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Developing Agricultural Communications Graduate Student Recruitment Strategies 

Need for Research
The number of students interested in pursuing graduate programs has increased, which is a result of students’ perceptions that improved skillsets provide higher earnings potential (Fry, 2014). With more students seeking additional education, many U.S. graduate programs are working to increase enrollment rates, creating a higher level of competition in the recruitment process. The Department of Agricultural Education and Communications (AEC) at Texas Tech University established a five-year graduate program growth plan in 2015 to increase graduate program admissions and course enrollment (Department of Agricultural Education and Communications, 2015). As the AEC department seeks to achieve its enrollment goals, more emphasis should be placed on recruitment messaging and implementation to compete with other graduate programs. Before recruitment messages are created, there is a need to gather information on what prospective students look for in graduate programs (Tas & Ergin, 2012). The purpose of this study was to identify prospective agricultural communications graduate students’ perceived 1) benefits and barriers of attending graduate school, 2) effective recruitment messaging, and 3) influential recruitment message delivery method. These perspectives were used to develop a graduate student recruitment messaging strategy for the AEC department at Texas Tech University and could be beneficial for any agricultural communications or education program looking to expand its graduate enrollment. This study addressed Priority Three, Sufficient Scientific and Professional Workforce That Addresses the Challenges of the 21st Century, of the National Research Agenda for the American Association for Agricultural Education (Roberts, Harder, & Brashears, 2016).

Conceptual Framework
Chapman’s Model of Student College Choice (1981) guided the development of focus group questions related to the recruitment of prospective graduate students. The model suggests a student’s college choice is influenced by student and external influence characteristics. Two of the model’s external influence categories were used in this study: (1) the fixed characteristics of the institution, and (2) the institution’s effort to communicate with prospective students. The student characteristics of socioeconomic status and experiences were considered as impacting their level of interest in graduate school.  

Methods
This study used a qualitative research design. Three voluntary focus groups were conducted to interview three groups of people: agricultural communications undergraduate students and industry professionals, who represented prospective graduate students, and current [university] agricultural communications graduate students. A convenience sample of six participants per focus group was obtained. A demographic survey was administered at the beginning of each focus group. Of the total focus group sample (n=18), 17 participants were female. The first two focus groups were held during annual agricultural communications industry conferences in 2015, Ag Media Summit and the National Association of Farm Broadcasters’ annual meeting, where a sample population of industry professionals and undergraduate students could be easily recruited. Three agricultural communications industry professionals and nine undergraduate students representing seven universities participated in the two focus groups. Participants were recruited through one-on-one conversations and flyer distribution during conference trade shows to avoid distracting attendees during breakout sessions. The interviews were held in on-site meeting rooms at each conference. A third focus group held on campus interviewed six current graduate students enrolled in the Texas Tech University agricultural communications graduate program to understand the messages and factors that influenced their decision to attend Texas Tech. The same moderator’s guide was used in all focus groups to avoid researcher bias. Questions were generalized to be applicable to most agricultural communications graduate programs. Current graduate students who were interviewed in the third focus group were asked the same questions presented to the other groups but were asked to answer by reflecting on their own recruitment experiences. The moderator summarized the conversation and participants confirmed the content to ensure data dependability (Kreuger & Casey, 2002). Focus groups were video recorded and transcribed. Axial coding was used to develop themes and categories from the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1965). Two researchers individually analyzed the data to ensure credibility and accuracy. Peer debriefing was used to compare and contrast results (Huberman & Miles, 1994). 

Results
[bookmark: _GoBack]Participants in the three focus groups collectively identified career advancement, potential salary increases, and the opportunity to further develop their skills as benefits of graduate school. Program and faculty reputation, tuition costs, campus location, and the availability of distance degree programs were identified as influential factors in an individual’s decision to enroll in a graduate program. The identified recruitment messaging themes showed participants preferred to learn about the value of a graduate degree, the program’s successes, and the reputation of the program and faculty during recruitment. Message implementation themes showed one-on-one communication with the program’s faculty members is viewed as the most influential method of recruitment. The program’s website and social media posts were viewed as important information sources during recruitment, but were secondary to personal communication. Video was the favored medium for sharing information about the program and application process.

Conclusions
The results of this study suggest the most important recruitment messages are the overall value of a master’s degree and the opportunities within the program. One-on-one communication from a graduate program’s faculty members is the most influential recruitment method. Digital communication resources, such as the department’s website and social media posts, provide important supportive information about a graduate program’s value, career benefits, course offerings, teaching and research opportunities, and application processes. 

Implications and Recommendations
The data from this study is already being used by Texas Tech University to develop graduate student messages. Graduate program faculty members should focus on developing relationships with prospective graduate students within their own university and at professional conferences. Informative videos about the program should be available on the program’s website and social media posts. Messages should address the career and skill development value of graduate school and information about the application process. Because ag communications programs are traditionally housed in multi-disciplinary departments, additional research is needed to understand the recruitment needs of prospective students in agricultural leadership, education, and extension to create a comprehensive recruitment plan for the department. Messages should be tested to ensure messages resonate with potential graduate students. 
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