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In 2017 we set out on a journey to learn about the history of the 
Department of Agricultural, Leadership, and Community Education 
(ALCE), which was then gearing up to celebrate one hundred years of 
agricultural education at Virginia Tech in 2018. Rather than produce 
a single narrative account, we decided to explore the department’s 
history through interviews with former and present students, fac-
ulty, and administrators. The fourteen interviews presented in this 
volume are the fruits of that effort. 

Throughout the course of our research we’ve had the opportunity 
to connect with some wonderful people who have been associated 
with the department over the past 70 years. One thing we learned 
early on was that this project could easily be an ongoing one with 
new collections of interviews published regularly. Not only did those 
we interviewed provide great insights, they also recommended oth-
ers for us to interview in the future. Delbert O’Meara (M.S., 1967) 
even suggested the possibility of a separate volume focused specif-
ically on Cooperative Extension. So, stay tuned; we may be asking 
you to participate in a future volume!

One particular insight that comes forth clearly in this volume is 
the intertwined history of agricultural education and Cooperative 
Extension at Virginia Tech. Dale Oliver (B.S., 1955) talks about serv-
ing as an Extension agent in Roanoke County on either side of World 
War II and then being called to campus to work on different proj-
ects, eventually serving as the director of the Extension option in 
Agriculture Education in 1986. Prior to this time, the primary focus 
of the department is reported to have been agricultural education, 
with some non-formal extension education included (Barbara Kirby, 
EdD, 1984). Delbert O’Meara (M.S., 1967) and others like him com-
pleted their degree working directly under Bill Skelton, Director of 
Extension, at the time. This predates the awarding of M.S. degrees 
by the department, which began in 1969 while the department was 
in the College of Education and provided a career path for Exten-
sion professionals who needed these degrees (John Crunkilton, FAC, 
1969).

One of the most common themes in the interviews is that of move-
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ment of and within the department. The initial building in which the 
department was housed, the Agriculture Education building, is fea-
tured on the back of this book, along with Litton-Reaves Hall, which 
is the present home of the department. The department has been 
located in this Litton-Reaves since 1992 (John Hillison, FAC. 1976). 
Faculty and graduate students also spoke of regular changes in of-
fice location within the department. However, the most significant 
move as identified by several of the interviewees was the movement 
of the department from the College (now School) of Education to its 
original home in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. Many 
credit this move with setting the department on a course for growth 
into what it has become today.

Also, throughout the stories, the broadening of the mission of the 
department becomes evident. The initial purpose of the depart-
ment, going back to when it was established in 1918, was “to pro-
duce teachers and provide in-service to keep teachers up to date” 
(John Hillison, FAC, 1976, p. 32). This led the department to develop 
the Agriculture Education Society and the Future Farmers of Amer-
ica, now known as FFA, Leadership Annual Conference, still hosted 
each year on the Blacksburg campus (John Hillison, FAC, 1976). In 
1983, John Crunkilton (FAC, 1969) introduced an international com-
ponent, working with the American Farm School in Greece. Other 
faculty and students have been involved from the establishment of 
the American Farm School through awarding masters degrees this 
year (John Crunkilton, FAC, 1969). Regina Smick-Atisano (EdD, 1988) 
reflects an expansion of the department by 1986 to increase degree 
offerings to include masters degrees for agriculture teachers and 
to prepare doctoral students to become teacher educators. Kerry 
Priest (PhD, 2012) describes the departmental role as a “very com-
plex set of connected purposes that all centered around preparing 
people to do work that advances change” (p. 72). Much of this change 
is reflected in the changing of the name of the department in 2016 to 
Agricultural, Leadership, and Community Education.

A timeline is included to summarize the recollections of the in-
terviewees and their involvement with events in the history of the 
department.

Methodology

This book is the result of fourteen interviews conducted by the 
research team, which consisted of three ALCE graduate students, 
Brittany Hoover, Asha Shayo, Lane Woodward and myself. Questions 
for semi-structured interviews were developed and revised based 
on feedback from my co-editor John Hillison and colleagues Tiffany 
Drape and Donna Westfall-Rudd. The study (IRB 17-710) was accept-
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ed by the Virginia Tech Institutional Research Board (IRB). The grad-
uate students each conducted an initial interview as part of the pilot 
phase of the study. The questions were reviewed and determined to 
be effective in achieving the desired information. Brittany, Asha, and 
I completed the remaining interviews. Initial interviews took place 
in the fall of 2017 and the final interview was completed in Septem-
ber 2018. 

Interviews were transcribed and reviewed for accuracy and clar-
ification by the interviewees. Then I used the transcribed interview 
to create a narrative version, removing questions and adding clari-
fication as needed to improve readability (Peters, Alter, & Schwartz-
bach, 2010). Interviewees once again reviewed in the narrative form 
and revisions were made. Then John and I made final edits for gram-
mar and punctuation.

The book is published by ALCE in association with VT Publishing, 
which is a new initiative in the University Libraries at Virginia Tech 
under the direction of Peter Potter and Robert Browder. 
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Timeline
This timeline was developed to situate the recollections of the in-

terviewees within the context of agriculture and extension educa-
tion over the past one hundred years. Included are both significant 
events for the interviewees as well as changes in the course of the 
department.

 
 

 

1950s 

 
 

1914

 1917

 

 

1918

1949

Passage of the Smith-Lever Act provided federal 
funding to land grant universities for educational 
programs in rural counties for those who were 
unlikely to participate in formal education.

Passage of Smith-Hughes Act provided federal 
funding to land grant universities for vocational 
agriculture programs provided through the schools 
in rural counties.

The Agriculture Education and Animal Science 
Department began in the College of Agriculture. 
Purpose of the department: Produce teachers and 
provide in-service to keep teachers up to date.

Establishment of the Vocational and Technical 
Education Division.

Delbert O’Meara began connection with Virginia 
Polytechnic Institute & State University as a 4-H 
member. Dale Oliver participated in the Corps of 
Cadets and completed his B.S. in agriculture educa-
tion in 1955.
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1960s
.

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

1970s
 

 

 

 

 

Strong federal legislation passed supporting agri-
cultural education programs.
 
1967
Delbert O’Meara recieved M.S. degree in Adult Ed-
ucation and Extension, working with Bill Skelton in 
Cooperative Extension. 

1969 
John Crunkilton joined faculty. Program split 
between College of Arts and Sciences and Col-
lege of Agriculture. Department offered B.S. and 
M.S. degrees through the College of Education. Al 
Krebs became department head, faculty interest in 
research increased and programming expanded in 
regional and national arenas.

Formed College of Education at Virginia Tech - 
teacher preparation programs brought together 
in College of Education from College of Arts and 
Science and College of Agriculture.

1971
Department moved to College of Education.

1973
Jim Clouse became Agriculture Education Program 
Leader. 

1976
John Hillison joined the faculty. 

1978
John Crunkilton became Agriculture Education 
Program Leader. Jay Poole graduated with B.S. in 
Agriculture Education; had choice of graduating 
from College of Education or CALS.



xiii

1980s
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Established a scholarship program with $300 dona-
tion from the Agriculture Education Society (AES). 
Two to three female graduate students enrolled in 
the Agriculture Education department; no female 
faculty. Women first hired as teacher educators in 
ag ed programs. 

1981
Department started the AES/FFA Leadership Con-
ference. 

1982 
Barbara Kirby brought the first female FFA presi-
dent, Ms. Jan Eberly, to Virginia Tech.
 
1983 
John Crunkilton began work with the American 
Farm School in Greece. Carlton Everhart graduated 
from the departent with degree in agriculture edu-
cation with an emphasis in agriculture business.

1984
People began thinking about proper administrative 
homes for agriculture education departments in 
the U.S. Program focused on teaching and learning 
in the schools and non-formal extension educa-
tion. Program had a strong historical focus. Barbara 
Kirby worked as a graduate student with Bill Camp 
in integrating technology in the classroom. Barbara 
Kirby graduated from the department with an Ed.D. 
degree in Agriculture Education (teacher educa-
tion), rural sociology cognate. Mike Rush graduated 
with Ed.D. degree in the Ag Ed Division. 

1986
Purpose of the department was to prepare under-
graduate and masters students to become agri-
cultural teachers and prepare doctoral students 
to become teacher educators. Dale Oliver became 
director of new Extension Option in Agriculture 
Education. Regina Smick-Atisano was the second 
female student in doctoral program.

1988
Regina Smick-Atisano graduated with an Ed.D. 
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1990s
 

 

2000s 
 

 
 

Extension program development and evaluation 
moved into the department.

1991
Memorandum of Agreement signed to move the 
department from the College of Education to CALS.

1992
The department moved into CALS and Lit-
ton-Reaves Hall.

1993
John Crunkilton served as director of the Agricul-
tural Technology Program.

 1994
Rick Rudd graduated with his Ph.D. in Career and 
Technical Education.

2006
Rick Rudd became department head of Agriculture 
and Extension Education; Department had 2 Ph.D. 
faculty and one tenure-track faculty member. B.S. 
in Agriculture Sciences approved by SCHEV.  

2008
Doctoral program was fairly new. The Residential 
Leadership Community (RLC) merged with the AEE 
department.

2009
Chaney Mosley enrolled in third year that depart-
ment had doctoral students on campus. Graduate 
students assisted with data collection in VCE lis-
tening sessions. Department set up facial recogni-
tion lab.
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2010s  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2012
Chaney Mosley completed Ph.D. in Agriculture 
and Extension Education. Kerry Priest graduated 
with Ph.D. from AEE with emphasis in collaborative 
community leadership and leadership education. 
Greater collaboration developed between academic 
and student affairs. There was also increased em-
phasis on service learning. Discussion about chang-
ing the name of the department from Agriculture 
& Extension Education to Agricultural, Leadership, 
and Community Education (ALCE). Department role 
seen as very complex set of connected purposes 
that all centered around preparing people to do 
work that advances change. 

2014
Departmental name changed to Agricultural, Lead-
ership, and Community Education.

2016
Rebekah Slabach received B.S. in Ag Sciences with 
leadership and social change minor. Department 
name changed to ALCE. The purpose of the de-
partment was to equip students to be leaders and 
engage with whatever organization they become 
involved with. 

2018
Department had 18 faculty with mixture of tenure- 
and non-tenure faculty. American Farm School 
in Greece began offering a masters degree. De-
partment celebrated 100th anniversary with gala 
at The Inn at Virginia Tech, on September 22nd, 
2018. There were 125 people in attendance. This 
book was released at an associated Open House in 
conjunction with the CALS Tailgate on November 
16-17, 2018.
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I was first affiliated with agricultural education in 1951. That’s a 
long time ago. I had completed a B.S. degree in agricultural educa-
tion in 1955. I also was in the cadet corps and was commissioned as a 
2nd Lieutenant in the U.S. Army. This presented some complications 
because I also received orders for active duty in the army in Novem-
ber of 1955. So, in a little over four months, I was to report to active 
duty. It was difficult to find a teaching job for a short period like 
that, so I was thinking about spending time on a home farm. How-
ever, I was contacted by a district Extension agent who wondered if 
I would be interested in a temporary position. There were agents in 
training at the time, so for the four months before I went on active 
duty in the army, I said I would be interested and I was interviewed 
and provided a position in Roanoke County. 

So I was an Extension agent for about four months. Then I went on 
active duty in the army. Just before I completed my service of two 
years active duty, I was contacted by the district Extension agent. 
The position I had held temporarily was open and he wanted to 
know if I wanted to come back to it. I said yes, I would be interested, 
so I came back to Extension in November of 1957. I was an Extension 
agent for about three years. Then I received a call from the head of 
Agricultural Education at Virginia Tech. They had established a new 
position. It was to be a joint position between Agricultural Educa-
tion and Agricultural Economics, and the purpose of the position 
was to provide in-service training in farm business management for 
agricultural teachers. I interviewed for the position and was hired 
with the stipulation that I would come back and do a masters de-

Professional Roles – Roanoke County Agricultural 
Extension Agent; Faculty training agricultural teachers 
in farm management; Research Assistant; Vocational 
Education project; Director of Extension option in 
Agricultural Education

Dale Oliver
B.S. 1955; Faculty 1960 – 1969; 1971 -1992

1
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gree in Agricultural Economics first, and then conduct conferences, 
workshops, provide curriculum materials, and do all I could to help 
upgrade the teaching of farm business management. 

I pursued this endeavor from 1960-69. At that time, it was felt that 
the teaching had improved and the undergraduate preparation was 
improving too. And so, I had to decide what to do. I had taken cours-
es in agricultural economics and economics, and I decided I would 
go ahead and finish the degree. And so, I was granted a graduate 
assistantship and I pursued the necessary research and completed a 
Ph.D. in Agricultural Economics. 

After I finished that, I went back to Agricultural Education. At that 
time, money had been made available from the federal government 
to the states to conduct research and development activities. Since 
I had somewhat of a research orientation in my studies and agricul-
tural economics, they asked me to develop a proposal for an activity, 
some type of a project. A colleague and I developed a proposal and it 
was funded. I was asked to direct this project. The project included 
myself — my salary was funded through the project plus three other 
faculty level research associates and some graduate assistants. And 
so, I began that project in 1971. My position was vacant in Ag Edu-
cation, of course, since I was funded by the project. The salary was 
used to hire someone for a year and then that person left. So for the 
next 14 years they divided my old salary between research associates 
who were doctoral students and I continued on in a project. And so, 
this went on, let’s say for about 15 years, and it was a major endeavor. 

The work we did on the project devel-
oped curriculum materials for different 
occupations. We used what’s called a task 
analysis. We did this as part of Virginia’s 
obligation in a multi-state consortium. 
We would go out and interview people on 

the job in that occupation and develop a listing of what skills are 
needed to succeed in that occupation. We did these in agriculture, 
but also in home economics, business education and other fields, 
too. For example, we developed a task list for veterinarian assistants. 
Another one we did was for timber harvesters — identifying the skills 
you need to be in timber harvesting. And so forth. We had quite a 
list related to agriculture. In addition, we developed a management 
information system for vocational education in Virginia. Anyway, af-
ter continuing that project for about 15 years, I decided to go back 
into Agricultural Education in 1986. At that time, we had established 
a new Extension option in the program. So I went back and became 
the director of the Extension option in Agricultural Education. I also 
advised graduate and undergraduates and so forth, you know, a full 

At that time, we had 
established a new 
Extension option in 
the program.
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blown faculty position. In the early ‘90s there was a move to try to 
reduce the faculty in Education and in other departments too, and 
they offered a buy-out. So, in 1992, I retired from Agricultural Edu-
cation, as it was called then. I was in Lane Hall in the old program 
that was over there and the move to Litton-Reaves took place in ‘92. 
I was retiring, so I did not get involved in moving to Litton-Reaves. 
Since then, I have been retired and connected with the department 
in different ways, but it’s been a long time. 

One change was a move from one of the buildings, Smyth Hall, 
over to other buildings across campus, when we became part of the 
College of Education. But the effect was not all that great. We oper-
ated a little differently, but pretty much the same in the College of 
Education. The biggest move of significance was to the College of 
Agriculture and Life Sciences, which occurred just as I was retiring. 
That was a very significant move, because we were able to see at 
that time in the College of Education where we had a Division of 
Vocational Ed and Agriculture Education was a program area — just 
a small group, you know, that dealt with ag education. Coming over 
here, they were able to establish the department and expand the 
relationship with Cooperative Extension and have our own graduate 
programs and it’s a big change. That’s probably the most significant 
change during my experience with agricultural education. 

The department moved to the College of Education in 1971. At that 
time, the purpose of the department was primarily focused on high 
school teachers, agricultural teachers, and professional workers 
in the fields of agriculture. But later, of course, the program was 
broadened to include Extension. But initially, during the early days, 
like when I was a student and so forth, the primary thrust was to 
prepare teachers — high school teachers. And at that time, we did 
not have the extensive system of community colleges which now ex-
ists, so we would not be preparing teachers for community colleges. 

Before we moved, there was a problem with funding, staffing, and 
it was difficult to expand the programs and programs options, so I 
think that was the biggest problem. Having some of the things we 
desired, like our own graduate programs and so forth — we didn’t 
have that. We were very limited to what was offered through the 
College of Ed. So that was somewhat of a limitation. 

We taught courses in ag education, but we also taught courses in 
vocational education, which would include others like home eco-
nomics and marketing education and so forth. So, we were at some 
times expected to teach courses that were taught across the board 
in the other program areas. That was somewhat of a limitation in 
expanding our program. Just by the nature of the organization. 
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We overcame this challenge by moving. Dr. Hillison was very in-
volved in the move back to the College of Ag. See, we had been in 
the College of Ag years ago. He was involved in that, and he saw 

what was going to happen. When the 
College of Ed was downsized and al-
most abolished — we still have a School 
of Education — there were going to be 
cut backs in terms of faculty and we 
knew that the Agricultural Education 
program would be greatly reduced in 
terms of faculty and staff. So he wisely 
worked out the move to come back to 
the College of Ag. It was a very desir-

able thing. It just almost . . . you can list all the things we gained from 
the move back, and we probably would hardly exist today if we had 
not moved. Put it that simply.  

During the time, the department was pretty active in terms of na-
tional activity: conferences, publishing, and so forth — back in the 
old days. But I am sure that has been greatly expanded. For exam-
ple, I was editor of a journal for two years and we published quite a 
bit and attended conferences and made presentations. We tried to 
maintain a strong professional visibility, but it was not the best situ-
ation — best organization to do what we wanted to do. 

The department influenced my career in the sense that circum-
stances, like when I graduated I was commissioned in the army and 
called to active duty, and so it limited my options then and it caused 
me to go into Extension for a while and then come back into Ag 
Education. That was circumstances, really, but anyway, the oppor-
tunity came along for me to come back into Ag Education, so it’s an 
interesting set of circumstances, probably unique. Being active in 
Extension and Ag Education, I think it was unusual. 

I enjoyed working in Agricultural Extension. I had been there 
approaching three years when the opportunity came along and I 
thought that something new sounded interesting and exciting and 
it turned out to be that way. I didn’t see the opportunities for ad-
vancement necessarily, at least not for some time and I worked in 
agriculture and 4-H. I did both of those things, so when the oppor-
tunity came along, I thought, “Well why not try?” It was a challenge. 
And of course, it involved getting into a different field — Agricul-
tural Economics, and that in itself offered some challenges because 
it is somewhat of a technical field and I had to do some make-up 
study too in terms of mathematics and statistics and so forth to get 
through the program. 

(Y)ou can list all the 
things we gained from 
the move back, and we 
probably would hardly 
exist today if we had 
not moved. Put it that 
simply.
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When I had the project, it was a 15-year project, I provided em-
ployment for 3 faculty research associates, but I hired and provid-
ed assistantships for a number of graduate students, I’d have to sit 
down and count them, but it was quite a number, so I think it was 
beneficial to them because they were fully funded in a graduate as-
sistantship.

At the community level, I was involved most directly in the Town of 
Blacksburg. I was a member of the Blacksburg planning commission. 
I do not know if you are familiar with that, but they’re advisory to 
town council on planning, zoning, and things like that. I was on the 
commission for 35 years and chaired the commission for 7 years at 
least. It was interesting because you knew what was going on in the 
community, development and so forth. For the last number of years 
our monthly meetings were televised, so that was a new experience 
— being on television. It was on local cable, and so I guess that was 
one of the biggest community involvements I had. 

Since I retired, my wife and I funded an endowment to provide 
scholarships for students. That’s one thing. We attend various activ-
ities. I come to meetings. The retirees from Agricultural Education 
get together about once a month and share stories and so forth. We 
have breakfast meetings and so forth and those are examples of my 
envolvement with the department. And serving on the anniversary 
committee is another example. So, I have some involvement. 

What am I involved in right now? We are involved in church activ-
ities, for example. Let’s see, I was on the board for a college for sev-
eral years. We have my wife’s home place, which is located about 90 
miles from here, and we mow the yard and take care of things there 
and that is a two-day deal, usually, to drive down and back and mow 
the yard and things, so that takes time. Those are just examples…
that somehow or other I stay busy. 

I think funding will be a continual challenge for Agriculture and 
Extension Education. I don’t know if that will ever disappear. I think 
the new leadership program that the department is in now is a 
challenge and maybe a great opportunity. I think there are a lot of 
opportunities in international programing and also in providing in-
ternational students coming to be a part of our graduate program 
is a great opportunity. There may be others — I am pleased to see 
the relationship with Cooperative Extension become strong again. 
In fact, years ago, it hardly existed as such, and I think combining 
and bringing the two together in the department has been a really 
strong move. I see that as being profitable in the future. I guess that 
is pretty much it. 
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There are a lot of challenges for a new faculty member. There is 
a lot of an expectation for publishing, you know, and that’s always 
going to be a problem, I guess. Securing grants and contracts and 
so forth to fund projects is a challenge and probably always will be. 
I guess that’s pretty much it. I guess another one, somewhat of a 
challenge is getting and keeping the enrollment up, particularly un-
dergraduate enrollment, and graduate too, but particularly under-
graduate enrollment is a critical area.

Greatest opportunities, I guess are to just expand what you are 
doing. I think the direction is good. It’s the opportunity to expand 
and further develop into what they are doing, I guess I would see it 
that way. As far as adding new things, I think the leadership option 
was a good thing that happened. It was a very interesting story about 
it because the provost at the time said, “Well would students want 
to enroll in that if it was in the College of Agriculture”, and some-
one said, “Why don’t you ask them?” Well, they did ask the students, 
and they didn’t care where it was as long as they got the program, 
the option. They didn’t care if it was in the College of Agriculture or 
somewhere else. I think it was properly placed here because we have 
people with leadership experience and professional preparation in 
leadership, so that was a profitable move, I think. 

I’ve shared most of my thoughts, and I say keep going and keep 
building the program, because I think it’s a great opportunity, and I 
am on an e-mail list about opening and opportunities in Extension, 
and I was surprised at how many opportunities there are across the 
country in Extension. Because it went through a period of being 
down as far as funding and so forth, and so it seems to be making 
a comeback and I think that is good. I would be very supportive of 
that. 

If you can give one person credit, Dr. Hillison engineered the move 
from education to agriculture, so you’ll find out about that, I am sure. 
He’ll have a lot to say about that, no doubt. 
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Professional Roles – Extension Agent; Role in Southeast 
District Office for Virginia Cooperative Extension

Delbert O’Meara
M.S. CRD 1967

2

My first experience with Virginia Tech — which is now Virginia 
Tech, at that time it was Virginia Polytechnic Institute, was as a 4-H 
club member along in the early ‘50s. As a 4-H member, I was prob-
ably 9, 10 years old. And one of the first things I can remember that 
was really significant, and it was — you have to understand what the 
situation was. It was right after World War II. We did not have a lot 
of agriculture technology like we do today and a lot of things. And 
one of the things probably that was lagging in the whole country was 
purebred livestock, things that made livestock grow and become 
profitable. And Sears Roebuck — which wound up being Sears as a 
department store — but at one time, Sears Roebuck had a tremen-
dous sales catalog with agricultural materials. You could buy a David 
Bradley mower, a David Bradley tractor. That was their brand name, 
David Bradley, which is now a collector’s item. But they sponsored a 
thing called the Sears and Roebuck Pig Chain. And everybody says, 
“What in the world is that?” Well, I’ll just explain it a little bit, because 
it helps to understand. We were all in rural counties. Even Northern 
Virginia, Prince William, which is now just as heavily populated as 
Fairfax. We had 300 dairy farms in Prince William County. And I lived 
in Prince William, right in the middle of dairy farms, and I was a 4-H 
member and we got five gilts and a boar given to the county as a 4-H 
pig chain. And the deal was, you got a pig, you got a gilt, and bred her 
and you raised pigs, and you had to give a pig back in the chain and it 
built in the county. Or we’d pick up these five, six pigs and give them 
to another county totally somewhere else. And this started out with 
about four or five pig chain counties in the state. And over a period 
of five or six years, they multiplied the purebred swine business.



8

And that really rolled the thing up for the swine industry. Got a 
better start, faster growing. I remember very well being involved 
with a Hampshire swine breeding thing and getting their maga-
zine. And their field men came all the way from Peoria, Illinois. They 
would visit us here in Virginia. Mr. George Herring was a swine spe-
cialist in animal science that put this together. And he retired and 
Roy Gotze took over as the swine specialist and he worked with us 
on that. Basically out of that, my brother and I and my dad got in the 
purebred hog business and were members of the Virginia purebred 
swine breeders. And it was very instrumental in what I have done 
the rest of my life, really. That was basically the big thing that got 
me interested in agriculture and Virginia Tech and the career that I 
pursued.

But we had a very little bit of any kind of thing in this country that 
went on in World War II except producing metal, and producing air-
planes, and producing ships. From the late ‘30s on through to about 
‘47, we were basically a war-producing country that was torn, just 
putting our resources in war. And I think that’s important when you 
look back at the college and everything, because all the students 
basically came out of the college and went into military service. 

Now, when you talk to some of the people 
who have been around awhile, they all came 
back and we had G.I. bills and stuff, and 
the universities, including Virginia Tech, 
just was loaded with all these people that 
were getting their college education paid 

for through the Defense Department. And I wasn’t ever involved. At 
that time, I was eight, nine years old. But I’ve got a lot of friends 
that finished Tech after World War II. And they had all this Radford 
arsenal that was war production. And they had barracks that people 
lived there and produced ammunition and stuff. They all left and the 
whole barracks thing over to war plant is where most of them were 
housed and they rode school buses back over here to class. That’s an 
important part of the history of the College of Agriculture.

I graduated in, I guess, ‘56, ‘57 in Manassas and I went to Fer-
rum Junior College for two years. And that was at the advice of Mr. 
George Litton. He was the department head of Animal Science. All 
of the freshmen — because at that time, the school was building the 
School of Engineering and High Technology. And if you came out of 
a little rural high school, you didn’t have much of a possibility of get-
ting through the math and all the stuff that the college had set up. 
And so he’d ship all the ag students to Ferrum and then back up here. 
And I only went to Tech actually two years. And from that point, I 
went to work at Nansemond County, which was Suffolk, in 1962.

Tech set up a 
masters program 
in Adult Education 
and Extension. 
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Well, I worked in Suffolk two or three years, and then they decided 
that a lot of the young people needed to have masters degrees. And 
Tech set up a masters program in Adult Education and Extension. 
And Bill Skelton was one of the real pushers of that and he made it fi-
nancially where you can come to school and still work part-time for 
things that they wanted to do. I’ve done special little projects for him 
someplace within the colleges as well and 
worked on my masters. And there was a lot 
of people that went through that program. 
It was set up — there was the department on 
its own. But basically, it was handled within 
the field extension administration. The man 
that headed it up, he was hired as the direc-
tor of training for Extension and he put that 
thing together. His name was Heckle. Older 
man. Can’t remember his first name; he was from New England and 
he went back to be Extension Director, I think, in Connecticut or 
somewhere. But he was a very nice fellow and he understood field 
operations.

And one of the things, I think, that really has contributed to the 
field of extension, agricultural extension in Virginia, and back to the 
college, was World War II veterans that became district agents and 
leadership. Because most of them were World War II officers. Most 
of them had a rank of captain or above. And Bill Skelton sort of fell 
in as their leader. And they had an ability to get you tied in and how 
to work things and how you work with people. That was a great ex-
perience too — and I’ll never forget when I went to work in Nanse-
mond County, in South Hampton County, there was an old gentle-
man named Red Davis, and Edgar Rauls was in Surrey, and Johnny 
Freeman was in Suffolk, or at that time it was Nansemond. And they 
all, when they carried me to lunch, they would sit down and they 
had a very interesting way of going that would get you involved and 
train you and making you know what your job was other than just 
being a person who pushed that technology. Technology changed 
so fast and you had to adapt yourself to it. They knew how to work 
with people. And how to work things. And I always remember what 
Red said. He said, “Your job is to produce kings. Not that you need to 
become one, but you produce many of them.”

And that was the way Extension worked. Today, I don’t see that. 
Everybody comes to work, they stay two, three months, take anoth-
er job, or they move on, or they live 80 miles or 100 miles away from 
where they’re working. And they go home at 4 o’clock in the after-
noon and they’re not — and there’s something that came later that 
fit very well with that. And we had a fellow by the name of Paxton 

“Your job is to 
produce kings. 

Not that you need 
to become one, 

but you produce 
many of them.”
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Marshall that was in the Ag Econ Department. And that department 
had a little section called policy. And Paxton had a saying. He says, “A 
person working on a program or working for anything, or developing 
anything, has to be in and of.” And what he meant by that, you need 
to be involved in the thing and you had to be a part of the organiza-
tion that’s putting it together. You couldn’t work in a county and live 
somewhere else and the only interest you had was to show up at the 
office that day. And he did a lot for helping Agriculture Extension 
Education out of the college and all over the state even though he 
was here for a short period of time.

I think one of the greatest things is that we’ve worked through a 
number of different ways that — when I went to work, there was very 
little bit of money, a very little bit of salary. And one of the things 
that the leadership that had come out of World War II understood 
and the leadership here on campus understood, we went through 
several different ways of getting finance and salaries. I don’t mind 
telling you. Extension agents went to work for about half of what 
everybody else was making because they just didn’t have the money. 
And the big thing was you had to produce programs with leadership 
that wanted to fund you. And it started from the board of supervisors 
in the county all the way up through the state general assembly and 
the governor. And the leadership we had had the ability to become a 
part of that vast thing and got ourselves developed within that. We 
were in that whole system. That’s where we got to, where we grew 
and had money, and became a — I won’t use the word, powerful, but 
we came to a very influential thing within state politics and local 
politics and getting people educated in particularly the agriculture 
field. That was just a part of the total big complex, too.

There were a number of challenges. And we worked through all 
of them in a very successful way, including integration of the total 
Extension thing with Virginia State. Okay. I don’t remember the 
exact dates, but I remember very vividly how we’d combined the 
offices at the one time. We had regular black offices from Virginia 
State and Virginia Tech, or VPI, offices and the federal court system 
rule was that you couldn’t have two. And I remember very vividly 
when we put those offices together and how there were some trying 
days. But how it finally worked out where it strengthened the whole 
thing. And it still strengthens.

I think one of the greatest accomplishments early in the Exten-
sion thing in my career was that we started to get a lot of good data 
and a lot of research, and it worked, and we had a whole blossom-
ing of a new area of agriculture. And I guess the best way to put it 
is that we went from hoeing weeds to spreading chemicals.  And 
we had companies that really, after World War II, went to work and 
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produced chemicals that worked, and Extension really had a great 
role in putting on the demonstrations that — one of the things in 
Southeast Virginia, we grew peanuts. And nut grass just ate peanuts 
up. You had a little nut in the ground, and the more you chopped it, 
the more it would multiply. And peanuts and these little nuts would 
blend together good, and the chemical company came out with a 
chemical that would kill nut grass but wouldn’t kill the peanuts. And 
I will never forget — they came around and gave every county about 
10 one-gallon cans, and had a thing for all the agents of how you 
applied it. And at that time, we didn’t have much spray equipment. 
A lot of it was put on with a mopper type thing that didn’t last for a 
year or so, but we had good sprayers and it would kill. And we’d just 
got enough to do about 10 rows across the field, and I remember 
very early that nut grass just turned brown, and the peanuts grew 
like mad, and the rest of them got ate up with nut grass. And the 
next year, there was enough of this chemical for the whole peanut 
industry. But one year, everybody saw the results, and that’s how we 
worked and developed programs, and got people involved, and that 
was the start of the strength of probably the greatest food-produc-
ing situation ever been in the world. And we’re still going through 
that same thing, and it’s just the technology just keeps growing. The 
concern, I guess, if I have any, is that the university is doing good 
research, going through things. But industry, when there’s a need, 
within six months, they can have it on the market. It takes six years 
to get something in the university. And we still have a role, but we’ve 
got to keep changing and look at how we stay in the picture. We’ve 
got to work ourselves to stay in the picture. Nobody’s going to keep 
us in the picture.

Yeah. I’ve learned a lot working through the masters program. 
Things that we had people worried about doing that didn’t know 
what they were doing and why they were working. We had academ-
ic kind of people that was trying to redevelop the Extension ser-
vice and we were coming through. And I started through, practical 
knowledge people that knew where we were going and how to get 
us there. I had one or two professors in that program that were ba-
sically really great, but the rest of them; it was all purely academic 
and they had no idea how to fit. But we didn’t really have our good 
department put together except for what we could find. I took a lot 
of — not a lot, but the main courses I took was over in architecture 
and urban regional planning, which really gave us a good view of 
that. And then we had several courses in the business department 
that — the courses weren’t that great but it was who was teaching 
it that made it great. And we had some very good courses. I had ag 
econ, on land economics, some things that normally wouldn’t put 
together to look at moving us up in a different level. Particularly, I 
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came out in Northern Virginia working in Southeast Virginia, and 
at that time, not only was agriculture exploding, development was 
exploding. And I understood from where I grew up, from where I 
went to work and with my masters program that agriculture needed 
to be a part of the development. Don’t fight it because you’ve got a 
farm in the middle of Fairfax County, middle of Virginia Beach. You 
need to look at what it’s worth, and cash in, and move. And I worked 
with a number of people doing things like that. Today, there’s not a 
dairy in Fairfax County, and there’s only one and there will always be 
because its on a flood plain, land the owner won’t ever have to pay 
tax on in Prince William, and between the two counties there was 
over 500 dairies in 1950.

I always took interest in new people coming on board, visited with 
them, made them feel confident that if they needed something, to 
call me. And that came from the district agent, Mr. D. T. Rogers. You 
know Mr. D.T., he wasn’t what you’d call a supervisor, he was a friend. 
And that’s what I tried to be. And those friendships still go on and 
on and on. And if you have a major problem, friends get along bet-
ter than people that are directors. And I’ve had some tough days 
with things that we had to handle, misunderstandings or two people 
wanted the same power. And I can just go into a number of them but 
that’s not important. But the main thing was that it goes back to “in 
and of”. If you’re going to work with the young staff, you have to be 
“in and of” that staff. I always carried you to lunch. We had some-
thing important about, always made an appointment for 11 o’clock 
and we went to lunch.

I still try to go to Extension activities, be involved. I’ve sort of lost 
track of working with — for a long time after I retired, a new agent 
come on board somewhere, I’d go introduce myself, take them to 
lunch, and leave a message with them that if you need something, 
give me a call, but now they just roll over so fast. By the time I get 
around to doing it, they’re gone. And I used to keep up with every-
body at the experiment station at Holland. I don’t know none of 
them over there now. I know two secretaries and everything else has 
changed but it’s been since 1991. And as we roll along, I have gotten 
involved in a lot of other things too. I was in the catering business for 
about 20-some years during that period of time. And then I got out 
of that and I wasn’t going to do nothing. I was in the antique furni-
ture collecting business and I got out of that, and then had a big sale 
and sold all of my warehouses and everything and said I wasn’t going 
to do nothing. I was just going to relax and enjoy life. And I’m busier 
now than I’ve ever been. And then on top of that, I’ve gotten involved 
in buying real estate and redoing houses and owning rental property 
and buying and selling stuff. And we try to go to Florida and spend 
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three to four months in the wintertime because that cold weather 
works on me so bad. But, hey, I go to Florida and I get involved buy-
ing and selling down there, so it’s quite an experience.

It all comes about how you put things together. And I thought sev-
eral times about writing the thing that they wanted. They wanted 
a resume for this awards thing, which I still don’t understand any-
thing about. And then, thank goodness, you should put this thing 
over there for me to read last night and I sat down and I thought 
through of how it went all the way back and one of the things that 
I’ve done early in life when I was in that 4-H pig-chain. We had a 
Veterans of World War II Agriculture Club in Prince William County, 
and they started a county fair. And it was all done with volunteers. 
At that time, we were starting up the hog 
business, and basically, myself and one or 
two other people put together the whole 
hog thing they developed. They done the 
same thing for Fredericksburg, and got 
involved back then when I was 12 years 
old, with the State Fair. I was always in-
volved with something at the State Fair of 
Virginia, 4-H programs. I remember working with state 4-H horse 
show that they started at the State Fair, all up until they moved the 
fair, and they got a whole lot of people involved. They just spent 
money like mad and they went bankrupt. After they went bankrupt, I 
have not been involved with them at all. My career has made a great 
life for me to enjoy every day.

Well, I think one of the biggest opportunities and one of the big-
gest challenges is that we’ve got to get young people, particularly in 
agriculture. I understand why everybody talks about the family farm, 
but when I travel around, and I see family farms, it’s different than 
what most people have as the definition of the family farm. They’re 
big, they’re growing bigger. The biggest challenge we have, is that 
agriculture is a worldwide activity and opportunity. And I live within 
15 miles of Smithfield, Virginia. The first time I went to Smithfield, I 
was 12 years old, and carried five boar hogs and four gilts, and sold 
at a purebred hog sale. They cleaned out an area of the little packing 
plant. Matter of fact, we had to wait for them to get the kill floor 
cleaned from that morning. We had the hog sale, put them in there 
at 1 o’clock, had the hog sale at 5 o’clock, and the trucks were waiting 
to unload the kill floor hogs for the next morning. At that time, they 
were killing 300 hogs at the plant. Today, that same organization, 
although it’s changed and grew and been through five, six different 
new plants, they’re killing about 20,000 hogs a day. And it used to 
be owned by two local families, and today it is owned by a com-

The biggest 
challenge we have, 

is that agriculture is 
a worldwide activity 

and opportunity.
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pany in China. And everybody said that when Joe Lulu sold out to 
the Chinese, the whole thing would go to H. It’s unbelievable what 
they’ve done, what they’ve done for the community, what they’ve 
done for farmers. They doubled the kill, they own plants all over the 
United States within Smithfield Foods. And that’s a good example of 
what everything’s doing. The organization that you knew as Bird-
song Peanuts, still is Birdsong Peanuts. But they’re  biggest opera-
tions, basically Argentina, and some foreign countries. Even though 
we still have a lot of peanuts in the United States, the whole thing, 
we’ve got to look at the international thing. And if you look at what’s 
happened to the forest industry, it about dried up, the paper mills 
closed up, and all the need for things. And now, all of a sudden, we’ve 
got a worldwide demand for wood products, like fluff that you make 
diapers out of, that they’re making so much of in southeast Virginia 
that’s packed in big container ships, and the fluff goes to China and 
it’s made in diapers and shipped back to this country. Well, we’re 
getting into politics, all the things that make international trade, it’s 
here to stay. Used to be, you went to North Harbor, and there was 
a few ships sitting in Chesapeake Bay waiting to come in. They’ve 
tripled the amount of space and put ports at Norfolk and Newport 
News, and Hampton, as well as they’ve got a terminal in Richmond 
now that they’re running on barges. And there’s ships lined up as far 
as you can see, going out to the ocean, getting in and load, and they 
load the round thing, and there’s a constant stream of tractor trailor 
trucks. And that’s about the last three or four years, and so there’s 
where you’ve got to go and you’ve got to look at — it’s important that 
kids and families who all have their own eggs, and it amazes me how 
counties and cities have zoning ordinances and how much time they 
spend advertising, changing the zoning thing, most places now have 
— you can have five female chickens, but you can’t have a rooster. 
Virginia Beach probably spent a huge amount of money just for the 
legal advertising to eliminate the rooster in a backyard chicken situ-
ation. And the real fear in this whole thing, we can have one chicken, 
poultry flu thing, go through and it will take it all out and you’ll never 
see it again. I don’t have time now but I have a whole interview of 
how I got within the pork business, how I got in the chicken fancy 
business, which was a great thing in my life, too.
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I came to Virginia Tech in 1973 and was here until I retired in 1987. 
I came as a head of the program area of Agriculture Education which 
was in Vocational and Technical Education and a part of the College 
of Education at that time. And then later the college disbanded and 
the department became a part of Agriculture. But I was program 
area leader, which was the same as head of Ag Education, from 1973 
to 1978. In 1978, John Crunkilton became program area leader.

There really were not many changes in the department at that 
time. It was a very stable department. Things were operating very 
well. It was a progressive, strong department. We had an excellent 
faculty. Particularly in the early years. There were some changes, 
obviously. But as you may or may not know, back in the late ‘60s and 
early ‘70s, there was some very strong federal legislation in voca-
tional education. And because of that, we had a very strong ag de-
partment. We had a great group of teachers. All we were concerned 
with was training ag teachers at that time. About 60% of our ag 
graduates went into teaching the first year, 40% did not. Within five 
years, it’d only be about half of that 60% still in teaching. So students 
were going into Extension, they were going into seed and fertilizer 
sales and all kinds of other work. Back to the farm and so on. We 
had a strong graduate program because of this federal legislation. 
There was a lot of federal money for people working on masters and 
doctorates. They came here to get their doctorate from Idaho, Ari-
zona, North Carolina, Pennsylvania and other states. So it was a very 
strong graduate program at that time. 
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The three major challenges for any time are personnel, budgets, 
and program. And of course, you always have that and you have to 
work for budgets and you have to work for personnel. And a big fac-
tor, of course, is going out and getting quality students. Of course, 
we worked with the state department at that time, which was very 
strong, too, and getting good students coming in. That was a period 
of time when a lot more young ladies were coming into the program. 
I guess in the late ‘50s there were almost none, really. And in the ‘60s 
then they gradually came in and I think they’re probably more than 
half now. Young women, particularly in the teaching part of the op-
tion. I expect in Extension and others, too, from what I hear. It was 
that transition in time. The faculty at that time was still all male. And 
I don’t know when the first female came into the faculty. That was 
much after I retired. So I don’t know. But those were the things that 
we’re really concerned about. 

And we had a lot of travel that we did. Both in-state and out. The 
staff were very active in national programs. They were getting in-
volved in international programs at that time, which I encouraged, 
frankly, and was involved in to some degree, too. John Crunkilton 
was involved with Greece. I was in Greece. A number of years I 
worked in East Africa and South America and other places. At that 
time it was just beginning. And then in the 70s and 80s it became 
more prevalent.

I think the ag program was probably the strongest of any of the 
vocational education programs that were involved in the division. 
And that was noticeable to people. Part of it because I think it had 
been strong here, both in the college and, as you know, FFA back-
ground and other things — all of them led back here to Walter New-
man, Harry Sanders, Henry Groseclose and some of the other early 
leaders. And incidentally, Walter Newman and Harry were still alive 
and I knew them well during the time I was here. They were both 
retired, but were well known. I think there was a history of strength 
in agricultural education. And it showed. And obviously, people rec-
ognized it. 

Dr. T. Marshall Hahn, President of Virginia Tech, was my next door 
neighbor here for years and a good friend. He and Rufus Beamer and 
others convinced me that this might be a good move and made it at-
tractive enough that I came. I think one of the big factors was, I was 
able to work with a strong state supervisor of Ag Ed and six excellent 
area supervisors at that time. I’m not sure how many they have now. 
But we had a strong relationship with Julian Campbell and his six 
area supervisors. We worked very closely with them. And I think that 
really was a strength. And then in addition to that, we got involved 
more in the national and international activities.
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I saw my job as encouraging faculty to: 1) do an excellent job of 
teaching, and 2) do an excellent job of in-service work with teachers. 
We did a lot of night classes, and summer classes, and workshops, 
and things like that. Those two things particularly. And I encouraged 
them to get involved in national and international work and to have 
a strong graduate program. We worked to be a leader, particularly in 
this eastern part of the country. A little background — I spent a sab-
batical at NC State from Purdue in ‘68 or ‘69. And I visualized, and I 
think I was correct — Tech, at that time, was getting a lot of students 
from the northeast quadrant of the country, perhaps because it was 
less expensive to come here than to go to Penn State or Cornell or 
Rutgers. And so we really pushed getting out-of-state students. And 
then they went home, of course, 
and acted as good ambassadors for 
Tech. But I think if you have a strong 
— I’m going to call it a feeder cad-
re, a feeder program, you get better 
students and you get more students 
coming in, and hence, better people 
graduating.

When I retired, I had a farm here, which I sold to my son 20 years 
ago, and then I became a wood turner. I turned wood and showed 
it at craft shows and things like that, Stepping Out, for example, 
and things as a hobby until about six years ago when my eyes start-
ed going bad. And so I got involved in other things. And I did some 
international work up until about 1995 or so. Albania, and Greece, 
and Italy, and East Africa. Crunkilton, Hillison and Dale Oliver, and 
Stan Burke, and I, and Martin McMillian used to get together once 
a month for breakfast. And we still do, but there’s only Dale, and 
John, and John, and Stan, and I now. We usually had breakfast once 
a month and discussed things a little. Some good, some not so good. 
Politics, and sports, and everything else. 

I guess the last time I was back in the department was to see the 
historical room. I was a member of the committee that established 
the National FFA Alumni and second president of the alumni and 
hold life membership number three in the National Alumni. I went 
back to that room one time and met with the National FFA President 
and visited with him for a while.

Programs, budgets, and personnel — are only three of the challeng-
es facing agricultural education and education today. I think there’s 
some real problems today with turning out quality people in a vari-
ety of programs that I understand you’re trying to prepare students 
for. You do try to prepare for teachers, Extension — I’m going to call 
ag communicators, these are sales, people. I’m not sure what else. 

But getting along with 
people is today far more 

important than getting 
along with pigs or cows 

or something else...
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What all are you trying to prepare for? And I hope that it has not bled 
strengths and efforts away from what I’m going to call the basic pro-
grams of teacher education and Extension education and good com-
munity service, because to me those are three fundamental parts, 
and training of good people in those three areas is extremely and 
will continue to be, extremely important. You train enough people to 
supply the need for teachers and Extension agents for example. It’ll 
be interesting to see, because I see today trying to not be all things 
to all people, but to be a variety of things, which means they need 
to have an end goal of some kind that they have some potential of 
getting into. And they need to be competitive when they come out in 
terms of price and benefits and location and everything else. It used 
to be that people tended to stick pretty close to their home state, 
and many times within a 50-mile radius of home. That’s changed 
now. They even can go anywhere and do anything.

I think one of the big opportunities, really, is to make sure we stay 
committed to a strong base of good leadership training, good com-
munications training, basic science training, because agriculture’s 
based on science, and if we stay with a good base, we’ll be all right. 
But getting along with people is today far more important than get-
ting along with pigs or cows or something else, and if you can’t get 
along with people and get them through leadership activities to do 
what needs to be done in the way that it needs to be done, you’re go-
ing to be in trouble. We can turn out all kinds of scientists and exper-
imental people that do research and that’s great, we need those, but 
we need somebody that can take that research and through people 
do something constructive with it for the betterment of mankind.
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I came to the department in August of 1969 after completing my 
doctorate at Cornell.  I was hired as an assistant professor with the 
main responsibility to teach the undergraduate methods course. That 
was the major focus and this continued as a major focus throughout 
my professional career. I retired in 2003. In 1998, I was on a leave of 
absence from the department and worked in the dean’s office in the 
College of Education as Associate Dean 
and later as Interim Dean until the new 
dean came. When the Agricultural Edu-
cation Program Area moved to the Col-
lege of Agriculture and Life Sciences, I 
chose to transfer my appointment to that 
college. While I was still listed as a faculty 
member in the department, I worked in 
the academic dean’s office with the ap-
pointment of Associate Dean, Assistant 
Director of Academic Programs, and Di-
rector of Agricultural Technology. I was 
not directly involved in the department during this time. I still had 
my tenure in the department but major responsibilities were outside 
the department. I think it was in 1992. While in the College of Educa-
tion, the department was called an Agricultural Education Program 
Area. It was not a department, because at that time all the voca-
tional service areas like distributive education and home economic 
education were listed as program areas in the Division of Vocational 
Technical Education. 

Professional Roles – College of Arts and Sciences 
and College of Education: assistant, associate, and 
professor, Program Area Leader, Associate Dean; 
Interim Dean College of Agriculture and Life Sciences: 
Director Agricultural Technology Program, Associate 
Dean, Assistant Director Academic Programs

John R. Crunkilton
Faculty, 1969 – 2003
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In 1969 when I came to Virginia Tech, the faculty were, let’s call 
them seasoned faculty. They had been here a long time. Most of 
them had masters degrees and the major role of the department at 
that time was to prepare students as vocational agriculture teachers 
for teaching in secondary  and middle schools in Virginia. So, at that 
time, their emphasis basically was what you might call the more 
practical side of teacher education, teaching students how to be-
come teachers. The faculty members were not interested in a na-
tional reputation at that time. They did very little research, if any. 
They taught, supervised student teachers, worked with agricultural 
teachers in the state, and worked closely with the state staff in Ag 
Education. This was the atmosphere in 1969 and, of course, that was 
pretty much the atmosphere, I think, in many programs throughout 
the United States that were focusing entirely on preparing vocation-
al agriculture teachers. We continued to have as a major focus of 
preparing agricultural teachers through the ‘70s. But when Dr. Al 
Krebs came as head in 1969, the department moved to include more 
research, and an interest in building national visibility rose. That was 
a significant change for the department during that time. As these 
seasoned faculty retired, we hired individuals who had an interest in 
research and aspired to become national leaders for our profession. 
I think a significant change during that time was one from focusing 
not only what was needed in Virginia, but one to include the needs 
on more of a regional and national scope. Probably another signifi-
cant change during that time was that the program area moved from 
the College of Education to the College of Agriculture and Life Sci-
ences. 

In 1970, the College of Education was formed at Virginia Tech. The 
decision was made at that time that any program or academic unit 
that dealt with the preparation of teachers would be administrative-
ly housed in the College of Education. When I came in 1969, I was ac-
tually in the College of Arts and Sciences and agricultural education 
students were in the College of Agriculture. Then, in 1970, when the 
decision was made to form the College of Education, all programs 
that dealt with preparation of teachers were moved to College of 
Education. At that time, our students were moved from the College 
of Agriculture to the College of Education. The College of Education 
formed four divisions, of which one was the Division of Vocational 
Technical Education (VTE). Since agriculture was basically a voca-
tional preparation program in the schools, the VTE Division con-
sisted of agricultural education, home economics education, trade 
and industrial education, industrial arts education, distributive ed-
ucation, and business education. It was that way until mid to late 
1980s and during the latter years, the university basically did not 
see a high priority for the College of Education. There were rumors 

So, at that time their emphasis basically was what you 
might call the more practical side of teacher education, 
teaching students how to become teachers.
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that it was going to be disbanded and eventually it was.  At that time, 
I was not in Agricultural Education, as I had been assigned to the 
associate dean’s position in the dean’s office, and the Agricultural 
Education faculty made the decision that it was best for the future 
of the program to move to the College of Agriculture and Life Sci-
ences. Shortly after that, I do not know what the time frame was, the 
university decided to do away with the College of Education. Parts 
of that college still exist today as the School of Education, but there 
is no longer a College of Education. 

In 1969, the department basically offered the bachelors and mas-
ters degrees when the College of Education was formed. Later the 
College of Education added the doctoral program and we could be-
gin to award the doctoral degree. So, I think the other important 
milestone that would add to a significant change was the ability to 
offer doctoral degrees. And of course, that would also mean that fac-
ulty had to have a greater interest in research, writing, and publish-
ing. This was a challenge to the department, but the whole universi-
ty was also changing in this direction. Also, when I came in ‘69, the 
university was still pretty much a military type of school and Virgin-
ia-focused. Through the ‘70s and ‘80s, they started thinking the uni-
versity ought to be grander and bigger. Student enrollment was ris-
ing, and the emphasis on grantsmanship was increasing. And with 
the start of the doctoral program, it was critical that more emphasis 
and encouragement be made to award doctoral degrees, conduct 
research, produce scholarly articles, and give presentations at na-
tional meetings, all of these things were becoming a high priority. 
Plus, this new atmosphere related directly to success of the faculty 
in the promotion and tenure process. If you want to be associate 
professor all your life, don’t do anything but just teach. If you want 
to achieve the rank of professor, develop a national reputation, and 
assume some leadership opportunities. Then a faculty member must 
get engaged in national and/or international organizations and 
work. 

A continual challenge for the College of Education, as well as the 
Division of VTE, was adequate funding. Vocational Education was 
not high on the funding list for a lot of people. Most of the College 
of Education faculty were more research focused and experienced 
in grantsmanship, and VTE was preparing students to be teachers 
for the secondary school level. That is not very exciting to a lot of 
people, and so it was always a constant battle for funding for our 
programs. I think over that time, the biggest challenges were just 
getting the funding that would allow the faculty to do what you 
thought you needed to do — and that was preparing vocational agri-
culture teachers. At that time, we were not interested in Extension 

Then there was a doctoral program.
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agent preparation, leadership, and the things that the department 
includes today. As the department matured over the years and add-
ed doctoral advising and research projects to the program, the fac-
ulty were able to be promoted and tenured. I think the faculty we 
had for the most part was able to get promoted and tenured because 
they were doing those things that the college and university valued. 

I think that when we added a national component to our Virginia 
focus, I thought we had a pretty good reputation. We attracted some 
excellent doctoral students into our program and we were viewed 
as a national leader along that line, while at the same time, we con-
tinued to maintain the key focus of preparing vocational agriculture 
teachers. We had a pretty strong State Department of Education 
during these years. There were six Area State Supervisors of Agri-
cultural Education. The state was divided into the six geographical 
areas and each had a supervisor assigned to it.  While that would not 
probably appear to be an accomplishment, being able to maintain 
that connection, that commitment, that professional dedication, 
and team work approach to the Vo-Ag program in that state — we 
were able to provide a service to the citizens of the state for quite 
a long time. And during this time, not much state effort was put on 
students taking vocational education in high school. A big emphasis 
in high school was that everyone should go to college, take foreign 
language, and enroll in science courses to prepare them for college. 
As long as we were able to keep the area supervisors, we were able 
to keep the focus that vocational education was serving a vital role 
in the educational system. This was an accomplishment that we 
achieved and maintained, while at the same time developing a na-
tional reputation for the doctoral program. This national reputation 
was important for faculty promotion and tenure. 

This was the only university I interviewed for when finishing the 
doctoral degree. Basically, I have to admit, I probably came in with 
blinders on. I grew up on a farm in Ohio and had ag in high school. I 
taught ag in Ohio, and that was basically my perspective of the field. 
So, I would have to admit when I came here, I was totally focused on 
teaching undergraduate students. That’s why they hired me. After 
working with Al Krebs and other national leaders in our field, they 
really influenced my career. Later, I was selected to be editor of the 
AATEA Journal and then I became involved in other national and in-
ternational leadership positions. So yes, the department did have a 
profound influence on my career from that standpoint. 

One of my classmates from Cornell got involved with the American 
Farm School in Greece, which opened up the opportunity to earn a 
Fulbright Grant to go to Greece. In fact, eventually I ended up with 
two Fulbrights to work with American Farm School. Being a faculty 
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member in our department provided a rich experience which led me 
or gave me confidence to do the type of things I thought I could do 
to help with the American Farm School in Greece. 

Then came the opportunity to work in the dean’s office in the Col-
lege of Education certainly. I was somewhat of an old-timer by that 
time. So, I had a lot of history about university governance, college 
governance, departmental governance, and state department rela-
tionships. So, I think all of those things, if you talk about how it in-
fluences your career, well, that gave you really a solid background on 
which to carry out your responsibilities at that time.

When I came over to the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, I 
still had an appointment within the department, but I was housed in 
the Associate Dean’s Academic Affairs Office. Later, I became direc-
tor of the two-year Agricultural Technology Program, which really 
fit my background quite well because agri-
cultural technology was basically a techni-
cal education program. A lot of people felt 
it should not even be at Virginia Tech, that 
it should be located at a community college. 
Some faculty felt it was below their dignity 
for this program to be in the college and yet 
with my vocational education background, 
to me, agricultural technology was a very 
nice fit. Where else could the students get 
the most or the latest technical information in agriculture than here, 
at the land-grant college in Virginia. Students could get some of this 
level of education at certain community colleges, but here at this 
campus is where the latest technology of agriculture was located, 
so what better place could there be? I had the philosophy and ex-
perience to see the value of this program in our total educational 
system. How does that relate to my career? I was director of the 
program for 10 years. I always thought that it was a good program. It 
provided a need for Virginia agriculture that was not being served. 
Sure, the community colleges had some agricultural programs, but 
they were always limited on facilities, experienced faculty, and stu-
dent numbers, they could never generate enough numbers in some 
of the programs to justify offering the courses. There were a few 
community college programs upset with Virginia Tech for starting 
the Agricultural Technology Program, because they would see that 
as competition. Which it was, but the program here has been able 
to survive. 

I would like to think that you would have been able to have a pos-
itive influence on all your doctoral students and advisees you have 
had over the years. When I look at some of the doctoral students 
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I have had, they have taken pretty significant career positions. So, 
you like to think you might have done something to help them along 
the way. I think with the international work, I worked closely with 
the American Farm School in Greece since 1983.  And I have helped 
to start a college at the Farm School. The college started out as a 
two-year program offering an associate degree, and later became a 
four-year offering a bachelors degree. This fall (2018) it started of-
fering a masters degree. While it wasn’t my idea to start the college, 
my second Fulbright Grant to Greece was basically to develop what’s 
called the infrastructure for the college–for example, meaning how 
you determine the curriculum including courses to be offered, set-
ting up timetables, establishing advising procedures, setting up 
student services, and developing a recruitment program — that is 
helping them to establish all the infrastructure that would be need-
ed to get the college started. I hoped that has had some positive 
influences. After the first Fulbright Grant, the Farm School offered 
summer leadership programs in which they invited agricultural 
leaders from developing countries to attend. They ran this program 
for six years. We had maybe 20 participants each year, representing 
school principals, agricultural teachers, regional extension agents, 
and ministers of education. We brought them to the Farm School for 
a five-week course on both practical education and how you teach 
practical education. And for leadership — how you plan educational 
programs. After 5 years, we had close to 100–120 participants which 
we hoped would return to their countries to assume leadership po-
sitions in their educational programs. Many of these participants 
came from Africa, and I hoped we had a positive influence on their 
lives and careers. 

My time here gave me the opportunity, it opened doors to me. 
Like I said earlier, when I came in ’69, I was really green and inexpe-
rienced in the professional field of education. All I knew was that I 
was a farm kid lucky enough to go to college, earn a doctorate and 
come here and that was it. Teaching students to be good agricultural 
teachers, and that was a pretty narrow focus. I think through the 
years all these other opportunities and experiences fell into place. 

When the department moved to the College of Agriculture and 
Life Sciences, there were very few full-time faculty.  When Dr. Rudd 
came as Head, I was already retired. The department was too small 
to form a promotion and tenure committee, as Dr. Rudd was the only 
tenured professor. The university allowed Dr. Hillison and I, plus one 
faculty member outside of the department in the college, to serve as 
the Promotion and Tenure Committee. Today, the department has 
grown and enough of the faculty have been promoted and tenured 
to where Dr. Hillison and I are not needed for this important role. I 
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think by working on this history committee, I have helped to develop 
some of the department’s history that eventually might be used in 
the department’s 100-year celebration. 

Anytime somebody thinks that I might be able to add something to 
the department I would be open to working with them. I don’t know 
what that might be, because the longer you are retired, the more you 
don’t know about the department….its mission, its goals, its activi-
ties. Sure, I might know most of the faculty and have an idea of what 
they are doing. But the day to day, the things that need to be done 
and that are done, I really don’t know what their thinking is, their 
visions, and so a person may not know exactly how you would fit in.  

The only term I can think of is…re-branding…you know what 
branding is and re-branding, and I am not sure if that is a challenge or 
an opportunity for the department. I know the department now still 
has as one of their focus that of preparing individuals to be teachers 
of agriculture. We did a little bit of preparing extension agents when 
I was in the department, but this was not a major focus. But now that 
is one of the major focus in your department, as I understand. You 
also have your leadership component, and I do not know what else 
you may be doing. So, to me the challenge or opportunity is how or 
how do you re-brand the department? How do they see themselves 
wanting to be known within the university and nationally, and I don’t 
have the answer to that question, but to me it would be a challenge 
no matter what. The other challenge is not losing focus of preparing 
agricultural education teachers. I know it is difficult today with the 
state and university not giving a lot of emphasis on teacher creden-
tialing and it is out of your hands. So, the challenge to me would 
be if they still see that as one of their major missions is how are 
they going to try to operate in this environment? As I reflect back, 
it was easy when I was here to prepare these types of individuals 
because you had a state supervisor in Richmond — very strong, and 
that was how the State Department of Education operated. You had 
state supervisors for home economics, agricultural education, dis-
tributive education and so forth, who really championed the state 
preparing vocational education teachers. And then there were six 
area supervisors who worked very closely with the school districts, 
superintendents, directors of vocational education and championed 
quality programs. Reflecting back, even though we thought we had 
some challenges at that time, but as compared today, if you want to 
keep that as a major mission, it is a much more challenging problem 
for the department than it was when I was here. So, how do you 
continue working with the teachers when you don’t have this type 
of organizational framework to work with? I don’t know how do they 
do it. Or how should they do it? Or how could they do it better?  Or 
what are the opportunities there? 



26

My more traditional view point is, how does the department main-
tain this contact with the agricultural education teachers in the 
state? How do they maintain that contact? If they want to, maybe 
they don’t want to, but how do they put in place the opportunity 
for the faculty to keep in touch with these agricultural teachers? I 
know this is a challenge with your leadership component, with the 
Extension, and I do not know what other components you have in 
the department now. But how do you mix all of those missions to-
gether and make sure each of them receives the structure for it to 
successfully occur? 

When I came through my work here, and when you think about 
preparing agricultural teachers, we relied a lot upon the writings of 
Dewey, Lancelot, Hammonds, and other earlier writings in the pro-
fession on how teachers should teach, the pedagogy. What do the 
faculty today hang their hat on when they walk into the classroom 
to try to teach students? Are they or do they have a philosophical 
foundation or research findings on which they are basing their own 
teaching styles and practices? I don’t know. I am not sure if they are 
using Dewey, Stewart, Lancelot or Kreb’s problem solving approach.  
Or, when they talk with their students about educational psychology 
and how students learn. What is the new research in the field show-
ing on how students learn? Is that being infused into the curriculum 
now, whether it be the teacher preparation, extension, or leadership 
component? I don’t know, but to me, it will always be a challenge as 
to how the department and the individual faculty members keep up 
to date in their own profession.
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I served as a faculty member and an administrator with the de-
partment. My administrative titles were program area leader, direc-
tor, and department head. I served from 1976 to 2006, when I retired.

The department had three names: first, it was the Agricultural Ed-
ucation Program Area within the Division of Vocational and Tech-
nical Education in the College of Education. Then when we moved 
to the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, it became known as 
the Agricultural Education Program. Then when we merged with the 
Extension unit, it became Agricultural and Extension Education and 
that’s when we formed the department. 

The most fundamental changes hap-
pened when we came back home to the 
College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. 
That is where we had started in 1918. 
That change occurred in 1991. In 1918, 
when the department was first started, it 
was known as Agricultural Education, 
and in 1949, that led to the establishment of the Vocational and 
Technical Education division. The history on that is Agricultural Ed-
ucation to Vocational and Technical Education and which, ultimate-
ly, the College of Education could be formed. Essentially, Ag Educa-
tion started all of that. Then ultimately, we came back home to the 
College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. There was a formal memo-
randum of agreement signed by both the dean of the College of Ed-
ucation and the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences on Decem-

One of the interesting facts that I have discovered when 
working on our history is we have been in 3 different col-
leges. First it was agriculture, then arts and sciences, then 
education, and then back to agriculture. Or as I like to say it, 
matter returns to its original form. We’ve had 14 different 
deans and 13 different departmental leaders, with different 
titles—it wasn’t always Head. When it was a program it was a 
program leader. We have had 67 faculty members during our 
entire history.

Professional Roles – Program Area Leader, Director, 
Department Head

John Hillison
Faculty, 1976 – 2006
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ber 4, 1991, to move the department into the College of Ag. The 
physical move to Litton-Reaves occurred on July 1, 1992. With those 
changes, we lost our departmental status. We lost our budget. We 
lost our degrees. We lost our students, and the student majors. We 
sacrificed all of those so that ultimately we could have the College of 
Education. One of the interesting facts that I have discovered when 
working on our history is we have been in 3 different colleges. First 
it was Agriculture, then Arts and Sciences, then Education, and then 
back to Agriculture. Or, as I like to say it, matter returns to its origi-
nal form. We’ve had 14 different deans and 13 different departmental 
leaders, with different titles—it wasn’t always head. When it was a 
program, it was a program leader. We have had 88 faculty members 
during our entire history. 

The major purpose throughout the history going back to 1918 was 
to produce teachers and provide in-service help to teachers, to keep 
them up to date. In addition, several of the majors became Extension 
agents, and then there’s always the agricultural industry. We pro-
duced graduates that knew a lot about agriculture and knew how 
to work with people. That is exactly what the agricultural industry 
also wants. An overall purpose was working with and producing and 
providing help to teachers.

I would say that the most chronic challenge is the budget. When 
the Smith-Hughes Act was passed in 1917, a certain amount of fed-
eral money was allotted for teacher preparation. Virginia Tech ac-
cepted its share in 1918 and that’s why the department got started. 
But, the university didn’t calculate accurately. With the money they 
thought they had been allotted, they hired two faculty members. 
Then they found out they didn’t get as much money as they thought 
they would. They had to let one go and cut the salary of the other 
one. We started out behind on the budget and we’ve been behind 
ever since. It’s not unique to our department, but budgeting is al-
ways an issue. I sometimes say that animals in the wild wake up in 
the morning thinking about where they’re going to find food that 
day and when they go to sleep at night thinking about the next day. 
In higher education, in public education in general, administrators 
wake up in the morning wondering how they’re going to balance 
their budget. At night when they go to sleep, they think about how 
they’re going to balance their budget, or how they’re going to ac-
complish things the next day. It’s a similar kind of thing, I would have 
to say that the overall biggest challenge was the budget. But in ad-
dition, as I pointed out, we also lost our degrees and those kinds of 
things which, ultimately, we had to get back.

Accomplishments of the program feed into the move back into the 
College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. This permitted us to get 

When we first got to the College of Agriculture, we had to 
do fundamental things before we could start thinking about 
making progress and adding new majors and things of that 
nature because that’s very basic to the department. Depart-
ments need to have their own degrees and their own stu-
dents.
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our own budget for the department. We had to work to do that. We 
had to work to get our own degrees. Which then let us get our own 
students. That is when we got back our departmental status. When 
we first got to the College of Agriculture, we had to do fundamental 
things before we could start thinking about making progress and 
adding new majors and things of that nature, because that’s very 
basic to the department. Departments need to have their own de-
grees and their own students. With the help of the College of Agri-
culture administration, we could accomplish those things. Another 
accomplishment was the establishment 
of the scholarship program in 1980. That 
was the first year we had a donation. It 
was from what was named the Agricul-
tural Education Society (AES)—a prede-
cessor to the Collegiate FFA. It started 
out small, it was a $300 donation from 
AES and I said, “OK, I’ll match it.” Then we 
had $600 and got it started with that. We 
also started an AES/FFA leadership con-
ference. That started in 1981 and we’re 
now getting ready for the 37th anniversary 
coming up in 2 weeks. Over the years, an 
approximate total number of attendees 
was about 18,000 FFA members. Roughly 
500 a year. Out on Southgate Drive, the 
entrance to campus, there is a gray his-
torical marker that says founding of the 
Future Farmers of Virginia—getting the 
marker was accomplished during this 
time. We also created the FFA historical 
room. 

This department was the largest percentage of my career and 
so it was very important. My first position in higher education was 
at Western Kentucky University and it was an across the boards 
kind of appointment with vocational service areas—which is what 
we now call Career and Technical Education. I spent 4 years there 
and I enjoyed it. However, agriculture and the FFA were calling me 
back home, so I stood back and looked at the agricultural education 
teacher training programs across the country and I liked Virginia 
Tech best. When they had an opening, I applied and got the chance 
to interview and was offered a position here. It has meant a great 
deal to me, I had a 30-year career here, so I enjoyed it. 

The department has always emphasized effective teaching and 
good research. Some might call the research to be practical for the 
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practitioner and we’ve emphasized that. We’ve emphasized practi-
cal preparation in the classroom, methods classes, student teach-
ing, those kinds of things. Certainly it was philosophy woven into 
that, but a lot of what I took back to the classroom here preparing 
the teachers was based upon my visits to schools and departments 
across the Commonwealth. I’m just guessing, but I’ve probably vis-
ited 100 middle schools and high schools over the years. Every time 
that I made a visit, I learned something. Sometimes it was how not to 
do it, but generally, it was a creative idea that I could share with the 
student teachers and the future teachers and in in-service work-
shops. As one of maybe just two units in the College of Agriculture 
that works with social science—Ag Ed being one and Ag Econ being 
the other one—we worked with inter-human skills. Sometimes peo-
ple would make fun of the so-called soft skills and yet that’s how 
people lose their jobs — if they don’t have those soft skills. That’s 
something I like to point out to others. But we also worked with 
that. We also emphasized student organizations as one of the ways 
to develop those leadership skills and inter-human relations skills. I 
always found it interesting that when we would follow up with our 
recent graduates, and they were asked what were some of the most 
meaningful experiences you had when you were at Virginia Tech — 
the most common thread was the student organizations and how 
they got to know faculty on long trips to Kansas City for the National 
FFA Convention, working with the leadership conference, and things 
of that nature. Those are all really the social sciences, and the de-
partment certainly emphasized those. 

I try to help when I’m asked in an area in which I can help out 
some. I am the unpaid curator of the FFA historical room and it 
seems like occasionally there is a question about what happened in 
the department and when and why did it happen. I can give some 
background in that. I am also a benefactor for the Hillison schol-
arship and endowment. Whenever the department gets stuck on a 
historical issue, they seem to come to me. A youngster like me, it’s 
surprising. But, I try to help when it is needed. I also try not to get 
in the way as a former department head. I let Dr. Rudd handle the 
issues of the day but I just like to know what’s going on in the de-
partment and keep up to date. 

In terms of challenges, the budget issue hasn’t gone away. For stu-
dents in general, I see what I consider extraordinarily high tuition is 
a limitation. That’s for all students in Virginia Tech; that isn’t unique 
just to this department. I also have served recently on the depart-
ment’s promotion and tenure committee and I see increasingly 
higher and higher standards for our new assistant professors. I real-
ly enjoyed getting out in the world and visiting the schools and so 

I see increasingly higher and higher standards for our new 
assistant professors. I really enjoyed getting out in the world 
and visiting the schools and so on. Our assistant professors 
don’t have time to do that now. They’re too busy working on 
scholarship and grantsmanship and things of that nature.
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on. Our assistant professors don’t have time to do that now. They’re 
too busy working on scholarship and grantsmanship and things of 
that nature. Once again, that is not unique to this department, but it 
is what hits our assistant professors when they’re excited about be-
ing a new professor. Thinking that 
their Ph.D. program is the chal-
lenging part of their life then all of 
a sudden they get a reality. It’s 
tough to be an assistant professor 
and that bothers me.

Certainly the department and 
the college continue to raise funds 
for scholarships. The only problem 
is that scholarships can’t keep up 
with the tuition. The tuition goes 
up faster than we can raise schol-
arship money. But as far as op-
portunity is concerned, I still see 
this as the major department for 
developing those social skills in 
graduates, and that will continue 
down the road. I see an opportunity for continuing the leadership 
development that is an important part for the department now, and 
I also see a greater expansion in the communication classes. Per-
haps a minor in ag communications or something like that. Typically, 
the communications department at Virginia Tech has more students 
than they can handle. This is something that we laid a little ground 
work on before I retired of having a specialty in ag communications 
taught in this department and an internship experience. Instead of 
student teaching, it would be an internship at a television station or 
a farm magazine or a radio station. We had even worked out some of 
those ideas, so I would see that as an opportunity. The department 
has really started to get much more active in international activities, 
and there is certainly a lot of agriculture and education work that 
needs to be done in an international setting. I would see those as the 
major opportunities down the road. 

I see increasingly higher 
and higher standards 
for our new assistant 

professors. I really 
enjoyed getting out in 
the world and visiting 
the schools and so on. 

Our assistant professors 
don’t have time to do that 

now. They’re too busy 
working on scholarship 
and grantsmanship and 

things of that nature.
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I am a 1978 graduate of the College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences (CALS). I was an agricultural education major. Since I 
graduated, I have met other graduates of CALS and maintained a 
good relationship with many of them. I have also maintained a good 
relationship with many of the agriculture-based organizations, 
specifically including my fraternity, Alpha Gamma Rho. Some years 
ago, I was honored to be selected 
as an Outstanding Distinguished 
Alumnus, which connected me to 
other alumni and some of the people 
within the department. Because I 
am in Blacksburg frequently, I meet 
some of the people in CALS, like 
Dean Grant and Vernon Meacham, 
which gives me a chance to catch up 
with everybody. 

I was a student in the Department of Agricultural Education from 
1974 to 1978. One of the things that has transpired throughout the 
years is that agricultural education specifically is no longer a part 
of CALS as a singular major. I could have graduated in the College 
of Education or CALS, and I obviously chose to graduate from CALS.  
But at that time, there was a College of Education, and I think that 
some of the agricultural education majors did graduate from the 
College of Education. One of the things that has remained constant 
over the years is a specific emphasis on the agriculture part of the 
major, which is important. There is also a continued emphasis on the 
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value of FFA and the important role it plays for those in Virginia who 
are enrolled in vocational agriculture. This is a significant part of the 
legacy going way back before I went to school and what agricultural 
education at Virginia Tech is.

At the time I was a student, the agricultural education majors 
were focused on training to be instructors. There never seemed to 
be enough agriculture teachers in the Commonwealth of Virginia 
to meet the demand of the school systems. Certainly, the primary 
effort of the Agricultural Education Department in those days was 
to provide a steady stream of teachers who go into the secondary 
school system of the Commonwealth. Some of us who chose other 
career paths besides teaching and, in fact, there were probably as 
many who chose a different career path as those who chose to be-
come ag teachers. 

As I recall, there was a significant challenge, because the program 
was primarily, for administrative purposes, located in the College of 
Education. That was a disconnect, because most of us were more 
agriculturally oriented and most of our classes were in CALS to meet 
the degree requirement. That disconnect between having this ed-
ucation degree with a very specific agriculture component some-
times made course selection a little more complicated than it had to 
be. With that said, a lot of credit goes to my advisor – Dr. John Hil-
lison — with whom I still maintain contact. John made sure I got the 
right classes and took the things I needed to take to stay on course 
to graduate. In my case, I was very lucky that I had a good advisor 
who helped smooth out those edges, and I think that made what 
could have been a challenging experience a lot easier.

I recall the emphasis placed on the connection between vocational 
agriculture and FFA. Because the FFA started in Virginia, I think the 
importance attached to the FFA legacy, as a piece of the agricultural 
education department, was significant and important. 

One of the things I enjoyed was that, as an agricultural education 
major, you could take a variety of classes in CALS. To me, that was 
one of the best parts of it, because you did not get stuck in an animal 
science curriculum where you take a lot of science that you may 
never use or get stuck in an agricultural economics curriculum with 
a lot of economics theories that you may never use. You got a chance 
to take a broad look at the curriculum areas. That was attractive to 
me, and I think I had a broader academic background as a graduate 
because of it. 

I had a really good experience as a student teacher, both with 
the students and the supervising teacher. The experience was so 
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good that I knew it had to come down from there, so that’s when 
I decided I didn’t want to teach anymore. There was no way a real 
teaching job could be as good as my student teaching experience 
was! The curriculum that went along with an agricultural education 
major provided a breadth of different kinds of academic experiences 
within CALS to provide a real taste for a lot of different things. And 
certainly, if you consider that the primary objective of the agricul-
tural education department was to give graduates what they needed 
to become agriculture teachers — if you think about it in that way — 
then the broad exposure to many aspects of ag in  college provided 
a very good platform upon which future teachers were exposed to 
different aspects of agriculture and which they could then use in 
their own instruction to high school students. 

I am on the departmental mailing list and on the email list. My sis-
ter, Billie Jean Elmer, is also an agricultural education graduate, and 
so, through her, we keep up with what is going on in the department, 
and if I choose to engage, I can. In that sense, the ongoing com-
munication that the department has with 
its graduates is good and at some point I 
might choose to engage.

I think as Virginia becomes more urban 
and suburban, encouraging CALS student 
to become agricultural education majors 
poses a challenge. Especially since the 
value of an agricultural education degree, 
perhaps beyond being a secondary school 
ag instructor, doesn’t immediately jump out and grab you. I think 
that may be one of the challenges, how to explain the value of an Ag 
Ed degree to potential students who want an ag degree, where fewer 
people aspire to be agricultural education majors. 

I want to add that we are talking now 40 years later. When I was 
in school, a lot of the agricultural education majors were farm kids 
themselves. And so, you had students with a more natural affinity 
to gravitate towards agricultural education, particularly if they were 
engaged with FFA in high school. You were more likely to be predis-
posed to think of agricultural education as a major. Whereas now, 
there are fewer farms and so fewer high school students in rural Vir-
ginia, a natural affinity which existed for agriculture and exposure to 
agricultural education as a potential major is significantly less than 
it was 40 years ago. 

I see opportunity for the department in the need for education 
beyond traditional “Agriculture Boundaries.” When I was working at 
Altria, we started a program called Ag Relations. At that time, we 
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were a large consumer products company. The thing that is unique 
about every single one of Altria’s consumer products is that all of 
them were agriculture-based. Even though the company was a large 
consumer of all kinds of ag commodities, there was no visible link 
between the farm and consumer. We created a department, con-
ducted some research and found out – not surprisingly — that farm-
ers are the first to say, “Nobody likes us, nobody loves us.” When in 
fact, that’s just not true. In our research, we found that only firemen 
were more respected than farmers. What we also found was that 
consumers did not understand farm practices. It was not that con-
sumers did not like or respect farmers, but they did not understand 
anything about the products they produced and how they produced 
them. 

So, I think the opportunity that exists for agriculture and agricul-
tural education is to help consumers better understand the food 
system and how food and fiber comes from the farms and forests 
and finds its way to the consumer. Agriculture teachers would be 
uniquely qualified to create and use an external educational platform 
to address erroneous misconceptions of agriculture which widely 
exist among consumers. Some of these ag myths are preposterous, 
but once a misconception takes hold, it is difficult to stop it. I think 
that is a wonderful opportunity for agricultural education to take a 
lead role in helping to identify ways that agriculture can be more 
effective at telling its own story. Instead of just preaching to itself.
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I graduated from the department with a degree in agricultural 
education and an emphasis in agricultural business in 1983. I was 
looking into a degree in agricultural business. It was a brand-new 
curriculum that was placed in the College of Education. My plan was 
to eventually go into farming. I closely associated with the hard work 
and discipline of the farming community and wanted to help out my 
family.  

At the time, it was a brand-new curric-
ulum and the university was trying to bal-
ance out where the agriculture business 
piece and the agriculture education piece 
of it would fit. That finally got settled, or 
close to being settled, in my senior year. 
Overall, the curriculum was solid and tight 
– it offered a great foundational academ-
ic baseline with broad applicability to not 
only agriculture, but to business as well. 
It definitely enhanced my problem-solv-
ing skills and ability to teach and mentor 
others.  

The education component was the primary purpose of the agri-
culture department at that time. For a new program, challenges in-
cluded figuring out the new curriculum, where it would be placed 
and what colleges it would be placed under. As a student, we didn’t 
get exposure to the inner workings of the department for the most 

(T)he biggest 
benefit I gained 

from the 
department was 

learning how 
to best engage 

people and how 
to get the most 

out of each  
individual.
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part, but the curriculum was challenging and provided cross-dis-
cipline exposure. I felt the department was leading the way for the 
type of education provided to students, while also offering insight 
into the business elements.

As for being an Air Force General Officer and what I took away 
from the Virginia Tech experience, I felt the biggest benefit I gained 
from the department was learning how to best engage people and 
how to get the most out of each individual. In my career, there were 
times I had to instruct pilots, so the education piece and how to get 
the most out of a student can be directly attributed to what I learned 
at Virginia Tech and the department. That was a huge benefit for me, 
because there were many aspects of the curriculum that gave me 
the skills that I needed to maximize developing and mentoring stu-
dents and Airmen during their Air Force careers. In a way, the edu-
cation not only benefited me, but also enhanced my ability to help 
develop the skills of others.  

I feel the primary way my work in the department has influenced 
the lives or careers of others is that it set a baseline for me as an 
instructor pilot. I was able to fall back on the experiences and prac-
tice that I gained during my time at Virginia Tech. Now, I hope this 

doesn’t come across as bragging, but I 
believe that my students did well based 
on the teaching guidelines and tech-
niques that I was provided and exposed 
to in college. Virginia Tech helped me 
discover ways to effectively teach and 
get maximum productivity out of every 
student. Virginia Tech taught me, and 

in turn, I was able to teach others and pass along the valuable lessons 
learned. When it came time for my students to pass their exams, 
they did well. When there were problem students, they were always 
handed over to me. Is that a blessing or a curse? Well, I think it’s a 
blessing, because I felt I could always help a student. My goal was to 
always get a student over the finish line and help them achieve their 
full potential. 

My times at Virginia Tech are filled with positive memories. I’m not 
able to be involved in the department as much as I would like due to 
commitments to my airmen and Air Force career. But I continue to 
value my time at Virginia Tech and want to give back — either from 
a leadership or teaching perspective – whenever I can. I feel it is im-
portant to pay forward what was taught to me both at Virginia Tech 
and in the Air Force. I have a lot of respect for Virginia Tech and the 
agriculture community. Both are committed to hard work and pro-
vide a very valuable service to our nation.  

. . . the biggest benefit I gained from 
the department was learning how to 
best engage people and how to get the 
most out of each  individual.

Relationship-building 
and continually 
looking to improve 
oneself is critical in 
any line of work.
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Unfortunately, I think right now, as corporations get bigger, the 
small farmer is facing greater challenge to make a living. I think 
that’s a challenge for the department today overall, because that 
uniqueness is what sets the conditions for people wanting to go into 
the business. As we become a more service-based economy, and as 
we export more; the emphasis on agriculture, I personally believe, is 
losing some of its glamour and roots. I think that needs to come back 
as an area of focus for America. Farmers are some of the hardest 
working people in America. That is a trait our Airmen and farmers 
have in common.

The department has an opportunity to provide students tangible 
experiences – whether it’s Future Farmers of America or “learning 
by doing.” It is important students are exposed to successful models 
and gain valuable hands-on skills. That’s where the greatest benefit 
in agricultural education and agriculture itself is — learning by doing, 
establishing your relationships, and setting the foundation for pro-
ductivity. Relationship–building and continually looking to improve 
oneself is critical in any line of work. It is the key to success in the 
environment that we’re in today, as well as in the future. 

I am grateful for the experiences I gained at Virginia Tech. They 
afforded me exposure to different ways of problem solving, the value 
of developing strong relationships, and how hard work, innovation, 
and dedication are fundamental to success in agriculture or in the 
Air Force. I recognize this and will forever be grateful for the expe-
rience. 
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I was affiliated with the Agricultural Education program as a grad-
uate student from 1982 until 1984. My position was a half time in-
structor. In 1984, I graduated with a Doctor of Education degree.  
The University was called Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State 
University, or VPI. Now, my affiliation is to be a good alumnae, follow 
the Hokie sports teams and network with the faculty. I attend events 
in Blacksburg or other places when I am available.

I earned a Doctor of Education degree. We were administratively 
housed in the College of Education, as it was known at that time. 
The Agricultural Education program was part of the Division of Vo-
cational and Technical Education. My major program area was ag-
ricultural education (teacher education). My cognate was rural so-
ciology. The program is different today in many ways, including its 
administrative home. 

The agricultural education program was in the Division of Voca-
tional and Technical Education (VTE). It was a vocation education 
division that included other Career and Technical Education (CTE) 
programs. Not a department of Agricultural Education.

In agricultural education, most of the program focused on teach-
ing and learning in schools or non-formal education in extension. 
There was not a focus on leadership or community engagement. Ex-
tension did have a role. If some of our students decided not to teach, 
they might work in agribusiness or perhaps work in Ag. Extension. 
Eventually, the student needed a masters degree.
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When I was in the department, it was a fairly stable department, 
in terms of an Agriculture and Extension Education program. The 
faculty members I worked with when I came in 1982 were still on 
the staff in 1984. One of the biggest changes in personnel was that 
Dr. Crunkilton had a sabbatical in Greece working with the Farm 
School. He was gone about six months while I was at Virginia Tech, 

but I still had an opportunity to 
work with him. We also benefited 
from his educational leave. The 
people he was working with at the 
Farm School in Greece came to 
Tech. We were able to meet some 
of those individuals and had the 
opportunity to know more about 
what they were doing at the Farm 
School. The program ran smooth-

ly while he was away. Dr. Crunkilton was always in communication 
with us. I believe Dr. Clouse stepped up to assume some of the day-
to-day leadership duties. Faculty members take educational leaves 
so others step in to help the program run smoothly.

I believe there was also some discussion at the time about the 
structure of the overall department in VTE, the School of Education, 
College of Human Resources, and how that would all evolve. Howev-
er, that was typical of higher education around the country. People 
were starting to think about the administrative home of ag ed pro-
grams. Should the program be located in education or agriculture? 
Where are resources? What are the faculty strengths and collabo-
rations in education or agriculture or other administrative homes?

I think the purpose of the program was primarily to prepare stu-
dents for careers in Agricultural and Extension Education, such as 
teaching, working with Extension and agribusiness. Students may 
have also gone to some farm, commodity group, or organization.

My work with the program focused on undergraduates. I helped 
with the Ag Ed Society and the honorary fraternity, Alpha Tau Alpha. 
I taught introductory level courses and supervised student teachers. 
It was a good-sized program. I can recall that in terms of national 
visibility and ranking, the program was well respected and always 
has been viewed as a prestigious program by our peers. 

Ag Ed was not a department, but part of a division of VTE. The 
structure provided opportunities and challenges. I think it’s always 
a challenge when your program resides within a more diverse de-
partment or division. We had a division that included marketing 
education, business education, and other vocational programs. The 

People were starting 
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structure provided a unique way to collaborate with people from 
different program areas. You had the opportunity to do more of vo-
cational education type of work and research. There was a lot of 
opportunity to be a national leading program in vocational educa-
tion as a result of being part of education and collaborating with 
national vocational education centers. I think the program had good 
opportunities. There were great, nationally known faculty members 
across the division. I had friends who were in other programs in the 
division at the time. 

The program continued to have a strong undergraduate and grad-
uate program while I was there.  I worked a lot with people on their 
specialty areas. The program had a strong historical focus. Faculty 
members, including Dr. Hillison, Dr. Clouse and Dr. Camp, all val-
ued our historical foundations. We had many of the artifacts and 
early books, as well as the table where the founders of FFV and FFA 
gathered. My fellow graduate student, Mike Rush, and I had plenty 
of opportunity to review historical materials along with hauling the 
“Table” to National FFA conventions. I was interested in the pictures 
and materials we found from the 
time when Henry Groseclose and 
others started the FFA. There was 
always work to be done in the his-
torical archives. We were trying 
to get more and more of those 
items cataloged. I think that was 
a long-term project that Dr. Hillison still works on today. I teach 
a History and Philosophy of Agricultural and Extension Education 
course today that is similar to the courses I took from Dr. Hillison 
and Dr. Camp. Dr. Clouse and I worked closely with the National FFA 
Building Our American Community program. I was fortunate that 
my dissertation work focused on FFA Chapter community develop-
ment projects and was supported by FFA. The Tech program was 
very supportive of state and national FFA. We were very involved 
with the teachers and the FFA chapters and organizations.

One of the other accomplishments was integrating technology, 
particularly instructional technology, into Education and Agricul-
tural Extension. Dr. Bill Camp was my adviser, and we worked with 
the teachers. We developed computer literacy workshops. At the 
time, it was the beginnings of the Apple IIE, the Tandy’s, and the Ra-
dio Shacks and some other relic desktop computers. I collected data 
for my dissertation and punched cards one semester, ran tape and 
used a terminal the next and finally completed my dissertation on 
about three 5 ¼” floppy discs. There was a lot of technology change 
in two years. Changing hardware and software impacted the entire 
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division. The schools weren’t using the computers. People hadn’t re-
ally been trained. The opportunity was available for us to develop 
lesson plans and workshops to help teachers understand how to use 
the computers and how to integrate instructional technology into 
their classrooms. 

Teacher-education was my primary focus, so I supervised stu-
dent teachers out in the schools and worked with their cooperating 
teachers. I traveled out from Blacksburg a couple times a week to 
visit the student teachers and work with cooperating teachers. The 
Ag Ed program graduated competent, talented teachers.

The relationship between agricultural teachers and the depart-
ment was very good. We participated in their various annual con-
ferences. We were very active with the VA FFA Convention. I can 
remember bringing the first female FFA president, Ms. Jan Eberly, 
to Virginia Tech in 1982. She spoke to the Virginia FFA Convention 
That was quite an exciting time. Her speech was memorable. Jan 
was delivering a great speech, but appeared to get blinded by the 
stage lights. She walked right off the stage into the VA FFA tympa-
ni player’s arms. He set her back onto the stage. She didn’t miss a 
beat and just continued with her talk. Needless to say, she received 
a standing ovation. I also really enjoyed being part of Omicron Tau 
Theta, a national professional honorary organization in vocational 
education. We had a very strong local chapter. I served as a local of-
ficer and with other faculty on the national level several years after 
I graduated.

My role was to be somewhat of a teacher educator in training. I 
enjoyed teaching some classes. I enjoyed supervising the student 
teachers and their cooperating teachers. I enjoyed, when I had an 
opportunity, to work with the Alpha Tau Alpha, an agriculture ed-
ucation honorary for undergraduates. I was preparing to become 
a professor in a faculty position for teacher education. I continued 
to work closely with the National FFA and served on the Teacher 
Educator Board of Consultants and as a member of the FFA Board of 
Directors. Living in VA and learning about the FFV and history of FFA 
definitely made an impression on me.

And now, after spending about 17 years as an administrator, I’m 
back as a teacher educator/faculty member. I think everybody takes 
some time to grow and to do some different things. And that’s why 
I went into administration. Administration wasn’t in my program 
courses, other than a couple of courses. I had enough courses in or-
der to get a principal’s license and a vocational director’s license, but 
not necessarily preparation for university higher education admin-
istration. However, I had good administrative role models at Tech. 
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Now, in returning to the faculty, I’m doing the same work that I was 
being prepared to do from 1982 to 1984. I’ve come full circle.

I hope that for those students who perhaps had an interest in us-
ing the computers that they learned something about instructional 
technology, without fear and anxiety. They were able to integrate 
computers into their instruction. Teachers, in particular, were just 
getting comfortable with starting to use the computers in their 
classrooms. I hope I helped. When we supervised the student teach-
ers, we always looked at the type of technology teachers were using  
— overhead projector or computer? Could they do some other kinds 
of things to make their work more efficient and effective? Hopefully, 
the instructional technology would help them save some time unless 
they weren’t very good typists and they were typing with both index 
fingers. I think in terms of careers, we really tried to encourage and 
support students. If they were having trouble in a class or challenge 
with a project, you’d be there to try to help them understand what 
they were supposed to do. When you saw them go across the stage 
and they graduated, then you were successful. Graduation rates are 
still important today as a measure of student success and launching 
their careers.

My current involvement with the program is limited. If the depart-
ment has some type of a function, I generally will get involved with 
that. The department or college always has a tailgate and hosts one 
of the football games in the fall.  I try to reconnect, because it’s really 
about maintaining those relationships and finding out what’s hap-
pening in the department. I want to know how’s it growing, how’s 
it changing? When we moved from Lane Hall to Litton-Reaves, that 
was a tremendous change for the department. More faculty had op-
portunities to be part of this department in a College of Agriculture.  
We can now attract a wider audience of students with many more 
interests than what we had when we were a more narrowly-focused 
program. The program has really broadened its mission. Even the 
name has changed: The Department of Agricultural, Leadership, and 
Community Education

 Dr. Rudd and I were just walking around up here and just talking 
about the number of faculty offices, and how many faculty are here 
now, and all the degree and program change. I spent some time 
reading about the department on their web page. I was impressed 
by the different types of roles that faculty have now. The different 
expertise that they bring to this department is impressive. So it’s 
a much more diverse department in many ways. The department 
is more diverse in terms of gender, ethnicity and disciplines. That 
wasn’t the case when we were back in 1982.
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would be kind of a neat idea. We don’t do the national exchange as 
much as we used to, where students could go to another university 
within the United States and you still pay your tuition at your home 
institution, but attended a different institution. A student might be 
interested in learning about a particular program at NC State, or 
we might have a student who’s really interested in learning more 
about the leadership or the engagement programs that Virginia 
Tech offers. We could also explore doing more inter-institutional 
collaboration with co-PIs on grants. That would be another way for 
alumni of the department to be more involved with the department. 
As partners, we would bring our areas of expertise to grants ad-
dressing common issues or challenges. I think there are always ways 
that a faculty member, or a graduate, can become involved again 
with the faculty at their home institution. I also try to contribute to 
the scholarship programs.

I think some of the greatest challenges may have to do with the 
budgets that we have available to higher education. We continue to 
face challenges in delivering our programs that are impacted by the 
budgets in higher education. Another major challenge is helping ag-
ricultural students access our higher education institutions. Stu-
dents are great today. They have really high ACT and SAT scores and 
high school GPAs. It’s very competitive. We worry at my institution, 
as I know Virginia Tech does, as well, if 
students from rural areas still have ac-
cess to a college education at Virginia 
Tech? What are the pathways that stu-
dents might have to follow in order to 
be admitted to the institution? The 
faculty are spending a lot of time writ-
ing grants, getting money to support 
program and graduate students. Those 
kinds of responsibilities for the faculty 
may mean that they have to buy out 
their time and hire others to teach 
some of the courses. 

I think the department has a tremendous opportunity because it 
has broadened its mission in order to serve more people. ALCE can 
make bigger impacts in so many more areas. We did not even think 
about some of these areas when I was here in 1982. When you broad-
en the mission to include leadership and community engagement, 
along with redefining your programs as agriscience and STEM, your 
work is bigger than teacher and Extension agent preparation. 

 There’s going to be a super 100 year anniversary celebration for 
the department. As the department looks back over the past 100 

I think some of the greatest challenges may have to do with 
the budgets that we have available to Higher Education. We 
continue to face challenges in delivering our programs that 
are impacted by the budgets in Higher Education. Another 
major challenge is helping agricultural students access our 
higher education institutions. Students are great today. They 
have really high ACT and SAT scores and high school GPAs. 
It’s very competitive. We worry at my institution, as I know 
Virginia Tech does as well, if students from rural areas still 
have access to a college education at Virginia Tech? What are 
the pathways that students might have to follow in order to 
be admitted to the institution?

As of the 1980s in the Ag. Ed program, there were only one or two 
other female graduate students enrolled. We did not have women 
faculty in Ag. Ed, but there were several women faculty members 
in the Division. However, I fondly remember Doris, our secretary. 

She was very supportive of me 
while I was at Tech.  There weren’t 
very many females in agricultur-
al teacher education, and so you 
didn’t see many females on the 
faculty around the country. In 
1980, ‘81, ‘82, women were first be-
ing hired to be teacher educators, 

higher ed faculty members in ag ed departments. There was a lot 
of tradition and a lot of difficulty in breaking through some of the 
traditional expectations of what is an ag program and who should 
be employed at the university ag ed program. Agriculture educa-
tion was mostly boys in the high school; we called them boys, and 
finally, girls were admitted. And then some of those female students 
went to enrolled in ag ed programs. During my own undergraduate 
program and as a teacher, I was the minority gender. Women rep-
resented about 3-5%. Now, it’s predominantly women enrolled in 
undergraduate agricultural education. We are more diverse. The di-
versity is not really where we would like to have it. I also commented 
to Dr. Rudd about how wonderful it is to see the diversity that you 
have here now among the graduate students. I think that is really 
special. That is a special impact that the department has had. It’s 
a big growth area that the department has experienced. So I really 
congratulate the department on their efforts in growing and diver-
sifying the graduate program.

I think one of the biggest differences now is that the department 
is able to offer the Ph.D. As a part of the school of education, our de-
grees were in education. And I think that a number of students want-
ed to earn a Ph.D. You could get a Ph.D. at the time I was in school, 
but you had to take an additional statistics/research courses. We 
still had research and statistics courses in our Ed.D. Programs; the 
students wrote and defended a dissertation just like the Ph.D. Most 
of the Ed.D. students were practitioners in education or extension. 
I think that the department has had to do quite a bit of curriculum 
revisions in the transition. When the program moved to the College 
of Agriculture, the department was able to offer the Ph.D. degree.

 Perhaps there could be some student exchanges. Maybe a stu-
dent from Virginia Tech would like to spend a semester at NC State 
and an NC State student go to Tech. We could facilitate a faculty 
member, or a faculty exchange, or a student exchange. I think that 

So I really congratulate 
the department on their 
efforts in growing and 
diversifying the graduate 
program.
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would be kind of a neat idea. We don’t do the national exchange as 
much as we used to, where students could go to another university 
within the United States and you still pay your tuition at your home 
institution, but attended a different institution. A student might be 
interested in learning about a particular program at NC State, or 
we might have a student who’s really interested in learning more 
about the leadership or the engagement programs that Virginia 
Tech offers. We could also explore doing more inter-institutional 
collaboration with co-PIs on grants. That would be another way for 
alumni of the department to be more involved with the department. 
As partners, we would bring our areas of expertise to grants ad-
dressing common issues or challenges. I think there are always ways 
that a faculty member, or a graduate, can become involved again 
with the faculty at their home institution. I also try to contribute to 
the scholarship programs.

I think some of the greatest challenges may have to do with the 
budgets that we have available to higher education. We continue to 
face challenges in delivering our programs that are impacted by the 
budgets in higher education. Another major challenge is helping ag-
ricultural students access our higher education institutions. Stu-
dents are great today. They have really high ACT and SAT scores and 
high school GPAs. It’s very competitive. We worry at my institution, 
as I know Virginia Tech does, as well, if 
students from rural areas still have ac-
cess to a college education at Virginia 
Tech? What are the pathways that stu-
dents might have to follow in order to 
be admitted to the institution? The 
faculty are spending a lot of time writ-
ing grants, getting money to support 
program and graduate students. Those 
kinds of responsibilities for the faculty 
may mean that they have to buy out 
their time and hire others to teach 
some of the courses. 

I think the department has a tremendous opportunity because it 
has broadened its mission in order to serve more people. ALCE can 
make bigger impacts in so many more areas. We did not even think 
about some of these areas when I was here in 1982. When you broad-
en the mission to include leadership and community engagement, 
along with redefining your programs as agriscience and STEM, your 
work is bigger than teacher and Extension agent preparation. 

 There’s going to be a super 100 year anniversary celebration for 
the department. As the department looks back over the past 100 

I think some of the greatest challenges may have to do with 
the budgets that we have available to Higher Education. We 
continue to face challenges in delivering our programs that 
are impacted by the budgets in Higher Education. Another 
major challenge is helping agricultural students access our 
higher education institutions. Students are great today. They 
have really high ACT and SAT scores and high school GPAs. 
It’s very competitive. We worry at my institution, as I know 
Virginia Tech does as well, if students from rural areas still 
have access to a college education at Virginia Tech? What are 
the pathways that students might have to follow in order to 
be admitted to the institution?
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years, examines the kinds of things that our founders did 100 years 
ago and how we developed and expanded upon those initiatives, 
there will be a multitude of reasons for celebration. The department 
has broadened its mission in agriculture and extension education, 
leadership, and community engagement more than the 1980s faculty 
even dreamed about. I think that the opportunities will evolve from 
the creativity and the drive of the faculty and the graduate students 
who are part of this program. What new areas does ALCE want to 
research? How will their programs impact others, in Virginia, across 
the country and internationally? What kinds of audiences do they 
want to serve as we look at the next 100 years? I think that’s where 
the opportunities are going to be. It’s difficult to predict what’s next.  
For example, we can now visit student teachers remotely through 
technology. Every time there’s a new technology, it seems like we 
have a new opportunity to do something a little bit differently.

For example, I was watching a high school teacher teach her unit 
on technology and agriscience and she was talking about the drones, 
precision farming and emerging technologies in agriculture. We 
need to incorporate instruction about emerging technologies into 
the lessons for students who are going to go out and teach these 
kids who may be staying on their home farms or other agribusiness-
es. The department has an opportunity to make a difference in the 
climate of the campus. I envision more faculties engaging with part-
ners around the world to address our greatest challenges.

Finally, when I was here in ‘82, I was a consumer. I was the student 
and the faculty members were my mentors. The faculty all brought 
different kinds of expertise, and advice, and coursework, and expe-
riences to my program and helped me develop as a teacher educator 
and as a person. As I moved through my program, we became col-
leagues. I value those collegial relationship and know those relation-
ships are still there today. I have wonderful networks. Many of the 
current faculty members are people that I work with at professional 
conferences or in other capacities. We may share a research inter-
est, or as I said earlier today, a source of advice. 

The last thing I would say again is thank you. I’m looking forward 
to the 100-year celebration. I think there is so much rich history 
here at Virginia Tech and in this department, including the FFA and 
the Corps of Cadets and all the many traditions that are associated 
with the institution. We have a rich history, including people who 
have been in agriculture education throughout the years and who 
have really been pioneers in the field. Looking back, it will be fun to 
examine the past 100 years and dream about the next 100 years. I 
can’t wait to celebrate on September 22nd.

Finally, when I was here in ‘82, I was a consumer. I was the 
student and the faculty members were my mentors. The fac-
ulty all brought different kinds of expertise, and advice, and 
coursework, and experiences to my program and helped me 
develop as a teacher educator and as a person. As I moved 
through my program, we became colleagues. I value those 
collegial relationship and know those relationships are still 
there today. I have wonderful networks. Many of the current 
faculty members are people that I work with at professional 
conferences or in other capacities. We may share a research 
interest, or as I said earlier today, a source of advice.
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I was a half-time instructor, and a doctoral graduate student in 
the department. I started that in July of 1982 and finished in July of 
1984. The Ag Ed Department was in the Division of Vocational and 
Technical Education in the College of Education.  The primary goal 
was developing new teachers for high school agriculture programs 
and also providing professional development opportunities, includ-
ing advanced degrees, to teachers and others who needed those 
credentials.

The department and the faculty always seemed to be early adopt-
ers of technology. I know Martin McMillion had one of the first Apple 
II computers and had had one for some time. He was using it to de-
velop Ag business curriculum for active farming operations, which, 
at that time was very innovative. Some people kidded him about the 
limitations of the technology (particularly compared to the universi-
ty mainframe) and suggested that the technology would be better if 
he just waited. He would always reply, “Yeah, but then I would have 
not been using the computer for two years either.” We also used 
BITNET, which was an early precursor to the internet, and used to 
share research data among universities. 

It seems like some of the challenges at that time are the same 
challenges we face today. Part of it was striking the right balance 
between the content providers, i.e., the College of Agriculture, and 
the pedagogical role played by the Division of Vocational Education. 
The College of Education itself was not always the best fit for the 
Ag Ed program area, because its focus was more elementary and 
standard academic kind of preparation. Having the various techni-

Professional Roles - University of Idaho: Agricultur-
al Science Teacher, Instructor; Penn State University: 
Assistant Professor, Idaho: Ag Ed Supervisor, Director 
of Research and Head of Career Technical Education; 
Executive Director of the Board of Education; South 
Dakota: CEO of the Board of Regents

Mike Rush
Ed.D., 1984
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cal programs together, however, was of great benefit to me as my 
career developed. At the broader university level, that was a time 
when budgets were tight and universities were looking for ways to 
cut costs, including reducing faculty. In fact, one of the studies I did 
as part of my MBA minor focused on tenure and whether that was 
the best model for organizing the university workforce.

It was kind of an interesting study, because I had gotten permis-
sion from the university administration, the president’s office, to 
conduct the study, because I needed access to all the faculty email 
addresses. The questionnaire focused on tenure and alternatives to 
tenure, such as fixed-term contracts. Right before I was going to 
send the survey out, I got a call from the university administration 

office saying, “You’re not autho-
rized to do this study.” I said, “Well, 
shoot, it’s kind of late in the pro-
cess to make that decision,” and 
they said, “Oh, no. We still want 
you to do the study, you’re just not 
authorized. If you felt like sharing 

the results with us that would be fine.” They were just so fearful of 
getting any kind of message out that the university administration 
was looking at tenure. The survey showed that a majority of the ten-
ure-track faculty and a significant number of tenured faculty actu-
ally preferred a contractual structure other than tenure. 

The faculty and the department at that time, and I think still do, 
had an excellent reputation for graduate programs. The department 
was a leader in developing the agricultural business curriculum. 
The program head, John Crunkilton, had just completed a new book 
during that period focused on the problem-solving method of pro-
viding instruction. The other thing I thought was impressive about 
the department is that it had a very egalitarian culture based on 
merit and effort. I remember one time the students in the college 
of business were conducting a study in organizational relationships 
and the power in those relationships. And as part of the study, they 
were measuring the distance — they actually had measuring tapes 
— and they measured the distance from the faculty offices to the de-
partment head office as a measure of power and influence within the 
department. I told them, “I am afraid your data collected from this 
department is going to screw up your study.” My office and those of 
my fellow instructors was right across the hall from the department 
head. We had a big, large window overlooking the tennis courts. I’m 
sure our profile did not fit their expected model. 

Another example was that the department chartered a bus to go 
to the professional conference, rather than paying for just a few of 
the senior faculty to make the trip. That allowed all the graduate 

I learned not to be afraid 
of new challenges, even if 
they seemed at the outset 
pretty insurmountable.
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students and everybody else to go along as well. That attitude just 
provided excellent opportunities for younger faculty to develop 
professionally. 

My role in the department was certainly key in influencing my ca-
reer. It provided the necessary skills, credentials and experiences 
to get my first full-time faculty position at Penn State University 
and then increasingly more complex roles as head of career tech-
nical education in the state of Idaho and, ultimately, the executive 
director of the board of education for Idaho and also the executive 
director and CEO of the board of regents for South Dakota.

I learned not to be afraid of new challenges, even if they seemed 
at the outset pretty insurmountable. I remember Jim Clouse calling 
me down to his office and saying, “Mike, I really need you to take 
this new responsibility on. They just got a new grant and they need 
somebody to kind of head up the effort.” I didn’t think I had the ex-
pertise that they needed, but he just said, “You know, sometimes you 
just have to buy the pig in a poke and make it work. You just have to 
jump in and see how it turns out.” That turned out to be extremely 
good advice, because I faced a lot of those circumstances later in life.

Another thing that I learned was to take advantage of the opportu-
nities available, rather than waiting for the perfect time to do some-
thing. I remember one time John Hillison and I were working on a 
study. We were trying to get it done in a fairly quick time frame. We 
worked out all the questions on the bus ride to one of the profes-
sional development conferences, and then we validated the ques-
tions by passing the cards down the line to all the faculty on the 
bus.  I just thought, “Well, that is not the way I imagined organizing 
a study, but it certainly took advantage of resources that otherwise 
would have taken weeks to marshal.” 

I also learned that it was necessary to connect solid theory with 
solid practice. One of the real watershed moments in my teaching 
career with regards to that particular topic was when I was assigned 
to teach a class in how to teach adults. It was an evening class tar-
geted to teachers. During the very first class I’m looking out, and it 
dawns on me that all the people in the class were adults. I’m teaching 
a class of adults on how to teach adults. If what I say doesn’t jibe 
with what they experience, this class is not going to go well. It was 
extremely instructive to me that it wasn’t only important to know 
the theory, but to also make sure you could translate that into actual 
impact and  practice.

And I also learned that regular people can have a huge impact on 
major issues. As part of my doctoral program, I got to do an FFA 
Alumni internship in Washington, DC. It consisted of visiting sen-
ators and Senate staff and White House staff, lobbying on behalf of 
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new Perkins legislation. I was amazed to see how well people lis-
tened to even a graduate student from Virginia Tech.

My career has certainly benefited from my experience at Virginia 
Tech. I have had the opportunity to play a role working alongside 
hundreds of talented and dedicated people in providing educational 
opportunities and success to thousands of students at both the pub-
lic school and college levels.  

I think challenges for Agricultural Education and Extension are 
maintaining relevance in the changing economic, technological, and 
cultural environment that we face. Agriculture is, in a lot of ways, 
becoming increasingly disconnected from the grassroots farming 
operations. Many of the jobs associated with agriculture are done far 
from the fields and feed lots – economic modeling, DNA sequencing, 
marketing and exports. Fewer and fewer kids grow up on a farm, 
and they don’t have the same sorts of opportunities and experiences 
that defined agricultural education in the past. I just think that ag-
ricultural education programs will have to continue to innovate and 
modify instruction and programming to bridge those gaps.

I think one more challenge is maintaining strong teacher and ex-
tension ed preparation programs in the face of reduced resources 
and the increasing cost to students. Cost for higher ed is getting out 
of line with what students can afford. That is going to put increas-
ing pressure on higher education to figure out new ways to control 
costs and still provide quality education. If we don’t, people will look 
for other strategies for their career development.

I think, frankly, Agriculture and Extension Education has the ro-
bust curriculum that appeals to students from a variety of back-
grounds with a variety of interest. It’s a hands-on curriculum, but 
it’s also very academic. And the leadership development is partic-
ularly inviting to a broad range of students, no matter what their 
background. I think that robust curriculum, as long as we continue 
to nurture and adapt and take advantage of it, has real long-term 
potential for keeping our programs relevant and valuable to our high 
schools.

I deeply appreciated my time at Virginia Tech. I don’t regret any of 
the experiences that I had. I had exceptionally great faculty to work 
with. And, as I said before, the culture of the program was not to 
relegate graduate students or even the junior faculty to some back 
room sorting pencils. The culture encouraged meaningful involve-
ment in the entire operation of the department. That created a tre-
mendous educational opportunity.
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I was a graduate student pursuing my doctoral degree – I believe 
the second female one, beginning in September 1986. John Crunkil-
ton was my major advisor. Virginia Tech was still on the quarter 
system then. I finished in December 1988. John Crunkilton was the 
College of Education Faculty President at that time, and I was his 
assistant. I’m not sure exactly what the 
name of the department was at that 
time. However, I know my degree was 
in Vocational and Technical Education.  
We were a part of the College of Edu-
cation.

I don’t recall any significant changes 
occurring during the time I was affili-
ated with the department. The primary purpose of the department 
at that time was to prepare undergraduate students to become ag-
ricultural education teachers at the secondary level, as well as mas-
ters students, along with preparing doctoral students to become 
teacher educators. We supported Virginia agricultural education 
teachers and the Virginia FFA Association as well.

Professional Roles – The University of Maryland: 
Assistant Instructor, Institute of Applied Agriculture; 
Assistant to the Director, Institute of Applied 
Agriculture; Assistant to the Dean of the College 
of Agriculture; Maryland Governor’s Commission 
on Education in Agriculture: Commission Intern; 
Virginia Tech: College of Education — Assistant to the 
Faculty President; Agricultural Technology Program 
– Instructor; Academic Advisor and Instructor; 
Coordinating Academic Advisor/Assistant Director and 
Instructor; College of Agriculture and Life Sciences — 
Acting Assistant Director of Resident Instruction and 
Instructor; University of New Hampshire: Director and 
Associate Professor of Thompson School of Applied 
Science; Associate Professor of Thompson School of 
Applied Science

Regina Smick-Attisano 
Ed.D. - 1988
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I don’t remember any challenges for the department, but I know at 
some point the department was trying to get the Ph.D., as well as the 
Ed.D. degree, available for students to pursue. I believe the program 
grew in numbers during the time I was there. My assistantship was 
an administrative one, which was quite unique. I do know it was an 
amazing graduate student experience. I made the right choice of 
attending Virginia Tech.

In my career, I held the majority of my 
positions with either an administrative ap-
pointment that was halftime and/or full 
time. My longest administrative post was 
for 20 years at a postsecondary institution, 
preparing students mostly for agricultural 
careers. I hope I was a role model for more 
women to enter the profession of agricul-

tural education.  Some of my role models for being an effective ad-
ministrator came from my association with Dr. John Crunkilton, Dr. 
Jim Clouse, and Dr. Frantz at the time I was there. I have always 
worked for associate degree programs offering agricultural disci-
plines and where excellent teaching was the standard, and I believe 
my doctoral education from Tech was a strong underpinning for my 
success in strengthening the teaching in each place I worked. 

I am currently a strong supporter, as an alumna of the department. 
I receive the CALS newsletter and try and stay in touch with Rick 
Rudd, who was a graduate student after I finished. 

The biggest challenge facing Agricultural Education and Extension 
is society’s view that agricultural careers are not viable. The greatest 
opportunity for the program is to continue to grow and advance the 
causes of the need for college educated individuals in the variety of 
agricultural disciplines and careers.

I hope I was a role 
model for more 
women to enter 
the profession 
of agricultural 
education.
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I’m currently the department head, started in 2006. Looking to 
step down from this role and go back to faculty, hopefully in January. 
I actually did my Ph.D. here in ‘94 and went to Florida for 12 years 
and came back. I was hired as department head.

When I was a graduate student, we were a program in Career and 
Technical Education (CTE). And so the department really only came 
about in the early ‘90s, I believe, before I got here, and it was Agri-
cultural and Extension Education. And so we’ve changed it since to 
our current name, with a lot of work and a lot of input from stake-
holders and everybody else on the university campus. It’s a big deal 
to change the name of a department. Doesn’t seem like it should 
be. But, the current name was one that the faculty really identified 
with, with all of our programs. CTE is now in the school of educa-
tion, when I did my Ph.D. here, it was one of the biggest and best 
programs in the country. And so actually my Ph.D. is in CTE. Voca-
tional-technical education is what it was at the time.

Right before I got here as a student, the department left CTE, the 
College of Education, to come to the College of Agriculture. The Col-
lege of Education was not happy, but the Ag Ed program had really 
been stifled there, and this was a positive move to get Agricultural 
Education into the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. Then, in 
the early ‘90s, the Extension program development and evaluation 
group was added to the department in Ag and Extension Education. 
We’ve had Extension program evaluation people since then in the 
department, which is really kind of a legacy of that move.

Professional Roles – Virginia Tech: Interim Associate 
Dean and Director of Virginia Cooperative Extension; 
Agricultural, Leadership, and Community Education 
Department Head & Community Viability Chair of Ex-
cellence Professor

Rick Rudd
Ph.D. 1994; Faculty – 2006 – present
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When I got here in 2006 we had two Ph.D. faculty, one ten-
ure-track faculty member and me as a tenured professor and de-
partment head. The goal was to grow the department and grow our 
areas of emphasis. The department was primarily a teacher educa-
tion unit that had gone down to just one faculty member in teacher 
education. We were preparing teachers and that was it. I came from 
the University of Florida, where we had a much more diverse de-
partment. And at the time, you could look around the country and 
see departments closing left and right. And in the modern universi-
ty, you can’t have a department that’s just a singular focus. When I 

interviewed here, I told the dean at the 
time, this is not going to be sustainable 
as a department. You could be sustain-
able if you diversified — you added com-
munity development, you added more 
in the Extension area, you added lead-
ership, you did some other things along 

with Ag Education. She bought it, so I came, and we’ve been working 
on that ever since. So we have 18 faculty now, tenure and non-ten-
ure-track folks. We didn’t have a grad program when I came. We’ve 
grown one of the best grad programs in the country. The bache-
lor’s degree in Agricultural Sciences was approved by SCHEV in the 
spring of 2006. Our undergrad program is still small. But there have 
been a lot of changes over time. We’ve hired some great folks in Ex-
tension, and in leadership, and in community development. We’ve 
really grown those areas well.

The primary purpose of the department was training teachers, and 
we still do that. And I argue that we would not be doing that today 
had we tried to stick to that singular focus. Programs like Maryland 
are gone. Cornell is gone. Penn State’s Ag Ed unit has been rolled 
into another department. North Carolina State’s Ag Ed department 
has been rolled into another department. So you look up and down 
the East Coast, and it is Virginia Tech, University of Georgia, and 
University of Florida, and those are the only three departments like 
ours. And those are all three diverse units that have lots going on. 
So I think that was a smart move for us, and we really sell ourselves 
as a social science unit in the College of Ag and Life Sciences. We’re 
the people department, and that’s important. And I think we’ve be-
come a very important component of the college’s broader mission 
because of what we add to other things going on in the college 
with the human side of agriculture. Our department is the human 
component, the human element in agriculture and life sciences. 
We know things about education. We know things about program 
development and evaluation. We know things about leadership de-
velopment. We know things about human and institution capacity 

The goal was to grow 
the department and 
grow our areas of 
emphasis.
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building. We know things about viable communities. I mean, those 
are all pieces of who we are now as well as agricultural education.

We still have some constit-
uents who are not happy that 
we’ve changed who we are. But I 
think over time, that will — it has 
smoothed out a lot and that will 
continue to get better. We’ve got 
to do a better job of communicat-
ing who we are and what we do, 
because I think that’s probably the 
biggest — our biggest hurdle is we 
don’t talk enough about how we 
are helping. We have a doctoral defense today that’s a case study of 
a program we’ve been working with in Carroll County for a decade 
in helping them build a modern ag education program. There was 
just a news article about it. It’s been featured on CNN. Former gov-
ernor, Tim Kaine, presented it to the Senate about two years ago. 
This is going on in Carroll County, Virginia. So we are doing some 
really cool work and being a catalyst for change, and I don’t think we 
talk about that enough. That’s what a university should do. It’s not 
perpetuating what’s always been there. It’s always kind of, what’s the 
cutting edge? How are we going to get better?

A couple of things that I’m really proud of. We’ve really made a 
push to be a diverse program at the graduate level. We purposeful-
ly recruit and prepare underrepresented students in our field. We 
probably do that better than anyone in the country or anyone in 
the world, for that matter, and I’m really proud of that. That’s been a 
push that we’ve had. The second thing I’m really proud of is we tru-
ly have a world-class faculty. We have faculty here that are known 
internationally. A lot of relatively young people, but they’re working 
really hard and making a big impact. And so I’m proud of our faculty, 
and I’m proud of our students.

I’ve always been happy in my career. I was happy as an agriculture 
teacher. I told people that the hardest professional decision was to 
leave that and go back to graduate school. It was a very hard deci-
sion to leave Florida to come here. I’m really happy here. Stepping 
down as department head has been my plan all along. I thought I 
would do this department head thing for about 7 years — it’s been 
12 — but then go back to faculty. I’m really looking forward to being a 
full professor in the department, Teaching, doing my research, doing 
my extension work, and contributing as a faculty member. So hope-
fully, I can be one of those great faculty that we have and do some 
cool things to make a difference.

We’ve got to do a better 
job of communicating 

who we are and what we 
do because I think that’s 
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I love mentoring the faculty, especially young faculty going 
through the assistant to associate. So every time one of them makes 
that jump, I celebrate. That’s really important to me. I also like to 
look at the students and what they’re doing and their successes. I’ve 
got former Ph.D. students who are faculty members at eight differ-
ent universities. I’m very proud of that. They’ve all been promoted 
and tenured, too. Not all, but they’re making good progress, the ones 
that haven’t been. But the successes of our students and the suc-
cesses of the folks that I’ve mentored along the way are really what 
I take away. I see that as big wins. And undergraduates, too. I mean, 
I’m friends with lots of undergraduates, and Facebook is great, and 
you see different things. But to see my undergraduate students be-
ing successful in their careers and knowing I had a little part of that 
to play. Yeah.

I think as an active alumni, and 
as an active faculty member, there 
are lots of things I can do to con-
tinue to help the department. I 
think to prove our worth is big, 
and that’s been a problem for de-
cades, and we’re still not doing 

that very well. We have to feed whatever the number is now, 9 bil-
lion, 10 billion people. And the people side of agriculture, the human 
element, is one of the biggest roles in that. How are we going to 
make that work? We’re important in meeting that need of the world. 
I mean, but we’re not doing a really good job of talking about that. 
We’ve always been very poor at measuring and communicating how 
we make a difference, and part of it is because, with humans, it’s dif-
ficult. It’s difficult to measure and put it into terms that everybody 
can understand. But we’ve had a lot of time to figure this out. We 
really still haven’t done it very well. And there are ways to measure 
those impacts. So I think that’s really important.

I worry, in Virginia, the next economic downturn and what might 
happen to Extension. I feel like Extension is really vulnerable to bud-
get cuts at the state level. Federal budget numbers are flat. Things 
have gotten more expensive, and we’re still trying to operate on a 
budget that’s 20 years old. That’s kind of scary. So I feel like Exten-
sion is going to come to a crossroad where they’re going to have to 
change the system, and nobody wants to do that. It’s happened in 
other states, and it’s been successful in most states. I think we need 
to learn some lessons there and kind of be proactive in thinking 
about that in Virginia. Nobody wants to do that, though. And Agri-
cultural Education in the secondary schools, same kinds of questions 
about what are we worth? The curriculum needs to be modernized. 

I think to prove our worth 
is big, and that’s been a 
problem for decades, and 
we’re still not doing that 
very well.
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We need to truly prepare children for entering advancement and 
agriculture careers. And that could mean going to college first, or 
going to technical school first, or coming out of high school and 
getting a good job. But we’ve got to get back to that, and what are 
the skills that we need to do that? It’s not using an oxy-acetylene 
torch, which industry hasn’t used for 25 years. It’s other things, and 
so we’ve got to sit down and take a real look at what students need 
and revamp our programs to meet those needs. I think those are 
some real challenges.

And then internationally, there are also challenges that we can 
help with, too. Our expertise is very valuable internationally from 
youth development to teaching and learning at universities. I mean, 
all of those things we do in the department. But we’ve had projects 
in Senegal and in other countries where we’ve been able to really 
shine with our expertise, and I think that’s going to continue to be a 
challenge and opportunity for us.

I think we’ve got a real foot in the door on the evaluation piece 
and proving our worth. I think that’s something we can really sink 
our teeth into, and we should. I think we’ve got a real voice in mod-
ernizing curriculum for agricultural education around STEM and 
around new skill sets that are needed to help children enter and 
advance in agriculture careers, which is really what we ought to be 
doing in those secondary programs. I think there’s a real opportu-
nity for human and institution capacity building here and around 
the world. And I think there’s a real opportunity to help people think 
about making their communities viable places to live, places where 
people have opportunity, places where people have the resources 
they need, and places where people feel like they fit and they can live 
comfortably. I think we’ve got a voice in all of those areas, and they’re 
big opportunities for us.

I’m very proud of where the department is. I think we’re really one 
of the top five programs in the country now, and it’s been really nice 
to see the faculty work hard to accomplish that. And I think the next 
10 years will be better than our last 10 years. So, I’m excited to see 
where we’re going.
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I am an alumnus of the doctoral program. I started in the fall of 
2009 and I graduated in the spring of 2012. I was affiliated with the 
department from 2009 to 2012. The name of the department at that 
time was Agricultural and Extension Education. While I was there, 
the department head was placed in the role of Interim Associate 
Dean for the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. Because of 
this, we had a new Interim Department Head. I thought that was in-
teresting. I say that, because when I first interviewed for acceptance 
into the department, it was with one Department Head. Then, for a 
year there was a different Department Head. It was just a different 
dynamic. 

I’m sure the department had an artic-
ulated mission or vision statement, but 
I couldn’t tell you what it was exactly. 
But at that time, the department func-
tioned primarily as a graduate degree 
granting department. We had under-
graduate students that took courses 
from our department. Some were oral 
communication, written communication, and leadership. But to my 
knowledge, the students weren’t receiving an undergraduate de-
gree in those areas. The department also had a focus on formal and 
non-formal education related to leadership and Extension.

It was a very young department. What I mean by that is that the 
doctoral program was fairly new. In fact, I think I was in the third 
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year that the department had doctoral students on campus. So, it 
was pretty young in terms of longevity. We didn’t have an extensive 
alumni network who had completed the doctoral program. When I 
started, no students had earned their doctoral degree in the Depart-
ment of Agriculture and Extension Education. I think that was inter-
esting. Also, there were also young faculty. Every faculty member 
was an assistant professor. We had no associate professors, other 
than Rick, who is the department head — he was full professor. Ev-
eryone else was assistant professor. I say young faculty but I mean 
young in terms of their tenure — not age, but experience. 

While I was there, the department was working on conducting 
and hosting stakeholder feedback sessions for the Virginia Coop-
erative Extension service. That was a statewide initiative that was 
a little difficult for graduate students. We were tasked with going 
out across the state of Virginia where meetings were being hosted. 
We weren’t facilitating the meetings, but we were there to record 
the conversations, transcribe them, and code that qualitative data. It 
was a heavy lift, and I remember being really involved with that proj-
ect during my first year. But I don’t know what the outcome of that 
was. Another big project was the teaching lab where the department 
had video cameras and facial recognition software installed and was 
starting down the road of analyzing student expressions in reaction 
to the teacher. It was pretty novel. Just having that laboratory facility 
was unique. 

I would say that being a gradu-
ate student and being on graduate 
assistantship did not influence my 
career, but what did influence my 
career was the process of earning 
a doctoral degree and particularly 
my dissertation and the topic that 
I researched. Even still today, I ref-
erence my dissertation. I frequently 
reference the methods that I used 
and sometimes I reference the find-
ings. But the way that my study was 

structured really opened doors for me. And I think that was a prod-
uct of working with my advisor, Tom Broyles. My advisor is not in the 
department anymore but he is here in Nashville where I live. He was 
an incredible advisor and continues to be a mentor and a friend to 
me. Eric Kaufman’s guidance was important to me as well. I was able 
to get attention and help from both of them in organizing research 
and writing.

More than anything, 
what has really impacted 
me is the mentorship 
and guidance that I got. 
It was invaluable and 
gave me a really positive 
experience of what a 
committee member 
could and should do.
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I was a graduate assistant, I did some research, and I taught class-
es. More than anything, what has really impacted me is the mentor-
ship and guidance that I got. It was invaluable and gave me a really 
positive experience of what a committee member could and should 
do. I’ve since served on committees of other students, and I’ve 
guided students on the experience of applying to graduate school. 
I received a thank you note in the mail two days ago with a hard-
bound copy of a thesis that a masters student sent. When I opened 
to the acknowledgments page, I was the first person thanked. But 
that wouldn’t have happened, and I wouldn’t have had the skill set 
to mentor someone through that process, had it not been for the 
example that Tom and Eric set for me. 

When I was there, I was nominated as outstanding graduate stu-
dent the year I graduated. In 2015, I was named as the outstand-
ing young alumni from the department. I have continued to engage 
through the College of Agriculture and Life Science’s mentor pro-
gram — last year I served as a mentor to an undergraduate student. 
I’ve tried to stay engaged when I can. And also, I’ve worked with the 
CALS alumni directory to facilitate and coordinate some events here 
in Nashville, because the College coordinates regional events. As far 
as the department is concerned, I get random phone calls, emails, 
and text messages from people. So, I think that the relationship is 
still there, but because I’m not in the state, I’m not really able to 
actively engage. 

I think there are opportunities to interact with the department, 
but they depend on the career. There are certainly opportunities 
to collaborate with faculty members on research projects. I already 
know the intersections of my research interests and those of the 
faculty, and I already have those working relationships, so I think 
that’s helpful. I think the value of a graduate degree, specifically a 
doctoral degree from our department, is often different from other 
colleges and departments that offer a doctoral degree in agricul-
tural education or a related field. I think that in many universities, 
students will perceive their Ph.D. and their career track is academia. 
Rick and I talked about the value of looking back at our doctoral 
alumni and what they have done and are doing with their doctoral 
degree outside of academia. Because, based on my knowledge, the 
majority of us who have graduated are not in academia and are not 
working in higher education. We’ve taken the knowledge and skills 
and applied it in related contexts, but I think that those examples 
would be great to show students their career options outside of aca-
demia. You asked how I’d like to be involved, and I think that it would 
be interesting to conduct a case study around students who earn 
doctoral degrees from our department, what they’re doing now, 
with a focus on income and earning potential. The connections that 
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I made in grad school have been really valuable to my current role, 
and I know that many of us are doing amazing work. And because 
we’ve chosen to not enter academia, I think our salaries are often 
higher than they would be had we gone on the academia track. 

One of the challenges facing ag-
ricultural education and extension 
is image. And that’s not only agri-
cultural education, but all of career 
and technical education. But we 
certainly have a challenge related 

to image, because many think of formal agricultural education as 
vocational education. I think the biggest challenge with extension 
education is awareness. I’m not sure that the community, by in large, 
is aware of the resources that the Extension service can offer them. 
Another challenge with agricultural education is consumer aware-
ness and education. Agricultural educators shoulder the weight of 
that challenge to communicate about the industry to the public 
through extension and formal education, and I don’t see that going 
away. There is a question on how to produce future agricultural-
ists—those who will produce the food, those who will innovate the 
food system, and those who will innovate technology required to 
enhance the efficiency of our food system. The answer is through 
agricultural extension and education. And with that in mind, the big-
gest challenge is—which faces the entire agricultural industry—how 
to feed a growing population with a shrinking land mass.  

Let me focus on agricultural education: here is a huge opportuni-
ty in workforce development. We have experienced an increase of 
career opportunities in the field that is vaguely referred to as “agri-
cultural technology” or “agricultural customer service”, but what it 
really boils down to is agricultural education. Ag tech is huge; there 
are a lot of IT companies that are focused on agricultural products. 
Meaning, their target customer is a producer, and they’re creating IT 
based programs that will help a farmer be more efficient. Those pro-
grams provide weather patterns and schedules on when to apply ni-
trogen, for example. The problem is that when producers subscribe 
to these programs, they may not experience success using them. So 
many of the IT companies are trying to hire people to serve the role 
of customer success—and the role can be called a lot of different 
things. Essentially, it is a client management role where you go out 
and you work with the person who’s purchased that product and 
train them on how to use the product. You’re in constant commu-
nication with the client and build a relationship with them to show 
them the value of their product and make sure they’re using it cor-
rectly. And after a year or two at the end of their subscription, they 

The biggest challenge is... 
how to feed a growing 
population with a 
shrinking land mass.
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want to continue using the product. But without that key person, 
often the subscriptions may not be renewed or valued. That is where 
ag education comes in. I think for years we’ve thought of the career 
trajectory for ag education majors to be either be a school-based 
agriculture teacher or an extension Agent. There are other oppor-
tunities in between, but what I just described requires the ability to 
plan to teach someone something and to assess whether or not that 
person understands and can do what we’ve taught them. And that’s 
an ag teacher. I think ag and extension education majors can be si-
loed into thinking that their career options are limited, but no, there 
are incredible opportunities. I would even rope data science into 
that, because teachers and extension agents are constantly evaluat-
ing their programs and students, collecting and analyzing data. We 
have what these companies need, and we can fill the need that is 
currently in the ag tech workforce. 
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I graduated with my Ph.D. in 2012 from the Agricultural and Ex-
tension Education department with an emphasis in collaborative 
community leadership and leadership education. When I came in 
2008, the doctoral program was still fairly new; I was part of an early 
cohort of students. And it was exciting to be part of a new and grow-
ing program. My primary responsibility as a graduate assistant was 
working with the Residential Leadership Community (RLC).

When I came to Virginia Tech, 
the RLC had just merged with 
the Ag and Extension Education 
department. One of my first re-
sponsibilities was helping phys-
ically move the office. I worked 
for several years as a graduate assistant, responsible for teaching, 
curriculum development, and programming. In the final year of my 
Ph.D. program, I served as the interim director for the RLC. It was 
exciting to have a role in shaping the vision, strategic plan, and the 
curriculum for the RLC. During that time, we really saw a stronger 
connection and greater collaboration between academic affairs and 
the student affairs, as well as a more intentional integration of ser-
vice learning. It was, of course, difficult to leave a program in which 
I had learned and invested so much. But it really prepared me for my 
next step, which was moving into an assistant professor of leader-
ship education at K-State. 
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During my time at Virginia Tech, we experienced a lot of growth 
and change. We had a lot of new students coming in and new fac-
ulty joining us, so there was an opportunity to really learn from a 
diverse cohort and group of instructors during that time. I’ve been 
gone from Virginia Tech now longer than I was there, but it still feels 
like it was yesterday — it was such a formative time. 

As I think about the purpose of the department, I recall being a 
part of negotiating our name change from Agriculture and Exten-
sion Education to Agricultural, Leadership, and Community Educa-
tion. We had a lot of conversations about how our name reflects 
who we are, what we do, and who our students are becoming. On 
one hand, we very much focused on teacher preparation – devel-
oping future agriculture education teachers and extension agents. 
Additionally, we were building the community education piece in 
terms of understanding how change happens within communities, 
especially through grassroots efforts. There was an emphasis on de-
veloping beginning farmers. At the same time, we had a strong focus 
on undergraduate leadership education through the Leadership and 
Social Change minor. Our graduate program also focused on prepar-
ing people to work in leadership education and development roles. 
So it was a very complex set of connected purposes that all centered 
around preparing people to do work that advances change.

In terms of accomplishments, 
I think our department has a 
strong emphasis on scholarship, 
with many faculty and graduate 
students producing journal arti-
cles and other publications, pre-
senting at conferences, and really 

building the reputation for AEE (ALCE) at Virginia Tech as a quality 
program. I also feel like the RLC was a model learning community, 
integrating VT’s Aspirations for Student Learning through curricular 
and co-curricular work. I recall building more programming and rec-
ognition for our students around those aspirations, and so we were 
able to be more connected to the institution in that way. Many of our 
students were just doing really excellent work, and we were able to 
acknowledge and recognize some of those students for their service 
and leadership, not just within the department but campus-wide. 
Finally, as a young Ph.D. program, we were graduating students who 
were able to go out and be productive in roles both inside and out-
side higher education, and inside and outside of agriculture. 

I had an amazing hands-on learning experience as a graduate as-
sistant, teaching undergraduate leadership education courses. I was 
able to have ownership of a classroom, be involved in curriculum 

I got a great education 
through my courses, but 
then I was able to exercise 
leadership within the RLC 
program.
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development and evaluation, and also the project management side 
of a leadership minor program, including the use of service learning 
as a high impact practice. And at the same time, my graduate studies 
in leadership were complementing and supporting this work. So I 
got a great education through my courses, but then I was able to 
exercise leadership within the RLC program. So when it came time 
for me to apply for a tenure track role in an interdisciplinary lead-
ership education program, I was able to leverage that experience. I 
had already been doing the work of someone in that role, and I really, 
really appreciated that. 

My classes were also beneficial in helping me determine a scholar-
ly trajectory. I am thankful for the opportunity I had to attend con-
ferences, as it helped me get connected to professional networks. 
So right away I was connected to communities of practice that have 
really supported me and provided an opportunity for professional 
service. Part of being on a tenure track is you have to build your 
reputation as a scholar. And I’m thankful for the opportunities at 
Tech that set me up to be successful in that later on. Going through 
the dissertation process, I had great mentors and supporters. Now 
as I’m preparing to mentor doctoral students myself, I have good 
models to draw from. 

I just earned tenure and promotion to Associate Professor. Look-
ing back, I realize that my path to that did not just start when I went 
to K-State. The last decade of my life, including my Ph.D., were pre-
paring me for this moment and for what’s next.

As a leadership educator, I 
feel like my work has an impact 
in the development of students. 
And I care deeply about my stu-
dents and helping them think 
about their lives and their roles 
and what they’re trying to become and how they can apply, through 
leadership, apply to their majors or their technical skills, how they 
see themselves as having a role in creating change in the world. 

I think through my scholarship, too, around teaching and learning 
of leadership and around identity work, and even identity work of 
educators, I feel like I’ve been able to make a contribution to the 
field and support how do we do this work, and helping others be-
come and belong within our community of practice as well. And also 
thinking about just the civic purposes of our work. This is a land 
grant. I’m at a land grant institution. And recognizing that we’re not 
just developing skilled workers, right, we’re developing citizens. And 
how do we think about the public purposes of our work and, how do 

I’m really committed to 
the idea that, through our 

work, we can also make 
communities better.
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we, through community engagement and community engagement 
scholarship, not just develop individuals, but also develop the com-
munities that we’re a part of? And so I’m really committed to the idea 
that, through our work, we can also make communities better, and 
trying to explore that in my own classrooms and through scholar-
ship. And that’s exciting to me. I like the idea of having that purpose, 
that public purpose.

I try to stay connected with Virginia Tech faculty and students 
through conferences and following what’s happening on Facebook. 
The opportunity to come back and visit reminds me how much I 
loved being here at Virginia Tech and all the great relationships I still 
have. I would like to stay involved as an alumni, for example con-
necting with classes or supporting graduate students. There may be 
ways to continue to partner on projects as we recognize common 
interests. And I think it is important to continue to support each 
other as colleagues. 

While my background and education was situated in a college of 
agriculture, my current role is interdisciplinary. One thing I think 
that impacts all of us who are committed to education (leadership, 
agriculture, community) are questions of social justice. This means 
not just integrating ideas of diversity, but also practicing inclusion, 
equity, and justice into the work that we’re doing. We live in really 
polarizing times, with many tough challenges facing our world — so-
cial, political, economic, environmental. And the way we can make 
progress on those challenges isn’t just more technical skills — which 
do matter. But, we also have to be able to work with people who are 
very different than us. What I’m thinking a lot about now is, how 
do we truly integrate inter-cultural development and multicultural 
learning into our work? This includes intentionally trying to disman-
tle systems of oppression that exist within our institutions and in 
our lives. And that’s a really hard thing to talk about, because it feels 
political and polarized. But we have to do this work, because what’s 
happening now is not working.

I’m really interested in this idea of vertical development that 
comes from the Center for Creative Leadership. It’s the idea “filling 
your cup” with technical skills and competencies versus “growing 
your cup” by building our capacity to recognize and engage in an 
interconnected world. How do we deal with ambiguity and uncer-
tainty and not relying on authority to tell us what to do? How do we 
develop those capacities to be interdependent? This is the lens we 
need to make progress. The way that we develop those capacities 
has to be through engaging multiple perspectives. Putting ourselves 
in situations that we’d call “high heat,” — which are uncomfortable, 
ambiguous, and probably involve failure. And then we have to engage 



71

in deep, intense meaning-making 
through mentoring, advising, and 
reflection. And so to me, that gives 
insight into the role of higher ed-
ucation — we need to create the 
conditions for learning that provide 
those experiences. And so, how do 
we do that? It’s difficult, because 
our system is set up in a way that 
often just keeps replicating knowl-
edge transfer. So I think authentic engagement, problem-solving, 
developing critical-thinking, and intentional inter-cultural develop-
ment is absolutely critical – in the field of Agriculture and for all of 
us!

Someone asked me a couple weeks ago, “What do you think the 
future of higher education looks like?” And I was like, “I have no idea. 
But I know it’s not going to look like it does now,” right? So I think 
we have to assume that the methods and the processes and even 
the knowledge that we have now is not going to sustain us for the 
next 20 years. We’re going to have to be flexible and comfortable 
with ambiguity and willing to experiment in lots of different ways 
with different modes of doing things. In some ways, the field of agri-
culture has always been that way. Although I recognize there’s a lot 
of our systems that are kind of slow to change, people who are en-
gaged in agriculture are used to uncertainty. It’s a volatile and risky 
business. How do we learn to navigate the complexities even better, 
and tap into the context that we’re used to? How do we prepare to 
navigate those changes even more nimbly?

This project itself is a really great opportunity to learn from many 
perspectives. So if you think about it, what you’re doing here is a way 
of exercising leadership for change! That is exciting. 

I think authentic 
engagement, problem-

solving, developing 
critical-thinking, and 

intentional inter-
cultural development is 

absolutely critical
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I was a student here from 2011 to 2016. I graduated with a degree 
in ag sciences and also had a leadership and social change minor. 
When I started, it was the Department of Agriculture and Extension 
Education, and when I graduated it had been changed to ALCE in ‘16. 

So, significant change number 
one — the Residential Leader-
ship Community (RLC) has really 
grown, especially with the lead-
ership and social change minor 
gathering more interests for stu-
dents outside the department in 
college. And then also, of course, 
the restructuring from AEE to ALCE. So adding more courses spe-
cifically with education, extension, and also creating student re-
search opportunities for independent studies. The primary purpose 
of the department is to equip students to be leaders and engage 
with whatever organization they were going to be involved with. So, 
probably working with youth or producers, or community.

Some of the challenges that the department had to overcome 
were adapting to the new needs and new interests. When the RLC 
first started, it just was for ag students primarily, and trying to grow 
that. And how to restructure that to be interdisciplinary, and have 
experiential learning opportunities, and service projects. And then 
also, reconfiguring the department’s identity with, how do we reach 
and prepare students to not only be teachers, but also Extension 
Agents, or also community educators.
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Accomplishments during my time in the department were creating 
more opportunities for students — whether with internships, inde-
pendent studies, research opportunities, encouraging study abroad, 
partnerships with professors and undergrad students. The RLC, 
again, just the way different classes were structured where students 
had to interview industry professionals or be connected with a local 
school or community. So challenging that learning continuum.

I’m serving as an agriculture extension agent. So the department 
and my education not only gave me knowledge and understanding 
of extension; that perspective of how land-grant universities work 

and the research component and 
the outreach aspect. But also the 
soft skills that critical thinking, 
problem-solving aspect through 
internships for research and inde-

pendent studies. So every day, I’m influencing the local food sec-
tor of my community. Whether it’s helping producers, getting them 
connected with other aspects of the food chain. Or the farmers’ 
markets connecting local citizens with local food. So, helping our 
producers be productive, but also helping consumers be connected 
and understanding their food source.

I just graduated two years ago, so I’m hoping to serve the depart-
ment and help in any way I can in the future, as a proud alumni. I’ve 
come back with Alpha Zeta, which has some advisors and students 
in the department, and have been there for some of their alumni 
things. And I helped serve as a contact. I was an extension agent 
interviewee for the Introduction to Cooperative Extension class. So 
I hope to see more in the future with my role as Extension agent 
and see how to be connected with what the department needs. I 
would like to encourage students to make the most of opportunities 
that they can, whether it’s sharing things I’ve been a part of or get-
ting them connected with Extension internships or experiences or a 
class project with a Halifax issue. Anything that might connect them 
with what I’m working on.

So, greatest challenges facing agricultural education and Exten-
sion — education-wise, we’re in a period of transition, I think, with 
shifts with career and technical education requirements and stan-
dards, and what that looks like for funding and teachers. So how to 
equip ag teachers to go in, but also to be able to reach and start new 
chapters and also urban programs. It’s going to be a new challenge. 
And then, Extension-wise, helping bring young people in and help 
them be connected and how to be able to reach a new generation. 
The millennials, Generation X, completely different than older gen-
erations with their interest in their food supply and knowledge. And 

So every day, I’m 
influencing the local food 
sector of my community.
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so being able to help overcome misconceptions and perceptions 
about agriculture effectively is also going to be important.

Opportunities are very wide open. Again, I think starting at the 
collegiate level, I think if we can get young people involved and con-
nected, we can use worldwide problems as projects or case studies 
for them to work on get involved with. And we can help them get 
plugged in on either a local or a regional or a global level in different 
ways to get them connected. And help all of that be better.

This department gives you great knowledge and perspective, but 
also gives you opportunities to deepen your soft skills. So it’s im-
portant to have that knowledge, but to know how to work with peo-
ple, how to have that global agriculture perspective, how to under-
stand problems, how to solve them critically, how to connect the 
dots. That’s also important. And making the most of opportunities 
helps make that full force.


