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The landscape of the Westwood neighborhood 
in Denver is changing. Squash, tomatoes, chiles, 
spinach, and melons are popping up in backyards. 
Family members are tending their gardens 
and harvesting their own fresh food. And
community leaders are working side-by-side with 
them in transforming their neighborhood from its 
designation as a food desert – a term used by the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture to classify densely 
populated, low-income areas that lack access to 
healthy foods – to a model of urban sustainability.

This shift is the result of the coordinated
efforts of LiveWell Colorado, Councilman 
Paul López, Mayor Michael Hancock and his
Denver Seeds Initiative, and in no small part, the 
non-profi t Re:Vision International. 

Re:Vision is committed to on-the-ground 
work in and with the community to improve 
access to healthy food. Its co-founders, Eric 
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Kornacki and Joseph Teipel, and their team of community 
connectors led by Patricia Grado – called promotoras – are focused 
on “empowering local actions that lead to global sustainability” 
(revisioninternational.org). 

Re:Vision’s model for developing a more robust food 
system in Westwood relies on the work of promotoras, a group of 
committed residents, and emerging community leaders who are 
helping their neighborhood to grow their own food and take 
control of their health. The work leading up to a bountiful 
harvest is intense. Together, the families and promotoras design the 
gardens to flourish in small, often not ideal spaces. They transport 
compost to backyards and set up automated watering systems, 
teaching the residents to weed vigilantly. 

But, as the promotoras report, this hard work is more than worth 
it in terms of improving the neighborhood and the health of its 
residents. As one family participant explained, “This project gave 
us the benefit of saving and eating vegetables 100% healthy.” 

Starting with just seven families in 2009, the 
number of backyard garden participants has grown to 200 as of 
this year. The work that Re:Vision is doing with its small team of 
promotoras is just one part of the efforts in Denver to re-organize its 
unevenly developed food system and to grow its economy.       

Inspired by the efforts of Re:Vision International and others, 
Educational Psychology & Learning Sciences Professors Susan 
Jurow and Kevin O’Connor, with doctoral candidate 

Molly Shea, MBA, created the Learning in the Food Movement 
project to study how people work together to create better futures  
for themselves and their communities. 

As Professor Jurow explains, “This project is not just about 
food. We see it as a way to challenge researchers to think about 
learning differently. Learning isn’t only about what’s going on 
inside your head. It’s also about actively organizing relationships – 
among people, communities, technologies, and institutions.” 

Developing Denver’s food system is a complex issue involving 
many stakeholders. So Jurow and O’Connor’s project is 
necessarily interdisciplinary, including faculty and graduate 
students from the School of Education, the College of 
Engineering and Applied Science, and Leeds School of Business. 
These relationships are designed to enhance how faculty and 
students are learning to conduct responsible research with 
communities. 

The Learning in the Food Movement project, funded by 
CU-Boulder’s Office for University Outreach, WISE (Women 
Investing in the School of Education), and Denver Seeds, 
re-conceptualizes learning in a distributed network aimed at 
increasing opportunities for the residents of the city’s most 
vulnerable communities. The success of these collaborative efforts 
depends less on any one organization’s vision and more on how 
the entire system, stretched across Westwood, Denver, and CU-
Boulder, functions as a whole. Q


