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Perceived Factors that Influence Student Enrollment in a 
University Agricultural Sciences Program

Introduction/Need for Research
The Department of Agricultural Sciences at [State] University has seen a 37.05% increase in undergraduate enrollment from the fall of 2008 to the fall of 2012.  Although it is believed this increase is in reference to time and money spent in recruitment efforts toward students, there is no specific data to support this conclusion.  When looking at past studies toward recruitment of students enrolled in university agricultural programs across the nation there is a wide-range of conclusions.  However, there is one shared conclusion, parents are a major influence on a student’s choice of major and institution (Rocca and Washburn, 2005; Wildman and Torres, 2001; Herren et al., 2011; Rayfield et al., 2013).  In terms of influences as informational sources, Herren et al. found campus visits and personal conversations with a professor to be the most influential.  On the opposite end of the spectrum, one of the least influential resources, as an information source, were visits by university personnel to selected high schools.  Shrestha et al., (2011) reported family and friends were the largest source of information and campus visits were the smallest source of information.  

Theoretical Framework
One of the most well-known models of recruitment is the Chapman’s Model of Student College Choice.  Chapman’s Model of Student College Choice (1981) expresses there are two areas that influence college choice – student characteristics and external influences.  The student characteristics encompassed socioeconomic status, aptitude, level of educational aspiration, and high school performance.  As for the external influences, this included: the influence of significant persons, fixed college characteristics, and college efforts to communicate with prospective students.  Chapman indicated external influence comes from parents, counselors, other students, teachers, and college admission officers.  Fixed college characteristics cannot be changed with ease, such as: location, cost, campus environment, and desired programs.  Cost is one of the leading influences of whether a student will attend a college although it can be reduced with factors such as financial aid.  Location can also be a large determiner.  Over 50% of first year students will enroll in an institution within 50 miles of their hometown.  A college effort to communicate with a student can be described as their marketing approach. However, Chapman stated this model does not exhaust all possibilities, but it does identify major factors.  

Methodology
The purpose of this introductory study was to identify influential factors upon students’ choice to enroll within a department of agricultural sciences at a selected university.  The primary objectives were to first identify the resources new students utilized to gain information about the institution and program, and second identify factors which impacted their decision to enroll.  The target population of this descriptive study was branded as students enrolled in an agricultural science program and more specifically freshman students who were registered in a freshman seminar class within the selected department.  The instrumentation used in data collection was adapted from Williams (2007), which was adapted from the work of Wildman (1997).  Wildman established reliability using test-retest methodology on a pilot group of students (N=25) at New Mexico State University.   Face and content validity were established by faculty at [State] University.  The sections of the research instrument focused on this abstract included: methods in which participants learned about the identified agricultural department (10 items), individuals who were influential to college choice (11 items), and university characteristics important to choice of said university (25 items).  All items in these sections were measured utilizing a five-point Likert-type scale with a 5 indicating an item was very influential.  Data collection within the four sections of the freshman seminar course (N=165) resulted in 118 usable surveys for a 71.52% response rate.

Results/Findings
Demographic characteristics showed just under one-quarter (24.6%, n = 29) of survey participants indicated they were the first of their immediate family to attend a university.  Almost half (48.3%, n = 57) of all participants stated their hometown was 0-2 hours from [State] University.  During high school, the majority of students were involved in athletics (n=87, 73.73 %), FFA (n = 72, 61.01%), and 4-H (n=57, 48.31%).  The average number of dual credit hours transferred in was just over 16 with 66.38% of participants having such credit.

In identifying methods students utilized to gain information about the institution and program, a visit to campus (M=3.57, SD=1.31) produced the highest mean score on the five-point Likert-type scale.  This was followed by a personal conversation with a professor on campus (M=3.34, SD=1.52) and next the university Web site (M=2.97, SD=1.25).  The three lowest rated items were a visit by a university representative to their high school (M=1.99, SD=1.31), participation in an on campus recruitment program (M=1.90, SD=1.20), and television, radio, newspaper, or magazine advertisement (M=1.65, SD=0.97).  

The most influential person participants identified was parents or guardians (M=3.67, SD=1.25) and was followed by [university] graduate (M=2.54, SD=2.54).  The most highly rated university factor upon decision to enroll was cost (M=3.91, SD=1.18).  This was followed by faculty’s friendliness in the department (M=3.76, SD=1.26), friendly atmosphere in the department (M=3.75, SD=1.28) class size (M=3.72, SD=1.20) and majors offered (M=3.68, SD=1.19). The least influential people were high school counselor (M=1.87, SD=1.28) and high school administrator (M=1.68, SD=1.08).  The university factor with the lowest rated influence was prominence of university athletic teams (M=2.44, SD=1.45).

Conclusions/Recommendations
A campus visit was the most significant method for students to gain information about their chosen university.  A personal conversation with a university professor and the university website also showed to be useful information sources.  Parents or guardians were clearly the most influential person upon survey participants.  The most influential university factor upon decision to enroll was cost followed by a perceived friendliness of agricultural faculty as well as the department as a whole.  

Recommendations are made to continue quantitative and qualitative data collection with future audiences of incoming agricultural students to better determine what external factors are bringing them to this university.  As well data should be analyzed to see if any factors can be identified which might impact a students’ decision to persist through the university and department.  The value of a campus visit should continue to be emphasized to prospective students.  Further the value of a personal conversation with a faculty member should continue to be stressed to university faculty as well as administrators.  All university stakeholders must continue to recall they are not only recruiting students, but parents as well.  Finally one-fourth of all participants in this study were first generation college students and approximately one half were former FFA or 4-H members and attended college within two hours of home.  Recruitment efforts should continue toward these audiences as well as opportunities should be explored that might better recruit students not fitting these demographic characteristics.  
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