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Improving Undergraduate Curriculum: What do our Alumni Think?
Introduction
	As with other media professions, agricultural communications is a swiftly changing field.  As the nature of the profession changes, so must the academic programs designed to educate students. When considering what should be updated about a university’s agricultural communications curriculum, alumni who are currently pursuing careers in the field may have some of the best insights.  Thus, this study utilized a focus group composed of agricultural communications alumni from the agricultural education and communications department of a southern university in order to obtain relevant data.
The purpose of this study was to collect data about the agricultural communications program at a southern university and use this data to improve further curriculum.  The research was guided by the following questions:
1. What was the overall satisfaction level of agricultural communications alumni with their education?
2. Which courses were most helpful to the alumni in their current jobs?
3. What, if any, additional courses would have been helpful to their current jobs?
4. Were there any general concerns about the degree program?

Conceptual Framework
	Agricultural communications programs should frequently review and update their curriculum in order to ensure that their programs are providing the best possible education and career preparation for their students (Akers, 2000).  Previous research (Sprecker & Rudd, 1998; Sitton, Cartmell, & Sargent, 2005; Telg & Irani, 2005; Doerfert & Miller, 2006; Corner & Cole, 2008a; Corner & Cole, 2008b; Irlbeck & Akers, 2009) suggested that recent college graduates needed to improve in several areas such as writing, critical thinking, work place etiquette, time management, photography, and Web design.  While this information is useful, it was conducted on a nationwide level, and individual facets of these findings may not apply to each individual university.  Thus, a focus group of alumni from the specified department was determined to have the most validity when considering their particular case.

Methodology
	This qualitative research study utilized focus group methodology with a moderator to collect data.  Five focus group members were chosen from alumni of the department.  The chosen alumni keep in contact with the departmental faculty and also have jobs in agricultural communications.
	Questions developed by the researchers were selected in order to cover most aspects of the program, including asking whether the focus group members found certain aspects of their education helpful or unhelpful in their careers.  This was expanded upon with questions about specific classes and suggestions on classes or topics that could be added, and questions about internships.  Finally questions were asked that covered what trends and career knowledge should be taught, with a final question to bring the discussion to a close—“what do you know now that you wished you knew then?”



Findings
	All of the participants were female and graduated with their bachelor’s degree after 2006.  All have jobs in agricultural communications.  Four of the participants had master’s degrees.
The focus group subjects were fairly unified on many topics that were discussed during the actual focus group.  Using an analysis aided by NVivo software, each subject’s comments were coded and analyzed.  Individual mentions of particular topics were counted among all the comments given by the members of the focus group.  The most important topic to the subjects was career preparation and the focus of course curriculum, followed by the necessity of design-oriented classes, learning to use various kinds of technology and software, and concerns over the attitudes displayed by new graduates or interns.  Other topics were discussed and were important to the attendees, but did not receive as many overall mentions.  Some of these other important topics were internships, media campaign classes, the importance of portfolios, and the importance of writing.
	The findings indicated that the subjects were pleased with the level of advisement received and were, overall, somewhat pleased with how their education had prepared them for their careers.  However, they expressed concern over how their educational experiences had not gone into depth on some areas that would have been helpful in their careers (and, in most cases, the subjects ended up independently studying those areas after graduation). In addition, they expressed concern over the attitudes of those entering the workforce, indicating future curriculum should provide information to prepare students for the daily tasks.

Conclusions
	The information gathered from the study suggests that, although the alumni felt that some aspects of their education had been very successful, such as the knowledge of design programs and theories, they felt that their educational experiences had been lacking in practical knowledge that they could have used in their future careers.  In addition, the alumni suggested a heavier emphasis on internships to help prepare future students for careers and the opportunity to build a portfolio and have that portfolio critiqued before graduating.

Recommendations
	The recommendations from this study suggest that more courses that allow for career preparation and fundamental knowledge should be implemented, or existing courses should have their curriculum modified in order to provide more usable information to the students enrolled in them.  
	For future research, a follow-up study is recommended with another set of alumni to see if the situation has changed from the one described by the focus group subjects.  As the job market changes, it is important to study how well the program is adapting to produce graduates who are marketable.  
	While this study provides useful suggestions to agricultural communications programs, this study used a very narrow sample from a particular university, it is suggested other universities conduct their own studies with alumni.
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