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Impact of Influential People and Timing of the College Decision-Making Process
Nationwide colleges of agriculture have struggled to meet the need for qualified graduates to fill jobs in the food, renewable energy, and environmental industry sectors. Many institutions are still uncertain about which outreach and recruitment processes are effective (DesJardins, Dunbar, and Hendel, 1999). In some cases, administrators have begun to question the value of outreach activities that have traditionally been sponsored and coordinated by colleges of agriculture. Typically the decision to conduct such activities is based on tradition rather than empirical evidence. Acknowledging that a student’s college-choice strongly influences his or her professional career (Hossler and Stage, 1992), colleges of agriculture should evaluate strategies to effectively attract students in an effort to continue producing the future professionals needed by the industries they serve.  
Chapman’s (1981) model of student college-choice served as the theoretical basis for this study. Chapman’s model suggests that significant persons such as parents, friends, role models, and school personnel influence students' perceptions of a college. Adapted to this study, Chapman’s model would suggest that gaining a better understanding of the role of influential people along with the timing of students’ college decisions would enable colleges of agriculture to more efficiently use their recruiting resources by targeting those influential people and by conducting outreach activities during the most critical times in the decision making process. 
The purpose of this study was to examine the college decision making process of students entering a college of agriculture in hopes of identifying the most influential people and the time that those decisions are typically made.  The following research objectives guided this study: 

1) Determine the most influential people on undergraduate agriculture students’ college decision-making process.

2) Determine when undergraduate agriculture students’ begin and finalize their college choice.
Methodology
This descriptive study focused on a target population that included all incoming undergraduate students entering a college of agriculture during the fall 2013 (N = 460).  A modified version of the Washburn, Garton, and Vaughn (2002) questionnaire was used to assess the influence of various people and to examine when students began and finalized their college decisions.  The instrument was reviewed by a panel of experts to establish face and content validity. A pilot test (n = 34) was conducted to determine the internal consistency of the instrument (Washburn et al., 2002).  A Spearman-Brown Split-half reliability analysis was performed resulting in a reliability of .70 (coefficient alpha).  

An online questionnaire consisting of 74 items was administered through email requests sent to students in the population. The initial email request directing students to the questionnaire was followed by two additional reminders sent at two-week intervals. A comparison of non-respondents to respondents was conducted on student information obtained a priori to control for non-response error (Linder, Murphy, & Briers, 2001; Miller & Smith, 1983).  The comparison of grade point average, race, and selected major yielded no notable differences. 

Results

Completed instruments were received from 170 of the 460 students in the population for a response rate of 36.9%. Respondents were 67% female and 57% entered the university as freshman, while the remaining 43% were community college transfers. 
In regards to the most influential people on students’ college decision-making process, the results show that parent or guardian had the greatest influence (M = 3.53 on a 1 to 5 Likert-type scale). Parents were followed by high school agriculture teacher (M = 3.15), relative who attend the university (M = 3.10), friend who attends the college (M = 3.09), and college of agriculture faculty/staff (M = 2.91). The people who had the least influence on students’ college choice were their high school science teachers (M = 2.04), community college counselors (M = 2.38), other high school teachers (M = 2.49), friends from high school (M = 2.53), and graduates of the college of agriculture (M = 2.55).
This study also sought answers to the question of when do students begin and finalize their college decision-making process. Results show that 21% of the respondents began this process before 9th grade, 19% during 9th grade, 16% during 10th grade, 25% during 11th grade, 9.5% during their senior year, and 9.5% after high school. When asked about the finalization of their decision, none of the respondents made their decision before the 9th grade, 1.6% decided during 9th grade, 1.6% during 10th grade, 6.3% during 11th grade, 49.2% during 12th grade, and 41.3% made their final decision during community college. 
Conclusions
The strong influence of parents and guardians in the college choice process is well documented in the literature (Broeckemier & Seshadri, 1999; Rosato, 1993; Hossler & Stage, 1992). This study was no different, with parent or guardian being the highest rank. It is also interesting to note that high school agriculture teacher was the second most influential. This is especially notable when you consider that the high school science teacher and other high school teachers were near the bottom of the list. These findings support the need to target parents and high agriculture teachers when recruiting students. The university should make every effort to not only interact with students, but also these influential people as they have an important role in the decision-making process. This also lends support for continued relationship building with agricultural education alums as their perceptions of the university will surely be communicated to their high school students whether it be positive or negative.
When examining the timing of the college decision-making process it appears that the freshman year is a crucial time for outreach efforts as 40% of the respondents began their decision process by their freshman year in high school. Even more important, targeting students during their senior year, as nearly half (49.2%) of the respondents made their decision to attend the university during that year. These findings should help guide outreach staff as they schedule their activities and school visits. Attention should be paid to providing freshman with the information needed to begin making an informed decision, while seniors should be provided with relevant information and support that will assist them in making their decision final. 
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