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of would advocate measuring an
agricultural education program’s
success solely by “placement in
field” today as it was done 1n the
1960s, and that 1s a fundamental
change. The mission of vocational
agriculture when I began teaching
was to prepare eniry-level workers
for a limited number of specific
agricultural occupations. According
to the National Council for
Agricultural Education, the mission
of agricultural education today is to
“[prepare] students for successful
careers and a lifetime of informed
choices in the global agriculture,
food, fiber, and natural resources
systems” (http://www.teamaged.
org/aged.htm). That change in
mission might seem insignificant
on the surface, but it represented

a complete reversal of the
profession’s direction within the
span of a single career and meant
reshaping the thinking of every
agriculture teacher in the country
at the time when the changes were
taking place.

What factors are acting on
ux foday to force change?

The modern workforce requires
higher academic skills and is

less focused on entry-level job
performance skills. The New
Commission on the Skills of the
American Workforce issued a call
for higher academic skills for all
Tough Choices or Tough Times
(National Center on Education
and the Economy, 2007). This
report is a follow-up to the same
Center’s 1990 report Americas
Choice: High Skills or Low Wages
(National Center on Education
and the Economy, 1990), which
emphasized the threat to American
workers from low-skill, low-wage
waorkers in developing countries.
We have seen that 1990 waming
come to pass with the ongoing loss
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of our manufacturing industries
which have been largely moved
overseas or outsourced to countries
with lower wage scales, and other
embedded costs associated with
America’s emphasis on workers
and their rights and working
conditions. Many of our mid-and
high-skill technical jobs are going
to high skill workers in countries
such as India and Pakistan.
Technological changes are moving
so fast today that simply keeping
up is not only a full time job, it is
impossible. Demographic changes
in our country are altering what we
mean by American. OQur economy
is changing rapidly to meet the
demands of a global economy and
vastly improved communication
and shipping industries.

For most of the past 25 years,
significant political forces in this
country have actively sought

the privatization of education

in America and the effective
elimination of public education as
a major player on the American
landscape. That movement seems
to have failed, and it now appears
that public education might be
under less direct attack than we
saw in the mid-1980s through

the beginning of this century.
Nevertheless, some by-products of
that movement remain in place in
the form of school report cards and
high stakes testing.

Where have these forces
been pushing us?

[n the early 1990s, I became
convinced that agricultural
education in the public schools of
this country was facing extinction.
The causes of that belief were
five-fold. First, there was a
growing emphasis on student
academics in this country. That
change was a result of the so-

called “excellence movement”
that had been going on for a long
time but that had been energized
by the publication of A Nation

at Risk (National Commission
on Excellence in Education,
1983). Second, there was an
apparent lack of willingness in
our profession to change with the
changing educational landscape
(I don’t have a reference for that,
but [ was there). Third, was a
continuing decline in the number
of agriculture teaching positions
available nationally. Fourth, was
an even more rapid decline in
the number of teachers being
prepared each year in university
teacher education programs. And
fifth was a fairly steady decline in
secondary student enroliments.

It is clear to me that agricultural
education turned the corner on
extinction about 1992. 1 believe
that the single most critical

event in that turn-around was

the formation of the National
Council for Agricultural Education
in 1983. I also believe that the
single most important step taken
by the Council to change the
future of agricultural education

in this country was fo promote

a National Research Council
study that produced the landmark
report entitled Understanding
Agriculture: New Directions for
Education (National Research
Council, 1988). The so-called
“Green Book™ proposed a vision
for agricultural education as more
than just vocational agriculture.
The combination of visionary
leadership from The Council

and the effects of curriculum

and program reforms resulting
from the Green Book, along with
the hard work and dedication of
agricultural educators at all levels,
turned our profession around.

Continued on page 17



Things are looking up.

[ believe that the future of
agricultural education in the US is
bright--brighter than it has been for
at least 25 years. Current initiatives
of the Council are very promising.
The 10X15 Project, the National
Program Standards Project, the
National Content Standards Project,
and the CASE Project are the

most ambitious and possibly the
most far-reaching undertakings in
agricultural education in well over
half a century. If you don’t know
what those four projects are about,
you really need to go to the Council
web site (http.://www.teamaged.org/
aged.htm) and find out. They will
fundamentally atfect the future of
the agricultural education program
in this country for the next 20
years.

We cannot foretell the future, but
we can all be certain that things
will change. We can sit back,
watch the changes and complain
about the unfairness of life. Or, as
individuals and as a profession,

we can embrace the inevitability
of change, remain alert for factors
that will force change, decide what
we want those changes to look like,
and work together to make them
happen.
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