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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. 
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hlaterials and hlethods 
To create the AGEC 610 Al~unni Career Bank, 

telephone numbers and  nailing addresses of all fonner 
students who had tiiken the class were acquired from the 
Kansas State University Alumni Association. Forrner 
students were contacted by the instructor and asked to 
participate in the project. Since the Career Bank places 
personal infonnalion on the internet, pernlission was 
necessary fro~n each for~iler student prior to participation. 
With one exception, all former students were willing to 
provide required inforniation (one individual requested that 
work address and telephone nu~nber remain available to 
students through the instructor. but not on the internet). A 
current job description and list of student activities (while at 
KSU) \vere included to provide information that might be 
useful in the identification of commonalties between users of 
the Alumni Career Bank. 

It was hoped that currently enrolled students tvould 
independently use the Career Bank to pursue infortnation 
relevant to their careers. Graduating seniors are busy \vith 
classes. work. job interviews. and socializing. Seeking 
additional career infonnation. \vhile valuable, may not occur 
unless an incentive is provided. To encourage students to 
use the Alumni Career Bank. this assignment was distributed 
late in the semester: 

The follonling assignment shoirld be both fun and 
useful to you. Select one person Sro~n the AGEC 6 10 Alumni 
Career Bank who is in a job closest to the one that you will 
have after gradualion. Contact the individual. and conduct a 
phone interview with him or her. Find out as much as yo11 can 
about their experience at K-State and their experience on the 
job. The assignment will be graded based on the creativity of 
the questions that you ask and the content of the report that 
you turn In. 

In addition to being the resource for the alumni 
interview assignment. the Alumni Career Bank should 
facilitate Alumni gatherings and the development of an 
Alumni Advisory Board. To the extent that the Alumni 
Career Bank helps build stronger ties with our fonner 
students, it is an effective method of attracting support and 
building rapport. 

Results arid Discussiori 
A n~ajor objective of AGEC 6 10 is the development 

ofcritical thinking skill sand a love of lifelong learning. Thus, 
AGEC 610 is composed of weekly "Critical Thinking 
Assignments." or essays (Barkley, 1995). Bo\vnian and 
M'hittington (1994) suniniarized four "Principles of Teach- 
ing" present in the classroo~ns of' five University of Idaho 
professors noted fbr consistently reaching higher cognitive 
levels in their courses. These f'our principles iire used to 
organize the results and esperiences of the develol?ment and 
use ofthe Alumni Career 13ank. 

Strrdents Tlrittk. Rcusotr, urld Cotrtcrrrl)lrrte IVlletr TIIEJ. 
111quit-e Irrro ri S~~hjecr  

The experience with the Alumni Career Bank at KSU 
strongly supports the idea that esperiential leanling which 
brings college students into contact with professionals can 
strengthen interpersonal co~nniunication skills and career 
preparation. The Alumni Cnrcer Bank intervicn. assignment 
resulted in a positive, productive experience for stirdents 
mainly because the level of interest in agribusiness 
opportunities was inmense. This high degree of curiosity 
was also apparent arnong graduating seniors at Iowa State 
University. Ciamon and Chestnut ( 1995) conducted focus 
groups with all gmduating seniors. and discovered that 
students espected classes to be more related to industry. 
They felt that classes should not only be taught for students 
aspiring to b~aduate school. but also for the majority of 
students who finish with a bachelors and enter the work 
\vorld. By formalizing the connection between college and 
industry. an outlet for student inquiry into thcir career has 
been provided. 

Strtderlts Lerrrrl Ii'lrltat Tlrcy Pr~c t i c r  . 
IZcfinenients will occur as more experience 1s gamed 

with the assignment and the students' reaction to 11. One 
lesson learned from the assigned Alumni intervie\\. was that 
one interaction may not be enough. One student suggested 
that the assignment be given earl~er i n  the class and repeated 
throughout the selnesler. Assessment of this assignment 
and its relationship to the course ob,icctivcs (I3arkley. 1996) 
will help to determine how the assigninent could be 
improved. For examplc. next ycar the assignment \\.ill be made 
early in the semester. and repe:itcd if the outcome of the initial 
assignment is positive and productive. 

Preserlt a ~\/rijor Corrcc~pt 3-5 Dflrerrr Itiij~s 
Another ~najor objective of AGEC h 10 is to provide 

knowledge about how fi)ur years ot'collcge will be put to use 
in a career. College professors can beconie frustrated when 
trying to com~nunicate this idea. for t\vo reilsons. First. the 
notions of lifelong Ic:~rning and critical thinking are abstract, 
and hence. difficult to explain. Second. faculty members 
typically have not been c~nployed in jobs similar to those in 
which their students will be employed. and therefore. know 
little about how the college curriculum and experiences are 
related to e~nploy~ncnl after graduation for many students. 
While it is often difficult to admit lack of kno\vledge. the 
sooner that denial is conquered. the more productive the 
instructor can he in filling this void ol'infor~nation. 

One good solr~tion to this problem is guest speakers 
from industry. Each year, at least one former student has 
been invited back to AGE(' 610 to speak about their 
experience since gr:ldi~ation. llecent gmduates can 
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contribute enormously in answering questions about the real 
world, and the relationship behveen college and career. 
While a teacher can explain nearly identical ideas. students 
will not typically believe the "ivory tower" faculty member to 
the same degree that they believe "one of their own." 
I-ienneberry ( 1990) and I lenneberry and Beshear ( 1995) 
corroborated this through their experience with guest 
lectures in agricultural marketing courses at Oklahotna State 
University. A similar finding was identified by Baker and 
XlcLaughlin ( 1996). who surveyed members ofthe California 
Association of Nurserymen to build a stronger relationship 
between on-the-job skills preferred by nursery industry 
employees and the college cun.iculum. The authors stated 
that this linkage has becolnc increasingly important as the 
nursery industry shifts to a market orientation. 

The importance of direct comn~unication between 
students and currently ernployed graduates has been funher 
emphasized in several recent studies. Hoiberg and Ahmed 
(1992) found a disparity between students' "ideal" and 
"re;llistic" career choices at lowa State University. given 
current economic conditions in the agricultur:ll industry. 
Kadhakrishna and Bruening ( 1994) surveyed agribusiness 
employees and students in Pennsylvania. and found a gap 
between students' and employees' perceived ability to 
perfor111 skills in agribusiness professions. The niajor 
objective of providing students with infonnation concerning 
life after college can he useftilly met in a number of ways, 
including the use of the Alumni Career Bank for either 
informal, independent contacts or a fonnalized assignment 
reqiliring students to interview a fonner student of the class. 
These interactions provide a unique forunl for stutlents to 
learn directly from those   no st kno\vledgcable: recent 
graduates who share comlnon major fields of study. college 
activities, and career interests. 

Fre.sli, Novel arzd Stirriulrrtirig E.vperietice is Re~c~arrlirig 
One of the largest rewards of the development of 

the Alilmni Career Bank was unanticipated: the experience of 
the instructor getting in touch with former students. 
Conversations with fonner students were fun and produc- 
tive, and nearly all of the students contacted were excited to 
hear from their Alma Mater. glad to be able to share their life 
expcriences, and very \villing to participate in the Alulnni 
Career Bank listing on the internet. The telephone 
conversatior~s provided valuztble infonnation about what 
former students are doing in their careers. how our courses 
and curricula are related to theirjobs. and what types of skills 
and knowledge could be usefully incorporated into the 
curricula to benefit current and future students. Much useful 
infortnation was gleaned that enhances the teacher's ;~billty 
to provide a truly usefill :~nd meaningful senior-level 
capstone course. 

The contact with former students yields an 
unexpected re\\ard for teachers: one of our profession's 
unique pleasures is to interact with and learn from former 
students who are successfill and happy. Gamon and Rowe 
( 1997) reported a similar tinanticipated outcome of the Ag- 
Link Program at lowa State University. Continuoils updating 
of the Career Bank will :~llo~v for future contact and 
conversation with former students. a source of updating 
knowledge of agricultural graduates' careers, as well as 
maintaining good alumni relations. As higher education 
shifts from public sector support to an increasing reliance on 
private fitnding, alumni relations should become increasingly 
important. 

Communication among the instructor and former 
students has increased tnnrkedly since the development of 
the Career Bank. for three reasons. First, the initial phone 
conversation with former students resulted in a renewed 
interest in the Department of .4gricultural Economics. 
Secontl, availability of the instructor was enhanced through 
the tlsc of the internet. for tliosc alun~ni with access to the 
World Wide Web. Third, the use of E-mail has increased 
consitlerably between former students and teachers, as the 
electronic  nail system has becotne more widely available. 
Conversations with fonner students provided an unexpected 
result: contrary 10 currcnt students. who needed an 
"incentive" to use the Alumni Career Bank. many forn~er 
students have independently :~nd f~equently used the Career 
Bank as a means of catching up with college friends and 
making business contacts. This unanticipaterl outcome, 
together with the increased level of con~n~unication between 
forrncr students and the instructor are the delightfill and 
tneaningfill rewards of the "fresh. novel and stimulating 
experience" ofproducing an Alumni Career Bank. 

Summary . . I he developlnent and use of an Alulnni Career Bank 
has provicled large rewards to students, fornler students. and 
the instructor. Interpersonal relationships. business 
contacts, and friendship among these three groups have all 
increased due to enhanced communication made possible by 
the Career Bank. Students showed an increased desire for 
information about careers. \vhich was the major desired 
outcome driving the creation of an Alumni Career Bank to 
"bridge the clistance" between current students and alumni 
over the Internet. 
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