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Introduction/Theoretical Framework
Colleges across the country have experienced difficulty providing enough qualified graduates to meet the employment needs in the agriculture, food, and natural resources sectors.  In order to meet these increasing employment demands, colleges of agriculture must increase the quantity of graduates from their programs, which is dependent on effective recruitment strategies.  DesJardins, Dunbar, and Hendel (1999) indicated many institutions are not certain about the effectiveness of the outreach and recruitment processes used in recruiting potential students to their colleges. 

Researchers concluded that parents were a major influence on a student’s choice of major and institution (Rayfield, Murphrey, Skaggs, & Shafer, 2013; Rocca and Washburn, 2005). Herren, Cartmell, and Robertson (2011) 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, were visits by university personnel to selected high schools. Shrestha, Suvedi, and Foster (2011) reported family and friends were the largest source of information and campus visits were the smallest source of information. 

Chapman’s (1981) model of student college-choice served as the theoretical basis for this study and identifies two areas that influence college choice - student characteristics and external influences. The model of student college-choice suggests that significant persons influence students' perceptions of a college such as parents, counselors, teachers, or other students. Chapman’s model would suggest that gaining a better understanding of the role of influential people would enable colleges of agriculture to more efficiently use their resources to conduct outreach activities during the most critical times in the decision making process. 

Purpose/Objectives
The purpose of this quantitative study was to describe the people and factors that influenced new students’ decisions to attend the colleges of agriculture at two Midwestern land grant universities. The following research objectives guided this study:

1. Describe the demographics of new students.
2. Identify the people who influenced students’ college decisions.
3.  	Identify the factors that influenced students’ college decisions.

Methods
The population for this descriptive study consisted of freshmen students in the colleges of agriculture at two Midwestern land grant institutions. After receiving IRB approval, contact information was obtained for all students entering the college of agriculture for the fall semester.  All data was collected during the fall semester.

Dillman, Smyth, and Christian’s (2009) tailored design method was used to develop the electronic survey instrument and guide the data collection process. Students were asked a variety of demographic questions and asked to identify and rank people and factors that influenced their decision to attend the colleges of agriculture at two Midwestern land-grant institutions.

The usable response rate was 62.35% (n = 704), which represented students from two Midwestern land-grant institutions. To control for nonresponse error, we compared early and late respondents as recommended by Lindner, Murphy, and Briers (2001) and found no statistically significant differences. Data was analyzed using descriptive statistics. 

Results/Findings
Female students comprised 60.1% (n = 423) of respondents in this study with 55.4% (n = 390) of the respondents reporting an immediate family member involved in farming or another agriculture-related business. Ninety-eight point three percent (n = 692) of participants attended the four-year institutions directly following high school. 

Over half of the respondents (58.2%; n = 410) indicated at least one of their parents attended the institution they currently attended and 38.2% (n = 269) had family members other than a parent attend their same land-grant institution. Students identified their parent as the most influential person in selecting their college (49.9%; n = 351). The next most influential individuals were both an agricultural educator, and a family member other than parent (21.6%; n = 152). Nearly eighty percent of respondents (79.4%; n = 559) indicated they had participated in an official campus visit during their college selection process.

Factors most frequently identified as influencing their attendance at the land-grant institutions included pursuing a career that interests me (85.1%; n = 599), job placement rate (51.8%; n = 365) and internship opportunities (47.3%; n = 333).

Discussion/Conclusion/Implications
It is well documented in literature that parents play an important role in the college decision-making process (Rayfield, Murphrey, Skaggs, & Shafer, 2013; Rocca and Washburn, 2005). Results indicated parents were the most influential people in the decision-making process. It was also noted the influence of agricultural educators and family members other than a parent on the decision-making process. Universities need to be more aware of the factors that influence prospective students’ decisions to attend land-grant institutions. Participants valued the role of careers that interested them, job placement rate, and internship opportunities. It is critical to highlight these opportunities for students in marketing materials and on prospective college visits. 

These findings can guide recruitment efforts at land-grant universities by allowing institutions to be more intentional with their recruitment efforts. Specific detail needs to be provided to students regarding the factors that influence their decisions. In addition, as primary influences on students’ decisions, parents as well as agricultural educators need information pertinent to land-grant institutions and their related programs of study when students are deciding to attend college.  Future research needs conducted to determine the timing of students’ decisions and if students persist at a university based on the factors that influenced them to attend.
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