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SETTING REASONABLE EXPECTATIONS FOR THE EMPLOYMENT AND FURTHER 
EDUCATION EFFECTS OF SECONDARY VOCATIONAL AGRICULTURE PROGRAMS 

By George H. Copa 

Table. 1. Projected Employment and Job Openings In Clusters of Selected 
Agriculturally Related Occupations, Minnesota 1985 (Copa, 1980). 

Projected Projected 
Agriculture occupation employment average annual 

cluster 1985 job openings 
Number 

Agriculture production 64,472 
Agriculture products 17.724 
Agriculture supplies & services 7,491 
Horticulture 5 ,532 
Forestry & natural resources 3,472 
Agricultural mechanics 4,560 
Total 103,251 

In the Summer 1981 issue of THE VISITOR, I 
presented some findings about the effects of 
secondary vocational agriculture programs in 
Minnesota on the employment and further 
education of former vocational agriculture 
students. I concluded by suggesting that what 
was needed to judge if the effects were 
adequate was a set of " reasonable 
expectations" for secondary vo-ag programs 
agreed upon by those who practice vo-ag , those 
who provide resources to support it and those 
who are its students. 

What factors might be considered in develop
ing such a set of reasonable expectations? The 
focus of this article will be to raise questions 
about what are reasonable expectations for the 
employment and further education effects of 
vo-ag programs based on an examination of the 
context in which these programs operate. 

Purpose: Is Everybody on the Same Agenda? 
When considering purpose one must be mind

ful of the original purpose of the programs, how 
that purpose has changed over time , and the 
current interpretation of that purpose by those 
implementing programs. and finally , the con
sistency of this intended purpose with that of the 
students who enroll. In the recent past, vo-ag 
programs focused on development of technical 
skills, human relations skills and leadership 
skills. Now, there seems to be a quest for con
sistency in purposes across all vocational 
education programs with little " room" for 
uniquenesses for each program. For example, 
vocational education at the secondary level in 
Minnesota has three major purposes "spelled 

% Number % 

62.4 690 30.9 
17.2 620 27 .8 

7 .3 359 16.1 
5.4 279 12.5 
3.4 102 4.6 
4.4 184 8 .2 

100.0 2 ,234 100.00 

out" in Minnesota Department of Education 
regulations (1978) : (1) in-depth exploration of 
occupations to assist in the career planning pro
cess (2) development of occupational com
petencies designed to be recognized for 
advanced placement in post-secondary pro
grams, and (3) development of occupational 
competenc ies necessary to enter an 
occupation . 

My remarks address only the latter two pur
poses, but this should not imply that the purpose 
of "exploration of occupations" is of less 
importance. 

The relative importance, in practice, of the 
above purposes from the perspective of 
teachers who deliver the programs and students 
who attend them is evidenced by a recent study 
of secondary vocational education in Minnesota 
(Edin, 1979). A sample of 155 teachers in 19 
secondary vocational centers, one mode of pro
gram delivery in Minnesota, were asked to rate 
the relative importance of the three goals
occupational exploration, prepare for advanced 
training and placement in job-in their teaching ; 
the percent of teachers rating each goal as most 
important was 60.8 , 25.2 and 7 .7 percerit, 
respectively (6 .3 percent of the sample gave no 
response) . Note the relatively high importance 
given to exploration as contrasted to placement 
in job . Similar information was compiled in the 
study from 3 ,590 students enrolled in the 
secondary vocational education programs taught 
by these teachers. When students were asked 
what was the most important reason for 
attending secondary vocational centers, the 
responses were: prepare for job (22 .3%) , 



prepare for further education (27 .4%), wanted 
to explore different occupations ( 1 8. 5%), 
wanted out of traditional courses (8 .9%). 
wanted to try something new (14 .9%). wanted 
to be with friends (.8%), and no specific reason 
(5.0%) (2.3 percent of the sample gave no 
response) . Note again , that only about 50 per
cent of the students indicated that their most 
important reason for attending vocational 
education programs at secondary vocational 
centers was to prepare for a job or for further 
education. These findings support the conten
tion that while employment and further education 
are important areas to examine when assessing 
the outcomes of secondary vo-ag, they are by 
no means the only reasons why teachers and 
students come together in these programs. 

Vo-Ag: Part of a Larger Educational Plan 

A person walking through a secondary school 
in Minnesota will be forced to acknowledge that 
there is more to the school than vo-ag. A ques
tion which arises in evaluating the effects of 
vo-ag is how to separate out the effects of vo-ag 
from the rest of the curriculum. In addressing 
this issue for vocational education Warmbrod 
(1976) states: 

To expect one segment of the 
curriculum-instruction and experiences 
in courses labeled vocational-to be the 
major or sole factor that determines 
whether students get jobs or not, the 
level of the jobs obtained, wage level, job 
satisfaction, human relations skills, self
perceptions, attitudes, and work habits is 
an unreasonable if not naive position . To 
be blunt about it, we, in vocational 
education, have helped build a system 
that assigns accountability for the 
school 's occupational preparation goal 
1lmost exclusively to what we term 
he vocational segment of the curriculum 

when, in fact, all parts of the school 's 
program-academic as well as vocational
have a stake in achieving the goal of 
education for the world of work. (p. 9) 

This point is "brought home" by considering 
time spent in school. One year of a vo-ag 
courses which lasts all year and meets approx
imately one hour per day would result in about 
1 80 hours of instruction in Minnesota. This 
amount of time represents only about 1 .5 per
cent of the total time available for taking courses 
in grades 1 through 1 2 and 6 percent of 
available time in grades 10 through 12. Some 
vo-ag courses meet two hours per day, but even 
this would only amount to scarcely 1 0 percent of 
time available in grades 1 0-1 2 . Students take 
other courses besides vo-ag in high school and 
much of the learning likely contributes to the 
students effectiveness in the world of work. 
Separating out the effects of vo-ag is at best dif
ficult and perhaps unwise. 

The Secondary Student: 
Choosing A Career or Job? 

Given the importance of work to the individual 
and the diversity of occupational choices, 
several theories have been developed to explain 

the process of career development. These 
theories maintain that career development is a 
dynamic, life long process which can be viewed 
as a series of stages. Although not directly cor
related, the transition from exploration to 
establishment in an initial full-time job probably 
takes place, for many individuals, somewhere 
shortly after leaving high school; the majority of 
those not making the decision about a particular 
job are instead, choosing an educational pro
gram which in most cases is also intended to 
lead to a particular occupational choice . 

High school seniors are faced with intensive 
questioning about, "What are you going to do 
next year?" A study of Minnesota high school 
students' views of work (Hedin, et. al. 
1977) concluded that "without a doubt, choos
ing a career is a difficult event for the students" 
(p. 27) . They found that rather than commit 
themselves to a "career" decision, students 
often opt for a "job" decision-the latter being a 
much more "present" oriented choice and less 
traumatic in terms of consequences. This 
attitude might be characterized as rather 
"casual" with respect to the thought which 11,oes 
into choice of a particular job. But, stuCients at 
this time are concerned about a number of things 
besides an orderly career path (e.g. , what their 
friends are doing, transportation, where to live, 
money for clothes, having a good time) . Those 
looking for the effects of secondary school vo
ag might well be a little uneasy about justifying 
their impact on the basis of casual decisions 
made by former students during a stressful 
period of their development. If you were a vo-ag 
teacher, would you like to put your job "on the 
line" knowing how former students choose that 
first job or educational program after high 
school? 

The Labor Market: A World of Restricted Choice 

Young workers face a labor market in which 
occupations available to them are restricted and 
in which competition is keen for even those 
occupations. Commenting on this context, Barton 
(1978) concludes: 

This great homogeneity in· the industrial 
activities of teenagers in consistent with 
the possibility that industry looks on 
young workers simply as young workers, 
and other matters of status do not make 
great differences ... it appears that at the 
same time that we have been increasing 
the hiring of youth in service industries 
heavily dependent on youth labor, jobs 
paying around the minimum wage, and 
generally with the expectation that young 
people will move on to something else as 
they get older (which they mostly do), 
we also have been increasingly denying 
entry to those industries and 
establishments that are heavy employers 
of adult labor. Overly simplified, there are 
more and more "youth jobs" that young 
people hold temporarily, but fewer oppor
tunities at ages under 20-21 to get into 
entry level jobs in larger firms with 
advancement structures of the kind that 



are manned mainly with "adults." 
(p. 9-10) . 

The Employment and Training Report of the 
President (1978) confirms the restricted 
occupational choice in concluding that approx
imately 50 percent of employed male teenagers 
are working as laborers or service workers and 
70 percent of female teenagers as clerical or 
service workers. To the extent Barton is correct 
quality vo-ag may have little opportunity to 
"shoYI·up" when looking at the employment 
act1V1t1es of former high school students -
especially if one looks during the period 
immediately after high school when students are 
18 and 19 years old . During this time, students 
are restricted to choosing "youth" jobs which 
are rungs on a very short ladder. Not until they 
are 20 or 21 will they be allowed to enter "adult" 
jobs which have longer career ladders on which 
they can advance in responsibility and pay. Is 
this situation the fault of vo-ag programs or of our 
society which allows it to go on? The opportunity 
for adult JObs IS dampened even more if one 
focuses on production agriculture where 
establishment in farming likely takes more than . 
two years. 

Agricultural Work: An Undefined Target 
What is agricultural work? Is it the partsperson 

in the local auto and tractor supplies store? Is it 
the sales clerk in the local hardware store? Is it 
the truck driver for the local elevator? Is it the 
butcher in the large grocery store? If it is all 
occupations connected with the food and fiber 
industry, it may be as large as 25-50 percent of 
the employment in the Midwest states. If it is 
only farming , it is perhaps less than 5 percent. A 
joint committee of the Department of Labor 
Agriculture, Commerce and Health, Education 
and Welfare ( 1 9 7 4) suggested that for purposes 
of planning educational programs, agricultural 
work should be defined as jobs which use or 
require skills and knowledge of agriculture. 
Using this definition , they proceeded to identify 
agricultural jobs. In Minnesota, we have used 
their method to identify the number of 
agricultural jobs, projections, and employment 
possibilities in the future (Copa, 1980). 
Preliminary analysis presented in Table 1 shows 
that in 1985 there will be about 1 03 250 
agriculturally related occupations with av~rage 
annual openings between 197 4 and 1985 of 
approximately 2,200. This is an underestimate 
by perhaps as much as 1 0-20 percent sine~ 
some combinations of occupation and industry 
still remain undetermined as being either 
agricultural or not. 

It seems somehow inconsistent that those 
who practice vo-ag maintain that we prepare 
students for agricultural work and yet have not 
defined and described it thoroughly. This is a 
dilemma to be solved before we will have 
credibility in measuring the employment effects 
of vo-ag . 

Education for Agricultural Work: 
It Often Starts at Home 

What can be taught in vo-ag that a girl or boy 
cannot learn from their parents if they have the 

opportunity to grow up on a farm? With students 
who .have had this opportunity, one must surely 
talk 1n terms of benefits "added" rather than 
simply benefits. In examining the employment 
effects of an educational program when the 
employment being considered is farming, it is 
hard to equal the likely effects of having parents 
who own a farm and having served ten years 
apprenticeship on that farm . The large capital 
Investment and practical know-how required to 
become established in farming would seem to 
make growing up on a parent's farm an over
riding factor in predicting employment in produc
tion agriculture. 

Effects: Other Possibilities to Consider 
In addition to examining the effects of secon

dary vo-ag on employment and further educa
tion , what other possible effects might be 
reasonable to consider? What about the effects 
of vo-ag on enhancing the self-confidence of its 
students, particularly in a social and economic 
sense - a feeling that they better understand 
how the world works, that they can exert control 
over the economic aspects of their lives, that 
they each have some valued talents? In this 
sense, vo-ag can be a very liberating form of 
education. What about the effects of vo-ag on 
creat1ve expression as learned in planning a crop 
rotat1on , sett1ng up a window display, or land
scaping a home? Or, consider the effect of vo-ag 
on developing a sense of integrity - of 
excellence, of what is ideal, of craftspersonship 
~s when a student knows when a tractor engine 
IS really tuned, a customer is really satisfied or a 
door frame is really straight with the world. What 
about the development through vo-ag of a spirit 
of cooperativeness - of how to be a member of 
a team , of how to lead and how to follow? Or, 
ponder the importance of developing a sense of 
service to community - of charity, of improve
me.nt, of consideration for others, of respon
Sibility. What of the effects of vo-ag on basic 
skills in mathematics, reading , and speaking as 
learned in balancing an annual ration , making a 
reta11. mark-up, or calculating the slope of a 
bu1ld1ng s1te? Or, weight the reasonableness of 
expecting the development of leaderstJip skills 
- of how to chair a meeting, take a position , 
speak out. Study the effect of vo-ag on the stu
dent's attitude toward education - does the 
vo-ag program provide a niche' in the school 
where students can be comfortable because 
they are with others who have similar values and 
interests -a place to hang around which results 
in "liking" school? Think over the effects of vo-ag 
on general employability- the skills at seeking, 
keepmg and advanc1ng 1n a job. Or, consider its 
effects on developing specific occupational 
skills- to milk cows, weld in a vertical position, 
select a herd bull . These are all areas in which 
one could establish reasonable expectations for 
the effects of vocational agriculture - are some 
of these more appropriate (intellectually, morally, 
and practically) then examining the number that 
enter agriculturally related occupations or 
educational majors. 



Summary 
The context description is abbreviated but should 

serve to provide insights into the process of 
setting reasonable expectations for employment 
and further education effects from vo-ag pro· 
grams. First, secondary vo·ag programs in Min· 
nesota, have a major purpose of occupational 
exploration in addition to at least preparing for 
further education or job placement. Vocational 
education teachers and students affirm these 
purposes as well as others. Second, vo-ag at the 
secondary level is part of a grander educational 
plan - many aspects of this education are likely 
to impact on what a student does after leaving 
school and how well it is done. Third, the move 
from high school to some post-high school 
activity such as work, or more school is a 
traumatic time for students; they may well opt for 
a short range decision to do "anything" rather 
than fully rationalize a long term commitment. 
Fourth , the occupational choices available to 
students just out of high school are likely to be 
very restricted; the consequence is that former 
students have a high chance of becoming 
employed in the same types of occupations 
regardless of their general ability and specialized 
training , particularly, the special requirements in 
resources and skills to enter production 
agriculture are formidable obstacles to over· 
training. Fifth , agricultural related occupations 
have not been fully defined to serve as a target 
to guide curriculum development, teaching and 
finally evaluation. And sixth , a challenge in 
measuring the effects of secondary vo-ag is 
choosing a measure(s) which is sensitive 
enough to show differences in the above 
described context and yet be important enough 
to be worth the effort of measuring. Nobody said 
the job of setting reasonable expectations would 
be easy. 
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