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Introduction

Maintaining viable departmental structures can be challenging when degree programs are narrowly focused and have relatively low enrollments as compared to the more general degrees within comprehensive universities.  However, since the year 2000, [department] has focused upon integrating curriculum across degree programs by expanding faculty ties to several academic programs in order to sustain smaller more focused majors. The department currently offers six distinct degree programs. 

Conceptual Framework

The department has taken the stance of Oliver, Marwell and Teixeira (1985) with regard to developing ‘critical mass’ with the idea that a small segment of a given population is able to provide a relatively large contribution to the organization through embracing heterogeneity. The design, development, and assessment of meaningful learning environments, which produce positive learner outcomes, are essential to properly educating the citizens of the 21st century (Doerfert, 2011). A well-prepared supply of agriculture professionals is vital to our global economy. Focus should be spent developing strategies and tactics to prepare new professionals who are knowledgeable, competent, and who possess good communication and interpersonal skills (Doerfort, 2011). 

Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study was to assess alumni perceptions of employability skills preparation in the [department] at [university]. 

The following research objectives were developed for this study:

1.
Describe selected demographics of [department] alumni.

2.
Describe the perceived importance of selected employability competencies by [department] alumni.

3.
Describe perceived competence of selected employability competencies by [department] alumni.

Methodology

The population for this study included [department] alumni who graduated from 2004 to 2010 with a valid email address listed with the [University] alumni association.  A total of 231 [department] alumni were contacted to complete the survey online via Qualtrics. After five points of contact, a response rate of 32% was obtained. Following recommendations by Linder, Murphy and Briers (2010), all nonrespondents were contacted by mail to complete the survey. An additional 29 individuals who were contacted completed the survey. This yielded an acceptable sample of 102 individuals bringing the response rate to 44%. Independent t-test, alpha level of .05 set a priori, revealed that no significant differences existed between respondents and nonrespondents. A 36-item questionnaire was adapted from Robinson and Garton (2008). The instrument was reviewed and was determined to be content and face valid by a panel of four experts including two college administrators and two faculty members.  To establish the instrument‘s reliability, it was disseminated to 59 [department] alumni who graduated from 2000 to 2002 with a valid email address listed with the [University] alumni association who were not included in the sample; this resulted in a Cronbach‘s alpha of .94.  Data were analyzed using PASW® version 18.0. The Borich (1980) needs assessment model was used to identify where departmental improvement needs exist by calculating mean weighted discrepancy scores (MWDS) based on alumni input. The versatility of the Borich (1980) model allows for a discrepancy score to be calculated by comparing the participants’ behaviors with the goals of the program. 

Results / Findings

The alumni in ranged in age from 23 – 65 years with an average 32 years. The majority of alumni (76%) were currently employed with 58% of alumni having accepted their current position a year after graduation. The majority (63%) of alumni indicated their current position was “very related” to their major/program of study.
Job skill competencies in need of improvement were ranked from high to low using the [image: image2.png]


MWDS. Conflict resolution was the construct in most need of improvement ([image: image4.png]


MWDS = 1.64); followed by communicating ideas to others ([image: image6.png]


MWDS = 1.61); and responding positively to constructive criticism ([image: image8.png]


MWDS = 1.48). Solving problems and setting priorities ([image: image10.png]


MWDS = 0.82) were the competencies least in need of improvement.  
Table 1

Alumni Perceptions of Employability Competencies (n = 101)

	
	
	
	Importance
	
	Competence

	Rank
	Competency
	MWDS
	M
	SD
	
	M
	SD

	1
	Conflict Resolution
	1.64
	3.59
	0.62
	
	3.11
	0.73

	2
	Communicating ideas to others
	1.61
	3.77
	0.45
	
	3.37
	0.66

	3
	Responding positively to constructive criticism
	1.48
	3.63
	0.51
	
	3.20
	0.67

	4
	Adapting to situations of change
	1.28
	3.68
	0.51
	
	3.32
	0.67

	5
	Time Management
	1.26
	3.66
	0.52
	
	3.27
	0.60

	6
	Recognizing alternative routes in meeting objectives
	1.12
	3.57
	0.57
	
	3.23
	0.67

	7
	Recognizing the effects of decisions made
	1.01
	3.55
	0.56
	
	3.32
	0.72

	8
	Solving Problems
	0.82
	3.71
	0.50
	
	3.52
	0.58

	9
	Setting Priorities
	0.82
	3.62
	0.57
	
	3.40
	0.61


Conclusions/Impact
It is vital for [department] to evaluate the effectiveness of their intended mission. This study provides the faculty with specific areas in which to improve. As program design focuses on preparing students who are knowledgeable, competent, and who possess good communication and interpersonal skills (Doerfort, 2011), it is essential that perceptions of those who have completed the program and are currently working be explored. The nine components identified through the Borich model analysis can be implemented into all programs in a comprehensive department, as the results were not specific to any one discipline. Using the diverse talents and abilities of faculty in a comprehensive department to meet these needs can help lead toward the critical mass described by Oliver, Marwell and Teixeira (1985).
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