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BY KIM TARNOPOLSKI 
AFN Guest Writer

Amplify Voices is a transformative 
organization in Arizona dedicat-
ed to empowering marginalized 

communities through advocacy, educa-
tion, and support. 

By addressing systemic inequities 
and amplifying the voices of those often 
unheard, Amplify Voices has become a 
cornerstone of community engagement 
and empowerment. 

Established in September 2020, Am-
plify Voices has helped survivors of sex-
ual assault and human trafficking, the 
formerly incarcerated, and breast cancer 
survivors tell their stories, with plans to 
move into the area of mental health in 
2025.

One of the most impactful ways that 
Amplify Voices helps women tell their 
stories is through their 90-Day Speaker 
Training Experience. 

This program is designed to help par-
ticipants discover and shape the pow-
erful voice inside them, allowing it to 
be used as an influential instrument of 
change.

Participants are taught how to effec-
tively craft and deliver an authentic and 
compelling message within a safe and 
supportive environment. They graduate 
the program by delivering their talk live 
during a main stage event at a local the-
ater. 

The nonprofit also hosts Speaker Cir-
cles where a group of seven individuals 
meet virtually over a 45-day period. In 
the safe community of the Circle, par-
ticipants begin to discover their voice 
and develop a talk (using simple Amplify 
tools) focused on delivering a message 

to their audience based on what they 
learned through their adverse experi-
ences. 

At the end of the 45 days, participants 
deliver their talk (virtually) to the other 
Speaker Circle participants and vol-
unteer “Buddies” who support them 
through the process.

Through these programs, the organi-
zation creates spaces where individuals 
can share their narratives and advocate 
for their communities. 

This storytelling not only raises aware-
ness about the challenges faced by these 
communities but also fosters empathy 
and understanding among a broader au-
dience. 

By giving individuals a platform to 
share their experiences, Amplify Voices 
helps bridge gaps and build connections 
within the community.

In August, Amplify Voices Executive 
Director Amanda Schneider shared the 
group’s mission with her 100+ Women 
Who Care Valley of the Sun group in Ah-
watukee. 

100+ Women Who Care aids Amplify Voices

Amplify Voices Executive Director Amanda Schneider accepted the donation from 100+ 
Women Who Care Valley of the Sun group in Ahwatukee with  Deb Shapiro representing 
the donors circle. (Special to AFN)

BY APARNA SEKHAR 
AFN Staff Writer

Stepping into the Agritopia Farm, 
one would never realize that the 
11 acres of fertile farmland are lo-

cated smack dab in the middle of the 
town’s urban landscape. 

Educating the town’s youth about 
farming practices in such “agrihoods” is 
CC Garrett’s mission, aka Miss Hickory, 
a retired public school English teacher 

who is the founder and head of Agrito-
pia’s Farm Hands program.

Garrett created the program in 2020, 
combining her 40 years of teaching ex-
perience and her love for self-sustained 
agriculture. The original three-hour core 
program designed for children from 
kindergarten to fifth grade has evolved 
today into a multi-faceted curriculum, 

Agritopia Farm also has a community garden where plots of land can be rented.
(David Minton/Staff Photographer)

Agritopia program 
brings farms to schools

see AGRITOPIA page 32
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dance from a number of 
schools in Gilbert, Tempe 
and Mesa, both public and 
private. Some schools even 
make sure that their stu-
dents make it to the farm 
twice a year for the tour. 

Owing to the scale at 
which the program is 
growing, the farm now is 
expanding to include an 
indoor-outdoor classroom. 
As per Garrett, the building 
is the next step in making 
the program more acces-
sible, with a shaded area for 
groups to cool off and rest-
room facilities close to the 
tour path.

Interested parents and 
teachers can book the tours 
through the program’s web-
site and check for regular 
updates through their so-
cial media posts. They can 
also contribute to the funds 
for the new building by 
sponsoring picnic tables, 
add company logos as rec-
ognition on the building 
walls or buy engraved bricks.

Garrett is also constantly working on 
diversifying the curriculum. Over the 
last two months, she attended sessions 
by the Arizona Farm Bureau to under-
stand more about GMO based foods and 
the organic side of farming practices. 

She is already working on a grant with 
the Farm Bureau by building a lesson 
plan around the topics.

“This summer, I’ve gone from going, 
‘oh my gosh’ because somebody I love 
told me that GMO soybeans are so bad, 
and I just spewed untruth,” she said.

But ultimately for Garrett, the goal is 
to ignite a passion for agriculture and 
the outdoors in the kids.

“Not every kid loves the science of 
studying the planting guide. But I think 
they just come back because of the love 
that they feel, the passion that we have.

“As a teacher, you know that those 
things are what makes that emotional 
connection. And once you hit that emo-
tional connection, when kids walk away 
from here, I want them to understand 
where food comes from.”

With the fall, Agritopia Farm is also 
back to having its monthly Farm Nights 
event - a weekday farmer’s market held 

the second Wednesday each month. 
Organizers Taylor Merchant and Alex 

Beuerlein said the market is an acces-
sible option for many patrons, who re-
quested the farm to add this event to 
their calendar in addition to the week-
end markets.

The event began in 2016 and runs 
from September to May every year. On 
the morning of the event, patrons can 
attend a free farm tour at 9 a.m. There 
are also free educational classes offered 
- cooking and mocktail demos, Farm 
Hands classes and even beekeeping in-
formation sessions.

Merchant  said that to add to the at-
mosphere, the farm has partnered with 
Garage East Winery to provide live mu-
sic at the event.

For each month’s themed event, Mer-
chant estimates over 30 vendors with as 
many as 600 attendees at times. 

Patrons can peruse and buy from a va-
riety of wares - from jellies, fresh sour-
dough, baked goods, books, soaps, even 
homemade dog treats. The next Farm 
Nights event will be held on Oct. 9.

To learn more about Farm Hands and 
the monthly farmers market: agritopia-
farm.com.  

activity and age-based project.
“We just started by bringing in kids, 

making connections with educators that 
I knew. That first year we had maybe 500 
kids, and then with word of mouth, it 
grew and grew,” Garrett said.

Last year, the attendance of the year-
round program had grown to almost 
2,000 students, with even an agribusi-
ness class from Arizona State University 
visiting the farm, she said.

The program entails a tour where stu-
dents learn about the farm’s history, 
present-day agricultural methods and 
about the crops growing its fields. The 
tour ends with the kids picking out sam-
ples of the crops in the fields to taste.

Another part of the developing curric-
ulum that is a big hit among the kids is 
the farm art class, according to Garrett. 
Students are encouraged to use their 
imagination and paint in groups after 
the tour. 

“Even on the comments that have 
come in from Instagram, kids just love 
the experience. They love being outside. 
They love the focus on food, and they 
love preparing food. Not every kid loves 
the art we make. They do it anyway,” 
Garrett said.

The farm tour itself loops around the 

farm’s chicken coops, community gar-
dening areas and Garrett’s own vegeta-
ble garden.

Teachers and parents can opt for 
an outdoor classroom theme as well, 
where kids can participate in digging 
the soil and planting seeds, harvesting 
vegetables and preparing a meal, quite 
literally bringing the farm to the table.

A class that Garrett calls the most 
impactful with the kids is her Victory 
Garden lesson - a US history lesson 
to highlight the country’s agricultural 
background. Garrett was awarded a 
grant from the College of Sustainability 
at Arizona State University for the les-
son plan.

“So with Victory Gardens, I try to hit 
fifth grade, eighth grade and 12th grad-
ers, because that’s when they study US 
history,” she said. “I think it’s important 
that they know that America fed the 
world right during World War One and 
World War Two.”

High schoolers who develop an avid 
interest to learn more about the pro-
cess can also enroll in more advanced 
courses like the farm’s culinary arts 
program. Garrett said that they even ac-
cept interns at the farm to work over the 
summer.

The program boasts of regular atten-
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Retired teacher CC Garrett, who founded the  Farm Hands 
program at Agritopia Farm, annually teaches hundreds of 
students of all ages about agriculture, its history and its 
practices. (David Minton/Staff Photographer)

The members were moved by her 
presentation and selected the char-
ity to receive their quarterly donation of 
$15,475. 

“Storytelling has the power to bridge 
gaps of understanding, widen com-
passion, and transform perspectives,” 
Schneider said. “A voice, a story, an ex-
perience shared creates a ripple effect 
that touches everyone who hears it. 

“The donation from 100+ Women Who 
Care Valley of the Sun is just as impact-
ful. It will continue to ripple out through 
the voices uplifted through our Speaker 
Circle programming.”

Since the chapter’s inception in 2015, 
100+ Women Who Care Valley of the Sun 
has donated over $1.3 million to local 
charities. 

To learn more or to register for their 
upcoming giving circle on Oct. 29, visit 
100wwcvalleyofthesun.org. Guests are 
welcome.

To learn more about Amplify Voices, 
visit https://amplifyvoices.org.  
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