Recruitment and Training Practices Utilized by FFA Advisors in the National FFA Livestock Career Development Event: A National Delphi Study

This study sought to determine the factors used by FFA advisors in recruiting and training competitive teams at the National FFA Livestock Career Development Event.  To identify these factors, the coaches of the top five placing teams at the National FFA Livestock Career Development Event over the past six years were utilized as a panel of experts capable of describing these factors.  A three-round Delphi technique was the procedure used to conduct the study with a total of 26 individuals being asked to participate in round one.  In round one, the panel identified 18 recruitment and selection factors they believed to be important when selecting members of a livestock career development event team.  Also in the first round, the panel of experts identified 24 training practices that they deemed beneficial for members of livestock career development teams.  Subsequent rounds produced 16 recruitment and selection factors of team members that were classified as important and 14 training procedures that the panel recognized as beneficial in training FFA livestock career development event teams. 

Introduction

Recruiting and training students for participation in FFA Career Development Events (CDEs) can be challenging even for veteran agriculture education teachers.  According to the National FFA Organization (1991) national contests or CDEs were, “…designed to compliment classroom instruction by giving students an opportunity to apply classroom knowledge in competitive situations.  Each contest has been specifically developed to test skills and knowledge of students in a particular area of agriculture.”  Osborne and Witt (1985) pointed out that in addition to providing application of principle and practices learned in the classroom, CDEs also provide, “…development of personal skills, an increase in student motivation, an opportunity to develop social and communication skills, and a positive influence on the development of one’s self-confidence and self-concept.”  

Theoretical Framework

From the beginning, livestock judging has been one of the cornerstones of FFA.  In 1926, the American Royal Livestock Show invited vocational agriculture students to participate in their National Livestock Judging Contest held in Kansas City, Missouri.  At this same event in 1928, 33 students from 18 states established the Future Farmers of America to provide leadership training for students involved in vocational agriculture.  Although the National Contest is no longer held in Kansas City, Missouri and the Future Farmers of America are now known as the National FFA Organization, livestock judging is still one of the largest and most competitive events held at the National FFA Convention. 

 The benefits of participation in livestock judging and other competitive events have been documented for many years.  Livestock judging has been associated with developing a variety of employer-preferred life skills such as communication, problem solving, and decision making (Boyd, Herring, & Briers, 1992).  McCann and McCann (1992) reported that the livestock judging activity provides youth with an opportunity to develop necessary life skills.  Participation on livestock judging teams is credited with improved critical thinking skills, enhanced self-confidence, and development of better team skills (Smith, 1989).  According to Rusk (2002), when youths learn the process of evaluation through livestock judging, these same skills can be integrated into other real life situations.  

Limited research has been conducted on factors associated with success at national CDEs.  Holt (1929) conducted a study examining the training of vocational agriculture judging teams.  He looked at the training of livestock and dairy teams in Illinois and Pennsylvania.  Holt found that experience in teaching vocational agriculture was not of major importance: however, he also found that a successful judging team usually required a training period of two or more years.  He concluded that even though a small percentage of judging coaches participated in judging contests in college, a high number of those who did participate in college trained successful judging teams. Holt found that many judging coaches used pictures, charts and lantern slides to train their judging teams. The coaches in Holt’s study indicated that practice and drill was the most significant factor in the training of their judging teams (England 1996).

Herren (1982) conducted a national study on the factors associated with the success of participants in the national livestock judging contest.  His study revealed that teams who spent more time preparing for contests tended to score higher.  Advisors who had fewer years of teaching experience tended to have higher scoring teams.  Teams from states with higher populations of cattle, swine and sheep tended to score higher in the contest.  Teams that participated in more contests prior to the national event tended to score higher and teams whose advisors had previous experience in the contest area performed at a higher level.  Herren also concluded that team consisting of members selected by the advisors tended to score higher.

Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study was to identify recruitment and training practices used by FFA advisors in the National FFA Livestock CDE.  This information was collected from the advisors of the top five placing teams at the National FFA Livestock CDE from 1999 – 2004.  In order to accurately describe the factors influencing the advisors recruitment, selection, and training methods of CDE team members, the following questions were formulated:  (1)  What characteristics do you consider when recruiting and selecting livestock judging team members?  (2)  What training practices do you implement when preparing students for livestock judging competitions?

Methods and Procedures

A three-round Delphi technique was used to conduct this study.  The Delphi technique is a group process to solicit expert responses toward reaching consensus on a particular problem, topic, or issue (Delp, Thesen, Motiwalla, & Seshadri, 1977).  According to Linstone and Turnoff (1975) “the Delphi technique may be characterized as a method for structuring a group so that the process is effective in allowing a group of individuals as a whole, to deal with complex problems” (p. 13).  The Delphi method allows a group to reach consensus on a certain concept without bringing the subjects in personal contact with each other (Akers, 2000).

The panel of experts consisted of agricultural education teachers who were the FFA advisors of teams that finished in the top five places of the National FFA Livestock CDE over a six year period (1999-2004) while the National FFA Convention was held in Louisville, KY. Each panel member was contacted and informed about the purpose of the study.  Each panel member had the choice of whether or not they would like to participate in the study.  There were 26 panel members identified for the first round.  According to Dalkey (1969), when the group size for a Delphi study is larger than 13, the reliability is higher than .80.  Some panel members had multiple teams recognized as top five placing teams during this time period. All first round surveys were delivered via e-mail.

From the reviewed literature, an open-ended questionnaire consisting of two questions was developed.  These questions were validated by a panel of faculty members.  The instrument was pilot tested using agricultural education teachers who had trained Livestock CDE teams but were not members of the panel of experts.  In round one, the panel of experts was asked to list factors for selection and recruitment of judging team members and to list training practices they commonly use in preparing their teams for competition.  Frequencies, percentages, and rankings were used to summarize the responses in this round.  Three independent readers completed this technique on the round one responses.  The three readers then came together to collapse similar responses.  A total response rate of 73% was attained in round one.

In round two, the panel was presented with an instrument and asked to perform two tasks: (1) rate the18 factors for recruiting and selecting livestock CDE team members identified in Round 1, and (2) rate training practices they believed to be most effective in training their livestock CDE team out of the 24 that had been compiled from Round 1.   The panel was asked to rate these items on a four-point Likert-type scale with 1 = “Strongly Disagree,” 2 = “Disagree,” 3 = “Agree,” and 4 = “Strongly Agree.” This scale was used to determine each panel member’s level agreement on the recruitment, selection and training of judging team members. The researchers determined a priori that only those factors reaching 80% consensus from the panel would be used as factors when developing instrumentation for future rounds.  Factors which failed to reach 80% consensus were resubmitted to panel members for further consideration. The researchers used Dillman’s Tailored Design Method (2000) to solicit response.  Eighteen of the 19 panel members responded in the second round for a 95% response rate.  Frequencies, percentages, and ranks were used to evaluate the second round responses. 

Round three of the survey was the final round.  In round three, the items that reached 80% consensus in the previous round were set aside.  Only the items that failed to reach 80% consensus were included in the round three.  Four recruitment and selection factors were included in this round along with 12 training procedures, all of which failed to reach consensus in round two.  Panel members were asked to consider the recruitment and selection factors along with the training practices that failed to reach consensus in round 2 to determine if any of these practices should be included with the initial consensus items.  All eighteen panel members responded in round three for a 100% response rate. Frequencies, percentages, and ranks were used to evaluate the third round responses.

Findings

The open-ended questions produced 18 recruitment and selection factors used by the panel and 24 training practices used when preparing for a competition.  Of the 18 recruitment and selection factors identified in Round 1, 16 reached consensus by the final round. The traits that had the highest percent of agreement were all personal or character attributes. Four of these, “Desire to Learn”, “Hard-Working”, “Coachable”, and “Goal Oriented” all obtained 100% consensus. The two factors that dropped out of the study which failed to reach 80% consensus were “Prior Livestock Knowledge”, and “Sibling of a Former Team Member”.  It appears that personal attributes are more important in recruiting and selecting Livestock CDE team members than knowledge or experience. The complete list of factors identified by the teachers as important in recruiting and selecting livestock CDE team members is found in Table 1. 

Table 1

Factors to consider in Recruiting and Selecting Livestock CDE Team Members.

	Factors Identified in Round 1
	Percent of Agreement from Round 2
	Percent of Agreement from Round 3 on Items Below 80% in Round 2

	Desire to Learn

Hard-Working

Coachable

Goal Oriented

Competitiveness

Confidence

Commitment

Positive Attitude

Listening Skills

Time to Devote

Team Player

Speaking Ability

Consistency

Academic Ability

Good Study Skills

Grade Point Average

Prior Livestock Knowledge

Sibling of a Former Team Member
	100

100

100

100

94.1

94.1

94.1

94.1

88.2

88.2

88.2

82.3

82.3

82.3

76.4

70.6

41.2

23.5
	-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

94.5

88.3

55.6

               22.3


Of the 24 training practices identified in Round 1, 14 reached 80% consensus by the final round. The training practices that reached the highest level of agreement among panel members were, “Live Animal Practice”, “Participate in Practice Contest”, “Taking Notes for Oral Reasons”, “Learn Basic Livestock Anatomy”, “Livestock Terminology Review”, and “Learn the Breeds of Livestock”.  Ten training practices failed to reach consensus. It appears that some training practices are commonly used by most teachers but some teachers have their own training methods that are unique to their particular school, state, or region.  The training practices yielding the highest levels of agreement are experiential by nature and are hands-on activities where students learn the basic components of the FFA Livestock CDE.  The complete list of training practices identified by the teachers as important in training their Livestock CDE teams is found in Table 2.

Table 2
Training Practices Used in Preparing Livestock CDE Teams.

	Practices Identified in Round 1
	Percent of Agreement from Round 2
	Percent of Agreement from Round 3 on Items Below 80% in Round 2

	Live Animal Practice

Participate in Practice Contest

Taking Notes for Oral Reasons

Learn Basic Livestock Anatomy

Livestock Terminology Review

Learn the Breeds of Livestock

Video Livestock Judging Practice

Give Oral Reasons

Visit Farms and Ranches

Videos of Prior Contests

Livestock Judging Handouts

Practice with College Livestock Judging Team

Attend Livestock Shows

Classroom Lessons on Livestock Judging

Compare Objects Other Than Livestock

Attend Summer Camps

Take Livestock Judging Tests

View Slides

Judge Livestock Pictures

Teach Livestock Judging Class

Read Appropriate Textbooks

Practice Livestock Judging Year Round

Judge Internet Classes

Attend Local Livestock Sales
	94.1

94.1

94.1

94.1

94.1

94.1

88.2

88.2

88.2

82.3

82.3

82.3

76.5

76.5

70.6

70.6

64.7

64.7

64.7

58.8

58.8

58.8

52.9

35.3
	-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

88.9

72.3

61.1

72.2

66.7

72.2

83.4

66.7

61.1

61.1

61.1

50.0


Four recruitment and selection factors failed to reach the 80% agreement level in round two and twelve training practices failed to reach 80% agreement in round two.  In the third round, panel members were given the opportunity to review the 16 items that failed to reach 80% agreement.  After additional review, the panel of experts elevated two recruitment and selection factors, “Grade Point Average” and “Good Study Skills”, to above 80% agreement.  The third round also moved two training practices to 80% agreement, those were, “Attend Livestock Shows” and “Judge Pictures”. 

Conclusions and Recommendations

According to the panel of experts, personal or character traits are the most important factors to consider when recruiting and selecting potential Livestock CDE team members. This brings into question whether CDEs develop these skills as alluded to by existing literature or are these team members selected because they already possess these skills?  This warrants future research to determine the relationship between skills possessed by CDE team members and skills gained from participation in CDEs. 

In training judging teams, there seems to be a couple or overriding themes.  First, practice makes perfect!  The teachers were in strong agreement that “Live Animal Practice”, “Practice Contests”, and Giving Oral Reasons” were very important in the training process.  This goes hand-in-hand with the “Learning to Do, Doing to Learn” philosophy we frequently refer to in the FFA Motto.   Nothing beats the real thing. When one compares the higher consensus items such as “Live Animal Practice”, and “Participating in Practice Contests” with the lower consensus items such as “Reading Appropriate Textbooks”, this fully supports Dale’s Cone of Learning (1969).  After a two week period, we tend to remember 10% of what we read and 90% of what we say and do.  Simulating the real experience and actively participating in the real activity seems to provide a much broader understanding of the entire concept.  These techniques are what make the discipline of agricultural education so unique.

Knowledge is power. Knowing the breeds of livestock, livestock terminology, and livestock anatomy were items that reached high consensus. According to the teachers, it is important for students to possess this knowledge in order to participate at the highest level of competition. Therefore, teachers must do a good job teaching this information if they are to train successful CDE teams. This has implications for both the design of curriculum and methods of teaching.  Based upon these items it does appear the livestock CDE does reinforce what is taught in the classroom and gives students an opportunity to apply the knowledge they have gained.

Based on these responses, this group of agriculture education teachers approaches recruitment and selection of potential judging members in similar ways.  Based on the wide array of training practices shared by these teachers, it can be concluded that this group of teachers employ many different training techniques prior to competition.  Some training procedures are common across the group but many unique strategies exist that are successful for some teachers and are not used by others. 

The following recommendations were made for future research in this area. 

· Additional studies should be conducted with a larger panel of experts to expand and further review the recruitment and selection practices of judging team members.

· Additional studies should be conducted to expand the list of training procedures utilized by successful CDE team coaches.

· Conduct similar studies in different Career Development Event areas and compare the results.

· Conduct additional research to compare different regions or different states to determine if some recruitment or training factors may be isolated to a particular region or state.
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