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"Vocational" Agriculture Education: What's in a Name? 
by George H. Copa 

What meanings come to mind when the term 
"vocational" is used today in connection with 
agriculture education? Is it one of those words 
which has outlived its usefulness? Why? Is it that 
we have few activities that are any longer worthy 
of the name? If so, why is it still common rubric in 
high schools, technical institutes and community 
colleges, many universities, most state depart
ments of education and even the federal govern
ment? Is this name an artifact of a bygone era -
a label needing to be changed whenever we get 
around to it? Or is this name yet something that 
has meaning but its daily use in these contexts 
has reduced thought and commitment to its full 
meaning. Perhaps it is used too easily, too 
routinely, without consciousness, without think
ing for a brief moment about what these ten let
ters in combination are to symbolize. Does not 
the word vocational in its reference to " vocation" 
express an ideal, often now unsung? We want 
words to do some work for us - to stand for 
something that is commonly understood and 
agreed upon and that serves human purposes 
and desires. What is to count as "vocational" 
agricultural education? 

The thoughts of John Dewey in Democracy 
and Education (1916) are one place from 
which to draw a meaning of "vocation". They are 
used here because the meaning of vocation is 
discussed in the context of vocational educa
tion, because of the stature of the author in the 
field of education, because of the prominence 
he gives to describing the meaning of this term 
and because this meaning was given at about 
the time federal legislation was first passed for 
vocational education . First, concerning defini
tion , Dewey states: 

A vocation means nothing but such a 
direction of life activities as renders them 
perceptibly significant to a person, 
because of the consequences they ac
complish, and also useful to his 
associates. (p. 307) 

A vocation thereby includes activities that have 
consequences that are significant to the in
dividual doing them and to others. No delimita
tion is made in the nature of the consequences 
(i.e., that they are merely wages) or the way in 
which they are significant (i.e., as only a means 
to secure other things) . These life activities are 
such as to give direction or a sense of ends, 
order and planfulness to an individual's life. 
Dewey makes clear the relevance of "directed-

ness" from a personal and social perspective to 
the meaning of vocation by declaring that the op
posite of vocation (he uses the word career) is: 

. . . neither leisure nor culture, but 
aimlessness , capriciousness, the 
absence of cumulative achievement in 
experience, on the personal side, and 
idle display, parasitic dependence upon 
the other, on the social side. (p. 307) 

He warns about the misguided strategy of con
trasting the meaning of vocation with the mean
ing of leisure or liberal culture. Rather, vocation 
is where labor and leisure, theory and practice, 
body and mind and intrinsic and extrinsic can 
come together. Vocation can be at once both 
means and end. Individual and social satisfaction 
can result from both vocation as a means and as 
an end. Vocations are a means by which an in
dividual can "amount" to something (an end) . 

In this context, Dewey defines occupations in 
a very broad sense (i.e ., not only referring to 
paid employment) . Rather, occupations means 
a: 

.. . concrete term for continuity. It in
cludes the development of artistic capaci
ty of any kind, of special scientific ability, 
of effective citizenship, as well as profes
sional and business occupations, to say 
nothing of mechanical labor or engage
ment in gainful pursuits. (p. 307) 

Occupation denotes continuous focus and effort 
at one's vocations. For Dewey, the term con
tinuity has special meaning. This term is best 
clarified by Dewey in a much later work Ex· 
perience and Education (1938) . It refers to the 
idea that all past experiences are linked to and 
influence all present and future experiences. 
There is an "experiential continuum" (Dewey, 
1938, p. 28) . An individual's vocations provide 
the "advance organizers" for information and 
ideas, knowledge and intellectual growth; they 
serve as the axis that runs through and allows 
one to make sense of details; they serve as the 
motivation to reach out for new experiences; 
they serve as the magnet to draw these ex
periences in and the glue to hold them together; 
vocations are the ways individuals are active and 
alive . The "right" occupations for an individual 
are when there is a balance (match) between the 
distinctive capacity of an individual with the 
needs for social services - the aptitudes of the 
individual are in adequate play such that others 
are getting the best service possible and the in-



dividual is getting maximum satisfaction . This ap
pears not to be a simple process since Dewey 
maintains that there is an infinite variety of 
capacities found in individuals. The process of 
finding the right occupations must continue as 
the individual grows, that is, discovering new 
capacities and aptitudes. Drawing from his idea 
of continuity, Dewey cautions: 

We must avoid not only limitation of con
ception of vocation to the occupations 
where immediately tangible commodities 
are produced, but also the notion that 
vocations are distributed in an exclusive 
way, one and only one to each person. 
Such restricted specialism is impossible; 
nothing could be more absurd than to try 
to educate individuals with an eye to only 
one line of activity. In the first place , each 
individual has of necessity a variety of 
callings, in each of which he should be in
telligently effective ; and in the second 
place any one occupation loses its mean
ing and becomes a routine keeping busy 
at something in the degree in which it is 
isolated from other interests. (p. 301) 

Think of the shift upward given to protracted 
discussions of what are the legitimate "voca
tions" and of in which vocational category a par
ticular individual ought to fall. Dewey implies 
these discussions are largely unresolvable, 
make little sense, and may be harmful. As he 
goes on to say: 

No one is just an artist and nothing else, 
and in so far as one approximates that 
condition, he is so much the less 
developed human being ; he is a kind of 
monstrosity . He must, at some period of 
his life, be a member of a family ; he must 
have friends and companions; he must 
either support himself or be supported by 
others, and thus he has a business 
career. He is a member of some organiz
ed political unit, and so on . 

Self-examination and brief discussion with others 
would easily reveal that individuals do in fact 
have multiple vocations involving their roles in a 
family , in a social group, in a place of worship , 
and in a place of business. Further they practice 
at all of these vocations and at the same time -
at least routinely within the same day. To focus 
only on one vocation and then to treat it as if it is 
not developing is to " fossilize" the individual -
to shut down life to the person. How is it that ap
proved practice now is to guide, teach and 
evaluate students into (in) mutually exclusive 
vocations? Dewey hints that the error is that: 

We naturally name his vocation from that 
one of the callings which distinguishes 
him, rather than from those which he has 
in common with all others. But we should 
not allow ourselves to be so subject to 
words as to ignore and virtually deny his 
other callings when it comes to a con
sideration of the vocational phases of 
education . (p. 307) 

What are the vocations that individuals hold in 
common? Might it not also be possible to extend 

Dewey's point to a realization that most in
dividuals may be able to be satisfactory in most 
vocations . That is , individuals might be 
characterized in terms of all the vocations they 
are able to handle rather than , at the other ex
treme, the one vocation that distinguishes them 
from other individuals and that they are presently 
doing. This latter tradition becomes even less 
reasoned if on~ considers (as Dewey does) the 
ult1mate vocat1on to be living - intellectual and 
moral growth - and the ultimate employer to be 
the community. Considered in this light, there 
are cultural possibilities in all of an individual's 
vocations; the intellectual and moral content of 
each must be brought out in order to get the 
maximum satisfaction out of living. 

Dewey espouses another major point - there 
is a large degree of interaction between an in
dividual's vocations and this interaction is 
necessary to a full enjoyment of life. He states: 

As a man's vocation as artist is but the 
emphatically specialized phase of his 
diverse and variegated vocational ac
tivities, so his efficiency in it, in the 
humane sense of efficiency, is deter
mined by its association with other call
ings. A person must have experience, he 
must live, if his artistry is to be more than 
a technical accomplishment. He cannot 
find the subject matter of his artistic ac
tivity within his art; this must be an ex
pression of what he suffers and enjoys in 
other relationships - a thing which 
depends in turn upon the altertness and 
sympathy of his interests. What is true of 
an artist is true of any other special call
ing. (p. 308) 

The meaning of vocation to an individual's life 
must take into consideration the interactions be
tween multiple vocations, perhaps more than 
focus within a particular dominant vocation . For 
to do the latter would be to miss a large part of 
the potential opportunity for giving meaning. 
Rather , each vocation must be "saturated with 
meaning" in terms of both the present and future 
possibilities it holds. Such meaning will be 
negative and contribute to dissatisfaction if any 
of an individual's vocations are held in contempt 
by others. The greatest tragedy would be for 
vocations to contain no meaning or negative 
meaning - to make no appeal or to make it only 
for extrinsic rewards (i.e. , money, security, 
power) . For then there would be little engage
ment and lost opportunity for living and if 
negative, provocation of aversion and ill will. The 
loss of satisfaction with life is possible for both 
the powerful and powerless - while its mani
festation with the latter is much described, with 
the former it can take the form of isolation and 
lack of social potency. A focus on the interac
tions among an individual 's vocations is likely to 
shift reflection to what is an appropriate balance. 
As Dewey goes on to say: 

There is doubtless - in general accord 
with the principle of habit - a tendency 
for every distinctive vocation to become 
too dominant, too exclusive and absorb-



ing in this specialized aspect. This means 
emphasis upon skill or technical method 
at the expense of meaning. Hence it is 
not the business of education to foster 
this tendency, but rather to safeguard 
against it, so that the scientific inquirer 
shall not be merely the scientist, the 
teacher merely the pedagogue, the 
clergyman merely one who wears the 
cloth, and so on . (p . 308) . 

Here is the indication of harmful effect w1th focus 
on a particular segment (vocation) in an in
dividual's life, particularly from an educational 
perspective. The harm is in the tendency . to 
focus on skill or technique and less on mean1ng 
- the individual may become very good at the 
skills but, at the same time , the skill becomes 
meaningless to their lives. 

Dewey proposes that the ideal society would 
be one in which : 

... every person shall be occupied in 
something which makes the lives of 
others better worth living, and which ac
cordingly makes the ties which bind per
sons together more perceptible - which 
breaks down the barriers of distinct be
tween them. It denotes a state of affairs in 
which the interests of each in his work is 
uncoerced and intelligent; based on its 
congeniality to his own aptitudes. (p . 
316) 

An ideal educational program which 
acknowledges the full intellectual and social 
meaning of a vocation would include: 

. instruction in the historic background 
of present conditions; training in science 
to give intelligence and initiative in 
dealing with material and agencies of 
production, and study of economics, 
civics, and politics, to bring the future 
worker into touch with the problems of 
the day and the various methods propos
ed for its improvement. Above all , it would 
train power of readaptation to changing 
conditions so that future workers would 
not become subject to a fate imposed 
upon them. (p. 319) 

An education of this kind would develop a 
"courageous intelligence" - one that em
powered individuals with a sense of responsibili 
ty to be executives of their own life and to act 
practically. Dewey was not, however, naive with 
respect to social conditions in 1916 when he 
states that this ideal vocational education : 

... has to contend not only with the iner
tia of existing educational traditions, but 
also with the opposition of those who are 
entrenched in command of the industrial 
machinery, and who realize that such an 
educational system if made general would 
threaten their ability to use others for their 
own ends. (p. 319) 

It is now almost seventy years since these lines 
were written by a prominent educational leader. 
What progress has been made toward reaching 
these ideals for society and education? Do those 
responsible for vocational education have the 

courageous intelligence Dewey describes as a 
seemingly needed prerequisite to imparting it to 
their students? Is there at least a moment's 
reflection on this ideal each time the word " voca
tional" is read , uttered, and written? When we 
say " vocational " agriculture education, do we 
mean preparation for social roles by which our 
students can contribute to and benefits from the 
shared way of life in our society? Do we imply 
that our students have several vocations at the 
same time and that the interaction of these voca
tions is as significant as their separate effects? 
Do we firmly acknowledge that the selection of a 
vocation and behavior in that vocation should be 
reasoned by ethical principles? Do we always in
sist that a vocation should give positive meaning 
to the lives of our students? How do these 
perspectives show themselves in our teaching 
and teacher education? 

In reaction to Dewey's remarks and my inter
pretations, at least two lines of critique could be 
made with respect to the meaning attributed to 
vocation . First, one could argue that the mean
ing given to vocation is much too idealized -
that many (if not most) of today 's occupations in 
the United States, particularly those involving 
paid employment, are not vocations in the sense 
of being opportunities to give meaning to one's 
life or as opportunity to improve society, par
ticularly morally (Warnath , 1975). This argument 
would draw upon studies such as Green (1968), 
Work in American (1973) , Terkel (197 4} , and 
O'Toole, Scheiber and Wood (1981 ). What 
Dewey might prefer in terms of "ought to be" 
simply is not "what is" with respect to the 
desired characteristics of work. Engaging in fan
ciful delusion will not make it happen and may 
well be a cruel hoax to convey to others, par
ticularly the young . With some feeling of sym
pathy for the ideal but with a clearer and stronger 
picture of reality, the practical advice to Dewey 
would be that one should look elsewhere than 
work to get meaning in one's life and a sense of 
control. If this situation is to be changed , then it 
is a major political issue better decided in the 
ballot box than in the work place or the school or 
the home. 

The second line of critique, perhaps best ar
ticulated by David Snedden (1920) is that it is 
better to do what is possible and feasible rather 
than accomplish little by dwelling on an impossi
ble ideal - to do something specific that will 
make conditions a little better, rather than to 
work on the abstract, more general utopian ideal 
which holds great promise but a very high risk of 
failure . He would suggest that as life goes on 
day in and day out, it can be made better for 
some in various kinds of ways. This could be ac
complished by focusing on those vocations 
which distinguish individuals and , here, pro
viding at least good technical skills. He would 
argue that society as a whole will be at least 
somewhat better off with this strategy - there 
will be a higher standard of living (at least 
materially). Other improvements can follow as 
opportunities present themselves. An incremen
tal strategy is advocated as being most expe-



diant and practical. Some vocations are not vP.ry 
satisfying (to anybody), but they are better than 
no jobs at all. Technical education is not a 
substitute for a general education but it is better 
than none. Specific training for a job which now 
has a vacancy is better than broad preparation 
for ideal vocations which don't exist. Anyway, 
this perspective would hold that perhaps some 
(or most) individuals do not have the physical 
and mental capabilities to handle the demands of 
vocations in the ideal sense. 

What is the current perspective held of the 
word vocation, particularly in the context of 
vocational education? Is there a slight "cringe" 
when the word vocational is now used? Why? 
Why is its meaning no longer very clear? Why do 
we ask what is your work or jpb rather than voca
tion? Why do we add the words "and technical" 
in reference to vocational education programs? 
Why do we slip easily to using the term "training" 
rather than "education"? What games we play 
with ourselves and others! Or do we? Perhaps 
our everyday use of language is most revealing. 

My purpose was to ask you to become more 
self-conscious about a single word (vocational) 
which we perhaps use without thinking - not 
necessarily that we use it wrongly, but without 
full meaning. A philosopher by the name of 
Wilson (1963) notes that in trying to give mean
ing to important concepts such as "vocational", 
"We get the impression of a tangled ball of string 

• which has to be carefully unwound, or a great pile 
of different objects which have to be sorted, or a 
large area of country which we have to map" (p. 
15). I had this feeling as I examined the various 
meanings of the word vocation . However, the 
rewards are substantial in that making explicit 
the meaning of words, like that of making maps, 
allows us to gain a sense of security, to reduce 
doubts, about where we are , where we want to 
go and how to proceed. But, if words like "voca
tional" are to have a special meaning, it is we 
who must give it to them in our thoughts and 
everyday actions. What meaning do you give the 
word vocational? Why? How does it show? 

(NOTE: This essay is taken from a much 
longer paper devoted to analyzing the 
meaning of vocational education. If there 
is interest among the readers of this issue 
of the Visitor, I would be willing to 
develop similar essays probing the mean
ing of "education" and agriculture.") 
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