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Introduction:

The Agricultural Institute (AGI) at North Carolina State University (NCSU) is part of the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. Founded in 1959, AGI gives students the opportunity to earn the Associate of Applied Science degree in nine different majors relating to the agriculture industry. With a technical education, graduates of AGI enter the workforce prepared to become leaders in the industry.

Over the past five years, enrollment in AGI has fluctuated causing reason for concern among the administration. The number of incoming students has not kept pace with the number of students graduating. Enrollment management issues have impacted budget allocations, class scheduling, use of facilities, and faculty teaching loads. AGI leadership recognized an imperative need to evaluate the recruitment and retention methods being used. New and innovative strategies were needed to attract students and produce the qualified graduates needed to meet industry demand.

In 2008-2009, AGI leaders conducted a S.W.O.T. analysis and refocused the mission, vision, and goals of the program. Personal and Organizational Development Services at NCSU processed the results. Industry leaders were also consulted to ascertain their expectations of graduates and the importance of AGI to the industry. Based on results of the analysis, a variety of recruitment tools were developed including an informational video, banners, pamphlets, and postcards. Communication Services professionals evaluated the visual and video products. To further determine the impact of these materials and messages, there was a need to collect feedback from the program’s stakeholders: the students.
Methods:
Recent research has shown that focus groups are an effective method of involving stakeholders in program evaluation and direction. Often, these groups “solidify a course of action” and support or discredit the existing evidence (White, Arnold, & Lesmeister, 2008). Thus a focus group was established to assess the new recruitment materials and strategies and, in general, the program mission. Krueger (2009) indicates that a focus group is composed of 4 to 12 individuals who are similar in one or more ways and guided through a facilitated discussion on carefully planned topics. Twelve students from the five AGI introductory orientation courses were nominated by their instructors and invited to participate in the focus group. Nine students representing five majors agreed to participate. A facilitator, not involved with the development of the new program focus and recruitment materials, led group participants through a set of predetermined questions. The session was audio recorded.
Results to date/Implications:
1. How did you hear about AGI?

The majority of the students reported hearing about AGI from family members and friends who had been students in AGI. Student organization leaders (FFA and 4-H) and teachers also played a major role in informing students about the program.
2. What motivated you to attend AGI?

The focus group members agreed that the motivation to attend AGI was the opportunity to be a part of a high quality program at a well respected university and still earn a degree in just two years. In addition, AGI offered an easier transition into college from high school. 
3. What expectations did you have coming into the program?

Many of the students had been told about the program by people who had experienced it first-hand. As a result, they expected smaller class sizes, hands on learning experiences, and professors that truly care about the students. However, some members of the group admitted to being unsure of what to expect.

4. Which expectations have been met? Which expectations have NOT been met?
All of the group members reported that their expectations thus far had been met. However, for the future, the students stated that they would like to see more variety in course offerings. The group recommended considering courses and curriculum in the areas of aquaculture, dairy, small ruminants, and equine. 

5. Do you feel the attributes mentioned in the recruitment video accurately reflected your experiences this fall? 

After viewing the new recruitment materials, the focus group concluded that they accurately portrayed AGI. The participants strongly agreed with the overall message of the media products.

6. In the future, what strategies would you use to recruit students to AGI?

The participants felt that it was important to distribute the materials and information about AGI on a personal level to individuals who may be interested. They also supported using current AGI students as representatives in classrooms and at college fairs to draw in more students. The group also recognized a need for NCSU recruiters to promote AGI at all recruitment activities.
Future Plans/advice to others:
Based on the success of this study, the following conclusions and recommendations are offered:

· Institutions similar to AGI would greatly benefit from the use of focus groups in program evaluation and recruitment material development.

· A follow-up study should be conducted with the participants of this focus group study upon their graduation to determine if their views changed after progression through the program.
· An advisory committee should be re-established to review current curricula as well as the potential and cost for the adoption of new program areas.
· Every effort should be made to include current students in the process for recruiting prospective students.
Costs/Resources needed:
The cost of conducting the focus groups was very minimal. The major expense involved the production of the new recruitment materials. A hand held tape recorder was acquired from the library. A comfortable AGI conference room for the facilitator and participants was used.
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