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Abstract
The uséfulneaa of alumni ratings in assessing departmental quality was
investigated. Groups of alumni and enrolled students from 22 university
departnents'responded to 11 satisfaction items concerning instructional,
curricular. advising, and operational aspects 'of their major departments.
Pactor structures oﬁtqined for -the two groups were virtdally 1denticai
and fncluded two factors: General Satisfaction with Major and Satisfaction
with Mentorship. Comparisons of department means showed differences between -
glhnni and enrolled students on several items, particularly vocational guid-
#nce. Alumni ratings were found to be relatively uninfluenced by Jﬁbj
felated variables. ]t was concluded that alumni ratings reﬁresent an’ impor-

éant source of information to be considered in assessing departmental quality.
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Alumni Ratings as an Indicator of Departnental\Quality
Alumni ratings have been used as a source of evalﬁ;tive inforlation“
in institutions of higher education in several different ways. First,
alumni ratings of teaching performance for ipdiyidual professors have ic;n
compared with raiings of currently enrolled students. Retraspeciive ratings
of alumni have bee. related to current student ratings, with correlations
" ranging from .40 to .75 (Drucker & Remmers, 1951; Centra, 1974; Overall,
Marsh, Hughes, & Unterbrink,’ﬂoke 1). Although these ratings have a
_relatively high degree of stability, they a;sess only one important dimension -
of départmgntal quaiity (i.e., 1nd1vidui} teaching). |
A second use of alumni ratings represents a much broader approach.
Alunn# have provided their assessments of the skills needed for success in
their curreat ?rofeasion. Alumni from eleven independent liberal arts
colleges in the midwest reported.that cognitive and gffective skills such
as sensitivity, téan nenbefchip, supervision of work, and oral communication
were important for success but that they had not adequately l;arned these
skills while in college (Rboanan, Note 2). °‘In another survey, (Ochsner

& Solmon, 1979),'nost aliani rated their college as useful in increasing

general knowledge but only a third rated college ;s very useful in increasing

their leadership ability and helping them choose lif; goals. B;aed on
these surveys, inferencéa about institutional qualitf should take into
account discrepancies betwee: ~lumni current needs and retrospective
ratings of what they learned w:i{!: 'u college.

A third, more intermediate, i involves alumni assessment of the major
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department. In a study of 25 graduate departments in history, cheaistry,
and psychology (Clark, Hartnett & Baird, Note 3), alumni were asked to
provide information about their current professional status, career
acconpliehneﬁte, and their opinions of their college training for use in ~
program improvenent. Aluani accomplishments were not found to be related
"in any clear way to measures of faculty produetivify, student ability,
“quelity of lea;nins‘énvironmen:, or department reputation. Eowever,
alumni ratings of the ahility of the faeulty and overall excellence of the
progrem correlated highly (70 to.80) with ratings of enrolled students.

Of the three uses of alumni ratings, the greatest potential utility
seems to lie with program and department reviews. Clark, Hartnett and
Baird (Note 3) suggested that cecen: alunpi have a better ﬁerepective about
‘the contents. procedures, and requirements of a program than do enrolled
students and are more ovjective than faculty members. In a susvey of depart-
ient heads at 134 institutions, Clark (Note 4) found that nearly 6C percent
corsidered alumnt ratings and opinions to be "very important" information in
departmental reviewe_and evaluaticns for departmental use. However, only

40 percent indicated that evaluative information from alumni was available.

At the University of Illinois, departments are reviewed on a regular

e -

‘basis wmmcmmmm—(sm—m,
Note 5). A Zd-itee instrument titled the Program Bvaluation Survey (PES)
vas devnloped to mcasure enrolled student perceptions of and satisfaction
with 1nstructional eurricular, edvieing, and operetional espects of their
wajor department. The PES was intended to provide data both for cen;ral
adminieuretive staff to compare and judge departments and for departmental

Yaculty to assess strengths and weaknesses of their departments.

N\
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..The Univérsity of Illinois also mails an alumni survey, to all degree
recipients one year after graduation. This instrument includes 11 depart-’
mental satisfaction items taken from the PES, as well as a number of items
concerned with current employment and attitudes toward major program of study
and other aspects of the University of Illinois. However, the d;ta from
this survey are not used as part of the departmental review process.

Before-endor;ing the_use of alumni ratings of departments, several issues
need to be addressed. First, do alumni rate along the same dincnsibnt as they.
did as enrolled students? If they do, then comparisons among the ratings for
the two groups can be made in a straightforward fashion. However, if they do
not, caytion should be used in comparing the two sets of evaluations. Second,
if they éb rate along the same dimensions, then are alumni data worth collecting
at all? Alumni data are certainly more coqgly to collect, and if the‘data are
too redundant with student ratings, then they are not cost-effective. A
third issue concerns the influence of one's job situation on the ratings of
. departmental quality. This influence represents a pote-:ial threat to the
validity of the ratings and if it is appreciable,.then again the ratings must,
be interpreted with caution. ,

. The purpose of this paper is to present the resuits of an investigation

of alumni ratings of departmental quality. Specifically, three major ques-

tions were studied: —
(1) 1Is the factor structure of alumni ratings of major departﬁents
similar to that of enrollfd student ratings?
(2) Do alumni report degrees of satisfaction with aspects of their
najor departments ;hich are different from thcse of enrolled students?‘
- (3) Nhét are the influences of job-related variables on alumni attitudes

: , X
tor srd their major program and their university in general?

°
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Method

Instruments.

The 1975 Program Bvaluatio; Survey included 1! items to which students
indicated théir satisfaction with various aspects of their major department.
The satisfaction items used a 5-point bipolar scale with anéhor labels of
1 = "high" and 5 = "low."

fhe University of Illinois Survey of 1976 Degree Recipients included
.the 11 departmental satisfaction items from the PES. It also included a
number 6f items concerned with current employment as well as 2 iteas
inquiring about attitudes toward major program of study and the University

of Il1linois in general. These last 2 items used a 4-point bipolar scale

with anchor labels 1 = "stronzly negative" and 4 = "strongly positive.”

Subjects.

A total of 4,573 enrolled student? (sophomore and above) majoring in
: |
1 of 22 academic departments from 6 colleges reviewed ‘a 1975-76 completed
the PES in November, 1975. During the spring of 1977, one year after

AQ:aduatioh,_l,228_alunn1_IIQn the same 22 departments completed and returned

the alumni survey. Sample sizes and return rates by department for cach
survey are shown in Table 1.
Results

Factor Structures

Simple common factor analyses with oblique rotations were performed

on the 11 departmental satisfaction items fur enrolled students and alumni

7
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separately. Table 2 shcws that the factor structures for the two groups
were yirtually identisal, T?o factors were retaine§ for each group. They
were labeled General Satisfaction with Major, compnsed of seven items |
(loadingt > .30), and Satisfaction with Hengpi;hip, ;élpooed of four

J .
items. The correlations between the factors for the alumni and enrolled

student groups were .§5 and .63, respectively.

Comparisons Between Rating Groups

TVenty-ton;epartnent means were computed aeparately for the alunni
and enrolled student groups on each of thé 11 satisfaction items. Two
deparhnenta were deleted due to unstable alumni means causeé by small
(n < 10) sample sizes. ?able 3 shows the comparisons between the department
‘neans for each item. Higlly significant correlations (p < .0l) were found
for six items, five of which belonged to tﬁe Ceneral Sagisfacfiqu with ﬁajor ~
factor. In general, the correlations were higher for items from this factor )
than for those from the'Satisfaction with Mentorship factor. R\\

Insert Table 3 about here .

Dependent t-tests were performed on the 20 departneﬁt'meana and are
also shown in Table 3. Four items showed significant (p < .01)'differencea.

For three.of the items (integration of courses, classroom ev. .uation proce-

dures, and accessibility of instructors) the alumni group reported greater
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aatiafgétion, vhile for the fourth iten.(vocationaklguidance) tﬁe,nlunni
were much less satisfied (p < .0001). -
Influences of Job on Alumni Attitudes | ~ |

Multiple regression unalyses were ﬁerforlnd‘on the individual alumni f{ ]

. data. The two dependent vari;bleo were items the alusni survey conpcrning |
current overall attitudes toward one's nnjor’:EZgra- and toward the Univer-
sity of Illinois. Two sets of predictor varf;ble. were used; the 11 PES
1Sens and 8 job-related variablas. A total of 490 ?une-ployed"'glnnni vere
deleted from the regression analyses, since they did not complete’ the items
related to jobs. The nnjprity of these alumni classified as u;c-ployed

huere enrolied in either graduate or professional school. |

" Table 4 shows the product-moment correlations between oversll attitudes
and the two variable sets. The correalations vith overall attitude toward major .
Program were coﬁaiatently higher than those with overall attitude toward

the university. Alsq, the correlations witl. the PES satisfaction items were

generally higher than with the job-related variables.

\,f The aultiple regressions of the variable sets on the overall attitudes

a

-~ v__hnxg_nh_gg_gg_zgglg_§:_~The results are consistent for both overall attitudes.

_—
The job-related variables showed high multiple corréI“ttuns—~duo_gtinn-_z__-~_ﬁ_“_‘_

to the item dealing with helpfulness of major in job. However, the uultip%e

correlationc‘for the PES items were substantially highe; than with the job-

related variables and the increments in the multiple correlations when the

L4




. ‘ Alumni Ratings

?

Job-related variables were entered after tne PES items were negligible.

Discussion

Two factors of departmental sgtisfaction were found for both alusmni . .
and enrolled students: General Satisfaction with Major and Satisfaction

with Mentorship. These factor structures were highly consistent with e

] ’ [

‘those found by Lragkamp, Wisc and Hengstler (1979), who used a revised version

L ]
’ -

of the PES which ‘contained a similar aei: of departmental uehfa_'ction‘ items.
The results of Braskamp et al. (1979) and this study ouibé.t that for;of.u "
;tudents'continue to evaluate their major program along the sane dikensions
after graduation. Hence it app;aro reasonable to make co-pa£;;;ni§50twe¢n
departmental ratings of enrolled students and alumni. |
This raises a cost-effectiveness concern. Unless substantial dif-
ferences are found between enrolled student and alumni ratings, the col-
" lection of the more expensive ;1dnni ratings may not be necessary in order
to evaluate departmental qhility.‘ For the -ajorixy‘of the PES oati;faction
items, high correlations ;ere found betvpen depar tment -eaﬂg-for the two
rating groups. This is consistent with the findings of Clark et al. (Note

J).

t

However, significant differences were found between department means

for four items. Alumni were more satisfied with integration of coﬁ;aes,

N *

classroom evaluation procedures, and accessibility.of instructors than

were enrolled studeﬁts. whereas they were less satisfied with vocational

‘guldance; —While the neaning of the first three differences will be left— —
open to interpretation, the meaning of the vocational guidance difference

seens clear. Alumnl have a more valid perspective on the duality of voca-

N
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tional guidance in a department than do enrolled students. OnI&'vhen

—— v

;\ students graduate and enter the working world can théy be empécted Eo’

reasonably evaluate the vocational guidance ,.they have reqaiv@ﬁ._ While

’ . . / t. P ‘-

-

enrolled students represent’ a unique perspective on assessing departmentsl
quality (Braskamp ;:'di.; 1979), alunini ratings are sufficidfitly ;onredun-
dant witﬁ enrolled student ratings to suggest that alumni also offer a

. uniq;e persp;:tive in evaluiting’cé;tain aspects of departments.

A possible unheaiiable influence on alumni ratings concefns the
q-pléyment aituafio; of individual alupni. If these ratings of a depart-
ment are to be valid they should not be'unduly infiu;négd'by factors such
as job satisfaction or dalary which are not directly relevant to the
évaluation of departmental Qualigy. ’ | . ).

- The results of the nultiple regression analyses showed that uhile
‘ . the job:related variables correlate highly as a set with alunni attituden
toward both major_progran and’ the university, the dominant predictor
vas the variable deaiing with helpfulness of najér in job. Of‘ghe qu- .
related variables, this is the most‘felevan¥ to departnent;L.quality. -
A common goal of departments is to provide traininb for students to per-
’

forn compgtently in their jobs. Hence, the substantial correlations

between alumni attitudes add helpﬂnlness of major in job should not be

—"

—— .

| surprising. The other-job-related variables did not show very high -
correlations with-alumni attitudes,
On the 6ther‘ﬁand, the PES satisfaction items shoved higher correla-

tions with alumni attitude toward major program, and slightly lower

\

‘11
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“correlations with attitude toward the university. Moreover, the contri-
butlon.fo predléﬁ}on 6f the set of job-related variaple. beyond that of
the PBS’eatiafuction items was virtually zero. Thus, the job-related
variables accounted for very little of the variance of alumni attitudes

that was not accounfed for by thé PES natilfaction items.

In evaluating departnental quality, it 1- desirable to include as
nany'relgvant sources of data as possible. Just as enrolled student
rgting; represent.a relevant perspective on geﬁartnental quality, this
'atudy has denonstri%gd that aiunni ratings can also provide a unique source

’

N ) .
of data in assessing- departments. '
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Table 1
' - 12
Sample Sizes and Survey Return Rates for
PES and Alumni Surveys by Major Department
Instrument
PES Alumni Survey °°
Maior Departm;nt Sample Size . ¥ Return Sample Size 2 Return
Agronomy 110 _JL68 . 27 68
Animal Sc;..em_:e ' 257 72 55 . 67 | .
PGE}‘Bkignce 121 73 19 68
Health and Safety Education 124 68 43 73 - '
' Leisure Studles - ' 22'8 I ' 47 55
Physical Education 450 82 S U 68
Economics ' 350 79 68 56
', Educational Psychology _ 151 " 66 75 . 68
'Elementary Education 503 64 | 2. 214 73 |
Architecture 603 54 . 169 60 f“
Dance ' 102 99 6 . 50 ;
"Landscape Architecture 126 ' 72 31 65 .
Music 537 62 s 57
Theatre 105 36 . 2. 62
Urban Planning - 132 . 8l 31 gg
" Labor & Indusﬁrial Relations 44‘ - 67 1 61
Ecology, Etﬁolog;, & Evolution 65 75 4 ‘ 100
Linguistics o 73 -9 10 | 63
Microbiology | 109 y2 »_ 47 70
Physiology & Biophysics 119 | 72 » 29 91
Speecﬁ Communications 105 58 3 61
Speech and Hearing Science 159 : 79 65 72
Combined Depar tments 4573 69 1228 65
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Table 2
Factor Loadingf of 11 PES Satisfaction

Items for Alumni and Enrolled Students

_Program Evaluation Survey (PES) Factors

. ~<Gen;ra1 Satiafaction-. Satisfaction with .
. _ with Major . Mentorship '
Barolled Earolled
Prqgraﬁ Evaluation Syrvey Item _ Alumni _ Students Alumni 8tud£nts
, Challenge of program R W79 .70 ' | o _ ‘ '
Integration of courses . .67 .62 |
Quality of instruction ) .67 .60 °
Texts and instructional.naterials : .65 .51 - ~
Classroom evaluation procedures .48 .40 . : o
- Accessibility of inatructors ‘ .55 .49
'Acadeﬁic advising - - ' | T .80 .74
Vocational guidance | .66 .76
Faculty-stu@gnt communication ' | .80 71
Worth of program | ' .70 .76

Overall satisfaction with program .76 .78

Note: Only loadings greater than .30 are reported.
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i Table 3 ‘ | .
COnparicono BetweenADepnrtne;t Means of Enrolled
Students and Alumni for 11 PES Satisfaction Items
Average Department Mean Average Departnent: , ' -
Program Evaluitioﬁig::;ey (PES) Item for Enrolled Studcn;a ' ‘Mean fof Alumni \Correlntion '.E
Challenge of‘;rogran . - _ 2.27 — | 2.24 . . 65%% 0.23
' Integration of courses 2.6 2.49 - LT9%% 2.884%
‘s Quality of mg:rucu_on | o _ 2,42 X 12,34 | 784w 1.76
 Texts and instructional materials ) "2.53 | 2,44 554 1.68
Clasaroom‘évaluation procedures 2.78 2.50 e .37" 4.47%%
Acceésibili;y‘éf 1ns£ructo;s . 2,20 - : 1.99 R .22 3.29%%
Academic advising . o 2.58 ' 2.74 A49% -1.80
Vocational guidance | , | -5.91'. Y 3:27 o .39 =5.50%%
Faculty-student communication ‘ - 2.62 'A 2.61 _.58** 0.07
* Worth of program | 41,96 2.07 . .38 «1.97
'_qurall'oatisfaction witp program - ) 12.22 N 2.23 Bl -0.18 K
. :
*~-p < ,05
hhk o p< .01 .
Note: The ratings rahge ffom 1 (high satisfaction) to 5 (low satisfaction). A total of 20 dipartmento vere used.
ERICY - | - 18
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Correlations of Overall Alumni Attitudes

with Job-Related Variables and PES Items

Variable Sets

Overall Attitudes

Toward Toward the

major program

C Job-related Variables

Employmeht Status

Relation between job and major
Helpfulue?; of major in job

Job satisfaction |

. Underemployed in terms of salary

Underemployed in terms of rcsponsit.

Underemployed in terms of ju™ a: ~ who: -

S$alary

PES $avirfactinon Items

Cha:len:» of program

Integration o€ coursen

Quality of instruction

Teste and 1ii::.ructional materials
Classroom evaluatién procedures
'chessibility of inatrucﬁors
“Academic advi;lng

Vocational guidange’
Faculty—stud;nt éom;unicatio;

Worth of program

QOverall satisfaction with program

o
)

-0’ -.01
-.28 -.13-
42 .23
. © .13
P .09

'\ .11
Lf .09

2 | .10
b -.33
T L =.40

, : -.36°
=33

-.38 -.31
-.30 -.29
-.44 | -.37
=40 -.28
. =.36 -.28
-.59 -.42
-.68 =49

Note: - A total of 490 unemployed aslumni were deletéd

leaving a sample size cf 738.°

»

from these analyses,

-13
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) Table 5

Multiple Regressions of Overall Alumni

Attitudes Using Job-related Variables and PES Items

Overall Attitudes

e L ' Toward ' Toward the

major program _ University of Illimois

Variable Sets " R . Rr? R &%
I. Job-related variables . . 435 .189 .251 .063
‘11. - PES satisfaction {tems - .700 490 T .527 .278
" . i ) 2
I1I. Increment of set I after set II - .021 ' 000 ~ .008 .000 -
| ?
* ‘e
O
: .
E X




