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Choosing Where And What To Study: Variation In Institutional And Socio-economic Effects On Students’ HE Decision-making

The regime for student finance introduced in England for 2006/2007 creates a new set of conditions for choosing to participate in higher education. This has been the subject of much media speculation (see Clarke, 2005; Fazackerley, 2006), particularly in relation to concerns that the shift of the financial burden towards students will reduce the likelihood of achieving stated policy objectives for widening participation. While evidence from other countries with similar experience suggests that the effect on widening participation may be small, even if this proves to be the case in England, there may yet be some substantial effects on the location and type of institution at which students enrol, and the course of study they choose to pursue. This might occur as a result of variation in the cost of studying at different universities, eligibility for bursaries, fear of debt discouraging students from studying away from home, and concerns with debt repayment influencing career preferences and hence choice of course. Each of these factors will have a differential impact according to the social background of young people considering participation in higher education.
The substantial variety in the form of bursary that is being made available by higher education institutions means that young people, and the people who guide them, face substantial information problems. Young people’s knowledge of the bursaries for which they are eligible may be incomplete or inaccurate and this may have systematic effects on the choices they make. The impact of bursaries upon widening participation has also been the subject of debate. Sir Martin Harris, director of Offa, has questioned whether the bursary system is an effective approach to widening participation, suggesting instead that money might more usefully be spent on targeting younger children from families with no prior experience of HE (Guardian May 29th 2007).
This paper draws on data collected during a series of semi-structured interviews and questionnaires with over 1500 sixth form students at 20 schools and colleges in the Midlands. Forty students from 5 of the participating institutions were interviewed at two periods during their final year; in November 2006 and again in April 2007, in order to encompass any changes in decision-making around entry to HE. This paper focuses on key themes arising from analysis of the qualitative data in order to discuss the basis on which students decide whether to live at home while studying in HE and the extent to which they take the availability of bursaries into account. Differences in students’ ‘stories’ of decision making are highlighted, together with the variation in institutional and social class effects upon this process.
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