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HAVE WE SERVED OUR PURPOSE? 
Roland L. Peterson 

Should agricultural education at the secon
dary level be eliminated? The recent emphasis 
on excellence in education focuses primarily on 
communication skills (reading , writing and 
speaking), mathematics, social studies, science 
and modern foreign language. Questions are 
being raised about the place of vocational edu
cation, including vocational agriculture, in the 
secondary school. 

The vocational agriculture program has at 
least a 70 year history of being a formal part of 
secondary education. Since the passage of the 
Smith-Hughes Act (1917) , vocational agricul
ture has had an identified purpose. It should be 
noted that the history of agriculture in the 
school curriculum in Minnesota dates to an even 
earlier time. Agriculture provided a comprehen
sive richness to the school curriculum and 
served a definite student and community need 
in the early 1900's. However, in 1986, one can 
get the distinct impression from some critics 
that the time has arrived for the profession to 
leave the school scene! The actions of some 
local, state and national leaders imply that the 
presence of agricultural education in a secon
dary curriculum is not considered sufficiently 
academic to merit respect. Some even suggest 
that it is an "enemy of excellence". Those who 
support educational elitism seem to question 
whether students should spend time on educa
tion that prepares for life or earning a living. 

When administrators decide to eliminate a 
program from the public school, for whatever 
reason , the procedure is generally quite simple. 
They inform the board of edl!Cation that enroll
ment is down, students are no longer interested , 
and the program is obsolete. Therefore, the only 
choice is to elim inate the program. Agricultural 
educators have seen that scene repeated many 
times in the past five years. Why is this situation 
true? Something seems wrong when agricul
ture, a critical and highly important industry in 
the American economy, is held in such low 
regard . The decision of a handfu l of people can 
remove a program with a history of educational 
excellence and ri chness. One must continually 
ask, if vocational agriculture has really served 

its' purpose. Has the work with the youth of 
Minnesota been completed? 

The Crises Dilemma 
In Minnesota, vocational agriculture educa

tion is facing four major crises. Any one of these 
episodes, would present an extremely difficult 
challenge. 

First, the agriculture crisis is massive enough 
to challenge the best minds. What caused the 
crisis? Freeman (1986) suggested several 
causes such as (1) low level farm prices, (2) high 
interest rates, (3) decreasing land values, (4) 
decreasing personal property values, (5) 
changes in consumer buying habits, (6) govern
ment programs that did not work, (7) a strong 
U.S. dollar resulting in the loss of an export 
market, and (8) changing agricultural credit pol
icies. These causes were largely the result of 
actions taken outside of agriculture and were far 
beyond the producers control. Freeman (1986) 
also suggested that actions of producers added 
to the crisis. Farmers resorted to (1) high lever
age to bring a family member into the business, 
or (2) made farm capital purchases which 
involved "too much, " "too big," and "too new," or 
(3) developed new spending habits for machin
ery and family living standards (homes, recrea
tion , vacation, college) , or (4) had low labor 
efficiency because of underemployment of the 
farm business labor force. As farmers suffered 
through the widely publicized farm crisis, they 
impressed upon their children and the citizenry 
that whatever you do .. . "do not go into agricul 
ture. " Consequently, it is not uncommon to 
observe young people with a general negative 
attitude toward farming and the ultimately broad 
field of agriculture. The agriculture crisis will not 
be quickly or easily resolved . It may require 
more than a decade of positive thinking and 
extremely careful management to improve the 
image in society, especially among the very 
people who are engaged in agriculture. Free
man (1 986) further stated that the "go-go 70's" 
are gone and the "lean and mean 80's" exist. 
Vocational agriculture, a posit ive force for ag ri
culture, is caught in the midst of this major crisis. 



The second major crisis is the excellence in 
education movement. After the much publicized 
decline in student performance on college 
entrance test scores, everyone in America 
seemed to become a self-proclaimed expert on 
schooling and education. The conclusion was 
that schools were failing to properly educate 
elementary and secondary students. Suddenly, 
education delivered in the 70's and early 80's 
was perceived as having declined in quality. 
From the President of the United States on 
down through every level of leadership, news 
headlines screamed that schools and teachers 
were failures. The culprit according to the self
proclaimed experts was a broadly and richly 
based curriculum that permitted students too 
many opportunities. What was really needed 
was a more narrow intellectual education 
emphasizing mathematics, reading, writing , 
speaking, science, and foreign language. Public 
consensus was that these courses represented 
rigor, were mind stretching and exemplified 
excellence. The excellence movement de
manded a new emphasis on the so-called 
basics. 

The excellence movement infers that teachers 
are incompetent and only the less academically 
talented enter teaching. The critics have chosen 
to ignore the social context in which education 
takes place and the vast changes in that envi
ronment. Increased numbers of single parent 
families, increased families in which both par
ents work outside of the home, eroding values 
and mores of home and family, the insistence 
that everyone (regardless of ability) be educated 
in the same classroom along with more and 
different students taking college entrance exam
inations are but a few of the factors that have 
influenced the decline in student test scores. 
But the result is that curriculum reform is back to 
the basics and the realm of excellence seems to 
have no room for vocational agriculture. 

There are alternatives. Before programs and 
teachers are condemned, teachers who may 
have been labeled "old" or "incompetent" could 
be the very key to revolutionizing student per
formance. Decision makers must reduce class 
sizes to not more than 10 students per class and 
three preparations per day especially in the 
early elementary grades. Unfortunately, society 
does not seem interested in effective reforms 
that are proven, but carry such a visible and high 
price tag. 

Further, critics espouse the way to fix the 
problem is to advocate narrow and intellectually 
based education. There seems to be relatively 
little creative problem-solving regarding the 
issue. The simple solution seems to be to 
increase class size, or eliminate programs and to 
narrow rather than broaden the curriculum; to 
decrease teacher influence rather than increase 
it. Rather than spend more for the education of 

our youth, the simple solution is to elim inate 
programs which some may feel are not able to 
stretch the mind or challenge the bright and 
gifted. The excellence in education movement 
causes a great conflict if you are an advocate of 
education that is practical , has immediate appli
cation and sometimes makes sense. 

The third major crisis is the result of the excel
lence movement. This writer prefers to label the 
situation an elitism crisis. It is a long proven fact 
that one of the forces wh ich shapes the school 
curriculum is college entrance requirements. 
Colleges and universities are striving to impress 
society with the rigor they expect from students. 
One quick and easy way to improve the quality 
of graduates is to raise the entrance standards 
so that only the academically elite are permitted 
entrance. As some major land-grant institutions 
follow the rush to excellence , the long standing 
mission of access of educational opportunity for 
all the people of the state is rapidly being aban
doned. Is it proper that only the academically 
elite deserve the opportunity to have a college 
education at the state supported land-grant 
institution? 

In response to more rigorous preparation 
standards, secondary school administrators, 
counselors, teachers, parents and students will 
focus on a college preparation track. Few stu
dents are interested in starting college with defi
ciencies. The dilemma occurs when schools 
cannot afford to offer a comprehensive array of 
courses. When colleges insist on having two 
years of a single foreign language or extra social 
studies courses or science as an entrance 
standard, vocational programs become targets 
for elimination because they "cannot stretch the 
mind or challenge the gifted," (as some critics 
infer). 

A fourth major development seems to be on 
the horizon. It could be labeled a crisis in the 
making; a teacher education crisis. In order for 
colleges of education to show society that 
teachers are better prepared and have endured 
a quality and rigorous preparation program 
some institutions are proposing major changes 
in teacher preparation . One proposal is so bold 
as to suggest that prospective teachers have a 
bachelors degree and grade point average of at 
least 2.75 (or a B-) prior to being admitted to a 
preparation program. Teachers would emerge 
with a masters degree. With two years allowed 
for this study, teacher education would require 
at least six years of college education. 

In agriculture, will individuals with bachelors 
degrees be willing to prepare for teaching after 
they have prepared themselves for a particular 
field of study? There is no evidence that they 
will. 

The Contribution 
Have we served our purpose? Is our work 



finished? fn 1917 the purpose of vocational agri
culture, according to the 64th Congress, was to 
prepare teachers and supervisors of agricultural 
subjects. To have studies, reports and investiga
tions in establishing schools and courses and to 
teach agriculture subjects to students 14 to 18 
years of age plus adults. The course was to have 
a practical work emphasis with a useful basis. 
That mandate has been carried out for nearly 70 
years. Vocational agriculture has been product 
or graduate oriented. Will a more narrow and 
intellectually oriented education result in a bet
ter product? The richness which vocational 
agriculture has brought to the secondary school 
is in its' commitment to teaching problem
solving, decision making and teamwork skills, 
providing an international perspective, and 
developing a sensitivity to society and its' 
environment. 

The testimonials are long and loud that 
mathematics and science concepts often made 
sense for the first time when discussed in an 
agriculture course. The development of leader
ship and communication skills has been a high 
priority for vocational agriculture. The devel
opment of every student to their full potential 
has been practiced. Could it be that more voca
tional agricultural education in a time of crisis 
rather than less would result in a healthier agri
culture business climate? 

The Challenge 
Have we served our purpose? No! If we have 

an opportunity to be heard, we need to state 
positively and emphatically that vocational agri
culture represents excellence. For two decades, 
national program objectives for vocational agri
culture have focused on knowledge and skill for 
occupational competence . Newcomb, 
McCracken and Warmbrod (1985) stated that 
preparation for advancement in the world of 
work has been a major purpose of agricultural 
education in the public schools. Five objectives 
developed in 1965 have served to guide the pro
gram. Those objectives are as follows: 
- To develop agricultural competencies 

needed by individuals engaged in or prepar
ing to engage in production agriculture and 
in agricultural occupations other than pro
duction agriculture. 

- To develop an understanding of and appre
ciation for career opportunities in agriculture 
and the preparation needed to enter and 
progress in these occupations. 

- To develop the ability to secure satisfactory 
placement and to advance in an agricultural 
occupation through a program of continuing 
education. 

- To develop abilities in human relations 
essential in agricultural education. 

- To develop abilities to exercise and follow 
effective leadership in fulfilling occupational , 

social, and civic responsibilities. 
Newcomb, et. al. also stated that instruction in 

agriculture should contribute directly and sub
stantially to all the purposes of the school. 
Phipps (1980) suggested agriculture educators 
have developed a unique philosophy of educa
tion which differs from other areas of education, 
even vocational education. He proposed that ... 

(1) Agricultural educators put emphasis on 
pragmatism with instruction based on prob
lem solving and issues emerging from the 
agricultural world of work (programs must 
be flexible and changing), (2) agricultural 
educators emphasize learning by doing or 
insist that students apply and experience 
concepts learned, (3) agricultural educators 
place emphasis on the individual (students 
are visited at home and an experience pro
gram is designed for each individual; stu
dents are taken from where they are to where 
they ought to be), (4) agricultural educators 
accept their role of vocational counseling 
and guidance (they counsel and guide stu
dents far beyond the secondary school 
experience), (5) agricultural educators 
believe in the importance of leadership and 
citizenship development, (6) agricultural 
educators work with the disadvantaged, 
handicapped and the academically talented, 
and (7) agricultural educators have a com
munity orientation and believe a program 
should serve the community. 

Ramsey (1986) stated that in all of the public 
comment on education, little has been said 
about vocational education. He stated that basic 
educational reform is good but the comprehen
sive school must include vocational education. 
He reported that youth are sensitive to the world 
of work, the value of work and they want to hold 
jobs. He further suggested adults must be 
reminded of this development. He stated that 
students see their future as a combination of 
good academic and vocational preparation . In 
his commentary, he quoted W. Gardner's 
admonition not to confuse excellence with 
elitism: 

An excellent plumber is infinitely more 
admirable than an incompetent philo
sopher. The society which scorns excel
lence in plumbing because plumbing is a 
humble activity and tolerates shoddiness 
in philosophy because it is an exalted 
activity will have neither good plumbing 
nor good philosophy. Neither its' pipes 
nor its' theories will hold water. 

He further quoted Thucydides, the Athenian 
statesman, to address the point that: 

A nation that draws too broad a differ
ence between its' scholars and its' war
riors will have its thinking done by 
cowards and its' fighting by fools. 

Finally, Ramsey (1986) suggested that the com-



prehensive high school is uniquely American 
and provides a marriage of the academic and 
practical. 

Scholl (1986) summarized the series of stu
dies and reports on the status of education in 
schools. He pointed out that vocational educa
tion received little attention in many national 
educational reform studies . Scholl (1986) 
pointed out that the Carnegie Commission 
report proposed that one goal of high schools 
was to prepare all students for work. Goodlad 
(1984) suggested education be designed to 
introduce students to career choices in the 
world of work and the preparation required to 
enter the career. 

In the fall 1985 issue of The Visitor, Copa 
( 1985) provided a response to the critical studies 
in education. He proposed a definition of excel
lence which referred to a students quality of 
mind, manner of addressing a project and a way 
of dealing with situations rather than a narrow 
definition which means performance in mathe
matics, science, social studies, English and for
eign language. In a study of the purpose of 
vocational education, Copa (1985) based his 
report on actual observations. He reported that 
the purposes of vocational education which 
seem to be operating were: 
(1) Building competence or knowing there are 

things you can do and do well. 
(2} Marking applications of the basics or using 

mathematics, English and science in the 
doing aspects of vocational education. 

(3} Thinking through problems which emerge 
from practical real life situations. 

(4) Learning technical skills that relate to spe
cific tasks required in the work place. 

(5) Exploring life roles so that students may 
make informed family life and career deci
sions. This purpose is extremely useful to 
all students (college and non-college 
bound) because they can determine if they 
like or dislike an area of work. 

(6) Learning to work together is another pur
pose of vocational education and agricul
ture certainly fits this situation (whether it 
is a classroom laboratory or an FFA activity 
students continually are required to inter
act, meet deadlines, face conflicts and 
tensions) . 

(7) Expressing self in classes and various 
activities in which students may display all 
of their emotions is provided students in 
experiencing the joys and discomforts of 
numerous agricultural situations. 

(8) Extending self to the community has bene
fited community businesses as well as 
social groups. (Vocational agriculture has 
extended itself into the local community 
and massive social efforts statewide. . . 
Camp Courage alone is enough evidence) . 

(9) Going on stage with life roles places voca-

tiona! agriculture students before live 
audiences, performing before groups, or 
an employer, and producing the "real 
thing " in the work place. 

Copa (1986) also provided some insights into 
the purposes of vocational education in the con
text of the secondary school. He pointed to the 
following four purposes that vocational educa
tion provides by ... 
(1) Changing the pace in school which is a 

vital aspect of the comprehensive high 
school. Students may experience a range 
of learning experiences and a direct link to 
the world and the workplace and , 

(2} Providing an appropriate education 
because it becomes useful education for 
students of all academic abilities. It pro
vides all students with useful technical 
skills for employment and life roles and , 

(3) Giving meaning to school for a wide range 
of students is a critical purpose. For many 
students, solving an agriculture problem 
suddenly gives meaning and sense to a 
principle of science and, 

(4) Considering fairness in school provides an 
avenue of development for the less moti
vated , those with less ability and those with 
special interests and needs. These func
tions and purposes differ from the 1965 
objectives. They also reflect the actual 
objectives that vocational agriculture has 
been meeting. Vocational agriculture has 
provided a program that serves a broad 
purpose. Its contribution has traditionally 
been viewed as narrow and restrictive. In 
reality, the purpose which students have 
experienced is broad based and adds a 
breadth and richness to the school 
curriculum. 

The Conclusion 
Have we served our purpose? No Way! We 

have a legitimate place in the secondary school! 
Vocational agriculture can be a useful and rich 
program to offer all students. It is not a single 
purpose program. Its' purposes fit with the total 
mission of the public school. It is time to show 
the critics they are wrong. It is time for renewal , 
zeal and enthusiasm in the business of voca
tional agriculture education at the secondary 
level. It is time to inform the decision- makers 
that vocational agriculture functions with a wide 
range of purposes. 

As with the agricultural crisis, where produc
ers have to share some of the blame for the 
problem, those of us in vocational agricultural 
education must share in our current crisis. Have 
we taught as well as we know how? Have we 
resorted to courses and teaching techniques 
that resulted in easy preparation , lesson plan
ning, curriculum planning and program admin
istration? Have we been sensitive to changes 



and needs in agriculture? Do we have too much 
lecture and the teaching of facts rather than 
identifying problems from real life situations? 
Do we clearly define the problem, gather facts 
and information with students and then arrive at 
a conclusion with a class and recommend a 
course of action as a result of discussion and 
decision making? Do students know they are 
using a problem solving process when they 
identify problems, participate in fact finding, 
analyze the facts, synthesize the data, consider 
the situation and make a final decision? 

We do have a purpose. We need to close ranks 
and move forward . We have much to offer stu
dents. We can be global and world sensitive! We 
can use all the "basics" in education! We can 
provide students with job skills! We can stretch 
their minds to wrestle with the difficult questions 
in agriculture! We can help them explore life 
roles in the work place! We can help students 
generate a sense of community and family well
being! We can generate testimonials by the 
thousands from students who completed a full 
vocational agriculture program with a feeling of 
competence and confidence. 

Vocational agriculture has a definite place in 
the excellence movement. Excellence is more 
than narrow intellectual skill development. 
Vocational agriculture, when properly taught, 
embodies critical thinking, decision making, 
integrity, risk taking, imagination, creativity, 
cooperation and moral sensitivity. Vocational 
agriculture is excellence. Our purpose in educa
tion has just begun. 
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