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Abstract 
Assessment is needed in higher education to pro- 

vide accoi~ntability for public ftmds, to ensure a well-trained 
work force, and to improve effectiveness of programs. Out- 
come assessment is a movement in higher education to docu- 
ment students' progress or the outcome after their exposure 
to college (Erwin, 1991 1. A popular student outcome assess- 
ment method is the graduate follow-up (alumni) survey. This 
article reports how follow-up studies of graduates and em- 
ployer surveys have been conducted and used over time to 
provide data for improvements in the Agricultural Systems 
Technology Curriculum at Iowa State University. The as- 
sessment model employed, the procedures used to collect 
the data, and examples of outcomes observed will be shared. 

Assessment is needed in higher education to pro- 
vide accountability for public funds, to ensure a well-trained 
work force, and to improve effectiveness of programs. Out- 
come assessment is a movement in higher education to docu- 
ment students' progress or the outcome after their exposure 
to college (Envin. 1991). Banta et al.. (1996) advanced that 
assessments should employ an array of methods over time to 
capture and reflect the nature of leaming. Envin (1991, p. xv) 
stated that "most administrators and faculty in higher educa- 
tion know the need to document the worth of their programs 
and services the term student outcome assessment is most 
frequently used to refer to these activities." 

A popular student outcome assessment method is 
the graduate follow-up (alumni) survey. Wentling ( 1980) noted 
that follow-up surveys are designed to evaluate the gradu- 
ate, the product of a program, and that graduates are in a 
position to judge the strength and weakness of a program. 
Additional data with which to evaluate a program can be 
obtained through employer surveys. By utilizing data from 
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both graduates and their employers, better decisions can be 
made regarding modification that may be needed in acunicu- 
lum. An added dimension can be achieved by the use of 
longitudinal surveys to detect trends. Trend studies are con- 
cerned with changes in similar samples from the same general 
popi~lation over time (Borg and Gall. 1989; Keeves, 1988). For 
exan~ple. if graduates were surveyed at regular time periods. 
variables measured were held constant, and the sample was 
allowed to vary over time. trends within the population could 
be detected (Keeves. 1988). Best (1970) advanced that the 
trend analysis is an application of the descriptive research 
method. based upon a longitudinal consideration ofrecorded 
data. 

This :uticIe reports how follow-up studies of graduates and 
employer surveys have been conducted and used over time 
to provide data for improvements in the Agricultural Systems 
Technology Curriculu~n (previously called Agricultural 
Meclianization) at Iowa State University. The objectives were 
to: (1)  identify factors influencing graduates to select their 
college major, (2) detennine e~nployment characteristics of 
graduates, and (3) determine the adequacy ofthe educational 
program in preparing individuals for job entry as perceived 
by graduates and their employers. The assessment model 
employed, the procedures used to collect the data, and ex- 
amples of outcomes observed will be shared. Best (1 970, p. 
136) slated that "Studies of this type enable an institution to 
evaluate various aspects of its program in light of actual re- 
sults". 

Methods 
The Assessnl e~z t  Model 

Figure 1 presents a model used by the Agricultural 
Systems Technology Curriculum in assessing students out- 
comes since the beginning of the cuniculum in 1973. The 
horizontal arrows show the groups of graduates involved in 
three follow-up surveys and the vertical bars represent the 
data collection points in time. All graduates during each 
period constituted the popnlation and the sample for the as- 
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sessments; 68 in this 198 1 Group (I-leard, 198 1 ). 92 in the 1986 
Group (Bekkum, 1987), and 50 in the 1990 Group (Steffen, 
1993). The 1 1 graduates with foreign atidresses at tlie times 
of data collection were not included. The response rate for 
the three groups of graduates ranged from 58 to 88 percent. 
All employers named by tlie responding graduates were sur- 
veyed each time. E~nployer responses were 30.22 and 19 for 
the 1981. 1986 and 1990 groups respectively. 

2 
Group 2 1 - 1 

Group 1 - 
- 

Assessment Procedures 
The graduate follow-up survey consisted of five in- 

troductory questions designed to provide data about the 
graduates' employment, including occupational titlc and name 
and address of the employer and immediate supervisor. and 
three major sections. Section one obtained graduates' per- 
ceptions on the degree of influence selected factors had on 
their decision to major in Agricultural Systems Technology 
and their opinions concerning aspects of their education. 
including quality of the curriculu~i~. quality of academic ad- 
vising, and adequacy of laboratory facilities. 

- 

- 

Section two asked graduates to indicate ifthey felt 
the number of credits in ten skill areas should be maintainetl. 
increased, or decreased and to ratc the adequacy of training 
received in each area. 

Section three gathered data related to the employ- 

ment history of tlie gradi~ates. including current elnploy~nent 
status, place of employment, and salary range. Space was 
provided at the end for additional comments. A panel of 
faculty and students fh~iiiliar with the curriculwii reviewed 
the instrument for clarity and content validity, and appropri- 
ate use of human subject approval was obtained. 

1987 1989 
1973 1975 1977 1979 198 

The employer survey asked tlie employer (immedi- 
ate supervisor) to compare the graduate with other entry level 
workers. make comments concerning changes or improve- 
ments that they felt would help to improve student prepara- 
tion for entry jobs. and rate graduate in ten skill areas (same 
ones included on the graduates' survey) and indicate if the 
graduate needed additional training in any of the areas. 

Data C a n a n  Data Collection Data Collecbon 
point for 1981 survey point for 1986 survey point for 1990 

survey 

Figure 1. This Assessment model (Steffen, 1993) 

1983 1985 

Changes in content and forniat were kept to a mini- 
muni across tlie three assessments. Some questions were 
added to gather specific data related to a point in time, e.g. the 
1981 graduate follow-up survey asked: "Do you think the 
Agricultural Mechanization Curriculum should include areas 
of specialization? If so. name sollie areas." and Do you think 
Agricultural Mechanization is an appropriate name for the 
degree program at Iowa State University? If not, suggest an 
alternative n;ume." Dah was collecled by mail for all thrce 
assessments using cover letters to greet the graduates and 
employers and explain the surveys; follow-up mailings were 
~ i ~ a d e  to those who did not respontl within ~ w o  wccks. 
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Results and Discussion 
Exa~nples of Outconles Observed 

Data from three follow-up surveys show the general 
directions in the characteristics iuid perceptions of graduates 
of the Agricultural Systenls Technology Curriculun~ and the 
perceptions of the graduates' employers across the first sev- 
enteen years of the program. Selected outcornes observed 
are summarized below and illustrated with graphs to show 
how data from assessments can be presented to faculty and 
administration for use in program evaluation (Steffen, 1993): 
- The percentage of graduates who were self-employed 

declined from the 198 1 Group to the 1986 Group and then 
leveled off in 1989 (Figure 2). 

- There was a shift away from farming, agricultural ma- 
chinery, and agricultural finance areas of employment 
immediately after college to the agricultural products and 
sales area (Figure 3). 

- The role ofthe academic (faculty) advisor increased with 
regard to the influence on the student's decision to pur- 
sue a nlajor in Agricultural Systerns Technology (Figure 
4). 

- The employers' perception of the graduates' adequacy 
of training in has retnained steady while the graduates 
perceived the adequacy of training in these areas as hav- 
ing decreased (Figure 5). 

- Graduates employed by others generally started at a 
higher salaries than self-employed graduates (Figure 6). 

Faculty and administration at lowa State Uni- 
versity have used the data provided by graduate follow-up 
surveys and employer surveys over time. along with other 
sources of information. in nuking decisions regarding modifi- 
cations needed to improve the Agricultural Systellls Tech- 
nology Curriculum. An exalnination of the current and past 
Iowa State University catalogues reveal the following cur- 
riculum changes since 198 l : 

- "Production" and "Business" specialization options were 
added within the curriculum (lowa State University, 1983). 

- "Co~nputer Applications" was added as a third special- 
ization option within the curricululn (lowa State Univer- 
sity, 1985). 

"Grain Operations" was added as a specialization option 
replacing "Computer Applications" (lowa State Univer- 
sity, 1989). 

- Name of the curriculi~~n was changed fro111 Agricultural 
Mechanics to Agricultural Systems Technology and a 
fourth specialization option. "Applied Technology." was 
added (Iowa State University, 199 1 ). 

"Agribusiness Management" was added as a specializa- 
tion option replacing the "Business" option. In addition 
the following were added as requireliients for all cur- 
ric~lla in the College of Agriculture: a three credit ethics 
course, a three credit critical thinking course, a three credit 
intemational/niulticulti~ral awareness course, and a com- 
munication intensive, environmental intensive, and prob- 
lem solving intensive experience equivalent of three cred- 
its each from one or more courses within the major (Iowa 
State University. 1993). 

Two options. ( I )  "Systems Technology and Man- 
agement" with four specializations: "Production Agriculture". 
"Agribusiness Management." "Grain Operations." and "Ap- 
plied Technology," and (2) "Environmental Systems Tech- 
nology'' replaced the four specialization options described 
above (lowa State University, 1995). 

The data from longitudinal follow-up surveys and 
trend analysis can be uscd in assessing and presenting stu- 
dent outcomes. Best (1970, 13. 136) wrote that "The trend 
study points to conclusions reached by the combined meth- 
ods of historical and descriptive analysis." Graphs can be . 

developed to illustrate the findings. helping faculty and ad- 
ministration consider implication for curriculum improvement. 

The following recommendations are presented for 
using the follow-up survey as a student outcome assessment 
method: (1) establish objectives for the follow-up; (2) plan 
for data collection at regularly scheduled intervals (intervals 
of five years are recommended) to facilitate trend analysis; (3) 
involve current students in the curriculum to be evaluated in 
planning and interpreting data so they will be ready to partici- 
pate in future follow-up surveys; (4) involve faculty and ad- 
miniswation in planning activities, including identification of 
questions to be asked, so they will be effective consumers of 
the findings; (5) collect data from both the graduates and 
their employers. asking some similar questions to allow for 
co~iiparisons; (6) keep the variables studicd and the response 
frame as constant as possible: (7 )  include specific questions 
to gather data related to poin~s in time: (8)  use consistent 
procedures to collect data over time. and (9) summarize and 
present findings and trends to decision makers for use in 
program improvement. 
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Grow 1 Group 2 Group 3 

Figure 2. Trend in the percentage of graduates who were self-employed. 
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Figure 3. Trends in the percentage of all graduates employed in selected employment areas. 
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Mean Rating 

1981 Group I 1986 Group 2 1990 Group 3 

Figure 4. Trends in graduates' mean rating of the influence of the academic advisor on their decision to 
pursue a degree in Agricultural Mechanization. 

Mean Rating 

I I I 
1981 Group I 1986 <;ro~lp 2 1990 Group 3 

.... ~ ............... Graduates - Ifrnployers 

Figure 5. Trends in the perceptions of graduates and employers regarding the adequacy of training of 
graduates. 
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Salary Category 

0 I I I 
198 1 Group I 1986 Group 2 1990 Group 3 

.... .. .... Self-Employed Employed by o~liers 

Figure 6. Trends in the mean salary category of self-employed graduates and those employed by others 
for first salary. 

Carefully planned and conducted follow-up surveys 
can contribute to student outco~nes assessments that are 
underway on many college and university campus. A North 
Central Association Self-study Accreditation Report revealed 
that colleges and departments at Iowa State University are 
using multiple measures of student achieven~ents, including 
the graduate follow-up and employer survey methods (lowa 
State University, 1996). Moden and Williford ( 1996) advocate 
the use of program-specific information collected via gradu- 
ate follow-up surveys in both near-term and long-term plan- 
ning and decision-making. 
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Abstract 
,4gricultural students are often extraordinarily 

interested in career opportunities, how to interview and 
acqi~ireagoodjob. andwhat life in the?real world?will be like 
after graduation. To better meet this infornlational need. 
several strategies of linking current students with fornler 
stirdents will be described and evaluated. The develop~nent 
of an '?Alumni Career Bank" on the Internet provides current 
students with the names. job titles and descriptions, 
addresses, phone nurnbers, and E-mail addresses of former 
students. The Career Bank offers numerous opportunities 
for both teachers and students. including: ( i ) teachers remain 
in close contact with Alumni, (2) current students can 
contact and learn from former students, (3) Alumni remain in 
close contact with their classmates, and (4) recruiters and 
employers can look for qualified individuals to fill potential 
employment opportunities. 

Introduction 
"Current Agricultural and Natural Resource Policy 

Issues." AGEC 610. is a capstone. senior-level class offered 
in the Department of Agricultural Economics at Kansas State 
University (KSU). The course currici~lum was developed to 
integrate and synthesize four years ofhigher education into a 
meaningful and rewarding experience for graduating seniors 
(Barkley, 1995). Similarto other capstone courses. the course 
nor only strives to pull togcthcr major themes from previous 
courses, but also builds a bridge between a collcge education 
and the students' soon-to-begin careers. Since the course is 
taken in the Spring semester of the senior year. enrolled 
studcnts are often keenly interested in life aftir graduation, 
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and frequently ask questions such as: M a t  will the working 
world be like? Am I prepared? What strategies can I follow to 
be successfi~l'? How do 1 know that the job offer I recently 
accepted is a good "fit" for ~ne'! 

The urgency and persistence of thcsc questions 
over several years led to the development of the "AGEC 6 10 
Alumni Career Bank," which is simply a listing ofnames. job 
descriptions, and phone numbers of all previous students of 
the course. Following the lead of instructors who have 
incorporated computer technology into the classroom (Herr 
and Parsons, 1995: McCaslin and Torres, 1992). and World 
\Vide Web pioneers (Green, 1996; O'Kane and Armstrong. 
1997), thc Career Bank was made available on the lnternet for 
seniors enrolled in AGEC 6 10 (http://\xq\rwr-personal.ksu.edu/ 
-barkIey/alumni610). Students are now able to contact 
fonller students for timely, relevant answers to career 
qtlestions that faculty may not be fully knowledgeable about, 
such as life in the rapidly changing world ofAgribusiness, or 
sinlpler, more applied questions such as concerns about 
internal of'fice politics, or how to get along with a father 
unwilling to share decision lnakingauthorityofa family farm. 

P1:lcing of graduating scniors into jobs that are best 
suited for them is one of the 1110st important missions of 
higher education. 4 previous analysis of an extensive 
survey of ngricultural graduates of Kansas State University 
concluded that placement of graduates into jobs that match 
their personal characteristics, abilities, and career goals is a 
critical element of successful degree programs. Job 
satisfaction donlinated all other detern~inants of alumni 
perceptions regarding satisfaction with college experiences 
(Bnrkley, 1993). The development and use of the Alumni 
Career Bank has provided many benefits to the students and 
teacher of the course. Some of these benefits were 
:~nticipated: others were not. 

46 
NACTA Journal-September 1998 


