Advisory Committees DO Make a Difference

by Brian Manley (2001)

As a certified technician and vocational automotive instructor, I’m here to tell you that the single most important component of any automotive training program is a diverse, professional, forward-thinking advisory committee.

Seven years ago, when I accepted my job as the vocational auto instructor for five high schools in suburban Denver, Colorado, I inherited a hobby-shop program where students worked on their own vehicles, or didn’t work at all.  Books were out-dated, the tool room was decimated, and greasy engines and transmissions gathered in the corners.  I had my work cut out for me!

Just as I’d been a professional, ASE certified technician for 15 years, I had a goal for this training program; to create a professional, ASE certified program, serving the needs of surrounding repair facilities.  I wanted to build a strong program, where students could earn a quality education and begin a successful career. 

I soon learned that my greatest allies during this transformation process were the members of my advisory committee.  In addition to our vocational director, I had enlisted some of the best technicians, shop owners, dealership management and technician trainers in our city to meet with me and guide the course of our destiny.  Here’s the “path to success” that my committee created and helped me carry-out during the past seven years:

· Initial evaluation of hand tools, shop equipment, classroom, training mock-ups, textbooks, and student safety items. A list was made and each committee member gave input and recommendations for program improvement.

· Purchase of state-of-the-art textbooks, tools and equipment.  Using my school budget as a starting point, members suggested how best to divide the funds up for each year as I built my curriculum and replaced worn/missing/out-dated tools and equipment.

· Clean-up of the entire shop/classroom area to create a more professional appearance.  We’ve thrown away the junk and re-built our classroom. Next on the agenda – new wall and floor paint!

· Evaluation of our program for ASE certification through NATEF.  We became certified, and guess what?  I have that recognizable blue seal hanging in our training facility, which strikes up conversations with parents and community leaders about the difference between certified and non-certified Training programs.

· Assisting with donations of late-model vehicles for training.  We used to have 10-year-old-cars, now I have a half-dozen late model, OBD II vehicles for training.

· Assisting with judging for our local SkillsUSA-VICA Leadership and Skills contests.  Our committee members have judged Job Interview, Auto Tech Hands-On, Related Technical Math, etc.

· Evaluation of our program for Automotive Youth and Educational Systems (AYES) participation.  The AYES program creates supervised internships for our students along with Snap-On tool discounts and training for potential mentors.

· Inviting guest speakers (like yourselves) for class, to talk about job potential, attitude, salaries and benefits of becoming a master technician.

· Arranging job shadowing in shops for students, so potential technicians can get a taste of what the “real world” is like.

· Arranging “career days” and back-to-school-night events so our community can see our program and talk to the experts about a career as an auto technician.

Our committee meets once-per-month, on average, which creates a “closed loop feedback” system between members, my administrators, my students, and myself.  Can a committee member give me constructive feedback?  Yes.  Could one of my students talk to my committee and relate his/her comments or concerns?  Yes.  Does my committee make recommendations directly to my boss (the guy with the check book)?  Absolutely – which makes my boss confident in his decisions when making large purchases, because the needs of my program are coming from our industry professionals, not me.

So, can your advisory committee make a difference to your automotive program? Definitely.  Select your advisory committee carefully.  Diversity, professionalism, and a willingness to be involved are important characteristics for advisory committee members.  A strong and active advisory committee is critical to the success of your program.

