
Summary: There are many different ideas and opinions about organic food and 
farming—getting comfortable understanding and analyzing the ideas of others 
allows students to form their own informed views. In this lesson, students will 
read two different sources to practice analyzing media and to continue 
developing their own opinions on the subject of organic. 

Time: 60 minutes 

Teacher notes:  
• Given the scope of this curriculum and the complexities of the issues, 

conversations and lessons presented here will be imperfect and incomplete. 
Still these lessons will help students engage in dialogue, build critical 
thinking skills, and increase their capacity to analyze media sources.

• The articles provided in this lesson might not reflect the most current 
understandings of organic. Consider using excerpts of your own choosing to 
focus on an issue of organic that is more current or relevant to your class.

• The topics included in this lesson are limited. Students can also practice 
their media analysis skills as they conduct primary research on other topics 
related to organic. You can have students then debate opposing viewpoints. 
Our Articles for Extensions document has a range of additional topics you 
can have students debate.

• This lesson emphasizes open discussion. For tips, suggestions, and resources 
on leading open discussions please see our resources: Facilitating Open 
Discussions and Mindsets for Open Discussions

ANALYZING MEDIA ON 

ORGANIC

Authored by Raquel Vigil | www.edibleschoolyard.org 

 

i 

https://edibleschoolyard.org/resource/articles-and-resources-further-extensions
https://edibleschoolyard.org/resource/facilitating-open-discussions
https://edibleschoolyard.org/resource/facilitating-open-discussions
https://edibleschoolyard.org/resource/mindsets-open-discussion


 

Teacher Notes Continued: 
• This lesson is part of Edible Schoolyard Project’s Understanding Organic curriculum and is the 

eighth lesson in the “core lessons” of the curriculum.
• The “READ” sections of this lesson plan can be used as talking points or as a script to 

introduce activities. Please note, these sections simply provide brief introductions to the 
topics. We recommend using your experiences to add more information and context to the 
topics being covered.

References:  
Is Organic Food Worth the Expense? (2012, September 10). New York Times. Retrieved from 

https://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2012/09/10/is-organic-food-worth-the-
expense/buying-organic-fruits-and-vegetables-is-a-personal-choice 

Macmillan Publishers, “Raj Patel” (n.d). Macmillan Publishers. Retrieved from 
https://us.macmillan.com/author/rajpatel/ 

NYU, “Marion Nestle” (n.d). Steinhardt New York University. Retrieved from 
https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/people/marion-nestle 

Disclaimer: All references and videos are used for educational purposes only. The Edible Schoolyard 
Project does not endorse any brands, labels, organizations, or businesses included in references or 
videos. 
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https://edibleschoolyard.org/progression/organic-curriculum
https://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2012/09/10/is-organic-food-worth-the-expense/buying-organic-fruits-and-vegetables-is-a-personal-choice
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READ: There are many different ideas and opinions about organic out there—getting comfortable 
understanding and analyzing the ideas of others allows us to form our own opinions. Today we’re 
going to look at the cost of organic from two different perspectives. This activity will ask you to use a 
variety of strategies to analyze and look deeply at two sources, their authors, and your reactions to 
them.  

DO: Read the two excerpts that begin on page 2 using Talk to the Text strategies. Circle what stands 
out to you, write questions, and make connections. Fill out the Says Who? Chart from the Making 
Sense of What We Read lesson. Use the biographical information about the sources that is provided 
on the excerpt’s handout. 

DISCUSS: Consider the following questions in pairs, small groups, or as a class: 

• Is the source of the debate (the New York Times) a trustworthy publication? Why or why
not?

• What arguments are the authors making?
• What is similar about their arguments? What is different?
• Where do the authors use evidence? What sort of evidence do they use? Is it convincing?
• How does your opinion fit in? What parts of their arguments do you agree with? What do you

disagree with?

• What influences your opinion on the excerpts?
• What does the biographical information about the authors tell us about what might influence

their opinions?
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https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/teaching-strategies/text-text-text-self-text-world
https://edibleschoolyard.org/resource/making-sense-what-we-read
https://edibleschoolyard.org/file/867347/download
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About the New York Times:
“The New York Times is dedicated to 
helping people understand the world 
through on-the-ground, expert and 
deeply reported independent 
journalism…Our mission is simple: 
We seek the truth and help people 
understand the world. This mission 
is rooted in our belief that great 
journalism has the power to make 
each reader’s life richer and more 
fulfilling, and all of society stronger 
and more just.” (“Company, NYT” 
n.d.)

About the Room for Debate 
section of the Times:
“In Room for Debate, The Times 
invites knowledgeable outside 
contributors to discuss news events 
and other timely issues.” (Room for 
Debate,” N.d.).

The excerpts discussed here are 
from a discussion of the opinion 
pages of the New York Times ("Is 
Organic Food Worth the 
Expense?"(2012)

https://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2012/09/10/is-organic-food-worth-the-expense
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About the Author, Raj Patel:

“Raj Patel is a research professor at the University
of Texas at Austin’s Lyndon B. Johnson School of
Public Affairs, a professor in the university’s
department of nutrition, and a research associate
at Rhodes University, South Africa. He is the
author of Stuffed and Starved and the New York 
Times bestselling The Value of Nothing, and the
coauthor of A History of the World in Seven Cheap 
Things. A James Beard Foundation Leadership
Award winner, he is the co-director of a
groundbreaking documentary on climate change
and the global food system, The Ants and the
Grasshopper. He serves on the International Panel
of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems and has
advised governments worldwide on the causes of
and solutions to crises of sustainability.”
(Macmillan publishers, n.d).

The countries worst hit by high food prices are food importers. Anything that can keep costs down will help feed the
hungry. And the right kind of organic farming can help.

During the 2007-8 food crisis, the bruising cost of food was compounded by another problem -- fertilizer costs soared
even more than the food itself. The problem hasn’t gone away. Fertilizer prices are higher this year than last, and
there’s a great deal of uncertainty about where they’ll go in the future.

There is, however, a great deal of certainty over the human cost of industrial pesticides and fertilizers. In the next
decade, the United Nations Environmental Program estimates that pesticide-related health care will cost Africa $90
billion. Agricultural chemical poisoning kills one million people a year, with millions more made severely ill by it.

This is to say nothing of the long-term environmental harm and other costs associated with pesticide use. Worse,
agriculture is both perpetrator and victim of climate change. The fossil fuels used to make fertilizer contribute to
agriculture’s carbon footprint, yet the rural poor will be hit hardest by climate change.

We’re encouraged to shrug off the environmental and social costs as necessary evils, unavoidable if we are to feed
the world. We should shrug less. First, despite the acknowledged costs, one billion people are still malnourished. We
all pay the price, but one in seven never see the benefits.

Second, there’s mounting data from comprehensive peer-reviewed international studies that it’s possible for certain
kinds of organic agriculture to outperform conventional agriculture, with lower input costs and a smaller carbon
footprint. Agroecological farming manages pests, soil fertility, water use, human social relations and biodiversity as
part of a complex organic system. Beyond food, these systems also produce more fuel, fiber, fodder and
pharmaceuticals than conventional agriculture.

Far from being a “luxury for the rich,” organic farming may turn out to be a necessity not just for the poor, but for
everyone.

https://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2012/09/10/is-organic-food-worth-the-expense/focus-on-the-right-kind-of-organic-farming
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About the Author, Marion Nestle:

“Marion Nestle is Paulette Goddard Professor of
Nutrition, Food Studies, and Public Health,
Emerita, at New York University. She earned a
Ph.D. in molecular biology and an M.P.H. in public
health nutrition from the University of California,
Berkeley. She is the author of six prize-winning
books: Food Politics: How the Food Industry
Influences Nutrition and Health (2002); Safe Food:
The Politics of Food Safety (2003); What to Eat
(2006); Why Calories Count: From Science to
Politics, with Dr. Malden Nesheim (2012); Eat,
Drink Vote: An Illustrated Guide to Food Politics
(2013); and Soda Politics: Taking on Big Soda (and
Winning) in 2015.” (NYU, n.d).

Questions about organic food raise three issues: productivity, benefits and costs. Productivity is easy. Since the early
1980s, careful productivity studies conclude that organic yields are only slightly lower than conventional yields, and
organic production leaves soils in much better shape — boding well for future productivity. The yield difference is too
small to have much of an effect on world food supplies.

Next, benefits. If crops are grown without pesticides, they won’t contaminate soil and water, foods will contain fewer
pesticides, and people who eat organic foods will have lower levels in their bodies. The Stanford study and others
confirm all this. Critics of organics say: “So what. Pesticides are safe.” They point out that nobody has ever died from
eating industrially produced broccoli. Although science does not presently demonstrate long-term harm from eating
pesticide-treated vegetables, pesticides are demonstrably harmful to farm workers and to “nontarget” wildlife, and
they accumulate in soils for ages. If pesticides were all that benign, the government wouldn’t need to regulate them,
but it does.

The Stanford study made a big deal about nutrients, but nutrients are not the point. The point of organic production
is its effects on the health of people and the planet. The investigators did not examine the overall health impact of
organics, no doubt because such studies are difficult to conduct and interpret. For one thing, people who buy
organics tend to be better educated and wealthier — characteristics that track with good health anyway.

That leaves the cost question. Organics cost more because they require greater amounts of hand labor. Are they
worth it? Personally, I prefer not to be a guinea pig in a long-term pesticide experiment. I’m also fortunate to have
the choice.

We should be doing all we can to give everyone else the same choice.

https://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2012/09/10/is-organic-food-worth-the-expense/buying-organic-fruits-and-vegetables-is-a-personal-choice




