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Generality Vs. Specificity iangricultural

~ Economics Academic Programs i
James'G.rKendrick'

Y

Members of departments of Agricultural Economics are rightly con- o

_cerned as to how their graduates perform as they accept diverse respon—
sibilities in a multitude of careers. | | 7

This concern about employers opinlons of our’studeots has undoubt-
edly precipitated’numerous,rperhapS'continuous revieW‘of departmental
»course offerings aﬁd‘requirements, conscﬁing significant energies:of
;_both educators and employers._ To neglect this effort would leave a _7'
} department——our profession—cln the stagnant waters of nonrelevancy.

| Bowever,.I suspect that in many of these curriculum reviews con-
v,l-siderable time is devoted to deflning the academic qualities an agri—‘
cultural economist ‘should possess, and what functions he should be ablets
“to perform iﬁ’varioos types of employment——firm; farm or_pubiicsagency»f
Employers have worked ﬁith.these curriculumustudy,groups to suggestd“
-profiles or tralnln : Gften the results of'such studies coold politely
.be termed excursions in frustration, as opposing visions of the "true"”

role of academia often find precious little upon which to agree.

This‘paperIWasvpresented in a session entitled_"Preparingvthe Under-
o grsduate for\the World of Work: Industry or Academia?"
James G. Kendrick is a professor of agricultural economics at thev‘

;University of Nebraska-Lincoln.
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'“*Thbsefaéricultural econOmistsfconcerned withfthe functioning of

our graduates tend to mentally associate themselves Wlth two philosophi- SRR

' 'cal camps—-the SPecific and the general._ I would suggest that the pro— -

- fession align itself with a different vision of its proper role in

‘”f,:society which more accurately expresses what agricultural economists do R

’_best--systems analysis.: As I will explain, employers as well as some -

. members of our profession, are at times uneasy in the presence of systems e

: people.v If you can temporarily accept a working hypothesis that ag

:1.economists should neither be specialists nor generalists, I will now try i)

s",,to Justify my heretofor implicit position which is now stated as.i- .

"s,agricultural economists are illprepared to function either as technocrats'h :

) “or as global planners, yet are ideally suited for employment as applied ' li-“

~8ystems—trained problem solvers.

1 believe ag economists are most comfortable sitting between thei""”

Vpnextreme positions of specialists and generalists.‘ Whenan.employer hires_,
ia technocrat, a specifically trained individual like a lawyer, accountant,lt‘

'civil engineer, plant or animal breeder, etc., the individual is assumed

_ to be able to perform his/her specialized duties with an absolute mini-V f SN

1”mum of climatization.E A remark from a personnel director handling
f8pecially-trained employees might be "When I ‘hire an accountant and ask hv»'
‘Do you know. what to do?' he responds yes' and does it. -i;tf"" . B

| Since the technocrat generally performs specific, pre—defined

functions, it is somewhat unlikely that the specifically trained 1ndi-‘.'ur

,vidual will suggest alternatives to present methods that might make waves ,‘fﬁ5?7

and thus_rockvmanagement s boat.




‘lf the technocrat is nc¢: normally a wave maker, one might‘assume“
that the antithesis would be the generalist. I don't believe so. If
typical liberal arts graduates could be classified as generalists, one
) might categorize their training as emphasiZing the macro interrelation—

"ships of the total system and the interfaces that. exist among general
- economic policy, political trends, historical perspectives and the busi-
"neSS’com?unity. Often these generalists are able to prov1de accurate
» insights\concerning long-run realignments in the total system and how |
- those realignments will affect the relationships and profitability of
the various subsectors of the economy . Such visions of the future may -
Lprove disquieting to management but pose no immediate threat to current
: ‘operational practices.‘ Employers of generalists have been heard to
lament, "When I hire one of those fancy trained college types, their
heads.are;in the clouds and'it takes a year or more -of hard management
‘training to’nake'them understand how this business (farm,»agency)e
loperates‘and get anything productive out of them." ‘ |
| At tbe end_of;the training period, thehgeneralist has learned how
the firm (farm, agency) deals with issues of production; marketing,
employment, etc., and is then integrated as a member of the "team,"
capable of directing subwcomponents of the farm (firm, agency) in
concert with overall policy guidelines.
How does the applied systems~-trained problem solyer (agveconomists
are an example, I believe) differ from the specialist andvgeneralist? l '
don't believe it is idealistic to suggest that the currlculums and other

learning experiences at most departments of Agricultural Economics should



be»designed to train students to: hevintegrators of specific disciplines;
take.perceived concepts or principles from‘one field and ascertain if the
' same principles or concepts exist unperceived in other fields and could be
_utilized to better quantify the consequences. of alternatlve courses of
_actions v1°W'current operating procedures in a spetific tlme-space environ-
ment which is subject to change as soon as these conditions are altered or;“v
‘new concepts of analysis are discovered ~and understood.»'
,,Duane Acker,'ourvrecent‘Vice Chancellor, hinted at the systems con~-

j’.c:?ept of-agricuitural economics a number of'jears ago'nhen he described
;the»differencewbetWeen:one‘trainedvin specifies compared to one schooled

in-integrating,principlescfrom various disciplines as follows:

afn=teaching.our»COurseS‘and in designing our'curricula those s
of us in animal science or agronomy too often put the emphasis
on stock being purebred rather than stock being efficient or
“rations- being nutritionally balanced rather: than producing
bgains at-lowest.cost, or feedlots~being designedvfor maximum
saving of labor rather than being designed for lowest net cost

iAof producing beef -etc. (Acker, PP- 276-7)

5Bf.deSiéﬂing:Oefiégricﬁltdrai Economics»currichloms so thatvour
students receive exposure to naried'specific'diSciplines,‘exposurebto
d ~the global pefSpectiteS‘of the generalists, and in-depth‘training to the
applied-analytical probiem solvingvtools ofheconomics;ewe thosiproduce a'
- preduct that often approaches the traditional firm (farm, agency) train-

ing period with a different orientation than that of either the techno- »



crat or the global planner.

When exposed to a firm's (farm, agency) current modis operanda,

our systems-trained individual tends to become a victim of his/her past

training by soon suggesting investigation into possible alternatives tob

‘1present Lpefational pfactices. Such suggestions for change by definition

reqﬁire alteration in existing procedures, which makes waves and thus may

tgnd to make managemeht ;“bit queasy. >As examples of applied systems-

trained problem solvers, ag economists may‘not be easily assimilated into
jan operation that tradiﬁioaally has functioned with specialists, aug-

- mented by team-playing but frustrated would-be global planners. Howevéfs
‘.,»ﬁhe systems individﬁal can perform a function as valuable as the | |
"épecialist or géneraiist for a firm (farm, agency) in the context of--

‘Do it this way for now (the specialist) while we explore near-term
viable alternatives (the sysﬁems individual) and others speculate con-
»cerﬁing how we will fit into the cﬁanging andbdynémic society of the
future (the generalist).

Employers who recruit ag economists expecting them to fill roles
designed for specialists or generalists will»tend to experience dissat-
“isfaction in théveﬁployerwemployea relationship; This dissatisfaction,
this misunderstanding of the training of our typical agricultural econ-
omic applied problem solver is often manifested by suggestions for
_ cﬁrriculum revision. If these suggested revisions are designed to pro-
| duce specialists of the technocratic nature similar to the in-depth
subject matter cowpeteuce‘of an accountant, plant breeder, sffuctural

engineer, etc., I suggest that it would be preferrable to hire the



technocrat directly. Similarly, if the suggested course revisions are
..designed to produce ag ecouomists who are global planners, it would be
' ‘better to concentrate recruiting efforts in the macro oriented areas of

.ﬂgeneral economics, political science, philosophy’ etc. 1euiv.."

-1 do not mean to imply, however, that the misunderstanding of the ifilﬁ;nb-

‘f{f'role of ag economists is uni-directional. Assuming again\that my concept

fiof ag economists has possible merit, one. observes that some departments
";seem to have designed training programs that attempt to emulate either

: the'3peeialized training of teohnocrats or the global orientation of the
"hgeneralists. At one extreme we observe the explosive proliferation of AR

L apprentice training programs and at the other extreme, a reverence of all

_training that. emphasizes macro issues, preferrably on a- netionel or world— f7'~"‘

ewideascale. I have never been convinced that iust because ag economists
‘shave been ressonably proficient in ut11121ng a systems approach to
h.applied problem solving, it automatically follows that ag economists
oare then eminently qualified es philosophers of general employment,
'::national inflation, global resource allocations, etc. Neither are the
biochemists, engineers, animal production specialists, etc. in danger of |

”fbecoming unemployed due to massive intrusions by’ag economists.‘ When.repre—fil

’%sentatives of firms, fsrms or agencies suggest to an: Agricultural Economics :7‘”

"departmen* curriculum committee that they - “Leave unto Caesar that which

| ~»;;is Caesar" s," their counsel should be heeded.

‘In 1963 when I sttended the teaching norkshop in Bemidji Boger

~ defined the objectives of ‘our profession as._'



(e) To-underetand:end describe the environment infﬁhich _f
,'farm proéucts are produced, distributed end consuned, including f
agriculture's socialeand political institutions; its physical and
‘human resources and the relevant value preferences of its people,
| (b) To refine and extend the principles of economics as
f'they apply in the production, distribution and consumption of .
farm products")
(c) To analyze opportunities for fuller attainment of
public and private obgectives through changes in the use of
scarce resources available for production, distribution and

consumption of farm products (Boger).

p Ifithe global poiiticel-economic forecasters are reasonablj
accurate,‘the remainder of this century might be categorized as:
Becoming people-long and resource-short. For thosevof us concerned’
with the alternative organization of resources.for efficient'production
~ and distribution of food and fiter, it would seem the task is of sufficient
magnitude to_allow agveconomists ample opportunity to ply their trade
“without tne'necessity of enlarging the territory to encompass other.
ecadenic disciplines.

The‘emergingcpopularity ofv"onwsite" apprentice training for our
students carries.an implied essumption that we must train for specifics,
not 2 syste’ms‘approacho |

 When departments of Agricultural Economics»find it necessary

to add courses that mainly.dupiicate offerings in, for example,



’SOciology,:general edonomics,‘political science,~etc.-then those departeﬁ”»f

:1ments have an- inflated vision of the rc’e of eg economics in societyr ‘Is
”suspect that in some instances departments push for a profile of globall
courses because many of the staff feel uncomfortable with the tools of L
.systems analysis. | S
I would: encourage all of us-—teachers, researchers; extensionb
‘5ﬁspecialists and employers in the field of ag economics—-to review '”“
carefully our proper role in'a world that requires thoughtful evaluation )
' of near-term alternatives for efficient production of food and fiber..
5 ‘In my judgment,»suchva professiondwide review-would too often
::reveal departments operating with a philoSOphy of curriculum structure :
fthat attempts to make agricultural economists synonomous : with the total-"
weducational;efﬁort&of%the&unmwersity.:uToaattemptpto'begtechnocrats; -
;.globalwphilosophers,and;snalysts.of*elternatives to eﬁplied problems.is-

“a lot to ask of’any_profession-—even;agricultural economics.




REFERENCES

Acker, Duane. "Objectives of Undergraduate Education and ‘the Role of

Agricultural Economics for Non—Agricultural Economics Majors.

J. Farm Econ. 49, Part II (1967):‘272-80.

Boger, L. L.- Responsibilities of a University s Department of Agricul— '

tural Economics in Meeting‘the Needs of Soc1ety. Workshop on the

Improvement of Undergraduate Instruction of Agricultural Economlcs..

Bemidji State College, Aug., 1963.



