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Introduction, Purpose, & Objectives
A sense of community and belonging is vital to students’ success in and outside the classroom (Strayhorn, 2019). Research indicates that students with “strong communal ties” in a class are more likely to attend class regularly, be engaged in class activities and discussion, and graduate from college (Elliott et al., 2016; Freeman et al., 2010; McKinney et al., 2006). In fact, nearly 90% of students cited classroom community as a major contributor to satisfaction and academic performance (Harris, 2001). More recently, Cropps and Esters (2021) found that classroom community helped students to understand complex topics and provided a safe place to discuss social issues. The purpose of this conceptual piece is to engage in deeper analysis of classroom community by understanding how when coupled, culturally sustaining pedagogy and humanizing pedagogy can help increase students’ engagement and enhance classroom communal experiences. The objective of this paper is to propose strategies for application of these pedagogies in postsecondary agricultural science classrooms.

Literature Review
Classroom Community 
Scholars have attempted to define community for quite some time; however, as with many terms, there is not one set definition. Across the many definitions, though, there are three interconnected ideas used to describe the concept of community: community as physical space, community as shared values/interests, and community as a communication process (Elliott et al., 2016). Accordingly, classroom community has been examined in the contexts of leveraging a third place or shared academic location/space (Oldenburg, 1999), the need for openness and acceptance through genuine dialogue (Buber, 1955), and the need for common interests through strong ties (Wenger, 1998). Much of the research on classroom community has been limited to primary and secondary settings (Elliott et al., 2016); however, given its connections to sense of belonging and sense of belonging’s implications for student success and retention (Strayhorn, 2019), there is a clear case for postsecondary research to explore classroom community.

Consistent with research conducted at the primary and secondary levels, Kirby and Thomas (2021) found that pedagogical caring and professional competence to belonging in the classroom were important at the postsecondary level. Several studies (Jones, 2008; Thompson, 2008; Thompson & Mazer, 2009; Tinto, 2006) at the postsecondary level found that classroom belongingness improves academic performance and motivation by supporting students’ emotional, academic, and practical needs. Additionally, instructor characteristics, such as being caring, accessible, approachable, and authentic, have been shown as a predictor of academic persistence for at-promise postsecondary students and increased classroom belongingness (Booker, 2016). When instructors engage in practices like Culturally Engaged Campus Environments (CECE; Tinto, 2006), they use humanized education and holistic support. Humanized education describes when students feel like instructors and staff care for their well-being. Holistic support expands on that concept, explaining that students are holistically supported if they have at least one “go-to” instructor or staff they can connect with. Engaging in these practices and furthering CECE help students feel they belong, which is especially important for students who are marginalized in higher education, e.g., racially/ethnically minoritized groups, international students, commuter students, first-generation students, and others (Kirby & Thomas, 2021). As classroom belonging may be more important than campus-level belonging (Blackwell-Starnes, 2018; Cropps, 2023; Wilson et al., 2015), instructors must work to cultivate healthy classroom communities and climates.

Unsurprisingly, scholars assert that the instructor plays a vital role in creating classroom community (Wong et al., 2013). Instructors not only contribute to classroom culture and community, but also establish its norms and expectations by “modeling preferred attitudes for community, creating a physical environment conducive to community, and framing the subject of inquiry for the class” (p. 49). Wong et al.’s work is supported by more recent scholarship from Kirby and Thomas (2021), who found that teachers’ behaviors predicted and contributed to students’ classroom connectedness, community of learning, and high academic expectations. Students also play a role, as they must also contribute to the community and create their own communal ties (Greene & Mitcham, 2012). Instructors must create a supportive classroom culture that encourages this practice. To do so, Bettez and Hytten (2013) emphasize starting the community building process at the administrative level, moving beyond implementing high-impact practices and role modeling. Instead, instructors must “conscientiously create community through facilitation of activities that require students to both critically reflect upon their experiences and simultaneously support each other” (Bettez & Hytten, 2013, p. 22). To achieve this, the university must support instructors in creating a classroom environment where the students and instructors can talk openly about their challenges, hopes, and feelings and be a space that encourages connection rather than competition.

Inclusive Pedagogies
Inclusive teaching is a crucial component of effective education and more specifically, classroom community. Inclusive pedagogies encompass a range of approaches that seek to create and cultivate learning environments that are accessible, engaging, and supportive for all students regardless of background or identity. Inclusive pedagogies have gained traction among agricultural science and education researchers and instructors (e.g, land-based pedagogy, critical pedagogy of agriculture) (Hartmann & Mann, 2021). In higher education, a shift towards decolonizing and culturally relevant and responsive pedagogies bring voices of Indigenous and marginalized communities back into research and pedagogy that has historically been based on one perspective: white academic systems and settler colonial narratives (Garba & Sorentino, 2020; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Muhammad & Williams, 2023; Tuck & Yang, 2012). This shift challenges educators to seek more professional development opportunities to develop their cultural competence to create a more inclusive classroom environment for the diverse learners. In this conceptual paper, we will focus on culturally sustaining pedagogies and humanizing pedagogies as approaches to consider when creating inclusive classroom communities in agricultural sciences education programs.

Conceptual Frameworks
Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy
Culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP) is an expansion on Ladson-Billing’s (1994) culturally relevant pedagogy and calls for teaching strategy to be more than responsive or relevant; it requires that strategies support students in sustaining the cultural and linguistic competencies of their communities while simultaneously providing access to dominant cultural competence (Paris, 2021). As the body of scholarship around CSP has grown, four key features have emerged: (1) critical centering of dynamic communities, their valued languages, practices, and knowledges across the learning setting; (2) community accountability, with students and intergenerational community agency and input; (3) working to be in good relationship with the land, the people of the land, and students and communities; and (4) structured opportunities to contend with internalized oppressions (Paris, 2021). Paris (2021) calls for instructors to “flip” these features into questions as curricular and pedagogical filters to design culturally sustaining spaces with community members.

Humanizing Pedagogy
Freire (1970) described humanizing pedagogy (HP) as a revolutionary pedagogical approach that “ceases to be an instrument by which teachers can manipulate students, but rather expresses the consciousness of the students themselves” (p. 51). He further explained that instructors who use humanizing pedagogy engage in a process of “mutual humanization” with their students through problem-based education with students as coinvestigators in dialogue with their instructors as co-constructors of knowledge. Instructors should engage in this dialogic approach with the goal of critical consciousness, which is the ability to “perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of reality” (p. 17).

Building on Freire’s work and synthesizing more recent, global scholarship on humanizing pedagogy, del Carmen Salazar (2013) asserts that humanizing pedagogy views students as active and capable knowers rather than empty vessels to be filled and emphasizes “the process of becoming more fully human as social, historical, thinking, communicating, transformative, creative persons who participate in and with the world” (del Carmen Salazar, 2013, p. 126). Further, she outlined five tenets as requisite in the pursuit of one’s full humanity through pedagogy: (1) full development of the person, (2) denial of someone else’s humanization is a denial of one’s own, (3) the humanization journey is an individual and collective effort towards critical consciousness, (4) critical reflection and action can transform oppressive structures that impede our humanness, and (5) educators are responsible for promoting a more human world through their pedagogies. 

Methods
Freire (1970) called for scholars to “reinvent” humanizing pedagogy within their own contexts. To consider ways to reinvent humanizing pedagogy in our own context of agricultural sciences, education, leadership, and communication, we ask: What could humanizing pedagogy look and feel like for agricultural sciences education? Further, we expand on this reimagining by seeking to couple humanizing pedagogy with culturally sustaining pedagogy, which has the potential to enhance classroom community, holistic development, and uplift students’ cultural ways of life and knowing. We pulled literature and practices from agricultural sciences education and leadership; environmental education and history; inclusive education literature; and reflections from our own experiences as students and as instructors.

Results
Table 1 describes brief exemplifications that feature student-centered strategies and practices that contribute to classroom community and student engagement in the agricultural postsecondary classroom setting. These strategies are not discipline-specific so that they may be adapted across agricultural classroom contexts. Following the table are brief discipline-specific examples.

Table 1
Strategies, Practices, and Results of Coupling Culturally Sustaining and Humanizing Pedagogies

	Strategy
	Practices
	Result

	Involvement in Classroom Decision-making
	Co-creating clear classroom expectations, soliciting ideas to improve classroom culture, holding peers accountable to themselves and each other, co-leading discussion
	Student empowerment, taking ownership of own learning, positive instructor-student and peer relationships, learn about other cultural values, sense of classroom belonging

	Relationship Building
	Formal and informal activities to get to know each other, instructor interest in students’ lives, role modeling behaviors
	Student-instructor and peer connection, cultural affirmation, authenticity, increased engagement, unlearning of oppressive ideologies, cultural awareness, critical reflection

	Problem-based and Place-based Learning 
	Thoughtful and purposeful team activities, case studies and activities that aim to solve societal issues, cultural affirmation, community engagement, intergenerational input
	Collaboration, teamwork, problem-solving, appreciation of community knowledge, land appreciation, recognition of systems of oppression, critical reflection

	Non-punitive, Restorative, Humanizing Practices
	De-escalation of conflict, allow resubmission of assignments, flexible deadlines
	Conflict resolution and negotiation skills, ethic of care, accountability, exploration of beliefs



Classroom Practices 
Involvement in Classroom Decision-making. Including students in the co-creation of classroom expectations, co-leading discussions, and contributing to the classroom culture and structure are practices shown to help cultivate classroom community and acknowledge students’ values (Lave & Wenger, 1991). In this approach students take ownership and control of their own learning, guiding their development and learning experience. Further, these practices contribute to relationship building by learning more about each other, supporting each other, and holding each other accountable. 

Examples of this include allowing student input and autonomy toward the development of class community-focused service projects and amendments to course documents. Creating space for students to conceptualize what impact they hope to have within the community allows for the consequent illumination of internal values for students. Additionally, every semester, instructors create syllabi that carefully lay out the norms, expectations, and schedule for learners. Another way to allow student ownership in decision-making is to allow for student voice in amending parts of the syllabus and course throughout the year. In the first two weeks of class, open the process by giving students a space to review and discuss what they would like to change about the course syllabus. For this to work effectively, instructors should allow for at least one more review for amending the syllabus or course structure around the midpoint of the course. Their request could be as simple as changing the number of discussion post responses they are required to do. This process is solidified through a debate and a majority vote on the changes. 

Relationship Building. By creating formal and informal opportunities for students to get to know each other and their instructors, all classroom participants engage in the relationship process and building community (Lave & Wegner, 1991). Further, research indicates that when instructors show a genuine interest in students' lives, students are more engaged and feel affirmed in the learning environment (Ambrose et al., 2023; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Muhammad & Williams, 2023). Within this process, students are able to observe from the instructor what holistic support and classroom care looks like. By observing relationship building strategies in the classroom, learners are more likely to take these skills and practice them in their own classrooms. Relationship building also helps students to learn difficult topics in a brave space, where discussion, sharing, and practice encourages students to critically reflect and question oppressive ideologies previously learned. Building relationships allows learners to continue to critically reflect on who they are, who they interact with and how their own actions play a role in creating the classroom ecosystem. 

Critical reflection is a cornerstone of the experiential learning process (Kolb, 1998) and can be affirmed by Freire’s (1970) critical consciousness in alleviating oppressive structures. When instructors are able to provide space for students to not only have concrete experiences, but reflect on them, learners move from the what to the why of the experience. For example, in a high impact experience for global learning in a short-term international immersion in Belize, undergraduate students were asked to complete daily written reflections and were also paired together to lead a daily group reflection. The written reflections were based on guiding questions that utilized Boix-Mansilla and Jackson’s (2011) Four Domains of Global Competence: investigate the world, recognize perspectives, communicate ideas, and take action. These questions focused on the intentional agricultural and Indigenous knowledge experiences during the immersion and the students’ roles as future agricultural educators. Part of the discussion query was, “So what you tried great food that is different from your normal diet? How do you take this experience and connect it to your future students through the Four Domains of Global Competence?”

Problem-based & Place-based Learning. When learning blends critical analysis of real-life problems, community engagement, and interactive solution development, students have the opportunity to expand their skills and awareness beyond the textbook. Problem-based and place-based learning create strong pathways to encourage this form of growth. Place-based learning is characterized by five features: (1) explicit focus on  the attributes of place; (2) acknowledgement of the meaning a sense of place holds for the instructor, students, and community; (3) authentic experiences in that place, e.g., fieldwork and service learning; (4) promoting pro-environmental and culturally sustainable practices in the place(s) studied; and (5) enriching the senses of place for students and instructors (Semken et al., 2018). Place-based learning presents students with the opportunity to experience learning outside of the classroom, as the community becomes the classroom (Langran & DeWitt, 2020). Expanding upon this premise, problem-based learning nudges instructors to facilitate the problem-solving process (Ellen et al., 2011) as the learning process is initiated by the presentation of a real-world issue (De Graaf & Kolmos, 2003). 

One such example of blending this approach occurred during an agricultural leadership class by focusing on the challenge of expanding agricultural education to marginalized communities. The challenge school-based agricultural education programs face in appropriately serving the needs of diverse populations (Bird et al., 2013), including those of youth in foster care, is growing. As the divide between the agricultural community and the non-agricultural community persists, it presents a significant opportunity for instructors to aid in bridging this gap by implementing community-focused curricular shifts. These factors presented a space for intervention as the class led an AgriKids Day event, to direct more efforts towards establishing more creative and targeted pipelines for inclusive integration of agricultural programming to students in foster care. As a result, the class developed an Agriculture Day for youth from a local emergency housing shelter. Foster youth learned various aspects of the agricultural industry through those hands-on activities and farm tours. This collaborative event was mutually beneficial for the undergraduate students and the foster youth, leading to positive impacts extending far beyond the semester.

Non-punitive, Restorative, & Humanizing Practices. Using non-punitive, restorative practices in the classroom acknowledges students as whole people, and is accomplished by challenging students “academically and intellectually while treating them with dignity and respect” (Bartolomé, 1994, p. 177). A student-instructor relationship consisting of trust and care is central to the foundation of the classroom community (Fránquiz & del Carmen Salazar, 2004). Restorative practices work to transform individuals and social structures while simultaneously asking questions about what is just (Foomani & Reimer, 2024). Punitive practices, such as zero-tolerance policies and high-stakes testing, encourages individualism, reproduces inequality, and threatens the cultivation of classroom community by punishing those who cannot conform (Boucher, 2016; O’Brien & Nygreen, 2020). Instead, practices that encourage collaboration on assignments and exploration of classroom community members’ beliefs allows for all to be and feel considered. Establishing classroom expectations and holding each other accountable to them disrupts classroom hierarchy and addresses community members’ needs (O’Brien & Nygreen, 2020). All the authors facilitate students’ development of classroom expectations and expect students to hold each other and the instructors accountable. Flexible deadlines and low-stakes assessments increase students’ sense of control, reduces stress, and enables students to improve the quality of their work (Hills & Peacock, 2022).
 
Discussion & Conclusion
Classroom policies and practices that discourage languages and cultures outside of English-speaking, Western, middle-class norms communicate to students that they must abandon their own heritage and ways of knowing and doing in order to be successful. While assimilation may seem like the only viable option to individual students, this linguistic and cultural loss is detrimental to educational access and achievement of their communities (Paris, 2012). Failing to honor students' backgrounds, individual experiences, and cultural knowledge reinforces deficit thinking and dehumanization.

As instructors, we have a moral duty to understand and enact humanizing pedagogy grounded in theory and practice, shaped by our realities and contexts. We must be reflective and responsive to our everyday lives and interrogate our human experience in the context of power, privilege, and oppression to inspire action toward humanization and culturally sustaining spaces (Freire, 1972; McLaren & Jamarillo, 2006). Coupling CSP and HP to build inclusive classroom communities can help foster an environment that encourages a deeper connection between learners, enhance engagement, and cultivate active listening and reflection (Sullivan et al., 2024). Adopting these strategies together (and other inclusive pedagogies) can help students and instructors affirm each other's identities; affirm each other as knowledge bringers; develop as critical thinkers; and disrupt deficit thinking, oppressive structures, and dehumanization. We do not have to do this work alone and collectively, we can do more. Let’s learn from each other and continue to grow as educators and lifelong learners.
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