Land-grant universities and their Cooperative Extension Services are unique facets of
higher education in the United States. The original purpose of extension, bringing
applicable solutions from the science and research of the land-grant institution to the
people of the home state, may be in peril as the needs of the public evolve. In Land-
Grant Universities and Extension into the 21st Century: Renegotiating or Abandoning a
Social Contract, George McDowell presents a concise history of the land-grant universi-
ties and their relationships with extension; then he examines possibilities for the future.
From this basis, he then suggests specific action steps for maintaining the value and

viability of extension’s service to the people.
Discussions of the traditional, current, and future roles of extension include

+ Extension’s relationship with the U.S. Department of Agriculture
and farm organizations

+ Consequences if reforms are not made

* Academy, science, and service

* Theory and practice in agriculture and other disciplines

* Influences of the changing economics and agriculeure
University and extension administrators and staff, educators, and policy makers will

find that the scope of these perspectives makes this book an illuminating resource.

George R. McDowell is a professor in the Department of Agriculture and Applied
Economics, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University. He worked with farmers
in South Vietnam through International Voluntary Services and as a Peace Corps staff
member in Kenya and Malaysia. He also lived and worked in Zambia and Albania.
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Foreword

By Paul A. Miller?

George McDowell’s book presents a provocative challenge in a style that
is bold, forthright, and polemical. These qualities sparked a disturbing
surprise in me on first reading, despite my seasoning as once being a 4-H
member, a county agricultural agent, an extension specialist, director of
a state Cooperative Extension Service, and president of a land-grant uni-
versity. But reading further revealed an author whose passion for his
subjects grew from experience “on the ground” and underwrites honest
and bold conclusions. Disagreements are sure to be aroused; I hope they
will prove to be of equal compassion. McDowell minces no words in say-
ing that a predicament resides in the land-grant universities, one that
deserves strong language, genuine intention, debate, and reform.

No shortage of commentary about human learning characterizes the
present day. Much of it is stirred by the inventions that make it possible
to democratize and decentralize knowledge in ways never before
dreamed possible, and asks how the university of the future will serve
society when it has access to intellectual capital on a world scale. This
book also profits from such enunciations as those of the National Asso-
ciation of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges. As does this
author, they also startle the reader when they point out that in the event
universities fail to better engage with society, they risk their own obso-
lescence. McDowell reacts to such indictments in his Land-Grant
Universities and Extension into the 21st Century; he pounds the table with
his concern that revisions in the outreach functions of the land-grant
universities have been postponed too long.

Some readers may deny that the author’s findings apply to their
home institution or even to the land-grant system. Others may shrug
that he has generalized too much from too little and is unaware of what
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is in progress or that crankiness colors his boldness. Whatever the reac-
tion, the author seeks to elicit more penetrating debate by describing
the contour of the land-grant system’s outreach activities over time, com-
paring them to unmet needs, and suggesting specific action steps. He
strives also to anchor his claims in a larger universe of inquiry.

Academic institutions have survived through one problem-filled epoch
after another: reconciling knowledge with religion at the outset; getting
science into the curriculum; and adding research as an extraordinary
priority. However, the impact of the information era on humankind is
likely to exceed the challenges of these previous upheavals. A big ques-
tion looms: How will the cumulative legacy of traditional universities
fare in this new era: the devotion to profession of early Bologna; the
independence of scientific research at Berlin; the training of gentlemen
and statesmen at Oxford; and the proving ground for technologists at
Zurich? In the call for change in those eras, two issues were ever present.
One deals with the degree of independence allowed the university by
society. The other refers to the scope of what the university offers in its
programs. As they have been in the past, these issues are also central in
McDowell’s treatment of how land-grant universities respond to social
need and pressure.

At the 1911 annual meeting of the American Association of Agricul-
tural Colleges and Experiment Stations (the forerunner of today’s
National Association of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges),
those present were not of one mind on how to invent and install a
county agricultural agent as a leader of change in the countryside. On
the issue of independence, the association’s president exclaimed, “It is
seriously to be doubted whether popular conceptions of the aims and
methods of education and inquiry are a safe basis on which to establish
the policy that shall dominate the work and the influence of either the
college or the station.” On the matter of program scope, the then Assis-
tant Secretary of the U.S. Department of Agriculture rose to say, “This
association should not forget the great importance of other than agri-
cultural lines of endeavor. There are twice as many people in vocations
other than agriculture. Why narrow this question to one of agriculture?”
The issues of independence and scope will likely continue as long as
universities do; they appear on the modern agenda and, 90 years after
such previous debates, they remain alive in the land-grant universities
and extension. This book serves to define the nature of their present
incarnation.

A sense of urgency pervades McDowell’s treatise as these issues loom
in today’s world. This book acclaims the roles of the land-grant univer-
sities and extension as two of the most innovative gifts of America to
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education (a quite plausible claim when admitting ancient China as the
initiator of public school education and Europe of the earliest universi-
ties). Much can be said of what these universities and extension have
contributed to human development and welfare. As the 20th century
closes, one may argue that first rank of all its compelling scientific
achievements (the revelations and applications of physical laws, the
electronic/digital inventions, and dazzling understandings of the atom
and the cell) might well go to that system, with the land-grant universi-
ties at its center, that served to create and transfer science-base
technology into use by agricultural producers. A certain awe attaches to
the minuscule fraction of the U.S. population (2 percent presently) that
now produces enough food for itself and the rest of the population, ex-
ports a fourth of the total to other nations, and has an abundance
remaining.

Analysts who deign to explain this miracle confront a complex maze
of lay and professional institutions. McDowell, an experienced econo-
mist who brings institutional factors into his thinking, describes the
statutory and traditional practices in which the land-grant universities
and extension are embedded. He also defines how persons in their
specific roles interact with each other in order to activate the historic
agreements between the counties, states, and the federal government.
The author goes beyond describing the general taxonomy of such
entities as the state Agricultural Experiment Stations, the Cooperative
Extension Services, and related agencies and institutions. He takes the
reader into the meticulous interactions of the campus-based research
scholar, the extension specialist who links the scholar’s research to prob-
lems in the field, and the county agent who facilitates its use and
adaptation by local people.

Some readers, uninitiated to rural culture, are sure to speculate on
the book cover’s symbol of the county agent. Were this role better
known for its historical ingenuity and importance, the county (agricul-
tural) agent would join the cowboy, the northwoods guide, and the
circuit-riding religious pastor as another vibrant symbol of the American
experience. The saga of the county agent role reveals how its incum-
bents helped transform a rural society into an urban one, became
models for stimulating improvement in less developed nations, and are
now challenged by the likes of McDowell to be part of the cadre to lead
in the information era. ‘

George McDowell observes that the service provided by extension—
the offspring of the creations of the land-grant universities in 1862, the
agricultural experiment stations in 1887, and the Cooperative Extension
Service in 1914—reached its pinnacle, a “golden age,” in the 1950s, and
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thereafter began a decline in its ability to accommodate the very
changes that it helped bring about. Herein is the author’s thesis: In the
past three or four decades, the efficacy of the land-grant universities,
through extension’s efforts to help people solve problems with science-
based knowledge, grew less capable to define changes, react to the
consequences of earlier work, and address new needs in society.
McDowell laments that despite calls for reform, these institutions fal-
tered, resulting in a loss to them and the nation.

He is concerned that the learning opportunities generated by cy-
bernetic advances may overrun and outdistance these institutions as
boundaries collapse among all educational institations, mega-universities
appear, and other distance learning venues chalienge every college and
university. The author does not pretend to predict the future shape of uni-
versities. But he believes that the success of the land-grant universities in
absorbing and utilizing the electronic future will be measured to consid-
erable degree by how they may update and expand their core philosophy,
once if not now embodied in extension, to the entire institution.

Land-Grant Universities and Extension into the 21st Century employs sev-
eral modes to support the author’s analysis, including a concise history
of the land-grant universities and the Cooperative Extension Service,
definitions of public service, its several forms, and the benefits to
provider and client. Noting the tensions between the university, science,
and the public, and their effect on the major players helps the author to
identify features of the academy that may facilitate or hinder its practice.
To demonstrate these analyses, the author turns to the case study, in-
cluding close scrutiny of his own discipline of agricultural economics
and of the university that he serves.

Following the narrative and case studies, McDowell imagines how a
land-grant university might appear if created anew in light of today’s
world. He rejects tinkering in the absence of imagination to avoid the
illusion of reform. By starting fresh, McDowell can lay his big cards on
the table with strong language. He has no broad empirical study of the
land-grant system at hand, and some may contest that his cases are too
limited and parochial. But his combination of history with specific cases
indicative of more general conditions join with statistical summaries to
support his conclusions. Anchored in his experience and scholarship,
his imagination goes to work and forges a courageous statement,which
asserts that extension got stuck by playing safe, drifting between a
diminishing rural society and the urban transformation, while the par-
ent universities stood by with too little interest and leadership!

Given his subject, McDowell is not confined to only the outreach
function of the land-grant university. He probes its interior regions as
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well. Of special interest is his review of the “public commission” of the
university. Drawing on one of his mentors, philosopher John F.A. Taylor,
and leading into the epistemological aspects of knowledge discovery and
application, he explores how faculty are trained, located, tenured, and
rewarded for the outreach function; the strengths and weaknesses of
missions attuned to technology transfer; and the necessities and con-
straints of partnerships with governmental groups and other institutions
and agencies. These concepts and references make the book an insight-
ful guide for exploring the linkages of public universities to society.

Returning to the pivotal issues of macro-changes in the basic nature
of universities—independence and scope—certain of the author’s
points underwrite large reforms. He recognizes, however, that a thin
line separates changes, which may go too far and too soon or too little
and too slowly. This delicate adaptation of the university’s institutional
independence and scope of program competence to societal need are
of major interest. As he focuses on the land-grant universities and
extension, three major concerns join to shape his analysis.

First, McDowell asserts that extension is “held hostage” by two historic
sponsors and helpmates—the general farm organizations and, also in a
symbolic way, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). This
metaphor illuminates the failure of extension to adapt its mission,
resources, and practice to major consequences of its earlier and re-
markable contributions—such results as the commercialization of
American agriculture and the urbanization of society. He also notes the
general reluctance of the land-grant university system, with some excep-
tions, to comprehend this lethargic adaptation and join extension in
revising the latter’s mission, organization, and program. In addressing
this problem, McDowell follows others. As noted earlier, as far back as
1911, those who took the long view were concerned that the real and
symbolic relationships of extension and the universities to the farm or-
ganizations and the USDA would eventually limit sponsorship, timely
advisory modes, and program relevance.

McDowell reminds us over and over of the success of the land-grant
university in its use of institutional freedom in the course of a long his-
tory. But in recent years, and at a quickening pace, he describes how
these traditional orientations have held so firm as to limit responses to
new challenges for public service: marketing and other issues in the
food industry, the weakening of rural institutions, and the cry for help
in facing urban problems. Noteworthy steps to break out of these con-
straints were taken, especially with orientations to management,
resources planning, and community services and institutions. However,
in McDowell’s view, these initiations on the whole were, if not token, suf-



Xiv Foreword

While this work will upset some and challenge all, McDowell believes
that only strong and straight talk can suggest reforms in a university,
which, by its fundamental nature and importance to its mission, is cau-
tious in changing. He has written a bold and controversial book, but it
does not omit that he appreciates the resilience of the university over
long periods of time, and accepts that it not forsake those immutable
truths that steady it. This balancing of shortterm with long-term re-
sponses to society reflects the insight of Taylor and other champions of
the university who were similarly aware. Important among them was Or-
tega y Gassett, who closed his classic Mission of the University (1944) by
stating, “The university must be open to the whole reality of its time. It
must be in the midst of real life, and saturated with it [and] . . . must in-
tervene, as the university, in current affairs, treating the great themes of
the day from its own point of view: cultural, professional, and scientific.”

Note

1. Dr. Miller was an extension agent in West Virginia from 1939-1942; professor and
extension specialist in sociology at Michigan State University, 1947-1955; Deputy Director
and Director of Extension, Michigan State University, 1955-1961; Provost, Michigan State
University, 1959-1961; President, West Virginia University 1962-1966; Asst. Secretary for
Education, HEW, 1966-1968; President, Rochester (NY) Institute of Technology,
1969-1979; among other positions.

Preface

My first encounter with extension was between high school and college
in 1957. I was working on the McGuire dairy farm in Washington
County, New York, and attended a special winter extension meeting for
area farmers on the management of their soils. Dr. Reashon Feurer,
Extension Soils Specialist from Cornell, was one of the speakers. I re-
member Dick McGuire asking about a particular soil type that was being
described; he thought that soils in a particular field on his farm were
an exception and said so. In response to the question by McGuire,
Dr. Feurer, who only later revealed that he had done much of the map-
ping of the soils in the county, asked to which field McGuire was
referring. Dick replied that it was unlikely Dr. Feurer would know it. It
was the one he called the lime-kiln field that was at the top of the ridge
above Hedges Lake. Dr. Feurer said to the effect—"oh yes, that’s the lit-
tle field you get to through the break in the hedge row off that old road
that goes up that ridge—I can see where you would think it is an excep-
tion to this classification, but that field is actually a different soil type all
together.” Clearly the Extension Soils Specialist knew the McGuire farm
better than Dick McGuire. And Dick McGuire was no slouch—he subse-
quently served New York state as Commissioner of Agriculture for
almost seven years. I was impressed at the level of knowledge evidenced
in that extension meeting.

When in 1975 I became an assistant professor in the Department of
Food and Resource Economics at the University of Massachusetts with a
75 percent extension assignment, a 15 percent teaching assignment, and
a 10 percent research assignment, I was sure there would be enthusias-
tic support for my commitment to extension work. I have degrees from
three land-grant institutions, the University of Rhode Island, Cornell
University, and Michigan State University, and thought I understood a
bit about their threefold mission. 1 was hired to work on rural develop-
ment and wanted to know those issues in Massachusetts as well as
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