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Factors Influencing the Matriculation Decisions of College of Agriculture Applicants
Our nation’s colleges of agriculture are faced with the ongoing challenge of meeting the agricultural industry’s need for an adequate supply of qualified graduates (Goeker, Whatley, Gilmore, 1999).  Simultaneously, these colleges are asked to meet this challenge with limited and in many cases declining financial resources and personnel. This creates a situation in which those in leadership find themselves looking to increase and improve recruitment efforts, which requires they utilize their precious resources more efficiently. 
Many institutions are still uncertain about which outreach and recruitment processes are effective (DesJardins, Dundar, & Hendel, 1999).  In some cases, administrators have begun to question the value of outreach activities that have traditionally been sponsored and coordinated by colleges of agriculture.  Typically the decision to conduct such activities is based on tradition rather than empirical evidence.  This need for accurate information provided the motivation for this study, which seeks to better understand the college-choice decisions of students who chose to attend (University Name) as well as those students who were accepted by the University but chose to attend another institution.
Chapman’s (1981) model of student college-choice served as the theoretical basis for this study.  Chapman’s model identifies the college characteristics and people that are meaningful in student’s college-choice decisions.  
The purpose of this study was to examine recruitment efforts as they affect the decision-making processes of students entering the College of Agriculture at (University Name) and those students who choose not to attend the university. The following research objectives guided this study:
1. Determine if a difference existed between matriculants and non-matriculants in terms of their use of information sources and their perceived usefulness of those sources.
2. Determine if a difference existed between matriculants and non-matriculants in terms of the influence of institutional characteristics.
Methodology
The target population for this descriptive census study consisted of all admitted applicants in the College of Agriculture at (University Name) for the 2008-2009 academic year (N = 963). The instrument was modified from Washburn, Garton and Vaughn’s (2002) questionnaire used to assess the use and usefulness of recruitment information sources and to examine when students began and finalized their college decisions.  The instrument was reviewed by a panel of experts for face and content validity. A pilot test was conducted with a group of 34 students in the college of agriculture not involved in the study.  Pilot data were used to determine the internal consistency of the instrument and a Spearman-Brown Split-half reliability analysis was performed resulting in a reliability coefficient of .70 (Washburn, Garton & Vaughn, 2002).  
The student questionnaire consisting of 74 items was administered online and participation was requested via email to all students in the population.  After the initial email request, two additional follow-up email messages were sent at two-week intervals.  A total of 171 usable instruments were received, resulting in a response rate of 18%.  Students who were admitted and attended the College of Agriculture (n =118) and the students who were admitted and choose not to attend the College of Agriculture (n = 53). Non-response error was controlled for by comparing early and late respondents on variables selected a priori (Miller & Smith, 1983).  The comparison of variables reflected that early respondents were virtually identical to late respondents, so it was concluded that these findings were representative of the entire population.
Results/Findings
When examining recruitment practices, both groups reported the most useful sources of information to be personal contact with faculty, visits to campus, website information and participation in student events on campus.  Notable differences were found between groups in the use of particular information sources. Personal conversations with faculty were used by 63% of students who chose to attend the university while only 23% of those who chose otherwise.  On campus student events, such as FFA and 4-H events were used by 53% of the matriculant group compared to 38% of non-matriculants.  University and departmental websites were used by at least two thirds of students in each group and were reported to be some of the most useful sources of information. The least useful sources of information were visits by university representatives to schools, letters or mailed information from the college, and advertisements on television, radio or print media.  
Institutional characteristics that were the most influential for matriculants included cost, distance from their home, preparation for employment, variety of majors offered, and opportunities after graduation.  Non-matriculants differed in their rankings as they reported their most influential characteristics were the quality of facilities, variety of majors, and academic reputation of the institution; followed by cost, distance from home and preparation for employment. 
Conclusions/Recommendations
Findings suggest that web-based information is critically important to prospective students.  Results also showed the importance of the college’s support of on-campus outreach events as these activities showcase the college’s programs and facilities and allow faculty to interact with prospective students and their parents or guardians, which are very influential in students’ college decision making process (Cole & Thompson, 1999). Future recruitment efforts should focus on website development and support of student visits to campus and events held on campus that allow for faculty interaction with prospective students.  
Furthermore, recruitment messages should emphasize the universities low cost, convenient location, variety of programs offered, academic and career success of graduates, and ongoing efforts to improve facilities. 
References

Cole, L., & Thompson, G. W. (1999). Survey of current students: Implications for recruitment and retention. NACTA Journal, 43(3), 15-20.

DesJardins, S. L., Dundar, H., & Hendel, D. D. (1999). Modeling the college application decision process in a land-grant university. Economics of Education Review, 18, 117-132.

Goeker, A. D, Whatley, C. M., & Gilmore, J. L. (1999). Employment opportunities for college graduates in the food & agricultural sciences, United States, 2000-2005. United States Department of Agriculture and Purdue University.

Miller, L. E. & Smith, K. L. (1983).  Handling nonresponse issues.  Journal of Extension, 21(5), 45-50.

Washburn, S. G., Garton, B. L. & Vaughn, P. R. (2002). Factors Influencing College-choice of Agriculture Students College-Wide Compared with Students Majoring in Agricultural Education. Proc. 29th National Agricultural Education Research Conference, Las Vegas, Nevada, 12-14 Dec.



