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AGRICULTURAL EDUCATION:
A LOOK FORWARD

This paper will address the relevant
social andp economic changes which have
taken place during the  history of
vocational  agriculture,  vocational
agriculture’s response to those changes,
and alternatives for the future of the

program.
Social and Economic Change

Imagine the late eighteenth century
in America. The young nation of a few
hundred thousand people has a hard
fought and newly gained independence, a
new constitution, and a new system of
government. Each of these was a part
of one of the greatest experiments in
sociology, where the peoples of a nation
were themselves responsible for their
manifest destiny. One underlying and
unwritten premise was that those who
ultimately make the decisions in a
society, whether they be a few or the
m must be educated, thinking in-
dividuals. al’l‘hus {]he value of alc:ducano_n
was inte; to the great social experi-
ment cal]gi ‘democracy%‘r

While the young nation had fledgling
industries in “the = crafts (silversmith:
boat building, ctc.[), the vast majority ol
its economic wealth was in its™ agricul-
tural base. Agricultural products were
the major export, and thus were the
major source of international income.
Well over four-fifths of the work force
was engaged in cui)roducnon agriculture.
Knowledge of agriculture was common.

During the nineteenth century the
nation expanded rapidly. It grew in size
geographically and  in ?opu ation.  An
mcreasing percentage of the workforce
moved from the rural, agriculturally
dominated communities to larger cities
where a growing industrial base deman-
ded a growing workforce. By the latter
half of"the the "industrial revolu-
tion" was beginning. Along with these
social and economic changes came the
realization that not only was change
occurring at an increasing rate, but
change was, in fact, inevitable.

New universities were established
and existing ones changed from focusing
primarily on a "liberal” education to in-
clude education for those who would
a{ply new knowledge to the needs of
the ‘economic system of the day. The
federal government establishe land-
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grant colleges to educate the common
people in ~ agricultural and mechanical
arts, agricultural experiment stations
were established to discover new know-
ledge nec.cssarY to improve agriculture,
an |‘gublu: elementary and secondary
schools began to include instruction in
the “practical arts” and sciences, includ-
ing agriculture.

g By the carly twentieth century the
industrial revolution was at its peak. A
small but still significant percentage of
the population was expected to produce
agricultural goods for an expanding soc-
iety, and vocational agriculture” was
being taught in rural schools across the
nation in an effort to meet this need.

. By the late twentieth centu; p-
ulation ogrovyt!x in this country ha? slow-
ed, productivity of the agricultural sec-
tor_had increased dramatically, and the
agricultural productivity of other nations
(who were wealthy enough to be trading
partners) had increased to the point
where American agriculture was produc-
ing unmarketable surpluses. The condi-
tions had changed since the inception of
the vocational agriculture program.

The majority of occupations in agri-
culture today center arogmd Lhoseagxnn-
dustries which serve the agricultural
groduccrs. Non-production agribusiness *
as grown tok mclude hranspo;tation,
pr marke supplies and re-
search. ygon;c gsltli?ngates pglaoc the work
force in agribusiness at around 20 per-
cent of the total US. labor force while
only some three percent are actual prod-
ucers of raw agricultural products.

Changes in Vocational Agriculture

Thomas Jefferson believed that
change was inevitable. He believed that
revolution” (his reference) in govern-
ment should be a gradual evolution to
insure the health of the nation. He
believed that the most positive change
comes from within and  that if those
within the system fail to initiate neces-
sary change, change will forced upon
the system from outside. With_ the in-
evitability of cha:&e understood it seems
appropriate to ask the question, "How
as vocational agriculture changed?”

Vocational - agriculture began largely
as a_ program to train workers in in-



creasing agriculture production. ~ Secon-
dary objectives included leadership train-
ing" and community development. Be-
cause the primary focus was upon pro-
duction agriculture, the primary emphasis
in the curriculum was on production
agriculture topics.  Although the needs
of agriculture have since evolved to the
point that needs for potential workers in
agribusiness out-number the need for
agricultural production workers ‘By nearly
seven to onme, production agriculture re-
mains dominant in the vocational agri-
re curriculum.

. This is mnot true of selected in-
dividual programs in vocational agricul-
ture. One need not search long to find
programs which include courses em-
phasizing the al‘proct',.«;.\ung and marketing
of agncultural products, or courses
which ~ emphasize aesthetic outcomes of
agriculture like horticulture.  But the

number of these programs is a clear
minority compared to those programs
which continue to offer most courses in
animal and plant production and mechan-
1CS.

How has vocational agriculture res-
ponded to changes in society and in the
agricultural industry? ~ The conclusion
most casily reached is, “inadequately.”
Some _in profession will take offense
to this conclusion. They contend that
vocational agriculture has a rich trad-
ition of success. This is indeed the
case; vocational agriculture does have a
rich heritage. However, the-environment
in which 1t was begun no longer exists.
If it is to survive it must evolve.

To support the contention that
vocational agriculture must evolve, seve-
ral pieces of evidence are provided.
Each has been or is currently being deb-
ated in varying degrees by the profes-
sion.

. 1. Decline in enrollments in voc-
ational agriculture. These declines are
most notable in “traditional” production
p s; innovative programs focusing
on non-production, science or agribusi-
ness subject matter seem to have ex-
perienced fewer declines in enrollment.

2. Declines in funding levels for
vocational programs in several states.

. 3. At least one national study of
agriculture education to determine its
mission.

4. The attitude of some colleges
of a§ncultm:e administrators _that h
school vocational agriculture is of little
value to students in colleges of agricul-

e.
5. A decline in concern among
agribusiness _persons that vocational
agriculture is an_important experience
for prospective employees.

The Future of Vocational Agriculture

. The future of vocational agriculture
is anyone’s guess. However, this author
would like to %rcscm several alternative
scenarios and the requisite changes and

likcl{)cimpli_cations of each. Some ma
not desirable or even likely, but ea

is possible.
Alternative 1 - The status quo.

. It is possible that change in voca-
tional agriculture is not necessary. We
can ccnfinue to operate programs which
are largewrodu on oriented and our
clientele be gdechately served. It is
a possible scenario, but not one which
rational thinking will produce. The fact
is, the industry of agriculture has chan-
ged. The needs are mow more urgent in
a?-lbusmcss._ Further, the technologies
of production culture continue ~ to
change rapidly. It would be naive to
assume that enough time exists in the
secondary school day to teach all the
technologies associated with agriculture;
and it would be naive to assume that
schools have the necessary resources to
grovnde for such instruction. Few stu-
ents would be interested in enrolling in
such a program if the focus is only on
production.

. . Students have changcd. Agriculture
is held in low esteem by society by tra-
dition. This has been the case since the
industrial revolution when many rural
Youth moved to the promises of the city.
t has been reinforced by the recent
depressed economic _situation of
America. Parents of farm youths them-
selves are less likely to urge their child-
ren to pursue careers in agriculture. As
a result, enrollments in programs are
declining and schools are not likely to
continue programs they cannot justify by
an adequate cnrollment.

A recent national study of agricul-
ture education by the National Academy
of Science focused upon the g;ﬁgsgg
ghgn%eg of the program, Egor!{v mnforma-
tion from the investigating ly suggests
that radical changes in the concept of
education about agriculture may be reco-
mmended.

The momentum is building to shift
away from categorical funding %or secon-
dary vocational ams to provide su;
poa::ty_ for 'irmovalt:.iv“;gr prggramg for ‘worpk-'
readiness.” An underlying assumption is
that skill training for “specific vocational
areas is being provided by the post-sec-
ondary system. The recent report of
the Minnesota Commissioner of Educa-
tion’s Task Force on Education for Em-
{leymcnt (Work Readiness, 1988) signals
his change. In summary, the possi ﬂ\::ﬁ
that vocational agriculture program
lciti)(n{mue as it has in the past is not
ely.

Alternative 2 - Refocused programs of
agribusiness.

.. A second scenario is that programs
will diminish emphasis on production
agriculture and increase emphasis on_the
business aspects involved in the agricul-
ture industry. This scenario requires
that fundamental knowledge of produc-



tion continue to be taught as tounda-
tional to working in the industry. How-
ever, the primary aim would be to train
effective _workers for the broader in-
dustry of agriculture in such content as
finance, products proccssing, marketin

of goods and services, and agricultur:

science and technology.

Within the constraints of the pres-
ent educational system, this alternative
might be the ‘most easily implemented.
It 1s the most easily accommodated, re-
quiring little change within the school
;ﬁ:m. . It centers around a major,

ge in the curriculum - the materials
from~ which the teacher teaches and
from which the student learns. For this
reason it is difficult to predict the suc-
cess of implementing such a program. It
requires a fundamental change in at-
titudes held by the teacher (and by state
and federal leadership) in what ‘should
be taught in the curriculum. It ma
require  retraining of teachers, whi
would require financial resources schools
arc unlikely to provide, or it may re-
quire replacement of teachers, which is
neither politically nor legally possible.

Alternative 3 - A new structure for agr-
icultural education.

This is probably the most radical of
alternatives. ~ It requires a total recon-
ceptualizing of what ecducation about
gnculmrc is and should be, for whom it

ould be offered, and how and when it
should be taught. Since it is such a
radical departure from the present prog-
ram, e:il is the least likely to be imple-
mented.

. Two alternatives really exist here.
Either “or both should be considered.
One is' what an as_yet unpublished
report by the National Academy of
Sciences calls "education chnlsagn ture”
and the otbcl:'l is what ('V&}[ ! odfduclz‘;g’c;)n

culture” armbr 8

umdoig.nin agriculture would conceiv-
ably be similar to alternative 2 in con-
tent. It would focus upon the business
and scx‘c)xfxcc ?‘t;n agncyltg{c w:tlh the ob-
jective of see qamf employment_in
a related carecr.g t calls for a rebuild-
ing of the program on jts traditional
strengths and for the elimination of
components which are no longer rele-
vant.

The second alternative, education
about agriculture, would teach a broad
overview of aﬂcult'ure as an important
part of the historical, social, scientific
and cconomic heritage of the nation.
This concept of agriculture education
offers the greatest potential to reach a
wide student base. It is also the most
interesting to conceptualize.  If one
were to rethink agriculture as a mntﬁn[
area in education, we would eventually
arrive at a Yrogram much like those in
alternatives 1 or 2. However, if we
were to rethink the concept of agricul-
ture_as a sociological phenomenon and to
rethink the concept of schooling, we
might arrive at a model of agriculture as
a context for education.

We know from research in cognitive
gsychplogy that learan is a process of
uilding on prior knowledge bases. When
new information is processed in the mind
it is stored within previously established
contexts of the learner’s conception of
reality. We also know that learning
roceeds best when the learner can see
ow the knmowledge can be applied to
real situations. ~ Many rural dren
have acquired a_rich base of rural socio-
logical and Fcultural—bascd knowledge
l'g the time they enter school. It seems
that learning would be greatly enhanced
if this knowledge were not ‘ignored in
the process of teaching the entire school
curriculum, but rather used as a founda-
tion on which to teach even "the
basics.” learning of many non-rural
youths would be enhanced if their educ-
ation were_applied in an integrating
context. In cither case, agriculture be-
comes a context in which to teach rat-
her than content to teach.

The leon_f_ep( is bcstdiellustral!cd by
an example. To many students learning
basic mglh facts cag a_ mundane
chore at best. For these students, lear-
ning facts isolated from application is
effective. = However, many of these
students are required daily to perform
mathematical functions as a part of their
culturiel& such as alculat‘xﬂnlg the pounds
of m mlpamallmrﬁ ed bulk milk
tank. For many
turc centers around
mmunity.

Each of the "basic” subject matter
areas from the clemcntax"lyl grades
through high school could use agricul-
turc as a context for learning. ~ With
agriculture as a context for education,
many students would be exposed to it.

It would provide a balance in a_coun
where more is written about professio
sports than is written about a portion of
our society on which much of our herit-
age is based.

To accomplish this goal the entire
K-12 curriculum would need to be revi-
sed to identify areas in which agricul-
ture might be integrated as a context
for lgr&semly taught content. Examples
in the social studies include study of
community development, or study of how
assuming mponsiglhty for parts of fam-
ily business operations at an ecarly age
ifects the attitudes and values of in-
dividuals. Examples in math and science
include relating theory to problems of
ractice such as v the orean
theorem to determine how many es
to buy to reroof the house, or relating
study ‘in biology to growth and produc-
tion of common plants and animals.

that cul-
thcyoal;-lh:’ukural co-

What are the constraints to imple-
menting such a program?  Although
many teachers already provide common
contexts for their teaching, many follow
standard curricula which are ofien very
generic in approach.  Wide-scale im-
plementation would require a complete
restructuring of curriculum materials, a
very costly program. It would require a



change of atutude by many education
officials; an unlikely * proposition. It
would require that “current teachers of
vocational * agriculture be allowed to act
as "curriculum consultants” to others in
the school systems; a promising possib-
xlxcatﬂr for them but unlikely to politi-
ally feasible within the ‘present educa-
tional system.

Some efforts have been made to
move in this direction. The "Agriculture
in the Classroom™ project sponsored by
the US. Department of Agriculture
nationally and by the Minnesota Depart-
ment of Agriculture in Minnesota is beg-
inning to provide some leadership
integrating ~more  agricuitural content
into the ~ elementary school curriculum.

is ecffort provides excellent exposure
to agriculture by providing materials for
elementary school teachers. However, if
at these grade levels agriculture is being
taught as an_additional subject matter
area, then this effort too becomes in-
struction in content rather than instruc-
tion using agriculture as context to en-
hance instruction in content areas. Vo-
cational agriculture instructors could
serve as consultants to elementary
school teachers to achieve the integra-
tion concept, but any association be-
tween these teachers has been very lim-
ited in scope. Further, it is rarely en-
couraged by school administrators.

Alternative 4 - Program demise.

. Each of the three previously men-
tioned alternatives is possible i the
ng‘ll:t environment. Q!l:taengng rnative l.cl.;l gf&
endent upon an un

and economic base. Allagnativc 2
is dependent upon positive leadership
from within and outside of the profes-
sion. Alternative 3 is dependent upon
bold leadership and a general shift in
understanding from the entire education-
al community.

A fourth alternative is just as like-
ly as any. That being that agricultural
education will not change and that the
perceived need for programs of educa-
tion in agriculture held by society and
the educational community’ will continue
to decline. This alternative results in
the near total demise of agricultural
education. A few programs which are
deemed important by local communities

| survive in a few pockets around the
nation, but secondary school education
in agriculture will not be a national
concern.

. How has the profession of voca-

tional agricultural education contributed
to efforts for substantive change? Many
teachers of vocational agriculture have
attempted to be responsive to the needs
of their communities and their students,
and have contemporary gr ams. How-
ever, many teachers and their lgrogram_s
continue to reflect the notion that agri-
culture is primarily production. These
programs do not ‘reflect the needs of
either the students or the community,
rather they reflect outdated needs of a

changing industry. While the public
image of agriculture as a ible career
area has not been highly positive in
recent years, agricultural education may
have a compounded image problem stem-
ming from the perceived slow movement
to change instruction to more relevant
agribusiness needs.

Parting Thoughts

What does the future hold for agric-
ultural education? That answer is depe-
ndent upon the abilities of each agricul-
tural educator to maintain programs
which are responsive to the needs of the
mdxvnduallst .an% lhed commuuiu'&sl they
serve. is dependent upon ori
new rationales ,fg: and mept.ixod.:x%f n;%
struction in agricultural education. It is
dependent upon serving a new and ex-
pandcc.;l1 cllxcn; base. "It is dcpcfndcnt
upon developing a tive image of %
iculture as an mdl;':ély and aa%ncult:gl

education as a neccssall-y r in
cach local community. It l£ ependent
upon each agricultural educator lop-

.a new vision and philosophy of what
agricultural education is.

The real question is whether the
profession has the courage to face the
challenges head on, or whether it will
wait until some outside force determines
its destiny for it. The answer to that
question ultimately lies with each mem-
ber of the profession. This author beli-
eves that there is a promising future for
agricultural education.  Some_ programs
will lost and others will change
focus.  But overall, agricultural educa-
tion will begin to take on new focuses,
one which includes agriculture as con-
tent for vocations and one in which
agriculture provides a context for learn-
ing.
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