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ABSTRACT


Growing competitive pressures are forcing English language-based colleges and universities throughout Europe to recognize the importance of tailoring their programs and services to the needs of their customers.   This study provides a helpful window of insight into what’s really important to high school seniors in Bulgaria and other Eastern European countries when selecting an English-based institute of higher learning.  A survey of 629 students revealed some interesting patterns regarding: (1) their preferred fields of study; (2) their perceptions concerning educational costs; and (3) the relative importance of eighteen decision parameters when selecting a college or university.  We conclude by noting some key implications of our study for practice and for future research.
INTRODUCTION

The number of overseas students applying for UK courses is representative of the increased competition for enrollment in the English language-based higher education market. The total number of applicants for full-time UK courses increased from 395,307 in 2007 to 421,824 in 2008, an increase of 26,517, or 6.7%. (BBC News, Feb. 14, 2009.)  The biggest percentage increase among overseas applicants was from Bulgaria, up from 400 in 2007 to 845 in 2008, more than 111% (BBC News, Feb. 14, 2009; see also Teaching English, 2008.)  On the supply side, a growing number of English language-oriented colleges and universities throughout Europe, the Middle East, former Eastern Bloc countries, and the African continent are competing for these students.  Indeed, a recent study revealed that in European countries where English is not the native language, more than 2,400 programs at universities are now taught in English, a number that has tripled over the past five years (Wachter & Maiworm, 2007.)

In order to remain competitive and offer programs tailored to the needs of their customers (students), administrators and educators at English-based colleges and universities must consider the preferences, perceptions, and decision parameters of these customers.  To help provide a window of insight on the needs of Eastern European students, we designed and administered a survey to 629 high school students from Bulgaria, Albania, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kosovo, and Macedonia.  All students were enrolled in specialized programs taught in English, aimed at preparing them to attend an English-based college or university.  Three categories of data were obtained:  (1) preferred field of study; (2) perceptions regarding the anticipated costs of education and the importance of tuition; and (3) judgments about the relative importance of 18 parameters influencing students’ selection decisions.  The study results will furnish valuable insights for administrators and educators working to keep their institutions competitive through considering what’s most important to their target market.  From the standpoint of research, this study provides an important initial exploration of the underlying bases used by Eastern European students when selecting an English-based college or university.  Accordingly, we conclude by acknowledging the inherent limitations in this preliminary study and outlining the next logical steps in this developing program of  research.
METHOD

Surveys were collected from a total of 629 high school students in six countries, 14 cities, and 22 high schools. Questionnaires were administered in the respective schools, all of which were selected because they had specialized programs, taught in English, intended to prepare students for English-based higher education institutions.  Instructors at the participating high schools were notified in advance and they all agreed to participate in the data collection. The data were collected by students enrolled in a Marketing Research class at the American University in Bulgaria, as part of the required assignments for completing the course.  


Table 1 presents a breakdown of participants by country or state of origin.  Since the data 
----------------------------------

Insert Table 1 about here

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

were collected by students enrolled at the American University in Bulgaria, the largest single group of respondents was obtained from Bulgarian high schools.  In total, 176 of the 629 study participants (27.98%) resided in a country or state that is not yet a member of the European Union (EU), while 453 of the participants (72.02%) resided in Bulgaria, a current member of the EU.  In order to examine differences in the responses as a function of whether or not the student’s country/state of origin was an EU member, the descriptive statistics presented in the remainder of this paper will compare the responses obtained from the Bulgarian (EU) participants with the responses obtained from the non-Bulgarian (non-EU) participants.  
RESULTS

Survey findings reported in Table 2 show that the majority of students intend to enroll in 
----------------------------------

Insert Table 2 about here

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

a college or university after finishing high school.  Small differences in the percentages observed for the Bulgarian versus non-Bulgarian samples will likely prove to be non-significant in subsequent studies expanding the sample size and taking the next logical step in the research program, moving from the current initial exploration employing descriptive statistics, to a subsequent more extensive study conducted in the hypothesis-testing paradigm.  
Preferred Fields of Study


Of particular interest to colleges and universities is the preference for fields of study on the part of high school students.  Institutions considered for post-secondary study will normally be limited to those offering programs preferred by students planning to enroll in a college or university.  To cast a more broad and relevant net, reflecting the undeniable truth that graduating high school students will often express interest in several different areas of study and range of different careers, we designed the survey in such a way as to allow respondents to select multiple fields of interest on the survey.

Accordingly, the data presented in Table 3 reflect totals well over the number of 
----------------------------------

Insert Table 3 about here

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

Bulgarian (n= 453) and non-Bulgarian (n= 176) respondents.  Accounting and Business Administration were often a respondent’s first choice and only rarely anyone’s second choice. On the other hand, computer science, economics, and marketing were very likely to be a second choice, rather than first.  Table 3 shows the interests of the respondents in the various fields of study as either their first or second choice.  The larger interest in tourism by Bulgarian high school students may be attributed to the significant number of stories in the country’s press about tourism being one of the real growth opportunities for jobs and investment. Certainly, business and business related topics are far and away the leading fields of interest. Further research is needed to corroborate this plausible explanation.  

Several business majors growing in popularity in the United States— finance, entrepreneurship, customer relationship management, sales promotion and advertising, information systems, and logistics— were not listed in the survey as possible choices, as these types of majors are not commonly chosen until after the university student has begun taking business courses.  Our experience is that students enrolled in as business administration majors often change to a more specific major after they have had a chance to take sophomore- and junior-level business courses, exposing these students to the more specialized business fields and career opportunities.


Interestingly enough, our data revealed that liberal arts, physical sciences, and education were rarely considered viable fields of study by the Eastern European students.  When non-business fields were identified, most often they were selected by students in combination with a business major. And lastly, the lack of interest in education as a preferred field is not altogether surprising, given the very low salaries of public school teachers in the Balkans.
Perceptions Regarding Anticipated Costs of Education And The Importance Of Tuition

Overall, participants were quite realistic in their estimates of what a year at a quality college or university would cost.  While most state-supported universities are relatively inexpensive, respondents expecting to attend an English-based institution generally expect to pay substantial sums for tuition and related expenses. Table 4 summarizes participants’ perceptions 
----------------------------------

Insert Table 4 about here

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

regarding how much they expect a good education will cost per year.  Although a small number of participants (18) chose not to answer this question, we were pleased to see that the majority of students held a realistic appreciation of the cost of higher education. 


While realistically acknowledging the anticipated cost of a college or university education, the data provided in Table 5 shows that a large percentage of students indicated that 
----------------------------------

Insert Table 5 about here

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

cost would play an important role in determining where they would continue their studies.  The relative importance of tuition will be discussed below, in conjunction with a range of decision parameters, i.e., factors affecting the choice of a college or university.  
Decision Parameters: Factors Affecting Choice Of Institution

Participants were asked to evaluate a set of eighteen factors believed to be important in choosing an institution of higher education, using a scale of 1 to 5 (1= very unimportant and 5= very important.)  A total of 390 students reported their respective opinions. All 176 of the non-Bulgarian respondents were included in this total, and 214 of the 453 Bulgarian students were asked to complete this section of the survey.  The remaining 239 Bulgarian students did not receive this section of the survey.  


Table 6 provides the survey results presented in decreasing order of mean scores, 
----------------------------------

Insert Table 6 about here

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

ranging from the factor receiving the highest average rating by Bulgarian students, to the factor receiving the lowest rating from that group.  Not surprisingly, this table confirms that the most important parameter for selecting a college or university by far was job opportunities upon graduation, no matter the nationality of the respondent.  Other top parameters of primary importance to Bulgarian and non-Bulgarian students alike were a highly qualified faculty and the opportunity to study in one’s preferred field.    


Modern computing facilities and the institution’s reputation were also deemed important by students, with averages over 4.0 on the 5-point Likert scale. Non-Bulgarian respondents were more concerned about the costs of tuition and living expenses than their Bulgarian counterparts, however.  Neither group was concerned about the university’s distance from their home or the opinions of friends.  Non-Bulgarians showed a slightly greater family orientation but still ranked family opinion in the bottom third of their parameters for selecting a college or university.
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Increased competitive pressures from both the supply and the demand side are forcing English-based institutions of higher learning in Europe to more closely consider the extent to which their programs and services reflect the preferences, perceptions, and decision parameters of their prospective customers— high school seniors.  To this end, the purpose of our study was to provide a preliminary descriptive overview of the terrain for administrators and educators interested in drawing and retaining students from Bulgaria and other Eastern European countries.  

Our findings provide a valuable window of insight into this atractive customer base by painting a profile of the preferences, perceptions, and parameters guiding the search and selection process for these students.  What are these students looking for in an English-based college or university?  Business programs and the business-related fields of economics and computer science were the most popular preferred fields of study.  Traditional liberal arts majors in psychology, history, languages, and political science cited less frequently and, when noted, were often identified as secondary choices in conjunction with a business major.

While important, we found that cost is not an over-riding issue for most of the respondents in this study.  Indeed, the single most important consideration was the availability of employment upon graduation.  Other critical decision parameters were a highly qualified faculty and the ability to study in one’s chosen field.  In short, high school students appear to have a very mature view of their world and their goals and aspirations.  Our data indicate that attending a university is viewed by students as a means to the end of obtaining a satisfactory, meaningful employment in industry.  Technology, extracurricular activities, even a quality library are considered relatively important to this end.

Institutions interested in expanding enrollments and better serving their students would do well to follow the lead of this study through spending more time and resources in learning what their prospective customers— high school seniors— are looking for in a “product”, namely the bundle of “learning services and outcomes” purchased through their hard-earned tuition dollars.  A variety of business offerings by a talented, qualified faculty in an American-formatted university seem to be the preferred model, at least for students who have the requisite English language capability.

Areas deserving further attention in a subsequent research project include: internships, study abroad opportunities, intramural programs, work-study positions, housing, summer jobs (especially overseas), career placement offices, availability of student loans and scholarships, and the nature and effectiveness of current recruiting activities.  None of these was directly measured in the research reported herein.  Learning more about the relative importance of these and other related decision parameters will help us to further refine and test our developing framework.
.
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Table 1:  Survey Participants By Country/State Of Origin.
Albania
 55

Azerbaijan
 20

Georgia
 20

Kosovo
 51

Macedonia
 30

Bulgaria         453

       

       Total       629

Table 2:  Intention To Attend A College Or University.




Yes   (%)
No (%)
         Don’t Know (%)     Total   (%)

Bulgarian Students 

413   (91)
19   (4)

      21     (5)
       453  (100)

Non-Bulgarian


167   (95)
  2   (2)

        7     (3)
       176  (100)


Total


580   (92)
21   (3)

      28     (5)
       629  (100)

Table 3:  Preferred Fields Of Study.

    Major

      Bulgarian

       Non-Bulgarian


Total  
Accounting 

     
28


        13


     41

Business Administration       145


        37


   182

Computer Science
     
77


        26


   103

Economics

     
96


        28


   124

Marketing

     
88


        12


   100

Mathematics

     
59


        13


     72

Medicine

     
33


        18


     51

Engineering

     
10


          8


     18

European Studies
     
24


        10


     34

History

     
46


          5


     51

Journalism

     
38


          7


     45

Law


     
52


        10


     62

Tourism

    
68


          1


     69




         ____


     ____


  ____


Total

          764


      188


   952
Number Of Students
          453


      176

               629
Average Number Of 

Fields Per Student
         1.69


     1.07
Table 4:  Perceptions Regarding Expected Costs Per Year For A Good Education.


Cost


Bulgaria (%)
         Non-Bulgaria (%)
     Total  (%)

Less than $1,000

      57
    (13)


7       (4)
         64   (10)

$1,000 – 2,999

    116
    (26)

          37     (22)
       153   (25)

$3,000 – 6,999

    136
    (31)

          52     (30)
       188   (31)

$7,000 – 10,000

      77
    (18)

          46     (27)
       123   (20)

Over $10,000


      54
    (12)

          29     (17)
         83   (14)


Total


    440    (100)

        171   (100)
       611  (100)
Table 5:  Perceived Importance Of Tuition.



Bulgaria   (%)
Non-Bulgaria   (%)

Total     (%)

Unimportant

     19
       (4)


 6
  (4)

    25
   (4)

Not very important
     51
     (12)


16
  (9)

    67
 (11)

Somewhat important
     90
     (21)


24
(14)

  114
 (19)

Important

   123
     (28)


41
(24)

  164
 (27)

Very important
   149
     (35)


83
(49)

  232
 (39)

Total 

   432
   (100)

          170      (100)

  602   (100)   


Table 6:   Relative Importance of Selection Parameters- Factors Affecting Choice of College Or University.

   
Bulgarian Students
Non-Bulgarian





        (n = 214)

     (n = 176)
Job opportunities upon graduation

4.62


4.72


Offering “What you want to study”

4.51


4.41

Highly qualified faculty


4.40

 
4.57

Reputation




4.19


4.03

Modern computer labs


4.08


4.18

International student exchange programs
3.89


3.78

Variety of Fields of Study


3.88


3.94

Living expenses



3.71


3.94

Western style of education


3.65


3.85

Rich library




3.51


3.76

Location




3.50


3.23

Extra-curricular activities


3.43


3.70
Tuition





3.40


4.05

Application Process



3.24


3.45

Diversified student body


3.23


3.07

Family opinion



3.23


3.48

Distance from Home



2.73


2.63

Opinion of Friends



2.47


2.27
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