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Life choices: Examining factors influencing degree choice
of College of Agriculture Freshmen

Introduction/Theoretical Framework
	Agriculture is a very broad industry which influences our society by providing food, fiber, and fuel. The agriculture industry employs about 15% of the total American workforce (American Farm Bureau, 2013). Choosing a major in college can shape the entire future of a student. According to Scott and Lavergne (2004), there has been a decline in the number of students choosing agricultural majors. While the demand for agricultural specialists is on the rise, enrollment is decreasing (Donnermeyer and Kreps, 1994). The factors that influence students to choose agricultural majors can be instrumental in the recruitment efforts of agricultural colleges. Colleges of agriculture must focus recruitment efforts of student’s into agricultural careers to maintain a steady agricultural workforce (Scott and Lavergne, 2004).
While prior experience ranked highest, personal role models and agriculture professionals had a major influence on students choosing agricultural majors (Wildman and Torres, 2001). Beggs, Bantham, and Taylor (2008) found family members and high school teachers were influential in students choice of major. Esters and Bowen (2005) reported the opposite where students chose female guardians as a “low influence” on career choice but ranked the highest among individuals influence on career choice followed by a friend, male guardian, and another family member. Determining the factors that influence students to choose agricultural careers can greatly shape the future of agriculture. 
Prior exposure to agriculture is a major factor influencing students to choose an agricultural major (Donnermeyer and Kreps 1994). Wildman and Torres (2001) found similar results, as students chose “prior experiences” in agriculture as a major factor for choosing an agricultural major. Yet, as urban populations increase, fewer youth are being exposed to agriculture (Esters and Bowen, 2004). Determining the factors that influence students to choose agricultural careers can greatly shape the future of agriculture.
Methodology
	To assess how students learned about an agricultural degree, the 2012 freshmen class in the College of Agriculture at the University of [STATE] were evaluated.  A survey instrument was distributed to 226 freshmen. The survey evaluated student’s use of social media, choice of the University of [STATE] for a college education, choice of intended degree program, and scholarship information. This research focuses on student’s influence of degree choice. Freshmen were asked: How did you learn about your intended degree program? Check all that apply. They were given options that included: Meeting with [UNIVERSITY] Ag staff/faculty member, [UNIVERSITY] representative, Internet research, social media, [UNIVERSITY] event, high school visit, guidance counselor, teacher, Extension agent, [UNIVERSITY] student referral, and other (please specify). Freshmen completed the survey online via the survey tool “SurveyMonkey” by the end of their first semester.
 A total of 219 students responded to the question, leaving 7 responses omitted due to incompletion. 
Results/Findings
	From the analysis, the resource which ranked the highest for freshman at the University of [STATE] in learning about an intended degree program was “Internet research” (N=134; 61.2%) followed by “meeting with [UNIVERSITY] Ag staff/faulty member” (N=71; 32.4%), “high school visit” (N=35; 16%), “[UNIVERSITY] representative” (N=32; 14.6%), “[UNIVERSITY] event” (N=30; 13.7%), “teacher” (N=25; 11.4%), “guidance counselor” (N=22, 10%), “[UNIVERSITY] student referral” (N=22, 10%), “social media” (N=10, 4.6%), and “Extension agent” (N=6; 2.7%). The resource which ranked the lowest was “Extension agent” (N=6; 2.7%). In the “other” section the most written responses included: friends (N=3; 1.3%), family member (N=3; 1.3%), alumni (N=2, 0.9%), academic commons market (N=2; 0.9%), and parent (N=2; 0.9%). 
Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
Beggs, Bantham, and Taylor (2008) reported few participants’ researched information about their chosen major; which contradicts the findings of this survey which indicate “Internet research” as a top resource. This may imply students are relying more heavily on the Internet as sources of information. In order to reach a broad range of potential students, the College of Agriculture faculties need to focus more attention of recruitment efforts on Internet bases, as the majority of students use the Internet as a source of information. Donnermeyer and Kreps (1994) reported students were influenced more by parents than teachers to enroll in the College of Agriculture. The freshmen who took the 2012 survey reported opposite; choosing teachers over parents as factors for degree choice. These results could be an outcome of urban sprawl with fewer student’s parents having a rural background. The results indicate students rely more heavily on university resources than family, friends, or teachers. The top five sources of information about degree programs were university related. These findings correlate with the findings of Wildman and Torres (2001), as they reported the friendliness of faculty in the College of Agriculture can determine student’s career choice in agriculture. This boosts the importance of offering a welcoming atmosphere for potential students.  It is recommended by the researcher for the College of Agriculture’s faculties to: provide a positive environment during visits of potential students, display clear communication for further information, increase the use of social media as an information source, assemble up to date websites and information, and provide the opportunity for virtual student visits.

References
American Farm Bureau. (2011). Fast facts about agriculture. Retrieved October 10, 2013 from
	http://www.fb.org/index.php?action=newsroom.fastfacts

Beggs, J.M., Bantham, J.H., and Taylor, S. (2008). Distinguishing the factors influencing college
students’ choice of major. College Student Journal, 42(2), 381-394. 

Donnermeyer, J.F., and Kreps, G.M. (1994). Assessing college of agriculture freshmen. NACTA
Journal, 38(1), 45-48. 

Esters, L.T., and Bowen, B.E. (2004). Factors influencing enrollment in an urban agricultural
education program. Journal of Career and Technical Education, 21(1), 25-36.

Esters, L.T., and Bowen, B.E. (2005). Factors influencing career choices of urban agricultural
education students. Journal of Agricultural Education, 46(2), 24-35.

Scott, F.L., and Lavergne, D. (2004). Perceptions of agricultural students regarding the image of
agriculture and barriers to enrolling in an agricultural education class. Journal of
Southern Agricultural Education Research, 54(1), 48-59.

Wildman, M., Torres, R.M. (2001). Factors identified when selecting a major in agriculture.
Journal of Agricultural Education, 42(2), 46-55.

