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Selected Social Factors that Influence Student Matriculation at a Land-Grant University
Introduction
Student retention and matriculation is an important component for the livelihood of colleges and universities. Each year, millions of students enroll in colleges and universities to advance their education for monetary and non-pecuniary reasons. According to Day and Newburger (2002), a person with a bachelor’s degree usually earns around $19,500 more per year than an individual with only a high school diploma. Additionally, data on postsecondary education show that college enrollment has increased yearly and is expected to continue to set new enrollment records throughout the next decade (Snyder, Dillow, & Hoffman, 2009). Conversely, as postsecondary enrollment numbers continue to rise, student attrition rates continue to be of concern to university personnel. Although college attrition has been examined on many student characteristics, there is modest research on the social factors that influence students to continue their education at their perspective institution. The purpose of this study was to determine the social factors that influence student matriculation at a land-grant university.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework guiding this study is grounded in Tinto’s (1975) Student Integration Model theory concerning dropout behavior among students. Cabrera, Nora, and Castañeda (1993) stated that “ the matching between the student’s motivation and academic ability and the institution’s academic and social characteristics help shape two underlying commitments: commitment to an educational goal and commitment to remain with the institution” (p. 124). As an individual enrolls into a college or university, their personal characteristics, prior experiences, and personal commitments play a large role in student matriculation. Additionally, as colleges and universities are made up of both social and academic systems (Tinto, 1975), it is important to note that the student’s initial level of dedication to a university has a direct influence on the succeeding level of commitment to a university. Thus, it is the succeeding level of commitment that positively affects the extent to which a student integrates into the social communities of the university (Braxton, Milem, & Sullivan, 2000).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
Methodology
The target population consisted of all students enrolled in the [College Name] at [University] during the spring semester (N = 1968). However, due to confidentiality of student records, the accessible population consisted of all students enrolled in select Agricultural and Extension Education courses 101 [Course title] 110 [Course title] and 220 [Course title] at [University] during spring  semester 2010 (n = 320). The questionnaire used in this study was based on a modified Delphi technique. During the first phase, researchers solicited open-ended responses from students enrolled in an agricultural and extension education course to identify social factors that influenced them to stay at the university. During the next phase, researchers examined the responses for emerging themes and responses that were similar in context were grouped accordingly. The pilot group of students was then asked to rank the social factors through an online questionnaire. Questionnaire responses were compiled and categorized by frequency. The most frequently selected responses were used to develop an instrument of Likert scale items. The instrument was presented to a panel of experts to establish content and face validity. The target population was asked to complete the online questionnaire. Spearman-Brown Split half statistic was used to establish reliability. Reliability was found to be exemplary with a coefficient of .43 (Robinson, Shaver, & Wrightsman, 1991).  Final response rate was 90.9% (n = 281).
Findings
Seven statements were presented to respondents concerning social factors that influence their decisions to remain at [University]. A majority (67.9%) of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed to the statement: I remained at [University] because “My friends are enrolled.” Similarly, a majority (74.2%) of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed to the statement: “I remain at [University] because “I enjoy the athletic events.” Concerning the social climate of the university ([University] social climate), 89.9% of respondents strongly agreed or agreed that it was a factor in their decision to remain at [University]. When asked if school-related parties were a social factor that encouraged continuous enrollment, 57.5% of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed to the statement while 40.2% disagreed or strongly disagreed. Respondents were also asked if access to electronic resources (i.e. computers, Internet, etc.) factored in their decisions to remain at the university. A majority (63.3%) of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed to the statement while 34.5% disagreed or strongly disagreed. When asked if the university provided increased opportunities for social involvement, the majority (87.9%) of respondents strongly agreed or agreed to the statement. Respondents were asked if [University] provided a “home-like” atmosphere.  A majority (83.5%) of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed to the statement. 
Conclusions/Recommendations
Based on the results, the identified characteristics that make-up the social structure at [University] supports student matriculation. Given the nature of increased competition to recruit students, it is recommended that university personnel actively seek input from students to ensure that their societal needs are being attained. Findings show that students are connected to a wide range of external societal factors that may evolve outside of the university setting. Based on this finding, it is recommended that university policy makers collaborate with local businesses and organizations to promote a safe and structured college experience. If university policy makers want to promote their institutions and develop successful recruitment efforts, they must take this into consideration. Institutions have a vested interest in understanding the factors that influence student enrollment decisions (DesJardins, Dunbar, & Hendel, 1999). Based on these findings, it is recommended that future research of a qualitative nature be conducted with college students to identify factors influencing their decisions to enroll and remain at selected institutions.
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