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A CASE STUDY - 
Ag Alumni Survey Depicts 
Undergraduate Educational Needs 

Murn M. N ~ D D O  showed no Ag Alumni surveys of the Northeast. A . . 
Abstract 

Almos t .  50 percent of graduates responding to an 
alumni survey have completed some form of post-bac- 
calaureate study. Fgty-two percent are currently 
employed in a job related to their undergraduate field 
of study. Thirty-five percent of those not employed in 
their field are still looking. About one-ha(f the 
resportdents felt that job opportunities in theirfield are 
fair to good. Alumni recommended additional courses 
be added to existing programs. Examples are speech, 
business, internship opportunities, and more courses 
with laboratonhs and field work. 

The United States is undergoing demographic 
change. With the baby boom generation through 
college and the number of elementary school students 
declining a predicted drop in college enrollments is 
justified for 1985-1995. Estimates of this decrease range 
from 5 to 15 percent. In view of this, many colleges 
may have difficulty in the near future attracting and re- 
taining sufficient numbers of students. 

T o  better understand and meet the needs of our 
students, the College of Resource Development elected 
to conduct an alumni survey. A review of the literature 

Nlppo b assochre professor of Animal and Veterinary Science at the 
College of Resource Development, Unlvenfty of Rhode Island, 
Kingston. RI 02881. Journal Article No. 2089. Rhode Island 
Agricultural Experiment Station. 

small scale survey was done by the College of Agricul- 
ture at Montana State University in 1979.' 

Todays college student is very career oriented, and 
students graduating in the 1980's can expect to find 
fewer jobs. The student is, in fact, facing a formidable 
task. The Federal Government predicts that the num- 
ber of college graduates entering the labor force be- 
tween 1980 and 1990 will exceed the number of tradi- 
tional jobs by 3 m i l l i ~ n . ~  In agriculture specifically, the 
USDA survey "Graduates of Higher Education in the 
Food and Agriculture Sciences" predicts job shortages 
in a number of areas. Their projected estimates 
through 1985 of supply/demand for Ag graduates sug- 
gests shortages of jobs for media specialists and educa- 
tors. In addition, supply approximates demand for agri- 
cultural production and management specialists. 

Much of the effort in career development in agri- 
culture has been accomplished through 4-H activities 
such as career camps.4 Current publications often 
ignore or minimize agriculture and resource use. 
Mayhew5 stated that most of the recommendations 
found in the contemporary literature either reiterate 
criticisms of the past, or offer no real help to those 
concerned with program development. Bentlep has 
pointed out the need for strengthening land grant 
colleges "in research, teaching, and extension work so 
they can execute both current and future agricultural 
programs." 
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The decade of the 1970's marked the rise of the 
field of career planning and counseling. Hoyt7 noted 
this rise, stating that colleges are more oriented to 
career education than any other aspect of our educa- 
tional system, and feedback from former students is 
important in shaping curricula. 

Taking these facts into account. the objectives of 
the survey were to: 
1. Determine current employment. 
2. Find the relationship between cumculum option 

(major) and employment. 
3. Obtain alumni views on the effectiveness of their 

undergraduate training. 
4. Use the survey as a start in opening lines of com- 

munication with our alumni. 
Methods of Conducting Survey 

A six page questionnaire was developed. Sugges- 
tions for survey questions were solicited from college 
faculty and staff. Although some questions used in the 
survey were open ended, they caused no undue idffi- 
culty in analyzing the results. A listing of all graduates 
of the College of Resource Development 1970- 1979 was 
obtained from the URI Alumni Association. They also 
supplied mailing labels. A total of 1,440 surveys was 
mailed. Each survey packet contained a cover letter 
that stressed the importance of the project, asked for 
the help of the individual, and offered a chance to win a 
prize in a drawing as an inducement to respond. The 
packet also contained a stamped-business reply en- 
velope for return. Residents who did not return the sur- 
vey were contacted by telephone 90 days later and 
asked to fill it out. The telephone call was used only as 
a reminder: no pressure tactics were used, nor were 
people asked why they had not returned the survey. 

Results and Discussion 
Of the 1.440 surveys mailed, 403 (27.98%) were re- 

turned completed. Less than one percent were return- 
ed by postal authorities, indicating that the mailing list 
was up-to-date. The follow up telephone calls did not 
generate an appreciable number of returns, and this 
would not be recommended as standard procedure in 
subsequent surveys. A follow up postal card mailed out 
a week after the survey is probably more desirable. 

The number of respondents by undergraduate 
major is shown in Table 1. 

The terms animal science, plant science, and nu- 
trition and dietetics are self explanatory. ~ o s t  Natural 
Resources majors studied forestry and/or wildlife 
management. 

Table 1. Dbaibution of S u ~ e y  Respondena By Undergraduate 
Major 
Major Number of Students 
Animal Science 
Plant Science 
Nutrition and Dietetics 
Natural Resources 

Table 2. Percent of Respondents That Obtained Additional 
Preparation Alter Completing Their Undergraduate Studlrs 

Academic Professiod Tratnlng 
Major In Field In Field In Field 
Animal Science 25 22 4 
Plant Science 24 0 19 
Nutrition & Dietetics 39 1 45 
Natural Reso~~rces  23 0 I I 

Eighty-two (20.34%) of the respondents trans- 
ferred to URI from other institutions. This percentage 
was the same for all four majors, so no subject area is 
attracting more transfers. 

Alumni were asked several questions about addi- 
tional training undertaken after graduation. The results 
are shown in Table 2. 

The terms "academic" refer to Masters and 
Doctoral Degrees. "Professional" to veterinary school. 
medical school, law school. "Training" refers to other 
types of preparation including military and company 
programs and dietetic internships. Twenty-eight per- 
cent of all graduates had post-graduate academic train- 
ing. The large number of animal science students 
(22%) with professional training resulted from veterin- 
ary school admissions. Graduates in nutrition and 
dietetics showed the highest percentages of additional 
academic preparation and further training in their field 
since a dietitian must serve an internship to become 
registered, and the professional demands the Masters 
degree to gain professional advancement. 

Table 3 shows the number of graduates working in 
a job directly associated with their undergraduate 
major. 

Table 3. Percentage of Graduates Currently Employed In a lob  As- 
sociated H'lth Their Undergraduate Major 
Major Percent Employed 
Animal Science 47 
Plant Science 50 
Nutrition & Dietetics 69 
Natural Resources 43 

This ranges from a low of 43% of natural resources 
graduates employed to a high of 69% of the nutrition 
and dietetics graduates. If graduates were not em- 
ployed in a job directly associated with their major they 
were asked if they were still attempting to find em- 
ployment in their field. Replying in the affirmative 
were 39% of the animal science graduates. 31 % of the 
plant science graduates, 28% of the nutrition and 
dietetics graduates, and 32% of the natural resources 
graduates. Therefore, about two-thirds of the gradu- 
ates  who found other employment were no longer 
"looking". Table 4 shows the reasons that graduates 
took non-curriculum related jobs. 

Sixty percent of the graduates who took other 
employment did so for economic reasons, or job avail- 
ability. This is probably due to an unwillingness of 
graduates to leave their home state. About 20% of the 
graduates changed their actual career preference after 
graduation, and chose not to work in a curriculum 
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Table 4. Principal Reasons For Taking a Non Curriculum Related lob 
{Percent 01 Graduates Replying To Questionl. 

Animnl Plant Nutrition 8: Natural 
Reason Science Science Dietedcs Resources 
Economic 33 24 23 29 
Job A\ailability 33 31 25 36 
Location 8 12 10 8 
Change in Career 

Preference 8 19 28 20 
Other I8 I 4 14 7 

related job because another career interested them 
more. 

Overall, 53% of the graduates listed employment 
availability in their field of study as fair to good (Table 
5). This number was highest in nutrition and dietetics 
due to the regional demand for dietitians, and lowest in 
the natural resources subcategory of wildlife manage- 
ment. In his study of graduates of agriculture at 
Montana State University, Clayton8 stated graduates 
were generally satisfied with their overall education in 
terms of employment. This study suggests that the 
University of Rhode Island and the Ag College need to 
put more emphasis on the breadth of employment op- 
portunities and on job finding strategies. 

In light of these findings, a number of questions 
were asked about courses that graduates found helpful 
in their current jobs. 

Of courses taken outside the College of Resource 
Development, speech (Table 6) was considered most 
useful. Speech is required for graduation, but its im- 
portance will be emphasized to our current students. 
Graduates also recognized the importance of business 
courses and strongly recommended that more business 
courses be available to undergraduate majors. The 
graduates' strongest suggestion was to add computer 
science courses to our cumcula and make computer 
science an important part of our undergraduate pro- 
grams. Graduates in all majors stated that more labora- 
tory courses would have been helpful. Graduates in the 
animal and plant sciences wanted labs with more 
practical "hands on" experience. Animal Science 
graduates also wanted more physiology labs. Respond- 
ents in natural resources specifically wanted more labs 
in wildlife management. 

Seventy percent of the respondents stated that an 
undergraduate internship would have been of sign- 
ificant value. We have now provided for internships in 
plant science, animal science, and nutrition and 
dietetics. 
Table 5. Current AvaUability of Jobs In Graduate's Field of Study on 
a N a t i o d  B u b  (percent replytng in uachcategovI. 

Animal Plant Nutridon& Nanrral 
lob Avalhhlllty Science Science Dietetics Resources 
Good 33 % 20% 37% 23% 
Fair 20 % 34% 47 % 30% 
Poor 31 % 27% 9% 33% 
Don't Know 14% 15% 5% 1170 

No Raponse 2% 4% 2% 3% 

Alunlni were also asked what courses should be 
eliminated. Only one subject, philosophy, was strongly 
criticized. In the University's new general education 
program, philosophy is no longer a requirement. 

In response to a question on oral and written skills, 
41 % of the respondents stated that their undergraduate 
program needed more emphasis in communication to 
meet their current needs. Students should be advised of 
the importance of communication skills, but additional 
courses should not be required. Graduates generally 
felt there should be more required courses and fewer 
elective courses. 
Table 6. Courses Taken Outside The College Especially Helpful In 
Current lob 

Nutrition 8: Natural 
Animal Science Plant Science Dietetics Resources 
Speech Business Speech Speech 
Business Speech Management Chemistry 
Statistics Chemistry Personnel Writing 

- - -  

it In order of importance 

Recognizing the need to recruit new students to 
nlaintain enrollments, we asked our alumni how they 
first became aware of URI. College brochures, friends, 
and high school counselors and URI students and par- 
ents had the greatest impact. 

Students actually selected URI as their college of 
choice for four major reasons: 

1. URI had the specific program wanted - 35.4% 
2. URI's reputation - 16.2% 
3. Wanted to go away to school - 15.6% 
4. Wanted to stay in Rhode Island - 12.6% 
5.0ther - 20.2% 
It appears that recruiting efforts should be based 

on institutional reputation and publicizing programs. 
High school counselors are a key in recruiting, but our 
students are apparently our own best recruiters. Thus it 
might be wise to start peer recruiting in state high 
schools. 

The best evidence of the job we are doing is that 
90.9% of the respondents said they would recommend 
the College of Resource Development to a college age 
student. 

An alumni survey can be used to ask numerous 
questions. Through this survey, we have compiled an 
alumni speakers list, evaluated our advising quality, 
and added to our mailing list for ~ o l l & e  publications. 
Other data from the survey will not be reported here 
since it is strictly of interest "in house." 

Conclusions 
We have found the survey results useful. The re- 

sults have already led to cumculum changes and are: 
being used in recruiting efforts. The results have also 
given us a better idea of the kind of job we are doing in 
advising and instruction. Individual survey forms are 
available to the academic departments in the College 
for further use. The form also contained space for com- 
ments or  suggestions. These were sometimes amusing 
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and frequently helpful; we recommended that any sur- 
vey of this kind have space for anecdotal comments. 

Our findings suggest that the College of Resource 
Developn~ent should survey its students periodically. 
While many of the results of this survey are not directly 
applicable to other institutions, the survey 
methodology and kinds of questions are. We recom- 
mend that other institutions which want information 
on recruitment, retention, employment, and curri- 
culum evaluation conduct similar surveys. Copies of 
our survey form are available from the author upon re- 
quest. 
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Student Preference 
James A. D'Albro 

Abstract 
An instructor-developed survey was used to 

sarnple sttrdent preference to learnirlg styles. The re- 
sults indicate that students have a high interest in styles 
such as taking field trips, individualized instrucrion, 
and attending workshops. Other learning styles were of 
less interest. It appears that, whatever the learning 
style, students prefer an active learning environment. 

Introduction 
Many thoughts come to mind as to ways students 

learn. Also, the learning styles of students may or may 
not be in accord with the teaching styles of the in- 
structor. With these thoughts in mind, certain ques- 
tions may be asked. What are the various ways in which 
students seem to learn best? Do students vary by ethnic 
background in ways by which they learn? If the learn- 
ing styles of students were known before instruction 
starts, could instruction be improved by varying the 
teaching styles of the particular instructor? Although 
other questions may come to mind, these few illustrate 
the need to look more closely at the learning-teaching 
styles of an instructional program. 

The objective of this study centered around the 
learning styles of students at the California Polytechnic 
State University. 

The objectives were: 
1. To  survey the learning styles of a sampling of 

students at the California Polytechnic State 
University, 

2. to determine if there are common styles of 
learning which students use, and 

3. to determine if ethnic backgrounds favor one 
learning style over another. 
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To L earning Styles 
Procedures 

In order to meet the objectives of the study, the 
following procedures were used. Instructors at the Cali- 
fornia Polytechnic State University, who were willing 
to assist in a survey, were asked to take the survey to 
their respective class and have i t  completed in the last 
ten minutes of class. As a result of this method of in- 
structor participation, 140 students responded to the 
survey. These students were enrolled in Animal 
Science. Ornamental Horticulture, Physics, Geo- 
graphy. Social Sciences, History. Crop Science. Soil 
Science, and Biological Sciences. 

All data for this study were obtained from the Per- 
sonal Interest Survey. The Personal Interest Survey 
was an instructor-made survey and was based on the 
Likert scale (2). 

The results were hand tabulated. All results were 
recorded as a frequency of response to each item on 
the interest survey. Frequencies were converted to a 
percent, and the percentages were used as a basis to 
determine the relative interest in each type of learning 
style as asked in the survey items. 

Results and Discussion 
Limitations of Study 

This study had the following limitations. These 
limitations should be kept in mind when reading the 
findings of the study. 

1 .  The sampling was generally small. 
2. The numbers of students by ethnic back- 

ground were very small but similar to the dis- 
tribution on campus. Since the ethnic distri- 
bution may not be generalizable, it is not 
reported here. 

D'Alhro k a professor of Ornamental Horticulture at the Callfornk 
Polytechnic State Unlvenity, San Luis Ohlrpo. CA. 

NACTA Journal - June 1983 


