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USDA Higher Education Grant:
Interdisciplinary course: “Food and Nutrition Business 
Information and Communication.”
Virtual Collaboratory: a virtual collaborative learning 
laboratory
Multidisciplinary student teams collaborate with 
industry partners. 
Focus on teamwork, information literacy & 
communication
Librarians as partners with teaching faculty



Project Team
Food Science Dept. & Center for Advanced Food 
Technology (Geetha Ghai, Henryk Daun, 
Mukund Karwe, Karen Schaich)
Nutritional Sciences Dept. (Adria Sherman)
Agricultural, Food, and Resource Economics & 
Food Policy Institute (Ramu Govindasamy )
Rutgers University Libraries (Martin Kesselman, 
Andrew Ruggiero, Ryan Womack)
School of Communication, Information, and 
Library Studies (Dan O’Connor)
Cooperative Education, Food Innovation and 
Research Extension (FIRE)



Collaboration Challenges
Need for common understanding.  Each 
discipline has unique perspectives & vocabulary
Need in the virtual environment to work together, 
schedule their work, and stay on track.
Need to generate ideas, articulate problems
Need a central repository of information and files.
Be able to assess, analyze, and plan for the needs 
of the industry partner.



Collaboration Challenges cont’d
Need to communicate and disseminate 
information to a varied audience
Need a platform that is intuitive & easy to use
Need software that is readily available, open 
source and customizable, or free.



Virtual Collaboratory Services
• Collaborative writing.
• Virtual meetings – class/team forums, chat, 

calendar.
• Virtual Course Pack (textbook)
• Information Resources – portals such as 

AgNIC, data sets, library databases.
• Virtual conferencing
• Additional software Tools



SAKAI
What is Sakai?

Open-source, customizable, web-based 
learning and collaboration environment.
Organized into user-generated ‘Sites’ –
collections of information and 
communications intended for a specific set of 
users.
An Iron Chef (Hiroyuki Sakai)



Why Choose Sakai?
Fully supported and actively developed at 
Rutgers University
Extensive (and growing) toolset and 
customizable interface
Excellent user and access management 
Did we mention it’s free?





Directing the flow
Information professionals help to organize 
site content, but also the flow of 
communication

Available streams of communication:



Plays nice with others
The ‘Web Content’ tool lets you display 
external web media from within the site.
Syndicated news feeds (rss).
Maintains an integrated learning or project 
environment, when Sakai’s features don’t 
meet all your needs.



Looking Ahead
Stabilizing features, polishing the screen 
designs, and clarifying text.
Graduating from pilot phase – into full 
production quality Spring 2007
Overall Assessment at Rutgers in 2008



Tools for Common Understanding
Team Building e.g. simulations (wilderness survival) 
communication style assessment – doer, thinker, 
influencer, connector (outsmartyourbrain.com)
Project Management Tools, e.g. Basecamphq.com
Social Network Analysis – e.g. Iknow (U. Il) who 
knows who, who knows what, who knows who 
knows what.
Vocabulary Tools  such as Agricola, Agrovoc, 
food.oregonstate.edu, Wand Food & Beverage 
Taxonomy (wandinc.com)



BASECAMP



IKNOW



Information Gathering 
Idea Brainstorming and Processing Tools –
Freemind (freemind.sourceforge.net), 
Backpack, (backpackhq.com)
Business and Marketing Plans, e.g. 
agmarketing.extension.psu.edu, 
agviability.cornell.edu
Survey Tools, e.g. SurveyMonkey.com



FREEMIND



BACKPACK



Communication & Dissemination
Evaluation Tools
Presentation Software
Conferencing Software, e.g. Open 
Conference System, Marratech.com



Libraries & Virtual Communities
Take a lead role in the development of supportive 
technologies, e.g. U of MN Blogging
Presence and participation in online courses –
“my librarian” Become a blended librarian
Develop partnerships with teaching faculty, in 
particular with digital initiatives.
Look for opportunities to bring faculty together 
from different disciplines – Synergy!!
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