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The Ties That Grow: Understanding Community Connections in Agriculture Through the Virginia Governor’s School for Agriculture
[bookmark: _heading=h.9idw2isgrmb3]Thomas Lyson’s Civic Agriculture: Reconnecting Farm, Food, and Community emphasizes how civic agriculture and local agriculture are important and warrant further attention (Lyson, 2004). Local or community involvement in agriculture can be represented by community gardens, farmers’ markets, community kitchens, and community-supported agriculture operations (DeLind & Bingen, 2008; Lyson, 2004). However, it can be difficult for those who are not directly involved in agriculture to understand the complexity of the industry. In Japan, community-supported agriculture is often described through the idea of seeing “the farmer’s face on vegetables” (Ostrom, 2007, p. 7). This concept encourages a more transparent and personal connection between the producers and consumers, challenging the conventional and stereotypical imagery of farmers and agriculturalists. Embracing this perspective promotes greater awareness of where our food comes from, the diverse hands involved in its production, and the complex systems that deliver products to consumers. Programs such as the VGSA are designed to challenge such conventional perspectives.
[bookmark: _heading=h.82ga7gsw4h38]Each summer, Virginia Tech hosts gifted and advanced rising high school juniors and seniors in the VGSA program. This program allows students to work with experienced researchers, faculty, and professionals to grow their understanding and knowledge of agriculture. VGSA equips students with the necessary skills to be able to face current and future challenges within our world (Virginia Tech, 2025). As agriculture is a complex and ever-changing industry, our future generations of scientists, producers, and industry workers must be involved in these changes and understand their role in the broader industry. The purpose of this study was to explore how VGSA participants described community connections within agriculture.
[bookmark: _heading=h.vyv0moe1nfkc]Theoretical Framework 
[bookmark: _heading=h.t1y0jdtt5fe9] Due to our environment, lived experiences, and personal bias, we tend to gravitate to what we know, rather than what we have yet to experience. Our human tendencies make it difficult to have unbiased views and opinions on any topic. Transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1997) emphasizes going in-depth with topics, rather than only viewing them at a surface level. When we are willing to be open-minded to new perspectives and points of view, we are opening the door to a more well-rounded learning experience. Even as our society is dependent upon online knowledge and instant access to information, it is important that individuals know where they are obtaining their insights from and if their sources are reliable (Mezirow, 1997). Although changing our perspective on topics can be daunting, it is important to ensure that we are seeking a well-rounded perspective. It is through this lens that we explore VGSA participants’ transformative learning experiences.
Methodology 
Photo elicitation is the process of utilizing images to allow respondents the ability to speak about the image, rather than solely being asked closed-ended questions. Photo elicitation allows the respondent to be given another resource to utilize when expressing their thoughts or as they recount their experiences (Harper, 2002). When shown an image, thoughts, memories, or ideas are activated in the respondent's memory. Photo elicitation allows both the respondent and the researcher to think outside of the box and share collaborative conversations (Francesco, 2012). This study utilized a participant-driven photo elicitation methodology in which 87 program participants selected a photograph that they captured during the program and wrote a reflection captioning the picture. The purpose of this was for students to answer the question “What is agriculture?” based on their experience in the program. The research team followed data analysis procedures outlined by Creswell and Creswell (2018) by coding all the participants’ photographs and reflections. The research team also followed O’Connor and Joeff’s (2011) guidance on intercoder reliability as the team reviewed codes and established themes. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.ognpktty1cqx]Results 
Although this project is part of a larger study, participants described agriculture as a source of community connections by elaborating how it impacts future generations and provides life to everyone, while creating genuine connections and relationships. These relationships and connections within agriculture are deeper than simply between humans. Agriculture involves personal relationships, connections with livestock, relationships between farmers, their land, the environment, and consumers. Without the community of agriculture, educational opportunities would be decreased, history would be lost, and the root of agriculture would be unknown. Participants identified community connections within all walks of agriculture. 
Throughout the reflections, participants highlighted how community is demonstrated in agriculture, both on and off the farm. Participant 54 highlighted the deep connection between farmers and their livestock: “...the farmers at Teaberry Alpaca Farm explained to me how their alpacas became their life, which is very consistent with the mindfulness and reliance I associate with the spirit of agriculture.” Participant 75 reflected on the border role of agriculture: “Agriculture is the practice of cultivating plants and raising animals to provide food, clothing, and other essential resources. It connects people to the land and plays a vital role in supporting communities and economies.” Similarly, Participant 56 described how agriculture fosters collaboration: “Part of the [pollinator] garden was a community garden, which demonstrates that agriculture can connect people together and can bring communities together, which is so important.” Lastly, Participant 6 connected agriculture to intergenerational environmental stewardship: “If we do not take action, future generations may never see a clear blue and pink sunset or experience clean air and water that I do.” These reflections illustrate that participants came to view agriculture as a system of interdependence, rooted in the community connections between people, animals, land, and the environment.
Conclusion & Recommendations 
Community is the foundation of agriculture. Community connections are found within the farmers’ relationships with their farm, livestock, land, and consumers (DeLind & Bingen, 2008; Lyson, 2004; Ostrom, 2007). Participants noticed the role that the community plays in agriculture and expressed that in their responses to the prompt. The participants’ reflections show that those who participated in VGSA were provided with transformative learning experiences in relation to agriculture, which allowed them to see past the stereotypical view of the industry and deepen their understanding of a complex industry. As the participants became more involved in agriculture, they received firsthand experience with agriculture and clear connections to the broader community. Everything that we do in life is dependent upon the community of agriculture, so we must cherish it and steward it well. It is critical for VGSA to continue to help students discover the community connections in their time in the program. For future research, it is recommended that VGSA leadership replicate this activity at the beginning of the program, in addition to the completion of the program, to explore how their perceptions of agriculture before and after completion of the program change. Additionally, other agricultural education programs may benefit from similar participant-driven photo elicitation reflection opportunities to better understand how the learning experiences transform learners’ knowledge, understanding, and perceptions of agriculture.
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