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Organic Inspector and Reviewer Curriculum 
Program Overview and Implementation Information 

 
Executive Summary 

The Organic Inspector and Reviewer Curriculum was developed through the USDA Transition to Organic 
Partnership Program (TOPP) Workforce Development initiative to help strengthen the pipeline of 
qualified organic inspectors and certification reviewers—professionals who play a critical role in 
protecting the integrity of the USDA organic label. 
 

Designed as an open educational resource, the curriculum provides a standardized, competency-based 
learning experience that prepares individuals for entry into careers in organic certification. Rather than 
creating content from scratch, it brings together many of the strongest educational and informational 
resources from across the organic sector into a cohesive learning program. Where gaps exist—or where 
additional support enhances learning—it supplements these resources with newly developed learning 
activities, case studies, summary documents, and assessments that make complex content more 
accessible and move learners beyond memorization to practical application.  
 
Built in Canvas—one of the most widely used online learning management systems in higher education 
and workforce training—the curriculum is designed for easy adoption by colleges, universities, extension 
programs, certifying agencies, and other workforce development organizations. Its modular design 
supports fully asynchronous delivery while remaining readily adaptable for hybrid and instructor-led 
instruction. 

Spanish Availability: Newly developed curriculum materials have been translated into Spanish. Because 
the curriculum intentionally incorporates existing sector resources whenever possible, some third-party 
materials are currently available only in English. 

Background & Context 

The U.S. organic sector continues to experience sustained growth. In 2024, organic sales reached a 
record $71.6 billion, reflecting continued consumer demand and creating significant opportunities for 
businesses across the organic supply chain. 
 
At the same time, the workforce responsible for protecting the integrity of the USDA organic label has 
not kept pace with industry growth. Recent workforce assessments indicate that 82% of certification 
bodies report insufficient inspector capacity, while approximately 58% of the current certification 
workforce is expected to turn over within the next five years. Without a sufficient pipeline of well-
prepared certification professionals, the continued growth and credibility of the U.S. organic 
certification system may be at risk. 
 

Recognizing both this workforce need and the considerable high-quality instructional and informational 
resources that already exist within the organic community, the project adopted a deliberate "build 
rather than duplicate" approach to curriculum development. Before developing new instructional 
materials, the project team conducted an extensive landscape assessment, identifying, cataloguing, and 
evaluating more than 250 educational resources from USDA, accredited certifiers, universities, nonprofit 
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organizations, and other trusted institutions. Existing resources were incorporated wherever they 
represented high-quality instructional content, while new materials—such as case studies, learning 
exercises, and topic-specific executive summaries—were developed where important gaps were 
identified. 
 

The result is a standardized, competency-based curriculum that brings together the strongest existing 
educational resources into a cohesive learning experience while reducing duplication of effort across the 
sector. 
 
The overall aim of this work is to support the building of a skilled, sustainable certification workforce 
that protects organic integrity, maintains consumer trust, and supports the continued growth of the U.S. 
organic sector. 

Competency-Based Design 

The curriculum is organized around competency frameworks developed for four certification roles: 
Organic Crop Inspector, Organic Crop Reviewer, Organic Livestock Inspector, and Organic Livestock 
Reviewer. Competency frameworks define the knowledge, skills, and professional behaviors required for 
successful job performance, ensuring that learning is directly aligned with the real-world demands of the 
role. These frameworks served as the foundation for curriculum development, guiding the learning 
objectives, instructional activities, and assessments throughout the program.  

Intended Audience 

The curriculum is designed primarily for individuals preparing to enter careers as organic inspectors and 
reviewers. It assumes little or no prior certification experience and provides the foundational knowledge 
and skills needed to begin developing competence in these roles. While the curriculum supports formal 
learning, it is intended to complement practical agricultural and certification experience. 
 
The curriculum may also benefit: 

● New employees of accredited certifying agencies seeking foundational training 
● Agricultural professionals transitioning into organic certification roles 
● Existing inspectors and reviewers looking to refresh or expand their knowledge 
● Colleges, universities, extension programs, and workforce development organizations seeking a 

standardized curriculum to prepare learners for careers in organic certification 

Instructional Design Approach 

The curriculum is designed around the principle that effective inspectors and reviewers need more than 
regulatory knowledge—they need to understand how the organic certification system functions as an 
interconnected whole. Throughout the curriculum, learners are encouraged to think systemically, 
recognizing how regulations, Organic System Plans, operational practices, documentation, verification 
activities, and professional judgment work together to support organic integrity. 
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Learning emphasizes authentic workplace application through case studies, document analysis, 
regulation-based exercises, traceability and mass balance activities, and ongoing reflection through a 
Learning Journal.  
 
Developed in Canvas, the curriculum supports fully asynchronous delivery while remaining readily 
adaptable for hybrid and instructor-led learning environments 

Hours, Credentialing, and Delivery 

The curriculum is designed to align with current USDA guidance recommending approximately 50 hours 
of formal training for new organic inspectors, complemented by approximately 2,000 hours of relevant 
field experience. The core crop inspector and reviewer curriculum represents approximately 55–60 
hours of learner engagement, including instructional content, applied learning activities, and 
assessments. An optional four-module livestock specialization provides an additional 8–15 hours of 
instruction and applied work. 
 
As a workforce development program, the curriculum aligns naturally with a Continuing Education Unit 
(CEU) model (approximately five CEUs), while also providing flexibility for colleges and universities to 
adapt the curriculum for academic credit. In its current form, the curriculum could reasonably support 
approximately one to two semester credit hours, with opportunities for future expansion. 

Program Learning Outcomes 

The curriculum aims to prepare learners to: 
 

1. Navigate, interpret, and apply the USDA organic regulations and supporting guidance, developing 
confidence in locating and using the regulations that underpin organic certification. 

2. Differentiate and explain the distinct yet complementary roles and responsibilities of inspectors, 
reviewers, and their certifying agents; describe how these functions work together to uphold 
certification standards and protect the integrity of the organic seal. 

3. Move beyond knowledge acquisition to application by analyzing, evaluating, and applying critical 
organic inspection concepts through case studies, applied exercises, and structured reflection that 
strengthen critical thinking and professional judgment  

4. Develop the professional capabilities required to perform effectively as an organic inspector or 
reviewer, including exercising sound judgment, maintaining impartiality and confidentiality, 
communicating effectively with diverse stakeholders, and applying risk-based approaches. 

Curriculum Overview 

The curriculum is organized into five progressive sections that build from foundational knowledge of the 
organic certification system toward increasingly specialized inspector and reviewer responsibilities.  
 
Note: Although development is ongoing, the overall structure is expected to remain substantially 
consistent. Individual learning activities and resources may continue to evolve as additional materials are 
developed and incorporated. 
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Section I: Foundational Modules (5 modules) 

The curriculum begins by establishing a common foundation for all learners, regardless of their intended 
certification role. These modules introduce the USDA National Organic Program, the regulatory 
framework governing organic certification, and the overall certification process before progressing into 
topics such as Organic System Plans (OSPs), supply chain integrity, auditing, fraud prevention, and 
professional ethics. Together, these modules provide the essential knowledge required before learners 
begin role-specific training. 
 
Modules include: 
 

● Understanding Organic Regulations and the Roles that Uphold Organic Integrity  

● Working with the Organic System Plan (OSP)  

● Maintaining Supply Chain Integrity: Compliance, Recordkeeping & Auditing  

● Recognizing Fraud Risks and Applying Risk-Based Approaches  

● Professional Conduct and Impartiality for Inspectors and Reviewers 

 

 
 

Section II: Organic Crop Operations (6 modules) 

Building upon the foundational modules, learners explore the major regulatory requirements governing 
organic crop production. Topics include land eligibility, soil quality and fertility, seeds and planting stock, 
approved substances and excluded methods, pest, weed, and disease management, and natural 
resource conservation. Throughout these modules, learners apply regulations to realistic operational 
scenarios while developing an understanding of how compliance is demonstrated through observation, 
documentation, and records. 
 
Modules include: 
 

● Organic Crop Operations: Foundations and Land Requirements  

● Soil Quality and Fertility Management  

● Seeds, Seedlings and Planting Stock  

● Inputs, Materials, Substance Use and Excluded Methods  

● Pest, Weed and Disease Management  

● Natural Resource Conservation and Stewardship 

 

 
 

Section III. The Role of the Organic Inspector (4 modules) 

Having developed a strong understanding of the regulatory requirements governing organic production, 
learners shift to the practical responsibilities of organic inspectors. These modules focus on preparing 
for inspections, conducting effective on-site verification activities, documenting findings, communicating 
professionally with operations, and producing objective inspection reports. Throughout the section, 
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learners practice applying regulations in authentic inspection scenarios while strengthening observation, 
interviewing, evidence collection, and professional judgment. 
 
Modules include: 
 

● Preparing to Inspect: Professional Responsibilities and Readiness  

● Conducting the Inspection: Observations and Verification  

● Documenting the Inspection: Reporting and Synthesis  

● Thinking Like an Inspector: Effective On-Farm Communication and Presence 

 

 

Section IV. The Role of the Organic Reviewer (4 modules) 

Reviewer modules build upon the inspector curriculum by focusing on analytical evaluation and 
certification decision-making. Learners practice reviewing complete certification records, assessing the 
sufficiency and quality of evidence, identifying inconsistencies and compliance concerns, and developing 
clear, defensible certification decisions. These modules emphasize critical thinking, regulatory 
interpretation, and consistency in applying certification requirements. 
 
Modules include: 
 

● Reviewing for Readiness: Pre-Inspection Assessment  

● Post-Inspection Evaluation: Assessing Evidence and Determining Compliance  

● Making and Communicating Certification Decisions  

● Thinking Like a Reviewer: Judgment and Decision-Making Capability 

 

 
 

Section V. Organic Livestock Operations (4 modules) 

The curriculum concludes with an optional livestock specialization designed for learners pursuing 
livestock inspection or review responsibilities. These modules introduce the additional regulatory 
requirements governing organic livestock production and provide opportunities to apply those 
requirements through practical certification scenarios involving animal origin, nutrition, health, welfare, 
traceability, and handling. 
 
Modules include: 
 

● Organic Livestock Operations: Introduction & Foundations  

● Animal Origin, Identification, and Traceability  

● Feed, Nutrition, and Pasture Systems  

● Animal Health Care and Living Conditions 
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Typical Module Structure 

Modules follow a consistent instructional design that guides learners from foundational knowledge to 
practical application. Modules are intentionally sequenced to build understanding, reinforce learning, 
and provide multiple opportunities for learners to apply concepts before moving to the next topic. 
 
Modules generally include: 

↓ Module Overview & Learning Objectives – Clearly defines the purpose of the module and the 
competencies learners will develop. 

↓ Topic Introductions – Provides context and introduces key concepts. 

↓ Curated Learning Resources – Guides learners through regulations and high-quality existing 
resources from across the organic sector. 

↓ Applied Learning Activities – Reinforces learning through case studies, document analysis, 
regulation "scavenger hunts," traceability exercises, mass balance activities, and other 
workplace-relevant scenarios. 

↓ Metacognitive Reflection – Encourages learners to examine their thinking, record insights, 
identify areas for growth, and connect new knowledge to professional practice.  

↓ Knowledge Checks – Self-check questions provide immediate opportunities for review before 
learners complete a short comprehension quiz. 

↓ Module Summary & Transition – Reinforces key takeaways and prepares learners for the next 
stage of the curriculum. 

Contact Information 
 
If you are interested in learning more about this curriculum, please contact Marni Karlin at 
marni@karlinstrategic.com or Gwendolyn Wyard at gwenwyard@organicsos.com.  
 
For more information about the program in general, please check our webpage at 
https://organicsos.com/topp-national-organic-curriculum/ 
 
If you would like to learn more about the national workforce shortage driving development of the TOPP 
National Organic Curriculum, download the Organic Inspector Workforce Opportunity Brief. 
 
We are looking for more partners to help us grow a talented pool of organic professionals! 
 
 

 
Funded Through USDA’s TOPP Initiative 

This project is funded through USDA’s Transition to Organic Partnership Program (TOPP), a national initiative 
supporting organic workforce development and integrity. 
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