


From Classroom to Field: A Semester-Long Agricultural Machinery ACE Project 
Chad A. Reynolds1





















1 Author is an Assistant Professor in the School of Agricultural Sciences at Sam Houston State University, car020@shsu.edu 
Innovative Idea

Faculty Lead Project.


From Classroom to Field: A Semester-Long Agricultural Machinery ACE Project 

Introduction/Need for Innovation: Students enrolled in a junior-level agricultural machinery course participated in a semester-long experiential learning activity known as an Academic Community Engagement (ACE) project. The purpose of the ACE project was to provide students with a real-world learning experience directly tied to course content while also creating a meaningful contribution to the local agricultural community. By working on an authentic agricultural task, students gained practical skills that would benefit them in their future education, careers, and personal lives.

How it Works / Program Phases: For this ACE project, students partnered with Gibbs Ranch, the university farm/ranch that primarily raises cattle and manages small-scale farm operations. Each fall, Gibbs Ranch plants a mixture of rye grass and oats for winter grazing, and students took responsibility for managing this task across approximately 100 acres. The project began with a meeting between students and ranch management to discuss required tasks and establish a potential timeline. Students were then divided into small groups of 3–4 and tasked with creating a detailed project plan. Plans included identifying equipment needs, calculating seed and fertilizer requirements, estimating total costs, and setting a timeline for completion. Each group presented their project plan to ranch management, who selected one plan to move forward with. Once the project was underway, every student gained hands-on experience by preparing soil with a disc plow and chain harrow, planting seed using a grain drill, and applying fertilizer using a spreader. If problems arose during implementation, students were responsible for developing and, when possible, carrying out solutions.

Results to Date / Implications: At the conclusion of the project, students reconvened in their groups to develop a final completion report, which was presented to ranch management. They also submitted written reflections about the experience. Feedback was overwhelmingly positive, with students reporting significant gains in technical skills, problem-solving abilities, and confidence in operating agricultural machinery. They expressed that the knowledge and skills acquired would directly benefit their future careers in agriculture and beyond.

Future Plans: The success of this ACE project demonstrates the value of integrating experiential, community-based projects into agricultural education. Future iterations could expand the scope of tasks or include additional collaboration with industry partners to further strengthen career readiness. For institutions considering similar projects, establishing strong communication with community partners and clearly defining responsibilities early on are key factors for success.

Costs/resources needed: The successful completion of the ACE project required the use of a utility tractor, disc plow, chain harrow, grain drill, and fertilizer spreader. As well as the available acreage to complete the project and the seed needed. All of these resources were provided by the community partner, who also covered all costs throughout the project. Due to this, the primary resource investment from the university was time, coordination with ranch management and ongoing faculty oversight. 

