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ABSTRACT 

Graduate student recruitment has received relatively 

little attention in the literature. Most of the research 

has been quantitative and narrowly focused on factors 

related to student choice. While graduate student 

enrollment has remained essentially stable for over ten 

years, demographic shifts and anticipated needs for doctoral 

prepared faculty and scientists give cause for concern. 

The goals of this research were to understand how four 

departments at a large research university approach graduate 

student recruitment and what influences how departments 

recruit students. In addition, the study sought to 

understand how students experience the recruitment process 

and how that experience may differ by ethnic group, by 

gender, and by department. One hundred faculty, 

administrators, and graduate students were interviewed and a 

wide variety of documents were analyzed. 

Findings indicate graduate recruitment has been left to 

the departments, in contrast to undergraduate recruitment 

where coercive mechanisms have been applied centrally, 

through access and equal opportunity initiatives. 

Departmental goals related to recruitment focus primarily on 

getting the best students, while central administration 

goals are centered on increasing diversity among students 
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and enhancing the quality of research. The numbers and 

characteristics of the customers, suppliers, and competitors 

have a significant impact on departmental recruitment. 

Experiences of students differed widely by department 

and by level of study. Generally students did not feel 

recruited. Masters students had different experiences than 

did doctoral students, and women had different experiences 

than male graduate students. 

The practical implications are: 1) Because graduate 

student recruitment is a student-initiated process, 

communication about graduate school must improve; 2) 

Departments must take better care of students, both 

undergraduate and graduate, so that students will want to 

continue their education at the graduate level; 3) Faculty 

involvement in recruitment is important; 4) Recruitment can 

be enhanced by strengthening connections among units on 

campus; 5) Departments lack expertise in recruitment; 6) 

Departmental efforts to increase ethnic minority enrollment 

need to be improved; 7) External sources of potential 

graduate students need to be explored; 8) Ways to decrease 

the financial obstacles must be developed and maintained; 

and 9) consideration should be given to increasing graduate 

student enrollment in particular disciplines. 

-- --------



GRADUATE STUDENT RECRUITMENT 

CHAPTER 1 

Background/Problem 

We need to know more about the process of recruiting 

graduate students. Many of our brightest, most capable 

college graduates are choosing not to seek graduate school 

(Hauptman, 1986). The percent of doctorates awarded to 

American citizens in this country has decreased from 84.4 

to 73.9 percent of the total in 1973 and 1989 respectively 

(National Research council, 1990). The changing 

demographic profile of undergraduate students will have 

serious implications for doctorate production in future 

9 

years because in the past, most doctoral students have been 

drawn from the 18-22 year-old undergraduate pool. 

"with a 25 percent decline in this 
student population, we can expect fewer 
applications to graduate school from 
this pool and fewer doctorate recipients 
coming out of it (Brazziel, 1991, p.2)." 

We need to know more about the process of recruiting 

minority graduate students. Undergraduate enrollments of 

black and hispanic students have increased during the 

1980's, partly due to growth in these minority populations, 

but the college-going rates of these students have remained 
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stable at 28 and 29 percent respectively, whereas the 

college-going rate of white youths during the same ten-year 

period increased from 33 to 40 percent (U.S. Department of 

Education). Despite slight increases overall in 

applications to graduate schools over the last two years 

(Blum, 1991), there have been declines since 1985 in the 

numbers of minority doctorate recipients (National Center 

for Education statistics, 1991). Scholars and 

practitioners now speak of the "pipeline" problem, and 

express concern about the diminishing pool of minority 

graduate students and faculty members in higher education 

(Brown (1987), EI-Khawas (1989), Fischer (1988), Francisco 

(1983), Sullivan and Nowlin (1990), and Winkler (1988). In 

the absence of no solid statistical evidence on whether 

minority graduate students are less likely to complete 

graduate programs than are white students (Hauptman, 1987), 

one of the major problems appears to be that not enough 

minority students are applying to go to graduate school. 

The number of degrees awarded to men in the last ten 

years has been relatively stable. During that time the 

number of degrees awarded to women has increased 

dramatically. Presently women earn half of all bachelor's 

and master's degrees (Glazer, 1986; united states Department 

of Education, 1992). In every ethnic group, except Asian 

where men still outnumber women, more women than men are 

- .- -- .. _._-- ---- .. - --.--,,~-.. ----
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enrolled in college (Chronicle of Higher Education Almanac, 

1992). Women have received more degrees in education and 

the health sciences. In recent years, greater numbers of 

women are choosing traditionally male-dominated fields such 

as Business and Management (Glazer, 1986). There is still a 

shortage of women in the sciences and engineering (Glazer, 

1986) . 

Graduate student recruitment differs from the 

recruitment of undergraduate students, in that it is 

conducted at the departmental level, rather than being 

highly centralized and coordinated through the office of 

admissions. Some have suggested accordingly, the push for 

increased access and equity has been less pronounced at the 

graduate than at the undergraduate level (Olson, 1985). 

Increasing access to higher education through open admission 

policies during the 1960s was accompanied by a 

"proliferation of institutions and a series of systematic 

marketing efforts designed to maintain or increase 

undergraduate enrollment (Olson, 1985, p.22)." This 

systematic approach to recruitment is organizationally more 

problematic and less developed at the graduate than at the 

undergraduate level. 

Moreover, the academic ideology of meritocracy that 

surrounds graduate education and the recruitment of graduate 

students is resistant and counterpoised to the pressure for 



equity and increased access. "The objective of graduate 

education has always been to 'skim the cream from the top' 

(Olson, 1985, p.22)." Graduate education is not designed 

for the masses; it has been reserved for students who show 

the most academic promise. 

12 

To date, very little literature has dealt with graduate 

student recruitment. Some exceptions can be found in recent 

studies the recruitment of women and minority graduate 

students (Olson, 1985; Malaney, 1988). A consistent theme 

of this work and of reports addressing the need to increase 

minority graduate student enrollment, is that the 

recruitment process should be improved (Adams, H.G.,1988; 

Isaac, P.O., 1986; Council on Graduate Schools, 1988). 

In order to attract more students, and especially more 

minority students, into graduate school, more information 

about the recruitment process is needed. I hope that 

learning more about the process of graduate recruitment and 

about the players who are involved in that process-

students, faculty, recruiters, and administrators--in 

particular departments will facilitate the development of 

new recruitment strategies and lead to an improved 

recruitment process and a more diversified graduate student 

population. 

The purpose of this study was to examine the graduate 

student recruitment process. I was interested in how 

.-----~~.~. ~-
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different departments recruit graduate students, and in what 

influenced their strategies. I wanted to understand how 

students experience the recruitment process, and how and why 

they decide on a particular graduate program. Finally, I 

wished to explore differences in the graduate recruitment 

experience as it applied to minority and majority students, 

men and women, and students in different disciplines. The 

study was framed around five research questions: 

1. What influences how departments recruit graduate 

students? 

2. How do departments recruit graduate students? 

3. How do graduate students experience the recruitment 

process? 

4. How and why do graduate students decide to attend a 

particular graduate program? 

5. To what extent and how does the recruitment process 

and experience for graduate students vary by field of study, 

and by the gender and ethnicity of the applicant? 

conceptual Framework 

This is a study of the process of graduate student 

recruitment. In examining the recruitment process from the 

perspective of the department, I consider various 

organizational dimensions of and influences on the 

department's activities, including the regulations and 
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resources of the graduate college of the University. In 

examining, the recruitment process from the viewpoint of the 

graduate students, I consider how they experience the 

process and what factors influence their choice of a 

particular program. Accordingly, to deal with departmental 

activities, I draw on two organizational theories-

contingency theory and institutional theory. To deal with 

the experience of the students, I draw on two models and 

applications of symbolic interaction theory. 

Organizational Theory 

The organizational dimensions of the recruitment 

process are important to understanding how the process is 

constructed and enacted. The levels of organization to be 

considered are the graduate college, specific colleges, and 

particular departments. The graduate college plays a 

centralized role in managing registration and records, as 

well as in serving as a link between the university and the 

graduate students. The specialized structure of the 

research comprehensive university, with its functionally 

differentiated academic units, inhibits centralized 

graduate stUdent recruiting because of the diverse nature of 

the academic disciplines (Olson, 1985). Separate colleges, 

some of which are further divided into departments, are 

responsible to their own graduate students. According to 

-- - ._._---- - ... - -- ._._-- -------- ------_. __ .. _----



Olson (1985), "what sporadic recruitment that is done in 

graduate education is conducted at the departmental level 

(p.23)." Some colleges, particularly those housing 

professional schools, are not organized into departments. 
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In the College of Nursing, for example, specialty practice 

areas are administratively organized into three divisions. 

Architecture and Law colleges are not departmentalized. The 

focus of this study will be on the mechanisms and influences 

that shape how departments (or colleges, when no 

departmental organization exists) structure and conduct the 

recruitment of graduate students. 

Contingency theory, first described by Lawrence and 

Lorsch (1967), explains how organizations function in 

different environmental conditions. The organization is 

viewed as an open system of interrelated elements which are 

influenced by their environment. Organizational survival is 

a function of an organization's ability to adapt to and fit 

with environmental contingencies (Pfeffer and Salancik, 

1978). Changes in the environment necessitate an adjustment 

by the organization. In Burrell and Morgan's (1978) words, 

lithe effective operation of an 
enterprise is dependent upon there being 
an appropriate match between its 
internal organization and the nature of 
the demands placed upon it by its tasks, 
its environment, and the needs of its 
members (p.164)." 
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Environmental contingencies can be described in terms 

of task environments, which are parts of environments 

relevant or potentially relevant to goal setting and goal 

attainment in organizations. Thompson (1967) explains that 

all organizations must establish a "domain" for themselves 

in terms of the range of products offered, the population 

served, and the services rendered. To work within an 

established domain, most organizations must relate to four 

task environments: customers, suppliers, competitors, and 

regulatory groups (Scott, 1981; Thompson, 1967). Customers 

include individuals or groups who require products or 

services offered by the organization. Suppliers are those 

organizations from which the potential consumers come. 

competitors are those organizations that may lure potential 

customers to select an alternative product or service. 

Regulatory groups are the organizations and rules within 

organizations that impose constraints on some aspect of the 

functioning of the organization. Rules are regulations and 

policies relating to aspects of organizational activities. 

Organizations are dependent on the elements of their 

task environments, and the task environments are 

interrelated. The environments are made up of "outside 

contingencies" that can represent "both constraints and 

opportunities that influence the internal structure and 

processes" of an organization (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967, 
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p.186). The ability of an organization to attract customers 

from various suppliers is related to the demand or need for 

services and products offered by the organization. When the 

demand for a product or service is high, the organization 

has an opportunity to take advantage of this favorable 

environmental condition and attract more customers. 

Conversely, when the product is not in demand or when other 

elements in the environment compete to provide the same 

resources or services, the organization may realize 

constraints on their ability to function, or take advantage 

of the opportunity to reorganize. The ability to acquire 

adequate customers is also related to changes in the 

availability or the qualifications of the customers being 

sought. When increasing numbers of individuals are highly 

qualified, the organization has the opportunity to se~ve 

more customers, to be selective, and to set high standards. 

If fewer customers are available, competition increases 

among similar organizations. Finally, regulations imposed 

by outside groups may influence any or all of the other task 

environments. Regulations in the form of institutional or 

state policies may serve as constraints on organizations, 

limiting what they can do, or they may open new 

opportunities for expanding organizational domains or 

enhancing its ability to function. Institutional policy may 

define criteria for selecting customers and set limits on 

------------- --- -------- - ---------
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numbers of customers allowed. If the state allows a broader 

range of services to be offered, organizations can expand 

and competition may grow. 

organizations use competitive and cooperative 

strategies to relate to task environments (Thompson, 1967). 

Organizations may compete with similar organizations in any 

of the task environments. When few customers are available, 

organizations may compete to obtain individuals to consume 

products or services. If few sources supplying customers 

exist, organizations may compete for these. Thompson (1967) 

suggests.that organizations competing for support seek 

prestige. If organizations and their products are well 

regarded, it may be easier for them to attract personnel, to 

influence relevant legislation, to acquire informal power in 

the community and to ensure adequate numbers of clients, 

customers, donors, or investors. 

Organizations also utilize cooperative strategies to 

relate to various task environments. Different degrees of 

cooperation are evident in organizational efforts at 

contracting and coalescing. For example, businesses having 

similar products may contract with a data source for a 

listing of potential customers. organizations also 

consolidate efforts with other organizations to achieve 

goals related to shared portions of their task environment. 

Additionally, organizations bring together individuals 

-- - --._------
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sharing common interests to foster development of innovative 

ideas and advance knowledge. 

In this study, contingency theory is applied to the 

structure and process of graduate student recruitment. A 

department or college with a graduate program is viewed as 

the unit of analysis, or the sub-unit (Lawrence and Lorsch, 

1986) of the organization. Different kinds of organizations 

are necessary for coping effectively with different 

environments. Each sub-unit, or department, is in constant 

interaction with environmental contingencies of its own, 

some distinct from and some similar to those of other 

departments. Departments attract students sharing interests 

associated with a particular field of study. Task 

environments of customers and sources of customers are 

unique for departments in specific fields of study. 

However, demographic changes in the ethnic and gender 

profile of undergraduates alters the pool of customers for 

nearly all departments. Departments share regulatory task 

environments that relate to university driven course credit 

requirements and entry requirements. However, regulations 

imposed by professional accreditation agencies are specific 

to a particular profession and the accompanying educational 

program. 

One set of customers of graduate departments and 

colleges are the prospective students. Students holding 
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baccalaureate degrees are prospective graduate students, as 

well as individuals who may hold baccalaureate degrees in 

the future. outreach activities have been developed in 

recent years to encourage primary and secondary students, as 

well as community college students to seek advanced degrees. 

Another set of customers are employers. Businesses and 

corporations needing professionals with advanced skills and 

knowledge are interested in acquiring products from graduate 

programs. 

Suppliers are undergraduate programs from which 

graduate students would likely come. For example, graduate 

programs in nursing look to undergraduate nursing programs 

to supply a potential student population. A graduate 

program in biochemistry seeks students in biology and 

chemistry undergraduate programs to supply their applicant 

pool. Another example of a supplier for graduate programs 

is an employer interested in supporting workers to pursue 

advanced degrees to serve particular workforce needs. For 

example, a manufacturing corporation needs engineers with 

advanced training to meet certain demands of design and 

production. Such a corporation would send their engineers 

to graduate programs to obtain the advanced training, with 

the understanding that they return and work for the company. 

Competition for graduate students comes from 

similar departments at other universities, or from colleges 
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and departments within a university seeking students with 

similar interests and educational preparation. For example, 

graduate programs in gerontological nursing compete with 

other graduate programs in gerontological nursing across the 

country. On the other hand, graduate programs in 

biochemistry compete with graduate programs in chemical 

engineering and molecular biology for students from biology 

and from chemistry programs. Another source of competition 

lies outside the university. Business and industry offers 

prospective graduate students financial incentives and 

career advancement opportunities that may persuade them to 

not choose or postpone graduate education. 

Graduate programs must also relate to regulations 

imposed by the university and outside agencies. within the 

university, graduate college policy dictates certain 

academic requirements as well as fellowship and scholarship 

criteria. outside the university, professional accrediting 

agencies regulate curriculum requirements and stipulate 

faculty qualifications and up to date facilities necessary 

to achieve or maintain accreditation. Likewise, business 

and industry require particular certifications viewed as 

essential to fulfill workforce requirements. Moreover, 

state and federal governments set guidelines for affirmative 

action, requiring institutions to increase the number of 

individuals from underrepresented minority groups in student 

-----------
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populations and on the faculty. 

competitive strategies employed by departments include 

competing in various pools of potential sources graduate 

students. Departments may look to various other 

universities and departments as well as to a variety of 

employers, recruiting through mechanisms such as mass 

mailings or targeted letters. Another competitive effort is 

the acquisition of prestige. Hiring distinguished faculty, 

who, in turn attract exceptional students is one way 

departments acquire prestige. 

Cooperation may take place between graduate departments 

within a university system through the graduate college, or 

between departments in a particular field of study located 

at a number of distant universities. Cooperative strategies 

include sharing mailing lists of prospective students and 

offering university fellowships. One example of this is The 

Minority Locator Service, a computerized national data base 

listing promising minority undergraduates across the 

country. Coordination of recruitment activities by the 

graduate college takes place in various degrees but is 

limited. Events for prospective students are sponsored by 

the graduate college involving representatives from various 

graduate programs. Brochures are developed to illustrate 

graduate school opportunities for the university in general, 

listing available graduate programs. Departmental autonomy 

__ - ._ .. _._.' __ ' -e,=_' ____ _ 
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resists further coordination particularly for concerns 

specific to individual programs such as enrollment and 

recruitment (Olson and King, 1985; Malaney, 1985). This 

"loose coupling" (Weick, 1976) confounds the coordination 

and cooperation with regards to the recruitment process for 

graduate students. Minimum coordination by a central 

control such as the graduate college is suggested as a 

helpful way to facilitate recruitment, as long as the 

graduate college takes on the role of integrator or liaison 

(Weick, 1976; Malaney, 1985; Turcotte, 1983). 

Cooperation may also be established among several 

departments or colleges of a specific field of study. For 

example, the Council on Legal Education opportunity is a 

national law school preparatory program and a law student 

scholarship program. Through consortiums of law schools in 

regions throughout the country, institutes are held to 

facilitate eligible students' progress through the 

admissions process and into law school. In engineering, 

there is a national consortium for graduate degrees for 

minorities in engineering and science. The Graduate 

Engineering for Minorities (GEM) program provides 

fellowships sponsored by corporations to recruit minority 

students into graduate schools preparing them for particular 

jobs in their respective business. 

- - ----- .------- ----- - ---------- ---
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Institutional Theory 

While contingency theory provides a framework to 

analyze parts of the environment which are relevant or 

potentially relevant to graduate programs, it does not 

afford adequate analytical emphasis on transactions that tie 

organizations together.· For this study, it is important to 

view graduate programs as a part of an organizational field, 

influenced by other programs and organizations within the 

field. Institutional theory provides a framework to study 

programs from this perspective. Institutional theory 

defines an organizational field as a collectivity of 

organizations that produce similar services or products 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). When organizations are 

conceptualized as a part of an organizational field, the 

importance of connectedness and structural equivalence can 

be recognized. connectedness may occur by way of formal 

contracts, participation of personnel in professional 

associations, unions, or boards of directors, or through 

informal links. structural equivalence refers to 

"similarity of position in a network structure (DiMaggio and 

Powell, p.148)." organizations are structurally equivalent 

if they have ties of the same kind to the same set of other 

organizations, even if they themselves are not connected. 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) describe four parts to the 

process of defining the structure of an organizational 

------._-------- - - ----------_. _ ... 



field: 

an increase in the extent of interaction 
among organizations in the field; the 
emergence of sharply defined 
interorganizational structures of 
domination and patterns of coalition; an 
increase in the information load with 
which organizations in a field must 
contend; and the development of a mutual 
awareness among participants in a set of 
organizations that they are involved in 
a common enterprise (p. 148). 

Using connectedness and structural equivalence from 

institutional theory as a backdrop, organizations in the 

same field, affected by competition and professional 

25 

collaboration, are shaped by powerful forces that cause them 

to become more similar to one another. This process of 

homogenization is referred to as isomorphism, "a 

constraining process that forces one unit in a population to 

resemble other units that face the same set of environmental 

conditions (DiMaggio and Powell, p. 149)." 

The institutional view of isomorphism maintains that 

"the major factors that organizations must take into account 

are other organizations (Aldrich, 1979, p.265)." 

organizations compete for resources and customers while 

vying for political power and institutional legitimacy. 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identify three mechanisms of 

isomorphic change: coercive, stemming from political 

influence; mimetic, resulting from standard responses to 

uncertainty; and normative, associated with 
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professionalization. 

Coercive isomorphism evolves from "formal and informal 

pressures exerted on organizations by other organizations 

upon which they are dependent and by cultural expectations 

in society (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 150)." For 

example, organizations hire affirmative action officers to 

meet requirements to alleviate discrimination. 

Mimetic isomorphism takes place when organizations 

model themselves on other organizations. Distinct from 

coercive isomorphism, mimetic processes derive from 

conditions of uncertainty, such as when goals are ambiguous 

or when organizational technologies are poorly understood 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). "organizations tend to model 

themselves after similar organizations in their field that 

they perceive to be more legitimate or successful (DiMaggio 

and Powell, p.152)." Old established organizations, 

perceived as being successful, become models for newly 

developing organizations. 

Professionalization, "the collective struggle of 

members of an occupation to define the conditions and 

methods of their work (DiMaggio and Powell, p.152)," the 

effort to control the production of professionals and 

establish a knowledge base, is the primary source of 

normative isomorphism. This type of isomorphism derives 

primarily from two aspects of professionalization: 

~ ~~ - --~~------



One is the resting of formal education 
and of legitimation in a cognitive base 
produced by university specialists; the 
second is the growth and elaboration of 
professional networks that span 
organizations and across which new 
models diffuse rapidly (DiMaggio and 
Powell, p. 152). 
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Professional associations and training institutions such as 

universities are important vehicles in the development of 

professional standards of knowledge and practice. These 

associations and the institutions that train professionals 

become valuable sources of personnel who hold similar 

positions and share a common core of knowledge, and 

similarly shape organizational practice. 

DiMaggio and Powell's (1983) interpretation of 

institutional theory will be used in this study to help 

explore how graduate programs interact with other 

organizations, and how these organizations influence 

programs in terms of graduate student recruitment. 

Mechanisms of coercive isomorphism related to the graduate 

student recruitment process can come from inside or outside 

the university system. Departments are pressured by their 

institutions to meet certain academic standards and to 

maintain adequate class sizes to be economically efficient. 

From outside the institution, state and federal mandates are 

imposed to meet affirmative action goals. Coercive 

mechanisms are comparable to the rules and regulations 



explained in the task environment analysis of contingency 

theory. 
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Mimetic mechanisms of isomorphic change related to the 

recruitment process of graduate students are also evident in 

departments. Though graduate student recruitment is usually 

based in the departments, integration or coordination within 

a university system does occur. Programs having successful 

track records of recruiting graduate students serve as 

models for new programs or existing programs seeking 

improvement. In addition, departments in similar fields of 

study from different institutions copy each others' efforts 

found to be successful. Departments of a particular 

discipline share task environments as described in 

contingency theory, which promotes mimetic mechanisms. For 

example, nursing departments share the task environment of 

suppliers of their student population. Shortages of 

professionals in this discipline effect nursing education 

across the country. Established and successful nursing 

departments are modeled by smaller and developing 

departments in designing ways to draw upon suppliers for 

students to fill educational programs. 

Normative isomorphism is also an important element to 

be considered in analyzing the recruitment process of 

graduate students. Professional organizations, such as the 

American Nurses' Association and the Association for the 



study of Higher Education, provide a network for sharing 

ideas about standards and workforce issues germane to each 

respective professional group. Exchanging names of 

promising new professionals occurs at annual meetings, as 

does interchanges of research ideas and knowledge. These 

organizational arrangements have an impact on graduate 

programs and on the recruitment practices subsequently 

designed and implemented. 

symbolic Interaction Theory 
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To analyze how students experience the recruitment 

process symbolic interaction theory will be utilized. Two 

conceptualizations inform my application of symbolic 

interaction, one having to do with meanings and perspectives 

developed by individuals and the other being a sociological 

calendar of individuals' experience of a social setting and 

process. In conceptualizing perspectives, the emphasis is 

on understanding the social meanings that people attach to 

their environments and on the strategies they adopt to deal 

with the situations they confront (Taylor and Bogdan, 1984). 

The sociological calendar is a device for condensing and 

analyzing data about social processes (Light, 1975). 

According to Blumer (1969), symbolic interactionism is 

based on three principles. The first is that people act 

toward things and people on the basis of the meanings these 
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things have for them. These things include physical 

objects, other people, categories of people, such as friends 

or teachers, institutions, such as school or government, 

ideals, such as independence and productivity, and 

activities of others, such as requests or direct commands. 

Blumer (1969) distinguishes this first principle from 

psychological and sociological explanations of behavior. He 

explains that psychologists attempt to interpret behavior as 

a consequence of various factors such as stimuli, motives, 

and cognition. Blumer says that many sociologists use such 

factors as social position and pressures, cultural norms and 

values, and group affiliation to explain what people do. 

Neither explanation considers the meaning individuals attach 

to the things around them. Meanings are overlooked in favor 

of identifying factors to account for behavior. Symbolic 

interactionism insists that the meaning things have for 

people is central to understanding behavior (Blumer, 1969). 

The second principle of symbolic interaction identified 

by Blumer is that meanings are the product of social 

interaction. symbolic interactionism does not hold that 

meanings come from the intrinsic makeup of a thing, nor does 

it see meaning arising from psychological elements within 

the individual. Meaning emanates in the process of 

interaction among people (Blumer, 1969). 

The third principle identified by Blumer, is that 

- ... _._- -._._--
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people attach meanings to situations, others, things, and 

themselves through a process of interpretation. 

Interpretation is a "formative process in which meanings are 

used and revised as instruments for the guidance and 

formation of action (Blumer, p. 5)." According to Bogdan 

and Biklen (1982), this process is "essential and 

constitutive", not "accidental or secondary" to the 

experience. Interpretation is a matter of handling meanings 

in which the individual "selects, checks, suspends, 

regroups, and transforms the meanings in the light of the 

situation in which he is placed and the direction of his 

action (Blumer, 1969, p.5)." 

In order to understand the action taken by an 

individual "one has to get inside of the defining process of 

the actor (Blumer, 1969, p. '.6) • " Getting inside of the 

defining process of an individual includes gaining insight 

into what the individual believes and what he or she values. 

Becker and his colleagues assert that values and beliefs are 

operationalized through the adoption of "perspectives." The 

term perspective refers to a 

coordinated set of ideas and actions a 
person uses in dealing with some 
problematic situation, a person's 
ordinary way of thinking and feeling 
about and acting in such a situation. 
These thoughts and actions are 
coordinated in the sense that the 
actions flow reasonably from the actor's 
point of view, from the ideas contained 



in the perspective .•• The actions flow 
from the beliefs and the beliefs justify 
the action (1961, p.34). 
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Components of perspectives include defining the 

situation, specifying the kinds of activities involved, and 

determining criteria of judgement or standards of value 

against which people may be judged. In Making the Grade, a 

sociological study on the academic side of student life by 

Becker, Geer, and Hughes (1968), emphasis on grades is 

explored from the student's point of view. 

students in the study were found to develop a perspective on 

their academic work, referred to as the grade point average 

perspective, which reflects the environmental emphasis on 

grades. Students defined the situation in terms of the 

necessity to get good grades to remain in school and to 

graduate and in terms of the formal institutional rewards 

one wins with respect to good grades. Activities involved 

in the grade point average perspective are doing whatever is 

necessary to get good grades. The criteria of judgment 

includes seeing grades as a basis of judging the personal 

worth of a stUdent and the notion that failure to attain 

good grades could be viewed as a sign of immaturity. The 

perspective is a description of what individuals do and 

think and it constitutes a coherent explanation of action 

(Becker, Geer, and Hughes, 1968). 

In applying symbolic interaction ism to graduate student 
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recruitment, I consider the three key principles of the 

theory. First, the meanings students attach to individuals 

in their lives, institutions, and ideals will strongly 

influence decisions made regarding graduate school 

attendance. For example, students who have parents who have 

attended college and graduate school may more readily 

understan~ what graduate school can mean to them. If 

previous school experiences has meant success, prospective 

students are likely to attach positive connotations to 

graduate school. On the other hand, for students who see 

educational institutions as a place to work long hours only 

to receive average or below average grades, graduate school 

takes on a less desirable connotation. Additionally, the 

meaning certain ideals such as independence and 

productivity have for students may directly impact how they 

experience the recruitment process and subsequent actions 

taken. Almost half of the students in Malaney's (1987) 

study indicated graduate school meant a promotion on the job 

or improved employment opportunity. An individual who 

attaches meaning to independence on the job and a certain 

level of productivity may pursue graduate school as an 

option to achieve related goals. Conversely, if graduate 

school doesn't mean independence to an individual, or if 

independence on the job is not valued, he/she would not be 

as motivated to attend. 

- - - - --------
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The interaction that prospective graduate students have 

with people in their lives exemplifies the second principle 

of symbolic interaction. Relationships with teachers hold 

significant meaning to prospective graduate students. 

Teachers can be role models and directly encourage students 

to attend graduate school. In studies about graduate 

students, personal contact with faculty members has been 

important to the graduate school attendance decision (Olson 

and King, 1985; Malaney, 1987). Interactions individuals 

have with friends and family members also directly 

influences the meaning given to graduate school attendance. 

Prospective graduate students who have several friends 

attending graduate programs may be more likely to see 

graduate school as an attractive and reasonable option 

(Malaney, 1987). 

The third principle of symbolic interaction, applied to 

graduate student recruitment, is the interpretation 

individuals have of their personal and professional 

situation and of the choices that are available to them. An 

individual is more easily recruited into graduate school if 

his/her personal goals can be reached only through 

achievement of an advanced degree. On the other hand, if an 

individual has highly competitive offers in the corporate 

sector with promise of early advancement within the company, 

graduate school is perceived as less desirable. This same 
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individual however, can interpret the early advancement in 

the company as short-sighted and opt to attend graduate 

school with personal long term goals taking priority. So it 

is that the student's perspective, including how they define 

the situation, what activities are required in the 

situation, and what personal goals he or she sets, 

determines what attending graduate school means, and more 

importantly for my purposes, how a particular program is 

selected. How the recruitment process is experienced by 

prospective students will be influenced by this perspective. 

To uncover the nature of the recruitment process, it is 

necessary to bring the data from the departmental and 

student perspectives together in a meaningful way, looking 

through time at all the developments and events involved. 

The sociological calendar as described by Light (1975) is a 

device for condensing and analyzing data about social 

processes. The sociological calendar offers a way to 

discover natural units of time in an event or series of 

actions defined in terms of the subjective meanings and 

perspectives of those who are going through the process. 

The calendar becomes a mechanism to analyze interrelated 

phenomena so that subtle interaction among phases of the 

social process can be seen more clearly. The most powerful 

effect of the sociological calendar, according to Light 

(1975), is its ability to illuminate interrelationships 
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among dimensions not apparent by studying disconnected 

events. The comparison of several calendars or the 

superimposing of one calendar on another provides deeper 

insights into events. For example, Light (1975) explains 

how the changing perspectives on idealism for medical 

students in Boys in White (Becker, et al. 1961), can be 

organized using a sociological calendar. By superimposing 

calendars of several students, a pattern becomes evident 

suggesting that medical students enter with idealistic 

concerns for caring for people, change to a focus to just do 

what they have to do to get through school, then work to 

gain maximum experience, and finally return to an idealistic 

attitude for their work (Light, 1975). 

Using the sociological calendar in the study of the 

graduate student recruitment process, events or actions 

involved in the process will be divided into social units of 

time. These social units of time, distinct from the days, 

weeks, and months of Julian time, involve various steps of 

the decision and search process and will likely be different 

for particular students in different fields of study. For 

example, the decision to pursue graduate study involves a 

series of steps, some of which are personal and internal, 

and others which are active and interactive. using the 

approach used by Light (1975) to analyze dimensions of 

medical socialization, I will organize the changing 
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perspectives of graduate students during the recruitment 

process into phases. I will gather information from 

graduate students regarding concerns and values, goals and 

perceived abilities, available resources, and opportunities. 

The sociological calendar will be utilized to order these 

perspectives and series of actions taking place during the 

recruitment process. The series of actions, or phases, are 

defined in terms of the sUbjective meanings and perspectives 

of students going through the recruitment process. 

The sociological calendar allows analysis of 

interconnected phases of a social process. For the 

recruitment process, this means including various 

dimensions of the process experienced by students. Students 

experience recruitment activities at various times 

completing a series of actions before actually enrolling in 

a graduate program. The comparison of calendars among 

students will add depth to the analysis of the overall 

process. 

Method 

Much of the available research regarding college 

student choice and recruitment has been quantitative in 

nature. Tierney observes that quantitative studies lack any 

sense of the faces and voices behind the statistics. 

Studies are needed that move beyond statistical surveys and 

._-------------~-~-.. _---_ .. - .. _._--
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charts to enhance understanding the thoughts and feelings of 

students and the ways that they experience the educational 

process (Tierney, W.G., 1991). "Processual nature of the 

system does not lend itself to meaningful study through the 

use of quantitative snapshots of objectified social 

structures (Burrell and Morgan, 1978, p. 180)." A case 

study at a large Research I university using field methods 

was used for this investigation. I was primarily interested 

in the process of recruitment and the meanings attached to 

that process by the individuals involved. Interviews with 

graduate students, faculty, recruiters, and administrators 

were conducted within selected graduate programs. Graduate 

college staff and administrators involved in graduate 

student recruitment were interviewed. Information about 

graduate scholarships and fellowships were obtained from the 

institution's research and foundation offices. In addition, 

document analysis of recruitment materials, application 

forms, advertisements, and letters sent to students from the 

graduate college and from particular departments was done. 

A final method of data collection was a mailed survey 

which was sent to students who had been admitted, but did 

not enroll and to new graduate students who had enrolled. 

This was important to gaining information about the reasons 

that students decided not to attend. I wanted to know if 

their recruitment experience had been more positive 



elsewhere, or if certain aspects of attending graduate 

school here were less desirable than they found at another 

institution. In addition, by surveying students who had 

enrolled here, information about what attracted these 

students to enroll here, as opposed to other graduate 

programs, could be learned. 
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In the analysis, task environments for each department 

(customers, sources, competition, and regulatory groups) and 

existing normative processes were explored as each relates 

to the graduate student recruitment process. strategies and 

materials used by the university, the colleges and 

departments were examined to develop a sense of not just 

how, but why recruitment is conducted in a particular 

fashion. 

Four departments selected for inclusion in the study 

represent disparate disciplines as categorized by Biglan 

(1973). Biglan developed a logical method of grouping 

academic disciplines for comparative purposes. Biglan 

refers to disciplines characterized as being primarily 

concerned with theory as "pure," while those areas dealing 

primarily with application are called "applied." He 

referred to areas involving living organisms as "life" 

areas, and those dealing primarily with inanimate objects 

are called "nonlife." The four departments selected for 

-------_._--------- -- ._ .. ------
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this study represent pure/Life, Pure/Nonlife, Applied/Life, 

and Applied/Nonlife categories. 

Graduate students actively involved in graduate study 

in particular departments were interviewed. Those 

interviewed included Hispanic, African American, Native 

American, and white graduate students, both men and women, 

as well as international students. Typed transcripts of 

taped interviews were analyzed for elements from the 

theoretical framework. A detailed explanation of the method 

is in Chapter 3. 

Limitations of the study 

The major limitation of this study is the inability to 

generalize findings from this institution to another, and 

from one department to another. However, I can speculate 

similar finds would emerge at similar institutions. In 

addition, similar departments at other institutions share 

professional environmental contingencies, making situations 

surrounding student enrollment comparable. 

As environmental contingencies change through shifts in 

technology and the economy, the market for particular 

graduate programs also changes. The application of findings 

of this study is limited to current economic conditions. 

Potential sampling bias is also a limitation. The 

potential for differences in other departments and with 



41 

other students remains unexplored. While the departments 

exist within the same institutional structure, variations 

among departments is clearly recognized and verified through 

exploration of environmental contingencies. 

Organization 

In the following chapter, the literature on graduate 

students as it relates to recruitment is reviewed. Chapter 

3 provides a detailed explanation of the study's 

methodology. Chapters 4 and 5 present the findings and 

interpretations of data. Chapter 6 contains a general 

summary of the findings, conclusions, and policy 

recommendations. contributions of the study to the higher 

education literature relevant to graduate students is 

discussed along with recommendations based on the findings. 



CHAPTER 2 

Review of Literature 
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The literature germane to my research questions 

regarding the graduate student recruitment process is 

arranged in two separate but related categories. The first 

is background information describing the demographic trends 

of graduate enrollment, evidence of the need to increase 

doctorate recipients, and the need for more information on 

graduate student recruitment in general. Second is a 

discussion of literature related to the recruitment of 

students in higher education, both undergraduate and 

graduate. 

Demographic Trends in Graduate Student Enrollment 

Overall graduate student enrollment and degrees awarded 

in this country have remained relatively level since the 

mid-1970s (Hauptman, 1986; Powers, 1991). The proportion 

of top students (as measured by class rank and awards) 

pursing doctorates has been decreasing however, for more 

than two decades (Association of American Universities, 

1990; Hauptman, 1986). Recruitment of qualified students 

remains a concern because there is considerable variation 

among disciplines and schools. For example, disciplines 

such as history saw significant declines while business 
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graduate programs increased substantially due to job 

prospects. Current projections of enrollment trends suggest 

that the overall prospects for graduate education in the 

1990s are good (National center for Educational Statistics, 

1989; Powers, 1991), but will remain variable by discipline. 

The available applicant pool for graduate school has 

been described by Brazziel (1991). Brazziel (1991) 

describes a decline of 11 percent in doctoral production 

among American citizens from 1973 to 1989. He warns about 

possible serious shortfalls in doctorate production among 

American citizens in years to come. 

"Historically, most doctoral students have been drawn 

from the 18-22 year-old undergraduate pool (Brazziel, 

1991)." with a 25 percent decrease in births in this 

country between 1958 and 1978, there are simply fewer 

individuals in this age group. The decline of younger 

students in the undergraduate population in this country may 

account, in part, for the drop in doctorate production in 

recent years and some scholars expect a more precipitous 

drop in the years to come. Colleges have generally made up 

for the decline in college-age individuals by recruiting and 

accommodating older undergraduates. Older students who 

comprise 45 percent of the undergraduate student body now 

are expected to make up 52 percent by the year 1999. 

---------- ----------
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Brazziel reports that the National Research council is 

studying whether these older students will progress on to 

graduate school in sufficient numbers to compensate for the 

25 percent decrease in younger undergraduate students 

(1991). He urges stepping up serious efforts to preclude 

shortages in doctoral production. 

The proportion of advanced degrees awarded in this 

country to foreign students is large and has increased over 

the past decade (Hauptman, 1986; Brazziel, 1991). According 

to the report, "Selected Data on Science and Engineering 

Doctorate Awards," foreign students earned 30.1 percent of 

the Ph.D.'s awarded in 1991, compared to 17.2 percent in 

1981 (National Science Foundation, 1992). Foreign student 

enrollment has in part explained the slight increase in 

applications to masters' and doctoral programs at 

institutions across the country. While this trend maintains 

enrollments in graduate schools, it does not adequately 

answer concerns about the declining supply of citizens in 

this country qualified with advanced degrees. 

Students from ethnic minority groups in this country 

have made limited progress since the mid-1970's in 

increasing their rate of participation in graduate 

education. Although undergraduate enrollments of black and 

hispanic students have increased during the 1980's, the 

cOllege-going rates of these students have remained stable 

------------ - ---.-



at 28 and 29 percent respectively (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1991). The college-going rate of white youths 

during the same ten-year period increased from 33 to 40 

percent (U.S. Department of Education, 1991). 
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Degree completion by minority students vary by ethnic 

group and by degree level. According to the American 

council on Education (1991), between 1976 and 1987, the 

number of degrees earned by minorities increased by 30.9 

percent at the bachelor's level, and held relatively steady 

at the master's level, and was steady to declining at the 

doctoral level. Members of each minority group made gains 

from 1990 to 1991, yet this added up to only ten percent of 

American doctorates (National Science Foundation, 1992). 

African American men who had experienced a startling drop of 

46.7 per cent from 1976 to 1989 (American Council on 

Education, 1991), made up only 3.8 per cent of the 1991 

doctoral recipients, while a decade earlier, they made up 

4.2 per cent of recipients (National Science Foundation, 

1991). Hispanics made up 2.9 per cent of the Ph.D.'s 

earned by Americans last year, a slight decline from the 

previous year. Asian Americans accounted for 3.1 per cent 

of American doctorates awarded in 1991, which was a 19 per 

cent increase from 1990. American Indians, experiencing a 

one-year gain of over 33 per cent, made up only .52 per cent 

(National Science Foundation, 1991). White students, over 



the same year earned slightly fewer doctoral degrees, but 

still represent 89.6 per cent of the total American 

doctorates earned (National Science Foundation, 1991). 
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Advanced degrees awarded to women over the last twenty 

years have increased dramatically. Between 1980 and 1990, 

women enrolled in college increased 20%, while the increase 

for men was 6.3% (United states Department of Education, 

1991). Women now receive over one-third of all doctorates 

and professional degrees, and half of the masters degrees 

awarded in this country (National Research council, 1991). 

Though a general upward trend in female enrollment is 

apparent, representation varies greatly by discipline. Data 

from the National Research council (1991) indicates that 

women earned only 8.7% of the Engineering doctorates, 18.4% 

in the Physical sciences, and 25% in Business and 

Management. In contrast, women earned 49.4% and 46.5% of 

the doctorates in the Social sciences and Arts and 

Humanities respectively. 

The supply and demand for doctoral education are moving 

in different directions. Beginning in the mid-1990'S, 

projected increases in student enrollments will be coupled 

with anticipated faculty retirements and with a growing 

demand for Ph.D.s in nonacademic markets (Bjork and 

Thompson, 1989; Association of American Universities, 1990). 

Researchers do not agree on how much of a shortage of PhDs 

------------- ---
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this country will experience in the years to come. 

According to a recent project completed by Denny, Bolding, 

and VanPatten (1992), 46% of doctoral graduates are employed 

in college teaching jobs. A 1990 policy statement of the 

Association of American universities states: 

Under current trends, the nation will 
suffer an annual shortage of 7,500 
natural science and engineering Ph.D.s 
just a few years into the next century. 
Shortages of Ph.D.s in the humanities 
and social sciences will occur even 
sooner. Faculty shortages have already 
appeared in engineering, business, and 
other high-demand fields. The impact of 
such shortages will affect industry, 
government, and colleges and 
universities, all of which depend on 
doctoral education (AAU, p.III). 

Bjork and Thompson (1989) report projections that the 

entire professorate in American universities will be 

replaced by the year 2009. They say that the change will be 

gradual and will vary according to discipline, institutional 

type, and the circumstances of individual colleges and 

universities. 

It is abundantly clear that unless 
serious corrective action to increase 
minority faculty is jointly undertaken 
by the education,system, states, and the 
federal government, by the year 2009 the 
faculty in our nation's colleges and 
universities will be composed 
predominantly of White males (Bjork and 
Thompson, 1989, p.348). 

Along with the concern to attract and prepare 
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sufficient numbers of talented individuals to become the 

next generation of faculty, there is attention focused on 

the need to have this new faculty reflect the growing ethnic 

diversity of our population (American council on Education, 

1988; Bjork and Thompson, 1989). By the year 2000, one 

third of all school age children will be from ethnic 

minority groups (American council on Education and Education 

Commission of the states, 1988). In 1988, the Commission on 

Minority Participation in Education and American Life was 

established because of deep concern over the faltering pace 

of minority advancement. In its report, One-third of a 

Nation, the commission warns: 

.•• that America is moving backward,not 
forward, in its efforts to achieve the 
full participation of minority citizens 
in the life and prosperity of the nation 
(American Council on Education and the 
Education Commission of the states, 
1988, p.3). 

The role of higher education in improving the 

participation of minority citizens in this country's 

prosperity is clearly stated. Institutions are strongly 

encouraged to recruit minority students more aggressively at 

every level with special emphasis on inspiring and 

recruiting faculty and administrators (Brown, 1987; El

Khawas, 1989; Francisco,1983; Sullivan and Nowlin, 1990; 

Winkler, 1988; smith, 1989; Washington and Harvey, 1989). 
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The need to get more minority students in the pipeline is a 

consistent theme: 

We will not see our Hispanic, Black, and 
American Indian citizens in classrooms, 
laboratories, administrative offices, 
and board rooms in sufficient numbers 
until we first see them in our graduate 
schools (Fischer, 1988, p.1). 

Further insight into the nature of the problem of 

attracting minorities to fill faculty vacancies in 

particular disciplines is accomplished by an examination of 

the type of doctoral degrees earned by minorities. Very few 

African American, Hispanic, and American Indians are earning 

doctoral degrees in the science and engineering fields. 

According to the National Center for Educational statistics 

(1988), forty-five per cent of the doctoral degrees awarded 

to African American students in 1985, were in education, 20 

per cent were in social sciences, and only 3 per cent· in 

engineering. Hispanics earned 24 per cent of their doctoral 

degrees in education, 19 per cent in social sciences, and 

13 per cent in engineering. Of doctorates earned by 

American Indians, which was only .3 per cent of the total, 

43 per cent were in education. Asian American students, 

earning 3 per cent of the total number of doctorates in 

1985, had 31 per cent of their doctoral degrees concentrated 

in the physical and biological sciences, and 24 per cent in 

engineering. It is important to also recognize that only a 
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small percentage of students who earn doctoral degrees 

choose faculty careers, thus compounding the urgency to 

recruit increasing numbers into graduate school (Bjork and 

Thompson, 1989; Association of American Universities, 1990). 

Undergraduate Recruitment 

Most of the literature related to student recruitment 

has dealt with undergraduate students (Malaney, 1987). 

Numerous books and articles have been devoted to the topic 

of recruitment of undergraduate students (Kotler and FOx, 

1985; Ihlanfeldt, 1980; Litten, Sullivan and Brodigan, 1983; 

Cook and Zallocco, 1983). Recruitment for undergraduate 

students is described as very complex and is usually 

centralized within the institution's admission operation. 

During the 1970s, when many administrators began to plan for 

projected reduced enrollments, students were becoming better 

consumers with a growing interest in vocational, 

occupational, or professional courses. Institutions became 

more sophisticated in designing recruitment activities. As 

explained by Paulsen (1990), 

Institutions also became more responsive 
to market interests, more aware of the 
increasingly competitive nature of the 
student recruitment process, and began 
to engage in market-oriented activities 
intended to attract desired students to 
their campuses. Each institution had to 
seek ways to make itself more attractive 



than its competitors in the eyes of 
desired students. 

Marketing models have been used to identify likely 

target populations and particular strategies useful in 

attracting appropriate students (Zemsky and Oedel, 1983; 

Paulsen, 1990). 

Enrollment management and professional recruiters for 

undergraduate students have become common in many 

universities. 

Paulsen's 1990 ASHE/ERIC Higher Education Report, 
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College Choice, is a thorough review of major literature 

addressing the factors and processes undergraduate students 

use in choosing a college. This report includes results of 

25 years of studies in the areas of enrollment planning, 

student marketing, and recruitment. Hossler, Braxton, and 

Coopersmith (1989) report an extensive review of studies 

related to student college choice. Factors related to 

college choice, described within econometric and 

sociological models, are explained as important 

considerations used by institutions in designing mechanisms 

to attract undergraduate students. Neither Paulsen (1990) 

or Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989) discuss graduate 

student recruitment except to indicate the need to develop 

dependable models of how graduate students choose graduate 

___ ~=~~C _____ ._. __ _ 



schools. "We are just beginning to study the patterns of 

graduate student-graduate school choice {Paulsen, p.79)." 
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strategies described to recruit undergraduate students 

include the development of brochures and advertisements, 

arranging opportunities for campus visits, personal 

contacts, hosting career days, allowing part-time study, 

offering evening courses, and collaborating with local 

secondary schools (Paulsen, 1990; Hossler, Braxton, 

Coopersmith, 1989). Kotler and Fox (1985) describe the 

application of market orientation in the recruitment of 

undergraduate students, emphasizing the importance of 

understanding needs and desires of the "customer" in order 

to design specific targeted strategies. 

Recruiting undergraduate minority students is the topic 

of a recent ASHE-ERIC Higher Education Report, Pursuing 

Diversity: Recruiting College Minority Students by Astone 

and Nunez-Wormack (1990). In this report, the need to 

pursue diversity through recruitment is explained. The 

report suggests that recruitment efforts be coordinated with 

many different areas of the institution and involve the 

participation of people from different departments. 

Ideally an institution-wide effort 
conceived as a process rather than a 
program, recruitment of minority 
students would optimally engage all 
constituencies of the college--faculty, 
administrators, staff, and students--in 
a well-developed and deliberate plan 



designed to achieve specific, reasonable 
goals. The plan should be based on a 
comprehensive institutional audit 
reflecting the profile and present 
educational situation of minorities at 
the institution (Astone and Nunez
Wormack, p. vi) • 
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The necessity for broad and dynamic institutional 

efforts in support of increasing minority participation is 

further supported by "Achieving Access with Quality," a 

five-year study conducted by the former National center for 

Postsecondary Governance and Finance under the direction of 

Richard Richardson. This was a collaborative study of the 

practices used to improve the participation and graduation 

rates for ethnic minority students in public four-year 

colleges and universities in thirteen states. Surveys from 

142 institutions indicated activities ranging from outreach 

programs in collaboration with public schools to prog~ams 

for parents or peers who can model or support college-going 

behavior (Richardson, 1989). Recruitment activities are 

deemed merely reactionary providing primarily mechanisms 

that reduce barriers to getting into the university. The 

conclusions of the study warn of the necessity for 

institution-wide efforts to adapt to student diversity by 

also putting into place mechanisms to help undergraduate 

students achieve and to improve learning environments 

(Richardson, 1989). 

_. --'-- . __ ._---
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Graduate Student Recruitment 

While underlying themes of marketing educational 

programs found in undergraduate research can be applicable 

to graduate programs, clearly there are important 

differences. Applying similar models of student choice to 

understand the process of graduate student college choice or 

to derive recruitment strategies appropriate for graduate 

students may be seriously flawed. Turcotte (1983) noted: 

Graduate education as an entity is 
perceived to be far behind the 
undergraduate in establishing a body of 
knowledge regarding admission 
characteristics and activities of 
students; methods of recruitment; 
utilization of available technology; 
centralization of effort and funding; 
enrollment management and modeling 
(p.28) • 

Some differences between undergraduate and graduate 

education are clearly apparent. In general, social and 

political forces have pushed for increasing the numbers of 

persons earning baccalaureate degrees first as a symbol of 

equalizing educational opportunity and second as a device 

for upward mobility (Olson, 1985; Olson and King, 1985; 

Richardson, 1989; Education Commission of the states, 1989). 

Graduate education ideology is different from undergraduate 

education in that it has been basically elitist. "The 

objective of graduate education has always been to 'skim the 

cream from the top' (Olson, 1985,p.22)." Graduate education 
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is not designed for the masses, but has been reserved for 

students who show the most promise as scholars and 

researchers. While this selective and exclusive ideology 

remains, evidence of the need to diversify college and 

university faculties and graduate student populations is 

conspicuous. The National Invitational Forum on the status 

of Minority participation in Graduate Education held in 

1986, was convened to gain insight into factors that 

continue to impede the recruitment and graduation of 

minority students in graduate education (Adams, 1986). 

Pruitt and Isaac (1985) analyzed declining enrollment of 

minority students in graduate schools using concepts from 

the theory of discrimination in internal labor markets. 

Howard Bowen (1984) discussed the need to keep graduate 

programs responsive to societies' needs and the social 

responsibility of graduate departments to produce graduates 

of "broad learning and culture." 

Many studies to examine the decision process of 

undergraduate students (Hossler and Gallagher, 1987; 

Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith, 1989; Paulsen, 1990), and 

the need for a marketing orientation to drive the 

recruitment of prospective students (Kotler and FOX, 1985; 

Malaney, 1987a) have been undertaken. Kotler and Fox (1985) 

emphasize that the first premise for a marketing orientation 

for educational institutions is to understand prospective 
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students by determining their needs, wants, and interests. 

Very little research has been done however, at the graduate 

level to determine these important characteristics (Malaney, 

1988). 

Little is known about the decision process of today's 

prospective graduate students (Olson and King, 1985; 

Malaney,1988; and Paulsen, 1990). No specific stages of the 

choice process for graduate students have been described in 

the literature. A large survey conducted in 1971 and 1972 

by Baird and his colleagues explored the reasons graduating 

college seniors gave for attending graduate school. They 

summarized the findings: 
Most students choose to attend graduate 
school for a mixture of reasons. Many 
attend primarily because they need a 
degree to be able to do what they want 
to do or to be able to attain the 
positions and earnings they would like 
to have. These pragmatic reasons are 
usually combined with a commitment to 
the academic way of life and a strong 
interest in a particular field (Baird, 
p. 26). 

More recent work suggests that these reasons for 

attending graduate school may still be in place. Greene and 

Minton (1989) suggest that there are only three realizable 

goals in any graduate program: 1) to gain essential 

qualifications for a particular professional occupation; 2) 

to advance a career; and/or 3) for personal satisfaction. 

Malaney's work (1987a), has verified, at least generally, 
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that these three goals are important to graduate students. 

One of the purposes of Malaney's survey of entering graduate 

students at a large public research university in the 

midwest was to begin to expand research on the graduate 

student's decision to a particular graduate program. His 

findings indicate that the desire to learn and personal 

satisfaction were important reasons for deciding to attend 

graduate school. These were more important than getting a 

job, particularly for students at the high end of the grade 

point average scale. Students also reported that advanced 

degrees were needed for professional reasons and some 

indicated that they had nothing better to do and that they 

were attending because a friend was going to attend 

(Malaney, 1987). 

Olson and King (1985) suggest that graduate students 

differ greatly from undergraduate students in part because 

of a number of constraints within which graduate students 

operate. Limitations experienced by graduate students 

include: 

the applicant's undergraduate grade 
point average and score on required 
standardized admissions tests; the 
foregone income during the pursuit of an 
advanced degree; educational and living 
expenses; positive and/or negative input 
from family and peers; and employment 
opportunities for the applicant and/or 
spouse (Olson and King, p.305). 
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While these may be similar to constraints experienced by 

some undergraduate students, it is believed that these 

considerations have greater magnitude for graduate students 

than for undergraduate students (Olson and King, 1985). 

Responsibilities and obligations to employers and to 

families may also be significant limitations faced to a 

greater extent by graduate students compared with 

undergraduate students. 

Intervening variables influencing decisions to attend 

graduate school and where to attend are difficult to measure 

quantitatively and appear to vary among academic colleges 

within the institution (Olson and King, 1985). Olson and 

King found that geographic location and personal contact 

with faculty at the institution, along with reputation of 

the academic department were key factors influencing initial 

consideration of the institution. positive interaction with 

faculty and having been an undergraduate at the institution 

were found to influence the ultimate decision to enroll 

(Olson and King, 1985). Greene and Minton reiterate this 

notion for both science and nonscience graduate students. 

Professors, in addition to teaching, identify and encourage 

the potential future scientists, "even to the point of 

calling a student's attention to his or her aptitude for 

science and stimulating an interest in a scientific career 

(Greene and Minton, p.90)." As with admission to science 
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and engineering programs, admission to nonscience graduate 

programs depends heavily on faculty recommendations (Greene 

and Minton, 1989). 

In contrast to the centralized organization of 

undergraduate recruitment, efforts to recruit graduate 

students are usually undertaken through individual 

departments or colleges. Graduate student recruitment is 

described as sporadic and inconsistent, with little or no 

strategic planning, lagging far behind the approaches in 

place for undergraduate education (Olson, 1985; Turcotte, 

1983; Malaney, 1988; Olson and King, 1985). Those who do 

graduate student recruitment often rely on procedures and 

strategies which have not been systematically analyzed or 

evaluated (Olson and King, 1985). "Few institutions 

designate a central administrative unit as the coordinator 

of graduate recruiting (Olson, p.23)." 

There are two contrasting views concerning 

centralization of graduate student recruitment found in the 

literature. According to Malaney's work, recruitment 

efforts at the graduate level can be centralized only 

superficially because of the very discipline-specific nature 

of graduate education (Malaney, 1987; Malaney, 1988). "The 

primary impetus must come from the individual academic 

departments •.• (Malaney, 1988, p. 403)." Olson (1985) points 

out that institutionalized graduate student recruiting is 
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inhibited by the very structure of the comprehensive 

university. She explains that departments represent 

interest groups with diverse goals and values made up of 

faculty with more allegiance to the academic discipline than 

to the institution. Turcotte (1983) offers an opposing 

opinion concerning centralization of graduate student 

recruitment. He found in his survey of graduate schools 

across the country suggestions from graduate school 

administrators that the Graduate College become more 

involved in general publication and recruitment (Turcotte, 

1983). Popular responses from graduate schools in his survey 

included, "The days are over when only departments publicize 

their own progr~ms (Turcotte, p.26)." His study did not 

examine the views of department faculty and administrators 

and is difficult to interpret because only 35 percent of 

graduate schools responded and only a public versus private 

demographic breakdown was provided (Malaney, 1988). 

However, a poll of graduate deans reported by Olson (1985) 

indicated that "most deans are dissatisfied with present 

recruiting endeavors and need and want help in developing 

recruitment plans that are effective and professional in 

nature (p.25)." Olson (1985) predicts that centralized 

marketing models much like those existing in undergraduate 

recruiting will become more common in the recruitment of 

students to graduate programs. 
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Given the wide variety of academic departments and the 

decentralized nature of graduate school organization, it is 

not surprising that great differences exist between 

departments in regards to activities related to students. 

Malaney found in his study of 109 departments at one 

university, great variation among departments regarding the 

use of recruiting practices (1987b). He found in general, 

graduate programs dislike the notion of marketing and 

recruitment and lack the money, time, and/or knowledge to 

conduct a systematic planned recruitment effort. Where 

recruitment efforts were underway, meeting with prospective 

students at professional conferences, faculty making 

personal contacts with other schools or colleagues, and mass 

mailing of flyers/posters were frequently done. Generally, 

departments carried out strategies that were least expensive 

and required limited time commitment. Master's programs 

indicated fewer recruiting practices than did doctoral 

programs. Professional biological sciences and engineering 

sciences recorded the highest number of recruitment 

activities for all areas of study. Education reported the 

lowest number of recruitment activities. Math and Physical 

Science and Humanities departments used a low number of 

recruiting practices, while Agricultural Sciences and Arts 

used a high number (Malaney, 1987b) • 

. _ .. -- -- .. _----
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Graduate students are often interested in a particular 

graduate program because of the reputation of the program or 

the research being done there. Typically, professors seek 

out talented students to assist with their research projects 

as a means of attracting students to graduate school. 

Informal networks between colleagues develop at professional 

meetings which assist in locating potential students (Olson, 

1985; Malaney, 1987). Gumport (1991) describes how' "star" 

faculty are recruited in order to develop research, which in 

turn, attracts "star" graduate students. 

Malaney's review of research on graduate education 

since 1976 indicates that much of the literature on 

recruitment of prospective graduate students has been 

primarily concerned with recruitment of "special students" 

or of "non-special" students in particular departments 

(Malaney, 1988). Atelsek and Gomberg (1976) report a survey 

funded by the National Science Foundation, the United states 

Office of Education, and the National Institutes of Health 

to assess the extent of special assistance to women and 

minorities for graduate study. While the results from this 

study are outdated, it is interesting to note that at that 

time nearly half of institutions in this country had special 

recruitment or admission efforts in place for women and 93 

per cent had special programs for minorities. Public 

institutions were more active than private institutions, and 
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universities were more active than four-year colleges. Law 

and Medicine were the most active fields of graduate study 

for both women and minorities. 

Malaney (1987b) studied the variation among departments 

regarding the use of recruiting practices by surveying 109 

graduate academic units at one large midwestern university. 

In this study, the departmental recruiting practices used 

prior to expressed interest from students and those used 

after students expressed interest were tallied. Departments 

were found to vary greatly by size, field of study, and by 

whether the doctorate or master's degree was the highest 

degree offered by the unit. More important than the list of 

recruitment strategies derived from this study are the 

elements found to be missing. The results of the recruiting 

efforts, namely the relationship between the quality or 

quantity of the students and the number of recruiting 

practices was not apparent from the data collected from 

departments (Malaney, 1987b). Malaney suggests that 

questions about the number of recruiting efforts and the 

types of practices that yield higher quality students or 

more students need further research. 

Summary 

Demographic indicators and enrollment trends suggest a 

need to be concerned about productivity of graduate degrees 

- -------- -----.---------~-. 
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in this country. Most of what is known about recruitment of 

students is focused on the undergraduate students. Little 

work has been done on recruitment at the graduate level, 

with the exception of studies on special students. The 

decentralized departmental nature of organization of 

graduate programs further complicates the examination of the 

process of recruitment. What is missing from available 

literature are explanations regarding how the recruitment 

process for graduate students is conducted in relation to 

social processes and demographic changes. In addition, 

little is known about how graduate students experience the 

process and how this experience may differ among students in 

diverse departments and among students who differ by gender 

and ethnicity. 
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CHAPTER 3 

study Design and Methodology 

The purpose of this research was to examine the 

graduate student recruitment process. The research 

questions are: 1) What influences how departments recruit 

graduate students? 2) How do departments recruit graduate 

students? 3) How do graduate students experience the 

recruitment process? 4) How and why do graduate students 

decide to attend a particular graduate program? and 5) To 

what extent and how does the recruitment process and 

experience for graduate students vary by field of study, and 

by gender and ethnicity of the applicant? To answer the 

research questions, the process was examined 

organizationally from the perspective of the institution and 

its departments, as well as from the students' perspeptive. 

The research design best suited to meet the goals of this 

project was a case study design. The case study design 

allows an intense and complete examination of an issue or 

the circumstances of a geographic setting over time (Lincoln 

and Guba, 1985). This research was constructed to explore 

the very complex process of recruitment of graduate students 

as it occurs in a large and complex research university. It 

was also designed to explore the meaning that students 
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attached to their experiences related to considering 

graduate school. 

Three methods of data collection were used to meet the 

research goals of the study: interviews, document analysis, 

and a survey. To answer the research questions focused on 

the institutional and organizational aspects of the 

recruitment process, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with various administrators and graduate advisors 

within selected departments, in the graduate college, and in 

a variety of university offices. Second, recruitment 

materials utilized by the university and the graduate 

college, as well as the departments were analyzed. These 

items included brochures and pamphlets, posters, letters, 

and video tapes. Surveys were sent to students who had been 

admitted to graduate school, including those who did and did 

not enroll. 

All interviews used in this study were semi

structured. I used interview schedules and focused on 

specific areas in order to answer the research questions. 

Open-ended questions were used to allow free expression of 

experiences and perceptions. The difference between the 

structured and the unstructured interview is explained by 

Guba and Lincoln. 

In the structured interview, the problem is 
defined by the researcher before the interview. 
The questions have been formulated ahead of time, 



and the respondent is expected to answer in terms 
of the interviewer's framework and definition of 
the problem ••• In an unstructured interview, the 
format is non-standardized, and the interviewer 
does not seek normative responses. Rather, the 
problem of interest is expected to arise from the 
respondent's reaction to the broad issue raised by 
the inquirer (Guba and Lincoln, 1981, 155-156). 
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Considering the goals of this research effort, an 

unstructured intervi.ew was the most appropriate style to 

utilize. The interviewer was constantly trying to elicit 

the administrators' and advisors' conception of the process 

and the students' own meanings and reactions to the 

recruitment experience. Interviews began with a "grand 

tour" question (Spradley, 1979), such as, for 

administrators, "Tell me about the process of recruiting 

graduate students in your department." For students, the 

first question was, "Tell me about how you decided to come 

to graduate school and what experiences you had in the 

process. II The remainder of the interview for both students 

and administrators took on the characteristics of a 

conversation about various aspects of recruitment. While 

the conversations were somewhat free flowing, I guided the 

conversation with questions and probes regarding issues and 

concepts embedded in my conceptual framework. For example, 

I asked students to "tell me about how and why they decided 

to come to graduate school." If they did not explain who 

they interacted with during the process, I asked, "who did 



you talk to, and who was the most influential in your 

decision to attend?" A list of questions used in these 

interviews is in the appendix. 
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A free-flowing conversation style was employed with 

student interviews in sessions with individual students and 

also with small groups of students. Combining individual 

interviews with focus group interviews is a way of dealing 

with the strengths and limitations of both methods. 

According to Morgan (1988), if only individual interviews 

are used, there is no way to know what individuals may say 

if others were present. If group interviews are used, there 

is no way to know what the participants would say in 

private. In some situations, groups may inhibit discussion; 

in others, the group may facilitate conversation. "What we 

need to do is to begin cross-validating by applying the two 

modes of interviewing to the same topics (Morgan, p.21)." 

The focus group interviews capitalize on the interaction 

within the group based on the topic supplied by the 

researcher, who typically takes on the role of a moderator 

(Morgan, 1988). The information gained from the interaction 

among participants in the focus group was used to guide and 

refine subsequent individual and group interviews. Groups 

of from two to four students were arranged by department so 

that students participating had at least the field of study 

in common. I wanted to determine if students in the same 
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department had similar experiences and went through 

comparable processes to decide on graduate programs. 

According to Morgan (1988), individual interviews 

allows for relatively controlled management of what data are 

actually collected. In one-on-one interviews, it is easier 

to pursue new leads or skip unwanted material. On some 

topics, individuals may be more honest with an interviewer, 

and on other topics, they may discuss more openly with their 

peers. 

However, there are distinct advantages to adding focus 

group interviews as a source of data in this study. 

The hallmark of focus groups is the 
explicit use of the group interaction to 
produce data and insights that would be 
less accessible without the interaction 
found in a group (Morgan, p.12). 

Morgan (1988) explains three primary ways in which 

focus group interviews can enhance projects largely based on 

individual interviews. First, a small number of exploratory 

focus groups can be conducted to guide later construction of 

individual interview questions. Getting individual 

informants to respond to segments of transcripts from group 

interviews is one suggested strategy. Secondly, focus group 

interviews can be useful when comparing different groups of 

participants is a component of the research project. 

Thirdly, groups can be conducted as a follow-up to 

individual interviews. This allows exploration and 
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clarification of issues brought up during individual 

interviews. To answer the first two research questions 

regarding how departments recruit graduate students and what 

influences how recruitment is done, data was gathered from 

various individuals having responsibility for recruitment 

activities. At the institutional level, graduate college 

administrators and staff were interviewed. Materials 

distributed by the Graduate College and information about 

university recruitment events were analyzed. Administrators 

in the Sponsored Research and Foundations offices were asked 

about fellowships and scholarships available for graduate 

students. within selected departments, administrators and 

staff involved with graduate student recruitment and 

admissions were interviewed. Materials used for recruitment 

from these departments and their colleges was also gathered. 

To answer the third and fourth research questions regarding 

how graduate students experience the recruitment process and 

why they decide to attend particular graduate programs, 

students were interviewed. 

The fifth research question, examining how the 

recruitment process differs by field of study, by gender, 

and by ethnicity was addressed by drawing comparisons, 

similarities and contrasts among the students interviewed. 

Both male and female students selected for interviews were 

drawn from various ethnic groups where possible. Findings 

----._-_._ .. - -- -----
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from the departmental data was analyzed as well to discover 

differences in the recruitment process by field of study, 

and types of students being recruited. 

Issues of sampling and selection 

Decisions about sampling and selection of individuals 

to involve in the research were critical to the design and 

the trustworthiness of the findings. Using concepts and 

theories from my conceptual framework, the initial sample of 

interviews was obtained through purposely selecting 

individuals responsible for activities effecting graduate 

students. An attempt was made to include all individuals 

and offices on campus that contribute to graduate student 

recruitment. contacts were made with administrators in the 

Graduate College who verified an initial listing of 

important and invoived individuals. In addition to the 

Graduate College, data was collected from individuals in the 

scholarship office at the University Foundation, Sponsored 

Research, the American Indian Graduate Center, and the 

cultural centers for African American, Hispanic, and 

American Indian students. In addition, suggestions for 

additional contacts were obtained from individuals who were 

interviewed. In this way, a "snowball sampling" technique 

was employed by asking the question, "Who else do you think 

I should talk to about graduate student recruitment?" 
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A total of 36 administrators and faculty across campus 

were interviewed. In general, I found administrators, 

faculty, and graduate advisors very open and helpful in 

explaining their particular role in the process of 

recruiting graduate students. Some were candid in 

suggesting ways they thought a better job could be 

accomplished, sharing frustrations experienced, or 

describing plans which had not yet been implemented. Some 

boasted about accomplishments and mechanisms in place that 

had proven effective. On several occasions, I was told that 

my questions stimulated new thinking and ideas related to 

graduate student recruitment. They freely offered a variety 

of recruitment materials to contribute to my data 

collection. 

The literature explains that the organizational 

structure of most large universities leads to a 

decentralized departmental arrangement to conduct graduate 

student recruitment. Confirmed through discussion about 

graduate student recruitment with various campus 

administrators, the importance and essential nature of 

departmental activities were clear. Four departments were 

selected for this research. I selected departments with 

adequate size and diversity within the graduate student 

population, as well as recognition of relatively active 

recruitment efforts. In addition, it was decided that 
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selected departments would offer the Masters and PhD 

degrees, as opposed to professional degrees such as Law and 

Medicine. 

The four selected departments were categorized by 

Biglan (1973) dimensions. Biglan classified academic areas 

in order to systematically analyze relationships between 

subject matter characteristics and departmental organization 

(Malaney, 1986). The three Biglan dimensions are: 1) the 

hard/soft science dimension, linked conceptually to high and 

low paradigm development (Bresser, 1983); 2) the 

pure/applied dimension, dealing with whether departments 

emphasize pure research or practical application of subject 

matter: and 3) the life/non-life dimension, categorizing 

departments on the basis of their concern with living or 

inanimate objects of study (Biglan, 1973; Malaney, 1986). 

The Biglan dimensions for the four departments included in 

this study are Applied/Life, Low Paradigm; Applied/Nonlife, 

High Paradigm; Pure/Life, Low paradigm; and pure/Nonlife, 

High Paradigm. 

Using the statistical Report on Graduate Students 

(1991) published by the Graduate College, the following 

descriptions of student populations in the four selected 

departments were developed. The Applied/Life department is 

actually organized as a college with clinical specialty 

divisions, rather than a formal arrangement of departments. 
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Besides the one baccalaureate program, the college offers a 

masters and a doctoral degree (PhD). During the academic 

year 1991-1992, the graduate enrollment at the college 

included 120 masters and 46 doctoral students. Of those 

masters students 64 were part-time, and 26 were full-time. 

There were 26 full-time doctoral students during this year, 

and 20 were part-time students. Among the graduate 

students, two were American Indian, nine were Hispanic two 

were African American, and 102 were white. In addition, 

there were nineteen students classified as international. 

There were eight men among the graduate students. 

The Applied/Non-life department is one of the ten 

departments offering graduate degrees in this particular 

college. This department enrolled 203 masters students and 

91 doctoral students. Of these students, 179 were full-time 

and 118 were part-time. Among the graduate students, there 

were five African Americans, eight Hispanics, two Native 

Americans, and 140 were white. only twenty-four students 

were female. There were 119 students classified as 

international students. 

The Pure/Nonlife department is one of the twenty 

science departments and enrolls a total of 135 graduate 

students. Of these students, 121 are doctoral students, and 

14 are seeking masters degrees, 40 are women and 95 are men. 

There are 130 full-time students and only 5 part-time 
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students. There are 38 students classified as 

international. Only four students come from ethnic minority 

groups, one is Hispanic and three are Asian. 

The Pure/Life department is one of fourteen departments 

in social and behavioral departments. There are 100 

graduate students, 72 of whom are full-time and 28 are part

time. Female students number 62, while there are 38 male 

students. There are 12 students from ethnic minority 

groups: seven Hispanic, one African American, three Native 

American, and one Asian. There are 75 students classified 

as white, and the remaining 13 students are international. 

Within each department, the graduate advisor was 

interviewed in addition to three or four administrators and 

faculty members who were involved in graduate student 

recruitment. The graduate advisor is an individual 

identified within each department that is responsible for 

working with graduate students, assisting them with 

administrative requirements of the departments and the 

graduate college relative to admission and graduation. In 

most cases, the graduate advisor is a faculty member, 

although I found examples of administrators and staff 

members who are identified as graduate advisors. 

A total of 52 students actively involved in graduate 

study were interviewed. In each department at least one 

focus group interview was conducted in addition to several 

---------------
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individual interviews. Interviews were conducted primarily 

in the student's college or department, in quiet offices or 

lab work areas. On three occasions, my office was used and 

several times interviews were conducted in the student Union 

cafeteria. The ages of the students ranged from 45 to 23, 

with an average age of 28.2 years. There were 32 white 

students, 10 ethnic minority students, and 6 international 

students. There were 27 female and 25 male students 

interviewed. 

Of those students interviewed, 39 were PhD students, 

and 13 were seeking masters degrees. It should be noted 

that in all departments, recruitment priorities are 

definitely focused on getting PhD students. Particularly in 

the Pure/Life and Pure/Nonlife departments, most students 

are seeking the PhD. In fact, if students exit with the 

masters degree in these two departments, it usually is not 

because they planned to do it that way. I was told that 

students who have difficulty with initial graduate level 

course work are counseled to exit with the masters, and 

students who fail the preliminary examinations are given a 

masters as a "consolation prize." In the Applied/Life and 

Applied/Nonlife departments, some students seek terminal 

masters degrees primarily to upgrade and strengthen 

knowledge and technical skills. 
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Access to students was accomplished in a variety of 

ways. I purposely sought students representing diverse 

viewpoints within the departments selected. I wanted to 

interview masters and doctoral students, men and women, and 

individuals from a variety of ethnic backgrounds. I 

personally visited some classes with permission from the 

professor, explained my research project, and asked for 

volunteers. A number of individual students were contacted 

by faculty and graduate advisors. In one department, the 

graduate advisor gave me a list of names and phone numbers 

of students who had agreed to be interviewed. On a number 

of occasions, students introduced me to other students who 

entered into the group or set separate appointments. All 

students selected were currently actively engaged in part

time or full-time graduate study. Comfortable and quiet 

settings located within the departments were used for all 

interviews. 

students openly shared their perspectives regarding 

decisions made and interactions they had experienced during 

the time just before enrolling in graduate school. The 

students identified with me as a fellow graduate student, 

and were seemingly comfortable discussing their thoughts and 

perceptions of the process. The struggle through graduate 

school renders a common bond among students, particularly 

within a field of study. I felt a sincere attempt to "help" 

-------------
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me get the data I needed from students in all four 

departments involved in the study. They wanted to tell me 

the story of their experiences. Trust and understanding 

among students was apparent in the focus groups which were 

limited to between two and four students. Most topics of 

discussion were not terribly private or sensitive, allowing 

free participation and willingness to explain their own 

experiences. Some related very positive experiences and 

others told of problems and disappointments. I did not 

encounter resistance to my request for interviews, though 

scheduling ample time that did not interfere with class or 

valuable study time was difficult. On only one occasion did 

a student fail to keep an appointment. 

Techniques of Data Management 

Triangulation, as defined by Denzin (1978, p.291), is 

"the combination of methodologies in the study of the same 

phenomenon." It is a way of protecting against bias by 

allowing cross validation of the results when two or more 

distinct methods, or multiple informants, are found to yield 

comparable data (Jick, 1979). "Organizational researchers 

can improve the accuracy of their judgments by collecting 

different kinds of data bearing on the same phenomenon 

(Jick, 1979, p.602)." In this study, methods of data 

collection included: formal individual interviews and focus 
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group interviews with students; formal individual interviews 

with administrators and faculty; informal discussions with 

students, administrators and faculty; analysis of various 

written recruitment materials and videos; and a mailed 

survey. In the analysis of data obtained through these 

different methods, themes discovered using one method are 

verified through data discovered using an alternate method. 

For example, strategies that faculty told me was important 

to their recruitment process was checked by asking students 

what they experienced or how they interpreted that 

particular strategy. 

Member checking, another method of cross validating 

data was used throughout the data collection process. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) explain that the member check 

process tests initial interpretations and conclusions drawn 

from the data with individuals from stakeholder groups. 

This method provides an opportunity to correct errors and 

omissions as well as refine interpretations of the 

researcher. Member checking was done by confirming and 

reiterating tentative interpretation of data obtained in 

early interviews with subsequent formal interviews and brief 

conversations. 

The technique of memoing was used to begin documenting 

initial impressions of the data. According to strauss 

(1987), memos represent a dialogue between the researcher 
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and the data, "a running record of insights, hunches, 

hypothesis, discussions about the implications of codes, 

additional thoughts, whatnot (p.83)." I wrote memos of my 

initial thoughts and insights into the data in the margins 

of the transcripts of interviews. I also attached notes to 

the list of interview questions to remind me to clarify 

points and gain additional information about issues 

originating from earlier conversations and document 

analysis. These notes served to confirm coded segments and 

provided a way of keeping track of beginning analysis. 

The Ethnograph (Seidel, Kjolseth, and Seymour, 1988), a 

computer program for assisting the analysis of text based 

data, was used to organize and sort data into coding 

categories. Transcribed interviews were reformatted for the 

ethnograph, entered, and each line was numbered. coding 

categories derived from the conceptual framework were used 

to label pieces of data. These codes were entered into the 

computer, enabling me to extract pieces of data by coding 

category. These were carefully reviewed and refined through 

a second round of coding. Throughout this process, I wrote 

additional memos in the margins which eventually clarified 

reoccurring themes and concepts, and identified those ideas 

that did not seem to fit within the existing framework. The 

final set of codes is listed in the Appendix. 
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The next step in analysis was to combine and contrast 

views expressed by the students through interviews and from 

survey data with those explained by the administrators and 

advisors in like departments and in other administrative 

positions across campus including the graduate college. 

Impressions of the recruitment materials were added to this 

phase of analysis along with results of the survey. Notes 

were written reflecting my conclusions and interpretations 

of the data. I utilized the principles of triangulation to 

identify multiple sources of data to support conclusions 

drawn to answer each research question. The results of the 

analysis are explained in the following chapters. 



CHAPTER 4 

Findings: 
organizational Aspects of Graduate student Recruitment 

In general the recruiting practices in 
this institution are basically poor. 
The reason we are attracting students at 
all is that some departments are well 
known. We do not recruit actively 
enough • 

..• A University Administrator 

Introduction 
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The university where this research was conducted is a 

public, land grant institution serving over 35,000 students, 

8000 of whom are graduate and professional students. 

Graduate programs are offered in more than 100 departments. 

Recruitment of graduate students at a large university such 

as this is tremendously complex taking place in a variety of 

ways, through numerous individuals, in offices dispersed all 

over campus. Participants involved in the process of 

graduate student recruitment offer different viewpoints on 

the goals of recruitment and on the role of the institution 

in the process. There were 36 administrators, faculty, and 

graduate advisors interviewed. Documents and materials 

used to plan and implement recruitment efforts, developed at 

the institutional level and by individual colleges and 

departments, were analyzed. These materials, listed in the 

Appendix, included four videos, several brochures and 

pamphlets, campus reports, posters, and application forms. 



An attempt was made to explore all efforts contributing to 

the process of recruiting graduate students. 
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The findings of this research are presented by 

organizing information according to my research questions. 

In this chapter, I describe data related to the research 

questions: 1) What influences how departments recruit 

graduate students?, and 2) How do departments recruit 

graduate students? I begin with broad and general comments 

about the findings and then explain specifics related to 

particular departments. The findings are organized not by 

departments, but around analytical categories derived from 

the study's theoretical framework. 

What Influences How Departments Recruit Graduate Students? 

To examine what influences departmental recruiting 

activities, concepts from contingency theory and from 

institutional theory are used. Contingency theory describes 

how organizations work within an established domain by 

relating to their task environments, including customers, 

suppliers, competitors, and regulators (Scott, 1981; 

Thompson, 1967). The classic study of organizations by 

Lawrence and Lorsch (1986) examined "how organizations must 

vary if they are to cope effectively with different 

environmental circumstances." The environment of a public 

research university is highly differentiated, due in part to 

-------------
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the specialized and diverse nature of its academic 

departments, each responding to somewhat separate and unique 

contingencies. The departments of research universities 

are relatively autonomous and "loosely coupled" (Weick, 

1976), contributing to a decentralized graduate student 

recruitment process. Individual departments relate to their 

own set of prospective students (customers), suppliers 

(departments at other institutions), competitors (other 

graduate programs), and regulators (professional 

associations). Given this theoretical perspective, I 

expected to find separate and distinct dimensions of 

graduate student recruitment at the departmental level, with 

various influences on recruitment efforts being 

individualized by department. However, I also looked for 

common experiences among departments. By virtue of being on 

the same campus under the direction of the same Graduate 

College and central administration, I expected to find 

examples of shared environmental contingencies and 

connections between departments and central administration, 

that represented common dimensions of graduate student 

recruitment. 

I begin the discussion of what influences how 

departments recruit graduate students by presenting data 

relative to the different environmental circumstances of the 

four departments included in the study. This is followed by 

-------....... --.-
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a description of connections departments have with 

departments of the same discipline at other institutions and 

with offices across campus. Finally, the last part of this 

chapter explains more precisely what departments actually do 

to recruit graduate students. 

circumstances Defining What Departments Must Do 

Departments share a simple circumstance that influences 

their recruitment processes: Departments need customers 

(i.e. students). Some departments need to expend some 

effort to attract students to their programs. other 

departments enjoy a rich supply of applicants without 

actually engaging in any specific recruitment activities. 

These two contrasting situations help define departmental 

activities in regards to recruiting graduate students. The 

two situations, being student needy and student rich, are 

shaped not just by customers, but also by the competitive 

environment. 

Analysis of the data indicates that two departmental 

task environments, those of customers and competitors, most 

directly influence graduate student recruitment. The number 

of customers available to departments in general is affected 

by birthrates and demographics (Brazziel, 1991). In 

addition, economic trends and changes in business and 

industry affect the numbers of customers available. One 
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faculty member explained that a poor economic climate and 

high unemployment often drives the numbers of applicants to 

graduate school upwards. When numbers of available 

prospective students diminish, competition increases among 

departments in the same discipline for highly qualified 

students. In addition to the importance of numbers of 

students available, faculty and administrators from all four 

departments expressed an emphasis on attracting the best, 

most highly qualified s~udents. One faculty member said, 

"we always want better students." Another said "it was not 

just a numbers thing for us, we were interested in 

increasing the quality of our students." Of course, that 

always means competing with other departments to get those 

students. 

Of the four departments included in this study, one 

department is in the first "needy" situation, one department 

is clearly in the second "rich" situation, and the other two 

departments are somewhere in between the two extremes. 

Faculty in the Pure/Non-life department described a 

situation in which they need to work at recruiting graduate 

students. Filling teaching assistant positions with 

graduate students in this department is essential because of 

its large teaching load. Graduate students are an essential 

part of the teaching workforce in this department that 

serves around 10,000 students across campus each year. One 

--------------
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faculty member explained, "In this department recruiting 

graduate students is a very important activity and we put a 

lot of money into it. Recruitment in this department is 

serious business." Faculty also described a very 

competitive situation with about forty other departments in 

the country. One professor explained, "It is actually 

somewhat of an international competition. We have to make a 

year around effort to recruit people." Another faculty 

member said, 

This department would love to have a 
bigger graduate program. In fact, it was 
bigger when I started in 1981 than it is 
now. That I think reflects the decrease 
in the number of 22 year-olds in the 
population post-baby-boom, which has led 
to the increase in competition. The 
enrollment in our undergraduate courses, 
across the board, has been going up, 
year by year. But the ability to recruit 
graduate students has been going down a 
little. 

What the Pure/Non-Life department does is somewhat 

driven by whatever "everybody else" (competing departments 

at other institutions) is doing. According to DiMaggio and 

Powell (1983), "uncertainty is a powerful force that 

encourages imitation." 

uncertain about how many students will apply and how many of 

those offered positions will accept, departments in this 

field of study must model their recruitment activities after 

what competing departments in other institutions are doing. 
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DiMaggio and Powell (1983) explain that "the professions are 

subject to the same coercive and mimetic pressures as are 

organizations (p.152)." One professor told me that "You 

have to have a poster; everyone has a poster with reply 

cards." He went on to explain, that they never know how 

many inquiries they will receive from the 3000 posters they 

send out to departments allover the country. Once 

applications are received, and offers for admissio~ are 

made, there is no way to know how many students will accept. 

Last year from the 450 inquiry cards received from the 3000 

posters, 19 completed applications were received, nine 

offers were made, and 5 students accepted. "yield is not 

high but you have to do it, everybody does." 

"Organizations tend to model themselves after similar 

organizations in their field that they perceive to be more 

legitimate or successful (DiMaggio and Powell, p.152)." The 

pure/Non-life department holds weekend recruiting sessions 

during the spring, prior to the April 15th national deadline 

for signing graduate students in this field. One professor 

explained, 

Historically, this department was the 
first nation-wide to do such a 
recruiting event. Early on, it was very 
effective ••• we would get 50-75% of the 
people we brought in. However, colleges 
across the country caught on and now 
everybody has recruiting weekends. That 
has been much less effective than it was 
10 years ago. 
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The development of weekend recruiting sessions is an example 

of mimetic pressure within a professional group. This could 

be considered normative pressure because it involves 

activities by professional peers to become similar. 

However, the process the faculty described which led to the 

development of the weekend recruitment events was primarily 

done independently by individual departments without 

building professional networks. Information about what 

other departments are doing is obtained very informally and 

primarily through the applicants. When I asked faculty and 

graduate advisors about connections they had with their 

counterparts in other departments, they explained that there 

were no such collaborative relationships. The competition 

for students continues, and the need to actively participate 

in recruitment has never been more important. 

At the other extreme is the situation of the Pure/Life 

department. Faculty in this department said that they 

don't do any special recruiting. We get 
more quality applicants than we can use. 
So far we pretty much depend on the 
quality of the programs to attract good 
students. 

Because of this department's "enormous popularity", no real 

recruiting goes on. One faculty member explained, "We have 

no goal to increase the numbers of students, we have all we 

want. They are all good students." This department is 

-------------
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divided into six programs, each with its own particular 

application pool and selection process. The largest of these 

programs receives over 400 applications each year for only 

six to eight available positions. The graduate advisor 

explained, "We don't have any really formal department wide 

method of recruiting partly because the department itself is 

diversified." According to faculty I interviewed in the 

Pure/Life department, this situation is typical across the 

country in this discipline. 

When I asked faculty in the Pure/Life department what 

influences their recruiting strategies the most, they agreed 

on two primary considerations. The first is financial, the 

second is space available. Each program within the 

department is responsible for selecting its own students, 

however the department determines how many students each 

program might be able to handle, according to the amount of 

funding available. Professors told me, "we don't admit any 

student that we can't support. All our students get 

something." In this department, funds allocated for 

teaching assistantships and research assistantships are 

divided equally among graduate students. The graduate 

advisor explained 

What we try to do within the department 
is to equal the stipends. Not to have 
competition. Many of our RAs could pay 
more, but we don't want the RA to be 
competing with the other students. We 

-- ------- -------- ------------- ---- ---------



don't want to get jealousy between 
students. That (low financial support) 
is our big problem. Not recruiting, but 
getting them to come. 
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Even though the department gets more than enough 

applicants, faculty described a problem of getting students 

to actually enroll because teaching assistant stipends have 

not remained competitive with similar departments across the 

country. One professor explained, 

Our problem has been not so much in 
getting applicants, but in getting 
people to come. There's our big 
problem, and it is financial. Our 
financial aid to students is terrible. 
The best students that apply, that we 
admit, don't come. 

Faculty calls to students who were accepted but did not 

enroll has confirmed that teaching assistant and research 

assistant stipends are in some cases $3000-$5000 more at 

other institutions with comparable programs. The graduate 

advisor said, 

The best students that apply we accept, 
don't come. That's not always true, but 
it happens too much. The reason is ••• we 
call them up and they tell us that they 
get more money somewhere else. I'd like 
to go there, but somewhere else offered 
me $10,000 or $12,000, and we are 
offering maybe around $7000. 

The second influence on recruitment is space. The 

department head determines the availability of space and, 

with consultation of faculty, decides how many stUdents can 



be admitted in the various programs within the department. 

A faculty member explained, 

We are an experimental science. The 
stuff that we do requires lab space. So 
if you admit a student, you are pretty 
much committing yourself to some kind of 
lab space, and faculty to support 
particular areas of interest. 

Faculty explained that all of these considerations take 

90 

long-range planning. These are, in most cases, at least 

four-year commitments. Support for students throughout 

their program is a top priority. Frequently, a combination 

of support sources such as teaching assistantships and 

research assistantships are put together over the course of 

study. 

The other two departments included in the study fall 

somewhere in between needing more graduate students, and 

having a surplus of applicants. The Applied/Non-life 

department generally has enough applicants but has not 

always been satisfied with the quality of the applicants. 

The situation in this department was described as "a very 

competitive business." Faculty said, 

In the good old days we didn't really 
have to recruit much, people just came. 
But that all changed, partially because 
of the demographics, some continuing 
problems with math and science education 
particularly in the primary and 
secondary school system, and 
particularly because few young people 
were into engineering and science. Even 

. _______ --0 __ ---



at this point in time, we had enough 
applications, we just wanted to improve 
qualifications of the applicants we 
could choose. It wasn't just numbers 
for us. 
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This general philosophy has tended to direct recruiting 

efforts toward cultivating higher qualified applicants. The 

graduate advisor estimated that only about 20% of their 

undergraduates are qualified to go on to graduate school. 

Faculty members told me, "we recruit our own undergraduate 

students continually." The graduate advisor obtains lists 

of graduating seniors who have grade point averages of 3.5 

and above, and sends these names to faculty who have them in 

class. Faculty are asked to "make personal contact with 

those students and try to recruit them." The graduate 

advisor explained that they have a fairly young faculty. 

She said, "they want tenure and they are looking for 

students for their research." She went on to explain that 

the faculty see the advantage to recruiting their own 

students is that they "know the students already" from 

working with them on undergraduate projects. In this 

context, faculty are responsible to help recruit students 

from their own undergraduate population into their own 

research programs and graduate study. In addition, many 

faculty expressed the notion that recruitment of graduate 

students extends beyond their own local department. An 
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administrator in this department reinforced this explanation 

when he said, 

our undergraduate programs need to take 
students who are capable of going on to 
graduate school and give them the 
motivational support that would 
encourage them to come to graduate 
school, no matter where. 

Task environments of competitors and suppliers exert 

additional strong influences. The needs of the Applied/Non

life department are very much affected by industry and 

related national economic conditions. One faculty member 

explained that several years ago, industry was definitely a 

competitor for graduate programs. He said, "salaries were 

high and industry lured them away {from graduate school)." 

He went on to explain that this situation has changed 

recently. "People with bachelors can't find really good 

jobs anymore. 1I He said that when industry requires more 

individuals with advanced degrees to keep pace with 

technological advances, these job-market shifts tend to 

increase the number of applicants to graduate school. In 

addition, industry becomes an active supplier, actually 

assisting its workers in achieving advanced degrees by 

granting release time and paying tuition, and by awarding 

research grants to departments to carryon research, which 

in turn supports research assistantships for graduate 

students. Some of the research grants are very specialized, 
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requiring graduate research assistants with special skills. 

A professor explained, 

Industry gives us a grant and we bring 
in the students to help with the 
research. It's just a good situation 
for everybody. Industry is very pleased 
with us because we're producing what 
they need and they are investing in a 
graduate student who usually ends up 
working for them. 

For the Applied/Life department, recruitment activities 

have been influenced by a recent trend of decreasing 

enrollments and a change in the type of customer. An 

administrator of the department explained 

Enrollment is a different issue than it 
was five years ago. So we may have to 
go out and do some more active 
recruiting, particularly at the masters 
level. In the future we may need to 
recruit more students in general. 

Faculty distinguished between recruitment for the masters 

program and the doctoral program. For the masters program, 

faculty explained, the attraction is more of a convenience 

issue because many students come from the in and around the 

local area. "Students are looking for our kind of masters 

program and they want the convenience of staying here to do 

it." At the doctoral level, "we are trying to match 

students with the faculty we have on board to develop a 

clinical research program, so it narrows recruiting a bit 

more." In addition, faculty commented on the need recruit 



more full-time students. At the masters level, 75-80% of 

the graduate students are part-time students. One of the 

administrators said 

Up until this point, we have had the 
good fortune to have a pool of people 
who were coming to us and now we have a 
pool of people who are interested in 
part-time study. We may have to go out 
and do some more active recruiting, 
especially for full-time students. 

Connectedness and structural Equivalence 

Examining the connections between departments and 
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administrative units across campus, as well as connections 

among departments within a specific field of study, was 

also considered an important part of the study. From 

institutional theory, the crucial nature of connectedness 

and structural equivalence of organizations is described • 

. According to Aldrich (1979), the institutional view of 

isomorphism maintains that organizations must take into 

account other organizations. competition and professional 

collaboration become powerful forces that lead to 

homogenization (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). I expected to 

find at least two ways departments develop competitive and 

professional connections. One relates to the way that the 

departments establish connections with other units on 

campus. Several offices on campus are implementing a 

variety of programs and support mechanisms for graduate 
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students. For example, students from all departments can 

access programs sponsored by the graduate college, career 

and placement services, sponsored research, and the cultural 

centers. The second relates to the ways that departments 

connect with contingencies outside the institution, yet 

within their field of study. Departments in a particular 

discipline from other institutions have formal and informal 

links through professional associations, and research 

projects. By studying these two connections, I expected to 

find examples of mechanisms of institutional isomorphic 

change: coercive, mimetic, and normative. I wanted to study 

these connections to gain insight into environmental 

influences which impact the process of graduate student 

recruitment. 

connections with units on Campus: Influences of the Graduate 

College 

On campus, one of the most active and powerful 

influences on departmental activities with graduate students 

is the Graduate College. Because the Graduate College must 

maintain a relationship with departments to facilitate 

graduate education, I expected to find evidence of 

institutional isomorphism, those constraining processes that 

force one unit in a population to resemble other units that 

face the same set of environmental conditions (DiMaggio and 



Powell, 1983). Coercive isomorphism stems from "both 

formal and informal pressures exerted on organizations by 

other organizations upon which they are dependent and by 

cultural expectations in the society within which 

organizations function (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).11 The 

departments are dependent upon the Graduate College to 

translate regulations about standards for admission and 

degree requirements. In this way, the Graduate College 

shapes departments to look alike. 
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According to an administrator at the university level, 

The role of the graduate college is to 
set goals and discuss the mechanics of 
doing recruiting in terms of marketing. 
The main function is coordination and 
sort of minimal standard setting. 

According to Graduate College administrators, the role of 

the Graduate College is one of being a liaison, and 

providing assistance to departments. One administrator 

explained his view of the role his office plays in 

recruiting graduate students in this way: 

I usually do not call the activity that 
we do, recruitment activities. Mainly 
because the department is responsible 
for the recruitment. I don't have that 
type of authority (to admit students). 
So the only thing that I can do is in 
the form of outreach. One of my main 
goals is to eliminate the obstacles. 
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Another administrator said that the Graduate College only 

"makes suggestions, the Graduate College does not dictate." 

There was a clear message that the Graduate College defers 

responsibility for admission decisions and recruitment to 

the departments. Administrators of the Graduate College 

expressed an appreciation for wide differences in 

departments and accepted the challenge of offering 

assistance accordingly. They seemed to recognize normative 

pressures which confine departments to certain professional 

standards within disciplines and allow departments to 

function separately. 

While recognizing the departments' individual 

circumstances, the graduate college does exercise strong 

leadership through constant communication and collaboration 

with departments. One of the ways communication is 

facilitated between departments and the Graduate College is 

through the Graduate Council. The Graduate Council is a 

policy-making group composed of Graduate College 

administrators, appointed graduate faculty from several 

departments, and a graduate student representative. The 

Graduate Council makes recommendations to the Provost about 

new graduate degree programs, changes in degree programs, 

policies about graduate student requirements, and how they 

are implemented. A member of the Graduate Council serves on 

every academic program review. While close connections with 

--------------
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departments are maintained to manage a variety of issues, 

the Graduate Council has only an indirect affect on 

recruitment, specifically through control of Graduate 

College fellowships. According to a Graduate college 

administrator, pOlicies regarding the graduate college 

fellowships are managed by the Graduate Council. They are 

responsible for overseeing requirements for the proposals, 

reviewing the proposals submitted by departments and making 

decisions about awarding the fellowships. The Graduate 

Council determined that half of the fellowships would be 

awarded to minority students. This policy has a direct 

affect on how departments can distribute fellowship money. 

Beyond the responsibility with the fellowships, the Graduate 

council is not directly involved in recruitment of graduate 

students. Faculty I spoke with thought this was appropriate 

primarily because of the unique situations of departments. 

One of the faculty who happens to serve on the Graduate 

Council told me 

The Graduate Council as a mechanism for 
improving graduate student recruitment 
is not a good one. Anything affecting 
graduate student recruitment has to be 
done at the departmental level. Every 
academic area is sociologically 
different. Departments recruit at 
varying levels depending on their needs. 

While the Graduate College is not directly controlling 

recruitment, I found four primary examples of coordination 
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and communication that takes place between the Graduate 

College and the departments that directly influences the 

recruitment of graduate students at this institution. There 

are many activities which connect the Graduate College to 

departments, but these four examples most directly affect 

recruitment specifically. The first example is the 

responsibility the Graduate College has for generally 

setting up the admissions process and rules about entering 

graduate school. Second, the Graduate College awards 

graduate student fellowships to departments on a competitive 

basis. Thirdly, the Graduate College influences 

departmental activities related to support systems for 

students such as conducting an orientation for graduate 

advisors and writing a position paper on mentoring. The 

fourth example relates to specific efforts of the Graduate 

College to facilitate enrollment of minority students in 

graduate school. 

Admissions Process and Rules 

The Graduate College is involved with a variety of 

activities to maintain and increase visibility by 

advertising available graduate programs at this institution. 

Most activities implemented by the Graduate College are 

fairly general, serving all departments in some way. 

Thompson (1967) explains through contingency theory how 
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organizations use competitive and cooperative strategies to 

relate to task environments. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) 

describe how "organizations compete not just for resources 

and customers, but for political power and institutional 

legitimacy, for social as well as economic fitness (p. 

150)." Competitive strategies utilized by the Graduate 

College to recruit graduate students indirectly influence 

department by increasing the visibility of the University 

and its graduate programs. Participation in Career Days at 

a variety of community colleges and high schools is an 

example of how the Graduate College works to increase the 

institution's visibility. This is a cooperative strategy 

that sometimes becomes competitive. Career Day is an event 

where universities and industries come from allover the 

united states to attract students. According to one 

Graduate College administrator, "Career Day has not always 

worked to our advantage." Other universities that come here 

"seem to have more money and display more elaborate 

advertising, and better brochures. We can't compete with 

that and this has worked against us." 

Another activity bringing visibility to this campus is 

the involvement of Graduate college administrators in 

planning for a state-wide forum to recruit graduate minority 

students. This forum is considered a form of outreach by 

program directors in the Graduate College. Besides merely 
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enhancing institutional visibility, the forum "will provide 

an opportunity for outstanding ethnic minority and women in 

science students to have a closer look at graduate education 

(Advertisement Brochure for the Arizona Graduate Minority 

Education Forum, 1992)." This forum will take place in the 

spring, bring representatives from over 50 graduate degree 

programs from across the nation to "give invaluable 

information about how to prepare for graduate school, the 

admission process and the great career opportunities of 

various graduate degrees (Advertisement Brochure for the 

Arizona Graduate Minority Education Forum, 1992)." 

Advertising in selected magazines and attending 

conferences is also done by the Graduate College. An 

administrator at the Graduate College described how 

attending a conference helps the institution: "We'll put up 

a booth, and give out information. There were about three 

or four thousand students, including about 200 graduate 

students. But the idea is to get visibility." 

How these general activities implemented by the 

Graduate College translate to departmental benefits is 

variable and is differentially interpreted by faculty and 

administrators. Administrators at the Graduate college 

consider the relationship with departments as supportive and 

helpful. One administrator said, "I am not really charged 

with recruitment. But the things that I do will benefit all 



departments." One of the primary ways that the Graduate 

College administrators see that they help departments is 

through communication. For example, the Graduate College 
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informs departmental graduate advisors of various policies 

related to degree requirements. There is also communication 

about specific programs and services of the Graduate 

College. For instance, the Graduate College purchases tapes 

listing prospective students who registered for the Graduate 

Records Exam. A Graduate College administrator explained, 

"we already have the tapes, so what we have to do is to let 

the departments know about it. If the departments want the 

names then we will provide it to them." 

While the Graduate College administrators explained the 

supportive nature of their relationship with departments, 

they also expressed frustration and disappointment in the 

way some departments function. One administrator said, 

I don't think that some departments 
really looked at a plan. Some 
departments are very pompous •.. they say 
we have a nationally recognized program, 
we don't have to recruit. 
Other departments say 'we would like to recruit 
but we are a small department and we 
don't have the funds.' But I think the 
key to it is that anyone must have a 
plan for it, and a lot of departments 
don't have a plan. 

Another Graduate College administrator explained that she 

thought departments were not doing enough to support 

students through graduate school. She suggested that more 



could be done if the departments would work with the 

Graduate College. She said, 

We should involve ourselves with 
departments to get more National Science 
Foundation grants. We certainly should 
have the sophistication to find other 
sources. Our role should be to work 
directly with departments, helping write 
grants to tap funds available. 
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While the Graduate College respects the need for departments 

to function autonomously with support from the Graduate 

College, some administrators perceive the need to be more 

involved. 

Among departmental administrators and faculty, there 

was a wide disparity in perceptions about the relationship 

of the Graduate College to the departments. Some considered 

departmental connections with the Graduate College to be 

close and collaborative, and others perceived only distant 

and weak association. I asked the advisors and faculty in 

departments about their thoughts on the role of the Graduate 

College. I was told by one graduate advisor that "almost 

everything we do is in cooperation with the Graduate 

College. The Graduate College has been very supportive of 

our arrangements over here." A college administrator 

complimented the Graduate College on facilitating the 

admissions process. He said, "The Graduate College has been 

very good to cut down the process, trim it down, to make it 

as easy as possible, and it has gotten better." One of the 



graduate faculty expressed his opinion by saying, 

"To the extent that it doesn't do much, 
I am very happy. They actively allow 
diversity (among departments) and allow 
department to do what they need to do. 
They are effective, because they are 
allowing departments to do their thing." 

others however, thought that the graduate college is 
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too distant from departments to be of much assistance. A 

college Dean suggested that the connections could be 

stronger, even though "we are very good friends with the 

Graduate College. The ideal would be that the Graduate 

College would provide the leadership and the departments 

would follow the lead to clarify these rules." Another 

administrator explained his view this way, 

We pretty much do our own thing. I 
don't think they have the staff. They 
are aware we are here. If they get 
inquiries they send them over here. 
There is very little that they can do 
because it is so specialized. 
Departments have different problems in 
relation to recruitment. 

A program director told me he is concerned that 

connections between the Graduate College and his department 

are "too loose." He hears from students who inquired at the 

Graduate College about graduate programs in his department 

that they had trouble getting connected to the right person 

for information. He said, "I find that the Graduate College 

is too dispersed and overworked, spread too thin to be able 
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to understand the nuances of a particular college or 

department." A graduate advisor in a different department 

said about the Graduate College, 

"Their role is to make it just as 
confusing and difficult as possible. To 
lose records. To not have the 
information you need. And to their 
defense, they are short handed. I think 
the problem there is that they don't 
have the facilities to do what they want 
to do and somehow they won't or can't 
relinquish. There are real problems .• 

Rules are set up by the graduate college in regards to 

admission standards and program requirements. These 

standards are a form of regulation and serve as an example 

of what DiMaggio and Powell (1983) refer to as coercive 

isomorphism. "Coercive isomorphism results from both formal 

and informal pressures exerted on organizations by other 

organizations upon which they are dependent and by cultural 

expectations in the society within which organizations 

function (DiMaggio and Powell, p.159). The Graduate College 

is part of the organization but often translates national 

patterns in standards as well as external and internal 

regulations. Most departmental faculty I interviewed did 

not consider the academic requirements set by the Graduate 

College constraining. One faculty member said that in the 

past, there has been "the notion that the graduate college 



is an unreasonable gatekeeper." However, he said that he 

didn't see it that way. 

Clearly there are things 
inconvenient. But it is 
They have done things to 
rationalize the proce~s. 
irrational set of rules. 
joint enterprise. 

that are 
not arbitrary. 
streamline and 
It is not an 
This is a 
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In most cases, the departments set higher standards than the 

minimal 3.0 admitting grade point average. The "minimal 

standard setting" role of the Graduate College was 

acceptable to faculty I spoke with and many commented that 

they would likely not wish to consider many students who had 

not met that minimum grade average. The Graduate College 

does allow exceptions for up to 15% of the students that 

apply who fail to meet entrance requirements. A Graduate 

College administrator explained that the policy is "not a 

token thing," but is for "non-traditional students with 

unique potential." Exercising this exception is another 

example of control which the Graduate College maintains. 

One of the graduate faculty explained how the 

requirements regarding the number of course credit units 

needed to obtain advanced degrees are dictated by the 

Graduate College. In his opinion, with the emphasis on 

research in the advanced degree programs, students should be 

allowed to concentrate more on developing research skills 

rather than sitting in the classroom. He said, 



"The Graduate College I think is about 
15 years behind the times in terms of 
their course work requirements for 
graduate students. That is something 
that we have heard from students who 
have gone elsewhere. They have to take 
too many courses here." 

1.07 

He sees this type of control as a constraint on the 

recruitment process making his department less competitive 

with departments in comparable institutions. "That (course 

work requirement) has been limiting and has been a big 

detriment for our recruiting efforts in this department the 

whole time that I have been here." He argues that 

departmental faculty are best qualified to determine what 

students need. 

Graduate College Fellowships 

Last year the Graduate College awarded 90 graduate 

student fellowships (48 unrestricted and 48 minority) to 

departments through a competitive process. Sponsored by the 

office of the Vice President for Research, these one-year 

non-renewable $10,000 fellowships are highly sought after by 

approximately 100 departments and interdisciplinary 

programs. Once departments submit their proposals, they 

are reviewed by three reviewers from the Graduate Council. 

According to a memo to Deans, Directors, and Departments 

Heads from the Vice Dean and Associate Deans for the 
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Graduate College, objectives considered in evaluating the 

proposals include the departmental plan to: 1) reduce 

attrition rates for graduate students; 2) reduce the time

to-degree; 3) mitigate the current and expected shortages 

nationwide of people with advanced degrees; 4) improve our 

access to an increasingly diverse graduate student pool; and 

5) assure accountability in the resource allocation. The 

application for the Graduate College Fellowship requires 

departments to explain their need for the fellowship in 

relationship to the departmental plans and priorities, 

planning in piace for retention and mentoring, as well as 

approaches to recruitment of graduate students. 

Graduate advisors in the departments described these 

fellowships as important for recruiting. putting together 

"funding packages as offers" for recruiting students into 

programs was termed "very big business, and very competitive 

business". A graduate advisor explained, "Being able to 

offer a fellowship enhances the chances of getting that 

student to come." 

The Graduate College, by virtue of the control over 

fellowship funds in this competitive process, maintains a 

strong influence over departmental recruiting strategies 

involving financial incentives. The application process 

itself requires departments to conform to expectations of 

the Graduate College involving mentoring activities, as 
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well as retention and recruitment activities. This is an 

example of coercive isomorphism, "pressures exerted on 

organizations by other organizations upon which they are 

dependent and by cultural expectations in the society within 

which organizations function (DiMaggio and Powell, p.150). 

Graduate Advisor orientation and Mentoring 

The Graduate College sponsors a half-day orientation 

for Graduate Advisors. Departments send their graduate 

advisors to the orientation to learn about their 

responsibilities and about the Graduate College regulations. 

According to a Graduate College administrator, the 

orientation stresses communications between the graduate 

advisor and the students. "One session is always on 

minority students, nurturing minorities, funds available for 

minorities, and how to treat the minorities in terms of 

admissions." The Graduate College uses these sessions to 

explain to the graduate advisors how they need to relate to 

the Graduate College and conform to their policies. 

Administrators in the Graduate College and in some 

departments offered another example of how the Graduate 

College influences departmental activities. A position 

paper entitled, "Mentoring: The Faculty-Graduate Student 

Relationship," was prepared and distributed by the Graduate 

Council to all departments. Mentoring is generally 
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considered a mechanism for improving the retention of 

students. However, faculty and administrators told me that 

the reputation the department has for "taking care of 

students" can be very important to recruitment. One faculty 

member said, "if students know about it (the mentoring 

plan), it could act as a recruitment mechanism." 

Activities considered important components of mentoring are 

listed in the position paper along with the suggestion that 

mentoring be considered in faculty merit evaluations and 

tenure/promotion decisions. Departmental incentives to 

comply are outlined: 

The depth and breadth of the mentoring 
program in any given department or 
program certainly will have an impact on 
its ability to compete for resources 
within the Graduate College and the 
University. 

This statement is another example of a coercive mechanism of 

isomorphic change as explained by DiMaggio and Powell 

(1983). Some departments have taken this challenge very 

seriously and developed individualized plans for mentoring. 

One department has been recognized by the Graduate College 

as having an "award-winning" mentoring plan. In this plan, 

details about how the mentoring plan is to be implemented 

within the department is described. According to the 

definitions in the plan, academic advising is one of the 

faculty roles in which a mentoring relationship can develop. 



The MS students are informed that they 
must choose an academic advisor within 
their first semester of residence. All 
Ph.D. students are assigned an academic 
advisor when admitted to the program. 

The graduate advisor for this department clarified the 

process for Ph.D. students explaining that Ph.D. students 

must have a faculty recommendation to be admitted to the 

program. In other words, the Ph.D. students must have a 

faculty member who agrees to mentor them doing their 

research, as a condition of admission. This serves as 
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another reason that mentoring should be considered a part of 

the recruitment process. 

Efforts for Minority students 

The fourth example of connectedness between the 

Graduate College and the departments involves specific 

efforts to support minority students in pursuing advanced 

degrees. Graduate College administrators described a 

commitment to improving recruitment of minority graduate 

students across campus. Most activities specifically 

targeting minority graduate students are handled by the 

Graduate College Office of Minority student Affairs. 

Administrators in the Graduate College described a 

collaborative relationship with departments for efforts 

dealing with minority graduate students. These efforts have 

been influenced significantly by outside contingencies which 
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regulate goals and resource allocation. The state 

legislature and the Board of Regents represent "both 

constraints and opportunities that influence the internal 

structure and processes" (Lawrence and Lorsch, p. 186) of 

departments. For example, the state legislature allocated 

money to each state university through House Bill 2108 which 

was targeted toward efforts to increase the minority 

presence in higher education in this state. with a portion 

of these funds, the three cultural centers, the American 

Indian Graduate Center, and the Minority Affairs office in 

the Graduate College were established at this institution. 

These funds, along with the opjectives set forth by the 

Board of Regents and university Presidents to increase the 

minority enrollment 10 percent per year, have driven efforts 

to recruit and retain minority students at the institutional 

level. "Our Common Commitment," a report written by the 

Board of Regents Ad Hoc Committee on University Access and 

Retention, outlined 41 measurable objectives in the areas of 

early outreach, undergraduate stUdent recruitment, 

retention, and graduate student recruitment (Board of 

Regents, 1989). Pressures exerted on institutions by these 

directives are examples of coercive isomorphism. DiMaggio 

and Powell (1983) explain how the "existence of a common 

legal environment affects many aspects of an organization's 

behavior and structure (p. 150)." Two features of 
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politically constructed environments are that the 

decisionmakers often do not directly experience the 

consequences of their actions and that the decisions are 

applied across the board to entire classes of organizations, 

making decisions less adaptive and less flexible (DiMaggio 

and Powell, 1983). I looked very carefully for ways that 

departments had realized some effect of these decisions. I 

also studied how these decisions had differentially effected 

departments. 

One funding decision made possible by these legislative 

decisions was the creation of the Office of the Associate 

Dean for Minority Affairs in the Graduate College. A number 

of influences and strategies designed to recruit minority 

graduate students have been implemented through this office. 

Many of these strategies are in cooperation with the 

departments and are specifically designed to recruit 

targeted groups of students. According to contingency 

theory (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967), customers are a part of 

the environment to which organizations must adapt. Because 

this institution wants to recruit minority students, as 

indicated in earlier paragraphs, strategies designed to 

enhance these efforts have been developed primarily by the 

Graduate college with the cooperation of departments. The 

following are examples of how the work of the Graduate 



College to increase graduate opportunities for minority 

students has influenced the departments. 

Project ACCESS is a program developed from a grant 

written by an administrator in the Graduate College. 
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Project ACCESS places undergraduate minority students who 

might be interested in graduate education in five 

departments on campus for eight weeks in the summer. Five 

students are selected for each of five departments to work 

on a research project with a faculty member. The five 

departments involved in Project ACCESS are Anthropology, 

Mathematics, optical sciences, Physiological Sciences and 

Nursing. Students compete for these positions through a 

detailed application procedure. The description of the 

program in the brochure clearly states that "students will 

gain exposure to research and skill building workshops 

designed to assist in preparation for graduate study." One 

Associate Dean explained that the goal is to recruit these 

students into graduate education and research. In addition 

to finding a faculty member to work with in research, 

departments are responsible for assigning a graduate student 

mentor to the students to facilitate their socialization and 

teach them about graduate school. 

Another cooperative mechanism managed through the 

Gradate College that facilitates the application process for 

minority students is project 1000, a nation-wide system set 
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up with the objective to get 1000 Hispanic students into 

graduate school. This is a system that enables a student to 

use one application form and apply to ten universities free 

of charge. Presently the project is centralized at Arizona 

state University in the Hispanic Research Center. Students 

send their documentation to Arizona state and it is packaged 

and sent to the ten universities selected by the students. 

Last year the University of Arizona received 200 

applications from students in this project. There are plans 

to expand this project to Native American students this year 

and to African American students next year. The Graduate 

College sees this as an important way to "eliminate 

obstacles" toward admission for minority students. 

Departmental faculty on the other hand, explained that 

only a small number of students who use this mechanism have 

so far actually been admitted. Their experience has been 

that some of the students getting application information 

through Project 1000, do not qualify for admission in their 

departments. 

Another cooperative mechanism to increase the minority 

student enrollment in graduate school is subscription to 

name exchanges. Administrators in the Graduate College 

described the use of name exchanges to locate prospective 

minority graduate as an important strategy involving other 

universities and departments. The university subscribes to 
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name exchanges such as the western Name Exchange, the Fordam 

Name Exchange, the Notre Dame Exchange, and the Graduate 

Records Exam Listing. A Graduate College administrator 

explained how data about junior and senior minority students 

from subscribing universities is compiled by each name 

exchange in a central location. Lists of students who are 

interested in particular programs at the University of 

Arizona are returned to the Associate Dean. He then sends 

those names to the department, requesting that the 

department make contact with that student and notify him of 

contacts made. Between 30 and 50 names have been returned 

to the university each year. 

Once the departments receive names of interested 

students, it is their responsibility to contact students 

and supply departmental information. In addition, when 

students inquire about graduate programs through the 

Graduate College Office of Minority Affairs, a minority 

graduate student packet of information is sent out and the 

student's name is sent over to the department so that 

specific departmental program information can be sent. 

According to an administrator in the Graduate College, "I am 

not specifically charged with recruitment. But the things 

that I do will benefit all departments." The name exchanges 

represent an innovation which demonstrates that institutions 

are at least trying to improve conditions to encourage 
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increasing numbers of ethnic minority students to go on to 

graduate school. An administrator at the Graduate College 

refers to this as a way to "remove obstacles" to gaining 

entrance into graduate school. In this example, the 

Graduate College is the connection between the students and 

the departments, and this connection is meant to facilitate 

the process of applying to graduate school. 

When I asked faculty and graduate advisors about the 

name exchanges in their departments, they explained that 

they participate by sending information to the names 

received from the Graduate College. In all four 

departments, faculty said that few students contacted 

through the name exchanges actually apply. One departmental 

dean said, "So far we haven't had anybody as a result of 

that (referring to the minority locator service subscribed 

to by the Graduate college). We do it because it is 

important to show that at least we are making the effort." 

As one graduate faculty explained, "Our success with those 

(students who inquire through minority student name 

exchanges) is slim to none. It hasn't been effective. It 

is not unusual for the student not to be academically 

qualified." Graduate advisors that I interviewed speculated 

that many of the students who expressed interest do not have 

the required GPA or cannot complete the course requirements 

according to recommended program of study. One graduate 

- ....... __ . - ----
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advisor explained, "Our program is very rigorous and 

requires highly qualified students. This may be too much 

for some students who have been in undergraduate programs 

having less stringent requirements." Another graduate 

advisor thought maybe these students couldn't find adequate 

funding. They explained that there is no way for 

departments to know what happened, because "we never hear 

from these students." 

In another department, a graduate faculty member shared this 

reflection on the influence of using name exchanges: 

Without criticizing the program, and not 
everyone agrees with me, but, what I 
look for in a graduate student is what I 
believe determines success in graduate 
school: you have to be obsessive, 
compulsive, workaholic, that is what you 
have to be. You have to dedicated, 
diligent, and you have to really know 
what you want to do and how you want to 
do it. You have to be driven. Given 
that these are true predictors, of what 
use is it to make things easier through 
the application process, if they are 
lazy. If they can't even take the 
trouble to fill out the application, who 
needs them? If you want quality 
graduate students, you don't want lazy 
people. 

While the name exchange effort demonstrates commitment 

of the Graduate College to achieve goals related to minority 

graduate enrollment, its impact at the departmental level is 

minimal at best. Tracking efforts are lacking so there is 

little precision in estimating actual influence of the name 
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exchange mailings. Participation of departments serves as a 

symbolic gesture supporting institutional goals to increase 

graduate school opportunities for minority students. One 

college dean expressed the situation this way, 

Goals to increase minority students (in 
departments) are to mirror those for the 
campus. I am hard pressed to say that it 
does. I think the emphasis for graduate 
minority students is at the 
administrative and graduate college 
levels. I am not sure that by the time 
you get to the department and faculty 
levels that that still 
exists ••• excepting very specific 
individuals. 

Another mechanism through which the Graduate College 

indirectly influences departments is activities designed to 

address specific needs and concerns of incoming minority 

students. Individualizing approaches for distinct groups of 

ethnic minority students is an objective shared by several 

units on campus. An administrator in the Graduate College 

made a point of explaining to me that each ethnic group 

should be recruited in a different manner. Speaking of 

minority students as "customers" in a general way blurs 

their very unique characteristics. He said that many of the 

Hispanic graduate students are non-traditional. These 

students live here and many went to the University of 

Arizona five or ten years ago. Now they have families and 

jobs, but want to come back to school. Single parents 
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trying to return to school face hardships of child-care and 

scheduling classes around working hours. More classes may 

have to be made available evening and weekend hours. In the 

case of Native American students, especially if they work on 

the reservation, it is very difficult to get them to come 

here, even though they may want to. Traditionally, they 

want to bring the entire family. The African American 

students frequently express concerns about the limited 

number of students and faculty from their ethnic group. 

One of the strategies the Graduate College has 

implemented to address the individual concerns of the three 

different ethnic minority students is to develop three 

different recruitment videos: for African Americans, Native 

Americans, and Hispanics. Individuals from the respective 

ethnic groups are the speakers in the videos, discussing 

various pertinent aspects of graduate education. For 

example, in the tape for recruiting Native American graduate 

students, a Native American graduate student speaks about 

the programs available at the University of Arizona for 

Native American students, including the Native American 

Graduate Center. In the tape for Hispanics, several 

Hispanic faculty speak about their programs and support for 

graduate study. All three tapes depict the campus 

environment as a comfortable and supportive place for people 

of various cultural backgrounds. In each tape, viewers get 

------_._-----
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the idea that there is a particular focus on and concern for 

their ethnic group on campus. 

It was difficult to determine just how extensively 

these video tapes are used. A Graduate College 

administrator told me that the Graduate College sends the 

video tapes out to students who inquire at the Graduate 

College about support systems for particular ethnic groups 

at this institution. In addition, the tapes are sent to be 

used in Career Development programs at institutions where 

there is a concentration of minority undergraduate students 

Departments on campus do have copies of the tapes. 

However, I did not find any advisors who make use of them or 

any students who had seen them. Three of the four graduate 

advisors I interviewed did not know about the video tapes. 

Campus administrators outside the Graduate College that I 

spoke with questioned the message being sent by these tapes. 

They expressed concern that "the institution is claiming a 

lot of things that may not be reality." One of the minority 

faculty members who appeared in one of the tapes explained 

I did participate in the Graduate Video. 
I had no problem participating, if it 
helps, I am willing to do it. I'll do 
it again. But, the whole notion that 
somebody is going to be swayed by that 
is kind of, I don't know, I am 
incredulous, that anybody who is worth 
anything is going to be swayed by 
something like that. Some people feel 
that in order to think that you can do 
it, you have to have someone of your 



race doing it. Well if you really 
believe in equality, than that's 
irrelevant, isn't it. 
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This faculty member went on to explain that at the graduate 

level the most important quality he looked for in a mentor 

was experience and expertise in his field of study, not 

ethnicity. He suggested that strong academic advising and 

professional role modeling takes precedence over ethnic 

identity at the graduate level. He said that in order for 

students to be successful at the graduate level, 

independence and confidence along with dedication and 

direction are essential qualities that should override 

insecurities or feelings of isolation that may have been 

felt during the undergraduate experience. 

connections with units on campus other than the Graduate 

College 

Besides the Graduate College, several offices on campus 

have an impact on departmental recruiting, graduate 

students, and their decisions to attend graduate school. 

The Office of Sponsored Research has indirect but important 

influence on departmental activities related to graduate 

students. The link of Sponsored Research to departments is 

primarily through faculty doing research, but funded grants 

translate to research assistantship positions for graduate 

-- -- ------ ._--- -. -_. __ . - ---
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students. Research assistantships are very important to the 

financial support and thesis/dissertation projects of many 

graduate students. The Foundation has just this past year 

begun to seek out ways in which private funds can more 

directly fund graduate students. Only 22 of over 2000 

scholarship accounts are currently funding graduate 

students. The connections between Sponsored Research and the 

Foundation are primarily through departmental faculty. 

Though activities in these two offices are not directly 

involved with graduate student recruitment, they are 

potentially very important to acquiring resources to fund 

graduate students and to support their research. 

The three cultural centers established on campus are 

separate units that up until this time have a varied and 

distant influence on departments and their recruitment 

activities. Serving as another example of how the 

institution adapts to targeted customers, the three cultural 

centers have been established on campus in the last three 

years primarily to serve undergraduate minority students. 

The Cultural Centers for Native American, Hispanic, and 

African American students each have unique characteristics 

while sharing a common mission. Each was established from 

funds allocated to the University by the Legislature 

primarily for the purpose of increasing the retention of 

minority undergraduate students. Each has a separate 

-----------
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location and is administered by an Assistant Dean. The 

centers provide a place on campus where students can 

interact socially and obtain counseling and academic support 

services. In addition to these informal activities, formal 

events such as awards ceremonies are scheduled to recognize 

individual minority students for achievements. Assistant 

Deans agreed that these are important events to enhance 

visibility of ethnic minority students on campus. 

All three Assistant Deans expressed strong commitment 

to assisting undergraduate students to succeed through 

social and academic support systems. Establishing a place 

for students to congregate and establish relationships with 

individuals from similar cultural backgrounds is one of 

their primary responsibilities. Tutoring services and 

advising are also considered very important. 

explains, 

As one Dean 

These newly created centers for 
diversity were for the undergraduate 
population primarily. Our job in this 
office is to advocate the interests and 
articulate the needs of minority 
undergraduate students on this campus. 

This Dean said that graduate students are simply referred to 
the 

Office for Minority student Affairs in the Graduate college. 

While the focus of responsibilities in the Cultural 

centers is clearly to help undergraduate students, two of 

the Assistant Deans discussed concerns about recruiting 

.. . .. _-- ._----- --------_ .. __ ._--
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their students into graduate programs. They recognize that 

the numbers of minority students going on to graduate school 

are very limited. Just getting students to finish high 

school has been on the top of most priority lists in recent 

years. However, discussion has begun on the topic graduate 

recruitment. The Assistant Deans offered interesting 

reflections and promising suggestions. For example, one of 

the Assistant Deans said, 

We deal with our graduate students the 
same way we do our undergraduate 
students. We counsel them, refer, we do 
advocacy for them, I do a lot of 
orientation for them, so that they will 
know what graduate education is like. 

The Assistant Deans of the cultural centers voiced 

concern that undergraduate students fail to understand 

clearly what graduate school is all about. They agree that 

there is really no strong effort to recruit our students to 

the University of Arizona graduate programs. One of the 

assistant deans said, 

I don't see it happening. There is no 
exposure to the overall picture. What a 
BA is, the masters, and the PhD. They 
don't really have a concept of it, what 
it could mean and why. It is just not 
there. 

The deans said that students need to gain a realistic 

picture of what graduate school is like. 

explained, 

One Dean 



When they come see me, most people are 
intimidated by graduate school. They 
have heard that it is too hard, it is 
difficult to get in. They need to know 
that it is not impossible. Somewhere, 

someone has to make graduate school more 
attractive. 
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In addition, they suggest that information about graduate 

school should be getting to the students earlier. Talking 

to high school students was one suggestion, but all three 

Deans agreed that exposure of our own undergraduate students 

to graduate school is very important. 

There is really no strong effort to 
recruit our own students. If our 
students would be exposed during their 
freshman and sophomore years, it may be 
better. But, it is just not happening. 
Our focus is on minority stUdent 
retention and exposure to graduate 
opportunities can only strengthen our 
efforts. 

When I asked graduate advisors about efforts to recruit 

their own undergraduate students into their graduate 

programs, responses reflected two distinct opinions. First 

of all, faculty in Pure/Life and Pure/Non-life voiced 

concern about the potential for "intellectual inbreeding" 

that occurs when students take all of their degrees from the 

same department. They said that they encourage their 

students to seek graduate school elseWhere, and do try to 

help them by calling colleagues at other institutions when 

they can. Secondly, in the Applied/Life and Applied/Non-



Life departments, faculty described attempts to encourage 

their top students to seek graduate study and had mixed 

views on the benefits of going to another institution to 

complete graduate work. Some thought it was advantageous 
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for students to go elsewhere for graduate work, and others 

cited advantages of staying in the same place, such as 

established working relationships with faculty. None of the 

four departments had more than two or three students from 

this institution in last years' incoming graduate class. 

Another separate office having indirect influence is 

The American Indian Graduate Center. This is a program of 

the Minority Affairs Office of the Graduate College. The 

role of the Center according to the director, is advocacy 

for Native American graduate students. He said, 

The Center provides a setting, a 
location and nurturing relationships so 
that Native American students from the 
University can have an immediate sense 
of belonging as a Native American with 
other Native Americans. I think that 
that's most critical for Native 
Americans coming from reservations, 
especially those that are from 
reservations in very isolated locations. 

If Native American students know that such a place 
exists on such a large campus, this could be considered a 

recruitment effort, according to the Director. He explained 

the symbolic importance of having such a Center by saying 

Just the fact that this Center exists, 
it provides an opportunity for that 
community and the support that it gives. 



I think, more importantly, it gives the 
message to the Native American that 
they're wanted just by the fact this is 
here. 
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Efforts to build programs in this area are relatively 

new and still in developing stages. However, the potential 

for collaboration of the Native American Cultural Center 

with the American Indian Graduate Center to build in 

graduate recruitment efforts has been discussed. One of the 

deans commented, 

We see a need to merge our programs so 
that our students have more exposure to 
graduate students. Graduate students 
serve as positive role models and also 
will help with tutoring writing papers. 

An administrator admitted that "there needs to be 

something more formal established." One idea that he had in 

this regard was for him to simply be present at the Cultural 

Center working with the Assistant Dean on a more regular 

basis. He suggested that there be an announcement made that 

discussion about graduate education was to take place on a 

somewhat regular basis and that there would be time for 

questions and answers. These activities potentially can 

influence a variety of departments. 

There is little official connection of the cultural 

centers with the Graduate College or with departments. For 

the most part, each cultural center seems to operate 

separately. Each is responsible for working with students 

-------_._-_. ---
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and providing an environment of support. An administrator 

in the Graduate College expressed an opinion that there 

should be strong links between the Graduate College and the 

cultural centers. He said, "It is not a partnership. They 

are there and we are here. How much more it could be if 

people would work together." 

The lack of connections between the cultural centers 

and departments is also a topic of concern among the 

administrators of the cultural centers. These individuals 

discussed the importance of informing undergraduate students 

about graduate school. They talked about the importance of 

students establishing mentoring relationships with role 

models in the centers and in the departments. All 

administrators recognize that close association with faculty 

was a most influential strategy allowing students to develop 

interests in advanced degrees while gaining an accurate 

perspective about graduate school expectations and 

experiences. The importance of faculty mentoring, according 

to these Deans, cannot be underestimated. At least one of 

the Assistant Deans sees this as a part of his job 

description, and he takes it very seriously. Besides 

becoming a mentor to many students himself, he personally 

seeks out mentors for students in various departments. 

Unfortunately, as he explains, "Professors who are too tied 

to students, tend to be penalized." He says, professors who 

-- ------ ------ ------------
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are inclined to give a lot to students, can't give to the 

departments in the same way. He gave as an example, 

departmental meetings may be missed in favor of meeting with 

students. Research productivity takes precedence, he says, 

"There are no incentives for faculty to work with students." 

One of the Assistant Deans commented that because of 

the decentralized nature of graduate education and the 

crucial role solid relationships with faculty play, more 

support services at the departmental level could be very 

helpful. In addition, he suggests an expanded service base 

on campus for graduate students to augment departmental 

efforts. He said, 

Expand the cultural centers to include 
support for graduate students. I would 
like to hire a graduate advisor for the 
center. Expanded services, especially 
the first year of graduate study are 
really needed. 

Connections Departments have with other Departments 

In addition to their connections with various units on 

campus, departments also relate to other departments. 

Departments in like fields of study at comparable 

institutions are sometimes competitors for the top graduate 

student applicants, and sometimes suppliers of graduate 

students. In this way, departments outside the institution 

are examples of outside contingencies that can represent, as 



Lawrence and Lorsch explain in their work, "both 

constraining forces and opportunities that influence the 

internal structure and processes (1967, p. 186)," of an 

organization. 
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Based on institutional theory and the importance of 

connectedness and structural equivalence to the 

conceptualization of an organizational field, I expected to 

find departmental ties to other departments in the same 

discipline. DiMaggio and Powell's (1983) description of the 

process of defining the structure of an organizational field 

includes "an increase in extent of interaction among 

organizations in the field," and "the development of a 

mutual awareness among participants (p.148)." 

I asked graduate advisors, administrators, and faculty 

within the departments if they were influenced by what other 

departments in their field were doing. Of the three 

departments who knew what departments at other institutions 

were doing, the pure/Life and pure/Non-life departments felt 

constrained by having to do what competing departments do. 

The Applied/Non-life used connections with other departments 

as an opportunity to gain graduate students. Faculty and 

administrators described informal faculty relationships as 

an important source of "knowing what to do, and knowing how 

we're doing" in relation to recruitment. Faculty in the 

fourth department, Applied-Life, said that they had few 
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connections with other departments relative to recruitment 

of graduate students, and really did not know what their 

competitors were doing. They considered their relationship 

with other departments as neither constraining or 

opportunistic. 

I expected to find strong normative relationships 

between departments in particular disciplines. According to 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983), normative relationships are 

based on professionalization which involve either 

contributing to the cognitive base of a discipline and/or 

strengthening professional networks. Examples of normative 

isomorphism were found in the Applied/Non-life and Applied

Life departments. In both of these disciplines national 

associations have formed to support the education and 

professional progress of particular minority groups. 

Individuals from these associations establish connections 

with faculty and administrators in departments. One of the 

purposes of establishi~g these connections is to exchange 

ideas about ways to increase graduate student enrollment. 

Faculty in different departments establish professional 

networks through these associations. 

Mimetic isomorphic change, as explained by DiMaggio and 

Powell (1983), is exemplified in departments which model 

recruitment strategies on what other departments are doing. 

The examples described to me did not necessarily involve 

--------------



professional networks. Rather, departments simply copied 

ideas from what they learned about other departments, and 

133 

not necessarily departments in their particular discipline. 

Faculty in the pure/Non-life department told me they do 

everything they can to compete with other departments in 

their discipline. Faculty know that they must keep up with 

what other departments do to "step up to the plate," as one 

graduate advisor explained. He explained that they keep 

track of what other departments do, sometimes through the 

students who visit several departments. The graduate 

advisor said, for example, "If you don't invite them for a 

visit, you are not even in the game. If they don't visit, 

they are not going to come here." Other departments in this 

field of study "wine and dine" prospective graduate 

students, and pay for travel and lodging, and "we must do 

the same." 

Another example of mimetic isomorphism was found in the 

Pure/Life Department. This department is revising its 

brochure which is sent out to students and other departments 

because, according to the head of the department, "it isn't 

as slick as the other departments." This department does 

not consider the other department as rivals necessarily, 

rather, as a faculty member told me, 

it is not so much that we are 
particularly enamored with that as that 
it seems everyone else is doing that, 

-------_._-_. __ .-



and one becomes conspicuous in absence 
by not .•. so in a sense we feel we are 
being pressed into doing that. We know 
everybody else is doing it because we 
get their mailings. We oblige and post 
them. So our information is on the 
bulletin board at some other 
institution. There is a reasonable 
understanding between departments at 
other universities, we are obliged to 
help each other out, but it is also a 
service to our own undergraduates. 
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This underscores that departments are compelled to design 

recruitment strategies based on what competitors are doing. 

An example of a cooperative mechanism that connects 

departments in a discipline was found in the pure/Life 

department in the form of a national organization for 

department heads in this discipline. The connections 

established through this organization are utilized as 

opportunities to facilitate graduate student recruitment. 

As explained by the head of the department, this "is an 

organization that is specifically dedicated to national 

level planning of graduate level education (in this 

discipline) and it deals with recruitment issues, and 

provides a number of vehicles to identify students." 

Another example of cooperative and opportunistic 

connection between departments is in the Applied/Non-life 

department. Linking departments in this field of study is 

an elaborate national consortium of employers and member 

institutions which, according to their fellowship brochure, 
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was organized "to provide opportunities for underrepresented 

ethnic minority students to obtain a master's degree through 

a program of paid summer internship and financial 

assistance." Through this consortium, employers contribute 

money and, in some cases, become the suppliers of potential 

graduate students. The consortium in this way strengthens 

the relationship between the department and this element 

(the supplier of graduate students) in their environment. 

This relationship further establishes what Thompson (1967) 

refers to as the "domain" which organizations must establish 

for themselves in terms of the range of products offered~ 

the population served, and the services rendered. 

In contrast, faculty in the Applied/Life department 

described a situation in which they did not really know 

specifically what other departments in the discipline were 

doing in relation to graduate student recruitment. While 

professional associations are actively pursuing normative 

goals related to developing the discipline through support 

of research and accreditation standards, according to a 

department administrator, "there is no national agenda" to 

work together to facilitate graduate student recruitment. 

Departments in this discipline do not have a professional 

network that specifically addresses recruitment of graduate 

students. Recruitment is not a part of formal meetings or 
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conventions, according to the graduate advisor. She went on 

to explain, 

Networks between colleagues is not as 
well developed as another discipline. 
Probably at the doctoral level there is 
a little. If there is a student that 
somebody else identifies who is 
interested in one of our programs, I may 
get a call from their faculty advisor to 
see if I would be interested in working 
with a student. This happens 
occasionally, but not regularly. 

This graduate advisor said that the way they go about 

graduate student recruitment, which has been basically 

letting the students come to them, may have to change in the 

future. Enrollment has tended to decrease slightly in the 

last year or two and "there may be a need to establish more 

active strategies, including some which may come through 

ideas from other programs." In this discipline, the faculty 

and administrators gave me examples of potential vehicles to 

establish closer connections with other departments, 

particularly through established national organizations, but 

indicated that these avenues are not actively used. 

How Do Departments Recruit Graduate Students? 

An exhaustive investigation of the graduate student 

recruitment process was conducted in four departments. 

While common elements of the recruitment process were found, 

there were wide differences in what departments do to 

---------...... ---
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attract and enroll graduate students. As explained by 

Lawrence and Lorsch (1967), organizations function in 

different environmental conditions and must adapt to and fit 

with environmental contingencies. Recognizing that each 

department functions in a different environment relative to 

its discipline, I expected to find that the people involved 

and the actual process would differ from one department to 

another. In each department, I looked for environmental 

contingencies in the form of customers, suppliers, 

competitors, and regulators. I also examined individual 

departments' approaches to recruitment, realizing that 

organizations use competitive and cooperative strategies to 

relate to task environments (Thompson, 1967). 

Some of the things that departments had in common were 

the general approach to the recruitment process, people 

involved in the recruitment process, and the overall goals 

of recruitment as expressed by faculty and graduate 

advisors. Before explaining the specific strategies that 

departments employ to recruit graduate students, I describe 

the general characteristics of the recruitment process that 

were found in the four departments included in this study. 

The overall process of recruiting graduate students in 

each of the four departments is primarily initiated by the 

student. Typically, the recruitment process begins when a 

student inquires about the department's graduate program. 
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The inquiry is almost always made directly to the college or 

department rather than to the institution or the Graduate 

College. When students inquire at the Graduate College 

about graduate school, according to graduate college 

administrators, students are referred to the department. 

Departments are also notified of the students' inquiry. 

Faculty in three departments voiced concern about the time 

lost when this happens. They favored dealing with the 

student directly. In addition, an advisor told me that 

sometimes the communication between the Graduate College and 

the departments gets lost. He said that some departments do 

not have a single contact person to make sure that the 

student does not get lost in the process. 

with the exception of undergraduate research mentoring 

experiences found in two departments, which will be 

explained in later pages, departmental outreach activities 

to attract graduate student applicants are virtually absent. 

Faculty told me "that's (referring to the student-initiated 

process) the way it should be." When faculty described the 

ideal graduate student, they listed self-motivation and 

initiative as important characteristics. They said that the 

nature of graduate study requires a student to have an 

extraordinary work ethic and personal commitment to 

completing program requirements. 

A faculty member in one department said, "Because of 
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enormous popularity, no real recruiting goes on. This is a 

totally student-initiated process and it is more of a 

selection process than anything else." In another 

department, an administrator explained, 

We wait for them to come to us, and up 
until now that has not been a problem. 
Now our enrollments are dropping in the 
graduate program. Enrollment is a 
different issue than it was five years 
ago. So we may have to go out and do 
some more active recruiting, 
particularly at the masters level. 

In all four departments, faculty and administrators, 

some staff members and, to varying degrees, graduate 

students, were involved in the recruitment process. Each 

department offering a graduate degree has a designated 

graduate advisor. Faculty members usually serve as graduate 

advisors, though examples of administrators and staff 

filling the position were found. They described their 

responsibilities as including keeping records of graduate 

student inquiries, setting up a mechanism to respond to 

requests for information from prospective students, 

supplying information about students and degree plans to the 

graduate college, facilitating the paper-flow for admission 

and progress toward degree, and assisting students to meet 

the expectations of the department and the Graduate College. 

Graduate advisors typically serve on admissions or 

recruitment committees. Many of the activities of the 

--------_ ..... __ .-
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graduate advisor in all departments are a part of the 

graduate student recruitment process. One graduate advisor 

described his role as one of primarily academic advising, 

keeping track of inquiries, and making decisions about which 

students to offer campus visits and ultimately teaching 

assistantships. Another graduate advisor described her role 

as one of being the student's advocate and a source of 

information before they enroll and after they get here. One 

graduate advisor sees herself as a recruiter and said, "I'm 

selling Arizona. sometimes I am the only one they talk to." 

Another advisor said she sees herself as .. a Mom to these 

kids when they first get here." 

Each department has a committee of faculty responsible 

for some aspect of recruitment, but the structure of these 

committees differed by department. The Pure/Non-life 

department has a single admissions committee. This 

committee takes responsibility for setting up the process 

for recruiting prospective students, as well as for making 

admission decisions. In the Applied/Life department, there 

are two separate committees, one is an admission committee 

and the other a recruitment committee. These two committees 

function separately. The graduate advisor serves in an ex 

officio capacity on the admissions committee, but is not 

directly involved with the recruitment committee which is 

composed of faculty under the direction of a recruitment 

-- - - ---- -----
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coordinator. The Pure/Life and Applied Non-life departments 

divide recruitment responsibilities among separate programs 

within the department. In both cases, a general college 

brochure is distributed and responses to inquiries are 

handled in a central office. Once applications come in, 

they are divided according to area of interest or program. 

Subcommittees of faculty members in each program take 

responsibility for recruiting and selecting applicants and 

making offers to potential graduate students. 

According to Thompson (1967) in his explanation of 

environmental contingencies, task environments are "relevant 

or potentially relevant to goal setting and goal attainment 

(p. 27)." Given the wide range of task environments among 

the four departments, I expected to find differences in 

their recruitment goals, while anticipating some 

commonalities. Because of the demographic indices showing a 

decrease in numbers of students from the 18-22 year-old 

undergraduate pool from which traditionally most doctoral 

students come (Brazziel, 1991), and pecause of predicted 

needs in academia and industry for individuals prepared with 

higher degrees (Carter and Wilson, in press; Education 

Commission of the states, 1990; Association of American 

Universities, 1990), I expected to find efforts designed to 

increase numbers of students, and goals to expand graduate 

programs. When I asked departmental administrators, faculty 
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and graduate advisors about recruitment goals, there was one 

common response. The goal in all departments is to attract 

the best students in the discipline. Quality is definitely 

the priority and faculty expressed concern about time-to-

degree issues and attrition. A Dean in the Applied/Non-life 

department said, 

I don't see any agenda to increase the 
numbers. To increase the quality yes, 
but not the numbers. The goals is to 
increase the number who get out. The 
goal then is to provide more degrees. 

In the Pure/Life department, an administrator explained his 

view about expanding programs. He said, "we probably have 

the numbers that we can well serve," and that he expects "to 

be in a holding mode" at least partially because we (higher 

education) expect "to continue to lose support from the 

state." He suggested that 

part of it is because we have not 
provided enough information to the 
general public about the things that we 
do. Consequently, there is a real 
misperception about what goes on here. 
We have done miserably in educating the 
general public about what it is that we 
do. 

He went on to explain that increasing numbers of graduate 

students "as a goal for its own sake is very questionable." 

He emphasized the need to balance enrollment in programs 

according to the job market available to support the 

graduates. While there is a clear rationale for increasing 

-- - - -- --------- -- ---- ----
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the numbers in some programs, other programs should be 

decreased because of dwindling job opportunities. He also 

pointed out that the faculty do not want to increase the 

size of graduate classes, and will continue to be committed 

to guarantee support for all graduate students for a full 

four years. All of these factors indicate a reason for 

maintaining and balancing existing graduate programs. 

An administrator from the Applied/Non-life department 

explained that the departmental goals have been focused on 

"shoring up the requirements so that students can get 

through the program. This trims down the number of students 

that are qualified," he said, yet helps us to "reach our 

goal of graduating more of our students." According to a 

long-time faculty in this department, they sensed a 

diminishing recruiting base in the late 1980's and were 

concerned with the problem of finding highly qualified 

students. In his words, 

Recruiting good graduate students is 
very competitive business. We feel like 
we can't really be successful in our 
teaching and research unless we can 
attract really top notch graduate 
students. 

In the pure/Life department, an administrator echoed 

this notion when he explained that one of their goals was to 

prevent students from "going adrift" while they are in the 

program. He described mechanisms faculty were working on to 

- - ----- -- ----



144 

keep graduate students from getting lost. He said, "one of 

the ways is that students somehow lose contact with the 

faculty advisor. We need a more organized way to red flag 

that and to contact the student." Though they already have 

an annual review process to identify these students, he 

indicated that faculty are committed to finding new ways to 

identify these students sooner. In addition, he described 

ways that the department has made an effort to make graduate 

students "feel at home" and "feel good about where they 

are." All of these things, he explained, are to facilitate 

students' progress toward degree and, in a sense, "spread 

the word that we take very good care of our graduate 

students," which potentially works as a subtle, but 

important recruitment mechanism. 

Planning and Budgeting 

Departments included in this study varied by size of 

student population, numbers of faculty, and numbers of 

teaching assistant positions. The pure/Nonlife department 

is the largest of the four, teaching over 5500 students in 

100 and 200 level classes (Student Affairs Research, 1992), 

and employing 61 half-time graduate assistants, 40 full-time 

faculty and 21 part-time faculty and lab assistants 

(Institutional Research, 1992). The Applied/Life department 

has over 2200 students in lower division classes, and 

--------------
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employs 11 graduate assistants, 39 full-time faculty, and 7 

part-time faculty. In the Applied/Nonlife department, there 

are nearly 800 students in lower division classes, 25 

graduate assistants, 41 full-time faculty and 7 part-time 

faculty. The smallest of the four is the Applied-Life 

department teaching 143 students in lower division courses, 

and employing 40 full-time faculty and 4 part-time faculty, 

with 3 graduate assistants. 

Faculty involved with recruitment in all departments 

told me that more planning is desperately needed. A faculty 

member in the Applied/Life department who had been in charge 

of recruitment activities expressed, "We need a plan and we 

don't really have that. And then we need to be able to 

evaluate what we do. We need to be more organized and 

coordinated." An administrator in this department explained 

that the recruitment efforts have previously been 

concentrated on the undergraduate student. She thinks the 

"non-planned piece, or quasi-plan" (in her department) has 

to do with graduate students and that this is probably the 

piece that the recruitment committee and the recruitment 

coordinator has been least involved with. According to this 

administrator, "Enrollment is a different issue than it was 

five years ago. So we may have to go out and do some more 

active recruiting, particularly at the masters level." 

only one of the four departments had specifically 

~- ~ .~-------
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sought advice about marketing and planning recruitment 

strategies. This finding coincides with observations cited 

in the literature (Olson, 1985; Malaney, 1987d). 

"Recruitment at the graduate level is sporadic with little 

or no central coordinating and planning .•• there is little 

strategic planning involved in the recruitment process 

(Olson, p.24)." In the Applied/Non-life department, concern 

about a diminishing pool of highly qualified prospective 

graduate students a few years ago prompted the department to 

send a faculty member to a workshop on recruiting graduate 

students. This workshop, conducted by Graduate and 

Professional School Enrollment Manager Consultants (Jackson, 

1986), was designed for departments in general, not 

specifically departments from this one discipline. Several 

strategies have been employed in this department using 

suggestions from the workshop. 

Budgetary allocations specifically for the purpose of 

graduate student recruitment were found in two of the four 

departments. Until last semester in the Applied/Life 

department, there was no budget designated for recruitment. 

This year $3000 was allocated for recruitment. The 

recruitment coordinator told me that this is a crucial 

element in planning and carrying out effective recruitment 

activities. She explained that it costs money to make 

contacts and set up booths at national meetings, entertain 
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prospective students, print brochures, produce videos, and 

copy and mail informational materials. A budget, even a 

very limited one of a few thousand dollars, she considered 

very important to planning and setting priorities. 

The Pure/Non-life department budgets approximately 

$40,000 yearly for the recruitment of graduate students. 

Faculty I spoke with justified this amount because of the 

fierce national competition for graduate students in this 

discipline. The graduate advisor explained to me that 

"everybody invites prospective students for visits," and 

they must continue to do this because they know that "if 

students do not visit, they will not come." He said that 

these activities, plus all of the mailings and posters cost 

a lot of money, and "we gotta do it." 

In the Applied/Non-life and pure/Life departments no 

specific budget is designated for graduate recruitment. 

Money needed for mailings and brochures comes out of general 

departmental funding. Graduate advisors in both departments 

explained that money comes from "primarily discretionary 

funds." One of the college deans said, "I am willing to bet 

that no one budgets. When they find things that they want 

to do, then they find money to do it. I am not aware of any 

real budget for recruitment (in this department) ." 

Apart from money allocated to pay for recruitment 

activities, an important part of recruitment relates to 

________ O~ __ ~ 0-'-- c ___ _ 
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resources available for funding students. Securing teaching 

assistant and research assistant positions, tuition waivers, 

and fellowships is crucial to recruitment strategies 

developed by individual departments. Research 

assistantships and teaching assistantships are key 

components of the offers awarded to incoming students in all 

departments. Research grants awarded to faculty from 

government agencies such as the National Institutes of 

Health and the National Science Foundation, or from private 

industry include funds for graduate students to work on the 

research project. Not only does this allow the student 

opportunity to gain research experience while getting paid, 

it often contributes to thesis or dissertation requirements. 

Teaching assistant positions involve classroom and/or 

laboratory teaching responsibility in collaboration with 

faculty assigned to teach the class. The number of 

teaching assistants funded in each department is determined 

by the Provost office based on the teaching load of the 

department. Those departments that serve several thousand 

undergraduate stUdents each semester have need for more 

teaching assistants than the departments who teach fewer 

stUdents. In the pure/Nonlife department, all incoming 

graduate students are required to serve as teaching 

assistants for at least one year. Frequently, students work 

as teaching assistants for two years. According to faculty 

------------------
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and administrators in this department, this is common 

practice in most departments in their discipline across the 

country. Faculty in the Pure/Non-life and Applied/Non-life 

departments told me that they have worked hard with central 

administration in recent years to increase the stipends for 

their teaching assistantships to remain competitive with 

departments in their disciplines across the country. 

According to faculty I spoke with, currently the stipends in 

these two departments are between $12,000 and $14,000 per 

year. 

Faculty and administrators in the pure/Life department 

echoed their attention to the level of funding for their 

teaching assistants. Their policy has been, however, to 

equalize the pay for the department's teaching assistants 

and research assistants which faculty told me is about 

$8,000 per year. A faculty member explained to me that they 

do this "not to have competition. Many of our RAs could pay 

more, but we don't want the RA to be competing with the 

other students. We don't want to get jealousy between 

students." Faculty in this department consider their 

"financial aid" (meaning level of stipend for their teaching 

and research assistants) as "terrible." The graduate 

advisor said that it happens too much that "the best 

students that apply and we accept, don't come because they 

get more money somewhere else." A Graduate College 
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administrator concurred that the level funding for graduate 

teaching assistants and research assistants is a major 

concern. Administrators told me that the stipends are not 

competitive with peer institutions and increases in state 

funding will be necessary to maintain the quality of our 

graduate programs. 

Specific Departmental Recruitment Activities 

As explained by Lawrence and Lorsch (1967), 

organizations function in different environmental 

conditions. Customers, suppliers, competitors, and 

regulators are the task environments (Thompson, 1967) or 

parts of the environment to which organizations must adapt. 

Specific recruitment activities implemented by departments 

are described here, organized by task environments. 

CUSTOMERS 

Departments described at least nine different types of 

students as customers, each requiring slightly different 

approaches and strategies. These include their own 

undergraduate students, undergraduate students from other 

departments or other institutions, doctoral students, 

masters students, full-time and part-time students, 

international students, minority students, and students who 

are returning to school after experience on the workforce. 



Departments set different priorities for these various 

student groups and design recruitment strategies 

accordingly. 

Recruiting their own Undergraduates 
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Similar to most higher education institutions across 

the country in recent years, this institution has 

demonstrated increasing commitment to undergraduate 

education. Stemming from several national education reports 

on undergraduate quality (Boyer, 1987; Education Commission 

of the States, 1986; Association of American Colleges, 1985; 

National Institute of Education, 1984), initiatives to 

revitalize higher learning and hold institutions accountable 

became common. At this institution a Task Force was 

formulated and subsequently presented the "Plan for 

Assessing Undergraduate Education at the University of 

Arizona (1987)." One of the recommendations of the "Plan" 

was to create The Center for Research on Undergraduate 

Education. As further evidence of the focus on 

undergraduate education, the president of the university 

declared 1991 as "The Year of the Undergraduate." Despite 

clear symbols of attention to undergraduates, efforts to 

recruit undergraduate students into graduate programs appear 
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to be very limited and many faculty voiced concern that not 

enough is going on at the departmental level. 

When I asked faculty and graduate advisors "what do you 

do to recruit your own undergraduate students?," most of 

them said, "Not much," or "Nothing really." According to 

the graduate advisor, the Applied/Non-life department had 

four or five of their own undergraduate students enter 

graduate school this year. She explained that this number 

is up from previous years when there were only two students 

from their department. She speculates that the slight 

upward trend is because of the poor economy which tends to 

increase graduate applicants. In the other three 

departments, graduate advisors said that each year they 

usually have one or two entering students from their 

undergraduate program. 

In all departments, faculty described a sort of 

"caution against intellectual inbreeding," that prompts them 

to encourage students to go elsewhere to study at the 

graduate level. One faculty member said, "In general we 

don't think it is a good idea to get all degrees from one 

university. I advise all my students to go elsewhere." A 

faculty member in the pure/Non-life department said that 

"not many of our own undergraduates come to grad school 

here. Most advisors tell their students to go elsewhere for 

grad school. That is the American tradition in (this 
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discipline)." In addition to the educational advantages for 

students to study elsewhere, faculty told me about the 

advantages for departments to have students coming in from a 

wide variety of undergraduate programs and experiences. A 

department head explained, 

We want to continue to increase the 
diversity within our graduate program. 
Not only ethnic and gender diversity, 
but also diversity in terms of 
intellectual background. We can advance 
the field by having people from diverse 
backgrounds. Much of graduate education 
doesn't take place in the classroom. 

Another faculty member agreed and explained the thinking 

common in his department this way: 

We are not so much trying to recruit our 
own undergraduate students for our 
graduate programs, but we see our job as 
recruiting them to graduate study. We 
want to provide them with information 
about what is the nature of graduate 
study, what does it take to get in, what 
is the competition like, what are the 
opportunities if you do go, what are the 
possibilities of kinds of work. 

While most faculty expressed hesitation encourage 

undergraduates to pursue higher degrees at the same 

institution, one faculty member offered a differing opinion. 

He said, 

It depends on what they have done as 
undergraduate students. The experience 
of being a graduate student is 
qualitatively different than being an 
undergraduate, even if you are doing it 

_. --- ------ ----------- ---- .. _-- ._------------



in the same place. You are doing 
entirely different things. 
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Most information undergraduate students receive about 

graduate study happens very casually in the departments. 

Faculty were able to describe a variety of activities for 

undergraduate students in their departments. In the 

Pure/Life department, they have Career Days for the 

undergraduates and also a Graduate School Seminar where 

various faculty talk about the process of getting into 

graduate school, different areas within the discipline to 

get into. Beyond these activities, the support for 

undergraduate students was described as very "informal and 

dependent upon individual faculty members" being interested 

and committed to helping students find graduate programs 

suited to the students' area of interest. In the Pure/Life 

department, the graduate advisor said, "We try to help our 

good students to find programs elsewhere. But this is all 

very informal, nothing structured." 

Faculty and administrators in all four departments 

expressed concern that not enough was being done. One 

administrator said that he thought undergraduate programs 

are presented in such a way that they students want "to get 

out and get it over ••• they don't perceive why they would 

want to get out and come back for more of this activity." 



He said that he thought more efforts should be made to 

inform undergraduates, and went on to explain 

I think misconceptions stops them, we 
ought to think of it, not as a 
recruitment, but as a strategy at the 
undergraduate level. The strategy ought 
to be such that it is a positive view 
that they have. The vision of graduate 
school should be a positive thing, not a 
negative thing. 
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One way departments have tried to inform undergraduate 

students about graduate education is through curriculum. In 

the Applied/Life and Applied/Non-life departments, faculty 

told me about courses that include content about research, 

career choices and opportunities resulting from graduate 

preparation. According to one faculty member, the "informal 

and unplanned" recruitment mechanisms are probably "more 

important than some of the more structured formal 

strategies." The graduate advisor explained, in a required 

course taken early in the program, the topic of research in 

the discipline is introduced. In subsequent courses how 

research is done and useful in the field of study is 

reinforced. Finally, a senior issues course includes 

discussion on the importance of graduate education and the 

opportunities in research and advanced practice. One 

administrator has observed in the last five years that more 

of their own undergraduates are seeking masters degrees 

directly following graduation. She sees this as a recent 

----.. -- ---
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trend, one that may reflect a more positive undergraduate 

experience in an overall sense. She explained that more 

emphasis has been placed on presenting graduate education as 

a normal progression from the undergraduate degree. The 

visibility of funded research projects being conducted at 

the college and faculty teaching across graduate and 

undergraduate programs has been helpful to undergraduate 

students, according to one administrator. The recruitment 

coordinator in this department however, voiced concern about 

the lack of attention to undergraduate students. She told 

me that the faculty doing research are often not available 

to undergraduate students, and sometimes graduate students, 

because of the pressures and demands of grants. In 

addition, faculty told me they see a real separation between 

the undergraduate and graduate programs, with little sharing 

between faculty groups and few opportunities for 

undergraduates to connect with graduate students. 

In the Pure/Non-life and Applied-Non-life departments, 

faculty described the exposure undergraduates have to 

graduate students working as teaching assistants and, in 

some cases, undergraduate research opportunities. Faculty 

thought that these experiences were important because they 

allow undergraduate students to see what graduate school 

would be like and what jobs may be available to individuals 

with graduate preparation. 
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Of the four departments included in this study, the 

most structured attempt to recruit undergraduate students 

was in the Applied/Non-life department where I was told, "We 

do it continually." This department recruits its own 

undergraduate students by having the graduate advisor 

compile a list of all the students with GPAs above 3.5. The 

list of names is sent to the faculty who have those students 

in classes along with a request that they personally contact 

the student directly. According to the graduate advisor and 

administrators in the department, many faculty do this, 

especially when it means recruiting a really top student to 

work on his/her research project. The chair of the 

recruiting committee in this department explained to me that 

only about 20 per cent of the undergraduate upperclassmen 

are actually qualified to continue on into graduate school, 

but those who are qualified "should get the encouragement to 

go on". 

Recruitment of Undergraduates from other Institutions 

In all four departments, the most visible recruitment 

efforts are directed towards undergraduates from other 

institutions. Advertising is done in several ways. All but 

the Applied/Life department, send out a poster with attached 

reply cards to institutions where the departments are 

considered "good" in their respective discipline. For the 
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Pure/Non-life department, whose faculty told me that they 

need to recruit nation-wide in order to attract enough 

students, this means sending around 3000 posters. The 

graduate advisor in Pure/Non-life said that they must do 

this in order to be competitive. From the 3000 posters, 

they usually get about 450 inquiries. In both the pure/Life 

department and the Applied/Non-life department, about 200-

300 posters are sent out. According to graduate advisors in 

those two departments, inquiries average well above the 

numbers of posters sent out, 600-700 in Pure/Life and over 

300 in Applied/Non-life. The advisors told me that they 

think factors other than the posters, such as national 

rankings and faculty prestige, are influential in getting 

students from other institutions to inquire. 

Advertisement in national journals and college guides 

such as Peterson's Guide (need to get exact title here) is 

also used to some extent. According to the graduate advisor 

in the Applied/Non-life department, they have recently begun 

to advertise in a national professional journal and a 

student publication in order to expand their recruitment 

efforts. In the Pure/Life department, a national 

publication for this discipline is published to assist 

students to find particular programs which match their 

research interests. An administrator in the department 

stressed the importance of "getting a good fit" between the 

-- ---.------ ------------
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program and students. In contrast, in the Applied/Life 

department, an administrator explained that they have not 

found it very cost-effective to advertise in national 

journals. She said, "We never got anybody that way." She 

went on to explain that they have found it more helpful to 

target their advertisement in this geographic region. 

Historically, she explained, students from the other side 

of the country don't come here. This department tends to 

send out notice of graduate programs available through 

professional regional conferences and newsletters. 

Faculty in the Pure/Non-life department told me of an 

additional recruitment activity, a "sort-of subtle 

advertisement", that they have found helpful in their 

department. Faculty often accept guest speaking engagements 

at departments in small schools around the country. Because 

these smaller schools frequently do not have graduate 

programs, their students must look elsewhere to go on to 

graduate school. When faculty from a big research 

university come to speak, students graduating from these 

smaller institutions often take this opportunity to ask 

questions about the facilities and graduate programs. 

Faculty told me that they see this as an excellent 

opportunity to interest those students in coming here. One 

faculty member said, "We really should do more of this 

(referring to guest lectures at small institutions). 

---- - -------- - - ------- -- --- ----------------



Unfortunately, travel funds to do this are scarce and we 

haven't gone out as much as we used to." 
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I asked faculty if going to national conventions and 

conferences was a way to market their programs and recruit 

students from other institutions. They cited two reasons 

that this was not generally an effective way to recruit 

graduate students. First, many professional conferences are 

geared more for faculty and administrators in the 

disciplines than for students. If students attend, usually 

they are graduate students who are presenting papers with 

their faculty, or are attending to meet professionals in the 

discipline in hopes of opening job opportunities. They told 

me that rarely do undergraduate students attend their 

professional meetings. The second reason that conferences 

do not play a significant part in recruiting is the costs 

involved in sending faculty and the related expenses of 

purchasing a booth and distributing materials. One faculty 

member said, "It is just too expensive. Many times they are 

asking one or two hundred dollars to set up a booth. And 

when we didn't have a budget, even the $50 booth was too 

expensive. We did not have the money to send faculty to man 

the booth." 

The final example of recruitment of students from other 

institutions is an informal, yet powerful mechanism. 

Faculty in all departments explained that "word gets 
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around", and "people hear it from their friends and 

colleagues." Faculty said that their own graduates often 

are their best recruiters. Graduates work at other 

institutions or in industry and serve as examples of the 

quality of education in their respective programs. In 

addition, these individuals are able to provide information 

about research opportunities and about experiences they had 

during graduate school. More formal is the graduate 

students participation on recruitment committees in the 

Pure/Non-life and Applied/Non-life departments. In all four 

departments, students are involved in the recruitment 

activities that are held for prospective students. 

Recruitment of Doctoral and Masters Students 

In these four departments, recruitment of masters 

students is not a high priority. In the Pure/Life and 

Pure/Non-life departments, masters students are not 

recruited at all. These departments focus on doctoral 

students and generally only admit students who are pursuing 

the PhD. Faculty from both departments said, "We don't 

recruit anybody to come and get a masters degree." This is 

not to say that no students get masters degrees in these two 

departments. Usually, in these two departments, the masters 

degree is considered a "consolation prize," or a "door 

prize", for those who "can't complete the requirements for 

- - ----- ------
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the doctorate." Students who fail the preliminary exams are 

told that they will be unable to continue in the program and 

they exit with the masters degree. Few students come in 

planning to get just the masters degree in either 

discipline. This type of program is similar to what Conrad, 

Hayworth, and Millar (1992) refer to as an "ancillary 

program," where the master's programs are subordinate to the 

PhD program in their department. The master's program 

serves as a "steppingstone" and a "screening device." 

In the other two departments, Applied/Life and 

Applied/Non-life, students pursuing the masters degree are 

admitted, though little recruitment is done. An 

administrator in the Applied/Life department pointed out 

that masters recruiting is very different from doctoral 

recruiting. She explained that those seeking masters 

degrees in this discipline are typically looking for 

clinical specialization and advanced knowledge and skills in 

a particular area. The masters students are looking "for 

our particular type of program," she said. In recruiting 

doctoral students she explained, "we are trying to match 

with the faculty we have on board, and look at developing 

clinical research programs." 

In the Applied/Non-life department, the graduate 

advisor explained to me that the masters degree in this 

department is a terminal degree for many students. "You can 

----- -- - ----- -- --- - ---
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make almost as much money as with a PhD over your career, so 

unless you want to go into academia or a research lab, a lot 

of students come just for the masters." Masters students 

are encouraged to find someone with whom to do research. 

They are often considered for teaching assistant positions, 

but research assistantships are usually reserved for more 

experienced graduate students who are pursuing doctorates. 

Doctoral students must have a faculty advisor who agrees to 

work with them on research. In other words, doctoral 

students have mentors already in place when they are 

admitted. During the recruitment process, the faculty must 

interact with the prospective doctoral students in setting 

up arrangements to do research. Faculty told me that this is 

very important to students' decisions to enter the program, 

and they consider is very important to the quality of their 

research. 

The Applied/Non-life and Applied/Life departments are 

examples of the "career advancement" program type as 

categorized by Conrad and Hayworth (1992). These programs 

typically supply students with a body of essential knowledge 

and skills that, when mastered, will certify them as 

"experts" in their field. This characterization fits with 

what the administrators in both departments explained as 

they discussed they type of students they recruit into their 

masters programs. An administrator in the Applied/Life 

-- ---------- -----------<----



department expressed concern that the enrollment at the 

masters level had not been consistent and that efforts to 

recruit more students will be needed in the near future. 
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One of the ways to accomplish this, according to her, is to 

work with employers who need these "experts" to allow leave

of-absences from work and supply stipends to assist students 

to come back for the masters degree. According to the 

graduate advisor, this arrangement with employers happens to 

some degree in the Applied/Non-life department, but not as 

frequently as is did five to ten years ago. 

Recruitment of Part-time and Full-time students 

In the Pure/Life, Pure/Non-life, and Applied-Non-life 

virtually all of their graduate students are recruited to be 

full-time students. Every department has part-time 

students, though full-time study is preferred. Funding is a 

high priority in each department to allow students to pursue 

their degrees on a full time basis. In the pure/Life 

department, for example, faculty told me that they do not 

accept any students that they cannot support financially. 

They expect students to devote full-time to their study. In 

the Pure/Non-life and Pure/Life departments, the students 

accepting teaching assistantships must sign a contract which 

states they agree not to work jobs outside of their 

responsibilities in the department. 

--- - ---- ---- -- --------
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In the Applied/Life department, where there are few 

teaching assistant positions, according to one of the 

administrators, "Right now 75-80% of the masters students 

are part-time. That is imbalanced. We need more full-time 

students. II She explained that planning course load and 

faculty assignments are problematic with so many part-time 

students. It becomes very expensive to have fewer students 

in the classrooms. In addition, faculty voiced concern that 

the quality of research may be "in a sense diluted and 

fragmented" as a result of part-time commitment of too many 

students. Funding that is available in this department is 

awarded to full-time students. Unfortunately, in this 

department where the average age of graduate students is 34, 

many students must work and support families while going 

back to school and cannot afford to give up benefits 

(insurance and retirement, for example) and salaries for the 

low wages of a research assistant. 

Recruitment of International Students 

In each of the four departments, faculty indicated that 

their priority was to recruit domestic students (United 

states citizens) rather than international (foreign) 

students. A faculty member in the Pure/Non-life department 

explained, "On top of that (120 domestic applications), we 

have a large number of foreign applications. We try to take 

-- --------
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the best of the foreign applications but we also try to 

limit the number of foreign students in a given class." He 

went on to explain that they first see how many domestic 

applications are coming in, and then make decisions about 

international students. 

Applications from international students has been on 

the rise in all departments. In the Pure/Non-life 

department, a faculty member indicated that, 

since the collapse of the Communist 
empire, we have been having a 
significant number of applicants from 
Eastern Europe. It turns out that even 
though they have been accepted, they may 
not have the resources to get here. We 
have not up to now provided resources 
for them to get here. 

According to an administrator in the Applied/Life 

department, their applications from international students 

has also been growing, especially at the masters level, and 

more recently at the doctoral level. She said, "we have 

enough US applicants so far, so we can keep a balance (on 

international admits). The graduate admissions committee 

puts limits on what percentage of the class be made up of 

international students." 

None of the departments have specific activities 

designed to recruit international students. According to 

faculty and administrators I spoke with, word-of-mouth and 

exposure apparently works as a mechanism to recruit 

-------- --.------
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international students. They explained that the reputation 

of the department is communicated through students who have 

been here. One of the administrators in the Applied/Non-

life department put it this way, liThe word gets around. We 

are our own recruiter in a silent kind of way.1I A faculty 

member from the Applied/Life department echoed his comment 

and went on to explain, 

We are not recruiting international 
students ••. they just come. Our 
graduates are our best recruiters. We 
have had enough students in Taiwan and 
Pakistan, for example, that word gets 
around. We have a reputation. 

The graduate advisor in Applied-Non-life added comments 

about the way that they handle international student 

applications. She said, 

we do not, we just do not have the funds 
to recruit international students. 
International students can write to 
faculty directly to try to arrange 
research assistantships. But we tell 
them right off, before they apply, that 
there is no financial aid. 

In the Pure/Life department, the graduate advisor said that 

certain programs within their department seems to attract 

more international students than others. II They 

(international students) are all recruited by personal 

contact, knowing people in the field and making contact with 

faculty at meetings. 1I He went on to say that many of their 

international applicants seem to go somewhere else because 

._--- ---------- - ----------_ .. --------------~ 
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they can get more money elsewhere. "AII of these students 

(the international students admitted in the last two years) 

are getting support from their countries, and most do 

undergraduate work in other countries." An administrator in 

the Applied/Non-life department said 

What troubles me is that often our 
(domestic) students have access to funds 
that foreign students don't and the RA 
position may be the only position that 
the foreign student can have. They 
can't work in the same type of positions 
that domestic students can. If they 
need desperately to work, they apply 
just like everyone else. But they may 
be the first one in line. Masters level 
international students are often funded 
by their families. At the doctoral 
level that's not true. 

An administrator from the Applied/Non-life department 

offered another mechanism that is instrumental in bringing 

in international students. He said, 

I know of a faculty member who is 
internationally involved in conferences, 
presenting papers and so on. A number 
of students and faculty letters always 
comes back after his trips. So it is 
word of mouth. I don't know of any 
other real planned effort (to recruit 
international students). 

International students in all four departments are 

increasing their presence without expanded recruitment 

efforts. 

Faculty making admission decisions work to balance the 

diversity of student populations in their departments by 

-- -----------
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limiting the numbers of international students admitted. 

However, as one faculty member pointed out, "with stable to 

declining domestic student populations, growing 

international students maintains our graduate student 

enrollment... This trend is congruent with Brazziel's 

concerns (1991) that nationally from 1973-1989, doctorates 

awarded to American citizens are down 11 percent. 

Recruitment of Minority students 

Because of national attention directed at increasing 

minority representation in higher education and specifically 

in graduate education (Council of Graduate Schools, 1992; 

Educations commission of the States,1987; American Council 

on Education and American Association of State Colleges and 

Universities, 1988; Association of American Universities, 

1990), and the focus of state and local initiatives directed 

towards minority education (Fischer, 1988; Arizona Board of 

Regents,1989; Task Force on Excellence, Efficiency and 

Competitiveness, 1990), I expected to find a variety of 

targeted efforts designed to increase enrollment of ethnic 

minority students in graduate programs and efforts to 

increase numbers of female students in departments where 

they are underrepresented. When I asked faculty and 

administrators about departmental goals regarding graduate 

student recruitment, only one out of the eighteen 
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interviewed mentioned diversity in their student population 

as a goal. The one departmental faculty who indicated that 

his department had a goal specifically related to increasing 

minority students explained 

We want to continue to increase the 
diversity within our graduate program. 
Not only ethnic and gender diversity, 
but also diversity in terms of 
intellectual background. We can advance 
the field by having people from diverse 
backgrounds. Much of graduate education 
doesn't take place in the 
classroom, it occurs in the field and in 
the laboratory. 

When I asked specifically about efforts to recruit minority 

students, comments ranged from "We do nothing special 

really," to "There aren't any out there to recruit," to "We 

have enough already." An administrator in one department 

said, 

I think the emphasis for graduate 
minority students is at the 
administrative and collegiate levels. I 
am not sure that by the time you get to 
the department and faculty levels that 
that still exists, except in very 
specific individuals. 

In another department, the graduate advisor said that they 

keep trying to think of ways of getting minority students 

into graduate school, but "we are not very successful. Of 

course, we look at our applicants and try to see which are 

minorities, and try to do something about them. We really 

----.-.---.. ---.---.-.. -.----~~==~ 
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don't have a decent system." 

Departments relied on help from programs and services 

external to their own departments and the institution to 

attract underrepresented students into their programs. 

In addition to the efforts by the Graduate College to 

"remove obstacles" to graduate education for minority 

students, such as the name exchange subscriptions and 

Graduate College Fellowships explained earlier in this 

chapter, I was told of at least one activity specifically 

designed to recruit minority students in each department. 

In the Pure/Life department, there is a minority listing 

made available through the national professional 

organization which is categorized by area of interest. This 

allows the department to send program information directly 

to minority students who have indicated interest in specific 

areas of graduate study which match available programs in 

this department. Faculty I spoke with talked about the 

importance of "a close fit" between the student's interests 

and the program available and see these mailings as "cost

effective" for the department as well as "helpful to 

students." 

In the Applied/Life department, faculty explained 

activities designed to enhance minority representation. At 

the national level in this discipline, the Dean said that 



there is only lip-service. In some 
quarters, there is a lot of activity, 
especially in the areas where there are 
minority populations. But I don't see it 
on the agendas of the national councils. 
However, the national organization (in 
this discipline) does sponsor minority 
fellowships for students in graduate 
school. 
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An additional activity in the Applied/Life department 

designed to for minority students in graduate education is 

the Minority High School Student Research Apprentice 

Program. This is a summer program, similar to project 

ACCESS sponsored by the Graduate college, which brings high 

school minority students to campus for six weeks to work 

with faculty actively involved in research projects. This 

program, funded by a grant from the National Institutes of 

Health, is designed to stimulate high school students' 

interest in careers in science, and increase their 

understanding of research and the technical skills needed. 

The students selected this year come from local high schools 

and from two small communities in the state. These are 

students who have indicated that they want to major in this 

discipline as an undergraduate student. According to the 

principal investigator on the grant, "this is a way of 

getting students to think about graduate school early, an 

early outreach approach." She went on to say however, that 

"one difficulty with the program is finding enough faculty 
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mentors who can work with these students during the summer. 

"It is an extra load for faculty.1I She indicated that in 

the future it may be more problematic to find faculty who 

have the time, in view of the increasing teaching load of 

the faculty due to budget constraints. 

In the pure/Non-life department, there is a nationwide 

program funded by the National Science Foundation called 

Research Experiences for Undergraduates, or REU sites. The 

faculty sponsor for the program in this department explained 

that this is one of 65 programs across the country in this 

particular field of study and this is the fourth year of 

funding. She explained, 

One of the reasons this program was 
started was to try to recruit more 
students into graduate science programs. 
There is a lot of anecdotal evidence to 
suggest that students that have very 
positive undergraduate research 
experiences are more likely to go to 
graduate school. 

She went on to describe the two focuses of the program. One 

is an attempt to get more graduate students in this 

particular field of study. The second focus is on getting 

more women to enter this field. In the past, women were 

underrepresented in this field, but this is changing slowly. 

She said, 1175% of our participants have gone on to graduate 

programs. The program is beginning to show some impact on 

the number of students going to graduate school, but there 

----_._--_ .. _--._----- ----~~= 
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is still a finite number." She also explained that some of 

the REU sites have a focus on minority students instead of 

women. Sponsors in the various departments decide on the 

target group. When I asked this faculty member why she 

thought so few minority students were pursuing graduate 

education in her discipline, she said 

Interest in sciences needs to start much 
earlier, maybe in junior high or senior 
high school. A lot of it may be 
cultural as sciences may conflict with 
their religion. And historically, in 
some cultures, there has not been a big 
emphasis put on education. I think it 
starts way before college. 

In another department a faculty member echoed these 

sentiments by saying, 

I don't know how much we (higher 

education) can do. I think the reasons 
we don't have many minority applicants 
to graduate school starts way back in 
elementary education. 

He went on to explain that minority students drop off 

throughout the entire process for all kinds of factors. 

"So by the time that you get here, it is 
not a matter of them sitting around 
saying, 'well should I go to graduate 
school, or shouldn't I, and will I have 
a mentor who is also (minority) '. This 
is not how it works." 

One of the faculty I interviewed was himself from an ethnic 

minority group. He told me that one of the most important 

things that helped him in going on to graduate school was 

- _._-- --_._---
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his faculty mentor. He said that at the graduate level, it 

was crucial that this mentor be an expert in his field of 

study, more important in fact, than having that person be 

from a minority group. He explained, "I wanted to be a 

scientist. That is what I wanted to do. I didn't want to 

be a professional (minority). Being a minority person is 

not my job." 

In the Applied/Non-life department, there is a minority 

counselor. He explained to me that only about 20% of his 

job is with graduate students, while the other 80% is with 

undergraduate stUdents. The time he does spend with 

graduate students is predominately focused on retention 

issues. He also works with the Graduate Education for 

Minorities (GEM) program, sponsored through a national 

consortium of member universities and industries specific to 

this discipline. He is responsible for working with 

students applying to this program and assisting them to find 

funding once the GEM fellowship funding is over. According 

to this minority counselor, finding funding to support the 

student when the fellowship'runs out continues to be a major 

problem year after year. He said, "while this becomes more 

of a retention issue than recruiting, knowing ahead of time 

about the funding available throughout the period of 

graduate study contributes to students' decision to attend. 

-------------------- - ---------- - - ---- -------
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Faculty in all departments told me that there were 

concerns about admitting minority students, or any students 

for that matter, who were not academically prepared for 

graduate school. According to faculty in the Applied/Non

life department, even though tutoring and mentoring 

opportunities are in place for all students, it has been 

their experience, that students who were poorly qualified, 

did not succeed. Their comments revealed an assumption that 

minority students were not as academically prepared as other 

students. An administrator explained that faculty members 

have mixed opinions about how minorities should be treated 

relative to admission standards. He said, "most believe 

that admission standards should not be relaxed." He 

stressed the importance of encouraging students much earlier 

in their secondary school years to work harder in school and 

take more math and science classes. 

Overall, departmental efforts to recruit minority 

students in their own discipline is very limited. Except 

for cooperation with Graduate College initiatives, such as 

name exchange services and career days, departments do very 

little to increase the enrollment of minority students in 

their graduate programs. Faculty and graduate advisors in 

all four departments expressed frustration with "not knowing 

what else to do." 
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students Returning from the Workforce 

Prospective graduate students who completed their 

undergraduate degrees and went to work before applying to 

graduate school constitute a separate group of customers 

requiring in some instances different considerations in 

regards to recruitment. In the Applied/Life department the 

pattern of students working for several years before coming 

back for graduate degrees was particularly strong, more so 

than any of the other three departments. In order to 

recruit this group of prospective students, the Applied/Life 

department used two primary approaches. The first was 

directly meeting with prospective students through a series 

of forums, and the second was to increase visibility and 

public relations. There were three forums held last year to 

inform prospective students about program changes and 

opportunities for graduate education in this department, and 

to promote a positive image. Flyers were sent to over 8000 

individuals in the state currently working in the field, 

inviting them to come to the forums. Between one and two 

hundred attended the three forums, held in different 

locations around that state. There was a planned agenda 

which included a presentation explaining the benefits of 

graduate education and the programs available. Research 

opportunities and career and job opportunities were 

discussed by faculty representing various specialty areas. 

- - -----_ .. ----
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students in the masters and doctoral programs described 

their experiences and there was time allowed for questions. 

College administrators describe these forums as enormously 

successful having prompted several to apply to graduate 

school, and several more to begin prerequisite courses. 

Faculty explained to me that they thought this formal pro

active approach was very effective, but fear that a point of 

saturation in the pool of prospective students in the 

surrounding area will eventuate in the near future. 

Faculty told me that they realize that reputation, 

visibility and positive image in the community and state is 

very important. In addition to the three forums, this past 

year a public relations expert was hired to promote 

accomplishments of the College through newspaper articles in 

campus and local publications. Administrators in this 

department consider her work as a form of recruitment 

because it is directly related to the reputation and image 

of the College in the community. It is those individuals 

who are working in the community, holding baccalaureate 

degrees in this discipline that the department is trying to 

attract. 

In the Applied/Non-life department, some students come 

back to graduate school after having worked in the field. 

Attracting these students back to graduate school primarily 

involves providing the academic program and research 

----- - - - - ---- ------- ---
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experience which will prepare the student for continued 

professional development. To do this, faculty described an 

ongoing relationship with industry and business leaders to 

maintain research programs relevant to the working world and 

to secure continued funding for research. 

SUPPLIERS 

Each department must relate to the suppliers in their 

respective environments. As Thompson (1967) explains, 

suppliers are those organizations from which the potential 

consumers come. I expected to find a wide variety of 

suppliers for these four very different departments included 

in this study. Suppliers identified through analysis of the 

data revealed five separate categories of suppliers of 

prospective graduate students. The suppliers are: 1) the 

department's own undergraduate program; 2) other departments 

on campus; 3) undergraduate programs in their discipline at 

other institutions; 4) government, industry and business who 

want their employees prepared with advanced degrees; and 5) 

community colleges. 

While most departments do not actively recruit their 

own undergraduates into their graduate programs, faculty 

recognized the importance of the undergraduate experience in 

establishing an interest in advanced degrees in their 

respective disciplines. As previously explained, faculty 

---- - - --- ----
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attitudes about undergraduates staying in one department to 

pursue graduate degrees reflect a common belief that 

students would be better served if they do graduate work at 

a different institution. Even where efforts to recruit 

their own undergraduates into graduate programs were weakly 

developed, faculty and administrators expressed the 

importance of their contribution to a positive undergraduate 

experience. One administrator said that he was concerned 

that undergraduate programs are presented in such a way that 

the students want "to get out and get it over •.• they don't 

perceive why they would want to get out and come back for 

more of this kind of activity." In his view, whether 

students pursue your graduate program or go elsewhere, "the 

strategy (throughout the undergraduate program) ought to be 

such that the vision of graduate school should be a positive 

thing, not a negative thing." An administrator in the 

Applied/Life department echoed his comments and added, 

I hope that the feelings that 
(undergraduate) students are leaving 
with are more positive. My sense is that 
there is less hostility and anger than 
there was five years ago. The fact that 
the curriculum is the way that it is, is 
making the undergraduate experience more 
positive. We hit them early with 
graduate education and tell them it is a 
natural progression, and it is not 
intimidating. 

In a similar way, faculty in the Applied/Life and 

Applied/Non-life departments told me that they see the 

-- --- ---
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masters program as a supplier of students for their doctoral 

programs. In the Applied/Life department this seemed 

especially prominent. Faculty in this department told me 

that many of their masters students come in thinking that 

the masters degree will be their terminal degree, "get 

turned on", and stay through the doctoral degree. 

A second supplier of graduate students is sometimes 

another department on campus. Interdisciplinary study is 

commonplace in some departments more so than others. For 

example, students may achieve an undergraduate degree in one 

science, and pursue the masters degree in another related, 

but separate science. In the pure/Non-life department, 

students holding undergraduate degrees in a different 

Pure/Non-life discipline, come in to pursue graduate 

degrees. The same is true in the Applied/Non-life 

department and in the pure/Life department, where students 

blend interests to achieve knowledge and skills for 

particular career goals. Departments who do get graduate 

students from departments in diverse disciplines send 

posters and program requirements. Only the Applied/Life 

department requires the undergraduate degree to be in that 

specific major in order to be admitted into their graduate 

program. 

In the Applied/Non-life department, a special masters 

program is available for the "non-degree students", 
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students who hold degrees in another field and want to 

pursue a career in another field. The department advertises 

this program by sending the description to departments who 

have supplied most of their students in the past. 

According to the flyer they send out, this is "a program 

designed for superior students who have an aptitude for 

mathematics and a desire to participate in the challenging 

opportunities of a rapidly expanding profession. II 

Thirdly, departments in the same discipline at other 

institutions are suppliers for graduate programs. Given the 

strong professional networks in all four departments, I 

expected to find normative mechanisms which would contribute 

to recruitment of prospective graduate students. As 

explained by DiMaggio and Powell (1983), IIsuch mechanisms 

create a pool of almost interchangeable individuals who 

occupy similar positions across a range of organizations (p. 

152)." I expected the association between professionals to 

facilitate exchange of qualified students from one program 

to another. When I asked about the' function of professional 

networks between colleagues as a recruitment mechanism, 

faculty and administrators in the four departments replied 

that it seldom happens. According to faculty I interviewed, 

rarely are graduate students located through connections one 

faculty member has with another. They told me that faculty 

looking for research assistants recruit their own star 
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faculty. 
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One graduate advisor explained, "We have a young 

They want tenure and they're looking for students 

for their research. They are very aggressive (in recruiting 

their own students)." 

In the Applied/Life department, an administrator told 

me that the network between colleagues is not as well 

developed as in other disciplines. She said, "occasionally, 

but not regularly, we get calls to see if we would want to 

work with a student who is interested in one of our graduate 

programs." 

The graduate advisor in Pure/Life said, "we do more of that 

(networking) to get our students somewhere else, that going 

after a student to get them to come here. occasionally we 

are on the receiving end." In this way this department 

becomes a supplier for a graduate program somewhere else. 

In both examples, faculty 

stressed that these things are all very informal and 

unstructured. 

A fourth supplier of graduate students is an employer 

who needs workers with advanced skills and knowledge and is 

willing to send employees back to school in order to 

accomplish this more highly specialized workforce. 

Administrators and faculty in the pure/Non-life, 

Applied/Non-life and Applied/life departments maintain 

informal and formal relationships with business agencies and 

-----------._ .. ---.-
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industry, keeping abreast of their needs for employees with 

advanced degrees. Business and industry sometimes establish 

cooperative arrangements with university departments to 

support employees to return to graduate school. Tuition 

reimbursement plans and scholarships are examples of these 

strategies. In return, employers expect individuals to come 

back into the workplace and utilize their advanced degrees 

to further company goals. 

Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) describe organizational 

survival as a function of an organization's ability to adapt 

to and fit with environmental contingencies. The 

relationship that departments have with their customers and 

suppliers impacts recruitment strategies as well as program 

planning. According to faculty in the Applied/Non-life 

department, where arrangements with employers to assist 

students in coming back to school have been commonplace, 

these opportunities are probably going to diminish in the 

next five years. Faculty told me that the industries most 

dependent on this particular discipline will be changing 

dramatically, and it will take some time for them to adjust 

to their needs. He explained that when baccalaureate 

graduates cannot find jobs easily, they often go straight to 

graduate school on their own. During this time, business 

and industry are less likely to act as a supplier for 

graduate programs, and are more likely to be a customer. 

----- - ------ ------- --------------
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A final example of a potential supplier of graduate 

students came from a professor in the Pure/Non-life 

department. She explained that there is a coalition of 

community college teachers in this field of study. Most of 

the work of this group centers on curriculum issues but she 

recognizes the possibility of them doing more on issues 

related to students. She said, 

There is no real formal program that 
takes large numbers of these community 
college students and integrates them 
into the University science-scene and 
bring them up to get them thinking 
ahead. There are a lot of really bright 
students at the community colleges who 
just haven't been in the environment, or 
seen themselves as capable of doing 
'this. If we can pluck them out of that 
environment and put them into the 
mainstream, you have a really good 
chance of getting them to go (to 
graduate school). Somebody needs to do 
it. I have thought about that a lot. 

Thinking of the community college system as a supplier of 

graduate students is the focus of a long-range collaborative 

effort between Arizona State University and the Maricopa 

Community College District called "The Seamless Web" project 

(Foster and de los Santos, 1990). The focus of this project 

is on increasing the population of minority graduate 

students. According to Foster and de los Santos (1990), of 

the minority students enrolled in post-secondary schools in 

the Arizona, 76% are enrolled in community colleges. 



Although we have learned better how to 
recruit students into college and have 
designed numerous effective programs to 
improve the transfer of knowledge, we 
understand mush less about enhancing 
students' aspirations and how to enlist 
combined efforts of parents and the 
minority community in support of such 
aspirations 
(Foster and de los Santos, 1990, p.2). 
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The project builds on successful recruitment and support 

activities between the community college and the university. 

There is no such project at this institution at this time, 

yet, with continued faculty interest, the potential to use 

community colleges as a new supply source for graduate 

students is realistic. 

COMPETITORS 

Organizations must also relate to competitors in their 

environment. Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) explain how task 

environments are interrelated and how they impose "both 

constraints and opportunities that influence the internal 

structure and processes" of an organization. Faculty and 

administrators identified three different types of 

competitors. First are departments in their field of study 

at other institutions. Second are other degree programs in 

related but different fields. Third, are the job 

opportunities available without the advanced degree. 

Similar departments at other universities are sometimes 
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trying to recruit the same highly qualified students. Even 

in the pure/Life department, where applicants are more than 

plentiful in numbers, faculty described a real competition 

for the top students. Faculty in all four departments 

commented that they are not competitive with the top five 

rated departments in their discipline. One graduate 

advisor said, 

We can't compete with the Stanford or 
MIT. Their reputation and levels of 
funding are tops. But we do very well 
in the next division, competing with 
other publics of our size with 
comparable faculty productivity levels 
in terms of publications and research. 

Another faculty member explained the importance of holding 

high standards for recruiting graduate students. He said, 

Student quality is very high due to our 
aggressive recruiting posture and 
stringent admission standards, but it is 
becoming more and more difficult to 
maintain this status in the face of 
nationwide competition for qualified 
students. 

Another important recruitment mechanism described to me 

involved the, prominence of research done by well-known 

faculty. Students, especially doctoral students, who wish 

to pursue work in a particular area seek out faculty who 

publish research in that area. The reputation of the 

faculty and their area of research becomes a powerful 

recruitment mechanism for doctoral students • 

.. _._ .... _---
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An administrator of the Applied/Life department 

explained that competition definitely influences recruiting 

plans for the doctoral program. The department is listed in 

the top five in the country. Therefore, competition with 

the other four for the best of the best students is very 

real. This doctoral program loses out to larger programs 

with more money available to students. Doctoral applicants 

reveal the other schools where they are interviewing so 

administrators know the competition. At the masters level 

in this department, the competition is more local in nature. 

Mostly in-state students apply for the masters program so 

recruitment issues are related to program offerings and 

available scheduling. Administrators see the issue at the 

masters' level more one of convenience rather than 

competition. 

In the Pure/Nonlife department, faculty described a 

cooperative strategy with faculty located in competing 

departments across the country. Each year, this department 

sends approximately 2000 letters to faculty in similar 

departments across the country to see if they have any 

students to recommend for graduate work. They told me that 

a few students are gained in this manner and that they 

assist some undergraduates to find graduate programs at 

other institutions through this mechanism. 

-- ----- ----------~ 
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REGULATORS 

Rules and regulations that can effect graduate student 

recruitment can come from inside or outside the university 

system. Inside the university system, rules set by the 

Graduate College involve admission criteria and credit hour 

requirements. 

Departmental administrators indicated that Graduate College 

rules about minimum grade point requirements have little 

effect on their programs. Most faculty consider the 3.0 

requirement as a bottom limit, and most of their students 

have higher than that minimum. Many said, "We wouldn't 

want to consider anyone with lower grades anyway." 

Credit hour requirements were a source of difficulty 

for the Pure/Nonlife department. Faculty there told me that 

the course work hours required for doctoral degrees was 

excessive and outdated in their discipline. The emphasis is 

on research at the doctoral level, and faculty wanted 

students to be able to spend more time doing research, and 

less time in the classroom. Faculty told me that similar 

departments at other institutions have lowered the credit 

hour requirements. 

A potential source of regulation from outside the 

institution is that of professional accreditation. Faculty 

I spoke with told me there are no regulations from 

-------_._ .. _.- --_.-



accreditation requirements that effect graduate student 

recruitment or admissions standards. 

Summary 
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Departmental graduate student recruitment is primarily 

influenced by: 1) the level of need departments have for 

maintaining adequate numbers of qualified students in their 

programs; 2) desire to attract the very best students; 3) 

the level of competition among similar departments at other 

institutions; 4) the amount of funding available to support 

graduate students; 5) limitations of space and faculty 

resources; 6) Graduate College policies and recruitment 

activities, particularly those specifically designed to 

recruit ethnic minority students; and 7) what similar 

departments at other institutions are doing. 

Departments implement a variety of recruitment 

activities. The overall process of graduate students 

recruitment in every department is initiated by the students 

and primarily begins at the departmental level. Goals of 

the department are clearly to get the best graduate students 

that they can find and to retain them through graduation. 

Departmental administrators told that there were no goals to 

increase the numbers of graduate students. 

Departments had very few strategies to specifically 

recruit minority students. Each department has submitted 

.. ---- ---
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applications for minority student fellowships sponsored by 

the Graduate College. Some professional associations and 

industries support graduate students as well. Beyond those 

funding sources, departments did not implement specific 

minority recruitment efforts. 

Examples of what departments do to recruit graduate 

students include: 1} advertisement in professional journals 

and college guides; 2} sending posters with reply cards to 

similar departments at institutions allover the country; 3} 

inviting top applicants to campus for a weekend visit; 4} 

requesting faculty to personally call applicants; 5) 

offering teaching and research assistantships; 6} securing 

fellowships from industry sponsored research projects, from 

the Graduate College, and from professional associations; 

and 7} sending letters to faculty in similar departments 

across the country to see if they have recommendations 

regarding potential graduate students. 

What departments do not do is: 1} recruit their own 

undergraduates; 2} inform their undergraduates adequately 

about graduate school; 3) design specific efforts to recruit 

minority students; 4} recruit masters students (emphasis is 

on recruiting doctoral students); 5) recruit international 

students (the priority is clearly on recruiting domestic 

students); 6} recruit community college students. 



CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS: STUDENT PERSPECTIVES 
ON GRADUATE RECRUITMENT 

I think recruitment starts with "Do you 
want to come here to go to school," but 
I think it continues through it all. I 
think it has to be a continuum, and I 
think it comes in the form of mentors, 
friends, just the will and desire, 
persistence, and stupidity. Sometimes I 
think it is stupid just to keep on 
going, but I am at the point I will 
finish, just because I have come this 
far. 

Introduction 

--Doctoral student in the 
final year. 

An analysis of the process of graduate student 

recruitment would be incomplete without considering the 

192 

perspectives of the students themselves. What the students 

had to say about their experiences with recruitment and 

their subsequent decisions regarding graduate school is 

important to understanding the total process. In this 

chapter, data regarding three research questions is 

presented: 1) How do graduate students experience the 

recruitment process? 2) How and why do graduate students 

decide to attend a particular program? and 3) To what 

extent and how does the graduate recruitment process differ 

by the student's field of study, gender, and ethnicity? 

-------_ .. _----
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The analysis of data related to these research 

questions is driven by concepts drawn from symbolic 

interactionism. According to Blumer (1969), the first of 

the three principles of symbolic interactionism insists that 

the meaning things have for people is central to 

understanding behavior. I asked students to explain what 

attending graduate school and this particular program meant 

to them. The second principle of symbolic interactionism is 

that meanings are derived from social interactions (Blumer, 

1979). I asked students who they talked to during the 

process and what interactions contributed the most to their 

graduate study decision. The third principle of symbolic 

interactionism is about interpretation, a "formative process 

in which meanings are used and revised as instruments for 

guidance and formation of action (Blumer, p.5)." Blumer 

(1979) explains that people attach meanings to situations, 

others, things, and themselves through a process of 

interpretation. students were asked to describe from their 

own perspective, how they interpreted materials they 

received and interactions they experienced. 

To condense and analyze the data pertaining to the 

research questions about how students experienced the 

recruitment process, and how they decide to attend a 

particular graduate program, I use the sociological 

calendar, an interactionist concept described by Light 

----------------- -----------
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(1975). The sociological calendar is a tool for analyzing 

interrelated phenomena and uncovering relationships among 

dimensions involved in a sociological process. In Light's 

case, he used it to analyze changing perspectives on 

idealism for medical students. Using the sociological 

calendar, I ordered the interconnected phases of the 

recruitment process for each student, and then compared 

calendars among students, and looked for interrelationships 

among the phases of the process. 

To answer the final research question regarding 

differences in recruitment by a student's field of study, 

gender, and ethnicity, I draw conclusions from analyzing 

data from students in all four departments. Using the 

sociological calendar, contrasts and comparisons between 

experiences of men and women in different departments are 

made. In addition, a close examination of how experiences 

of ethnic minority students differed from international 

students and white students is described. 

How Graduate Students Experience the Recruitment Process 

To answer the research question, How do graduate 

students experience the recruitment process?, students were 

asked to explain the process they went through, from the 

time they first thought about graduate school, to the day 

they enrolled. I constructed a sociological calendar for 
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each of the fifty-two students interviewed. The calendars 

revealed a sequence of events as defined by the student that 

ultimately led to enrollment in their particular graduate 

program. Using the sociological calendars, I compared the 

experiences of students in each department, and analyzed 

contrasts among the four departments. Though there were 

subtle differences among the series of events students 

described, four phases, or units of sociological time, 

became evident. These phases are: 1) Initial thinking and 

meanings of graduate study; 2) Inquiring about graduate 

study and graduate programs and sorting information about 

graduate programs; 3) Applying to a graduate program or 

several graduate programs; 4) Making a decision to enroll. 

These four phases I have identified are comparable to 

the three-stage college choice model for undergraduate 

students described by Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith 

(1989): 1) college aspiration formation, 2) college search 

and application, and 3) college selection and attendance 

(Paulsen, 1990; Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith, 1989). 

The college aspiration formation stage is comparable to the 

first phase I identified, initial thoughts about graduate 

school. The difference between the two is that prospective 

graduate students have more experience in higher education 

than undergraduates upon which they can build their goals 

and aspirations. Moreover, graduate students have identified 
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a particular field of study to pursue. Undergraduates may 

or may not have defined their aspirations so specifically. 

The college search and application stage in the work of 

Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989), encompasses phases 

two and three of my findings, inquiring and sorting 

information, and applying respectively. I chose to separate 

these phases because graduate students have more specific 

departmental information as well as facets of the 

institution to consider. Graduate students gather specific 

information about the department and faculty doing research 

in a particular area of interest. In addition, 

opportunities for graduate assistantship positions are often 

important to a graduate student's decision. The college 

selection and attendance stage is comparable to my final 

phase, making a decision to enroll. 

Initial Thinking and Meanings 

The thinking-about-graduate-school phase began at 

different points in time for individual students, but tended 

to be similar for students within a particular department. 

Of the 52 students interviewed, thirty-four (66%), thought 

about pursuing graduate study by the time they entered the 

upper division courses of their majors, during their junior 

and senior years in college. Among these thirty-four 

students were all of the Pure/Life students, all except one 
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of the students from pure/Non-life, most (10 of 14) 

students from Applied/Non-life, but only one of the students 

from the Applied/Life department. Students from the 

Applied/Life department tended to work several years prior 

to thinking about returning to graduate school. 

What students thought about graduate school initially 

was shaped by their conception of what graduate school was 

about. According to Blumer (1969), symbolic interactionism 

insists that the meaning things have for people is central 

to understanding behavior. In order to fully understand how 

students experienced recruitment, and how they made 

decisions to attend particular programs, I asked students to 

explain what attending graduate school meant to them. From 

the responses students offered, several themes became 

apparent. The first and most prominent theme was directly 

related to job satisfaction and career development. A 

student in the Pure/Non-life department explained that his 

strong interest in science through high school led him to 

explore what jobs would be possible in areas related to 

science. He said, 

Knowing what I know about the kinds of 
jobs a bachelors degree will get you, 
things that I thought I was to do in 
life, I knew I would need the graduate 
degree. I think I knew all along I 
would need to go on. 

Students in every department except for the 
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Applied/Life department talked about the summer jobs they 

could get as "boring and basic." One student expressed it 

this way, 

You begin to get the idea that life with 
only a bachelors degree may not be all 
that interesting. You see that advanced 
degrees will allow you to do more 
diverse and challenging work. 

students told me that going to graduate school meant 

"an opportunity to increase technical skills," and "doing 

what I need to do to pursue an academic career," and 

"training to have the ability to do research." While I 

inferred that higher salary was a hidden meaning behind the 

comments "getting a better job," not one student said that 

the graduate degree meant more money. In fact, some 

students argued that there would not be a large difference 

in salary. Students in the Applied/Non-life department 

explained that the difference in salary between individuals 

with bachelors degrees and masters degrees was not 

significant in many jobs. They conceded that the PhD would 

gain more salary but insisted that the key reasons for 

considering graduate study centered upon the ability to do 

more interesting and challenging work. 

Of the seventeen students (four from Applied/Non-life 

and thirteen from the Applied/Life department), who did not 

consider graduate study until after completing their 
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undergraduate degrees, virtually all experienced 

dissatisfaction with their jobs though all were working in a 

job associated with their undergraduate majors. The 

Applied/Non-life students described having good jobs 

acquired after finishing the bachelors degree, but there 

were limitations to their expertise and technical skills. 

Additional education was considered by these students as a 

way to move into more interesting work within their 

industries. In the Applied/Life department, where most 

students had worked several years before thinking about 

attending graduate school, students talked about "being 

bored with their work," "needing the masters degree in 

order to be qualified for more interesting work," and "this 

(a graduate degree) could open (professional) doors for me." 

Even those who had always thought they would someday return 

to graduate school were not motivated to pursue it until 

they became unsatisfied with their jobs. One student said, 

"I had no choice. I had no chance for advancement where I 

was, it was time to do something." 

A second theme that emerged in comments about the 

meaning of graduate school relates to seeking status and 

power in the work place. students from each department 

mentioned that the graduate degree was a "way to get to the 

top," a vehicle to "gain independence and control" within 

their career. A student from the Applied/Life department 



explained her opinion this way: 

I know from all the jobs that I have 
had, that you can't do anything from the 
bottom. You can't make any positive 
changes, you have to do it from the top, 
you have to be the boss. You have to 
have a little power. And so to do that 
you have to get your (graduate) 
education. 

A student from the pure/Non-life department said, 

I thought if I would have the chance at 
graduate school, I would have the chance 
at learning from everything, from the 
theory and also from the practice. Then 
I will be prepared in order to become 
more independent later on. 
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A third theme related to the meaning of graduate school 

evident from students' comments in each department was that 

of self-satisfaction. students revealed a feeling that they 

needed "to get more fulfilled as a person," and to 

"accomplish something." Several students said that is was 

really "a personal growth kind of thing." A student from 

the Pure/Non-life department explained her perspective this 

way: 

It is not hard to get a good job with a 
BS in (this discipline). But that 
doesn't mean that we can do whatever we 
want to do. It doesn't mean that we are 
going to learn, we are going to improve, 
or we are going to be satisfied. 
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Based on Blumer's second principle of symbolic 

interaction which explains that meaning emanates in the 

process of interaction among people (1969), I expected 

students to describe social interactions that played a key 

role in their decision to attend graduate school. I 

anticipated that the most significant interactions would be 

with family members and with high school and college 

teachers. No studies directly related to the influence of 

family educational background on graduate student 

aspirations were found in the review of the literature. 

However, based on the available research on undergraduate 

college choice, I expected family influences to be strong 

for graduate students. Research on the undergraduate 

college choice process has emphasized the importance of 

characteristics of the student's family and high school 

background, as well as the student's academic ability 

(Paulsen, 1990). The process by which a student forms 

educational aspirations, as explained by sociologists who 

view undergraduate college choice from the perspective of 

status attainment process, is very much influenced by the 

family (Paulsen, 1990). According to what graduate students 

told me, the decision to attend graduate school is very much 

connected to personal and professional aspirations they 

developed during their high school and undergraduate years 

and was partially derived from interactions with family 

-- -------- ----------------- --------
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members. Going to graduate school, in their words, "serves 

as an extension of those aspirations developed prior to 

seeking the undergraduate degree." 

Many students related interactions with family members, 

particularly parents, who encouraged them to go on for an 

advanced degree. Of the 52 students interviewed, 21 (40%) 

came from families where at least one of the parents held a 

higher degree. Of those 31 students who whose parents did 

not have a masters or doctorate, 10 had parents who held 

college degrees. All of the students told me that their 

parents very much valued education. Parents were described 

as "role models," "academic advisors," "strong sources of 

emotional support," as well sources of financial support. 

One student even described her decision to obtain an 

advanced degree as "sort of a family decision." In her 

case, the idea of going on to get a PhD was discussed among 

all members of the family. She derived support for her 

decision from her parents and her siblings. 

Interactions with faculty members during their 

undergraduate experience and with graduate faculty during 

the recruitment process were also described as very 

important and, according to many students, "crucial" to the 

decision to attend graduate school. Students who describe 

positive interactions with faculty indicated that these 

experiences were the most important influences which 

-- ---------



persuaded them to seriously consider going on to graduate 

school. One student explained, "One instructor really 
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encouraged me to consider going into the graduate program. 

He told me I could do it." Another student who came from 

an out-of-state undergraduate program explained her 

experience this way: 

They said in every (undergraduate) 
class, you always have to be a scholar. 
You always have to go on. You can't 
stop. It's always a learning process. 
And I could see where they were coming 
from. They pushed it. They are the 
ones. I think it (my decision) had to 
do with the education I had in that 
(undergraduate) program. 

Other students talked about the direct influence of 

faculty member's keen interest in a particular field of 

study. A student in the Applied/Life department said, "It 

was her personality and the things she was interested in. 

That's what pulled me into this program." 

Several students had direct conversations with faculty 

who "planted the idea." One student explained, 

"I had an interview with the Chair of my 
department and he asked me what my plans 
were. Even though he did not recruit me 
specifically to his school, he did talk 
about masters degree opportunity." 

Besides getting students to just think about graduate 

study, faculty interactions were also important to students' 

confidence in their ability to do graduate work. One 



student expressed her experience this way: 

Basically lowe her a lot. She really 
encouraged me to go and do it if that 
was what I really wanted. My advisor is 
always pushing me •.• she has a lot of 
confidence in me. 
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In addition to interactions with family and professors, 

students told me that their contact with graduate students 

working in their classes as teaching assistants was very 

important to their initial conceptions of graduate school. 

In one of the group interviews students agreed, 

We were able to see what graduate 
students did and had a chance to talk to 
them about what it was like to be in 
graduate school. 

A student in the Pure/Non-life department explained 

that she had gone to a small liberal arts college. She said 

few professors were actively involved in research and there 

were no graduate stUdents around. She had "no idea what 

graduate school was going to be like." She had to rely on 

interactions with her professor who told her about his 

experiences in graduate school twenty years ago. He 

realized her need to know more and told her about a summer 

research opportunity for undergraduates being held at this 

major research university. There she was able to interact 

with graduate students involved in research. She said, 

I got to ask a lot of questions about 
how they decided where to go, how many 
schools they applied to, and find out 

-------- - - ----------------



about their perceptions about graduate 
school. After that summer I decided 
that I would go for at least a masters. 
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students who did have the opportunity to be involved in 

undergraduate research stressed the critical role this 

experience had in shaping their decisions to attend graduate 

school. They said that the research experiences helped them 

"attach meaning to what graduate school was all about." 

A third principle of symbolic interactionism, according 

to Blumer (1969), is that people attach meanings to 

situations, others, things, and themselves through a process 

of interpretation. Interpretation is a "formative process 

in which meanings are used and revised as instruments for 

the guidance and formation of action (Blumer, p.5)." 

students I spoke with who had experience with faculty and 

graduate students working on research projects told me that 

they learned about graduate opportunities and began to see a 

place for themselves in that kind of environment. Their 

experiences translated into a desire for more of that kind 

of learning and therefore a desire to pursue graduate 

school. One of the students from the pure/Non-life 

department said it best when he explained 

students who show promise or interest 
are encouraged to do undergraduate 
research at (his undergraduate 
institution). Getting involved with 
research early is very helpful and is 
quite influential in people's decision 
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to attend grad school, assuming that 
your advisor is conscientious. More than 
half of my undergraduate class in (this 
major) eventually did undergraduate 
research. Research is the whole idea of 
graduate school. 

students explained how the baccalaureate curriculum was 

instrumental in formulating their ideas which led to the 

motivation to attend graduate school. For example, some of 

the students in Applied/Non-life, Pure/Non--life, and 

Pure/Life departments related specific course expectations 

that required involvement with research projects. These 

students explained how their involvement with research 

stimulated their interest in pursuing graduate degrees and 

gave them valuable insights about the nature of research and 

graduate study. 

In addition to learning about what graduate school is 

all about, students described course content during ~he 

senior year which included the benefits of higher degrees 

and the type of career opportunities available in their 

particular discipline. Some students had senior research 

projects that required they work with faculty who were doing 

research. Most students found these experiences helpful in 

understanding what they would learn in graduate school. One 

student said, "curriculum things make a big difference. We 

had two research classes in the bachelors program and a fair 

amount of theory. That really got me thinking. These 

-----_ .... _---_ .. -
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classes broaden your mind." 

While some students clearly benefited from 

undergraduate experiences to formulate initial 

understandings about graduate school, other students 

described frustration and confusion and being "turned off". 

Among students I interviewed, it was not common for them to 

have had encouragement or information about attending 

graduate school from their undergraduate courses. At least 

half of the students interviewed in each department told me 

that their undergraduate programs did nothing to prepare 

them for or inform them about graduate education in their 

particular discipline. students complained about the lack 

of interaction with faculty concerning graduate school, the 

shortage of information available, and "being outside the 

good-ole-boy network," to gain critical connections 

preparing the way to enter graduate school. One student 

said, "Nothing was explained about what it would take to 

interface with (this discipline) as a profession rather than 

an interest. It was never adequately explained." Many 

students described a period of confusion and '''not knowing 

what graduate school was all about ... A student from the 

pure/Life department explained his experience this way: 

I, by chance, hooked up with somebody 
doing research and she was good enough 
to keep me involved at that level. But 
there was never a really explicit 
commitment saying that, you need to do 



this and this, and you need to get your 
name on it, and this is what you need to 
do to make a career out of this work. 
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students who had little encouragement for pursuing 

research or advanced knowledge during their undergraduate 

years, thought of graduate school as "just more of 

old thing." Their interactions with undergraduate 

had not been positive and they had no desire to go 

again. 

come back 

One student, who had waited more than 15 

to pursue a masters degree explained, 

What I felt from the undergraduate 
teaching staff was very negative. It 
was that they were always looking down 
on us, that we didn't know anything and 
were supposed to do only as we were 
told. I wasn't about to go through that 
again by going to graduate school. 
There was no reason in the world." 

the same 

faculty 

to school 

years to 

Meanings and interpretations of the undergraduate experience 

were degrading and unrewarding. In addition, these students 

had little information about how graduate school is 

different from the undergraduate degree requirements so they 

"assumed life in graduate school would be the same." These 

students who had worked many years before considering corning 

back to graduate school talked to other professionals who 

had enrolled or had completed graduate school. Students I 

talked with explained that the kind of work these 

individuals were doing was interesting to them. Students 



realized that going back to school was the only way to 

obtain a better job, and a more satisfying career in the 

future. 

Inquiring and Sorting Information Phase 
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Once the idea of coming to graduate school became a 

serious and realistic consideration, several months of 

investigating a program or several programs was common. 

Considering all students comments together, at least five 

different topics were mentioned that students felt they 

needed to address in order to make an informed decision 

about attending graduate school. The five general topics 

are: 1) Type of degree program available, such as research 

degree versus a clinical degree; 2) Program and course 

requirements as well as requirements regarding graduate 

assistantships; 3) Funding possibilities; 4) Facilities and 

faculty available; and 5) What programs were looking for in 

candidates. students explained that they had to seek out 

the information on their own. Graduate student recruitment 

in every department is a student-initiated process. Students 

who are interested in graduate school must use their own 

initiative to gain essential information and pursue an 

application. Graduate programs do not typically seek out 

students personally through outreach programs. It is the 

student who usually makes the first contact. 

--------_ ..... - -_. __ ._-
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students in the Pure/Non-life department described 

recruitment experiences quite different from those in the 

other three departments. These students had all initiated 

contacts with the department and pursued their own 

applications. Once they had established communication with 

the department, they began experiencing what they referred 

to as "recruitment tactics," and "ways to attract us to 

coming here." They had to sort through voluminous materials 

they received in the mail and information given them during 

visits to the campus. Students told me that they found out 

that departments across the country in this discipline host 

their "top candidates" for a visit to campus, "pay for 

everything", and "show us a good time,1i while "informing us 

about programs available." Because the teaching 

assistantship is a required part of the "recruitment deal," 

students told me they felt like their process was more like 

an "application for a job, than just looking for a place to 

go to school." Students in the other three departments did 

not describe similar "wine and dine" experiences. Many had 

come for a campus visit, but all had done so on their own 

expense and most had arranged it themselves individually. 

One of the students interviewed had experienced 

directly being sought out as a prospective graduate student 

without making an initial inquiry. This student was in the 

honors program as an undergraduate in the Applied/Non-life 
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department and subsequently was doing a research project 

with a professor. She describes being offered a research 

assistant position as a graduate student that was really a 

continuation of her honors project. 

One other student told me that he felt pursued once he 

had initiated contact with the Applied/Non-life department. 

According to this student, he had unique characteristics 

making him especially desirable for a particular research 

assistant position in the department. He had four years 

work experience and a double undergraduate major which made 

him perfectly suited for a new research project in the 

department. He interpreted his experience to me by saying, 

My background was not traditional for 
this department, but was a better fit 
for this (industry sponsored) project. 
My background helped me get the 
position. It was the personal 
communication with (the professor who 
was the principal investigator on the 
project) that was the key deciding 
factor. I really felt recruited here and 
I knew that I had money. Actually, it 
was more the recruitment efforts than 
the money. But they offered me money 
too. 

The majority of students I interviewed in Applied/Non

life, Applied/Life, and Pure/Life departments had not 

experienced 

"being recruited." One student said it this way, "No one 

recruited me. There was no recruiting at all that I have 
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ever seen." Students described having to be very persistent 

and self-directed. Some students felt that their inquiries 

were met with discouraging comments and misdirection. One 

student said that "there isn't a lot of encouragement, 

especiallY for doing it part-time. They were very 

unsupportive of my idea to do this part-time." In another 

department, a student said that he felt that the department 

wasn't interested in helping him pursue his masters degree. 

He said, "instead of being supportive of where you are and 

what you want to do, there is a push to do more and more. 

If you tell them that you want a masters degree, they say 

well, don't you want a PhD instead? That really pissed me 

off. I'll be out of here as soon as I finish the course 

work (for the masters)." 

Students in each department tended to have similar 

patterns of inquiring about graduate programs. In the 

Pure/Non-life department, most students inquired at several 

schools and made visits to three or four schools before 

making a decision. Students in the Applied/Life department 

tended to seriously investigate only one program. Seven of 

the fourteen students interviewed lived here and could not 

or would not move to attend graduate school. In the 

Applied/Non-life department, students typically inquired at 

two or three schools, and made visits to campuses, before 

making decisions. In the Pure/Life department, half of the 

-----------------------_. 
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students interviewed inquired about only the program here, 

and the other half made inquiries at several programs. 

Interactions during this inquiry stage were clearly 

very important to the students and their subsequent 

decisions about attendance. As Blumer (1969) explains, 

meanings that people attach to things emanate from a process 

of interaction among people. I expected to find that the 

quality of the interactions students had during this phase 

and the people students interacted with would be important 

to the decisions students made. I also looked for indicators 

of how students interpreted their encounters. 

All the students interviewed had inquired either by 

phone or letter directly to the department for information. 

None of the students had contacted the Graduate College to 

get information about graduate programs. Students who 

called, typically would speak with a departmental secretary, 

an administrative assistant, or the graduate advisor. Many 

students noted how important this initial call was to them. 

Several students remarked how nice people were on the phone 

and how helpful the graduate advisor or program coordinator 

was. One student said, "they made me feel welcome and I 

took that to mean that they were interested in getting me to 

come here for graduate school." Students who experienced 

positive interactions initially interpreted this to mean 

interest and sometimes commitment from the department. 
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other students described their interpretation of 

negative interactions they experienced. One student 

explained how he was treated at another institution by being 

put on hold a number of times, not being able to secure an 

appointment, and having great difficulty getting enough 

information about the program and application procedures. He 

interpreted this to mean that they were not interested in 

getting students, and certainly not him, to come to their 

graduate program. Another student traveled several hundred 

miles to make an initial visit, only to find the professor 

he had made the appointment with was not there. He said, 

"that meant to me that they were not very interested in 

getting me to come there." He subsequently dropped that 

department from his list of possible programs to pursue. 

Those students who were able to interact directly with 

faculty in the department found this to be extremely 

valuable. In the Pure/Non-life department, many students 

had been told by their peers and undergraduate professors 

that one of the most important considerations when choosing 

a graduate program was knowing the faculty with whom they 

would be doing research. One student explained, 

My undergraduate advisor told me 
wherever you go, get a feel for at least 
two, I would suggest three, people you 
think you can work for. sometimes the 
one person you wanted to work for isn't 
the person you thought that they were, 
you don't like how it is run, or it may 
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take too long to get a PhD in that 
group. It is the same advice that I 
give to undergraduates I work with now. 

A student in the Applied/Life department explained the 

importance of the interactions she had with the professor 

who taught in her area of interest. The student related 

that this professor "pulled me in", but then she retired. 

The student went on to explain, "I was pretty sick. That's 

who I was going to work with. If I had known, I would have 

really rethought it." A student in the Applied/Non-life 

department had a similar reflection about the importance of 

direct contact from the professors in his department. He 

said that "the most influential thing that made the 

decision, was the phone conversation from (the professor). 

I felt his interest and support and what he had to say was 

important ... 

After inquiring about a program, some students had 

personal phone calls from professors encouraging them to 

consider graduate school in their departments and work on a 

particular research project as an assistant. students 

described this gesture as very influential. One of the 

students explained his reaction this way: 

One of the professors here called me and 
just wanted to talk. That made a big 
difference. Getting a call from a 
professor when you are an undergrad, is 
a pretty big thing. It is a big deal. 
That made an impression. 

-----------------
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students agreed on the importance of interaction with 

faculty in the recruitment process, but how they 

accomplished it varied greatly. Students seeking positions 

in the pure/Non-life department enjoyed the most organized 

approach to recruitment and to securing opportunities to 

interact directly with faculty. In this department, weekend 

recruitment visits are held and invited students can sign up 

for appointments with professors doing research in their 

area of interest. All of these students were seeking 

doctoral degrees. One student related the meaning of his 

weekend visit this way: 

The most important things I remember was 
that I had such a good time. I had fun. 
That was important because it left me 
with a feeling .•• I was happy. Another 
important part of that weekend was the 
one-on-one contact with faculty in our 
area of interest. We had time to sit 
and talk to each professor. That gave 
me a sense of research work to be done 
and that if I didn't like working with 
one professor, I had plenty of other 
possibilities to keep me going and allow 
me to finish my degree. I didn't think 
I could lose by coming here. 

In the other three departments, faculty/student 

interactions are for the most part individually arranged by 

the student. Sometimes connections were made through the 

graduate advisor and at other times students literally went 

"knocking on doors." Students had to show initiative and 
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persistence in finding faculty to talk with about graduate 

study. 

Doctoral students were definitely given priority over 

masters students. Doctoral students met with faculty for 

interviews in all departments. These interactions allowed 

prospective doctoral students to obtain additional 

information about programs and research projects. Masters 

students tended to have more limited interactions with 

faculty and relied more heavily on written materials to get 

the necessary information. One masters student told me that 

she "first talked to a secretary, and then to an 

administrative assistant. I didn't talk with anybody else." 

Masters students also told me that they had difficulty 

finding faculty to meet with them to discuss graduate school 

and possible research topics for their thesis. One student 

expressed, "I am resentful to a lot of professors because 

they judged me before hand, without giving me a chance." 

Another student relates, "I was in contact with my advisor. 

But, during my first semester here, he really didn't support 

me." In the opinion of these students, the recruitment 

process should not abruptly end once the admission papers 

are signed. They were disappointed with their experience. 

One student expressed it this way, 

- .... - ._---- --------_ ....... _.-



They only pay attention to you when they 
want to recruit you. When they want you 
in. Once you are in, you have to find 
your own way. 
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The importance of interacting directly with faculty is 

underscored through one student's experience. While most 

interactions with faculty and department administrators were 

described as positive, sometimes they were limited and 

failed to meet the student's needs. This student's 

experience was so negative, that she thought seriously about 

not pursuing graduate school and came close to leaving after 

the first semester here. She had received encouragement 

from undergraduate professors to pursue a masters degree and 

was recruited through a fellowship program. Once the 

fellowship was awarded, the student came for a visit, at her 

own expense. She felt very positive about coming here based 

on the interactions with the fellowship program director. 

However, when the student tried to initiate interactions 

with department faculty, she found the department to be very 

cold. 

The fellowship program was the driving 
force, rather than the department 
itself. When I started working with the 
department, I didn't get a feeling that 
they really wanted me to come in. 

Both masters and doctoral students learned of the 

importance of having a faculty advisor, or mentor, by 

_. --_ .. _--



sorting information they gathered from talking with other 

students and from reading brochures describing graduate 

assistantship positions. One student explained her 

perception of this when she said 

People have told me you need a mentor. 
But I don't think you can go up to a 
person and ask them to be your mentor. 
I think it is a relationship that 
develops. And I think that if she is 
receptive to me than I will pursue it. 
But if I sense that the door is closing, 
I will turn and go a different 
direction ..• 

students in the Applied/Non-life and Applied/Life 
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departments expressed the most difficulty in finding faculty 

mentors. These two departments have more masters degree 

students than do the Pure/Life and pure/Non-life 

departments. One student in the Applied/Life department had 

intended to work with a faculty member who was well known 

for research in her area of interest. Unfortunately, the 

faculty member retired the year the student began graduate 

work, and she had to "find my own way." She said that "this 

(her retirement) was her worst nightmare. People who wanted 

to put me into a different niche made my life miserable. If 

I had known this before, I really would have rethought my 

decision." 

A student in the Applied/Non-life department described 

difficulties encountered in finding a research project and 

advisor for the masters thesis. During the visit the 
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student made to campus prior to enrolling, she was sent by 

the graduate advisor to "knock on doors" and "see who is 

around." She pursued admission, while continuing to look 

for support for her masters thesis. Not being able to find 

a mentor, she says, "cost me at least an extra semester in 

schoo1." She added that her funding for a teaching 

assistant position is now no longer available because they 

(the department) wants to support new students. When this 

student found out that her department was awarded special 

campus recognition for their "Mentoring Plan," she said, "I 

couldn't believe it was from my department. It was just 

words. Nothing I experienced was even close to this." 

Following the initial inquiry, students usually 

received a letter and program information from those 

departments where they inquired. Some students received one 

large packet of materials including departmental information 

and applications along with Graduate College materials. 

others received two or more mailings, some from the 

department and some from the Graduate College. Students 

complained that the admissions process was confusing when 

materials came from both the department and the Graduate 

College. Students worried that they would omit an essential 

step. One student explained, 

I didn't get much information on the 
process, about who you have to talk to 
for this, or how you get this done, or 

------------ ------------



things like that. It was left to guess 
work, trial, and error. 
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I asked students what they thought about the materials 

they had received from departments where they had inquired. 

Most students suggested that the fancy pictures and glossy 

brochures all look the same. They indicated that they knew 

all brochures have "the most beautiful campus shots during 

the most ideal weather," and include "only the most 

beautiful coeds." Most agreed that visiting the campus 

personally was the only sure way of getting a sense of what 

the surroundings were really like. One student said, "the 

materials are not helpful, they all look too good. I mean, 

no one ever says well, it's not such a good department. 

They don't say, we don't offer insurance." students in one 

group interview agreed that the materials do not specify 

everything that they need to know, and that some of the 

things, such as what are the "registration fees," they did 

not think to ask about until they had already committed to 

enroll. At this institution, registration fees are really 

the same as tuition. students explained that other 

universities offered tuition waivers in addition to the 

stipend that was offered for the teaching assistantship. 

They had no idea that "registration fees" were the same as 

tuition and would amount to around $700 each semester. 

students generally agreed that the most helpful 

--------------------
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information they received described research facilities and 

particular research interests of faculty in the department. 

In the Pure/Non-life department and the Applied/Non-life 

department there is a booklet sent to students who inquire 

about graduate work which profiles each professor and 

his/her research activity. All the students in this 

department agreed that materials about specific research 

projects by particular professors was most helpful in 

deciding if the department would be the best place for them 

to pursue their higher degrees. 

Applying to Graduate Programs 

Of the students interviewed, 20 applied to only one 

program, 21 applied to two, three or four programs, and 7 

applied to five or more graduate programs. Those who 

applied to only one program usually had specific reasons for 

wanting to come to this institution. In many cases the 

reasons were personal and had little to do with 

characteristics of the program of study in their department. 

Eleven students had family obligations which made it 

impossible for them to consider moving elsewhere to go to 

school. They had to go to graduate school here, or they 

could not go. Several students had spouses who were also 

graduate students at this institution. 

_. --- .. _._--
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Ten students worked in research or related work at this 

institution in order to prepare to apply for a position in a 

particular graduate program. All except two of these 

students were in the pure/Life department. These students 

had established personal contacts within the department in 

order to secure a job in research. competition is very 

tough to get into the few available positions in the 

graduate programs of the Pure/Life department. Students 

have come to realize that working in the department prior to 

applying gives them an advantage. The other two students 

who secured jobs in research prior to applying for graduate 

school are in the Applied/Non-life and Pure/Non-life 

departments. While competition is also a factor in these 

departments, this was not the sole reason for seeking work 

in the department. These two students sought research jobs 

which would lead to graduate research opportunities for the 

purpose of thesis and doctoral studies and the accompanying 

funding which would support them throughout their graduate 

study. 

Those thirty students who applied to several schools 

described the reasons for their decisions. Applicants to 

very competitive programs typically selected several 

programs offering study in particular areas of interest. 

They usually selected one or two "first choices," a few 

"acceptable" schools, and one "last choice." Students 

-- -------
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expressed awareness of their own qualifications and were 

realistic about which schools might accept them. 

In the very competitive Pure/Life department, students 

related a calculated approach to their application choices. 

One of the students I interviewed applied to eleven 

different programs. Eight of those rejected him, so he 

actively pursued the other three. He describes his 

motivation to gain entry into graduate school as "an 

obsession." He knew clearly what he wanted to do and he was 

determined to get in somewhere. What he didn't know was 

that his file was being eliminated early in the process by 

most institutions because of poor initial undergraduate work 

of more than ten years ago. He explained, 

I found out things about schools that I 
didn't know early, before my 
applications. I realized late the 
importance of having a direct contact 
with someone at the school. I began to 
discover that decisions are made based 
on the people who had direct contact and 
who they knew, there was some kind of 
sparkle, something enough to get them 
noticed. The contacts certainly help. 
They (the applicants) are all good 
students. 

He related the determination he felt while going 

through the process of applying to graduate school. He 

worried about "getting in somewhere," and finally getting a 

chance to work on the doctoral degree. Many students in 

this department shared his concern. 
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students applying to the Pure/Non-life department 

talked more about the pressure of making the right choice, 

rather than getting into a program. Once these students had 

applied, they felt somewhat pursued by the departments who 

needed to fill vacant teaching assistant positions. They 

talked more confidently about being admitted at one of their 

first choices. 

Making a Decision to Enroll 

Several factors entered into the actual decision to 

enroll. Students described a process of resorting 

information they had gathered during the inquiry phase, 

considering their options and their priorities. These 

options and priorities will be discussed in the following 

section to answer the research question, How and why do 

graduate students decide on a particular program? 

HOW AND WHY STUDENTS DECIDE ON A PARTICULAR PROGRAM 

The preceding discussion about how students experience 

phases of the recruitment process explains that for most 

students, graduate school means the opportunity to increase 

career and job satisfaction. The motivations related to 

serious pursuit of increased knowledge and skills in a 

particular field of study are clearly tied to the primary 
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reasons they give for selecting particular graduat~ 

programs. The graduate students I talked with decided on 

their particular program by analyzing considerations which I 

group into three main categories. First is the graduate 

program itself, including the reputation for quality in 

particular areas of study, the facilities for research, and 

the opportunities for research. The second category 

involves the financial support available in an assortment of 

funding packages. The third category includes "the little 

things," that add up to make a difference between available 

and desirable programs. Examples of these "little things" 

are location and climate, the hospitality during the visit 

to campus, and a chance "to move out of the mid-west" and 

"to experience a different culture." 

When I asked students to identify the most important 

reason that persuaded them to attend this particular 

graduate program, opportunity for research was the most 

frequent answer in every department. In the pure/Non-life 

department where, according to students I talked to, 

"research is the whole idea of graduate school," students 

talked about the things they looked for in making their 

decision. One student explained that "one of the key draws 

to come to this department was the depth of faculty working 

in particular areas." He said that he wanted to insure that 

he would be able to complete the research project and the 
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degree by having several faculty to work with. "If someone 

left, or if research didn't work out with one faculty 

member," he said that there would be other individuals 

available. Another student explained that the "size of the 

department meant a lot because you will have more research 

activity, and more people around to work with, grad students 

and faculty." 

The second category involving financial considerations 

was important also, though not as high a priority as program 

offerings. In all departments except for the Applied/Life 

department, students were informed in general about what to 

expect in regards to funding. One student said his advisor 

told him, "if you have to spend money from your own pocket 

for graduate school, you probably shouldn't go." Students 

who applied to programs where no funding was available, 

quickly dismissed these offers in favor of graduate programs 

offering fellowships or graduate assistantships. When 

comparing "one good program with another," students said 

that they found the money to be about the same. Students in 

the Applied/Non-life and Pure/Non-life departments said that 

only a few hundred dollars difference did not persuade them 

to go to a program that they perceived was lesser quality. 

In contrast to students in the other three departments, 

students in the Applied/Life department did not expect 

funding to go to graduate school. They were unaware of 

----- ----------------.. 
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funds available for graduate study in their discipline. 

Most of the students I talked with had saved money to pay 

for their tuition and secured flexible jobs that could be 

arranged around their schedule of classes. One student said 

that she wasn't sure how she was going to handle graduate 

school financially, but had decided to do it somehow. It 

was not until after enrolling, that she got a call from the 

administrative assistant, asking if she would like to have a 

$10,000 fellowship. She said, "I couldn't believe it ... 

Another student explained that he "was shocked to get a 

stipend so easily.;; Students told me that they were told, 

"all you have to do is tell them (graduate advisors) that 

you need it." 

The third category of considerations persuading 

students to attend particular programs are little things 

that added up to be important influences. One student said 

when referring to the weekend visit he had made to the 

department, "the most important things I remember was that I 

had such a good time. I had fun. That was important 

because it left me with a feeling ... I was happy." He said 

that weekend experience made him think seriously about 

coming here because he had the feeling that it would be a 

nice place to live and study for the next four years. 

Several students expressed a desire to get away from the 

north or mid-west for a change. And, some students sought 
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an experience in a "different culture." Several students 

made suggestions of additional little things to improve 

recruitment. Several students remarked that the institution 

has "marvelous library facilities and services," that were 

never mentioned during their visits to their departments. 

They said, compared to other institutions where they had 

been as undergraduates, "the library is really quite 

something to brag about. These little things add up to a 

decision." 

According to students in the Pure/Non-life department 

there are four issues they think works against recruiting 

graduate students at this institution: 1) stipends awarded 

graduate teaching or research assistants are not 

competitive; 2) the graduate college requires a large number 

of credit hours, compared to some other institutions; 3) 

registration fees, which amount to tuition, are waived at 

many other schools; and 4) the cost of health insurance is a 

large expense and was not anticipated. These students 

complained that many of these considerations were not 

clearly explained before students accepted offers to come 

into their programs. They admit, that they did not think to 

ask about some of these details, but that they think now the 

department should have given them more information up front. 



HOW RECRUITMENT DIFFERED BY FIELD OF STUDY, 
GENDER, AND ETHNICITY 

Differences by Field of Study 
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According to contingency theory (Lawrence and Lorsch, 

1967), organizations function in different environmental 

conditions and must adapt to and fit with environmental 

contingencies. Though departments share the same local 

environment of the campus, they truly function in unique 

environments constructed within their particular fields of 

study. Of the four task environments described by Thompson 

(1967), differences in customers and suppliers were most 

important in defining the recruitment strategies. Much of 

the detailed comparison of recruitment practices among the 

four departments is explained in Chapter 3 to answer the 

question, How do departments recruit graduate students? 

Here I will focus on findings which explain how the 

students' experiences differed by department, by gender, and 

by ethnicity. 

The customers, or prospective students seeking 

positions in individual graduate programs differed in 

several important respects. Differences in numbers and 

quality of applicants, as well as ages and experience among 

students, and whether they were seeking doctoral or masters 

degrees, part-time or full-time required distinct 

recruitment strategies. 

-------- -.-- --_._.-
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One key difference among the four departments which 

requires different approaches to recruitment is the simple 

difference in numbers of applicants to positions available. 

The Pure/Life department is rich in applicants, receiving 

over 700 applications per year for about 10 positions. 

Students applying to this department know that the 

competition is very tough and that the department 

concentrates more effort on selection than on actual 

recruitment. All of the students in this department worked 

very hard to make contacts within the department, and more 

than two-thirds obtained jobs within the department in order 

to gain research experience and improve their chances of 

being admitted. More than half of the students I talked to 

had applied to several other graduate programs at other 

institutions. In addition, students told me that they had 

learned during preliminary discussions about graduate school 

that to be competitive, having research experience was 

almost a requirement for being admitted to the program. 

They said, "the trend now is to come into graduate school 

with published research on your 

resume." One student told me she worked on weekends during 

the year prior to applying to graduate school in a research 

lab. She had been told by graduate students and faculty 

that having research experience would increase her chances 

of being accepted into the program. 
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Two students had inquired at graduate programs in other 

departments at this institution. They were not able to move 

and had decided that their contingency plan would be to seek 

a degree in an alternate department if they were not 

accepted in the Pure/Life department. All students in this 

department expressed concern about "getting in somewhere," 

because all departments in this field are believed to be 

very competitive. 

In the pure/Non-life department, the recruitment 

process is an active program designed to attract the best 

students to fill the approximately twenty teaching 

assistantship positions. students applying to this 

department know that they are being recruited for teaching 

assistant positions. students in this department expect to 

be invited for a campus visit and everybody knows (faculty 

and students alike) that "if they don't visit, they are not 

going to come." As a result, recruiting in this department 

is, in their words, "serious business," requiring a lot of 

time and money. Students see their recruitment process much 

like a job application process. Students said "they, 

(referring to departmental faculty), must want you as much 

as you want to get in." They experience what they refer to 

as "a sales job" intended to get them to "accept the offer." 

They consider carefully if they will be "happy" to live here 

for four or five years, and if they think it likely that 
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they will "succeed in finishing a degree from a program of 

high reputation." 

Departments had chiefly two suppliers of graduate 

students, employers and/or undergraduate programs. In the 

Applied/Life department all except two of the students had 

worked a number of years after completing their 

undergraduate degrees. The range of years worked was from 

two to eighteen, with an average of 7.4 years of work before 

coming back to go to graduate school. Many of these 

students, whose average age was 34, had families, benefits 

and seniority in their place of work, and financial 

obligations which made full-time study difficult, if not 

impossible. This past year, about 75% of the masters 

students in this department were part-time students. 

Graduate assistantships and fellowships often require full

time study, and do not allow outside employment. For most 

students seeking graduate degrees in this department, full

time study and leaving their jobs entirely was too 

impractical. A student from this department said, "There 

isn't a lot of encouragement for doing it part-time. They 

want me not to work. They want me to quit my job and give 

up my benefits, my tuition reimbursement, to come over here 

and be an RA. There is a lot of pressure." 

In contrast, the majority of prospective students in 

the Applied/Non-life department, Pure/Non-life, and the 

-------- -... -... ---
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Pure/Life department, whose average was 27, began the 

process of inquiring and applying to graduate school during 

the last year of their undergraduate degree or within the 

first two years following completion. Only five of the 38 

students from these three departments had worked more than 

two years following completion of the baccalaureate degree. 

These students talked about the need to lido it" (go for the 

graduate degree), while they were "used to being a poor 

student without responsibilities." For these students full

time study was feasible and graduate assistantships were 

adequate, or nearly adequate, to live on. Almost all of the 

students who were interviewed were involved in full-time 

study in these three departments. As described earlier, all 

departments have some part-time stUdents. The full-time 

stUdents were more readily accessible to me for interviews. 

In one of the group interviews in the Applied/Non-life 

department, students expressed the strong belief that all 

graduate stUdents in their department were funded. They 

said that they "couldn't imagine doing full-time doctoral 

research and making hamburgers in their spare time." 

However, students in the Applied/Life department 

experienced a much different circumstance. Many of the 

students in this department said that they had not expected 

funding from anyone. Many had planned ahead and saved money 

to come back to school, or planned on taking out loans. 

-- - --------
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Some had applied for financial aid. The fellowships awarded 

were "complete surprises", "totally unexpected. 1I Many had 

found out about the fellowship awards after enrolling in the 

program, and in some instances, long after the first 

semester had begun. The most important effect of the 

fellowships, in the words, was "it was the difference 

between part-time study and being able to go full-time." In 

this was, the fellowships were more important to decreasing 

the time-to-degree than they were actual recruiting 

mechanisms. This difference between students in two 

departments was significant. 

Differences by Gender 

In the pure/Life and Pure/Non-life departments, where 

the population of students is approximately half men and 

half women, students of both sexes described similar 

experiences. They told me that there was no difference in 

the way that they had been recruited, the way they are 

treated in class, or in the way that they received graduate 

assistantships in the department. 

The Applied/Life department is definitely a female 

dominated 

department. Male students in this department told me that 

they had experienced what they perceived to be preferential 

treatment during the recruitment process. A male student 
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told me, "oh yes, it is definitely an advantage here being a 

male, just as it is at work. Men tend to move up in 

positions more quickly at work, and here, we tend to be 

treated very well." Female students thought "the men fit in 

very well," and could see no difference in how they were 

treated. 

In contrast, the Applied/Non-life department is a male 

dominated department. Women in the department told me that 

they felt that "certain assumptions are made about females" 

studying in this department and that is that "if they (women 

students)are here they must be pretty good." One female 

student explained her perception of the situation this way: 

If you have a certain undergraduate 
class, a third of the class will be very 
good, a third of the class will be 
adequate, and a third just aren't 
cutting it. It is as if in the middle 
group, that's OK if you are male, but 
it's not OK if you are female. The 
assumption is that you will be good, and 
if you are not very good, then you don't 
belong. 

Female stUdents agreed that they felt like they stood out in 

classes, primarily because they were sometimes the only 

female in the class. Most saw this' as an advantage because 

of the individual attention you get and you end up doing 

better in the class. However, one female student felt that 

she was "held to a higher standard (than men in her 

classes)," and had extreme difficulty getting a professor to 

-- - --------



237 

work with her on a research. She said, "I am a little 

resentful towards a lot of professors because they judged me 

beforehand, without giving me a chance." Interestingly 

enough, the male students told me that they respected the 

females in the class and noted that they usually are among 

the top students. Both male and female students told me 

that they thought women had an advantage during recruitment 

as well, because they are underrepresented in this field of 

study. 

Differences by Ethnicity 

Throughout the study and in every department, I looked 

for differences in how students of different ethnic 

background experienced the recruitment process. Because of 

the national and state attention to the issues of increasing 

minority representation in higher education, I expected to 

find specific efforts in place to recruit minority students 

into graduate school. The special programs for minority 

students sponsored by the Graduate College have already been 

described. In addition, a few departmental programs were 

located as explained in the previous chapter addressing the 

research question, How do departments recruit graduate 

students? The Applied/Non-life department belongs to a 

national consortium which sponsors a minority fellowship 

program, the Applied/Life department participates in a 

-- --------
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minority summer research program, and the Pure/Life 

department utilizes a professional listing of minority 

students interested in particular areas of study in this 

discipline. other than those three mentioned above, little 

effort goes into recruiting minority students at the 

departmental level. 

Minority students I spoke with generally did not feel 

that their minority status had effected their recruitment in 

any way. One student said, "I had to compete just like 

everybody else. My grades and GRE scores were considered 

just like all students." Another student said, "the 

question of my ethnicity didn't come up until I had been 

here as a graduate student over a year and a half." 

Four minority students from different departments spoke 

of the effect the minority fellowships they had received had 

on their experiences. They all said that the money received 

made the difference in being able to go to school full-time 

as opposed to part-time. One of the student had experienced 

resentment from some non-minority students in the class over 

the fact that she had gotten this award, "just because I was 

a hispanic, and not because I was a good student." She said 

she was constantly having to work very hard, "just to prove 

that I could do the classwork, just like everybody else." 

She said, "it was like I had to earn that fellowship, over 

and over again." 

-- ----.-------
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White students I spoke with talked about the need to 

encourage more minority students to enter graduate and they 

believed there was departmental preference given to minority 

candidates. One student explained, 

I know that at some schools minority 
students are favored. Out of five 
positions at (one of the universities he 
had applied), they wanted three to be 
minorities. That was decided 
beforehand. My impression is here, that 
it made no difference at all if you were 
minority or not. They were looking for 
the better applicants. If you happen to 
be a minority, fine. It didn't really 
matter, they were not going to go out of 
their way to get the person. 

Some minority students spoke of the difficulties 

experienced after they were admitted. Not only did they 

"not feel recruited," they did not "feel supported or 

understood," once they were admitted. For one minority 

student, graduate school meant changing cultural ideals to 

survive in the higher education system. The fierce 

competitive atmosphere evolving because of the emphasis on 

grades and achievement conflicts with the idea of community 

which is so strong in her culture. She says that graduate 

school makes you too much of an outsider. She explained her 

feeling, "The higher the degree, the farther you are away 

from your people." For this student, coming to graduate 

school meant pulling away from her people and her culture 

----- ---------------
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and changing the way she behaves. She has had to learn to 

be more competitive and assertive. 

It doesn't mean that you have to change 
completely, it just means that if you 
have this goal, you will have to behave 
temporarily a certain way in order to 
succeed. 

She explained that she has done this purposefully with 

the idea of becoming a role model to other people from her 

culture. She said that she is just now beginning to 

understand just how unusual what she has done is for females 

in her culture. She said, "It is by the grace of God that I 

am not totally changing, that I have retained my sense of 

values." 

International students 

None of the departments in my study actually recruit 

international students. A graduate advisor in Applied/Non

life told me, "it is just too expensive and we always 

maintain priority for our domestic students." In the all 

departments, faculty explained that international students 

just come without being recruited. 

International students I spoke with told me of their 

own special circumstances in coming to graduate school here. 

Many of these students learned of graduate opportunities 

through other students and faculty in their home country, 
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and by reading guides for international study found at their 

undergraduate institution. They told me that they were drawn 

to this institution because of the reputation and quality of 

academic and research programs in their departments. Most 

of these students had minimal information about the graduate 

programs to which they applied. Rarely were they able to 

visit the school prior to enrolling. In addition to 

experiencing a language barrier, depending on their 

proficiency with the English language, students told me they 

need a "cultural translator" to help them to understand 

American ways of doing things. 

International students qualify for very little in the 

way of financial aid and there are restrictions about how 

much they can work. TA and RA positions are sometimes the 

only source of financial aid available. 

Two international students said their impression was 

that faculty assumed that the education they received in 

their native countries was somehow inferior to that of 

American universities. One of the students said, "I feel 

that my education in the home country is poorly understood 

and assumed not to be good. I had to work very hard at my 

job in the research lab to convince them that I knew what I 

was doing." 

-------.------~~ 
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SUMMARY 

Findings from the study reveal how graduate students in 

four departments experienced the recruitment process, and 

how they made decisions to enroll in particular programs. 

Graduate students for the most part initiate the recruitment 

process on their own using a limited understanding of 

graduate school and of the recruitment process itself. The 

objective pattern most students experience appears to 

involve similar predictably ordered phases. The process 

begins with initial thinking about graduate study, then 

involves inquiring about and sorting information. Students 

then apply to one or several schools, and finally make a 

decision. While the order in which students experienced 

these phases was similar for all students in the study, the 

timing varied by department, and the way students 

experienced it varied by department and by the type of 

student (masters or doctoral, male or female, ethnic 

minority or majority) • 

In three of the four departments in the study, students 

typically thought about graduate study during their junior 

or senior undergraduate years. In the Applied/Life 

department, students usually worked several years before 

considering graduate school. The demands and possibilities 

of recruitment then, are department specific. Departments 

should consider who their customers are and where those 

-------------_. --- .-----
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customers can be located when designing recruitment 

strategies. Three departments in this study should target 

undergraduate students in their department and in similar 

departments at other institutions. The fourth department 

should target a quite different population of working 

individuals, or consider ways to increase interest among 

qualified undergraduate students. 

Most graduate students considered the recruitment 

process their responsibility and said it felt like "going 

out looking for a job." A striking difference appeared 

however, when I contrasted the experiences of masters 

students with doctoral students. Masters students talked 

about having especiallY hard times. Masters students 

expressed feelings of "struggling to find a place." They 

were frustrated in their efforts to gain faculty interest 

and support. Not only did they not feel recruited, they 

often did not feel welcome. Doctoral students did not 

indicate comparable feelings and difficulties. They said 

that once they were in the program, they felt that they had 

a job to do, and that their professors were supportive. 

All students described the feeling that they had to 

compete and prove their qualifications to get in to their 

programs. Ethnic minority students, international students, 

and white students, men and women all agreed that they had 

met certain criteria in order to be accepted into their 
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graduate programs. Except for those minority students 

recruited through specially sponsored fellowships, minority 

students generally felt that they had competed just like 

everybody else to gain a place in graduate school. Many 

minority students said that the question of their ethnicity 

never came up until after they had been in their programs 

several semesters. White students told me that they did not 

think race and ethnicity had any influence on decisions made 

to admit graduate students in their departments. 

However, differences were found in the way women and 

men experienced the process in the particular departments. 

Female stUdents in male-dominated departments felt a need to 

maintain their competitive edge by being at the top of their 

class. They felt that they had to prove their capability 

and justify their place in graduate school, much more than 

their male counterparts in the same department. The men in 

those departments also expressed the sentiment that women 

tended to be top stUdents. Female students in mixed or 

female-dominant departments did not experience this extreme 

pressure. Men in the female-dominated department felt that 

they had a competitive edge over female students in general. 

In only one department (Pure/Non-life), where more 

structured and formal recruitment activities are conducted, 

did students feel that they were being recruited. While 

students still felt that they had to compete to get into 

_._-_._---
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graduate school, the department itself is in a position of 

needing to compete with other similar departments for 

adequate numbers of the most qualified students. In this 

department, students valued "having a good time" and 

"getting to talk directly with professors," during the 

recruitment visit on campus. students in this department 

felt important in the process and most felt certain that 

they would get in somewhere. They picked what they 

perceived to be the best department of those that accepted 

them into graduate school, although most also received 

financial support which undoubtedly influenced their choice 

of university. 

In the Pure/Life department, a much lower probability 

of getting in exists because of the large numbers of 

applicants for such few positions. students in this 

department experienced a great deal of uncertainty and worry 

that they will not get into to any quality graduate program. 

Many stUdents experience a sort of "obsession" about getting 

in somewhere, and they contrived various mechanisms to get 

their applications to the top of someone's desk. They found 

work in department laboratories in order to gain research 

experience and demonstrate their work to professors doing 

the research. Students told me that it is now common for 

applicants to already have published research on their 

_. -- ._-- -------_ .... _ .. _ .. _ .. -
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topic of discussion among these graduate students. 
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In summary, it appears that the largest difference in 

how students experience the recruitment process depends on 

the level of competition that exists within a department, 

whether the student is in the masters or doctoral program, 

and gender differences in male-dominated or female-dominated 

departments. 



CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

Findings of this study show that graduate student 

recruitment varies by departments due in part to their 
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environmental contingencies. Theoretical frameworks used to 

shape the study allowed me to analyze departmental 

differences as well as the connections among units on campus 

and among departments in the same discipline at different 

institutions. 

Experiences of the students interviewed offer 
I 

distinctive and practical insights into the recruitment 

process. Candid reflections of students' experiences 

contribute understandings about the recruitment process 

which can be useful in future planning and policy 

development. Contributions to the literature regarding 

recruitment of diverse graduate students in disparate 

departments are highlighted in the course of discussing the 

study's findings. 

Summary of the Findings 

The way in which departments go about recruiting 

graduate students is influenced by the environmental 

contingencies peculiar to their particular field of study. 

The parts of the environment explored for each department 

_______ .• __ ••• _ ._._ •••. _ .•• ________ ~~c_ •• 
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were the customers, suppliers, competitors, and regulatory 

groups. Of these environmental contingencies, numbers and 

characteristics of the customers, suppliers, and competitors 

had the most significant impact on departmental recruitment. 

The strongest influence on departmental recruitment 

activities appears to be the number of prospective customers 

within their own discipline interested in graduate degrees. 

Departmental faculty and administrators do not see much need 

for recruitment efforts in departments that have all the 

students they want or need. The quality of the applicants 

and the level of academic preparation is a concern shared by 

all departments. 

Informal mechanisms of attracting students to come into 

graduate programs were adequate in the past. However, with 

the declining numbers of undergraduate students in certain 

fields and growing numbers of part-time students, new ways 

of attracting more students, especially full-time students, 

may be required. Departments typically do not have 

personnel with expertise in developing marketing programs to 

recruit graduate students. 

Similar departments at other institutions are key 

competitors and influence recruiting strategies by competing 

for some of the same qualified students. Departments must 

do what "everybody else" is doing in order to keep pace in 

the search for students. This means that posters and 
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brochures must be of comparable quality, and campus visits 

must be well planned and entertaining. It also means that 

teaching and research assistant stipends must remain 

competitive with those in similar departments at comparable 

institutions. 

Regulations related to recruitment that effect 

departments come primarily from the Graduate College. The 

Graduate College determines entry grade point average 

requirements, course credit hour requirements, and rules 

about the process of registration and progression through 

various steps toward degree completion. Department 

administrators indicated that the Graduate College grade 

point average requirement of 3.0 does not restrict their 

admissions because departmental requirements are usually 

higher. The course credit requirement however, is 

considered by some departmental faculty as constraining. 

They view the doctoral degree in their discipline as a 

research degree and would like to allow students to focus 

more attention on research and less on completing courses. 

According to these faculty, course credit hour requirements 

should be determined by individual departments. 

Mechanisms that shape isomorphic patterns were also 

examined for their influence on departmental recruitment 

mechanisms. Of the three mechanisms of isomorphic change 

(coercive, mimetic, and normative) as described by DiMaggio 
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and Powell (1983), only the mimetic appears to be dominant 

at the departmental level. Departments are influenced by 

what similar departments in the same discipline at 

comparable institutions are doing. other departments in the 

same discipline are the chief competitors, and departments 

adjust their recruitment strategies accordingly. Among 

diverse departments at this institution, mimetic mechanisms 

are not well developed. Some departments had developed 

recruitment strategies suited to their particular needs, but 

little connection among departments was identified. If 

relations among departments were strengthened, departments 

could learn from each other about recruitment strategies, 

and adapt them to meet particular needs. 

While normative pressures are apparent in relation to 

developing professional standards of knowledge and practice, 

these influences do not appear to effect recruitment in any 

noticeable way. In contrast to professional schools, such 

as Law and Medicine, where recruitment of minority and women 

have grown significantly, departments have not fully 

capitalized on connections among professional organizations 

in order to meet recruitment goals. Only one department, 

Applied/Non-life, is formally involved with a consortium of 

industries and departments across the country to actively 

recruit and support minority students into their graduate 

programs. Opportunities for collaborative exchange of ideas 
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and activities in other disciplines are underutilized. 

These connections among departments within a discipline 

should be developed to enhance student recruitment efforts. 

In contrast to undergraduate recruitment where coercive 

mechanisms have been applied centrally, through access and 

equal opportunity initiatives, graduate recruitment has been 

left to the departments. Graduate College administrators 

said that goals for recruitment of graduate students focus 

on increasing the diversity of the student population and 

the quality of academic preparation. Departmental faculty 

and administrators told me that departmental goals were 

focused on getting the best students that they could find. 

Coercion and centralization are important to the recruitment 

process, yet not fully implemented at the graduate level. 

Faculty and administrators expressed the need to 

evaluate recruitment efforts more closely. It is difficult 

to really know which recruitment activities are effective. 

Efforts initiated by the Graduate College which benefit all 

departments are difficult to track. Participation in name 

exchanges through minority locator services is an example. 

The Graduate College sends names of prospective students to 

the departments requesting that the departments send program 

materials to the students who have indicated interest in 

this institution. Departmental graduate advisors express 

doubts that this particular activity results in many 

.. _- ----- ----
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students actually coming into their programs, but no one 

knew for sure. Another example is the minority videos 

produced by the Graduate College to enhance minority student 

recruitment efforts. Departments do not use these tapes, 

and faculty question their effectiveness in recruiting 

students into particular academic disciplines. 

Specific recruitment approaches by individual 

departments were also examined. Departmental goals related 

to recruitment were not well defined and little in the way 

of specific plans was evident. None of the departments 

indicated goals related to attracting more students or 

expanding programs. Maintaining programs and balancing 

enrollment among divisions (subspecialties) within the 

department appears to be the primary goal in general. 

Departments do not do much to recruit their own 

undergraduate students. The fear of "intellectual 

inbreeding" was offered by some faculty members as the 

explanation. Their objective is not to recruit their 

own undergraduate students, but to encourage them to go 

somewhere for graduate school. 

Graduate students experience the recruitment process in 

fairly predictable phases in every department. The phases 

of the process were initial thinking about graduate school, 

inquiring and sorting the information about graduate school, 

applying, and deciding where to enroll. Students in 

-------_ .. _ .. _-_ .. -
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particular departments experienced these phases in similar 

ways. In every case, it was the student who initiated the 

contact with the department and independently pursued 

information about the program and entry requirements. 

Graduate students decide to attend a particular 

graduate program by considering similar lists of factors. 

Examples of factors students considered important to their 

decision were personal contacts with faculty members doing 

research in their area of interest, reputation of the 

department or faculty in the department, size and quality of 

research facilities, and several personal factors such as 

location, climate, and culture of the area. The most 

frequent key reason doctoral students chose the graduate 

program was strength of the program in terms of faculty 

research activity. students were attracted to quality 

programs in their discipline, and also were influenced by 

the level of funding available. 

Of the recruitment tactics experienced by students I 

interviewed, direct faculty contact seemed to be the most 

effective. But only about one fifth of the students I 

interviewed had experienced being called by a faculty 

member. The ten students who had been contacted directly 

by a professor, explained that this interaction was, for 

them, the most persuasive reason to come here. 

The level of funding available was also important to 

_. -_ .. _--
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their decision, but not more important than what they 

perceived as the quality of the program. Students told me 

that the level of funding was comparable to departments at 

other institutions in their field of study, with the 

exception with the "top of the top programs". Students in 

each department who applied to several schools tended to 

apply to one or two "top" programs, a couple considered in 

the "middle", and maybe one "lower" school, just in case 

they were not accepted to any of their first few choices. 

Students got information about which schools were the best 

in their area of study primarily from undergraduate 

professors, rankings published by professional journals, 

national professional associations. 

In the male-dominated department, men told me that 

women in their department were excellent top-rated students. 

Women in the male-dominated department said that they felt 

it was an unofficial expectation that they be at the top of 

the class. For women in this department, "it wasn't OK to 

be an average student." In the female-dominated department, 

males felt "favoritism," and perceived that they had 

advantages because there were few men in the department. 

They did not feel that they had to be at the top of the 

class, or prove that they were qualified to be in the 

graduate program. They had experienced encouragement and 

---------_ .... ---'--



support from faculty once they initiated the recruitment 

process by inquiring. 
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Minority students generally did not experience being 

recruited in ways different from majority students. They 

told me that they competed to get into their graduate 

programs, just like every other student. with the exception 

of those students who had received minority fellowships, 

none of the students had actually been recruited to come 

into graduate school. Minority students and white students 

alike explained that minority status "doesn't make any 

difference," when it comes to graduate school. 

Implications and Recommendations 

Findings from this study lead to nine practical 

implications related to graduate student recruitment. 

Recommendations related to each implication are explained. 

The recommendations suggested here, for the most part, do 

not cost much money and could be implemented without 

additional personnel. 

Graduate Student Recruitment is a Student-Initiated Process 

The first implication is that graduate student 

recruitment is primarily a student-initiated process. This 

means that potential students must know more about graduate 

-------- ------ ----------------------
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school in general, and specifically more about getting into 

graduate programs. It also means that we must improve 

communication about graduate school. A consistent theme 

heard from students and program directors on campus was the 

need to improve mechanisms to inform potential students, 

most particularly undergraduate students, about graduate 

school and graduate programs. At the undergraduate level, 

little information is available about what graduate school 

is all about, and the usefulness of a graduate degree in a 

particular discipline. Many students told me that they had 

no idea what graduate school would be like. They complained 

that the process of getting into a good graduate program was 

never adequately explained. When I asked departmental 

faculty and administrators about ways that they recruit 

their own graduate students, most replied that very little 

is done formally. Senior courses in two departments include 

some discussion of graduate study in that discipline. In 

one department, seminars are held during the semester to 

discuss graduate school and the process of getting admitted. 

The purpose of these seminars is to inform students about 

graduate school admission in this field of study, not 

necessarily to recruit them to this department. We need to 

include this information in the undergraduate curriculum so 

that all students are more aware early during the 

undergraduate years. 

---------------
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Departments utilizing graduate assistants in 

undergraduate courses should capitalize on their frequent 

contact with undergraduate students by including 

opportunities to discuss what graduate school is about. 

Undergraduate students can learn about graduate school 

through purposely planned and informal interactions with 

graduate students who are in their classrooms on a regular 

basis. These interactions could serve to inform 

undergraduate students about graduate school in general and 

stimulate interest early during the undergraduate years. In 

addition, graduate students could share the strategies they 

used to get through the phases of the recruitment process, 

leading to a decision to enroll. 

Students suggested that more information about careers 

in their disciplines which require higher degrees be 

included somewhere in the planned curriculum. They said 

that if they had known that a graduate degree was needed to 

turn their interest in the area into a real job, they may 

have made different selections of courses and sought 

opportunities in undergraduate research. Program directors 

and faculty talked about the need to more fully inform 

undergraduate students early in the process so that they can 

realize the importance of doing well in their course work 

_. --- -_._-- -----_. __ .... 



and organizing their course work to prepare them for 

graduate work. 
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Because most graduate students initiate contacts with 

departments on their own, departments must establish 

effective mechanisms to process all inquiries and maintain 

communication. staff who answer the phone must be well

informed and personable. Students told me that their first 

impression of the department many times came from a single 

phone call. How quickly departments responded to questions 

and supplied program materials made a difference to students 

and subsequently influenced their final decisions. 

Taking Better Care of our Undergraduate and Graduate 

Students 

A second implication from the findings of the study is 

that we must take better care of our students, both 

undergraduate and graduate. Students who have a positive 

experience at the undergraduate level, are more likely to 

want more education, and masters degree students who are 

well supported, may be more likely to go on for the 

doctorate. Students are attracted to programs they perceive 

to be supportive. This means that departmental faculty must 

communicate their interest in students during the 

recruitment process. In addition, faculty must work 

together to create an environment of support through 

-._- _ ... _--------
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developing mentoring relationships, establishing mechanisms 

to follow student progress, and actively seeking sources of 

funding for graduate students. 

There was a clear distinction between the experiences 

of masters students and those of doctoral students. 

Doctoral students had established connections with faculty 

during the recruitment process, continuing on into the 

course work and the dissertation stage. In some 

departments, it is an admission requirement that a faculty 

member agree to work with the doctoral student in research. 

The "fit" between available faculty and the student's area 

of research interest is an important component of the 

process which cUlminates in the student's decision to enroll 

in a graduate program. In many departments, the masters 

student is told to find his own faculty mentors, and 

research projects. Masters students told me that they feel 

like isolated "second-class" citizens, and that they lack 

support and mentoring relationships. 

Departments seemed to rely on informal "word of mouth" 

recruiting. Several faculty members suggested that their 

students are their best recruiters. While interactions 

with active graduate students are important for prospective 

students, students are not necessarily good recruiters. 

Those who have had negative experiences will "spread the 

word" just a loudly as those have favorable things to say. 

------------
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Several students described the recruitment process as a 

continuum from the initial contact with the department, 

through the education process. Some students felt that they 

had been encouraged to come, or recruited into the program, 

only to be left alone to struggle through the program, 

unable to find mentors to assist with research projects, and 

unsuccessful in finding funding sources beyond the first 

year of study. The importance of academic advising and 

mentoring cannot be overstated as crucial to this effort. 

Several students, most of whom were masters students told me 

that their experiences trying to obtain advising and seeking 

out mentors to begin research projects had been painful and 

difficult. They told me they "felt the doors closing" 

throughout the program. This is not the way to treat future 

"recruiters" of our graduate programs. Part of our 

recruiting efforts should be focused on taking care of 

current students and facilitating their progress toward 

their degree. 

Faculty Involvement in Recruitment is Important 

The importance of faculty involvement in the 

recruitment process, as well as academic advising and 

mentoring was 

emphasized in conversations with students and faculty. Many 

students shared with me that direct interactions they had 
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with faculty was the single most powerful catalyst which led 

to their enrollment. Getting a personal call from a faculty 

member to discuss the program and potential research 

opportunities was "a really big deal" for students. 

While most faculty understand the importance of this 

time spent with students, they told me they sometimes just 

cannot participate in recruitment. The pressures of 

publications and research for promotion and tenure take 

priority over activities with students. Faculty need 

incentives to spend some of their time with students. 

Because of budget cuts and questions raised by the public 

and the legislature, there has recently been much attention 

to quantifying faculty workload. By most calculation 

formulas, only hours in the classroom are counted as 

teaching hours. If hours in the classroom can be quantified 

as a part of work load, it seems reasonable to be able to 

calculate hours spent advising students. These can 

contribute to annual reviews of faculty and to the 

considerations relevant for tenure and promotion. The point 

is that faculty interaction with prospective graduate 

students is needed as a crucial part of the recruitment 

process. This must be built into the faculty workload and 

reward structure. 

At the same time, faculty must understand and believe 

that their active participation in graduate school 
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recruitment is important. They must show commitment to the 

recruitment of graduate students by involving undergraduates 

and graduate students in their research, spending time to 

advise and mentor undergraduates and graduate students, and 

working with recruitment and admission committees to assist 

in the recruitment process. 

strengthening connections Among units on Campus 

strengthening connections among units on campus can 

augment available resources to enhance graduate student 

recruitment. Currently, several units on campus operate 

independently in their service to undergraduate and graduate 

students. The organizational structure of the Graduate 

College emerges to establish external legitimacy while not 

being actively involved in coordinating internal activities 

of departments. The Graduate College recognizes the need 

for departments to act autonomously with regards to graduate 

student recruitment. other campus services are peripherally 

involved with graduate student recruitment, though 

potentially could contribute more to the overall process. 

For example, the three cultural centers on campus provide 

academic and social support for undergraduate students. 

Administrators of the cultural centers explained that there 

was no connection between the Graduate College and the 

Cultural Centers because the cultural centers were created 

._- -'- -------- --------_._ .... _._-_._---
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to serve undergraduate students. They differed in their 

views regarding inclusion of advising students regarding 

graduate school. One administrator explained that students 

are simply referred to the Graduate College for help. 

Another administrator said that he personally advises 

students about graduate school, but that is not his job and 

he has been criticized for spending too much time with 

students. Collaboration between the cultural centers and 

departments along with the Graduate College could enhance 

academic advising and career planning for undergraduate 

minority students. Through campus units working more closely 

together pooling undergraduate and graduate services, a 

continuum of experiences may be established. In this way, 

having students going on to graduate school would be a 

retention effort, and would involve coordination and 

collaboration of several campus services. 

Departments Lack Expertise in Recruitment 

Generally, departments lack personnel and expertise in 

marketing their programs. For the most part, many 

departments have relied on informal and unplanned 

recruitment strategies, with little or no ongoing 

evaluation. Little is actually known about what works to 

improve recruitment in various departments. 

One department, concerned about declining pools of qualified 

---- ~------- -----------~--



applicants to their graduate programs, send the graduate 

advisor to a national workshop on marketing graduate 

programs. He learned about how to set goals and target 

populations, as well as design appropriate mechanisms to 
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recruit students. 

this department. 

These strategies are still being used in 

Information from this type of workshop 

could benefit all departments. The Graduate College is the 

ideal unit on campus to sponsor this type of workshop for 

departments. Individualized approaches to recruitment could 

then be developed by departmental faculty and staff. 

Findings from this study strongly suggest the need for 

strengthening the liaison functions and consultation support 

of the Graduate College. 

Increasing Minority Enrollment in Graduate School 

Another important example of the need to foster closer 

working relations between the Graduate College and 

departments is in relation to recruiting special groups of 

students. Of the 677 graduate students in the four 

departments included in this study, only 70 of those are 

minority students. There are 414 men and 263 women. The 

Graduate College clearly has set goals to increase minority 

student representation among graduate students on campus. 

Examples of the Graduate College commitment to minority 

students are the competitive minority fellowships awarded to 

-------- ---------- ... -.------
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departments, the sponsorship of a state-wide graduate forum, 

and subscriptions to the minority locator services. The 

Graduate College also identified a need to develop 

individual recruitment strategies for particular minority 

groups and, as a result, developed separate videos for 

Hispanic, African American, and Native American graduate 

student recruitment. The trouble with these initiatives is 

that the commitment and goals that drive these initiatives 

remain for the most part in the Graduate College and with 

central administration. Graduate student recruitment is a 

departmental responsibility and varies greatly by 

departments who are responsive to their own professional 

environment. Departments do not display much in way of 

special efforts to increase minority students in general, 

much less create specific and separate strategies for each 

ethnic group. 

The Graduate College and departments do not share 

exactly the same goals in regards to graduate enrollment. 

The goals of the Graduate college according to 

administrators there, describe a clear commitment to 

increase the diversity of the student population and improve 

academic quality. Highly visible efforts to enhance 

opportunities for ethnic minorities are managed by the 

Graduate College. For example, the Graduate college 

subscribes to minority name-exchanges to provide departments 
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with names of interested minority students. The Graduate 

College produced three video tapes to assist in the 

recruitment of three different ethnic minority groups, 

African American, Hispanic, and Native American. The reason 

for producing the tapes was to show that ethnic minority 

groups differ greatly and therefore require different 

recruitment strategies. 

At the departmental level, statement of goals obtained 

from administrators, faculty and graduate advisors, 

primarily indicated a focus on getting the best students 

available. Not only are specific initiatives to enhance 

minority representation lacking in departments, there was no 

evidence of individual approaches for particular ethnic 

groups, except for a few fellowships targeted for specific 

ethnic students. Faculty and graduate advisors in the 

departments expressed frustration about their lack of 

success in recruiting minority students. More needs to be 

done at the departmental level to enhance the enrollment of 

minority students. 

Exploring External Sources of Potential Graduate Students 

Another practical implication of the findings involves 

the exploration of additional potential suppliers of 

graduate students. Departments typically target 

undergraduate programs in their field of study at other 



institutions to locate potential graduate students. 
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Some 

departments work actively with professional associations 

increasing visibility of faculty members and their research, 

as well as increasing direct contacts with potential 

students. When faculty are attending these professional 

meetings and presenting papers, they must also involve 

themselves in recruiting. More can be done within 

departments to tap this important recruitment opportunity. 

Another important source of potential graduate students 

is in the community colleges. The community colleges have 

many bright students, including a large proportion of 

minority students, with the potential for going on for the 

bachelors and graduate degrees. Setting students on track 

toward graduate school while they are still at the community 

college is important to raising aspirations, and ultimately 

increasing the flow of community college students through 

the baccalaureate degree. Departments could take advantage 

of this significant pool of potential students by 

establishing working relationships with appropriate faculty 

and departments. As an example of the institution's 

recognition of the need to establish connections with the 

community college students, the Graduate College is involved 

in hosting a state-wide forum with several of the state's 

community colleges to inform students about graduate school. 

This and similar efforts will be diluted and perhaps 

--- - -------
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ineffective unless departments follow through and continue 

active involvement. 

Financial Obstacles to Graduate study 

One of the key obstacles faced by potential graduate 

students is lack of adequate funding. We must continue 

efforts to maintain competitive funding in every department. 

Fellowships, teaching and research assistant positions are 

essential forms of support for full-time graduate students. 

While these types of funding will help those students who 

can devote full-time to graduate school, older students who 

have family and work responsibilities may not be able to 

afford to give up their jobs, along with insurance benefits 

and salaries. Part-time study may be their only option. 

More support for students, part-time and full-time will be 

needed. Administrators at the Graduate College talked about 

being more involved in helping departments secure grant and 

fellowship funding. Collaboration between the departments 

and the Graduate College, along with institutional 

initiatives through the Foundation and sponsored Research 

will continue to be crucial to the institution's ability to 

recruit graduate students. 

No Goals to Increase the Numbers of Graduate Students 

There are no goals to increase the numbers of graduate 
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students in departments I studied. This is understandable 

when considering tight budgets and limited space and faculty 

resources. However, the complete absence of concern over 

increasing the numbers of individuals prepared with higher 

degrees seems short-sighted when considering demographic and 

workforce forecasts. While graduate enrollment continues to 

hold steady across the country, the percentage of doctoral 

degrees awarded to domestic students continues to decline 

(international graduates are increasing), as does the 

percentage of doctorates awarded to certain ethnic minority 

groups. Researchers report evidence of anticipated 

shortages of PhDs to fulfill this country's future vacant 

faculty positions and jobs in research and high technology. 

Realizing variations from one discipline to another, and 

without ignoring obvious practical considerations in 

expanding programs, there is a need to anticipate supply and 

demand issues in regards to the nations' qualified 

workforce, and perhaps step up particular recruitment 

efforts for specific graduate programs. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Findings of this study lead to suggestions for 

additional research which will contribute to what is known 

about graduate students and about the process of recruiting 

.- ---------
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graduate students into particular programs. Results 

indicate the need to further analyze the way in which 

graduate student recruitment is organized and the way in 

which our students experience the recruitment process. 

Findings from this study suggest investigations are needed 

to further refine our understanding of the organizational 

structures in which autonomous departments along with 

various campus units can function within the institution. 

Previous studies have noted that recruiting at the 

graduate level is sporadic with little central coordination 

or planning. While each department has unique circumstances 

shaping their recruitment activities, overall trends in 

enrollment and costs of graduate education will impact 

everyone. Findings from this study suggest that departments 

need assistance with recruitment, especially as it relates 

to recruiting minority students, and may respond positively 

to central administrative efforts to coordinate or offer 

advice related to graduate recruiting. Activities already 

sponsored centrally, such as the Graduate Student Forum, can 

be utilized more fully by departments to enhance their 

attempts to recruit special groups of students. 

One consistent theme in departments and at the Graduate 

College was the need to know more about what recruitment 

strategies work. Little is known about what works in terms 

of recruiting graduate students. Evaluation research 
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projects need to be established to get a better sense of how 

strategies should be implemented and how money should be 

spent. Because departments are responsible for most 

graduate student recruitment, it is important that tracking 

systems and evaluative studies be put in place at that 

level. Findings from this study support previous studies 

(Olson, 1985; Olson and King, 1985) which suggest that 

departments are responsible for graduate student 

recruitment, yet lack sophistication expertise and resources 

to do recruitment. Departments will need support, which 

could be organized centrally, in order to establish and 

evaluate effective recruitment mechanisms. 

Previous studies about the recruitment process for 

graduate students have been primarily quantitative and 

focused on factors influencing the decision to attend (Olson 

and King, 1985; Malaney, 1988). The importance of including 

qualitative approaches for input on student satisfaction and 

student suggestions should be underscored. Findings from 

this study indicate that students generally do not have 

enough information about graduate school, or the recruitment 

process. For some departments, this information must reach 

students during their undergraduate years. Students 

expressed feelings about their interactions with faculty 

members, and explained how influential and crucial these 

interactions were to their subsequent decisions. Each 

--- ----------
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experiences of the students who decide to attend their 

particular graduate programs, and those who decide not to 

attend. 
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Programs initiated at the Graduate College also need to 

be evaluated. In doing so, however, studies must maintain 

identity of departments and separate unique characteristics 

of students such as masters and doctoral level, full-time 

and part-time status, and domestic, international, and 

ethnic classifications. The graduate college could offer 

direction in the evaluation process and supply guidance and 

consultation in developing evaluative strategies, and 

refining strategies for particular student populations in 

individual departments. 

As graduate school is viewed by some students and 

faculty as a continuum, retention research should be 

conducted to look more closely at how aspirations to 

continue on to graduate school are formulated. Factors 

related to persistence in community college students and 

undergraduates may be similar for graduate students, but 

little research has been conducted to determine how these 

may be related. Knowing more about these factors may lead 

to more targeted interventions and generally improve the 

sophistication with which we approach graduate student 

recruitment. 

-------------~-
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Policy research is needed to inform graduate programs 

about effects of changes in admission requirements or 

changes in graduate assistantship arrangements. In 

departments where numbers of applicants are plentiful, in an 

effort to enroll the best students, grade point average 

and/or graduate record exam (GRE) requirements are often 

increased. How these changes effect the applicant pool, and 

what long term effect these changes have on the diversity of 

the student body are important to study. Many faculty 

expressed dissatisfaction with the use of the GRE as a 

screening tool to determine the most likely students to 

succeed in their graduate program. Most agreed that the 

test was not helpful in terms of predicting success. 

Faculty told me that discipline, work ethic, determination 

were better signs of capability to do graduate work than the 

GRE scores. We need to search out qualitative indicators of 

success in graduate school so that recruitment approaches 

can include looking for those qualities in prospective 

students. 

Another area in need of research is faculty attitudes 

about being involved in graduate student recruitment. From 

the students' perspectives, faculty interactions and 

mentoring relationships are clearly very important to the 

recruitment process. students told me how crucial contact 

with faculty members was to their decision to attend 
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particular graduate programs. Students who had great 

difficulty establishing mentoring relationships complained 

about feeling isolated and discouraged, and about having to 

delay graduation when they could not find help to get their 

research going. Many faculty expressed understanding the 

need to participate, yet were frustrated about the amount of 

time it took from their research. They told me there is 

little incentive built in to do these things. 

A final area in need of research is in the area of 

analyzing the organizational structure of how Graduate 

College operates with several autonomous departments. While 

graduate student recruitment is primarily a departmental 

responsibility, the Graduate college provides support and 

structure to the process of admitting graduate students. 

The Graduate College serves as a liaison for departments in 

regards to the admissions process and works to streamline 

rules and regulations so that all departments can be served. 

In addition, other units on campus serve students in a 

variety of ways. We need to know more about how to serve 

prospective graduate students across campus perhaps through 

combined efforts of the Graduate College, departments, and 

other units on campus. 
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Summary 

The nine implications derived from findings of this 

study include aspects of working with students as well as 

organizational insights into the recruitment process. The 

nine implications are: 1) Graduate student recruitment is a 

student-initiated process which requires clear communication 

about the nature of graduate study and the advantages of 

pursuing a higher degree; 2) Institutions and departments 

must take better care of their students, providing 

environments of support, and facilitating students' progress 

through the undergraduate degree toward graduate school; 3) 

Faculty involvement in the recruitment process is very 

influential and crucial to many students' decisions to 

attend particular graduate programs; 4) strengthening 

connections among units on campus can augment available 

resources to enhance graduate student recruitment; 5) 

Departments lack expertise in designing and implementing 

recruitment strategies, and can benefit from stronger 

advisory relationships with the Graduate College; 6) Goals 

to increase minority enrollment in graduate programs are 

more visible at the Graduate College level than within 

departments, suggesting that more needs to be done to assist 

departments in recruiting minority graduate students; 7) 

_External sources of potential graduate students, such as 

'within community colleges, have not been fully explored; 8) 
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As finances continues to be a major obstacle for many 

graduate students, efforts to maintain and locate new 

sources of fellowship and grant funding must be continued; 

and 9) Goals do not include increasing the numbers of 

graduate students, while percentages of doctorates awarded 

to domestic students and particular ethnic minority students 

continues to decline, and shortages of faculty and 

individuals prepared to work in highly technological work 

areas are anticipated. 

Future research suggested from findings of this study 

include: 1) evaluation research to determine what efforts 

are effective in recruiting graduate students; 2) st~dies to 

investigate retention and aspirations of graduate students; 

3) investigating predictors and qualitative indicators of 

academic success; 4) analysis of faculty attitudes regarding 

graduate student recruitment; and 5) studies about the 

organizational structure of the Graduate College and 

departments which has an impact on graduate student 

recruitment. 

The implications from this study will be useful to 

assist departmental and institutional administrators in 

designing recruitment strategies and in raising important 

questions related to graduate student recruitment. 

- -----------
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APPENDIX A: ENROLLMENT DATA 

DEPARTMENT UNDERGRAD* PART- F U L L 
ENROLLMENT TIME TIME 

Pure/Nonlife 5579 5 130 

Pure/Life 2855 28 72 

Applied/Nonlife 688 118 179 

Applied/Life 166 84 52 

Source: Student Affairs Research 
*Undergraduate enrollment is for 100 and 200 level 

courses 

DEPARTMENT 

Pure/Nonlife 

Pure/Life 

Applied/Nonlife 

Applied/Life 

GRADUATE ASSISTANT 
POSITIONS 

61 

11 

25 

3 

Source: Institutional Research 

FACULTY 
PART- FULL-

TIME TIME 

21 40 

7 39 

7 41 

4 40 
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APPENDIX B:Interview questions for Students 

1. Tell me about how you decided to come to graduate 
school in this department at the U of A. Begin with the 
first recollection of your considering graduate school here. 

Define the situation 
What activities were involved 
What criteria/standards did you consider in making 

your decision? 
Where else did you apply? 

2. Why did you decide on the U of A program? 

3. Tell me about the steps you went through in making the 
decision to attend here: 

getting information about programs and 
requirements to enter; degree requirements, program 
offerings, financial obligations and support 

How long did it take to go through each step? 

4. What were your expectations of the recruitment process, 
and about deciding to attend this graduate program? 

5. What did attending graduate school in this particular 
department mean to you? 

6. Who 
graduate 

did you interact with as you were considering 
school here at the U of A? 
U of A contacts? 
Interaction with other graduate programs to which 
you applied? 

7. Who was most important to your decision? 

8. What did you make of the interactions you had with 
individuals? 

9. Reflect on materials received about graduate program. 
What materials did you receive? 
What did you make of these materials? 

10. What did you think about requirements (entrance exams, 
applications, degree requirements, GPA, interviews)? 

11. What did you think about financial aid availability, 
fellowships or TAIRA positions. or scholarships 

available? 



APPENDIX C: STUDENTS INTERVIEWED 

TOTAL: 52 

Age Range: 22-45 
Average Age: 28.2 

Men: 25 
Women: 27 

Ethnic Minority: 11 
International: 6 
White: 35 

PhD Students: 39 
Masters Students: 13 

DEPARTMENTAL DATA: 

Applied/ 
Life 

Total: 14 
Age Range: 25-45 
Average Age: 34 

Men: 1 
Women: 13 

Minority: 4 
White: 8 
International: 2 

PhD: 10 
Masters: 4 

Applied/ Pure/ Pure/ 
Non-Life Nonlife Life 

14 14 
22-31 23-29 
26 25 

9 10 
5 4 

4 1 
8 11 
2 2 

7 13 
7 1 
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10 
25-33 
28 

5 
5 

2 
8 
0 

9 
1 



APPENDIX D: LIST OF CODES FOR STUDENT INTERVIEWS 

Student Perspective 
Decision 
Meaning 
Expectation 
Finance 

Interactions 

STUDENT DATA ANALYSIS 

personal contacts 
university/departmental individuals 

Interpretation 
materials 
requirements 
interactions 

Sequence 
time sequence 
steps in process 
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APPENDIX E: Survey To Students Who Did Not Enroll 

The University of Arizona Graduate College 
Graduate Student Survey 
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Tell us whyyou chose not to auend the Univershy oC Arizona. What wu Important to you and howsawned WCl'C you? We w:nt to Improve 
our service and need your InpuL 

Dcp:trtment to which you appIlIClcd:l.-__________ _ 

Degree sought ... __ _ _Male __ Female 

Elhnlclty _ SI:Ick, Non.Hlspanlc _HlsplUl!c 
~\an or Padllc Islandu _Whlte. Non·Hlspanic 
----American Indian or Alaskan Native 

Clti:enshlp, ___________ _ ResIdency status _Resident _Non.resldent 

Age _l()'20 -~ _60orovu 
~ 

Please rate the following attributes with respect 10 the Importance and overall satisfaction 10 you. 

1. Nolimportanl 
5. EssenUaI 

1. Very dissatisfied 
5. Expectallons surpassed 

Allriblllc.s lmporlllnc:e 10 YOII Overall SallsJacllon 

1. Alfordabillty oC graduate study. 1 1 3 .. 5 1 1 3 .. 5 NA 

2. Av:dlmbillty of departmental funding. (I.e. TA. RA. 1 1 3 .. 5 1 1 3 .. Nil 
Cellowships. grants etc.) 

3. Personml mttentlon received by the Graduate CoUege 1 3 .. 5 1 3 .. Nil 
throughout the appllC:lllon process. 

4. Pcrsonml attention received by the department 1 3 .. 5 1 3 .. NA 
throughout the: appllation process. 

5. Communlcmtlon!correspondence from the Graduate 1 3 .. 5 1 3 .. NA 
College. 

6. Timely processing oC your appllation by the 1 3 .. 5 1 3 .. 5 Nil 
Cradu:lle CoUege. 

7. Communlcation!correspondence from the 1 3 .. 5 1 3 .. NA 
depanmenL 

B. Timely processing DC your appllation by the 1 3 .. 5 1 3 .. 5 Nil 
depanmenL 

9. Adequate Cundlng of de~ment program. 1 3 .. 5 1 3 .. NA 
(I.e. Classes. proCessors. abs. rc:sclrcli etc.) 

10. Avmllablllty DC evcninglweekcnd c\asses and parI' 1 3 .. 5 1 3 .. 5 NA 
time graduate programs. 

11 •. \Vh)' did you choose to apply to the U of A? 13. Have: you previously applied to the U DC 111 
(Circle IS many IS may Il'ply) __ Yes 
a. Reputation or the U or A ~o 
b. Quality or departmental program 
e. Prognun o[l'ued H. Old you Ipply before the departmental deadline dmtc1 d. AvailabUity oC Cundlng 
e. CIImatcllocation _Yes 
f. Other ~o 

__ Don't know 
12. Why did you choose not 10 aucnd the U oC Al 

(Circle IS many IS may Ipply) 15. Anyaddltlonalcomments? .. Accepted olCu lit anomu Institutlon. 
Where? 

b. Inadequate Cundlng 
Co U oC A acceptance ocru reedved to Ille 
d, Other 

IMPORTANT: WHEN RETURNING. PLEASE fOLD AND TAP! CLOSED SO .!HATTH! U Of A. ADDRESS IS ON TH! OUTSIDE. 10m 

--- - ----------



APPENDIX F: Survey to Admitted Students Who Enrolled 

The University of Arizona Graduate College 
Graduate Student Survey 

282 

We need your help. The Graduate CoOege wanlS to scrve you beuer. TeD us about your experience with admission to The University or 
Arizona. what wa.s Important 10 you and how satlsllcd were you. 

Dep:lnment to whIch you applled, ___________ _ 

Degree sought, ___ _ __Female 

I!thnlcity _Bl~ck. Non.Hlspanlc _HIspanIc 
-AsIan or P~clfic Islander _White. Non·Hlspanic 
-Amerlan Inellan or Alaskan Native 

Cltl:enshlp, ___________ _ Rcsldency ~tatus _Resldenl _Non.resldent 

Age _2()':21l _60 or over 

Plea.se rate the follOwing a"rlbutes with respecllo Ihe Importance and'over3l1 satisfactIon 10 you. 

1. Nollmpol1ant 
5. essential 

1. Very dlssaUslled 
5. Expectallons surpassed 

Allribulcs ImporUUlc, to YOII • Overall Sallsfacllon 

I. Arrordabillty of gnduate study. 1 3 .. 5 :2 3 .. 5 NA 

l. A~lI~blllty or departmental funding. (I.e. TA. RA. 1 3 .. 5 1 3 of NA 
fcllowshlps. gnnts etc.) 

3. rerson:t1 anentlon received by the Graduate CoUege 1 3 .. 5 1 3 .. NA 
throughout the applicatIon process. 

4. renon~1 anentlon received by the deparonenl 1 3 .. 5 :2 3 .. NA 
throughoullhe appllc:ulon process. 

5. CommunlQllonlcorrespondence Crom the Graduale 1 3 .. 5 :2 3 .. 5 NA 
C~lIege. 

6. Tin,,:I>' processing of your appllatlon by the 1 3 of 5 l 3 of NA 
CraduDle College. 

7. Communlollonleorrespondence from the 1 3 .. 5 1 3 " NA 
dep:lnmenl. 

8. Timely processing of your appliatlon by the 
department. 

1 3 of 5 :2 3 of NA 

9. Adequate funding of deparonent program. :2 3 .. 5 1 3 of NA 
(I.e. classes. proCessors. labs. rcscl1cli etc.) 

10. A \':dbblllty of enning/weekend c1wcs me: Pl&fl' 1 3 of 5 1 3 of NA 
lime graduale programs. 

II. Orlentatlon 10 the U of A C=pus. :2 3 .. 5 :2 3 of NA 

n. Why did you choose 10 auend the U oC 1.1 15. Whallnformatlon would be helpful prior 10 arrival al 
(Clrele as mlny IS mayap£ly) the U of A7 (Orele as many IS may apply) 
I. U or A made a beller 0 er than any other Instllutlons applied to. .. Maps 
b. Only acceptance oCTer rccdvcd b. Housing lnCormatlon 
c. Only Institution Ipplled 10. e. Community scrvlces information 
d. Reputation of the U oC A d. RcglstratlonlnCormatlon 
e. Quality of departmental program Co Parking InCormation 
f. Program orTered r. H~th Insurance information 
g. Availability oerundlng g. ChIld care Information 
.h. Cllmatcl1oatlon h. Other 
I. Other 

16. Any adelltlonal commenlS1 
13. H:we you previously applied 10 the U oC A7 _Yes _No 

Tu Ihc s:lme department? _Yes ~o 

1-1. Did you apply before the departmentAl deadline dale? 
_Yes _No _Don't know 

IMPORTANT: WHEN RETURNING. PLUSE fOLD AND TAPE CLOSED SO THAT THE U Of A ADDRESS IS ON THE OUTSIDE. 1M2 

------- .-- - _ .. __ .-.. __ ._------
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APPENDIX G: 
Interview questions for Administrators and Recruiters 

1. Tell me about the recruitment process for graduate 
students in your department. Explain timing and time frame 
of the process. 

2. What are your goals in terms of recruitment? 

3. Who is responsible for recruitment? 

4. Who is involved (faculty, admin, students, staff) and 
what role do they play? 

5. What strategies are in place? 
Cooperative? 
Competitive? (Who are you competing with?) 
What do you offer students? 

6. How are recruitment activities budgeted? 

7. What would you consider the most important factors and 
priorities in graduate student recruitment for your 

program? 

8. How is recruitment evaluated? 

9. How has the process changed over time? Trends? 

10. Describe the ideal graduate student. 
Who are you attempting to recruit? (customers) 

undergrad students 
college graduates 
high school/community college students 
women or men 
minority students 
majority students 
foreign students 
high GPA or high scoring GRE, MAT, etc. 

11. What patterns are seen in recruitment pool, in 
potential students? 

12. Are industries/businesses also considered "customers" 
or consumers of your graduates? 

----_ ..... _ .. - _ ... -." 



13. How do these customers influence/effect the 
recruitment process? 
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Do the occupations/organizations in which you place 
students influence the types of students you try to recruit? 

14. Where do you look for students? (suppliers) 
colleges/universities 
specific undergraduate programs 
employers 

15. What constraints shape the recruitment process? 
(regulatory groups) 

What rules and regulations are imposed by the 
university regarding recruitment of students for graduate 
programs? 

by accrediting agencies? 
by affirmative action guidelines? 

16. Do you talk about recruitment with colleagues at other 
institutions at professional meetings? 

17. How do other places do recruitment? Where do you get 
ideas for recruitment strategies? 

18. Are there professional standards (regulations) set 
which affect recruitment process? 

19. What connection does your department have with the 
graduate college relative to recruitment? 

- ----------



Women: 
Men: 

APPENDIX H: PROFILE OF FACULTY/ADMINISTRATORS 
INTERVIEWED 

Institution/ 
Graduate College 

n=17 

8 
9 

Departmental Faculty 
and Graduate Advisors 

n=18 

10 
8 
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Minority: 7 
10 

3 
15 White: 

. - .... --- ---------



APPENDIX I: LIST OF CODES FOR FACULTY INTERVIEWS 

Task Environments 
customers 
Suppliers 
Competitors 
Regulators 

Goals 

Strategies 

Connectedness 

ORGANIZATIONAL ANALYSIS 

Professional Networks 
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APPENDIX J: LIST OF DOCUMENTS/MATERIALS ANALYZED 

INSTITUTIONAL AND GRADUATE COLLEGE MATERIALS: 

Toward the Year 2000 (Arizona Board of Regents) 
The Graduate Minority Educational Forum (flyer) 
Mentoring: The Faculty-Graduate Student Relationship 

(position paper) 
Graduate Study in a culturally Diverse Environment 

(Graduate College packet of materials) 
Graduate Catalogue 
Graduate College Instructions and Information 

for Graduate Degree Program Application 
The Graduate Informer, spring 1992, Vol.l, No.2 

DEPARTMENTAL INFORMATION: 
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Annual Reports (data on enrollment, faculty 
productivity, program activity) 

Departmental Strategic Plans 
Graduate Fellowship Applications (student applications) 
Graduate College Fellowship Application (for four 

departments) 
Graduate Fellowship Programs (brochure) 
Posters with reply cards 
Minority Graduate Research Fellowship applications 

(National Science Foundation) 
National Defense Science and Engineering Graduate 

Fellowship Application 
Minority High School Student Research Program 

Application (National Center for Research 
Resources) 

Summer Research Internship Program for Minority 
Undergraduate Students ( Graduate College) 

Departmental newsletters 
Departmental Fact Sheets (sent to students) 
Application Information (sent to students) 
Letters sent to inquiring students 
Program of Study Information Sheets (sent to students) 
Departmental Faculty (booklet describing research) 
Research Experiences for Undergraduate Women (pamphlet) 

VIDEOS: 

Why Graduate School? developed by university of Arizona, 
National Science Foundation, Michigan state University, and 
Graduate Education for Minorities Program 

African American Recruiting Video (Graduate College) 
Native American Recruiting Video (Graduate college) 
Hispanic Recruiting Video (Graduate College) 

---- - ---------------
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