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University: To Attend Or Not To Attend? An Examination Of First Year Undergraduate Decision-making
This paper, set within the context of fundamental changes to higher education funding and government initiatives to widen access to higher education, examines decision-making of first year Childhood and Youth Studies students when deciding to attend university and the aspirations held at the start of their higher education studies. The research took place in one of the newer higher education institutions which recently acquired university status.
The purpose of this small scale research project was to investigate the following areas:
· To examine influences on student decision-making when deciding whether to apply to continue their education at university

· To explore factors that influence the students decision to choose this particular university

· To identify students’ aspirations as well as any anticipated barriers to learning in higher education

All students joining the Childhood and Youth Studies degree pathway were asked to complete a questionnaire during their Induction week, this resulted in 34 responses (46% of the cohort). There were three main sections to the questionnaire: personal information including age and gender; reasons for deciding to attend and choice of university, and identification of future aspirations and concerns about the decision to engage in higher education. The data findings provided tutors with detailed information about the student cohort and offered the opportunity for tutors to address any anticipated support needs during teaching sessions by signposting university services.
Family, friends and institutions were seen to hold varying levels of influence for different age groups with younger applicants being more influenced by peers and family than mature students (Reay, David and Ball 2005) (Brooks 2004). The university prospectus was the most significant factor in choice of university across all age groups and particularly for first generation students compared to second generation. Career aspirations were directly related to the chosen course of study (Phillips 1986).  For this cohort the greatest personal barrier to study was seen as finance, which was identified by all respondents and was regarded as a major barrier for all students (Reay, Ball and David 2002), (Voigt 2007).
Although the research project provided data invaluable in developing the curriculum and ensuring university services were publicised widely to this cohort, a number of areas emerged requiring further attention.  For example,  the choice of university because it was ‘close to home’ requires ‘unpicking’ to establish whether this was so students could commute daily from home thereby reducing the financial burden of attending university as suggested by Moogan and Baron (2003) or for other reasons. Another area was student engagement in paid employment, the balance between work and study and its relationship with attainment which was seen as particularly strong (Henderson, Holland, McGrellis, Sharpe and Thomson 2007). These areas will be addressed in the revised questionnaire which will be distributed to the new intake of first year students in September.
The research findings have prompted the team to extend the study so the student cohort can be followed through their undergraduate course to discover whether anticipated barriers and aspirations were realised therefore a series of group interviews will take place with the first cohort as they enter their second year.
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