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The inaugural College of Agriculture and Life
Sciences (CALS) Research Summit was held on
April 14-15, 2026 at Virginia Tech’s Blacksburg
campus.  The main goals of the summit were:

Initiating an annual convening of academia,
government, business, and non-profit
organizations to explore building effective
public-private partnerships.
Fostering faculty collaborations across the nine
CALS departments and schools.

The 2026 summit focused on The Future of Healthy and Sustainable Agrifood
Systems. Day 1 began with a keynote presentation by Dr. Scott Hutchins, United
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Under Secretary for Research, Education,
and Economics, CALS Research updates, and a student research poster session. Day
2 included a workshop for faculty, students, and stakeholders to discuss how to build
effective research partnerships to support agrifood systems.​
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AGRIFOOD SYSTEM
COMPONENTS
The agrifood system is a broad, complex, and evolving ecosystem that stretches across
sectors, scales, and CALS departments and schools. To identify interest and expertise
across the agrifood system, workshop participants were asked to discuss their current
or past work within the agrifood system via seven components:

Pre‑production (e.g., genetics, foundational science)
Production (e.g., agronomy, machinery, decision‑making)
Processing (e.g., food safety, ingredient development)
Marketing and distribution (e.g., food access, transportation, logistics)
Consumption (e.g., health, consumer preferences)
Post‑consumption (e.g., food loss, packaging waste)
Cross‑cutting components (e.g., communications, policy, economics, systems and
team science)

The participants brought diverse expertise in agrifood production, processing,
marketing, consumption, and cross-cutting components. While other components
contained fewer experts in the rooms, they highlighted the need for critical
collaboration opportunities. Creating a healthy and sustainable agrifood system
depends upon systems-level effort, and systems require elements that build bridges
between components. Participants did not see themselves siloed in a single stage of
the agrifood system; rather, they valued interdisciplinary overlaps and circularity. 
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IDENTIFYING RESEARCH OR
PARTNERSHIP THEMES
With the goal of identifying key themes to guide subsequent, focused discussions,
participants were asked to reflect collectively on four prompts that addressed societal
challenges, desired partnerships, existing barriers, and the role CALS should play in
advancing research and collaboration.

Participants emphasized the need to better understand and respond to the public health
challenges related to current food systems, including diet-related chronic disease and
opportunities to advance personalized nutrition. Participants also expressed the need to
strengthen food systems resilience across scales, advance nutrition security, strengthen
food safety, and address sustainable packaging and reduce food loss and waste.
Threaded throughout these challenges was a shared recognition of the transformative
role of emerging digital technologies including artificial intelligence, precision
agriculture, and controlled environment agriculture as well as the importance of
developing education and workforce pipelines capable of supporting these innovations. 

There was broad agreement that progress will depend on establishing and strengthening
intentional, multi-sector collaboration. Participants highlighted the essential
contribution of policymakers, Extension staff and services, industry actors, business-
interest organizations, farmers, public-interest non-governmental organizations,
educators, economists, and data scientists to advance shared goals and vision for future
agrifood systems. Federal regulatory agencies and global or multilateral organizations
were also identified as important partners, underscoring the scale and complexity of the
issues considered. These partnership discussions were framed as thematic signals
pointing to the kinds of relationships that future discussions and initiatives should
prioritize.

Collaborative
Workshop Roundtable



IDENTIFYING RESEARCH OR
PARTNERSHIP THEMES

Participants identified several barriers and systems
constraints including institutional silos, misaligned
incentives, fragmented funding structures, and limited
mechanisms for translating science into policy and actions.
Communication gaps, trust challenges, lack of shared data
infrastructure, and difficulties identifying collaborators
working on related problems were also recurring topics. 

When considering how VT should position to build robust
public-private partnerships, participants framed their
responses around strategic roles rather than specific
programs. VT was described as having an opportunity to serve
as a connector, convener, and integrator across disciplines,
sectors, and geographies. Themes emerged around the need
for stronger coordination, improved science communication
and translation to reach diverse audiences, support for team-
based and interdisciplinary research, and better alignment of
incentive and promotion structures with collaborative work.
Participants also highlighted the importance of bolstering
the participation and engagement of Extension faculty and
staff through policy, investing in shared data and AI
infrastructure, and building education-to-workforce
pipelines.

Focusing on Specific Themes

The first group discussion identified 14 themes. By merging
similar themes and a voting process, four main themes were
selected for further discussion including: 1) Scaling and
Translating Science for Adoption, 2) Academic Incentives and
Barriers to Research, 3) Communication and Knowledge
Distribution, and 4) Workforce Develop and Education
Pipelines. Each theme is discussed below.

Undergraduate Student
Poster Presentation

Awardee Mary Claire Mea

Mapping Ourselves Across
the Agrifood System



FOCUSING ON SPECIFIC
THEMES
Scaling and Translating Science for Adoption

This theme emphasizes that scientific innovation only
achieves impact when it can be economically viable at
scale(s) and clearly communicated for adoption.
Participants highlighted the central role of economics
in enabling scale alongside targeted communication
strategies that translate science into value for end
users. Central to this approach is user-defined
research with clearly identified needs, paired
deliberately with appropriate markets and audiences.
Regular, structured liaison with users, industry
partners, and market actors was viewed as essential to
refining research questions, aligning incentives,
building trust, and accelerating adoption. Together,
these elements position scaling and translation as
continuous, iterative processes rather than
downstream activities.

Academic Incentives and Barriers to Research

This theme highlights how misalignment between industry priorities and academic
incentives continues to limit efficient research engagement and impact. Participants
noted unclear processes for external and internal engagement (particularly around needs
identification and intellectual property) as well as promotion and tenure structures that
struggle to fully capture nontraditional scholarly outputs, such as non–peer-reviewed
publications, partnership development, and multidisciplinary team science. To address
these barriers, participants emphasized the need to clarify promotion and tenure
incentives, establish clearer metrics to recognize team-building and interdisciplinary
effort, and provide proactive seed funding to support large, strategic proposals. Early
and sustained faculty involvement in industry engagement, coupled with increased
investment in advisory, outreach, and administrative support, was viewed as essential to
reducing burden and enabling more effective, impactful research collaboration.

Graduate Student Poster
Presentation Awardee

Elissa Hall



FOCUSING ON SPECIFIC
THEMES

Communication and Knowledge Distribution

This theme emphasizes Virginia Tech’s distinctive strength
as a land-grant university with a long-standing mission to
translate knowledge into public value. Participants
highlighted the need for intentional, coordinated
communication strategies that address both internal
audiences (e.g., connecting researchers, Extension, and
administrative units) and external audiences (e.g.,
communities, industry, and policymakers). Policy decisions
requiring clear, timely, and accessible synthesis of research
findings were identified as a growing avenue for knowledge
distribution. Central to this theme is the importance of
understanding and responding to the distinct needs,
values, and decision contexts of different audiences,
ensuring that communication is tailored, trusted, and
actionable.

Workforce Development and Education Pipelines

This theme centers on Virginia Tech’s role in strengthening workforce development
through inclusive, flexible, and future‑ready education pipelines that connect learners
to meaningful careers. Participants emphasized preparing students for a dynamic
external workforce, while supporting workplace learning, career transitions (e.g.,
military-to-civilian pathways), and interdisciplinary interests. A lattice approach to
career development, supported by micro‑credentials, durable skills, and emerging
technologies (e.g., AI tools) was seen as critical to enabling continuous learning and
adoption readiness. Integration with Extension was highlighted as a key mechanism for
inspiring youth, supporting rural students who can return to and strengthen their
communities, and expanding opportunities in urban agriculture. Participants noted the
importance of balancing depth and breadth of expertise, understanding learner
willingness and adoption capacity, and ensuring education pathways remain accessible,
relevant, and aligned with workforce and policy needs.

Keynote Address
Navigating Agrifood Systems

Policy and Regulatory
Landscape Through Research



SUMMARY AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS

The workshop discussions successfully achieved their primary goal of identifying
priority themes to guide continued conversation and action. Participants converged on
four focal areas that emphasize the need to move beyond isolated research efforts and
toward coordinated approaches that integrate economics, communication, policy,
education, and engagement. Across all themes, participants expressed a consistent
desire for Virginia Tech to leverage its strengths as a public land‑grant institution to
connect research with real‑world needs, foster trust with partners, and translate
knowledge into societal impact.

Looking ahead, the summit outcomes point to several future directions for CALS and
Virginia Tech. First, participants identified the need for deeper, theme‑based forums
that move from broad identification to actionable strategies, including pilot
initiatives, shared metrics, and partnership models. Second, there was strong interest
in aligning institutional incentives, support structures, and promotion criteria with
interdisciplinary, collaborative, and engagement‑oriented research. Third, enhanced
coordination across Extension, policy engagement, data infrastructure, and workforce
development was viewed as critical to scaling impact and sustaining long‑term
partnerships. Finally, participants emphasized the importance of continued convening,
both internally to build and maintain momentum and externally to position Virginia
Tech as a neutral, trusted connector across sectors, geographies, and disciplines.

The 2026 CALS Research Summit marked an
important step toward strengthening research
partnerships around the future of healthy and
sustainable agrifood systems. Through keynote
engagement, cross‑college interaction, and a
structured workshop, participants articulated a
shared understanding that today’s agrifood
challenges are complex, interconnected, and
require systems‑level approaches. Mapping
expertise across the agrifood system revealed
strong representation in production, processing,
and cross‑cutting domains, alongside clear
opportunities to bridge gaps across other
system components through interdisciplinary
collaboration.

Collaborative Workshop Roundtable



The Future of Healthy & Sustainable Agrifood Systems
April 14-15, 2026
University Club | Blacksburg, VA

 
 
 
 
 

DAY 1 | April 14
Opening Forum

2:30-3:00 PM Registration & Coffee
3:00-4:00 PM Keynote address
4:00-4:30 PM CALS Research highlights and updates
4:30-6:30 PM Student Research Show & Reception

6:15 PM Poster Awards Announced

DAY 2 | April 15
Collaborative Workshops

8:30-9:00 AM Registration & Coffee
9:00 AM-11:00 PM - Morning Sessions 

Community dialogue and collaborative roundtables
exploring opportunities for partnership

11:00 AM-12:00 PM - Networking Lunch 
12:00-3:00 PM - Afternoon Sessions 

Industry and federal perspectives panel followed by
collaborative roundtables, group dialogue, closing
reflection and commitments

CALS Research Summit

KEYNOTE
Dr. Scott Hutchins
USDA Undersecretary for Research,
Education, & Economics, 
and USDA Chief Scientist

https://www.canva.com/design/DAHDkhExMSA/gBeYjsTX44ziV7bNVkwkVQ/view?utm_content=DAHDkhExMSA&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link2&utm_source=uniquelinks&utlId=he5a407ef47
https://www.canva.com/design/DAHDkhExMSA/gBeYjsTX44ziV7bNVkwkVQ/view?utm_content=DAHDkhExMSA&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link2&utm_source=uniquelinks&utlId=he5a407ef47


The Future of Healthy & Sustainable Agrifood Systems
April 14-15, 2026
University Club | Blacksburg, VA

DAY 2 | April 15
Collaborative Workshop

8:30-9:00 AM 
Registration & Coffee

9:00 -10:00 AM 
Welcome by Dean Ferruzzi
Mapping Ourselves Across the Agrifood System

10:00 - 11:00 AM
Roundtable Round 1

11:00 AM-12:00 PM - Networking Lunch 
12:00-12:45 PM 

Partnerships for Supporting Healthy and Sustainable Agrifood
Systems Panel

Constance Gewa, PhD, MPH, Foundation for Food & Agriculture
Research (FFAR) 
Beau Badon, PhD, American Association for the Advancement of
Science (AAAS) Science and Technology Policy Fellowships
(STPF) Program
Blake Harris, CSCP, Institute of Food Technologists (IFT) 

12:45 - 1:45 PM
Roundtable Round 2

1:45 - 2:00 PM - Break
2:00 - 3:00 PM

Team Report-Out
Closing

CALS ORI would like to thank the faculty steering committee for their time
and expertise in developing this summit - Committee members: Renee
Boyer, Vivica Kraak, and Amanda Stewart.

CALS Research Summit
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2026 CALS RESEARCH SUMMIT
Panelists

An alumnus of Virginia Tech's School of Plant and
Environmental Sciences, Thomas “Beau” Badon was
selected as the 2025–2026 ASA, CSSA, and SSSA
Congressional Science Fellow. As Fellow, Dr. Badon  
covers portfolios on agriculture, energy, and public
lands policies. 

BEAU BADON, PHD
CongressionalScience Policy Fellow,
AmericanAssociation for theAdvancement
ofScience (AAAS)

Blake Harris leads efforts to advance traceability and
transparency across global food systems, with
extensive experience in supply chain operations and
digital solutions that improve food safety,
interoperability, and regulatory compliance.

BLAKE HARRIS, CSCP
Managing Director​ Global FoodTraceability Center
Institute of FoodTechnologists​

Dr. Gewa leads initiatives focused on strengthening
healthy food systems. She brings over 20 years of
experience in human nutrition and public health
research, with a focus on improving food security and
health outcomes for mothers and children in low-
income communities. 

CONSTANCE GEWA, PHD, MPH
Scientific Program Director
Foundation for Food & Agriculture Research
(FFAR)
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