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Immigrants and refugees—new 

Americans—may already be in your 

classroom. Whether they are now or 

will be in the future, here is a quick 

guide to making your expertise 

accessible to a wider audience. 
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Quick Points: 

 New Americans (NA’s) are often English Language 
Learners (ELL’s) 

 Educational backgrounds vary widely. Don’t assume 
classroom literacy. 

 Farming backgrounds also vary widely. Many NA’s 
farmed as subsistence farmers. They have different 
experiences, expectations, and techniques. 

 NAs’ experiences are shaped by social conditions that 
you may or may not have personal experience with 
(nativism, racism) 
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Cultivate Language 
Justice 

“Language justice” means that being fluent in the 
dominant language doesn’t confer any advantage over 
others who are not fluent. Here are a few ways to cultivate 
a classroom with language justice: 

Use Plain Language 
“Plain language” communicates the same information in 
short, simple syntax. Use common words, and avoid 
colloquialisms. If you are using written materials, you can 
check the complexity of your writing online at 
www.is.gd/plainlanguage 

Work with Interpreters 
Learning to work with an interpreter opens new 
opportunities for ELL’s. Here are a few recommendations: 

1. Work with a trained interpreter when possible. 
2. Speak directly to the farmer(s), not the interpreter. 

Your conversation is with the farmers; eye contact 
and body language enhance your communication 
and builds relationships. 

3. Use plain language. 
4. Speak in short segments to help the interpreter be 

as accurate as possible. 

Don’t Rely on Language 
There are many ways to communicate. Whenever possible, 
integrate non-verbal learning opportunities. (See 
“Alternative Classrooms” for more suggestions.) 
 
 

  

http://www.is.gd/plainlanguage
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Alternative Classrooms 

What assumptions do you have about classroom literacy? 
Most U.S.-born residents assume a long list of classroom 
experiences whether we given it though or not. Check off 
which of the following skills you assume farmers in your 
class have experience with. Know that many NA farmers, 
especially older NA farmers, do not have all of these 
experiences! 

 
 

□ How to read a grid 
□ How to use a calculator 
□ Numeracy (addition/subtraction, 

multiplication/division) 
□ Goal-setting 
□ Weights & measurements, 

conversions 
□ Interpreting a graph 
□ Planning around frost dates 
□ Chemistry literacy (cations, anions, 

elements…) 
□ Biology literacy (ecosystem, 

genetics, life cycle, bacteria, cells…) 
□ Money (making change, alternative 

currencies used at farmers’ 
markets e.g. WIC) 

□ Worksheets (fill in the blank, 
matching, etc.) 

 



 

4 

It’s important to remember that these are skills that the 
U.S. considers important. While not teaching calculator use 
may be unheard of here, there are many equally or 
sometimes more important skills that the U.S. school 
system does not systematically teach. NA farmers have a 
host of other skills and experiences just as important and 
valuable. 
 

Integrate your Classrooms for ALL Learners 
Lectures and reading are some of the least effective 
teaching methods, whether a learner is “classroom 
literate” or not. This is especially true for farmers with less 
classroom experience. Whenever possible, move towards 
participatory learning activities: 
 

 
 

Prepare for Participation: 
1. What skills do farmers need to learn within my 

topic to succeed? How can I teach competency in 
these skills (vs. information transfer only)? How 
will I know farmers have reached competency in 
these skills? 
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2. Is a lecture really the best format for this topic? If it 
is, are there other activities I can incorporate to 
reinforce learning? 

3. How can I rely more heavily on visuals instead of 
text? How can I demonstrate concepts instead of 
showing or explaining them? Are there any 
opportunities to practice concepts in the 
classroom? 

4. Are there any core skills (e.g. reading a grid) that I 
may have to also teach? 

5. How can I draw on farmers’ past experiences in 
this lesson? 

 

Additional Resources 
Find a workshop: contact CISA to find out about upcoming 
service provider training workshops 

info@buylocalfood.org 
 
Best Practices in New American Farmer Training 

https://nesfp.org/resources/best-practices-new-
american-farmer-training 

 
The Refugee Farmer Teaching Handbook  

https://nesfp.org/resources/refugee-farmer-
teaching-handbook 
 
 

 
 

  

mailto:info@buylocalfood.org
https://nesfp.org/resources/best-practices-new-american-farmer-training
https://nesfp.org/resources/best-practices-new-american-farmer-training
https://nesfp.org/resources/refugee-farmer-teaching-handbook
https://nesfp.org/resources/refugee-farmer-teaching-handbook
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Alternative Farming 
Experience 

“Indigenous ways of knowing” reflects on both a 
western/scientific lens of the world, and other methods 
through which indigenous peoples know and understand 
the world. Based on your cultural upbringing, you likely 
favor certain ways of knowing (e.g. statistics) over others 
(e.g. oral history). Think of each way of knowing as a 
different angle from which to view the same object. By 
learning and integrating more ways of knowing, you and 
your students will gain a deeper understanding. 
 
You may be interested 
to read about 
indigenous ways of 
knowing—this is a 
great way to familiarize 
yourself with some 
common themes. There 
are many different 
indigenous ways of 
knowing, though, so 
don’t expect to learn 
everything ahead of 
time. 
 
  

“When I first started showing 
NA farmers available farm land 
I showed them soil test results. 
The numbers and graphs only 
meant as much as my verbal 

prognosis “very good” or 
“pretty good.” I started 

bringing in bags of the soil for 
farmers to see, feel, and smell. 
Suddenly the farmers knew so 
much more about the soil than 

any report told them.” 
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The most important things you can do are to ask and 
make room for non-western viewpoints.  

 

Ask farmers what experience(s) they have had. How 
did they manage soil fertility? What cultural or spiritual 
beliefs do they have about money? land?  
 
The information and viewpoint you have to share is 
going to be understood through farmers’ pre-existing 
knowledge scaffolding. By taking time to understand 
their backgrounds and perspectives you can better 
help them “shelf” new information in a useful way, and 
add to your own understanding. 
 

It takes humility to make room for alternative 
viewpoints. You are both an expert and have much to 
learn. Think about this example: is time linear, or 
cyclical? The answer is both, and both are useful and 
drastically different ways to view the world. If you are 
an expert in linear time, you will have to let another 
expert teach you about cyclical time. 

One aboriginal (Australian) concept of learning: 

 

Yunkaporta, Tyson (2009) Aboriginal pedagogies at the cultural interface. PhD thesis, James Cook University 
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Social Factors 

It is an unfortunate fact that who you are, what you look 
like, and assumptions made about you change how you are 
treated and what opportunities are presented to you. 
Don’t underestimate the impact of discrimination on 
farmers. 
 

Considerations: 
1. Location: is this a safe neighborhood for 

ethnically/religiously diverse farmers? Does it also 
feel safe? Ask farmers where they are comfortable. 

2. Discrimination in lending: educate yourself and 
others about discrimination in lending practices. 
Are there notorious lenders? Are there lenders 
who make a factual point of non-discrimination? 
Encourage others to patronize financial institutions 
that are truly non-discriminatory. 

3. Make a personal connection: if you are referring 
farmers to a resource or person, make a personal 
connection between farmers and the 
institution/individual. Loaning your social status to 
farmers in this way may mean that they receive 
fairer treatment than they otherwise would. 

4. Reflection:  how much self-reflection and self-
education have you done about discrimination that 
you don’t personally face?  

 
 

“My ride was late [picking me up from my new job] so I 
started walking home. The police picked me up.” 

 
—An African farmer, on working in a white town 
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“Good” Work 

Know that however difficult integrating these suggestions 
may be, you are doing good work. Social justice in the 
classroom is important in and of itself. But even beyond 
that, by promoting the success of new American farmers 
you are ensuring access to healthy, local food in low-
income and diverse communities. 
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