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CSU DOCTORAL STUDENT

INTRODUCING  KITCHEN 
GARDENS  IN  RWANDA

■ Brittney Sly earned her B.S. in human 
nutrition from CSU and her M.P.H. in global 
health and health disparities from the Colorado 
School of Public Health. Currently, she is a 
doctoral student in Food Science and Human 
Nutrition at CSU. 

Sly has always had a passion for food - eating 
food, cooking food, studying food and educat-
ing others about food. “The factors that 
influence diet are numerous and complex,” Sly 
says. “It is never just about the food, but rather 
the multitude of experiences, perspectives, and 
abilities each person possesses. All those 
factors influence what people eat and how 
much.” 

In May 2019, Sly embarked on her second 
research trip to Burera, a district in the 
northern part of Rwanda. The village was wet 
with rain, and the earthy smell of mud and 
grass filled the air. The research participants, a 
group of local Rwandan women, were excited 
to welcome Sly back. It had been six months 
since she was last there, introducing the 

concept of kitchen gardens and collecting 
baseline data.

Now, she returned to assess the progress. “The 
participants acted as my guides throughout my 
stay in the community,” Sly said. “Having them 
proudly show me their gardens and hearing 
them talk about their journey and experiences 
with this project was amazing.” 

With efforts surrounding kitchen gardens, Sly 
intends to find out if she can help establish a 
sustainable dietary pattern to address malnu-
trition on a community level. Despite Rwanda’s 
impressive economic growth in recent years, 
household food insecurity and malnutrition 
remain a challenge.

In Burera, the majority of the population 
practice subsistence agriculture. Irish potatoes, 
maize, and beans are the most grown crops and 
also make up most of local Rwandans daily 
diets. The lack of food diversity plus a high 
level of poverty lead to an alarming rate of 
malnutrition. Sly, with support from a 
Colorado-based non-profit organization, saw 
kitchen gardens as a potential solution. She is 
helping women in Burera to develop small 
subsistence plots that could bring more 
balanced meals to the local households. 

Only four months into the project, Sly was 
excited to find that the impacts had already 
gone beyond the individual participants. 
“Several participants mentioned that they were 
asked by their neighbors to help create 
additional gardens,” Sly said. “And these 
requests for knowledge seem to really increase 
the women’s sense of empowerment.” 

Sly returned to Rwanda in September for more 
data collection focused on the changing dietary 
pattern and increasing food security. 

By Sylvia Bao

FACULTY & STAFF HIGHLIGHTS

James Peth, Michelle 
Milholland, Marisa Bunning: 
Received funding from the 
Digital Learning Initiative

Sarah Johnson: Received a 
grant from Wild Blueberry 
Association

Chris Melby: Continued his 
work in Ecuador

Leslie Cunningham-Sabo, 
Marisa Bunning, Soo Kang: 
Promoted to Professor

Jessica Clifford: Lead Author 
of an abstract presented at 
SNEB Annual Conference

Jeff Callaway: Featured 
Speaker at the 2019 
Southern Rocky Mountain Ag 
Conference

Michelle Foster: Received an 
Agricultural Experiment 
Station grant

Zara Hopkins and Michelle 
Foster: Received CSU 
Awards

Tiffany Weir and Chris 
Gentile: Received an NIH 
grant

Laura Bellows: Received the 
Society for Nutrition 
Education and Behavior 
Mid-Career Award

Latoya Noel: Accepted a 
position as Assistant Director 
of Advising, Training and 
Development, CSU

Soo Kang: Keynote Speaker 
at the Cannabis Economy 
Symposium
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MEGAN DUNLAP 
received her B.S. in 
hospitality management 
in 2019.

Dunlap is currently a 
Consultative Sales Rep 
for Breakthru Beverage 
Group based in Denver, 
a subsidiary of E & J 
Gallo Winery. In her 

role, she uses knowledge gained from CSU 
classes such as Alcohol Beverage Control 
Management, Finance, and Principles of 
Management. She feels the tools from these 
classes give her a different understanding of 
the industry. She is also an intern with Calluna 
Events based in Boulder.

Dunlap exhibited strong leadership skills 
while attending CSU. She was an active 
member with the Fraternity and Sorority Life 
Community and she served as vice president 
of her senior class.

“Graduating in May of 2019 from CSU is 
something I take so much pride in. I LOVE 
telling people that I graduated from CSU with 
a hospitality management degree. What I 
love most about my job is creating my own 
schedule with every day being different. In this 
industry you have to be willing to work in fast-
paced environments and enjoy working with 
people. The people I have met so far are what 
make me love my job.”

ALUMNA SPOTLIGHT

UPCOMING EVENT

JOIN US FOR THE 39TH
LILLIAN FOUNTAIN SMITH
NUTRITION CONFERENCE!

SAVE THE DATE
MAY 19-20, 2020

LORY STUDENT CENTER

REGISTRATION WILL BE 
AVAILABLE SOON!

PLEASE VISIT: 
www.chhs.colostate.edu/fshn/
outreach-and-engagement/

lillian-fountain-smith-conference/

■ CHARLENE VAN BUITEN

Charlene Van Buiten is an assistant professor in the Department of 
Food Science and Human Nutrition at Colorado State University. 
Her research interests are in plant-based nutrition.

Van Buiten is interested in the biochemical functionality of plant-
based foods in treating chronic inflammatory diseases of the 
gastrointestinal tract, and exploring how processing can be used 

to enhance their health benefits. She became interested in food science as a high school 
student participating in her local Future Farmers of America chapter, then went on to 
earn her Bachelor of Science in nutritional sciences at the University of Connecticut. 

Van Buiten fell in love with food chemistry research while working on a project related 
to meat color at University of Connecticut, but then turned her attention to plant foods 
soon after. While completing her doctoral studies at Penn State, she developed a nutra-
ceutical approach for treating celiac disease using compounds found in tea and other 
plant-based foods. She then continued to pursue her interest in health-promoting plant 
compounds during a postdoctoral fellowship in botanical medicine at Rutgers University 
before coming to CSU.

“Food science is an interesting field to teach because a good food scientist is really a jack 
of all trades, applying concepts from from different fields—chemistry, microbiology, 
engineering —to solve problems related to food,” Van Buiten said. “In the real world, 
this often takes some creativity as well. With rapid advancement in technology and an 
increasingly globalized food supply, students need to be ready to excel in jobs that might 
not even exist yet. I believe that it’s my responsibility not only to help transfer knowl-
edge to students, but to provide opportunities to apply this knowledge through activities 
such as developing and testing food products, writing and presenting research proposals, 
or creatively troubleshooting existing issues in food processing.” 

By J. Elizabeth Bennett

NEW FACULTY

■ MEGAN MUELLER

Megan Mueller is an assistant professor in the Department of Food 
Science and Human Nutrition at Colorado State University. Her 
research interests are in obesity prevention in children and 
families.

Mueller’s research focuses on obesity prevention in children and 
families, with an emphasis on restaurants and the food environ-

ment. She is especially interested in identifying strategies that encourage restaurants to 
offer healthier options and that enable families to eat healthier when dining out at 
restaurants. Mueller decided to focus on the restaurant setting because restaurant meals 
contribute substantially to excess calorie intake, a third of adults and children eat out at 
fast food restaurants daily, and approximately half of the U.S. food dollar is spent on food 
outside of the home. The restaurant industry is also a major driver of the food system, so 
what is served in restaurants can impact the natural environment as well. “It’s a really 
rich and interesting research area to focus on,” Mueller said.

“My goal in the classroom is to create an environment where students actively engage in 
course material and take ownership over their own learning,” she said. “A central theme 
in my coursework will be to enable students to further develop agency in their learning 
through activities such as student-led class discussions, group projects, data analysis 
exercises, and self-assessments that allow the student to reflect on their own progress in 
the course. Integral to this theme is an acknowledgement that both students and 
instructors bring a wealth of experiences, knowledge, and diverse perspectives. Creating 
an environment where both students and the instructor have a space to share that 
information will only further enhance the collective understanding of a subject.” 

By J. Elizabeth Bennett
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