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Land-Grant Undergraduate Ag Programs: 

They Need Revitalizing 
by Larry J. Connor 

Research and extension program priorities of land-grant 
colleges of agriculture have received considerable atten
tion over the past several decades. In contrast, under

graduate education has received comparatively little attenti~n. 
However, this may be changing. Negative publicity about declm
ing undergraduate enrollments and stressed budgets for agri~ul
tural college teaching programs at some institutions are leadmg 
some deans and faculties alike to examine their undergraduate 
programs and consider how curricula and courses can better 
meet student and employer needs. Unless this is done, research 
and extension programs, as well as teaching programs, will be 
adversely affected. 

Enrollments Are Down 

Undergraduate enrollment in the agricultural sciences at land
grant universities declined by 38 percent in the ni~e years fr~m 
1978 to 1987 according to a 1988 report to the NatIonal AssocIa
tion of State Universities and Land Grant Colleges. All disciplines 
experienced a decline except for food science/human nutrition 
and related biological/physical sciences. The nearly 40 percent 
decline for nine years would have been much greater if there had 
not been a 5 ,000-student increase in the related biological/physi
cal sciences since 1982. Although preliminary 1988 data suggest 
some rebound in student numbers, agricultural colleges have a 
definite enrollment problem. 

Undergraduate agricultural enrollments sharply deteriorated in 
the 1980s. During these years high interest rates and rapid 
increases in the value of the dollar contributed to the severe farm 
financial crisis with adverse effects on many agribusiness indus
tries . These conditions affected both the supply of agricultural 
and rural students and the number of 

There Are Other Concerns, Too 

Enrollment problems are not the only concerns related to agri
cultural undergraduate education in the United States. 

More universities are undertaking undergraduate education 
reform in response to growing criticism of the quality of U.S. 
undergraduate education. The resulting undergraduate reforms 
that are initiated university-wide can profoundly affect colleges of 
agriculture through increased admission requirements, changed 
general education requirements, more comprehensive gradua.ti~n 

requirements and possible competency testing as a prerequIsIte 
for university graduation. 

The number of department majors/tracks/options/courses has 
grown considerably over the past two decades and must now be 
reconciled with the decline in student numbers and budget 
constraints facing many agricultural colleges. 

Serious attempts to improve the quality of teaching in colleges 
of agriculture are limited with the possible exception of increased 
use of computers in undergraduate curricula. Agricultural col
leges spend little money on improving undergraduate teaching. as 
compared to improving the capabilities of research and extensIon 
staff. 

Agribusiness, one of the more prominent undergraduate majors 
in agricultural colleges, was subjected to criticism at a recent 
White House Conference on agribusiness. In fact, the president of 
one prominent Midwestern Land Grant University went so far as 
to state that he failed to understand why there should be a sepa
rate agribusiness program in the college of agriculture, and sug
gested that it should be located in a business college. 

Teaching budgets are stressed as a result of the devastating 
impacts of inflation in the 1970s and the budget cuts incurred as 
a result of the recession in the early 1980s. Declining enrollments 

will lead to budget cuts and force some available jobs. Also, government employ
ment opportunities contracted in natural 
resource areas because of state and feder
al budget constraints. Student values and 
vocational preferences consequently shift
ed toward majors perceived to have better 
job opportunities. 

----------------
Larry J. Connor is Professor, Agricultural 
Economics, Michigan State University. 

12 D CHOICES 

>- Land-grant colleges of agricul. 
ture are ~ing affected by declin
Ing undergraduate enroUment.'1n 
addition, other developments 
such as the comprehensive 
reforms of university undergradu
ate education are impacting on 
these colleges. Effectively copfng 
with these developments requires 
a collectiVe college approach. 
Efforts by individual departments 
are not sufficient. 

difficult choices on teaching administrators. 

Questionable Assumptions 

The enrollment declines have generated 
a variety of responses by administrators 
and faculty. Many of these responses have 
been based on questionable ass!1mptions 
and to date they have been largely unsuc
cessful. 
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Expanded Recruiting. This solution has assumed that enroll
ment in agricultural colleges may be greatly increased with 
aggressive and sound recruiting procedures, including the use of 
professional recruiters, student ambassadors, attractive brochures 
and scholarships. Colleges can supposedly increase enrollment 
by dealing with the image problem of "agriculture, " and providing 
adequate information to potential students on career opportuni
ties in agriculture and related fields. Despite stepped-up recruiting 
efforts , there is little evidence to date that these efforts have paid 

. off in increased enrollments or in the quality of students. 
Liberalized Admissions. This solution assumes the students 

are being admitted to universities with no regard to "available 
positions," and that qualified agricultural students are somehow 
being denied admission. Despite a variety of admission proce
dures and policies , most colleges have experienced the same 
enrollment trends. This assumption also poses a further threat to 
quality. 

Program Diversification. A 
response by many academic 
departments to declining 
enrollments has been to add 
additional majors or options. 
Though program diversifica 
tion has some merit, program 
clarification is much more 
important. Increased attention 
to the needs of potential 
employers and program qual
ity may be more relevant to 
increasing the demand for 
graduates. 

assumption , it ignores several fundamental facts. Undergraduate 
education is typically a minority shareholder of faculty time. In 
many departments , few faculty members have 50 or more per
cent of their time allocated to undergraduate education. Under
graduate programs in large departments are handled by as few as 
20 to 30 percent of the total faculty. As a consequence, time allo
cations have not weighed teaching heavily in faculty evaluations. 

Employment Markets. Two conflicting assumptions have often 
been made about employment markets. The almost inevitable 
response of department chairpersons to declines in student num
bers is that there are plenty of jobs if students could be attracted 
into the major. The macro effects of all chairpersons making this 
assumption are seldom considered . The antithesis of this 
assumption is that agricultural colleges should be downsized 
because demand for graduates has slackened. 

Both assumptions ignore the results of the 1985-90 USDA 

Disciplinary Enhance
ment. This response assumes 
that undergraduates have 
greater marketability if disci
plinary skills are more heavily 
emphasized. Though this 
assumption has some validity 

national assessment of 
employment opportunities for 
graduates in agriculture , 
food , natural resources , vet
erinary medicine and related 
fields. This study projected 
more than 48 ,000 annual 
employment opportunities 
compared with less than 
44 ,000 qualified college 
graduates anticipated each 
year, with a surplus in 
employment categories such 
as farmers , ranchers, educa
tion and communications , 
and shortages in scientific 
and business specialties with 
in the U.S. food and agricul
tural system. The graduate student body is less knowledgeable about agricultural 

technology and rural and agricultural institutions ... and less con
cerned with traditional agrarian and rural values. 

Non-Synergism With Re
search, Extension and Grad
uate Programs. A recent arti

cle in the April 13, 1988 Chronicle of Higher Education had the 
following title: "To Survive, Agricultural Colleges May Need to 
Abandon Their Undergraduate Programs. " In it, D. A. Gelinas 
indicated that agricultural colleges need to abandon undergradu
ate programs and concentrate on graduate programs. No syner
gistic relationships were assumed between undergraduate educa
tion and graduate, research and extension programs. This is the 
most alarming assumption. 

in better preparing students to enter competitive graduate school 
environments, little empirical evidence exists that emphasis on 
disciplinary skills would result in increased employment opportu
nities or enrollments . A recent Agribusiness Management Apti
tude and Skills Survey conducted by Litzenberg and Schneider 
indicated that the major characteristics desired by employers 
were "interpersonal characteristics" and "communication skills." 

Departmental Based Programs. Agricultural faculty strongly 
believe that academic programs must be anchored to individual 
departments. This has made it difficult to develop professionally 
based college majors that integrate several disciplines. Examples 
would be packaging and environmental resource management. 

Business Options. Increased enrollments and demand for busi 
ness school graduates have not gone unnoticed by agricultural 
faculties, despite the decline in student numbers in agribusiness 
programs. Consequently, many agricultural production depart
ments have added business options to their curricula . With no 
integrating business management C0urses within these majors , it 
is easy to understand why agribusiness firms have been less than 
el'1chanted with some agribusiness programs. 

Administrative Teaching Bias. Many faculty members assume 
that land-grant administrators have an explicit bias against under
graduate teaching. Though there may be some validity to this 
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Graduate programs depend on students from colleges of agri
culture, other domestic majors and foreign students. In the best of 
all worlds , an appropriate student balance could be achieved 
from these three sources to capitalize on their relative strengths. 
Graduate numbers have remained relatively stable because of the 
crucial role graduate students play in research. With declining 
college undergraduate enrollments and foreign agricultural stu
dents, graduate numbers have been maintained by assimilating 
more domestic students with nonagricultural degrees. The result
ing graduate student body is less knowledgeable about agricultur
al technology and rural and agricultural institutions, more basic 
science and disciplinary oriented, and less concerned with tradi
tional agrarian and rural values. As evidence, note the decline in 
students interested in farm management extension. 

Changing graduate student compositiol'1s impact agricultural 
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faculty compositions over time. New faculty members have 
moved to a greater emphasis on graduate education and disci
plinary research, and less emphasis on applied research, exten
sion and undergraduate education. A major evolutionary conse
quence has been a blurring of the distinctions between applied 
fields in agriculture and the basic disciplines in other colleges. 

A declining number of undergraduate agricultural majors has 
reduced the talent pool of agricultural graduates for extension 
service programs and necessitated hiring more people with nona
gricultural backgrounds and training. Though this has not serious
ly affected some programs, traditional agricultural programs have 
been affected because of declining expertise among field staff 
members. It has also become difficult to recruit new faculty mem
bers to become extension specialists, because many depart
ments/professors discourage graduates against entering exten
sion careers. 

I 

ments offering baccalaureate and doctoral degrees and one or 
more established national journals and professional societies. 
They are designed to help students develop an understanding and 
expertise in dealing with a selected body of knowledge, and to 
prepare them for compeNtive graduate education programs. In 
contrast, professional undergraduate programs are more voca
tional, multidisciplinary, and subject matter and market oriented. 

In too many instances, departments are mixing disciplinary 
and profeSSional education under one major to the detriment of 
both. Course selection is particularly important in differentiating 
these majors. For example, calculus is needed with an agricultur
al economics major, whereas courses in selling and postharvest 
physiology may be more useful for a food marketing major. 

The subject matter focus of undergraduate college programs 
still has a heavy orientation toward production agriculture. Food, 
natural resources , and rural and community development have 

received much less attention. Yet, employment opportuni
ties appear to be expanding more for the larger food sys
tem than with production agriculture. A change in college 
subject matter emphasis and funding is warranted. 

~
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Agricultural majors depend on the basic academic disci
plines of the university to provide the foundations for the 
applied focus of the college. Agricultural majors are usual
ly the major "applied" natural science/social science/busi
ness and engineering programs of the university. Unfortu
nately, this applied academic focus is not clarified in their 
design or names, and they are subsequently poorly under
stood and unattractive to students and parents who think 
in the context of science, business, engineering, etc. The 
academic area emphasis of agricultural majors needs to 
be clarified, and college funding priorities adjusted to 
reflect different job opportunities for area graduates. 

Undergraduate enrollment in the agricultural sciences at land-grant uni
versities declined by 38 percent in the nine years from 1978 to 1987. 

General Education. General education currently is 
receiving renewed attention at U.S. universities. Within 
agricultural colleges, general education includes the uni
versity and/or college requirements specified for gradua
tion for all students. 

For all agricultural students, general education require-

Needed Changes 

Undergraduate agricultural programs need fundamental 
restructuring. This restructuring should be aimed at providing stu
dents with the necessary background and skills to function as 
effective professionals in diverse employment markets, and as 
responsible citizens in an ever-changing society. Three areas par
ticularly stand out for improving undergraduate education: the 
design and administration of majors, general education require
ments, and quality of teaching. 

Majors. In designing and administering majors, agricultural col
leges need to clarify the disciplinary versus professional orienta
tion, the subject matter emphasis, and the applied academic area 
focus. This clarification must be accomplished subject to the con
straints of teaching budgets, the potential demand for graduates, 
the explicit college teaching mission, and the ability to provide 
quality education (breadth and depth). 

Faculties must distinguish between discipline based majors 
such as agricultural economics and forestry and professional 
majors such as agribusiness and packaging. Disciplinary majors 
exist only where there is a significant number of national depart-
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ments can be expanded only moderately in such areas as 
international understanding (including foreign language, trade, 
resources, geography, etc.). cultural awareness (domestic and 
international) , computer science, and food/agriculture/natural 
resource institutions. Enhanced communication systems, the 
increasing dependence of the United States on the world econo
my, and the sensitivities associated with alternative cultures point 

In too many instances, departments 
are mixing disciplinary and 

professional education under one 
major to the detriment of both. 

to the need for improved international education. On the domes
tic level, students need an increased understanding of diverse cul
tures (inasmuch as Hispanics, American Arabs and fundamental 
protestant religious groups continue to expand). Though Ameri
can colleges have made great strides in adopting computer sci
ence requirements and applications, the computer literacy of 
future students needs to be substantially higher than that of the 
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existing faculty. Finally, graduates need a knowledge of the histo
ry of the evolution of our agricultural/rural/natural resources insti
tutions, their dynamics, and current problems. 

A major problem for agricultural colleges in general education 
has been in adapting to the great diversity of major/options. Fac
ulty members have long battled over college requirements that 
are complementary and supportive to the various heterogeneous 
parts of the college. The time has come for colleges to deal with 
their heterogeneity problems by defining homogeneous program 
. areas such as applied natural science/social science/natural 
resources/business management/engineering for which more 
specific college requirements can be developed. 

Leadership development has declined 
in importance as an objective of 

agricultural education. 

Improved QuaLity of Teaching. After all is said and done about 
undergraduate education (and more is usually said than done), 
the most important thing is still what happens within the class
room! Agricultural colleges must begin to invest more in improv
ing the quality of undergraduate instruction. Teaching approaches 
other than lecture or lecture/ laboratory need to be expanded. 

Future teaching methods will vary according to whether 
instructors are dealing with disciplinary or professional majors . 
For professional majors, various types of internships , case studies 
and external interactions will increase in importance as profes
sors attempt to bring the "real world" into the classroom or take 
the classroom into the real world. For both disciplinary and pro
fessional majors , an expanded use of computers and greater rigor 
in various applications can be expected. However, the computer 
emphasis will vary when one addresses scientific purposes as 
contrasted with specific business or government applications. 

A greater emphasis needs to be placed on an agricultural Iiber-
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al arts approach to education stressing critical thinking , writing , 
ethics/values, problem solving and leadership development. His
torically, graduates praised agricultural faculty members for help
ing to develop leadership capacity that stressed independent 
thought and vision and for propelling them into significant leader
ship opportunities. Unfortunately, many colleges have focused on 
technical and highly specialized training , and leadership develop
ment has declined in importance as an objective of agriculturaL 
education . 

Finally, the issue of service courses must be reexamined. Agri
cultural faculty have a university obligation to provide general 
education courses relating to such areas as food , world hunger, 
resource ecology, soil and the environment. Unfortunately, most 
colleges have overlooked this university responsibility. As a prac
tical matter, the importance of general agricultural education 
courses for the university as a means of recruiting majors should 
not be overlooked. 

In summary, the economic and political events of the ] 980s 
slackened the demand for agricultural and natural resource grad
uates. In turn , student vocational preferences shifted toward other 
areas of the university. However, it is time to arrest these trends. 
Further downsizing of the undergraduate college of agriculture 
enrollment is not in the best interest of either agriculture-food-and 
natural resource-based employers, students, or agricultural col
leges . The demand, as well as student preferences , require 
reshaping. 

The accomplishment of these two goals requires substantive 
changes in the design and administration of agricultural majors , 
their general education and the. quality of their instruction. ~ 

HAVE YOU HEARD ... 

That the University of Minnesota has a new 

center-The Center for International Food and 

Agricultural Policy? Its first director is C. Ford 

Runge, who in 1988 completed a year as a spe

cial assistant to the Ambassador in charge of 

U.S. trade negotiations at the General Agreement 

on Tariffs and Trade in Geneva, Switzerland. 

The Center already has an endowment of over 

one million dollars. Among its many activities is 

its annual international food and agricultural poli

cy article competition. The prize is $2000. Sub

missions are due September 1, 1989 for articles 

published in 1988. 

See the Center's ad on page 19 for more detail 

and for the Center's announcement of graduate 

study fellowships. 
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