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Alums Add Value To Community Colleges, Too 
As Bruce Berman, vice president of institutional advancement at the Community Colleges of Baltimore County, would say, “Graduates of our colleges are our credibility.” Indeed, our students constitute our major “product.” When we graduate students who are trainable and, thus, employable, we can prove our accountability to our constituents and funding sources. Whether or not your college has an alumni institution, you already know that alums fill many important roles for our institutions. Four-year schools rely on their alumni primarily for monetary support, but because alums are members of our community college’s “family,” alums comprise the most likely candidate pool for career program curriculum advisory committees, mentors, tutors, employers of our graduates, employees at our colleges, returning students, taxpayers, voters, and, yes, when the time is right, donors. If alums give so much more to our community colleges, then why would we not want to recognize their worth? This article focuses on one college’s step-by-step process toward establishing an alumni association.
Timing is everything. 
If the institutional mindset or elements are not in place for your college to establish an alumni association at this time, you can begin to raise institutional and public awareness of the value of your college’s alumni by mailing congratulatory letters and laminated articles or photos to your “alums in the news” or by sponsoring an event to recognize distinguished alumni or dedicated alumni volunteers. (More on this topic in Part Three of this series.)
Key Players (Driver/Alumnus, CEO, and Board)
Critical human elements to successfully launch an alumni association include an influential alumnus, a supportive CEO, and a well-structured board of directors. At SCC the president's executive secretary/trustee board’s secretary kicked us into high gear. She had earned a diploma and an associate’s degree from our college and credited her education as the springboard to her position. Although she had not yet completed her BA at a nearby four-year institution, that university was already sending her alumni association information. As the President’s assistant, she had regular access to AACC and CRD reports that promoted the benefits of community college alumni associations. In July 1991 she mentioned her interest to the college president who quickly agreed to underwrite an association for a minimum of two years. The President decided that I (as executive director of institutional advancement) should be the SCCAA’s director/executive secretary. Conversations with seasoned experts (like Joan Edwards) at the next annual CRD conference corroborated the merits of that structure. The rest is history.  
Structure
An organization usually requires a board of directors. To reach prospective board candidates, the key players must spread the news. SCC didn’t have a marketing director until 1998, so the president’s secretary and her husband (also an alum) helped me call and meet with known alums who were current and retired faculty, staff and administrators, local businesspeople, advisory committee members, former athletes and others. We asked them to come to an organizational dinner meeting at a local golf club and we served great food. We mailed out news releases to forty area media, including TV, radio, and newspapers. With many SCC alumni working for these entities, we also received free public service announcements about the initial meeting.

Interestingly, the least controversial phase in this organization’s development occurred in the first several meetings when we settled on an organizational structure (i.e., a 24 member board with 3-year staggered terms). We decided to remain under the College's umbrella, not a separate 501(c)(3) non-profit, because we did not want to pay for a separate audit or buy checks. After evaluating a number of other alumni associations’ bylaws, we refined a set for us, held an official election for the Executive Board, and assigned everyone "jobs" as chairs or members of the new membership, nominating, fundraising/events, and outreach committees. 
We dedicated one meeting to writing the organizational mission statement, which currently is “to encourage lifelong interest in Southeastern Community College by its alumni and friends by creating an atmosphere which promotes positive feelings and interactions between the college and its alumni through a variety of actions, events, services and communications.” (Phew! What a mouthful! Sometime this year I plan to suggest to the SCCAA Board that we reduce the mission to the following: “to create and maintain lifelong connections among Southeastern Community College and its alumni and friends.”)
Coming to a consensus on the definition of an "alumnus" took more time. We finally defined an alumnus as a person who has successfully completed at least one 3-credit hour course at SCC. Then we established fees that would provide financial benefits for membership. Membership fees pay for printing brochures, postage, letterhead, office supplies, etc. (The College covers my salary and fringe, telephone and office space.) SCC employees can join using a payroll deduction form or the membership brochure which is available in print or online. Annual rates for membership, which have not changed since the organization’s inception, are:
· $5 for “Students” after successfully completing one 3-credit course and within 90 days of graduation. (We inform graduating students of their status and this option by inserting an SCC Alumni Association (SCCAA) brochure and a self-stick ‘alumni’ decal in the envelope with their diploma.)
· $5 for all “Charter” members who joined within 6 months of the initial invitation. (Hundreds of names were engraved on brass plates attached to plaques in our main foyers on our two campuses. Their $5 annual rate is applicable forever, unless they decide to become "Lifetime Charter members for $50.)
· $10 for “Alums” joining past the original charter deadline or 90 days after graduation

· $15 for non-alum "Associate” members"
· $16 for "Alumni Couples"
· $200 for “Associate Businesses/Agencies”  

(For a Lifetime membership, add a zero to the fee in each category.) 
Benefits to Paid Alumni Members. Each paid member receives a card that yields some automatic benefits. “Lifetime” members’ cards are laminated. Our oversized tri-fold brochure describes the benefits of membership. Currently, we offer a 20% discount on all SCC-imprinted items in the bookstore, free check-out of multi-media equipment, reduced computer lab fees, early invitations to reserved seating events, discounted ticket prices to specific events, early-bird announcements about special college news, and a mailed copy of the Vision, SCC’s newsletter to “alumni and friends.” Following the lead of CRD member and alumni association guru, Bruce Berman, our association plans to seek more substantive financial incentives for paid members, e.g., discounts on specified non-credit courses, insurance, mortgage rates, popular area restaurants, rental cars, hotels, and recreational spots. Our newsletter to college alumni and friends will explain that most of these discounts should generate income back to the alumni association through volume purchases. (No secrets with family.)
Feel free to contact me at brump@scciowa.edu for a copy of our membership brochure, bylaws, alumni newsletter, distinguished alumni policy and nomination form, payroll deduction form or alumni scholarship policy and application. Good luck!
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In the last issue of Dispatch, we examined the purpose of a community college alumni association, as well as timing issues, key players, structure, fees and benefits to members. In this issue, we explore ways to overcome the obstacles to reaching your alumni.

Creating an Alumni Database. Whether your college is large or small, someone there knows how or if your alumni data is available/current/archived. Chances are good that your Registrar, IT department staff or director of institutional research (if you are lucky enough to have one) can supply you with that information. In our case, only 10 years worth of student data was immediately accessible in an electronic format. The remaining 70 years of our college’s 80-year student history had been archived on microfiche and microfilm, with index cards available on most. (That discovery nearly popped our Board’s collective bubble.) Fortunately, our library still had the appropriate microfiche and microfilm reading equipment, so we hired a student who worked for three years (yes, three years) to upload 57,000 names onto an a new alumni database written by our IT department. (Nowadays you can purchase a ready-to-use database system, or, if available, use one that is already part of your college’s integrated MIS). 
Improving Alumni Addresses. Following the data upload onto the new database, we used our local RSVP group (retired senior volunteer program) to conduct a huge and costly "return with address correction" mailing to everyone on the list; each alum received a membership brochure and an invitation to join signed by the college president and the alumni association board president. We printed the invitation on letterhead with our new logo (i.e., we added “Alumni Association” to the college logo); board member names lined the right edge of the letterhead to help alums make personal connections. Although bad addresses resulted in many returned letters, nearly 1,000 alumni agreed to become Charter members (see rates in Part I). In 1994 our College was unaware of address correction services that are available now from private vendors and the U.S. Postal Service; six years later we purchased such a service. For about 14 cents per record the firm corrected about 70% of our addresses and marked any "deceased" records (very useful information.) We plan to purchase address correction services at least every five years. Because we have taken time to cultivate our alums by sending them quarterly newsletters and event invitations, we also plan to purchase wealth information on our alumni so we can match alums with appropriate, future Foundation fund drives and campaigns.
Outreach. During the three-year period required to upload our 80-year history onto the new alumni database, we didn’t just twiddle our thumbs. To spread the concept of “valuable alumni,” our board laid out an outreach plan. Each Board member agreed to take turns at an alumni “booth” at one of the four county fairs in our region. We handed out trinkets and brochures and invited folks to visit the campuses and centers. We also sponsored a number of events, including several multiple-decade reunion dinners before a winter basketball game, a Caribbean cruise, and bus excursions to a ballet and a baseball game (not at the same time, of course). The pre-game reunion dinners drew the largest number of attendees, but after a few years we decided to research more effective outreach methods.
For the past several years, we have focused on sponsoring Nursing program reunions and will expand the program reunions to other career programs in the near future. For maximum efficiency, we plan to create Program Chapters (Bruce Berman’s top pick) where chapter members plan and implement their own events and my staff provides a minimum of support (e.g., printing, mailing, and minor financial assistance).
Friendraisers as Fundraisers. Shortly after its inception, our alumni association decided to hold an annual scholarship competition for graduating students. To cover those costs and office operations, too, we began to research annual friendraiser events that could also double as fund raisers. The SCCAA board chair liked to golf and in 1994 there were many fewer golf outings than there are today. We settled on an annual golf outing (always the third Friday in July) where every golfer gets a prize (yes, some gift soliciting is required; use work studies). 
The $55 registration fee is reasonable for us (costs us about $22 per golfer) and includes bottomless beverages (coolers on every hole), 1/2 cart rental and a large buffet dinner in the evening. A $500 team sponsorship receives 4 greens fees, 2 carts, 4 dinners, printed program listing, and a keepsake silk-screened flag. We invite our Foundation’s donor base, college staff, retirees, local Chamber members and past golfers. Year 1 yielded just 38 golfers, mostly SCC employees. In Years 5 - 9, we have had 140 or more golfers – a full house - raising $7,000 - $10,000 each year without much work. 
Golf Outing “Fast Facts:” On an 18-hole golf course with a 12:30 p.m. shot-gun start, we are off the course by 5:30 p.m. The 3-entrée buffet dinner at the club house costs us about $7 per person (event helpers dine free). The College’s insurance/bond underwriter covers the cost of the $353 Hole-In-One (.com) insurance - no one has "one" yet. A local beer distributor provides all water, beer and wine coolers, as well as many golfer flight prizes and raffle prizes. A workstudy solicits golfer prizes each spring. A soda distributor provides soft drinks. Every golfer gets a prize; we affix pre-printed golfer name labels on each gift. Participants are free to pick up their golfer prize from the display table any time during the day. Digital photos of each foursome taken on our "heckling hole"- a 12' circle game hole - are printed and affixed to magnets made by our Graphics Communication class and mailed out with "save the date" notes the following spring. We use four selected photos for the next year’s golf outing flyer and several others for the follow up news release and newsletter article. (The photos are big hits!)
Feel free to contact me at brump@scciowa.edu for a copy of our membership brochure, bylaws, alumni newsletter, distinguished alumni policy and nomination form, payroll deduction form or alumni scholarship policy and application. Good luck!
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Recognizing Your Alumni. Whether or not your college has an alumni association, you can attract public attention to the value of your alums by sponsoring a distinguished alumnus award or by implementing an alumni communication and recognition process. 
Distinguished Alumni Awards. If approached correctly, your college administrators may agree to underwrite a distinguished alumni award…if not forever then maybe at least until an association is in place. Since we already had an alumni association, we pledged a portion of the annual golf outing proceeds (see Part II) to cover the cost of a Distinguished Alumnus Award at each of our two campuses. To be eligible for consideration, the nominee - or each member of a nominated family - must have completed at least 30 credit hours (continuous attendance is not required), and have earned the respect of his/her associates in the field, made substantial contributions to the good of his/her fellow human beings, be recognized as an outstanding practitioner in a chosen field, or have served as a positive motivational force for others. 
Southeastern Community College created the original distinguished alumnus policy in the 1980’s. When the SCCAA Board Chair learned in 1997 that the College had never implemented the policy, the SCCAA Board asked the College Board of Trustees to name the SCC Alumni Association as the nominating/working arm. Nomination forms are now available all year though at our College libraries and on our website. Following the annual submission deadline of August 1 the Alumni Association Board reviews and discusses the merits of each nomination at the August Board retreat. The SCCAA votes in October and presents its recommendations to the College Board of Trustees in November. After approval, I notify each awardee via letter and phone call and invite the awardee and immediate family members to be our honored guests at a recognition banquet that starts two hours before commencement exercises in May.

At our request, each awardee supplies an invitation list and a photo; we also invite college staff, retirees, and offer our paid alumni members a discount. At the banquet we display a 12”x12” granite plaque with an etched portrait and text (done by a local burial monument company at a cost of $600 each; mahogany framing costs about $70 each) and give the awardee a framed paper copy. Following the event, we hang the plaque in a large glass case in the main foyer of the appropriate campus and send a pdf file to our web master for placement on our alumni web page. 
The awardee (or family representative, if the awardee is deceased) serves as the key-note speaker at the appropriate commencement exercise. He/she sits on the podium in a cap and gown. To ensure we get order the appropriate cap, gown and hood, our award letter includes a form requesting information about his/her hat size/head circumference, alma mater, degrees earned, area of study, and height.

Following the keynote speech, the SCCAA Chair invites the Distinguished Alumnus to remain at the podium so that he/she can present two $500 scholarships named in his/her honor. These scholarships go to graduating students continuing their higher education. Several successful golf outings have made it possible to raise the 2005 scholarship awards to $1,000 each. The SCC Alumni Association Board meets in April each year to review applicants and select awardees. (Bonus point: Giving a scholarship in the honoree’s name has almost always resulted in a later scholarship gift from the honoree.)
The SCCAA Board continues to promote the organization by hosting a Graduation Reception in the cafeteria immediately following commencement. Board members set up for the event and offer donated cookies, punch, and coffee – as well as SCCAA brochures - to hundreds of thirsty, thrilled student family members. 
To make sure our graduates remember the Alumni Association, our Registrar inserts a self-stick clear “Alumni” decal and an Alumni Association brochure in each graduate’s diploma envelope.

Alumni Communication and Recognition Process. A college doesn’t need to have an established alumni association to communicate with its alumni. Most local newspapers carry wedding announcements and obituaries which list the featured person’s high school and/or college alma mater. Those announcements can provide the impetus for a direct “congratulatory” letter to an alumnus. 

For the past decade, the student workers at Southeastern Community College’s two libraries have searched local newspapers for articles and photos featuring SCC alums. My assistant forwards copies to the College’s director of marketing for inclusion in the college’s quarterly 4-color newsletter to SCC alumni and friends. (The local post office mails the newsletter to the 70,000 ‘box holders’ in our 4-county market area). As long as a current address is available, my assistant updates the alumni database, then mails the laminated original article/photo along with a “You Are in the News!” cover letter and a membership brochure to the alumnus. We often receive thank you notes from our alumni and an occasional membership. At the very least, we know that our recognition and communication efforts result in making more memories for our alumni. In a small, but very personal way, we keep our alumni connected with their community college, our ultimate organizational mission.
Feel free to contact me at brump@scciowa.edu for a copy of our membership brochure, bylaws, alumni newsletter, distinguished alumni policy and nomination form, payroll deduction form or alumni scholarship policy and application. Good luck!
