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Information Sources and Institutional Characteristics Impacting Minority Student Recruitment into a College of Agriculture
Even with the current trend of increasing enrollment, colleges of agriculture are estimated to provide only 54% of the workforce needed to fill the expected job openings between 2010 and 2015 (Goeker, Smith, Smith, and Goetz, 2010). To help meet the need for more qualified graduates, colleges of agriculture commit a great deal of time, energy, and financial resources to their outreach and recruitment programs (Washburn, Garton, and Vaughn, 2002). This has created a situation in which university administrators are looking to increase and improve recruitment efforts.  An area that holds potential for increased enrollment is in the recruitment of minority students, especially at Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSI).  Historically, recruiting minority students into agricultural programs has been a challenge due to the negative stigma associated with agriculture and the misconception that it only offers jobs as farm laborers (Nichols & Nelson, 1993).
The purpose of this study was to examine recruitment efforts as they affect the decision-making processes of minority and non-minority students entering [institution name]. The following research objectives guided this study:

1. Determine if a difference existed between minority and non-minority students in terms of their use of information sources and their perceived usefulness of those sources
2. Determine if a difference existed between minority and non-minority students in terms of the influence of institutional characteristics.

Methodology
The target population for this descriptive census study consisted of all the new undergraduate matriculants entering the College of Agricultural Sciences at (University) for the fall semester 2013 (N = 460).  The population was divided for comparison based on those students who reported their ethnicity as Caucasian (n = 103) and those students that reported being a minority [(n = 67) Hispanic = 51, Asian = 9, African-American = 5 and other = 1].
A modified version of Washburn, Garton, and Vaughn’s (2002) questionnaire was used to assess the use and usefulness of recruitment information sources and to examine the influence of various institutional characteristics. The instrument was previously reviewed by an expert panel to ensure face and content validity and 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).  

For this study, the questionnaire consisting of 74 items was administered online and participation was requested via email to all students in the population.  After the initial email request directing students to the questionnaire URL, two additional follow-up email messages were sent at two-week intervals. Non-response error was controlled by comparing non-respondents to respondents on student information obtained a priori (Linder, Murphy, & Briers, 2001; Miller & Smith, 1983).  No notable differences were found from a comparison of grade point average, race, and selected major.
Results 

A total of 170 usable instruments were received, resulting in a response rate of 36.9%. Of the 170 respondents, 103 reported their ethnicity as Caucasian, while 67 reported being a minority (Hispanic = 51, Asian = 9, African-American = 5, and other = 1). The gender of respondents was 70% minority females compared to 67% Caucasian females. 

The first research objective sought to examine differences in the use of information and the perceived usefulness of those information sources. Results indicated that 98% of the Caucasian students and 96% of the minority students felt that they received enough information to make an informed decision to attend the university. Caucasian students reported that university information on the web, visits to campus, degree program information on the web, printed university publications, and college of agriculture information on the web were the most frequently used information sources. Minority students indicated that visits to campus, university information on the web, degree program information on the web, personal conservations with faculty and printed university publications to be their most used sources. When asked about the most useful sources, both groups felt visits to campus were their top choice followed by participation in recruitment events and other student events on campus, such as FFA field days.  Minority students did indicate that a personal conservation with a professor was their third most useful information source as compared to Caucasian students who ranked it sixth.
For objective two, examining the influence of institutional characteristics found that both groups were most interested in the job opportunities afforded to them after graduation. Minority students followed that with consideration of the distance of the university from home, quality and reputation of faculty, variety of majors offered, and the university’s academic reputation. Caucasian students differed, as they were concerned with the variety of majors offered, cost of tuition/rent, preparation for employment and quality of the academic facilities.
Conclusions

This study sought to determine if differences existed between Caucasian and minority students. Results did show a few differences, however the notable conclusions to be drawn here are the similarities of the two groups.  Both groups indicated a strong preference for gathering information during a visit to the university campus through events like open house or FFA Field Days. These findings lend support to the college-choice literature, which consistently states the important role of campus visits (Cunningham and Fickes, 2000; Walters, 1997). Both groups also found the university and the college’s website to be important sources of information. Based on these findings, the university and college should continue to support and expand upon its opportunities to get students to visit campus for outreach events. Simultaneously, they should continue efforts to provide timely, accurate, and user friendly websites as they provide both groups of students with essential information. During these events and on the web, attention should be paid to promoting the institutional characteristics on the mind of most potential students. Both student groups want to hear about the opportunities for them after graduation, so marketing messages should be developed accordingly. Profiles of students with interesting internships, stories about successful graduates, as well as graduate follow-up and placement data should all be considered for recruitment publications and clearly posted on websites.
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