College Choice Perceptions of Non-First-Generation, First-Year Students 
in the Ferguson College of Agriculture at Oklahoma State University

Introduction/Theoretical Framework

Factors influencing student’s college choice are changing continually. Higher education must continue to understand these factors and how their identities affect enrollment as it relates to non-first-generation students. As the world adjusts to a life post-pandemic, so must academic institutions to keep enrollment from falling and to ensure scholarly success. Understanding what influences students’ college choice in an era where learning looks different is imperative to ensure academic prosperity. 

Employment opportunities for graduates in the food, agriculture, and natural resources fields are increasing alongside the development of technology, governmental policies, and the hunger crisis. This study surveyed students in the Ferguson College of Agriculture at Oklahoma State University. Currently, 3,099 students are enrolled in this college, and they represent 43 states and 30 different countries (OSU, 2022). The Ferguson College of Agriculture consists of 12 academic departments and multidisciplinary programs (OSU, 2022).

This study used a theoretical framework similar to that used by Klein and Washburn (2012) and by Herren (2005) as well as Chapman’s (1981) Model of Influence on College Choice. This study focuses on three key themes used to evaluate a student’s college choice: influence of institutional characteristics, influence of significant persons, and influence of communications efforts. 

Purpose/Research Questions

	Research has not been conducted recently to examine the effectiveness of recruitment practices and external factors affecting the undergraduate college choice process for non-first-generation students at OSU, especially as college students of a new era pursue their degrees in a post-pandemic environment. The purpose of this study was to identify external influences and recruitment tactics affecting college choice for first-year undergraduate students enrolled in the Ferguson College of Agriculture at OSU. The research questions for this study were as follows: 

1. Were specific characteristics of the institution, certain individuals, degree program, or social interaction influential in helping students decide to enroll in the Ferguson College of Agriculture at OSU? If so, how influential?

2. Were recruitment information sources useful in helping students decide to enroll in the Ferguson College of Agriculture at OSU? If so, how useful?

3. When did students begin and finalize the decision to select a major and attend OSU?




Methods/Procedures

This survey was created using instruments from the two similar previous studies and updated language (Bradford, 2016; Herren et al., 2005) to identify the recruitment efforts affecting college choice for non-first-generation students enrolling in the Ferguson College of Agriculture at OSU. To establish face and content validity, the original survey instrument (Herren et al., 2011) was reviewed by a panel of experts consisting of personnel representing the OSU Ferguson College of Agriculture’s academic programs office, OSU's high school and college relations office, and the OSU Department of Agricultural Education, Communications and Leadership. 

The study distributed an electronic questionnaire to the population of full-time students enrolled in the Freshman Seminar course in the OSU Ferguson College of Agriculture during the Fall 2021 semester. This course places emphasis on learning strategies, student success resources, advisement systems, co-curricular opportunities, degree requirements and career opportunities in various fields of agricultural sciences and is a required course for all freshmen in the college (OSU, 2022). All eligible students were sent an email containing the link to the questionnaire; they had the option to complete the questionnaire or to complete an alternate task as a class assignment. 

Of the 582 students in the course, 493 responded; 440 answered the survey completely and their responses were retained (75.6% response rate). Of these, 324 were self-identified as non-first-generation students (73.6% of respondents). This study focuses on these non-first-generation, first-year college students. 

The influence of recruitment information sources, people, social interaction opportunities, and degree program and institutional characteristics were described using frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations. Statistics were tested using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences 26.0 for Mac. 

Results

	Of the participants in the study, 69.1% (n = 224) were female with 96.3% (n = 312) being white or non-Hispanic ethnicity. Age of participants ranged from 18 to 28 with 96.9% (n = 314) falling within the ages 18 and 19. The mean age was 18.40. The largest portion of the participants, 43.8% (n = 142) were Animal Science majors followed by Agribusiness majors at 17.0% (n = 55). 

	The first survey question was used to determine the level of influence of institutional characteristics, certain individuals, degree program characteristics, and influence of social experiences. Participants were asked to rate the level of influence on 13 items on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 indicating “not influential” and 5 indicating “very influential.”

	Scholarships awarded (M = 4.10; SD = 1.01) and academic reputation of the university (M = 4.10; SD = 1.09) had the highest mean level of influence. Quality and reputation of faculty (M = 4.07; SD = 0.97), preparation for employment (M = 4.06; SD = 1.03), and quality of facilities (M = 4.05; SD = 0.93) were also influential characteristics participants considered when choosing a college. Eleven institutional characteristics had a mean level of influence greater than 3.00. The least influential institutional characteristics affecting college choice in this study were class size and number of students in the major. 
	Individuals with influence on participants’ college choice were measured by giving the participants a list of 11 potentially influential individuals and asking them to rate the level of influence for each in relation to college choice. To determine the most influential individual, the students were asked to not rate a specific type of individual if that person did not have influence on the student’s college choice (see Table 1).

Table 1. 
Top 5 significant persons and their influence in university selection
	People
	
	Level of Influence

	
	Percent
	   Rank             SD

	Parent or guardian
	95.7%
	3.76 (1)
	1.32

	Ferguson College of Agriculture current student
	73.8%
	3.25 (2)
	1.49

	Ferguson College of Agriculture Alumni
	67.3%
	3.22 (3)
	1.59

	Other Relative
	84.6%
	3.21 (4)
	1.49

	Ferguson College of Agriculture Faculty or Staff
	67.3%
	3.15 (5)
	1.49


	
	The most useful source of information was visits to campus with a mean usefulness of 4.34 (SD = 0.89). Of respondents, 88.9% indicated they had visited campus. Information sources with a mean usefulness of 3.00 or above were considered important in influencing the college choice process. The top five can be found in Table 2. Other sources with a mean usefulness better than 3.00 included Ferguson College of Agriculture social media accounts, contact with a professor on campus, contact with a Ferguson College of Agriculture representative (ambassador, student coordinator, etc.), contact with OSU Admissions representatives, OSU printed publications, Ferguson College of Agriculture printed publications, participation in an on-campus recruitment day, participation in 4-H and/or FFA events on campus, interaction with Ferguson College of Agriculture at trade show or event off campus, and participation in other events on campus.

Table 2.
	Source of Information
	Used
	Usefulness

	
	Percent
	   Rank          SD

	Visit to campus
	88.9%
	4.34 (1)
	0.89

	OSU website
	91.0%
	3.93 (2)
	1.08

	Ferguson College of Agriculture website
	80.9%
	3.77 (3)
	1.14

	Contact with a Ferguson College of Agriculture representative
	72.2%
	3.67 (4)
	1.17

	OSU social media accounts
	77.5%
	3.66 (5)
	1.21


Top 5 information sources and usefulness

Students were asked if the information needed to determine college choice was present during their decision-making process. Any participant who responded “not satisfied” was prompted to identify what additional information would have been useful. Reponses included more details about specific majors and courses required of those majors, information about clubs and activities on campus, and how to navigate campus.

	Participants were asked to indicate when they began the college decision making process by selecting one of five categories based on grade classification. More than three-quarters (80.2%) began the college decision-making process before they entered their senior year in high school. More than one-fourth (28.4%) began their decision-making process during 11th grade. Participants were also asked when their decision to choose OSU was finalized. Eight response options were given. More than one-fourth of participants finalized their decision before 12th grade (27.2%). The majority (63.5%) finalized their decision during their 12th grade year (see Table 3).

Table 3.
Participants finalized decision to attend college
	Grade
	Frequency (rank)
	Percent (%)

	During 12th grade, 1st semester
	108 (1)
	33.3%

	During 12th grade, 2nd semester
	98 (2)
	30.2%

	During 11th grade
	50 (3)
	15.4%

	During the enrollment process
	26 (4)
	8.0%

	During 10th grade
	17 (5)
	5.2%

	Before 9th grade
	15 (6)
	4.6%

	During 9th grade
	6 (7)
	1.9%

	Other
	4 (8)
	1.2%



Conclusions / Implications

	Visits to campus were the most influential source of information. These results are consistent with those of Robinson, Garton and Washburn (2007), Herren (2011) and Klein (2016), who also found a visit to campus to be the most important source of information for incoming students. Robinson, Garton and Washburn (2007) found the second most important source of information used in college choice was printed university publications and information mailed by a university admissions representative. Contrasting findings by Robinson, Garton and Washburn (2007), this study found both the Ferguson College of Agriculture website and OSU’s website were other influential sources used by participants in making their college choice. Other sources of information considered useful were the Ferguson College of Agriculture and OSU social media pages and direct contact with a professor.

	Results from this study show scholarships available as well as the quality and reputation of courses are the two most influential institutional characteristics. Robinson, Garton and Washburn (2007) also found opportunities after graduation as well as the quality and reputation of the university and its courses to be influential. Herren (2005) and Klein and Washburn’s (2016) results were consistent in finding the reputation of the institution to be a top influence in college choice. The least influential institutional characteristics affecting college choice in this study were class size and number of students in the major. These results are consistent with Herren (2005) and Robinson, Garton and Washburn (2007).
	Most students who participated in the study began the process of choosing a college prior to starting the 12th grade. This is consistent with the findings in similar studies by Washburn (2002) and Herren (2005). A majority of participants finalized their decision to attend OSU during the 12th grade.


Recommendations

	As the world changes, so does the average college student. Acknowledging and adapting to these changes by continuing to research factors that affect college choice is important. As the research shows, institutional characteristics, influential persons, and communication efforts all influence the college choice process. 

One of the most influential sources of information identified by this study is campus visits. Providing a positive, immersive, and educational experience for prospective students on campus visits should be a priority. Including personal interaction with faculty and staff as well as providing more information about class locations for specific majors would cater to students’ wants, according to responses in this study. 

	The heavy use of the website for information means a variety of information should be available and easy to find, including scholarship opportunities and information about campus activities. Additional research should be conducted with prospective and new students to gain insight on how to improve resources available on the website. 

	Institutional characteristics such as academic reputation play a role in college choice. Therefore, institutions must pay close attention to public standing, identify positive and negative traits, and pursue efforts to improve overall reputation. Maintaining a strong, polished academic image is important in appealing to potential students. Recruitment efforts also should reflect the importance of select individuals, such as parents and guardians, on college choice. Tailoring recruitment tactics to include parents and guardians and appeal to their specific needs and wants for their children may be useful because of their influence. Materials may need to be developed to educate parents or guardians of students as well as the prospective students themselves about institutional characteristics. 

	Taking into consideration when students begin their college choice process and targeting recruitment efforts to high school students in their early stages of college consideration would be beneficial. Focusing on perspective students earlier will offer more time for consideration and research. Noting most perspective students finalize their college choice decision in the 12th grade, campus visits would be most beneficial during this critical decision-making time. This study should be conducted again in the future to continue to identify and improve recruitment efforts. Additionally, future research should encompass all prospective students, including first generation, minority and other underserved populations. 
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