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Lesson Plan 1:  Keep COOL, Buy Local  
 

Unit Objective: Learn about “food miles,” the distance our food goes from farm to table, and 
how to read food labels for state and country of origin.  

Grades:  6-12  
Length: 2 hours: 15 minutes classroom instruction (or in-store initiation), 60 minutes 

at local grocery store, and 45 minutes to complete worksheets and wrap-up 
Materials Needed: A U.S. map and a world map or globe; Hand-Outs C, D and E, F 
Preparation Needed: Call the grocery story manager a few days in advance to set a time to come in 

and browse the aisles with the youth. Let the manager know you will be 
conducting a scavenger hunt using food items and ask if the individuals 
responsible for ordering the fruits, vegetables and meat can be available for 
questions from the youth. 

Background:  
Much of the food consumed in the United States originates and travels within a food system that 

is global, not local, traveling an average of 1,500 miles from farm to plate. That’s about the distance 
between New York and Dallas, Texas. “Food miles” are the distance a food item travels from the 
farm to your home. The food miles for items you buy in the grocery store tend to be 27 times higher 
than the food miles for goods bought from local sources. 

A growing percentage of our food is coming from foreign countries. In fact, about 40% of our 
fruit is produced in foreign countries. However, in grocery stores you may not be able to tell where 
your food comes from. In the 2002 Farm Bill, Congress passed a law requiring mandatory country-
of-origin labeling (or COOL) for agricultural products.  Five years later, that law still has not been 
implemented by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.   

Farmers Union was at the forefront of the fight to pass COOL.  Now it is leading the charge for 
its implementation. Farmers Union believes consumers deserve the right to know where their food 
comes from and U.S. farmers have the right to distinguish their high quality products from imported 
ones.  
Teaching Strategy:  

1. Introduce the concept of the lesson with an overview of the background information above.  
2. Talk to students about food labels, bin labels and how they can find where foods are 

produced and processed. Mention that some foods may not have origin labels. In the United 
States, origin labeling has been voluntary, but Farmers Union is working to make sure 
country-of-origin labeling becomes mandatory so that all foods will be labeled to let us know 
where it is grown, raised and processed.  

3. Visit the local grocery store and explain that their mission is to look for country-of-origin 
food labels and find out where various foods come from. Have them take their worksheets 
with them and give them time to browse the store and complete Activity Sheet C, the 
grocery store scavenger hunt. 

4. Return to the classroom and discuss the findings of the scavenger hunt. Have them fill out 
Activity Sheet D as a group project. The students may come back with several responses 
from the various brands and types of foods.  

5. Go over Activity Sheet E and encourage the students to answer the myths with the counter-
arguments provided as well as any of their own. Ask if any have their own arguments for 
COOL that they’d like to share.  

Ideas submitted by: Amber Hill, Education Director, North Dakota Farmers Union 
   1415 12th Avenue, SE, Jamestown, ND 58401 

701.252.2340 ~ ahill@ndfu.org 
Jennifer Luitjens Bahr, Education Director, Rocky Mountain Farmers Union 

   5655 S. Yosemite St., Suite 400, Greenwood Village, CO 80111 
   303.752.5800 ~ jennifer.luitjens.bahr@rmfu.org 
Sources:  SustainableTable.org, nfu.org and http://foodsys.cce.cornell.edu/pdfs/foodsys.pdf 



Name ________________________________ Grade _______  Sr. Activity Sheet C 
 

Food Detectives 
 

 Step 1: Locate the following items in the grocery 
store and read the label.  Find out where the food 
comes from or originates.  If you cannot find a label 
that identifies where the product comes from, ask the 
store manager, produce manager or butcher.   

  
 Step 2: What else is on the food label? Health claims? 

“Best by” date? Is it perishable? Is it processed? What 
ingredients were added? How must it be stored? Is 
there any information missing that could help you 
know where or how it was produced, how it was 
transported, the path it took, etc.? 

 
1. Ketchup 

2. Hamburger 

3. Bread 

4. Frozen fish 

5. Carrots 

6. Grapes 

7. Pork chops 

8. Milk 

9. Eggs 

10. Apples 

11. Chicken 

12. Lettuce 

13. Oranges 

14. Tomatoes 

What are your 3 favorite foods?  Where do they come from? 
 1. 

 2. 

 3. 

Ask the produce manager how he/she determines what types of foods to sell at the store.  Also, ask 
if they give any special consideration to bringing in locally-grown fruits and vegetables and if they 
generally label them with the country of origin. What did she or he say? 
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Name ________________________________ Grade ________     Activity Sheet D 
 

Food Detectives ~ Group Analysis 
 

 

 
1. After visiting the store, mark the two items that traveled the furthest distance 

to arrive at your grocery store.  Mark those two items on the map that your 
teacher has provided.   

 
 
 

2. After everyone has marked their two items, what 2 items traveled the furthest 
distance? 

 
 
 

3. Is this a product that can be grown in your area?  Yes or No?   
 
 
 
4. Including everyone’s work, what items traveled the least distance to the grocery 

store?  List 3-4 items.   
 
 
 

5. Could you find labels on everything?  
 
 
 
6. Do you think mandatory country-of-origin food labeling is important? Why? 
 
 
 
7. What did you observe and learn while at the grocery store? 

 
 
 

8. What can you do to help your family buy local? 
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COOL Mythbusters! 
Directions: Write the numbers of the pro-COOL arguments that can answer the myths at right. 
Write other ideas that you come up with, based on what you have learned.  

 

Reasons for country-of-origin labels:   Myths from the opposition:
1. COOL allows consumers to choose 

between U.S. and foreign-produced food. 
 

2. COOL provides U.S. farmers, ranchers 
and fisherfolk the opportunity to promote 
and market their products, thereby 
receiving economic benefits for meeting 
high health, quality and environmental 
standards. 
 

3. A large majority of countries that the 
United States trades with require COOL 
on their grocery store shelves. 

 

4. Common-sense implementation would 
have minimal financial or time burden on 
producers, processors, or retailers.  
 

5. Voluntary COOL has been on the books 
since 1998, yet packers, processors and 
retailers refuse to participate. They are 
unlikely to label products they import or 
blend with foreign products.   
 

6. Consumers want to know!  In a NFU-
commissioned national poll, 82% of 
consumers said they thought food should 
be labeled with country of origin 
information, 85% said they would be 
more inclined to buy food produced in 
the United States and 81% said they 
would be willing to pay a few cents more 
for U.S.-produced food. 
 

7. A coalition of at least 150 agriculture and 
consumer groups support mandatory 
country-of-origin labeling and oppose 
congressional efforts to delay it. Only 
packers, retailers and importers support 
repealing mandatory COOL.  

 

8. COOL has been implemented for U.S. 
wild and farm-raised seafood products 
and the sky has not fallen! 

 

9. COOL would not prevent diseases like 
BSE (mad cow), Hepatitis A, or E coli, 
but it will help maintain the confidence of 
consumers and U.S. trading partners by 
differentiating U.S. products from another 
country’s product. 

Consumers don’t care where their food 
comes from. ______________________ 
_________________________________
_________________________________ 
 
The agricultural industry supports further 
delay of the implementation of country-
of-origin labeling. _________________ 
_________________________________
_________________________________ 
 
Delaying COOL is necessary to study and 
understand the law. _________________ 
_________________________________
_________________________________ 
 
Book-keeping will be a burden, 
particularly for ranchers. _____________ 
_________________________________
_________________________________ 
 
A voluntary COOL system would work 
better. ___________________________ 
_________________________________
_________________________________ 
 
COOL is a trade barrier and violates 
international trade agreements._________ 
_________________________________
_________________________________ 
 
COOL would raise costs for ranchers 
who cannot afford it. ________________ 
_________________________________
_________________________________ 
 
COOL has nothing to do with food 
safety. ___________________________ 
_________________________________
_________________________________ 
 
Financial penalties will be placed upon the 
producer for mislabeling. _____________ 
_________________________________
_________________________________ 

Activity Sheet E 
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WWhheerree  ccaann  II  bbuuyy  

llooccaall  ffoooodd??  
 
Local food is available around the country and most likely there are several 
outlets close to you at the following locations. 
 
Farmer Cooperatives – Farm and food co-ops are member-owned businesses. They are 
typically owned by members who pay fees to use co-op services. But, you can generally buy 
from a co-op even if you aren’t a member. Farm cooperatives often allow farmers to share 
the marketing and processing costs, which allow them to retain a larger part of the food 
dollar. Visit http://www.e-cooperatives.com/, National Farmers Union’s online portal to 
directly locate and buy quality food products, goods and services from hundreds of U.S. 
agricultural producers and their cooperatives. 
 
Farmer’s Markets – A Farmer’s Market is a place where local farmers come together in one 
location to sell their produce, flowers, bread, cheese, honey and other homemade products. 
Check out USDA’s web site, www.ams.usda.gov/farmersmarkets/map.htm, or 
www.localharvest.org to find farmer’s markets near you.  
 
Community-Supported Agriculture (CSA) – CSA is an arrangement or partnership made 
between a group of consumers or individuals and a local farm. Consumers may purchase 
seasonal “shares” at CSA farms, which entitle them to weekly food allowances. Shareholders 
visit the farm or another pick-up location at a scheduled time each week to get their food. 
Or, some CSAs make home deliveries. Visit FoodRoutes.org’s “Find Good Food” Guide: 
http://www.foodroutes.org/localfood or http://www.wilson.edu/csasearch/search.asp to 
find out more about CSAs and where you can find them in your area.  
 
Direct marketing – Some farmers sell produce directly from a farm stand or on-farm 
market or provide you the opportunity to come by to pick your own. For local “U-Picks” 
and farm stands, visit FoodRoutes.org’s “Find Good Food” Guide: 
http://www.foodroutes.org/localfood. 
 
Grocery stores and restaurants – Some grocery stores and restaurants are embracing the 
benefits of buying local foods. Encourage your local stores to supply food from local 
farmers, if they don’t already. 

Hand-Out F 
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Lesson 1: Think Globally, Eat Locally 
 
Unit Objective: Learn and speak about the global, industrialized food system and the local, 

sustainable food system.   
Grades:  9-12 
Length:  2 hours 
Materials Needed: Hand-Out F, G, H 

Activity 1: stick-on name tags with the following on them: corn farmer, 
vegetable farmer, cattle rancher, dairy farmer, butcher, grocery store owner, 
consumer 
Activity 2: two colors of Post-Its, “Sustainable Pillars” sheet, a large flip 
chart or sign with “Sustainable Agriculture” on it. Three smaller signs to 
place as pillars under the “Sustainable Agriculture” with “Economic 
Stability,” “Environmental Soundness,” and “Community Success” on them. 

Preparation Needed: Cut “Sustainable Pillars” apart and make signs for Activity 2 
Background:  

There are two distinct food systems at work in our society: one global and industrialized and one 
local and sustainable. Today we will learn about how each of these food systems affects our 
community.  

Food production has grown by new technologies, bigger machinery, increased chemical use and 
changing governmental policies. These changes have allowed for fewer farmers to produce the 
majority of the food in the United States. When a segment of the market is dominated by only a few 
large corporations, this is called market concentration.  

Local, sustainable agriculture is challenging to achieve, but is worthwhile and is gathering 
increased support and acceptance within mainstream agriculture. Sustainability is defined by three 
pillars: economic, environmental and community. Sustainable agriculture addresses many 
environmental and social concerns and offers innovative and economically viable opportunities for 
growers, laborers, consumers, policymakers and others in the food system. 

A “local, sustainable food system” consists of the production, processing, sale and consumption 
of all the food needed for a community. Local, sustainable food systems produce healthy food that 
is good for the earth and helps our community grow. Sustainability rests on the principle that we 
must meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs.   
Teaching Strategy:  

1. Place a name tag on each student’s back with a member of the food system.  
2. Today we are talking about our food system but before we get started lets get to know each other.  
3. When I say “go,” walk around the room and attempt to discover what your role in our food system is. The 

catch is that we have a few rules: Number 1, you can only ask yes or no questions (i.e. Am I around animals 
every day? Do I grow food?) Number 2, you must not ask anyone in the room more than 3 questions. As 
soon as you think you have your role ask the question am I a … and if you are correct take a seat. 

4. We just talked about all a few of the people involved in a food system but can you imagine the challenges 
involved in helping all of them be successful and survive in one community? This process is challenging, 
particularly in the current agricultural climate.  

5. Present the first two paragraphs of the background information. 
6. Have the students take turns reading Hand-Out G aloud. 
7. Encourage discussion by asking the following questions: 

a. What impacts do you think market concentration has on the U.S. agriculture 
industry?  Have the students explain how market concentration would impact them 
in each of the roles they had just guessed in the previous activity.   

b. What advantages might a local, sustainable food system have over a global, 
industrialized food system? 



8. Present the remaining paragraphs of the background information. Distribute Hand-Out H 
and go over some of the reasons that foods from the local, sustainable food system are best.  

9. Place the large “Sustainable Agriculture” sign on the wall and divide the students into three 
groups. 

10. Pass out the sign and corresponding description for each of the three pillars to each group of 
students. Have them read and discuss the definition of their group’s pillar.  

11. Your task is to take your knowledge of your pillar and develop a Public Service Announcement for TV 
broadcast to your peers. This announcement must incorporate the information on your sign in some way and 
must include all group members.  You may use any props in the room and feel free to add to your sign as long 
as you don’t cover the original word. The announcement should be no more than 2 minutes. Any questions? 

12. Provide students 15 minutes to prepare. At the end of the prep time ask each group to 
perform their announcement for the other groups. When a group finishes have them hang 
their poster as a pillar of the larger sign. 

13. Pass out the pads of post it notes. Now that we know the three pillars of sustainability we need to 
think about how we can create this. Use the ____ colored post it write benefits of achieving the pillar. On the 
____ colored post it write challenges to achieving each pillar. When you have either a challenge or a method 
to achieve a pillar bring it up and stick it to the pillar that it goes with.  

14. Give students 5 minutes to think. After they are posted, find a few challenges and a few 
benefits then read them aloud. As you can see the process of developing sustainable agriculture systems is 
challenging, but worth it.  

15. Optional: teach the students the following call back. Please stand up. What is Sustainable 
Agriculture? Point to the sign Economics they say “Economic Stability.” Point to the sign 
Environment they say “Environmental Soundness.” Point to the sign Community they say 
“Community Success.”  Repeat the question and have them chant it several times. 

16. End with a little friendly competition where each group chants for the pillar they worked on 
and the loudest group wins.  

 
Written by:  Amy Meyer and Jake Davis, Missouri Farmers Union 
   325 Jefferson, Suite 100A, Jefferson City, MO 65101 
   573.659.4787 ~ ameyer@missourifarmersunion.org 
 

Source:  Toward A Sustainable Agriculture Curriculum 
www.cias.wisc.edu/curriculum/modI/seca/modi_seca.htm#three_legs 
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Sustainable  
Agriculture Pillars  

 
 
 

Economic 
Sustainable agriculture is “economically sustainable.” Agriculture should provide a secure 
living to farm families and others employed in food production and processing. An 
economically sustainable approach also provides access to good food for all people.  
 
 
 
 

  Environmental  
Sustainable agriculture is “environmentally sound.” It preserves the quality of basic natural 
resources that the farms, businesses and the surrounding environment rely on, 
including soil, water, and air. Agriculture affects natural resources. Cooperating with 
natural resource systems instead of trying to overpower them can offer benefits to 
food production as well as the natural environment.  
 
 
 
 

Community 

Sustainable agriculture is “good for families and communities.” It promotes opportunities and 
cooperative relationships for family and community members. For example, a local 
food marketing system called community supported agriculture (CSA) offers 
opportunities for people to get into farming without major capital investment; 
provides work for family members, including children, on the farm; and creates direct 
partnerships with consumers in the community.  
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Toward A Sustainable Agriculture Curriculum 
http://www.cias.wisc.edu/curriculum/modI/seca/modi_seca.htm#three_legs 



 

Market Concentration 
 

In the last 50 years, the U.S. agricultural sector has undergone a 

fundamental transformation that has resulted in an industrialized 

agricultural landscape with centralized corporate ownership of 

more and more stages of food production. Consolidation of 

several large agribusiness firms has left a majority of the food 

supply in the hands of only a few corporations. Many of these 

agribusinesses are becoming “vertically integrated,” meaning 

one company owns all of the product stages, from production to 

retail. 
 

For example, one poultry company may own the feed 

production, the breeding and hatching of chicks, the grow-out 

stage and the processing and packaging. Consolidation and 

vertical integration concentrate the majority of market power 

with a few companies, and farmers have less ability to exert 

independence in the marketplace and end up with a smaller 

percentage of the food dollar. 
 

National Farmers Union has been studying the impacts of 

agricultural concentration in the last decade. According to these 

studies, concentration has increased dramatically in every 

agricultural market except for ethanol, in which farmer-owned 

cooperatives are flourishing thanks to public policy incentives.  
 

Here are the facts: 

• The top four beef packers, or processors, controlled 83.5% of 
the market in 2005, up from 72% in 1990. 

• The top four pork packers controlled 64% of the market in 
2005, up dramatically from 40% in 1990. 

• Pork production is also concentrated so that the top four 
companies control 49% of the market. And the top pork 
production company, Smithfield Foods, is also the top pork 
packer.  

• Four corporations controlled 56% of broiler chickens in 2005, 
up from 44% in 1990. The number one broiler company, 
Tyson Foods, is within the top 2 in chicken, pork and beef 
processing – a large majority of U.S. meat!  

• The four largest turkey processors control 51% of the market, 
up significantly from 33% in 1990.  

• The top four animal feed plants own 34% of the market 

• The top four flour mills control 63% of the market. 

• The top three soybean crushers process a whopping 71% of 
all soybeans in the country.  

• Concentration among the top four ethanol producers has decreased from 73% in 1987 to 
41% in 2005 and farmer-owned ethanol plants accounted for 37.3% of the  
total capacity.  

 
 

Hand-Out G 

Source: NFU-Commissioned Study by Mary Hendrickson, William Heffernan, Univ. of Missouri Dept. of Rural Sociology, 02/05  
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              Buy Local Foods! 
  

 

  

 

Buying locally means buying food that is produced, grown, or raised as 
close to your home as possible.  In the United States, the ingredients for an 
average meal travel 1,500 miles from the farm to your plate!  As a result, food 
is less fresh, contains fewer nutrients, and requires resource-intensive 
transportation and packaging.  Here are some reasons to buy locally: 

• Fresh, locally-produced food is more nutritious. Foods transported 
short distances and kept on shelves for only a short time contain more 
nutrients and fewer preservatives than foods that travel long distances.   

• Local food may protect your family’s health. Industrially-produced 
foods are typically grown with pesticides, chemical fertilizers, antibiotics, 
and growth hormones.  To extend shelf-life, certain foods are also subject 
to irradiation, a process that may reduce the nutritional value of foods and 
have uncertain effects on human health. Local foods typically undergo 
minimal processing and are usually produced without these substances.  

• Local farms help preserve the environment. Small, local farms are 
generally more environmentally-friendly than large-scale industrial 
agriculture operations. Small family farms tend to utilize sustainable 
farming techniques, often raising natural or organic products without 
pesticides and other chemicals.  

• Reduced waste in packaging. Foods produced locally require much less 
packaging than foods shipped long distances.  Buying locally eliminates 
food packaging from the waste stream, thus conserving resources and 
reducing the need to build new landfills.   

• Reduced reliance on oil.  A large volume of oil is used to transport food 
that could be purchased locally.  Buying locally decreases transportation 
and helps America reduce its reliance on foreign oil supplies. Increased 
usage of fossil fuels in transporting foreign and industrial foods long 
distances mean increased air pollutants than from local foods. 

• Buying locally helps family farmers. According to the USDA, the 
United States has lost 4.7 million farms since 1935.  Family farmers are 
going out of business at a drastic rate, causing rural communities to 
deteriorate. Local food buying supports family farmers and helps to save 
this important element of American life.   

• Buying locally supports the local economy. Money spent in the 
community stays in the community longer, benefiting local retailers and 
residents instead of huge industrial agriculture corporations.   

• Preserved local farmland. The U.S. loses two acres of farmland a 
minute as cities and suburbs spread and take over the land.  Most farms 
these days are “edge farms” located on the outskirts of urban and 
suburban population centers.  This means they’re in danger of being 
bought out by developers as they struggle to stay in business.  On a 
positive note, this makes buying local easier for city-dwellers. 

• Local food tastes better! More chefs and food lovers are discovering 
that local, fresh foods simply taste better than their industrial 
counterparts, and are working to preserve local varieties and cook foods 
that are in-season.  Local, naturally raised and fed animal products are 
noticeably more flavorful.  Try them, and you’ll notice the difference! 

Hand-Out H 

TIP: When looking 
for fresh, healthy 

foods, ask yourself, 
“Where did this food 
come from?” If you 

can’t figure out how 
it got from the farm 

to your plate, it 
probably picked up a 
lot of sugar, salt, fat 
and chemicals along 

the way. 
 

 

“Eat Fresh, Buy Local” 
NFU Curriculum 

Source: 
www.sustainabletable.org 



 Activity Sheet I 

 
 
 
 

Why Should I Care 
Where My Food  
Comes From? 

 
 
 
 

 
 
1. Why should you care where your food comes from? 
 
 
2. What is local food? 
 
 
3. What are some of the reasons we should use a local food system when available?  
 
 
4. What is market concentration and how does it affect U.S. agriculture? 
 
 
5. How does buying locally help your community? 
 
 
6. How is buying locally good for the environment? 
 
 
7. Does the quality and taste of food differ when using the “Global Food System” as compared 

to the “Local Food System”?  If so, please explain the differences. 
 
 
8. What can you and your family do to make sure you buy local when possible? 
 
 
10.   Plan a dinner menu based on local fruits, produce and meats that are available in your area. 

Is this 

local? 
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Lesson Plan 4: Buy Co-op! 
Unit Objective: Learn why the cooperative movement began and how farm cooperatives 

contribute to the food supply and local economies. 
 
Grades:  3-12  
 
Length: 1 hour 
 
Materials Needed: “How the Cooperative Movement Began,” “What Makes a Co-op a Co-op,” 
   Questions, Dilemmas, scissors and bowl 
 
Preparation Needed: Cut the questions and dilemmas into strips to be drawn out of a bowl. (Keep 
the questions and the dilemmas separated.)  
 
Background:  

One way to buy local is to buy through farmer-owned cooperatives. Cooperatives, also called co-
ops, are a type of business in which the members own it and share in its costs and profits. Co-ops 
help family farmers and ranchers add value to the food, fiber and energy that they produce. 
Cooperatives often allow farmers to share marketing and processing costs, instead of having to bear 
all of these costs on their own. Co-ops allow farmers to retain ownership of their commodity further 
into the processing channel, which allows them a larger part of the food dollar. Farmers Union 
supports agricultural cooperatives and helps farmers form new cooperatives. 
 
Teaching Strategy:  

1. Set the lesson up by presenting the background information.  
2. How did cooperatives come to be? Have students take turns reading each paragraph of 

“How the Cooperative Movement Began” 
3. Divide the class into groups of four and have each group draw one of the questions. Have 

the group nominate a leader to present their answer. 
4. There are many other types of cooperatives other than farm cooperatives. But all 

cooperatives have a few basic things in common. So, what makes a co-op a co-op? (Go over 
the Seven International Principles.) 

5. Maintain the groups and have them draw a dilemma from the bowl and devise a cooperative 
plan that uses the cooperative principles. A new leader should be nominated to present the 
solution to the class for this exercise. 

 
Submitted by:  Cathy Statz, Education Director, Wisconsin Farmers Union  

117 West Spring Street, Chippewa Falls, WI 54729 
715.723.5561 ~ cstatz@wisconsinfarmersunion.com 
 
Amber Hill, Education Director, North Dakota Farmers Union 

   1415 12th Avenue, SE, Jamestown, ND 58401 
701.252.2340 ~ ahill@ndfu.org 

    
Adapted from:  “Better Together: Cooperation, The Essence of Cooperatives, A Study Unit 

for Grades 4 through 10,” Ontario Co-operative Association and Ontario 
Agri-Food Education, Inc.; lead writer, Kevin Crouse, OAFE Educational 
Consultant; with financial support of the Trillium Foundation.  
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NFU thanks the following 
groups for providing this 
resource: 

How the Cooperative Movement Began 
More than 100 years ago, in the English town of Rochdale, lived some weavers who produced cloth. 

Merchants in the town began building factories, called mills, where spinning and weaving were done by 
machines. The mills produced cloth much faster and cheaper than the weavers could. The cloth sold in 
great quantity, bringing great wealth to the mill owners, but the workers were very poorly paid.  

Supplying the mills with wool was very profitable for the rural landlords; so, they began replacing the 
small farms with grazing land for sheep. As a result, the people who lived and worked on the farm had to 
move to the cities to look for jobs. So many people came to the cities that there was not enough work 
for everyone. The factory owners used this as an opportunity to hire women and children who worked 
for less money than men.  

Even children as young as four or five years of age worked in factories. Sometimes they were beaten 
and were often expected to perform adult tasks. Working hours were long for everyone, up to 16-17 
hours a day. The factories were very unhealthy places: poorly lit, smoky, dirty, noisy, and badly 
ventilated. The combination of poor working conditions, long hours, and poor food undermined the 
health of working families.  

Many factory owners organized general stores, where they sold goods at 
high prices. They forced the workers to shop there - and fired them if they did 
not. The store owners mixed cheap substitutes into the food in order to 
increase their profits. Flour was mixed with lime or broken rice, coffee with 
chicory, cocoa with brown soil, and tea with dried leaves. False weights and 
measures were used, but there was nothing the workers could do about it.  

The workers and unemployed lived in unhealthy conditions. The houses 
were badly built, unheated, and in poor repair, often on narrow, dirty streets. 
Many families had only one room and others lived in dark, damp basements.  

In those years there was no regular schooling for everybody and few 
children learned to read and write. Many children were hungry, thin and sickly, 
and had to rummage through bins of garbage to look for scraps of food.  

As a result of this abuse, people began to hold meetings to discuss ways to 
improve their situation. Strikes had not succeeded. Then toward the end of 
1843, some poor, hungry, unemployed workers and their friends decided upon 
a solution. They wanted to break their dependence on the factory owners, 
who controlled production and jobs. They decided that the solution was to 
open their own factories and shops, and possibly to acquire houses and 
estates. But to do this they would need money. They began saving, although they were all very poor.  

At first only 12 people were able to contribute money regularly, but as time went on, and the plan 
was talked about at more public meetings, the list of contributors began to grow. Finally, on October 24, 
1844, when 29 people had managed to gather together 28 pounds, they were able to register themselves 
officially as the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers. At last!  

Two months later, on December 21, they were able to open their “co-operative shop” on a street 
called Toad Lane. It was a very small beginning. At first they were only able to sell a few items: flour, 
sugar, butter, oatmeal and candles. Half of their money was spent fixing their shop, but they didn’t give 
up, and they didn’t fail. By 1857 they were selling $100,000 worth of goods a year. And the co-op they 
started more than 100 years ago is still going strong today.  

The major contribution of the Rochdale Pioneers, as the founders have come to be called, is that 
their leaders developed specific principles for the operation of their business and put them down in 
writing.  

These principles, known as the Rochdale Principles, or Cooperative Principles, became the basis of a 
worldwide social and economic movement.  

One of the most important principles is that cooperatives are organized democratically, with each 
member having one vote. In an investor-owned corporation, the people who have the most money have 
the most votes and the most say about what the business does and what happens to the money. The 
people with less money have fewer shares and votes, and much less power.  

In a cooperative, each member has an equal share and one vote when decisions are made. Here it is 
the individual member, not money, that counts. Therefore, the cooperative is an economic democracy.  



Buy Co-op: Questions & Dilemmas 
 

Questions:  

 
Why did people move to the city to look for jobs? Can you describe similar examples 
of where this has happened, or is happening in the United States?  
 
 
Why did the factory hire children? Is this possible today? Why or why not? What were 
the working conditions for these children?  
 
 
Why did the factory hire women? What were the working conditions for women? 
How were these conditions different from conditions that exist today?  
 
 
How did the store owners increase their profits? In what ways are consumers 
protected from this practice today?  
 
Dilemmas: 

 

Allen’s Apple Orchard needs help to harvest their apples. Devise a cooperative plan 
that will help provide a variety of apple pickers in time for the apple harvest.  

 
Your teacher has a bean bag chair where everyone wants to relax and read. Two 
students, one of which is hogging the chair, engage in a heated argument. What 
solution would you suggest?  

 
Your friend’s pig farm is bankrupt from low pork prices. She is afraid the farm will 
be sold and she will have to move. What can you do to help?  

 

Parents in your neighborhood would like to go shopping during the day but there 
are no baby-sitters available at this time. What kind of co-operative venture could 
they develop?  

 

You and your friends would really like to purchase a new computer game but none 
of you have enough money to buy it. How could you cooperate to solve your 
problem?  
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What makes a co-op a co-op? 
The Seven International Principles of Cooperation 

The following are Seven International 
Principles of Cooperation, which act as a code of 
practice for all cooperative ventures. 

  
1. Voluntary and Open Membership: 

Cooperatives are voluntary organizations, 
open to all persons able to use their services 
and willing to accept the responsibilities of 
membership, without gender, social, racial, 
political, or religious discrimination.  

 
2. Democratic Member Control: 

Cooperatives are democratic organizations 
controlled by their members, who actively 
participate in setting their policies and making decisions. Men and women serving as elected 
representatives are accountable to the membership. In primary cooperatives members have 
equal voting rights (one member, one vote). 

  
3. Member Economic Participation: Members contribute equitably to, and democratically 

control, the capital of their cooperative. Members allocate surpluses for any of the following 
purposes: developing their cooperative; benefiting members in proportion to their transactions 
with the cooperative; and supporting other activities supported by the membership.  

 
4. Autonomy and Independence: Cooperatives are autonomous, self-help organizations 

controlled by their members. Agreements with other organizations must be done in such a way 
as to preserve autonomous member control.  

 
5. Education, Training and Information: Cooperatives provide education and training for 

members, elected representatives, managers and employees so that they can contribute 
effectively to the development of the cooperative. They inform young people about the nature 
and benefits of cooperation.  

 
6. Cooperation Among Cooperatives: Cooperatives serve their members most effectively and 

strengthen the cooperative movement by working together through local, regional, national, 
and international structures. 

  
7. Concern for Community: Cooperatives work for the sustainable development of their 

communities through policies approved by their members.  
 
 

Adapted from “Co-operative Young Leaders”  
Ontario Co-operative Association (formerly CCA, Ontario Region) 
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Optional Activities 
The following activities could be incorporated at the end of any lesson to fill extra time. 

 

1. Have senior youth create visual aides to use in teaching the younger age groups.  
Have the senior youth teach the lessons to the younger age groups for a 
leadership component.  

 
2. Have students visit or research a local cooperative and outline how it adheres 

to the Seven International Principles of Cooperation. 
 

3. Have the students create their own infomercials, per Lesson 2, Grades 6-8 and 
present them to an audience of adults or young people. 

 
4. Lesson 3, Grades 6-8. 

 
5. Play charades or hangman with new vocabulary words.  

 
6. Have the students draw a picture of an hourglass and 

label how they think it illustrates the global food system 
and market concentration. Have them draw their own 
illustrations of the global food system or a sustainable 
food system.   

 
7. Check out these great activities and resources from Cornell University’s 

Discovering the Food System Experiential Learning Program for Young and 
Inquiring Minds: http://foodsys.cce.cornell.edu/pdfs/foodsys.pdf 

 
8. Teach some Farmers Union songs. 
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