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ABSTRACT 

In the past, the issue of college choice has been studied as a matter of determining 

the characteristics of students and institutions that affect decisions regarding the selection 

of a university or college. Forty years of research in this area demonstrates the importance 

of understanding college choice among institutional planners. educational psychologists, 

and the consumers of higher education. The purpose of this study was to examine the role 

of field of study in college choice behavior. 

The Chapman ( 1993) multistage model of college choice provided the theoretical 

framework tor the examination of college choice among students selecting the field of 

agriculture. Data were collected from students enrolled in The University of Arizona 

College of Agriculture between 1997 and 1999. Qualitative and quantitative techniques 

were utilized to examine the intluence of tield of study in college choice. 

The roles of intormation quality and accuracy, intormation sources. intormation 

types. timing of contact individual attributes, and institutional characteristics were shown 

to be unrelated to field of study. This study showed that the field of study of agriculture 

does not intluence college choice. Student recruitment efforts. whether they be discipline-. 

department-. college-. or university based, presuming that field of study intluences the 

college choices of prospective students should be modified to retlect this finding. Further, 

the additional variable, field of study. does not enhance the Chapman model of college 

choice. 



CHAPTER I. 

OVERVIEW 

Background 

II 

Over the past four decades. the issue of college choice has been studied as a matter 

of determining the characteristics of students and institutions that affect the decisions to 

apply to. be admitted by, matriculate at. and graduate tram any university, or a specific 

type of university. Underlying these efforts have been goals of: 

• remedying inequities in enrollment across gender. ethnicity, or socioeconomic 

status. 

• anticipating future enrollment demands, 

• improving institutional marketing, 

• understanding student decision making and behavior. and 

• generating models for predicting institutional choice. 

While the public expects governmental bodies such as legislatures to set policy to 

remedy social inequities. institutional planners are expected to provide data for the 

eftective management of institutional resources. The study of student decision making 

offers theoretical implications for the tield of psychology and aids the pragmatic matter of 

helping students choose an institution where they \Viii succeed. A predictive model that 

could capture the interest of planners, policy makers, and counselors is the subject ofthe 

present study. 
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Among the various models of college choice, Chapman's ( 1993) multistage model 

of college choice behavior has integrated a variety of factors thought to int1uence student 

decision-making. Students' enrollment decisions result from a highly complex interaction 

of their perceptions, preferences. and options based on individual, institutional, and 

societal factors (Chapman & Jackson. I Q87) Enrollment managers at a particular 

institution rely upon such insight to enhance recruitment efforts. These recruitment efforts 

typically concentrate upon the latter stages ofthe Chapman model because they provide 

the greatest opportunity for institutional intluence on student choice (Chapman & Jackson. 

1987: Davis-Van Atta & Carrier, 1986: Hanson & Litten, 1982: Hossler & Gallagher. 

1987: lhlanfeldt. 1980: & Paulsen. 1990). To influence choice among prospective 

undergraduates. admissions professionals use campus visitation programs. telephone and 

mail campaigns. and other activities. 

:\s competition for students has increased. enrollment management has become a 

concern of disciplines. departments. and individual colleges within multifaceted 

universities. Alumni officers, cooperative extension personnel. and student affairs 

administrators have become involved in domain-specific recruitment efforts as part of the 

overall institutional effort or for the sake of their respective niches. Meanwhile, studies of 

college choice in such institutions have largely neglected the relevance of individual 

college identity except for consideration of the programs or degrees offered as a factor 

which can determine a student's choice set. 

Most investigations of college choice concentrate on the macro level study of 

institution choice rather than the micro level of specific college or unit choice (Paulsen, 
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1990). ··college choice" has been treated to represent the selection of an institution of 

postsecondary education (or the choice of attending or not attending college) rather than 

the selection of a specific college at a multi-college university. Yet college choice is surely 

an important factor for some students. Looking at a student's choice set, one might tind 

that he or she has applied only to universities with a college of education, or engineering, 

or nursing, and so on. The logical explanation for narrowing of the choice set for students 

with detined protessional goals is that students aspiring to enter particular protessions will 

eliminate universities which do not offer their preterred tield. Insofar as protessional 

degrees are not universally available at every institution. career choice should influence 

college choice among students with vocational goals. 

Unfortunately. links between "vocational identity." as it was termed by Super 

( 1963) and college choice have been understudied. possibly because admissions personnel 

cannot alter their institution· s offerings or a student· s aspirations. Chapman· s model 

supports the emphasis by recruiters on the final. college choice phase of student decision 

making. Based on broader marketing principles. college choice research leads admissions 

protessionals to devote their resources to int1uencing students at the last stage in the 

choice process (Kotler & Fox. 1985). 

Yet the Chapman model does not negate the potential for institutions to int1uence 

student decision making during the earlier stages of perception judgment formation and 

preference judgment formation. As recruitment efforts become discipline-, department-, 

or college-based, personnel outside of admissions offices are seeking to int1uence choices 

made by high school seniors. At the same time, programs targeting younger populations 



of prospective students can be found at many postsecondary institutions. Their primary 

aim is often to increase the elementary or middle school student's likelihood of going to 

college by instilling college goals at an early age (Alexander & Cook, 1979). 

14 

Occasionally, high school outreach activities focus upon particular professions, and 

some success has been observed in certain niches. For example, recruitment of minority 

students to the medical professions through pre-college summer programs seems to 

improve undergraduate applicant yield (lewis. 1996). However, the association may be 

coincidental and it remains unclear whether postsecondary institutions can intluence the 

career aspirations of youngsters in a way that benefits their own enrollment. Historically. 

disciplines have been responsible for cultivating interest in their field and grooming 

students only once they have enrolled or at least communicated an interest in the tield. 

Increased interest in the competition for new students, stemming largely from ties 

between departmental budgetary allocations and enrollment trends, has given rise to 

recruitment initiatives at the departmental and programmatic levels. The question then 

arises: Do department-based activities ultimately intluence college choice by capturing 

student interest in their discipline or field during the earlier stages of college choice') 

While the intuitive answer might be yes, vocational identity has been shown to be highly 

unstable among young people (Osipow. 1983 ). Furthermore, findings about the limited 

relevance of selection of a major during the final choice stage have led researchers away 

from examining the role of career or career identity in college choice. This study was 

designed to address such questions as these. 



IS 

Purpose 

The goals of this study were to address the following two questions: 

l. Does professional tield of interest among young people intluence their college 

choice behavior'? 

2 If tleld choice affects college choice. can the Chapman model of college choice 

be enhanced in a way that stimulates new and improved approaches to 

recruiting college students·J 
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CHAPTER2. 

ISSUES, THEORY AND RELATED RESEARCH 

The following discussion reviews enrollment management strategies, findings 

about college choice from the assessment of recruitment efforts. and the value ofbeing 

able to intluence college choice. Subsequently, the various attempts to characterize 

college choice are examined as well as the potential contribution of vocational identity to 

the understanding of college choice. 

Enrollment Management and College Choice 

ln 1965. Astin completed the tirst large-scale study ofinstitutional and student 

characteristics. in an effort to explain Who goes where to college'? With over 127.000 

students and 248 institutions, the scale of the study made it an unprecedented attempt to 

provide "relatively objective intormation" on socioeconomic background. educational 

aspirations. career plans. and self-reported potential for achievement in academic. 

scientitic. artistic. and social tields. The study represented a shift in matriculation research 

from the collection of institutional and student body data for publication in self-help guides 

tor college selection, to identitication of factors relevant in the college choice process. 

Since Astin's study, the number of institutions ofhigher education has more than doubled. 

and researchers. as well as institutional planners, are taced with no small task as they 

attempt to understand college choice today. 

The current scope of the higher education enterprise qualities it as one of the 

world's major industries. Globally, universities and colleges employ hundreds of 
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thousands of staff and faculty and serve millions of students. The 2.244 four-year colleges 

in the U.S. represent a multibillion-dollar industry serving over six million students 

(http://nces.ed.gov). Enrollment managers. among others. are charged with anticipating, 

influencing, and limiting enrollment at those institutions. In 1997, after a decade of rising 

undergraduate enrollment at many American universities, many institutions of higher 

education experienced an overall decrease in enrollment (http://nces.ed.gov). However. 

1998 United States Department of Education projections have indicated that the trend will 

reverse. with ··college enrollment projected to rise to 16. l million by the year 2008.'' an 

increase of 12 percent tram 1996. As college attendance waxes and wanes. postsecondary 

institutions are continually challenged to incorporate such projections into long-term 

strategic plans. In the interest of efficiency. institutional planners routinely specifY 

enrollment goals in terms of the available population and tunctional limitations of a 

particular campus. Such planning is essential for both public and private universities to 

meet the needs of their communities. constituents. clients. and customers. 

According to Clagett and Kerr ( !992). enrollment management is .. a coordinated 

effort to int1uence the size and characteristics of an institution· s student body through 

recruitment. admissions. pricing. financial aid. advising, and other policy choices .. (p. 3). 

With over 3700 institutions ofhigher education in the United States. the variability in the 

mechanisms of recruitment, admissions. and costs reflects the many types of institutions. 

the environments in which they operate. and the types of students they enroll. Educational 

researchers. through nationwide studies of enrollment behavior. have attempted to model 

the college choice process using a variety of inputs, sometimes concentrating upon certain 

http://nces.ed.gov
http://nces.ed.gov
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types of institutions or students. Yet while the underlying concern of educational 

researchers may be the theoretical explanation for choice decisions, the practical 

ramitications for enrollment managers are evident-they must employ recruitment tactics 

which exploit the understanding of college choice to more efficiently int1uence the 

prospective student. 

:\t any single institution, enrollment is not merely mitigated by a nationwide trend 

in the available population of potentially college-bound individuals and classroom 

capacity. In the mid-1970s, when the number of high school graduates swelled to over 15 

million, high enrollment demands forced many institutions to implement enrollment caps, 

usually through narrower admission criteria. The large number of older individuals 

seeking admission further heightened demand, but enrolling the preferred type of student 

remained more complex than simply selecting from the massive pool of applicants. The 

type of student sought depends upon the priorities of the institution, its colleges and its 

departments. Whether the goal is to attract students likely pursue graduate study or those 

who are underrepresented in the student body, attracting the desired student involves 

competing with peer institutions through aggressive marketing campaigns, creating 

additional challenges for institutional planners. 

Depending upon the tide of high school graduates, competition may be for a 

certain type of student or simply a sufficient number of students. At the institutional level, 

enrollment management involves using admissions criteria and recruitment activities to 

pursue a particular profile for a campus· student body. While demographics and 

institutional priorities play an important role in enrollment management, they do not fully 
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explain the composition of an entering class at a particular university. Students may 

choose to attend college or not. or choose a particular college or not, for complex reasons 

that may stem back to .. the earliest inculcations of college aspirations" (McDonough, 

1997, p. 6 ). As consumers, potential students are susceptible to the interactions of 

institutional characteristics as conveyed through marketing efforts and their own individual 

priorities. Whereas some students may ·shop' for a school in a particular location. for 

example. others may look for a certain major. and still others may be interested in 

reputation. or costs. The list of criteria is as long and cumbersome as universities are 

diverse. Therefore. university recruitment efforts that help stabilize or optimize total 

enrollment may not sufficiently address the needs of smaller institutional units such as a 

particular college in a multi-college university. 

Trends in overall university enrollment may not retlect the underlying enrollment of 

the individual colleges, academic departments, majors. minors. options. and specialty areas 

comprising the university. Within each unit. specific enrollment needs and characteristics 

influence the decisions of potential undergraduates to apply and enroll in certain programs. 

Therefore. colleges and departments often undertake their own recruitment initiatives to 

manage their respective enrollments and respond to competition from other disciplines or 

institutions. 

lnstitutions are constantly challenged to find new and better ways to recruit 

desirable students. Departmental faculty. college administrators, institutional planners, 

and government policy makers all contend with issues of enrollment management at their 

respective levels of involvement. Recruitment efforts at the micro- and macro- levels 
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represent respective knowledge of needs and priorities. as well as specific perspectives on 

the potential student. The overarching intent to intluence enrollment leads to recruitment 

approaches that are shaped by, and which help shape. the understanding of college choice. 

Student Recruitment and College Choice 

Recruitment activities at any single university can involve a wide range of staff. 

faculty. alumni. and university students depending upon the objectives or needs ofthe 

institution. To gain a sense of the magnitude ofthis endeavor. one only needs to look at 

The University of Arizona. where over 1.6 million dollars is annually budgeted to maintain 

the Office of Admissions and New Student Recruitment at this 35,000 student. public. 

land-grant institution (http://n204.daps.arizona.edu/). The involvement of non-admissions 

personnel and volunteers at various other levels amplities the investment being made to 

attract students. As schools compete for student-customers. institutional marketing has 

become important and expensive. 

Recruitment activities include school visitation programs. mass-mailings. telephone 

campaigns. and print. radio. and television advertising as well as personal attention. Some 

activities are initiated at the institutional level and others at the programmatic level. From 

the admissions professional to the departmental faculty member. all those involved in 

recruitment. in one form or another, need to know what does and does not persuade 

students to apply and enroll at their institutions. To avoid spurious connections between 

certain recruitment activities and enrollment patterns that may evolve over time. thereby 

creating misguided confidence in specific activities. we must ask the following: ''By what 



account do we know recruitment dollars and hours are etfectively spent on successfully 

int1uencing college selection?" 
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Although many recruitment activities proceed in response to perceived demands. 

institutional alliances. public expectations. and faith that the time and money spent on such 

activities helps to maintain or increase enrollment. a better strategy could be to gather 

feedback from matriculants and non-matriculants to assess recruitment activities while 

improving the understanding of college choice. Through telephone and mail surveys. as 

well as interviews. institutional researchers have gathered substantial data on the 

institutional factors and individual attributes int1uencing a student to enroll or not. 

Investigators have employed longitudinal studies. focus groups. and even log-linear 

analyses to assess the impact of various recruitment strategies. 

For the past tive years. The University of Arizona Office of Assessment and 

Enrollment Research has conducted a survey of its incoming students to gather 

information which includes details about the sources of information most int1uential in (the 

student's] decision to attend the UA (http://wJ.arizona.edu/-crue/). Students have 

responded that the traditional printed materials about the University have int1uenced them. 

In response to intense competition. Arizona State University conducted focus group 

studies of student decisions to not enroll at their institution (Gary Wagner. personal 

communication. Fall 1998). At the University of Tennessee. Blinn and Blair ( l 985) 

compared the distribution and impact of recruitment materials from ditferent departments 

on ditferent types of students. 

http://w3.arizona.edu/~crue/
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Recruitment activities may target certain groups of students by such characteristics 

as ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, or special talents. The evaluation of ethnic 

minority student recruitment activities has distinguished int1uential factors that were under 

institutional control from those that were not (Grady, 1993 ). Systematic evaluation of 

gifted student recruitment and student athlete recruitment reveals that certain criteria are 

differentially important to different groups of students. Where institutions aspire to recruit 

a range of students. recruitment activities will emphasize the most germane institutional 

qualities (Reisberg. 1998). 

The tact that different proclivities for certain recruitment activities have been 

observed among various categories of students has contributed to our understanding of 

college choice models. From the assessment of recruitment programs and from 

educational research into student decision making and behavior. a number of models of 

college choice have emerged. 

Models of College Choice Behavior 

Through the assessment of recruitment activities by institutional planners and the 

efforts of educational researchers. various models of college choice have been proposed 

during the past four decades. The theoretical frameworks for such investigations have 

spanned economics, sociology, psychology and marketing, each yielding various 

characterizations of the college choice process (McDonough, 1997). University 

admissions professionals, high school guidance counselors, educational policy-makers and 

others rely upon such models or principles to guide their efforts in attracting certain 



students. recommending certain schools. and reforming educational access laws. 

.., ... _ _, 

respectively. The chronological development of college choice models is briefly reviewed 

below before a detailed examination of factors believed to influence choice behavior. 

Astin· s ( 1965) landmark study of institutional and individual characteristics 

discerned six freshmen-input factors: Intellectualism. Estheticism. Status. Leadership. 

Pragmatism. and Masculinity. By scoring institutions on these input factors. Astin ( 1965) 

generated protiles for categorizing institutions. Such descriptive information. on a wide 

variety of institutions. provided prospective students with comparative data with the 

potential for allowing the student to make a more informed decision regarding college 

choice. Parents. counselors and university enrollment managers could also. for the tirst 

time. compare different institutions on a common set of qualities. Moreover. for 

educational researchers. the protile scores provided a means to segment the full range of 

institutions into smaller components for special study. However, Astin ( 1965) admitted 

that the freshmen input factors and variables identitied in his study represented "only some 

of the salient teatures that differentiate higher educational institutions'' (p. 93). For 

unknown reasons. no coherent model of college choice behavior emerged directly from 

this large-scale investigation and it was several years before a model was proposed. 

ln what many consider to be the first model of college choice behavior. lhlanfeldt 

(I 980) proposed that the prospective student may be seen as passing through a funneL 

with college options being narrowed as the student passes through. In his depiction. ( 1) 

prospects become (2) candidates who may become (3) applicants, then (4) adrnittants, 

followed by (5) matriculants. and tinally (6) alumni. With each step involving decision 



points, the relative importance of institutional characteristics at each stage could be 

explored. Focusing upon the tirst tive segments of the funnel modeL Hanson and Litten 

( 1982) proposed a three-stage model consisting of ( l) deciding to go to college-(2) 

investigating colleges-(3) application. admission, and matriculation. 

24 

In the same year. Muffo and Whipple ( 1982) proposed an expectancy-value model 

borrowing trom the domain of consumer marketing research. Since an expectancy-value 

model can be used to discern differences in the perceptions of potential customers across 

levels of distance. the investigators were able to evaluate the importance of reputation. 

course offerings. range of degrees offered. and safety, versus proximity to home. The 

model enables institutions to evaluate their market niche and target audience but does not 

describe student behavior but rather student perceptions. 

The application of business principles to educational enterprises continued with the 

market segment model (Zemsky & Oedel. 1983). Using Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) 

data and the destination of where scores were transmitted. the authors classified students 

into Local. ln-state. Regional, and National categories. Market segment profiles detail 

student choice and institutional standing within each segment of the market by identifYing 

the characteristics of each type of student on a particular campus. Because the emphasis 

was on the New England region. where many institutional options are concentrated in a 

single area. such a model is difficult to apply in the American southwest where 

institutional options are fewer and farther apart. 

Kotler and Fox ( 1985) followed with a seven-stage model where students 

consider: 
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I. generic alternatives (college or employment) 

2. product form alternatives (public versus private college, large institution or 

small) 

3. a total college set 

-+ an awareness set 

5. a consideration set 

6. a choice set 

7. decision 

Davis-VanAtta and Carrier ( 1986) suggested a three-stage model which included 

an (I) inquiry decision process. (2) application decision process. and (3) enrollment 

decision process. Compressing these three phases into two. Chapman and Jackson ( 1987) 

proposed a model consisting of college search and college choice phases. Despite this 

proliteration of multi-stage models. none appeared to examine the tormative experiences 

in a child's lite that might determine the high school student's interest in attending college. 

Realizing that adding an aspiration phase to the models of college choice might 

enrich our understanding of the decision process. Jackson ( 1982). Hossler ( 1984). and 

others proposed similar three phase models. Jackson· s ( !982) three-phase model 

( Pertormance-Exclusion-E valuation) was analogous to Hossler· s ( 1984) model 

(Predispostion-Search-Choice). Developmentally based, these models suggest that the 

student is influenced by various factors, to varying degrees, at each stage of the decision 

process. Later work lead to the conclusion that the best way to increase the applicant pool 

is to reach students at the search phase (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). However, as will 



later be shown. this creates some unacceptable limitations in a highly competitive 

marketplace. 

ln 1987. Hossler and Gallagher recast yet another three-stage model: 

( I ) Educational aspirations formation, 

(2) Acquiring and reviewing college information to tind a limited set for 

application. and 

(3) Evaluating alternatives to make matriculation choice. 
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This was followed by a similar depiction by Paulsen ( 1990) with college aspiration 

formation preceding college search and application. followed by college selection and 

attendance. Paulsen· s attention to the aspiration phase has increased the understanding of 

~allege choice but otfers limited insight for enrollment managers unless a single institution 

wishes to work with a target group of children to intluence their aspiration to attend their 

particular college. While understanding why students would aspire to attend college is 

important to the overall picture. the current concern is to understand why prospective 

students might select a particular field of study at a particular institution. Hence. the 

concentration on college aspirations made Paulsen· s model less useful for this 

investigation. Further, colleges typically seek to influence enrollment closer in time to 

matriculation. as supported by the earlier work of lhlanteldt ( 1980 ), Hossler ( 1984 ), and 

others. 

Recent interest in social class studies and anthropological approaches to 

understanding student behavior led to a '"capital conversion" model by McDonough and 

Antonio ( 1996). ln this model, McDonough and Antonio showed that students attending 



27 

elite colleges base future expectations on cultural capital; meanwhile, at non-elite schools, 

economic capital plays a larger role in the college choice process. In other words, 

students who seek to attend prestigious universities are influenced by a drive to attain 

cultural acceptance or gains in their social standing, while lower prestige schools attract 

students that see college choice as an investment decision intended to yield economic 

gains (McDonough. 1997). Although this model provides a broad view, it does not shed 

much light on micro-level decision making at a single campus. 

Chapman· s ( 1993) multistage model of college choice behavior has integrated a 

variety of tactors thought to influence student decision making. Like a number of other 

models. Chapman's includes three sequential components: perception judgment formation. 

preference judgment formation. and choice behavior. Rather than concentrating upon the 

qualities that inspire a student to pursue college. this study begins with a college bound 

student and considers some developmental aspects that shape the prospect's perspective. 

preferences. and choices. The developmental foundation of this Chapman model seemed 

best suited to explore college choice behavior of students at a specific college. Yet. can 

the tactors comprising the Chapman model help explain the behavior of students selecting 

specific tields or disciplines? Which tactors underlying the stages of perception. 

preference. and choice appear to explain college choice behavior for students in the 

disciplines within a particular university unit? Before fully considering this question, a 

review of the tactors that have been identified through the development of this and earlier 

models is warranted. 



Intluential Factors in College Choice Decisions 

As a by-product of contirmatory review. or in the exploratory development of 

these models, assortments of factors have been recognized as consequential to college 

choice behavior. Through investigations into the prospective student's behavior in 

choosing a college. the following factors have been shown to be influential in college 

choice decisions. 

Information Oualitv and Accuracv 
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Conclusions from nationwide studies funded by the Fund for the Improvement of 

Postsecondary Education ( EI-Khawas. 1977) and the National Center for Higher 

Education Management Systems (Lenning & Cooper. 1978) emphasize the importance of 

reliable and accurate institutional information. lfthe University fails to provide truthtul 

and contirmable information. student- "consumers will experience discontirmed 

expectations. which lead to dissatisfaction" (Kotler. 1991, p. 187). The long-term loss of 

credibility and the impact upon the institutional reputation demand adherence to "high 

standards of accuracy and reliability" (El-Khawas. 1977, p.20). 

Information Sources 

Students may acquire information about a postsecondary institution through a 

variety of sources. including present and former students, high school counselors, 

personnel officers of local employers. a state department of education. and accrediting and 

professional organizations (Lenning & Cooper. 1978). Intermediaries and advocates such 

as counselors. college students, and friends are key information sources influencing choice 
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(Wesley & Southerland, 1994). College faculties have been utilized in telephone-calling 

and letter-writing campaigns. Although parental influence. as an information source, varies 

by institutional type and student attributes such as gender and ethnicity, information from 

parents influences the student's decision making process (Graham, 1985). The print, 

radio, and television media also disburse a good deal of both solicited and unsolicited 

advertising through their coverage of campus activities and institutional achievements such 

as a national basketball championship. 

lntormation Types 

At the Michigan State University College of Agriculture and Natural Resources. 

students reported that college brochures were very intluential in shaping their decision 

(Graham. 1985) More recently, however. The University of Arizona tound that few 

prospective students were aware of the institution· s new recruitment video (J. Lucido. 

personal communication, Fall 1996 ). Furthermore. recent innovations in communications 

technology now provide a prolitic set of alternatives to traditional marketing tools. With 

the deployment of Internet Web sites. CD-ROM .. brochures:' automated phon-a-than 

campaigns. and other innovative techniques, how much of a college· s marketing resources 

should be devoted to traditional mechanisms remains to be determined. 

Timing of Contact/Exposure 

Consumer choice behavior is frequently depicted as a multistage process during 

which various opportunities for information exchange exist for the student and the 

institution (Chapman & Jackson, 1987). Litten ( 1981) found that effective recruitment 



efforts exploited a combination of disbursing important institutional information at the 

appropriate interval in the students· decision making process. 

Individual Attributes 
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Included in the category of--individual attributes·· are academic characteristics 

such as high school grade point average. size ofhigh school graduating class. Scholastic 

Aptitude Test (SAT) scores. extracurricular activities. transfer versus freshman status, and 

high sehoul exposure to agriculture through secondary school level agricultural education 

programs. As a widely employed admissions criterion. SAT scores have a bearing upon 

the number of college options a student will have when ultimately choosing a college. 

SAT scores also intluence the number of contacts competing institutions attempt to make 

w·ith prospective students. The number of options facing a student can affect the potential 

level of institutional intluence (Chapman & Jackson. 1987). Exploring the significance of 

such factors for a particular college· s students should add further evidence to findings by 

Graham ( 1985) of their importance. 

Ascribed and social characteristics (also included in the broader category of 

individual attributes) that have been found to correlate with enrollment decisions include 

age. gender, ethnicity, geographic origin (i.e., rural versus urban), and location of prior 

institution. According to Manski and Wise ( 1983 ). studies of gender and ethnicity reveal 

enrollment patterns that may be of significant consequence to college recruitment efforts 

and the commensurate allocation of resources targeting underrepresented groups. 



31 

institutional Attributes 

While a wide variety of institutional characteristics has been found to be influential 

in college choice, some characteristics are probably more relevant in the selection of an 

institution than a particular college or tield. Significant factors such as institution size and 

costs (Zemsky & Oedel, I CJ83) are difficult to assess for investigators exploring specific 

college or tield choice. The intluence of global institutional characteristics may not be 

central to this investigation but ignoring them could cloud the results or interpretation of 

the tindings. For example, some departments, tields, and colleges possess the tinancial 

flexibility to award their own scholarships: meanwhile, costs have been shown to be a 

highly intluential factor in college choice (Chapman & Jackson. 1987). Therefore. general 

institutional characteristics (such as size. costs. and reputation) should be considered to 

assess their intluence on college choice behavior even at the micro-level. 

One institutional attribute that cannot be overlooked is the array of programmatic 

areas offered at a particular campus and the interaction with major preference. If certain 

majors are not available at another competing institution. the student's choice-set will be 

affected (Chapman & Jackson. 1987). The interaction ofinstitutional and individual 

attributes contributes to the complex environment under which recruitment efforts attempt 

to shape the student· s college choice. While such interaction may have been extensively 

studied at the global level of University choice (Chapman & Jackson, 1987; Manski & 

Wise, 1983; Zemsky & Oedel, 1983) and studied also at the narrower level of major 

choice (Paulsen, 1990), little has been done to actually model the nature of discipline or 

field choice in college choice behavior. 



College Choice and Field Choice 

The aforementioned models of college choice largely overlook the choice of a 

particular college at a multi-unit university. Because colleges conduct their own 

"? _,_ 

enrollment management programs. they need to assess the effectiveness of college-based 

recruitment efforts. How should a College of Education. Agriculture. Engineering, or 

other specialized tield determine where to direct energies into intluencing the choice of a 

respective field? 

At New Mexico State University, Christmas ( 1989) surveyed new students in the 

College of Agriculture and Home Economics and found that knowledge of opportunities 

available in the "tield" of agriculture was the most important factor in student enrollment. 

Christmas also showed that parental intluence was important in field choice. illustrating 

Litten· s ( 1982) finding that a number of college choice models indicate parental intluence 

in the student· s enrollment decision. Yet. models of college choice behavior proposed 

since !989 have not taken into account that a prospective student's desire to study in a 

particular tield might be another variable in the choice process. 

In the specitic case of agricultural education, which will generally be available 

solely at a state college of agriculture. field and major become enmeshed. At Virginia 

Polytechnic Institute and State University, intermediaries such as teachers, counselors. and 

parents were identified as key targets in successful recruitment efforts because of their 

intluential role in the selection of agricultural education as a major (Hillison, 1987). This 

and other related tindings from studies of student recruitment represent just a piece of the 

college choice process. 
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Studies of college choice have largely neglected the relevance of individual college 

identity except for consideration of the programs or degrees offered. The present study 

aimed. therefore. to determine if field choice should be seen as an important component in 

college selection. using a college of agriculture as the setting for the investigation. 

Further. it explained whether a model of college choice behavior can be enhanced by the 

introduction of this additional variable. or. conversely. whether and how this variable is 

already accounted for in the Chapman model. 

Chapman's Model ofCollege Choice 

Among the various models of college choice. Chapman· s ( 1993) multistage model 

of college choice behavior has attempted to integrate and isolate a wide variety of factors 

thought to intluence student decision making. Chapman· s model includes three sequential 

components: perception judgment formation. preference judgment formation. and choice 

behavior. Individual. institutional. and societal factors have been shown to influence 

student perception, preference. and ultimately, choice (Chapman & Jackson. 1987). 

Student enrollment decisions result from a highly complex interaction of these perceptions. 

preferences. and options. Although high school students are depicted as selecting a 

postsecondary institution as a function of many internal and external pressures and 

priorities. the multistage model has been used to show that different factors dominate 

during each phase leading up to matriculation. 

At each stage, the Chapman model permits examining the relative importance of 

institutional characteristics (reputation, programs, costs and location}, individual 
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characteristics (SES, aspirations and ability) and societal factors (employment trends, 

population growth and values). Enrollment managers at a particular institution can exploit 

such insight to enhance recruitment efforts. Recruitment efforts typically concentrate 

upon the preference or choice phases because, as a number of researchers report, these 

stages provide the greatest opportunity tor institutional influence on student choice 

(Chapman & Jackson, 1987; Davis-Van Atta & Carrier, 1986; Hanson & Litten. 1982; 

Hossler & Gallagher. 1987; lhlanfeldt. 1980; Paulsen. 1990). Campus visitation 

programs. telephone and mail campaigns, and other activities are used by admissions 

professionals to influence choice among prospective undergraduates. 

Chapman· s model emphasizes the vulnerability of student choice to institutional 

influence at only the tina! stage of college choice because that is how university admissions 

officers will typically apply the model. Recruitment efforts directed by individual colleges 

may not be contined to the last phase of the Chapman model. ln fact, it could be that 

individual colleges would find greater recruitment success by tapping the perception and 

preference stages. lf students identity with a particular tield. their field preference might 

predict their college choice. To address this possibility, it is necessary to examine what is 

known about career orientation in young people. 

Vocational Identity and Field Choice 

Because in areas such as humanities and liberal arts career preparation is not the 

main objective. for those areas, vocational identity as defined by Super ( 1963) may only be 

loosely connected with college choice. Conversely, career goals should play a significant 
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role in college choice within professional schools, where links to majors are clearly 

detined. In engineering, education, and architecture colleges, the professional degrees of 

engineer. teacher and architect frame the student's choice set. What role. if any, can 

universities play in intluencing these career preferences? For popular colleges and tields, 

answering this question may be of little practical value. but tor disciplines and tields fading 

tram popular culture it may be a matter of survival. 

Dominant theories of career development. such as Super" s ( 1963) developmental 

theory of vocational behavior. tocus upon the role of selt:concept formation. As 

teenagers move through the stage of vocational crystallization. they engage in various 

behaviors involving "awareness. use. differentiation. tormulation and planning of concepts 

to use in determining actions regarding goals. interests and values. and occupations and 

preferences" (Super in Osipow. 1983. p.157). Crystallization. an initial stage then is 

characterized by probing and questioning as the teen begins to frame the world of 

possibilities: the analogous phase trom Chapman· s college choice model could be 

preference judgment formation. Crystallization is tollowed by specitication where the 

developmental task required of the individual is to narrow a general career direction into a 

specitic one and take the necessary steps to implement it (Osipow. 1983 ). Specitication 

might be compared with selecting a college major. 

lfthe role of vocational identity in college choice is found to be meaningfuL 

colleges of education might tind solutions to declining enrollment by broadening the pre

college student's perception of the professional possibilities beyond classroom teaching. If 

vocational identity is unimportant colleges of humanities may not need to succumb to 



pressure from their institutional peers to alter their programs to meet career objectives. 

This study explored the connections between tield of study. vocational identity as 

described by Super ( 1963 ), and college choice as depicted by Chapman ( 1993 ). 
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As the high school student advances from 91
h to 12th grade. does exposure to 

information about a particular field. during the crystallization phase ofvocational identity 

formation. affect perception judgement formation? Subsequently, does the student choose 

to enroll in a ·preferred' tield ofundergraduate study as a result of·specitied' career 

goals'7 

Restatement of the Problem 

In the various models of college choice. earlier investigations may have 

underestimated or ignored the component of tield choice. While in some college choice 

models tield of study (e.g .. engineering. education) has been partially represented within 

the scope of major choice. the focus of this study was to isolate the role of tield choice. 

considered to be a broader concept than major. By characterizing the influence of tield 

choice in college selection. we may be able to change the ways in which many 

undergraduate institutions devote time and resources to recruiting students. Beyond the 

saved resources and the improved recruitment. particularly for colleges with defined 

professional identities. there lies the potential to enhance the earlier work of Chapman 

( 1993) and others. 

Earlier models of college choice indicate that major preference is only a minor 

component of college choice behavior. This is likely because most models address choice 
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behavior at the institutional scale. Given the selection set of state schools, as one 

example, a student's choice behavior may not neatly tit the Chapman or another model of 

college choice. Introducing an additional variable of t1eld preference may improve the 

understanding of student behavior. Evaluating the role of field preference within the 

trame\vork of the Chapman model may shed light on how the model captures t1eld 

preference, or tails to do so. 

Research Questions 

The tollowing research questions trame this study: 

I. Does professional tield of interest int1uence college choice? lf so. how') 

Does incorporating tield choice into a previously established model of college 

choice behavior improve the ability to predict or understand student decision 

making? lf not, does an existing model adequately explain the behavior of 

students within a specific tield? 



CHAPTER3. 

\.'IETHODS 

Purpose 
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This study of college choice behavior was intended to shed light on the utility of 

various recruitment efforts, which in today" s competitive marketplace cost institutions a 

great deal of time and money. Assumptions about prospective students. particularly as 

departmental and college faculty take on an increased role in student recruitment activities. 

may not have been accurate or complete. It has been the intent of this study to determine 

whether tield preference plays a meaningful role in enrollment decisions so that 

institutional time and energy can be used most efficiently in the recruitment endeavor. 

Research Design 

The role of tield preference in college choice behavior was studied from multiple 

angles by exploring the background characteristics and experiences of new college 

students. The investigation incorporated the use of interview and questionnaire data. 

Multiple methods. combining quantitative and qualitative techniques, were chosen in order 

to most fully gather information on student characteristics and perspectives (Merriam. 

1998). Although the ex post facto assessment ofbehavior limits researchers to describing 

the phenomenon rather than developing a predictive model, by drawing from the Chapman 

model of college choice, descriptive data were used to shed light on the underlying 

dimensions of this predictive model. 



Examining whether protessional fields of interest influence college choice is a 

matter of exploring the motives. preferences. and experiences of the subjects. ln this 

study. interviews yielded a rich description of college choice behavior and they also 

provided insight and structure for developing a quantitative instrument to collect 

intormation from a larger sample of students. 
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The second research question asked whether incorporating tield choice into a 

previously established model of college choice behavior improves the ability to predict or 

understand student decision making. Quantitative methods are widely accepted as more 

suitable to predictive research. In the case of contirmatory review of an existing model to 

adequately explain the behavior of a specific group of students. quantitative data on 

student characteristics were needed to objectively evaluate the postulated factors involved 

in college choice behavior. Likert-scale questionnaire data and demographic information 

were collected to address this component of the investigation. with due caution regarding 

the constraints of ex post facto research. 

Two data sets thus were produced through the separate. though related. pursuit of 

answers to the two research questions. The tollowing section details the methods used to 

produce these two data sets. 

Field of study: Agriculture 

The setting tor this investigation was the College of Agriculture (COA) at The 

University of Arizona (UA). Because this is the only agricultural coilege in the state of 

Arizona. the study's findings are constrained by University of Arizona uniqueness. In this 
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study distinctions are made between factors influencing career, field, major, college, and 

institution choice, but not between enrolling versus not enrolling at the UA. Individual and 

institutional characteristics were considered with the intention of supplementing 

Chapman· s model of college choice and describing the importance of field choice in 

college choice. 

Qualitative and quantitative techniques were used to explore the dimensions of 

college choice among newly admitted undergraduates across a number of different majors. 

Factors found by other researchers to int1uence institution choice, together with results 

tram these exploratory interviews. were used to generate a survey instrument. Interviews 

were conducted to explore the role of field choice and the interplay of various factors in 

the decision making process. Survey data were then used to describe the student 

population and to identitY int1uential factors in the choice of agriculture and the COA. 

By being located in a professional college with career oriented programs. the 

investigation was conducted in a venue where field of study is more distinct and relates to 

a specitic set of professions, thereby capturing the nature of vocational orientation 

specified by Super ( 1963 ). Because the traditional structure of many universities groups 

fields into administrative units such as colleges, schools. or departments. it is possible to 

study tield choice for a particular field by selecting that institutional unit as the setting. In 

this study, the broad field of agriculture was used as a starting point: as such, a college of 

agriculture provided the range of field possibilities for study. Because students learn 

about this and many other fields during their pre-college education and development, it is 

hoped the study will be informative to other fields. 
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Setting: The University of Arizona College of Agriculture 

The University of Arizona is one of69 American institutions of higher learning, 

known as land-grant institutions established under the Morrill Act of 1862. Under the 

provisions of the Act. each state was granted 30,000 acres oftederalland for each 

member ofCongress representing that state. Property sales financed the establishment of 

one or more schools to teach agriculture. engineering. veterinary medicine. and other 

technical subjects. Acts in 184 7 and 1914 appropriated funds to the land-grant colleges to 

promote the development of scientitic methods of agriculture (Encyclopedia Britannica 

Online. 1999). 

The intluence ofthe land-grant colleges on American higher education has been 

tormidable. ln recent years. almost one-tifth of all students seeking degrees in the United 

States were enrolled in land-grant institutions (http://www.nasulgc.org). Pioneering 

research in physics. medicine. agricultural science. and other tields has been done at land

grant colleges. As their admissions policies were more open than those of most other 

institutions of the day. land-grant schools made it possible for women. working-class 

students. and students from remote areas to obtain undergraduate and protessional 

education at low cost. 

Today. many land-grant institutions not only continue to promote agriculture and 

other traditional tields. but are also evolving toward becoming Research I Universities 

(e.g .. Cornell University, Massachusetts Institute ofTechnology. Purdue University, and 

The University of Arizona) providing technology-oriented programs as well as the 

traditional liberal arts and social sciences. Where major preference has been considered a 

http://www.nasulgc.org
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part of the college choice models described earlier, the concept of field choice has not 

been incorporated into these models. Honing in on the field of '"agriculture," one can ask 

whether this represents an institutional attribute of land-grant colleges that could affect 

college choice behavior. Are student enrollment decisions influenced by inclinations in 

favor o( or opposed to, study in the tield of agriculture') 

The theoretical population for this study would include any and all new college 

students choosing a tield of study at a postsecondary institution. With agriculture as the 

tield for this research, since most land grant universities include colleges of agriculture, 

The University of Arizona College of Agriculture (COA) provided an acceptable location. 

Total University of Arizona enrollment hovers at approximately 35,000 students 

distributed across 15 colleges and eight schools: the undergraduate population exceeds 

26.000 students (http://www.daps.arizona.edu). 

The COA represents a leader in biotechnology research for the western United 

States and the only agricultural college in the state of Arizona. The College administers 

24 undergraduate and graduate majors through the 13 departments and schools 

(http://ag.arizona.edu). Enrollment in the College generally remains near 2000 

undergraduates and approximately 500 graduate students. In 1998, the COA awarded 

over 700 degrees. including 585 Bachelors, 82 Mast~rs and 47 Doctorates. The majors 

available for the baccalaureate degree are 

(http:/ /catalog.arizona.edu/geninfo/college/994/ AGD .html): 

• Agricultural and Biosystems Engineering 

• Agricultural and Resource Economics 

http://www.daps.arizona.edu
http://ag.arizona.edu
http://catalog.arizona.edu/geninfo/college/994/AGD.html
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• Agricultural Education 

• Agricultural Technology Management 

• Animal Sciences 

• Environmental Science 

• Family and Consumer Sciences Education 

• Family Studies 

• Microbiology 

• Nutritional Sciences 

• Plant Sciences 

• Retailing and Consumer Studies 

• Soil and Water Science 

• Veterinary Science 

• Wildlife. Watershed. and Rangeland Resources 

Many of these programs are unique to the Tucson campus. making possible the 

operationalization ofthe research question concerning tield preference intluencing college 

choice. For example. 

(a) Did students select the tield of agriculture. family and consumer sciences or natural 

resource sciences when they chose The University of Arizona College of 

Agriculture (COA)? 

(b) Did students compare the COA with other agriculture schools in their choice set'7 

(c) Which experiences helped shape their decision to enroll in the COA? 



(d) What institutional characteristics were most influential? 

Such questions were addressed through interviews with a convenience sample from 

the undergraduate student body; interview tindings were then used to guide the 

development of a questionnaire used in the later stage of the study. 

Research Question I. Field of Study and College Choice 
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The decision to employ qualitative methods to study college choice behavior 

among agriculture students was an attempt to understand and explain student choice 

behavior beyond solely describing it. Qualitative methods primarily addressed the notion 

of tield choice but naturally enhanced the evaluation of the Chapman model. 

As previously discussed, the Chapman model has been shown to be applicable to a 

wide range of institutions. Paradoxically. the value of a strong model-particularly its 

generalizability to many settings-can be its greatest weakness. In attempting to be 

generalizable. theories .. simplit)' reality and make it abstract and in the process become a 

less-accurate description of. .. any given school"( Hossler & Bean, 1990. p. 172). Although 

few studies have focused on agricultural schools, quantitative research findings are 

routinely generalized to such institutions. In order to capture the uniqueness of this 

particular college, interviews were used to explore the concept of field choice and its role 

in college choice behavior and models. 

Research Question I. Development of the Interview Protocol 

Prior to the development ofthis study's interview protocol, the investigator had 

conducted hundreds of intormal conversations with entering students concerning their 



45 

matriculation in the College of Agriculture. From these conversations, the categories 

shown in Figure I were developed. Guided by the framework depicted in Figure I, the 

interviewer asked students to retlect upon the information sources and types encountered, 

the perceived quality of the information they were given prior to enrollment, and the 

timing of contact. They were asked to describe their tirst recollections regarding a college 

education. and prompted to recount their tirst experiences with university personnel or 

students. Exploration questions guided them toward describing, tor example, the tears or 

goals that shaped their choice. As will be discussed below. the tale they told about the 

weeks. months. or years leading up to their decision to enroll touched upon some of these 

issues. 

The interview ·guide' embedded in figure l's .. Research Questions ... was used - -
cautiously since the study was .. designed to ask participants to reconstruct their experience 

and to explore their meaning" (Seidman. 1991, p.69). ln order to avoid ·guiding· 

participants toward mentioning certain issues. interviews began with broad and open-

ended questions such as: .. Can you retlect upon. with as much detail as possible. the time 

in your life when you began to think about enrolling in the COAT Further questioning 

arose directly from the statements made by the participant (Seidman, 1991 ). 

ln addition to interviews. participants were asked to submit personal journals or 

letters they wrote or received during their senior year in high school, which may have 

revealed additional factors or influences. Unfortunately, only one participant volunteered 

to share such personal documents but she was unable to find her old letters. Using 

participant time and probing their personal values dictated the need to establish rapport, 
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Domain Research Questions Method of Analysis 

lnformation What information, experiences Reviewed transcriptions and 
Quality & and encounters shaped your journal entries for references 
Accuracy decision to apply to and enroll to archived COA publications, 

at the COA'7 past recruitment programs. 
etc. 

lnf(.)rmation How did other people Compared and contrasted the 
Sources intluence or shape the perspectives ofthe students. 

decision? 

lnformation Types Were certain types of materials Coded transcriptions for 
(print. TV. etc.) sought. communication types, 
preferred, and/or utilized'? frequencies and evaluative 

statements. 

Timing of When does one begin to think Reviewed transcriptions for 
Contact/ about their postsecondary indicators of time frames and 

educational or professional periods in the student· s life. 
Exposure options'? What stimulates 

these concerns'? 

lndividual How does family educational Reviewed transcriptions for 
Attributes background. geographic references to academic 

origin, and high school background. scholastic 
experiences. etc. influence achievement. gender. 
college choice'7 extracurricular involvement. 

etc. 

lnstitutional What characteristics ofthe Reviewed transcriptions tbr 
Attributes U A. the COA or other descriptions revealing values 

institutions are important and of various institutional 
why'7 characteristics. 

Figure I. Theoretical framework for interview protocol in the study of college choice 

behavior. 



gain the trust of the participant. and assure some level of reciprocity (Deyle. Hess. & 

LeCompte. 1992 ). Participants were assured of the use of a pseudonym. guaranteed a 

complete copy ofthe transcription and offered a follow-up opportunity to discuss the 

results ofthe study. 

Research Question I. Sampling 
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ln 1997-1998. the College of Agriculture. with a total of2.045 undergraduates. 

ranked sixth in undergraduate enrollment in comparison to the 13 other UA undergraduate 

units. However. when one considers the total undergraduate enrollment of the University. 

only one in thirteen UA students were in the COA. Although the University population 

was evenly divided by gender. the undergraduate student body of the College from which 

the sample was taken consisted of 655 males and 1390 females. Like the University. the 

ages ofCOA students range tram 17 to over 60: tor both the COA and the UA. over two

thirds of the undergraduate students are between the ages of 18 and 22. Table I displays 

the breakdown ofCOA and UA undergraduates by ethnic group and shows that College 

enrollment closely retlects University diversity. Table 2 shows the distribution of students 

by year in school and reveals that the College has three times more seniors than freshmen. 
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Table I. Percentage of students by ethnic group for the College of Agriculture and The 

University of Arizona. 1998 (http://www.iiw.arizona.edu). 

I 

! Ethnic Group 
I 

f UA Undergraduates ! COA Undergraduates 
I 

I JO;a i 2~'0 I 
I I 

! I 
! 5% I 3% 
! 

I 

I 

; African American 

! :\sian American 

I 

Hispanic 14% I 12% 
I 

i I 

' 

2% I 3% I 
I 

I 
I 

169% 72°/o 
! I 

Native American 

Caucasian 

I 6% I 1% I 

I I 
Other 

http://vvww.iiw.arizona.edu
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Table 2. Number of majors by student class for College of Agriculture, I 998. 

Student Class 
! 

Number of 
Students 

I I 

I st time treshman 
! 

197 

Other I st year 
I 

60 
I 

2nd year 386.5 

Jrd year 510 

-+th year+ 829 

Non-degree 
13 

seeking 

It is tram this entire pool of students described above that a sample was taken for 

the interviews. Announcements were distributed to fellow instructors of an introductory 

computing course asking for student volunteers to participate in a study of college choice. 

That year. approximately 20 sections ofthe course .. Microcomputing Applications .. were 

taught by a team of faculty and graduate students. As one of the instructors, l was able to 

make announcements regarding the study in my own sections as well as those of my 

colleagues. Response was limited and resource constraints necessitated the use of a small 

sample of four undergraduate students. In what was largely a matter of convenience 
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sampling (Fowler, 1984 }, critics may raise some concerns about the limitations and lack of 

generalizability of the findings. Such critics are reminded that generalizability was not the 

goal of this research; the goal of the interviews was to glean insight that would guide 

development ofthe survey. 

The four research subjects each represented different majors. years. origins and 

background characteristics (see Table 3). The details ofthese students· academic careers 

and experiences are presented in Chapter~-

Table 3. Descriptive information on the tour subjects interviewed in the study of college 

~hoice. 

Helen Alisha Adriana Sara 

Age 18 .,., 19 17 

Ethnicity Asian American Caucasian Hispanic Caucasian 

! 

! Gender Female 

: Class Junior Senior Sophomore Freshman 

I High School Public College transter Private Public 

! 

l 
i i Residency Arizona Virginia Arizona Arizona 

i - i 

\ 

j l 
l [ Major Microbiology Dietetics Nutrition Biochemistry 
i 

The decision to focus on current undergraduates rather than pre-college students 

stemmed from an ethical perspective. Although it would have appeared intuitively more 

applicable to focus on subjects in the midst of their decision making activity, the act of 
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devoting a great deal of time to pre-college students and addressing their concerns could, 

in itselt: become an intluential component in their choices. Can a college representative 

spend quality time with a potential student without possibly contaminating the results of 

the study·) lf the researcher inadvertently persuaded a student toward agriculture, possibly 

to the fi.tture detriment of the student. the researcher would have potentially violated .. the 

tirst and foremost'' component of the code of ethics ··that the ethnographer do no harm to 

people or the community under study .. (Fetterman. 1988. p.l10). Secondary to these 

ethical concerns. the selection of current COA students stemmed from the desire to 

understand the student who does choose agriculture rather than the student \Vho mig/11 

choose agriculture. 

Research Question I. Analvsis of transcriptions 

A review of available instruments and previously conducted surveys for open

ended questions provided a clearer framework for analysis. These are discussed in the 

next section under research question two. Surveys developed by national agencies and 

categories identitied by Graham ( 1985) proved helpful in dissecting the interview 

transcripts. 

Transcripts were reviewed and coded. based upon the previously described 

categories of (a) information quality and accuracy, (b) information sources. (c) 

information types, (d) timing of contact/exposure. (e) individual attributes. and ( t) 

institutional attributes. ln addition. transcripts were reviewed for any unanticipated 

variables. While the frequency of certain comments were used to support inferences 
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regarding the relative significance of specific factors. the initial challenge was to claritY 

and understand the participant's versions of their stories. Individual attributes such as age. 

gender. ethnicity, size of high school graduating class. and other. unanticipated 

characteristics. also. at the very least. enabled one to better know the interviewee. 

Moreover. these attributes provided a context tram which to understand the student's 

experience and/or to validate the author· s interpretations. 

For similar reasons. student journals and personal correspondence were to be 

collected and analyzed. Not only could document review have revealed additional factors 

or intluences. but it also might have provided a means of triangulation to increase 

contidence in the interpretations put forth (Stake. 1995). To a great extent. the 

framework generated by previous investigations only provided a starting point for 

comprehending the student· s experience. 

Research Question 2. Evaluating the Chapman Model 

The second phase of this study involved asking whether an existing model 

adequately explains the behavior of a specific group of students. Demographic student 

data trom the university databases and questionnaire data were used to explore factors 

that do or do not influence college choice tor students selecting an agricultural field. 

Matriculant data on student characteristics were reviewed to see ifthere are distinguishing 

qualities among College of Agriculture (COA) students. Information regarding how the 

current student population discovered the COA and which information they believe did or 
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did not assist them in their choice enabled the evaluation of the Chapman model stages of 

perception and preference judgment formation. 

Research Question 2. Development of the Questionnaire 

A questionnaire (see Appendix A) was developed to gather two types of 

information: (I) tactual information concerning respondent characteristics; and (2) 

evaluative information based on the perceptions of the targeted students. The descriptive 

intormation discussed above provided a snapshot ofthe incoming students. Ultimately it 

may used to create a database with applications extrinsic to this investigation but of great 

importance to institutional planners. Further. an inventory of academic. demographic and 

individual background characteristics of the students enrolling in the College of 

Agriculture (COA) tacilitated comparisons between various sub-groups of students. 

Using the tollowing categories. which were identified in Chapter 2 as individual attributes. 

demographic data needs were operationalized. 

I. Personal Characteristics 

A. Age 

B. Gender 

C. Ethnicitv 

D. Geographic origin (rural versus urban) 

E. Transfer versus Freshman status 

2. Secondary School Characteristics 

A. High School Grade Point Average 
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B. SAT/ACT score 

C. Size of High School graduating class 

D. Extracurricular involvement and exposure to secondary school agricultural 

education 

.-\ review of available instruments and previously conducted surveys for evaluative 

items tailed to yield a single. applicable form. Surveys developed by national agencies that 

were reviewed included: 

a) Student Information Needs (American Association tor Higher Education) 

( EI-Khawas. 1977). 

b) College Selection Study Questionnaire {College Board. 1978) 

c) Entering Student Questionnaire (College Board. 1984) 

d) Student Descriptive Questionnaire (College Board. 1984) 

e) College Information Needs-Assessment Questionnaire (National Center tor 

Higher Education Management Systems) (Lenning & Cooper. 1978). 

t) Prospectus Rating Form (National Center for Higher Education 

Management Systems) (Lenning & Cooper, 1978). 

Additionally. the ·'New International Student Survey'' (D. Pham. personal 

communication. Fall 1996) was reviewed because ofits emphasis on how students find out 

about The University of Arizona. The U A College of Arts & Sciences Office of Academic 

Services ·'Advising Services Assessment" yielded some very basic items for collecting 

demographic information (C. Pardee. personal communication, Fall 1996). The COA 

Office of Academic Programs ·'Exit Interview Form" (W. Shoup, personal 



communication, Fall 1996) provided a useful list of possible sources of student exposure 

to the College which could be incorporated into the scale of related items. Lastly, the 

Student Customer Satisfaction Survey (http://www.nacubo.org/website/stdsat.htmL 
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1996 ), a commercially available survey, was also examined for potential application to the 

current investigation Although these instruments have been developed to evaluate 

student informational needs (Lenning & Cooper, 1978) and student satisfaction with 

college materials ( El-Khawas, 1977), none appeared to adequately or efficiently address 

the criteria under examination in this investigation. 

Where possible, items were adapted from the forms listed above but were 

signiticantly tailored to tit the dimensions of this study. Only one questionnaire by 

Graham ( 1985) could be found that dealt exclusively with agriculture. ln addition to being 

over 15 years old, and limited in scope to Michigan State University students, its format 

would have required excessive time for respondents to complete in the anticipated forum 

of New Student Orientation. 

As depicted by the conceptual framework (see Figure 2 ), the potential student is 

intluenced at various intervals through exposure to different types of information. The 

interplay of individual characteristics and institutional attributes. as conveyed through the 

information ··stages . ., propel the student from the initial stage of little or no information 

toward committing to the institution by enrolling. 

http://www.nacubo.org/website/stdsat.html


Institutional Characteristics 
Persuading >>> + >>> Committing 

Stage One 
' Unsolicited Mailings 
' College Fairs 

Videos 
, Web Sites 

Individual Characteristics 

i 
Information 

Stage Two 
Brochures 

Letters/ calls 
Curriculum Guides 

Stage Three 
Orientation I 

I 
i 
I 

Figure 2. Conceptual framework of the decision making influences and information 

exchanges between the college and prospective students. 
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Guided by the conceptual framework above, evaluative items were written to tocus 

upon the influential people, activities, actions and preferences by asking about the 

perceived quality of the information given to students prior to enrollment, the intormation 

sources and types encountered by the student, and the timing of contact. As suggested by 

Lenning and Cooper ( 1978), items and scales should describe information that is presently 

available or would be economically teasible to develop. The survey instrument was 

designed to collect information regarding exposure to and satisfaction with intormational 

materials disbursed by the College or relayed to the student via external sources 

(Appendix A). 

The survey torrn was piloted and critiqued during a class entitled '"Design of 

Questionnaires and Scales" at The University of Arizona in the fall of 1996. Upon 

redesign, a new pilot test was conducted during a single orientation session with actual 



new students. The revised version was administered to incoming treshman and transfer 

students throughout the summers of 1997. 1998. and 1999 at new student orientation. 

Research Question 2. Sampling 

With the goal of characterizing the attitudes of any particular student. it was 

beneticial to survey the entire incoming class. While this would have represented an 

onerous task at much larger institutions. it was achievable at the COA. In order for new 

freshman and transfer students to acquire access to the course registration system. it is 

necessary tor them to attend a mandatory orientation program. which includes a college 

meeting where it was feasible to have students spend approximately ten minutes 

completing the questionnaire. 
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The survey was administered to a total of 65 7 new University students enrolling in 

the College of Agriculture (COA) between 1997 and 1999. As shown in Table 4. most 

students were 18 years old although they ranged tram 17 to 43. Three-quarters of new 

students were female. Grade point averages ranged from 2.0 to 4.0 but 82% of students 

claimed to have had a 3.0 or better grade point average in high school. The median 

standardized test score for the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) was between I 000 and 

1190: for the ACT. between 24 and 28. Sixty percent came directly trom high school. 

28~'o were previously enrolled at a community college. 8% were transferring from another 

four-year institution and the remaining 4% were beginning a postsecondary education after 

some period away from school. 
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Table 4. Cumulative profile ofthose surveyed from the College of Agriculture entering 

classes. I 997 -I 999. 

[Median Age 18 years old 

I Percentage of non-traditional 
9.1% ' 

! students (>25vo) 
I 
I 

I 
71%1 

1 Female 
Gender 

I 

I I Male 28% 

: Percentage of students with HS 
I 

82% ! 

I grade QOint average >=3.00 

1000-1190 1 

I 

I SAT I 

i Median Standardized Test 
! Scores Range 

I 

i ACT 
I 

I 24-28 I 
I 

Figures 2 through 6 display the geographic origin. high school activity involvement 

with leadership experience. ethnicity. and size of the high school graduating class. 



Rural/farm 

3.4% \ 
Village 

2.3%\ 

Small town 

Figure 3. Geographic origin of new COA students, 1997-1999. 

Large city 

55.4% 

More than 75% of the new students came to the College from urban areas as 

shown in Figure 3; 90% completed four years of high school in Arizona. 

59 



60 

400 

en _.. 
c 
Q) 
"'0 300 
::J _.. 
en 

'+-
0 
I-
.Q) 

200 .0 
E 
::J 
z 

Leader 
100 

rB! Yes 

0~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~--~~~~ c=JNo 

Figure 4. High school activity and program involvement including leadership role, 1997-

1999. 

Figure 4 depicts the high school activity and program involvement of the new 

CO A students from 1996 to 1999. Also shown in Figure 3 is the leadership role in high 

school activities and programs. 



3% 5% 

54% 

0 <50 students 

~ 50-99 

11100-199 

D 200-499 

11500-999 

II > 1000 students 

Figure 5. Percentage of students by size of high school graduating class, 1997-1999. 
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As shown in Figure 5, seventy-two percent of new students graduated with a class 

of 200 or more individuals. A quarter of the new students enrolled in a college that was 

likely smaller than their high school. Table 5 displays the major breakdown of the students 

attending orientation and reveals that one fourth of the incoming students major in 

veterinary sciences. 



Table 5. Majors of students attending orientation, 1997-1999. 

I • 

l MaJor 

I Agricultural Education 

I Agricultural and Resource Economics 
I 

I Agricultural Technology Management 

I Animal Science 

I Environmental Sciences 

i Family Studies 

I Microbiology 

1 No major selected 

t Nutritional Sciences 

i Plant Sciences 

I Retailing and Consumer Studies 

Soils and Water Sciences 

Veterinary Science 

Percentage 

3.7 

1.7 

9.4 

7.7 

I 

1 s.2 

I 

i 11.6 

' .., f.. 
! .) .u 

I 

I 9 

127.8 

Wildlife, Watershed and Rangeland Science 7.6 
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By using the comprehensive census approach, the influences of non-response bias 

were minimized. However, some small percentage (less than 5%) of new students may 

have found their way into the college without completing the questionnaire. and others 

could have refused to participate in the survey. By extracting descriptive statistics tram 
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the Student Information System, a comparison between the accepting sample and all new 

students was conducted. 

As was shown earlier in Table 4, the. majority of those students surveyed were 18 

years old, fetnale, Caucasian, with greater than 3. 0 high school grade point averages. 

Data from Table 4 are compared graphically with the UA new student population 

demographics in Figure 6. 

Mean ACT 

Mean SAT 

Percentage of students with 
HS grade point average 

>=3.00 

Male 

Female 

Percentage of non-traditional 
students (>25yo) 

Median Age 

24 ·~ 

1100 

82% 

28% 

72% 

9.10% 

18 

I 23.3 

I 1094 

I 75% 

I 48% 

I 52% 

I 16% 

I 18 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 1 00% 

Figure 6. Comparison of respondent group and new freshman, 1997-1999 

D Survey Respondents 

D All New Students 

Figure 6 indicates that the survey group and the new student population are very 

sitnilar in age, test scores, and grade point averages. However, the College of Agriculture 



apparently attracts a larger proportion of new female students and has fewer non-

traditional students than the campus at large. 

80rr=====================~----~-----------------------. 
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0 UA Undergraduates 

60 
D Arizona over 18 population 

50 +-~---------------------------------

Cl 
.s 
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D.. 

30 +------------------------------------

20 +------------------------------------

10 +-~~------------

African American Asian American Hispanic Native American Caucasian 

0_1 

Other 

Figure 7. Percent of students by ethnic group for new COA students participating in 

survey, University of Arizona undergraduates (www.daps.arizona.edu/daps/sro/, 1999) 
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and 18+ Arizona residents (www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/race.html, 1990). 

Comparing the ethnic breakdown of the group attending orientation with the over 

18 Arizona population shows that the COA percentages exceed those of the state for 

Native Americans and Asian Americans (see Figure 7). The incoming percentage of 

Native American students into the COA appears to be higher than it is for the University 

overall . 

http://www.daps.arizona.edu/daps/sro/
http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/race.html
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As has been shown. the close similarity of the respondent group makes it possible 

to generalize to all new COA students. Because internal UA transfer students changing 

trom another college into Agriculture do not attend the orientation. their omission posed a 

small threat to the external validity of the study with approximately 2% of new COA 

students bypassing the college orientation. 

Research Question 2. Data Analvsis 

Data on individual attributes were aggregated and presented earlier in the section 

on sample characteristics. Scaled measures have been reported in a summary tashion. ln 

addition. correlational and chi-square analyses were used to test hypotheses about the 

relationships and relative proportion of cases falling into several mutually exclusive 

groups. Evidence as to whether the Chapman model captures field of study was 

uncovered by asking students about their awareness ofthe COA and to evaluate the 

information they received tram. or about the COA. lffew students become aware that 

they are enrolling in the COA until they arrive on campus for orientation or during a 

campus visit the importance of tield diminishes as a college choice tactor. The proportion 

of new students that would not choose any alternative institution in Arizona should be 

high if field informs choice since there is no other College of Agriculture in Arizona. COA 

scholarship awards and mailings should influence college choice in positive and detectable 

ways. 

Direct evidence that field affects choice should come from findings that materials 

and information about the COA were highly influential in informing college choice. 
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thereby warranting the addition of field to the Chapman model. Indirect evidence could 

arise tram tindings that the existing components of the Chapman model do not explain the 

choices made by students in the tield of agriculture. Are the typical influences, such as 

signiticant persons, overridden by a desire to study in the field of agriculture'J 

Alternatively. if the Chapman already sufficiently explains choice for the students in 

agriculture. the model does not need to be augmented with the addition of tield of study. 

In the future. depending upon institutional support for this study. some exploratory 

factor analysis may eventually be conducted once there has been an accumulation of data 

over another three years. A factor that captures some subtle combination of 

characteristics that detine the type of student who chooses agriculture may be detectable 

with a larger sample. 

Summary 

To understand whether professional tield of interest intluences college choice and 

might be incorporated into the Chapman model of college choice, student decisions have 

been studied tram multiple perspectives by exploring the background characteristics and 

experiences of new college students. The multi-method design used interviews and 

questionnaires to most fully gather information on student characteristics, motives. 

preferences and experiences. While interviews yielded a rich description of college choice 

behavior. they also provided insight and structure for developing a quantitative instrument 

to collect information tram a larger sample of students. 



67 

CHAPTER4. 

FINDlNGS AND RESULTS 

Introduction 

This chapter reports the tindings of the study in two subsections. one for each 

major phase of the research project. The sampling procedure was described and the 

characteristics of the participants were presented in the previous chapter. Findings for the 

tirst research question regarding the role of tield preference in college choice decisions are 

tirst presented. and then the subsequent question of whether and how an established model 

of college choice behavior accommodates tield of study is then explored. :\ summary 

concludes the chapter. 

Research Question 1. Field of Study and College Choice 

The framework tor analysis provided by the literature included the tollowing 

components that were reviewed in Chapter 2: 

:J lntormation Quality and Accuracy ( EI-Khawas. 1977~ Lenning & Cooper. 

1978) 

o lntormation Sources (Graham. 1985: Lenning & Cooper. 1978) 

o lntormation Types (Graham. 1985) 

o Timing of Contact/Exposure (Litten. 1981) 

o Individual Attributes (Manski & Wise. 1983) 

o Institutional Attributes (Zemsky & Oedel, 1983) 



These components were extracted from studies of college choice, making effons 

to apply these categories in an investigation of tield choice at an institution with eleven 

individual colleges a challenge. lnterviewee data are described in terms of these 

components of college choice. 

Research Question l. lnterview Results 
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The four interviewed students represented an array of majors, interests, and 

backgrounds. Only one had very clear reasons for choosing the College of Agriculture. 

necessitating a more complex analysis to understand how the others may have arrived at 

their choice. The following tindings are offered in detail with brief summaries: in the next 

chapter. interpretations of these tindings are offered. 

Student# l: Helen. 

Helen is an I 8-year-old, Asian-American female freshman who attended a 

competitive, public high school in Tucson, Arizona. While this high school's students are 

typically described as college-bound overachievers, with their sights set upon prestigious 

institutions outside of Arizona, Helen expressed ambivalence about leaving Arizona and 

Tucson. Even though she could not recall any contact with the UA, she applied only to the 

UA. ln completing that application she was faced with the dilemma of designating a 

major. Although she might have turned to her college-educated parents or her brother, 

who is a UA student, she remembers only visiting her counselor's office where she pored 

through some ·self-help' guides to majors. At that time, she read a description of a 

microbiologist and asked for some guidance from her counselor, who recommended the 



Medical Technology program at the UA. Following that recommendation, she selected 

the Pre-Health program in Medical Technology and submitted her application. 
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While attending new student orientation, Helen met with a major advisor. whom 

she claims encouraged her to seek out an alternative program since the future of the 

\'ledical Technology program was in question. Her biology professor offered her some 

insight during oft1ce hours and Helen decided that microbiology was a satisfactory choice. 

although she could not fully explain why. As a microbiology major. she had the choice of 

being in either the COA or the College of Science, since the major was available in both 

colleges. When queried as to her choice, she quite simply explained that it was a matter of 

the toreign language requirements diftering between the two colleges. For tear of having 

to ··suffer·· through four semesters of foreign language in the College of Science. she came 

to be in the COA. 

In terms of the established framework for analysis discussed in Chapter 2. the 

interview with Helen revealed the int1uence of a guidance counselor in her decision. 

echoing the tindings of Lenning & Cooper ( 1978) that intluential persons are important in 

college choice. It also appears that the institutional attribute oflocation. found to be 

critical by Zemsky & Oedel ( 1983) in their study of college choice, played a role in 

Helen· s applying solely to the U A. Finally. her affiliation with the COA raises the notion 

of· convenience· in that Helen did not put a great deal of effort into the college choice 

process. The postulated field of study, in this case agriculture, had no consequence in the 

college choice decision. 
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Student #2: Alisha. 

It was hoped that the second interview, with Alisha, a graduating senior who 

transterred tram Virginia, would yield more clues about the decision to actively choose the 

COA, rather than by default as Helen had done. Had she moved here specifically for this 

degree, trom this institution? While l was restraining my desire to tind out what motivated 

her to move across the country to enroll in the COA, she volunteered a story that could 

also be interpreted as her having little choice in the matter. Her parent's decision to move, 

for employment purposes. precipitated her move along with them to the Phoenix 

metropolitan area. As a nutrition major in Virginia. she sought out the closest institution 

where she could complete her degree in nutrition. That choice lead to her attending the 

COA since the major is not available at the other Arizona four-year institutions. Although 

not enthusiastic about living two hours tram her family, she felt she had come too far in 

her previous degree program and was committed to her goal of a career as a dietitian to 

not move to Tucson to complete her degree. Funher questioning merely confirmed that 

her college choice was thrust upon her by the family· s relocation and not truly a matter of 

choice at all. 

Once these two students confided that their choice of the COA was by default, 

they were asked whether they had any reservations about being in an ·agriculture' college. 

Did they share some of the commonly held misperceptions about ·agriculture"? Neither 

had ·reservations' and both said they never gave it much thought. Moving on to the next 

interviewee, l wondered whether [ would encounter another case where field would seem 

irrelevant, with students choosing majors and not colleges. 



Student #3: Adriana. 

According to Adriana, the decision to be in the COA was not a conscious one. 

Starting out as a General Biology major, because that was what her high school science 

teachers encouraged her to do as a pre-med student. she only ··changed [to nutrition] 

because a thend had told [her] that a lot of the same requirements for nutrition are 

covered with pre-med ... and that it would probably be more beneticial [since she has] 

always been interested in nutrition". Faced with yet another student who in some ways 

passively chose the COA.. l decided to shift the focus and embark upon getting a dearer 

picture of the student. 
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Adriana shared her retlections on her life as a student. recalling an uncanny interest 

in the sciences that began when she was very young. Given the dominance of science 

programs in the COA, one would expect to tind students who lean toward science 

disciplines. She certainly emphasized that point when she revealed that she .. hated.·· and 

still hates English. Her reaction to this line of questioning appears to illustrate an 

interaction between an institutional attribute and an individual characteristic. However. 

the coincidence between her interest and the COA's offering should not be interpreted as 

the cause of her college-choice decision (Stake. 1995). 

Adriana described herself as always questioning things and yearning to learn. She 

took her Christian schooling very seriously and achieved strong grades throughout her 

public school career. She expected a great deal from herself both in her academics and in 

her extracurricular activities. When asked if she could remember people fostering her 

interest in science, she offered: "I loved my biology teacher in high school. I was just 
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tascinated ... l couldn't wait to dissect." She had long awaited an opportunity to do more 

hands-on science and in high school finally had the opportunity. Adriana had been looking 

forward to biology because she had realized it \Vould be an integral part of her future 

pursuit of a career in medicine. A combination of role models, teachers. parents, and life 

experiences had nurtured a desire to become a physician, but tram her perspective the 

roots ofher interest in medicine remain unclear. ln high school she took many Advanced 

Placement courses and excelled in her primary sport. volleyball. 

Athletics opened the door for her to visit other campuses for summer sports camps 

and intluenced the ranking of her dominant college choices-UCLA. Brown. Pepperdine. 

Berkeley. UC -lrvine. and Loyola-Marymount. ln tact. the UA had not even made her list 

until senior year when she tore a ligament and realized her volleyball career was over. Her 

reasons for wanting to go out of state were never really clear in her own mind. but it is not 

unusual for local students to seek institutions outside of their home towns (Graham. 

1985). 

She described the aftermath of her injury and how her parents encouraged her to 

give the U A strong consideration. Their rationale that she continue her graduate 

education at a more ·exotic' location helped to convince her to attend the UA. With many 

of her older relatives being UA alumni. she did not need to feel insecure about her decision 

to stay in Tucson. As noted by Graham ( 1985). parents play a significant role in shaping 

college-choice decisions. especially among the Hispanics in his study. Adriana, who is 

Hispanic. seems to have been most influenced by her parents to choose the U A. and most 



by her friends and career goals to choose nutrition. Her reasons for choosing the COA 

seem embedded in her major choice. 
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Her family background enabled her to know about the COA before enrolling at the 

U:\. With an aunt who is a botanist and alumna, she had no reservations about following 

her friend's advice to major in nutrition and subsequently become a student in the COA.. 

In trying to explore her conceptions of the college. it became clear that she had no 

reservations and understood that the COA is not solely about farming and ranching. 

Student #4: Sara. 

The interview with Sara was highly informal since we had run into a number of 

scheduling contlicts and miscommunications regarding the times and meeting locations. 

Following three attempts. we met to discuss the nature of the investigation and decided to 

conduct the interview immediately following her last class. We proceeded to a conference 

room I had reserved to ensure a neutral environment for our discussion. Sara selected the 

chair at the head of the long conference table. but turned it so that 1 mostly saw her 

pro tile. She continued to face away from me for the tirst tifteen minutes of our meeting. 

Shy and reserved in class. it was not surprising that she was a bit nervous when we began. 

:\s our conversation progressed. she appeared to relax and became more talkative. By the 

end ofthe hour. she was no longer tidgety and seemed willing to stay indetinitely. 

Sara was a 17 year old. second semester treshman. admitted directly into the COA 

as a biochemistry major. She applied to that major and the COA during her senior year at 

her Phoenix area high school. where she graduated in the top 20% of her class. Although 

one of the most competent students in the computing course, she had not done very well 
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at the UA. with a 0.33 grade point average. She was on probation and at serious risk of 

being expelled if she did not show improvement. While I hoped she did not volunteer to 

participate in this study in a manipulative effort to gain leniency from the College's 

.-\cademic Progress policy, it certainly was a possibility. Her SAT score of 1400 is 

inconsistent with her University performance (R. Kroc. personal communication. Spring 

1997). suggesting that extenuating factors may have distracted her from her studies during 

her tirst semester. She claimed to be doing much better in her second semester and her 

performance in the computing class appeared to confirm that claim. 

The interview began with Sara retlecting upon the rationale for her major interest 

and choice of study. Given her poor grades at the University. the following carne as some 

surpnse: 

. my mother had my IQ tested before kindergarten and got me into a 

special kindergarten and based on that. I got accepted into this 

"'Project Potential Program... It's a gifted program at the elementary 

school. They take you out of your homeroom and you spend time 

with the other gifted students and r was just always better at math 

and had more highs when they got to the science. During 7th grade. 

my algebra teacher sent home these tlyers about a talent search 

program. My mom filled it out and r got accepted into this summer 

program called ·-center tor Academic Precocity'' at ASU for 5 weeks 

and you pick two subjects and you study those two accelerated 

classes for 5 weeks. The first summer, after 7th grade, I was taking 



second year algebra and a computer science class and the next 

summer l took argumentation and debate and another math class and 

the third summer .. 
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Immersion in gifted programs would typically result in student aspirations of 

attending prestigious universities (Paulsen. 1990). However. Sara ··didn't really want to 

leave Arizona·· and made several comments in reference to the economic ramifications of 

attending an out of state institution. While her concerns for her family's tinancial situation 

help to explain her decision to stay in Arizona. the issue of how she picked The University 

of Arizona over Arizona State University(ASU) or Northern Arizona University (NAU) 

required turther probing. Given that Sara said she did not want to be too tar from her 

tamily and friends. it was hard to understand why she did not choose ASU. Furthermore. 

the repeated positive summer experiences she had on the ASU campus. that she .. liked a 

lot" largely because of the diversity of student backgrounds. contradict her following 

assessment of her university choice: 

l talked to my counselor a lot about it and l narrowed it down. but 

two were out of state and l don· t know why [but J l just didn · t really 

want to leave Arizona, and l didn't want to go to ASU because my 

mom. and my counselor, told me [that] it wasn't a well credited 

university. 

This comment exemplifies the interaction of institutional reputation and the 

int1uence of significant others in shaping Sara's college choice. As noted by Graham 

( l 985), mothers and counselors appear to have a significant influence on the student's 



perspective regarding an institution. When asked if her father shared any advice or 

opinion with her. Sara felt that he .. didn't know a whole lot about the University 
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(or] ... what l wanted to do.·· It is likely that Sara's resulting belief that the U A was a 

superior institution tor her study of science, combined with her desire to remain close to 

home but ·'didn't want to still live there,'' played a significant role in her future actions of 

applying to the UA rather than ASU or NAU. 

ln evaluating the timing of Sara· s decision to become a student of the CO A. it is 

necessary to separate the several ·layers· of her decision. According to Sara. her career 

aspiration of becoming a scientist. particularly a biochemist. crystallized during her 71
h 

grade summer in the ASU gifted student program. During her junior year in high schooL 

she decided to apply to the UA tor the strength of its science programs. It would not be 

until her senior year. while completing her UA application. that she would discover her 

major interest and institutional choice would lead her to the COA. 

When l applied here at the UA. l just automatically wrote down 

biochemistry and the funny thing is. when l tirst wrote it down [and] 

what college it was in. l was just going down the line [in the 

application materials] looking for biochemistry and it was in 

alphabetical order so l found Agriculture first. l didn't know [the 

major] was in Arts & Sciences but l went back later and actually 

might have seen it [was also] in Arts & Sciences. 

With the discovery that Sara's decision to apply to the COA hinged upon her 

major and career goals, as for Adriana and Alisha, it was necessary to explore her 



rationale for remaining in the COA while her major was also available in another UA 

C allege. In much the same way that Helen described her avoidance of certain general 

education requirements by choosing Agriculture, Sara .. didn't like the part of Arts & 

Sciences" that required humanities and foreign language. However, Sara also indicated 

her enthusiasm for having that free elective space to study .. a lot more science [in] 

Agriculture.·· 
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Much as Adriana, Alisha, and Helen expressed an interest in the sciences that was 

shaped by exposure to science at an earlier age, Sara mentioned the .. enthusiasm" of past 

science teachers but did not credit them with much influence. Sara's interest seems to 

have been int1uenced by external, non-academic. sources of information about the 

sciences. such as her reading ofThe Hot Zone by K.T. McGuire ( 1989). which depicts a 

true account of a viral epidemic that almost occurred at a Virginia research laboratory. 

With this and other exposures to the sciences. Sara developed her career and 

college major aspirations. The combination of institutional attributes of cost. location. 

distance from home. and reputation contributed to her selection of the UA. The tact that 

her major was in the COA resulted in her application to Agriculture and the structure of 

that major within the College seems to have ultimately lead to her current status as an 

undergraduate student continuing in the COA. 
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Research Question 1. Summary of lnterview Results 

From the interviews. it was apparent that an important distinction regarding 

college choice (UA) and tield choice (COA). must be acknowledged. The framework for 

analysis provided by the literature included: 

o lnformation Quality and Accuracy ( El-Khawas. 1977: Lenning & Cooper. 

1978) 

o lnformation Sources (Graham. 1985: Lenning & Cooper. 1978) 

o lnformation Types (Graham. 1985) 

o Timing of Contact/Exposure (Litten. 1981) 

o lndividual Attributes (Manski & Wise. 1983) 

o lnstitutional Attributes (Zemsky & Oedel. 1983) 

As indicated earlier. these components were extracted from studies of college 

choice and applied in this investigation of tield of study. 

The most important interview tinding was that none ofthe participants decided to 

attend the COA. but rather came to be in the COA by virtue of their desired major. This 

tinding that student major was a dominant factor in the selection of the COA has 

signiticant implications tor understanding enrollment behavior and optimizing recruitment 

efforts. These results and the insight provided by Super's ( 1957) theory of vocational 

identity development are further considered in the next chapter. 

The interviews. together with the conceptual framework provided by the Chapman 

model of college choice. informed the development of the New Student Questionnaire. 

The next section reviews the questionnaire results. 
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Research Question 2. Evaluating the Chapman Model 

Whether and how an established model of college choice behavior accommodates 

field of study has been explored by assessing the awareness of new COA students about 

their tield and having them evaluate the information they received from, or about, the 

COA To the extent that a student's arrival on campus coincides with the discovery ofthe 

COA, the importance of tield is diminished as a college choice factor. Furthermore, 

college efforts to communicate with the prospective student, which convey tield related 

information, should influence the college choices of COA students in detinitive ways. No 

other alternative institution in Arizona should be preferred by students who are strongly 

intluenced by a desire to study in the tield of agriculture. COA scholarship awards and 

mailings should influence college choice in positive and detectable ways. 

Findings that materials and information about the COA were highly int1uential in 

informing college choice can be used to justifY the addition of field to the Chapman model. 

Similarly. tindings that the existing components of the Chapman model do not explain the 

choices made by students in the tield of agriculture would also indicate a special 

population in need of an augmented model. On the other hand, if the Chapman model 

already sufficiently explains choice tor the students in agriculture, the model does not need 

to be modi tied by the addition of field of study. 

Research Question 2. Questionnaire Data 

Responses to scaled questionnaire items 12, 13, and 19 have been tabulated below 

(see Table 6). 
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Table 6. New student responses to questionnaire items 12. 13. and 19. 1997-1999. 

j 12. Lf your proposed major were available at another Arizona institution. would you still 
I 
i choose to enroll in COA'7 

[ N Percent 

! 0 detinitely yes 277 43%! 
I 

i 0 probably yes i 284 44°:'0 I 

I I 

! 0 probably not I 68 11% 
I i 
I 0 detinitely not ! IS 2~/a 
I I 
I 

13. Prior to enrolling, I received materials in the mail from the College of Agriculture: 

IONo 391 1 

! OYes-The materials l received from the COA positively influenced my decision to 
i 
: t!nroll. 

' 0 Strongly Agree 6o 1 
I 

i 0 Agree 
! -

154 

1 0 Disagree I 36 
I 

: 0 Strongly Disagree I 12 
I I 

19. Were you offered a Scholarship award from the College of Agriculture prior to 

j enrolling'7 

I 

I 0 No 6221 

i 0 Yes-The Scholarship Award(s) [ received had a very important influence on my 
1 d .. II. hCII f>\. I '7 I eciSion to enro mt e o ege o .• gncu ture. 
1 0 Strongly Agree 15 

0 Agree I I 

0 Disagree 4 

j 0 Strongly Disagree 
i 3 

qo;o I 
! 

24% l 
i 

5% I 

2% 

I 
I 

I 

95% i 

3.8% 

0.2% 

0.6% 

0.4% 
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ln summary, Table 6 shows that only 42 percent of new students would still have 

detinitely selected the COA even if their major were available at a different Arizona 

institution. Thirteen percent said they would detinitely or probably not enroll at the COA 

if they could have gone elsewhere for their program of study. Although close to 60 

percent had not received mail from the College prior to enrolling, there was positive 

correlation (r=0.22, p=O.OO I) between receiving mail and claiming the COA as the tirst 

choice institution. Twenty-six of the 33 students who received scholarship awards said the 

award played a signiticant role in intluencing their decision to matriculate at the COA. 

Figure 8 identities the source by which the student tirst learned of the College. 

\tlost students tirst learned about the College during a campus visit: next in responses 

were high school or community college activities or personnel (see Figure 8). 



COA CDROM 

COA ambassador 

Awd of Excellence 
(COA Scholarship) 

Newspaper 

Horizons (COA 
Summer program) 

Off-campus UA 
activity 

Orientation 

COA brochure 

UA recruiter 

HS/CC Teacher 

HS/CC Advisor 

HS/CC info fair 

Campus visitation 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 

Figure 8. First source of exposure to information about the COA, 1997-1999. 

For the purpose of distinguishing UA, COA, and high school or community 

college efforts, the many categories of the initial source of COA information (shown in 

Figure 8) were consolidated into the categories shown in Table 7 for analysis. Table 7 
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shows that University activities and print materials were the initial sources of information 



for approximately one-third of respondents: high school or community college activities 

reached about one-tifth ofthe prospective students. College presentations, recruitment 

programs, and publications reached only 12% of the incoming class. 

Table 7 Categories ofinitial information sources about the COA, 1997-1999. 

i Frequency ! Percent 

i I 
1 COA recruitment programs 

I 
; 

i 

[ COA media/publications 
i 

! 
I I University programs 
I 

j HIGH SCHOOL OR I 

I COlVlMUNITY COLLEGE - I 

I BASED PROGRAMS 

I New student orientation 

' 

I Friends or family members i 

1·

1 

Other activities as specitied by \ 
respondents. I 

i 
I 

i Total 
I 

22 
I 

441 
I 

167 

1261 

58 

140 

4°'o 

8% 

28~-tQ 

12% 

5% 

10% 

100%1 
I 

Respondents were also asked to evaluate the importance of different media, 
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people, and activities as influences in their choice of college. Table 8 reveals that advisors. 

friends, parents, teachers, and counselors were very positive or positive influences on 

student college choice, as has been demonstrated in other studies of college choice 

(Graham, 1985: Lenning & Cooper, 1978 ). However, respondents were instructed to 
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omit answers to items which they felt were of no consequence in their decision. As shown 

in Table 8. as many as 214 students (33%) indicated UA literature was not influential in 

their selection and up to 395 students (60%) indicated that COA presentations were not 

intluential. General University literature was most widely intluential and a COA 

presentation was intluential to the fe\vest students. 

Table 8. lntluence of select media. people and activities on college choice, 1997-1999 

; 21 .For the following, please indicate the extent to which you believe each activity 
I 

i influenced your decision to enroll in the COA? lf you feel that the particular activity or 

: contact was not applicable to your decision to enroll in the COA. please omit the item. 

Very ! I 

1

1 Very i Not 
positive i Positive I Negative negative i lntluential 
intluence ! intluence intluence I intluence I (Omitted) 

: Recommendation of a U A 
: advisor 12%[ 32%1 3%[ 1%1 51%1 

• I I 

I Recommendation of a friend 20%: 
I I 

,o; I I o/o II' _) · 0 I 

! 

I 

41% j 

I 

Recommendation of a parent i 18% i 2% I 
I I 

Recommendation of a 
I 19% I 

I 
I 

I 

1 

teacher/counselor 
29% i 3% I 2% 47% I 

I i i i 

1 A presentation l attended 
I 12% I 

I 

4% I 60%1 
I 

1 about the College 22% I 2'% 
I I 

I Printed materials tram the 
I 

21% I 39%1 
I 

,7°/. I I 
2% I 1% 

i College I 

-' '0 ' 
i 

; lnternet material about the I 
I 

3% I I College I 
10% 30% i 2'% 55% 

I 

I Literature about the U A in 
25% 40% 2% 1% 33%1 ·. general i 
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As was described in chapter 3, more than 75% of the new students came to the 

College from urban areas (Figure 2); 90% completed four years of high school in Arizona. 

The number of years of high school completed in Arizona was inversely correlated with 

the extent to which students felt they were positively influence by printed materials from 

the College (r = -0.204, p= 0.032) and University literature (r == -0.246, p= 0.010). This 

would be expected since close proximity of the institution to the prospective student 

allows for other methods of communication (Chapman. I 98 I). 

In response to ··was the College of Agriculture (COA) your tirst choice·J" over 

S6°·o of the new students claimed the COA was their tirst choice. The extent to which 

students would probably or definitely still choose the COA. even if their major were 

available elsewhere. was positively correlated with the positive intluences of friends 

(r= 265. p= 002), attending a COA presentation (r-.277. p=.007), printed material from 

the COA (r-1 I 9. p=.006 ). and Internet material about the college (r-.247. p=.O 14). 

These tindings are consistent with general college choice models described in Chapter 2 

regarding the importance of significant others and college efforts to communicate with 

students. 

Figure 4, in Chapter 3. depicted the high school activity and program involvement 

ofthe new COA students from 1997 to 1999. Members ofthe FFA Organization were 

more likely to report the COA as their tirst choice institution than other students 

(Phi=O. I 14. p=0.004). Enrollment in a secondary school agricultural education program 

was positively correlated with students' rating of the COA as their first choice (Phi=O.ll8. 

p=0.003). Participation in other extracurricular activities, including 4H, was not related to 



first choice college. FF A Organization members. however. represent only l 0 percent or 

less of an incoming class. 
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Also shown in Figure 4 is the students' leadership role in high school activities and 

programs. Chi-square tests reveal that student leaders of tield related activities (FF A 

Organization. 4H. vocational agriculture) and leaders of other activities (sports. arts. 

student government. journalism. debate) do not indicate COA as their first choice at a 

higher rate than non-leaders of the respective organizations. Leadership experience. which 

can be interpreted as integral in helping students develop their vocational identity. does 

not retlect an importance to including tield as part of college choice. 

As shown in Table 9. 77% of students gave .. career goals'' as the foremost reason 

tor choosing the College: 16'% attributed their decision to the .. reputation ofthe 

institution: .. 6% to .. location:., and less than I% to ··costs... As seen earlier in the 

interviews. career goals of respondents are linked to the majors they have selected. not 

working in the tield of agriculture. The reputation of the COA should surely include the 

fact that it is the only agricultural college in Arizona. and students intluenced by tield 

should identifY reputation as frequently as. if not more than. other reasons. 
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Table 9. Primary reason for choosing the COA 1997-1999. 

1!7 Of the following, the foremost reason I selected the College of Agriculture is: 
I 

I 
i N I Percent 

I 0 reputation 106 16% 

[ 0 location 
I 

-n 6.5% 

I 0 costs 
I 
I 4 0.5% I 

I 
i 

0 career goals 
! 502 77% I 
I 

Summary of Findings 

Field of study as a distinct tactor in the college selection process was the major 

focus ofthe tirst portion ofthis study. None ofthe interview subjects revealed a 

predisposition in favor of or opposed to study in the field of agriculture: in fact, the 

orgdnizational arrangement of their majors into the COA was irrelevant to them. 

However. the interviews revealed the importance of career maturity, origin. location. high 

school experiences. costs. and major preference in decision making: these findings helped 

inform the revision ofthe questionnaire used in part two ofthe study. 

The second research question regarding the Chapman model's ability to explain the 

enrollment decisions of COA students was addressed by extracting information on the 

background experiences and characteristics of students. ln the following chapter, the 

reader will find conclusions that bring together these data with the theory behind student 

decision making. 
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CHAPTER 5. 

CONCLUSIONS, RECOl'vlMENDA TIONS, AND IMPLICA TlONS 

Introduction 

Chapter 5. otfering interpretations of the results outlined in the preceding section, 

is divided into two subsections: tirst to be considered are the results of interviews with 

students; second, the results of the survey data from the incoming classes are discussed. 

Subsequently, a synthesis ofthe results. made possible by the connection between the 

research questions and the intersection ofthe tindings. is offered. Implications for 

colleges and for students are presented. 

Research Question 1. Field of Study and College Choice 

In the interviews. Alisha. Helen. Adriana. and Sara each offered different accounts 

regarding their college choice decisions. This section explores the meaning extracted from 

those students· statements about the role of tield of study in their college choice. Details 

from the interv·iews have been considered in terms of the factors discussed earlier in 

Chapter 2. as follows: 

CJ Information Quality and Accuracy 

CJ Information Sources 

CJ Information Types 

CJ Timing of Contact/Exposure 

CJ Individual Attributes 

CJ Institutional Attributes 
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lnterviews revealed an important distinction regarding institutional choice of The 

University of Arizona (UA) and the choice of the College of Agriculture (COA). The 

dimensions listed above, provided by the literature on college choice behavior, relate 

largely to institutional choice. Nonetheless. efforts to apply these categories in an 

investigation of tield of study with eleven individual colleges proved worthwhile. ln short. 

none of the participants decided specifically upon the COA, but rather came to be in the 

COA by virtue of their desired major. This tinding (that for each of the subjects. college 

major was a dominant factor) has signiticant implications for understanding enrollment 

behavior and optimizing recruitment etforts. as will be discussed later. 

lnformation Quality and Accuracy 

Studies funded by the Fund for the lmprovement of Postsecondary Education (EI

Khawas. 1977) and the National Center for Higher Education Management Systems 

(Lenning & Cooper. 1978) emphasize the importance "'high standards of accuracy and 

reliability"' (El-Khawas. 1977. p.20). Investigating the perceptions ofCOA students 

regarding the quality and accuracy of the information they received has revealed that while 

college choice is generally expected to depend upon accurate information. field of study 

was not found to influence college choice in terms of information quality and accuracy. 

For example. Helen used printed information. that may or may have not been 

accurate. but those resources did not relate to the tield of agriculture. The microbiologist 

she read about led to the choice of a major in The University of Arizona School of Health 

Professions based on her counselor's advice. While the COA publishes general and 
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specific brochures about academic programs and microbiology, respectively, their 

accuracy and quality was oflittle consequence. Additional illustrations offield failing to 

inform choice in terms of accurate information can be found among the other interviewees. 

Alisha's college choice was intluenced by her parent's decision to move from 

Virginia to Arizona in the midst of her college career. combined with the fact she had 

already begun her undergraduate studies in dietetics. Alisha relied upon University 

literature to tind the dietetics program and by default. matriculated at the COA. 

Information quality and accuracy. shown to be important by various authors (EI-Khawas. 

1977; Graham. 1985; Lenning & Cooper. 1978; Litten. 1981 ). is not related to tield of 

study. As another example. when Adriana selected the COA. she did not rely upon media. 

but rather she relied upon other people as information sources. Students are not 

intluenced by tield related information. thereby minimizing the importance ofhigh quality. 

accurate tield information. 

Information Sources 

Students acquire information through a variety of sources. including present and 

former students. high school counselors. personnel officers of local employers. state 

departments of education. and accrediting and professional organizations (Lenning & 

Cooper. 1978). The print. radio and television media coverage of campus activities 

reaches some students and their parents. The sources that were shown to wield the 

greatest influence in the choices being made by Agriculture students were individuals who 

were not guided by specifications of field. 
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As an example, Helen· s source for information, a counselor, helped not with 

college or field selection but with career selection. The potential for a counselor to refer a 

student to agriculture were undermined by Helen's counselor's possibly not realizing that 

the microbiology major is offered in the COA. lt is possible that intluential persons could 

guide students to agriculture if they possessed a better understanding of agriculture. but 

students are more likely referred to majors and/or career tracks rather than fields. As in 

Helen· s case. the choice was made to pursue ·medical technology·. which falls 

organizationally in the School of Health Professions. The counselor's decision to 

recommend this major over microbiology cannot be explained but it is possible this 

counselor relied upon career pathways rather than disciplinary areas in their advising 

activities. 

Students like Helen rely upon college advisors. traditional print media. and 

electronic information sources in the process of making their decision. both about major 

and career. but not about agriculture. Similarly. other interviewees were not influenced to 

choose agriculture by the information sources utilized in their college choice. Therefore 

tield of study is not a relevant component of information sources that are influential in 

college choice. 

[nformation Types 

Do COA students prefer certain types of informational materials? Unlike the 

results by Graham ( 1985) that at Michigan State University College of Agriculture and 

Natural Resources students reported that college brochures were very influential in 
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shaping their decision (Graham, 198 5 ), the results of the present study show that students 

are not exposed to COA recruitment materials. None mentioned knowing that there was a 

COA CD-ROM. Helen only accessed print and electronic information after arriving on 

campus to research her major options, but this information was not specific to agriculture. 

That the College's marketing resources should be devoted to traditional 

mechanisms such as the University Catalog is evidenced by the tinding that the information 

types students are exposed to prior to making their college choice are general University 

materials (as with A.lisha and Sara) or career brochures (as with Helen). Information 

types. as they inform college choice. are not moderated by tield of study. 

Timing of Contact/Exposure 

Although Litten ( 198 l) found that etfective recruitment efforts exploited a 

combination of disbursing important institutional information at the appropriate interval in 

the students· decision-making process. students· experiences show no information 

exchange regarding tield of study. Students were clearly interested in career information at 

similar times in their development. but they never received tield-related information until 

after matriculating in the COA. 

The COA may be able to exploit well-timed recruitment opportunities by 

advertising career related information during vocational crystallization, generally 

considered to occur between the ages of 14 and 18 (Seligman, L 994 ). During that time of 

tentative exploration the adolescent might be influenced by career information, but no 

evidence was found to suggest that they might be influenced by field information. The 
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importance of career information to Helen as she neared the end of high school would be 

expected according to the vocational theory advanced by Super ( 1957). The experiences 

of students like Sara also indicate that adolescents are in the midst of their vocational 

development and seek information about careers. Although such students would be 

receptive to information about career opportunities in the COA sometime between seventh 

and twelfth grades. they do not appear susceptible to messages about field of study. 

Since many other students are referred to the COA after they have begun their 

studies at the U A the opportunity to recruit more students like Adriana may come from 

waiting until students are already at the U A. Although many students arrive on campus 

without majors or tields of study (undecided about careers in ways similar to high school 

students). the information they seek at this stage concentrates upon careers or 

programmatic qualities. as with both Adriana and Helen. Neither sought field information. 

Ergo. the timing of contact regarding tield of study is not pertinent to college choice. 

Individual Attributes 

Various traits under the heading of individual attributes were explored without 

detecting any signs that field of study is a distinct individual attribute or that it is reflected 

in other individual attributes. Academic characteristics. such as high school grade point 

average and Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores. extracurricular activities. transfer 

versus freshman status. and high school exposure to agriculture through vocational 

agriculture programs, did not inform field of study. Although SAT scores are a widely 

employed admissions criteria that have a bearing upon the number of college options a 
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student will have (Chapman, 1987), interviews show that such scores were 

inconsequential in college choice for those interviewed. Discussions with students about 

their pre-enrollment activities indicate that tield of study was not a part of their decision. 

An individual attribute that was shared by all students, however, was the importance of 

career goals and vocational identity 

Recalling that Helen's counselor helped not with college selection but with career 

selection, and that others reported the importance of their career goal in the selection of a 

major in the COA it can be seen that vocational identity is an important attribute. As 

another example, Alisha matriculated directly into the COA due to her commitment to the 

career goal of dietitian. In terms of vocational development theory, her career goals likely 

crystallized during an earlier period (Super. 1957) and by the time she relocated to 

.-\rizona. her career objectives were specitied. Whereas Alisha · s college choice was 

predetermined by her professional goals before enrolling, Adriana was still seeking a major 

that complemented her career objective after arriving at the University. Though at 

ditferent levels of vocational maturity, the unimportance of tield of study in college choice 

was consistent. 

The overriding importance of career objectives was observed with each of the 

interviewees though not all students were at the same level of vocational maturity. As will 

be discussed shortly, it is the convergence of career identity and major choice that 

inadvertently results in matriculation in the COA. 
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[nstitutional Attributes 

Some institutional characteristics that have been found to be influential in college 

choice are more relevant in the selection of the University of Arizona rather than 

specifically the College of Agriculture. Anticipated factors such as institution size and 

costs ( Zemsky & OedeL 1983) did not emerge during interviews as a consideration and 

are not intluenced by field of study. 

ln most ways. size and costs are beyond the control of the CO A. As shown by 

Grady ( 1993 ). only one-third of the top ten reasons students choose particular schools are 

within the control of the school. The most important factors Grady identitied were 

reputation. location and scholarship availability; as mentioned. Sara· s choice of institution 

depended upon reputation. location. and costs. Agriculture. as a tield. did not enter into 

Sara·s decision directly: she did not become aware ofthe COA until the day she 

completed her UA application. 

While the C allege prides itself on its smaller size for the sake of individualized 

student attention. students do not realize this attribute of the COA until after enrolling. 

Similarly. COA tinancial tlexibility to award scholarships. and thereby affect costs which 

have been shown to be a highly intluential factor in college choice (Chapman. 1987), was 

inconsequential to the college choices ofthe interviewees. 

Because an accredited dietetics program was not available at any other four-year 

Arizona institution at that time. Alisha came to The University of Arizona. lt was not 

relevant in her choice how the major fit into the COA (although she was curious to hear 

the history behind its organizational placement, long after having made her choice). 
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Helen's later arrival in the COA was the outcome of choosing a major and then carefully 

considering college-specific requirements. When considering 'institutional attributes' on 

the smaller scale of the College of Agriculture versus the College of Science, it can be 

seen that her choice depended upon programmatic qualities. However, the tield of 

agriculture as conceptualized as a tield of study was not of positive or negative 

~onsequence in the college choice decision. 

For Adriana. the choice of the COA was a byproduct of selecting the nutrition 

maJor Her initial major choice was general biology. in the College of Science. which she 

attributed to recommendations from high school science teachers. 

This represents another instance ofbecoming a COA student by virtue of major. which 

students associate with career preparation (Osipow. 1983). Finally. Sara·s experience 

demonstrates that even when students apply directly into a major in the COA. that major's 

arrangement into the College is supertluous. Matriculation into the COA is a mere 

byproduct of specified career goals for many students. as evidenced by Helen. Alisha. 

Adriana. and Sara. 

In summary. it is evident that students are not encountering or are not interested in 

information sources or types that communicate tield specific details. A student· s 

impression of institutional characteristics that intluence college choice is not mediated by 

tield of study. The convergence of an individual characteristic. career aspirations. and an 

institutional characteristic. program availability, lead to the selection of a major. Although 

college choice depended upon information. conveyed by various media and persons, tield 
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of study was not found to intluence college choice in terms of information quality, 

accuracy. sources or types. 

Research Question I. Does tield of study influence college choice? lf so, how? 

For these tour students. the tield of agriculture was not a direct determinant of 

college choice. The information sources and institutional attributes that are most 

important to college choice are unaffected by tield of study. Each interviewee became 

aware of agriculture as a tield, or as a college. by coincidence of a certain major being part 

of the CO A. Furthermore. the tield of agriculture did not intluence the choice of the 

institution. The University of Arizona. lf tield of study does not intorm college choice. 

\vhat does·J 

All subjects attributed their selection of the U A in part to its proximity to their 

homes or families. rather than to tield of study. This would be expected with location 

having been repeatedly demonstrated to intluence choice (Paulsen. 1990). However. with 

Helen· s ambivalence about choosing a postsecondary institution. it might be more 

appropriate to class if)' her choice as a matter of' convenience.· Sara's decision to come to 

Tucson. although a more convenient choice may have been to attend ASU. illustrates the 

influence of reputation. Her preferences were influenced more by what her mother and 

teachers said about the UA reputation. rather than by her own experiences on the ASU 

campus. The impact of'significant others· as described by Graham (1985) and confirmed 

here suggests the U A admissions office should maintain its alliances with high school 

personnel. 
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Critics of this depiction might argue that while tield of study did not inform college 

choice, the four students did ultimately come to major in Agriculture. While Helen 

selected the COA for its major of microbiology without the general education requirement 

of foreign language, she nonetheless selected the college by major. Alisha clearly 

transferred to the COA in order to tinish her studies in nutrition. Similarly, Adriana 

changed to the nutrition major tor personal interest, which coincidentally resulted in her 

enrollment in the COA. Sara, the only subject admitted into the COA directly tram high 

schooL came because she aspired to major in biochemistry, which happened to be listed 

tirst in the U A application materials as being associated with the CO A. It has been shown 

that the enrollment of the student into agriculture cannot be explained on the basis of field 

of study. Rather. the evaluation of the student's decision to enroll in the COA reveals that 

college major is the primary determinant of enrollment in the COA. 

Limitations 

The tocus of the interview study was to determine whether tield of study 

intluenced college choice. In the tinding that it did not. it was revealed that these tour 

COA students pick their major and only by coincidence the CO A. In the author's ten 

years of advising students, many have shared similar explanations for matriculating in the 

COA. suggesting that these four interviews do indeed ret1ect the experiences and 

characteristics of many new students. although tormal generalizations to the entire student 

body must be done with caution. In order to explore these matters for the larger student 

body, results from a survey study of college choice behavior among all new University of 



Arizona COA undergraduates will be discussed following these recommendations 

extrapolated from the interviews. 

Research Question I. Recommendations 
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Since for these interviewees, major choice superseded college choice, possibly the 

C allege may best foster enrollment by t!mphasizing its majors. ln terms of information 

quality and accuracy, college recruitment materials may need to be revised to concentrate 

on available majors and institutional highlights, rather than espousing the strengths of the 

COA in general. Where college publications espouse the general benefits or identity of the 

COA. students may not appreciate the meaning. The students in this study would have 

obtained more valuable information trom a brochure depicting each major and its related 

careers. 

The importance of intormation sources is illustrated by the selection of the COA 

tor Adriana who revealed that a triend essentially referred her. To the extent that campus 

personnel and students outside of the COA are aware of the options in the CO A, the 

C allege may exploit the importance of fellow students, non-CO A faculty and campus 

advisors in its recruitment endeavors. The limited effect ofthe information types studied 

leaves it unclear whether the COA should rely on CO-ROMs or web pages to inform 

prospective students about the opportunities in the COA. 

lndividual participant attributes coincide with the expectations one would have tor 

the biological sciences, (Graham, 198 5 ), which is not surprising given the dominance of 

biology in the COA programs of study. While Adriana considered many other universities, 
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the other analytically oriented students explored few options. lt is not clear from these 

tindings how recruitment efforts should deal with the notion of institutional competition. 

Although Helen and Sara selected the COA via their major choice, both mentioned 

the COA general education requirements as influential in choosing Agriculture over the 

C allege of Science. Although it might once have been worthwhile to better inform 

teachers. counselors and prospective students of this difference, today all UA colleges 

follow the same general education structure. With campus-wide uniformity in general 

education requirements. recruitment strategies of the COA may need to become more 

focused on specitic programmatic strengths and specializations. 

Research Question 2. Field Choice and The Chapman Model of College Choice 

The second research question concerned incorporating tield choice into the 

Chapman model of college choice to improve the ability to predict or understand student 

decisions. The Chapman model takes into account the following factors (Hossler. Scmit 

& Vesper. 1999). 

(I) Student characteristics: socioeconomic status. aptitude. aspirations. and 

academic performance. 

(2) External influences 

(a) Significant persons: friends, parents, and high school personnel. 

(b) College characteristics: costs. location. and program availability. 

(c) College efforts to communicate with students: written information, 

campus visit. and recruiting. 
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The Chapman model extended to students· choice of agriculture suggests that 

student characteristics are augmented by the external influences of significant persons, 

college characteristics and college efforts to communicate with students. The following 

section applies the results shown in chapter 4 to these three external influences. 

External Influences on C olle~e Choice 

In uncovering intormation on the student's first source of College information. it 

was possible to ascertain whether efforts originating within the College reach the 

prospective student. :\s mentioned. the many categories of the initial source ofCOA 

intormation (shown in Figure 8) were consolidated into categories to distinguish College. 

University. and high school efforts. 

University sponsored efiorts. including new student orientation. were the initial 

sources of intormation tor the largest group of respondents. High school or community 

college activities reached about one-tifth ofthe prospective students. COA recruitment 

programs. media. and publications were the tirst sources to reach only 12% (see Table 7). 

Additional evidence that COA material fails to reach the matriculating students comes 

from student ratings of influential materials or contacts. 

Beyond first sources of information. the survey shows that a variety of information 

sources positively intluence student decisions. The highly positive influences of various 

information sources on enrollment decisions were shown in Table 8. Printed materials 

from the College, web-sites, and University literature all play a positive role in influencing 



the decisions of some prospects. The College has been highly effective in developing 

recruitment materials that are well received by many prospects. 
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However. the distribution of these materials needs improvement to reach more 

students. Thirty-seven percent of the students had not been affected by printed material 

from the College. Thirty-three percent had not been affected by printed materials from the 

University Fifty-tive percent were not int1uenced by web-based information. Some 

students surely would have been positively int1uenced had the materials reached a broader 

audience. 

Although 60 percent of the group received no prior mail from the College. 81 

percent of those who did receive mail said it positively intluenced their decision to enroll. 

Where ·college efforts to communicate with students' (e.g., written information. campus 

visit. admission/recruiting) have reached their audience. they positively intluence choice. 

Choice for a subset of incoming students may be attributed to information imparted to 

them through a variety of college efforts. However. the majority of students who 

matriculate are not influenced by COA correspondence. 

The importance of the external intluence Chapman termed ·signiticant persons· 

(e.g .. tiiends. parents. high school personnel) was observed in the tinding that family and 

triends were overwhelmingly the most intluential source of information for new students at 

the University of Arizona in 1997, 1998. and 1999 (http://aer.arizona.edu). Most recently. 

70 percent of new freshmen reported parents and friends as the '"most influential in [their} 

decision to attend the UA.'' Similarly, new COA students reported that "parents" and 

"friends" were frequently a positive intluence on their enrollment decision. However. the 

http://aer.arizona.edu
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Chapman model already encompasses these influences and it does not appear that adding 

tield of study alters the role of significant persons in college choice. 

The final set of external characteristics is college characteristics. of which 

Chapman mentions three. Two ofthese-costs (financial aid) and location were described 

in Chapter 2 as qualities beyond the control of a particular field or college at a land-grant 

university: cost was indirectly evaluated by assessing the importance of a scholarship 

award in college choice. but with only 33 respondents having said they received an award. 

generalizations cannot be made. 

Program availability. the third college characteristic in Chapman's modeL was of 

great consequence. Career goals were the highest ranked reason for choosing the COA. 

In the interviews discussed earlier. major choice was the primary determinant of college 

choice. Therefore. tield of study is captured in the Chapman model as a convergence 

between a student characteristic. namely career aspirations. and the external characteristic. 

program availability. 

A connection between available programs and career goals underlies the choice of 

a major within an agricultural college. For example, the large number of veterinary 

science students entering as freshmen can be attributed to: 

a) Widespread belief among aspiring veterinarians that the veterinary science 

major at The University of Arizona is the best match for their career goals. 

b) Widespread experience of veterinarians and other key information sources that 

such programs are typically found at colleges of agriculture. Historically, this 

has certainly been the case and continues at the U A. 
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This connection is difficult to generalize to the broader student population found in 

majors that are not synonymous with professions. Therefore, the convergence of program 

availability and career aspirations explains choice for many students. but certainly not all. 

For most students matriculating into the CO A, the Chapman model captures field of study 

as an outcome of student characteristics combined with college programs. For students 

entering the COA the intluences described above are simultaneously important to 

explaining choice of the COA and the UA. While institutional choice is tightly interwoven 

and may have confounded the results, evidence supports the conclusion that field of study 

is an indirect outcome of other factors. Certainly, the interviews discussed earlier suggest 

that field preference does not influence student choice. Further study of students choosing 

to not major in agriculture needs to be conducted to tully capture whether and how their 

aversion to the tield of agriculture intluenced their decision. 

Conclusions 

Neither this investigation's interviews or survey results found field choice to be an 

intluential factor in college choice. Although some students are intluenced by recruitment 

efforts of the COA choice of agriculture is often coincidental with connections between 

career aspirations and major. As choice is a byproduct of other dimensions, field cannot 

explain college choice. The findings reveal that those other dimensions provide the 

opportunity for the COA. and possibly other fields to modity their recruitment efforts. 
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Recommendations Deriving from this Study 

I. Shift the emphasis of college recruitment strategies away from institutional and 

tield information to career opportunities. 

The subjects in this study indicated that they thought tirst about a career. then a 

maJor. Similarly. at Bringham Young University 69 percent ofthe biological and 

agricultural science majors chose their occupation tirst (Goodson. 1978). Colleges of 

Agriculture should utilize this tinding to emphasize occupational qualities of their majors. 

Similarly, other protessional colleges (e.g .. Engineering, Education. Architecture) and 

tields (Humanities. Arts. Social Sciences) should provide prospective students with career 

intormation in their recruitment efforts. 

Foster career development at the high school level. 

According to Super ( 1957). high school should be a time of career exploration. If 

major departments in agriculture were to help students with career choice during their 

senior year. the students might subsequently identifY with those programs. Printed 

materials. other media. school visits. and school counselors all play a role in college 

choice. Capitalizing on this through the university's outreach mission may have 

recruitment benetits. ln addition. undecided U A students may have similar career 

developmental needs as high school students that the COA may exploit in on-campus 

recruitment programs emphasizing career information to UA students who have not 

specitied their career goals or major. 

3. Revise the UA application to list majors alphabetically. 
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U A admissions publications that list majors under the headings of their respective 

colleges are assuming that the groupings by college are relevant to the applicant. 

However, they are not. This study found that college choice is not informed by field: 

hence listing majors under the College of Agriculture rather than alphabetically offers no 

obvious benetits to the prospective student. 



APPENDIX A 
College of Agnculture New Student Questionnaire" 

!A 
As a student ofThe University of Arizona College of Agriculture, your input is of great value. The College of Agriculture is committed to providing 
the most useful information and beneficial programs possible. Your input will be used to guide us in the development of future recruitment 
programs for our prospective students. As you respond to the following questions, please reflect as thoughtfully and honestly as possible on the 
time when you were formulating your plans to enroll in the College of Agriculture, the School of Family and Consumer Resources and the School 
of Renewable Natural Resources. Thank you for your time and effort in completing this survey. Please answer each item by filling in the 

·~appropriate bubble(s). 
1. Today's date:(Month, Day, Year 2. Age: 3.Gender: 4. Ethnic background 0 African American 0 Native American 

5. The area in which I was raised is best described as: 
0 Large City (50,000 people or more) 
0 Small City (1 0,000 to 49,999) 
0 Small Town (2,500 to 9,999) 
0 Village (1-2,499) 
0 Rural/Farm 

16 Did you attend high school in the state of Arizona? 
i 0 No 

I 

OYes-lfyes, how many years of high school did you complete in 
Arizona? 

j 0 1 year 0 2 years 0 3 years 0 4 years 0 More than 4 years 

I 
7. While in high school, I was actively involved in: (mark all that apply) 
0 FFA ' 0 Student Government 
0 4H 0 JournalismNearbook · 
0 Vocational Agriculture 0 Debate/Speech 
0 Team sports 0 Other (please 
0 Performance Arts (Music, Theater, etc) specify) ______ _ 

8. If you checked any of the categories above, did you assume a leadership 
role (officer, captain, etc.) in any of those activities? 0 Yes 0 No 

9.The size of your high school graduating class was approximately: 
0 greater than 999 0 100 to 199 

1 

0 500 to 999 0 50 to 99 
I 0 200 to 499 0 less than 49 
j1 0. In the semester prior to enrolling in the College of Agriculture, I was 
enrolled in: (mark only one option) 

0 High School " 
0 An Arizona Community College 

(How many University credits did you earn there? ) 
0 Another Community College 

(How many University credits did you earn there? ) 
0 Another four-year institution 

(How many University credits did you earn there? ) 
0 Another UA college 
OACES 
0 Other: (Please specify) _____________ _ 

11. Was the College of Agriculture (COA) your first choice? 0 YES 0 NO 

12. If your proposed major was available at another Arizona institution, would 
you still choose to enroll in COA? 

0 definitely yes 0 probably yes 0 probably not 0 definitely not 

113. Prior to enrolling, I received materials in the mail from the College of 
Agriculture: 

0 No 0 Yes----The materials I received from the COA positively 
influenced my decision to enroll: 
0 Strongly Agree 0 Agree 0 Disagree 0 Strongly Disagree 

114. My major is: (select only one) 

0 Agricultural 0 Microbiology 
& Biosystems Engineering 0 Non-Degree Seeking 

0 Agricultural & Resource Economics 0 Nutritional Science 
0 Agricultural Education 0 Plant Sciences 
0 Agricultural Technology Management 0 Retailing & Consumer 
0 Animal Sciences studies 
0 Biochemistry 0 Soil & Water Science 
0 Environmental Sciences 0 Undecided 
0 Family Studies 0 Veterinary Science 
0 Family& ConcumerSciences 0 Wildlife, Watershed & 

Education Rangeland Resources 

0 Asian American 0 White, not of Hispanic origin 
or Pacific Islander 0 Other (please 

0 Hispanic specify) 

15. My cumulative high school grade point average was: 
0 3.51-4.00 
0 3.00-3.50 
0 2.51-2.99 
0 2.00-2.50 
0 below2.00 

16. My standardized test score was: 
Combined Verbal & Math SAT OR ACT Com12Qsite 
0 greater than 1,400 OR greater than 33 
0 1200to 1390 OR 29to 33 
0 1000to 1190 OR 24to 28 
0 800to990 OR 19to23 
0 less than 790 OR less than 19 

0 Not applicable 

17. Of the following, the foremost reason I selected the College of 
Agriculture is: 

0 reputation of the institution 
0 location 
0 costs 
0 careergoals 

18. Do you receive financial aid? 
o No 
0 Yes 

19. Were you offered a Scholarship award from the College of Agriculture 
prior to enrolling? 

0 No 
0 Yes---The Scholarship Award(s) I received had a very 

important influence on my decision to enroll in the College of 
Agriculture? 
0 Strongly Agree 
0 Agree 
0 Disagree 
o Strongly Disagree 

20. I first heard about the College of Agriculture through: (please select only 
one) 

0 High Schooi/Comm. College info fair 
0 HS/CCTeacher 
0 HS/CC Guidance Counselor/Advisor 
0 a visit to campus 
0 an off-campus UA program or activity 
0 Horizons Unlimited Summer Program 
0 APEX 
0 MESA mentor 
0 Award of Excellence in Science & Ag 
0 UArecruiter 
0 COA ambassador 
0 COA brochure 
0 COACDROM 
0 Newspaper/Magazine 
0 New Student Orientation 
0 Other (please specify) 

PLEASE COMPLETE SIDE 2 
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21 .For the following, please indicate the extent to which you believe each activity influenced you 
decision to enroll in the COA? If you feel that the particular activity or contact was not applicable to 
your decision to enroll in the COA, please omit the item. 

Very posrtive Positive Negtive Very negative 
influence influence influence influence 

Recommendation of a UA advisor 0 0 0 0 

Recommendation of a friend 0 0 0 0 

Recommendation of a parent 0 0 0 0 

Recommendation of a teacher/counselor 0 0 0 0 

A presentation I attended about the College 0 0 0 0 

Printed materials from the College 0 0 0 0 

Internet material about the College 0 0 0 0 

Literature about the UA in general 0 0 0 0 

Copyright 0 1998 Paul R. Kohn 
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