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NATIONAL FFA AGRICULTURAL MECHANICS CONTEST 
W. Forrest Bear 

The 14th National FFA Agricultural Mechan
ics Contest was held in 1986. The current con
test has evolved from several years of committee 
work and dedication of teachers, teacher educa
tors, sponsor representatives and participating 
students. It has had five superintendents, one 
review by internal educators and industry per
sonnel and an evaluation by the National 
Academy of Science/ National Research Coun
cil. Agricultural Education Study Committee. 
Each year approximately 100 teacher educators 
make contributions to this contest. This paper is 
based primarily on the position papers written 
by contest personnel for review by the National 
Academy of Science/National Research Coun
cil . Excerpts and summaries of their position 
papers are included in this review. 

The Beginning 
In the early 1960's Agricultural Education 

Teacher Educators and Agricultural Extension 
personnel in the North East (NE) Agricultural 
Education region formally discussed the devel
opment of a national contest in agricultural 
mechanics. In 1965 an agricultural extension 
worker from Massachusetts proposed the first 
contest. His proposal was evaluated at a NE 
Regional Seminar of agricultural educators. A 
revised contest proposal was presented at the 
American Society of Agricultural Engineers 
(ASAE) 1967 winter meeting by Thomas A 
Hoerner•. Individuals on the ASAE Committee 
supported the idea of the contest, but the com
mittee did not act to implement a national con
test. Discussions continued in the NE region on 
an informal basis. In May 1971, a special study 
committee was formed to develop a proposal for 
the national FFA contest. On May 21, 1971, the 
first formal proposal for a National FFA Agricul
tural Mechanics Contest was drafted. The prop
osal was based upon one major purpose, "to 
improve instruction in agricultural mechanics 
(ag mech) at the secondary education level". 
Nine sub-objectives were drafted': 
1. To influence the scope and quality of 

instruction in ag. mech. 
2. To identify the instructional areas in ag. 

mech. 

3. To develop an understanding of the instruc
tional areas in ag . mech. 

4. To identify meaningful and teachable instruc
tional activities in ag. mech. 

5. To develop in vocational agriculture (vo ag) 
students, manipulative skills and abilities 
related to ag. mech. 

6. To develop in vocational agriculture stu
dents, decision and management abilities 
related to ag . mech. 

7. To provide an opportunity for students with 
high mechanical and manipulative abilities 
to perform and receive recognition. 

8. To increase public awareness of the ag . 
mech. instructional areas. 

9. To stimulate improved communication be
tween vocational agriculture instructors, 
teacher educators, state supervisory staff 
and national leaders in vocational agricul
ture concerning teacher preparation, curric
ulum content and facility needs for instruc
tion in ag mech. 

Two other objectives have been added: 1) to 
develop the contest to relate closer with career 
opportunities in ag . mech. and 2) to keep the 
contest up-to-date with the pulse of the ag. 
mech. industry. 

In October 1971 , Roland Espenschied of the 
University of Illinois and Thomas Hoerner of 
Iowa State University went to Kansas City, MO 
to evaluate sites for the national contest. The site 
selected was the Fort Osage Vo-Tech School. 
The tremendous reception and support pro
vided by the school personnel plus adequate 
facilities accounted for the selection of the site. 
This support has continued and the school is 
still the home of the National FFA Agricultural 
Mechanics Contest. 

The first contest was held on October 11 , 
1972. The Firestone Tire and Rubber Company 
was and still is the sponsor. The contest con
sisted of skills, problem solving activities and a 
written examination. Interest and support by 
teacher educators was increasing according to 
Hoerner•. Hoerner was the first contest superin
tendent, 1972-1975. 



Supt. Jacobs 1976-785 

At the local level, it is the teacher of voc ag 
who adjusts the curriculum to assure relevancy. 
A competitive event, such as a national contest, 
will have a very immediate effect upon the con
tent of the local curriculum. In addition to the 
psychological desire to "win ," the primary rea
son why this type of activity has local effect is 
because many teachers will plan the local 
instructional program based on the design of 
the contest. Indirectly, the contest "sets the 
stage" for ag mech instruction in many pro
grams. It is Jacobs opinion that every effort is 
made to (1) seek input from agri-business to 
provide relevant content and (2) obtain peda
gogical relevance for students nationally. The 
result is an educational event which requires 
that the participant be well prepared to meet the 
intellectual and manipulative abilities de
manded. As people work together to conduct 
the contest, they also have an opportunity to 
share concerns and technical expertise. The 
end result is better communication, understand
ing and support nationally for the National Agri
cultural Mechanics Contest. 

Supt. Harrell 1979-81' 
The primary purpose of the National FFA Ag 

Mech Contest is to provide competitive activities 
to encourage young persons to attain knowl
edge and skills, which will benefit them as they 
seek gainful employment or continue their edu
cation in agriculture. Improved scores by young 
persons competing in the contest as compared 
to scores of contestants in the early contests 
indicate that this purpose is being at least par
tially achieved as reported by Harrell. The con
test benefits thousands of young persons 
enrolled in vocational agriculture classes 
throughout the nation who prepare for and par
ticipate in district, area, and/or state contests. 
The contest committee strives to provide a con
test that is based on recommended curriculum 
materials that reflect current technological and 
economic changes in the agricultural industry. 
The contest is revised each three years to 
guarantee this concept, stresses Harrell. 

Supt. W. Forrest Bear, 1982-84' 
The study of ag mech involves many abilities 

according to Bear. The written contest requires 
reasoning and general thinking abilities as ques
tions are presented, facts are evaluated, inferen
ces are made, revised and conclusions made to 
determine an answer. Another segment of the 
contest is problem solving. The judgment ability 
is stressed here as contestants estimate the rela
tive value of one factor against another. Mathe
matics, geometry, physics and other scientific 
principles are utilized in determining the solu
tion to the problem. Theoretically, application is 
the goal. Another ability is manipulative. This is 

the "hands on" pnase of the contest and "learn 
by doing" is the emphasis. All of these abilities 
are utilized somewhat in all segments of the 
contest and cannot be placed in cells. 

A national contest format with questions, 
problem solving and skills has been accepted . 
The contest must provide an evaluation of the 
activities of a subject matter area. 

The issue is frequently discussed as to 
whether the curriculum determines the contest 
or does the contest determine the curriculum. 
Bear stated that both the contest and curriculum 
are dependent upon Agri-Business, the source 
and the ultimate employer of our students. The 
contest committee has always been receptive to 
suggestions and innovations. 

The ag mech contest was the first to use a 
microcomputer for tabulating and scoring the 
contest and was first to use the microcomputer 
in problem solving activities of a national 
contest. 

Supt. Shinn 1985-1 

The first half of the 1980's produced a number 
of national reports on the status of education. 
Generally, education is criticized for its inability 
to develop traits which characterize an "edu
cated" person. The business community is criti
cal of education and the preparation of students 
for roles in the workplace. Our collective goal 
should be to assist and encourage each person 
to achieve excellence and contribute to society 
stated Shinn. 

The secondary educational programs recog
nize technical, employability, leadership and 
citizenship skills as educational objectives. 
Vocational agriculture provides experience to 
bridge school and the workplace. Shinn 
stresses that the National FFA Ag Mech Contest 
is more than a one-day activity. It is a collective 
professional effort to assist vo ag and the FF A. If 
knowing, doing and valuing quality work in 
agricultural industries is a part of the purpose, 
then properly conducted contest activities can 
serve as a useful vehicle to keep the ag mech 
program current. 

Vo-Ag Instructor Jeffrey• 
Jeffrey reports that contests are a natural out

growth of our instructional programs and this 
contest brings many of the students accom
plishments together. Students are challenged to 
get a job through their Supervised Occupational 
Experience Programs. ' "I am proud as all 
instructors are of their student's accomplish
ments and in reaching their goals by having the 
opportunity to compete nationally. By challeng
ing all students in agriculture education we our
selves better serve today's needs in the working 
world of agriculture.' " 



Teacher/Educator Perri« 
Agricultural mechanics is a diverse and often 

complex instructional area. Because of this 
complexity, ag mech must be taught from a 
multidimensional approach. Persons entering 
the field of ag mech must have a working knowl
edge of the agricultural sciences, strong leader
ship qualities and the ability to perform job skills 
quickly and accurately to succeed according to 
Perritt. The FFA, an integral part of the total 
vocational agriculture program, provides the 
opportunity to develop leadership and interper
sonal relationship skills through instructionally 
based contests at the local, state and national 
levels. 

Student/Participant Summers'• 
Summers reports that he was a member of the 

ag mech team representing the State of Missouri 
in 1973. Career guidance is an important role of 
vo ag programs as well as the subject matter 
programs. Two of the three members of the ag 
mech team have been directly affected by the 
training received in preparing for the contest. 
Summers has received a Ph.D. in engineering 
and is now a Professor at Oklahoma State Uni
versity. Another member has been employed as 
a machinist and he is currently a mechanic at a 
farm machinery dealership. The third member 
of the team is the head meat cutter for a grocery 
store chain. This career resulted from his expe
rience while participating in another contest. 

Business Representative Edwards2 

Industry views Agricultural Education as 
being responsible for the first training offered to 
students who will become employees within a 
few years. Agricultural education gives the stu
dent a good foundation for further development 
in many areas such as basic knowledge and 
skills in food production, livestock production, 
food processing and handling, agricultural 
finance, agricultural marketing, and mechanics 
as it relates to agriculture, leadership, and the 
free enterprise business system as noted by 
Edwards. The FFA helps its members develop 
leadership and qualities of entrepreneurship, 
good work habits, accepting responsibility and 
being dependable. The above are traits that 
industry seeks in new employees, therefore 
industry personnel managers look carefully at 
students with prior training in Agricultural Edu
cation and FFA. History reveals that students 
with this type background are easily taught, 
learn fast, work hard, assume responsibility and 
serve industry well. They become hard working, 
tax paying, government and school supporting 
citizens, and a credit to their parents, commun
ity, state and school. 

Sponsor Firestone; Renninger" 
Renninger stated that Firestone has sup-

ported the FFA for nearly 40 years and it has 
been a privilege for their company, through the 
Firestone Trust Fund, to sponsor the Agricult
ural Mechanics Contest since its inception. 
Firestone is proud of its long-time association 
with the FFA. Firestone believes that activities 
such as the National FFA Agricultural Mechan
ics Contest are instrumental in assuring that this 
country will always be a world leader in farming 
and agricultural education. Firestone is commit
ted to this endeavor. In fact, ever since the com
pany's founder, Harvey S. Firestone, put the 
farm on rubber tires, the company has advo
cated and sponsored programs such as this. In 
these few short years, progress has been made 
in establishing a course for future farmers in this 
country. 

"There's more fertile ground to be plowed, 
and with the help from all our friends in FFA, we 
hope to continue to play a major role in our 
sponsorship of these programs" was the con
cluding statement by Renninger, representative 
of the Firestone Tire & Rubber Company. 

The Future 
The preparation of these position papers for 

presentation to the National Academy of 
Science/ National Research Council , Agricult
ural Education Study Committee provided the 
opportunity for this contest review. It is the phi
losophy of the National FFA Ag Mech commit
tee that a close alliance must be maintained with 
business and industry. The entire committee 
needs to be responsive in the preparation of 
questions, problem solving and skill activities. 
Committee members are provided the oppor
tunity to shift their levels of responsibility and a 
new superintendent has been elected every 
three years. Thus, the National FFA Agricultural 
Mechanics Contest will stay viable and respon
sive to the necessary educational changes, and 
to the most important segment of the contest 
- the CONTESTANTS. 
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