College placement's major 
challenge

Job search tests recent graduates
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Luke Tatge thought four years of college and a 
diploma would earn him a job at a newspaper.

They still should.

But nine months after he received his journalism 
degree at Augustana College, Tatge is loading 
trucks part time for Best Buy in Sioux Falls and 
sending out a steady stream of résumés more than 
200 deep at this point - all to no avail.

"It's a very discouraging process," the 22-year-old 
Benson, Minn., native says. "I want to think it's the 
economy."

In South Dakota, that's what college and university 
officials are thinking as they analyze job placement 
numbers for the Class of 2009 that are 4 to 5 
percentage points lower than in years past - though 
still respectable at 92 percent to 93 percent.

Nationally, new college graduates had enjoyed a 
six-year run of employers competing with each 
other to hire the best candidates.

But that trend ended as the economy began to 
nosedive in October 2008. According to a survey by 
the National Association of Colleges and Employers, 
the hiring of new college graduates fell almost 22 
percent for the spring Class of 2009 and is 
projected to be down another 7 percent for this 
spring's graduates.

At Augustana and South Dakota State University, the 
University of Sioux Falls and Southeast Technical 
Institute, those declines aren't nearly as severe, 
though job placement success is down.

"The information we're getting from students in 
general terms ... is that some are still looking even 
now," said Tracy Noldner, vice president of Student 
Affairs and Institutional Research at Southeast Tech. 
"It's mainly because of the economy."
 


The numbers at Southeast Tech aren't bad - among 
the 646 graduates from last year who responded, 92 
percent said they had found jobs within their fields 
of study, Noldner said. That compares to a typical 
rate of 96 percent or better.

Trouble spots in certain fields

But there are fields in which finding jobs has been a 
struggle, school president Jeff Holcomb said. 
Graphic communications, especially with marketing 
and advertising in the print media, is one of them, 
he said. Some of the health care fields, such as 
nuclear medicine and ultrasound technicians, have 
proven challenging in placing graduates. In fact, 
Holcomb said, his school has reduced its number of 
slots for nuclear medicine students "knowing there 
were placement challenges."


Graduates in construction haven't seen the boost yet 
in federal stimulus dollars, either, Noldner said. 
And those manufacturing graduates looking in such 
areas as precision machining and computer-aided 
drafting also are working harder to find jobs, he 
said.

"But I see 2010 changing that picture," Holcomb 
said.

Willingness to relocate helpful

Billie Streufert, director of Career and Learning
Accessibility Services at the University of Sioux 
Falls, said she thinks students understand the 
current economy and are willing to be more flexible, 
whether that involves traveling farther away 
geographically to find jobs or being more willing to 
accept other positions within their fields.

Some also are not employed full time today because 
they weren't willing to make that geographic 
relocation, said Sandi Vietor, director of 
Augustana's Career Center. She said several 
education graduates at her school opted to 
substitute teach in Sioux Falls rather than take jobs 
elsewhere in South Dakota or beyond.

"There are jobs out there," Vietor said. "They just 
didn't want to leave the area and so have chosen to 
sub."

Many graduates are opting to consider internships 
instead of holding out for full-time employment, 
said Susan Fredrikson, a career development 
specialist at South Dakota State.

Of 700-plus job openings she has been steering 
graduates toward since September 2009, 200 of 
those were internships, Fredrikson said.

"Those numbers seem to be up," she said of the 
internships. "It's a chance for the graduate to get 
experience and work in his or her field. And it helps 
employers in getting good workers without 
necessarily the long-term commitment."

Fighting discouragement

Tatge, the journalism graduate from Augustana, 
admits the process of job seeking has been 
discouraging at times.

Of the 209 spring graduates last year at Augustana 
who went looking for jobs in their fields, 194 found 
them, or 93 percent. Almost two-thirds of those 
remained in South Dakota, Vietor said. But aside 
from some freelance work for the Sioux Falls 
Business Journal, Tatge said, few of the 200 
résumés he sent out even drew responses.

That's disheartening for a young man who thinks 
that his multimedia abilities, whether it's blogging 
or Twittering or writing for the Internet, should 
make him a valuable asset in 21st century 
journalism.
 


It's also disheartening when there are bills to be 
paid.

"It's humbling and discouraging to go from getting 
a top education and working very hard for a degree, 
then as soon as you throw your cap into the air, 
essentially you're on your own," he said.

"After four or five months of looking on a daily 
basis, it's hard to motivate yourself to keep going. 
There's no question but that my character has been 
tested."
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