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Summary/Abstract 

This report summarizes my Applied Practice Experience (APE), which encompassed four 

distinct but interconnected initiatives: The Cats’ Cupboard (Kansas State University’s on-

campus food pantry), the Alternative Breaks Program in Garden City, the Rural Grocery 

Initiative and Kansas Healthy Food Initiative, and the development of a SNAP Outreach 

Program for K-State students. Over the course of 240 applied practice hours, I gained invaluable 

experience in public health practice, particularly in five core competencies: leadership, 

governance, and management; systems thinking; structural analysis of health disparities; and 

data-driven program development and biostatistical analysis. These competencies provided a 

framework for my engagement in direct service, community-based research, policy advocacy, 

and leadership in public health initiatives. While these four competencies were central to my 

experience, in the following sections, I will also highlight how other of the 22 foundational 

public health competencies were addressed throughout my work. 

Throughout this experience, I worked under the mentorship of four key preceptors, each 

playing an essential role in my learning and making contributions across these projects. Shelly 

Williams, Director of ‘Cats Cupboard, guided me in food pantry operations, resource 

management, and program expansion to address food insecurity on campus. Tamara Bauer, 

Director of the Alternative Breaks Program, supported my facilitation of immersive student 

learning experience in Garden City, where I led discussions on food systems, labor, and public 

health. Dr. Leah Tsoodle, an agricultural economist, provided mentorship in research design and 

data analysis for the Rural Grocery Initiative, where I examined food access and grocery 

sustainability in rural communities. Dr. Kara Ross, also an agricultural economist, played a 

pivotal role in supporting my efforts to develop a SNAP Outreach Program for K-State 

students—a project that marks the first university-led SNAP outreach initiative in the state of 

Kansas. 

The primary objectives of my APE were to design and implement public health 

interventions that address food insecurity, apply systems thinking tools to analyze food access 

challenges, develop leadership and advocacy skills, and engage in data-driven decision-making 

to inform policy and program development. Through these four experiences, I was able to work 

at the intersection of research, community engagement, and policy to advance food security in 

meaningful ways. 

As part of my contributions to these initiatives, I facilitated strategic planning efforts for 

‘Cats Cupboard, expanding its services and reducing stigma associated with food assistance; 

conducted research and data analysis for the Rural Grocery Initiative and Kansas Healthy Food 

Initiative, contributing to policy recommendations aimed at strengthening rural food systems; 

and initiated the process of establishing a SNAP Outreach Program at K-State, collaborating 

with a multidisciplinary team to secure funding and develop a strategic plan for implementation. 

This program represents a groundbreaking effort, as no other university in Kansas currently has 

an official SNAP outreach initiative. 



 

 

This culminating Applied Practice Experience allowed me to engage in impactful public 

health work across four different but interconnected settings, each contributing to my 

professional development. In the forthcoming sections of this report, I provide an in-depth 

examination of each organization and project, detailing my responsibilities, the public health 

competencies I applied and strengthened, and the broader implications of my work. As will be 

evident, my experience across these four sites enabled me to develop expertise in leadership, 

systems thinking, structural analysis of health disparities, and data-driven program 

development—while also practicing additional competencies in advocacy, stakeholder 

engagement, and program evaluation. These experiences have prepared me to continue 

addressing food insecurity and public health challenges through research, policy, and 

community-driven action. 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Subject Keywords: Food insecurity, public health, SNAP outreach, systems thinking, leadership, 

community engagement. 
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Chapter 1 - Literature Review 

My first Applied Practice Experience (APE) took place at Cats' Cupboard Food Pantry, 

an on-campus initiative at Kansas State University (K-State) designed to address food insecurity 

among students and employees. In 2023, the pantry moved from its previous location in the 

basement of Fairchild Hall, which was roughly 800 square feet, to a much larger facility of about 

8,000 square feet, offering more room for food storage, student services, and community 

engagement. The pantry operates as part of the university's broader public health initiatives 

aimed at improving student success, focusing on providing access to nutritious and culturally 

appropriate food. The Cats’ Cupboard initiative is in line with both national and institutional 

public health objectives, promoting food security, reducing stigma around food insecurity, and 

fostering educational opportunities for students facing food instability. 

I have been actively involved with Cats' Cupboard since March 2023, initially completing 

34 hours to fulfill my official APE requirements, and my engagement continues beyond those 

hours as I am still serving on the Cats’ Cupboard Advisory Board. In this capacity, I collaborate 

with faculty, staff, and community members to ensure the pantry’s sustainability and 

effectiveness, helping to steer policies that ensure the pantry remains student-centered and 

accessible. Additionally, I continue to volunteer within the pantry itself, assisting with 

operations, stocking inventory, and interacting with students who access its resources. This 

ongoing involvement allows me to continue learning about the multifaceted nature of food 

insecurity and the critical role that campus food pantries play in supporting students facing food 

instability. 

My preceptor for this experience is Shelly Williams, the Morrison Family Director of 

Cats’ Cupboard, whose extensive experience in student affairs and public health programming 

has been invaluable to my professional development. Shelly’s expertise in community 

development and public health program administration has been instrumental in expanding the 

pantry’s outreach and securing funding through grants and partnerships with local food banks. 

Working under her mentorship has provided me with firsthand insights into the complexities of 

running a campus food security initiative, including managing partnerships with food suppliers, 

navigating university administration, and advocating for policies that promote student access to 

nutritious food and resources. 

Cats' Cupboard exemplifies how university-based public health initiatives operate within 

the larger landscape of higher education, student services, and public health programming. The 

pantry employs a multi-sectoral approach, integrating public health, student support services, and 

community partnerships to advance food security. It is supported through a combination of 

university funding, state and federal grants, private donations, and partnerships with local food 

banks. The pantry is staffed by a team that includes full-time professionals, student workers, and 

volunteers, ensuring that students receive not only emergency food assistance but also education 

on topics such as nutrition, budgeting, and connecting with additional resources in the 
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community. This holistic approach reflects the university’s commitment to addressing the root 

causes of food insecurity while providing immediate relief for students in need. 

 

Food Insecurity: A Growing Concern Among College Students 

Food insecurity is a significant global issue that has far-reaching consequences, 

particularly for marginalized populations. According to the United Nations (2020), food 

insecurity is defined as a lack of access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets the 

dietary needs for an active and healthy life. While food insecurity is typically seen as a concern 

in low-income and developing regions, it is also a critical issue in wealthier nations, where rising 

costs and systemic inequities prevent vulnerable populations from accessing adequate food 

(FAO, 2019). For college students, food insecurity is an increasingly recognized concern. 

Research indicates that the prevalence of food insecurity among college students in the United 

States is alarmingly high. Goldrick-Rab et al. (2018) found that approximately 36% of students 

at four-year colleges experience food insecurity, with these figures being much higher for 

students of color, first-generation students, and those from low-income backgrounds. These 

findings are corroborated by more recent studies, such as the report by the College and 

University Food Bank Alliance (CUFBA, 2020), which highlights that food insecurity is a 

widespread issue on college campuses across the nation, and the demand for food pantry services 

has increased substantially in recent years. 

The factors contributing to food insecurity among college students are multifaceted. A 

major contributing factor is the financial burden of higher education, as students are often forced 

to make difficult choices between tuition, housing, textbooks, and food (Patton-Lopez et al., 

2014). The rising costs of tuition and textbooks, combined with stagnant wages in many low-

income jobs, leave students with little disposable income to purchase food (Maroto et al., 2015). 

In addition to financial barriers, many students face the challenge of housing insecurity or live in 

off-campus apartments where food access may be limited due to distance from grocery stores or 

financial constraints (Parker et al., 2019). Food insecurity on campuses is often a hidden issue, as 

students may feel ashamed to seek help due to stigma surrounding food insecurity (Lott et al., 

2017). Therefore, university food pantries, like Cats’ Cupboard, play a crucial role in addressing 

this issue by providing not just food but also reducing stigma and creating a more supportive 

campus environment. 

 

Consequences of Food Insecurity for Students 

The impacts of food insecurity on college students are profound and multifaceted. 

Academically, food insecurity is strongly correlated with lower academic performance, higher 

dropout rates, and greater levels of absenteeism. Broton and Goldrick-Rab (2018) found that 

food-insecure students are more likely to report difficulties in focusing, maintaining good grades, 

and attending classes regularly, all of which undermine their chances for academic success. The 

cognitive impairments associated with food insecurity are tied to poor nutrition, which affects 

concentration and learning abilities (Seligman et al., 2019). A well-balanced diet is crucial for 
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students to maintain cognitive function, but when students face food insecurity, they often rely 

on cheap, non-nutritional foods that lack essential vitamins and minerals (Leung et al., 2019). 

This poor diet quality can contribute to fatigue, reduced cognitive performance, and a higher 

likelihood of illness, further hindering students’ academic achievements. 

In addition to academic setbacks, food insecurity also has serious mental health 

implications. Research consistently shows that food-insecure students experience higher levels of 

anxiety, depression, and stress compared to their peers (Bruening et al., 2017). The psychological 

toll of not knowing where your next meal will come from is compounded by the social stigma 

that many food-insecure students face. This stigma can lead to feelings of shame, isolation, and 

further withdrawal from academic and social activities (Patton-Lopez et al., 2014). Furthermore, 

food insecurity is linked to long-term physical health problems, including obesity, diabetes, and 

hypertension, as food-insecure individuals often rely on cheap, calorie-dense foods that provide 

immediate satisfaction but lack the nutritional value needed for optimal health (Leung et al., 

2019). 

 

The Role of Campus Food Pantries in Addressing Student Food Insecurity 

Campus food pantries have become an increasingly important resource in addressing 

food insecurity in higher education. These pantries provide students with emergency food 

assistance, helping to mitigate the effects of food insecurity by offering both non-perishable and 

fresh food items. In addition to immediate relief, campus food pantries also play an important 

role in education and advocacy. According to the College and University Food Bank Alliance 

(CUFBA, 2020), more than 50% of campus food pantries now offer nutrition education and 

assistance in connecting students with other community resources. These services are vital for 

helping students manage food insecurity and build resilience against it. Cats' Cupboard at K-

State, for example, offers not only food assistance but also financial literacy workshops and 

nutrition education programs aimed at empowering students to make healthy food choices within 

their budgetary constraints (Parker et al., 2019). 

Recent studies highlight the growing demand for campus food pantries and their role in 

reducing food insecurity. The demand for food pantry services has increased dramatically in 

recent years, with some universities reporting a surge in usage as a result of the COVID-19 

pandemic and the economic challenges it created (Seligman et al., 2019). At K-State, the 

expansion of Cats' Cupboard to a larger facility was a direct response to this increased demand, 

reflecting the university’s commitment to addressing the growing food insecurity crisis on 

campus. As part of the pantry’s operations, students can access not only food but also 

educational resources that provide them with the tools they need to manage their food insecurity 

and overall well-being (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018). 

 

Ensuring Food Pantries Remain Student-Centered 

The success of campus food pantries depends heavily on their ability to remain student-

centered. A student-centered food pantry is designed with the unique needs of the student body 
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in mind, ensuring that it is accessible, culturally appropriate, and responsive to the challenges 

students face. This includes providing flexible hours, offering a range of food options that reflect 

the cultural and dietary preferences of the student population, and ensuring that students feel 

comfortable accessing pantry services without fear of stigma (Bruening et al., 2017). As a 

member of the Cats’ Cupboard Advisory Board, I have worked to ensure that these principles are 

upheld. We have implemented strategies to reduce the stigma associated with food insecurity by 

fostering a supportive, non-judgmental environment and by ensuring the pantry is accessible 

during late hours to accommodate students' varying schedules (Lott et al., 2017). 

Moreover, it is essential for students to play an active role in the operation and advocacy 

of food pantries. Student involvement ensures that these resources remain aligned with the needs 

of the student population. By working alongside faculty, staff, and community partners, students 

can help shape policies and programs that meet the specific challenges they face. Engaging 

students in the advocacy for campus food pantries can also serve as a way to raise awareness 

about food insecurity on campus and build a more inclusive and equitable campus culture 

(Seligman et al., 2019). 

Food insecurity continues to be a significant issue on college campuses, with far-reaching 

consequences for students’ academic performance, mental health, and overall well-being. 

Programs like Cats’ Cupboard Food Pantry at Kansas State University play a critical role in 

mitigating the effects of food insecurity by offering essential support to students facing food 

instability. However, addressing food insecurity requires a multifaceted approach that goes 

beyond providing emergency food assistance. My involvement with Cats’ Cupboard has shown 

me the importance of not only providing access to food but also ensuring that students are aware 

of and have access to other resources that can further support their academic and personal 

success. This insight has informed my second Applied Practice Experience (APE), where I have 

transitioned into working on the development of a Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) Outreach initiative at K-State. This work, which I refer to as “Experience SNAP,” has 

already begun to shape my understanding of food security through a different lens—focusing on 

long-term, systemic solutions to food insecurity. 

Experience SNAP started roughly a year ago with three key individuals: Kara, Leah 

Tsoodle, and me. Leah and I had previously worked together on research related to food 

insecurity, so we were already familiar with each other's work ethic and passions for addressing 

this issue. Kara, a Research Assistant Professor in the Department of Agricultural Economics, 

had not previously worked with us but was keen on expanding her research focus to include 

domestic food security. Her primary focus had been international work, particularly in Ghana, 

where she has been involved with the METSS program and led technical analyses on the 

Population Baseline Survey for Northern Ghana. When we came together, Kara expressed 

interest in applying her expertise in a domestic context, particularly concerning food security in 

the U.S. This was a pivotal moment as the three of us began brainstorming ways to address food 

insecurity on K-State’s campus, particularly through the creation of a SNAP Outreach program. 
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We started this initiative in March 2024, leveraging our collective knowledge and 

experience. My background in working with the SNAP Outreach program at Chico State, 

coupled with Leah’s and Kara’s expertise, helped us develop a strong foundation for the 

program. By the end of the year, we had secured a grant of approximately $21,000to begin this 

work, which marks a significant milestone in this ongoing initiative. Although I only officially 

logged 10 hours for this part of my APE, it’s important to note that this is just the beginning of 

what promises to be a long-term and impactful project. The following sections will delve deeper 

into how the process unfolded—from formulating the program to securing funding—and provide 

a more detailed overview of the literature on SNAP and its significance for college students. 

 

SNAP, its Role for Students, and the Need for SNAP Outreach Programs 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), previously known as food 

stamps, is a federal program that aims to alleviate food insecurity by providing low-income 

individuals and families with financial assistance to purchase food. According to the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture (USDA), SNAP is one of the largest and most widely used social 

safety net programs in the United States, reaching approximately 38 million people in 2020 

(USDA, 2020). The program serves a diverse population, including children, seniors, individuals 

with disabilities, and working adults. However, despite its reach, many eligible individuals are 

not enrolled in SNAP, often due to barriers such as lack of awareness, complex application 

procedures, and stigma associated with receiving assistance (Seligman et al., 2019). These 

barriers are particularly pronounced among college students, who face unique challenges in 

accessing food assistance programs. 

Students, particularly those in higher education, experience food insecurity at alarming 

rates. According to a report by Goldrick-Rab et al. (2018), approximately 36% of college 

students in the U.S. experience food insecurity, with higher rates among students of color, first-

generation students, and those from low-income backgrounds. This situation is compounded by 

the financial pressures of tuition, housing, and textbooks, leaving many students with insufficient 

resources to afford adequate food (Maroto et al., 2015). For these students, SNAP can be a 

crucial resource in alleviating food insecurity. However, a significant number of eligible students 

are not enrolled in the program. Studies show that only about 25% of eligible college students 

utilize SNAP benefits, which can be attributed to several barriers specific to the student 

population (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2024). 

One of the main challenges that students face when applying for SNAP is the unique 

eligibility requirements that often exclude them from receiving benefits. While SNAP is intended 

to assist individuals and families with low incomes, students must meet specific criteria to 

qualify. Most notably, students must work at least 20 hours per week or be responsible for a 

dependent child to be eligible for SNAP benefits (USDA, 2020). This is a significant barrier for 

many college students who may not meet these criteria due to part-time academic schedules or 

lack of dependents. In addition to work-hour requirements, students must also navigate a 

complex application process that often involves providing documentation of income, assets, and 
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expenses—further complicating their ability to access benefits (Patton-Lopez et al., 2014). These 

eligibility markers make it difficult for many students to qualify for SNAP, even though they 

may be living on extremely limited resources. 

Moreover, students often lack awareness of the SNAP program and how to apply for it. 

Despite the widespread availability of SNAP, many students do not know that they are eligible 

for the program or are unsure of how to navigate the application process. This issue is 

particularly prevalent among first-generation students, who may lack the social capital or prior 

knowledge to access public assistance programs (Lott et al., 2017). Additionally, the stigma 

associated with receiving government assistance can discourage students from seeking help. As 

Patton-Lopez et al. (2014) note, students may be hesitant to apply for SNAP because they 

perceive it as a welfare program, which can carry negative connotations, especially in a 

university setting where the focus is often on academic achievement and independence. 

While food pantries on college campuses, like Cats' Cupboard at K-State, serve as vital 

resources for students experiencing food insecurity, they are not a substitute for long-term 

solutions like SNAP. Food pantries provide short-term relief and can be a lifeline for students in 

need. However, they cannot provide the same level of financial support that SNAP can offer. 

SNAP benefits are designed to assist individuals with purchasing food over an extended period, 

helping them maintain a stable and consistent food supply. In contrast, food pantries typically 

offer emergency assistance, which may not be enough to sustain students throughout an entire 

semester (Seligman et al., 2019). Additionally, while food pantries are valuable, they may not 

always have the variety or nutritional quality of food that students need. SNAP, on the other 

hand, allows students to choose their own food, including fresh produce and other healthy 

options that food pantries may not be able to provide on a consistent basis. 

Furthermore, students may not be able to access local agencies that provide SNAP 

assistance, especially if they are new to the area or if their university is located in a rural or 

remote region. In such cases, university-based SNAP outreach programs, like the one we are 

developing at K-State, can be crucial in reaching students who might otherwise remain unaware 

of their eligibility or unable to navigate the application process. SNAP outreach programs on 

campus can help bridge the gap by offering information, resources, and direct assistance with the 

application process. These programs can also help reduce stigma by normalizing the 

conversation around food insecurity and encouraging students to access the support they need 

without fear of judgment (Lott et al., 2017). 

Thus, while food pantries play an essential role in addressing immediate food insecurity 

on college campuses, SNAP outreach programs are necessary to provide long-term solutions and 

ensure that students have access to consistent and sustainable food assistance. Given the unique 

eligibility barriers that students face, SNAP outreach programs can help guide students through 

the application process, increase awareness of the program, and ultimately improve students’ 

access to food security. The work we are doing with the SNAP Outreach program at K-State 

aims to address these challenges by providing students with the tools and support they need to 

access this critical resource, ultimately promoting greater food security on campus. 
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My third APE, which I will refer to as "Experience RGI," was conducted with Dr. Leah J. 

Tsoodle, an extension associate in the Department of Agricultural Economics at Kansas State 

University, and the director of the Land Use Survey Office. This experience, which began 

approximately one year prior to our work on the SNAP Outreach program, focused on 

contributing to the second iteration of the statewide survey on rural grocery stores in Kansas. The 

initial survey was conducted in 2008, and this update sought to provide valuable insights into the 

contemporary state of rural grocery stores across the state, particularly in light of challenges 

exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. This collaboration took place alongside two significant 

partners: the Rural Grocery Initiative (RGI) and the Kansas Healthy Food Initiative (KHFI). 

The Rural Grocery Initiative, housed within K-State Research and Extension, was 

established to support the sustainability of locally owned rural grocery stores. These stores play a 

crucial role in the vitality of rural communities by providing essential services, economic 

benefits, and access to healthy foods. RGI works to identify, develop, and share resources to help 

grocers maintain their operations while strengthening access to healthy foods in rural 

communities. The initiative has responded to the growing threat of grocery store closures in 

Kansas, where between 2008 and 2018, 105 rural grocery stores closed, and in half of these 

communities, no new store has re-opened (Hunt, 2020). The goal of this work was to assess the 

viability of rural grocery stores in the state and understand how they could adapt to emerging 

challenges such as changing consumer behavior, economic pressures, and health crises. 

Dr. Tsoodle’s mentorship was invaluable throughout this experience and the timing of 

this research was particularly significant, as it came shortly after the peak of the COVID-19 

pandemic, a period that fundamentally altered the landscape of rural food security forever. The 

pandemic forced many rural grocery stores to innovate and reimagine how they operated, 

particularly as communities navigated restrictions, health concerns, and an increasing reliance on 

SNAP benefits and pandemic-related food programs (P-EBT). 

 

Rural Food Insecurity and the Role of Rural Grocery Stores 

Food insecurity is a pressing issue that affects both urban and rural populations. 

However, the experience of food insecurity in rural communities is often distinct from that of 

urban areas due to a variety of factors, including geographic isolation, lower population density, 

and limited access to food retailers (Lobao et al., 2020). According to the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture (USDA), rural households are disproportionately affected by food insecurity, with 

approximately 15.6% of rural households experiencing food insecurity, compared to 11.8% of 

urban households (USDA, 2020). This disparity reflects the unique challenges faced by rural 

communities in accessing affordable, nutritious food. 

One of the primary challenges contributing to rural food insecurity is the limited 

availability of grocery stores in many rural areas. Rural grocery stores are vital to the food 

security of their communities, as they provide essential access to fresh produce, dairy, and other 

nutritious foods. However, between 2008 and 2018, the number of rural grocery stores in Kansas 

declined significantly, with 105 stores closing during this period, further exacerbating food 
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insecurity (Hunt, 2020). The loss of rural grocery stores is a significant issue, as these stores are 

not only a primary source of food but also a key economic and social anchor in these 

communities (Huffman et al., 2019). 

 

The Economic Role of Rural Grocery Stores 

Rural grocery stores are vital economic anchors for rural communities. These stores 

create local jobs, generate tax revenue, and contribute to the stability of the local economy by 

supporting supply chains, especially for local farmers and food producers. The loss of grocery 

stores in rural areas can have cascading effects, diminishing both job opportunities and the local 

economic base (Huffman et al., 2019). Research shows that grocery stores are often the largest 

employers in small rural towns, and their closure can lead to significant job losses, especially in 

areas where other employment opportunities are limited (Lichter et al., 2020). 

Economically, rural grocery stores also provide essential goods at lower prices than 

convenience stores, which are often the only alternative when a local grocery store closes. 

Convenience stores primarily stock non-perishable, processed foods, which are typically less 

nutritious and more expensive, exacerbating food insecurity in the process (Bauer et al., 2020). 

Rural grocery stores, by contrast, can offer fresh produce and healthier options at more 

affordable prices, contributing directly to the community's economic well-being and overall 

health outcomes. The closure of rural grocery stores often forces residents to travel long 

distances to access healthy foods, increasing transportation costs further exacerbating economic 

hardships for low-income families (Lobao et al., 2020). 

Moreover, rural grocery stores act as distribution points for government assistance 

programs like SNAP, which is particularly important in areas where transportation options are 

limited. By providing access to these programs, rural grocery stores play a crucial role in 

reducing food insecurity and supporting the economic independence of rural residents (Seligman 

et al., 2019). Without these stores, residents may struggle to access not only the food they need 

but also the services that support their economic stability (Seligman et al., 2019). 

 

The Social Role of Rural Grocery Stores 

In addition to their economic function, rural grocery stores serve a significant social role 

in small communities. Rural grocery stores are often the central place where people gather, 

socialize, and exchange information. In rural areas, where social networks may be more spread 

out and less centralized, grocery stores serve as informal community hubs. This social interaction 

fosters a sense of belonging and community cohesion, helping to maintain the fabric of rural life 

(Huffman et al., 2019). The closure of these stores can lead to social fragmentation, as residents 

lose a critical space for interaction and community building. 

Grocery stores also have an important role in fostering social support networks. For 

example, they can act as the meeting place for residents to share resources, such as information 

about food programs or local services. In many rural communities, particularly for older adults 

and those with limited mobility, these stores offer essential social connections that help prevent 
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isolation (Caldwell et al., 2020). The loss of a local grocery store not only makes it more difficult 

for people to access food but also contributes to feelings of loneliness and detachment, 

undermining the community’s overall social health. 

 

The Health and Well-Being of Rural Communities 

Rural grocery stores have a profound impact on the health and well-being of the 

communities they serve. Access to nutritious, affordable food is a critical determinant of public 

health. Grocery stores that provide healthy food options, such as fresh produce, dairy, and 

protein, contribute directly to improved dietary habits and better overall health outcomes. 

Conversely, the closure of these stores forces rural residents to rely on less nutritious food 

options, leading to poor diet quality and a higher prevalence of diet-related diseases such as 

obesity, diabetes, and hypertension (Bauer et al., 2020). 

Research by Lichter et al. (2020) has shown that communities with limited access to 

grocery stores experience higher rates of food-related health issues, particularly among low-

income and rural populations. In fact, studies suggest that food insecurity is strongly linked to 

chronic health conditions, such as obesity, cardiovascular disease, and other diet-related 

illnesses, in rural communities (Seligman et al., 2019). The lack of access to fresh, healthy food 

options in rural areas has a direct impact on public health, as individuals are forced to rely on 

convenience stores that stock more processed and unhealthy food. As these communities face 

limited access to healthcare services, the resulting health disparities are compounded, leading to 

poorer health outcomes overall. 

Furthermore, the economic burden of health conditions exacerbated by food insecurity 

places a strain on rural healthcare systems. Chronic illnesses associated with poor diets increase 

healthcare costs for individuals and the community, creating a vicious cycle of poverty, illness, 

and healthcare access challenges (Bauer et al., 2020). By maintaining grocery stores that provide 

affordable, nutritious food, rural communities can significantly improve their public health 

outcomes, reduce healthcare costs, and foster healthier, more resilient populations. 

 

The Role of Rural Grocery Initiatives in Addressing Food Insecurity 

Given the critical role that rural grocery stores play in community health, economic 

vitality, and social cohesion, initiatives like RGI are essential for ensuring the sustainability of 

these stores and the food security of rural populations. The RGI works to address the challenges 

faced by rural grocery stores by providing technical assistance, facilitating access to funding and 

resources, and promoting evidence-based models of rural grocery operations (Huffman et al., 

2019). These initiatives are crucial for fostering food security and ensuring that rural residents 

have access to healthy, affordable food options. 

Moreover, the Kansas Healthy Food Initiative (KHFI), a partner in the RGI, further 

strengthens access to healthy foods in rural communities by supporting local food systems and 

expanding the reach of grocery stores that provide healthier food options (Hunt, 2020). By 

investing in these community-based initiatives, rural communities can not only secure better 
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access to healthy food but also contribute to the local economy, improve public health, and 

create a more socially cohesive environment. 

Rural food insecurity is driven by unique economic, social, and health-related factors that 

distinguish it from urban food insecurity. Rural grocery stores serve as critical lifelines for these 

communities by providing access to healthy food, supporting local economies, and fostering 

social cohesion. The closure of these stores exacerbates food insecurity and contributes to poor 

health outcomes, economic decline, and social fragmentation. Initiatives like the Rural Grocery 

Initiative play a crucial role in sustaining rural grocery stores and improving food access in rural 

communities. Through the efforts of the RGI and KHFI, rural communities can improve their 

food security, strengthen their local economies, and foster better health outcomes. Understanding 

the intricate relationship between rural grocery stores and food security is essential for 

developing policies and programs that address the unique challenges faced by rural populations. 

My fourth APE, referred to as "Experience Garden City," involved serving as the lead for 

an Alternative Breaks program focused on food systems. The program took place in Garden City, 

Kansas, and was designed to provide K-State students with in-depth service experience, 

immersing them in the local food system while exploring how it interacts with broader issues of 

food security and immigration. This experience was the largest portion of my APE hours, as it 

required significant preparation, a week-long stay in Garden City, and ample time for reflection 

afterward. 

Alternative Breaks is a program that offers K-State students the opportunity to participate 

in intensive service experiences during winter, spring, and weekend breaks. These breaks 

provide students with the chance to travel to various sites, primarily in the Midwest, where they 

work directly with local residents to learn how communities address pressing social issues. The 

Alternative Breaks program is open to undergraduate, graduate, and international students, and 

participants and site leaders receive training before each trip. 

While I had participated in an Alternative Break previously, this experience changed my 

understanding of the food system. The trip to Garden City, which took place over roughly one 

week, was preceded by preparatory training starting in November 2024. During this time, 

Tamara Bauer and her team of student coordinators supported me as I led a group of three 

students to Garden City. While in Garden City, we visited various non-profit organizations, 

schools, Brookover Farms Headquarters, a feedlot, and the Tyson food plant. This provided us 

with a holistic view of the town’s food system and helped us understand its crucial role in 

feeding the world. 

One of the most eye-opening and intellectually rich components of the Experience 

Garden City trip was the opportunity to situate Garden City within both the national and 

international food supply chain. Despite its relatively modest population of around 27,371 

residents, this southwestern Kansas town plays an outsized role in the production and processing 

of food—particularly beef—for global consumption (U.S. Census Bureau, 2023). Garden City is 

a community shaped by movement: of livestock, of commodities, and, perhaps most notably, of 

people. It stands out not only for its economic relevance, but also for its deeply multicultural and 
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multilingual character. As a designated secondary resettlement site for refugees, the city has 

become home to a remarkably diverse population, including newcomers from Latin America, 

Southeast Asia, and East Africa who have helped sustain its labor force over several decades. 

Statistically, the city’s demographic composition sets it apart from most other Kansas 

communities. More than 54% of Garden City residents identify as Hispanic or Latino, and nearly 

one-third of the population is composed of individuals born outside the United States (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2023). To illustrate the exceptional nature of this diversity, one can look to 

Wichita—Kansas’s largest city, more than 14 times the size of Garden City—where just 18% of 

the population identifies as Hispanic or Latino. The stark contrast highlights the degree to which 

immigration, particularly driven by employment opportunities in agriculture and meatpacking, 

has shaped Garden City’s development over time. 

This relationship between labor and migration is not new. It dates back to the late 20th 

century, when major meatpacking corporations began moving their operations to rural areas in 

“right-to-work” states, drawn by looser labor protections, lower union density, and proximity to 

feedlots (Benson, 1996). In the early 1980s, the region saw two transformative investments: IBP 

(now part of Tyson Foods) opened what was then the largest beef packing facility in the world 

just outside Garden City, and Monfort (now JBS) modernized its plant within the city itself. 

These developments sparked a population boom between 1980 and 1985, during which Garden 

City grew by 33%, making it the fastest-growing municipality in Kansas at the time (Stull et al., 

1990). 

Today, the meatpacking industry continues to anchor the local economy, with Tyson 

Foods as Finney County’s largest employer (City of Garden City, n.d.). Its facility processes 

approximately 6,000 head of cattle per day and employs over 3,000 workers, most of whom are 

immigrants and refugees (Condos, 2021). During our visit to the plant, we were given a sobering 

window into the daily realities of meatpacking labor. Conversations with workers throughout our 

time in Garden City and descriptions of current job postings on the Tyson website reveal the 

extent of physical strain involved: tasks often require standing for long shifts on moving chains 

or elevated platforms, handling sharp tools like knives and hooks, and working in extreme 

temperatures—sometimes below 40°F in processing areas or in hot and humid conditions during 

harvest. These roles also involve repetitive motion, heavy lifting (up to 80 pounds), and 

navigating slippery surfaces (Tyson Foods, n.d.), making injury a constant risk. 

Although the work is demanding, it is not necessarily well-compensated when weighed 

against the physical and emotional toll it takes. According to Tyson’s job postings, details on pay 

are limited. However, third-party data from ZipRecruiter provides a clearer picture: as of April 

2025, the average hourly wage for a Tyson employee in Garden City is $24.41. While the 

platform reports salaries ranging from as low as $12.90 to as high as $38.90 per hour, the 

majority of wages fall between $18.08 (25th percentile) and $29.13 (75th percentile), with top 

earners in the 90th percentile making considerably more on an annualized basis (ZipRecruiter, 

2025). 
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Despite these wages, many workers continue to face economic hardship. The cost of 

living in Garden City is approximately 18.6% lower than the national average, with a cost-of-

living index of 81.4 (BestPlaces, 2025). The average rent for a one-bedroom apartment is about 

$589 per month, and the median home value is around $186,200 (Apartments.com, 2025; ERI 

Economic Research Institute, 2025). However, the living wage for a single adult in Finney 

County is estimated at $20.93 per hour, and for a single adult with one child, it's $33.23 per hour 

(MIT Living Wage Calculator, 2025). This suggests that those earning at the lower end of the 

wage spectrum, such as $12.90 and even a few dollars above that, per hour, do not make a 

livable wage considering the cost of living in the area. 

Furthermore, this broad pay range illustrates disparities in compensation depending on 

position, experience, and shift—but even the higher end of the spectrum may not be enough to 

ensure long-term financial security, especially when paired with the physical demands and risks 

of the job. 

Moreover, the economic picture is further complicated by employment policies that add 

layers of instability. For instance, Tyson enforces a 180-day rehire waiting period and limits 

individuals to three rehire opportunities (Tyson Foods, n.d.); policies that make it difficult for 

workers to navigate layoffs, injuries, or personal challenges. Many of the individuals we spoke 

with shared stories of moving from one meat packing town to another to seek work just to 

survive. This form of mobility—often involuntary—reflects a pattern observed in academic 

literature, in which meatpacking workers circulate through the Midwest as they are laid off, 

rehired, or forced to leave due to unsafe conditions followed by subsequent injuries (Benson, 

1996). 

 

Food Security, Protein, Meatpacking, and Immigration through the Lens of Garden City, Kansas 

A major theme that emerged during our time in Garden City was food security—and 

more pointedly, the painful irony that many of the very people responsible for feeding the 

country, and indeed much of the world, struggle to consistently access the food they need 

themselves. This paradox of food insecurity among food system workers was not only visible but 

palpable throughout our experience. It pushed our group to explore the role of protein not only as 

a vital nutrient required for physical and mental well-being, but also as a commodity whose 

production structures labor practices and socioeconomic realities in towns like Garden City. 

Protein is one of the three primary macronutrients required for human survival, alongside 

carbohydrates and fats. However, its functions in the body extend far beyond simply contributing 

to caloric intake. On a biochemical level, proteins are composed of long chains of amino acids, 

which serve as the building blocks for every cell in the body. Unlike carbohydrates, which the 

body primarily uses as its main energy source—proteins play a broader and more complex role. 

They are essential for cellular growth, tissue repair, muscle maintenance, immune system 

function, hormone production, enzyme synthesis, and the transportation of nutrients throughout 

the body (Dawson, Harris, & Blake, 2020; National Institutes of Health [NIH], 2022). Protein 

also provides 4 kilocalories of energy per gram, although the body tends to prioritize 
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carbohydrates and fats for energy before breaking down proteins. Still, during illness, injury 

recovery, periods of growth, and aging, protein becomes even more critical. Children, pregnant 

individuals, older adults, and those recovering from physical stress or trauma are especially 

vulnerable to the effects of protein insufficiency (Leung, Tester, & Laraia, 2019; NIH, 2022). 

Yet despite its importance, access to adequate protein is not equitably distributed—

particularly among low-income and food-insecure populations. Food insecurity is not merely a 

matter of lacking enough calories to stave off hunger; it’s about lacking access to the right kinds 

of calories that provide the nutrients necessary for long-term health (USDA, 2022). In this way, 

nutrition security is a more accurate term in contexts like Garden City, where affordability and 

access to nutritious food remain persistent challenges. Protein deficiencies can lead to a host of 

health problems, including stunted growth in children, muscle wasting, poor wound healing, and 

compromised immunity (Leung, Tester, & Laraia, 2019; FAO, 2013). According to current 

dietary guidelines, the recommended dietary allowance (RDA) for protein is 0.8 grams per 

kilogram of body weight per day (National Institutes of Health [NIH], 2022). For an adult 

weighing around 150 pounds (approximately 68 kilograms), this equates to about 55 grams of 

protein daily. However, this baseline doesn’t account for individual variations due to age, 

activity level, or medical condition—many individuals, especially those experiencing 

physiological stress, require significantly more (Dawson, Harris, & Blake, 2020). 

In food-insecure households, consistently meeting these nutritional needs becomes a 

formidable challenge. Protein-rich foods like lean meat, eggs, poultry, dairy, and seafood are 

often among the most expensive items at the grocery store (Drewnowski & Eichelsdoerfer, 

2010). As a result, many families are forced to make difficult trade-offs between food quality 

and quantity. Cheaper, energy-dense foods—often high in added sugars and refined grains—are 

more financially accessible but tend to lack essential nutrients, including protein (Seligman, 

Laraia, & Kushel, 2010). Over time, these dietary patterns contribute to the rise of chronic, diet-

related illnesses, such as obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and hypertension. These 

conditions are disproportionately prevalent among populations living in poverty, rural areas, and 

food desert environments that frequently overlap in places like Garden City (Leung et al., 2019; 

USDA ERS, 2021). 

This contradiction becomes even more stark when considering the very nature of Garden 

City’s local economy. The city is anchored by industries that specialize in the production of 

protein-rich foods, namely beef. Tyson Foods, the largest employer in Finney County, processes 

thousands of cattle each day, producing high volumes of beef that are distributed across the 

nation and internationally (Condos, 2021). The workers in these facilities—many of whom are 

immigrants and refugees—spend their days processing, packaging, and preparing meat that they 

often cannot afford to put on their own tables (Benson, 1996; Stull, Broadway, & Griffith, 1990). 

This disconnect lays bare the moral and structural failings of a food system that benefits from the 

labor of marginalized populations while leaving them vulnerable to the very insecurities they are 

laboring to prevent for others. 
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From a nutritional standpoint, animal-based proteins like beef, chicken, pork, and eggs 

are especially valuable because they are classified as “complete proteins.” This means they 

contain all nine essential amino acids that the human body cannot synthesize on its own. These 

amino acids must be obtained through diet, and animal products are among the most efficient and 

bioavailable sources (Leung et al., 2019). By contrast, plant-based protein sources—while still 

important—are typically considered “incomplete,” as they often lack one or more of the essential 

amino acids (Leung et al., 2019; Bauer et al., 2020). In order to meet protein requirements 

through plant-based diets, individuals must combine multiple protein sources (e.g., beans and 

rice) in deliberate ways to ensure nutritional adequacy. This approach requires not only access to 

diverse food items but also a degree of nutritional literacy, time, and food preparation resources 

that may not be available to low-income households (Bauer et al., 2020). 

Moreover, plant-based proteins tend to have lower bioavailability, meaning that even 

when consumed, the body may not absorb and utilize the amino acids as effectively as it does 

from animal sources (Dawson et al., 2020; Bauer et al., 2020). For working-class families in 

Garden City—many of whom are juggling long work hours, physically demanding jobs, 

language barriers, and limited transportation—these barriers are compounded. 

Thus, the story of protein in Garden City is not just a story about nutrients; it is a story 

about structural inequity. It is about how food security is shaped by power, labor, geography, and 

policy. It reveals the ways in which protein production is reliant on a workforce that often does 

not benefit from the very goods they help create. And it challenges us to consider what it means 

to have a food system that prioritizes volume and efficiency over justice and equity. 

Tamara Bauer, who has overseen many of these experiences, played a critical role in 

shaping the focus of this trip. This was the first time sending students on an Alternative Break 

experience that included such a deep, first-hand experience of the food system. This immersion 

provided a wealth of nuance and, to some extent, raised more questions than answers for myself 

and my peers. The experience offered a profound opportunity to reflect on the complexities of 

the food system and its connections to issues of immigration, labor, and food security. 

The experiences I have engaged in as part of my Applied Practice Experience—ranging 

from the Cats' Cupboard Food Pantry initiative at Kansas State University, to the development of 

the SNAP Outreach program, to the Rural Grocery Initiative research, and finally the Alternative 

Breaks program in Garden City, Kansas—represent a diverse but interconnected set of efforts 

aimed at addressing food insecurity and promoting food systems change. While each experience 

is distinct in its focus, setting, and approach, they collectively weave a comprehensive 

understanding of food security, its complexities, and its far-reaching implications for 

communities. 

At the core of each experience is a common thread: the fundamental need for accessible, 

nutritious, and affordable food. Through my involvement in Cats' Cupboard, I directly engaged 

with the immediate, hands-on aspect of food security. This experience highlighted the essential 

role of campus food pantries in addressing food insecurity for students, offering not just food but 

a space of dignity and support for students experiencing the stress of financial instability. By 
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witnessing the growing demand for such services at Kansas State, I gained valuable insight into 

the challenges faced by individuals in higher education, where students often balance academic 

pressures, social expectations, and economic difficulties. This hands-on work reinforced the 

urgent need for accessible food systems within college communities, particularly for 

marginalized populations, and directly linked to my later work on SNAP Outreach. 

The SNAP Outreach initiative, which I began in collaboration with Kara and Leah, 

extended this focus on food security into a more systemic solution. While food pantries provide 

crucial emergency support, SNAP offers a longer-term, sustainable solution for low-income 

individuals and families. The challenges students face in accessing SNAP benefits, particularly 

the unique eligibility markers and the bureaucratic complexities of the program, became clear as 

I began developing the outreach program. This work in the context of SNAP allowed me to 

consider the structural barriers to food security, especially as they intersect with college students' 

financial burdens, limited knowledge of available resources, and the stigmatization of public 

assistance programs. This experience illuminated the importance of expanding awareness and 

access to SNAP, helping ensure that students can navigate the complexities of eligibility while 

offering a more long-term strategy for securing adequate nutrition. 

Meanwhile, my involvement in Experience RGI with Leah, in partnership with the Rural 

Grocery Initiative (RGI), provided an entirely different but equally important perspective. Unlike 

campus-based food insecurity, rural food security is heavily shaped by geographic isolation, the 

local economy, and the loss of critical food infrastructure, such as rural grocery stores. My work 

on the statewide survey, which updated research first conducted in 2008, illuminated the stark 

realities faced by rural communities in Kansas. I saw how grocery store closures, many 

exacerbated by economic pressures and rural flights, significantly impact food access and 

exacerbate food insecurity. However, I also learned about the resilience of these communities 

through initiatives like RGI, which works to sustain locally owned rural grocery stores and 

increase access to healthy foods. In contrast to the individual-focused work at Cats’ Cupboard 

and SNAP Outreach, RGI addressed the macro-level issues of food systems and the long-term 

sustainability of food access infrastructure. 

Finally, Experience Garden City, through the Alternative Breaks program, served as the 

culminating experience that tied many of these lessons together by providing an in-depth 

exploration of how the U.S. food system operates in a global context. During our week-long stay 

in Garden City, we explored the role of the meatpacking industry and how Garden City serves as 

a microcosm of the intersection of food security, immigration, and labor. The story of Garden 

City—a town that has become a refuge for immigrant and refugee populations seeking 

employment in the meatpacking industry—highlighted the complex relationships between 

immigration policies, the labor market, and food access. I learned how Garden City's immigrant 

workforce, which is crucial to the operations of the Tyson Foods meatpacking plant, faces unique 

barriers to food security despite being directly involved in food production. The refugee 

resettlement policies and the role of organizations like Catholic Charities further emphasized the 
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systemic challenges that immigrant and refugee populations face in accessing nutrition, while 

also illustrating the economic and social dynamics that shape food systems on a global scale. 

Through these four experiences, I have come to understand that food insecurity is not a 

singular issue but one that is shaped by a multitude of factors at various levels of society—from 

individual and community efforts to policy and global forces. Each experience presented a 

unique piece of the puzzle, but together they painted a more complete picture of the challenges 

we face in achieving food security. At the individual level, the work with Cats' Cupboard and 

SNAP Outreach underscored the need for emergency food access and long-term systemic 

solutions, especially in student populations. At the community level, the Rural Grocery Initiative 

highlighted the importance of maintaining food access infrastructure in rural communities, while 

the Alternative Breaks experience in Garden City demonstrated the broader, global factors such 

as immigration and labor dynamics that affect food security. 

What makes these experiences interconnected is that each one, in its own way, advocates 

for food justice and equitable access to food. Whether through providing immediate relief to 

students, advocating for public assistance programs, supporting rural food systems, or 

confronting the challenges of the meatpacking industry, each experience reflects a deep 

commitment to addressing the systemic inequities that prevent individuals and communities from 

accessing the nutritious food they need. Moreover, they highlight the need for multi-faceted 

approaches that combine emergency interventions with longer-term strategies aimed at 

addressing the root causes of food insecurity. 

As I reflect on these experiences, I see how they are not just separate efforts but rather 

pieces of a larger puzzle of food security and systems change. They have all contributed to 

shaping my understanding of the complexities of food systems—from local issues such as 

student food insecurity to global challenges involving labor, immigration, and food production. 

They have also reinforced the importance of both direct service and advocacy, urging me to 

continue exploring how these issues intersect and how we can collectively work toward a more 

equitable, sustainable, and just food system for all. 

The interconnections between these four experiences demonstrate the diverse ways in 

which food insecurity manifests itself across different settings and populations. They underscore 

the need for a holistic, systemic approach to addressing food security, one that involves both 

immediate relief efforts and long-term solutions to the structural issues that drive food insecurity. 

Whether through local food pantries, outreach programs, rural grocery initiatives, or exploring 

the global forces shaping labor and immigration, each experience has reinforced my commitment 

to addressing food insecurity at every level and ensuring that all individuals have access to the 

nutritious food they need to thrive. 
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Chapter 2 - Learning Objectives and Description of Deliverables 

Throughout my experiences, I have had the opportunity to engage in diverse and 

comprehensive projects aimed at addressing food insecurity in both urban and rural settings. 

These experiences have provided me with hands-on opportunities to apply public health 

principles and deepen my understanding of the complexities surrounding food systems. Each 

project was interconnected, yet distinct in its approach, contributing to a holistic view of the 

challenges and strategies necessary to combat food insecurity in a range of contexts. 

From direct engagement with students at Cats' Cupboard Food Pantry to exploring rural 

food access through the Rural Grocery Initiative, from developing a SNAP Outreach program to 

leading an Alternative Breaks program focused on food systems, I have worked on projects that 

span the spectrum from immediate relief to systemic change. Each experience was guided by 

clear learning objectives, involved substantial community and stakeholder engagement, and 

culminated in meaningful deliverables that both advanced food security and provided valuable 

insights into how to address this complex issue. 

Throughout this chapter, I detail the learning objectives and activities for each of these 

experiences, describing my roles and responsibilities, and outlining the deliverables that resulted 

from these projects. These experiences collectively enhanced my ability to assess, advocate for, 

and implement effective public health strategies, while providing a deeper understanding of how 

food insecurity impacts diverse populations and communities. 

 

2.1 Cats' Cupboard Food Pantry: Co-chair of the Advisory Board 

Learning Objectives: 

• Leadership and Team Management: Apply leadership principles to organize and guide 

collaborative efforts, ensuring effective team management and goal alignment in 

addressing food insecurity within a university setting. 

• Data Analysis: Assess pantry data and gather input from diverse stakeholders, including 

students, staff, and faculty, and use this data to advocate for expanded services that meet 

the needs of the broader campus community. 

• Strategic Planning and Resource Management: Design and implement strategies to 

address systemic barriers to food access, applying awareness of social inequities to 

enhance the inclusivity and effectiveness of pantry operations. 

• Budget and Resource Management: Demonstrate skills in resource allocation and budget 

management by supporting sub-committees in determining funding decisions and guiding 

monetary awards to food security initiatives 

 

Activities and Responsibilities: 

As co-chair of the advisory board for Cats' Cupboard, I played a pivotal role in 

organizing and leading meetings, setting agendas, and ensuring effective communication among 

board members. I coordinated with faculty, staff, and student representatives to create a shared 



 

22 

 

vision for expanding the pantry’s impact on campus. This involved advocating for expanded 

access hours for faculty and staff, ensuring they could continue utilizing the pantry services 

during more convenient times throughout the week. I also facilitated sub-committees focused on 

reviewing grant applications and awarding funds to food security initiatives across campus. In 

addition to my advisory duties, I spent considerable time volunteering in the pantry itself. I 

worked in the "front of house," assisting students as they checked out groceries, stocking 

shelves, and administering food vouchers to students in critical need. Through these efforts, I 

directly contributed to enhancing food access for students and learned about the logistical 

challenges involved in running a campus food pantry. 

 

Deliverables: 

• Subcommittee and Board Reports: I compiled reports summarizing key decisions made 

by the advisory board, including recommendations for funding allocations and strategic 

initiatives. These reports helped guide the pantry’s decisions regarding the revision of its 

mission and vision statements and informed broader campus engagement efforts to 

increase awareness of food insecurity. 

 

2.2 SNAP Outreach Program Development: Public Health Intern 

Learning Objectives: 

• Public Health Planning and Program Design: Apply public health planning principles to 

assess the food insecurity needs of university students, designing a targeted SNAP 

outreach program that addresses these needs effectively. 

• Stakeholder Collaboration and Advocacy: Utilize negotiation and mediation skills to 

collaborate with stakeholders such as the Kansas Health Foundation, agricultural 

economists, and the Department of Children and Family Services, ensuring the successful 

development and implementation of the program. 

• Impact Evaluation: Evaluate the program’s potential impact by applying methods to 

assess community health and the effectiveness of public health interventions in 

addressing food insecurity. 

 

Activities and Responsibilities: 

As part of the team developing an on-campus SNAP outreach program, I collaborated 

with agricultural economists, extension agents, and public health professionals to design a 

targeted intervention for university students experiencing food insecurity. I conducted research 

on the specific needs of students and performed a gap analysis to understand the challenges in 

accessing SNAP benefits. I contributed to the drafting and refining of a grant proposal for 

funding through the Kansas Health Foundation, ensuring it addressed the key needs identified in 

the research. I was also involved in the creation of an implementation timeline and helped 

coordinate meetings with university administrators, faculty, and other stakeholders to garner 
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support for the program. In addition to these tasks, I worked on developing social media content 

and communications strategies to increase awareness of the program among students. 

 

Deliverables: 

• Final Draft of Grant Proposal: I played a key role in developing a grant proposal that 

successfully secured funding for the SNAP Outreach Program at Kansas State University, 

collaborating with a team of experts to refine the document and ensure all necessary 

components were included. 

• Social Media Content for SNAP Outreach Program: I created social media posts to 

promote the program, aiming to increase student awareness of available resources and the 

process for accessing SNAP benefits. 

 

2.3 Rural Grocery Initiative: Research Assistant 

Learning Objectives: 

• Data Collection and Analysis: Analyze quantitative and qualitative data on rural food 

access using appropriate epidemiological methods, providing a comprehensive 

understanding of food security challenges in rural Kansas. 

• Community Assessment and Strategy Design: Design and implement strategies to support 

rural communities by assessing their needs and identifying effective solutions to enhance 

food access, using data from interviews and surveys with local grocers and farmers. 

• Research Communication: Synthesize research findings and create public-facing 

materials that communicate insights into rural food access to stakeholders. 

 

Activities and Responsibilities: 

In my role as a research assistant with the Rural Grocery Initiative (RGI) and Kansas 

Healthy Food Initiative (KHFI), I assisted with the collection and analysis of data for a statewide 

survey on rural grocery stores. I conducted interviews with rural grocers and farmers to better 

understand the challenges they face in providing food to underserved communities. I helped 

organize and analyze qualitative data from these interviews, synthesizing key themes that 

informed our understanding of food access in rural Kansas. Additionally, I contributed to the 

creation of a statewide map that identified active rural grocery stores and helped maintain data 

for quarterly reports on services provided to rural grocers. I also co-authored a non-academic 

article that compared findings from the 2021 survey with the original 2008 survey, offering 

insights into the evolution of rural food access issues. My responsibilities included attending 

meetings with stakeholders and organizing data for public presentations and reports. 

 

Deliverables: 

• Co-Authored Non-Academic Article: I contributed to a publication highlighting key 

insights into rural food access, analyzing the challenges faced by local grocers and 
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comparing survey data from 2008 to 2021. This article played a role in informing policy 

discussions and rural food system planning. 

 

2.4 Alternative Breaks Program: Site Leader for Garden City, Kansas 

Learning Objectives: 

• Community Engagement: Apply principles of community engagement to facilitate 

reflective learning sessions that connect students’ experiences to larger food systems, 

fostering a deeper understanding of the impacts of immigration on food production. 

• Advocacy and Cultural Awareness: Apply advocacy and cultural awareness by exploring 

the intersections of immigration, labor, and food production through conversations with 

local agricultural producers and understanding their role in the region’s food systems. 

• Reflective Learning and Service Leadership: Lead students in reflective discussions and 

service work, helping them connect their service activities with broader issues of food 

insecurity and food systems, especially regarding the role of immigrant labor in food 

production. 

 

Activities and Responsibilities: 

As the site leader for the Alternative Breaks program in Garden City, Kansas, I was 

responsible for organizing and facilitating student interactions with local organizations such as 

Catholic Charities, Tyson Food Complex, and Kansas Food Bank. These site visits provided 

students with an opportunity to learn about food insecurity and refugee resettlement efforts, as 

well as the role of food assistance programs. I coordinated service activities with the Kansas 

Food Bank, where we packed backpacks for migrant families in need of food. I also planned and 

facilitated reflection sessions, both pre- and post-departure, to help students connect their 

experiences to the broader dynamics of food systems. Additionally, I led a site visit to Brookover 

Farms to explore the role of immigrant labor in the beef production industry and facilitated 

conversations about the challenges faced by these workers. This experience also involved 

preparing students for the trip through pre-departure training, ensuring they understood the 

socio-political context they would be engaging. Throughout the program, I emphasized the 

importance of community engagement and cultural awareness, guiding students in recognizing 

the connections between immigration, labor, and food systems. 

 

Deliverables: 

• Blog Post on Systems Thinking: After the program, I wrote a reflective blog post using 

systems thinking to analyze food insecurity in Garden City. This post connected students' 

experiences to the larger issues of migration, labor dynamics, and the food system, 

highlighting how systems thinking can provide a deeper understanding of the 

interconnectedness of these issues. 
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Throughout these four experiences, I have had the opportunity to engage in a diverse range of 

public health projects aimed at addressing food insecurity, each contributing unique insights and 

skills. Whether through direct service, research, or program development, each project provided 

me with the tools and knowledge necessary to advocate for and implement food security 

interventions. The projects varied in scope and focus, but all were tied together by a shared 

commitment to improving access to food, addressing systemic inequities, and creating long-term 

solutions for food-insecure communities. These experiences not only advanced my 

understanding of food systems but also reinforced my commitment to public health and social 

justice, particularly in ensuring equitable food access for all.  
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Chapter 3 - Methods 

The methods I employed in my public health practice have been shaped by a combination 

of practical experience, research methodologies, and a deep understanding of community 

dynamics and food systems. Each of the experiences I worked on—whether it was at Cats’ 

Cupboard, developing the SNAP Outreach Program, assisting with the Rural Grocery Initiative, 

or leading an Alternative Breaks program—required distinct methods for engaging with 

stakeholders, collecting data, and analyzing the impacts of food insecurity. These methods were 

integral to ensuring that the projects were not only effective but also culturally sensitive, data-

driven, and responsive to the diverse needs of the populations they aimed to serve. 

 

Cats' Cupboard Food Pantry: Co-chair of the Advisory Board 

At Cats’ Cupboard, a food pantry within Kansas State University, my role required 

strategic planning, collaborative leadership, and the effective use of data to improve food access 

for students. One of the key methods I used was networking to connect with the right people who 

could inform my understanding of food insecurity on campus. I sought out campus 

stakeholders—faculty, staff, and other members of the community—who had experience with 

food insecurity or who were in positions to advocate for changes in university policies. This 

included meeting with faculty and staff who could offer insight into students’ needs and how 

best to represent them on the advisory board. 

A major component of my work was the intentional formation of sub-committees, which 

I chaired, ensuring that the right stakeholders were involved in decision-making processes. This 

required careful consideration of who would best represent the diverse needs of students, faculty, 

and the broader campus community. For example, I worked to include voices from both student 

government and administrative staff to ensure that decisions were made with a well-rounded 

understanding of both the logistical and social challenges faced by students experiencing food 

insecurity. We also created an inclusive environment by involving community members in these 

discussions, which allowed for a more comprehensive understanding of food access challenges 

beyond the campus bubble. 

The pantry’s operations were underpinned by a systematic process that required careful 

attention to inventory management. I contributed to tracking the pantry's stock levels, keeping an 

eye on which items were most frequently checked out, such as eggs and meat, which tend to be 

higher in protein and generally more expensive. This data was important for understanding 

student needs, especially considering that students were consistently seeking these protein-rich 

foods. Inventory tracking was not just about managing stock but about using this data to inform 

strategic decisions, such as which items to prioritize in future purchases or how to adjust for 

trends in food demand. I also assisted with healthy food vouchers, which required meticulous 

documentation for tracking purposes. For each voucher issued, I documented student ID 

numbers, voucher numbers, and expiration dates in an online system. This system helped 

maintain accurate records while ensuring transparency in the distribution of resources. 
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In board meetings, preparing clear and accessible reports was a critical aspect of my role. 

Since the board included diverse members, from students to faculty and staff, it was important to 

present data in a way that was both digestible and actionable. I worked to ensure that the data we 

discussed, such as inventory levels or voucher usage, was presented in a manner that would 

engage all stakeholders, regardless of their background in food security or data analysis. This 

required translating technical data into practical insights, ensuring that all participants could 

understand the implications of the findings and contribute meaningfully to decision-making. 

 

SNAP Outreach Program Development 

The development of the SNAP Outreach Program at Kansas State University required a 

multi-pronged approach, combining data gathering, stakeholder collaboration, and strategic 

planning. As part of the team, I conducted extensive research on food insecurity among students, 

including reviewing existing data and conducting surveys to understand students' awareness of 

SNAP and the barriers they faced in accessing these benefits. Gathering this data was essential in 

providing a clear picture of the problem and allowed us to identify gaps in the services offered to 

students. 

In addition to collecting primary data through surveys, I was involved in collaborating 

with various stakeholders, including agricultural economists, extension agents, and public health 

professionals. This collaborative approach helped to ensure that the outreach program would be 

well-rounded, addressing not just the awareness of SNAP but also the logistical barriers to 

accessing it. For example, I facilitated discussions with the Department of Children and Family 

Services to understand how state-level policies could affect students’ ability to apply for SNAP, 

ensuring that the program would be aligned with the broader institutional and state frameworks. 

One of the methods I applied was conducting a gap analysis to identify where the 

university's current resources fell short in supporting food-insecure students. The gap analysis 

helped to focus our efforts on specific areas, such as increasing outreach and education around 

eligibility and streamlining the application process for students who faced language or 

technological barriers. In parallel, I worked with the team to develop and refine a grant proposal 

to secure funding for the program. This process required synthesizing research findings into 

clear, concise language that could be understood by non-academics, while also ensuring that the 

proposal met the criteria set forth by the funding body. Our work was guided by both qualitative 

insights from students and the quantitative data that highlighted the scale of the food insecurity 

problem on campus. 

 

Rural Grocery Initiative: Research Assistant 

In my role as a research assistant for RGI and KHFI, I utilized a variety of quantitative 

and qualitative methods to assess food access in rural Kansas. The first step in the methodology 

was the creation of a codebook that standardized the qualitative data collected from interviews 

with rural grocers and farmers. This codebook was essential in ensuring that all interviews were 

consistent and that we captured key themes that emerged in conversations about food access and 
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the challenges faced by rural grocery stores. This qualitative data was analyzed using Dedoose 

version 9.0, a software tool that allowed us to identify patterns and trends in the responses, 

ultimately contributing to a deeper understanding of the barriers rural grocers face when it comes 

to stocking healthy food options. 

For the quantitative component, I worked with the team to collect and analyze data using 

SPSS version 28 and R version 4.5.0. This data collection included surveys and statistical 

analysis of factors such as grocery store sales, inventory levels, and community demographics. 

One of the key projects was the creation of a statewide map that identified active rural grocery 

stores. This map was created using R, allowing us to visualize food access across the state and 

identify geographic areas where access to healthy food was limited. This visualization was 

crucial in making our findings accessible to both policymakers and rural grocers, providing 

actionable insights that could guide future policy and community planning. 

Our final report was designed with a specific audience in mind—professionals and 

policymakers working in rural food systems. As such, the report was written with a focus on 

providing practical recommendations and strategies for addressing food access challenges in 

rural areas. We made sure to tailor the data visualizations to meet the needs of our audience, 

presenting complex findings in a way that was accessible and actionable. The methodology 

behind this report was grounded in both qualitative and quantitative research methods, providing 

a comprehensive overview of the state of rural grocery stores in Kansas and the challenges they 

face. 

 

Alternative Breaks Program: Site Leader for Garden City, Kansas 

The Alternative Breaks Program in Garden City focused on building cultural competency 

and critical reflection, with an emphasis on understanding the complexities of food systems 

through the lens of immigration and labor. As the site leader, I began by conducting Active 

Citizens training for student participants, which addressed personal biases, positionality, and 

cultural awareness. This training was crucial in preparing students to engage respectfully and 

thoughtfully with the community in Garden City, particularly in understanding the lived 

experiences of immigrant workers in the meatpacking industry. 

In Garden City, the method of intentional reflection was a core component of the 

program. I facilitated daily debriefing sessions that encouraged students to reflect on their 

experiences, discuss the connections between their service work and the broader food system, 

and acknowledge their own biases and roles within the system. This process of reflection helped 

students move beyond surface-level understanding and critically engage with the structural 

issues of food insecurity, labor, and immigration. I also ensured that we were asking the right 

questions during our interactions with local organizations like Tyson Foods, Catholic Charities, 

and Brookover Farms. These questions were designed to promote dialogue and understanding, 

helping us gain a deeper insight into the challenges faced by immigrant laborers and how food 

systems are shaped by immigration policies. 
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For the blog post that followed the trip, I applied systems thinking to synthesize my 

experiences and communicate the complexities of food insecurity, labor, and immigration in a 

balanced way. Understanding my audience was key in crafting this narrative—I wanted to 

engage readers in a meaningful conversation, acknowledging the complexities of the beef 

industry without casting blame. I focused on encouraging readers to think critically about their 

role in perpetuating these systems, while also calling for a collective effort to address these 

issues in a way that fosters positive change. 

The methodologies used across these experiences provided a diverse yet interconnected 

approach to addressing food insecurity. Each project required specific, tailored methods, from 

data collection and analysis to cultural competency and stakeholder engagement. These methods 

helped ensure that the projects were not only successful in addressing the immediate needs of 

food-insecure populations but also contributed to the larger conversation about systemic change 

in food systems. From networking and data analysis to critical reflection and stakeholder 

collaboration, these methodologies emphasized the importance of holistic, culturally aware, and 

evidence-based approaches to tackling food insecurity in both urban and rural settings. Through 

these experiences, I gained valuable skills in research, program design, leadership, and 

community engagement that will continue to inform my public health practice moving forward. 
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Chapter 4 - Results 

The experiences I engaged in throughout my time working on food security projects have 

not only provided invaluable personal and professional growth but also generated deliverables 

that directly impacted the communities I served. These deliverables range from board reports to 

grant proposals and policy briefs, all of which contributed to strengthening food security 

initiatives and expanding awareness of food access issues at multiple levels. In this chapter, I 

will provide detailed insights into the results of my work for each of the four projects: Cats’ 

Cupboard, the SNAP Outreach Program, the Rural Grocery Initiative, and the Alternative Breaks 

Program. These deliverables reflect the progress made, the challenges encountered, and the 

success of collaborations and partnerships in advancing food security efforts. 

One of the most significant outcomes of my time at Cats' Cupboard was the expansion of 

access hours for faculty and staff. This initiative was the result of ongoing discussions within the 

advisory board, where the need to better support the broader campus community was repeatedly 

highlighted. Through these conversations, we identified that faculty and staff—who are key 

supporters of student success—needed expanded hours due to varying work schedules across 

campus. By advocating for expanded access hours for faculty and staff, we aimed to address the 

systemic barriers to food access that affect the entire campus community. 

Research has shown that food insecurity is not limited to students and disproportionately 

affects faculty and staff in higher education settings. According to a study by Broton and 

Goldrick-Rab (2018), faculty and staff in universities often face similar food insecurity 

challenges as students, yet their struggles are less acknowledged. Expanding access hours of the 

pantry helps ensure that all members of the university community are supported, thus fostering a 

healthier, more sustainable academic environment. This expansion also helps to reduce the 

stigma associated with food assistance, as it normalizes the conversation around food insecurity 

across all demographics on campus. 

The development of a new board meeting report was another important deliverable. This 

report was designed to communicate pantry activities, funding decisions, and strategic goals to a 

diverse board, which includes students, faculty, staff, and community members. The challenge 

here was presenting technical data in a way that would be engaging and accessible to people 

without a background in food security. By using straightforward language and visualizations to 

present key data points—such as inventory levels, voucher distributions, and the pantry’s impact 

on student retention—I was able to foster greater understanding and buy-in from board members. 

This method of clear communication ensured that all stakeholders, regardless of their familiarity 

with the subject, could participate effectively in the decision-making process. 

The successful development of the SNAP Outreach Program at Kansas State University 

was marked by a significant milestone: the submission and full funding of a grant proposal 

through the Hunger-Free Kansas initiative, led by the Kansas Health Foundation (KHF). This 

grant, totaling approximately $21,000, was crucial in bridging the gap between Kansas State 
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University’s Extension arm and KHF, connecting community work with university resources. It 

will be used to purchase technology that will facilitate student applications for SNAP, along with 

outreach and educational materials designed to increase student awareness of available food 

assistance programs. 

The process of preparing the grant proposal was both a collaborative and data-driven 

effort. As part of a team that included Lisa Ross, Nutrition Specialist for Research and Extension 

in Riley County, I helped provide research that demonstrated the need for such a program on the 

K-State campus. Lisa’s involvement was pivotal, as her expertise in public health nutrition and 

community engagement helped refine the proposal and ensure it addressed the needs of students 

facing food insecurity. By aligning our efforts with the priorities of the Kansas Health 

Foundation and connecting our work to broader state and national food security initiatives, we 

were able to secure the necessary funding. 

Additionally, drawing from my previous experience at Chico State, I reached out to the 

Center for Healthy Communities (CHC), who have been running SNAP outreach programs 

across California State University campuses. Their guidance and support in program 

implementation were invaluable. The CHC agreed to lend their expertise to our outreach efforts, 

providing support on best practices and assisting in building relationships with the Department of 

Children and Family Services (DCF), which will be essential in helping students access SNAP 

benefits. Leveraging these partnerships is crucial for the success of the program, as it ensures 

that we are not reinventing the wheel but rather using the lessons learned from other successful 

programs to implement a sustainable and effective outreach strategy at K-State. 

The success of this initiative and the accompanying grant proposal was a significant step 

toward addressing food insecurity on the K-State campus, ensuring that students have access to 

both short-term food assistance and long-term solutions for meeting their nutritional needs. 

My role in the Rural Grocery Initiative (RGI) involved contributing to the collection and 

analysis of data through a statewide survey aimed at assessing the challenges faced by rural 

grocery stores in Kansas. The survey focused on store characteristics, owner challenges, and the 

broader food access issues faced by rural communities. The findings were compiled into a policy 

brief, which not only provided a snapshot of the state of rural grocery stores but also included 

actionable recommendations for Extension and other local stakeholders. 

One of the key findings from the survey was that many rural grocers are aging and lack 

transition plans, a factor that contributes to the closure of grocery stores and exacerbates food 

insecurity in rural areas. This challenge is particularly pronounced in communities with limited 

resources, where the closure of a single store can significantly disrupt food access. The policy 

brief recommended that Extension personnel play a crucial role in supporting grocers through 

transition planning, even if they are not experts in the area. By connecting grocers with resources 

such as small business development centers, tax advisors, and funding sources, Extension can 

help ensure the sustainability of these critical community institutions. 

Additionally, the survey highlighted the challenges grocers face in terms of competition 

and distribution, with many struggling to differentiate themselves from larger retailers. The brief 
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suggested strategies such as expanding delivery services, offering specialty products, and 

sourcing more inventory from local vendors to improve the viability of these stores. Extension, 

along with other local food systems stakeholders, was identified as a key player in helping 

grocers implement these strategies, ensuring that rural food access remains viable in the face of 

these challenges. The findings and recommendations in the brief provide a strong foundation for 

future initiatives aimed at sustaining rural grocery stores in Kansas. 

For a more in-depth exploration of the findings and implications of the survey, the full 

report is included in the appendix. This comprehensive document includes detailed data analysis, 

policy recommendations, and a framework for addressing the challenges facing rural grocers. 

One of the most rewarding aspects of my work as a site leader for the Alternative Breaks 

Program in Garden City was the opportunity to reflect on the experience and communicate those 

reflections in a way that would engage others. Following the trip, I authored a blog post that 

explored the connections between food insecurity, labor, and immigration through the lens of the 

beef industry. The blog post, which will be published on the Mary Lynn and Warren Staley 

School of Leadership website, aims to engage students and encourage them to critically consider 

how their actions and consumption are connected to broader systems. 

Writing this post was an exercise in balancing reflection with awareness of my own 

biases. The challenge was to communicate the complexities of the food system without casting 

judgment or alienating readers, particularly those who may not be familiar with the intricacies of 

the beef industry or food insecurity. I consciously avoided "calling people out" and instead 

focused on inviting readers to engage in a conversation about how we, as a society, are all 

interconnected in these systems, both locally and globally. 

This approach was informed by cultural competency principles, acknowledging that 

students and readers would come from diverse backgrounds with varying perspectives on food 

systems and labor. By focusing on systems thinking, I aimed to offer a nuanced perspective that 

would encourage reflection without shutting down the conversation. The hope is that by sharing 

the story of Garden City, readers will gain a deeper understanding of how food insecurity and 

labor are connected and consider how they can engage with these issues in their own 

communities. 

The blog post serves as a tool for engagement and awareness, fostering critical thinking 

and encouraging students to explore communities and make connections between their own lives 

and the larger food systems at play. By promoting intentional reflection and encouraging further 

discussion, the post aims to inspire future students to think more deeply about their role in the 

global food system and how they can contribute to positive change. 

The results of these projects reflect both the tangible impact of the work completed and 

the broader systemic changes these initiatives aim to foster. From expanding food security 

services at Kansas State to securing funding for a SNAP Outreach Program, supporting rural 

grocery stores, and creating reflective learning experiences for students, each project contributed 

to the larger effort of addressing food insecurity in diverse contexts. These results demonstrate 
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the power of collaboration, data-driven decision-making, and cultural competency in promoting 

food justice and building sustainable food systems. 

  



 

34 

 

 

Chapter 5 - Discussion 

This report presents a comprehensive overview of my Applied Practice Experience 

(APE), which spanned four distinct yet interconnected initiatives: Cats' Cupboard (Kansas State 

University’s on-campus food pantry), the Alternative Breaks Program in Garden City, the Rural 

Grocery Initiative and Kansas Healthy Food Initiative, and the development of a SNAP Outreach 

Program for K-State students. Throughout the course of this experience, which accounted for 

240 applied practice hours, I engaged deeply with the issues of food insecurity and food systems, 

applying core public health competencies to develop solutions that could address both immediate 

and long-term needs of underserved populations. 

The four experiences provided a diverse yet unified platform for learning and practice. 

Working with Cats' Cupboard, I was able to address food insecurity at the campus level, 

advocating for expanded access hours for faculty and staff, and facilitating strategic planning to 

make the pantry more accessible and effective. This work underscored the importance of food 

security as a broader issue, not confined to students alone, but extending to all members of the 

academic community, including those who support the university’s core functions. Research 

indicates that food insecurity among faculty and staff is a significant issue, but often overlooked, 

despite their crucial role in supporting student success (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2018). 

The work I did on the SNAP Outreach Program was another pivotal aspect of my APE. 

By securing funding for the initiative through the Hunger-Free Kansas Initiative, a program by 

the Kansas Health Foundation (KHF), we were able to develop a SNAP outreach strategy that 

bridged the gap between Kansas State University’s Extension arm and KHF. This effort marked 

the first of its kind for the state of Kansas and represents a systemic intervention to help students 

access a sustainable solution to food insecurity through federal assistance. The collaboration with 

Lisa Ross, Nutrition Specialist for Research and Extension in Riley County, was crucial in 

preparing the grant proposal and ensuring the program was designed with the unique needs of 

college students in mind. This project also leveraged the expertise of the Center for Healthy 

Communities (CHC), which has extensive experience in SNAP outreach, particularly in the 

California State University system. By collaborating with CHC, we ensured that our approach 

was informed by best practices in SNAP outreach, thereby maximizing the chances of the 

program's success. 

The Rural Grocery Initiative (RGI) provided a unique opportunity to expand my 

understanding of food insecurity in rural areas, where access to nutritious food is often more 

limited than in urban centers. The statewide survey that I assisted in updating offered insights 

into the challenges faced by rural grocery stores, many of which are under severe economic 

strain. A key finding was that many rural grocers lacked transition plans, which has led to a 

significant number of store closures over the past decade, further exacerbating food insecurity in 

rural communities (Hunt, 2020). By analyzing data and contributing to policy recommendations 

aimed at sustaining these vital community resources, I learned about the critical role that rural 
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grocery stores play in both food access and the local economy. The RGI’s focus on supporting 

these stores through training and resource provision is vital for sustaining food access in rural 

areas, where grocery stores often serve as both food hubs and social centers (Huffman et al., 

2019). 

Finally, my work with the Alternative Breaks Program in Garden City, Kansas allowed 

me to explore food insecurity from a broader, systemic perspective. In Garden City, food 

insecurity is closely tied to the dynamics of the meatpacking industry and the role of immigrant 

labor in the food system. Through direct engagement with local organizations such as Catholic 

Charities and Tyson Foods, I gained a deeper understanding of how immigration policies, labor 

conditions, and food systems intersect in rural communities. This was particularly illuminating as 

it demonstrated how those working in the food system—often immigrants and refugees—can 

still struggle to access adequate nutrition due to low wages, poor working conditions, and limited 

food access. These insights were framed through a broader discussion on systems thinking, 

where I was able to guide students in reflecting on the complex relationships between labor, 

immigration, and food security. The culmination of this work was a blog post for the Mary Lynn 

and Warren Staley School of Leadership, which I developed as part of my effort to raise 

awareness and encourage deeper engagement with the systemic factors contributing to food 

insecurity. 

Each of these experiences provided critical learning opportunities and contributed to my 

understanding of food insecurity across different contexts, whether at the campus, rural, or global 

level. Through Cats' Cupboard, I learned the importance of immediate relief efforts in food 

security, focusing on the accessibility and cultural relevance of pantry offerings. The SNAP 

Outreach Program extended this focus to long-term, systemic solutions, highlighting the need for 

greater awareness and accessibility in government assistance programs. My work with the Rural 

Grocery Initiative provided a macro-level view of food access challenges in rural communities, 

while the Alternative Breaks Program allowed me to explore the connections between 

immigration, labor, and food security in an industry that plays a central role in feeding millions 

globally. These varied but interconnected projects allowed me to apply a systems thinking 

approach, seeing food insecurity not as a discrete issue but as a complex challenge shaped by 

structural factors at every level of society. 

Furthermore, my APE experiences emphasized the importance of advocacy and 

stakeholder engagement in addressing food insecurity. By working with a diverse range of 

stakeholders, including faculty, students, community organizations, and governmental bodies, I 

was able to develop a deeper understanding of how to navigate the complexities of food security 

policy and practice. These experiences reinforced the need for interprofessional collaboration in 

public health work, as tackling systemic issues like food insecurity requires the combined efforts 

of individuals from diverse fields, working together to create sustainable solutions. 

Through these experiences, I not only gained technical skills in research and program 

implementation but also honed my leadership and advocacy abilities. My work has prepared me 

to continue contributing to the field of food security, where I plan to focus on research, policy 
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development, and community-based interventions. These experiences have provided me with the 

tools to understand the broader implications of food insecurity and the systemic barriers that 

prevent equitable access to healthy food. By engaging in both direct service and policy advocacy, 

I have learned the importance of a multifaceted approach to food security—one that includes 

both immediate relief and long-term systemic change. As I reflect on these experiences, I am 

more committed than ever to pursuing sustainable, equitable solutions to food insecurity that 

address the root causes and ensure that all individuals have access to the nutritious food they 

need to thrive.  
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Chapter 6 - Competencies  

In this chapter, I provide a detailed analysis of the five core public health competencies 

that were integral to my Applied Practice Experience (APE). These competencies were essential 

for guiding the work I undertook across four distinct but interconnected public health initiatives: 

Cats’ Cupboard, the development of a SNAP Outreach Program, the Rural Grocery Initiative, 

and the Alternative Breaks Program in Garden City. Each section will delve into how the 

competency was applied in these experiences, offering a comprehensive understanding of how I 

utilized these competencies to inform public health interventions and drive systemic change. 

 

Competency 16: Apply Principles of Leadership, Governance, and Management 

In my role as Co-chair of the Cats’ Cupboard Advisory Board, I was deeply involved in 

applying the principles of leadership, governance, and management. This role required me to 

facilitate strategic discussions, guide subcommittees, and ensure that decisions aligned with the 

pantry’s mission to address food insecurity on the Kansas State University campus. A core 

aspect of this experience was fostering collaboration among diverse stakeholders, including 

students, faculty, staff, and community members. By bringing together these various groups, I 

ensured that all perspectives were considered in the decision-making process, which was 

essential for creating a sustainable and student-centered food security program. 

As Co-chair, I advocated for expanded access hours for faculty and staff, recognizing that 

food insecurity extends beyond the student population and often affects university employees, 

many of whom work irregular hours in low-wage, part-time, or seasonal roles that make it 

difficult to access pantry services when hours are too limited or rigid. This expansion was a 

direct result of my leadership in gathering input from various stakeholders, advocating for policy 

changes, and guiding the board in making decisions that would broaden the pantry’s scope and 

accessibility. In addition to advocating for these changes, I also played an instrumental role in 

developing educational materials that would reduce the stigma surrounding food insecurity. This 

included outreach campaigns aimed at normalizing the use of food assistance and creating a 

supportive environment for those in need. 

The leadership skills I developed in Cats’ Cupboard extended into my work with the 

SNAP Outreach Program. As a student on a multidisciplinary team working to develop this 

program, I applied the same leadership principles to coordinate efforts across diverse groups, 

including agricultural economists, public health specialists, and nutrition experts. The goal of 

this program was to increase student access to federal nutrition assistance programs, and my role 

was pivotal in helping design the program and secure funding through the Kansas Health 

Foundation’s Hunger-Free Kansas Initiative. Leadership in this context meant not only guiding 

the team toward a common vision but also negotiating resources and strategies to ensure the 

program’s success. Through this initiative, I saw how leadership, governance, and management 

are essential for the coordination of complex public health projects. 
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Similarly, my leadership was tested during the Alternative Breaks Program in Garden 

City. Here, I led a group of three students and coordinated site visits to local food systems 

organizations, including Catholic Charities, Tyson Foods, and the Kansas Food Bank. As the 

lead for this program, I ensured that students engaged meaningfully with community members, 

facilitating discussions about food insecurity and its relationship with labor and immigration. 

The experience allowed me to apply leadership principles by guiding students through the 

complexities of the food system while ensuring the logistical aspects of the trip were handled 

effectively. I also supported students in post-trip reflections, helping them connect their 

experiences to broader social and political issues surrounding food production and access. My 

leadership throughout this experience demonstrated how effective governance can facilitate 

learning and foster collaboration on both a local and global scale. 

 

Competency 9: Design a Population-Based Policy, Program, Project, or Intervention 

Competency 9 was central to the work I did on the SNAP Outreach Program. One of the 

key aspects of this initiative was designing a population-based intervention aimed at increasing 

student access to federal nutrition assistance. This involved identifying barriers to SNAP 

participation, such as eligibility requirements, lack of awareness, and stigma associated with 

government assistance. I collaborated with a multidisciplinary team to create a program that 

would bridge the gap between K-State students and the resources they needed. The project 

culminated in a grant proposal to the Kansas Health Foundation, which successfully secured 

$21,000 in funding to support the program’s implementation. The funding will be used to 

purchase technology that will assist students in applying for SNAP benefits, as well as 

educational materials for outreach and awareness campaigns. 

In designing this program, I applied key principles of public health policy development, 

including assessing the needs of the student population, gathering input from stakeholders, and 

developing a strategy that would address both short-term needs and long-term goals. This project 

required me to design a comprehensive intervention that was not only based on the needs of 

students but also took into account institutional barriers that might prevent them from accessing 

SNAP. Through research, collaboration, and policy design, I helped create a program that 

provides students with the tools and guidance they need to access federal nutrition assistance, 

making food security a more attainable goal for students at K-State. 

In my work with the Rural Grocery Initiative (RGI), I also applied Competency 9 to 

design strategies for improving food access in rural Kansas communities. The RGI aims to 

sustain locally-owned grocery stores, which play a critical role in rural food systems. I worked 

with Dr. Leah Tsoodle and other members of the RGI team to collect data on rural grocery store 

closures and to develop policy recommendations aimed at supporting these businesses. The 

challenges rural grocers face, including competition from larger retailers and distribution issues, 

require innovative policy solutions. My involvement in analyzing statewide survey data and 

helping craft recommendations for policy changes provided me with a deeper understanding of 
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how to design interventions that address systemic barriers to food access, particularly in rural 

areas. 

 

Competency 3: Analyze Quantitative and Qualitative Data Using Biostatistics, Informatics, 

Computer-Based Programming, and Software 

Competency 3, which involves analyzing quantitative and qualitative data, was 

particularly important in my work with the Rural Grocery Initiative. As part of this project, I was 

involved in collecting, coding, and analyzing survey data from rural grocery stores across 

Kansas. This required the use of statistical software like SPSS and R to clean and organize both 

quantitative and qualitative data. The data from these surveys helped identify the challenges that 

rural grocery stores face, such as lack of funding, distribution problems, and economic 

competition. 

In this context, I used Dedoose for analyzing qualitative interview data, synthesizing the 

challenges that rural grocers encounter, including difficulties related to supply chains and store 

closures. One of the key deliverables from this experience was the co-authored non-academic 

article, where I contributed insights from the data and performed a comparative analysis with 

previous surveys to provide actionable recommendations for policymakers and community 

leaders. 

While my work with the Rural Grocery Initiative involved heavy data analysis, this 

competency was also applied in my role with Cats' Cupboard. I helped track pantry usage, 

maintaining records of the types of foods requested by students and their frequency of use. This 

data collection and analysis was crucial in guiding pantry management decisions, such as which 

food items to prioritize in future food drives. Additionally, the quantitative data helped us 

understand trends in food access, such as which products were most in demand and which could 

be donated or procured more easily. 

Similarly, with SNAP Outreach, data analysis played a key role in gap analysis and 

understanding the barriers that students face when accessing food assistance. The data we 

collected from national reports and campus surveys was used to strengthen our grant proposal, 

making a compelling case for the need for a dedicated outreach program at K-State. Across all 

my projects, Competency 3 facilitated my ability to interpret complex data and use it to guide 

decision-making, evaluate interventions, and inform policy recommendations. 

 

Competency 22: Apply Systems Thinking Tools to a Public Health Issue 

Competency 22, focused on applying systems thinking tools to a public health issue, was 

central to my work in Garden City, particularly during the Alternative Breaks Program. In this 

experience, I used systems thinking to analyze the complex, interconnected issues of food 

insecurity, immigration, labor, and food production. This was particularly relevant when 

discussing how the meatpacking industry relies on immigrant labor and how this paradox—

where workers who produce food for others are themselves food insecure—highlights systemic 

flaws in labor and food policy. 
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Through systems thinking tools such as causal loop diagrams and process mapping, I 

helped students make connections between their experiences and broader issues. For instance, we 

explored how labor policies, economic conditions, and agricultural practices interact to create 

vulnerabilities within the food system. By mapping these interactions, we gained a deeper 

understanding of the feedback loops that perpetuate food insecurity, such as low wages in the 

meatpacking industry and limited access to nutritious food in low-income immigrant 

communities. 

This systems thinking approach was also utilized in Cats' Cupboard, where I helped 

facilitate discussions about how food insecurity on campus is shaped by interconnected factors 

like financial stress, stigma, and academic pressures. We used these insights to better design 

pantry services and outreach programs that addressed these systemic barriers. Similarly, in 

SNAP Outreach, I applied process mapping to ensure that the outreach program would be 

effective in addressing gaps in the application process and identifying the right stakeholders to 

assist students. 

In the Rural Grocery Initiative, systems thinking was used to assess how rural grocery 

stores interact with the broader food system, from supply chains to local food access. 

Understanding the causal relationships between store closures, transportation costs, and food 

access allowed us to make informed policy recommendations that could help sustain grocery 

stores in rural communities and ensure better food security for their residents. 

 

Competency 6: Discuss the means by which structural bias, social inequities, and racism 

undermine health and create challenges to achieving health equity 

Competency 6 was a critical lens through which I viewed all of my experiences, 

particularly in addressing food insecurity and the underlying structural inequities that exacerbate 

this issue. In my work with Cats’ Cupboard, I advocated for expanded access hours for faculty 

and staff. This effort was grounded in the understanding that food insecurity is not limited to a 

single demographic but affects a broad spectrum of the university community. By normalizing 

the use of food assistance for all members of the campus, I worked to dismantle the structural 

stigma that often prevents individuals from seeking help. 

In Garden City, I applied this competency by exploring the impact of immigration 

policies on the local food system. I led discussions with students about how labor exploitation in 

the meatpacking industry disproportionately affects immigrant workers, who face economic and 

racial inequities that prevent them from accessing food security. Despite their essential role in 

the food production system, many immigrant workers struggle with low wages, unsafe working 

conditions, and limited access to nutritious food. By addressing these inequities in our reflections 

and discussions, I helped students understand the broader social determinants of health that shape 

food insecurity in marginalized communities. 

Finally, in the Rural Grocery Initiative and SNAP Outreach Program, I analyzed the 

economic and social structures that contribute to food insecurity, particularly in rural areas and 

among marginalized students. In both projects, I used data to highlight how access to food is not 
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just about availability but is deeply influenced by socioeconomic status, race, and immigration 

status. By understanding and addressing these factors, I was able to contribute to interventions 

that are more inclusive and that challenge the systemic barriers to food security faced by 

underrepresented populations. 

Through these five competencies, I was able to approach food insecurity from multiple 

perspectives—designing interventions, applying data-driven insights, leading initiatives, and 

using systems thinking tools to understand complex problems. These competencies provided the 

foundation for my work in each experience and allowed me to contribute to the development of 

solutions that address food insecurity both in the short term and as part of broader, systemic 

change. 

 

  



 

42 

 

 

Table 5.1 Summary of MPH Foundational Competencies 

Number and Competency Description 

1 
Competency 16: Apply principles of 

leadership, governance, and management 

Applied in the Cats’ Cupboard Advisory 

Board Reports, where I facilitated meetings 

and led subcommittees to advocate for 

expanded access hours of the pantry, 

promoting inclusive food access. 

2 
Competency 9: Design a population-based 

policy, program, project, or intervention 

Applied in the SNAP Outreach Grant 

Proposal, where I collaborated with 

stakeholders to design and secure funding for 

a program aimed at increasing student access 

to SNAP benefits. 

3 

Competency 3: Analyze quantitative and 

qualitative data using biostatistics, 

informatics, computer-based 

programming, and software 

Applied in the Rural Grocery Initiative 

Survey Analysis, where I used SPSS and R to 

clean and analyze data on rural grocery store 

closures and food access in Kansas. 

4 
Competency 22: Apply systems thinking 

tools to a public health issue 

Applied in the Blog Post on Systems 

Thinking, where I used causal loop diagrams 

to illustrate how immigration, labor, and food 

insecurity intersect in Garden City’s food 

system. 

5 

Competency 6: Discuss the means by 

which structural bias, social inequities, 

and racism undermine health and create 

challenges to achieving health equity 

Applied in the SNAP Outreach Program 

Development, where I identified and 

addressed the systemic barriers preventing 

historically marginalized students from 

accessing food assistance. 
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 Student Attainment of MPH Emphasis Area Competencies 

 

PH Nutrition Competency 1: Information Literacy of Public Health Nutrition 

One of the most essential competencies I applied throughout my APE was information 

literacy of public health nutrition, which involves the ability to locate, evaluate, and use credible 

evidence to inform public health practice, especially in the context of food security and nutrition. 

In my work with Cats' Cupboard, the university’s on-campus food pantry, I frequently relied on 

evidence-based research to help shape our policies, improve the pantry's operations, and ensure 

that the food provided was nutritious and met the students' needs. 

For example, one of the deliverables I contributed to was the subcommittee and board 

reports that outlined the pantry’s funding decisions, inventory, and operational improvements. 

These reports were grounded in research about food insecurity and nutrition in student 

populations, including data on which foods were most in demand and why. Through information 

literacy, I reviewed existing studies on food insecurity among college students and used that data 

to inform our decisions. For example, the data indicated that protein-rich foods, like eggs and 

meat, were consistently in high demand, which led us to prioritize these items in our food 

donations and procurement strategies. 

Additionally, in my role on the Advisory Board, I helped advocate for the expansion of 

pantry services, which required me to research broader institutional needs for food access. I 

consulted literature on how universities can best address food insecurity across all campus 

populations, ensuring that our expansion strategy was informed by best practices in food 

assistance and community outreach. My work with Cats' Cupboard allowed me to directly apply 

information literacy to ensure that the pantry was both resource-efficient and responsive to the 

nutritional needs of the campus community. 

 

PH Nutrition Competency 2: Compare and Relate Research into Practice 

In my APE, the competency of comparing and relating research into practice was pivotal, 

especially when translating findings from academic research into actionable public health 

solutions. This was particularly evident in my work with the Rural Grocery Initiative (RGI), 

where I took part in a statewide survey to assess the state of rural food access and the challenges 

faced by rural grocery stores. 

The co-authored non-academic article I worked on was a critical deliverable in this 

regard. It involved analyzing findings from our survey and comparing them with data from a 

similar report conducted in 2008. We highlighted key differences and identified emerging trends 

in food access in rural areas, particularly the challenges faced by grocery stores in maintaining a 

diverse inventory and serving low-income communities. We also compared the data to the state 

and national food security trends to understand how larger socio-economic and policy changes 

were impacting rural communities. 
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One of the significant insights from this comparison was how the COVID-19 pandemic 

exacerbated the challenges of grocery store closures, food supply chain disruptions, and an 

increased reliance on SNAP benefits. By relating this research to practice, I was able to 

contribute to actionable recommendations for how Extension services could better support rural 

grocers through transition planning, local sourcing, and delivery services. The work not only 

reflected the application of research but also highlighted the importance of adapting evidence-

based findings to meet the unique needs of rural communities. 

 

PH Nutrition Competency 3: Population-Based Health Administration 

A core competency in my APE was population-based health administration, where I 

critically examined nutrition programs and public health initiatives to assess their impact on 

communities. This was especially relevant in the development of the SNAP Outreach Program, 

which was designed to support K-State students in accessing federal nutrition assistance. 

In this context, I applied my understanding of public health nutrition programs to assess 

the needs of the student population and design a program that could increase SNAP enrollment 

on campus. This program involved engaging key stakeholders, including agricultural economists, 

public health specialists, and nutrition experts, to create a comprehensive outreach strategy. The 

final draft of the grant proposal I helped develop for the Kansas Health Foundation’s Hunger-

Free Kansas Initiative was an essential deliverable in this area. It outlined how a university-led 

SNAP outreach program could reduce food insecurity among students, providing a long-term 

solution to what had previously been an emergency-based response. 

By developing this program, I was able to critically examine population-based nutrition 

programs, recognizing that food insecurity is not simply an individual problem but a systemic 

issue that requires programmatic and policy-level interventions. The SNAP Outreach initiative is 

not only about connecting students to resources but also about addressing structural barriers such 

as eligibility requirements and program stigma. In this way, I worked to design a population-

based intervention that takes into account community-level needs and builds on existing public 

health infrastructure. 

 

PH Nutrition Competency 4: Analysis of Human Nutrition Principles 

The competency of analyzing human nutrition principles was a crucial element of my 

work with both Cats' Cupboard and the SNAP Outreach Program, where I integrated key 

principles of nutrition science and epidemiology to enhance food security initiatives. This 

competency was reflected in my work to ensure that students who relied on food assistance not 

only had access to food but were also provided with nutritious options that could support their 

overall health. 

In Cats’ Cupboard, I utilized knowledge of human nutrition principles to help prioritize 

nutritious food items like fresh produce, dairy, and protein-rich options, which were consistently 

in high demand. By reviewing existing nutrition guidelines and research on the dietary needs of 

food-insecure populations, I advocated for a shift toward nutrient-dense foods in the pantry’s 
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offerings. My work included analyzing student preferences and dietary needs, ensuring that the 

pantry provided a balance of foods that could contribute to students’ long-term health. 

Additionally, in SNAP Outreach, I used nutrition epidemiology to examine how food 

insecurity is associated with chronic diseases, particularly in college students who may 

experience higher levels of stress, irregular eating habits, and poor dietary choices due to 

financial constraints. In the grant proposal, I emphasized how SNAP benefits can help students 

make healthier choices by providing access to balanced, nutritious food, which can improve their 

overall well-being and academic performance. By incorporating human nutrition principles, I 

was able to build a stronger case for the program, showing how addressing food insecurity is a 

critical component of improving population health and reducing disease risk among students. 

 

PH Nutrition Competency 5: Analysis of Nutrition Epidemiology 

The competency of analysis of nutrition epidemiology was applied in my research with 

the Rural Grocery Initiative, where I worked to examine how food access in rural communities 

influences public health outcomes. This competency was particularly relevant as I helped design 

a statewide survey to assess the impact of rural grocery store closures on food access and health 

outcomes in Kansas. 

In my work with this survey, I applied nutrition epidemiology by reviewing validity 

criteria for nutritional data collection and ensuring that the survey questions were designed to 

yield reliable, actionable information. Using tools like SPSS and R, I was able to clean and 

analyze the quantitative data, ensuring that the findings were robust enough to inform policy 

recommendations. This analysis was key in understanding how nutrition-related chronic diseases 

were linked to limited access to healthy food in rural communities. Through this research, I 

helped identify areas where rural grocery stores were closing at an alarming rate, leaving 

communities with limited access to fresh produce and other essential foods. 

The insights from this survey contributed to the Rural Grocery Initiative's efforts to 

support local food systems and improve access to healthy foods in underserved areas. The 

findings were also critical in shaping statewide policy recommendations aimed at sustaining and 

revitalizing local grocery stores. This work helped me understand how nutrition epidemiology 

plays a vital role in assessing the broader public health implications of food access issues and 

how data-driven interventions can address the root causes of food insecurity. 

The application of these five emphasis area competencies throughout my APE allowed 

me to bridge the gap between theory and practice in public health nutrition. By focusing on 

information literacy, evidence-based policy, population-based program design, human nutrition 

principles, and nutrition epidemiology, I was able to contribute meaningfully to initiatives aimed 

at addressing food insecurity. Each experience provided an opportunity to refine my skills in 

applying public health nutrition principles, and the deliverables I created reflect my ability to use 

research and data to inform practice, design interventions, and advocate for systemic change. 

These competencies not only shaped the scope of my work but also prepared me for a career 

focused on improving public health nutrition and addressing food insecurity on a broader scale.  
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 Table 5.2 Summary of MPH Emphasis Area Competencies 

MPH Emphasis Area: 

Number and Competency Description 

1 
Information literacy of public health 

nutrition 

In the courses Environmental Health Sciences: 

MPH 802 - Environmental Health and Public 

Health Nutrition: FNDH 600, I developed the 

ability to inform public health practice 

through the analysis of evidence-based 

policy, systems, and environmental change. 

MPH 802 provided a framework for 

understanding how environmental factors 

influence public health, particularly through 

policies and systems that address environmental 

hazards and promote healthy environments. 

This course deepened my understanding of the 

role of environmental factors in shaping 

nutrition outcomes, such as food deserts, access 

to healthy food, and the impact of urban design 

on food choices. FNDH 600 focused on public 

health nutrition, highlighting the role of systems 

and policy in shaping dietary behaviors and 

nutrition security. By integrating these two 

perspectives, I learned how environmental 

health policies and nutrition systems interact to 

influence public health outcomes. 

2 
Compare and relate research into 

practice 

In the courses Biostatistics: MPH 701 - 

Fundamental Methods of Biostatistics and 

Nutritional Epidemiology: FNDH 844, I gained 

a comprehensive understanding of how to 

examine chronic disease surveillance, policy, 

program planning, and evaluation in the 

context of public health nutrition. Through 

MPH 701, I learned to apply biostatistical 

methods to analyze health data, which is crucial 

for understanding the prevalence and trends of 

chronic diseases related to nutrition, such as 

obesity and diabetes. This foundation in data 

analysis was complemented by FNDH 844, 

where I explored how epidemiological research 
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informs nutrition interventions and policy 

development, particularly in the prevention and 

management of chronic conditions. Together, 

these courses provided essential skills for 

evaluating the impact of public health nutrition 

programs on chronic disease outcomes, guiding 

the development of more effective and targeted 

interventions. 

3 
Population-based health 

administration 

In the course Health Services Administration: 

MPH 720 - Administration of Health Care 

Organizations, the competency of critically 

examining population-based nutrition 

programs was explored through a semester-

long project where we evaluated the 

effectiveness of existing health service 

organizations. This project helped me consider 

the various facets of a program, including 

leadership, stakeholder relations, resource 

allocation, and community impact. 

4 Analysis of human nutrition principles 

In the courses Environmental Health Sciences: 

MPH 802 - Environmental Health and Social 

and Behavioral Sciences: MPH 818 - Social and 

Behavioral Bases of Public Health, I examined 

key epidemiological concepts of human 

nutrition and their role in improving 

population health and reducing disease risk. 

MPH 802 provided insights into how 

environmental factors, such as pollution, climate 

change, and access to healthy food, influence 

nutritional habits and overall health outcomes. 

This course helped me understand the broader 

environmental context in which nutritional 

behaviors occur, emphasizing the importance of 

policies and systems that create healthier living 

environments. Meanwhile, MPH 818 focused on 

the social and behavioral determinants of health, 

particularly how social factors, such as income, 

education, and cultural norms, shape dietary 

behaviors and health outcomes. It highlighted 

the need for behavioral interventions that can 
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change individual and community-level dietary 

habits, reducing the risk of chronic diseases like 

obesity and diabetes. Together, these courses 

reinforced the importance of applying 

epidemiological concepts to understand and 

address the complex factors influencing 

nutrition, and they guided my work in designing 

interventions that promote healthier 

communities and reduce disease risk through 

improved dietary practices. 

5 Analysis of nutrition epidemiology 

In the courses FNDH 844 - Nutritional 

Epidemiology and FNDH 820 - Functional 

Foods for Chronic Disease Prevention, I 

explored the criteria for validity in 

nutritional epidemiological methodology, 

which is essential for ensuring the accuracy and 

reliability of data used to assess nutrition-related 

health outcomes. FNDH 844 taught me how to 

evaluate the validity of studies by examining 

key factors such as study design, sample size, 

data collection methods, and statistical analyses. 

I learned how to assess the strength of evidence 

in nutritional research and how to ensure that 

the findings accurately represent the population 

being studied, which is crucial for making 

informed public health decisions. In FNDH 820, 

the focus on functional foods for chronic disease 

prevention provided a practical application of 

these epidemiological methods, allowing me to 

critically evaluate studies on the effectiveness of 

specific foods in preventing diseases like heart 

disease and diabetes. Together, these courses 

helped me understand how to apply valid 

methodologies in nutritional epidemiology, 

ensuring that the research used to guide public 

health policies and interventions is robust and 

trustworthy. 
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Appendix A 

As part of my Applied Practice Experience (APE), I worked closely with Cats' Cupboard, the on-

campus food pantry, to address food insecurity among students, faculty, and staff. One of my primary 

responsibilities was to contribute to the development of subcommittee and board reports, which outlined 

funding decisions, strategic initiatives, and operational changes related to the pantry. These reports were 

presented to the Advisory Board, which consisted of a diverse group of faculty, staff, students, and 

community partners. The goal of these reports was to provide transparency in decision-making and ensure 

that the pantry’s services were meeting the nutritional needs of our target population, while also 

addressing the underlying barriers to food access. In collaboration with the Advisory Board, I also worked 

on revising the mission and vision statements for Cats' Cupboard to reflect the expanded scope of services 

and to ensure that the pantry’s goals aligned with broader university objectives, including promoting 

student success and well-being. We recognized that food insecurity was not only a basic needs issue but 

also a barrier to academic achievement and overall student health. 

The revised mission statement emphasized the pantry’s role in providing not only food but also 

nutritional education and community building. This effort was informed by research on the relationship 

between food insecurity and academic performance (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018). We also worked to 

ensure that the mission and vision statements addressed the social determinants of health and reflected a 

commitment to inclusivity and equity for all campus community members. 

These reports, which reflect my work with Cats’ Cupboard, are an example of how leadership, 

data analysis, and strategic planning come together to create sustainable, student-centered strategies to 

address food insecurity. In Appendix A, I have included 3 examples of one of these reports to provide a 

detailed look at how I applied public health principles to real-world issues and contributed to an ongoing 

initiative aimed at improving food security on campus. 
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Figure 1. Draft of ‘Cats Cupboard Mission, Vision, and Values Statements 
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Figure 2. Revised draft of ‘Cats Cupboard Advisory Board Bylaws 
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Figure 3. Meeting minutes submitted by me, as Co-Chair and Acting Secretary 
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Appendix B 

Appendix B showcases a deliverable from part of my Applied Practice Experience (APE), where 

I had the opportunity to lead a group of students in the Alternative Breaks Program to Garden City, 

Kansas. During this trip, we explored how migration, labor dynamics, and food insecurity intersect, 

particularly in relation to the meatpacking industry. The town of Garden City serves as a microcosm of 

broader food systems issues, especially regarding the immigrant workforce and its role in food 

production. 

In the blog post titled “Learning about community systems opens eyes and minds, strengthens 

learning”, I utilized systems thinking frameworks to reflect on the complex relationships between 

immigration policies, labor exploitation, food production, and food insecurity. This post is a direct 

reflection of our field experience and the reflective discussions we had throughout our trip. I aimed to use 

systems thinking as a tool for analyzing how different variables—such as economic factors, immigration 

laws, and labor practices—interact and create the food security issues we encountered in Garden City. 

This analysis also allowed us to explore the complex feedback loops that perpetuate food insecurity, 

particularly among those who work in food production. 

Systems thinking, as a framework, allows us to view food insecurity not just as a consequence of 

individuals’ choices but as the result of interconnected social, economic, and political systems. The food 

system, for example, is deeply influenced by labor dynamics and migration policies, which in turn affect 

food access, particularly in immigrant and refugee populations. 

The blog post highlighted how, in Garden City, the meatpacking industry relies heavily on 

immigrant labor, which is essential to the production of food that feeds millions of people. However, the 

workers involved in the industry often experience food insecurity themselves, due to low wages, long 

working hours, and unsafe working conditions. This paradox—the fact that those who are responsible for 

food production are themselves unable to access adequate food—points to deep-rooted structural 

inequities within the food system. These issues are compounded by immigration laws that make it 

difficult for many immigrant workers to access nutritional assistance such as SNAP benefits, despite their 

integral role in the food production process. 

Through systems thinking, we were able to explore the causal loops at play in this situation. For 

example, low wages in the meatpacking industry lead to food insecurity, which in turn negatively affects 

workers’ health, ultimately reducing their productivity and further entrenching them in poverty. Similarly, 

immigration policies create barriers for workers to access food assistance, which exacerbates their 

financial instability and increases their reliance on cheap, often unhealthy food. These systems interact 

and create a cycle that perpetuates food insecurity. 
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Figure 4. Published Blog Post on Garden City Food Systems Experience 
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Appendix C 

This appendix contains a hyperlink to the co-authored non-academic article that I 

contributed to in collaboration with the Rural Grocery Initiative (RGI) and the Kansas Healthy 

Food Initiative (KHFI). The article focuses on key insights into rural food access and highlights 

the challenges faced by rural grocers in Kansas. This article was developed to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the evolving landscape of rural food security, as part of a larger 

effort to inform both academic audiences and community stakeholders about critical issues 

impacting rural food systems. 

The article highlights the following key findings: 

• Aging Grocers and Lack of Transition Planning: A critical issue identified in the 

survey was that many rural grocery store owners were aging and lacked plans for 

transitioning their businesses to new ownership. This gap in succession planning 

threatens the long-term sustainability of rural food access. 

• Challenges of Distribution and Competition: Grocers faced significant challenges from 

large-scale retailers and rising distribution costs. The article suggests that rural stores can 

overcome these challenges by differentiating themselves through expanded services such 

as delivery, curbside pickup, and offering locally sourced products. 

• The Role of Extension in Supporting Grocers: The article emphasizes the important 

role of Extension personnel in helping rural grocers navigate these challenges. By 

connecting grocers with local resources, small business development centers, and 

financial advisors, Extension can play a pivotal role in sustaining rural grocery stores and 

enhancing food access. 

 

Access the full article here: The 2021 Kansas Rural Grocery Survey: Revaluating Extension’s 

role in rural grocery issues  

https://open.clemson.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=5011&context=joe
https://open.clemson.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=5011&context=joe
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Appendix D 

This appendix contains the grant proposal that I co-developed to begin the establishment of a 

SNAP Outreach Program at Kansas State University (K-State). This grant proposal was 

submitted to secure funding through the Kansas Health Foundation’s Hunger-Free Kansas 

Initiative, which supports programs designed to alleviate food insecurity and improve access to 

nutritious food for low-income populations. 

 

Grant Proposal Overview: 

The proposal aimed to establish the first-ever university-led SNAP Outreach Program in the state 

of Kansas, specifically targeting K-State students who are eligible for but not currently utilizing 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits. The project was designed to 

bridge the gap between the university community and existing state and federal assistance 

programs, offering students guidance on the SNAP application process, resources to navigate 

eligibility requirements, and a reduction in the stigma surrounding food assistance. 

 

For the full grant proposal, please refer to the document included in this appendix. 
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Figure 5. Submitted Grant Proposal 
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Appendix E 

This appendix contains an example of the social media content created for the SNAP Outreach 

Program currently being established at Kansas State University (K-State), designed to increase awareness 

and engagement among students regarding the availability of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) benefits. This content was developed as part of a broader outreach strategy to reduce stigma and 

educate students about potential SNAP eligibility. 

Social Media Strategy Overview: The primary objective of this social media content is to 

normalize the conversation about food insecurity and SNAP, creating a platform where students feel 

informed and supported. By using various social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and 

Facebook, we aim to reach students where they already engage online, delivering key messages that were 

accessible, informative, and student-centered. 
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Figure 6. Social Media Content Created for the SNAP Outreach initiative 


