Impact Statement re: Urban Farmer Youth Initiative grant

The Urban Farmer Youth Initiative grant, spearheaded by Senator Hicks-Hudson, and
administered by the Central State University Extension service (CSUE), brought a rare, yet
desperately needed experience to youth in our city. It was carried out within the Springfield
community by Springfield Ohio Urban Plantfolk (aka SOUP), which is a small non-profit
whose projects are focused on food insecurity in south Springfield. SOUP has operated in
this capacity for the past 8 years and the coordinator, Sherry Chen, has served in many
varied local food, gardening, education and small farming enterprises for the past 24 years.
Our board contains three black neighborhood women who are community activists and
who oversee SOUP operations and who are actively involved in many community projects.

Springfield is a mid-sized, post-industrial city with sparse local food opportunities,
especially in its underserved populations. The purpose and flexibility of the UFYI grant
allowed us to step into and serve students in non-traditional settings that focus on
students with disabilities and those at risk of dropping out of the educational system. The
grant has allowed us to both deepen and broaden education focused on producing and
processing food that these students would not otherwise have. These were partnerships
that we at SOUP had already established yet have limited resources with which to serve
them.

The UFYI grant provided funds for some of the essential yet frequently ignored elements of
the food system — paying participants, as well as funding food processing and
transportation that allowed students to access garden/farm sites and processing facilities.
The grant was comprehensive in its approach, requiring that students experience the entire
process, from seed starting through processing and selling. This is rare and is a step
toward non-profits being given the material assistance to expand beyond the isolated
elements of the food system that they currently operate within. Through the UFYI grant
process, SOUP was able to:
e Provide seed starting and basic horticultural education in the greenhouse
e Provide seed starting and basic horticultural education in the classroom
e Connect with and develop programming with teachers
e Provide pre-vocational skill development in the greenhouse
e Provide funding for processing experience at a licensed educational cannery (Glass
Rooster)
e Provide stipends for teachers for the additional time spent on grant activities
e Purchase classroom, gardening and greenhouse materials to ensure carry-over
and/or expansion of the initial grant activities
e Provide connectivity to local food systems such as the farmers market and its
vendors in order to access markets for selling purposes



SOUP has worked closely with CSUE for the past four years and have found them to be an
invaluable partner in the work that we do. We have worked with all four of their divisions to
bring impactful projects to Springfield. Coordination of UFYI funds through them facilitated
ongoing growth in an essential partnership and jump started our engagement with their
youth education division.

The UFYI grant was an essential initial step in the ability of this community and this non-
profit to more fully serve the students of Cliff Park High School, where students at risk for
dropping out can access prevocational training and credit recovery, and students with
disabilities at the Springfield Clark County Career Technical Center, who are in a pre-
vocational training environment. Through this grant, these students were exposed to basic
botany, seed starting, plant care, the spectrum of gardening experiences, food processing
which included food safety and culinary skills, culminating with the marketing and financial
aspects of selling their product. It has been a truly comprehensive experience.

Testimonials from our teachers:

My name is Miss Neeld, and | served as the science teacher at Cliff Park High School from September
2023 through July 2025. In August 2025, | transitioned into the role of business teacher. During my time as
a science teacher, | had the opportunity to implement this grant-funded project with my students—an
experience that was truly transformative.

The population | served included students from diverse backgrounds, many of whom may never again have
access to a hands-on, grant-supported learning opportunity of this scale. Through this project, students
participated in the entire process of seed starting, growing produce, and creating a value-added food
product, such as salsa! This real-world experience connected science, agriculture, and business concepts in
a way that traditional classroom instruction cannot.

While the grant period was limited, the impact was lasting and, for many students, life changing. In addition
to the skills and confidence students gained, the project allowed us to obtain classroom materials and
resources that will continue to support future classes and students for years to come. These materials ensure
that the benefits of the grant extend beyond a single group of students, creating sustainable, long-term
educational impact within the program.

Beth Oder, Job Training Instructor at Springfield Clark County Career Technology Center

The Urban Farm Initiative Grant provided my students with a hands-on learning experience. The students
planted seeds, maintained the pepper plants, and finally harvested them. Most of my students had never had
the opportunity to experience this process. The students were thoroughly intrigued. After harvesting the
peppers, the students weighed, sorted, and prepped the peppers as well as locally grown garlic for our
absolutely amazing field trip to the Glass Rooster Cannery.

At the cannery, the students canned Cowboy Candy, which is a combination of garlic, peppers (hot and
sweet), cumin, garlic and salt. Students rotated through different stations as they prepared the Cowboy
Candy, experiencing each step of the process. The students gained multiple culinary, teamwork, and social
skills. The students then sold Cowboy Candy to the CTC staff and the public. The students calculated the
total amount sold and delivered the jars.



