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(ABSTRACT)

Understanding how prospective students make their final
choices of colleges or universities is important to
students, their parents, and to the institutions. When it
comes to academically advanced students, or Honors students,
there is a question as to whether the same factors are
influential to their higher education decisions. The
purpose of this study was to compare the responses of
Virginia Tech Honors students with current literature to
determine the influences associated with college or
university selection between the two data sets.

The methodology used in this study included qualitative
focus-group interviews of Virginia Tech Honors freshmen who
had been admitted into the Program for the fall semester of
1992 and had remained Honors eligible for the spring
semester of 1993. Six interview sessions were arranged for
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50 students. An intefview protocol was designed to ask six
questions to the participants, focusing on how they made
their final decisions to attend Virginia Tech. Thirty-six
students actually participated in thevinterviews.

Six conceptual categories emerged from the interviews.
These categories included: (1) Academic Programs; (2)
Campus Atmosphere/Life; (3) Influéntial People;‘(4)
Location; (5) Money; and (6) Recruitment. Seven conceptual
categories were discovered in the literature. These
categories were discovered included: (1) High School Grade
Point Average; (2) Tuition; (3) Geographic Location; (4)
Parental, Peer, and Alumni Influence; (5) Acadenic
Reputation; (6) Job Placement; and (7) Campus Visit.

The results from the study indicated that most
students, regardless of their status, consider similar
factors in their choices of colleges. Most important among

the factors included the cost, campus visit, and reputation.
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CHAPTER 1
Statement of the Problem

Understanding how prospective students make their final
choices of colleges or univeréities is important to
students, their parents, and to the institutions. All have
a stake in how the decisions are made and what factors are
considered in the decision. Students and their parents are
invested in the decision in emotional, academic, and
financial ways. Institutions are invested in the decision
in ways that actually may shape the character of the
institutions.

Colleges and universities have a vested interest in
their student enrollments. Knowing which factors assist
students with their decisions can favorably assist the
institutions as well. This knowledge can help prepare the
institutions for ways in which they should be attracting
potential students while focusing on what they can provide
for those students who choose to attend.

Students are both concerned and interested in where
they will be attending college. There are many higher
education opportunities for them to consider. Additionally,
there are many factors involved with their considerations.
Various elements are found to be of significance to students

both personally and (in the near-future) professionally.



This topic has long been a subject of study of
researchers. Welki and Navratil (1987) followed T.A.
Deomenich's and D. McFadden's theoretical model of decision-
making to determine the influences on prospective students
during their college searches. Shaut and Rizzo (1991)
measured factors that influenced college choice to be used
by college administrators, counselors, and institutional
research. To investigate the effects of demographic
variables and locus of control on college choice, Martin and
Dixon (1991) also studied the influential factors of college
choice.

Additional types of studies were performed for similar
reasons. King, Kobayashi, and Bigler (1986) researched the
factors influencing students' perceptions of college
recruitment activities. Hossler and Gallagher (1987)
studied student college choice to assist policymakers while
identifying student access to and the availability of
institutions of higher educatioh. More specific studies
have investigated the relationships between student
financial aid or institutional cost and college choice
decisions (Tierney & Davis, 1985). Small private colleges
(Kellaris & Kellaris, 1988) and two and four year colleges
(Smith, 1990) also have been studies to determine the
factors associated with students' choices to attend the
different types of institutions which are available to them.
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As much is known about the decision-making process of
college choice, much remains unknown or unclear. Questions
could be raised regarding the changes which time has had on
the influence of college-bound students. Both educational
and personal needs fluctuate over time. The importance of
many issues may be affected by new technology and other
changes which may take place over the years.

Has the recruiting power of some institutions changed
over time? How does that relate to what is known about .
students' decision-making processes? As research is
conducted and information revealed, the manners by which
institutions address the findings can have an impact on
prospective students. Are institutions addressing the needs
of students which researchers may have identified or are
they directing their recruitment strategies strictly towards
their own institutional needs?

Additionally, with the concern of college and
university enrollments, what are institutions doing to keep
their enrollment numbers high while attempting to attract
students? There is an obvious need for colleges and
universities to maintain their student enrollments. How has
the enrollment concern played a role in the recruitment and
retention of prospective and current students?

Are the current processes related to important
demographic characteristics of students? With a decrease in
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traditional, college-bound students, the demographics of
student populations are changing. Institutions are
recognizing other aspects of their enrollments to be of
significance to both recruitment and retention. Are the
current processes differentiated in any way across important
subpopulations of students, such as Honors students? The
questions which may follow could include the manner by which
institutions are attracting students in addition to the
manner by which students are being attracted to
institutions.

The means by which students may make their final
college or university selections vary. Students typically
begin their college searches by identifying the various
college and university options available to them (Discenza,
Ferguson, & Wisner, 1985; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).

During this process, many variables come into play. In
addition to the institutional choices which students will be
considering, other influential factors will be identified
throughout the process.

By understanding how students determine their
institutional choices, colleges and universities can target
their recruitment strategies toward both specific
populations of students and toward factors associated with
college choice. Admissions representatives and recruiters
can assure prospective students of what is available to them
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(Martin & Dixon, 1991) which may, in turn, effect both the
final decisions of the students and the institutional
enrollment numbers.

The ability to design effective recruitment plans may
be of great concern to colleges and universities throughout
the 1990s. The projected decline in traditional college-
bound students and enrollment figures have required many
institutions to question their current marketing strategies
(Welki & Navratil, 1987). The responses of students asked
about the means by which they made their college decisions
can benefit all parties concerned. This information could
be used to recruit new students while allowing institutions
to recognize and continue promoting successful recruitment
strategies of the past.

In addition to the affect on general admissions
marketing, the ability to recognize needs of specific
populations also can be of assistance to future marketing
ideas. In the case of academically advanced students, such
as Honors students, recruitment efforts to attract students
with higher grade point averages (GPAs) and Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT) scores could positively affect student
body enrollment statistics. This type of affect could allow
institutions to be recognized for their commitment to higher

education and to the types of students which attend.



Purpose

The Director of the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and
State University (hereafter referred to as Virginia Tech)
Honors Program and other university administrators
associated with Honors, recognize a need to determine why
Honors students chose Virginia Tech over other institutions.
Additionally, the comparison of this information with a
literature review directed toward the reason(s) cited for
why all students choose their respective institutions could
prove to be of significance to the recruitment of future
Honors students.

The purpose of the study was to determine the reasons
by which Virginia Tech Honors students made their college
decisions. The data from interviews of Honors students were
compared to data from literature to détermine similarities
and differences in the factors considered in college choice
from these two perspectives.

Research Questions

(1) How did Honors students attending Virginia Tech

make their institutional choice?

(2) Do the stated reasons for institutional choice of

Honors students correspond to the information
conveyed through literature about the choices

generally made by students?



Definitions

Virginia Tech (freshmen) Honors Candidates/Students

Virginia Tech (freshmen) Honors candidates/students are
entering first-year students who have graduated from high
school in the top 10 percent of their classes and have a
combined Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) score of 1200 (both
the math and verbal scores above 550).
Current Literature

Current literature refers to published material on
college choice during the years 1980 to the present.
Enrollment Management

Enrollment management is "...a process, or an

activity, that influences the size, the shape, and the
characteristics of a student body by directing the
institutional efforts in marketing, recruitment, and
admissions as well as pricing and financial aid. 1In
addition, the process exerts a significant influence on
academic advising, institutional research agenda,
orientation, retention studies, and student services"
(Hossler, 1984, p. 6) which require the efforts of the
campus as a whole.
Prospective Students

For the purpose of this study, prospective students are

graduating high school seniors who are seriously considering



attending an institution of higher education to obtain a
baccalaureate degree.
Institutional Fit

Institutional fit refers to the harmony of
institutional characteristics and student needs and
interests (Sevier, 1989).
Scholarship Money

Dating back to 1643 when money was provided to a needy
Harvard College student to assist with educational costs
(Coomes, 1988; Woodward, 1988), scholarship money is best
identified with a financial need in addition to academic and
athletic excellence. For the purpose of this study,
scholarship money involves academic achievement/excellence.
Orientation

Orientation refers to the summer orientation program
held at Virginia Tech by the Dean of Students' Office for
accepted freshmen. The specific mention of orientation in
this study refers to the introduction of the University
Honors Program during summer orientation.
Virginia Tech Library System

The Virginia Tech Library System (VTLS) is a computer
search system used to locate publications. The publications
can be located by a title, author, subject, or bullion

search, a process that crosses two searches.



Educational Resources Information Center

The Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) is
a computer search system developed by the U.S. Office of
Education. This system is used to éollect, store, and
distribute information on education (Ary, Jacobs & Razavieh,
1990).

Organization of the stﬁdy

This report is divided into four chapters. Chapter one
introduced the study, including its purpose, research
questions, and definitions of terms used throughout the
report. Chapter two describes the methodology/procedures
used to collect and analyze data. The format by which the
study was conducted, in addition to the method of data
presentation, are included in this chapter. Chapter three
presents the results of the study, including the responses
of the Honors' participants and the literature review. The
two data sets are compared and similarities and differences
are identified. Finally, chapter four will present the

conclusion to the study.



CHAPTER 2
METHODOLOGY

Taylor and Bogdan (1984) identified methodology as a
manner by which one addresses concerns and discovers
solutions. The purpose of this chapter is to describe the
methodology and the procedures used during this study. The
chapter is organized to include discussion of (a) the
research method, (b) the research instrument, (c) the
interviewer training sessions, (d) the sample, (e) the data
collection, and (f) the analysis procedures.

Research Method

To obtain the most definitive answers to the questions
asked, a qualitative research method was decided upon.
Qualitative data has been identified to include specific
descriptions of circumstances, occurrences, péople,
interactions, and observations of behaviors. Additionally,
direct quotations'from individuals regarding their
viewpoints, feelings, and thoughts in conjunction with
written notes or reports, correspondence, records and case
histories are all associated with qualitative research and
are the foundation for the data obtained (Patton, 1980).

A qualitative research method was chosen as a more
informative means by which personal information could be

obtained from the participants. 1In addition, a literature
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search was performed to complete the literature review
requirements of the study.
Research Instrument

To assist the interviewees with their recollections of
how they made their decisions to attend Virginia Tech, an
interview protocol was developed. The primary function of
this protocol was to collect data from the Honors students
in a systematic way. Once collected, the information would
be related to the data provided through the literature
review to identify similarities and differences between the
2 sets (see Appendix A). This protocol was structured for a
group interview climate and was focused on questions
involving college choice. Additionally, the way in which
the questions were worded focused repeatedly on the same
topic. The students were continually asked how they made
their final decisions to attend Virginia Tech. Each of
these questions, however, was structured in an independent
manner.

Ninety minutes was determined by the researcher to be
an adequate amount of time to hold the focus group interview
sessions. This time period would allow for the answers to
each question to be discussed in their entirety, but would
not appear to take up too much of the participants'
voluntary time. While there was a limit on how long the
entire interview sessions were to last, there were no limits

11



on each individual question. When each question had been
adequately answered, with no new information being
presented, the next question was asked.

Interviewer Training Sessions

Prior to conducting the actual interviews, two training
sessions were held to ensure the proper procedures and
conduct for the interviews. The first session consisted of
graduate students in the Virginia Tech Student Personnel
Program serving as "mock" Honors students while Dr. Don
Creamer (thesis committee chairperson) conducted the
interview. During this time, notes and observations were
made by the researcher. This format allowed for an
understanding of or an opportunity for questions relating to
the manner by which Dr. Creamer approached the protocol
questions and the participants.

Following the observation session, the roles of
interviewer and observer were reversed. Different Virginia
Tech graduate students, from both the Student Personnel and
Mechanical Engineering Programs, served as the "mock" Honors
students. This change in roles allowed for Dr. Creamer to
make notes and ask questions of the researcher regarding the
format by which the "interview" was conducted.

Additionally, the interviewer was given feedback from both

12



Dr. Creamer and the graduate students. This dual-critique
was of benefit in understanding how the students understood
what the interviewer was asking.

The result of the training sessions was an
understanding of the way in which an interview should be
conducted. In addition, the researcher was able to work
with the comments from the interviewees to better prepare
herself for her officialkrole with the Honors students. The
protocol questions were understood by the interviewees and
did not require any changes.

Sample

The sample of this study consisted of 36 freshmen men
and women who were admitted for the fall semester of 1992 as
Honors students and who had remained Honors eligible for the
spring semester of 1993, having received a QCA of at least
3.4. These participants were not a tightly defined group,
as their only requirements were the meeting of the criteria
without specific regard to their exact QCAs and current
Virginia Tech class rankings. As a result, there was a
mixture of Honors students who were totally committed to
their academic experiences at Virginia Tech in addition to
students who were not as committed to their academic
experiences.

The students initially were recruited during a freshmen
Honors meeting held during the second week of the spring
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semester. They were informed of‘the thesis and its intent,
including the confidentiality of all responses. An
informational sheet was distributed to each student
requesting their individual name, social security number,
address, phone number, and signature of written consent
which identified the confidentiality aspect of the study for
those students who wished to participate. Additionally,
dates and times of group interview sessions were included on
the informational sheets, allowing the students to request
both their first and second choices (see Appendix B).

As a result of only 15 attending students having
volunteered to assist with the study, personal telephone
calls were made to all students who met the criteria.
Alphabetically, from A through M, students were called and
informed of the study. They were asked if they would like
to volunteer their time and thoughts and were given the same
dates and times from which to choose their interview
session, if they agreed to participate.

Data Collection

Following the recruitment of participants and the
training sessions, focus group interviews were arranged.

The decision to use focus group interviews as compared with
individual interviews was to allow for the students to

compare and relate their feelings and experiences with each

14



other. Additionally, having other students present provided
support for their thoughts and responses.

Using the protocol, open-ended questions were asked of
the interviewees. These questions asked the students to
consider the factors and reasons associated with their
college choices. The open-ended questions were chosen to
assist them with their personal responses, concentrating on
individual and specific issues of importance (Gorden, 1969).
Additionally, the students were further questioned for more
clarification of their answers. This was found by the
researcher to be necessary to determine the details and
meanings of the responses given (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984).

Six focus group interview sessions were arranged, based
on the previously noted times from which the participants
were asked to choose. The available dates and times were on
Monday, March first, from 1:30-3:00 P.M. and 4:00-5:30 P.M.;
Tuesday, March second, from 10:00-11:30 A.M. and 1:30—3:00
P.M.; and Wednesday, March third from 9:30-11:00 A.M. and
3:00-4:30 P.M. Although there were no restraints placed on
the number of students who chose to attend a specific
session, several times offered were shown to be more popular
than others. These dates and times were March first, 4:00-
5:30 P.M., March second, 1:30-3: P.M., and March third,

3:00-4:30 P.M.
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During the interview sessions, handwritten notes were
taken. As a means by which to support the written notes and
be able to refer back to the actual responses given by the
interviewees, the sessions were tape recorded. This
decision was made because of the nature of the qualitative
responses which are often personal and may be perceived in
various ways if not clarified (Patton, 1980). (There were
two tape recorders used to serve as back-ups to both the
handwritten notes and the other tape recorded information in
case of any defaults relating to the equipment.)

Literature Review

Literature relating to college decisions and the
factors influencing such decisions were collected. Current
journal articles and books were chosen for this review.
While there was an abundance of available material, the
significance of the literature was based on both the
relevance of the information and the year of publication.
The reason for the publication date was determined to best
represent the more recent research of college choice.

ERIC and VTLS were reviewed for pertinent information
relating to both the journals and other documents. Searches
were made for information that related to enrollment
management, admissions, financial assistance, and factors
related to the choices students make during their college
decisions. Additionally, there was an initial search
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