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Employment 
 

Bernadotte Schmitt Chair of Excellence, Professor of History, University of Tennessee, 
current 
Professor of History, University of Texas Rio Grande Valley, Edinburg, TX, Fall 2021 – July 
2025 
Associate Professor of History, University of Texas Rio Grande Valley, Edinburg, TX, Fall 
2014-Summer 2021 
Assistant/Associate Professor of History, University of Texas Pan American, Edinburg, TX.  
2008-Sept. 1, 2014   

 
 

Education 
 
 PhD   U.S. History, Purdue University, 2008  
 MA  U.S. History, Iowa State University, 2004 
 BA  History/Mass Communications, University of Evansville, 2001 

 
 
Monographs 

Campus Babies: Practice Parenting to Make Modern Mothers, in progress 
 
The Fundamental Institution: Poverty, Social Welfare, and Agriculture in American 
Almshouses, 2022, University of Illinois Press  
 
Fostering on the Farm: Placing Out Dependent Children in the Rural Midwest, 1865-1920, 
2015, University of Illinois Press, Paperback, 2019  

Recipient, 2017 Vincent P. DeSantis Prize for Best First Book, Society for Historians 
of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era  

 

Book Chapters 

mailto:mbirk@utk.edu


“Social Welfare and Agriculture in Iowa: Land, Labor, and the County Home,” for Iowa 
Agriculture from “The Golden Age” to World War II ed. J.A. Anderson, Pamela Riney-
Kehrberg, proposal accepted  
 
“Rural Life” in A Companion to U.S. Agricultural History, Wiley Press, 2022  

Selected as one of the Best Historical Materials published in 2021 and 2022 by the 
Reference and User Services Association, an affiliate of the American Library 
Association 

 

Peer Reviewed Articles 

• “’Don’t ever speak unless you can do it right:’ University Research and Dependent 
Children,” Revisions underway for Journal for the History of Childhood and Youth 

• “The Better the Farm, the Better the Food: Institutional diet, agricultural practices, and 
nutrition in US almshouses,” Food, Culture, and Society, 23:3, June 2020  

• “Poor Placed-Out Girls: The Rural Household Economy and the Value of Girlhood in the 
US”, Journal for the History of Childhood and Youth, 12:3, Fall 2019  

• “The Farm, Foster Care, and Dependent Children in the Midwest, 1870-1920,” Journal of 
the Progressive Era and Gilded Age, 12:3, Fall, 2013 

• “Lyman Alden: Setting an Institutional Example,” Indiana Magazine of History, June, 2013 
• “Supply and Demand: The Mutual Dependency of Children’s Institutions and the 

American Farmer,” Agricultural History, 66:1, Winter 2012   
• “Playing House: Training Modern Mothers at Iowa State College Home Management 

Houses, 1921-1951” Annals of Iowa, 64:1, 2005.  Recipient, 2006 Throne Aldrich Award 
for best article  

 

Reviews and Invited Essays 

• The Sentimental State: How Women-Led Reform Built the American Welfare State, by 
Elizabeth Garner Mesarik, for Register of Kentucky Historical Society, Accepted for Fall 
2025 

• Rehab on the Range: A History of Addiction and Incarceration in the American West, by 
Holly M. Karibo, for the Journal of Texas History, Accepted for Summer 2025 

• Agriculture in the Midwest, by Doug Hurt, for Journal of American History, 111:3, Dec. 
2024 

• “Voices from the Field: Farm Families,” for the National Parks Service Books-to-Parks, 
Lyddie, Lowell National Historic Park, Fall 2024 

• The Farmer’s Lawyer, by Sarah Vogel, for Environmental History, 28:1, Jan. 2023 
• “U.S. History as Part of a Core Curriculum,” Middle West Review, 9:2, Spring 2023 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/lyddie-voices-families.htm


• In Defense of Farmers: The Future of Agriculture in the Shadow of Corporate Power, ed. 
Jane W. Gibson and Sara E. Alexander, for New Mexico Historical Review, 97:1, Winter, 
2022 

• Birthing the West: Mothers and Midwives in the Rockies and Plains, by Jennifer J. Hill, 
for The Annals of Iowa, 81:2, Spring 2022 

• Upon the Alter of Work: Child Labor and the Rise of a New American Sectionalism, by 
Betsy Wood, for Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, 20:2, April 2021 

• Raising Government Children: A History of Foster Care and the American Welfare State, 
by Catherine Rymph, for the Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth, 12:2, April 
2019  

• Harvest of Hazards: Family Farming, Accidents, and Expertise in the Corn Belt, 1940-
1975, by Derek Oden, for the New Mexico Historical Review, 94:1, Winter 2019  

• The Takeover: Chicken Farming and the Roots of American Agribusiness, by 
Monica Gisolfi, for the Journal of Southern History, 84:3, August 2018  

• Review Essay: Dining Out in Boston; Restaurant Republic, by James O’Connell, Kelly 
Erby, for The New England Quarterly, 90:2, June 2017   

• The Crops Look Good: News from a Midwestern Family Farm, by Sara DeLuca for 
Agricultural History, 90:2, Spring 2016  

• Blood Oranges: Colonialism and Agriculture in the South Texas Borderlands, by Timothy 
Bowman, for the Western Historical Quarterly, 48:2, August, 2016 

• The British Gentry, The Southern Planter, and the Northern Farmer: Agriculture and 
sectional antagonism in North America, by James Huston, for the Canadian Journal of 
History, 51:3, Winter 2016   

• Union Heartland: The Midwest During the Civil War by J.A. Anderson and Ginette Aley 
for Kansas History, 37:1, June 2014 

• The Charleston Orphan Home by John Murray for The Journal of Southern History, 80:2, 
May 2014 

• The Forgotten Generation: American Children and World War II by Lisa Ossian for 
Kansas History, 34:3, Fall 2011  

• Turning the Tables: Restaurants and the Rise of the American Middle Class, 1880-1920 
by Andrew Haley for H-Net, Progressive Era, Dec. 2011   

•  Small Wonder: The Little Red School House in History and Memory by Jonathan 
Zimmerman, for Agricultural History, 84:4, Fall 2010   

• Cuyahoga Valley National Park Handbook by Carolyn V. Platt for Ohio History, 115:1, 
Aug. 2008 

 

 
Conference Presentations and Invited Talks 

• Early American Childhood, The National Landscape: Civil Rights from Colonies to 
Compromise, National Council for History Education, March 2025 



• “Campus Babies and Modern Motherhood,” Rural Women’s Studies Association 
Meeting, May 2024, Jonesboro, Arkansas  

• “Poor Farms to County Hospitals, a Mid-Western Transition,” Western Historical 
Association Meeting, October 2023, Los Angeles, California  

• “Why Foster Care Started on Farms,” Iowa Historical Society/Iowa History 101 Series, 
August, 2023 

• “The Ongoing History Jobs Crisis Roundtable,” Midwestern Historical Association 
Meeting, May, 2023 

• “Campus Babies: Training Modern Mothers,” Iowa State University Department of 
History RATE Speaker, March, 2023 

• “Protector of the Poor: Iowa’s Poor Farms and Midwestern Social Welfare,” Iowa 
Historical Society/Iowa History 101 Series, February, 2023  

• Food Security and Agriculture in Texas, Methodist Health Care Ministries, San Antonio, 
Texas, Summer and Fall 2022  

• Roundtable on Regional Protocols and Place Poetics in the Middle West and on the 
Great Plains, Western Historical Association Meeting, San Antonio, Texas, October, 
2022 

• Book talk on The Fundamental Institution, Labor and Working Class History 
Association, August, 2022  

• Rural Childhood, The Rural Experience in America, sponsored by the National Council 
for History Education, May, 2022 

• From Free to Fee: Local Control and U.S. Child Placement Policies. Society for the 
History of Childhood and Youth, Galway IR (virtual), June 2021 

• Public Health Care for the Rural Poor: 19th Century Institutional Medicine, Agricultural 
History Society, June 2020 (cancelled)/June 2021 (virtual)   

• “Stock the Larder for Institutional-Scale Cooking at Poor Farms and Almshouses in the 
United States,” Rural Women’s Studies Association, Guelph ON (virtual), May 2021 

• From Labor to Languish: Men, Masculinity, and Poor Farm Residency, Agricultural 
History Society, Washington, DC, June 2019 

• “Born in the Country” Roundtable, Agricultural History Society, Washington, DC, June 
2019 

• Shelter and Security: The County Poor Farm as a Women’s Resource, Organization of 
American Historians, Sacramento, April 2018  

• “Local Homes for Local Children,” Orphan Train Colloquium sponsored by the NEH, 
Kearny, Nebraska, October, 2018  

• “From Farm Work to Famous Faces: Twentieth Century Placement Practices for African 
American Children” Society for the History of Childhood and Youth, Camden, New 
Jersey, June 2017   

• “The Agricultural Roots of Midwestern Social Welfare” Midwestern Historical 
Association, Grand Rapids, Michigan, June 2017  



• “An historical foundation for urban gardening and reclamation of deserted lots: 
remembering the Pingree Plan” Agricultural History Society, New York, New York, June 
2016 

• African American Children and Placing Out: Examining Race in Home Finding, Society for 
the History of Childhood and Youth, Biennial Meeting, Vancouver, BC, June 2015 

• “Home” Children”: Exploring Relationships in Institutions for Children, Chair/Comment, 
Society for the History of Childhood and Youth, Biennial Meeting, Vancouver, BC, June 
2015 

• Not Enough to Meet the Demand: The Significance of Placed Out 
Girls on American Farms, Rural Women’s Studies Association Meeting, San Marcos, TX, 
Feb. 2015 

• “Learning by Doing: Food History and Service Learning in the Rio Grande Valley,” 
Agricultural History Society Meeting, Provo, Utah, June 2014 

• “Poor Farm Inc.: Did the Poor Farm Really Farm?” Agricultural History Society Meeting, 
Banff, AB, Canada, June 2013 

• “Rural Women’s Lives through the Lens of the Life Cycle” Chair/Comment, Agricultural 
History Society Meeting, Banff, AB, Canada, June 2013 

• “Personalizing the Institution: How the Rose Orphan’s Home Became the Nation’s 
Leading Example of Institutional Care” Society for the History of Childhood and Youth at 
the American Historical Association, New Orleans, Jan. 2013 

• “Youth, Labor, and Citizenship in the United States”, Chair/Commentator, 
Generations: Rethinking Age and Citizenship Conference, Wayne State University, 
March, 2012  

• “Teaching Food History as Agricultural History,” Roundtable, Agricultural History 
Society Conference, Springfield, IL, June 2011 

• “Fighting Over the Future: Social Reformers and Childhood in Nineteenth-Century 
America,” Organization for American Historians, Washington D.C., April 2010 

 

Media 

• Wisconsin Today, NPR, November, 2024 
• Talk of Iowa, NPR, May, 2024 
• “One Bite is Everything,” Podcast, May, 2024  
• “There was an outcry about ‘practice babies,’ USA Today, Feb. 2024 
• Presenter, Oregon Public Broadcasting, Oregon Stories, Feb. 2023 
• Rural Women’s Studies Association blog post, “Poor Farms and the Mythmaking of the 

Multitasking Woman,” https://ruralwomensstudies.wordpress.com/2022/09/01/poor-
farms-and-the-mythmaking-of-the-multitasking-woman/, September, 2022.  

• New Books Network, Public Policy Channel podcast, “The Fundamental Institution,” 
https://newbooksnetwork.com/the-fundamental-institution, Spring 2022. 

• Organization of American Historians, Intervals podcast, “Public Health at the Poor 
Farm,” Spring, 2021 

https://www.wpr.org/shows/wisconsin-today-2
https://www.npr.org/podcasts/402557420/talk-of-iowa
https://www.usatoday.com/story/life/health-wellness/2024/02/15/parenting-practice-babies-controversy/72322752007/
https://www.pbs.org/video/poor-farms-hpeum5/
https://ruralwomensstudies.wordpress.com/2022/09/01/poor-farms-and-the-mythmaking-of-the-multitasking-woman/
https://ruralwomensstudies.wordpress.com/2022/09/01/poor-farms-and-the-mythmaking-of-the-multitasking-woman/
https://newbooksnetwork.com/the-fundamental-institution
https://www.oah.org/captivate-podcast/midwestern-healthcare-and-poor-farms-in-the-late-19th-century/
https://www.oah.org/captivate-podcast/midwestern-healthcare-and-poor-farms-in-the-late-19th-century/


• Thoughts About Food, podcast, Fall 2020  
• SHCY book feature, Fostering on the Farm, 

http://www.shcy.org/features/books/fostering-on-the-farm-child-placement-in-the-
rural-midwest/  2018 

• Judge, Masterminds, KRGV, 2015-2018 
• Consultant/Presenter, Who Do You Think You Are, TLC, January 2017 
• Central Standard, KCUR (NPR Kansas City), interview, July 2017 
• WFHB Indiana Magazine of History interview, 2013 

 

 

Funding and Grant Participation 

• NEH Public Scholars Applicant, $60,000, 2022-23, not funded  
• SEED Grant for Faculty Research, UTRGV, $5,000, 2023  
• Faculty Development Leave, UTRGV – Spring 2018  
• NEH funded working group, Public Heritage Degree Design, UTRGV, 2019-2020 
• NEH funded working group, Gender and Women’s Studies Program, UTRGV, 2017-19 
• USDA/NSF Grant Co-PI, Sustainable Agriculture and Food Systems Degree Support, 

2015-16, unfunded  
• NSF Funded Associate to Full participant - UTRGV 2018-2019 
• Faculty Research Council Grant Award, UTRGV 2015, UTPA 2009 
• NEH Summer Grant Award Finalist, 2011 

 

Classes Taught at Graduate and Undergraduate Levels 

• U.S. History I, II, seated, online, reduced seat, honors  
• Emergence of the Modern Era, seated, online  
• American Food History, seated, online 
• Family and Childhood in the U.S. 
• Social Welfare History  
• Senior Research Seminar Capstone Class, seated, online 
• Graduate Seminars in Food history; Childhood and Family; 19th Century America; Social 

History; Teaching History at the College Level; Research post-1877   
• Quality Matters Certified for Online Teaching  

 

Select Professional Service and Administrative Appointments 

• President, Midwestern History Association, 2024-2026 
• UTRGV CLA Dean Search Committee Member, 2024-25 

https://thoughtaboutfood.podbean.com/
http://www.shcy.org/features/books/fostering-on-the-farm-child-placement-in-the-rural-midwest/
http://www.shcy.org/features/books/fostering-on-the-farm-child-placement-in-the-rural-midwest/


• UTRGV CLA Tenure and Promotion Committee Member, 2023-24 
• UTRGV Provost’s Fellow, May 2021-May 2024  
• Participant, Junior Scholars Workshop, Southern Historical Association, 2024 
• Center for the Study of the American West, book prize committee, 2022, 2023  
• Vice-President/President Elect, Midwestern History Association, June 2022-2024  
• UTRGV CLA Representative, Faculty Success and Development Council, May 2020-May 

2021 
• Chair, UTRGV Department Chair Search Committee – 2019-2020 (cancelled)  
• Member, editorial board Middle West Review – 2018 – 2025   
• Secretary, Midwestern History Association – 2018 - 2022 
• Chair, DeSantis Prize Committee, Society for the Historians of the Gilded Age and 

Progressive Era, 2018-19  
• Chair, department annual review and P/T committee, 2018-2019, 2023-24  
• Graduate Program Coordinator, Department of History, 2014-2020 
• Member, department promotion and tenure committee 2015-2020  
• Organizer, South Texas Dual Enrollment History Conference, February 2016  
• Search Committee Member, Dean of Liberal Arts, University of Texas Rio Grande Valley, 

2015 
• Grant reviewer: National Historical Publications and Records Commission, 2016-

2017/2020  
• Project Sin Fronteras Cohort Member for Sustainability in the Classroom, Spring 2015 
• Secretary, University Graduate Council, 2014-2015; member 2013-2014 
• Program Committee, Agricultural History Society, 2013, 2023 
• Parliamentarian, College Council Representative, 2011-2013 
• Policy, Personnel, Executive, Graduate, and Undergraduate History committee 

member 
• Graduate, Academic Computing, and Affirmative Action university committee member 
• New Faculty Mentor, 2014-2016 
• Manuscript Reviewer, European Journal of American Studies, Journal of the Gilded Age 

and Progressive Era, Kansas History, Agricultural History, The Middle West Review, 
Sociological Forum, The History Teacher, Oxford University Press, Routledge Press, 
Wiley Press, The Historian, Texas Tech University Press, University of Illinois Press  

• Internal Grant Reviewer, Walmart Foundation, UTPA, 2012     
• Thesis committee member and advisor, various students    

 

Select Trainings and Community Service 

• Recertified, Quality Matters, 2023 
• ALLY Training/DREAM advocate training, 2020/2021 
• Guest speaker, Rehabilitation and Counseling PhD Program, Fall 2018, 2020, 2021, 

2022   



• Guest speaker, Women’s History Month – UTRGV, spring 2019  
• Guest speaker, Edinburg Rotary Club, Spring 2017  
• Guest speaker, Center for Teaching Excellence service learning, Spring 2016  
• Grant Administrator for Gear Up: Master’s Education Program for History  
• Service Learning Cohort, Undergraduate Research and Service Learning, 2013-14 
• Women’s Writing Across Curriculum Group, 2010-2012 
• Certified Quality Matters online learning reviewer, Spring 2014 
• Center for Online Learning and Technology online learning and Quality Matters cohorts 
• Hybrid Learning Seminar with UTSA, 2011 
• Speaker at Donna ISD Social Studies Day 
• Speaker for Region One Social Studies Sessions  
• History Day Judge, 2009-2014, 2020 

 
 

 

  

 


