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ABSTRACT 
 

FINDING THE FARM: EXPLORING A SENSE OF PLACE IN YOUNG FARMERS’ 

EDUCATIONAL PATHWAYS 

  

Maurice A. Savatti       Advisors: 

University of Guelph, 2020      Thomas McIlwraith 

         Sharada Srinivasan 

 

Farmers in Ontario tell similar stories of the experiences of finding their way to the field. 

Whether raised in an urban or rural setting, place connections play a crucial role in the 

development of an agrarian lifestyle. This thesis explores the relationship between a sense of 

place and young or new farmers’ agricultural education pathways. Through a set of interviews 

with students at the Ontario Agricultural College and with farmers who have either completed an 

on-farm internship or are self-taught, this thesis demonstrates that the experience of farming is 

directly linked to a storyline beginning with a relationship to place. For some, farming is a means 

to actualizing a social and ecological conscience. For others, farming provides economic stability 

and the continuation of generational practices. This research found that the apparent divide in 

value systems within agriculture are not in as stark an opposition as once assumed. To generate a 

food system that supports a growing population, is economically viable and environmentally 

sound, deeper understandings of the cultural experiences of both schools of agriculture are 

needed to be shared.   
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Chapter 1: Planting the Seeds 
 

1.1 Introduction 

There is a romance that lives in fingernails full of dirt, early mornings alarmed by rooster 

calls, rolling hills lined with young plants, and long tables seated by family, friends and good 

food. Welcome to the farm. There exists a closeness with the land on the farm, passed down 

from generation to generation. Here, farmers cultivate crops and grow community. Here, the 

romance is lived out and people are fed. While these stories can sound esoterically attractive in 

their simplicity, there lies an entire world of strenuous work between the idealized expression of 

the farm life and the dedication needed to operate an agricultural operation. For some, this image 

conjures images of long, rolling hills with combines combing the crops. For others, this image is 

of smaller, lush gardens with a variety of vegetables thriving, weeding the rows by hand. In the 

imagination, a farm is a very particular type of place. That very notion can look different, with 

ways of farming, success and challenges changing from farm to farm. How, then, is a new farmer 

to navigate the transition from story to land? How is a young person to make sense of the 

possible options in the field? What maps are given to students to navigate the process of 

education as they make their way to the fields? The agricultural landscape in Canada today is at 

once both firmly rooted and being composted to create and grow something new, and the 

pathways present for new farmers entering the field are both firmly set and different than before.   

This thesis explores the motivations of Canada’s next generation of farmers. It recognizes 

that young people who want to learn to farm are confronted with a variety of potential 

educational pathways for development in the field. From traditional education systems such as 

university and colleges to more alternative models such as farm internships, certificate programs 

that involve intensive hands on ‘dirty work’, or volunteer practice through teaching farm 
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networks such as WWOOF’ing (Worldwide Opportunities on Organic Farms), the ways in which 

students practice agricultural skills, and the reasons they choose to attend school varies greatly. 

What this study seeks to uncover are the influences on students choosing their educational 

pathways. How do they decide on how to learn to farm? What are the contributing factors that 

push or pull them towards certain educational pathways? How does their perspective as a young 

person shift the type of educational experience they might have, and the choices made after? 

These questions are explored throughout this study and lead to observations and conclusions 

about how to address the shortage of farmers in Canada in a way that farming is economically, 

environmentally and socially sustainable. In turn, the relationship between romantic images of 

the farm and the actual type of socioeconomic process involved in the entire chain of food 

production are explored. This thesis aligns with the stance that the predominant mode of food 

growth, namely, large-scale industrial is inherently unsustainable. Finding a balance is crucial. 

The case for smaller, ecological farms, and their contrast to industrial farms is explored further 

below, beginning with commenting on the vulnerabilities of industrial agriculture.  

The key research question that led my research is as follows:  

What influence does a sense of place have on young farmers’ educational 

pathways?  

With that as a foundation, the sub-questions include: a) How does a young person create 

their own sense of place within a given educational trajectory?; b) What impact does a 

relationship to the land have on this sense of place?; c) How is an agricultural identity formed 

within the context of a sense of place inside the experience of a particular educational pathway? 

In other words, does like (a rural or urban upbringing) really produce like (conventional or 

unconventional education and farming practices)? 
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1.1.1 Seeing the Landscape 

 

  The need for sustained growth of, and output from, agricultural operations is crucial in 

Canada and beyond to feed a growing population. These operations depend, in turn, on the 

willingness of people to cultivate that food. Where is the future of Canadian agriculture heading? 

The average age of farm operators is increasing and the number of young people stepping in to 

take their place is not keeping up with the retirement of operators, although the numbers of 

young and new farmers are slowly rising (Statistics Canada, 2017a). Who is going to grow the 

countryside, and in what way will that food be grown? As will be discussed in detail below, the 

role of ecologically sustainable farms is important for the balance of social, environmental and 

economic growth in the farming sector. It becomes quickly apparent that at current rates of 

decline in numbers of farmers, an unavoidable problem emerges within the food landscape of 

Canada today. Without enough young people moving to the farm to grow food, our nation’s very 

potential for the actualizing the idealized, romantic vision of the farm may be lost. What grows 

in its place, without farmers, new and experienced alike, leading the charge for more 

environmentally equitable agricultural practices that have the capacity to feed our growing 

population, will likely only be the continuation of the industrial approach that will speed up the 

depletion of soil, leave the land reliant on chemical input, and ultimately create a more 

vulnerable food system. For a young person wishing to enter the agricultural field, two distinct 

options are visible. Conventional and ecological farming sit at either ends of the spectrum. 

Industrial farming entices with the increased potential of economic vitality, and ecological 

faming may not. These two modes of food production, at their surface view, seem to be in 

opposition to one another. Furthermore, the myth that farming alone can provide a more 

economically sound path is far from the case. In fact, the amount of available income to 
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individually owned farms of any size across Canada has been decreasing rapidly over the past 

generation, with the majority of market share being monopolized by the market power of large 

agribusinesses (Qualman et al. 2018).  

Seemingly, small-scale ecological and large-scale industrial have no space to meet with 

each other on common ground. Each has it that the other is ‘doing agriculture wrong,’ and so 

perpetuates the increasing divide between the two. Is this truly the case, though? Is any one way 

of farming the ‘right’ way? This study ultimately explores whether there is in fact a distinct 

difference in values so large that there can be no possibility of a collaborative solution to the 

problem of feeding our growing population and looking after our already degraded planet. 

Authors have explored the variance of conventional and ecological farming practices, and speak 

to a range of issues prevalent in the widening of the gap between the two (Norton, Johnson, Joys, 

et al 2009; Jeavons 2001; McCann, Sullivan, Erickson, De Young 1997; Hendrickson and James 

2019). Perhaps, each side is holding on to something they are unwilling to detach from; 

something so deeply rooted that it is a paradigm of which the actors are unaware. Perhaps, it is in 

the very detachment where the space for a coming together lies. What do they ultimately want?  

Regardless of the type of farming they choose to do and how they choose to get there, 

why are young people not replacing their aging predecessors on the family farm at a higher rate? 

The answer lies in part from the fact that what was once a reliable means of earning a living may 

now seem less attractive to those who see brighter futures in urban centers where work is more 

readily available. Young people may believe they do not need to break their backs to earn 

money. The challenges facing young people within agricultural career paths are ever present – 

most notably of which is the required capital input to enter the field autonomously -- and yet, 
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some young people are still seeking out this way of life. In fact, that number is on the rise 

(Statistics Canada 2017a).  

There is yet another layer of complexity here, namely, education. Within the major 

paradigms in agriculture – industrial and small-scale ecological – there are two seemingly 

opposed educational ends. These ends consist of a formal university education and an 

‘alternative’ one, often happening outside the walls of a university or college. As will be 

discussed in later chapters, the formal education seems to perpetuate and reproduce an industrial, 

large scale approach to agriculture, with alternative education doing the same for an ecological, 

smaller-scale approach agriculture. How and why do things play out as they do? Why are these 

ways of learning to relate to the land important?  

1.1.2 Industrial Slippage 

 Industrial, or ‘factory’ farming can often be portrayed negatively in the public 

conversation around what is truly ‘sustainable’ in our food production system. Generalized 

statements such as ‘industrial farming is bad’ or ‘ecological farming is the right way’, while 

holding some social or moral weight as to what the ‘best option’ is, can be erroneous. This 

section explores what some of the true impacts of industrial farming are. To be clear, the 

assumption that all industrial farming is bad merely scratches the surface of a tired observation.  

Farming, in the idyllic, traditional sense shifted drastically with the advent of 

industrialization, a process which progressed rapidly throughout the 20th century. This shift was 

characterized by technological advancements such as the input of chemical fertilizers, new crop 

varieties, as well as decreased human labour involvement as a necessity to produce high yields 

(Reganold, Papendick, & Parr 1990). This newly enabled manipulation of the land, pests and soil 

fertility through chemical and technological input allowed for immense single crop (monocrop) 
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production to take root. While this provided, and still does, many farmers with short term 

success, the long-term negative costs such as overall soil fertility, environmental health, and the 

accumulation of debt are significant (La Trobe & Acott 2000; Hendrickson and James 2019). 

The decline in soil productivity is attributed to a wide array of factors. These factors include a 

heavy dependence on chemical input on the soil and massive tillage erosivity which combine to 

deprive the soil of essential nutrients, aeration, and organic material (La Trobe & Acott 2000; 

Van Oost, Govers, De Alba, & Quine, 2006). Jules Pretty (2002) also speaks to the social 

implications of the shift from small-scale, ecological farming to large scale industrial, noting 

impacts such as the loss of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), the disconnected 

relationship between people and the land that feeds them, economic disparity due to 

incorporation of agricultural operations and health risks for workers using chemical inputs.  The 

more mechanical and technical farming became, the more the intimate relationship between 

human and land played less of a role. While the literature on these topics is extensive (Beus & 

Dunlap 1990; La Trobe & Acott 2000; Souza & Ikerd 1996; Mondelaers, Aertsens & Van 

Huylenbroeck 2009; Hendrickson and James 2019), this section gives a brief overview of some 

of the complaints and issues present in the shift in agricultural practices.  The following section 

explores the vulnerability that arose and continues to grow in this shift through decreased 

resilience.  

1.1.3 Resilience 

In order to confidently label an ecological system sustainable, it must be able to 

withstand shocks and continue to thrive. In the context of social-ecological processes, Engle et 

al. (2013:1298) define resilience as “the ability of a social or ecological system to absorb 

disturbances while retaining the same basic structure and ways of functioning, the capacity for 

self-organization, and the capacity to adapt to stress and change.” Rotz and Fraser (2015) apply 
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this definition in the agricultural context, defining food system resilience as “the ability of a food 

system (which itself is made up of actors who produce, process, transport, and distribute food) to 

address stresses and disturbances while providing stable levels of consistent nutrition to the 

public.” Looking at a North American context, Rotz and Frazer (2015:460) note three key results 

from their research. On a broad scale, they cite the lack of diversity, a higher degree of 

connectivity, and a diminished capacity for farmers to innovate and make changes as features of 

a more vulnerable system than ever. The second key point made, increased connectivity, which 

refers to the spatial and organizational interrelation of food systems is especially poignant to the 

relationship between a sense of place and young farmers educational pathways. Lastly, they 

observe that the same increase in capital accumulation that drove a shift towards farm 

consolidation and increased connectivity also diminished diversity and decision-making 

autonomy. The key components used in their study (food system diversity, connectivity, and 

decision-making autonomy) are innately linked and these interlocking relationships illustrate the 

contrast between the vulnerability of industrial farming and the long-term resilience of small-

scale agroecology. As Rotz and Fraser note, “high-input methods reduce the need for the grower 

to pay attention or respond to ecological feedback cycles in the agroecosystem…The result is an 

agricultural system that is stabilized through significant investments in engineering, 

infrastructure, and policy, rather than agroecological system knowledge” (Rotz and Fraser 

2015:468). A small-scale approach to farming is predicated on a deep interrelationship with the 

land and individual landowner decision making, and utilizing Rotz and Fraser’s (2015) 

framework, is shown to be more resilient than the currently vulnerable system.  It is this 

resilience that many of the respondents I spoke with acknowledge is needed to thrive in a rapidly 

shifting agricultural world, whether conventional or ecological.  
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Seemingly, small-scale ecological and large-scale industrial have no space to meet with 

one another on a common ground (Beus & Dunlap 1990). Each seems to indicate that the other is 

‘doing it wrong,’ and so perpetuates the increasing divide between the two. Is this truly the case? 

The status quo of conventional farming has been met with a resurging social movement 

attempting to turn the tide in terms of environmental harm in an effort to reduce the negative 

environmental impacts of conventional farming (Tittonell 2014). This study also explores 

whether there is in fact a distinct difference in values so large that there can be no possibility of a 

collaborative solution to the problem of feeding our growing population and looking after our 

already degraded planet. Perhaps, each side is holding on to something they are unwilling to 

detach from. Perhaps, it is in the very detachment where the space for a coming together lies. 

What do they ultimately want? The following section details how this study was designed and 

conducted.  

1.2 Project Design 

 This section outlines the methodology used for this thesis, including selection of field 

sites, entry to the field, building and establishing rapport with participants, their selection 

criteria, and the structure of interviews. In order to answer the research questions mentioned 

earlier, two theoretical frameworks were used which will be discussed further below, and built 

on the distinction between an anticipated experience (and how place-based relationships 

informed that choice), and a real, lived experience (and how a sense of place was created within 

that). Bourdieu’s framework of habitus and field are the first fundamental theoretical orientation 

of this research (1977). The second framework utilizes a sense of place, informed predominantly 

by writers like Relph (1976) and Tuan (1974; 1977), which underscores the ways in which 

someone creates an identity based on their lived experience in a place, and how that is sensed. 
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The next section continues describing methodology for this project, focussing on where and with 

whom this research was conducted.  

1.2.1 Field Site and Participant Selection 

 

The research and data collection for this project was focussed in the Wellington Region 

of Ontario, Canada (Fig. 1.1). This was chosen for various reasons, including my own proximity 

to the region, as well it being the location of the Ontario Agricultural College. It is also home to 

many alternative agricultural training programs (CRAFT 2019). Furthermore, as will be 

expanded on below, my own involvement in the agricultural community in the Guelph area 

served useful for accessing participants that I already had working relationships with. 

Initially, the intention for this project was to interview students at the Ontario 

Agricultural College (OAC) at the University of Guelph, as well as participants in Everdale 

Organic Farm’s Sustainable Farming Certificate (SFC) program. In this way, the research would 

have been able to highlight the differences between conventional and alternative routes through 

agricultural education. It became quickly apparent that garnering some, if any, participants that 

were actively in the SFC program was going to be unlikely – farmers tend to be busy during the 

growing season. After several attempts to recruit participants actively in the program, I soon 

realized I would have to broaden my scope of research subjects if I wished to gain data. I 

expanded my recruitment pool from strictly current SFC participants to any past members of the 

program, as well as any community members who were involved with small-scale, ecologically 

focussed farming, and who had come to the land through an alternative route. This opened a 

wider array of participants. It is worthwhile here to note as well, that terms like ‘young farmers’ 

were perceived by some participants to include themselves, even though they fell outside the 
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age-range I use for young (18-35 years). As they put it, they were “young in experience, young at 

heart, and always learning” (Josh).  

As mentioned above, this research aimed to deal with young farmers. The intention was 

to focus primarily on those respondents who were between the age of 18-35, which is the typical 

age of University students, as well as the given bracket of age used to denote young farmers in 

the Statistics Canada Agricultural Census (Statistics Canada, 2017c). This was adapted to meet 

the level of involvement from participants, and offered a wider array of perspective, serving the 

study better overall.  

1.2.2 Participant Recruitment  

 

To recruit students at the OAC, I began by emailing copies of my research participant 

recruitment form and information page to all applicable departments at the University of Guelph. 

Once interested students contacted me, we set up a time to meet on campus and conducted the 

interview at a location of their choosing. Each participant was given a $25 gift card to Tim 

Horton’s as an honorarium for their time. Eight interviews took place in the summer, fall and 

early winter of 2018, each lasting roughly an hour in duration. Three additional interviews 

conducted in the winter of 2019 to generate more data.  

Fig. 1.1 Map of Southern Ontario including Wellington County 
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For non-university student participants, my entry was accomplished through direct email, 

word of mouth, past participant mailing lists, or personal relationships. For example, one 

participant was a local farmer I knew through volunteer networks. We met at his farmhouse. 

There was no acceptance of a gift-card on his end, though he did request that I haul a few bales 

of straw out to help mulch his gardens. Another interview was conducted over the phone as they 

were living in a remote location at the time. Overall, for non-university student participants, 

involvement in the project varied depending on the needs and location of interviewees.  

Interviews were recorded on a digital and encrypted device, transcribed, and then 

promptly destroyed from the recording device. Any identifiable features, such as name or farm of 

operation were then anonymized to maintain confidentiality. I acknowledge that the number of 
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interviews was lower than the 20 I had originally hoped for, with only 11 being completed. 

Twenty seemed like the highest number of interviews achievable within the given timeframe that 

would offer enough data to create statistically generalized information. Unfortunately, only 11 

participants were recruited, but thankfully their accounts offered enough in-depth information to 

draw clear observations and achieve data saturation. Out of those 11, five were from the OAC, 

and six from the alternative agriculture pool. More information and detailed profiles of 

respondents can be found in Appendix B. 

1.2.3 Rapport and Positionality 

Given my working knowledge of alternative agricultural practices and my own 

involvement in growing food, building rapport with participants moved more smoothly than 

anticipated, seemingly rooted in a shared terminology that allowed us to bridge understandings 

and speak a similar language. For students at the OAC, my attendance at the University of 

Guelph in my undergrad and grad offered yet another point of relation. Conversations were able 

to flow from personal anecdotes to focussed questions around their experience of learning 

agriculture in a school setting and how a relationship to land and community influenced that.  

For students and young farmers outside of the OAC, rapport tended to shift towards 

openness once I had demonstrated that I had also put in enough ‘dirt time’ to warrant asking 

questions about farming. In most cases, once they checked the box that I had ground to stand on 

to be there in the first place, they opened up. In other cases, rapport had already been established 

through a working relationship in volunteer networks.  

I also acknowledge that my own involvement in agriculture, from growing vegetables in 

community gardens and spending time on local farms to volunteering with local community 

resilience organizations like Transition Guelph posed an inherent bias present when conducting 
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this research. At a personal level, I believe that the best approach to food growth is that of small-

scale, ecologically focussed practices. In conversations with students from a conventional 

background and who were at the time, practicing conventional farming, I needed to consistently 

check my bias so that my own views did not colour the results.  

1.2.4 Qualitative Methods 

The main research method used in this study was semi-structured interviews, which 

gradually shifted to unstructured interviews (see appendix A) as conversations with participants 

began to flow. Unstructured interviews, a cornerstone of ethnographic research, are based on 

clear intentions and typically follow an interview guide, holding little control over the subject’s 

responses – the intention is to “get people to open up and let them express themselves in their 

own terms, at their own pace” (Russel 2011:157). These interviews are especially useful when 

the researcher is seeking the lived experience and helps quickly build rapport to create more of a 

‘conversation’ between the researcher and respondent. The goal here is for the researcher to set 

the context of the discussion with questions and topics, and let the interviewee fill in the content 

of that conversation, and probe where necessary (Russel 2011:157). Using the conversation topic 

I laid out as my main research questions, the respondents were able to carry on through their own 

train of thought and focus on the things they found important within that. It is these areas of 

importance that I was after. Given the minimal structure of the interview, I was able to follow-up 

as I saw fit and use my positionality as a young farmer myself to create a related and shared 

experience. Once the respondent seemed aware that I knew, to some degree, what they were 

talking about, they tended to go further into detail and offer reflections they may have otherwise 

kept out if they felt it could have gone over the head of the interviewer. This provided an insider 

edge to my interviews and helped to establish rapport even quicker.  
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While interviews are a notable activity of ethnographic study, it is in the analysis where 

interpretation of the story begins. As Russel eloquently puts it, this is where “you tell the story, 

as you see it, of how the themes are related to one another and how characteristics of the speaker 

or speakers account for the existence of certain themes and the absence of others” (Russel 

2011:337-338). It was in the stories and experiences of students where the themes and 

underlying tendencies of their actions and choices appeared.  

Interview findings were analyzed in several ways. First, the field of agricultural education 

for each institution was explored in the framework of the relations that predominantly comprised 

that field. Utilizing a framework that Raedeke, Green, Hodge & Valdivia used in their study on 

agroforestry, the relations explored in this thesis include economic, family, and teaching (See 

figure 1.2). In their study, the relations used for analysis were economic, family and rental 

(Raedeke et al. 2009). In this thesis, rental was replaced by teaching to focus on the educational 

component. This framework incorporates the various types of capital that are transmitted 

throughout each set of relationships, fitting within the Bourdieusian approach mentioned in the 

following section (Glover 2013).  

Figure 1.2: Field of Alternative Agriculture 
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Relations

Family 
Relations

Teaching 
Relations



15 
 

 

 

 Second, throughout conversation I noticed three distinct themes arise. These included 

morality, community and sustainability. The second portion of both analysis chapters uses these 

terms as frameworks through which findings were explored as each proved to be vital pieces of 

the farming experience, both in an educational pathway and in agricultural practice following 

their time in school.  

1.2.5 Limitations 

There are several limitations and gaps in this research study. First, with the small sample 

size of participants from each institution, this study captures only a small snapshot of the 

experiences of young farmers in Southern Ontario. In addition, due to the low initial feedback 

from Everdale students, the sample from the alternative agriculture pool became dispersed, 

increasing the background variability. Future research related to this topic would do well to 

ensure the set-up of participant pool has strongly held age parameters and higher quantities of 

participants to provide more detailed findings. Additionally, the range of age became quite 

skewed throughout data collection. As much as the term ‘young’ is a subjective, social construct, 

my understanding of the experience specifically of people ‘young in age’ was not what it could 

have been had the parameters of participation been kept more strictly. 

1.3 Theory 

Two key theoretical approaches created the context through which this research was 

conducted. Bourdieu’s key theoretical concepts such as habitus, field, and capital provide a 

useful lens to understand the ways in which experiences in upbringing had an impact on 

educational and agricultural pathways. Accenting this view, research around sense of place 

provides meaning to the relationships developed between young farmers and their surrounding 

landscapes, communities, and environments. These two approaches work in tandem with 

particular utility for this study, as habitus is, as Bourdieu defines it “a sense of one’s place…a 
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sense of the other’s place” (Bourdieu 1990:131). As the habitus relates to the embodied ways 

which humans relate to their world, informed by the taken for granted notions instilled by the 

society they are in, a sense of place informs how meanings are made from these places, and how 

those meanings inform their actions. If habitus acknowledges the social construction of human 

beings, a sense of place is the ways in which these social constructions are informed by the 

places humans live. These two approaches are expanded on below.  

1.3.1 Bourdieu: Habitus and Field 

 

A key area of theoretical understanding of this project comes from Bourdieu’s 

foundational concepts of habitus and field (Bourdieu 1977). No discussion of how cultural ideals 

are passed on through education would be complete without being directly informed by 

Bourdieu’s definition of cultural capital. At its core, Bourdieu argues that communities of people 

hold resources which take form in distinct types of capital – social, economic and cultural, - 

which manifest as symbolic elements such as skills, preferences, tastes, and credentials. These 

symbolic elements are passed down and installed in the next generation to create more resources 

or to be converted into another form of capital which further entrench the status of the generation 

which preceded them (Bourdieu 1997, 1986; Bourdieu & Passeron 1990). Their reproduction is 

formed as either embodied, objectified, or institutionalized, and serve to, in essence, produce like 

from like. As Jaeger and Breen (2016) note, while cultural capital can often be difficult to define, 

a succinct description references a familiarity – knowledge and educated language – with a 

dominant culture in a society. Typically, these familiarities are reproduced and passed on 

through educational systems with ideological goals in mind, and produce people equipped with 

the social and cultural capital to carry on in the same footsteps as those that embedded the capital 

in the first place.  
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As it relates to this research, the assumption is that cultural capital stemming from a 

specific type of agricultural upbringing, for example a large scale, conventional one, directs 

young farmers to seek out an educational institution that lies within the ideological end-goal of 

conventional farming, namely, to produce lots of income generating crops. Conversely, I 

hypothesize that people growing up in a more urbanized community would seek out a more 

unconventional type of agricultural education, with a focus on small-scale, environmentally 

friendly farming practices. Farm internships or apprenticeships that lead away from the 

conventional approach offered at institutions like the Ontario Agricultural College (OAC) often 

tend to feed more into a form of alternative identity created by growing ‘against the grain.’ This 

notion of identity is explored by King (2016), who, throughout research on students’ relationship 

with sustainable agriculture, noted: 

…practitioners position themselves in opposition to large-scale, industrial agriculture, 

which they see as having brought about many of the current problems with the food 

system. Industrial agriculture is understood to be a broken system that is bad for the 

environment and bad for people. Part of participating in sustainability means knowing 

one’s rival: industrial agriculture (298).  

It is this creation of identity, a form of challenging dominant ideological systems of conventional 

agriculture and the high social capital accompanied by a formal education, as explored by 

Rosenberger (2014) in her study of Japanese organic farmer’s identity creation, that I argue 

creates new dispositions which can only be engrained and achieved through unconventional, 

non-industrial forms of agricultural education. This is related to the sense of place that will be 

described further in the following section discussing place relationships.  
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 Bourdieu (1986) also discussed the notion of fields, or, distinct sub-areas of society in 

which the varying forms of capital materialize and are operationalized. It is particularly within 

the field of education, composed of the various types of relations that exist within that field, that 

these instilled forms of cultural capital are reinforced. The field is the relational space in which 

actors are dedicated to a shared, specific activity, actively instilling the values important to them 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992; Bourdieu 1998). In An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, Bourdieu 

and Wacquant (1992:97) define the field as the space of externality, and “a network, or a 

configuration, of objective relations between positions.” It is where relations between differing 

sets of participants take place. It is the interaction between different groups in society rather than 

just individuals. The key aspect is that fields revolve around the relations between social actors.  

Raedeke et al. (2003:68) offer an excellent analogy of the field, noting that the field is the game 

itself, consisting of the relations between players as they interact with other players in different 

spaces. Bourdieu (1986) explores this field, noting that it is competitive in nature, with different 

actors employing various degrees of cultural capital, gaining its input from three areas namely, 

economic, social and cultural. Society itself is consisted of a number of different fields, which 

themselves consist of the various relations that exist within that area. This study focusses on the 

overarching field of agricultural education. Actors choose to enter particular fields, become 

acquainted with the norms and practices of that field, and ultimately maintain its power within 

society through continued action and production that aligns with that field values (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992). While fields offer the framework in which relations, investments and values 

play out and interact with each other, Bourdieu does not see this as having capacity to shape the 

psyche of individuals – that lies in the realm of the habitus, which is expanded upon below.   
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For Bourdieu, in habitus lies the reconciliation of agency and structure within in a given 

cultural paradigm, or, for the purpose of this study and in educational research, how the 

embodied aspects of a given upbringing are dynamic in their capacity to denote agency to a 

person going through a specific institution (Reay 1995:354). In this case, I define agency as the 

capacity of an individual to shift their own values, decisions and perceptions despite the 

circumstances of a system they find themselves in. It is not solely mental perceptions and 

attitudes that comprise the habitus as something unembodied, rather, it is expressed through 

tangible ways “of standing, speaking, walking, and thereby of feeling and thinking” – it is the 

taken for granted assumptions about the way the world is, as an embodiment of capital (Bourdieu 

1990:70). In short, Bourdieu defines habitus as the outcome of history, creating individual and 

collective practices that span over time as a “system of dispositions – a past which survives in 

the present and tends to perpetuate itself into the future by making itself present in practices 

structured according to its principles” (Bourdieu 1977:82).  It is important to note here the debate 

that exists between the static or dynamic nature of the habitus, as this provides a context for 

students who develop new a habitus based on their experience interacting with new forms of 

capital in their education system.  

 For the context of this thesis, Bourdieu’s habitus provides the basis for students creating 

what I refer to as their personal map. This map, created by ideas and assumptions already set in 

place by past, personal and historical, cultural set-ups reproduce the same outcomes, namely, 

conventional or alternative agricultural practices, generation after generation. The habitus is 

operationalized by the individual within the confines created in the field. As Reay (1995: 355) 

notes, “there is a dialectic interaction between a habitus and a field, the external circumstances in 

which an individual finds herself. While location in a field shapes the disposition of the habitus, 
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to the extent that dispositions are the product of independent conditions, they ‘have an existence 

and efficacy of their own and can help to shape positions’ (Bourdieu, 1983:341).” Through no 

fault of their own, these systems are designed in such a way that the capital being inputted into a 

generational ideology can only be operationalized by actors within the confines of the habitus it 

had to begin with. This research focusses on the ways in which an academic institution situates 

its students’ learning in the context of the paradigm that makes up that specific institution’s field. 

As mentioned above, however, the habitus is an embodied sense of these parameters and is 

subject to individual agency. It is dynamic, not static. It is this individual agency and experience 

in a broad set of cultural ideals that this research is most interested in.   

Within these fields, individual actors influence the shape and nature of the game through 

their habitus, which Bourdieu describes as the internal nature of the players in the game, and 

refers to the shared, taken-for-granted meanings and behaviours used by individuals in a social 

group (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). For Bourdieu (1977:214) the habitus is “a system of lasting 

and transposable dispositions which, integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as 

a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions and makes possible the achievement of 

infinitely diversified tasks.” It is the influence of an individual’s lived experience on their 

decisions and actions inside of a field. Using the game analogy again, the habitus is the sense or 

feel of one inside the game that allows players to perform. this research is most interested in the 

relationship between the external confines of the field and the internal navigation system of the 

habitus.  

1.3.2 Sense of Place 

Another key theoretical orientation this study utilizes is a sense of place. A sense of 

place, as Feld and Basso define, is “the relation of sensation to emplacement; the experiential 
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and expressive ways places are known, imagined, yearned for, held, remembered, voiced, lived, 

contested, and struggled over; and the multiple ways places are metonymically and 

metaphorically tied to identities” (Feld and Basso 1996:11). Foundational scholars in sense of 

place research defined it in several ways. For example, Tuan (1974) explored the experiential 

perspective of place, created through personal experiences. Relph (1976) began the distinction of 

place relationships into categories like place attachment and place meaning. Many studies 

examine on the values, dispositions and decisions people make regarding their physical and 

social relationships to physical places. The idea of a sense of place has evolved and incorporates 

various inputs from the ways in which people relate to locations. Previous research has focused 

on the ways in which the formation of connected places is an experiential and interactive process 

involving both physical (landscape) and social (community) dimensions, with others describing 

the affective or emotional attachment that develops as a socially constructed response which 

involves a strong connection to a place, potentially impacting the formation of identity 

(Gunderson and Watson 2007; Manzo 2003; Ujang and Zakariya 2015; Williams and Vaske 

2003; Feld and Basso 1996). These scholars also conceptualize the formation of place 

relationships as comprising either a social/emotional or physical/functional connection (Lin and 

Lockwood 2014; Gunderson and Watson 2007). Place attachment is an important concept used 

throughout this study to denote the ways in which young farmers hold strong to the reasons why 

and how they learn to farm.  

This research largely utilizes the framework that Kudryavtsev, Stedman and Krasny 

(2012) employ in their study on the impact of environmental education on sense of place among 

urban youth. They define a sense of place as a combination of place attachment and place 

meaning. Place attachment refers to the bond between people and places and denote the capacity 
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of a place to be related to one’s preferred activities and their personal identity. Table 1.1 below 

was created by Kudryavstev et al. (2012) to demonstrate examples of this difference. Place 

meaning refers to the “symbolic meanings that people ascribe to places…which may reflect the 

physical, natural, social, cultural, familial, political, economic or other aspects of places” 

(Kudryavstev et al., 2:2012).  

Table 1.1 Sense of Place as Place Attachment and Meaning (Kudryavstev et al. 2012) 

 

Using these two ways of relating to place, this research will describe how the different 

elements of sense of place connection serve as either emotional or functional directives in the 

educational decision-making process of young farmers. For example, Ngo & Brklacich (2014) 

explore relationships to the land through a sense of place framework. Their concern particularly 

is the relationship between young farmers and their pathways to environmentally sustainable 

farming practices. They note three key characteristics of this framework, each of which will be 

utilized in this project, when understanding the social identity with which students situate 

themselves.  

First, place identity refers to how individuals use their environments to situate their 

identities. Illustrating this, several studies have shown how places of residence can influence 

things such as tastes, interests and priorities in someone’s life (Feld and Basso 1996). Second, 

place attachment refers to the emotional bond that develops between people and their 

environments, one which details the experiences attributed to a physical environment (Low and 
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Altman 1992; Lin and Lockwood 2014). Low and Altman (1992:100) expand further on this 

sense of attachment in the context of early childhood relationships, noting the important theme of 

continuity in impacting future decisions and pathways. As they mention, “a component of 

maturity or of emerging self-hood as an individual…concern for the past and how that is 

incorporated in current identity (1992:101). Continuity of relationship with a landscape could 

reproduce and reinforce that strong bond between a person and that place. Lastly, sense of 

community addresses the social landscape in which one is raised, and “calls attention to how new 

farmers develop social attachments in the communities in which they live and work” (Ngo and 

Brklacich 2014:55). These social bonds to place are explored further in later chapters and shed 

light on how one can define themselves in relationship to place based on a community they are 

an active member in generating. Using the first two characteristics helps better understand the 

ways in which physical and emotional connections to landscapes and environments dictate the 

types of education young farmers receive. Once at the educational institution, paying attention to 

the sense of community characteristic will offer a context in which to view young farmers’ self-

perceived futures in the field, and what they hope to accomplish by pursuing an agricultural 

livelihood. By livelihood I refer to the means by which they earn money to live, the community 

they are a part of and a way of living to which they subscribe. It may at times simply be the 

source of monetary profit and at others the means by which they feed themselves.  

Combining these place-related characteristics creates a unique setting in which 

Bourdieu’s notion of cultural surroundings of upbringing, or habitus becomes operationalized 

and embodied, offering a richer understanding of the types of forces drawing individual students 

to agricultural education systems. While much of the academic literature on place connection has 

primarily focussed on sense of place in the context of wilderness connection, conservation 
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movements and urban settings (Ngo and Brklacich 2014; Lincoln and Ardoin 2016; Feld and 

Basso 1996; Manzo 2003; Ujang and Zakariya 2015; Gunderson and Watson 2007; Williams and 

Vaske 2003; Lin and Lockwood 2014), there has been no anthropological research done on the 

sense of place connection as it relates to young farmers’ educational pathways. This research 

project addresses this gap in literature by providing insights into how young farmers decide 

where to receive their training, further adding to academic understandings of place connections 

and habitus. 

While influences on farmers’ practices have been studied extensively, authors like 

Lincoln and Ardoin (2016) and Ryan et al. (2003) have looked specifically at sense of place and 

its impact on the various value realms (egoistic, altruistic, and biospheric) and decision making. 

Lincoln and Ardoin (2016:391) comment that in research regarding the three realms, pro-

environmental behaviour “has been shown to be much higher in individuals with values focusing 

outside the realm of the self. Specifically, the way people perceive humans’ relationship to the 

environment may enhance the role particular values play in pro-environmental behavior; 

perspectives that view humans and nature as interconnected may be more inclined toward pro-

environmental behavior” (Schultz 2001:336). It is upon premises such as these where a sense of 

place becomes crucial in strengthening the view of humans to see themselves as related to 

something outside themselves, therefore more inclined to engage in agricultural practices that 

serve it rather than deteriorate it. Lincoln and Ardoin’s research found that both environmental 

values and sense of place correlate with sustainable farming practices (2016). What is of more 

interest to this study is the answer to their second question, finding that environmental values 

“played a larger role in pro-environmental practices and educational engagement, while sense of 

place played a larger role in practices pertaining to community, food security, and local culture 
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and history” (Lincoln and Ardoin 2016:397). Research conducted by Ryan et al. (2003) showed 

similar trends supporting the idea that farmers were more intrinsically motivated to practise 

conservation than extrinsically motivated by economics. Intrinsic factors, which fit into the sense 

of place framework discussed earlier, included an attachment to their land and the desire for 

healthy generational continuity, sense of obligation to their community, as well as aesthetic and 

moral drivers (Ryan et al. 2003). 

 There is a profound relationship between young farmers and their sense of place on the 

farm. The first question that arises is – does this sense of place even matter? Why is a sense of 

place important in the conversation around young farmers educational pathways? Ryden 

(1993:76) speaks to the importance of learning close to home, noting that “…people may begin 

to define themselves in terms of their relationship with and residence in that place, to the extent 

that they cannot really express who they are without taking into account the setting which 

surrounds them as well.” We are inherently tied to the places we learn and live in, and thus 

directly identify with them. Every farmer I spoke to in this project referred to their experiences in 

direct relationship with the land. If this aspect is ignored, how can we imagine educating a new 

generation of young farmers with a disconnected relationship to farmland?  

 Kudryavstev (2012) notes, a sense of place is not often a common theme in 

environmental education, though the underlying notions are (Kudryavstev 2012). Kudryavstev’s 

findings also note that “a number of scholars have suggested that sense of place fosters pro-

environmental behavior, and related emotions, attitudes, and behavioral intentions, which is an 

important goal of environmental education…proposed that place rootedness leads to a sense of 

deep care and concern for that place” (Kudryavstev 2012:233). Further to this point, they cite 

Olwig (1982), writing, “To encourage the development of sense of place in the child is to 
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provide the basis ... for the sense of personal concern which is necessary if it is to take an active 

interest in the future of its environment.” This sentiment further builds on Tuan’s (1977) 

framework which states that people with a deeper rootedness to their immediate environment 

will act more responsibly in decisions that jeopardize the sustained health of that land.  

One of the questions I most enjoyed asking participants was – do you love your land? 

Often, the answer I received from alternative agricultural participants was a resounding yes. This 

was born from the sentiment shared in Kudryavstev’s (2012) citing of Gould’s (1991) contention 

that people will not fight for what they did not love, further backing the proposition of Walker 

and Chapman (2003:74) that “a positive relationship may exist between a person’s sense of place 

and pro-environmental intentions he or she has in regard to that place.” It is this underlying idea 

that much of this research sought to explore within the context of young farmers. What, to them, 

is loving their land? Where does environmental responsibility fit in? How does that influence 

their educational choices? In the literature, it started to become clear that loving the land and 

having a strong relationship to it were key in the promotion of ecologically sustainable practices. 

That said, students from the OAC and conventional farming backgrounds had equally heartfelt 

responses to the same question of loving their land. In figure 1.2, the assumption is that the 

‘idealized’ notion listed by alternative agriculture is where love existed, whereas for OAC 

students, that sense of love did not exist in the notion of ‘actual’. In essence, that the ‘ideal’ 

notion of the farm was something in the mind’s eye, whereas the ‘actual’, referring to what life is 

really like on the ground, was far from romantic. What this research showed is that within each 

type of agricultural system, there was both an ideal and actual expression, both of which were 

grounded in a deep relationship to the place on which that type of farming was done. Namely, 

that a sense of place influences how young people choose certain educational pathways, and that 
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these pathways are distinct from each other, with little, if any, shared qualities. This research 

showed that this was not the ‘truth’ in experience, and that in fact, many qualities were similar, 

expressing themselves in different ways.  

1.3.3 Maps and Terrains 

Earlier in this chapter, I discussed the ways in which Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, 

habitus and fields create a map, or a personal chart of anticipated and fulfilled experiences based 

on cultural backdrops. In a similar way, meanings, identities and attachments ascribed to places 

serve to create maps for students entering a given educational pathway. The structure of this 

study largely utilizes this concept of maps, and can be equated to a real, lived experience, terrain. 

I give a brief overview of how these are operationalized below and will expand on the interplay 

between the two throughout this study.  

Maps, for this purpose of this research, are related to the mental creation of an 

experience, bounded by the anticipations that are created through a given institutions enrolling 

characteristics. Maps are the preconceived notions that each student has, informed by their 

habitus and sense of place. Each student comes to education with their own personal map – the 

extent to which their background, upbringing, culture and relationship to place influences their 

understanding of the world. The map is essentially the combination of capital, habitus and a 

sense of place – all the internal mechanisms that can influence experience and decision making. 

Preconceived notions, stories told about how an experience will turn out, and expectations all 

combine to create a map. Using a rudimentary example, consider a paper map of a city. Looking 

at the map, one can see where things are, how to navigate, and what its boundaries are, or where 

the page ends. In addition to the students’ map, each institution has its own map, informed by its 
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values, longstanding history, vision and mission. The institutional map is most succinctly defined 

by the field – the framework in which actors relate to one another.  

I also develop the idea of terrains. The terrain is the real, lived experience of the student 

as they traverse their educational pathway and beyond. It is the embodiment of an experience, 

the theory in action, and allows for individual and subjective perceptions to be created, lost, or 

transformed within the realm of reality. It allows for the sensing of a place, as it is the actual 

experience of it. New ideas, educational impacts, social or economic influences can all act as 

transforming agents of the individual. It denotes the dynamic nature of the habitus. Using the 

paper city map example above, if the map represents the visual layout of the city, then the terrain 

is what it is like to truly walk the streets. One can take any route they choose, can be influenced 

by offered directions of people they meet, or it can lead one to wander into a new town 

altogether, creating new pathways and meanings. It is quite literally the realm of possibility. As 

this thesis continues, the intersections between maps and terrain is where futures are created. 

Terrains are where identities are created, new ways of being are chosen, and where the highest 

potential for a bridging of the gaps between two seemingly opposed schools of thought can come 

together to truly effect change at a large scale, and perhaps cause and create a new way of 

growing food, relating to the land, and stewarding the environment that holds it all.  

In the context of the research questions, the map is used to explore some of the influences 

that push students towards their educational pathways – sense of place, habitus and capital. By 

better understanding a student’s map, we can begin to get a grasp on the terrain, which exists in 

respondent’s perceptions of their current experience of either their school or agricultural 

operation. The following section begins to employ some of these terms while presenting the 

various educational contexts this study explores. 
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1.3.4 Agricultural Education 

When it comes to learning skills, developing practice and understand further the broader 

systems of agriculture, this study explores two seemingly opposing ends of the educational 

spectrum. To present the influence of a sense of place in as stark of a way as possible, the study 

used two of the most blatantly different means of agricultural education. It is difficult to use 

terms here like traditional; alternative; education; or internship. Such terms denote a binary that 

must be looked at carefully, and the scrutiny with which they can be dissected is beyond the 

scope of this study. That said, for the purpose of this research, traditional agricultural training is 

used to refer to the university education, specifically the Ontario Agricultural College at the 

University of Guelph. While in past generations, the ‘traditional’ method of learning to work the 

land was done at home, on the land, here it refers to the means by which most young people 

entering the societal realm of agriculture. Additionally, as is discussed in subsequent chapters, 

the OAC as a formal institution carries with it its own sense of enshrined tradition.  

At the other end of this spectrum of educational pathways, we find the ‘alternative’ 

schools. Here is included such things as farm internships and training programs whereby students 

live on the land, study traditional ways of growing food in harmony with the earth. These are 

typically predicated on small-scale, non-industrial means of food production. For this research, 

this includes the Sustainable Farming Certificate training program and Everdale Organic Farm, 

located in Hillsburgh, Ontario (Everdale 2019). In addition to Everdale, this end of the spectrum 

also includes farmers, both large and small scale, who are self-taught, learn through trial and 

error, and create their own school through experience.  

Before moving on, it is interesting to note the seemingly contradictory terminology here. 

When speaking about alternative pathways of agricultural education, I refer to pathways that 
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utilize and teach more traditional food growing practices. When speaking about traditional 

pathways of agricultural education, I am speaking about pathways that utilize and teach 

innovative and technology-based ways of growing more food.  The choice of words by the 

University of Guelph often harken back to its rich tradition of agricultural history, research 

excellence and the like (University of Guelph, 2017). Whether intentionally or not, this lexicon 

helps them lay claim to a historical legacy that they have in a different way than the farm 

internship programs may. This can pull on the notion of ‘tradition’ to appeal to students in a 

certain way and creating the anticipation of a specific type of experience. 

1.4 Conclusion 

 This introduction aimed to lay the groundwork within which the research for this thesis 

took place. It explored a snapshot of young farmers in Canada today, as well as the various 

options present in education around agriculture, which will be expanded upon in the following 

chapter. The case for small farms was made by highlighting the pitfalls of our current, dominant 

agricultural system in Canada, and offered this as the spectrum ends that this research exists 

between. Following this background, the project design was explained, including participant 

recruitment and information, type of research conducted, and the ways in which I developed 

rapport with participants. Next, an in-depth look at some key theoretical frameworks provided 

the basis for much of the conversation that happens in the subsequent pages of this thesis.  

1.4.1 Research Question 

 Here I once again presence the key research questions for this thesis. First, what role does 

a sense of place have in influencing young farmers educational pathways? In addition, other 

questions explored include: a) How does a young person create their own sense of place within 

their given educational trajectory?; b) What impact does a relationship to the land have on this 
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sense of place?; c) How is an identity formed within the context of a sense of place inside the 

boundaries that a given educational pathway allows? 

1.4.2 Chapter Summary 

 This introduction laid out a brief description of this research project, introducing the key 

themes and contexts in which these conversations took place. To summarize concisely, the 

subsequent chapters entail the stories of several young people and their experience coming to the 

land. They will look at the path laid out for them, and the ones that were walked. Chapter 2 starts 

by exploring the perceptions and experiences of students in the Ontario Agricultural College at 

the University of Guelph. Chapter 3 will do the same for participants from the alternative 

agriculture pool. Both chapters explore how these students came to where they are, why they 

chose, and continue to choose being there, and where they feel they are headed. Chapter 4 will 

contain a discussion of findings, examine responses to the original research questions, and offer 

some suggestions for how to approach future conversations around training a new generation of 

farmers. Finally, Chapter 5 will offer some concluding thoughts and personal reflections on the 

research and my experience as a both a young farmer and academic student in today’s ever-

shifting landscape.
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Chapter 2: The ‘Standard’ Approach: Ontario Agricultural College 
  

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the maps, terrains and lived experience of place for students who 

attend the Ontario Agricultural College at the University of Guelph. Beginning with a historical 

context and underpinning ideology of the Ontario Agricultural College, a map of what students 

step into when they begin their agricultural education will be described. Following this, data 

from interviews will provide insight to describe the lived experience participants in going 

through their various programs. How do these college students create a sense of place based on 

these things? What roles does the institution play in providing a context in which their identity 

can form? What about teachers, peers, research and other things a student might encounter on 

their trajectory through secondary education. The ways in which identity informs, and is 

informed by notions of community, morality and sustainability will be discussed briefly here, 

and then in further detail in following sections.  

2.2 Story Spotlight: Marc 

 Marc is a 26-year-old farmer, who in addition to helping at his father’s ginseng farm, 

currently works in agrichemical sales throughout Southern Ontario. Graduating from the 

University of Guelph, he spent his first summer helping his father plant their first round of 

ginseng crops (the new cash-crop after rotating out tobacco). From there, he went on to work for 

Cargill as a meat supervisor, a quality assurance inspector at a cannabis farm, and finally to his 

current role in agrichemical sales based out of Tillsonburg, Ontario. For him, farming has been a 

way of life since he was a child.  

 Marc grew up on his family farm in rural Ontario, surrounded by hundreds of 

neighbouring acres. Marc’s upbringing was typical of kids in his community. He spent lots of 
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time helping and learning from his father, who had Marc getting up in the early mornings to help 

on the farm from the age of 14. He went to school, played hockey, and was part of several youth 

groups in his community, all with fellow farmers’ children. His father went to the University of 

Guelph. It was in this community that his understanding of what it meant to be a farmer, a young 

man, and a decent community member came to be. It meant, for him, looking after each other. 

When one farmers crop fell due to an unexpected frost, Marc recounted memories of a fleet of 

combines combing the field together to help their fellow farmer in distress. This sense of 

morality has stayed with him ever since. His lifelong friends were made here, many of whom he 

still works beside; most of whom he went to school with. It was in that community, living that 

lifestyle, where Marc learned the language he often used in our interview. This language, which 

one learns only through living it, has allowed him to thrive in the work he is in. It is the language 

of the community. As he put it, “that common language is crucial in being able to have 

conversations with the people I’m trying to sell to, a conversation that flows from both ends. 

They can tell if you don’t get it and will be more likely to work with you if you do.” 

 Marc’s decision to go to the University of Guelph and pursue a career working in the 

agrichemical industry was born out of this love for the community he was raised in. For him, 

community is everything. Supporting himself and the community that raised him meant ensuring 

that each farm was thriving and producing as much as it possibly could. It meant eventually 

returning to the family farm to take over from his father. Marc is part of the incoming generation 

of farmers, working to ensure the rural class is equipped to be profitable and taken care of for 

years to come. The kind of farming he is used to, in his mind, is the kind that works. If we have 

any chance of feeding our growing population, Marc believes it lies in ensuring high yields 

through tried and tested techniques – adapting fertilizers and pesticides every few years to keep 
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up with changing biology, creating new seed varieties that are more resilient to changing weather 

patterns – techniques that are born out of innovations that happen at places like the University of 

Guelph. The role that a sense of place had on Marc’s view of the way things ought to be done to 

be done well was very clear, steeped in tradition, honour and an obligation to his people. It was 

the tried and true practice, one that was close to his heart and his community.  

2.3 Setting Up the Study: Participant Information 
 

 This section provides the context for who was interviewed for this portion of the study, 

why they were chosen and how they fit into the broader discussion of this research. In total, the 

five interviews conducted from this pool of participants were with students from the OAC who 

had experience either previously or currently in farming. Within this set, participants still came 

from varied backgrounds and offered unique perspectives on what it meant to be a farmer in 

today’s world. Jennifer, Kyla and Sam were all students currently in their undergraduate 

programs at the OAC and were in the 18-21 age range. Jennifer was in the equine management 

program and Kyla was studying to become a veterinarian – both involved with the live animal 

aspect of agriculture. Sam was a plant agriculture student, who at the time was considering 

switching from that degree into an environmental economics and policy program. Nonetheless, 

he grew up on a cash-cropping farm (a farm whose crops are grown strictly for market value, 

such as corn, soy, ginseng) in Walton, Ontario, and considered himself first and foremost to be a 

farmer. Marc completed his plant agriculture degree in 2017, and while he grew up working on 

his family’s tobacco farm, was currently working in agrochemical sales, and spent a portion of 

his summers working on his family farm. Thomas’ experience was similar to Marc’s, completing 

his plant agriculture degree in 2016 and currently living and working on his family cash-crop 

farm in the Wellington region.  
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 These interviews provided insights into how and why it made sense for these students to 

come to the OAC and offered glimpses into what they hoped to do after graduation, as well as 

what some of them were actually doing today. Each shared their aspirations informed by what 

they saw was valuable to the future of agriculture and to themselves in the field.  

2.4 Mapping an Ontario Agricultural College Experience 

 To fully grasp the scope and impact of a given educational experience, it is necessary to 

explore the foundations upon which an educational institution was built. It is through this process 

that one can glean the basic assumptions and expectations a prospective student may have upon 

choosing and entering a specific educational pathway, as well as the extent to which a 

predictable experience can shift within a given institution. This is especially important with an 

institution as long standing and with as rich a history as the Ontario Agricultural College at the 

University of Guelph.  

 

2.4.1 Context of the OAC 

This section is primarily based on a document produced by the OAC called Our Shared 

Priorities which presents historical information, present standings and plans for the future of the 

OAC (2018). With its seeds taking root in a 550-acre farm in the south end of Guelph, the 

Ontario Agricultural College is one of Canada’s longest standing agricultural training programs. 

Its first class of twenty diploma students began in 1874, and their training program would soon 

become one of three founding programs that constitutes the University of Guelph. At its outset, 

the OAC held two foundational mandates: “to teach to the succeeding, if not the present, 

generation of the most improved methods of cultivation – in one world, ‘train young [people] in 

the science and art of improved husbandry;’ and in the second, it must conduct experiments and 

publish the results.” (OAC 2018). Presently, the OAC is well-known as being one of Canada’s 
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top agricultural training programs, as well being a leader in research and the development of high 

yield agricultural techniques, serving communities on both local and global scales. It is 

comprised of six academic units, including the Department of Animal Biosciences; Department 

of Food, Agricultural and Resource Economics; Department of Food Science; Department of 

Plant Agriculture; School of Environmental Design and Rural Development; School of 

Environmental Sciences. In the 2018/2019 academic year, the school had 645 associate diploma 

students, 2,525 undergraduate students, 740 graduate students, 600 staff and 140 faculty 

members (OAC 2020). Over the past ten years alone, roughly 500 doctoral degrees were granted 

by the OAC, with those graduates mostly working in the academic and industry fields (OAC 

2020).  

The high ranking of the University of Guelph and the OAC creates a powerful reputation, 

which as it states, is largely due to the “research efforts of OAC faculty, staff and students who 

receive $58 million in research funding annually” (OAC, 2018). These standings create, as the 

Shared Priorities notes, an intrinsically felt set of values and missions of the College and its 

students and faculty. It is this intrinsic feeling mentioned above, I submit, that provides the 

understanding of the field to potential students. As Sam noted, “I came here because of the 

scholarship, and because of the advances in agriculture that have been a result of research here.” 

The Ontario Agricultural College states its mission as: to Improve Life by inspiring 

leaders, generating knowledge and creating innovative solutions for food agriculture, 

communities and the environment. Notice the underlying sub-context of excellence in output as a 

driving theme here. Namely, it is the output of things such as research, solutions to the ever-

expanding issues related to feeding a growing population, and the students and leaders that drive 

this on the local and global scales. Output is at the cornerstone of this educational model and its 
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agricultural goals. Furthermore, the values they note include student success; achieving 

excellence; supporting our people; organizational effectiveness; our legacy and reputation (OAC, 

2018). Excellence, legacy and reputation take centre stage.  

 Also displayed in the simple explanation of the OAC’s mission, values, and history is the 

inherent relationship that the university exhibits between its status and output of excellence. As 

the Shared Priorities document states, the OAC’s legacy and reputation is defined as “rich 

traditions, strong partnerships, engaged alumni and a long history, for which we have a 

responsibility to champion, steward and leverage.” Prestige and status are presented to, and 

potentially digested by, any current or prospective students. Further to that, there are certain 

‘perks’ that students’ receive from being a part of the OAC (About 2019). In this instance, the 

map students come with is that they are stepping into the University of Guelph with and 

attending the OAC, places that hold a context of excellence, priming them for leadership, and 

offering a slice of an already outstanding reputation and status that the mere name of the 

institution holds. 

2.4.2. Status and Research Excellence  

 In a 2017 report titled Planning for Tomorrow 2.0 commissioned by the OAC and 

financially supported by institutions such as Farm Credit Canada and RBC Royal Bank, they list 

the human resource needs in the agriculture and food sector in the next five years, specifically as 

they relate to programs offered by the OAC. Their key findings include that the demand potential 

for OAC graduates exceeds supply, with approximately four jobs available for every graduate 

entering the agri-food sector; 77% of food companies and 79% of agribusiness prefer formal 

training in agriculture; strong demand for co-op programs from both food and agriculture sectors. 

There is something at play here that creates an underlying assumption that through merit and 
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hard work, subscribing to the OAC’s value system and carrying the weight that attending the 

school has is a promise for student success.  

2.5 The Field of the OAC 

 The field of the Ontario Agricultural College is, according to the theoretical framework 

presented earlier, composed of the various relations engaged in by agents within its confines. 

This section explores some of these relations, highlighting those relations that were most present 

in interviewee responses. Fields are the structured spaces that organize around various inputs of 

capital, upon which Bourdieu places an emphasis of stratification and domination of ideals and 

values. This section explores these fields to further uncover what possible effects they might 

have on a young person’s behaviour. More specifically, I explore to what extent the influence of 

capital within the field of the OAC has an impact on the future choices of young farmers.  

2.5.1 Economic Relations 

 There are several forms of economic relations that impact the nature of experience at the 

OAC. First and foremost, there is tuition. This is a key factor for any university education and is 

nonetheless important to mention as a component of economic relations. This entrance fee 

automatically creates a distinction between who can attend and who cannot. In 2018, a semesters 

tuition in various OAC programs ranged from $4,000 to $6,000CAD (Student Financial Services 

2018). This relationship aligns with the payoff that attending a formal, prestigious institution has. 

One participant. Jennifer noted that, “The tuition is high here, but I believe it is worth it. I mean, 

the skills I can gain here and having a degree from a place like Guelph will probably set me up 

with a pretty good job after I finish. That’s a future me problem.” 

 It is important to note that not all students who attend the OAC do so by paying out of 

pocket or entering a government loan program. Sam, for example, was a high school 
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valedictorian and received a full scholarship in the program. What is of more interest here, 

however, is where some of this funding comes from. Thousands of dollars are awarded annually 

to OAC students, with some of these funds coming from family and individual trusts, and some 

coming from organizations that may have vested interests in what kind of knowledge and 

research is produced at the College. The College website gives a brief breakdown of where 

funding comes from – in the 2018/2019 academic year, researchers received 49.4 million dollars 

in funding from the following sources: 22.3 million from the Ontario government, 11.4 million 

from industry, 8.5 million from the federal government, and 7.2 million from private donors, 

non-profits and others (Ontario Agricultural College 2020). For example, industry funders such 

as Nestle, Cambrian Solutions Inc. (an agrichemical business), Nutreco (a feeding tech business) 

all comprise some of the potential funding avenues for students (Student Financial Services 

2018). There is a value cycle to be noticed here. Students who choose the formal education 

pathway not only have access to the social capital of attending a prestigious academic institution, 

they also become potential beneficiaries of millions of dollars of funding from government and 

industry leaders. One can start to see a pattern emerging, wherein students get educated in a way 

that is predicated on technological advancement and high production, made possible by large 

amounts of funding, move out into their fields in similar ways, and become the new leaders of 

innovation in those same fields, and the funding is then cycled back into those institutions which 

produce more students.  

2.5.2 Family Relations 

 In respondent information, family relations seemed to play a significant role in the 

student’s decision to attend the OAC. As I pointed out earlier, the habitus of a person, while not 

completely static, does influence and determine much of their decision making, and this was 

highlighted by the experiences of students in this study. In some cases, it was the nature of their 
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relationship to the family farm that drew them to the OAC. For example, Sam spoke to the strong 

sense of responsibility he felt to his family farm, and that attending the OAC would set him up 

with the tools to eventually successfully inherit the farm operation from his father. Responsibility 

to his family came up again for Sam when I asked whether he loved his land. He responded by 

saying, 

Well, kind of. I don’t know if I love the land, or if that’s the right adjective, but I 

love my family. My family is tied to the land, so it is more of a sense of 

responsibility to both of them. Make sure the land is doing well, make sure my 

family is doing well. I guess that’s kind of love. The type of connection is more of 

a transactional relationship. Transactional stewardship attachment to the land. If 

there was something I loved about it, it would be the stone house I want to live in, 

more so than the land. The history piece is big for me. 

A similar sentiment was shared by Marc as it relates to feeling the responsibility of being 

the eventual successor of his family farm, with the added piece that his father had attended the 

OAC. He noted that “it feels more like a legacy thing for me. It is a legacy to go back and fulfill 

on, and it is a legacy that I get to step into. My dad came here, I want my kid to come here, 

whenever they’re born.” These findings showed that my assumption that OAC students did not 

share that same sense of ‘love’ for their land was not in fact the truth. Rather, their love for their 

land related to how their relationship to the land was created, namely, through deep family ties 

and the desire to tend to their legacy inside of their communities of upbringing.  

2.5.3 Teaching Relations 

 It became quickly clear that level of satisfaction within their programs came in many 

instances not from being at the OAC itself, but from the influence of teachers and the pathways 

they opened beyond the classroom. Experience was shaped through interaction rather than the 

prestige.  Furthermore, it was this relationship with teachers that provided a space wherein 

students could imagine transformation, step inside a construction different than they had 

anticipated, and conceive of creating something altogether new. Jennifer, who studied equine 
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management spoke of the influence of her teacher’s horse rehabilitation farm mentioned earlier 

in this chapter. Further to being involved, the student was able to secure a volunteer position on 

the farm which she felt not only added to her enjoyable experience of working with horses, but 

provided her the hands-on practice of engaging with her studies in a way she could not while in 

school (Jennifer). Another example, mentioned by Kyla, was seeing her teachers as the drivers of 

real change as opposed to the institution at large. Referring to the conversation of sustainability, 

she said that she “wasn’t sure about Guelph as a university”, but that her “teachers are really 

driving most of this change, working really hard to put their money where their mouths are.”  

 There were some exceptions, however, wherein students also spoke of the impact of 

being in such a studious, research-history rich institution had on their sense of place.  

There’s something about being at Guelph, walking the hallways you know that so 

many people have walked before, seeing the old buildings, smelling the farm 

research areas, surrounded by laboratories and people you imagine are much 

smarter than yourself. It makes you want to be better. It makes you think that 

you’re a part of something so much bigger than yourself. Just being here makes 

me want to do better (Kyla).  

This notes the intrinsic influence of the institution’s reputation on student experience 

within the program. Later in the interview, Kyla went on to share that as she continued to learn 

about the University’s investment into fossil fuels and through conversation with peers, she 

became much more critical and wanted to shift her focus within agriculture to start looking at 

ways to minimize negative environmental impacts after her studies were finished. This highlights 

some of the ways in which perceptions and experiences within an institution are shifted based on 

the agents an individual interacts with.  

2.6 Habitus and Sense of Place in OAC Students 
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“I’ve wanted to be a vet and go to Guelph for as long as I can remember, even before JK, I’ve 

known I wanted to be here” (Kyla). 

 

While the University of Guelph presents itself as a certain way, offering a distinct 

educational experience, there is something that precedes the institution itself in terms of what 

draws students to it. Therein lies an integral part of the map. In Bourdieu’s work, the habitus is a 

“system of embodied disposition which generates practice in accordance with the structural 

principles of the social world” (Nash 1990: 433). This embodied disposition also shows up as a 

sense of pre-formed assumptions based in historical context that lives within the minds of 

prospective students and shapes the parameters of what they anticipate their educational 

experience to be. This can also be related to the map of a sense of place – the creation of a space 

as a certain place based on assumptions and expectations.  

Some, as one participant who grew up on his family’s cash cropping farm noted, come to 

the University because of their rich history of ground-breaking research, commenting that 

“advances in agriculture have been astounding as a result of agricultural research. The corn crops 

my grandpa used to get was about sixty bushels to the acre, if that, on a good year in the 

1930s…we’re getting over two-hundred bushels to the acre now. Things like that, which directly 

impact my life and my family, are brought on by institutions like the University of Guelph and 

have made our lives much more enjoyable. Guelph in itself is a connection from the urban to 

rural, both feeding each other. It was an obvious choice for me to come here” (Sam). Exhibited 

here is the assumption of the University of Guelph as a place rich in excellence and solution-

based research, and its implication of creating a future sense of place in one’s personal home life 

as safe and taken care of. 



43 
 

 

 

Prior to this study, my hypothesis was that students who came to the University of 

Guelph would have primarily been from a rural background. In the interviews I conducted, this 

was the case, with varying degrees and definitions of ‘rural’. Some grew up on a farm in a very 

small town and considered their upbringing to be rural. Others grew up in small cities such as 

Milton, Ontario, and while they considered their personal home to be of urban setting, said that 

they lived close to, or interacted with, rural settings so much that there was not much of a 

distinction.  

Certain characteristics were mentioned as relationship to places in their upbringing. For 

example, Sam, Marc and Kyla all described themselves as rural because of the physical location 

they grew up in. Kyla said that for her, rural was “the physical act of having a space like that 

(fields or forest).” She felt proud, she said, to be from a place like her hometown. “It is kind of 

an identity thing, being from a small town. People are kind of like ‘oh, you’re from there, you 

must be friendly.’” Kyla often referred to her childhood in our interview, noting values she had 

learned there such as “honour, integrity and respect.” Marc described rural as being in a 

homestead type of setting, saying “it is nice, a homestead type of situation, you’re around home 

and it is right where you live, it is your business right when you walk out your front door. Like, 

boom, wake up and there are the crops…kind of like a Western scene, the pastures out there with 

the equipment, so you’re always just a part of it.” That was Marc’s rural growing up, and in that 

same breath, he spoke to his sense of that today in his work in agrichemical sales, referring to his 

commute, saying “you know I speak to my friends in urban centers sitting in traffic and all that 

commotion for 45 minutes…me, my commute is through country roads, looking at the fields, 

driving past my buddies farms. Not too bad of a commute I’ve got to say.”  
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At the OAC, students all seemed to come from some form of rural background. While 

definitions shifted slightly, what was clearest was that for the students who were raised on a farm 

which practiced conventional farming, coming to the OAC to learn the skills necessary to return 

home and continue to operate their farm was an obvious choice. In other cases, students from 

rural backgrounds not having been raised on family farms seemed to be more exploratory and 

diverse in their intended pathway post education, looking to routes such as veterinary medicine. 

For those students who were raised on the family farm, however, the University of Guelph 

proved to be the obvious choice. For these students, the University of Guelph continuously 

appeared to represent what they felt was the sense of farm they had. In essence, young farmers 

from conventional farming backgrounds gravitated to the University of Guelph because of the 

longstanding status of excellence and innovation the University of Guelph offered.  

Sense of place is defined as the union of place meaning and place attachment. One repeated 

question that attempted to capture some of the essence of these feelings was – do you love your 

land? In all OAC respondent interviews, the responses expressed the notion of loving the land as 

one of reciprocity and responsibility. The land had given some of these students more than just a 

place to grow food. It had given them a childhood, a family, a source of income, a community, 

and so much more. They felt it was their duty to return and ensure that land was thriving for 

future generations.  

2.6.1 Anticipated Experiences 

Previous relationships to place play different roles in students’ decision making in 

coming to the OAC. For example, the role of relationship to nature seemed to create a sense of 

identity which students at the University of Guelph resonated with. As one participant noted in 

reference to her experience at overnight camp, where they developed a strong relationship to 
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nature, “the people I was surrounded by when I was riding or working as a nature guide at camp 

all seemed to go to Guelph, so I guess it is kind of like the personality here. You find the same 

type of person. You’d always hear them talking about it, even on the riding team too. I’d also 

hear more about Queens (University), but it was like a different type of person that was talking to 

me, and I always resonated more with the people that came to Guelph; their quiet 

demeanor…more chill and down to earth” (Jennifer).  

Some other students at the OAC seemed to share an air of skepticism in the values related 

to plant agriculture at the OAC, raising their quills at the thought of coming to a school that 

painted itself as green and environmentally friendly, but did not always live up to those 

standards. As one participant noted “I was a little uncertain about applying to Guelph, because 

my hunch was that Guelph would be more like, you know, GMO friendly, bigger is better, you 

know, those sorts of things. I was not wrong. So, I was hoping that some of the fringe 

departments would allow me to be a bit more critical of the current food system” (Allison). 

Another student mentioned her skepticism related the University’s investment in fossil fuels. She 

mentioned that she had heard rumours that “Guelph got its funding from coal1, and I wish that it 

could do better before you’re caught, you know, and not just after your forced to, but I’m not 

certain and I don’t have all the facts” (Kyla). She went on to say, however, that she felt like she 

had heard that Guelph in fact did a lot to create a culture of sustainability that drew her in, like 

limiting plastic straw use on campus (Kyla). Regardless of what anticipated experiences existed 

within students prior to attending the OAC, each one had differences and similarities inside of 

their actual experience at school. The following section explores some of the terrain of the OAC, 

 
1 Since the time of this interview, the University of Guelph has decided to divest from fossil fuels.  
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that is, the lived experiences of students as they traversed that institution, as well as their 

influence on their identities.   

2.7 Terrain of the OAC 

2.7.1 Lived Experience of the Program 

 Place, according to Tuan (1974), is strong visceral feelings that get evoked in a space. As 

discussed earlier, maps inform the decisions of young people of a place based on perception, 

which is in turn formed through their personal experiences and anticipated ones as laid out by an 

institution. This section explores specific data from interviews that speak to the formation of 

place based on a student experience in that pathway; the visceral sensing of a spatial point. 

 While some respondents did acknowledge the role of teachers on their choice to attend 

the OAC, more often it was the impact of the community in which they were raised that 

influenced their decision. Marc was the perfect example of this. On several occasions, he spoke 

about memories of growing up in a community that “took care of each other. If suddenly 

someone got a frost that risked their whole crop, within an hour there were 5 combines from 

neighbours driving through their field to help harvest the crop. It just gives you a good feeling 

when everyone’s rolling in and just say ‘where do I need to go boss?’” This was developed for 

him through various avenues – from being part of different clubs (for example, the Young Beef 

Farmers) and social organizations to spending time with his father at neighbour’s farms – 

eventually, that camaraderie led to feeling like “one big family” (Marc). Other activities, Marc 

mentioned, whether it was working the corn or going out hunting or fishing, all tied into the 

farming community. It all revolved around that way of life. It was that strong community tie, he 

said, “that had a big impact on my coming to Guelph. All my friends I grew up with came here. 

You know, we do the same kind of thing here that we’d do back home, with the Aggie Club and 

so on. It was like there’s a shared language there; people get me, and I get them. It wouldn’t have 
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made sense to go anywhere else. You know, we learned all these things together as kids, and 

then as students, and then we could all go back home eventually and carry that on.”  

 Sam shared similar sentiments, along with Jennifer and Kyla, that coming to Guelph was 

like going to their hometown school. There seemed to be a shared language, shared point of view 

and shared understanding that existed among all these students, all of which were set upon the 

backdrop of a rural community where families lived on big farms, grew their cash crops, and 

took care of each other. This was a value reinforced by experiencing it on campus – it reminded 

them of being home. 

2.7.2. Influence on Identity 

 As a sense of place and habitus have an influence on an individual’s identity, this section 

explores how OAC students’ identity was impacted or transformed within the context of their 

time at school. Regarding food production, agriculture and scientific research at the University of 

Guelph, one student noted the influence that being at Guelph had on her inner moral compass, as 

well as the ground from which she spoke about it to her peers. When speaking about the impact 

that being at Guelph had on the way she saw her own identity in the field, Kyla mentioned: 

Guelph is actually giving myself and a lot of students an avenue to take their 

education. It is not just, here’s your degree, go have fun. There are so many 

professors who are doing research and need students for their research. It presents 

opportunities, places to go, things to learn after school…there are places I can go, 

things I can do other than be a vet, once I have this.  

It is interesting to note how the role of status gets embodied. When Kyla says, “Once I have 

this,” Kyla alludes the idea that a student cannot practice a wide range of interests without the 

attendance at a university. There was an instilled edge that she developed by having the 

University of Guelph’s name behind her. Kyla went on to say: 
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… other than just career paths, it is given me the education so that I can educate 

others. For example, my boyfriend’s mother was really against GMO (genetically 

modified organisms), and I actually had a talk with her and let her know that I had 

taken a course on this, and here’s what it really is, and it is not all bad. It is not all 

as evil as you think. Another example, with my friend who is a vegan and didn’t 

like the idea of fistulated cows, the cows with a hole in their side, and I actually 

explained to her that, no, here’s how we do it, here’s why we do it, and it actually 

benefits the cow, here’s how it benefits other cows and how we use it for 

research. And she was like, oh wow. I had no idea. I just thought you cut a hole in 

the cow. It was really nice to be able to actually tell her about that.  

Most notable in this quote is the underlying assumption that through research and study at the 

University of Guelph, one can share knowledge with the uninformed. This hints to a newly 

developed moral compass wherein a student can use their experience to educate others with 

viewpoints that see intensification of animal research and the use of GMOs as wrong. Here is 

seen the dynamic embodiment of a new habitus as a product of digesting the institution’s capital, 

a process not explicit to the agricultural field, but seen in research on the transmission of capital 

at various levels and types of educational institutions (Aschaffenburg and Maas 1997; Tzanakis 

2011).  

 Speaking to the influence of community and peers, Kyla shared an experience that 

beautifully exhibits both the new ideas from peers one could be exposed to at the University of 

Guelph, as well as the ways in which someone can engage in individual action to create a new 

sense of identity that incorporates more of their previously held beliefs.  

I lived with an environmental engineering major last year and she really helped 

me get into the mind frame of Guelph. She taught me how to compost, told me 

and let me know, and that’s become a huge part of me now. I’m super big on 

composting, which is nice. Really big on recycling, and I plan on always carrying 

and continuing with that once I have a house of my own. 

She was once one way, and she chose to be another way, and that has become a part of her 

identity. This helps us understand and affirm the idea that identity is not a fixed, static thing, and 

can be shifted inside of the terrain. Rather, students who, upon being exposed to new ideas in the 
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field of a the OAC, whether from the institution itself or from peers within it, can act 

dynamically and create new identities, find new values, and reconstitute and evolve their habitus.  

2.7.3 Creation of Identity in Place 

 According to Proshansky et al. (1983), place identity is related to the socialization of 

one’s self to their physical surroundings. As mentioned earlier, the habitus on the other hand is 

the embodiment of one’s learned rules of socialization and ways of being in the world (Bourdieu 

1990). People, in addition to integrating the values of their associated group into their identity, 

also learn the nuanced expectations and guidelines to life that are inherent to their surroundings, 

and then incorporates those in their own identity, as explained by the habitus. That said, as 

Marcouyeux and Ghozlane (2011) note, there is more to the embodiment of identity than just 

physical surroundings, citing the variable of spatial identity mechanisms such as the social 

evaluation of a place, or its prestige, as an important factor. In this concept, Marcouyeux and 

Ghozlane (2011:345) cite Stokols and Shumaker’s (1981:484) idea of social imageability, 

defined as “the capacity of a place to evoke vivid and widely held social meanings.” In this 

imagining, place is a physical landscape with embedded meanings that can be embodied and 

have influential capacity on those that traverse the landscape. Touching again on the concept 

mentioned in chapter one on place identity, students demonstrated the ways in which a the OAC 

provided an identity based on the meaning ascribed to it throughout their time there.  This was 

seen quite clearly by students within the Ontario Agriculture College, who spoke of the influence 

that the values of the school had on their perception of themselves, and on their capacity to 

change within it. The following excerpt, from Jennifer, speaks to this beautifully: 

Me being in this program is already helping to sustain healthy horses, unlike a lot 

of people in the equine program cause they’re (other students) just brought up by 

tradition. Guelph feeds that by offering really cool opportunities to do research 

and teach sustainability in what I love. So being here brings this new way of 
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seeing my role in horse rehab and gives me the tools to learn about it. It feels like 

I can become someone new in an area I already love so much.  

The following section begins to unpack the ways in which identity is created in place, and some 

of the common themes that student respondents spoke to that related to how they identified 

themselves as young people in agriculture. These themes, morality, sustainability, community, 

are expanded on below.  

2.8 Common Themes at OAC: Morality, Sustainability, Community 

In this section, I explore the ways in which a student’s map intersects with the terrain. I 

discuss how place becomes embodied and how a farm comes to mean something to students, 

shifting the habitus and sense of place through new experience. Connected here are notions of 

morality, community and sustainability.  

2.8.1. Identity & Morality 

Another particularly interesting theme is the intersection of map and terrain in the 

expression of morality within young people. Hardy and Carlo (2005) explore the various ways in 

which morality is linked to identity, showing several models that suggest when morality is 

central to one’s self, their inclination to act in line with that moral code is heightened. As 

discussed in an excerpt earlier in this chapter, Kyla talked about the role of integrity, respect, and 

‘doing the right thing’ in her childhood. It was crucial, understood, and embodied values integral 

to her family and community. This carried into her experience at the University of Guelph, 

always ensuring she was living up to the highest code of academic integrity she knew of. Doing 

the right thing, however, seemingly got its expression altered once it stepped into the map of the 

University, and she then created an identity based on learned things, teaching her friends and 

family members the ‘right’ way of doing things, as she and her institution saw it. In addition, 

Jennifer spoke several times about her apprehensions towards supporting certain aspects of the 
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OAC based on funding – both where the college received funding and where the University of 

Guelph had its investments.  

In another example, being at the OAC provided more concrete pathways to accentuate 

certain moral ideals already present in some respondents’ character. For example, Jennifer 

mentioned that for her, “identity is that I ride horses and I like to be outside. Through Guelph, 

I’ve found a way to really amp that up by bringing more awareness to how much pressure we put 

on horses, and the bad practices that we have and how these have to change. We have to improve 

the welfare of these animals’ lives.” 

This interplay between identity, map and terrain speaks directly to the ways in which a 

sense of place can create agency within a young person, although still operating within the 

confines of a given institution’s map.  

2.8.2. Identity & Community 

 Before exploring the various ways in which community was created, is it necessary to 

give a brief definition of what I mean by community, a term whose understanding and utility is 

as a varied as the ways in which is shows up in our world. For the purpose of this study, 

however, rather than early definitions in the social sciences that predicated community on locale 

(Delanty 2003:2), I employ Cohen’s (1985) understanding which shifts its emphasis on 

community as a symbolic social structure. That said, as Delanty (2003:4) notes, “pinning down 

any one concrete definition of community is near impossible and has a variable nature and 

cannot simply be equated with particular groups or a place. Nor can it be reduced to an idea, for 

ideas do not simply exist outside social relations, socially structured discourses and a historical 

milieu.”  
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  Simply put, and as described by participants, community is a feeling deeply rooted 

within them. Jennifer referred to her community as a “vibe; something felt. It is close knit, 

families there, everyone knows everyone, it is feeling comforted by being there.” It is the sense 

of something that was learned throughout their upbringing. Community is what gives weight to 

the notion of place meaning in the sense of place conversation. The farms, tractors, community 

centers, and interactions that took place among them all are what characterizes the deep ties to 

community that each respondent spoke to. In every instance, farming was more so about tending 

to their community more than anything. It was about the livelihoods, relationships, and social 

bonds that exist ‘back home’.  

 Student’s identities also seemed to shift based on their experience of being a part of the 

university community itself, as well as the farming community they were entering. Kyla 

mentioned that “being part of the community at Guelph is what really drives the change. The 

people here.” Some respondents also mentioned their experience in extracurricular clubs being 

an important piece of their experience at Guelph, such as the Riding Club. Jennifer noted that the 

“community of Guelph really hypes you up in its energy. It gets you into the field that you want 

to go in.”  As mentioned earlier, a component of a sense of place is place attachment, referring 

the symbolic meanings ascribed to places (Kudryavstev et al. 2012). In these examples, students’ 

strong relationship to the community they grew up in and were a part of at the OAC influenced 

the decisions they made in agriculture, largely characterized by conventional farming. This 

demonstrates some of the direct links that a sense of place had on farming students’ educational 

pathways.  

2.8.3. Identity & Sustainability 
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 The final area I will discuss is related to the students’ identity creation around the notion 

of sustainability. How that idea becomes internalized, operationalized, and intended for future 

use is of quite interest, and makes itself clear as a core value of anything related to production. 

There was a degree of variance in student offered definitions of sustainability. I submit that their 

interpretation and anticipated embodiment of the term exists at the intersection of maps and 

territories. It is the combination of these things, partially informing the creation of identity from 

institution and from upbringing, that create the background of assumptions. It is inside of these 

assumptions that certain language is used, and thereby, certain possibilities open.  

 For example, when Kyla was asked what sustainability meant to hear, she responded 

with: 

… we’re only here temporarily on earth, but whatever we do has such a lasting 

effect, especially when it does come to agriculture. The gases that our agriculture 

animals put out, the amount it takes for land to grow them and feed them and 

everything. Even more land is taken up growing the feed to feed them and 

everything, and it has such a huge impact on the greenhouse gases going into the 

environment… How can we maximize welfare and minimize our effect on the 

environment...for sustainability? It is tricky, it is hard, because you know, 

everyone eats meat and it is the staple of every meal. Maybe we could change 

that. You know, we don’t need meat for every meal, we could decrease the herd 

size or land needed to make feed, so we can do better. Sustainability to me is 

working on it. We need to do better. It is okay right now, but it is not going to be 

okay in 10 or 20 years. So, we need to fix it now so it will be okay in 10 years. 

Not fix it when it is bad. So, I think, it is nice that things are being done, but 

there’s always more. We always need more sources of alternate energy. We 

always need more solutions. There’s always a better way, we just have to find it.   

What I find most interesting about this excerpt is the background of assumptions in which the 

language she uses shows up. The underlying assumption there is that things are not sustainable 

the way they are, and that the agricultural community needs to shift and work if change is going 

to be possible, all predicated on the belief that mass change is possible.  

 Responding differently to the same question, Mitchell stated:  
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… being able to do something on an ongoing basis in a way that makes sense. In a 

way that’s realistic and not just figurative. Applicable to what you’re doing. 

Doing it in a certain way allows you to keep doing it. Part of my definition of 

sustainability, as farmers, is that we have to feed everybody. Population going up 

to 9 billion on the planet by 2050, that would mean we would require us to have 

all of South America and North America being farmed to feed that many people, 

which is never going to happen, you know, we can not farm north of thunder bay 

really. The land is an asset to us that we must maintain sustainably.  

Marc has a similar sentiment, saying that sustainability for him, was “making sure that our 

community is set up to keep providing for themselves in future generations. The world 

population is growing, and we’re not going to feed that with backyard gardens. I can not afford 

to have crops fail, so sustainability is making sure I’m at the cutting edge of technology to keep 

this land producing.”  In this instance, the background of assumption is that mass change does 

not seem likely, and that in order to meet our production output needs, we need to make our 

current practices work better, as opposed to changing them in a drastic way. It views the land as 

asset which, if it hopes to keep producing, needs to be taken care of.  

 Another student, Jennifer, answered this question from another point of view focussing 

on a combination of environmental and human benefits. In her answer to the same ‘what does 

sustainability mean to you’ question, Jennifer (2018) said that,  

Something that you can continue doing without a consequence. For example, at 

camp, we use the ski boat and that’s polluting the lake, so that’s not sustainable 

but we find different ways, like using canoes to patrol swim or something to 

lessen the pollution. With horses – is it sustainable to just use joint supplements, 

or is that just supressing the issue? Me being in this program is already helping to 

sustain healthy horses, unlike a lot of people in the equine program because they 

are just brought up by tradition. Guelph feeds that by offering really cool 

opportunities to do research and teach sustainability in what I love. So being here 

brings this new way of seeing my role in horse rehab and gives me the tools to 

learn about it. It feels like I can become someone new in an area I already love so 

much. There could probably be a whole course just dedicated to sustainability. 

Important to me, watching everyone who doesn’t really care about the younger 

people coming up. Like if I’m teaching young people when I’m older, I want to 

be able to say, hey you can do this if you do this well, forever.  
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 Overall, the definitions of sustainability as it related to themselves came up in several 

main themes. One theme was a very pragmatic, economically minded version of sustainability 

which saw the land as an asset that had to be safeguarded through whatever means produced the 

highest yield. Another theme saw sustainability as the pinnacle of innovation; a space that tended 

the environment holistically for the betterment of creatures that dwell upon it. These varying 

definitions demonstrate that while the assumption leading into these interviews was that all 

definitions of sustainability would have been in line with the ‘conventional’ asset-based 

definition, student’s respond with a variety of ways that fit outside of that.  

 

2.9 Conclusion 

 

 The discussion of these findings will be explored further in this thesis, but what is 

important to note here is the very apparent role that sense of place had on students, whether that 

be from their childhood communities or from the OAC. It provides a basis for the meanings they 

make on what type of agriculture was the ‘right’ way for them and how their communities of 

upbringing impacted their view of the world as well as giving context as to why they wanted to 

engage in that particular type of agriculture. Every student seemed to come from a community 

with strong values and ties to each other, and most saw returning to these communities as the 

obvious line of progression for their future. The values they learned there, like looking after one 

another, honouring family and integrity, doing the right thing, and looking after future 

generations in the present were things that were deeply engrained within themselves. 

Additionally, these communities, as described by them, were characterized by large scale, 

conventional farms. Furthermore, while the typical farmers fit the description mentioned above, 

it is clear that there was a high degree of variability within student responses, many of which did 
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not subscribe to the standard assumptions set at the beginning of this research. Evidently, there is 

more to an experience at the OAC than simply the conventional, formal way of doing 

agriculture.  
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Chapter 3: A Way Home to Tomorrow: Alternative Agricultural 

Education  
 

3.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter focusses on the maps and lived experiences of those young farmers who 

learn agriculture through alternative educational paths. Specifically, I highlight the experiences 

of students who have attended the Sustainable Farming Certificate program at Everdale 

Community Teaching Farm. In addition to attendees of that program, I also include young or 

new farmers who were either self-taught or learned through internship through pathways such as 

WWOOF (Worldwide Opportunities on Organic Farms). The chapter begins with an exploration 

of the contexts in which alternative programs operate, in addition to the path laid out through 

small-scale organic farming. As this chapter continues, I discuss the preconceived notions of 

young people entering programs like the one offered at Everdale. These preconceptions provide 

the map, while the capital is the context created by Everdale. Following this, data from study 

interviews is explored to describe each student’s terrain which in this case refers to the real, lived 

experience of students as they move through this pathway. How is identity formed inside of 

alternative agricultural education? In what ways does a relationship with place transform inside 

of an education system that predicates heavily on a close relationship with the land? Similarly, to 

the previous chapter, the ways in which student identities form in relation to notions of 

community, morality and sustainability will be explored. In this chapter, I first explore the field 

of alternative education in agriculture, followed by an examination of data collected in 

interviews to understand the habitus of young farmers.  
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3.2 Story Spotlight: Eric 

Eric is a 30-year-old farmer who owns and operates an organic, no-till vegetable farm in 

Hillsburgh, Ontario. Along with his co-owner wife, daughter, interns and other residents, he and 

his small on-site community work to grow food in a way that is not only low impact on the earth 

but works to regenerate it for the past six years. On two acres of intensively grown land, they 

grow food for 150 CSA family members, as well as supplying various local restaurants and 

markets. In addition to the two acres, their farm is home to 23 provincially significant 

conservation wetlands, as well as around 40 acres of hay fields that are left uncut to serve as an 

ecological restoration project.  

I am focussing on Eric because he embodies all the quintessential aspects of the alternative 

agriculture movement. Granted, other respondents I interviewed fit my hypothesis that 

alternative agriculture farmers come from urban backgrounds (like the actuary who left Bay 

Street for a life on the land). Eric offered his holistic view for the future like no other. As he puts 

it, his farm is looking at the bigger picture of farming. It operates as a vegetable farm, practicing 

ecologically sustainable, regenerative techniques and reaping benefits of high-productivity, low 

impact and minimal input. At the same time, it is a space for people to come together. It is a 

place that is trying use food to create community and facilitate conversations around food, food 

issues and land stewardship.  

Eric was born and raised in Guelph, Ontario, and grew up similarly to other Guelph folks I 

have met. His father worked as an agricultural consultant, his parents got their produce from a 

local CSA, and he attended a local high school. Growing up, he wanted to work in the outdoor 

adventure industry, guiding white water river trips or travelling the country. He hated school, 

that is, until he got involved with an outdoor education program in the last two years of high 
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school. It was in this program, he said, that he began cultivating a deep relationship with tending 

the land through agriculture. He became exposed to issues facing our world such as habitat loss, 

peak oil, loss of biodiversity and climate change. This planted a seed within him that, after a few 

seasons of travelling and working abroad, finally bloomed into a call back to the land, and back 

to the community he was raised. Knowing that community building was a core aspect of the 

relationship Eric wanted to have with farming, he completed several internships on local farms. 

Eventually with community support, purchased his property and began to work the land. As he 

phrased it, “This is me contributing something to the community I grew up in. Here are the skills 

I’ve learned, and here is an offering of the food I’ve produced to feed you – may you become 

who I am.”  

For Eric, ecological, regenerative farming was the obvious decision. With his background 

steeped in a community that was conscious of the impact conventional farming had on our 

planet, the pathway to the farm was quite clear. Eric’s identity is that of the community that 

raised him, and so, in service to that community which not only included the people and place he 

grew up surrounded by, but the earth as a whole, farming how he does makes sense. If 

regenerative farming is a means to leave the earth better than it was found, than Eric is much 

more than just a farmer. He is a steward, a civil servant, a teacher, and a man out to create a new 

story. What he was most excited about is being a part of this new story – a story where small-

scale, ecological farms can actually thrive economically, can be a catalyst for social change, and 

can bring people to the table in a way that deeply connects them to each other and the land that 

holds them.  

3.3 Setting Up the Study: Participant Information  
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In total, I interviewed six students pursuing the alternative education pathways. The 

participant backgrounds were quite varied, and each offered unique perspectives on what 

alternative agricultural education could look like. Two participants, Sandra and Emily, were both 

interns at Everdale Community Teaching Farm and fall into the age range of 18-35. Both had 

backgrounds in various formal education institutions, one of which was at the University of 

Guelph but not the OAC specifically and went on to intern at Everdale. Two other participants, 

Greg and Josh, both had backgrounds as actuaries, working at different insurance institutions. 

Greg had completed an internship at Everdale at the age of 43, while Josh was self-taught and 

began his farming career at the age of 58. Sandra and Emily had both also engaged in the 

WWOOF network, while Josh and Greg had not. Another participant, Eric, did not have any 

formal education background, and attended various farm internships along with WWOOF stays 

throughout his early days in agriculture. He went on to start his own successful community farm, 

and now serves much of the Wellington region with his produce.  

3.4 Mapping Alternative Education Experience 

3.4.1 Context 

 This section begins with a description of the field of alternative agricultural education. 

Given that the potential ways in which one might describe alternative education could be quite 

varied, this study focusses on (a) farm internships like the ones at Everdale Community Teaching 

Farm and other farms in the network of the Collaborative Regional Alliance for Farmer Training 

(CRAFT) in Southwestern Ontario, or (b) education through self-teaching or volunteer programs 

like Worldwide Opportunities on Organic Farms (WWOOF). I describe each in further detail 

below. Following the descriptions, this section describes the field of farming. As noted earlier, 

the field consists of social relations that take place within that space. Therefore, the field of 

alternative agricultural education consists of the various social relations that make it possible. 
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The key elements of that relationship I focus on include economic relations, teaching relations 

and family relations.   

3.4.2 CRAFT 

The Collaborative Regional Alliance for Farmer Training (CRAFT) Network in Ontario 

began in the early 2000s, drawing upon the original network framework of CRAFT in 

Massachusetts and New York states. In Ontario, it consists of network of farms that offer 

internships and educational workshops for their interns in the region (CRAFT 2018). The 

network supports the pursuit of practical skills and career development in ecological agriculture, 

offering “full, hands-on experience” that immerses students in ecological farming. Their website 

offers the experience as a “gateway to a farming internship experience that will change your 

life.” They appeal to students who may want to one day have their own organic farm, want to 

learn some food-growing or hands-on skills for other areas of their lives, and note that many 

former interns go on to have their own ecological farm, or pursue careers and lifestyles that 

promote sustainability and ecological renewal in other ways (CRAFT 2018).  

3.4.3 WWOOF  

WWOOF, describing Worldwide Opportunities on Organic Farms, is a global exchange 

network wherein volunteers trade help for host farms in return for learning opportunities, 

accommodation and meals. Typically, a host lists their farm on the online directory, and is either 

contacted by or invites a guest to stay with them to work roughly four to six hours a day, and 

provides their daily food, boarding and the firsthand experience of daily life (WWOOF 2019). 

The mission statement of WWOOF Canada aims to provide individuals with the opportunity to 

gain experience in organic farming and gardening, explore the Canadian countryside, help the 

organic movement, learn from other people in an organic environment, engage in cultural 

exchange with Canadians, and have an enriching experience. The program aims to appeal to 
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students, interns and volunteers who are interested about organic farming and sustainable living 

(WWOOF 2019). Unlike the CRAFT internships, however, WWOOF experiences are typically 

short term, vary from host to host, and depend on the individual practices of a given host. On the 

other hand, CRAFT internships are full season learning experiences aimed at giving participants 

the full, practical experience with an intention of pursuing a future in ecological farming 

(CRAFT 2018).  

The third pathway to alternative farming is self-education. This includes methods such as 

community or backyard gardens, and those farmers who learned through reading and ultimately 

obtaining land and growing food through ‘trial and error’. One participant, Josh, is the perfect 

example of this. He had experience backyard gardening throughout his life, had done plenty of 

research, but ultimately did not really start learning to farm until the age of 55 when he and his 

wife bought their own farm.  

With a brief description of what learning pathways this study focusses on and uses to 

refer alternative agricultural education to, the next section will specifically explore the relations 

that make up the field.  

3.5 The Field of Alternative Agricultural Education 
 

As mentioned earlier, the field of alternative agricultural education consists of various 

relations, each influencing the way that social actors (farmers) participate and navigate the 

institution (for example, CRAFT). This section explores three sets of relations in comparison to 

the OAC field, which include, namely, economic relations, teaching relations and family 

relations.  
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3.5.1 Economic Relations  

There are several forms of economic relations that impact the nature of alternative 

agricultural education. First, there is the matter of what is considered ‘tuition’. Many CRAFT 

network forms do not charge interns tuition beyond the physical labour involved in making the 

farm run. In return, interns receive hands on training and workshops. Some of these workshops 

due require monetary payment, like the Farmer Training courses at Everdale Farm, which cost 

students approximately ninety dollars per session (Everdale 2019). In the case of WWOOF 

farms, payment for knowledge acquisition consists of household and host site chores, which can 

range from cleaning, landscape maintenance, farm labour or familial duties. Having personally 

spent time as a WWOOF volunteer, I can speak to the vast array of ‘odd jobs’ that make up a day 

of work at a host farm. Using the terms mentioned above, economic relations come to include 

anything that provides access to knowledge for student, whether that be money or labour.  

In addition to tuition, it is noteworthy that production and market sales also constitute 

economic relations in this portion of the field. Many host or internship farms operate not only as 

teaching spaces, but also as individual production farms that rely on the sale of grown goods to 

operate. In this manner, the stability of yield output is a relation key to the viability of alternative 

agricultural education spaces. In addition to these concepts, there existed common themes of 

conversation in which the reality around the economic hardships and financial struggles a young 

person could face were discussed. The students, and the places they learned, understood creating 

and operating a successful, small scale production farm was not the most lavish lifestyle they 

could imagine, nor would it be easy to make economically successful. This was often 

accentuated by the fact that in their experience, their pathways of education did not have the 

same economic funding opportunities than are present at more formal institutions like the OAC.  
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3.5.2 Family Relations  

The final area of relation this section explores is that of the family, and the influence its 

capital has on the overall design and experience of the field of agriculture. The findings of this 

study suggested two key areas within this relation, future generations and past generations. All 

participants spoke to the importance they felt in what and how they were learning to farm as it 

related to serving future generations, both of their own and of society at large.  

Looking first at past generations, Eric spoke to the impact his parents had on his view on 

the world, and on his role in agriculture. It is interesting to note that his father went to the OAC 

and worked as an agricultural consultant throughout his life, though Eric had no desire to attend 

the OAC, or any formal post-secondary school for that matter. Eric mentioned,   

So funny like the influences that shape you as a person without you really 

knowing. For me I grew up in Guelph and my parents are very involved with yeah 

just like they're always very, very conscious about their impact and their footprint. 

When I was a teenager like thought of them as hippies and kind of like made fun 

of them and you know with like we'd like to save the milk bags, got 

our vegetables from a farmer. We were part of CSA in Guelph it was one of the 

first ones in Ontario and so I remember going with my parents to go pick up our 

vegetables in the parking lot and you know all the food was laid out on these 

bread trays on the ground in the parking lot and I just remember being like ‘oh 

yeah that's interesting’….you know, I grew up inside of this. 

 

 We can start to see here the influencing factors on Eric’s habitus and sense of place that 

informed the type of lifestyle he currently lives. He spoke of his father who spent time in 

Colombia teaching small villages different ecological farming practices, trying to grow food in a 

more circular, or closed loop system kind of way.  

 Another example of family relation existing within alternative agricultural education is of 

Josh and Sara, a couple over the age of 50 who were self-taught farmers. Both their parents, they 

mentioned, were farmers, and while farming did not seem like a viable option for Josh and Sara 

when they were younger, their parents had an impact on the eventual place both felt they wanted 
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to end up. Sara said that she “had spent time with her mother in the fields when she was younger. 

It was beautiful, and peaceful. When we started clearing land for our farm, I remember inviting 

them out to see, getting their input, going through crop plans with them. It felt nice to have them 

involved and see how excited they were for us.” This is echoed even further by Greg, talking 

about his experiences growing up with his father. “When I was a kid, we’d go out to visit my 

uncle’s farm which my dad absolutely loved. My dad always had a vegetable garden, and that 

was something I got into. When I was in the city, I had one too. That had a big impact on me.” It 

is clear that students drew much out of their experiences growing up, taking core pieces of their 

identity from the families and communities that raised them. 

 Exploring the field of alternative agricultural education provided a means to understand 

the relations that compose the structure of experience within given programs for young farmers. 

The next section explores some common themes that came up in respondent interviews, 

including morality, sustainability and community. The relationship these areas had on their 

experience within their educational pathways, in the type of work they did, and how they 

identified and related with the world was of considerable interest in exploring some of the 

overlaps present between OAC students and alternative agriculture students.   

3.5.3 Teaching Relations  

Existing within the space of alternative agricultural education are the relations between 

those teaching and those being taught, which influence the ways in which someone operates in 

the field. Again, this predicates on the nature of the education taking place, whether through 

internship, volunteer, or paid farmer training. In any case, whether the dynamic be teacher/intern, 

host/volunteer, peer/peer, or community member/farm class, there is an influence exerted in 

terms of cultural capital between teacher and learner. As Darling-Hammond and Bransford 

(2005) note, it is this influence of the teacher on the student, and to a further extent, how the 



66 
 

 

 

teacher presents their knowledge, that is the most impactful on students. In the context of 

alternative agricultural education, this cultural capital consists of what constitutes ‘ecological 

farming’. Part of what shapes how the teacher influences the relation and teaching style with the 

student is based in pedagogical content knowledge, a major theme of which was explored by 

Rice and Kitchel (2017). One of the key themes Rice and Kitchel (2017:55-56) uncovered is the 

integrated belief system, which is comprised of the teacher’s beliefs about the purpose of 

agricultural education, beliefs about plant science, and beliefs about teaching and learning in 

agricultural education. The role these beliefs have in shaping the relation between student and 

teacher is shown by Emily’s comment,  

Some of the people I learned from at Everdale, and some of the places I 

WWOOFed, you just can not find them anywhere else. These people lived and 

breathed this stuff like nothing I’ve ever seen. They really put their money where 

their mouths were and showed up to this work because they knew what the right 

way to do things was and did them themselves. You know, they saw this work as 

the key to saving our planet. It is hard for that not to rub off on you. They, like, 

really, really loved it. They loved every plant, they loved good days and bad days. 

I learned to love it too. 

Eric shared sentiments like Emily’s, in reference to his teachers in high school in an 

alternative education program. There, he and his cohort spent most of their semester outside 

together, tending gardens and raising chickens, learning alternative ways of interacting with the 

landscape than were offered in the classroom. Eric said, “I think was really formative for me 

because it was like I open my mind to a whole new way of learning a whole new way of relating 

to people and the land.”  

Sandra spoke to the role of the teacher as guide, saying, “It is up to us to help people, as 

educators, find their place and help steer their passions towards that. That’s what I was given, 

and if I can do that, then that’s what I want to give.”  
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3.6 Common Themes in Alternative Agriculture: Morality, Sustainability, Community 
 

3.6.1 Identity & Morality 

 Morality presented itself in several ways in conversation with alternative agricultural 

farmers. This included the moral obligation of looking after one’s community. It also included 

existing in opposition and defiance of the dominant conventional agricultural model present 

across Canada. This moral code presented itself as something that had to be followed if we, as a 

population, had any chance of reducing the impacts of climate change and continue to provide 

for a growing world. It is interesting to note that this opposition to ‘other’, while slightly present 

in conversation with OAC students, was far more apparent in alternative agricultural farmers.  

 Both Josh and Sara commented that once they had left the urban center they spent most 

of their working lives in, they felt it was a moral obligation to go back to urban spaces and drop 

off their eggs to friends that still resided there. As Josh described it, it was a sort of bringing the 

land back to the people and showing them that this way of doing things still worked. Josh said, 

“It just kind of feels like the right thing to do for them.”  

There was a chuckle in his voice, but Josh said more seriously, that if they did not show 

that this kind of lifestyle was sustainable, then who would? Eric spoke to the inherent corruption 

that exists in the conventional farming world, saying,   

The University [of Guelph] is a for-profit organization…selling the perception of 

value…funded in part by organizations like Monsanto. These guys manipulate the 

food system, selling their developed seeds that only work in conjunction with 

their fertilizers or inputs…even the science that’s producing these innovations is 

funded by these same companies…it is all very corrupt…a bad system. That’s 

where ecological farming on this scale comes in, to prove these guys wrong and 

do what is right.  

 Morality was also spoken about in a spiritual sense. Sandra referred to her experience of 

tending plants, saying that, “These plants, this soil, it is alive. Tending them is inherently this 
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nurturing, loving thing, and nature itself, you can not be doing this without awe and reverence. 

Asking the soil to grow food for you. As a human growing food in an annual system, that system 

wouldn’t exist without a human input, so you have to be part of it. You have to do what’s good 

for it.” 

3.6.2 Identity & Community 

 The role of community for alternative agriculture students proved to be a very important 

factor in how they found their place within the broader agricultural context. Josh put it 

succinctly, saying that the “goal is getting synchronicity in all of this. You put out what you’re 

doing, and the right people gravitate towards you. They support you and you support them. Like 

that, the community is taken care of.” Each of the alternative agriculture respondents echoed this 

statement in one way or another. A main theme that occurred was that the community that 

surrounds ecological farming is absolutely essential in creating a unified, sustainable response to 

the corporatization and negative environmental impacts of conventional industrial farming.  

 Greg spoke to this theme quite directly, saying that in his “quest to disentangle myself 

from the corporate world and in realizing what really was needed to make a living from farming, 

I quickly learned how important community is. No, you can not grow everything yourself, and 

yes, you do need other people to help supplement what you can not, especially trying to do this 

on a small-scale farm on my own. That was when I started to realize the importance of 

community. I’ve seen how they work, and I think we need to relearn how to do things for the 

community and in the community. I’ve come to the realization that the way to minimize 

corporate involvement is to maximize community. You need to have those likeminded 

people…The Ecological Farmers Association of Ontario has become my community.”  
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 In overcoming the challenges that young farmers face, particularly access to land as 

mentioned earlier, community once again comes up as an important theme. Eric spoke to how he 

got his farm, and the full circle nature of it. As his quote earlier mentioned, he had early 

memories of collecting his family’s vegetables at Ontario’s first CSA (community supported 

agriculture). It turns out that later in his life, it was one of the same women who he collected 

vegetables from that put him in contact with the family he eventually bought his current farm 

from. “We wouldn’t have found that out without her, and we couldn’t have afforded it without 

the community’s support.”  

 In all conversations with alternative agriculture participants, community continued to 

show up as a central theme to how they got to where they were, why they were able to be 

successful, and who they wanted to serve in their pursuit of an ecologically focussed way of 

growing food.  

3.6.3 Identity & Sustainability 

 

No conversation about ecological farming was complete without asking respondents what 

they felt about the broad, often generalized term of ‘sustainability’. Across the board, most 

seemed to quite dislike the term. Greg detested it, noting the ways in which it is used by any and 

everybody to paint themselves as environmentally friendly, saying  

I’m very frustrated and cynical when people use the word sustainability…clearly, 

agricultural corporations show a very vested interested in what we should do and 

what we should achieve. All these organizations (National Farmers Union, 

Ecological Farmers of Ontario, etc.) seem to define sustainability as financial 

sustainability. It is kind of a useless term…my reality check on sustainability is, 

sort of, the fewer inputs I need to produce food is a sustainable solution, so you 

know when big ag is telling you to get these things or chemicals to produce your 

crops, that is inherently not sustainable. Of course, they’re trying to say it is, 

because they of course want to hitch their wagon. So, regenerative agriculture is 

where it is at. 
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To most, when they thought of what sustainability meant to them, environmental health 

and low impact farming were the common threads. As mentioned earlier, a significant impact of 

industrial farming is soil erosion and depletion (Rotz and Fraser 2015). To that end, Eric saw his 

type of ‘sustainable farming’ more like soil tending than anything else, saying that,  

The ecological mindset is how can we grow the healthiest soil possible so that the 

soil produces the most abundant food possible so, really an ecological farmer is a 

soil farmer first and foremost because we're always looking at how can we 

improve the system so that those nutrients are available to the plants. 

His eyes lit up as he spoke about the huge strides his farm was making in the soil’s 

organic material. That, for him, was the capacity of a system to be resilient and withstand shock. 

That was sustainability. Sara echoed these same thoughts, saying that she “loved the idea that I 

can plant a pea, and from that plant, save one pod and get 8 or 9 seeds, then that’s 8 or 9 plants 

the next year, you know, its renewing itself. Not to mention that peas are a nitrogen fixer. It is all 

helping.” Time and time again, these farmers saw their version of sustainability in a way that 

contrasted most conventional farm respondents, in that the ecological mindset wanted to shift 

from a reliance on chemical input to a more holistic understanding of how we interact with the 

land.  

3.7 Conclusion  
 

 This chapter offered glimpses into some of the accounts that characterize much of the 

conversation around alternative agriculture today. They, in many ways, showed more than just 

some kids trying to live close to the land or escape the city. The relations that send students to 

these pathways were explored, as well as the ones that tended them while they learned. The 

central themes or morality, community and sustainability were discussed, painting a powerful, 

emotionally embedded relationship to the places they live. The next chapter will discuss the 
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broader themes discerned throughout this research, as well as compare and contrast some of the 

sentiments between conventional and alternative means of learning and practicing agriculture, 

further exploring the central exploration of the role that a sense of place has in determining 

young farmers educational pathways, and what implications that may have for future 

generations.  
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Chapter 4: The Harvest: Stories for a Sustainable Future 
 

This research highlighted the experiences of young farmers as they navigate their way 

from story to land, ultimately finding the farm. Returning to the research question once again, 

this study sought to explore the ways in which a sense of place has an influence on the type of 

educational pathway young farmers choose. It became apparent, in fact, that a sense of place 

appeared to be the most, if not one of the most, central factors in determining young people’s 

educational pathway. The way this sense of place was described and internalized ranged from 

student to student, however. This section will discuss some common themes that arose in 

conversation and attempt to tie in recommendations for future policy makers, educators and 

research.  

4.1 Education – What Type and Why?  

 The type of education chosen by young farmers in this study proved to fit the mould of 

what the hypothesis was at the outset – that young farmers would follow suit in the education 

model that most aligned with their community and place of upbringing. Young farmers who 

grew up in rural areas and subscribed to more conventional models of agriculture gravitated 

towards the formal educational pathway of the OAC. It was obvious to them, that in order to 

succeed in an industry as precarious as agriculture meant having a solid background in the field – 

one that was best acquired through formal training and living that lifestyle. As far at the OAC in 

particular, the college represented the combination of these two things – one of the top formal 

training centres for agricultural techniques, and a rich history of being the academic distillation 

of hundreds of years of agricultural lifestyle.  
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 In the alternative education pool, the data raised some interesting comparisons. Students 

who attended internships or volunteered with networks such as WWOOF typically came from 

urban backgrounds, often citing the dissatisfaction they felt in the often fast paced, hustle and 

bustle of city life. For them, attending these institutions and practicing alternative farming 

techniques was a way to combat the problems they felt were apparent in the modern food system. 

They liked to work with their hands, they liked the idea of having a deep relationship with the 

land and communities that surrounded them, and they loved the notion of doing this in a way that 

took care of the earth rather than deplete it. The educational pathways they chose mirrored these 

values in ways they did not find apparent in other options, such as formal education. These 

pathways represented small-scale success, had them involved with other farms and community 

members, and gave them a chance to practice agriculture.  

4.2 Morality 

  For OAC students, morality meant doing the right thing – as in, the thing that made most 

sense and had been proven to work and had the most tangible benefits for all. There was indeed a 

moral obligation to ensure productivity of the land, viewing the farm as full of instrumental 

value; a resource critical in the maintenance of yields and crop production. It was the usefulness 

of the farm that needed to be guarded. At the same time, some respondents displayed an intrinsic 

valuation of the farm as something related to a family legacy, also something which needed 

vigilant caretaking. Morality also showed up as the definition of looking after each other. To 

move back to their communities of upbringing, putting to use their newly acquired techniques 

from school to ensure economic viability of their families and neighbours was crucial. Morality 

extended to the places they were raised by way of extending to the people that lived in that place.  
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Alternative agriculture students displayed relatively similar themes around morality, 

although from a different angle. For these students, morality also meant doing the right thing, but 

the right thing referred more to environmental health than anything else. The moral obligation 

was to be tackling the challenges that face humanity today – climate change being the 

frontrunner in most conversations. There was an instrumental value placed on the type of 

farming they practiced as a means to combat the negative impacts industrialization and 

corporatization of the agriculture industry, a force they saw as a large source of destruction in the 

natural world. Simultaneously, these farmers related deeply with the sentience of the earth as an 

extension of themselves. In this way, morality was seen as upholding the intrinsic value of a 

living planet that had a right all of its own to be worked in a way that was beneficial to its overall 

health. In both pools of participants, morality continued to show up as a construct of identity. 

Who these students were was accented by their doing the ‘right’ thing.  

4.3 Community 

 The theme of community came up many times throughout conversations with 

respondents. It was an extremely important concept in how they identified themselves, and a 

foundation of where they saw their life and efforts in agriculture headed after their education. For 

OAC respondents, community resembled something more rooted in the past as an identity piece - 

one that each of them was proud to be a part of. The community in which they were raised often 

set the context that determined the type of education they sought out. This sense of community 

also included their family, often displaying itself in the context of a family legacy within a 

community. Within the OAC, joining a pre-existing community of students and faculty that was 

made up an institution with the excellent reputation the OAC had was a point of pride for 

respondents. It felt like being a part of something that already contained a part of themselves; it 

was a familiar and reminded them of home. Furthermore, their intentions beyond their education 
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often included an eventual return to their family farm or community to bring that knowledge 

back – to offer something of what they learned to the things that helped shape them.  

 For alternative agricultural students, community showed up in some similar and different 

ways. The communities most respondents came from did not match with the type of farming they 

were involved with. Except for Eric, no farmers returned to the communities of their youth. For 

the most part, these ‘communities of youth’ were urban centres, or were involved with work they 

actively left to start farming. In an effort to distance themselves from these places, they got 

involved with farming partially as a means of creating community. As in the case with Eric, and 

others, the small-scale farm becomes a community hub, one where the farmers know the people 

they feed, is supported by them, and in return gets to nourish them. In other words, small-scale 

farmers saw their operations more as catalysts for new communities (and, new conversations 

around how we grow food) rather than the reinforcement of ones that they came from.  

4.4 Sustainability 

 The concept of sustainability was a term that came up in every interview conducted for 

this research. It is a term that seems to be everywhere in today’s conversation of what the right 

thing to do is – whether that relates to agriculture or not (Portney 2015). Washed over practices 

that may inherently be un-sustainable, it is proven itself to be a contentious issue, and this was no 

different in the interviews conducted for this project.  

 There findings showed that overall, sustainability meant being able to do something 

continuously, without losing the resources that enable that activity. What is of interest, however, 

are the nuances that appeared as themes in each participant pool. In speaking with OAC students 

and conventional farmers, sustainability more related to an economic idea rather than a holistic 

environmental view. That OAC students I spoke with saw sustainability in two main ways – first, 
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the ability to make agricultural situations better for plants and livestock within a system that is 

bound to continue. The notion that surfaced was that, if things are already going to continue the 

way they are, then we’re better off trying to improve the circumstances for those involved. 

Second, and more related directly to farming, sustainability meant ensuring a given plot of land 

would continue to yield as much profit (whether food or cash crops) as possible for as long as 

possible. This often took the form, as in the case with Marc above, of innovating new additives 

to the land to set it up for success. Sustainability seemed to relate more to a specific field and 

crop more than anything else. It views the land as an asset that needs to be cultivated in a way 

that allows us to keep producing enough goods to match with the planet’s growing population. 

Most felt that their way of farming was the only real way that our species had a chance of 

feeding itself. 

 On the other hand, the few alternative farmers I spoke with did not prefer to use the term 

sustainability. They felt it played out, overused, and not indicative of the farming they practiced. 

Instead, most of them considered their type of agriculture to be ecological or regenerative rather 

than sustainable. For these farmers, a more holistic sense of the environment seemed to drive 

how they worked the land. Sustainability meant reducing input while maximizing output. It 

meant minimal, if any, reliance on external involvement to make their farms grow. There was a 

recognition that to use the term sustainability, now, meant to maintain that status quo of a system 

that is inherently vulnerable through a lack of resilience. Instead, they saw their practice of 

regenerative agriculture as a means of dismantling that status quo and putting something else in 

its place. This ‘something else’ is a way of farming that seeks not only to grow food in a way 

that has minimal impact, but has the capacity heal the land, improve soil health, tend 

communities and ensure the growth of an environment that is set up to thrive for generations to 
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come. When asked about the notion shared by conventional farmers that small-scale agriculture 

wasn’t sufficient to feed a growing population, most scoffed and said that in fact, it is the only 

way, and that enough people practiced it, a large-scale shift would occur. The intention, then, is 

to cause a shift large enough that small-scale ecological agriculture turns into large-scale 

ecological agriculture. 

To sum some of the findings that these three areas of inquiry produced, Table 4.1 

displays the common themes of similarities and differences between OAC young farmers and 

alternative agriculturists. Findings indicated that these pools are not as in opposition as I 

originally hypothesized. The following section explores the ways in which these groups are 

similar, demonstrating some of the inherent perspectives that can be transparent when each side 

of the spectrum is concretely set in their way.  

Table 4.1 Common Themes in Participant Response 

Types of 

Agricultural 

Educational 

Pathways 

OAC/Formal Interns/Alternative 

Community Key in Identity / Related to Community of 

Childhood / Legacy / Caretaking / More present in 

conversation of past 

Created identity/ related to 

community of future, creation 

of one / Future oriented in 

building / Caretaking  

Morality Right thing meant to look after your people – 

farming to maximize output to bring survival to 

communities 

Right thing to do in contrast to 

the wrong ways of doing it now 

– impact on earth, creating 

integrated communities 

Sustainability Smarter / status quo / high yield / making sure we 

can do for it long time / try to get ahead of 

problems 

Regenerative / new visions / 

holistic health of earth 

4.5 Sense of Place 

 As mentioned earlier, a sense of place for the purpose of this research is defined as place 

meaning and place attachment. Ultimately, sense of place proved to be a highly useful analytical 
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tool for this research, providing a clear context for the relationships and experiences of young 

farmers.  

In every case, farmers that grew up in rural from agricultural background centers followed 

the educational route (formal) that most aligned with the general method of conventional 

farming. On the other hand, alternative farmers came from diverse backgrounds – some that 

came from smaller, ‘hippie’ communities within more urban centers and saw themselves as a 

piece of the land, following ecological farming, and some that came from urban backgrounds, 

with careers ranging from actuaries to social workers. What both these people had in common 

was their deep relationship to place, and that is what was fundamental to the experience of being 

a farmer. The way that that deep relationship was created showed a direct link to the way in 

which their experience of farming was exhibited, as well as informing their notions of key ideas 

such as morality, community and sustainability. Rural farmers farm conventionally because 

that’s what makes sense and relates to success/sustainability as their background, and the strong 

ties that exist in rural communities. Alternative farmers farm as they do because of their 

relationship to the climate change conversations, their communities, and deep sense of 

communion and reciprocity with not only these communities, but the broader environment. Each 

one is reliant on the land.  

Returning to the initial research question, what role does a sense of place have on young 

farmers educational pathways? Simply put, it has everything to do with it. Young farmers are 

drawn to contexts that align in some way with what they were raised with, whether in 

reinforcement or reaction. The meaning they ascribe to the way they want to farm is largely 

related to the values that the ‘farm’ as a concept has for them. For the young farmer who grew up 

in a community steeped in conventional practices, this sense of place was a natural draw towards 



79 
 

 

 

the OAC. There was a persistent display of attachment to these communities, and the type of 

agriculture practiced there. As much as learning at the OAC exposed these students to new ideas, 

there was an apparent belief in the right way to do things. It became clear that the habitus and a 

sense of place were almost interchangeable. The taken for granted assumptions and embodied 

capital that exists as the habitus was often characterized through respondent’s feelings and 

experiences in the places they grew up and studied. Table 4.2 highlights some key elements in 

how a sense of place was described by each of the respondent pools.  

Table 4.2 Sense of Place Key Components for OAC and Alternative Agriculture 

 OAC Alt-Ag 

Place Meaning Farm as family legacy / Community as 

Pride / Simple way of life /  

Farm as community hub / Holistic 

tending / Back to the ‘good’ life 

Place Attachment Deep family ties / relationship to 

community members / Childhood 

memories 

Alternative community interest / Deep 

love of land / Close ties to created 

community 

Sense of Place 

(meaning + 

attachment) and its 

affect on pathways 

decisions 

Honouring the past while building the 

future.  

Community upholding. 

 

Choosing pathways in line with these 

values. 

Guided by the land into the future.  

Community creation.  

 

 

Creating pathways to generate these 

values. 

 

Going into these interviews, I had a working understanding of what a sense of place 

meant. Place attachment and place meaning work in tandem somehow to create a sense of place. 

It became quickly clear through these conversations that each participant had a strong 

relationship to the land they tended, and the communities they supported. Such a perspective is 

encapsulated by Sandra, who said, “I love this land. It loves me and I love it. I wouldn’t exist 

without it and it wouldn’t grow the way it does without me.” They belonged to these places, for 

the most part grew up in and around them and saw them as more than just their farms. To most, 
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their land was the answer to a question that faces not only their individual communities, but 

humanity as a whole. How are we to feed ourselves without damaging the health of our planet? 

They not only depended on these places to survive economically, but to act as a living 

experiment that this approach to food production is one that can and must work to feed large 

numbers of the population. There places were not simply farms. They were homes, community 

centers, laboratories, wedding chapels, children’s playgrounds, spiritual sanctuaries, 

rehabilitation centers, and so much more. As Eric put eloquently, these farms “reflect the people 

who grow there.”  

4.6 Place, Perception and Practice 

 What the findings proved to be most interesting was in fact how much these two groups 

of participants had in common. As mentioned earlier in this thesis (see figure 1.2), there is an 

apparent divide in the agricultural community on the right, most effective way to grow food. The 

two ends of the spectrum, one conventional, industrial farming and the other small-scale, 

ecological, seem to always be in opposition to one another. Each has the other as either doing it 

wrong, ineffective, idealistic or impractical to some degree or another. If this divide continues, 

there seems to be little hope of a coming together to practice growing food in a way that at once 

has the potential to provide economic prosperity and enough food to a growing population, while 

also practicing regenerative techniques, tending ecology, and promoting environmentally 

friendly ways of living. What this research showed was really, with this common importance of 

sense of place, that these two groups of people ultimately want the same thing. They want a good 

life for their families and communities. They want to ensure that their farms are healthy and 

capable of producing the crops they need to survive. They want future generations to be well 

looked after. They want their legacies to live on as people who did the right thing.  
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There are overlaps, however, in these people coming together, situated within the 

seemingly different fundamental baseline perspectives on how to achieve the things they need. 

This research attempted to bridge some of the assumed gaps and differences, displaying that in 

fact, there is common ground on which to stand on for these opposing ways of farming. The 

question then arises of, how? The ‘how’ of this all seems to be where the biggest divide is. Both 

groups of farmers want the same things, but they go about it differently, each one trusting that 

their method is the soundest way of doing it. The similarities between these two groups have 

been explored in my research. In reference to the institutions of education, similarities include 

both producing a system of agriculture that works to the best of their knowledge. Both 

institutions strive to support their students in their academic pathways and beyond, using what 

they see as the most innovative solutions to ensuring quality and healthy agricultural production. 

There were also similarities highlighted within the characteristics of students within these two 

schools. Both pools of participants saw a vision in their system for a sustainable future of 

agriculture which not only ensured the viability of their farms, but supported thriving 

communities, had economic promise and were morally correct.  

 Other research questions explored within this study included how a young person created 

their own sense of place within a given educational institution. Findings from interviews showed 

that students’ sense of place within an educational pathway could be transformed by those they 

learned from. It was these teachers that shifted perspectives, especially within the OAC. For 

alternative agricultural students, their sense of place seemed to shift based on the interactions 

they had with other community members and volunteers on other local farms. In this way, they 

were exposed to new ideas and ways of thinking, gradually changing the relationships they had 

to place. That said, these new understandings of place still occurred within the context of the 
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habitus they brought to their educational pathway in the first place. The farm in an alternative 

agricultural context, for example, changed from just a place on which to grow food to 

representing a community centre and place for cultural change. This also speaks to the second 

sub-question, which explored what influence a relationship to land had on a sense of place. 

Evidently, it is people that make up a community, school or internship network, and it is these 

people that are agents of causing a shift in perspective. It seemed then that the relationship to 

land was also shifted by way of interacting with other people. In some examples in alternative 

agriculture, however, the experience of working the land itself, season after season, is what 

developed a new sense of place for people wherein an attachment grew to the farm as an 

extension of themselves.  

This brings me to a third sub-question, speaking to how an identity is formed within the 

context of a sense of place inside the boundaries of a given educational pathway. Depending on 

the pathway, students were exposed to varying degrees of relationship to the land. Students in 

alternative educational pathways seemed to be exposed to higher amounts of work on the land, 

therefore developing a stronger relationship and identity with the land itself. This, in turn, caused 

the outcome of a higher sense of responsibility to practice environmentally friendly farming 

operations.  

 For young famers hoping to enter the field, whether that means returning to their family 

farm, continuing a large-scale enterprise, or starting their own small-scale operation, the 

challenges are quite apparent. Interview respondents note challenges ranging from access to land 

and knowledge to lack of input capital, rising debt or increasing competition from corporate 

interests. There are two areas that may provide the setting for a more holistic approach to 

agriculture.  
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First, governmental policies are helpful for the development of financial capacity for 

young people. Agricultural policies do currently exist at the federal level inside of the Canadian 

Agricultural Partnership context, which come into being through the Ontario Ministry of 

Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs. Sumner (2005:82) notes however, that while funding does 

exist, Canadian public policy favours high-input agriculture that specializes in exports, with a 

commitment to move farmers off the land to facilitate the expansion of large, corporately owned 

operations. These policies and aids do little, if any, to support small-scale, ecological farming 

operations. With these policies favouring large-scale, conventional farming, it seems that the 

cards are stacked in favour of those farmers willing to adhere to those guidelines rather than the 

alternative ones engaging in ecological farming. The promotion of these policies and shifting of 

funding towards small-scale, independently owned operations would allow for young people 

wanting to practice ecological farming the same incentives that conventional farmers often 

receive. For ecological farmers, not meeting the criteria set out for these programs, it seems to be 

increasingly difficult.  

Second, the promotion of nature-based education for young people could have profound 

impacts on the rootedness of a sense of place of the incoming generation of farmers. The 

Ministry of Education in Ontario does promote the embedding of outdoor education in schools 

through several avenues and provides educational resources for teachers and schools to 

incorporate this knowledge into schools further. The “Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow” 

document is a policy framework for environmental education in Ontario schools, placing an 

importance on the role of educators, school boards and students as agents in the implementation 

of the resources they offer. These policy frameworks are useful for legitimizing the role of 

environmental education from the governmental point of view further, and potentially opening 
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up avenues for increased funding for these types of programs. Breunig et al. (2015) highlight the 

ways that outdoor education in schools have an impact on student’s conservational 

consciousness. This is achieved through linking environmental issues with everyday activities, 

creating a sense of community and dependability on each other, self-reflection on food and 

agricultural choices. Further qualitative research on the direct link between a sense of place and 

environmental consciousness as it relates to young farmers would be beneficial in understanding 

how we can better serve young farmers and the environment at the same time.  

This thesis began by acknowledging the romantic vision of the farm. This vision was 

marked by rolling hills, rooster calls, family and community all being supported by the land. 

Initially, the dichotomy existed between what is often cast as the big, bad conventional farming 

way of life, in contrast to the ecological, organic food production way. This research project has, 

if anything, shown that this opposition is far from fact. In reality, the common theme between 

both ends of the spectrum is in some way, an embodiment of the romantic vision. 

4.7 Moving Forward, Together 

 Left unchanged, the almost certain predictable future of Ontario is worrying – small 

farms continue disappear in the wake of large agribusiness and corporate land grabbing. Other 

factors influencing the loss of small farms include rising land prices, lack of start-up capital and 

the unpromising nature of the agricultural industry for new farmers wishing to venture out on 

their own (Rotz et al. 2019).  This thesis sought to begin bridging a gap between two seemingly 

opposed ends of the agricultural landscape.  As much as the average age of farm operator is 

rising, it is clear that more young people are finding the farm once again, however gradual that 

process may be. This research begun to offer a glimpse into the ways in which young people 

make decisions about where they want to learn. This question is important as the number of 
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young people moving back to the land continues to increase. If we want the future of agriculture 

to be as rich as possible, then it becomes more and more vital that these young people are 

learning to farm in ways and at places that are equipped to maintain a deep relationship to the 

land, so that our farms are economically viable, environmentally sound, and are a space where 

people’s legacy can continue to thrive.  This topic of conversation, while somewhat specific, is 

part of a larger conversation surrounding some of the most pressing issues facing humanity. How 

are we going to feed ourselves? How are we going to tend and caretake the very earth we grow 

our food in; that we rely on? What state are we going to leave our land for those generations yet 

to come? When asked young people from various backgrounds, these questions were answered 

in a beautiful myriad of ways. Each one, at its core, was born out of a deeply felt understanding 

of the basic needs of ourselves as human beings. Who are my people? How can I best take care 

of them? How can I set myself up for success in that? The conventional farmer, growing 

hundreds of acres of cash crop loves their land. The small-scale, ecological farmer loves their 

land too. Each one loves their community, identifies with in, and wants it to thrive. Doesn’t each 

one want to do what is best? Of course, but evidently, there is a difference in values systems 

dictating how they get there. One relies on technological advancement, the consequences of 

which are often detrimental to the holistic health of the earth. The other, relies on the hands of 

people capable and willing to work the earth, catalyzing a shift to small-scale, local food that 

works to regenerate and grow the holistic health of the earth. But people are the agents of 

cultural change, and young people are the next in line to pick up the shovel, to run the combine, 

and to learn. 

This is where the value of qualitative research proves its worth – to draw on the 

experiences of people and use them to guide conversations of how we celebrate and bridge our 
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differences. More research in these areas is crucial to ensure that human voices and local stories 

have seats at the table.   

No doubt, conventional farms don’t actively want to destroy the very soil they rely on. 

How then, can these groups come together? After hearing some experiences from each side, it 

has become clear that a place to start is simply to hear and listen to one another. Earlier in this 

thesis, the question was posed as to what either side of the spectrum would need to give up to 

begin bridging the apparent divide between themselves. I submit that they need to give up their 

adherence to any concept of the ‘right’ way. In hearing each other, each side may be able to open 

up to the humanity of the other and create space where mutual learning and creation can occur.  

 The new question then becomes, what can the conventional farmer learn from the 

ecological, and vice-versa? The answer, perhaps, lies somewhere back in the realm of a sense of 

place. Returning to studies conducted by Kudryastev (2012) and Olweg (1982), we are reminded 

that a strong sense of place related to the natural world fosters the development of a 

responsibility to practice environmentally friendly behaviour towards the land one lives on. The 

findings in this study showed that a sense of place for conventional farmers often related to their 

community and the people within them first, followed by a relationship to land. On the other 

hand, alternative farmers displayed a sense of place that was predominantly defined by a 

relationship to the environment, followed by a connection to the communities they were a part 

of. To be clear, these two themes were often intertwined. The attempt here is to display some 

general consistencies so that one can start to distill how we might bridge the apparent gap 

between the two worlds of farming. Perhaps, the answer lies in fostering a strong environmental 

sense of place in young people from an early age so that, as they grow and potentially enter the 

agricultural community, they will be endowed with the deeply rooted desire and sense of 
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responsibility to practice whatever type of farming (conventional or ecological) they choose in a 

way that fosters environmentally sound practices.  

4.8 Conclusion 

 The future of young farmers has the potential to be bright. More young people are slowly 

moving back to the land, whether that be to new farms or to the ones on which they were raised. 

As it stands, more young farmers are opting to rent land due to the increasing cost of land access 

and competition from corporate interests, while others exist inside of their family’s succession 

plans (Statistics Canada 2017c). They are doing so, often despite the significant shifts that have 

occurred as a result of the large-scale, industrial farming approach that now dominates the 

landscape. They are doing this because of a deep love for their land, their communities, and the 

places they call home. They have strong pride in the places which hold the most meaning and 

show up for them in the best way they know how. This research has showed that, ultimately, the 

two ends of the agricultural spectrum are not so different after all. They are both human 

focussed, taking care of the things they love. Herein lies the gift of anthropological research – to 

use the stories of people to bridge gaps between each other.  

This research has also shown that a strong sense of place is integral in the decision-

making process of young people. Each respondent, regardless of their background, harkened 

back to the role their places of significance played in who they are now, and in why they are 

choosing to practice agriculture in the way they do. Returning to some of the theoretical 

frameworks mentioned earlier, this research shows that a habitus and sense of place are closely 

linked, if not one and the same. The embodied, taken for granted ways of being continued to 

appear in the meanings and attachments that farmers had in relation to their childhood 
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experiences. Whether it was the way they farmed, or why they farmed, it all started at the root of 

their experience. 

This study contained a few gaps and offers some suggestions for future researchers 

exploring the dynamics of a sense of place. First, this research could be expanded to include 

more than just the Wellington County to offer a more well-scoped image of the experience of 

young farmers in Ontario and beyond, looking at places such as Ontario’s agricultural heartland 

or, for example, ‘new’ agricultural zones. Second, this research focussed primarily on those 

farmers entering the field, and a comparison to the senses of place held by older farmers that are 

leaving the field would offer another layer of what the ‘farm’ as an idealized concept represents 

across ranges. Third, coupling a quantitative approach with the qualitative methods used in this 

study would serve well to contextualize certain characteristics of farmers, as well as making 

participation more accessible to those who could not engage in an interview. This quantitative 

data could include information regarding participants gender, ethnic background, culturally 

specific notions of space and place, length of time in the agricultural field, to name a few.  

 There are a few additional research questions that need to be addressed. While this 

research focussed on a sense of place, what other internalized factors contribute to the decision-

making processes of farmers entering the field? What do perceptions of others, whether familial 

or societal, have on their experience in becoming a farmer? How does the current decline of 

agricultural operations influence their morale or sense of hope? What influence do other global 

transitions, like recessions or economic shocks have on the viability of new farmers success in 

agriculture? These questions begin to address more structural level understandings of perceptions 

and experiences of new farmers and would require larger scale research which goes beyond the 

scope of this study.  
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 Finally, to conclude, this thesis began by acknowledging the picturesque vision of the 

farm. As new farmers enter the field, hoping to build a way of life that is both meaningful and 

fruitful, it is vital to remember that at the core of what they do is a deep love. This love extends 

to their land, to their families and to their communities. As the landscape continues to evolve and 

new challenges are faced and overcome, there is still yet hope that in the shadow of an 

industrializing, depletive agricultural system that dominates our country, there will be an even 

more rapidly growing body of farmers, tending themselves and the land at the same table, in 

ways that leave room for future generations to do the same.
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APPENDICES 
 

APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW QUESTION GUIDE 

1) Start off by telling me about yourself – what do you do, why do you do it?  

2) How did you get into farming? What drew you here?  

3) Tell me about your farm. What’s it like? What does a typical day look like for you?  

4) What influence did your parents have on you choosing to farm?  

5) What was your experience like growing up? How did that pull you towards farming?  

6) What do you enjoy most about farming? 

7) What do you struggle with related to farming? Any tactics you use to navigate those 

challenges?  

8) What does your land/crop/animals mean to you? Why are they important? 

9) What were you taught about farming at a young age? What influence did that have on 

you? 

10) How did you learn to farm? Why did you take that route as opposed to another? 

11) What’s it like being a young person coming into the field? Any specific challenges you 

anticipate there?  

12) What do you want to get out of being a farmer? 

13) What does sustainability mean to you?  

14) There seems to be some contention between large scale/small scale farming, or 

industrial/organic. Can you speak to that?  
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APPENDIX B 

RESPONDENT INFORMATION 

“Eric” 

 Eric is a 30-year-old male who owns and operates his own organic, no-till vegetable 

farm. He is married with a young child. Their farm acts as a community centre, being supported 

by local restaurant sales and Community Supported Agriculture programs, while also acting a 

venue space, teaching farm, and much more.  

 “Sandra” 

 Sandra is a young, female farmer between the age of 18-30 years old. At the time of our 

interview, she was on a sabbatical from farming to take time for reflection and new decisions. 

Prior to that, her formal education included degrees in wildlife biology, anthropology and social 

work. She got involved with agriculture through the CRAFT network at Whole Circle Farm.  

“Emily” 

 Emily is a young farmer between the age of 18-30 years old. She grew up in Kingston 

and found farming after spending years working in the outdoor education field. She worked as a 

canoe tripping guide where she developed a love for the land. From there, she spent a season in 

the Everdale internship program and now works seasonally on other local farms.  

“Greg” 

 Greg is above 50 years old and comes from an urban background. He spent move of his 

working career in downtown Toronto as an actuary. His catalyst to starting to farm came from, as 

he described, an existential crisis which had him drop everything and begin an internship at 

Everdale. He now runs his own small-scale farm growing vegetables and tending livestock.  
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“Josh” 

 Similar to Greg, Josh is above the 18-35-year-old range, and spent most of his working 

career as an actuary. He left that field after 35 years with his wife, Sara, and they bought and 

began operating their small-scale organic vegetable farm. They are self-taught, learning 

everything they know through reading and conversation with other farmers.  

“Sara” 

 Marie is also above the 18-35-year-old range. She is married to Josh and co-owns and 

operates their small vegetable farm. She also considers herself self-taught, though had experience 

gardening from her family farm growing up.  

“Marc” 

 Matt is 25 years old. He completed his degree in plant agriculture at the OAC and 

currently works in agrichemical sales. He is from a rural background, growing up working and 

living on his family’s cash crop farm.  

“Sam” 

 Sean is 23 years old. At the time of the interview, his academic interests were focussing 

on environmental economics and policy. His background was in cash-cropping on his family’s 

farm and his intention was to eventually return and take over the operation from his father.  

“Kyla” 

 Kayla is 20 years old. At the time of interview, she was studying animal biology with 

intentions of becoming a veterinarian. While she did not consider herself a farmer, her 

background was from the rural town of Carlisle and she knew that she wanted to work with 

livestock in the future.  

“Jennifer” 
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 Jennifer is 20 years old. At the time of interview, she was studying equine management. 

She was born and raised in Milton, Ontario and considered that to be relatively rural. Her 

eventual intention was to work with livestock horses but was not clear on what angle that would 

take in the future.  

 

 

 


