
“No Place Like Home”: A Case Study of Preservice Agricultural Educators' Social Networks
Abstract
The student teaching internship is a key experience for preservice Agricultural Educators, where students apply knowledge in authentic learning environments. Preservice teachers leave the familiarity of the university to complete their internship in new locations. This isolation can strain previously established social and emotional support networks. Garland and Alestalo's (2014) Social Network Theory emphasizes the importance of diverse and meaningful social ties for professional success. This research illuminated how preservice teachers built and sustained social networks within their placement communities. The purpose of this instrumental case study was to explore how preservice Agricultural Educators from The University of Missouri developed social connections during their student teaching internship. We analyzed data using an interpretive framework. Findings revealed how cooperating teachers serve as gatekeepers in community participation. Preservice teachers utilized strategies to independently navigate communities; a “visitor” mentality emerged, which hindered deeper connection. Whereas industry employers often work to retain interns as employees, preservice teachers were viewed as transient guests, impacting social connections Preservice teachers often relied on existing networks from previous locations to supplement lack of local support. We recommend onboarding and coaching preservice teachers to navigate local power dynamics for and explicit coaching and connection checklists for cooperating teachers.
Introduction 
No experience in teacher education lets students “take the reins” in the classroom better than the student teaching internship. Student teaching allows preservice Agricultural Educators to reconcile university-based knowledge with the practical realities of school-based Agricultural Education. During this transition, preservice teachers often experience praxis shock, which disrupts their realities of teaching. This disruption tests, affirms, and challenges their beliefs as a teacher (Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2001). Preservice teachers are further challenged by being asked to leave the familiarity of the university to complete their internship placement in new, often remote locations. Moving to a new community can be stimulating, rewarding, stressful, and bewildering (Ward et al., 2020). This relocation separates students from established social networks and support systems, which can contribute to feelings of isolation (Mumford, 1998). Lack of connection can lead to personal stress, culture shock, and decreased self-efficacy for novice Agriculture Teachers, which can impact teacher retention (Korte & Simonson, 2018; Langley et al., 2014). Learning to teach is often described as “survival” for good reason. Preservice teachers are faced with an expensive, often unpaid internship, new and complex work challenges, while simultaneously being isolated from their established supportive connections. 
Each preservice teacher is matched with a cooperating teacher who serves as both mentor and primary point of entry into the local school and community. Cooperating teachers shape learning by mentoring students through their internships (Clark, et al., 2014; McIntyre, Byrd, & Fox, 1996). Effective mentoring can help early career teachers get a successful start in the classroom and provide psychosocial support (He, 2010; Tummons et al., 2016). While mentoring shows promise in improving teacher efficacy and retention through technical training (Frederiksen, 2020), mentorship often overlooks a critical dimension of teacher success: the importance of creating and participating in a community (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2011). Mentors help preservice teachers create community by introducing them to social support networks (Nesbitt et al., 2022). Social networks are foundational to developing a sense of belonging (Bjorklund, Jr., 2023; Waller, 2021). Social networks take shape through community interaction, which helps develop the fragile and somewhat unstable teacher identity of preservice teachers (Day et al., 2006; Van Lankveld et al., 2017). Community engagement facilitates teacher agency and identity (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2011). New teachers see community linked to their professional agency; they talk about a desire to create community in a new town but often struggle to create connections (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2011). Preservice teachers have an opportunity and a challenge to immerse themselves in learning to build community. 
[bookmark: _Int_Khty2948]In Agricultural Education, community relationships are vital to facilitate implementation of the three-circle model (National FFA Organization, 2024). Student teaching formally initiates preservice teachers into Agricultural Education’s community of practice; membership in Team Ag Ed contributes to a sense of belonging and professional identity (Claflin et al., 2024). Social connections between agriculture programs and the community can foster intergenerational cooperation, create a local identity, promote the local economy, foster career and educational opportunities; these interactions generate social connection and reinvestment of resources back into a program (Martin & Henry, 2012). Teachers who participate in community agriculture programs like the local fair and land based-learning increase school connectedness among high school agriculture students and provide needed resources (McKim et al., 2019; Witt et al., 2013).  
While almost all undergraduate agriculture students seek internships, an important distinction between industry internships and student teaching internships is the employment prospects following the internship. Businesses often use internships as a talent pipeline to recruit and train future employees: 72% of in-person industry internships result in a job offer (Coco, 2000; NACE, 2025). Thus, employers have an incentive to invest in intern skills development and community connection. In contrast, schools rarely seek to retain agriculture preservice teachers upon internship completion. This structural difference between industry and educational internships may impact how community members and interns prioritize and develop social and community connections. Langley, Martin, and Kitchel (2014) call for future research on how Agricultural Educators are, or can become, socially connected within communities, particularly those who struggle with social connectivity or who are stuck in previous places of connectedness. This study addresses this gap by exploring how cooperating teachers facilitate social connections and how preservice teachers navigate community engagement independently. 
Theoretical Framework
Researchers framed this study using Garland & Alestalo's (2014) Social Network Theory, which emphasizes the importance of structure, quality, and utility of interpersonal networks in building social connections. Garland & Alestalo (2014) purport individuals with a diverse web of connections can access emotional support, professional advice and career resources. A preservice teacher's ability to thrive depends on their capacity to effectively access and leverage resources across a network of supporters. The cooperating teacher is a key network player and is charged with providing technical guidance. Support can also include emotional and logistical support offered by family, friends, and community members. These networks are critical for professional development and for ensuring a sense of belonging during challenging transitions. Garland and Alestalo (2014) emphasize the importance of both the structure and the quality of interpersonal connections. In the context of this study, this distinction allows researchers to evaluate not just the number of people a preservice teacher meets, but the depth and utility of those interactions.
Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this instrumental case study was to explore how preservice Agricultural Educators develop social connections with community members, including parents of students, during their student teaching internship. Guided by Garland and Alestalo’s (2014) Social Network Theory, this research aimed to illuminate the processes through which preservice teachers build and sustain social networks within their placement communities. 
The specific objectives of this study were to:
1. Describe the ways in which preservice agricultural education teachers establish connections with parents and community members during their student teaching internships.
2. Examine the role of cooperating teachers in participating in social network development. 
3. Identify preservice teacher strategies independently employed to create social networks.
4. Identify preservice teacher challenges encountered in developing community networks.
5. Explore how preservice teachers rely on pre-existing social networks for emotional and professional support during their internships.
This study seeks to cultivate a deeper understanding of the social dimensions of teacher preparation and offer practical insights for enhancing mentorship practices and community integration in Agricultural Education programs.
Methods and Procedures
Case study is an appropriate methodological approach used when describing and understanding the dynamics of a program, event, activity, or individuals (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This qualitative inquiry used an instrumental case study design (Stake, 2005) to describe how preservice Agricultural Educators established connections during the student teaching internship. Instrumental case studies use a specific case (preservice teachers at the University of Missouri) to understand the broader phenomenon; how preservice teachers build community connections. Our research team followed Mott and Haddad’s framework for case study research: articulating the approach, building the bounds, constructing the case, and describing all data (2025).  
Our case consisted of the University of Missouri Agricultural Education preservice teachers completing their internships and graduating with their bachelor's degrees in a recent spring. This cohort of preservice teachers included seven females and one male, ranging in age from 20-23 years old. Two members of our research team are faculty members in Agricultural Education at the University of Missouri who previously taught in high school classrooms, and the third is a master's student studying Agricultural Education. We viewed this research through a social constructivist interpretive framework, assuming meaning for individuals is constructed through their interactions with others, the world around them, and how they interpret those interactions (Berger & Luckman, 1966). 
The use of a variety of data sources and multiple investigators helped triangulate and validate data (Stake, 1995). Data sources included a one-hour face-to-face focus group interview with University of Missouri preservice Agricultural Educators (N=8) conducted during the second month of the student teaching internship. These semi-structured interviews explored preservice teachers’ social networks and the cooperating teacher roles in supporting preservice teachers’ networks. Additionally, researchers collected two reflective writing activities. The first writing prompt, conducted in the second week of the student teaching internship, inquired about daily schedules and patterns. The second, conducted the fourth week of student teaching, asked about current social support systems, and asked students to visualize their connections by drawing a support map. The study also utilized four 60-minute observations of preservice teachers participating in community events, keeping the research question, sub-questions, and theoretical framework in mind. Finally, we conducted individual follow-up interviews one month after the internship to explore unanswered questions and conduct member checking. We recorded field notes and reflective memos throughout all phases of the research. 
We analyzed all data using Glaser & Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative method of data analysis, as recommended by Merriam (2009). First, we carried out initial coding, where we identified important aspects (codes) in the data. Next, we synthesized and narrowed down codes. Following this step, we conducted axial coding, where we established relationships between the codes. Finally, we used selective coding to identify themes that describe how preservice teachers build connections with community members. We continually asked ourselves, “Do we have an accurate description of the case?” and “Do we have it right?” (Stake, 1995). The use of rich, thick description and an audit trail add to the trustworthiness of this research (Merriam, 2009). 
Results/Findings
Description of the Case: The bounded system for this case study was defined as a recent spring cohort of Agriculture preservice teachers at the University of Missouri. This bounded system included eight undergraduate students, seven females and one male, ranging from 20 to 23 years old, who were placed at school-based Agricultural Education programs across Missouri for their 16-week internship. In Missouri, preservice teachers are not paid for their student teaching internship and are expected not to work. The placement sites represented the diversity of the state’s educational landscape, varying significantly in socioeconomic status, community culture, and local industry. Faculty intentionally placed preservice teachers based on site quality indicators, student wishes, and perceived compatibility between student and cooperating teacher. All but one participant entered these communities with no pre-established social networks in the community. Most cohort members were intentionally relocated to unfamiliar towns hours away from their established support systems, homes, and apartments. Throughout the semester, these preservice teachers were tasked not only with classroom instruction but with implementing the "three-circle model" of Agricultural Education, which inherently requires interaction with community stakeholders, parents, and local business owners outside the school walls. Data were collected during the critical early phases of this transition, capturing the real-time negotiation of professional identity and social belonging within these specific community contexts. 
Figure 1 
Case Study Participants
	Participant Pseudonym
	Living Arrangement
	Distance from home community

	Colton
	Living with spouse
	0 hours

	Taylor
	Living alone in basement of a community member
	1 hour

	Autumn
	Living alone in family-owned accommodations
	3 hours

	Ellie 
	Living alone in a room rented from a community member
	4 hours

	Alice 
	Living alone in a room rented from a community member
	2 hours

	Alexis
	Living in a house with an extended family member
	3 hours

	Avery
	Living at home with immediate family
	1 hour

	Maddison
	Living in room rented from a community member
	2 hours


Vignette 1: In the middle of my first hour class, the morning announcements play over the class intercom, “There is a boys’ basketball game tonight at 6:00 at home.” As the announcements progress, I think to myself, “That could be a fun event to go to. It’s not like I have any other plans.” Later in the day, I ask my cooperating teacher if they are going to the basketball game. “No, I am not planning on going, unless you really want me to.” I am not sure how I should respond. I really want the teacher to go to the game and take me with them so I can hopefully meet some more people. However, I don’t want to feel like a burden to my cooperating teacher. 
Theme 1: Desire to Gain Community Exposure through Cooperating Teachers
Cooperating teachers served as the primary community conduit, providing an in-road to help preservice teachers participate in the community. Cooperating teachers varied in how and to what extent they facilitated preservice teachers' initial access to local stakeholders. Colton’s experience in Loberg serves as the exemplar of facilitated community engagement. During his very first week, amidst the chaos of professional development meetings, his cooperating teacher physically drove Colton across the bounds of the district. “We drove around school, and we stopped by a local feed store, and then all their local businesses,” Colton recalled. At each stop, the teacher facilitated a conversation with the person “in charge of that connection with the school,” allowing Colton to introduce himself and “start building that relationship.” It should be noted that Colton was in a unique situation due to a personnel issue in the district. He was granted a last-minute placement change to serve as teacher of record in his home school district and was expected to perform the duties of both a full-time staff member and preservice teacher. Colton’s experience more closely mirrored the extended commitment of an industry internship. 
In schools where cooperating teachers provided context with introductions, the impact of connections was amplified. Alice’s experience in Mapleton demonstrated the value of debriefing social interactions. At a trivia night fundraiser, her cooperating teacher, Miss Berm, not only introduced Alice to parents but followed up with context: “This person is really involved in our chapter... they'll come in and help train some teams.” This context turned a generic introduction into a usable asset, allowing Alice to understand how the individual fit within the community’s power structure. This intentional mentorship is visible in Alice’s daily schedule, which explicitly includes a time block at 3:15 PM to “Debrief day with Mrs. Berm.” By incorporating this reflection time, Miss Berm was able to ensure that any community interaction Alice had, whether positive or negative, became a learning opportunity rather than a source of confusion.
In contrast, other preservice teachers did not receive the same context and introductions. Some cooperating teachers failed to facilitate structured relationship building; preservice teachers felt anxiety and a sense of missed opportunities. Autumn described frustration with non-purposeful introductions with Otterton community members: “There was no briefing [for the introduction] ... Ms. Coleman was like 'This is Miss Steele, if you see her at the gas station, say hi.” This lack of preparation left students feeling vulnerable. Ellie expressed terror when told to attend a community meeting with no guidance: “I was told that there were going to be parents there, and that was it... That's terrifying, because I don't even know what building to walk in.” Without a guide, the community felt more like a maze than a network for preservice teachers. This lack of guidance often resulted in a purely transactional daily routine. Unlike Alice, whose schedule was punctuated with mentorship debriefs, Autumn’s schedule shows a rigid separation between school and life; she leaves school at 4:00 PM and immediately calls her mother, filling the mentorship void with distant familial support rather than professional guidance. 
Preservice teachers experienced tension between the spoken expectation of community engagement and observed teacher behaviors. Alexis attended a County Fair Board meeting with her cooperating teacher. Fair Board meetings are typically an important event for the agriculture teacher to attend, but Alexis’s experience was hollow. “We didn't hardly talk to anyone there... only two of the teachers went, and neither really had anything to do with the fair,” Alexis recalled. Despite the expectation Alexis would be asked to supervise over a fair, her cooperating teacher offered no introduction. “They didn't even give us a chance to introduce ourselves. I was pretty bummed.” The preservice teacher interpreted the actions of the cooperating teacher as treating community engagement as a box to check rather than a relationship to nurture.
Vignette 2: The small-town grocery store is pretty busy and there are plenty of community members there. I want to introduce myself and learn who they are as I shop. I start to walk up to an older couple peering over the meat counter, but then I realize that I have no idea how to walk up to a stranger and introduce myself. 
Theme 2: Attempt to Engage with Community Independently
Preservice teachers also attempted to independently create community. Preservice teachers struggled to navigate complex social and political landscapes with varying degrees of success, often relying on instinct or limited previous experience to decipher local norms and power dynamics. Ellie quickly learned community engagement was not just about shaking hands but also navigating the unwritten political map of the town. She encountered a community matriarch named Bertha, whom Ellie described bluntly as “really annoying,” and “constantly hovering over her grandchildren in the program.” Bertha was ubiquitous and demanding, but Ellie realized Bertha held the keys to the community's trust. “She's a good person to have on your side, because she knows everyone,” Ellie explained. Guided by her cooperating teacher's advice to “keep your friends close, but your enemies closer,” Ellie adopted a strategy of intentional appeasement with Bertha. Ellie learned maintaining a professional relationship with Bertha was not about friendship, but about professional need. Ellie felt she had to carefully navigate this relationship, realizing in a small community, a relationship with one powerful grandmother could dictate her success or failure. The stress of relationship management contributed to Ellie’s exhaustion. After school, she blocked out time from 5:00-5:30 PM to simply “rot on couch.”
Independent engagement required students to engage in risk assessment to determine whom they could trust. Alexis articulated the difficulty of discerning genuine allies from those who were “just blowing smoke.” She worried about the historical baggage of the program when engaging with new contacts, asking herself, “Is that a bridge that's already been burned?” Preservice teachers realized they lacked the institutional memory held by a cooperating teacher. Without this knowledge, they feared making political missteps which might damage their own reputation or the reputation of the agriculture program, thus undermining their assigned mentor and lone connection within the town. Despite this anxiety, independent efforts did yield localized pockets of belonging. In Halburton, a town driven by tourism, Alexis found comfort away from the school at a local coffee shop where she met a former teacher. This chance encounter provided Alexis with a “safe space” in the community where she felt welcome, noting the baristas told her, “Kudos! Good for you... let us know if you need anything.” Avery found professional validation while coaching a wrestling tournament outside of her placement school. Her daily schedule highlights the intensity of this commitment; she teaches all day and then immediately transitions to “coach wrestling practice” from 4:15 to 6:00 PM. This extracurricular involvement provided her with a separate identity within the community. When students voluntarily talked to her at an afterschool agriculture event, she realized, “Okay, these kids, like, do see me as a person.”
These independent victories were crucial for sustaining self-efficacy when formal mentorship didn’t provide desired connections. For Avery, the wrestling community became her substitute for the supportive agricultural community she struggled to develop. However, the mechanics of creating these connections remained a hurdle. Avery described the struggle of crafting a professional identity when introducing herself to community members, struggling to build a “professional elevator pitch” and knowing “how much to share” about her personal life. In contrast to community participation fostered by their cooperating teacher, preservice teachers creating connections felt forced to audit their identities in real-time, constantly weighing how much of their “real selves” to reveal to parents and community members. 
Vignette 3: I wake up for the first day of my student teaching internship excited to meet my students and leave an impact on them. Despite this excitement, a thought continues to wrestle in my head: “I don’t know anyone in this town. How am I going to meet people and make friends?” Living two hours away from home is not easy. Sure, I have been living away from home while at the university, but at least I had my friends there to keep me company. Now, I am living in the basement of an elderly couple and have no one around to support me. The weekends are the worst; I binge watch television 24-7. “Oh well, I think to myself. I’ll only be here for 16 weeks, then I will never see these people again. I just have to get through it and get a big kid job.”
Theme 3: Stuck Between Visitor and Member
A central theme was the feeling of impermanence. When asked if they felt like a “member of the community” or a “visitor,” all preservice teachers immediately identified as a “visitor.” This included Colton, who was placed in his home school district. The visitor mindset was created and reinforced by real interactions. Taylor’s experience in Southerton offers a stark example of how quickly this “visitor” status can be assigned. On her first day, hoping to signal respect in her new professional role, Taylor dressed in “cute little dress shoes.” However, the reality of the rural agriculture environment clashed with her expectations of the school day. As she labored to move equipment through the snow, a school employee driving a skid steer offered no assistance, instead pausing, only to say “Those are some funny looking snow boots!” The sting lay not in the critique of her fashion, but in a blatant reminder that she did not belong; she didn't own the right gear and was visibly out of place. “It's almost like he was dogging on me, trying to look nice,” Taylor reflected. At a later event, a student minimized Taylor’s participation in an event, stating bluntly, “Oh, you're just a student teacher... You're gonna be gone anyway.” 
 Autumn voiced frustration with the impermanent nature of her experience compared to general education majors engaged in year-long school placements. “My friend (elementary education major) talked about how, like, she was at her school for a year, so she truly was allowed to feel established,” Autumn noted. The compressed timeline felt insufficient for building roots: “I'm never gonna fit in. I’m there for 16 weeks, and then I’m gonna be gone.”  
Taylor described her domestic life as living inside a vacuum: “I go grocery shopping, I go to school and I go home... I've watched the most TV in my life in these last two weeks... it's kind of lonely.” The demographic gap with her colleagues further deepened her seclusion. As Taylor observed, “They're all, like, 45 years old... I’m not even 21 so I can't actually even go out with them.” Preservice teachers often drifted in a social void, trapped between a professional boundary that barred socialization with students and an alienating age gap with colleagues. Taylor’s daily schedule documents an evening routine devoid of interaction: “unwind, TV, nap, read,” followed by “Sleep” and “Repeat.” Taylor’s schedule reflected a busy work life lived in the physical presence of the community but entirely divorced from social meaning. Maddison’s schedule mirrors this withdrawal; her evenings are dedicated to her dog and television. 
Vignette 4: I head back to the basement that is my home for the semester and start cooking dinner for one. While I’m eating, I call my dad, which is my nightly routine. I debrief my day to him and express that I am not sure I will enjoy student teaching. He reassures again that everything will be okay and I will be an excellent teacher. He gives me a couple of ideas to help engage my students, and we wrap up the conversation. I then go to my room, lay on a bed that isn’t mine, turn on the tiny television, and slowly drift to sleep.
Theme 4: Relying on Support from Pre-established Social Networks
In the absence of strong local community ties, preservice teachers leaned heavily on existing support networks, primarily family and partners, to survive the emotional toll of the internship. Distant networks provided a “release valve” for the pressures of teaching, filling a void left by the lack of local connection. Alice faced a crisis of confidence before her student teaching even began. The prospect of moving to Hollowville, hours away from her support system, triggered a “mental breakdown”, where she felt untethered and terrified. In that moment of vulnerability, Alice didn’t reach out to a university supervisor or her professional mentor, but rather to her aunt. “My aunt made a point to bake banana bread and chocolate chip cookies,” Alice shared. Her aunt drove to meet her on the highway, handing off the care package as a physical token of home. “Instantly I could just feel her love and support,” Alice recalled. Throughout the internship, these small, tangible acts of familial love became the fuel that kept her going. While she was physically present in Hollowville, her emotional survival depended entirely on her support system back home. Her support map confirms this hierarchy, listing “Family” and “Young Adults Church group” as central pillars alongside her cooperating teacher.
For many preservice teachers, conversations with parents were a non-negotiable survival strategy. Autumn’s daily schedule provides evidence of this dependency. Her afternoon routine is clocked with precision: she leaves school at 4:00 PM, and “mom calls” at 4:00 PM. Later, at 6:00 PM, she lists “eat / Dad calls.” Finally, at 10:30 PM, she ends her day with “Text Avery & Ellie.” Autum’s social network consists of people hundreds of miles away. Maddison admitted to calling her parents “once a day” because she “just needs somebody to talk to,” so she doesn't “feel stupid” about her ideas. Taylor found comfort in her parents, who were also educators, noting their perspective was helpful since “they know about agriculture and education.”
Living arrangements with roommates served as a surprise support system when available. Preservice teachers used roommates for external processing, reflection, and someone to share dinner with. Alexis lived with her aunt and cousin in a town neighboring Halburton, which allowed her to decompress with someone close to her age. She compared her student teaching experience to her cousin's corporate life: “She's got a big girl job... making freaking bank... it's been really fun to live with family.” Her support map explicitly identifies “Aunt Barb” as providing “Place to live” and “Love.” Many participants shared this was the first time they lived alone and felt isolated. Alexis identifies her cohort as a “Trauma Bond” on her support map, a stark descriptor revealing the intensity of the shared struggle among the cohort. Ellie ’s support map mirrors this, listing “Jordan, Autumn, Avery, Quinn” as providing “ideas” and “good laughs.” Avery found unexpected support from her boyfriend's family, noting her boyfriend's grandpa encouraged her at the gym daily: “You're doing great... you just deserve to be paid.” Familial affirmations provided "cheerleading" support functions and professional advice.
Conclusions/Recommendations/Implications
While case study research focuses on a bounded system and does not allow us to generalize (Merriam, 2009), much can be learned from this case and potentially transferred to a new situation (Erickson, 1986). This study is a window into the often-overlooked social dimensions of the student teaching internship. While the internship traditionally assesses teacher growth through technical competence in the classroom, our findings suggest important lessons of social integration are key developmental factors. These connections play an important role in the sense of belonging, confidence, and professional identity development of preservice teachers. 
Our work supports Garland and Alestalo’s (2014) Social Network Theory. While preservice teachers may receive practical support regarding technical mentoring, they still felt alone in placement communities. Consequently, preservice teachers outsourced their emotional well-being to distant, pre-existing networks, such as mothers, aunts, and partners located hours away, rather than building resilience through local ties. Support maps highlighted variation in the structure and quality of both old and new interpersonal connections, which impacted the quality of the preservice teacher’s experience and how students discussed support within their networks. 
We conclude the cooperating teacher plays a critical role as broker and gatekeeper to established community networks through structured interactions and reflection (Garland & Alesto, 2014). Preservice teachers value the community interactions facilitated by cooperating teachers, particularly when interactions were supported with context, reflection, and purpose. When cooperating teachers actively steward this responsibility such as Colton’s “tour of Loberg” or Alice’s introduction to key donors, preservice teachers felt legitimized and empowered as professionals in the community. Preservice teachers perceived the actions of the cooperating teacher introductions as vouching for them in the eyes of the community. Purposeful engagement facilitated feelings of meaningful connection and purpose which empowered preservice teachers. In contrast, students who experienced lack of meaningful interaction felt unsupported and drew hollow support maps. Researchers recommend teacher preparation programs structure the curriculum to formalize and prioritize community onboarding instruction for preservice teachers. We recommend implementation of a tool such as a Community Contact Checklist to empower cooperating teachers to facilitate introductions with key stakeholders, such as school board members, community club leaders, and agribusiness owners early on. Mentorship dialogues should move beyond classroom management to include community mapping. Cooperating teachers should identify key influencers, why certain historical bridges may have been burned, and how to navigate local power dynamics without stepping on toes. This honest discussion could help prepare preservice teachers to handle the “Berthas” of their future communities with professional knowledge rather than anxiety. By formalizing interaction development, we can encourage cooperating teachers to emulate the “gatekeeper” support Colton received in Loberg.
Students struggled to create new community connections in their student teaching sites on their own. When students are left to “fend for themselves” at fair board meetings or navigate complex personalities like “Bertha”, preservice teachers experienced uneasiness, self-doubt, and isolation. Even though preservice teachers exhibit strong interpersonal relationship development skills on campus, they were filled with uncertainty about interacting in their new communities. Age differences between preservice teachers and community members caused hesitation and doubt. Specifically, students reported apprehension about saying or doing something that could damage the credibility or relationship with their cooperating teacher and their agriculture program. The cooperating teacher was their sole source of local support and students must do no harm. Students were stuck in an “in-between” role between student and professional. The shift from a student to a professional in a new context left many feeling uneasy. 
Preservice teachers were stuck in previous places of connectedness. In social network terms, preservice teachers engaged in tie substitution, relying on strong pre-existing relationships to meet emotional and professional needs when local networks failed to materialize (Garland & Alestalo, 2014). Students were physically present in their student teaching communities, but socially and emotionally were elsewhere. This echoes the concern about student teacher mental health and attrition raised by Langley, Martin and Kitchel (2014). When drawing upon support systems, preservice teachers indicated parents and peers constituted the bulk of their supportive community. Noticeably absent in support roles was anyone from the university; neither their advisor nor university supervisor was mentioned by anyone. For many preservice teachers, the time outside of school was spent in isolation, binge watching TV and connecting to others far away as a palliative for meaningful interaction. Preservice teachers with teacher parents sought advice from their teacher parents for dealing with local challenges. These interactions were deemed helpful, as the parents are part of the community of practice, but also challenging, as roles of parent and peer of cooperating teacher became entangled. Preservice teachers struggled with self-efficacy, particularly in the early stages of their internship. 
All parties (preservice teachers, cooperating teachers, and community members) viewed preservice teachers as an impermanent visitor. Preservice teachers mentioned the length and remote location of the student teaching internship seemed to impede the community development of the intern. The structural nature of the 16-week internship contributed to a "visitor" mentality and limited the opportunities for repeated interaction, trust building, and reciprocal exchange; conditions Garland and Alestalo, (2014) identify as necessary for the development of high-quality, durable ties. This impermanent mindset was explicitly articulated by participants who viewed their internship as a temporary academic hurdle to be cleared, rather than the start of their professional career. Participants wanted to “get through” student teaching and start a “big kid job.” This psychological distance is reinforced by community members who dismiss them as “just preservice teachers,” and by the physical isolation of living in temporary housing with few age-appropriate peers. The result is a cohort of educators who are technically prepared to teach but socially untethered from the communities in which they serve. We do not know to what extent this experience facilitated community engagement skills needed by agriculture teachers. Will teachers still feel like visitors when they assume a teaching role in a new community in the months after completing their internship? Or did the experience make them more willing and able to develop community? Community engagement is key to recruiting students, managing advisory councils, and securing local support. Preservice teachers who view engagement as an option or burden rather than a survival skill may enter their first jobs unprepared for the social demands of program leadership and may miss the inherent benefits of community connection for Agricultural Education programs. Teacher educators should consider practices of international students and study abroad participants in best practices for addressing issues of culture shock (Geary, 2014). Is the current practice of easing students into the experience causing issues? 
The implications of these findings extend into teacher preparation and retention. The isolation reported by preservice teachers contributed to the stressful nature of teacher identity development. Their reliance on external networks underscores a failure in community integration. This was perhaps best illustrated by the written social support maps. Artifacts revealed a “hollow center” in the preservice teachers' professional lives, where all sources of social support were located entirely outside the geographic bounds of the placement. This isolation underscores a distinct teacher retention risk associated with a “visitor” mentality. Young teachers who connect with community members receive a host of personal and professional benefits which strengthen their teacher identity and build resources for their programs. This is particularly important in rural communities where social integration is key to survival. Should agriculture teachers be expected to live and shop in the community where they teach? How does this affect social networks and retention?
The structure of the student teaching program warrants review. The contrast drawn by participants between their 16-week placement and the year-long placements in general education suggests time is a critical variable in relationship building. The current model may be sufficient for licensure but may restrict the deep community rooting required for the three-circle model of Agricultural Education. This cohort found it challenging to integrate into their rural community. Even Colton reported he felt a bit like a visitor in his hometown. Recommendations include more assignments regarding community interaction, engaged field time at the student teaching site prior to student teaching, a longer student teaching experience, or more intentional guidance for cooperating teachers to lead community interaction. Threats to these changes include busy and unpaid cooperating teachers, additional costs to students for transportation, and limiting the geographic scope of placements. When compared to industry internships where interns are hired into the company, preservice teachers are rarely hired into student teaching schools. Does this feed the “visitor” nature of the student teaching experience? Do all interns feel like visitors?
Universities should consider their criteria and practices for placing preservice teachers. Placing students in isolation with significant age gaps may contribute to challenges in developing social networks and teacher identity. This increased reliance on distant support systems; preservice teachers utilized existing distant relationships rather than seeking to build local relationships. Research on young adults suggests that frequent communication with parents often fills a support gap when students experience limited in-person peer connections during major educational transitions (Duckworth et al., 2024). Where possible, teacher educators should consider placing multiple preservice teachers in the same geographic region, even if they are in different schools. This structure would help create a local peer support network, allowing preservice teachers to process and reflect with others who understand their context. Another option could be working with cooperating teachers to place preservice teachers in homes with another person, perhaps a single teacher, to facilitate processing and support. These practices may reduce the need to rely on family members for daily emotional support and validation and encourage local network development. 
Research is also needed to analyze the specific social barriers facing very young educators. The research team noticed three-year graduates (under the age of 21) experienced unique challenges with how they were perceived by students and community members. This conclusion should not be generalized, but observations warrant further exploration. With the discussion around reduced credit hour degrees, should a minimum age for student teaching be considered? Preservice teachers also reported challenges with age gaps between themselves and colleagues. This distance created a social void. Future studies should examine how young professionals successfully integrate into rural communities when traditional social hubs are inaccessible to them.
University supervisors and cooperating teachers should consider engaging in explicit coaching of community navigation and network development. Early career teachers are prime candidates to leave the job or career without strong local social networks. Nearly half of teachers in the United States leave the profession within their first five years of teaching (Ingersoll et al., 2018), and in the Agricultural Education profession about 7% of teachers leave the profession every year (Smith, et al., 2025). Considering this, we recommend future research be conducted to determine to what extent community connections and social support networks influence teacher retention and career satisfaction. 
A long-standing tradition in teacher education is “not sending preservice teachers home” when making internship assignments. The rationale, in part, resides in an assumption that immersion experiences in a new town should help students learn to develop social networks. We do know students reported a lack of local networks. What is unknown is if the immersion forced them to develop needed networking skills. Is it possible this “sink or swim” approach to community integration forces preservice educators to burn valuable cognitive and emotional energy deciphering local politics and seeking validation, energy that could otherwise be directed toward instruction?  If a longer student teaching internship is not feasible, then perhaps teacher educators should consider the hiring intentions of a school as an important criterion in assessing the value of a student teaching site. If a school has a long-term interest in hiring a preservice teacher to stay in their community, can we change the “visitor” dynamic to one of investment and support? Perhaps education should consider a “grow your own” or apprenticeship model where teacher education is more community-based.
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