FOR THE ADVISO

Career Choices for Agriculture Graduates
Depend on Regional Job Trends
D. T. Dayberry and J. M. Dillingham

An assessment of agricultural graduates of Southwest
Texas State University revealed unique employment oppor-
tunities when compared to national projections by U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) personnel. Regionally,
percentages of graduates employed in production, manage-
ment, and education were higher, while lower percentages
were employed in sales, social, and science related careers
compared to USDA data.

Introduction

Data gathered by national agencies (United States De-
partment of Agriculture and National Science Foundation)
and regional entities (colleges and universities) predicted
either prosperous or gloomy outlooks for agricultural ca-
reers. Nationally, projected demands for agricultural gradu-
ates in a rapidly changing workplace should be indicators of
future jobs for entering college students. Regionally, simi-
lar forecasts were made to predict whether career opportu-
nities would, in fact, be available for graduates of agricul-
tural programs. Consequently prosperity for university de-
gree programs can be measured by the successful employ-
ment of graduates. Conversely, limited job opportunities
curtail programs. The 1980 USDA report, Graduates of
Higher Education in the Food and Agricultural Sciences,
projected career availabilities based on post-secondary ag-
ricultural enrollment and agricultural industry demography.
Coulter, Stanton, and Goccker (1986, 1990) specifically
identified six agricultural employment clusters and pro-
jected deficits or surpluses of graduates based on industry
projections. Based on their study, students should have been
advised toward areas of high employment opportunities
which had projected deficits of college graduates. Of the six
cluster areas, the areas of high opportunities and approxi-
mate deficit of graduates through 1990 were as follows:
Marketing, Merchandizing, and Sales Representatives
(deficit of 2,600 graduates per year); Scientists, Engineers,
and Related Specialists (deficit of 2,000 graduates per
year); Managers and Financial Specialists (deficit of 1,100
graduates per year); and Social Services Professionals (defi-
cit of 1,100 graduates per year).

Employment clusters identified as having fewer career
opportunities and the approximate surplus of graduates
through 1990 were as follows: Education, Communication,
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and Information Specialists (surplus of 900 graduates per
year) and Agricultural Production Specialists (surplus of
500 graduates per year). In their 1990 publication, Coulter,
Goecker and Stanton, reported agricultural employment
trends through 1995 which were similar to the 1986 projec-
tions.

National studies have provided valuable information to
university faculty members who advise students, revise
degree programs, design recruiting strategics, and advise
students of potential employment opportunities. However,
regional studies by Cepica and Eggenberger (1988) identi-
fied differences in actual regional and projected national
employment data. Terry and Gray (1990) identified farmers
as the highest ranked occupational preference of Missouri
and Arkansas students enrolled in non-land grant universi-
ties. In both studies, the information was used to provide
faculty with information to direct students to appropriate
areas of interest.

Statement of the Problem

Southwest Texas State University (SWT) is a non-land
grant institution located in central Texas. The agriculture
program was established in 1948, with a primary purpose to
educate secondary agriculture teachers. Until 1972, the ag-
riculture degree program was a B.S. in agriculture without
program areas. The degree was changed to B.S. in agricui-
ture with program specializations in agricultural business,
agricultural mechanization, agricultural education, agricul-
tural journalism, animal science, horticulture, plant and soil
science, production and management, and range manage-
ment.

National employment opportunities have been forecast
by USDA studies. Agricultural enrollment at SWT has fluc-
tuated and has decreased in program areas where carcer
opportunities are lacking. In other areas, where national
data has indicated that employment is limited, enrollment
has increased. Regional studies are needed to determine
whether actual regional job trends vary from projected na-
tional trends for similar time frames. Information relating
both actual regional career opportunitics and projected na-
tional carcer opportunitics is nceded by agriculture faculty
who provide academic and career advisement to students.

Objectives

The purpose of this study was to assess the career choices
of agriculture graduates from SWT. The specific objectives
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were as follows.

1. Identify USDA employment clusters of 1979-1988
graduates by degree program,

2. Identify trends of employment for agriculture gradu-
ates by USDA employment clusters

3. Compare 1979-1988 SWT agriculwre graduate em-
ployment with USDA employment cluster projec-
tions through 1990.

Methodology

A random sample of 350 graduates was selected from
1,190 agriculture graduates from 1950 through 1988,
Graduate addresses were obtained from the SWT alumni
association. A questionnaire was developed and two mail-
ings, an initial and one follow-up, were made. Data were
summarized using percentages and descriptive statistics. A
total of 103 responses (29.4 percent) was received.

Results

Follow-up studies of employment of university gradu-
ates can be used as an indication of opportunities in career
ficlds. Of 14 graduates from the classes of 1979-1988 who
responded--almost 30 percent--entered agricultural produc-
tion while 8 graduates (17 percent) entered the workforce as
managers. Non-agricultural employment was entered by 11
graduates, 23.4 percent of the respondents. USDA employ-
ment clusters do not include jobs classified as non-agricul-
tural, but since almost one-fourth of SWT agriculture
graduates enter non-agricultural professions this category
was deemed important to this study.

Agricultural education and agricultural business gradu-
ates accounted for 31 of 47 respondents. Four graduates
each of animal science and horticulture responded. Retumns
from agricultural journalism (1), agricultural mechaniza-
tion (1), plant and soil science (1) and range management
(2) are indicative of limited enrollment and subsequent
graduates from those program arcas.

The educational mission of universities should be fluid
and should change as employment demands shift. Accord-
ing to historical statements in the 1990-1992 Undergraduate
Catalog, Southwest Texas State University’s original mis-
sion was to prepare Texas public school teachers, especially

Figure 1. SWT Graduates' Employment
Compared to USDA Employment Clusters
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those of the south central arca, and its mission remained
primarily so until 1969 when it attained university status.
Accordingly, as displayed in Figure 1, employment trends
of agriculural graduates have shifted as the University’s
educational emphasis has changed from a teacher training
institution. Marked decreases in the percentages of educa-
tors prepared have mirrored the broadened mission of the
university and of agriculture. A comparison of the percent-
ages of 1950-1978 graduates and 1979-1988 graduates
employed as managers, sales rcpresentatives, producers,
and scientists indicate an increase, while percentages of
employment in the social cluster show a decrcase. Percent-
ages of graduates entering non-agricultural jobs over that
time period increased. Defying the national projections, the
percentage of SWT graduates entering the production clus-
ter has increased. This finding is similar to that of Cepica
and Eggenberger (1988) in which 32 percent of their gradu-
ates were employed in production.

National employment trends reflect the probable oppor-
tunities for agricultural graduates while regional studies
may provide more specific information regarding opportu-
nities. Also in Figure 1, it can be seen that greater percent-
ages of SWT agriculture graduates are employed as educa-
tion personnel and managers. Smaller percentages of SWT
graduates are employed in sales, social, and scientist cate-
gories when compared to national expectations. Non- agri-
culture opportunities are prevalent for over 20 percent of
SWT agriculture graduates.

Conclusions

Follow-up studies of agricultural graduates are necessary
to assist academic and carecr advisors in presenting em-
ployment trends and opportunities to students. Planning of
academic programs can benefit from an in-depth study of
graduates’ comments. The following conclusions are made
from this study.

1. Production agriculture and education employment
opportunities of SWT graduates exceed national pro-
jections.

2. Graduates of SWT find fewer opportunities in sales,
social, and science career arcas than indicated by na-
tional data.

3. Employment trends of SWT agriculture graduates
have changed with decreasing percentages of educa-
tors and increasing percentages of producers and
managers entering employment.

Recommendations

Strategies should be planned to cnsure that undergradu-
ates and faculty are awarc of employment opportunities for
graduates. Periodic assessment of employment opportuni-
ties should be done to identify regional trends that should be
compared to national data. Diffcrences in national employ-
ment opportunities and actual regional employment oppor-
tunities infer that academic and career advisors should be
cautious when making recommendations to students. Na-
tional trends should be used as indicators for employment
opportunitics not yet identified by agricultural faculty or
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Agricultural Educators Abroad

David Youmans and Ronald Rosati

Abstract

Overseas opportunities for post-secondary agricultural
educators frequently become available on funded projects,
sabbaticals, Fulbrights and consultancies. Apart from po-
tential financial incentives, other assets of international
work can outweigh its liabilities as part of a professional
career, But important personal and institutional considera-
tions must be kept objectively in mind.

Clarification of motives, thorough study of host country,
development of serious commitment, and clear understand-
ing of on-site expectations are vital to success offshore.
Ability to speak a second language and integration of chil-
dren into bi-national schools can make the international
experience an enriching ime.

Careful attention to remuneration, documentation, im-
munizations, personal effects shipment, and immigration
procedures alleviate potential problems. Emergency meas-
ures related 1o health, cash reserves, vital services and po-
litical unrest contribute to peace of mind.

Culture shock and re-entry syndrome are unfortunate
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graduates and should be used to establish untapped industry
contacts for future employment opportunities. Additional
study is needed to determine the significance of non-agri-
culture employment opportunities.
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conditions which need to be recognized and dealt with
should they occur. Support networks of experienced col-
leagues are important in this connection.

Behavior as a guest requires respect, sensitivity, toler-
ance, patience and maintenance of personal dignity. Con-
sideration is critical in matters of religion, culture, atti-
tudes, values, dress, speech and affection. Conversely, the
respect and affection of host nationals is a strong indicator
of acceptance and success. The excitement and ultimate
benefits of travel are a rich growth opportunity, despite
occasional discomforts and risks.

In summary, post-secondary agricultural educators have
arole to play in international work, and opportunities open
from time to time for committed professionals. Knowing
what to expect overseas and how 16 cope with unfamiliar
circumstances and situations can increase chances for suc-
cess at the work site. A successful international assignment,
in turn, may contribute an enriching dimension to an insti-
tutional career.

Introduction

Overscas opportunitics for agriculwral educators fre-
quently become available on funded projects, sabbaticals,
Fulbrights and consultancics. Yet, compared to the hun-
dreds of domestic vacancies which occur annually, thesc
opportunities are still somewhat rare, The experience and
qualifications required for overseas service may favor a
professional who lacks a frame of reference for assessing
such an appointment or who simply is not aware of the po-
tential benefits of spending a few ycars abroad.

Apart from the financial incentive, which is oftentimes
favorable, other assets of international work may also out-
weigh its liabilities as part of an inslitutional career. Despite
cenain risks, educators become experienced travelers; their
world view is greatly expanded and their perspective more
informed. Versatility in handling difficult appointments or
assignments may be enhanced. Language capability and
cultural growth are improved, and racial and religious toler-
ance deepens. They become more confident, cosmopolitan
and sophisticated. And, their survivability is significantly
strengthened. These perceptions derive from the authors,
personal experiences and interviews over time with other
expatriatc experts,

Preliminary Considerations

When pursuing an interest in overscas work, clarify the
motives and be absolutely honest with self and family
members, Motives may be professional, financial or purely
adventurous; but there should be no hidden agenda when
one considers relocating a family abroad, especially to the
developing world.

13





