 
current system emphasize efficiencies through consolidation, technology, and 
externalization of costs to capture the greatest market share possible. Systems thinking 
makes clear that a resilient, sustainable food system must include greater emphasis on 
multi-scale, diverse approaches that are economically viable but also protect natural 
resources and promote human well-being  
 
In this program we will gather to talk and learn about developing and implementing 
solutions to a variety of food system problems at various scales. Vermont’s food system is a 
model worthy of exploration because it is rich with real-life examples of adaptive 
leadership at work. The purpose of this program is to expose participants to the ideas and 
approaches embodied in these examples, many of which can be adapted within their own 
work and their own communities.  
 
Using an adaptive leadership approach, this program will strengthen participants’ skills, 
expand their networks, and help them identify actions that contribute to the development 
of ‘breakthrough food systems’ in their areas of work.  
 
The program expects that students will be able to answer many important questions 
by the end of the four week course including:  

 What are my personal leadership strengths and how can I recognize and help others 
apply their strengths meaningfully? 

 What is systems thinking? 
 How can I effectively identify systems, their boundaries, feedback loops and leverage 

points?  
 How can I better articulate and measure my own personal and/or organizational 

goals?  
 What are the Social, Economic, Environment, and Diet & Health (S.E.E.D.) impacts of 

our current food system? 
 What are some emerging strategies, innovations, and/or practices that have a high-

potential for positive change? 
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 What knowledge can I glean from Vermont food system leaders and how can I apply 
their experiences to my own community/organization? 

   
Being an adaptive food systems leader has many challenges. There is no simple blueprint 
for success but there are leadership methods and examples that can fortify participants as 
they find their way in this new food systems space. 

Program Objectives: 

Online Module 1: 

In the first online module, we will begin to build our own professional network of food 
systems leaders via personal reflections and identification of common areas of interest 
among participants. We will also introduce core concepts of systems theory and ways to 
effectively intervene in systems. Finally, each participant will be tasked with describing “a 
systems view” of a specific food system issue/location of their choosing (i.e. a component of 
their work, studies, or aspirations). We will review essential definitions related to 
leadership and systems. Participants will: 

 Identify their own personal and organizational leadership approaches and skills 
 Develop an understanding of systems thinking and leverage points 
 Create a systems diagram for a specific piece of the food system they are passionate 

about. 

Online Module 2: 
 
During the second online module we will continue to apply our knowledge of systems 
theory to specific levels of the food system. Using the S.E.E.D. framework, participants will 
explore the interactions of the various scales of the food system, from local and regional to 
national and global. We will explore the importance of delineating system boundaries and 
hierarchical structures within the current food system. We will complete this module by 
familiarizing ourselves with the organizations we will be visiting or interacting with during 
the residential portion of the course.  A free-form section will be included to give students 
the opportunity to independently explore and discuss topics of interest through a diverse 
array of collected resources. Participants will: 

 Briefly review the current state of local, regional, national and global food systems 
 Consider different frameworks for evaluating components of a food system  
 Discuss the hierarchical structure of food systems  and the importance of scale  
 Critically examine some general assumptions and/or misconceptions relating to 

food system scale and function 
 Gain skill in describing measurable goals that address different scales of the food 

system 
 Become familiar with some local Vermont food systems leaders 
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On Campus Module:   
 
Visiting Vermont will allow participants to meet each other to form strong bonds as they 
study relatively small-scale, ‘alternative’ food system activities.  During the campus stay, 
participants will study with top scholars and practitioners to deepen their knowledge and 
expertise. Participants will: 
 

 Expand upon the online experience during classroom dialogue and other activities 
 Gain understanding of the financial forces at work in the food system 
 Gain understanding of the values that drive behaviors in the food system 
 Learn from alternative models and food system leaders and discuss the relevance of 

knowledge gained to one’s own community and work 
 Appreciate the importance of strong networks and gain insight into how they work 

 
Grading: (academic credit only):  
 
Students will be evaluated on these assignments and activities as follows: 
 

 Academic Participation (15%): Engage with the on-line course material, including 
completion of assignments, during on-line modules 1 and 2.  

 Active participation (10%) in daily class discussions during residential week, 
reference to readings, and engagement with course speakers and academic 
activities.  

 Journal Entries (10%): Keep a daily journal summarizing course events and 
reflecting on their learning during the residential session. 

 Public Interviews (20%): Complete three interviews with community members 
focused on one controversial issue of the food system. Write a one-page summary 
and analysis of these interviews assessing the commonalities and differences in 
people’s perspectives on the issue. These will be shared via UVM’s FoodFeed Blog. 
To be completed by July 3, 2014. 

 Reflection into action essay (20%): A 500-word essay in which you synthesize the  
knowledge you gained during the course to create a personal action plan for making 
measurable progress in one area that is critical to a more sustainable food system. 
To be completed by July 3, 2014. 

 Final Presentation (25%): Develop a 1000-word case study that describes a real life 
‘food system’ situation from the community in which you live, the organization 
where you work or study, or another place where you have deep connections. (See: 
Case Study Outline.) To be completed by July 3, 2014. 

  



 

5 
 

Residential Session Schedule 
 
Sunday, June 14 – A Full Plate 
11:00am-1:00pm  Arrival & Check-In (Waterman Building, outside room 427) 
 
1:00pm-2:45pm  Expanding Your Palate for Leadership  

(Cynthia Belliveau, Dean, UVM Continuing and Distance Education & 
Faculty, Nutrition and Food Science at the University of Vermont) 
(Waterman 427) 

 
2:45pm-3:00pm Break 
 
3:00pm-5:00pm Digesting the Complex Food System: Structural Features, Values, 

Networks, Participatory Action, and Alternate Measures of Success.  
(Ernesto Mendez, Associate Professor of Agroecology & 
Environmental Studies and Director of the Agroecology and Rural 
Livelihoods Group at the University of Vermont and Alex Wezel, Head 
of the Department Agroecology and Environment, Professor for 
Agroecology and Landscape Ecology, and Coordinator of the Master of 
Science Agroecology at ISARA-Lyon) (Waterman 427) 

 
5:00pm-7:00pm  Reception & Dinner with Welcome Remarks (Alison Nihart,   
   UVM Food Systems Initiative Coordinator) (Waterman Manor) 
 
Monday, June 15 – Lay of the Land 
8:00am-1:00pm  Culinary Corridor “Food Craft” Food Systems Tour. 
   Site visits to local Burlington food enterprises.  

 8am Depart from UVM  
 8:15-10:15am Breakfast/Talk/Tour at South End Kitchen & 

Blue Bandana 
 10:15 Leave for Arts Riot 
 10:30-12:30am Arts Riot Tour/Talk/Lunch 
 12:30-1:00pm Break to Explore Pine Street 
 1:00pm Bus Leaves for UVM   

 
1:30pm-3:30pm The Science of S.E.E.D. for Solutions (Taylor Ricketts, Director, Gund 

Institute for Ecological Economics, Professor of Natural Resources at 
the Rubenstein School of Environment and Natural Resources at the 
University of Vermont) (Waterman 427) 

 
3:30pm-3:45 pm Break 
 
3:45pm-5:00pm Power Dynamics in the Food System:  Corporate Concentration, 

Organic Integrity, Social Justice, & Contract Ag Reform (Scott Marlow, 
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Executive Director of the Rural Advancement Foundation 
International) (Waterman 427) 

 
5:00pm  Dinner on your own 
 
Tuesday, June 16 – Power, Policy, & Politics 
8:00am-9:00am Breakfast & Reflection (Waterman Manor) 
 
9:00am-12:00pm Leadership for Thriving, Socially Just, and Environmentally Sound 

Markets, Policies and Communities (Scott Marlow, Executive Director 
of the Rural Advancement Foundation International with insights 
from Raj Patel and other Summit Keynotes) (Waterman 427) 

 
12:00pm-1:00pm Networking Lunch with the UVM Farmer Training Program 

Participants (Davis Center at Reserved Tables) 
 
1:00pm-5:00pm UVM Food Systems Summit (Davis Center, Grand Maple Ballroom) 
 
6:00pm Dinner (participants from Summit to make their own arrangements 

via networking) 
 
Wednesday, June 17 – The Right to Food 
7:30am-5:30pm UVM Food Systems Summit 
 
6:00pm Dinner (participants from Summit to make their own arrangements 

via networking) 
 
Thursday, June 18 – Leadership for Global Change 
8:00am  Breakfast & Reflection (Waterman Manor) 
 
8:30am-9:30am   Strengths-Based Leadership (Cynthia Belliveau) (Waterman 427) 

  
9:30am-9:45am   Break 
 
9:45am-11:45am  Perspectives on Strengths-Based Leadership for Various Food 

Systems Contexts (Cynthia Belliveau/Vic Izzo facilitate) (Waterman 
427) 

  
  Presenters/Mentors:  

  Holly Fowler, Northbound Ventures, LLC & Breakthrough Leader 2013 
  Carolina Lukac, Food Systems Educator   
  Katherine Sims, Green Mountain Farm-to-School 

 
11:45-12:00pm  Break  
 
12:00pm-1:00pm   Lunch (Waterman Manor) 
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1:00pm-2:00pm Strengths-Based Food Systems Leadership at Google (Helen Wechsler 

and/or Michiel Bakker, Google Food Service) (Waterman 427) 
 
2:00pm  Depart from UVM for Intervale Center    
 
2:30pm-4:30pm Presentation and Intervale Tour on Building Community Food 

Systems with an Introduction to the Intervale Food Hub and Creating 
Alternative Market Enterprises (Travis Marcotte, Executive Director, 
Intervale Center) (Intervale Center) 

 
5:00pm  Bus Departs for Bread & Butter Farm 
 
5:30pm-7:30pm  Dinner at Bread and Butter Farm (Corie Pierce, farm co-owner) 
    
Friday, June 19 – Leading Your Way 
8:00am-9:00am Breakfast & Reflection (Waterman Manor) 
 
9:00am-12:00pm  Amplifying Your Voice for Change (Sarah Heiss) (Waterman 427) 
  
12:00pm-1:00pm Lunch (Waterman Manor) 
 
1:00pm-1:30pm Group Dialogue & Reflection (Waterman Manor)  
 
1:30pm-2:30pm  Closing (Waterman Manor) 
 
 
GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
Course Policies: 
Each student must abide by the UVM honor code and academic integrity policy 
(http://www.uvm.edu/policies/student/acadintegrity.pdf).    
  
Attendance Expectations: 
This class is designed to be short and intense, so that the students get immersed in the subject 
matter.  One consequence is that full participation is expected at ALL of the class sessions.   
  
Electronic Submissions/Internet Use: 
UVM blackboard electronic platform will be used whenever possible as a location for journal 
articles and PDF copies of books.  Students will also be encouraged to submit some of their 
assignments via this web platform by midnight on the due date. 

http://learn.uvm.edu/education/syllabus.htm#policies
http://www.uvm.edu/policies/student/acadintegrity.pdf
http://learn.uvm.edu/education/syllabus.htm#attendance
http://learn.uvm.edu/education/syllabus.htm#internet

