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Does vocational agriculture at the secondary 
school level make a difference? Difference at 
what and for who? How much is a reasonable 
difference? These questions have been 
raised several times in the public media about 
vocational educatign during t_tle last year 
(Johnson , 1980; Raspberry , 1979; Maeroff , 
1979). The focus of this article will be on 
specific differences in employment and further 
education and particularly for former students of 
vocational agriculture in Minnesota. The 
response is provided in answer to a series of 
questions; the response to each question con 
sists of findings from student follow-up data from 
the Minnesota Secondary School Follow-Up 
System for the Class of 1978 and my interpreta· 
lions of the data. The data was collected by a 
volunteer sample of 98 Minnesota high schools 
and involved almost 18,000 students . The 
findings provide a starting place from which to 
think about the employment and further educa· 
lion effects of vocational agriculture programs. 

1. What proportion of Minnesota high 
school students take at least one voca· 
tional agriculture course sometime dur
ing the last three years of high school? 

For the Class of 1978, about 11 percent of 
public high school leavers took at least one 
vocational agriculture course . This amounts to 
about 8 ,500 students for the total State . This 
number is ten times the number graduating from 
vocational agriculture programs in post· 
secondary area vocational-technical institutes. 
To the question, " is this too many or too few?", 
there is no generally accepted answer yet. 

2 . What are the characteristics of students 
who take vocational agricultural 
courses? 

Characteristics of these students in terms of 
sex ratio , high school rank, post-high school 
employment activities and post-high school 
educational activities are shown in Table 1 . In 
terms of sex ratio , about three-fourths of the 
students are male . As for class rank, more of the 
students are from the lower one-fourth of the 
class than from the upper one-fourth . However , 
both sexes and all ability levels are represented 
by the students . In terms of educational activity 
after high school , slightly more students enter 
college than vocational schools ; in total, about 
39 percent were enrolled in some form of school 
based educational program after one year . 

Table 1. Characteristics of Students Taking Vocational Agriculture Courses, Class of 1978, 
Minnesota. 

Characteristic 

Sex 
Female 
Male 

High school rank percentile 
In upper 25% 
In lower 25% 

Educational activity after one year 
Vocational school 
Community college 
4-year college 

Employment activity after one year 
Paid employment 
Unemployment 
Paid employment, only 

a/n = 2310 in sample. 

Percent of Vocational 
Agriculture Students a/ 

29.0 
71.0 

14.8 
34.5 

17 .9 
5.0 . 

15.7 

70.1 
4 .4 

48.7 



Employment-wise , about 70 percent are work
ing either full or part -time . Of these , about 49 
percent were engaged in paid employment only 
and not doing other things such as going to 
school , in the military or homemaking . Only 4.4 
percent were unemployed . This unemployment 
rate was about equal to the State average for all 
age groups wishing to work during 1979. 

3 . How do students who take vocational 
agriculture courses compare to other 
students taking other vocational educa
tion courses? 

As would be expected , there are major dif
ferences among students taking different voca
tional education programs. Office , distributive , 
health and home economics have a much larger 
proportion of females enrolled as shown in Table 
2 . Office , health and home economics have a 
larger proportion of students from the upper 
one-fourth of the class . Students taking trade 
and industrial courses have the highest percent 
in vocational school while the lowest percent in 
4-year colleges . The percent with paid employ
ment is highest for students taking courses in 
trade and industrial programs; unemployment 
rates are lowest for students taking vocational 
agriculture and trade and industrial courses . 

Not unimportant , if one is looking at aggregate 
data on vocational education students , is the 
finding that about 70 percent of secondary voca
tional education students in Minnesota are 
enrolled in home economics courses . What is 
not apparent in Table 2 is that about 30 percent 

of students take courses in more than one voca
tional education program while in high school. 
Combining this information with what is shown in 
Table 2 implies that it would be very difficult to 
interpret aggregate data on secondary voca
tional education programs or to use students 
taking other vocational education programs as a 
comparison group for students taking vocational 
agriculture . 

4 . How do students who take vocational 
agriculture courses compare to students 
who do not take vocational education 
courses? 

The information in Table 3 shows the major dif
ferences in high school rank and post-high 
school educational and employment activities for 
these two groups of students in Minnesota. A 
much higher proportion of students not laking 
vocational education courses are in the upper 
one-fourth of their class (45 .8 % versus 14.8%) 
and are enrolled in 4-year colleges (54 . 9% 
versus 15. 7%). In contrast, a much higher 
proportion of students taking vocational 
agriculture are enrolled in vocational schools 
(17 .9% versus 8 .0 %) and have paid employ
ment, only (48 . 7% versus 18.5%) . Based on 
these differences in both student personal 
characteristics and post-high school activities , 
surely these are not reasonable control or com
parison groups for each other . 

5 . How much time do students who take 
vocational agriculture courses actually 
spend in these courses? 

Table 2. Characteristics of Students Taking Vocational Agriculture Courses As Compared to 
Other Vocational Courses. Class of 1978, Minnesota. 

Vocational Education Program8 / 

Agri- Distri- Home Trade & 
Characteristic culture Office butive Health Economics Industrial 

Sex 
Female 290% 78.0 % 56 .8 % 85.0 % 63 .5% 16.2% 
Male 71 .0 22 .0 43.2 15.0 36 .5 83.8 

High School rank percentile 
In upper 25% 14.8 25.0 13.2 17 .8 20.7 8.7 
In lower 25% 34.5 18.1 31.7 25 .7 25.4 38.1 

Educational activity 
after one year 

Vocational school 17.9 17 .5 13.0 16.9 15.0 22 .6 
Community college 5 .0 7.0 5 .0 9 .1 6 .8 3.4 
4-year college 15.7 20.0 17.8 21 .1 23.3 8 .9 

Employment activity 
after one year 

Paid employment 70 .1 70 .1 71 .9 62 .8 67 .9 76 .1 
Unemployed 4.4 6.4 7 .6 8 .5 6 .8 4 .5 
Paid employment , only 48.7 42.4 48.0 35.3 41 .1 51 .8 

a/n = 2732 (Agriculture). 3014 (Office). 1737 (Distributive). 57 4 (Health), 
9521 (Home Economics). and 2182 (Trade and Industrial) in sample . 



Table 3. Characteristics of Students Taking Vocational Agriculture Courses as Compared to 
Students Not Taking Voc. Ed. Courses, Class of '78, Minnesota 

Characteristic 
Students Taking 

Vocational Agriculturea/ 
Students Not Taking 

Vocational Education b/ 

Sex 
Female 
Male 

High school rank percentile 
In upper 25% 
In lower 25% 

Educational activity after one year 
Vocational school 
Community college 
4-year college 

Employment activity after one year 
Paid employment 
Unemployed 
Paid employment , only 

a/n = 2732 in sample . 

The data in Table 4 shows that 50 percent of 
the students take less than 200 hours of voca· 
tional agriculture . How does this change the 
expectation for the portion who should enter 
agriculturally related occupations or educational 
majors? What is the expected effect of less than 
200 hours of vocational agriculture? This 
amounts to about 6 percent of the total school 
time available in grades 10 through 12. To com
pare this amount of education in full time 
equivalents (assuming 6 hours per day as full · 
time). 200 hours is equivalent to five weeks of 
training. Is a substantial employment and further 
education effect , given the measure used, even 
reasonable? I think not, given that this time may 
be integrated with other coursework over a 
three year period . 

6 . How do students taking varying amounts 
of vocational agriculture compare in 

Table 4. Time Spent in Vocational Agri

culture, Class of 1978, Minnesota 

Percent of Students 
Hours Taking Vocational Agriculture 

1. 100 33 .5% (754) 
101 . 200 17 .5 (394) 
201 . 300 7 .3 (164) 
301 . 400 11 .9 (269) 
401 . 500 7.0 (157) 
501 . 600 12.2 (275) 
601 . 700 4 .1 (93) 
701 . 800 2 .5 (56) 
800 + 4 .1 (92) 

Note : Numbers in ( ) are the number in 
the category in the sample . 

29.0°"o 
71 .0 

14.8 
34 .5 

17.9 
5 .0 

15.7 

70 .1 
4 .4 

48.7 

34.8% 
62 .2 

45.8 
10.2 

8 .0 
10.0 
54 .9 

51 .9 
7 .9 

18.5 

b/n = 3652 in sample . 

entering agriculturally related 
occupations or educational majors? 

In order to obtain an index of the proportion of 
former high school students entering 
agriculturally related occupations , it was 
decided for reasons of expediency to identify 
only a sample of occupations where there 
should definitely be some benefit from the 
students enrolling in vocational agriculture 
courses. The occupations selected were : farm 
equipment mechanics ; lumber workers , raft 
workers and wood choppers ; gardeners and 
groundskeepers ; farmers; farm managers; farm 
supervisors; farm laborers , wage workers and 
unpaid fam1ly workers; and farm service 
laborers , self-employed This sample of 
occupations was by no means intended to be 
exhaustive of all possible agriculturally related 
occupations . Rather, it was to be a small sample 
with the purpose being to develop an indicator 
which was sensitive to the concept of 
relatedness and could be used to measure 
relative increases in the proportion of student 
selecting related occupations . Because only a 
sample of agriculturally related occupations 
were used in developing the indicator, it will 
result in an underestimate of the actual percent 
of students entering agriculturally related 
occupations. 

The selection of an agriculturally related major 
for students going on to further education was 
more straight-forward to assess . The follow-up 
information showed directly the number of 
students with a major fitting into the category of 
Agriculture and Natural Resources . 

As shown in Table 5, the expected relation· 
ship holds for both entry to agriculturally related 
occupations and educational majors . The 
proportion entering the selected sample of 
agriculturally related occupations increases from 
about 3 percent for those takinq 1 00 hours or 

·--~--- . . ~-·-··-·. . 



less of vocational agriculture to about 48 per
cent for those taking more than 800 hours. For 
entry to agriculturally related educational majors , 
the increase is from 5 percent to 48 percent for 
the same amount of time categories. The impli
cation of this finding is that one needs to con
sider amount of time in vocational agriculture 
when trying to interpret information on place
ment in related occupations or educational pro
grams. This finding seems reasonable since 
vocational agriculture is an elective course in 
high school and one would expect that the more 
of these courses selected as opposed to others, 
the more likely the student is committed to further 
education and/or employment related to 
agriculture. 

Although these findings reflect relationships in 
the expected direction , one could be much more 
conclusive in their interpretation if the measures 
used in this paper were the agreed upon criteria 
for secondary vocational agriculture programs 
and justifiable standards had been set for each 
criteria. Such is not the case! Any final judgment 
as to whether the secondary vocational 
agricultural programs make enough of a dif
ference must await a statement of expected 
criteria and standards agreed upon by those who 
practice vocational agriculture, those who pro
vide resources to support it and those who are 
its students . 

Conclusions 
The statements which follow result from 

probing the general question, "Did secondary 
vocational agriculture make a difference?" More 
specifically , the difference examined was for 
students in terms of post-high school employ
ment and educational activities. Information from 
Minnesota for the Class of 1978 was used to 
illustrate what findings may be like. 

In making statements about the employment 
and further education effects of secondary voca
tional agriculture programs, it is at least 
necessary to consider the amount of program 
taken. Aggregate data about students who take 

vocational agriculture should be considered 
largely invalid when investigating the employ
ment and further education effects . There is 
probably not an easily constituted control group 
for comparison with students taking vocational 
agriculture courses . 

If one is conscientious and knowledgeable of 
both its limitations in practice and its numbers , 
the effects of vocational agriculture, at least in 
Minnesota, are in the direction one would 
reasonably expect in terms of employment and 
educational activities of former students . The 
greatest immediate challenge is defining a more 
detailed set of "reasonable expectations" in both 
scope and size for the effects of secondary 
vocational education so that the effects which 
are observed can be judged as to their 
adequacy . 
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Table 5_ Students Taking Varying Amounts of Vocational Agriculture and Entering Selected 
Agriculturally Related Occupations or Educational Majors, Class of 1978, Minnesota. 

Hours of Vocational Agriculture 
Characteristic 
(after one year) 1 - 101- 201- 301- 401- 501- 601- 701- 800 

100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800 + 
If employed, % % % % % % % % % 

working in 
3.3 8 .1 15.1 18.1 14.4 27 .6 29.8 38.7 47 .7 selected agri-

culturally related (14) (18) (14) (29) (14) (42) (17) (12) (35) 
occupation . 

If in further 
education , have 5.0 10.0 9.6 22.4 42.9 45 .7 55.6 30 .8 48.0 
agricultural 

(15) (12) (5) (12) (21) (42) (15) (4) (12) major . 

Note : Numbers in ( ) are the number in the category in the sample . 


