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“Green Corps” at UT Austin

Traditionally the term “Academia” has 
been used to describe a community that 
is solely focused on research, education, 
or scholarship. This focused community 
has, at times, the propensity to become 
disconnected from the outside world, 
which is why every “operation” or 
institution outside of this academic silo 
is commonly deemed “The Real World.” In 
many cases, the gap between Academia 
and Real World can grow quite large, 
thus making a transition to-or-from quite 
difficult. The food service industry is one 
such institution with which “Academia” 
doesn’t generally cross paths on a 
regular basis, which has unfortunately 
resulted in a large gap between the 
two. The Division of Housing and Food 
Service (DHFS) at The University of Texas 
at Austin has realized the fundamental 
need to close this gap and explore 
potential synergies that lay under the 
surface of a true partnership between 
Academics and Operations.

Beginning in the 2006-2007 academic 
year, DHFS began taking large and very 
intentional steps toward sustainable 
action with its food service and 
housing operations across campus. 
These steps were well received by the 
campus community, which has helped 
distinguish DHFS as a leader in campus 
sustainability. With the increased focus 
on sustainable food service, DHFS 
recognized the need to seek more 
permanent student involvement and 
created additional student jobs.  DHFS 
sought to break away from the campus’ 
traditional student employment 
methodology, which often perpetuates 
the gap between the university’s 
existing academic and operational 
silos described above. Through careful 
consideration, DHFS was able to create 
a system that is not only mutually 
beneficial to the student employee as 
well as the employer, but also to the 
campus community as a whole. This 
system can be more precisely referred to 
as an “experiential education program” 
and is more commonly referred to as 
UT Green Corps. This program offers 
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students not only an opportunity to be 
employed on-campus, but also enriches 
their life and livelihood by learning 
how to grow food from seed, harvest 
it, prepare it in a commercial kitchen, 
and teach others how to do the same. 
This method was designed to engage 
students in experiences they might not 
otherwise have during their “college 
experience,” while learning professional 
and life lessons, providing much needed 
services to campus, and getting paid for 
their efforts. This multifaceted approach 
is what truly allows the program to 
bridge the gap between the Academic 
and Operations silos at UT Austin. 

Enriching Academia

Green Corps was developed on three 
pillars: Grow, Serve, Learn.  These pillars 
are integrated into every single action 
the group takes and every project they 
develop, which helps to bring DHFS’s 
intentions of creating an operationally 
functional education program to 
fruition. Green Corps students are first 
and foremost students and thus, always 
empowered to learn through every 
aspect of the program; however, the 
pillars allow for leadership staff and 
students alike to be reminded of focus 
areas. The “Grow” pillar is intended to 

bring a very literal focus to growing 
plants for the resident dining centers on 
camps. Additionally, “Grow” represents 
the growth a student can expect to 
experience during their position.  
Students grow their knowledge about 
food in an urban environment, as well 
as experience growth in presentation, 
group interaction, event planning, 
project facilitation, and other life skills. 
The “Serve” pillar is again taken quite 
literally, as the students physically 
harvest, prepare, and serve the produce 
they grow on campus. However, through 
educational outreach opportunities 
and several volunteer opportunities, 
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the students learn to serve the internal 
UT community as well as the extended 
community of Austin. Lastly, the “Learn” 
pillar is seemingly obvious in that the 
program is an experiential education 
program of which learning is a mainstay. 
However, Green Corps does not simply 
seek to provide students with an 
educational experience that deals solely 
with the external world. Rather, Green 
Corps aspires to empower students to 
incorporate introspective observation 
into their daily encounters, projects, 
events, and other interactions.  The hope 
is that students will learn to observe 
the world around them, reflect on 
themselves, and recognize where they fit 
into the bigger picture.

Enriching Operations 

The American food service industry has 
traditionally been a leader in a number 
of categories; employment retention 
has not been one such category.  One 
key priority of any major American 
university is to deliver a deep and 
applicable education in four years or 
less. Bringing together food service 
operations and a higher education 
system that desires to find employment 
for its students while also educating 
them on a four year time line is, in many 
ways, an ideal partnership. The Green 
Corps program requires a minimum 
two semester employment plan, but 
students are encouraged to extend 
their time if possible. That said, the 
ultimate goal of the program is not 
necessarily to hold on to these students 
for extended periods of time. Rather, the 
goals are to equip them with multiple 
paths toward academic, personal, and 
professional growth; introduce them 
to peer and broad community service; 
and demonstrate that every success, 
challenge, mystery, or otherwise, is an 
opportunity to learn. Simply by hosting 
this program in an operational setting 

versus a traditional academic classroom, 
students gain an experience-base within 
an industry full of need and opportunity.  
Regardless, however, of their desire to 
stay within the food service industry, the 
experiences they encounter individually 
and collectively during their Green 
Corps year will impact them, their 
professional communities, and 
ultimately the world.

Conclusion 

A very real gap exists between Academia 
and The Real World, both within and 
outside of traditional university settings.  
Working together to bridge these two 
seemingly disparate arenas is critical to 
developing creative, mutually beneficial, 
and sustainable solutions.  The UT Green 
Corps program falls in line with other 
models of experiential and operationally 
functional educational programs in the 
United States; similar models exist across 
the country in various settings and 
operations. UT Green Corps aims to set 
a successful example at UT Austin and 
serve as a model for other areas within 
the university. Bringing students, faculty, 
and staff together into more personal 
and engaging contact has true potential 
to better educate and equip an entire 
community for deeper growth, more 
sincere service, and a lifetime of learning.  
This type of university setting is an 
excellent opportunity to take UT Austin’s 
slogan What Starts Here Changes the 
World to a whole new level.
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