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THE ROLE OF THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

IN A ·CHANGING AGRICULTURE 

EARL KNUTSON, District Administrator 

Westby Public Schools, Westby, Wisconsin 

Two years ago "Johnny" apparently could 
not read. It appears now that he probably 
could read but failed to read the technological 
dissertations and decipher the mathematical 
interpolations that may have put all our critics 
in orbit by the year 1959. He apparently was 
quite satisfied in reading the cultural and 
moral treatises that have kept us firmly planted 
upon this good "old" earth since the dawn of 
civilization. He was satisfied with those great 
precepts and principles that have stood the 
test of time and have made America and the 
world great in the past and will continue to 
do so in the future. Those fundamental prin
ciples must not be forgotten in the Twentieth 
Century or future centuries of civilization. 

Progress most assuredly is based upon change, 
and no educator will dispute that assertion. 
However, progress without direction can lead 
to destruction. You have heard many times 
the statement that "eternal vigilance is the 
price of liberty." The whole of that statement, 
made by an Irish statesman, John Phillip Cur
ran, about 170 years ago, was: "It is the com
mon fate of the indolent to see their rights 
become prey to the active. The condition upon 
which God has given liberty to man is eternal 
vigilance; which condition if he break, servi
tude is at once the consequence of his crime 
and the punishment of his guilt." This is as 
true today as it was at the time it was 
uttered, and it is as true of our educational 
system as any other a venue of activity. Spe
cifically, it is as true of Vocational Agriculture 
as any other phase of educational endeavor. 

The advent of the Conant report, probes 
into space, automation, the shifting of farm 

families to suburban areas, and the anxiety of 
much of our population, which frequently has 
caused difficulty in the development of sane 
adjustments, are all having a considerable 
impact upon the schools of the nation. Voca
tional Agriculture is by no means exempt 
from this storm of technological advance, 
shifting populations, and acute pressures. 

Public schools must take cognizance of these 
rapidly changing factors in our society, but 
at the same time must distinguish fact from 
fiction, and must winnow the chaff from the 
wheat. Schools must recognize those prin
ciples of learning that have made our educa
tional system and America great. Before rele
gating to the past those basic fundamentals of 
our present Vocational Agriculture program, 
schools better take a most careful inventory of 
what that program has contributed to the way 
of life in America-a way of life that despite 
technological advance will continue to domi
nate the American farm scene. 

In other words, our schools in a changing 
agriculture must do a soul-searching job of 
their own philosophy as it pertains to agri
culture and then truthfully determine how 
well they have accepted, on the basis of local 
community need, the present program in Voca
tional Agriculture. By acceptance, I do not 
necessarily mean the methods used in arriving 
at established objectives that have proven to 
be sound. We have heard that some of the 
means used in the past to arrive at accepted 
farm practices, because of a changing agri
culture, are no longer effective or desirable. 
I have no argument with that contention for 
it in no way conflicts with my belief that the 

Editor's Note: The articles by Mr. Earl Johnson, farmer, and Mr. Earl Knutson, school 
administrator, were originally presented as part of a panel discussion dealing with needed 
adjustments in vocational agriculture. This discussion took place during the American Voca
tional Association meetings held in Chicago, Illinois, in December, 1959. 
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basic criteria upon which our Vocational Agri
culture program was built are still funda
mentally sound. 

Public schools in a changing society and 
agriculture must recognize that we cannot 
measure the effectiveness and value of every 
curriculum offering in terms of minutes, hours 
of study and instructor's salaries. Certainly, 
basic fundamental practices in agriculture are 
learned by practical systematic training on 
the farm. Without such training agriculture 
would become primarily academic, and would 
defeat the intent, purpose, and effectiveness of 
the entire program. 

Adult Education. If education is a cradle· 
to-the-grave proposition, then this systematic 
training must carry through to young man
hood and adulthood. It would seem to me that 
the public schools by their location and recog· 
nition in the community are the logical insti· 
tutions to assume leadership in the develop
ment of more effective young farmer and adult 
education programs. This development, of 
course, should be in cooperation with Voca
tional Boards of Education, State Depart
ments of Education and in consultation with 
industry. 

A properly developed young farmer and 
adult program will necessitate, in most schools, 
additional faculty. This should be provided. 
That is, if schools do the type of job that 
should be done in vocational agriculture. 
Such a program may meet with opposition 
in many communities, primarily because of 
the increased operating costs to the school. 
Federal aid adjustments and increases may 
be part of the solution for many rural high 
schools if an effective adult program is to be 
developed. 

Finally, in an effective young farmer and 
adult program there will be a definite need 
for correlation of all agricultural agencies 

from the federal level through the states and 
to the local communities to provide effective 
uses of personnel and to avoid duplication of 
effort in the planning and administration of 
the program. 

The Role of Guidance in an Agriculture 
Program. There is no phase of the total 
educational program offered by the public 
schools, particularly in the smaller rural high 
schools, that is more sadly neglected than 
effective and adequate guidance. Guidance in 
vocational agriculture has received insufficient 
attention down through the years, probably 
because of the assumption that the majority 
of boys enrolled in the agricultural course 
would return to the farm. Tragically, schools 
in some instances have considered agriculture 
as the dumping ground for the less academi
cally inclined and have degraded rather than 
elevated farming and associated occupations 
to their proper positions in the economy of 
our country. Consequently, many outstanding 
farm youth, because of this attitude, have 
questioned the feasibility of returning to the 
farm and have stayed out of vocational agri
culture. Lack of parental guidance and en
couragement has, likewise, been a determent 
to many a youth in deciding upon farming 
or an associated occupation as a career. 

Planned parent conferences with the school 
administration and agriculture instructor can 
do much to encourage and inform farm boys 
not interested in returning directly to the 
farm of the many opportunities that exist in 
related farm industries. Then, too, pointing 
out the success in agricultural careers of 
many former graduates that have completed 
their college education can often be the de
ciding factor in a young man's choice of 
career. There is no major problem with the 
boy who decides to make farming a career 
other than giving him the finest education 
and opportunities possible in vocational agri
culture. 

Schools can do much more than they have 
in the past in making known available guid
ance services offered by colleges, extension 
divisions, cooperating agricultural agencies, 
and industry. 

Finally, guidance to be effective and suc
cessful in our schools today must be in the 
hands of devoted and enthusiastic counselors 
or teachers. Merely making known opportu
nities that exist in the field of vocational 
agriculture will not suffice. We must sell the 
program. .Maybe we cannot do everything, or 
in fact anything, but by the grace of God 
we can try. 
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THE NEED AND IMPORTANCE OF ADULT EDUCATION 
EARL JoHNSON, Farmer, Huntley, illinois 

The topic of gearing vocational agriculture 
to changing times is a most challenging one. 
Agriculture today is radically different from 
what it was 40 years ago when adult educa
tion for farmers had its beginning. Those 
were the days of the horse cultivator, horse 
liniment, lots of human trouble, working from 
sunrise to sunset with no time off except when 
it rained- and there was always manure to 
haul then. My mother pumped all the water, 
turned the washing machine by hand, cooked 
on a wood stove, and baked her own bread. 
What a difference today! Forty years ago 
the general thought was to teach the farmer 
how to grow two blades of grass where one 
had previously grown. That job has been 
done, and how! On one of the farms that 
I operate, we grow today 100 bushels of corn 
per acre on land that 20 years ago produced 
only 10 bushels per acre. Yes, indeed we have 
made two blades of grass grow where one 
grew before. 

We have had a tremendous technological 
evolution in agriculture in the past two dec
ades. There is a great need today for the 
farmer to continually study his business in 
order to keep up with this progress. Therein 
lies the challenge to education in the adult 
and young farmer classes. For example, I 
have a son who had four years of vocational 
agriculture in high school and four years of 
general agriculture in college. Since then he 
has spent three years as a fighter pilot in the 
Air Force. He is at least of average intelli
gence, yet I am thoroughly convinced that as 
a young farmer of today, if he hopes to be a 
success, he will need to continue to study his 
business. No one is closer to the young farmer 
in the local community than the vocational 
agriculture instructor. I say to you teachers 
today: your responsibility is tremendous. Are 
you qualified and capable to meet this chal
lenge? 

It is important that our teaching of high 
school youth and young adults be geared so 
that it is practical for the community in which 
he lives. For instance, I read many magazines 
and trade articles that sound or look good, but 
when I analyze how they will fit into our 
farm program, our climate and soil conditions, 
our market facilities, etc., they may or may 
not be a practical thing at all for this particu
lar area. I think it is a challenge to our vo-ag 
instructors that they be able to develop courses 
of study and areas of interest that will have 
a definite relationship in their community to 
all the economic factors of the area. 

Now I would like to discuss with you two 

general areas of education in young farmer 
and adult classes as well as in high school. 
The first is the importance of efficient farm 
management. 

Bill Veeck of White Sox fame was recently 
in our area to address a Farm-and-City Week 
Banquet. He brought with him a guest whom 
he introduced as his "D and D" boy. That 
stands for "Desire" and "Determination." The 
boy was Michigan State's All-American quar
terback. In my opinion the real challenge of 
the future is to educate our farm "D and D" 
boys to become more efficient in the manage
ment of their farm businesses. 

The one- or two-family farm of today is big 
business. Our agricultural progress has been 
tremendous. This is a mechanical age. In 
these days of high costs and complicated ma
chines never has the man been more impor
tant. Agriculture today is no place for the 
weak, the ignorant, or the indifferent. It is 
no place for the average. The farmer of 
today is not a jack-of-all-trades, he must be 
a master of them. He must study his business 
and fit practical ideas to his own operation 
to keep up with the progress of our times. 
This educational process must begin in the 
high school and continue on through the years 
as long as he continues to farm. He dare not 
stop learning in agriculture today. 

For example, the farmer of today and to
morrow must be engineer enough to run 
efficiently a $10,000 machine and mechanic 
enough to fix a break-down on the spot. He 
must be enough of an economist to know 
when to buy feeder cattle and when to sell 
them; and, at the same time, bookkeeper 
enough to spot weaknesses in his operation. 
While he gambles on the weather and market 
prices, he must be veterinarian enough to spot 
disease, castrate pigs, or stick a bloated steer. 
He must know which variety of seed is best 
for his area and when to plant it. He does 
not have to be a diplomat, but it would help 
him to convince his wife that a one-man hay 
baler will increase his profits so that he can 
buy her that new electric dishwasher. 

The farmer of today and tomorrow is a 
good-sized capitalist and also a day laborer. 
He must have the brains to make 40 decisions 
a day and at the same time the brawn to toss 
around bales of hay and bags of fertilizer. In 
financing his operation he must be able to 
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work out an operational budget for the year 
that will include any new equipment he will 
need plus a plan that shows seasonal needs 
and allows for both highs and lows in pro
duction and income. He can then take this 
plan to his banker and ask for a loan of 
$20,000 to $30,000 without batting an eye. 

What does this sum up to in the field of 
education? The emphasis today, as stated 
earlier, is not to make two blades of grass 
grow where only one grew before, but to in
crease the output per man through more effi
cient management-

The second area of education that I would 
like to have you consider is that of the role 
of government in the business of farming in 
the future. Should we have government con
trol of agriculture? Or should we continue 
the free enterprise system that has made this 
country what it is today? There is much in
formation available both pro and con on this 
controversial subject. I am sure teachers could 
have many lively debates and discussions, not 
only with high school groups but also with 
adults, that would stimulate the thinking of 
farmers on this very important subject. In a 
good adult program of this nature the student 
should be taught the pitfalls and dangers of 
big government and of government control, the 
dangers of a socialistic controlled economy, 
the possibilities of a police state with equality 
for all but with little opportunity for anyone. 
This versus our great American heritage of 
free enterprise, with freedom of decision and 
with unlimited opportunity for all. One of the 
problems of the farm program administered 
from Washington has been that it encouraged 
the wheat farmer to grow corn, the cotton 
farmer to grow soybeans and the corn farmer 
to grow wheat, all of which is quite ridiculous. 

In our educational program we need to 
teach high school students and young farm
ers to think clearly for themselves. Recently, 
a group of Illinois farmers at a state meet
ing voted to approve a soil bank program that 
could not be of value to anyone without some 
means of compulsory enforcement. Yet, this 
same group defeated an amendment which 
offered an enforcement plan for this program. 
To me this is a clear indication of failure to 
think for one's self. 

I personally feel that there is a great future 
for the well-trained and well-educated young 
farmer in agriculture under the free enter
prise system with a minimum of government 
control to encourage individual initiative. 
Under this system he may be taking the risk 
of going broke, but he will also have the 

opportunity to make his own decisions, to 
obtain as high a level of living as any farmer 
in the world, and to have financial inde
pendence. 

The challenge in agriculture is great. Tech
nological progress has been so tremendous 
that no one can learn it all in high school or 
college. Learning must be a continuing proc
ess into the young farmer and adult classes. 
The ability of a high school student to grasp 
all the important factors is limited. As he 
begins to experience what he has learned in 
high school, his capacity and ability to assimi
late the technological and economic impor
tance of change increases. He should recog
nize that he will need to continue to study 
in order to keep up with rapidly changing 
conditions in farming. 

Again, I repeat that no one is closer to the 
young farmer in the local community than the 
vo-ag instructor. No one is better qualified to 
stress the importance of better farm manage
ment, of being a better businessman, and of 
getting more output per man, not necessarily 
more bushels per acre. At the same time, 
he must teach the young farmer the dangers 
and pitfalls of big government in the farm
ing business as opposed to the real challenge 
of more opportunity under the free enterprise 
system. Perhaps it might be well in the high 
school classes to study the history of govern
ment controls in agriculture in other coun
tries of the world. Russia has boasted that 
they will meet our agricultural output. There 
are only two ways that might happen-either 
they will change to our free enterprise incen
tive system or we will change to their govern
ment-controlled system that does away with 
incentive. In this field the student must be 
stimulated to think for himself. 

In conclusion, I will make three specific 
recommendations to meet the changing needs 
in vocational agricultural education. 

First, that we not only continue, but that 
we enlarge the adult education program. 

Second, that we teach more efficient farm 
management practices, the goal being more 
output per man. 

Third, that we teach young farmers to think 
for themselves that they may more clearly 
evaluate the dangers of the role of government 
in their businesses as compared to the oppor
tunities under the free enterprise system. 

The successful farmer of tomorrow will be 
the man who continues to learn, who has more 
output per man, and who thinks for himself. 


