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Authentic Assessment through a Barbeque Build-Off
Introduction 
Priority 4 of the National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011) calls for meaningful and engaged learning in all environments with anticipated outcomes that include career readiness and professional success.  In [State] trade certification is recognized by industry and [Agency] as an effective method of assessing career readiness in a technical area, such as welding and metal fabrication.  Welding certification focuses on knowledge and skill but does not consider the human factors of efficiency, cooperation, and organization of work as part of the assessment process.  Blackburn and Kelsey (2013) reported on a model of authentic assessment for agricultural mechanics instruction that included “teacher commitment to student success, high and fair expectations, progressive hierarchy of skills, and student’s knowledge of progress”      (p. 12).  The Barbeque Build-Off is a welding/fabrication competition for students in agricultural mechanics that adheres to this model for authentic assessment.  
How it works 
This competition is open to high school FFA chapters in a region of the state where the agricultural mechanics career development event and project shows are very popular.  Each chapter may enter one team consisting of three welder/fabricator members and one team cook.  The entry fee of $500 covers the cost of the materials for each entry.  Each team must provide its own welding truck or trailer with all tools, equipment, electrical power, and consumables (gas, electrodes, abrasives, etc) needed for the competition.

The event consists of the replicated construction of a barbeque pit based on a model provided by the event host/sponsor.  Each team receives the exact same bill of materials on a pallet at their assigned fabrication site.  They have 15 minutes at the beginning of the event to preview the model, consult with their teacher, and divide the tasks to be performed to fabricate the barbeque pit.  At the end of the 15 minute preview, teachers leave and the remainder of the event is in the collective hands, hearts, and minds of each team.  Team members work collaboratively to perform all the necessary tasks associated with fabricating the assigned project.  Judges (2-3) from industry and/or regional university agricultural mechanics programs review each team’s work throughout the six hour “production period.”  At the conclusion of the six hours, judges complete final inspection of each project for workmanship, quality of cutting and welding, dimensions, etc. and combine this with the ongoing assessments related to efficiency, safety, tool use, and teamwork to determine final placing.

Concurrently, while the three team members work on fabrication of the pit, the team cook prepares a meal sufficient to sustain all team members and provide a presentation plate to the judges for the jobsite cooking competition.  Similar to the fabrication team, the cook must provide all tools, equipment, utensils, paper/plastic goods, food, and seasoning to provide five meals.  The jobsite cooking entry is a way to include another team member while providing an opportunity for all team members to eat without having to leave the jobsite.  Entries for this event are evaluated by a single judge.
Results to date

The Barbeque Build-Off has been held for three years with 12-15 entries annually, this occurs in late April or May after state-mandated testing is completed for the school year.  Teams are allowed to take their pit and materials back to their chapter, regardless of the state of completion, at the end of the competition.  It is a project that may be finished at school, if needed.  Most chapters secure a sponsor who is seeking a barbeque pit to fund their entry fee and possibly the consumables for the event.  

Each year, many local media and community members as well as parents and supporters from the competing chapters attend this event.  There are welding supply sponsors and trade schools on hand to promote their new products and services to the spectators.  It is a very entertaining event. More importantly, it is an excellent way for students to demonstrate and/or realize if they are prepared to work in a field production, team setting with little direct supervision in real -time under real-world conditions.

Future plans

The agricultural mechanics teacher who previously organized and hosted this event has moved into administration in the same school district.  Since the new agricultural mechanics teacher was from a school that had previously participated, it is very likely the event will continue.  There is potential for this event to be adopted in other regions or adapted to other fabrication projects that provide a comparable authentic assessment.

Cost/resources needed 

The event requires an area large enough to accommodate the anticipated number of entries.  Each contestant is provided with a t-shirt that is typically sponsored by vendor associated with agricultural education and FFA programs.  Prizes such as welding hoods, gloves, jackets, hand tools, welding clamps, and tool bags are sponsored by the local welding supply retailers and manufacturers of welding equipment.  These prizes are awarded to the top team.  Plaques are provided for the top placing teams.  Judges are paid in gift certificates from the local welding supply retailers.  As a result of significant sponsorship, community, and industry support, little direct financial investment is required from the hosting institution.  However, many hours are required to plan, organize, and coordinate the event.
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