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CAREER DEVELOPMENT IN VOCATIONAL 
AGRICULTURE AT THE 

SECONDARY LEVEL: TIME TO REFLECT 
AND ACT 

By Dr. Gary Leske, Associate Professor, 
Ag Education, University of Minnesota 

The career education movement of the 
1960s with its emphasis on career develop
ment had impact on education in our sec
ondary schools. The difficult questions is 
"How much change did occur?" The goal 
of approaching curriculum from a work 
role perspective has not been achieved. 
The inertia of the traditional curriculum 
has been bolstered by the excellence 
movement of the last few years which has 
focused on subject matter specialization 
(i .e. test scores) in traditional fields, 
rather than on cross disciplinary problem 
solution skills or career development skills. 
While vocational education as defined by 
Smith-Hughes legislation was viewed as 
part of career education, the agricultural 
education group did not embrace the ca
reer education movement unanimously. 
But, it was strong support group. 

The purpose of this article is to reflect 
on what agriculture educators have been 
saying and to argue that we should con
sider doing more for students in the area 
of career development. 

WHAT WE HAVE BEEN SAYING 

Since 1917, Federal legislation has de
fined the central purpose of vocational 
education as the preparation of individuals 
for specific occupations. Schmidt (1928) 
clearly stated this view for our field: 

Vocational education in agriculture is 
any training of less than college grade; 
the specific purpose of which is to equip 

persons over fourteen years of age for 
the effective pursuit of farming . The 
purpose of such training is {1) to prep
are those of school age for the farming 
occupations they propose to follow; and 
(2) to improve those who are already 
engaged in farming so that they will be
come efficient in the occupation. (p. 26) 

Yet, the leaders in the traditional 
vocational fields have emphasized the 
development of the student as an individ
ual, not simply a worker. For example, 
The Federal Board for Vocational Educa
tion {1931) published training objectives , 
for vocational education in agricultural 
education which included; establish and 
maintain a satisfactory farm home, partic
ipated in worthy rural civic and social 
activities, and grow vocationally. Cook 
{1938) argued the case for vocational ag
riculture's contribution to the basic aims 
of education embodied in the Seven Car
dinal Principles--health, command of fun
damental processes, worthy home member
ship, vocations, citizenship, worthy use of 
leisure time, and ethical character. Yet, 
when the U.S. Office of Education revised 
the 1931 objectives, the introduction to 
the revised document reasserted that the 
controlling purpose shall be to fit for 
useful employment . The social efficiency 
argument for vocational education and the 
resulting need for legislative account
ability in terms of placement rates were 
evident . It was not surprising in view of 
their cultural traditions of independence, 
of viewing farming as a way of life, and 



of asp1rmg to improve rural communities 
that agricultural educators were not 
constrained by the narrow occupational 
focus of the objective. Hamlin (1949) as a 
leading advocate of community schools 
held the view that agriculture was a 
branch of education which should contrib
ute to the general objectives of the 
school. He wrote convincingly that the 
Federal objectives for agricultural edu
cation were limiting. He felt that the in
terpretation of the educational environ
ment was too narrow in these objectives. 
He noted that the Vocational Education 
Acts assumed that students in vocational 
agriculture had made their final occupa
tional choices. He suggested that appro
priate objectives might be student ability 
to (1) decide for or against a career in 
agriculture and (2) chose an agricultural 
occupation. The 1965 objectives for vo
cational and technical education (U.S . 
Office of Education: 1965) included two 
objectives specifically directed at occupa
tional preparation and four which were 
broader. Interestingly, objectives 3 and 4 
address career development skills which 
Hamlin had highlighted. 

1. To develop agricultural competencies 
needed by individuals engaged in or pre
paring to engage in production agriculture. 

2. To develop agricultural competencies 
needed by individuals engaged in or pre
paring to engage in agricultural occupa
tions other than production agriculture. 

3. To develop an understanding and ap
preciation of career opportunities in ag
riculture and of the preparation needed to 
enter and progress in agricultural 
occupations. 

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

5. To aid in developing those abilities in 
human relations required for success in 
agricultural occupations. 

6 . To aid in developing the abilities 
needed to exercise and follow effective 
leadership in fulfilling occupational, so
cial, and civic responsibilities. (p . 4) . 
Warmbrod (1974) called for a broadened 
purpose for vocational education in sec
ondary schools; a more liberal concept 
that recognized the contribution of voca
tional education to the developmental 
tasks of adolescents. He saw the broader 
purposes including: occupational orienta
tion and exploration, career planning and 
decision making, preparation for advanced 
study, development of general employment 
skills, and specific employment skills . 

Hamlin noted that we have a skeleton 
in our vocational agriculture closet--the 
assumption that the vocational agriculture 
student has made a final career decision. 
When we read the testimony for the 
Smith-Hughes Act, we find the supporting 
assumption that students make a commit
ment to their life's work at approxi
mately 14 years of age. Seventy (70) 
plus years of economic change, advancing 
knowledge and experience do not support 
these assumptions. Is it not reasonable 
to assume that students in the ninth 
grade, or even high school, will not 
change their job choices. 

It's time to be honest . If we really 
believe as has often been stated that we 
teach students first and agriculture sec
ond, we should value the learning of stu
dents who decide against a career in ag
riculture and who elect not to continue 
to study agriculture. We have an obliga
tion to prepare students for problems 
they will face in the 21st century--selec
tion of jobs, weighing the costs and ben
efits of work activity versus family, etc. 

WHAT OTHERS HAVE BEEN SAYING 

The meaning of terms change with time 
and with those who are using them. De
fining the terms career development and 
career is an important starting point in 
listening to others. The American Voca
tional Association and the National Voca
tional Guidance Association established a 



joint commission for the purpose of pre
paring a position paper on career 
development in 1971. The paper (AVA
NVGA: 1973) included discussion the mean
ing of career: 

At one extreme is the equation of ca
reer and occupation. At the other ex
treme is the view that career denotes a 
general life pattern which includes vir
tually all activities ... The position taken ... 
(was) "career" means a time-extended wor
king out of a purposeful life pattern thro
ugh work undertaken by the individual. 
(p. 7) 

The critical word in the position state
ment was "work." It was defined as "an 
expenditure of effort designed to effect 
some change, however slight, in some pro
vince of civilization" (p. 8). Notably 
work was not limited to paid activity and 
the benefit could accrue to the individual 
or society. 

In the National Center for Re&earch in 
Vocational Education's Competency Based 
Career Guidance Modules, Miller (1985) 
wrote: "A career is the total of all work, 
learning, and leisure activities which a 
person has throughout a lifetime" (p. 5). 
She also stated: Career development is a 
lifelong process during which a person 
learns and applies skills. These skills are 
used to set career-related goals, to act on 
these goals, and to revise them as prob
lems or opportunities arise (p. 5). 

As you listen to your colleagues are 
they equating career with occupation more 
frequently than with the broader person 
centered process? Perhaps we do not 
think big enough for the good of our stu
dents. 

What should be the basis for our ac
tions relative to career development? 
Have you thought about your framework 
for career development; your career devel
opment theory? How we act reflects our 
career development theory. Miller (1985} 
specified four questions a career develop
ment theory should answer. 

1. What characteristics within the person 
influence career development? 

2. What environmental factors influence 
career development? 

3. What is the nature of the 
career decision-making process? 

4. How do development growth, and 
change occur during the career develop
ment process? (p. 7) 

Vocational education has been influen
ced heavily by those theories referred to 
collectively as trait-factor theory, match
ing persons to jobs. Think about how 
you act as you read Miller's answers to 
her four questions based upon trait-factor 
theory. 

Personal characteristics -- Emphas.i~:es in
terest, achievements, and attitudes. Does 
not mention other characteristics such as 
values, personality, or self-concept. 

Environmental factors--Gives clear de
scription of occupational factors, but does 
not mention other factors such as family, 
peers, etc. 

Decision making--Decision making is 
matching personal traits to occupational 
factors . Does not describe decision
making process or stress individual re
sponsibility for the process . 

Development--Assumes choices are made 
only a few times during the individuals 
life. Does not acknowledge or explain 
growth and development . (p. 11) 

While there are numerous other career 
development theory categories, develop
ment theory with its focus on self
concept with multiple potentials is an ap
propriate contrast to trait-factor theory . 
Miller provided the answers to her four 
questions based upon developmental 
theory. 

Personal characteristics--Acknowledges a 
variety of personal characteristics . 
Stresses the importance of self-concept . 



Environmental factors--Acknowledges im
portance of environment, especially in pro
viding rolemodels and providing feedback 
during reality testing. 

Decision making -- Describes decision 
making as the implementation of self
concept. Includes these stages: define 
self, reality testing, receive feedback from 
environment, and modify view of self. 

Development--Describes development stages 
and tasks. Stages include: growth, ex
ploration, establishment, maintenance and 
decline. Also, suggests career pattern as a 
way of describing career history. (p. 12) 

Perhaps we should consider the merit 
of this development theory or others as 
we work with our students. Our practice 
may be affected by the many changes in 
career development theory that have 
occurred. 

It is worth noting that Super, among 
the leading developmental theorists, has 
suggested that the period from 15 to 2• 
years of age is a typical time of vocation
al exploration with establishment occurring 
after 24 . 

The world we live in is changing. Per
haps the factors which stimulated interest 
in career development in the 1970s are 
relevant today? The AVA-NVGA position 
paper (1973) listed these factors. 

1. Growing complexity in the occupa
tional and organizational structure of a 
society which makes it difficult for a per
son to assimilate and organize the data 
necessary to formulate a career. 

2. Evermore rapid technological change 
demanding human adaptability and 
responsiveness. 

3. Increasing national concern with the 
need to develop all human talent, including 
the talents of women and minorities. 

4. An ardent search for values which will 
give meaning to life. 

5. The need for specialized training to 
obtain entry jobs. 

6. The apparent disenchantment expres
sed by students who have difficulty re
lating their education to their lives. 
(p. 9) 

The AVA-NVGA spoke to the nature of 
guidance for career development saying in 
effect a set of services that assists per
sons in making a single occupational 
choice is not adequate. 

The guidance specialist was viewed as 
providing coordination and staff support 
as well as a considerable amount of in-
dividual student assistance. Vocational 
educators were acknowledged as carrying 
many of the responsibilities of guidance 
specialists and having many unique con
tributions to make. We could ask if the 
guidance specialist(s) have had the time 
needed to do the job in our school. If 
they have not, what can vocational ag
riculture teachers do to help? We can be 
part of a solution that will help students. 

REALITY 

We have been effective in the area of 
occupational preparation. Our curriculum 
guides and resources provide evidence of 
our concentration on agriculture. If you 
view the purpose of vocational agriculture 
as simply preparing students with occupa
tional skills, you will not be concerned 
with more instruction focused on stu
dents' needs for other than job specific 
skills. But three factors point to the 
obsolescence of the single purpose 
objective: 

First, we made the assumption that oc
cupational selection was a one time deci
sion made before students entered voca
tional agriculture or at approximately 1• 
years of age. Experience tells us that 
this is not true today or in our recent 
past, if ever. Even states which man
dated commitment to farming as criteria 
for enrollment could not demonstrate 



even close to 100 percent placement in 
farming . 

Second, advancing knowledge appears to 
be changing and eliminating occupations at 
an accelerating rate. People are finding 
themselves with a severe lack of skills and 
knowledge needed to deal with the conse
quences of job changes or job elimination; 
two highly predicable occurrences in moat 
peoples lives today. 

Third, possession of occupational skill 
does not insure successful performance or 
personal satisfaction on the job. People 
need to understand themselves. 

It is possible to cite additional argu
ments supporting the case for greater em
phasis on career development in vocational 
agriculture . But, the evidence auggeata 
that many people have accepted the need 
for a broader focus in secondary vocation
al eduction which more completely serves 
the student's needs. For example, for 
more than 15 years Minnesota has had 
occupational exploration as an expressed 
purpose for secondary vocational educa
tion, and recently New York has made 
major curriculum revisions to broaden the 
scope of secondary occupational education. 
We cannot lose sight of the task of oc
cupational preparation, but we must move 
to balance our efforts with reality--to 
accept our occupational preparation 
activit ies as meaningful exploration for 
many and to give appropriate time to con
cepts and problems related to career 
development . It is time to act . 

WHAT WE SHOULD BE DOING 

The challenge in expanding our efforts 
is to identify the most valuable skills for 
student success in their careers. Con
versely, we can eliminate activities that 
are less valuable than career development 
activities. 

We do not act alone in our schools. 
We are part of the total school curriculum. 
Consequently , we must ask the question of 
what we should do in light of what others 
are doing. There is no simple answer. 
But we cannot continue to wait for others 
to do what needs to be done. 

A number of areas of action are appar
ent . We need to prepare ourselves for 
the task of providing education for career 
development. Few agricultural education 
graduates have formal preparation 
relative to career development. It does 
not make sense to have only personal ex
perience as the primary knowledge base 
for instruction relative to career educa
tion; especially when we consider that 
careers are unique personal experiences. 
We need to inventory our professional 
tool kits and obtain the tools we need. 

We need to view ourselves as part of 
the team. Hopefully, aa we gain exper
tise relative to career development, we 
will be able to understand and work more 
effectively with guidance personnel. 
However, the valuable knowledge you 
possess will not be applied if we keep 
negative attitudes. We need to atop was
ting energy criticizing others and use it 
to help more students. We need to work 
with other teachers to determine what 
needs to be done and who can best do it. 
We may have to swallow our pride and 
prove that we are more than"hands on" 
educators and that we can help a wide 
variety of students. The latter cha
llenge is critical to our remaining in the 
curriculum of many schools. 

Finally, we must change our curriculum. 
The role of supervised occupational ex
perience has been changing, but we still 
give the most status to establishment in 
an occupation. We must give equal status 
to occupational exploration because that 
is reality for many, if not most, of our 
students who have not committed to a 
lifelong occupation. Supervised occupa
tional experience program planning should 
be designed to develop skills and knowl
edge needed in the process of establishing 
an individual career development plan. 
SOEPs must be designed to provide ac
tivities which explore occupations and 
one's self to facilitate evaluation and 
personal development plan. SOEPs must 
be designed to provide activities which 
explore occupations and one's self to fa
cilitate evaluation and personal develop
ment. The FF A recognition program 



needs to focus more on the attainment of 
personal career goals within the context of 
one's personal situation . 

Classroom instruction must address ca
reer development. While self-assessment is 
best done in a counseling relationship, 
classroom activities can efficiently and 
effectively consider the concepts of values, 
needs, skills , aptitudes, and interests . Oc
cupational assessment of job possibilities 
should occur in the classroom and it 
should minimally involve the processes of 
assessing the potential of jobs to satisfy 
personnel needs, one's ability to meet or 
obtain the knowledge and skill require
ments of the job, and the potential avail
ability of the job. 

Vocational agriculture can think bigger 
than the industry of agriculture and con
sider the work roles and the careers of 
students. It is a question of how we 
value the students! 
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