A Reel-y Authentic Food Truck

High school students experience deep learning while creating a food truck that shows movies

By Daisy Sharrock and Liz Perry

parents informed us at our all school exhibition of

student work in December 2013. Raising thousands
of dollars in a short period of time to start a student-run, non-
profit food truck had seemed perhaps a bit ambitious back in
September. Yet, by mid-December, three weeks into our six
week Kickstarter campaign to raise $35,000, the possibility
of success seemed much greater. “You’ll definitely make it,”
parents now said with increased confidence. Admittedly, we
were still a bit nervous. Despite all the hard work we had
accomplished already, our team, made up of 52 high school
sophomores and three teachers, still had a ways to go. Using
Kickstarter!, an all-or-nothing platform for raising money for
creative projects, clearly presented a risk to our team. Yet it
was the risk that offered the greatest reward: the opportunity
to engage in authentic learning experiences with the real
possibility of success or failure. As such, whether we met our
funding goal or not, we were confident that the project was
serving its purpose.

In the Spring of 2013, we sat down as a teaching team

to start mapping out our project for the next academic year.

ﬁ T FIRST, WE THOUGHT this was a little bit crazy,”
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This would be our first semester working together, but it
was clear from the get go that we had many shared passions
that could lead to an authentic project for our students. As
ideas evolved, we narrowed our focus on food trucks, an
industry that is taking off around North America, and one
that had many clear connections to our core academic
content, including math, chemistry, humanities, and Span-
ish. In an exercise often encouraged at High Tech High, a
forward-thinking progressive charter high school in San
Diego, we then began to dream. In the absence of limita-
tions, how far could we run with this? It was in our willing-
ness to dream that the idea of starting a student-run food
truck surfaced, and from there, the pieces quickly started
falling into place. We could clearly see how using a plat-
form like Kickstarter would engage students in Deeper
Learning. A term defined by the Hewlett Foundation as
learning in which students “are mastering core academic
content, like reading, writing, math, and science, while
learning how to think critically, collaborate, communicate
effectively, direct their own learning, and believe in them-
selves (known as an “academic mindset”).”> The end
product, a fully functional, student-run food truck, would
be our vehicle for engaging students in these powerful
learning experiences.
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smell to create our experience of flavors. They
identified the different molecular structures
of esters, carbohydrates, proteins and salts,
and also explored what makes a molecule bit-
ter. Students made use of Science & Cooking:
From Haute Cuisine to Soft Matter Science, a
massive open online course (MOOC) on the
science behind cooking. Through this course,
students explored how contrasting textures
and flavors can keep a dish interesting and
prevent taste bud fatigue and the chemistry
behind spherification. They also learned about
the chemical concept of mole through analyz-
ing the ingredients in chocolate chip cookies.
Finally, students used their newfound under-
standing of cooking to generate signature
dishes for their food truck proposals.

Critical Thinking and Problem Solving:
Students think critically, analytically, and
creatively. They know how to find, evalu-
ate, and synthesize information to construct
arguments. They can design their own solu-
tions to complex problems. — (HF)

Creativity is one of the cornerstones of
effective problem solving. After completing
their ethnographic field research, we chal-

Deeper Learning Through Reel Delicious

Mastery of Core Academic Content: Students build
their academic foundation in subjects like reading,
writing, math, and science. They understand key
principles and procedures, recall facts, use the
correct language, and draw on their knowledge to
complete new tasks. — Hewlett Foundation (HF)

Starting and running a successful business would first
require the students to gain a solid understanding of the
industry. In other words, we needed to do our research. Prior
to launching the Reel Delicious Kickstarter campaign, stu-
dents examined the food truck industry from various per-
spectives. In the first few weeks of school, students went out
into the community to conduct ethnographic field research.
In teams of two to three, students observed the day-to-day
operations of a food truck and interviewed food truck own-
ers, employees, and customers to get a better sense of what it
takes to start and maintain a successful food truck business.
They learned to design research and interview questions,
to analyze qualitative data, and to draw conclusions from
their observations and interactions. Their qualitative data
was then used to write ethnographies in English and Span-
ish. Their ethnographies highlight important aspects of the
industry, from having a “punny” name, such as God Save
the Cuisine, to using social media to build a community of
supporters.

In chemistry, students analyzed the biochemical basis
of the five components of taste and how they interact with
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lenged students to use their insight into the San
Diego food truck scene to generate their own
concepts for a successful food truck business. “The whole
idea of entrepreneurship,” stated student Natalya Volk, “is
being creative.” To be successful in this component of the
project, students would have to engage their creativity and
entrepreneurial spirits to come up with an original food
truck concept that met the needs of the community. In pairs,
they designed food truck themes, logos, and menus and
presented their ideas to a large public audience. Using peer
critique and the inquiry process, students developed unique
dishes to accompany their food truck concepts. Students
generated ideas such as: Eh for Effort!, a food truck special-
izing in Canadian foods, such as poutine; Primordial Bacon,
a food truck featuring everything bacon, including peanut
butter and bacon sandwiches and popcorn cooked in bacon
fat; and The Yard, a food truck that turns kids menu favor-
ites into adult-friendly delicacies, such as parmesan crusted
chicken tenders. Four local food trucks joined the students
as they exhibited their concepts, drawing a large crowd of
interested students, staff, and community members.

We used this step in the process as a formal brainstorm-
ing session to generate a pool of ideas that the class could
collectively draw from to create the final concept for our
Kickstarter campaign. Many of the students’ creative con-
cepts had strong international themes that resonated with the
class focus of diversity and cultural awareness.

Furthermore, many students felt strongly about, and
included in their designs, sourcing foods locally and from
farms that use sustainable practices. One of the groups pro-
posed working with the local Latino and Asian film festivals
and showing movies on their truck, and the seeds of our
project were planted. The class was now moving forward
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with Reel Delicious, a food truck that promotes cultural
understanding through food and film.

Collaboration: Collaborative students work well in
teams. They communicate and understand multiple
points of view and they know how to cooperate to
achieve a shared goal. — (HF)

After researching successful Kickstarter campaigns, we
generated a list of seven committees to tackle the various
components of launching a successful campaign and creating a
new business. Students selected their top four committee pref-
erences, which were then used to place students into groups.
The logo and design committee took on the daunting challenge
of coming up with the truck name, Reel Delicious, designing
a logo, and creating the look and feel of the campaign and
future business. They worked closely with the pledge perks
committee, which was responsible for creating the kickbacks
for different donation levels during the campaign. The cooking
group generated and refined the fusion recipes that would form
the core staples of our menu, and the legal and finance com-
mittees researched the permits and regulations needed to start
a business and wrote a business plan. A public relations team
wrote press releases, developed the social media strategy, and
attended community events to promote the project. The final
student committee was responsible for creating the video that
was to be featured on the Kickstarter website, a key compo-
nent to any successful campaign.

In each committee, students had to work closely with one
another to accomplish their tasks. Be it within a committee
to divvy up responsibilities and set deadlines or between
one committee and another, students needed to interact and
depend on one another to get the job done. Luis Garcia, an
often quiet classmate and member of the cooking commit-
tee expressed, “the thing I struggled with most was working
with others. I don’t always work well with others; I’d rather
be by myself working. I sort of achieved this by putting
myself in a group and depending on them more.” In order
to accomplish the various tasks at hand, students had to
draw on and learn from the strengths of others and trust one
another. The real possibility, that without the help of every-
one, we might not meet our goal pushed students to work
together and give their best effort. In the end, the collabora-
tion of students and pooling of diverse strengths resulted in
the creation of a professional, polished Kickstarter campaign
that represented the best work of the entire group.

Effective Communication: Students communicate
effectively in writing and in oral presentations. They
structure information in meaningful ways, listen to
and give feedback, and construct messages for par-
ticular audiences. — (HF)

Successful Kickstarter campaigns rely on the support of
the community, and each step of the way students reached
out to existing and new networks of supporters. In collabo-
rating with one another and with members of the local com-
munity, students had to consider their audience and commu-
nicate effectively. Students sought support from two local
film festivals, the Latino Film Festival and the Pacific Arts
Movement (which organizes the San Diego Asian Film Festi-
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val) and attended events hosted by each organization to pro-
mote their vision. In addition, students visited local farms to
source organic and sustainable ingredients and reached out
to local chefs for feedback on their recipe development. The
finance and legal teams researched and discussed business
strategies with our school’s Chief Financial Officer and law-
yers from the community. Students met with politicians and
attended a San Diego Planning Commission meeting, where
new policies for food truck operators in San Diego were
being discussed. Our public relations team sent out hun-
dreds of emails to news organizations around the country,
spreading the word about Reel Delicious. Rachel Dunkin, a
formerly shy, soft-spoken student, remarked, “I have never
been so comfortable with myself than I am this year because
of the food truck project. I am a more confident student, a
reliable leader and an enthusiastic learner because of this
project.” Reaching out to community partners, local profes-
sionals, and even contacting family and friends, students
practiced their ability to communicate professionally and to
overcome uncomfortable or challenging scenarios.

Self-directed Learning: Students develop an ability
to direct their own learning. They set goals, monitor
their own progress, and reflect on their own strengths
and areas for improvement. They learn to see set-
backs as opportunities for feedback and growth.
Students who learn through self-direction are more
adaptive than their peers. — (HF)

Over the course of the project, students directed their
own learning, setting weekly and daily goals and reporting
on their progress to the entire team. Each committee, con-
sisting of four to eight students, was assigned a designated
leader. Leaders helped the group to determine a timeline for
accomplishing goals and served as a point person to address
questions or challenging situations. As students generated
their lists, it was clear that they would have to accomplish
tasks that they had never done before, and perhaps knew
little to nothing about.

An “Academic Mindset”: Students with an aca-
demic mindset have a strong belief in themselves.
They trust their own abilities and believe their hard
work will pay off; so they persist to overcome obsta-
cles. They also learn from and support each other.
They see the relevance of their schoolwork to the real
world and their own future success. — (HF)

On January 23rd, 2014, the last day of our Kickstarter
campaign, we reached our funding goal, raising over
$35,000 in less than six weeks. What seemed like an incred-
ible reach just three short months ago, had become a real-
ity. “I, as well as every other student on this team am a
major component to making this project a success, and it
makes me feel good knowing I can accomplish something
so immense,” said Dunkin. Through the project, students
came to see that their collective hard work could lead them
to accomplish something they weren’t sure they could do.
Students not only impressed themselves with their own suc-
cess, but their parents and the rest of the High Tech High
community.
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By breaking down the complex challenge of raising such
a large sum and starting a business into tasks performed by
different committees, the class mirrored the real life process
that entrepreneurs and successful companies must undertake
to succeed. Regarding this process, student Mia Higgins said,
“It’s not going to always be really fun, but if you have an
amazing idea then the end result will actually be awesome.
You just have to stick to it and put all your effort into it.””

This project created its own energy. It involved relevant,
real work that is traditionally only found outside school set-
tings. Each new step in the process inspired the rest of the
class. A great logo inspired unique perks. One newspaper
article sparked others, a moving video galvanized those that
had doubts, and discussing the project with our new, growing
community of supporters became second nature to everyone
involved. While the Food Truck project—like many school
projects—does not endure in the same form from year to
year, it lives on for the students who gained new understand-
ing, skills and levels of self-confidence. They grew as indi-
viduals as they took ownership of the project and of their
learning and created their own reel success story.
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Daisy Sharrock taught 10th grade Mathematics and
Chemistry for six years and now works in the High Tech
High Center for Research on Equity and Innovation in San
Diego, California. Her work focuses on structures that
promote teacher and student agency in service of helping
all students actualize their potential and graduate ready

to engage in college, career, and civic life. Liz Perry has
taught 10th grade Humanities and Spanish at the Gary

and Jeri-Ann Jacobs High Tech High in San Diego for the
last six years. She strives to instill a love for learning in her
students through designing and implementing curriculum
centered around real-world projects for an authentic audi-
ence. To learn more visit http://reeldelicious.org. This article
is adapted from this earlier version: www.hightechhigh.org/
unboxed/issuel1/a_reel-y_authentic_project/
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