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Abstract

Introduction

The career paths pursued by agricultural
education graduates from the University of Missouri
were explored. In addition, graduates' job satisfac-
tion, employability skills required for their careers,
and the contribution of the degree program's curricu-
lum in developing the skills were assessed. Graduates
pursued a variety of careers, with approximately two-
thirds employed as secondary agriculture teachers,
sales representatives, or in managerial positions.
Graduates teaching secondary agriculture and
graduates employed in industry were equally satis-
fied with their chosen career. For graduates changing
employment, a change in career goals or ambitions
had the greatest influence on their decision, while
being unprepared for the position was not a factor.
Graduates rated “getting along with people,” “plan-
ning and completing projects,” and “analyzing
information to make decisions” as the employability
skills with the greatest need. When factoring in the
contribution of the program's curriculum, “analyzing
information to make decisions” rose to the top as a
need for improvement.

There is a need for higher education to prepare
graduates for the demands of industry (Martin et al.,
2000). However, due to a fast-paced, ever-changing
world, researchers have noted the challenges higher
education has in preparing graduates for the skills
industry requires (Candy and Crebert, 1991; Martin
et al., 2000). With these challenges in mind, higher
education must continually assess and modify the
curriculum to meet the needs of students (Furhmann
and Grasha, 1983) and prepare them for the
workforce (Evers et al., 1998; Martin et al., 2000;
McLaughlin, 1995). To make the necessary adjust-
ments, educators should recognize which employabil-
ity skills are most needed by graduates because, given
the appropriate skills, they will likely possess a
positive attitude toward performing the tasks of the
job. Gilmer and Deci (1977) concluded that “workers'
attitudes toward their jobs reflect the extent to which
they are satisfied with their jobs and their work lives”
(p. 228).

In addition to teaching agriculture in public
schools, graduates of university agricultural educa-

tion programs enter professions outside of school-
based teaching. Cartmell and Garton (2000) revealed
that slightly more than one-third of agricultural
education graduates entered professions outside of
school-based teaching. Because of the diversity of
career interests and the variety of opportunities
agricultural education graduates have available,
faculty often find it challenging to prepare students
for the array of skills required for success in their
respective employment.

While agricultural education faculty pride
themselves in preparing quality teachers for public
schools, Bender (1977) warned against programs
becoming too narrowly focused. Barrick (1993)
suggested that agricultural education programs were
competent in preparing students in human resource
development and management, leadership, commu-
nication, and social science research. Newcomb
(1993) stressed that agricultural education programs
needed to focus on identifying and addressing the
needs of students not being met. To address the needs
of students, faculty and departments of agricultural
education have a responsibility to not only recognize
student diversity in the program, but to build a
relationship with them as well. In an era when
agricultural education is concerned with informing
people about agriculture, students must be literate in
the subject matter, have the skills to effectively
communicate, and be successful in finding employ-
ment after graduation.

Scanlon et al. (1996) stated that “if agricultural
education programs are to survive, they must be
dynamic and able to adjust to new situations and
environments that help to improve the on-the-job
effectiveness of future graduates” (p. 1). Therefore,
continual adjustments need to be made to the
curriculum to meet the needs of students in an ever-
changing workforce. Such adjustments also assist in
ensuring that the program does not become too
narrowly focused.

Job satisfaction plays an important role in
determining whether or not graduates remain in
their chosen career. A review of the literature
revealed that job satisfaction studies have been
conducted pertaining to agricultural education
graduates (Castillo and Cano, 1999; Castillo et al.,
1999; Walker, 2002). However, a majority of the
studies only investigated the satisfaction level of
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school-based teachers. One study compared the
satisfaction level of both school-based teachers and
graduates employed in industry positions (Miller and
Wolosyk, 2002). In this study at Western Michigan
University, the job satisfaction of career and technical
education graduates employed in public schools was
compared with those in business and industry. The
study concluded that 86% of graduates with careers
in public schools and 66% of graduates in industry
were satisfied that their undergraduate degree
program prepared them for career success.

Ubom and Joshua (2004) stated that the main
reason employees work is to satisfy their needs in life.
Therefore, this study was based upon the theory of
Maslow's Need Hierarchy Model (1943). Maslow
(1943) posited that five basic needs must be met for
individuals to experience satisfaction in life. The five
needs in hierarchical order from most important to
least important are: physiological, safety,
belongingness, esteem, and self-actualization (Steers
and Porter, 1975). Maslow (1943) suggested that once
the lower level needs are met, individuals can then
move on to meet higher level needs. “Once a need
becomes satisfied it loses its potency as a motivating
force until it again becomes manifest” (Steers and
Porter, 1975, p. 31-32). This theory could explain why
certain employees choose the profession they do, why
they identify certain employability skills needed, and
why they leave their initial job in pursuit of another.

Following the review of the literature, several
questions arise: Is the agricultural education pro-
gram at the University of Missouri meeting the
educational needs of students with diverse career
aspirations? Can the program prepare students
equally as well for school-based teaching positions
and careers in industry? Finally, is the agricultural
education program successful in preparing students
for a variety of careers in industry?

The purpose of the study was to investigate the
career paths pursued by agricultural education
graduates of the University of Missouri. In addition,
the study sought to assess the job satisfaction of
graduates, the employability skills required for their
chosen careers, and to evaluate the contribution of
the agricultural education program's curriculum in
developing these skills. The following research
objectives were formulated to guide the study:

1. Describe the employment status and career
paths pursued by graduates of the agricultural
education program.

2. Compare the level of job satisfaction between
graduates teaching school-based agriculture with
graduates pursuing careers in industry.

3. Identify factors influencing graduates to
change career paths (occupations).

4. Describe the employability skills required by
graduates in their current career paths and assess the

contribution of the agricultural education curricu-
lum in developing the skills.

5. Assess the overall program with regard to the
preparation of students for careers in industry and
teaching school-based agricultural education.

The research methodology used was a descriptive
survey. The population consisted of a five-year census
of agricultural education graduates (N = 112) at the
University of Missouri from May 1999 through May
2003. Graduates had earned a degree in agricultural
education in one of two emphasis areas: teacher
certification or leadership. Graduates completing the
teacher certification emphasis area sought teacher
licensure while developing skills in teaching agricul-
ture in formal school-based settings. Graduates
completing the leadership emphasis focused on
developing and applying leadership, communication,
and human relation skills to careers in industry. They
further learned to plan, manage, and disseminate
information in non-formal educational settings.
Fifty-one (46%) of the graduates completed the
teacher certification option, while 61 (54%) com-
pleted the leadership option.

Two parallel questionnaires were developed to
collect data, one for graduates with careers in
industry and one for individuals teaching school-
based agriculture. The questionnaires consisted of
seven sections: occupational status, current job
satisfaction, factors influencing occupational change,
educational experiences, program assessment,
quality of academic advising, and open-ended
questions. The job satisfaction section of the ques-
tionnaire was developed using the Brayfield-Rothe
(1951) job satisfaction instrument, as modified by
Warner (1973). This section consisted of 14 questions
on job satisfaction and dissatisfaction factors and
used a five-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly
agree” to “strongly disagree.” The researchers
developed the remaining six sections of the question-
naire.

A panel of experts consisting of university faculty
and career placement directors established content
and face validity. Reliability for the job satisfaction
section was established through prior research with
secondary agriculture teachers. Cano and Miller
(1992) reported a Cronbach's alpha coefficient of .94
for the summated scale. Reliability for the remaining
sections was established through a pilot test with 16
agricultural education seniors. Spearman-Brown
split-half reliability coefficients ranged from .82 for
the quality of academic advising section to .69 for the
employability skills section.

The total design method was followed for collect-
ing data (Dillman, 2004). Postcards announcing the
forthcoming questionnaire were mailed two weeks
prior to mailing the complete questionnaire package,
consisting of a cover letter, questionnaire, and pre-
paid return envelope. Follow-up consisted of a

Purpose and Objectives

Methods
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postcard sent to non-respondents ten days after the
initial mailing of the complete package. A second
complete package was mailed to non-respondents ten
days after the follow-up postcard. A total of 96
graduates responded for an 86% response rate.

Objective one sought to describe the employment
status and career paths pursued by graduates. Of the
96 respondents, 47 (49%) had graduated with the
teacher certification option and 49 (51%) had com-
pleted the leadership option. A majority of the
graduates (87%) were employed full-time; seven
percent were pursuing graduate degrees, with the
remaining (6%) being employed part-time or caring
for family (Figure 1).

Graduates of the program were employed in a
variety of career paths. Regarding graduates
employed full-time, approximately two-thirds (68%)
were employed as secondary agriculture teachers,
sales representatives, or in management positions
(Table 1). The remaining graduates were involved in
graduate school, industry education and training,
communications, production agriculture, financial
services, and government agencies. Forty-seven of

the 96 graduates completed the requirements for
teacher certification, of which, 37 (79%) were cur-
rently teaching agriculture at the secondary level. Of
the graduates completing the leadership emphasis,
nearly 40% were employed in sales and management,
and approximately 10% were involved in industry
education-training and communication positions.

The purpose of objective two was to compare the
level of job satisfaction between graduates teaching
school-based agriculture with graduates with careers
in industry. The summated job satisfaction mean for
graduates teaching agriculture in public schools was
4.1 (SD = .41), which was identical to the summated
mean job satisfaction for graduates with careers in
industry (M = 4.1, SD = .46) (Table 2).

Objective three sought to identify factors influ-
encing graduates to change careers or
occupations. Thirty-one (32%) graduates
had changed careers or occupations from
their initial employment. A change in
“career goals or ambitions” (M = 3.4) was
the greatest influential factor on graduates
changing careers or occupations (Table 3).
Being “unprepared for the position” had
little to no influence on graduates' decision
to change careers, as were the 12 remain-
ing factors.

The fourth objective sought to describe
the employability skills required by
graduates in relation to their current
occupation and assess the contribution of
the agricultural education curriculum in
developing the skills. Graduates were
asked to rate the importance of 15 employ-

ability skills in relation to their current occupation
and assess the contribution of the agricultural
education curriculum in developing the skills. To
compute this information, importance and contribu-
tion data were combined using the Borich (1980)
needs assessment model. A discrepancy score for each
individual on each employability skill was calculated
by taking the importance minus the contribution
(competence) rating. A weighted discrepancy score
was then calculated for each individual on each of the
employability skills by multiplying the discrepancy
score by the mean importance rating. A mean
weighted discrepancy score for each of the employ-
ability skills was then calculated by taking the sum of
the weighted discrepancy scores, divided by the
number of respondents (n = 96). The competencies
were then ranked, from high to low; using the mean
weighted discrepancy scores (Table 4).

“Analyzing information to make decisions” had
the greatest mean weighted discrepancy score of the
15 employability skills (MWDS = 2.73), while
“working as a team member” was the lowest (MWDS
= -.08). In all, four employability skills had mean
weighted discrepancy scores greater than 2.0:
“analyzing information to make decisions”, “getting
along with people”, “defining and solving problems”,

Results and Discussion

Figure 1. Employment Status of Graduates (n = 96)
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and “understanding cultural and ethnic differences”.
The five employability skills rated the lowest, all with
a mean weighted discrepancy scores below 1.0,
involved leadership skills, sources of information,

verbal and written communication,
and teamwork.

Objective five sought to assess
the overall program toward the
preparation of students for careers
in industry and school-based
teaching (Table 5). Graduates were
asked to rate 14 questions on a 5-
point Likert scale concerning the
overall program. Graduates rated
seven of the 14 characteristics as
excellent, with faculty competence
(M = 3.7) being ranked the highest.
The remaining seven characteristics
were perceived to be good, with job

placement services having
the lowest ranking.
Virtually no differences
were found between
graduates of the two
career paths, school-based
teaching and careers in
industry, on 12 of the 14
program characteristics.
H o w e v e r, m o d e r a t e
differences were found
between the two groups
with regard to support
since graduation and job
placement services.

Agricultural educa-
tion graduates from the
University of Missouri
are entering a wide
variety of career paths.
Nine out of 10 graduates
(94%) are employed full-
time or enrolled in
graduate or professional
schools. The remaining
graduates (6%) indicated,
by choice, they are either
employed part - t ime
and/or caring for their
family. Approximately
two-thirds (68%) of the
graduates employed full-
time are school-based
agriculture teachers or
are involved in industry
sales or management
positions. When looking
solely at teacher certifica-
tion option graduates,
approximately four out of

five (79%) are currently teaching in public schools.
This percentage exceeds national data where 56% of
newly certified agricultural education majors are

Summary
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entering school-based teaching positions (Camp,
1998). With regard to graduates of the leadership
option, one-half (50%) are employed in sales, manage-
ment, industry education-training, and communica-
tion careers.

Overall, graduates of this program are satisfied
with their chosen career fields, as indicated by their
level of job satisfaction. No difference was found
regarding the level of job satisfaction between
graduates with school-based teaching careers and
graduates with careers in industry. Based on the
findings of the current study, one could imply that
graduates of the program are satisfied with their
choice of degree program and ultimately with their
career decision.

Approximately one-third (32%) of the graduates
had changed careers or occupations since their initial
employment. An overwhelming majority of the
occupational changes occurred by graduates
employed in industry, as 37 of the 42 (88%) graduates
who initially began a career in school-based teaching
remain in the profession. A “change in career goals
and ambitions” was the highest rated factor influenc-
ing graduates to change careers or occupations. It is
important to note that burnout and working hours
had little to no influence on graduates' decision to
change careers or occupations. This finding is
important as it is often hypothesized that these two
factors are major contributors to the loss of school-
based teachers. Additionally, preparation for the
position and expectations of the position had little to
no influence on graduates' decision to change careers.
This conclusion provides support for the implication
that this agricultural education program can success-
fully prepare graduates for careers in industry and
school-based teaching.

Through the use of the Borich (1980) needs
assessment model, four employability skills were
targeted for curriculum improvement. Therefore, it
is recommended that modifications be made to the
content of existing courses to increase students'
opportunities to analyze information in making
decisions, interact with individuals of diverse
personalities, define and solve problems, and gain an
appreciation of cultural and ethnic differences. All
five of the lowest rated employability skills in need of
curriculum modifications are cornerstones of the
mission and purpose of the leadership emphasis. This
conclusion would provide credence to the implication
that the leadership emphasis is adequately achieving
its intended propose.

With regard to graduates' perception of the
overall program, the conclusion can be drawn that
graduates are generally very positive toward the
degree program. Furthermore, no differences existed
between the perception of graduates with careers in
industry and those choosing school-based teaching as
a career, with the exception of “support since gradua-
tion” and “job placement services”. Therefore, it is
recommended that the program make a more

concerted effort to communicate with and offer
assistance to graduates pursing careers in industry.

The findings provide evidence to the versatility of
this agricultural education degree program and
curriculum in preparing individuals for school-based
teaching careers as well as a variety of careers in the
agriculture, food and fiber industry. The information
gained from this study should be used in developing
recruitment materials and promoting the strength
and versatility of this agricultural education degree
program. The information should be shared with
current students to highlight the program's ability to
prepare students for a variety of careers in the
agriculture, food and fiber industry.
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