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Abstract 

A preliminary survey is conducted to identify student choices of choosing colleges and 
course of study in Penang. The methodology used in the study is convenience sampling, and 
feedback from the survey indicates that parents are the most important or influential 
people, apart from friends, relatives and counsellors. Educational marketers should utilise 
the preliminary findings of the study to produce appropriate marketing strategies to pro-
mote their products and services. 
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Introduction 

Today’s private higher education market in Malaysia does not only cater to the rich and af-

fluent community as it also provides opportunities for further studies to local and internation-

al students. Malaysia’s private higher education helps to shoulder the costs of higher educa-

tion and absorbs high enrolment demands due to the limited places offered in public universi-

ties, especially with the ever increasing number of qualified high school leavers. Students 

who aim to further their studies, but are held back due to financial restraints or fail to meet 

the requirements of public universities, will have to opt for private universities or colleges. 
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Hence, the demand for private education in Malaysia will continue to rise, creating a healthy 

competition among private higher institutions.   

 

To survive in this highly competitive industry, private colleges / university colleges are of-

fering a wide range of programmes (both academic and skill development), financial aids and 

other options to attract prospective students. For many students and parents, private higher 

education means a substantial investment in monetary and temporal terms. With the current 

financial situation in Malaysia and the erosion in the value of the Malaysian Ringgit against 

the US dollar, majority of parents are becoming more selective when it comes to choosing the 

right educational institution for their children. In order for private colleges to effectively pub-

licise their services, educational marketers need to understand their student markets. There-

fore, educational marketers and relevant parties must attempt to ask themselves the most 

fundamental questions; Why do students select a particular college or university from the 

large number of alternatives and who is the most influential / important person when choos-

ing a college and course of study?  

Research Objectives 

This study is conducted to identify external and internal sources associated with student 

choices for choosing colleges and course of study in Penang. The study is based on the fol-

lowing objectives: (i) to identify persons that influence students when they choose their col-

leges and course of study; (ii) to identify attributes or characteristics of the colleges that in-

fluence students’ opinions and perceptions on private college choices; (iii) to identify reasons 

and concerns of students when deciding to further their studies.  

Literature Review 

This study is about the sources associated with student choices for choosing colleges and course 

of study. The decision whether to continue or not to continue with post-secondary education and 

the choice to choose the “right” institutions and course of study are two critical decisions to be 

undertaken by students. For those students who wish to further their studies to university level, 

the selection process probably assumes high priority. Many factors and conditions need to be 

considered because these factors would probably affect the final decision. Identifying those 

sources and information that might be considered by students is the main objective of the study.  

 

Developing a list of factors considered important to students would be the main goals of educa-

tional marketers and students themselves. Important factors considered during the selection 

process include programmes offered, reputation and image of the college, course fees, financial 

aids, influence from family members and peers, and facilities. A study by Samsinar Md. Sidin, 

Siti Rahayu Hussin and Tan (2003) surveyed 210 respondents from the Klang Valley to identi-

fy factors influencing the college choice decision of undergraduate students. The results con-

firmed that when students are selecting colleges, they depend on several criteria which include 

academic quality, facilities, college environment and personal characteristics.  

Data Analysis 

Convenience sampling is used as the sampling method. Statistical Package for Social Sciences 

(SPSS) software is used in the analysis of primary data. Only descriptive statistics are used to 

analyse the data collected including cross tabulation, frequencies, percentages and means. The 
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usage of descriptive statistics is to describe, summarise and present a set of data, in order to sim-

plify the large amount of data in a more sensible way (Berenson, Levine and Krehbiel, 2006). 
 

Sample 

The sample of the study comprises college students and non-college students from Penang. 

The study is a non-experimental cross-sectional survey design involving college students and 

non-college students in Penang. The questionnaire is designed to collect information regard-

ing each of the research objectives being studied. Questionnaires were distributed to college 

students personally and partially via the web. A total of 380 questionnaires were completed 

and returned. After the data were collected, each questionnaire was coded and scores were 

entered into the Statistical Software for Social Sciences (SPSS) for Windows. Upon comple-

tion of the data entry, frequencies generated from SPSS were checked for accuracy of data 

entry and missing data or out of range responses. The researcher found only 365 question-

naire responses were usable because 15 of the respondents did not answer all the questions. 

Based on the general principles when dealing with missing data, the researcher can deal with 

the missing data by analysing the available data; imputing the missing data with replacement 

values; imputing the missing data and accounting for the fact that these were imputed with 

uncertainty or using statistical models to allow for missing data. After much consideration, 

the researcher decided to only analyse the complete data (Pigott, 2001).  
 

Results 

As shown in Table 1, out of 365 respondents, 239 (65.5%) are college students and 126 

(34.5%) are non-college students.  

 

Table 1: Demographic of respondents 
Students Frequency Percentage (%) 

College students 239 65.5 

Non-college students 126 34.5 

Total 365 100.0 

 

All numerical data is described using mean. Table 2 shows the mean values of responses 

ranging between 2.61 to 3.40. Under “Influence of person to the choice of course study”, the 

mean score for college students and non-college students is 3.40 for parents, friends (3.18 for 

college students and 3.15 for non-college students), counsellors (3.14 for college students and 

3.02 for non-college students) and relatives (3.02 for college students and 2.83 for 

non-college students). The mean scores reflect that majority of the respondents “Agree” that 

parents are the most influential person in regards to the course of study. 

 

The highest mean score for “Major influence to the choice of college/university” is parents 

which is 3.39 for college students and 3.47 for non-college students. Both college and 

non-college students agree that parents are the most influential people in regards to the choice 

of college or university for their future studies. As for friends, the mean score is 3.18 for col-

lege and non-college students respectively. Counsellors score 3.15 for college students and 

3.11 for non-college students. 
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For “Considered criteria to the choice of college/university”, the mean score is 3.51 for indus-

try trained lecturers for college students and 3.31 for non-college students. Non-college stu-

dents score higher on affiliation with universities abroad with the mean score of 3.40. Reputa-

tion of the college or university has the second highest mean score of 3.49 and 3.35 for college 

and non-college students. History of top graduates has a mean score of 3.38 (college student) 

and 3.33 (non-college students). The lowest mean score is “A social playground on campus” 

which is 3.26 and 3.29, respectively. Both college and non-college students do not regard the 

college and university as a place for them to socialise. College students consider industry 

trained lecturers as an important criteria when choosing their choice of college or university but 

non-college students think that affiliation with universities abroad is more important. 

 

As for the reason for going to college or university, the reason “To realise own dreams” has 

the highest mean score for college students at 3.71 and 3.70 for non-college students com-

pared to other reasons, which included “To discover new interests, talents and experience”, 

at 3.66 (college students) and 3.65 (non-college students). As for the reason of “Going to 

college or university is to realise parents’ dreams” the percentage is 2.91 (college students) 

and 3.02 (non-college students). “Everyone does it” has the lowest mean score of 2.79 and 

2.83, respectively. It is obvious the reason to further studies for college and non-college stu-

dents is to make their own dreams come true. 

 
Table 2: Mean for the sources in the study 

  M M 

  College students Non-college students 

Influential person to the choice of 

course of study 

Parents 3.40 3.40 

Friends 3.18 3.15 

Relatives 3.02 2.83 

Counsellors 3.14 3.02 

Major influence to the choice of  

college/university 

Parents 3.39 3.47 

Friends 3.18 3.18 

Relatives 2.97 2.94 

Counsellors 3.15 3.11 

Considered criteria to the choice of  

college/university 

Reputation 3.49 3.35 

Affiliation with universi-

ties abroad 

3.48 3.40 

History of top graduates 3.38 3.33 

A social playground on 

campus 

3.26 3.29 

Industry trained lecturers 3.51 3.31 

Reasons for going to col-

lege/university 

Realise parents’ dreams 2.91 3.02 

Realise own dreams 3.71 3.70 

Discover new interests, 

talents and experiences 

3.66 3.65 

Everyone does it 2.79 2.83 

Concerns when going to col-

lege/university 

Not making new friends 2.89 2.79 

Exposed to negative ha-

bits 

2.69 2.61 

Difficult to cope with 

college/university life 
3.09 3.12 

N = 365 
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The final question is about the concerns of students when going to college or university. 

From the mean score, the reason of “Difficult to cope with college or university life” is the 

highest for college students and non-college students at 3.09 and 3.12 respectively. “Not 

making new friends” has the mean core of 2.89 for college students, 2.79 for non-college 

students and “Afraid to expose themselves to negative habits” displays the lowest mean score 

of 2.69 and 2.61. Therefore, the major concern for college and non-college students is the 

difficulty to cope with college or university life. 

 

Discussion 

The summary of the descriptive statistics shows that college students and non-college stu-

dents who were involved in this study agreed that parents are the most influential or impor-

tant person when choosing their choice of college or university and course of study. One of 

the possible reasons is students perceive parents as their main source of finance. It is expected 

that parents pay for their children’s education because most students do not have the ability to 

finance their studies, though some students choose to do part-time work to help fund their 

studies (Shumba and Naong, 2012). From an Asian perspective, the influence of parents plays 

a major role in students’ choice of college and course of study. Students would normally seek 

advice from their parents before making their final decisions due to the perception that par-

ents have the relevant information or experience with regards to higher education, and hence, 

parents are viewed as a credible source of advice (Westbrook and Scott, 2012). 

 

In choosing a college or university for one’s tertiary education, some of the criteria would 

probably be the type of academic programmes offered, college expenses, college environ-

ment, facilities, financial aids and a host of other factors. From this study, one of the most 

important criteria for non- college students is the affiliation with universities abroad. 

Non-college students are more interested in attending colleges which are affiliated with 

overseas universities compared to college students who view having industry trained lecturers 

as a much more important criteria. It is likely that college students may not only want to be 

“book smart” but to be also “street smart.” A degree may help open doors to better job op-

portunities, but being “street smart” allows graduates to be more successful in their careers 

and personal lives. Furthermore, learning from industry trained lecturers enable college stu-

dents to find out more about the real working environment, which one cannot find out from 

textbooks alone. Thus, industry trained lecturers can better inform and educate students on 

what goes on in workplaces and how they can survive in a highly competitive work environ-

ment. 

  

On top of that, a majority of college and non-college students have the perception that they 

have to further their studies in order to make their dreams come true. Nowadays, a degree is 

an investment for one’s future. A student may perceive that his or her future interests can be 

accomplished with a certification from a higher institution. However, the main concern in 

going to colleges or universities is in coping with the challenges faced in these educational 

institutions. Students often find it difficult at times, especially during the first year in a col-

lege or university. Everything is different and there is the new environment to get accustomed 

to. Adapting to a lot of changes all at once can sometimes be stressful for first year students. 
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Educational marketers should utilise the findings of the study to come up with appropriate 

marketing strategies to promote their products and services. 
 

Limitations of the study 

As with any study, this study has several limitations. The first limitation was the instrument 

created by the researcher, which was not piloted before being administered to the participants 

of the study. Therefore, no reliability statistics were available. It is possible that the instru-

ment would not accurately measure the influence of “factors” on the student choices in 

choosing colleges or universities and their course of study. Hence, the result of the study 

could not be generalised to the entire population. In addition, the design of questionnaire 

might lead to insufficient questions and as a result, lead to little depth. Another limitation re-

lated to the study is the sampling method employed. Convenience sampling is a 

non-probability sampling which has received criticisms from researchers as not being accu-

rate and representative of the entire population. Furthermore, some of the surveys were done 

through the web. Although extreme care has being taken, a strong element of subjectivity is 

still present. 

 

Additional limitation to the study is the lack of conceptual framework. There is no theory or 

concept to form the foundation of the study. No variables were indicated in the study. Hence, 

this study could only be considered as a poll to identify the “factors” influencing student 

choices of choosing college or university and course of study in Penang. Hence, the interpre-

tations of the study are rather limited. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study is to explore Malaysia’s education scene, especially from the view-

point of students. Clearly, parents are the most influential person in students’ choices of col-

leges and universities, and course of study. Further research into the role of traditional givers 

of information, that is high school counsellors, would be beneficial. This source was rated by 

a majority of students as less important compared to parents and friends. This apparent inef-

fectiveness could be attributed to the method of delivery of information to students. Another 

area of concern is the reputation of college or university which was also rated as a less im-

portant criterion in the study. Above all, due to the various limitations to the current study, 

educational marketers and administrators should conduct follow-up studies to provide more 

coverage relative to the findings of this study. 
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