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STUDENT CHOICE IN THE AUSTRALIAN TERTIARY EDUCATION ENVIRONMENT

ABSTRACT

The Australian tertiary education industry is entering a phase of increasing diversity in a highly competitive market.  Universities are attempting to extricate themselves from the rigidity of intense regulation to enable the growth of a diverse range of strategies.  One consequence of this change is that many smaller and regional University campuses are faced with difficulties in filling funded places while the larger, more prestigious Universities are able to command more of the market through offering undergraduate full-fee places. 

This paper reports on the influences on course selection of the 2006 intake of first year business and sports administration students at the Sunbury Campus of Victoria University, north of Melbourne, Australia.  The study finds that students are attracted to smaller campuses by specific, unique and desirable programs of study, and that their main sources of influence in course selection are parents and careers teachers.  The study also finds that students who attend smaller campuses report considerable benefits and satisfaction from being part of a smaller learning community.  These observations can be usefully incorporated into the strategic marketing and promotion of small, regional University campuses.

STUDENT CHOICE IN THE AUSTRALIAN TERTIARY EDUCATION ENVIRONMENT:  STRATEGIC CHOICES FOR A SMALL UNIVERSITY CAMPUS

ABSTRACT

The Australian tertiary education industry is entering a phase of increasing diversity in a highly competitive market. Universities are attempting to extricate themselves from the rigidity of intense regulation to enable the growth of a diverse range of strategies.  One consequence of this change is that many smaller and regional University campuses are faced with difficulties in filling funded places while the larger, more prestigious Universities are able to command more of the market through offering undergraduate full-fee places.  

This paper reports on the influences on course selection of the 2006 intake of first year business and sports administration students at the Sunbury Campus of Victoria University, north of Melbourne, Australia.  The study finds that students are attracted to smaller campuses by specific, unique and desirable programs of study, and that their main sources of influence in course selection are parents and careers teachers.  The study also finds that students who attend smaller campuses report considerable benefits and satisfaction from being part of a smaller learning community.  These observations can be usefully incorporated into the strategic marketing and promotion of small, regional University campuses.

INTRODUCTION

Young people wishing to commence tertiary studies today are faced with enormous choice and this choice is about to expand.   Melbourne University’s six “new generation” undergraduate degrees to be offered from 2008 are evidence of the dramatic changes in education.   Education in Australia and around the world is now an industry where individual institutions must project a strong, attractive image in order to survive in an increasingly competitive local and global market.

Student recruitment is becoming increasingly competitive at a time when the numbers entering university are beginning to stabilize after a number of years of growth, coupled with declining demand from international students.  Most Australian universities have concentrated on overseas markets over the last decade but more recently, with the advent of domestic undergraduate full-fee places, have started to compete more vigorously for domestic students.

This paper reports on a study of 2006 intake of first year students at the Sunbury Campus of Victoria University.  This beautiful campus was once the home of Caloola and, since the early 1990’s has been refurbished to provide high quality educational facilities within an historic, parkland setting.  The study was conducted to ascertain the relative importance of factors influencing university selection for this cohort of students.  

Smaller, regional campuses cannot hope to compete with the older prestigious universities.  However, in this new competitive environment they can identify their inherent strengths and build upon those to become known for particular attributes.  To do this it is important to understand the reasoning behind students’ choices.   There are a numbers of studies of college choice, particularly from the United States.  While these are useful it is important to note that the Australian system of university entry is different both in the operational and cultural sense.  Universities and colleges in the US have been engaging in marketing practices for a number of decades, while in Australia such practices in the domestic market is relatively new.  Traditionally, Australian universities’ marketing efforts were centered on the “open day” concept, but this has now given way to professional marketing departments, together with strategic product development, advertising and, more recently, pricing.

Choice and Competition in Tertiary Education

Over the past 50 years the tertiary education system in Australia has been transformed to the point where we have entered an era of mass tertiary education.    While higher education has now become the norm, for those wishing to achieve some advantage the notion of which university has become increasingly important (Schultz, 2006).  Universities are attempting to extricate themselves from the rigidity of intense regulation to enable the growth of a diverse range of strategies.  As Melbourne University Vice-Chancellor, Glyn Davis, has effectively argued, the Australian government must let go, so that public universities can realise their many different futures (Davis, 2006).   Melbourne University is the first to boldly strike a new path within this environment.  

Other Australian universities are attempting to develop new forms, strategies and slogans.  At Victoria University ‘A New School of Thought’ is the statement developed to signify new times and new directions.  However, being such a large, multi-campus, dual-sector organization, it is difficult to find a crystalline statement to encompass many visions in one slogan.  A small campus focus may make marketing messages easier to convey.

For small universities with regional campuses the need to find compelling reasons for existence is urgent.   Several regional Universities failed to attract their student quotas in 2006.  Smaller campuses are less efficient, often having smaller class sizes.  Academic administrators look to larger lectures of 200 – 500 students as the model of educational efficiency.  Smaller campuses may have subject cohorts of 20 or 40 students.  In terms of efficiency the numbers just don’t add up. 

At Victoria University’s Sunbury Campus a unique vision and strategy is possible.  The setting, beautiful Victorian buildings set within a parkland environment with majestic views across Sunbury and towards the city of Melbourne, is unique.   The air is fresh and clean, birds punctuate the air with their song.  Students at the Sunbury campus complete three years of study within this environment and they are impressed and changed by it.  Small course cohorts and small class sizes mean that students come to know each other extremely well over three years of study.  They are familiar with each other and with teaching staff, resources and systems.  They feel comfortable in their environment.  For these reasons they are able to apply themselves to study effectively.  Are these benefits sufficient to attract new students in an increasingly competitive environment?

To answer this question it is important to explore the motivations behind students selecting a particular university and a particular course of study.  In the United States these factors have been explored by Chapman (1981) and expanded by Litten (1982) in a choice model to assist in the development of recruitment policy.  Prior to the use of the web and other alternative means, the print media was one of the few ways in which a college could directly influence college choice (Chapman, 1981).  Chapman (1981) found that students selected their preferred college based on their aspirations and school performance and a range of external influences.  These external influences include significant persons (friends, parents and school), the characteristics of the institution (cost, location and programs) and the institution’s marketing effort (written material, campus visits and recruitment strategies) (Chapman, 1981).

Marketing and student recruitment strategies should be differentiated and directed to any institution’s sub-markets (Litten, 1982)

In the Australian context James, Baldwin and McInnis (1999) found that many prospective students do not base their decision on rigorous research and evaluation but rather tend to rely on limited and subjective information. They identify three principal domains, which prospective students should investigate.  These are:

1. The nature of teaching and learning, class size, use of IT and the availability of work placements. 

2. The knowledge and skill outcome of graduates, and 

3. Career prospects (James, Baldwin and McInnis, 1999).  

However, many applicants are unable to judge features of course or institutions and draw on “chance encounters and questionable sources” (James, 2000).  Studies of first year experience found that a third of students declared that they were not ready to choose a university course during their final year of school (McInnis and James, 1995; McInnis, James and Hartley, 2000).  This, of course, has consequences for retention rates after the first year (York, 1999), which is a great concern for most Australian universities. 

A study of first year undergraduates at the University of South Australia (Martin, 1994) identified and evaluated the following factors that were closely associated with study at that university: career preparation, specific academic program, academic reputation, distance from home, library resources and the quality of research programs.  In the study by James (2000), the top five influences were: 

1. Wish to do a particular course that the university offers 

2. Location 

3. Prestige of university 

4. Employment rates of graduates, and 

5. Opportunities for higher degree study (James, 2000).

Students entering tertiary study are unable to make a fully informed decision about a course at a particular university.  Nevertheless if student expectations are to be met it is important for universities to have an understanding of the motivations behind students’ selection of a particular course and location.

To explore student motivations in selecting to study at the Sunbury Campus of Victoria University a questionnaire was developed for distribution to new students in February 2006.  There were 113 surveys completed comprising business and sports administration, management, marketing, human resource management and event management undergraduate degree students.  This cohort comprised 65% of the total new intake.  The survey included questions in three broad areas of course selection: the impact of promotion and advertising material, influences in course choice, and other considerations in their selection of the University and the campus.  

Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected by the survey.  The quantitative data were analysed using SPSS to provide percentages, rankings, and means whilst the qualitative data were collated and grouped into themes for discussion.  The qualitative data provided useful data to explain the many influences on course choice.

A focus group of six final year students, close to completing their studies at the campus, was conducted.  This group of students was selected to provide data about their experiences at the Sunbury Campus and the perceived benefits of studying at a small University campus.  The comments made by this group were collated, grouped into themes and are used in the discussion to provide explanations and to add to the richness of the data.

The importance of promotion and advertising in course selection

Respondents were asked whether they remembered promotion of the university course.  If these were responded to positively (yes/no), then they were asked to rate their importance on a three point scale: very important = 1, somewhat important = 2 and not important = 3. 

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

Insert Table 1 here

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

Table 1 indicates that most of the enrolling students had seen or heard promotional material for the University.  One-third of respondents had attended the Victoria University Open Day.  

Of the students who recalled seeing or hearing promotional material only attendance at Open Day had much impact (Table 2).  Print and electronic media was recalled but not viewed as very important.

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

Insert Table 2 here

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

Major influencing factors in selection decision

It was assumed that teachers, career advisors, parents, family and friends would have a significant influence on selection choice.  The results of the survey indicate that for female students the influence of personal advice, from teachers, career advisors, parents and friends is significant (Table 3).  For male students the advice of career advisors was strikingly important.  For the total cohort of students having completed Victoria Certificate of Education (VCE) in the previous year career advisors were shown to be key influencers.  In addition those students entering business degrees were highly influenced by advice from parents.  Students enrolling into sports administration programs were less likely to take the advice of parents but more likely to be influenced by career advisors (Table 3). 

Interestingly students entering degree studies with a background in Technical and Further Education (TAFE) or other non-VCE were less highly influenced than the VCE students on all influences (Table 3).

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

Insert Table 3 here

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

Table 3, above, is based on a four point scale of influence: not at all = 1, a little = 2, moderate = 3, major = 4.  The bold scores (means) indicate moderate to major influence, while the remainder indicate none to little influence.  It should be noted that there is overlap between the groups.  For example, a larger proportion of business students were female and a larger proportion of sports students were males. 

Table 4 ranks the 8 influences in order of importance.  School career advisors are most influential in shaping the selection views of VCE students and they appear to have a slightly greater influence on males than females.  

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

Insert Table 4 here

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

Female students are most strongly influenced by parents, and to a lesser extent by other family members and friends, as well as by things they might hear about the university or course (this could be from a range of sources including the above).  Male students do not appear to be influenced by any of these sources and the fact that they attribute such a strong influence to career advisors indicates that they may be simply more reluctant to attribute influence than female students.

Table 5 presents the ranking of other factors considered in the selection of a course of study, including campus location and the reputation of the University and the course.

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

Insert Table 5 here

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

This table is based on five point scale: agree strongly = 1, agree = 2, neutral = 3, disagree = 4 and disagree strongly = 5.  The published clearly in Equivalent National Tertiary Entrance Rank (ENTER)
 score mean of 3.18 (towards disagree) is distorted by the number of TAFE intake (these students do not gain entry by their ENTER score). Only 28% of TAFE intake agreed strongly or agree that this was a consideration compared to 53.1% for the VCE intake.  It is interesting to note that all TAFE intake students agreed strongly or agree that the main purpose of coming to university was to acquire knowledge and skills for employment.  From the University’s operational, rather than a marketing perspective, Table 5 data is of strategic importance because it indicates that students are discerning buyers and will respond to courses with greater employment prospects, especially if there is a reputation for the course in the market. 

The qualitative data revealed that 20 of the 113 respondents applied for their course of study because the campus was close to home.  For many of these students avoiding travel saves them time and money.  Some indicated that they wanted to study close to home.

Interest in course and course reputation were the most highly ranked factors in course selection (Table 5).   Of the 58 business students, 32 (55%) volunteered the view that it was the particular course on offer that they wished to study.  In contrast, 49 of the 54 (90%) sports administration students reported a desire to study sports administration.  Comments such as ‘sport is my main interest’, ‘keen to work in the sports industry’, ‘want a career in the tennis industry’, ‘sport is my life’ characterise the responses of this cohort.   The difference between these two cohorts can be explained by the more generic nature of business programs and the fact that sports administration programs are offered only at Victoria University and LaTrobe University.  The sports administration students are prepare to travel to a small campus to study their preferred course.

In contrast business students are more inclined to select an area of study and use their ENTER score to determine the place of study.   The more generic courses, such as human resource management, are offered at many Universities hence students select courses based on the prestige of the University rather than securing a place in a unique course.

While several respondents noted the attractiveness of the environment at Sunbury it is unlikely that the beauty of the campus only will attract new students.  Of the 113 newly respondents 9 (8%) commented on the attractiveness of the Sunbury campus environment.  For this small group of students the impression that the campus is ‘quiet, small and friendly’, ‘less intimidating that larger campuses’ and ‘ more like a typical American college’, a ‘beautiful place’ was important.  

Students in the focus group had experienced three years at the Sunbury Campus.  They reported a love of the place and deep satisfaction with their experience.  For them the smaller classes, stronger inter-personal relationships with peers and staff and sense of being in touch with the beautiful natural environment were strong factors.  They said, ‘I wouldn’t want to study anywhere else’.  They were ‘sad to be about to leave the campus’.  Small course cohorts meant that they ‘made great friends because it’s a small group and we see each other in many of the same classes’.  While the choice of course will continue to be the primary factor in attracting students, secondary factors such as the campus environment should be considered for promotion.  For students looking for value for money in university life a beautiful and serene environment offers a marketing advantage.

In the current Higher Education environment cash strapped Universities are under pressure to develop more generic, cost effective programs of study.  At the same time students are demanding greater choice in the subjects they are to study, delivery modes, assessment and time spent on campus (James and Beckett, 2006).  This environment presents interesting challenges for universities in product development and in positioning themselves in a market already crowded by a myriad of sub-disciplines and course badging.  

Conclusion

Small and regional university campuses in Australia face a challenging future in the current highly competitive higher education environment.   Smaller regional campuses cannot offer the campus life of inner-city Universities nor can generic programs expect to attract the highest achieving students.  The strategy for regional campuses must therefore be to offer unique and desirable courses of study with clear vocational outcomes.   In addition they must seek to understand the unique qualities of the student experience of their campus.  It may well be that quieter and beautiful regional settings offering small course cohorts can appeal to some prospective students.

Messages about course of study, their relevance and employment prospects are most effectively disseminated through career advisors and teachers because they are the closest to the students at the time selections are being made.   Parents also exert a major influence on student choice but getting marketing messages to parents is less efficient.   Use of the open day approach giving high school career advisors opportunities to meet final year students would seem to be the most useful means for promoting smaller and regional University campuses.
Future Research

The results of this small, local study indicate, as with previous studies of this type, that students are influenced by the choice of degree, career aspirations and course reputation.  The location and specific qualities of the campus were rated low.  In contrast the students completing their studies rated the environment and the close relationships developed while attending the smaller campus as one of the most valuable aspects of their tertiary study.  This is an aspect of course promotion which has been neglected but which could form part of an effective promotional strategy.   Further investigation of student experiences in diverse campus settings is needed.  
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Table 1:  Exposure to promotion (n=113)

	Question
	% Yes
	Number

	Did you refer see or refer to any printed material
	54%
	61

	Remember radio advertising
	50%
	57

	Remember TV commercial
	49%
	55

	Remember other advertising
	36%
	40

	Attend open day
	38%
	43


Table 2: Importance of promotion (n = 113)

	
	Very 

Important

%
	Somewhat important

%
	Not

Important

%

	Printed material
	12.5  
	31.9
	7.1 

	Radio
	6.2
	30.1
	11.5

	TV
	6.2
	26.5
	12.4 

	Other Advertising
	8.8  
	26.5  
	0.9  

	Open Day
	23.0  
	8.0  
	0.9  


Table 3: Influences and student segments (n=113)

	Influences
	
	Males
	Females
	VCE
	Non

VCE
	Business
	Sports/

Business

	Teachers
	Mean

sd
	1.87

1.01
	2.07

1.06
	2.20

1.07
	1.65

.89
	2.21

1.11
	1.74

.89

	Career Advisors
	Mean

sd
	2.12

1.11
	2.0

1.15
	2.52

1.13
	1.40

.71
	2.05

1.18
	2.07

1.06

	Parents
	Mean

sd
	1.9

.90
	2.5

1.0
	2.18

.95
	2.23

1.12
	2.43

1.06
	1.98

.92

	Other Family members
	Mean

sd
	1.8

.80
	2.0

.94
	2.01

.93
	1.76

.89
	2.01

.87
	1.79

.85

	Friends
	Mean

sd
	1.6

.91
	2.07

.90
	1.93

.89
	1.85

1.02
	1.98

1.02
	1.79

.85

	University staff visiting school
	Mean

sd
	1.4

.80
	1.4

.79
	1.42

.81
	1.38

.76
	1.44

.86
	1.37

.70

	Open day
	Mean

sd
	1.66

1.03
	1.92

1.13
	1.95

1.11
	1.53

.99
	1.86

1.10
	1.70

1.05

	Things heard about the university
	Mean

sd
	1.8

.94
	2.16

.92
	2.03

.90
	1.93

1.0
	2.22

.98
	1.74

.85


Table 4:  Ranking of most important influences

	RANK
	Influence of:
	VCE intake Mean

	1
	Career Advisors 
	2.52

	2
	Teachers
	2.20

	3
	Parents
	2.18

	4
	Things heard about the university
	2.03

	5
	Other Family members
	2.01

	6
	Open day
	1.95

	7
	Friends
	1.93

	8
	University staff visiting school
	1.42


Table 5:  Factors considered in selection (n=113):

	Selection based on:
	RANK
	Mean
	sd

	Interest in course area
	1
	1.24
	.47

	Considered employment in course selection
	2
	1.59
	.70

	Course reputation
	3
	1.89
	.77

	University reputation
	4
	2.03
	.76

	Published clearly-in ENTER score
	
	3.18
	1.25

	Location of campus
	5
	2.93
	1.29

	Main purpose for coming to university:
	
	
	

	Get a degree
	
	1.62
	.73

	Acquire knowledge and skills for employment
	
	1.34
	.51


� The ENTER is a scaled study score based on academic results in VCE and is used by tertiary institutions to rank students for selection.
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