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Introduction 
"A rose by any other name is still a rose". Un· 

fortunately, Adult/Young Farmer Education is 
not a rose. While the agricultural education pro· 
fession used the titles Adult Farmer Education 
and Young Farmer Education to describe pro· 
grams for persons entering or already engaged 
in farming, there is a lack of identifiable program 
characteristics among schools , states and 
regions that provide clear definition to program 
philosophy, objectives, content, procedures and 
outcomes. 

There is no agreement to commitment to 
education for adult and young farmers among 
the various states. Some state agencies have 
abrogated responsibility for such instruction or 
have assigned the responsibility to higher 
education institutions that operate outside the 
normal framework and channels of communica
tion and control for vocational education . 
Without national leadership, federal and state 
commitment to programs and local support, it is 
unlikely that the current status of adult and 
young farmer education will change to reflect a 
national policy toward support of such instruc· 
tion. 

To begin a study of Aduli/Young Farmer Pro
grams, it is essential to understand the common
ly accepted definitions of such programs. It is im
portant to recognize, however, that individual 
states operationalize the definitions in different 
ways, if at all. The most recent definition of 
Young Farmer Programs states': 

''The Young Farmer Program is a program of 
organized systematic instruction in agriculture 
aimed specifically at helping young men and 
women recognize and solve their problems in 
becoming established successfully in the com
munity. In general the idea is to accept the 
young farmers at their present farming status 
and to help them advance to the highest efficien
cy and status in agriculture which he or she is 
capable of achieving." 

This general purpose is further delineated by 
the specific objectives ascribed to the young 
farmer education program: 

1. Develop competent , aggressive 
agricult~.:ral leadership. 

2 . Strengthen confidence of young people in 
themselves and their work. 

3. Encourage intelligent choices of 
agricultural enterprises . 

*Adopted from a paper prepared for the National 
*Advisory Council , American Vocational Associa
tion , March, 1979. 

4. Establish strong individual family and farm 
business goals. 

5. Improve the home and living conditions. 
6 . Participate in cooperatives activities . 
7. Provide organized agricultural recreational 

activities . 
8. Provide a basis for solid decision making in 

business management. 
9 . Encourage establishment in agriculture . 

It is inherent in the definition and in the opera
tiona! objectives that the program is intended for 
youth who have decided upon agriculture as a 
career, but have not yet reached the stage of 
establishment in a farm business where they 
have complete , or the bulk of, managerial con
trol. The programs are clearly not intended to 
serve the career exploration or· awareness func
tions frequently ascribed to programs at the 
secondary level. 

Adult education is not as clearly defined as the 
young farmer program , and lacks a set of 
organizing objectives or principles to which 
states can subscribe. The most universal defini
tions for adult education define components of 
adult programs rather than programs in their en
tirety. The American Vocational Association, in 
trying to define terms in Vocational and 
Technical Education , defined Adult Agricultural 
Classes (a component of a program) as: 

"Classes for farmers who are 
established in the farming business 
and who are interested in increasing 
their farming proficiency through par
ticipation in regular classes of 
systematic instruction . Such classes 
are of long and short term duration, 
often held in the evening , and 
centered around managing the farm 
business or on only one enterprise or 
unit of interest. " 2 

This definition ignores the on-farm instruction, 
community service and non-formal instruction 
that have historically been associated with the 
agricultural teachers role. 

A more finite definition of adult instruction as 
might be delineated by specific program objec
tives is difficult to find. In fact , specific objec
tives for an adult program of instruction at the na
tional level do not exist. In lieu of specific objec
tives , the literature cites the importance of 
assessing local needs and problems with strong 
involvement from the community to determine 
the specific objectives for an adult eduction pro
gram3 
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It is apparent from literature of the profession , 
both historic and current, that there is general 
agreement that adult programs in agriculture are 
intended for farmers or farm families who are 
established in a farm business where they have 
managerial control . 

Some of the confusion in separating the defini
tions of adult and young farmers instruction, lies 
in the absence of descriptive measures of the 
variables used to describe the clientele. Such 
measures as degree of establishment and 
managerial control are insufficiently definitive to 
provide a clear break in program intent between 
programs for youth (generally described as age 
16-35) and older adults. The problem is further 
complicated by the practices in state programs 
where there is co-mingling of well established 
and beginning farmers in the same general pro
gram, but an adoption of the title Young Farmer 
or Adult Farmer to describe the activity. 

" A rose by any other name is still a rose", but 
Adult and Young Farmer Education, by any 
definition, is difficult to describe in a manner that 
conveys a singular philosophy, organization , 
content or purpose . 

The Historical Perspective: 
Some historians would suggest, perhaps with 

tongue in cheek, that the first true adult educa
tion in agriculture occurred when a friendly In
dian taught the early settlers that five fish in a hill 
of corn was essential to good corn production . 
The story is indicative , however, of the fact that 
almost all of the education in agriculture in the 
first century of the country 's existence was 
directed at adults. Even the passage of the Land 
Grant College Act and later the Hatch Act aimed 
primarily at providing educational opportunities in 
agriculture for persons beyond the secondary 
level. 

Federal intervention into the educational pro
cess for farmers and farm youth did not occur to 
any significant extent until the passage of the 
Smith-Lever (1914) and Smith Hughes (1917) 
Acts . The significance of the Smith-Hughes Act 
to Adult/Young Farmer Education is illustrated 
by the expressed purpose of the act to provide 
education for " present and prospective 
farmers". 

While states responded to the intent of the 
Smith-Hughes law by providing educational op
portunity for farmers and young farmers (often 
referred to as part-time students) , subsequent 
attention to the program for secondary students 
diminished the attention to the established or 
about-to-be established farmers . It was not until 
the passage of the War Adjustment Acts in the 
40's that specific attention was again directed 
toward education for adult and young farmers . 
The greatest increase in enrollment in organized 
education programs for out of school farmers or 
beginning farmers occurred as a result of these 
acts. 

Although most states provided adult instruc
tion through the War Adjustment Acts, only a few 
took advantage of similar opportunities to ac
commodate the veterans of the Korean police 
action and the Vietnam conflict. Some states, 
however, took advantage of the opportunities 

these later acts of Congress provided to 
establish a basis for a continuing Adult/Young 
Farmer program through normal vocational 
education programs. 

It is difficult to determine the relative 
enrollments in Adult/Young Farmer programs 
since the statistics of the United States Office of 
Education do not provide a program breakdown . 
To add to the confusion it is not clear if the adult 
enrollments in agriculture in the community col
leges have all been included in the enrollment 
statistics . Since much of the adult education in 
agriculture , especially. in farm management 
education, occurs in the community college 
system, the inclusion (or exclusion) of such 
enrollments in the statistics is an important fac
tor. 

The enrollment patterns in adult programs for 
selected periods is shown in Table 1. 

It is clear that in both agriculture and all voca
tional programs that there has been a reduction 
1n the proportion of adults served by vocational 
education programs relative to other levels of 
vocational instruction. The proportion of enroll
ment from adults was relatively high in the 60's, 
(38 percent of the Ag enrollment and 48 percent 
in all vocational fields) but has declined to about 
1/4 of the total enrollment in the 1970's. If 
states have a renewed and strong interest in 
adult education in agriculture, that commitment 
is not evident in the enrollment statistics. 

It is interesting to note that although there is an 
avowed difference in agricultural programs for 
young farmers and adults, that statistics com
piled at the federal level do not differentiate be
tween the two program areas, nor is there any 
attempt to compile data that differentiates be
tween programs of short duration and those that 
require intensive organization of instruction . 

Also lacking from the federal statistics is any 
compilation of the number of teachers who are 
involved in full time work with young farmers and 
adults . While it is known that in 1977 there were 
17,255 teachers of agriculture, of which 
12,694 were listed as secondary teachers, 
there is no indication of how the remaining 
4 ,500 teachers were divided among post 
secondary institutions, Community Colleges, 
Young Farmer programs, Adult programs and 
Veterans Training Programs. To gain a workable 
insight into the commitment states have to 
education for young farmers and adults, it is 
necessary to understand how willing states have 
been to commit resources for the employment of 
full time teachers for young farmers and adults . It 
is estimated that the total cadre of full time 
young farmer and adult instructors, including all 
levels of employing institutions, numbers less 
than 500. 

The Status of Agriculture 
Almost all professionals in agriculture have 

been aware of the erratic, but steady decline in 
the number of farms in the United States during 
the last several decades. While at one time 
(1920) there were almost 6.5 million farms ac
cording to the agricultural census, in the latest 
complete census, (197 4) the total farm numbers 
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TABLE 1 -Adult Education Enrollments, All Vocational Education 
and Agricultural Education: Selected Year 1965-1975 

(Thousands) 1965 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 
All Vocational 

Program Enrollment 5,431 8,794 10,526 11.711 12 ,288 13,789 15,487 
Adult Enrollment 2,579 2,666 
%of Total 48 30 
Total Agricultural 

Enrollment 888 853 
Adult/Young Farmer 

Enrollment 339(1963) 305(1968) 
% of Agricultural 

Enrollment 38 35.8 

have declined to 2 ,314,013. During this period 
there have been not only a real decline in the 
number of farm units, but several redefinitons of 
what constitutes a farm business. To illustrate, 
on January 1, 1979, the state of Minnesota lost 
10,000 farms by redefinition. It is important to 
note that the real decline in farm numbers has 
dramatically slowed in all sections of the coun
try , with the major midwestern farm belt ex
periencing a relatively stable number of farms 
over the past 5 years . 

However, to base expectations of need for 
programs of instruction for young farmers and 
adults on total farm numbers is erroneous. Since 
the census data uses descriptors of such small 
size to define a farm unit, it is more important to 
be aware of the number of commercial farmers 
that could profit from agricultural instruction and 
the potential need for replacing operating 
farmers with young beginning farmers . While the 
proportion of commercial farmers to rural 
residents may vary from state to state , a rule of 
thumb would suggest that about 60 percent of 
the farmers counted by census reports could be 
considered potential enrollees in young 
farmer/adult programs. Using this rule of thumb 
there would be 1,388,000 commercial farmers 
at whom Adult/Young Farmer programs could be 
directed. If the enrollment in Adult/Young Farmer 
programs is compared to the potential , the pro
grams to which this paper is addressed serves 
only 19 percent of the potential commercial 
farmers and only 11 percent of the total census 
count of farm businesses . There is much room 
for improvement. 

Current Status of 
Adult/Young Farmer Programs 

Adult Education: 
There appears to be two distinct types of 

educational programs categorized under the 
general heading of Adult Education: 1) the in
tense management programs that incorporate at
tention to the details of farm business analysis 
and decision making and 2) the programs aimed 
at skills and technology transfer with little or no 
attention focused on the whole farm business. 
Programs of the later type are more numerous 
and less easily defined as to scope and 
substance. Almost all of the full time 
Adult/Young Farmer instructors, however, are 
engaged in intensive management programs. 

Of the management education programs, a 
majority of the states use the system developed 
by Minnesota. Such programs are found in 

2 ,871 3,096 3,417 3,569 4 ,077 
27 .2 26.4 27.8 25 .8 26 .3 

N.A. 896 928 976 1,013 

258 269 279 

28.8 27 .5 27 .6 

Washington, Alaska, Oregon , Idaho, North 
Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, Minnesota, 
Pennsylvania and Connecticut. Other states, 
notably Ohio , Illinois, Oklahoma, Kansas, 
Missouri and New Mexico utilize a system of 
business analysis and instruction of their own 
design. Information on management programs is 
incomplete and may not include some state 
sponsored management programs with which 
the author is not familiar. 

Young Farmer Programs: 
Young Farmer instruction has been given 

some impetus by the action of the United States 
Office of Education in publishing guides to pro
gram operation and management. The latest 
guide publication "Planning and Conducting a 
Program of Instruction in Vocational Agriculture 
for Young Farmers" 1977 was done by a task 
force committee of the agricultural profession . 

The 1977-78 National Directory of Young 
Farmer Chapters lists 1 . 1 58 active chapters in 
30 states . However, as noted earlier in this 
paper, the presence of a Young Farmer Chapter 
is not definitive of the type of educational pro
gram conducted or of the age group of farmers 
served . 

One highlight activity of the Young Farmer pro
gram is the Annual National Young Farmer 
Educational Institute. This activity received 
heavy support from agriculture business and in
dustry. While the institute proyides an excellent 
forum for the recognition and participation of 
young farmer leadership, it is not primarily aimed 
at systematic education of the young farm family 
in the skills, technologies or management of the 
farm business; these activities being relegated 
to state or local programs. 

That there is a need for young farmer pro
grams is well documented by the rather constant 
rate of replacement of older, retiring farmers . 
With a few notable exceptions caused by 
depression or war, the replacement rate appears 
to hold fairly constant at about 30 farms per 
1 ,000 per year. Given the estimate of 
1,388,000 commercial farms, there is a need 
for about 42 ,000 new commercial farmers each 
year. If young farmers remain in organized pro
grams for even a minimum of 5 years . the enroll
ment would reach over 200,000 for just begin
ners if all were enrolled . 
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Summary of Current Status 

The reader may get the impression that the 
author views adult and young farmer instruction 
very negatively since the current status report 
concentrates on the weaknesses of the national 
effort rather than the strengths. 

There are some signs of strength. Although 
the number of farmers has continued to decline 
since 1972 the number of persons enrolled in 
Adult/Young Farmer programs has shown a 
slight increase. States have made some pro
gress in operationalizing their commitment to 
adult education , although progress has been 
slow. The renewed vigor with which states have 
encouraged young farmer chapters is another 
sign of a more active c;ommitment. 

To examine the future of Adult/Young Farmer 
instruction it is necessary to look objectively at 
the status of programs and not delude ourselves 
into thinking that problems associated with such 
instruction have been solved. It is time also to 
take bold steps in examining some alternative 
solutions to problems posed and to think in
novatively about the solution to the problem. 

Some Issues 
The issues which might be discussed are 

stated as simple premises. The intent is to sug
gest some topics upon which the profession can 
focus discussion , without attempting to bias the 
argument with lengthy documentation. It is the 
authors intent that such discussion might result 
in the establishment or development of national 
policies that can attribute to improved educa
tional opportunities in agriculture for young 
farmers and adults. 

Premise If there is to be a national policy that 
promotes adult education in 
agriculture , there must be clearer 
definition of the philisophy and pur
poses that are intended. 

Premise Data collection at the state and 
federal level must be adequate to 
define the scope of work in adult 
education and use measures to dif
ferentiate between Adult/Young 
Farmer programs with different major 
goals and objectives. 

Premise States should be the principle 
source of funds for Adult/Young 
Farmer program operation, with the 
federal government concentrating 
funding on program leadership , 
research , curriculum and teacher 
training . 

Premise If there is progressive enrollment 
through young farmer to adult pro
grams, efforts must be made to dif
ferentiate the programs and to provide 
for articulation between them. 

Premise Education for young farmers and 
adults is a state and local responsibili
ty with a federal interest. 

Premise Adult/Young Farmer instruction 
should not be confused with post
secondary education. 

Premise 

Premise 

Federal policy should address the 
problem of program access to the 
same degree that problems of other 
missed populations have been ad
dressed, recognizing the special 
problems of access for adult and 
young farmers to programs. 

In spite of the attention given to 
lifelong learning, vocational education 
has not placed Adult/Young Farmer 
Education high on the agenda. 

Summary 

The preceding premises have been advanced 
to stimulate discussion and generate alternative 
suggestions of the ways in which the profession 
can impact upon the advancement of educa
tional opportunity for young farmers and adults . 
Readers will note that the premises center 
around the lack of federal policies and interests 
in this form of instruction . Little has been said of 
the instructional content of such programs. It 
can be assumed that the nature of instruction 
needs to be examined. If instruction is to con
centrate on management and management prin
ciples , the mechanism for most effectively 
delivering instruction at an effective cost should 
be explored. A key queston to be explored is 
how the states who do not now engage in in
struction for adults and young farmers can be 
encouraged and assisted in developing viable 
programs. 
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