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FROM THE EDITOR

Ashley Dunkerley

One of the greatest strengths of agricultural education
is that everything our students learn doesn't just stay
inside the classroom. The skills and lessons taught
every day connect directly to real work application.

This gives students the opportunity to understand

not only what they are learning, but why it matters.
Whether they are welding in the shop, caring for an
animal, developing a business plan, or working with

an industry professional, those experiences build skills
they will carry well beyond the classroom.

We hope you enjoy the Fall 2026 issue of Growing Our
Future and are inspired to find new ways to connect
students with real world opportunities right in their own
communities. »
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Built by an Ag Teacher. Backed by People Who Get It.

Ag Workers Mutual Auto Insurance was founded by William C. Young, a former ag teacher who
set out to protect Texans’ hard work and help them recover from the unexpected. That mission

still drives us today.

Our board doesn't just insure ag teachers; it's made up of like-minded individuals—current and
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RECEIVE A FREE HUMAN SAMPLE BOTTLE.
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Discover opportunities across
Kubota—from Marketing and
Engineering to Sales, Service, Parts
and more. Build your future with
mentorship, training, and real-world
experience in every division.

Internships for College Students K-Path Trainee Program (Recent College Grads)
> Paid, hands-on summer experience across > Two-year rotational program across multiple
key business areas Kubota divisions
> Real-world projects that build practical skills > Full-time placement upon successful completion
> Mentorship from Kubota professionals > Structured mentorship and professional development

> Opportunities to explore career paths > Accelerated career growth through immersive,
before graduation cross-functional learning

Over 1,100 dealerships nationwide

and corporate offices across the U.S. Apply at KubotaUSA.com/careers




PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT
CONFERENCE

PROVIDED LEARNING
OPPORTUNITIES FOR TEACHERS

Corpus Christi was once
again the location for our
annual professional deve-
lopment conference at the
newly named Hilliard Cen-
ter. This venue consistently
draws strong participation,
and this year was no excep-
tion, with 2,689 members
registered and 2,302 mem-
bers checking in to take part
in the week’s events. We
knew our check-in numbers
would be down slightly due
to constraints on teacher
travel, including budget and
travel restrictions. In ad-
dition, 837 guests registe-
red for the conference, with
more than 329 attending the
Hall of Fame reception.

The continued success of
this event was made pos-
sible through the efforts of
many dedicated individuals
and the generous support
of our sponsors, especially
iCEV, our conference title
Sponsor.

The conference officially ki-
cked off on Sunday morning

as exhibitors, staff, and audiovisual teams be-
gan moving in. The exhibit hall was filled with
125 different exhibitors, filling 60,000 square
feet of space. Meanwhile, our Board of Directors
convened for their annual meeting to conduct
association business, review current initiatives,
and plan for both the conference and the future.

Monday was filled with activity from start to fi-
nish. The day began with a record-setting Fun
Run, where more than 65 participants raised
$1,300 while enjoying a scenic walk or run along
the seawall. Later, 73 golfers teed off at North
Shore Country Club, raising more than $1,900
during the annual golf tournament.

That day also featured 36 workshops and tou-
rs throughout the Corpus Christi area, drawing
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“WE RECORDED 2,689 REGISTERED
FOR THE CONFERENCE, WITH 2,302
CHECKED IN ONSITE, 837 REGISTERED
GUESTS, AND 329 ATTENDEES FOR THE
HALL OF FAME CEREMONY.”

1,205 participants. The
sessions offered teachers
hands-on learning and
practical techniques to
bring back to their clas-
srooms. Highlights inclu-
ded tours of the CCA Ma-
rine Development Center,
the South Texas Botanical
Gardens & Nature Center,
and the Sea Life Center,
along with a Coastal Bend
Ag and Port Tour.

In addition, specialized
training workshops pre-
pared teachers for certi-
fications in Floral Design,
Texas Parks and Wildlife
Outdoor Events, and Pes-
ticide Application. We ex-
tend our gratitude to the
many presenters from
across the state who sha-
red their time and exper-
tise to make these oppor-
tunities possible.

On Monday afternoon, re-
gistration officially ope-
ned, and exhibitors wel-
comed teachers into the
exhibit hall to connect
with valuable resources
and tools for the class-
room. The day concluded
with the Floral Cup com-
petition, where 24 tea-
chers showcased their
skills and raised $1,440
for the scholarship fund.

That evening, a special
reception was held for
approximately 120 new
teachers, who were war-
mly welcomed to the pro-
fession by our Board of

Directors and FFA staff.
Meanwhile, the Texas FFA
Foundation hosted its an-
nual Leading a Legacy
Social at the Robstown
Fairgrounds, bringing to-
gether supporters to cele-
brate and strengthen the
future of agricultural edu-
cation.

Tuesday began with re-
gistration, followed by the
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“"WE HOPE OUR AG
EDUCATORS HAVE

A GREAT SCHOOL

YEAR, AND YOUR
PARTICIPATION AT
CONFERENCE HAS
IMPROVED YOUR
ABILITIES TO MOLD THE
STUDENTS ENROLLED IN
YOUR PROGRAMS.”

Opening General Session. Our 2026 Presi-
dent, Jessica Reeves, presided over the ses-
sion, which featured remarks from Charles
Prause on behalf of iCEV, our title sponsor.
NAAE President Cameron Dale of Oklahoma
brought greetings from the National Associa-
tion of Agricultural Educators. The keynote
address was delivered by Past NAAE Presi-
dent and retired ag teacher Bill Newsom. He
reminded our attendees of why we are ag
teachers and encouraged us to put weight on
our students' shoulders to keep them grou-
nded.

During the session, we recognized outstan-
ding individuals and their contributions to
agricultural education. The ATAT Champion
Award was presented to Benny Cherry for
his steadfast support of agriculture and agri-
cultural education. We also recognized outs-
tanding administrators for their dedication to
agricultural education programs, as well as
tenure award recipients marking 40, 35, 30,
25, and 20 years of service. In addition, 27
retirees were honored for their decades of
commitment to the profession.

Excellence in teaching was also celebrated,
with Riley Sloan named Outstanding Young
Teacher, Sean McGuire recognized as Outs-
tanding Mid-Career Teacher, and Brent Wi-
cker awarded Outstanding Experienced Tea-
cher. We are grateful to Superior Awards and
Trophies for sponsoring the tenure, retiree,
and service awards.

Following the session, each Area held its an-
nual meeting to elect representatives, con-
duct business, and plan upcoming events for
the year ahead.

Throughout the week, Texas FFA staff also
convened with their programmatic commit-
tees, where teachers provided input on pro-
grams and initiatives. In addition, the Major
Livestock Show Advisory Committee met to
discuss updates and plans for the upcoming
stock shows.

Wednesday offered a full slate of professional
development, with 78 in-person workshops
available for attendees. For those unable to
attend on-site, more than 30 hours of on-
line sessions were also available, ensuring
teachers could continue earning continuing
education credits required to maintain their
certifications.

Thursday brought another robust day of lear-
ning with 52 in-person workshops. The day
concluded with our Family Night, sponsored
by Ag Workers Mutual Insurance. More than
1,800 attendees enjoyed a fajita dinner, with
greetings shared by Dwayne Pavelock on
behalf of the company. The evening included
fun for all ages, featuring bounce houses and
a golf challenge for our guests, along with a
cornhole tournament that raised $320 for the
scholarship fund.

During the event, Rusk FFA presented both
FFA and ATAT with a scholarship donation
from proceeds raised through the Conven-
tion FFA T-shirt Contest. We also proudly re-
cognized our outstanding student teachers
from nine universities across the state.

During Family Night, outgoing President Jes-
sica Reeves was recognized for her service
with gifts from Ag Workers Mutual Insurance
and a commemorative belt buckle from Su-



perior Trophies. Officers for the coming year
were also introduced: Jay Newton, President;
Aaron Bednarz, Vice President; Jeff Klose,
Secretary-Treasurer; Jessica Reeves, Past
President; and Toby Long, Past Past Presi-
dent and incoming FFA Board Chairman.

We also celebrated the dedication of our sta-
ff, Karen Jones, Michelle Vasbinder, Tori Ros-
ser, Carolee Frampton, and Ashley Dunker-
ley, whose hard work and commitment made
this year’s conference a success, with audio-
visual support provided by Wieghat Graphi-
cs. The week concluded with door prizes and
a scholarship auction that raised $5,450 for
the scholarship fund.

Our final session focused on livestock shows,
with representatives from all major sto-
ck shows providing reports and updates on
their upcoming events. A reception was held
in the Henry Garrett Ballroom Foyer to ho-
nor 50 new inductees into the Hall of Fame.
The event brought together honorees for
fellowship and reflection on their time as
agricultural educators. This year’s honorees
raised more than $5,600 for the ATAT Scho-
larship Fund, bringing the five-year total for
the event to more than $320,000. Hall of
Fame awards were generously sponsored by
Creative Awards and Trophies. Tom Maynard
was honored as our Agricultural Education
Hero for his years of service to agricultural
education.

Our event could not happen without all the

support from our sponsors, which inclu-
de iCEV, Ag Workers Insurance, Creative
Awards, Fresh Country, Seitz Fundraising,
Superior Trophies, Texas Farm Bureau, Texas
FFA Foundation, LivestockJudging.com, AET,
Custom Ag Solutions - Farming is a Risky
Business, Pierce, Priefert, Wieghat Graphics,
Texas Beef Council, Patterson Foundation,
Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo, A&G Sa-
fety Solutions, State Fair of Texas, Southern
Floral, The AED Foundation, Texas Ducks
Unlimited, Texas Veterinary Medical Associa-
tion, Texas Nursery Landscape Association,
Lyssy & Eckel, San Antonio Livestock Expo-
sition, Southwestern Livestock Exposition,
Alpha Ferns, Ewell Educational Services/Ju-
dging Card, Jack & Tammy Winterrowd, Kro-
ger, Resendez Brothers, Rio Equiflor, Smi-
thers Oasis, Herd Login, Inc., Rodeo Austin,
and the South Texas Invitational.

We sincerely thank all who attended and
contributed to this year’s conference. We
look forward to returning to Corpus Christi
next July. We hope our agricultural science
teachers are having a successful year and
that your participation in the conference su-
pported your professional growth and deve-
lopment. m




TEXAS FFA RECOGNIZES

HERE BY THE OWL

EDUCATOR OF THE YEAR AWARD

The Here by the Owl Educator of the Year
Award recognizes agricultural science
educators' tremendous contributions to
helping the next generation of agricul-
tural leaders. Students, parents, fellow
teachers, and other supporters can no-
minate their favorite agricultural teacher
and summarize what makes him or her
the best in the state.

The nomination process opened in late
April to see more than 150 unduplica-
ted entities. The committee reviewed all
nominations and utilized a rubric to de-
termine the top nominee from each area
and the overall winner.

During the final general session of the
98th Annual Texas FFA Convention, the
2026 Here by the Owl Educator of the

“HERE BY THE OWL | \ Year Award was announced to be Lynita
e Foster, Madisonville FFA.

1*% Madisg{;‘_‘;%lzlngA {
= ) ! .
— From the award's conception, the Texas
Farm Bureau eagerly supported the ef-

fort as the sole sponsor.

"Texas Farm Bureau is deeply commi-
tted to advocating for agriculture and
education across our great state," said
Texas Farm Bureau in a letter addressed
to nominees. "Your passion and dedica-
tion inspire your students to explore the
diverse and dynamic field of agriculture,
equipping them with the knowledge and
skills necessary for a prosperous future.
Your influence extends beyond the class-
room, fostering a culture of curiosity, in-
novation, and respect for the agricultural
heritage that sustains us all."

Each area nominee that advanced to the
final selection received $300 and an en-
graved plaque. The winner of Texas FFA's
Here by the Owl Educator of the Year
award received $1,400 and the coveted
Here by the Owl trophy. m




2026
INDUCTEES

The Agriculture Teachers Association of Texas Hall of Fame exists to recognize and honor
agricultural science teachers whose careers, achievements, and contributions stand
exemplary. Inductees are known as well-rounded professionals that have proven their
success with FFA activities, in the classroom, as well as community involvement. They have
proven their desire to provide students with opportunities for premier leadership, personal
growth and career success over a significant period of time.

TEACHERS




TEXAS FFA RESOURGES

READY-MADE LESSON PLANS FOR YOU!

TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THE VALUABLE RESOURCES, TOOLS, AND SUPPORT THAT TEXAS FFA PROVIDES
ADVISORS TO ENHANCE AGRICULTURAL EDUCATION AND STUDENT SUCCESS ACROSS TEXAS.

POA PLANNING

TEXAS FFA HAS PROVIDED CHAPTER
PLANNING RESOURCES INCLUDING
TEMPLATES, ACTIVITY IDEAS, A CHAPTER
OFFICER PLANNING GUIDE,

TO SUPPORT EFFECTIVE POA DEVELOPMENT.

E l.-ﬁ.wJ

CAREER WEEK

QUALITY RESOURCES FOR TEACHERS TO
UTILIZE TO PROVIDE A VALUABLE CAREER

UNIT EXPERIENCE. TEACHERS ARE
PROVIDED A COMPREHENSIVE PLAN THAT
CAN BE EASILY IMPLEMENTED INTO THE
CLASSROOM.

FFA FRIDAYS

FFA FRIDAY ALLOWS TEACHERS TO SATISFY
THE SAE/RECORD BOOK REQUIREMENT FOR
COURSES WHILE ALSO CREATING LEARNING
EXPERIENCES FROM STUDENTS THAT LIE
WITHIN THE CORE OF THE
3-COMPONENT MODEL.

CHAPTER EVENT
PLANNING

RESOUCES FOR FFA CHAPTERS WITH
TOOLS, TEMPLATES, AND STRATEGIES TO
EFFECTIVELY ORGANIZE GOALS, ACTIVITIES,
AND MEMBER ENGAGEMENT FOR A
SUCCESSFUL YEAR.

E l.-ﬁ.wJ



The USA Needs Career & Technical Education

America was built by skilled hands. Its future depends on them.

TEXAS NEEDS AGRICULTURAL SCIENCE EDUCATION

Agricultural education is essential to preparing Texas' next generation of industry leaders.
With iCEV's expert-led curriculum, certifications, and data management tools, educators
can equip students with the skills they need for lifelong success.

All-Inclusive )) Industry )) CTE Data
Curriculum Certifications Management
WHY TEXAS AG EDUCATORS CHOOSE iCEV Senedulea
¢ New & Updated Ag Science Courses ¢ 100+ Certification Alignments Explore
o 11 TEA-Approved, Tiered IBCs e New Lessons Aligned to the Texas CTE
Modernized Career Cluster Framework Solutions »

e Certification Readiness Tools

THE USA
NEEDS CTE | ==

FILL YOUR SHOES.
We would love to connect with NOMINATE YOUR
: STUDENTS
students you would like to
encourage, or who are already
considering becoming Agricultural
Science Teachers. Nominate a
student by submitting their

information using the QR code.

MENTOR, MOTIVATE, MAKE A DIFFERENCE

THANK YOU TO THE CHS FOUNDATION FOR MAKING TEACH AG TEXAS TEACHER RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION INITIATIVES POSSIBLE.



BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS

WITH THE LOCAL FARM AND RANCH COMMUNITY

BY: SI COOK
TEXAS FARM BUREAU EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR & CHIEF OPERATING OFFICER

Modern agriculture wouldn’t be the
same without blue jackets around.

Texas farmers and ranchers take pri-
de in FFA, its agricultural science tea-
chers and advisors, and the students
who benefit from the leadership and
educational opportunities.

I know this pride firsthand as a catt-
le and hay producer in south central
Texas. I've also witnessed it regular-
ly at meetings and events throughout
my almost 40-year career with Texas
Farm Bureau.

The relationship between FFA and the
farm and ranch community is strong,
and I encourage FFA chapters to build
on it.

There are many practical ways to
partner with local farmers and ran-
chers and bring agriculture to life for
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students.

Invite farmers and ranchers to chap-
ter meetings to talk about their far-
ms, technology, marketing, and ca-
reer paths. Organize farm tours that
give members a firsthand look at row
crop, livestock, dairy, or specialty crop
operations. Chapters can also create
a producer advisory group that meets
with chapter officers once or twice a
year to discuss local agricultural needs
and opportunities.

Hands-on experience is especially
valuable. Encourage members to com-
plete Supervised Agricultural Expe-
riences (SAEs) on local farms or ran-
ches. Partner with producers to offer
internships, job-shadowing, or seaso-
nal employment. Students can also
explore entrepreneurship projects tied
to production agriculture, including
raising livestock, growing produce, or



providing custom agricultural services.

The county Farm Bureau is another valuable
connection. County Farm Bureau board of
directors are interested in connecting with
local FFA chapters and members. Encoura-
ge students to attend county Farm Bureau
meetings and events and volunteer at fairs,
livestock shows and judging contests.

Chapters can also bring the agricultural
community together by hosting a producer
appreciation breakfast or luncheon, organi-
zing an agricultural career fair and sponso-
ring crop plot demonstrations or livestock
educational clinics. Invite community mem-
bers and leaders to an "Ag Day" that show-
cases student projects and local agriculture.

There’s plenty that can be accomplished in
the classroom, too. Modern agriculture pro-
vides opportunities to use local production
data and case studies, tackle real-world
challenges shared by farmers and ranchers
and demonstrate precision agriculture te-
chnologies such as GPS guidance, drones,
yield mapping and soil sampling.

Service projects offer another way for FFA
members to connect with agriculture. Fence
repair for community projects, farm safety
awareness campaigns, conservation and ha-
bitat improvement efforts and food drives
featuring locally produced agricultural pro-
ducts are just a few possibilities.

The strongest partnerships develop when
everyone gains something. Students gain
hands-on experience, mentorship and career
connections. Producers build relationships
with future employees and industry leaders.
And the FFA chapter gains support, learning
opportunities and community engagement.

By consistently involving local farmers and
ranchers in chapter activities—and giving
students authentic experiences in produc-
tion agriculture—an FFA chapter streng-
thens the relationships that support agricul-
ture today and helps prepare its leaders for
tomorrow.

These partnerships also help preserve the
future of agriculture. As farms and ranches
continue to grow, more advanced technolo-
gy becomes a larger part of the industry,

15

and there is a greater need for young people
who understand both traditional agricultural
values and modern production practices.

One of the best ways to build that unders-
tanding is by learning directly from the men
and women who work the land and care for
our livestock every day. Farmers and ran-
chers share real-life experience that can't
be found in a textbook, while FFA members
bring enthusiasm, fresh ideas, and passion
for learning and leading.

The future of agriculture depends on strong
connections between generations. The
knowledge students gain from local produ-
cers today will help prepare them to beco-
me tomorrow's educators, business owners,
farmers, ranchers, and advocates for agri-
culture.

The blue jacket has always represented lea-
dership, service, and excellence in agricultu-
re. When FFA chapters and local agricultural
producers work side by side, they streng-
then not only their local communities, but
also the future of Texas agriculture.

These partnerships create real opportuni-
ties for growth, learning, and success. By
working together, Texas farmers, ranchers,
FFA advisors, and students can ensure that
agriculture continues to thrive for genera-
tions to come. m




The Ninth Annual Texas FFA
Senior Quiz Bowl contest took
place Tuesday in the OMNI
hotel to continue the action
at the 98th annual Texas FFA
Convention.

"I think quiz bowl is a very
interesting contest,” said Ira
FFA member Keegan Bufkin.
“It implements the knowled-
ge of quiz, but also gives the
activities and the fun that co-
mes with games, such as Jeo-
pardy, which is kind of what it
feels like. There's a lot of fun
[init].”

The Quiz Bowl contest was
introduced at the 2017 Texas
FFA Convention after Ray Pie-
niazek, a Texas FFA Board of
Directors member, proposed
the contest.

“A big portion of getting lea-
dership positions and officer
positions is taking tests, and
so doing quiz bowl, you can
have a more interactive and
fun way to learn that know-
ledge and implement it,” said
Bufkin. “I think it's a great
way to either be a gateway
into [office positions] or to

TEXAS FFA
CELEBRATES
NINE YEARS OF
QUIZ BOWL

BY: EMMA CRABTREE, DECATUR FFA

really spark your love for that knowledge.”

FFA members competing in the contest develop skills
such as reasoning and critical-thinking abilities, per-
sonability, observation, expression, self-discipline
and self-confidence, as well as project skills.

“Quiz bowl is a really good way to gain a lot more
knowledge about agriculture, because I feel like
everyone has a basic understanding of agriculture,
but really studying it allows you to get a more in-
-depth understanding of what you're actually doing,”
said La Vernia FFA member Masyn Morrow.

The contest is expected to only continue to grow.

“My favorite part about Quiz Bowl is probably the
super intense moments where the contest is like
super tight or super close and you have a lightning
round left to make up the points, or it's just like
a really competitive round,” said Morrow. "It just
makes it super high spirits, and I like it.”

At the 9th Annual Quiz Bowl, Madisonville FFA won
the Senior Ag Quiz Bowl and Pearland FFA won the
Junior AFNR Quiz Bowl. m
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A LIFE OF SERVICE

THE LEGACY OF RAY PIENIAZEK

BY: MICHELLE VASBINDER

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT COORDINATOR
AGRICULTURE TEACHERS ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS

Some careers are measu-
red in years, titles, or ac-
complishments. Others are
measured by the people
they influence, the studen-
ts they inspire, and the pro-
fession they leave stronger
than they found it. Ray Pie-
niazek’s career is best mea-
sured that way.

For more than three deca-
des, Ray has devoted his
life to agricultural educa-
tion. From the classroom
to FFA contests, from the
meats cooler to the Capi-
tol, and from teacher to his
role as Executive Director of
the Agriculture Teachers As-
sociation of Texas, Ray has
remained steadfast in his
belief that agricultural edu-
cation matters and that the
students and teachers who
make it possible are worth
fighting for.

Steve Forsythe perhaps cap-
tured Ray best when he des-
cribed him as “a tireless ad-
vocate for Ag Ed and what'’s
right.” That combination of
conviction, loyalty, genero-
sity, and genuine care for
others has defined Ray’s ca-
reer.

The Teacher

Ray began his teaching ca-
reer in Poth, later spending
time at Clear Lake High
School before finding his
longtime professional home
at East Central High School,
where he ultimately retired
in 2018.
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Long before Ray became an
association leader and ad-
vocate for teachers across
Texas, he was “"Mr. P” to the
students sitting in his clas-
sroom.

For former Clear Lake stu-
dent Jenny Steckler-Lott,
those four years from 1993
to 1997 left an impression
that has lasted a lifetime.
She remembers Ray as an
agriculture teacher who
taught her far more than
the content of an agricultu-
re course. Through FFA, she
learned parliamentary pro-
cedure, livestock and meats
judging, leadership, respon-
sibility, and skills she still
uses as an adult.

“Mr. P always pushed those
he knew could deliver,” she
recalled.

That phrase may be one of
the best descriptions of Ray
as a teacher. He pushed stu-
dents because he believed in
them. He expected them to
work because he knew what
they could accomplish. He
challenged them because he
understood the lessons lear-
ned through agriculture and
FFA were about much more
than winning a contest or
earning a degree.

For Jenny, those lessons
have stayed with her for de-
cades. She still remembers
the opportunities, trips, sta-
te conventions, competi-
tions, and skills she gained
during her years.
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“What he did for ag and for his students
can’t really be put into words,” she said. “He
was just awesome at it.”

Her final assessment of Ray as a teacher
perhaps says everything: “Every student
should take an ag class, and every one
should get a Mr. P at least once in their edu-
cational career.”

The Influence of a Great Teacher

Ray’s students learned quickly that he ex-
pected a lot from them. They also learned
his expectations came from a place of be-
lief. He saw potential, sometimes long befo-
re they saw it in themselves.

When Kayla Guelker was assigned Ag 101 at
14 years old, agriculture was the last place
she wanted to be.

"I was determined not to like it. I did not like
animals, I hated going to the barn, and I did
not want anything to do with agriculture.”

Little did she know that Mr. P saw potential
and opportunities that she could not yet see
herself.

Through Ray’s guidance, Kayla gained skills,
experiences, and opportunities to last a life-
time. "My parents built a foundation of life-
long skills, but Mr. P refined them.” Even the
market turkeys, mostly against Kayla’s will,
became part of a journey that would even-
tually lead back to agricultural education.

After high school, Kayla attended Texas A&M
and initially pursued business and marke-

ting before realizing an office career was not
the right fit. A career in education followed,
first as a social studies teacher and then a
transition to a full-time agriculture teacher,
a plan her 14-year-old self never saw co-
ming.

The connection to Mr. P had never really di-
sappeared. Fourteen years after graduating,
she picked up the phone to ask Ray for help
with her new job as an ag teacher, not even
knowing he was now Executive Director of
ATAT.

“He had been cheering me on and encoura-
ging me before, but I could tell he was very
excited for my new era as an ag teacher.”

Looking back, the impact became clear. Ray




had provided the experiences, skills, and
persistent encouragement that helped sha-
pe not only a student, but a future teacher.

Today, Kayla teaches agricultural science
with the same understanding of the impact
an agriculture teacher can have on a young
person’s life.

Kayla stated, “I often have parents thank
me for my sacrifice and work for their kids,
and my response is that I am just giving
back because someone did it for me.”

When the lessons do not end when a stu-
dent graduates, but continue into the next
generation of agricultural education through
their own classrooms, it may be one of the
greatest accomplishments an agriculture
teacher can achieve.

The Teacher Who Never
Really Retired

Ray officially retired from the classroom in
2018. But did he really retire? For those who
know Ray, the answer is an emphatic no.

As Executive Director of the Agricultu-
re Teachers Association of Texas, Ray took
the same passion he had brought to his
own students and expanded it to teachers
and agricultural education programs across
Texas. The teacher who once spent his days
coaching students and developing an FFA
program now spent his days advocating for
an entire profession.

And he never stopped teaching.

Beth Zuilhof experienced that firsthand
when Ray made the drive from Austin to Mi-
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dway to help scan a small CDE contest. She
was grateful he was willing to make the trip,
but what stayed with her was what happe-
ned while he was there.

Ray spent time talking with her teaching
partners, sharing resources, discussing
teams, and offering strategies. He did not
have to do it. He simply chose to.

Beth said this experience made her appre-
ciate Ray not only as the director of the as-
sociation, but as a fellow former agriculture
teacher.

“It really hit me hard that he was still sha-
ring and discussing teams and strategies
with teachers today.”

This moment captures something funda-
mental about Ray. Becoming Executive Di-
rector did not mean leaving his identity as a
teacher behind. The classroom simply beca-
me bigger.

Instead of teaching one group of students, he
was now serving teachers throughout Texas.
Instead of coaching one judging team, he
was helping programs across the state be-
come stronger. Instead of advocating for his
own students, he was advocating for agri-
cultural education students everywhere.
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A Champion for Agricultural
Education

Throughout Ray’s career, there has never
been much question about where he stands.
He believes in agricultural education. And
when something threatens the opportuni-
ties available to agriculture students or the
teachers who serve them, Ray is willing to
stand up and fight.

Whether at a contest, in an agriculture clas-
sroom, or at the Capitol, he has consistently
been an advocate for agricultural education.

His advocacy has not simply been about
protecting a program or defending a profes-
sion. It is about protecting opportunities for
young people. This commitment is reflected
in the words of those who have worked alon-
gside him.

Advocacy requires more than knowledge. It
requires persistence. It requires showing up
when the conversation is difficult. It requi-
res being willing to say what needs to be
said. And it requires caring enough to keep
fighting even when the work is thankless.

Ray has done all of those things.

For decades, he has used his voice to advo-
cate for agriculture teachers and students,
and his leadership with the association has
allowed his advocacy to reach far beyond
the communities where he once taught.

A Legacy Still Being Written

Perhaps the most remarkable thing about
Ray Pieniazek’s career is that his greatest
legacy cannot be found on a résumé. It is
found in people.

It is in the many former students like Jenny,
who still carry the lessons of their agricultu-
re classroom into adult life.

It is in students like Kayla, who took the les-
sons Ray taught her and carried them into
an unexpected career as an agriculture tea-
cher.

It is in the countless students who learned
that hard work, accountability, and perseve-
rance matter.

It is in the teachers who have called Ray for
advice and received not only an answer, but
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a willingness to share everything he knows
and support them.

It is in the programs all across Texas that
have benefited from his advocacy.

And it is in the profession of agricultural
education itself, which is stronger because
Ray Pieniazek has spent his career fighting
for it.

His story is not simply one of a man who tau-
ght agriculture for 30 years and then beca-
me an association executive. It is the story
of a teacher who never stopped teaching. An
advisor who never stopped believing. An ad-
vocate who never stopped fighting. A friend
and mentor who never stopped showing up.

His career has been about much more than
contests won, programs built, or positions
held. It has been about service. Service to
students. Service to teachers. Service to
agriculture. Service to an organization. And
service to a profession he has spent his life
making better.

Ray Pieniazek may have retired from the
classroom, but he never retired from agri-
cultural education. Because for Ray, agricul-
tural education was never simply a job. It
has been an act of service.

Ray’s legacy will continue long after the
classroom doors have closed, the judging
clipboards have been packed away, and the
next generation of agriculture teachers has
taken their place. As he retires to spend time
with the family who made his achievements
possible, his impact will continue to reach
new teachers, new students, and the future
of agricultural education.m



This year at the 98th Texas FFA
Convention, members had a
wide range of opportunities to
get involved and give back throu-
gh the Days of Service projec-
ts. This year’s projects included
Build-A-Bear, Tarrant Area Food
Bank, Fort Worth Herd, Mission
Arlington and Keep Fort Worth
Beautiful.

These service opportunities gave
members the chance to make a
positive impact on the Fort Wor-
th community while putting the
FFA motto, "“Living to Serve,”
into action.

Returning for its second con-
secutive year, the Build-A-Bear
project invited members to as-
semble stuffed bears that will be
donated to charitable organiza-
tions. The project gave mem-
bers a hands-on way to brighten
a child’s day while creating las-
ting memories for everyone who
participated.

Members volunteering with the
Tarrant Area Food Bank helped
sort, inspect and prepare food
for distribution to families facing
food insecurity. Through their
efforts, members supported one
of the region’s largest hunger re-
lief organizations while learning
more about the importance of

TEXAS FFA GIVES
BACK TO CITY

OF FORT WORTH
THROUGH DAYS
OF SERVICE

ARIANNA SANDLEY, MERIDIAN FFA

fighting hunger in their communities.

At the Fort Worth Herd, volunteers assisted with projec-
ts that help preserve the history and daily operations of
one of Fort Worth’s most notable traditions. Members
had the opportunity to learn about the city’s rich wes-
tern heritage while helping maintain an important piece
of Texas history.

Those serving with Mission Arlington organized dona-
tions and prepared supplies that will be distributed to
individuals and families throughout the Arlington area.
The nonprofit provides assistance through food, clo-
thing, household items, medical care and educational
programs, making it a vital resource for thousands of
Texans each year.

Members who volunteered with Keep Fort Worth Beau-
tiful worked to improve local parks and public spaces
through cleanup efforts. Their service helped create a
cleaner environment while encouraging stewardship of
Texas communities.

Whether they spent their time building bears, sorting
food, preserving history, organizing donations or clea-
ning parks, members left this year’s convention knowing
they had made a meaningful difference. The Days of
Service projects continue to remind Texas FFA members
that leadership extends beyond the classroom and that
serving others remains at the heart of the organization. g
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A MESSAGE FROM

YOUR NEW AGRICULTURE TEACHERS
ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

BY: MELVIN POUNCY
AGRICULTURE TEACHERS ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

I am very excited and honored to be
serving as your new Executive Director
of Agriculture Teachers Association of
Texas. I feel it is a blessing to be ser-
ving more than 2,600 teachers across
the state in this capacity. I have always
said there is no more important career
in the world than being an educator,
because we cultivate the new genera-
tion. As an ag educator you have an
even greater responsibility, but you
are cultivating the hearts and minds of
those that will feed, clothe and house
the population for a century to come.
I always looked at what we do not as
a job but a lifestyle, as teaching agri-
culture is just that, it is a life commit-
ment.

My teaching career encompassed 30
years in the classroom and one year
in extension. I have a very diverse ba-
ckground in education. I taught a sin-
gle teacher, two teachers and a larger
teacher program. My experiences at
schools that were rural such as Troy
High School and Wellington, CO to lar-
ge urban programs like James Madison
and ASTA have shaped my view of ag
education. It has allowed me to un-
derstand the challenges and advanta-
ges of just about any type of program
in the state.

Tracy and I have been married 33
years now and have three sons; Colton
is starting his 8th year as an ag tea-
cher, Dylan is in his 4th year of being
a Natural Gas Trader in Houston, and
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Mason is just starting his career as a
Financial Planner in Houston. Tracy
has an MSN in Nursing and has been a
Trauma Program Director for over 25
years.

Many have asked what things my vi-
sion for the future of our organization
is. That is challenging as I have never
concerned myself with what someone
might remember me by, because on
the path that we walk in life we are in-
fluenced by so many things and leave
a very small footprint.

However, collectively if we work toge-
ther with others a much larger footprint
can be left behind. One vision I have
is proactively solving our retention of
teachers and growing our own more
robustly. Our mentor program is tre-
mendous and serves an essential role
for the 40 or so teachers we can ser-
ve annually. However, there are many
that we just can serve due to limita-
tions. That's where collectively we can
work together and all leave behind a
legacy. I would like to challenge all the
mid and late career teachers to identi-
fy an early career teacher and introdu-
ce yourself to them and actively check
in with them throughout the year.

Remember, our job as advisor does
not just apply to students in our clas-
sroom. We have a responsibility to be
a steward to those who are just be-
ginning their careers. m
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Most high school students ne-
ver imagine that a project bui-
It in an agricultural mechanics
shop could one day help pro-
tect the nation's livestock in-
dustry. Fewer expect to see
something they designed and
fabricated recognized by go-
vernment officials and used in
efforts to strengthen Ameri-
can agriculture.

For members of Samuel V.
Champion FFA's agricultural
mechanics program in Boer-
ne, Texas, that became reali-

ty.

Over the last year, chapter
members, under the direc-
tion of advisor Dorman Vick,
designed and built the T-REX,
or Tick Removal Eradication
X-perts, a massive mobile di-
pping vat created to support
efforts to protect the U.S. ca-
ttle industry from livestock
pests and disease threats.

BOERNE
CHAMPION
FFA MEMBERS

MAKE NATIONAL

AGRICULTURAL
MECHANICS
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“MOST HIGH SCHOOL
STUDENTS NEVER
IMAGINE THAT A
PROJECT BUILT IN
AN AGRICULTURAL
MECHANICS SHOP
COULD ONE DAY
HELP PROTECT THE
NATION'S LIVESTOCK
INDUSTRY.”

The project directly supports agricultural
biosecurity efforts and represents months
of engineering, planning, fabrication and
teamwork. For the students involved, it was
far more than a welding project.

"The most challenging aspect was designing
and building a system that was both mobile
and durable enough for agricultural use whi-
le still meeting the requirements set before
us by the Texas Animal Health Commission
(TAHC)," student Cade Vick said. "So being
able to overcome those immense hurdles
through communication, working as a team,
brainstorming, and designing through Goo-
gle SketchUp, helped all of us to grow stron-
ger as a team and got us across the finish
line with a project that will hold up for gene-
rations to come."

The technical skills students developed were
significant, but many say the relationships

built throughout the process were equally
impactful.

"I think what's made me the most proud
throughout the ups and downs of this project
was growing the relationships with my five
other friends along with Mr. Vick," Roman
Beetz said. "Additionally, using that growth
through eight months of hard work to bond
over the smallest things. Those small thin-
gs made each day more worth it, and tho-
se moments directly correlated to increased
teamwork that led to produce something so
special and meaningful to all of us, which is
something that over the course of my life I'll
never be any less proud of."

The project attracted attention from agri-
cultural leaders across the country.

"The Southwest Cattle Raisers Association
found out about the build and invited us to




the Cattle Convention and Expo in Fort Wor-
th," Vick said. "It was another historic thing
that had never happened before. That's
where things really, really got awesome."

U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins
was in attendance at the convention and
greeted the students with open arms.

"Secretary Brooke Rollins spent a ton of time
with us, and even got on [the T-REX] with
high heels on," Vick said. "She said that she
was taking us to Washington, D.C., for the
world to see these kids' incredible project."

The project went national much quicker than
anyone planned.

Shortly after the convention, Vick received a
phone call from Washington, D.C., informing
him that he and his students along with the
T-REX had been invited to attend the grou-
ndbreaking ceremony for the New World
screwworm facility at Moore Air Force Base
in South Texas .

At the ceremony, Secretary Rollins asked the
students and Vick to stand and be recogni-
zed for their work and the role the T-REX will
play in protecting American agriculture.

"It's going to save America, because left un-
checked, the screwworm will be devastating
to the cattle industry,” Vick said. "Our cattle
numbers are already lower than they've been
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since the 1950s. It was a very powerful
moment to be there. I'm excited that she
recognizes and sees the value in what
these kids have done."

The recognition continued this summer
when Rollins hosts the students and Vick
in Washington, D.C., as part of the Great
American State Fair. While the T-REX it-
self remained in Texas, the students who
designhed and built the project were re-
cognized on a national stage.

For Vick, the invitation represents some-
thing much bigger than a single project.

"To have these students recognized at
the national level for work they comple-
ted in an agricultural mechanics shop is
incredible," Vick said. "They're getting to
see that what they do can have an im-
pact far beyond our community."

For the students, the opportunity to re-
present Texas agricultural education in
the nation's capital serves as another
reminder that the skills they developed
through the project can create meaning-
ful change across the country.

While the T-REX brought national atten-
tion to the program, the story actually
began nearly two decades ago with a
connection that would change the course
of Champion FFA's agricultural mechanics
program.

Through the planning of an agriculture
mechanics project in 2007, Vick was con-
nected to Dr. Matt Pound with the USDA
through multiple mutual friends. Dr. Pou-
nd was a leader in fever tick research at
the USDA ARS Knipling-Bushland US Li-
vestock Insects Research Laboratory in
Kerrville, Texas.

Dr. Pound had already started building
capture setups in the Kerr Wildlife Mana-
gement Area in Kerrville, Texas. Vick and
his students began working with the doc-
tor to create ways to capture deer more
efficiently.



"To my knowledge, we developed the first
ever swing-away gooseneck nose on a trai-
ler that you pull a pin and the whole nose
swings out of the way for a 40-foot rotunda
to be set up," Vick said. "It has a series of
boxes on the trailer leading up to a lift chute
to be able to lift the deer up. Then four peo-
ple can work on that deer, check it for fever
ticks, ear tag it, cut the horns off, and then
the lift safely lowers them back down."

The Mobile Deer Capture Trailer marked the
beginning of a partnership that would even-
tually place students at the center of projec-
ts with national significance.

After the success of the Mobile Deer Cap-
ture Trailer, Dr. Pound connected Vick with
another USDA official, Ed Bowers. Vick and
five of his students traveled to Laredo to
learn about their next mission — building a
mobile dipping vat for cattle, later called the
Big Dipper.

"We came back in 2009 and 2010 and built
the first mobile dipping vat," Vick said. "We
literally lived at the shop to be able to get
that done, because it weighs nearly 25,000
pounds empty. It's massive to say the least.
The sheer amount of welding on it is mind-
-boggling."

Vick said that both the Mobile Deer Captu-
re Trailer and the Big Dipper were built on
handshake agreements with the federal go-
vernment. Upon the third project in 2010-
2011, a Mobile Scratch and Spray Unit, an
official contract was implemented.

Years later, the impact of those projects was
still being felt.

In early 2025, the state of Texas reached
out to Vick to see if his students would bui-
Id another mobile dipping vat like the Big
Dipper. Vick initially thought the call was a
hoax.

"They left a message that the Big Dipper
was still going, and that it had outlived in-
dustry built ones," Vick said. "It was holding
the Northern Line for the fever tick, and the
state of Texas wanted us to build another

one. I'm thinking, 'somebody is messing
with me."

Vick instructed the callers to provide a detai-
led proposal outlining what they were looking
for. When a multiple-page document, com-
plete with photos and specifications, landed
in his inbox, he realized his students were
about to embark on another historic project.

That project became the T-REX.

For Vick, the national recognition and gover-
nment partnerships are impressive, but the
true impact can be measured in the studen-
ts who have passed through the program.

"Morgan Burkett was a 2017 graduate and
was in the top five in her class," Vick said.
"[She] actually signed up for the course by
accident. She went on to Purdue University,
and she's working for Polaris as a develop-
ment engineer. Mia Carolla is a 2015 gra-
duate and is now a research engineer for
the U.S. Air Force. She went on to Texas
A&M University and is working on her doc-
torate while she's working for the Air Force."

Those stories, Vick said, are proof that the
lessons learned in an agricultural mechani-
cs shop can extend far beyond welding and
fabrication.

"It's seeing lives get changed, seeing kids
have a why, a purpose, because we're built
pretty simply," Vick said. "We want discipli-
ne, we want love, and we want direction, and
when we give people that, it's just incredible
to watch the mountains they can climb." m
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AGRICULTURE TEACHERS ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS

MENTORING OUR OWN

A GUIDE FOR THE TEACHING PARTNER TO
AN EARLY CAREER TEACHER

SET THE PARTNERSHIP UP FOR SUCCESS
« Define “who owns what” in writing. Split responsibilities by strengths, not just fairness (e.qg.,
livestock species SAE checks, school travel paperwork, FFA duties, etc).
« Weekly 15-minute check-in Same day, same time. Agenda: How are things in classroom,
what's coming up, deadlines, allotted time for questions. No venting spiral-problem solve.
« Shared digital hub One Google Drive/OneNote with lesson plans and resources, program
documents, FFA calendars, budgets, and contacts. No “where is that file?” drama.

MODEL NOT MICROMANAGE

« Share the “why,” not just the “what” Explain why you manage something your way- instead
of “this is the way we do it”. Be open to discussion-it accelerates growth fast.

FFA & SAE MENTORING

« Discuss strength and weaknesses prior to assigning duties. It is not always reasonable to
assign all duties that a new teacher is inexperienced with.

« Split FFA advising roles clearly, a one advisor per team, officer group duty, SAE, etc.
whenever possible. Students and parents need clarity on who to come to, and new teacher
needs leadership role in the program.

« Do a few SAE visits jointly early on to model questioning, record review, and feedback style.

PROFESSIONAL GROWTH & LONGEVITY ENCOURAGE

« Introduce them to your network including; administration, ag boosters, local producers,
vets, extension agents, ect—relationships matter. Isolation only eliminates collaboration
which impedes growth.

« Boundary setting early, model works life balance, saying yes to “everything,” and protecting
personal time. This may actually HELP your balance!

« Present a united front to students, parents, and administration. Address disagreements
privately.

« Celebrate small wins with them, even when feels ridiculous. First smooth lesson, first
contest traveled to, first successful season—acknowledge it, it matters to them.

QUICK MENTOR MINDSET SHIFTS ) o TRENCE

Don't rescue—coach
Don't assume—ask
Stay aligned publicly—resolve differences privately
Don't gatekeep—share & communicate
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CONNECTING WITH THE INDUSTRY

CONNECTING YOUR PROGRAM TO
LOCAL INDUSTRY PARTNERS IS
ESSENTIAL TO BUILDING THE BRIDGE
FROM EDUCATION TO COMMUNITY.
SUCCESSFUL INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIPS
ARE BUILT ON RELATIONSHIP. THESE
RELATIONSHIPS LEAD TO HAVING
VALUABLE INDUSTRY EXPERTS
GUIDING YOU AND YOUR STUDENTS TO
DEVELOP THE SKILLS AND
NETWORKING OPPORTUNITIES THAT
WILL SET THE FOUNDATION FOR THEIR
FUTURE CAREERS.

WAYS TO CONNECT:

. JUDGES TO EVENTS

. BANQUET ATTENDANCE

. AUCTION BUYERSTRAVEL ASSITANCE
. FUNDRAISING PURCHASES

- INTERNSHIP/PRACTICU PLACEMENTS
. JOB PLACEMENTS

. GUEST SPEAKERS

WHERE TO FIND:

- YOUR PERSONAL NETWORK. EXAMPLES: FRIENDS, FAMILY

MEMBERS, PREVIOUS JOBS/CAREERS, MENTORS, ETC.

- YOUR CTE ADVISORY COUNCIL
. ADMINISTRATION AND SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS
- COLD CALLING EXPERTS IN THE FIELD THAT YOU LOCATE

THROUGH SEARCH ENGINES. (I HAVE READ ARTICLES AND
MADE MY STUDENTS CALL THEM FOR AG ISSUES AND SCIENCE
FAIR)

- PARENTS/BOOSTER CLUB

- ALUMNI ORGANIZATIONS/YOUNG FARMERS

- PRACTICUMS/WORK PROGRAM TRAINING SITES
. COMMUNITY COLLEGE/UNIVERSITY

BUSINESS YOU AND YOUR STUDENTS' USE

FOR MORE FROM
THIS WORKSHOP




Every year at the Texas FFA
Convention, members come
together to support a service
project that gives back to the
local community. This year's
project, "Helping Every Single
Step Feel Like Home," partne-
red with the Cowtown Mara-
thon and its C.A.L.F. Program.

Created in 2009 as part of the
Cowtown Marathon's mission,
C.A.L.F. promotes a lifelong
love of fitness by helping tens
of thousands of children from
area school districts and com-
munity centers lace up and
start crossing finish lines.

“The FFA groups are amazing,”
said Seth Fossett Cowtown
C.A.L.F. Warehouse Manager.
"I used to be an FFA kid my-
self 10 years ago, so whene-
ver this opportunity came up,
I was jumping at the bit.”

Throughout the week of con-
vention, chapters were encou-
raged to bring new running
shoes and socks to help su-
pport children in the Fort
Worth area.

"Because of their efforts,

TEXAS FFA
STEPS UP FOR
COWTOWN
C.A.L.F

BY: HAYDEN LUFT, IRA FFA

we received an amazing donation of 200 pairs of
running shoes and 2,850 pairs of socks," said Heidi
Swartz Cowtown C.A.L.F. Executive Director. "This
contribution will make a tremendous difference for
the children we serve throughout North Texas."

Service projects like this one truly capture what the
FFA motto, "Living to Serve," is all about.

“FFA kids are great, and everyone contributing to
our cause and helping out is just phenomenal,” said
Fossett. "We get to go out there, light up kids faces,
and give them something they really appreciate and
can use." m
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(&> MAXIMIZE YOUR 3

e FUNDRAISING

PROJECT PARTNER PROGRAM

PARTNER WITH A LOCAL DU CHAPTER TO MARKET AND SELL ITEMS BUILT
BY YOUR FFA CHAPTER AT OUR LOCAL EVENTS. ALL PROCEEDS ARE DIVIDED
BETWEEN DU AND YOUR FFA CHAPTER.

The DU FFA Project Partner Program partners with FFA chapters at our local fundraising events. FFA chapters

build a project that can be used by a local DU chapter as part of their live auction or raffle, with the proceeds of
the sale being divided between the DU chapter and the FFA chapter. FFA chapters will have the opportunity to

support wildlife conservation, raise funds for their chapter, and do hands-on learning while building a project.

We are proud to
sponsor the 98th
Annual Texas FFA
Convention and
Agriscience Fair

Nothing has contributed more to our success than our
people, the 58,000 employees of ExxonMobil around
the world who work tirelessly to provide the energy
and products the modern world needs. Their talent,
ingenuity, and hard work has gotten us where we are
today and will ensure our continued success tomorrow.
Learn more at exxonmobil.com

Ex¢onMobil
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THERE'S A eitz
BETTER . qmrsenn
7t The Weitz

Way.

At Seitz Fundraising, we make it simple, stress-free
and successful so you can focus on what matters
most — your students and chapter.

SERVIGE SUPPORT

SUPERIOR QUALITY

Personal attention. Premium products your From planning to
Fast communication. supporters love — delivery and beyond,
A team that truly delivered fresh, on time, we're with you every
cares. and right the first time. step of the way.

* % WE CHALLENGE %

OTHER SUPPLIERS

n TO MATCH OUR SERVICE, QUALITY
AND SUPPORT.

We're not just here to sell. Our mission is simple:
Help chapters raise MORE money

WE,RE HERE TO SERVE. w1t11LESS stress.

BUILT ON OVER 50 EXPERIENCE THE
Thank You YEARS OF TRUST SEITZ WAY
Ag Teachers & FFA Leaders!

You lead. We support. C ianI:llLyi;O‘;‘Vned- d myseitz.net
Together, we succeed. ommunity rocused. (888) 390-4332




FROM OPPORTUNITY TO EXCELLENCE

HOW EXCELLENCE CONFERENCES ARE DEVELOPING THE NEXT GENERATION OF LEADERS

BY: LAYTON ERVIN

Whether it’s winning at a competition or
being elected to an officer position, FFA
members are constantly striving for exce-
llence. However, it can be hard for students
to find their footing when there is just so
much out there. Such was the case for the
Texas FFA Association. Texas FFA has long
had a high membership, making it hard to
ensure that every member got the most out
of their time in the blue jacket.

Austin Large, while serving as the Texas
FFA Leadership Development Coordinator,
recognized that the Texas FFA association
wasn’t doing a great job of serving the in-
credible number of FFA members in the sta-
te. Mr. Large moved to Texas from Califor-
nia, where he was an FFA member and an
ag teacher. In California, there were Inte-
grated Leadership Development Programs,
or ILDPs. These programs set out to provide
timely and relevant leadership and personal
development training to young people. That
was something Texas FFA was lacking at
the time. Area and district associations held
greenhand camps; however, those were only
for first-year members. Then the only other
opportunity for real development was to be
elected to district or area office.

The idea that came was to provide the area
associations with resources for a Greenhand
Leadership Conference. Then the state as-
sociation would host sophomore/junior and
senior leadership experiences.
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Thus, the Texas FFA Excellence Conferences
were born. Initially supported through an
annual gift to the Foundation from a past
State FFA Officer, the content was also ho-
ned in through a partnership with the Ziglar
Foundation. Today, there are three different
excellence conferences for sophomores,
juniors, and seniors. Made For Excellence,
Building Excellence, and Executing with Ex-
cellence. All conferences are hosted toge-
ther at six universities across Texas. This
ensures that Texas FFA members from the
panhandle to the Gulf Coast all have access
to these opportunities for growth.

Today, the Texas FFA Excellence Conferen-
ces are doing more than filling a gap; they
are shaping the future of our organization.
Students who walk into these conferences
unsure of their place leave with a sense of
purpose, stronger confidence, and the skills
needed to lead in their chapters, schools,
and communities.

By intentionally investing in members, Texas
FFA is ensuring that every student, no ma-
tter where they come from, has the oppor-
tunity to grow. Through these experiences,
members aren’t just striving for excellence;
they are learning how to live it. Carrying
the values of premier leadership, personal
growth, and career success far beyond the
blue jacket. m



WHERE THE
CLASSROOM
MEETS THE
COMMUNITY

BY: MICHELLE VASBINDER
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT COORDINATOR
AGRICULTURE TEACHERS ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS

One of the greatest advantages of agri-
cultural education is that what we tea-
ch does not exist only within the walls
of a classroom. Agriculture is happening
every day in the communities surrou-
nding our schools. The science, skills,
decisions, and challenges found in our
curriculum are also found in local busi-
nesses, farms and ranches, school faci-
lities, community organizations, and the
careers of the people our students inte-
ract with every day.

Yet, even in a subject as naturally hand-
s-on as agricultural education, students
may not always recognize that connec-
tion.

Creating meaningful real-world appli-
cations does not require turning every
lesson into a field trip or developing an
entirely new curriculum. Often, the most
effective approach is much simpler: in-
tentionally connecting existing instruc-
tion to the people, problems, decisions,
and resources already present within the
local community.

Localize the Content You
Already Teach

Real-world application becomes most ef-
fective when it is not treated as a special
activity but as a regular way of approa-
ching instruction. One of the simplest
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techniques for creating real-world rele-
vance is to localize existing instruction
rather than creating something entirely
new. The standards, objectives, and con-
cepts remain the same, but the context
surrounding them changes.

As teachers prepare a unit, it can be
helpful to consider where that particu-
lar concept exists within the local com-
munity. Nearly every agricultural topic
has a local connection. Identifying that
connection allows teachers to frame ins-
truction around something students re-
cognize rather than something that feels
distant or hypothetical.

This localization can happen through the
language used during instruction, the si-
tuations presented in assignments, the
data students analyze, or the questions
teachers ask during discussion. A fami-
liar context immediately gives students a
reference point. Suddenly, the lesson is
not simply something they need to know
for a test; it is something being used by
people and businesses within their own
community. Over time, this creates so-
mething unique: a curriculum that re-
flects the community in which students
actually live.

Intentionally localizing instruction also
helps students develop a broader un-
derstanding of agriculture itself. They
begin to recognize agricultural careers,
businesses, and systems that may have
always existed around them but that
they had never previously viewed throu-
gh an agricultural lens. They start recog-
nizing the science behind a production
decision, the business principles behind
an agricultural operation, the techni-
cal skills behind a piece of infrastructu-
re, and the career opportunities behind
businesses they may have passed hun-
dreds of times.

Lead With the Problem, Not Always
the Answer

Traditional classroom instruction often
follows a predictable sequence: teach
the concept, practice the skill, and then
apply it. Real-world problems rarely ar-



rive in such an organized manner. Ins-
tead, professionals are presented with a
situation and must determine what in-
formation they need, which knowledge
applies, and how to move toward a so-
lution.

Agricultural education provides an ideal
environment for occasionally reversing
the traditional instructional sequence.

Beginning a lesson or unit with a pro-
blem creates a reason for students to
learn the content that follows. Rather
than immediately providing the infor-
mation students will need, teachers can
allow students to first examine the situa-
tion, identify what they know, determi-
ne what they do not know, and consider
what information would be necessary to
make a decision.

The teacher then becomes the facilitator
who provides the knowledge and skills
students need to move closer to a solu-
tion.

This technique shifts students from sim-
ply receiving information to actively
looking for it. As new concepts are intro-
duced, students can immediately con-
nect them to the original problem. The
question changes from "Why do we need
to know this?” to “Can we use this to
solve the problem?”

Bring Industry Thinking Into the
Classroom

Real-world application is strongest when
students are required to do more than
arrive at a correct answer. In agricultu-
re, there is often more than one possi-
ble solution to a problem. Professionals
must consider cost, efficiency, safety,
available resources, environmental con-
ditions, long-term consequences, and
the needs of the people involved before
determining the best course of action.
Classroom instruction can mirror this
process.

Assignments that require students to
analyze information, make a recommen-
dation, and defend their reasoning en-
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courage a different level of thinking than
assignments focused solely on recall.
Students learn that knowing information
is only the first step. They must also de-
termine how and when to use it.

Teachers can strengthen this process by
resisting the urge to immediately tell
students whether a decision is right or
wrong. Asking students why they made
a particular choice, what information in-
fluenced their decision, or what might
cause them to change their recommen-
dation encourages students to examine
their own reasoning.

This is one of the most transferable skills
agricultural education can develop. Re-
gardless of whether students ultimate-
ly pursue a career directly connected to
agriculture, they will need to evaluate
information, make decisions, commu-
nicate those decisions, and adapt when
circumstances change.

Use the Community as a Source
of Expertise

Agriculture teachers do not have to be
the only experts students encounter.

Every community contains individuals
with knowledge and experience that can
strengthen classroom instruction. The
challenge is often finding ways to access
that expertise without creating additio-
nal logistical burdens for teachers or
community members.

Instead of viewing community invol-
vement only through traditional guest
speakers or field trips, teachers can think
in smaller, more flexible ways. A pro-
fessional may contribute a question for
students to solve, provide feedback on
a project, share an industry perspective,
supply a resource used in their work, or
briefly explain how a classroom concept
influences decisions in their career. The-
se smaller interactions can be especially
powerful because they can occur throu-
ghout instruction rather than being limi-
ted to an occasional special event.

They also reinforce an important messa-



ge for students: the skills being taught
in the classroom have value beyond ear-
ning a grade. Someone within their own
community relies on that knowledge to
do their job successfully.

From Classroom Knowledge to
Community Capability

Ultimately, real-world application is not
about adding more to an already full
agriculture teacher’s workload. It is
about changing the lens through which
existing instruction is delivered.

Agricultural education has always been
uniquely positioned to make those con-
nections.

Our classrooms sit at the intersection
of education, industry, community, and
workforce development. When teachers
intentionally bring those worlds closer
together, students gain more than con-
tent knowledge. They begin learning how
to observe their communities, recognize
problems, seek expertise, evaluate in-

formation, make decisions, and contri-

A lesson becomes more meaningful when bute solutions.

students understand where the knowle-
dge lives beyond the classroom. A skill
becomes more valuable when students
understand who uses it. A problem be-
comes more engaging when students re-
cognize that someone in their own com-
munity is working to solve a version of
it.

That is where real-world application be-
comes more than an instructional stra-
tegy. It becomes preparation for studen-
ts to become capable participants in the
agricultural communities already sur-
rounding them.m
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PARTING

THOUGHTS

BY: RAY PIENIAZEK
RETIRING AGRICULTURE TEACHERS ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

As I think about writing my last
article for the Growing Our Fu-
ture Magazine, I think about
how far we have come in making
a periodical our association can
be proud of and share across
the state. The idea that Ashley
Dunkerley had to transition
from a monthly newsletter to
a quarterly magazine with arti-
cles to share with our members
and supporters was a giant
step forward. It has been such
a valuable part of the impro-
vements made by Team AgEd
to showcase what agricultural
education and FFA are doing in
Texas.

I have had the opportunity to
work with a great staff. Ka-
ren Jones continues to ensu-
re members are taken care of
with their membership needs.
Tori Rosser continues to grow
in finding new ways to promote
our organization through social
media and managing exhibits.
Another change I am particu-
larly proud of during my time
was getting approval to hire a
professional development coor-
dinator, and having it be one of
my former students. Michelle
Vasbinder takes pride in finding
opportunities for curriculum
development, specifically ge-
tting groups together to crea-

te curriculum for Principles of
AFNR and Small Animal Care,
and organizing Advanced Flo-
ral Design. She strives to make
the mentor program successful,
and we have been grateful for
support from Herman and Bo-
bbie Wilson and the Texas FFA
Foundation.

It has been a pleasure working
with all the Team AgEd staff.
Please support all of them, as
they are doing a great job ser-
ving the needs of agricultural
education. I also want to give a
shout-out to my favorite Texas
FFA Executive Director, Jennifer
Jackson. She and her staff are
doing an outstanding job, and
I will miss getting to work with
all of them. I wish Melvin the
best of luck as he takes over
this position. He has a good vi-
sion for the association and will
strive to keep making us great.

If anyone ever asked me what
the best part of this job was, it
was an easy answer: answering
a phone call to help a member
figure out a problem they were
having. Sometimes, the pro-
blems were easy to solve by
looking at the school district
policy, and sometimes it was a
challenge with some other issue
the teacher was having. Many
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times, teachers only wanted someone
to listen to them and acknowledge that
they were important and what they were
doing mattered. Never doubt that as a
teacher, your worth to your students is
beyond measurable. Our association is
here because of our members and shou-
Id always be there for our members.

One of the biggest challenges I faced was
what to do about the conference when
COVID-19 took over. It was my first con-
ference on my own. With the help of
the staff, Abby Mund, Stacey Jones, and
Tyler and Laurie Wieghat, we were able
to get an online conference planned. We
pulled it off and even had Aaron Wat-
son give us a private concert. Out of this
came the online workshops we still of-
fer today. We adapted, and those adap-
tations made our membership offerings
even better by giving us the ability to
provide teachers with professional deve-
lopment opportunities without having to
come to an event.

One item our association created during
my tenure was the Hall of Fame. This
was actually the brainchild of Jim Harris
during our December 2020 COVID-style
meeting in Waco. There is no doubt this
recognition piece of our association has
been a pride and joy of mine and shou-
Id be for the whole association. Recog-
nizing the influence agricultural science
teachers have on our local communities
is so important. I have gotten to read so
many stories about how ag teachers hel-
ped people in life and supported them.
We have honored 289 retired teachers
and raised over $320,000 for our scho-
larship fund, which supports our mem-
bers' children in their education. There
is not a doubt in my mind that families
are very proud of their honorees.

We are, by almost 1,000 members or so,
the largest CTE organization in the sta-
te of Texas. I have had the pleasure of
working with some of the other execu-
tive directors from other CTE organiza-
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tions to help promote and grow CTE. I
promise you, we have always let other
states know we are larger than they are
when we attend NAAE events. In fact,
NAAE had 1,200 at their national con-
ference, and we for sure let them know
we have over 2,300 attending ours. We
should be proud of this organization and
how we connect agricultural education
teachers across the state.

A group of retired ag teachers meets
every August in New Braunfels, and they
love to tell stories about teaching and
about times with the other people in the
room. Several other areas of Texas have
these gatherings, like in Areas 6 and 8. I
have found they truly know and continue
to feel the impact they had on students.
Many in attendance have not been in the
classroom for years but are still aware
of their impact. Our impact on students
runs deep, and we may never know how
much we do to support these students.
Ernie Eckert had a former student tell
him he was the only one in the school
who cared about him. Always show stu-
dents you care. They will never forget it.

As I close, I also need to thank my family
for letting me stay in this job and give
back to an association that has meant
so much to me. Gail Pieniazek has been
a hero to me for holding things together
during the week. It will be nice to be
back home and be with her during the
week and not just on weekends.

I can truly say I was blessed to have had
the opportunity to serve this organiza-
tion and get to work with agricultural
education on all levels. Never forget the
value of your membership and that our
staff is here to serve you.m
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THE THINGS WE CAN'T
AFFORD TO LOSE

BY: JENNIFER JACKSON
TEXAS FFA ASSOCIATION EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Walk into almost any ag classroom
in Texas and you’ll see things our
predecessors could have only ima-
gined.

Students design projects using
CAD. They use automated systems
to water plants in the greenhouse.
They earn IBCs before graduation.
They compete at a level that con-
tinues to raise the standards and
increase rigor year after year. Our
programs have become more in-
novative, advanced, and more
connected to the industry than
ever before.

Ag education has never been more
innovative.

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

"AG EDUCATION HAS
NEVER BEEN MORE
INNOVATIVE."

Let’s be clear; there is tremendous
value in competition. Buckles, ban-
ners, and championships inspire a
lot of greatness. They teach goal
setting, perseverance, teamwork,
sportsmanship, and pride. They
provide students with opportuni-
ties they may never have imagi-
ned and create memories that last
a lifetime. We should celebrate
these accomplishments and con-
tinue striving for excellence. But
if we aren't careful, the pursuit of
the award can begin to oversha-

dow the purpose of the experien-
ces.

So why do so many industry lea-
ders, retired ag science teachers,
and recent graduates continue to
say the same thing “its not like it
used to be.”

I don’t think anyone wants to go
backwards, but I think we have
to appreciate our roots that made
our organization what it is today.

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

"I THINK WE HAVE

TO APPRECIATE OUR
ROOTS THAT MADE OUR
ORGANIZATION WHAT IT
IS TODAY."

Agricultural education has always
been different. While many clas-
srooms teach students about so-
mething, our students actually do
it. Build it, repair it, grow it, raise
it, troubleshoot it, figure it out.

Since the passage of the Smith-
-Hughes act in 1917, agricultural
education has been built around
one simple basic idea: students
learn best when classroom ins-
truction is paired with real world
experience. More than 100 years
later, that philosophy still sets us
apart.
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As our programs have grown and evolved
from the days of Ag 1, 2, 3 and 4...so have
opportunities. Leadership conferences, CDE
and LDEs, more livestock shows, more scho-
larships, IBCs, Service opportunities, travel,
etc. Those opportunities have changed lives,
and should continue to be part of what we
do. But they have also made our calendars
fuller than ever.

Sometimes, it feels like we're so busy pre-
paring for the next contest or the next trip,
or the next local event that we have fewer
opportunities to slow down and teach the
things the students will actually use for the
rest of their lives. So busy that it's easier for
us to take on the planning and the leading
than giving our students the opportunity to
experience these unique leadership oppor-
tunities we use to give them.

As any veteran teacher, they’ll probably
smile and tell you a story....about the stu-
dent who finally learned to strike an arc af-
ter burning through half a box of rods. The
freshman who spent an afternoon organizing
bolts, washers, and drill bits before ever
touching a welder. The chapter that replaced
the floor in an elderly neighbor’s barn or re-
paired fence that they didn’t have the ability
to any more. The student who learned how
to back a trailer after twenty failed attemp-
ts, and now one who backs one every day
for work. Those may not have been glamo-
rous projects, nobody won a buckle because
of them, there wasn’t a banner hanging in
the ag shop afterward. But those students
walked away with skills that were way more
valuable and lasted a lifetime.

Ask a livestock producer what they want
young people to know and many won't start
by talking about showmanship. They’ll talk
about husbandry. Can students recognize
the early signs of illness and make neces-
sary changes to course correct? Can they
properly identify the right treatment and ad-
minister the medication? Can they evaluate
body condition? Can they select the right
breeding stock? Can they make manage-
ment decisions or do they need to be told
exactly what to do each day? Showing lives-
tock is an educational experience, but un-
derstanding why we make management de-
cisions is what prepares students for careers
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in agriculture and gives them the confidence
to appropriately manage students and their
projects when they become FFA advisors
themselves.

Twenty years from now, very few former
members will remember the score they re-
ceived in a contest. Many won’t remember
how many banners their chapter won, some
won’t even remember what placed they fi-
nished but the will remember the first pro-
ject they built, the teacher who taught them
how to use the equipment, the animal they
helped save, the gate they repaired, the
trailer tire they changed on the side of the
road, and the confidence they gained throu-
gh these and similar experience. That’s the
real reward of agricultural education.

As you begin this school year, ask yourself
one simple question. What practical skills
can every student leave my classroom with
this year? Maybe it's changing a tire, wiring
a switch, identifying sick livestock or plants,
using a torch safely, whatever it is, making
sure everything students leave knowing how
to do something they couldn’t do before.
Because that’s what makes agricultural edu-
cation different.

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

"AS YOU BEGIN THIS SCHOOL
YEAR, ASK YOURSELF

ONE SIMPLE QUIET. WHAT
PRACTICAL SKILLS CAN

EVERY STUDENT LEAVE MY
CLASSROOM WITH THIS YEAR?"

Banners will continue to hang in our shops.
Buckles will continue to be proudly worn by
our members and championships will always
be celebrated. But the greatest measure of
our success will always be the young peo-
ple who leave our programs more capable,
more confident, and better prepared for life
than when they walked through the door. If
we can continue pursuing excellence while
never losing site of our purpose, the futu-
re of agricultural education has never been
brighter'm



LOOK BEYOND
THE LABELS

BY: JESSICA REEVES
AGRICULTURE TEACHERS ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS
PAST PRESIDENT

The night before school starts,
our minds race with excitement
and anticipation for a brand-
-new year. The first day symbo-
lizes a fresh start full of endless
opportunities. Then you look at
your roster and spot that name.

Suddenly, the excitement dwin-
dles. The hope for a smooth,
promising year begins to fade
as you feel the familiar dread
of the student who could derail
your entire class, your week, or
even your whole year.

Maybe "Little Johnny" was in
your class last year, creating a
chaotic environment that left
you praying all summer he wou-
Idn't return or would choose a
different pathway. Or maybe
you've never taught him befo-
re, but you heard the talk in the
teacher’s lounge or in the halls.

Or you know that, as a last re-
sort, the counselor decided the
ag program was the "one pla-
ce" he might actually succeed.
When you pull up his file, you
see a wall of labels accumula-

ted over the years: IEP, BIP,
ELL, At-Risk, Dyslexia, and
abbreviations you've never

even heard of before.

Over my 25 years in Agricultu-
ral Education, I have been in

your shoes more times than I
care to admit. Looking back, I
realize how often I was wrong
and how wrong I was to let tea-
cher-lounge chatter dictate my
attitude toward a child.

Did Little Johnny test my pa-
tience to no end? Absolutely.
Were there days he disrupted
the entire lesson or showed
complete disrespect? Yes. Were
there days that I wanted to just
give up and even thought about
a career move because of that
ONE, or maybe even a handful
of kids? 100%.

But when we take the time to
look past the disruptive beha-
vior and our own emotions that
have gotten the best of us, we
almost always find a soul worth
fighting for.

Students don't act out in a va-
cuum. When you peel back the
layers, you start to see why
they show up the way they do:

They come guarded. Some
kids live in toxic home environ-
ments where their earliest me-
mories of adults involve shou-
ting, neglect, or abuse. They
don't trust adults, so they put
up armor before you even get a
chance to say hello.
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They hide their insecurities. Many stu-
dents have struggled academically their
entire lives. Feeling "dumb" is painful,
so acting out becomes a defense mecha-
nism. Being labeled the "troublemaker"
feels safer to them than being exposed
for struggling academically.

They crave connection. Negative at-
tention is still attention. For kids who go
completely unnoticed at home, acting
out in class is often the only way they
know how to feel seen.

Their minds run like racehorses on
a trail ride. Neurodivergent studen-
ts, like those with ADHD, aren't trying
to disrupt your flow intentionally. Their
brains simply process the world at light-
ning speed, often blurting out thoughts
before they can process the consequen-
ces. As a parent who raised children with
ADHD, I can tell you my understanding
of this changed drastically once I lived it
at home.

They carry invisible trauma. Every
student processes trauma differently,
and all too often, our shop floors and
classrooms become the place where that
pain boils over.

What I Wish I Knew Sooner

Did I handle these situations perfectly
early in my career? Not at all. As a you-
ng teacher, I got frustrated. I got angry.
I begged counselors for schedule chan-
ges and threw up my hands in defeat be-
fore I ever truly got to know the student
behind the paper trail.

I am sharing this because I wish I had
responded with more grace back then. I
am deeply grateful for the veteran men-
tors who led by example, demonstrating
how to show love to the students who
make it hardest, build daily connections,
and never give up on a kid.

A simple reminder for your desk: Keep a
QTIP (Quit Taking It Personally) on your
desk.
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Our students walk through our doors
carrying heavy baggage. Not every ou-
tburst, roll of the eyes, or argumentative
comment is directed at you. Our job is to
remain the calm, safe harbor where they
can unload that weight and still know
they belong.

Remember Why You Started

None of us became Agricultural Scien-
ce Teachers by chance. For most of us,
FFA and Ag class were the exact places
where we first found true belonging, ac-
ceptance, and success. It did not mat-
ter what challenges we faced with our
own behavior or academics. We found
an Ag teacher who took the time to look
beyond our rough exterior and bad atti-
tude, choosing to invest in us and love
us anyway.

Our classrooms and shops provide oppor-
tunities that no traditional academic se-
tting can replicate. Here, students can
express themselves, move around, learn
outside the box, and build confidence
through hands-on work. For many of our
kids, your shop floor or greenhouse is
the one place where they can finally ca-
tch their breath, realize their worth, and
find real hope for their future.

A New Year, A Fresh Purpose

As you set up your classroom, organi-
ze your shop, and prepare your lesson
plans for this coming year, hold tightly to
that purpose. You are not just teaching
curriculum, coaching contest teams, or
supervising livestock projects. You are
offering safe harbors and second chan-
ces. You are stepping into the very same
life-changing role that an Ag teacher
once played for you.

When Little Johnny walks through your
door, take a deep breath. Look past the
labels, leave the rumors in the hallway,
and choose to see the potential waiting
underneath. You hold the key to rewri-
ting a student's story this year. Go make
a difference, and have an incredible
school year.m



PRACTICAL APPLICATION
OF MENTORING AT THE

LOCAL LEVEL

BY: MELVIN POUNCY
AGRICULTURE TEACHERS ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

STOP! Take a minute to think about
where you are in your professional
journey.... How did you get here?
Who are the two to three key in-
fluencers beyond your family that
helped you get to whatever point
you are in your professional jour-
ney?

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

"AS A MENTOR TEACHER
YOU CAN BE THE ONE
TO ASSIST AN EARLY
CAREER TEACHER IN
SPRING BACK UP TO BE
STRONG."

As for myself, I can easily name
eight to ten, but to be true to
the question, it would be Dwi-
ght Callis, Ben Alley and Dennis
Ellebracht. John C. Maxwell has
said, "One of the greatest values
of mentors is the ability to see
ahead what others cannot see and
to help them navigate a course to
their destination.”

Mr. Callis was my extension agent
growing up as a kid and he saw
something in me that I never ima-
gined, a college education and a
professional career in teaching
other students about Agriculture.
He was a valued resource and a
role model in how to develop pa-
rent relationships that led to in-
creasing involvement.

He was also instrumental in my

first three or so years teaching in
mentoring and guiding me with
show projects. I was Ben’s tea-
ching partner for two years during
my formative years. It was in tho-
se years that I learned how impor-
tant it was to pull that quiet over-
looked student into the program
and see them grow and achieve
their potential and not just focus
on the highflyers.

He also taught me how to do as
much as you can to involve as
many students as possible in FFA
activities. Mr. Ellebracht was a
colleague during my growth years.
He saw potential in my leadership
abilities and encouraged me to run
for a teacher officer position on
the district level. His support and
confidence provided a path to ser-
ve on State Committees and even-
tually serve as Area President.

Each of these men saw something
I could not and navigated the cou-
rse ahead as a lifelong mentor.

What is Your Footprint in the
Grass of Ag Teaching

If one views the profession as a
field or lawn of grass, there are
SO0 many varieties each with their
own unique purpose and weak-
ness. People are resilient just
like grass, it can be pressed down
when walked or driven on, but it
bounces right back up. As a men-
tor teacher you can be the one to
assist an early career teacher in
spring to be strong. We easily re-
cognize the ability of our students,
“see what they can’t.”
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But, what about our fellow colleagues, espe-
cially those early in their career. If one was
very critical of the profession, they would
ask themselves, does the profession proper-
ly mentor new teachers? How can each of
us leave that gentle impression?

How can we better nurture the growth of the
profession? Who have I mentored within the
profession? In the moments of stress, men-
tors can provide a time of inspiration and a
period of growth.

Former U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza
Rice captured an important element of men-
toring when she said, “If you want to mentor
somebody, you have to care.”

The Trail of Knowledge and Wisdom

Our part in the FFA Opening Ceremonies
states, “being older than the rest of you, I'm
asked to advise you from time to time as the
need arises.” These words were meant for
our students but additionally they are appli-
cable to our role as a veteran teacher. It
is our responsibility to provide guidance to
others as we have already walked the trail
younger teachers are just barely down. We
must recognize that it is hard to ask or that
many early career teachers don’t want to
ask for help. Conversely early career tea-
chers should allow themselves some grace
and ask for advice or help. E.M. Tiffany wri-
tes in the last paragraph “so that I can exert
an influence in my home and community,”
mentors are that “influence,” the profession
is the "home” and early career teachers are
the “community” that we serve.

How to Carry Out the Mission

Our part in the FFA Opening Ceremonies
states, “being older than the rest of you, I'm
asked to advise you from time to time as the
need arises.” These words were meant for
our students but additionally they are appli-
cable to our role as a veteran teacher. It
is our responsibility to provide guidance to
others as we have already walked the trail
younger teachers are just barely down. We
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must recognize that it is hard to ask or that
many early career teachers don’t want to
ask for help. Conversely, early career tea-
chers should allow themselves some grace
and ask for advice or help. E.M. Tiffany wri-
tes in the last paragraph “so that I can exert
an influence in my home and community,”
mentors are that “influence,” the profession
is the "home” and early career teachers are
the “community” that we serve.

How to Carry Out the Mission

This year there are over 230 first year ag
teachers across Texas, and half of them are
alternatively certified. The Agriculture Tea-
chers Association of Texas Mentor Program
can only mentor about 50 of those first-year
teachers. Thus, there is a massive gap in
service that needs to be filled by current in
the classroom ag teachers. To solve this pro-
blem, it will require experienced teachers to
identify an early career teacher in their FFA
District or Area and become their mentor.

This can be a simple task of just a regular
phone call on your drive to or from work to
have a conversation to build a trusted bond.
Many times, mentees just need someone to
vent with or to talk through a situation to
validate their thoughts. To strengthen the
mentor/mentee partnership, mentors can
invite the mentee to watch team practice,
make SAE visits, or even invite them to tra-
vel alongside to a contest or stock show.

These easy engagements can provide the
strategic guidance needed to promote the
viability of the profession. It is sometimes
easy to forget that each of us was once in
their shoes. The role of an ag teacher has
greatly changed over the last 20 years. If
one is very honest, it is more difficult to get
started today than it was 20 years ago. The
sustainability of the high quality standards
expected of the ag teaching profession re-
quires the active engagement of seasoned
veterans to ensure every new teacher each
year has someone watching over the team
to ensure their success.m



BUILT FOR THE
REAL WORLD

BY: JAY NEWTON
AGRICULTURE TEACHERS ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS

PRESIDENT

As we have finished a great sum-
mer conference in Corpus Chris-
ti and returned home to begin
school, I hope you feel refreshed
and ready to start. No matter
if you are a beginning teacher
or a seasoned veteran, starting
school seems to ignite a desire
to inspire the next generation.

As a young teacher, I remember
spending my summers prepa-
ring for the next year. I attended
camps, workshops, and conven-
tions, soaking in all T could to
help make me a “great Ag Tea-
cher.” When I was not at one of
those, I was at the shop working
on something to prepare for the
next year. Whether it was fixing
equipment or designing a project
for the coming year, that is whe-
re I could be found.

As I start year 36 of my career,
my summers seem to be diffe-
rent. Yes, I still attend all the
previously mentioned events,
and I still find time to prepare
for the year as much as possib-
le. However, it is different. Why?
Maybe it is because our cogniti-
ve functions have changed and
we require more rest and reco-
very. Or could it be our sponge is
full and needs to be squeezed to
share our knowledge? It could be
as Ingrid Bergman said, “Getting
old is like climbing a mountain.
You get a little out of breath, but
the view is much better!”

To be honest, I am not sure.
However, starting this year as the
President of the ATAT, I do know
I am so thankful God allowed me
to become an Ag Teacher and to
represent the 2,600 Ag Teachers
who feel the same way.

As I write this article, “"Real Wor-
Id Application at the Local Level:
Where Are They Now?”, I think
of how the Vega FFA Chapter is a
great example of this question.

In the Vega FFA Chapter, we
have chosen a different route
than most traditional Ag Pro-
grams. We are all Ag Mechanics.
Students can still choose to have
animal projects, however, our
focus for the last 25 years has
been Ag Mechanics.

Growing up, my family fabrica-
ted a lot of items. I began wel-
ding around the age of 10. As a
member of the Vega FFA in high
school, Ag Mechanics was not
popular. Yes, we worked in the
shop cutting and welding and
building some small wood pro-
jects, however, the main push
was animal projects.

In college, I was challenged to
develop a philosophy of teaching
ag. I believe my role is to enable
students to learn a trade that, if
needed one day, they would be
able to use to feed their family.

Well, not all of your students are
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going to be fabricators!

I have students who are doctors, lawyers,
teachers, pharmacists, counselors, musi-
cians, salesmen, moms, and dads. Howe-
ver, if they happen to lose their job, I have
taught them a skill they can fall back on in
order to put food on the table.

Today, every student who graduates from
Vega High School and has come through
the Vega Ag Program has earned an In-
dustry Based Certificate in Welding, giving
each of them the ability to go out and test
for a welding job. Moreover, our chapter
has become very involved in Ag Mechani-
cs Project Shows, furthering the need for
“Real World Applications.”

I would like to tell you about my first Ag
Mechanics Project Team. I had a group
that decided to build an 18-foot trailer, a
small hog trailer, a log splitter, and a bum-
per to attend the 2nd Annual San Antonio
Ag Mechanics Show. The group of eight
young men, who had never been to a pro-
ject show, worked long hours fabricating
their projects.

At the show, I gave them instructions to
stand all day, shake every person’s hand,
and show their project like they were a
used car salesman. I had been to the show
the year before and watched the way some
schools exhibited their projects. I determi-
ned right then that we had to be different.

At the beginning of the day, they were
slow to start, but by noon I had a hard
time getting them to stop to eat lunch. At
the end of the show, we had won a very
difficult trailer class. On the way home,
they talked the whole nine hours about
how much fun they had, what they were
going to build next, and what they should
do differently.

How could I have ever known the simple
“Real World Application” would have beco-
me so evident?

Those young men were the start of some-
thing bigger than themselves, and they
never realized how it would play an out-
come in their lives. Today, most of those
young men still live in the Vega commu-
nity. They are all very successful in their
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careers.

Tyler Leavitt, Campus Pastor at Trinity
Fellowship Willow Creek, said, "Time ma-
nagement, communication skills in con-
versation and public speaking, and project
management skills are something he attri-
butes to his time in Ag Mechanics.”

“Success isn’t built overnight. It's built
through lessons, mentors, and opportuni-
ties that shape us. For me, the Vega FFA
Ag Mechanics program laid the foundation.
I will always be proud to say that's where
my journey began,” said Landon Friemel.

Scott Brorman, farmer and school board
president, said, “I learned it was very im-
portant to think outside the box. We are all
learning, and sometimes the teachers are
not there. In my farming operation I have
to make decisions, and mentors or my dad
are not always around, but the decision I
make, I have to live with and accept what
the real world throws at me. Another thing
I learned, and have experienced watching
my own children go through this program,
is we have to learn how to communicate
with complete strangers. Sometimes they
don’t agree, understand, or are not fami-
liar with whatever it is, but you must have
the ability to sell yourself, defend your
position, and hold true to what we know.
That is a valuable outcome in this world.”

Today, real world applications happen dai-
ly in Vega. People call the Ag Shop all the
time looking for a student to go to work
for them. Many times, someone brings by
a part to be repaired. They even stop by
the shop to see projects the students are
working on.

Because they know real world applications
and skills are being taught here. The enti-
re community of Vega is different. A vision
was born that no one could have imagined
would affect the local community as much
as it did.

So, I encourage you to be visible at com-
munity events. Have your chapter repor-
ter do monthly articles for the local news-
paper to report on the current events in
your chapter, and invite your community
to see the real world application that your
chapter is doing.m



SERVING AND LEARNING...

MAKE IT A HABIT

BY: AARON ALEJANDRO
TEXAS FFA FOUNDATION EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

"You can have everything in life
you want, if you will just help
enough other people get what
they want." - Zig Ziglar

How do we do life? How do we
do life so we are happy? How
do we do leadership so we are
fulfilled?

Serving others with genui-
ne authenticity is a recipe for
success and purpose. Serving
others builds strong communi-
ties, fuels our own fulfillment,
and shifts our attention away
from selfishness and toward so-
mething bigger than ourselves.

Is there a challenge in your
community that you could help
solve? Is there a need in your
local school district you could
help meet?

As our friend Roger Rickard
says, “"Giving back becomes the
greatest classroom."

How do you learn a new skill?
More importantly, how do you
develop that skill until it beco-
mes a building block for your
next opportunity or success?

Here's a tip for personal and
professional development. It is
called R2A2, a personal deve-
lopment and success formula

developed by Napoleon Hill and
W. Clement Stone to help turn
knowledge into action:

Recognize

Servant leaders are always on
the lookout for a good idea,
life skill, strategy, or concept
that can provide a competitive
edge. Listening with both our
ears and our eyes gives us the
awareness to recognize effecti-
ve tools we can use.

Relate

Once leaders recognize an ef-
fective strategy, they have to
relate to it—or identify with it.
How does it fit their leadership
style, their FFA chapter, or their
community? While a concept
may have been developed for a
larger school or community, it
can often be adapted and sca-
led to fit a smaller audience.

Assimilate

Once servant leaders have re-
cognized a concept and related
it to their own situation, the
next step is to assimilate it—
to take it in and make it part
of themselves. The idea moves
from something they simply
know to something they un-
derstand and begin to own.

52



Apply

The final step is to apply what has been
recognized, related, and assimilated.
Application gives leaders the opportunity
to test the concept in the real world with
fellow FFA members, students, teachers,
families, and community members.

R2A2 also works in life.

Personal and professional development
can be enhanced by always being on the
lookout for an R2A2 opportunity to grow,
especially when looking for opportuni-
ties to become a more effective servant
leader. It is an application not just for
leadership in our local communities, but
for life.

Being intentional about building life skills
takes effort and repetition before those
skills become daily tools and eventually
habits.

Building New Life Skills

Creating a life application or skill invol-
ves a structured process of identifying a
need, practicing intentionally, and con-
sistently reflecting until knowledge be-
comes habit.

Effective servant leaders are lifelong
learners. They are always looking for
ways to improve themselves while en-
couraging, equipping, and empowering
those around them.

Here are a few steps for building new life
skills:

Identify and Select the Skill: Choose
one specific skill that will improve your
daily life, such as time management,
communication, organization, or stress
management.

Make It Applicable: Break the skill into
its simplest components. Focus on the
20% of effort that can produce 80% of
the results.

Set SMART Goals: Define what success
looks like by setting goals that are spe-
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cific, measurable, achievable, relevant,
and time-bound.

Make It Real: Practice the skill in the
same way you will use it in real life. Re-
petition builds confidence and compe-
tence.

Assess and Ask for Feedback: Seek
honest, constructive feedback from fa-
mily, friends, mentors, teachers, or
colleagues. Use their perspective to
identify opportunities for improvement.
Celebrate and Adjust: Pay attention to
your progress. Adjust when necessary,
and celebrate the wins, large or small.

Servant leaders are always on the
lookout for a need or an opportunity to
serve. They equip themselves with the
skills necessary to serve others better.
As they get enough "“reps” identifying
needs, developing skills, and serving
others, something powerful happens:

They create a habit of service.

How important could that habit become
to a career, a goal, a community, or even
our happiness?

You may know me. I'm your constant
companion. I'm your greatest helper.
I'm your heaviest burden.

Ill push you onward or drag you down
to failure. I'm at your command. Half
the tasks you do might as well be turned
over to me because I'm able to do them
quickly and do them the same way every
time.

I'm easily managed. All you have to do
is be firm with me, show me exactly how
you want it done, and after a few les-
sons, I'll do it automatically.

I'm the servant of all great people. Of
course, I'm also the servant of those
who have failed. I've helped make great
individuals, and I too have made failu-
res.

I work with the precision of a marvelous
computer and with the intelligence of a



human being. You may run me for profit
or run me for ruin. It makes no differen-
ce to me.

Be easy with me, and I will destroy you.
Be firm with me, and I will put the world
at your feet.

Who am I?
I'm a Habit!

Humans are creatures of habit. In fact,
it has been said that we are among the
most easily programmed creatures of
all. Much of our day is administered out
of habit. Our days become routine.

The question is: What kind of habits are
we building?

Do we have positive habits or negative
habits? Habits that embrace the status
quo, or habits that develop a growth
mindset? Do we have habits and traits we
would be proud to pass on to our children

and families, bring into our workplaces,
and demonstrate in our communities?

Texas agricultural science education and
our FFA program are loaded with servant
leaders. Students, teachers, sponsors,
and stakeholders have made serving
others a habit and, in doing so, have
made service part of their leadership le-

gacy.

That is the opportunity in front of each
of us.

Recognize. Relate. Assimilate. Apply.
Learn the skill. Practice the skill. Build
the habit. Then use that habit to serve
someone else.

Because when serving others becomes
a habit, leadership becomes more than
something we do.

It becomes part of who we are.m
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DEVELOPING FUTURE ALUMNI
MEMBERS FROM THE
CLASSROOM INTO THE
COMMUNITY

BY: JAY TREES

TEXAS FFA ALUMNI ASSOCIATION PRESIDENT

When starting the school year, ag
teachers across the state begin
the introduction to their FFA unit
in Principles of Agriculture by in-
troducing the FFA Creed by E.M.
Tiffany. This has always been one
of my favorite traditions of the
FFA through the character deve-
lopment that comes from overco-
ming the fear of public speaking
and working toward the personal
achievement of doing something
difficult and different. Jim Harris,
past Tilden FFA advisor, could pro-
bably still recite all five paragra-
phs from memory, as he did every
year for his Principles classes.

"I believe in the future of agri-
culture" is the opening statement
in the FFA Creed and the most
remembered line when you talk
to alumni members who had the
opportunity to say this iconic pie-
ce of literature. What first-year
members may not realize is that
they are the future of agriculture,
and the skills and opportunities
that come from their time in agri-
culture classes have the potential
to set them up for their future.

I hope to encourage both teachers
and students to look at scholarship
criteria to ensure they are direc-
ting and diving into their program
with full transparency. As advisors,
this allows us to work toward de-
veloping the future of agriculture
with clear expectations and goals.
As alumni and supporters, it can
provide a clear picture of how we

can provide opportunities to FFA
chapters and their members.

In a typical high school classroom,
learning often relies on textbooks,
lectures, and exams. However, like
many other programs across the
state, the Agricultural Mechani-
cs program here at Judson High
School in Converse, Texas, takes it
one step further. Our program fo-
cuses on transforming the typical
classroom setting into real-world
applications that prepare our stu-
dents for future success in life and
their careers.

There are multiple avenues Jud-
son ATMS takes to ensure studen-
ts receive real-world experiences.
This includes students working in
a school-based laboratory, partici-
pating in industry tours, comple-
ting internships, earning Industry-
-Based Certifications, and building
and presenting projects.

One specific example I would like
to touch on is our relationship
with Holt Caterpillar and Rick El-
more and the impact it has had on
our students. By partnering with
regional industry leaders such as
Holt Cat, Judson High School bri-
dges the gap between secondary
education and technical careers.
Program alumni frequently transi-
tion directly from the Judson shop
floor into high-paying technician
and fabrication roles across Bexar
County. Instead of taking on mas-
sive student debt, graduates can
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enter the workforce equipped with industry-
-recognized credentials, college credits, and
hands-on experience that local employers
need.

Beyond technical instruction, Judson FFA Ag
Mechanics serves as an opportunity for per-
sonal growth and inclusivity. The skilled tra-
des have historically lacked gender diversi-
ty, but Judson High School is helping rewrite
that narrative. Female students increasingly
take on leadership roles within the shop,
building trailers, diagnosing diesel engines,
and competing alongside their peers.

For many students, the program provides
a sense of ownership. Designing a piece of
equipment from scratch, troubleshooting a
stubborn engine fault, or earning a high sco-
re in a state competitive event builds self-
-reliance and resilience. These transferable
skills, including problem-solving, teamwork,
and accountability, prepare Judson students
for success regardless of whether they enter
the workforce immediately or pursue uni-
versity degrees in agricultural engineering.

Additionally, there are many opportunities
within the local community, whether it be
at a local floral shop or a larger company
such as HEB. Some internships may be more
competitive, but they are worth pursuing for
students who truly want a career within the

industry after high school.

In the San Antonio area, local chapters have
the opportunity to have students interview
with companies such as Holt Cat for inter-
nships that have the possibility of turning
into a career. Practicing interview skills and
developing a resume helps build a portfolio
for members going into the workforce as well
as post-secondary education. The ability to
incorporate what a practicum in agricultu-
re can offer students in their fourth year is
hard to match when it comes to real-world,
hands-on experiences.

Connecting with FFA alumni in your local
area can truly create internship opportuni-
ties or build relationships that could even
lead to careers.

This is the foundation that the Texas FFA
Alumni and Supporters is built on, giving
members the chance to better themselves
and the future of agriculture. I want to en-
courage you to reach out to your local bu-
sinesses, whether large or small, and see if
they would be interested in partnering with
you on possible internships for your students
and members. This can foster relationships
that will continue to grow into the future.

After all, we are "The Future of Agriculture"
for many years to come. m
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YOUNG FARMERS

YOUNG FARMERS OF TEXAS

UPDATES

It's Been a Fast Summer!

The school year is getting going again.
I see organizations like ours having
their first meetings of the year. They are
making plans for activities that will bene-
fit students and rounding up volunteers
to help with all of it. It will be a challen-
ge until the end of the school year.

One of our highlights was attending
the FFA Convention in Fort Worth this
summer. The students had such a busy
schedule at the convention and during
their off hours, but they were all ha-
ving fun and learning at the same time.
It amazes me how these students carry
themselves. The leadership, politeness,
manners, and care that they exhibit is
sublime. All parents and teachers of the-
se students should be proud of their FFA
child or students.

During the convention, we were proud
to present our scholarships to Blake Da-
niels from Teague, Cole Mims from Fair-
field, and Haylee Jones from Grapeland.
Congratulations to all!

Our next adventure was attending the
ATAT Conference in Corpus Christi. I di-
dn’t realize I knew so many people. I got
to see old friends, visit with new friends,
and talk to vendors a lot! We had a lot
of genuine interest in the Young Farmer
program. I hope a lot of those interested
make contact with us and let us help or-
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ganize your student parent base.

We want to invite all our existing and
new members to our convention in Ja-
nuary, located in Victoria, TX. Keep an
eye on the website and Facebook page
as updates are getting more frequent.

One last thing, congratulations to our
newest chapter, Lee County Young Far-
mers! This county organization has Gi-
ddings, Dime Box, and Lexington FFA
groups on board. They worked hard all
summer to get this going and had their
first meeting Tuesday, August 4, 2026.

YOUNG FARMERS
OF TEXAS

Executive Secretary

Larry Mendenhall
832-567-0329
txyfaes@gmail.com
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RESPONSIBILITY RUNS
THE LENGTH OF THE LINE.
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AGRICULTURE
TEACHERS

ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS

LOBBYIST WORKING FOR INTEREST
INVOLVING AGRICULTURAL SCIENCE
EDUCATION AND RELATED TEACHERS

ANNUAL PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
CONFERENCE REGISTRATION FEE IS WAIVED

ACCESS TO A $1 MILLION PROFESSIONAL
LIABILITY INSURANCE POLICY

ACCESS TO THE ASSOCIATION’S WEBSITE,
INCLUDING THE CAREER PAGE

ELIGIBILITY TO APPLY FOR THE
ASSOCIATION'S STUDENT SCHOLARSHIP
(MEMBER'S CHILDREN ONLY)

ELIGIBILITY TO APPLY TO BE A PART
OF THE ASSOCIATION’S PROFESSIONAL
NEW TEACHER MENTORING PROGRAM

ACCESS TO THE ASSOCIATION'S
AGRICULTURE SCIENCE TEACHERS
CRISIS FUND

ACCESS TO A DISCOUNT AT
WYNDHAM HOTELS NATIONWIDE

ACTIVE

MEMBERSHIP
BENEFITS

TIMELY LEGISLATIVE UPDATES
CONCERNING AGRICULTURAL
SCIENCE EDUCATION

ACCESS TO LEGAL ASSISTANCE

YEARLY SUBSCRIPTION TO THE
ASSOCIATION’S QUARTERLY
MAGAZINE, GROWING OUR FUTURE

ACCESS TO THE ASSOCIATION’S
ONLINE MEMBERSHIP DIRECTORY

ELIGIBILITY TO APPLY FOR THE
ASSOCIATION’'S AWARDS AND
RECOGNITION PROGRAM

ELIGIBILITY TO PARTAKE IN THE
KENNETH HUGHES LIFE INSURANCE PLAN

ACCESS TO THE VATAT CREDIT UNION

ACCESS TO THE AGRICULTURAL EDUCATION
FORD TEXAS FFA LEADERSHIP CENTER FOR
MEETINGS OR SMALL GATHERINGS
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MAKE YOUR CATALOGS STAND OUT.

FOIL STAMPING, EMBOSSING, DIE CUTS, RAISED UV, SOFT TOUCH

Don Denny e
Cell: 806-789-7713
Office: 806-794-7752

Slate grOUp slategroup.com/cattle



