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Pre-College Influencers on Undergraduate Enrollment Decisions
Introduction/Need for Research
The role of land grant institutions was defined by the Morrill Act and has been consistent in its mission since its adoption  in the 1800s (Gordon, 2008).  Graduate follow up studies have also been conducted to assess the perceptions of alumni toward academic advising and extracurricular activities (Osmond, Hoover, & Dougherty, March, 1998; Suvedi & Heyboer, 2004).  Decisions to enroll in a specific institution were impacted by pre-college influences (Mosman, 1987; Osmond, et al., March, 1998).  Understanding why students select enrollment in a land grant institution may assist in student recruitment and support National Research Agenda Priority 3 Sufficient Workforce (Doerfert, 2011).

Conceptual Framework
Conceptually, the focus of education in the College of Agricultural and Life Sciences was learner centered and focused on knowledge, collaboration, diversity and creativity from the faculty, students, and staff ("2011-2015 strategic plan," 2013).  When considering the ideal goal of a quality university experience for our students, all components must be considered and assessed when determining how to maintain and enhance the university experience for all students in alignment with both college and university goals for student experiences during enrollment ("2011-2015 strategic plan," 2013) (Figure 1).  

Figure 1.  Conceptual Framework for Student Success in the University Setting

The College of Agricultural and Life Sciences periodically contacts alumni to gather stakeholder input on several aspects of their university experience including pre-college decision influencers (Mosman, 1987).  Student learning at the university level can only be impacted if a student enrolls in the post-secondary institution.  By considering what influences a student to enroll in a given institution, universities can better recruit and provide quality instruction.

Methodology
A web-based survey was sent to all graduates from the College of Agricultural and Life Sciences from 1984-2010.  The list of alumni was provided by the university Registrar’s office along with contact and basic demographic information.  The survey was requested to provide additional information to the faculty and administration in College of Agricultural and Life Sciences.  Based on the confirmed viable email addresses (322), 312 responded for a 97% response rate and 81.4% (n=262) completed the survey in its entirety.  Control for non-response was addressed by comparing early and late responders.  The total respondent pool (n=312) was sorted by response date and time, and the first half of the responders (n=156) were identified as early responders and the second half (n=156) were identified as late responders (Lindner, Murphy, & Briers, 2001).  No significant differences were found between the two groups (α = 0.05).  

Results/Findings
The majority of the College of Agricultural and Life Sciences graduates who responded attended the university as their first choice in college (74.5%, n=225). Respondents were asked to indicate the most influential person or item in their decision to attend the university (Figure 2).

Figure 2.  Most Influential Individuals/Factors on University Enrollment Decisions
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Conclusions
Recruitment of students into land grant universities, colleges of agriculture, and specific agricultural majors was consistently a concern for agricultural colleges and universities.  Noting the importance of influencers on college decisions provides colleges and universities with pertinent information to be utilized in their recruitment efforts. Communicating key information to parents (greatest college decision influencer at 28%), physically bringing student to campus for an activity, especially one related to agriculture (24%) and providing information to agriculture teachers reaches a vast majority of the primary influencers that might encourage students to enroll at the university, in CALS, and specific majors within each department.

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on the Profession
Recruiting quality students into Colleges of Agricultural and Life Sciences is vital to the continued health of agricultural education.  Continuing direct involvement of university faculty with on campus activities such as 4-H Teen Conferences and State FFA events such as Career Development Events and Leadership Conferences will assist in recruitment of quality students into university level programs.  Similarly, continued communication and positive relationships with parents, alumni and secondary agricultural educators will provide support in student recruitment to Colleges of Agricultural and Life Sciences as well as agricultural education teacher preparation programs. 
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