
 

Food Deserts 
 

Overview 
Students will learn what defines a food deserts, how the nutritional value of foods available to 
people in food deserts can lead to health concerns, and connect these food deserts to racial 
inequality and creating vulnerability to COVID-19. 

Essential Question 
How do food deserts contribute to health challenges and which populations are most 
affected? 

Grade Level 
High School: 9 - 12 

Subject 
Science: Biology 

● Topic:  Human interactions with the environment, changing coastal lands 
● Subtopic:  Beach development 

Standards 
South Carolina Science Standards: 
H.B.2A.1: Construct explanations of how the structures of carbohydrates, lipids, proteins, and 
nucleic acids (including DNA and RNA) are related to their functions in organisms 
H.B.1.A.6: Construct explanations of phenomena using (1) primary or secondary evidence and 
models, (2) conclusions from scientific investigations, (3) predictions based on observations and 
measurements, or (4) data communicated in graphs, tables, or diagrams 
H.B.1.A.7: Construct and analyze scientific arguments to support claims, explanations, or 
designs using evidence and valid reasoning from observations, data, or informational texts. 
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Duration 1 90-min class or 2 45-min classes 

Lesson Type Collaborative Research 

Recommended 
Technology 

Individual chromebooks/iPads 

Other materials Monitor/projector for display 
Handouts - included 



 

 

Lesson Progression 
 
Engage: 
On the board write the words: Food Desert.  Implement think-pair-share: have students 
brainstorm initial thoughts individually on what the phrase means.  They then partner up with a 
neighbor and share thoughts.  The teacher then asks for groups to share out ideas. 
Show the students this NPR report on food deserts in DC - ask them to listen for what defines a 
food desert. 

 
 
 
Explore: 
Print for each student (from Teaching Tolerance): 

● Food Desert Statistics 
● What’s in Store? 

Have students read through the food desert statistics and make notes of items they find 
surprising, and areas that seem inequitable. 
Direct students to complete the handout “What’s in Store”.  If they do not know what type of 
area they live in, direct them to the​ Rural Health Information Hub 
 
Explain 
Present to students the four macromolecules and their basic structures.  Using the jigsaw 
method, divide students into groups of four, numbering them off and assigning one person in 
each group to research: carbohydrates, lipids, proteins, and nucleic acids.  All students 
assigned to each macromolecule get together to complete their organic molecule expert group 
(handout included below).  They then return to their home group and share their findings. 
 
Elaborate 
Students will consult the SCDHEC food ​desert map​ to make claims about the areas where more 
food deserts are found.  

2 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kQeorPkPLmU&t=122s&ab_channel=NPR
https://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/desert%20stats.pdf
https://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/in%20store.pdf
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/am-i-rural
https://gis.dhec.sc.gov/fooddesert/


 

 

Assessment 
Food Desert effects on health - included in handouts. 

 

Sources 
Food Deserts: Causes, Consequences, and Solutions. (n.d.) Retrieved November 30, 2020 

from: 
https://www.tolerance.org/lesson/food-deserts-causes-consequences-and-solutions​.  

 
NPR. 2018 February 12. ​Food deserts in D.C.- Let’s Talk​ [Video]. Youtube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kQeorPkPLmU&t=122s&ab_channel=NPR  
 
Rural Health Information Hub. (n.d.). ​Am I Rural? - Tool.​  Retrieved November 30, 2020 from: 

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/am-i-rural  
 
SCDHEC. (2015). SC Food Desert Map. ​http://www.ucd.ie/pages/99/articles/kirwan.pdf  
 
South Carolina Department of Education. (2014). South Carolina Academic Standards and 

Performance Indicators for Science. “High School Biology”. Retrieved from 
https://ed.sc.gov/instruction/standards-learning/science/standards/ 
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https://www.tolerance.org/lesson/food-deserts-causes-consequences-and-solutions
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kQeorPkPLmU&t=122s&ab_channel=NPR
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/am-i-rural
http://www.ucd.ie/pages/99/articles/kirwan.pdf
https://ed.sc.gov/instruction/standards-learning/science/standards/
https://ed.sc.gov/instruction/standards-learning/science/standards/
https://ed.sc.gov/instruction/standards-learning/science/standards/


 

 

Handout 1 
 

Organic Molecule Expert Groups  
 
Organic Molecules: Proteins, Lipids, Carbon and Nucleic Acids  
Step 1: ​Your job is to become an expert on one organic molecule. To do this you must answer 
the questions provided below. Use your textbook or device for your research.  Once you have 
become an expert you will then teach the other members in your group.​ You will have 15 
minutes to work in your expert group. 
 
Macromolecule: __________________________________________ 
 
1.Most living organisms consume food on a daily basis and this is how they receive their organic 
molecules. Name the foods that you recieve your organic molecule from. If your Organic 
Molecule does not come from food, state where it does come from.  
 
 
 
 
2.What important functions  does your organic molecule serve for the human body? There are 
several functions for each organic molecule, should have at least four for your organic molecule.  
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
3.Organic molecules have ​monomers,​ which actually build the organic molecules. What is the 
monomer of your organic molecule?  and draw a diagram that represents the monomer building 
up an organic molecule. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Organic molecules are made of certain elements that are found on the periodic table. You are 
responsible for identifying the elements that make up your organic molecule.  
 
 
5. What is the caloric value of your organic molecule? Do they provide a lot, a little or no 
energy?  
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Handout 2 

Food Desert effects on health Name: __________________________ 
 
Studies show that certain racial groups are disproportionately affected by obesity. 
These problems may be worse in some U.S. communities because access to affordable 
and nutritious food is difficult. This is especially true for those living in low-income 
communities of color and rural areas with limited access to supermarkets, grocery 
stores or other food retailers that offer the large variety of foods needed for a healthy 
diet such as fresh fruits and vegetables, whole grains, fresh dairy and lean meat 
products. Instead, individuals in these areas may be more reliant on convenience 
stores, fast food or similar retailers, or they may not have enough money to afford the 
higher prices. These areas of limited access are called “food deserts.”* 
 
Consider this from a biological perspective.  Why would food deserts lead to greater 
incidences of obesity?  Make a claim, support with evidence, and provide reasoning. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now, connect this to inequities among communities.  Knowing this information, and 
what you read/watched, consider the occurrences of pre-existing conditions that may 
make some communities at a greater risk of complications due to COVID-19.   Make a 
claim, support with evidence, and provide reasoning.  Be sure to reference the 
incidents of food deserts in specific regions of South Carolina. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*Adapted from Teaching Tolerance: Food Desert Investigation  
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