Being Professional

Professionalism involves the mastery of a highly
complex body of knowledge
and the ability to apply this knowledge skillfully and perceptively

LLOYD H. DAVIS

JOR concern of administrators is to determine what profes-
competencies are most needed in their staffs and to commit
ces in such a way as to acquire, develop, and apply these
tencies. While a search for competence in Extension is a
ary, continuing process, our level of achievement in this
has been conspicuously high. Extension is generally recog-
by rural people as an almost indispensable institution. It is
ized as having made great contributions to the levels of liv-
f all people. Such recognition has come because we have had
mpetency to do things considered important by the public—
se of a high level of professional competence.
e of the biggest challenges facing Extension is the develop-
and maintenance of the kinds of competencies that will make
eatest contribution. (Many feel that this is a dominant chal-
facing us as a Service.) Competition for funds suggests that
competence should be of a unique quality. Indeed, Extension
ique in its educational emphasis, basic philosophy, university
tion, and the broad range of technical fields.
t the adequacy of our competence must be measured also
st the problems and needs of people we serve. For example,
competence required to be of assistance to the small general
r of a generation ago is quite different from that required for
large-scale, highly trained, and specialized farmer of today.
of our major program areas requires different sets of compe-
ies, as do some problems that are unique to a region. Recog-
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nizing that there are differences in the competencies needed to
form the varied assignments in an Extension organization, we
still identify common threads through all areas of responsi
These common competency characteristics will be identified
described and related to the characteristics of a profession.

CoMMON THREADS OF COMPETENCIES

Competencies common to all Extension responsibilities
not just to abilities needed to handle the problems people
monly bring to us. They relate to the desirability of our an
problems and needs and subsequently demonstrating ability
ply such competencies to solving problems. It is not enou
have a competence; abilities must be recognized by the peo
serve.

Even so, we cannot expect all Extension workers to have
competencies needed. An organization must be maintai
which individuals have specialized assignments and speci
abilities. We should seek, through organization, to capitalize
unique combination of competencies that each staff mem
As we seek the flexibility to utilize effectively each indivi
unique talents, we avoid pouring our staff into a few rigid,
ard molds. It seems only good sense to utilize each person’s
bilities and help him further develop these strengths.

Technical Competence

The first thread running through all Extension responsibi
the need for technical competence. Within the program
Extension everyone must be an expert on something—have
insight in some field needed by and important to clienteles
knowledge should encompass established principles and the
developments but will vary with assignments: Entomology
ists are expected to have the latest knowledge about inse
their control; a county agent working on the dairy progra
pected to have technical knowledge and management kK
pertinent to decisions a dairy farmer must make; the ho
agement specialist is expected to have the latest research i
tion in home management; the home economics agent is e
to be up to date on a wide range of subjects important 1@
makers.

It is not only necessary for staff members to have such
edge, they must be recognized by their clientele as sources
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ate, reliable, and useful information. If an agent serves only
booking agent, a referral office, or chauffeur for the specialist,
pommands little respect. Frequently a very important result of
onstration activities and other types of work is the establish-
t of the worker as an expert in some field.
s connection with this need for technical competency we have
pnsiderable challenge. The rate at which knowledge becomes
plete and new knowledge is developed is accelerating. In prac-
ly all fields, workers must devote additional emphasis to keep-
up to date or they will soon find themselves equipped with
dated tools. As a director I found no criticism more devastating
the insinuation that a staff member had lost effectiveness be-
e his technical knowledge was obsolete. I also remember, as
gent immediately after World War II, how inadequate I felt
pn farmers discussed varieties, equipment, and production prac-
that had been developed while I was in the service.

wlems of People

fhere is need for Extension workers in all program areas to
ify and analyze the problems of people. As the entomology
palist must be constantly analyzing people’s problems in the
grol of insects, the dairy agent must constantly be identifying
analyzing a range of problems of dairy farmers, the 4-H agent
problems of youth, the home agent the problems of homemakers
families, and so on through a whole roster of assignments.
A first requirement for conducting educational programs con-
d with helping people recognize and solve their problems is
the Extension worker himself to identify and understand their
slems. Such competence requires workers with powers of ob-
ation and insights which make it possible to recognize and
ze problem situations. It requires ability to obtain, select, or-
ze, and interpret information so as to refine understanding of
problems. It requires imagination, ingenuity, and initiative to
keive of potential solutions to such problems and subject these
jareful analysis. Such workers need to be able to subject the
pliar and conventional, as well as the innovation, to equally
inizing analysis.

agement Decisions

ut this is not enough. The professional Extension worker must
be able to lead others through the same problem-identification,
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problem-solving process and instill in them the same open-min
scientific approach. I would call this a third thread running thro
all program areas. This process is essential to working with f&
ers, homemakers, cooperatives, marketing firms, and others €
wide range of management decisions. The same process is nes
sary in working on group decisions and public issues—public p
lems of agriculture, community problems, resource develops
problems, problems of youth, and so on.

Perhaps most important, ability to lead others through this
ess is essential to using lay groups effectively in program plan
and resource development. Without adequate analysis such gr
do not have the opportunity to fully use their judgment in adva
Extension. By taking groups through such a process we des
their ability to take leadership roles in individual communitie
interest.

A fourth thread common to all Extension responsibilits
knowledge about people and “what makes them tick.” By &
mean knowledge about motivation and the process by which
ple learn and make decisions—how to work with them to g&
derstanding and action. It is not just a matter of having this k
edge, it involves an ability to use it in devising educational s8
gies. This ability is especially needed by people in administ
positions, particularly in working with staff in the developme
Extension programs and in working with various boards and §
supporting Extension work and participating in its administ:

Communications

And through all the program areas goes the need for skill n
munications—a fifth thread. We cannot conduct educational
unless we are able to communicate with people. This dog
necessarily mean that all of us have to be equally skilled in 8
of all the communication media and techniques. But we mus
sufficient skill in our particular program areas that we cas
municate effectively with those we serve.

Competence in communications, of course, is a particuls
of the Extension administrator at any level. He must comm
with many diverse groups, in many directions, on many subjg
including special problems with staff on policies and goals|
organization, with university administration, university &
governing bodies, clientele and their organizations, lay
business people, and others. He must communicate the rol
needs, and accomplishments of the Service.



: BEING PROFESSIONAL 199

tion

can have all these and still have an inadequate professional
A sixth and essential thread is a staff of people who can
and who are dedicated to turning dreams into reality. I am
ed of a county agent who was good in all the previous areas
ed. He had a special assignment in working with one type
iculture and was convinced that this type of agriculture was
d in his county; he was sure there was no way his producers
compete. Such pessimism was reflected in all he did and was
up and magnified by the producers.

unately, this agent had an experience that enabled him to
is job from a new perspective. He began to dream. You might
e had a vision of a prosperous and growing industry in his
—of a better world for the people he served. He began
ing for ways to make that world become a reality—discussing
as, encouraging people to try them, working long hard hours,
enjoying it. He awoke to the fact that you can win a battle
when you believe you can and are willing to proceed with
i to do what is necessary. He then became a very fine Exten-
worker.

h vision, such evangelism, such dedication, such willingness
crifice for the people we serve are essential in all program
. It is especially needed in Rural Areas Development in de-
d areas and in work with the disadvantaged because hope—a
of and a belief in the attainability of a better tomorrow—is
ently lacking among people accustomed to failure. The rebirth
pe is essential to progress and requires the greatest devotion
dedication in the leader who attends that rebrith. An essential
anion to this attitude for successful Extension work is a strong
abiding faith—faith in people, their ability to make sound de-
s, and their good judgment.

CLUSION

at do we mean by a profession or by being professional?
all recognize certain people in our society as professionals—
includes the doctor, the lawyer, the dentist, the minister, the
itect. We could list others. Also there are many vocations in
h people refer to themselves as professionals. But what do the
le we consider professional have in common?

ward Kieloch, Director of Educational Resources of the U. S.
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Civil Service Commission, has said that professionalism in
« . . mastery of a highly complex body of knowledge an
ability to apply this knowledge skillfully and perceptively.
normally means academic preparation or absorption of aca
knowledge.” This is to me just another way of expressing the §
for a high level of technical competency (the first thread idents

Kieloch also said that “. . . professionalism is the ability for
prehending the relative significance of facts and circumstanc
interpreting them to reach intelligent conclusions in areas
fixed routines and standard solutions do not exist. In short,
fessionalism implies informed judgment and wisdom in maki
cisions.” He went on to say that . . . the mental characte
of a professional are marked by tolerance and objectivity:
to see a problem from many sides—ability to rise above pe
prejudices—and an understanding of himself and his environ

It seems that these points are but a restatement of my seco
third “threads”—having to do with problem analysis, testing
tions, and working with people in this process. Kieloch cite
fourth characteristic of professionalism . . . the attitude
man whose pride in the service he renders is psychologically
rewarding to him than the monies he receives for the servi
that he shuns financial reward, but that this does not beco
whole purpose of his work.” He then mentioned that “. . .
sionalism implies observance of a code of ethical behavior in
conduct and intellectual integrity.” Is he not saying that a
sional must be able to dream of a better tomorrow and be
cated to public service in making his dream a reality?

If these, according to a national authority, are the essen
professionalism, then these “threads” make up the fabric of
sionalism in Extension. To be truly professional, to be t
from professional cloth, each of us must have in his bein
of the threads. Professional Extension workers, made of this
enjoy the highest status in their communities and in our or;
tion. Theirs is a service not only socially acceptable but
sought. Such status is a result of real professional compete
high level professional performance.

The search for competence, as seen from the point of
this definition of professionalism, is an essential aspect of
sion as a profession. Without competence in technical kno
in analyzing problems, in conducting educational work, we
little claim to being a profession—or to public support.

*From an address by Edward Kieloch to the annual conference of the
Extension Service, Washington, D.C., January 9, 1963.



