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Creation of an Online Database to Aid in the Identification and Selection of Outside Members of the Graduate Committee 

Need for Innovation
An important step towards the completion of graduate studies in the United States is the establishment of an advisory committee. A committee provides advice, discussion, feedback, and networking for the graduate student as they prepare a thesis or dissertation. The selection of the advisor is perhaps the most critical decision a student can make, but no one person can satisfy all the educational needs of a student. Therefore, a group of mentors is established to collectively attend to these needs (Fischer & Zigmond, 1998). Other benefits of having multiple advisory committee members include student exposure to expertise in multiple domains, experience interacting with various personalities, and increased likelihood that at least one mentor will be available when needed (Jefferies & Skidmore, 2010).
Graduate students with mentors are more productive during and after graduate school, and are more satisfied by their graduate school experience (Wrench & Punyanunt, 2009). Research shows that more structured mentorship opportunities are needed in graduate programs (Donovan & Donovan, 2009). The ideal mentor for a student is determined, in part, by demographic attributes as well as academic classification (Rose, 2005).
Often, graduate schools require that the advisory committee be made up of one or more faculty members with an appointment to a department other than the student’s major department ([State] University, n.d.). Students and their advisors may have an easier time locating appropriate internal members for the advisory committee, as they work together in the same department. We expect that, at times, it can be a challenge to locate potential members from an external department, and have observed this phenomenon during our own graduate experience. Advisors and students may have to seek out compatible committee members from other areas of the university as the graduate student population grows more diverse in its characteristics and interests.
How it Works

In order to facilitate the identification and evaluation of potential committee members from external departments, the graduate student society of an agricultural education department at a United States land-grant institution have created a restricted online database of the external advisory committee members who have served on the committees of graduates. Each external committee member receives a profile on which their contact information and research interests are listed. Graduate students in the department may create a free account on the website to browse profiles or add comments and ratings for members of their own committee. Ratings are based on several dimensions of professional attributes, including clear communication, availability, and subject expertise. Comments can include tips for working with the committee member, including notes such as, “Prefers telephone conversations,” or, “Leaves the country every summer.”
Agriculture increasingly requires a trans-disciplinary approach to problem solving, and will require collaboration from an ever-growing number of disciplines, especially as diversity in our field increases. For this reason, we have aimed to provide a platform for connecting with an ever expanding social network of faculty members within the university.
Results to Date

While the back-end database programming and front-end user interface are both complete, it is expected that it may take a few semesters of input from graduating students before the database becomes a fully functional resource, as input from graduating students is necessary in order to have a robust amount of data. However, the data present on the database at this time provides a good starting point for the search of a committee member external to the student’s major department.
Future Plans / Advice to Others

This particular implementation of the database is specific to a social sciences department in a college of agriculture; however, the concept could easily be replicated to all disciplines where advisors and students work jointly to identify and select the graduate advisory committee.

Faculty and students could also utilize this database to locate collaborators for research projects, especially as interdisciplinary collaboration has become an essential component of many research initiatives.

The concept could be reversed so faculty from other departments could indicate their interest in serving on graduate committees by creating a profile for themselves on the database. Service on committees may assist these faculty members during the tenure and promotion process.

Careful consideration must be made to moderate comments left on the database, especially if access is open to any who sign up. Relationships with other colleges or departments might be harmed if overly negative or critical comments are discovered. The focus of the database should be on the academic interests as well as professional strengths and weaknesses of the committee member, not on personal characteristics.

Costs

Hosting for this database was provided through the department’s internal webserver and was initially set up by the department’s microcomputer / LAN administrator at no additional cost, other than a few hours of time. Drupal is an open-source content management platform, available for free download. Likewise, all extensions utilized were free of cost (Drupal, n.d.). If the project was hosted on external servers, we estimate the cost for web hosting and a domain name at approximately five dollars per month (1&1 Internet, Inc., 2012).
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