


GATHERING

FOR THIS AWARD-WINNING ALUMNI AND SUPPORTERS
CHAPTER, KEEPING SIGHT OF THE FFA MEMBERS IT
SERVES IS WHAT IT’S ALL ABOUT.

STORY BY JAMI STALL -PHOTOGRAPHY BY TYLER SMITH

ason Chester can talk at length about the virtues of
what he considers “the coolest job in the world.” The
North Carolina agricultural education teacher offers
enthusiastic praisc for FFA. As the West Rowan FFA
advisor and a member of the West Rowan FFA Alumni
Council, he knows plenty of pointers for putting to-
gether an alumni and supporters chapter that succeeds

year after year.

Consider these activities his alumni and supporters chapter

conducts.

e It hosts an annual FFA Chapter and Alumni Barn Dance that

brings the community together for an evening of song and

dance (and alumni recruitment).

* Each year, members of this farming community are invited to

John Deere Day, where they socialize and receive free train-

ing on equipment operation and safety, new technologies, new

planting and harvesting techniques, and to meet area agrono-

mists.

¢ An annual Alumni Tailgate attracts nearly 150 community

members to a hopped-up Friday night of hamburgers, hot dogs

and family fun prior to a big rivalry high school football game.

e The alumni and supporters chapter’s largest fundraiser of

the year, the spring Oyster Roast, draws between 200 and 300
attendees the first Saturday of each March. Tickets cost $60 per
person, and they’re sold almost as quick as they’re printed.

BUT WAIT, THERE’'S MORE!

he alumni and supporters also show their community

support by working an FFA booth at the county fair cach
summer where they sell ice cream and roasted corn; tending
a community garden to grow produce that is donated to the
local food bank; and organizing an Agriculture Day for arca
second-grade students, where they teach about agriculture
through hands-on ag activities. Students leave with a small gift
and a vegetable plant.

Their hard work and innovation haven’t gone unnoticed.

At the National FFA Convention & Expo last fall, the West
Rowan FFA Alumni Chapter was named the 2018 National
Outstanding FFA Alumni and Supporters Chapter. The same
group has garnered top honors two other times since Chester
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“THE GOAL IS

NEVER AN AWARD,”

SAYS WILHELM.

“THE GOAL IS ALWAYS THE
KIDS IN THE PROGRAM.”

helped recharter their chapter
almost 15 years ago. He
humbly credits coworkers,
community supporters and

a slew of others for winning
those achievements, although
many members attribute the
continued success to his tire-
less efforts.

“He took something small
and blew it up drastically to
what it is today,” says West
Rowan Alumni Council
president Garin Kluttz. “I
watched it happen. When
I came into high school, it
was Jason Chester’s first year
here. He inspired me to get
involved. Really, all the ag
teachers here go above and
beyond to always jump in and
help.”

Participating in FFA since
his teens at South Rowan
High School, which is about
10 miles away, Chester holds
great respect for the organiza-
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tion. With a 2-year-old and a
1-month-old in tow, father-
hood frames his perspective
and makes him even more
committed to maintaining

a thriving alumni council

to help serve the student
chapter.

“FFA is not the most im-
portant thing in my life, but
obviously it is a huge part of
my life,” he says.

His wife, Brittany, a West
Rowan FFA Alumni and
Supporters member and for-
mer state officer, understands
his commitment deeply.

She often joins him at FFA
events.

“All of us involve our
spouses in our program.
That’s probably the real secret,”
Chester says. “Our spouses get
involved in the activities, and
they each have FFA back-
grounds from all different
chapters. So that brings a

Above: West Rowan FFA members Amber White, Ethan Adkins (middle)
and Aaron Russell (right) assist at the spring Oyster Roast. Below: Ben
Starnes pours oysters.

broad combination of experi-
ence to our program.”

COLLABORATION
ISKEY

bk Somcthing else that

separates us from some
of the other alumni chapters
around the states is how well
our alumni council and FFA
advisors work together to
make plans of support,” he
adds.

The West Rowan FFA
Alumni Chapter includes
120 lifetime members and
nearly 90 annual members.
While some share a blue
jacket background, the
nontraditional FFA support-
ers don’t. They might possess
experience in agriculture or
simply an interest in helping
the youth and community.

“I got started in the alumni
council when my daughter,
Madeline, was in the West
Rowan FFA for two years
in high school,” says Tony
Wilhelm, a corporate infor-
mation technology director
and nontraditional council
member. “Jason asked me to
serve on the alumni council,
and I haven’t been able to get
out of it since,” he says with
alaugh. Madcline is now an
agricultural education major
at North Carolina State
University.

Wilhelm says being situ-

ated in the middle of farm
country makes recruitment
cfforts casier than it might
be for other alumni and
supporters chapters. “But you
have to show them this is not
just farmwork; this is an or-
ganization that grows leaders.
It’s worthwhile to invest your
time and efforts into these
kids because they’re going to
be your leaders in 10 years.”
Kluttz became a lifetime
member as soon as he gradu-
ated from high school in
2009. He’s now a beef cattle
and grain farmer, and he
works in the ag-equipment
trucking industry, as well.
“Idon’t really have time,
but I make time because I
care a lot about agriculture,”
Kluttz says. “Like with farm-
ing, it’s not easy working long
after the sun goes down and
starting before the sun comes
up, but if it means something
to you, you'll make time for
it. L help all that I can with

the alumni council.”

KEEP AN EYE ON
THE PRIZE
o what’s next for the West
Rowan FFA Alumni
Chapter and can it maintain
its winning momentum?
“The goal is never an
award,” says Wilhelm. “The
goal is always the kids in
the program. Everything
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we do is about them. If it
doesn’t benefit the kids in the
program, it’s not worth doing,
We'll keep focused on what
our goals are and continue to
go after them like we always
have. My advice to other
alumni chapters: Don’t lose
sight of the kids.”
Competitions and accom-
plishments represent a tiny
spotlight in time, Wilhelm
says. “It’s a brief moment
to shine. The next year, no
one is talking about the
competition winners from
the last year or three years
ago. What is noticed, though,
are the soft skills that the

students learned during their
preparation for those events.
They are noticed by teach-
ers, professors, parents and
employers. They notice the
confidence and dedication.
They notice the public speak-
ing skills and ability to work
asateam,” he adds. “As FFA
alumni and supporters, we're
helping to prepare them for
the next competition, as well
as becoming the next farmer,
teacher, business manager,
PTA president, little league
coach and FFA alumni
council member. The time
and effort we give them now
multiplies itself later.” o

Top: Members Taylor Walton, MacKenna Clifton and Rebekah Russell
serve at the spring Oyster Roast. Below, left: Alumni council member
Tony Wilhelm with West Rowan FFA Chapter vice president Ryley Corriher.
Below, center and right: Oyster Roast attendees bid on auction items.

Awesome Alumni

Want to develop a strong alumni and supporters chapter?
Consider these tips from the West Rowan FFA Alumni Council.

Give alumni and supporters members something to work for or
a problem to solve right away. Let them know they have a purpose
and they’re needed.

Keep events and activities audience-centered. If it's a family
event, make sure there’s something for all ages to enjoy, from
family-friendly games and entertainment to food and music.

Show the community you appreciate its support by hosting
occasional events that are not fundraisers. Organize get-togethers
for the sake of fellowship and fun without asking for money.

Plan and announce your chapter’s events well in advance, which
requires solid organizational skills. Don’t expect good event turnout
if you don’t give people plenty of notice.

Be visible in your community so your FFA program remains top of
mind. Give them something good to talk about.

Step back and allow alumni and supporters members to spread
their wings, but be available when needed.

Additional Alumni and
Supporters Awards

Several other alumni and supporters received awards at the 2018
National FFA Convention & Expo. Let’s congratulate them!
Outstanding Achievement Award Recipients

Ed Beeler, Ohio: Beeler has supported FFA as a lifetime alumni
member of the Talawanda FFA Chapter for more than 40 years.

John H. Arneson, Wisconsin: Arneson taught agriculture in the
early 1980s at Rio High School and has been a life member of the
Stoughton FFA Alumni Chapter since its formation.

Greg Lincicum, Wisconsin: Lincicum has volunteered countless
hours for the Juda FFA Alumni Chapter, serving terms as secretary,
president and as a member of the Wisconsin agricultural education
department board of directors.

Outstanding Collegiate FFA Alumni and Supporters Chapter
Gator Collegiate FFA Alumni Chapter in Florida

Largest FFA Alumni and Supporters Chapter
Alpha Gamma Rho Fraternity with 49,459 members

Largest FFA Alumni and Supporters State Association
Missouri with 64,128 members
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