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During the past several months, I have 
attended a number of meetings in local com
munities where the farm crisis has reached, for 
many citizens, a critical stage. These meetings 
have been unforgettable; they leave an indelible 
impression on me and on many others. 

The meetings proceeded as such meetings 
usually proceed. Seated at the front of the room 
one finds small groups of individuals who have 
been invited to the meetings. Ordinarily in
cluded in this group are some individuals from 
the Land Grant College of Agriculture, someone 
from state government, occasionally an elected 
official or two and often a writer or consultant on 
agricultural problems. All travel some distance 
to be at the meeting, and most have titles which 
appear more lofty than descriptive. 

The audience consists mainly of farmers 
although there are usually some farm suppliers, 
friends of farm families and occasionally a 
banker or two. The meetings usually begin with 
a few statements from those in the audience, 
and it is quickly joined by others in the audience 
who give somber but nodding approvals or 
short illustrations of the seriousness of the 
situation . 

Those in the audience speak with feeling and 
often with some emotion as they unleash their 
private fears and their diminished hopes. They 
speak of the stability of their families, the educa
tion of their children, the survival of their com
munities and their frustration about what 
choices remain after the investment in their life's 
work has been ruinously depleted. 

Some of the questions asked by members of 
the audience at these meetings are far more 
illuminating than the answers which are given. 
One farm wife observed , for example, that the 
federal government sold Treasury Bills every 
Monday, and thus borrowed money at an inter
est rate of slightly more than 7 percent while 
loans to farmers by the federal government have 
rates of twice that amount. "Why" she won
dered, "did the federal government insist on 
being among the greediest of agricultural mid
dleman"? Another was concerned with leader
ship from those in responsible positions. "Why" 

she wanted to know, "are the country's Roman 
Catholic Bishops able to focus more attention 
on the plight of farm communities through one 
collective, still-unfinished pastoral letter than 
has emerged from the collective efforts of all of 
the Land Grant College Deans, Presidents or 
Congressional delegations." 

One farmer, who had heard a number of 
experts talk about the need to limit production , 
was curious about the various ways of limiting 
production. "Why", he wanted to know, "didn't 
we merely allow diseases, insects, weeds and 
bad cultural practices to limit production and 
thus save the expenditures on research and 
experimental work ." " After all, " he said, "if 
farmers are to go bankrupt anyway, it makes 
little difference what route is taken." 

The experts at the front of the room talked 
about what caused the present situation, the 
facts about there being too many farmers, too 
much farm production and too much help for 
farmers who didn't need it. "The market", they 
said , "would be self-corrective in the long run?" 
While those at the front of the room appeared to 
sympathize with those in the audiences, there 
seemed to be little appreciation for the realiza
tion that, for many in the audiences, there is no 
long run . 

Some questions remained unasked because 
the answers were already clear. Nobody at the 
front of the room had any worries about the 
influence of agricultural commodity markets on 
their families, their property or their plans for the 
future. All were effectively shielded from the 
effects of their own analysis or advice. For them 
agriculture had become more than farming and , 
from the viewpoint of those in the audiences, too 
much more. 

The meetings had all of the attributes of a 
confrontation , one which did not end in a score
less tie. In these meetings, those who speak 
most dispassionately and obtusely are right, and 
those who speak plainly and with feeling are 
wrong. Community loyalty, concerns for fami
lies and erosion of local human resources do not 
weigh heavily against the scientific and eco
nomic assertions which are given from the front 



of the rooms. 
The meetings end as such meetings typically 

end , by revealing more than one cares to admit 
about such encounters. The experts at the front 
of the room exchange a few pleasantries with 
each other before journeying some distance to 
their homes. Those in the audience gather in 
small groups, but they, too, soon disperse 
quietly toward their homes. There is no atmos
phere of cordiality , and there is little good news 
to share. 

This story would have no point whatever if it 
were unusual. The crushing reality is that it is 
not unusual. Some version of the story is hap
pening almost every day in every part of the 
country. Family unity is being disrupted, com
munity institutions are eroding, and there are no 
safety nets. Totally ignored by all except farmers 
themselves are the transition costs, e.g., the 
search for a new livelihood, the costs of migra
tion , the reassembly of structures torn apart and 
the sense of lonely defeat. 

There are scenarios of three kinds emerging 
from the typical meetings for addressing the 
farm family crisis. First, the experts at the front of 
the room are well equipped with the skills of 
diagnosis and very unprepared in the skills of 
therapy. Farmers have heard the diagnosis 
many times, and they have no need for more of 
it; they need therapy. Nor is fingerpointing of 
any help . Farmers have been very generous in 
supporting investments in all forms of agricultu
ral science, technology and economic informa
tion services. More than ever, they now want to 
collect some dividends on these investments in 
the form of therapy from the public servants at 
the front of the room or from the institutions 
represented by them. 

Second, the distance between farmers and 
agricultural experts (e.g., those at the front of 
the room) has increased. Maybe the closeness 
has long been only an illusion. It is not that 
farmers don't understand; they understand too 
well that their plight is the object of indifference, 
intransigence or both . To farmers, the gap or the 
distance between farmers and their governmen
tal and/or institut ional leadership is increasingly 
apparent. Did farmers make a serious error 
when they followed the pied pipers of agricultu
ral productivity? Is there no way out of a 
dilemma in which experts choose only to diag
nose problems and not solve them? 

Finally, there appears to be a growing anxiety 
about the adequacy of leadership for the agri
cultural sector. This anxiety now seems fully 
justified. Perhaps the greatest educational 
reform movement of the last two centuries was 
the American Land Grant College movement. 
Its greatness was conta ined within its two most 
controlling questions, namely, who to teach and 
why to teach? Of littl e relevance to the Land 
Grant movement were the questions of what to 

teach or how to teach . These could have been 
accommodated in the existing, albeit rigidly 
classical , universities of which there were many. 
It required the creation of a totally new set of 
institutions to deal with the who and why 
questions. 

Morevoer, the Land Grand reform movement 
was not initiated in universities, in state agencies 
nor in state governments. It arose out of the 
influence of the period of the Enlightenment and 
a few national leaders who saw the reform as an 
expression of evolving freedom and democracy. 
University leaders were hostile to the reform 
movement. Some would argue that they still are. 
After all , the Land Grant movement was not a 
higher education movement; it was a wider edu
cation movement. How else could it embrace 
the range of overarching questions of who and 
why? Those questions have no institutional nor 
occupational boundaries. 

Where are such towering leaders today, the 
kind which led the way toward the world's grea
test educational reform movement and the 
opportunity for America's farmers and mechan
ics to lead the way into the middle class? They 
are not at the front of the rooms at meetings I've 
attended at which the farm crisis is discussed. 
They are back in the audiences trying to develop 
a concern for the health , values and integrity of 
farmers in search of decency for their families 
strength in their communities and a chance to 
remain in the middle class. 

It was Oswald Spengler who said that "optim
ism is a form of cowardice" as he described the 
frequent retreat of leaders from reality. I con
tinue to believe that right is on the side of those 
who are sometimes the emotion-laden speakers 
in the audiences and that there will be, in due 
course, individuals emerging to provide the 
leadership they deserve. 

Editors Note. 
The speech by David Norland was given at the 
State FFA Convention this past April as part of 
the prepared public speaking contest. It was not 
the winning speech. Neither was it a loser simply 
because it did not win . It represents the effort of 
a winner, as do all of the speeches given by FFA 
members who have a vision of what vocational 
agriculture can do, and a vision of the place for 
vocational education in preparation for the 
future . We present Mr. Norlands speech as he 
presented it to the judges. It is fitting that the 
concern expressed by Swanson over "the grow
ing anxiety about the leadership for the agricul
tural sector" is labeled by Norland as the "finish
ing touches" of the vo-ag program. Perhaps 
individuals like Norland will be one of the 

.. individuals emerging to provide the leader
ship they deserve." 



Making Cookies 
David Norland 

Heron Lake-Okabena FFA Chapter 

The Introduction to the Speech 
Today is a day to live! Seldom has there been 

a time so filled with the drama of existence. 
Great battles are being waged, and waged not 
alone on the political front but in the home, the 
schools, in our daily lives. Our fight is for 
national well-being, and there never was a 
struggle more stirring than this which so com
pletely involves us all . We must not forget the 
place of education in the social order of the 
future. 

Indeed, we cannot forget it! Recent reports 
have attacked America's education declaring its 
quality far below that of its potential. ' A national 
commission on excellence in education re
leased a report entitled "A Nation at Risk." The 
report stated that a return to the basics; such as 
math, science, and social studies is the solution 
to the problem' For many students, to achieve 
higher levels, they must have more than the 
basics; they must have a reason to learn. What 
the commission and educators seem to totally 
disregard is vocational education, a program 
with over 16 million constituents and an annual 
budget of 7 billion dollars.3 Vocational educa
tion Is designed to motivate the student to learn.• 
Vocational agriculture is an example where the 
results of incentives are evident. Vo-ag is not just 
a program to prepare farmers or workers in agri
culture. It is more, much more. It is an educa
tional program that incorporates the develop
ment of leadership, entrepreneurship, and class
room knowledge to prepare students for the 
future. 

To make sure you understand what vo-ag has 
to offer, let's compare it to making cookies. In 
order to produce a quality cookie we use three 
steps. First we prepare our cookie, then we bake 
it, and finally we put on the finishing touches. 

Let's find out about vo-ag , let's make some 
cookies! 

The First Aspect of Vo-Ag: Classroom 
Instruction 

First we must prepare the cookie. To do that 
we get all the ingredients together and put them 
in a mixing bowl where they are stirred and 
shaped. 

In vocational agriculture the classroom is the 
mixing bowl. Tests are given to judge the abili
ties of the students, just as they are in any other 
class. In addition; however, the information stu
died is reinforced through laboratory exercises. 
Examples would include ag mechanics and 
welding, plant growth, animal science, and 
computer problem solving . This is a typical 
approach used in many areas of study to relate 

information to their students.' Biology, physics 
and chemistry all use a similar method of deliver
ing classroom information and then reinforcing 
it with lab exercises. 

Speaking cooking language we could say that 
through classroom instruction our raw material, 
the student, is brought into contact with the 
ingredients and is shaped into a form of the 
teachers choosing. 

The Second Aspect of Vo-Ag: 
Entrepreneurship 

The second step in making our cookie is to 
bake it by putting it in the oven. Vo-ag puts the 
raw material in the oven, the real world , through 
entrepreneurship, which is the running of, or 
otherwise assuming the risks of, a business.6 

Entrepreneurship plays a vital part in getting 
each individual to apply their understanding of 
the subject matter and to come in contact with 
actual business situations. 

There is an American adage that says "Tell me 
and I'll forget, show me and I'll remember, but let 
me do it and I'll understand." It is this under
standing by understanding where the FFA can 
play an important part. 

Through the FFA, students are provided the 
opportunity to develop occupational skills by 
either starting their own business or working in 
an agricultural field of their choice. In doing this, 
students develop new skills in managing per
sonal and business financing, and can apply 
knowledge learned in the classroom to their 
work experience program. ' The FFA supports 
this entrepreneurship with a network of achieve
ment awards from the local chapter to the 
national level. 

By understanding what the knowledge 
learned in the classroom is utilized for and by 
offering awards to provide further incentive, 
entrepreneurship instills "the reason to learn". 
By doing, the student comes in contact with the 
real world, the oven , and through the heat and 
pressure the ingredients adhere and hold 
together. 

The Third Aspect of Vo-Ag: Developing 
Leadership 

The last step in making the cookie is to put the 
finishing touches on, the icing, so it is more 
appealing . The icing in vo-ag is the development 
of leadership, which enables each person to 
cope as an individual. By producing this leader
ship, the students will realize the potential they 
have, and then strive to work harder in order to 
obtain it. 

Parliamentary procedure, organizational com
mittee work and public speaking skills all con
tribute to the development of a true leader. Stu
dents learn how to conduct meetings with 
members providing debate on the issues and 
becoming involved in the decision making pro-



cess. Standing committees are assigned to 
complete major work . In addition, public speak
ing is incorporated into the curriculum to com
pliment the other aspects of leadership training 
and to develop confidence as well. 

Another way leadership is developed is 
through contest competition . FFA members can 
compete with students from other schools at 
district, state, and national levels in an area that 
they are skillful in . This is an extremely success
ful motivational tool to help students become 
highly proficient in specific areas. Again, these 
contests are enhanced by the use of recognition 
and award giving. 

By developing leadership, vo-ag can provide 
"the reason to learn", as the icing is put on the 
cookie to make it more appealing . 

The Conclusion of the Speech 
Great battles are being waged today! We are 

fighting to achieve our potential. To get there 
the "Nation at Risk" report calls for an excel
lence in the basics. While realizing the need for 
this, we need to recognize vocational education 
as a needed supplement. A high percentage of 
students need to be motivated to learn. In voca
tional education, such as vo-ag and the FFA, 
they do have that "reason to learn", because 
they can apply knowledge gained to practical 
situations. That is not to say that excellence in 
the basics is not important. For the individual 
student to be prepared for life he must have a 
well rounded, quality education. 

Part of that quality education is vocational 
education , which is much like a quality cookie. 
First we put all the ingredients in a mixing bowl 
where they are stirred and shaped, then we put it 
in the oven so the ingredients adhere, and finally 
we can put on the finishing touches so it is more 
appeal ing. By using these three steps we can 
produce quality. 

Vocational agriculture has been effective in 
developing leadership, entrepreneurship, and 
classroom knowledge for fifty-seven years. It 
works, simply because FFA members have a 
"reason to learn!" 
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