
Rondout Valley School District Receives $726,000 Grant for 

Innovative Agriculture and Food Science Initiative 

 

The Rondout Valley Central School District will be growing a new crop of 

students who are well educated in agriculture and food science, thanks to a 

$726,000 grant from the Local Economies Project of the New World Foundation. 

 The grant, which was three years in the planning, will allow the District to 

expand its existing agriculture program in hopes of not only making students 

educated food consumers, but also providing the foundation for careers in 

farming or agriculture-related science and business. 

 “Our overall goal is to engage our students in learning about food from 

production to consumption,” said Superintendent Rosario Agostaro. “We want to 

encourage kids to understand what local food means.” 

 To meet its goals, the District plans to create an educational research-

grade greenhouse where students can explore botany, biology, earth science, 

and the environment in a hands-on way, by literally rolling up their sleeves and 

getting their hands dirty. 

 “I really envision our kids being intimately involved with research,” said 

Superintendent Agostaro.  

 In addition to the greenhouse, the grant will allow the District to redesign a 

home and careers classroom into a state-of-the-art food science and preparation 

facility. The District will work with local restaurateurs to design the space.  

 The initial research for the grant proposal was also funded by a $24,000 

planning grant from the Local Economies Project, a Kingston-based organization 

that provides agricultural infrastructure, marketing, training, and education to 

support sustainable farming in the Hudson Valley.  District administrators and 

staff were able to visit and observe agricultural education facilities at Cornell 

University in Ithaca, as well as sites in Sullivan County and the Flushing area of 

Queens.  



 Brooke Pickering-Cole, Manager of Community Relations for the Local 

Economies Project, said the District’s supportive attitude and “mindset of 

openness” made the grant a natural fit.  

“When kids have a stronger relationship to the land and to the food they 

eat, it all starts there,” Pickering-Cole said. “This is the kind of work we want to 

be supporting.” 

Local Economies Project Director Bob Dandrew said, “Local Economies 

Project is delighted to be providing funding to the Rondout Valley School District 

initiative.  We believe strongly in the importance of educating young people about 

our food system.  We’re also excited about helping students to explore farming 

and food science as potential career paths. Congratulations to Superintendent 

Agostaro and his team for combining hands-on education with classroom 

curriculum in a program that will surely become a model for other school 

districts.” 

 Since Rondout Valley has the highest concentration of active farmland in 

Ulster County, the District will be able to collaborate in its initiatives with a variety 

of agriculture-based agencies and businesses, as well as educational institutions 

and restaurants, many of whom have already been part of a unique collaboration 

with Rondout Valley schools for some time.  

 “We’re really excited. This is a phenomenal opportunity,” said Deborah 

DeWan, Executive Director of the Rondout Valley Growers Association (RVGA), 

a non-profit comprised of local farmers and businesspeople. Farmers who are 

part of RVGA have regularly visited District schools to talk to students about 

everything from crop production and livestock management to how maple syrup 

is made.   

 DeWan said the grant will help introduce many aspects of food science 

and agriculture to students at young age, and possibly even spark an interest 

that will someday become a career in the vast field of agriculture and agri-related 

business and science. She praised the District for “demonstrating leadership in 

education.” 



 “The District really stepped up,” DeWan said. “This is just going to be a 

huge benefit to the entire community, the farm community, and future 

generations.” 

 Pickering-Cole agreed, saying that she sees many opportunities for 

research, tours, on-site curricular activities and other types of collaboration 

between the District and the Farm Hub, an agricultural incubator on the former 

Gill Farm property in Hurley Flats. The Farm Hub will be a working farm that 

serves as a regional center of sustainable agriculture, providing training, 

marketing support, and other resources to farmers and the community.   

 “We’re really enthusiastic about the collaborative approach,” Pickering-

Cole said.  

 Having received the grant, the District will now begin making its plans a 

reality. Superintendent Agostaro said that a greenhouse proposal will soon be 

submitted to the State Education Department and that curriculum development 

for the facility will likely start this summer.  

Superintendent Agostaro thanked Dandrew for his confidence in the 

District’s proposal. He also expressed his appreciation for the enthusiasm and 

perseverance of the teachers and administrators who took the project on 

because they believed in the District’s educational vision of getting kids engaged 

in their community. 

“They had a relentless vision and they’ve stuck with it over two and a half 

years,” Superintendent Agostaro said of the staff who worked on the project. 

Current Marbletown Elementary School Principal Andrew Davenport was the 

driving force behind the proposal and key staff members included current High 

School Principal Robert Cook, and teachers Deb Neumann, Tom Ticknor, Nick 

Bodnar, Adam Countryman, and Barbara Davenport, Facilities and Operations 

Director Michael Shore, and grant writer Elizabeth Turner.  

“It’s a neat opportunity for our kids and staff,” Superintendent Agostaro 

said.  

   


