Discussion Guide for Video on Dick and Sharon Thompson Farm

Walking the Journey . . . Sustainable Agriculture That Works 

Abstract 

This is an introductory video about sustainable agriculture as practiced on the Thompson Research Farm in Boone County, Iowa. In it, Dick Thompson explains why in the 1960s he and his wife, Sharon, began developing alternative approaches to agriculture. Thompson says he farmed conventionally for a time. He farmed organically for 18 years. But now he farms “somewhere in between.” Thompson explains some of the practices, such as ridge tilling, he uses to achieve the goal of sustainable agriculture. 

This video can be ordered from Practical Farmers of Iowa (515) 232-5661. Allow at least two weeks for delivery.

Here are two possible approaches for viewing this video: 

Approach I. Note-taking pairs 

Review the concepts discussed in the first two days of classes, including: 

• The three legs of sustainability: 

Profit 

Environment 

Community 

• Goals of sustainable agriculture 

• Practices for achieving sustainability in agriculture

Divide the students into groups of two. Ask the students to identify the concepts that have been discussed in the Day 1 and 2 lessons. As they watch the video, each student should take notes on places in the video that refer to or exemplify these concepts. When the video is over, ask the pairs to share their notes with one another. After 5 to 10 minutes of discussion, ask the pairs to report their findings to the class. Or ask the class to respond to the questions in the next section. Or assign each note-taking pair one of the questions below and have them report to the class.

Approach II. Active listening through Q&A 

(The numbers correspond to the minutes and seconds on the video, i.e. 4:15 means after 4 minutes and 15 seconds of watching the video.)

0 to 4:15 Introduction.

Stop at 4:15 and ask:

Q. What do we know about Dick Thompson so far? 

A. Possible answers: He raises animals and crops. He uses large farm machinery. He farms 300 acres in Boone County. 

Q. Where does Dick Thompson get his information? 

A. From Extension, intuition, and his own research.

4:15: Practices: the basic building blocks in creating sustainability 

At 4:44 ask:

Q. What are some of the practices Thompson uses? 

A.

Ridge tilling

Cover crops

Starter fertilizer

5-year crop rotation

Herbicides only as a last resort 

At 6:00 ask:

Q. The video examines ridge tilling in some depth. What does ridge tilling accomplish? 

A. Two rows of rye cover crop planted at the top of the ridge prevent erosion. The natural toxins released by the rye cover crop prevent weed seeds from germinating. Cover crops also return nutrients to the soil.

Q. In the spring, Thompson lets the cover crops and early weeds grow. Why? 

A. To improve soil structure. To provide earthworm habitat. To prevent soil erosion. Nutrients gathered up by the plants will be returned to the soil. Because tilling “wakes up” the weed seeds, the ground is left undisturbed until planting. The toxins from the rye prevent additional weed growth. If the cover crop is too tall, it is shredded so more natural toxins are added to the soil. 

At 7:15 ask:

Q. What does Thompson do with the manure from his farm and why? 

A. On Day 2 we talked about working with the ecological cycle of the farm to maintain the nutrient level of the soil and the food it produces. Spreading the animal manure on the fields keeps nutrients cycling through the farm. Thompson stores the manure in a concrete retainer until it will be most advantageous to return it to the soil — within 48 hours of planting. The manure also adds organic matter to the soil and creates a good earthworm habitat, which adds to the structure of the soil. Good soil structure means that rain water doesn't pond 

7:15 to 11:15 - provides specific information about Thompson's ridge tilling system that may not be of interest to students outside production agriculture. 

At 16:00 discuss results of Thompson's ridge tilling system. 

Q. What are Thompson's claims about his ridge till system? 

A. He claims that his system: 

reduces weed effectively without the use of herbicides or frequent tilling 

is as profitable or more profitable than conventional approaches 

Q. If this is true, why don't more farmers use the system? 

A. Possible answers, 

Disbelief in the validity of the results 

Concern that their fields look weedy and that neighboring farmers will disapprove 

Concern that the mechanical approach to dealing with weeds is much more work 

Q. What do you (the students) think a wise approach to Thompson's claims should be? 

A. There is no “right” answer 

At 17:05 ask:

Q. How did Dick Thompson respond to the skepticism of his peers and agricultural researchers? 

A. He Joined with Iowa State University researchers to test the results.

Got funding from organizations such as the Rodale Institute to support his research 

Founded Practical Farmers of Iowa, an association of like-minded individuals to share information 

Q. What one, two, or three thing(s) did you learn from this video? 

Q. With whom will you share this information?
