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Summary

This study examined the explanations students give of their choice
of college. Using data obtained from a sample of 8292 high school
students drawn from the November, 1964, nationwide ACT testing of
college applicants, 27 items pertaining to influences on a student's
choice of college were studied. Factor analysis was used to reduce the
complex interrelations among these items to a small number of cate-
gories, or factors, that can be interpreted in terms of their underlying
nature. Four major areas of influence were found--intéllectual emphasis,
practicality, advice of others, and social emphasis. These four areas
of influence are highly similar for men and women. Possible applica-

tions of the results in counseling and in research are discussed.



A Factor Analysis of Student ""Explanations' of
Their Choice of a College

James M. Richards, Jr. and John I.. Holland

The process of choosing a college has received little scientific
or educational study. Only a few formal studies have been published
(Holland, 1958, 1959; Douvan & Kaye, 1962), although there are a
number of speculative papers in the educational literature. Students,
parents, and educators need a more complete knowledge of the process
that students use to select a college, and of the possible outcomes of
different choices, for an appropriate choice may be critical for a stu-
dent's personal development and eventual achievement. Such knowledge
will help make the choice of a student's college less hazardous and more
satisfying.,

The present report deals with a limited aspect of college choice,
but one that we must solve as a step in solving the larger problem.
Specifically, we wanted to know if many typical explanations of, or in-
fluences on, the choice of a college could be organized into a few cate-
gories that could be easily interpreted. These categories could be used
then as a brief profile of influences on cellege choice. Such a profile
will facilitate the study of the process of college choice and the student
outcomes associated with different choices. Eventually, it will provide
admissions officers and college counselors with more information for

helping students and parents select more appropriate colleges,
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Method
The following sections summarize the way we obtained the infor-
mation about a student's explanation of his choice of college, the sample
of students, and the statistical analysis which was used to organize and
interpret the data. The source of data was the Student Profile Section,
a short background questionnaire which is a regular part of the ACT
test battery. ACT tests are administered nationwide to high school
students who are applying to colleges that require the ACT tests (ACT

Technical Report, 1965). The information that students provide in

response to questions in the Student Profile Section is the kind of infor-
mation typically requested in college application blanks. The Student
Profile Section differs mainly from similar institutional forms because
the ACT information is collected and reported in more systematic
fashion. Specifically, the Student Profile Section provides coded in-
formation about a student's aspirations, attitudes, achievements, and
personnel needs (housing, financial aid, and the like).

For the present study, 27 items pertaining to influence on a stu-
dent's choice of college were used., These specific influences fall into
the following areas:

Atmosphere and reputation--such influences as desirable intel-
lectual atmosphere, good faculty, national reputation of college, etc,

Facilities--such influences as a special curriculum, comprehen-
sive physical and educational facilities, etc,

Personal influences--advice of parents, advice of high school



teacher, etc.

Other considerations--low-cost college, desirable location, etc.

Each student rated 27 kinds of influence according to how much
each consideration had affected his choice of a college. (Since he indi-
cated which colleges were to receive his ACT scores, he had made a
meaningful choice of a college.) Each item was rated on a three-point
scale ("of no importance, "' "a minor consideration, " '"a major consid-
eration'"). Scores from 1 to 3 were assigned to his response so that
a high score indicated a high degree of influence.

The students were a three-percent representative sample of the
November, 1964 ACT national sample, drawn by taking every 33rd,
67th, and 100th student on the master tape for the November, 1964
testing. 1 By this procedure, a sample of 8292 students was obtained--
4303 men and 3989 women.,

Product-moment correlations among the 27 items were computed
for each sex. The 27 x 27 correlation matrices for men and women
were factor analyzed using the principal components method with unity
in the diagonal. This procedure, including the use of unity in the di-
agonal, was employed to obtain a solution that would permit the calculation
of factor scores (Kaiser, 1965). The first four principal components
for each sex were rotated to a final solution by the Varimax procedure

(Kaiser, 1958).

lcalculations for this study were carried out by the Measurement
Research Center, University of Iowa, and by the University of Utah
Computer Center.
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Table 1 (cont.)

Males Females
Infl
niluences Mean S.D. Mean S.D.
24. Desirable intellectual
atmosphere 2.32 .67 2.43 . 64
25. National reputation of the
college 2.28 .70 2.38 . 68
26. Coeducational 2.02 .69 2.19 .72
27. I can meet the academic
competition without strain 2.02 .71 2.15 .72

The correlations among the 27 items for each sex are shown in
Table 2, with correlations for males appearing above the diagonal and
correlations for females below the diagonal. Seven factors for males
and six factors for females had an eigenvalue greater than 1. 00,
Inspection of the plot of eigenvalues for each sex suggested, however,
that only the first four factors for each sex should be rotated. Accord-
ingly, rotated solutions were computed by the Varimax procedure with
the results shown in Table 3. An oblique rotated solution was also
computed by the Promax procedure (Hendrickson & White, 1964) with
k = 4. Since the .10 hyperplane count for the Promax solution was only
slightly higher than for the Varimax solution, the orthogonal Varimax

. . 2
solution was retained.

2Tables showing the unrotated factor matrices, the Promax rotated
solutions, the correlations among Promax factors, and the transforma-
tion matrices for computing the Promax solutions from the Varimax
solutions are shown in the Appendix of this report.
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Table 3

Varimax Rotations of the First Four Influences Factors

for Men and Women

Male Factors Female Factors
Influences A B Cc*¥ D A B Cc* p*
1. Good faculty 66 -07 08 00 63 07 -02 -06
2. High scholastic
standards 66 -05 05 -04 65 -03 01 00
3. Desirable social climate 33 -01 -03 53 30 -04 58 -02
4, Size 13 15 -10 42 11 -10 50 05
5. Research reputation 49 10 14 01 39 19 10 -03
6. Desirable location 08 73 -10 12 06 -11 24 66
7. Special curriculum 53 00 07 04 52 04 -02 05
8. Comprehensive facilities 45 -04 15 30 49 12 13 10
9. Emphasis on religious
and ethical values 37 -02 28 12 43 23 07 02
10. Progressive, liberal
outlook 44 08 20 15 48 15 15 04
11. Low-cost college 05 55 15 01 10 12 06 61
12. Good athletic program 07 -05 19 55 03 29 41 01
13, Close to home -10 81 -01 00 -13 03 -02 78
14, Advice of parents 11 22 55 03 10 50 01 34
15, Advice of brother or
sister -15 -02 47 25 -11 47 15 01
16, Advice of alumni
contacts 09 -01 63 16 11 57 17 -02
17. Friends going there -22 27 26 42 -26 27 41 20
18. Advice of h.s. teachers 19 09 75 -02 21 24 -03 04
19, Advice of h.s. or
college counselor 27 05 71 -05 27 72 -01 03
20, Talk with admissions
counselor 31 -09 65 12 33 60 13 -15
21, Campus visit 26 -11 36 39 28 31 39 -12
22. Has fraternities and
sororities -04 -09 29 63 -02 23 63 -09
23. College offered aid 20 -07 54 12 23 52 -03 04
24. Intellectual atmosphere 65 03 14 12 65 16 05 -01
25. National reputation 51 05 07 22 53 10 21 -01
26, Coeducational 12 10 02 63 10 02 62 08
27. Can meet academic
competition 11 21 27 30 17 29 30 16

=sReflected factor
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completely independent, and that the samples were large and diverse.
The results, therefore, are impressive evidence for a consistent or-
ganization of considerations influencing college choice for both sexes.
Such consistency from sample to sample is important in evaluating the
adequacy of representation of the domain by the rotated factor solution
(Harman, 1960).

The Varimax factors are briefly described and interpreted
below:

Intellectual Emphasis (Male A-Female A) has high loadings on the

influences ''good faculty, " "high scholastic standards, ' "special cur-
riculum, " "desirable intellectual atmosphere, " and ''national reputation. "
In simpler terms, students who say they were affected by these influences
are characterized by their academic interests and values. This factor
resembles the ""Affluence" factor obtained by Astin (1962) in his study

of college characteristics,

Practicality (Male B-Female D) has high loadings on ''desirable
location, ' ''close to home, ' and "lva-cca‘st college.!" One would expect
students attending junior colleges, especially community colleges, to
score high on this factor because large proportions of these students
cannot afford to attend distant colleges (or lack the ability to gain entrance
to selective institutions).

Advice of Others (Male C-Female B) has high loadings on ''advice

of parents, ! "advice of alumni contact,'" "advice of high school teachers, "

and "advice of high school or college counselor.! This factor may
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solutions obtained by rotating four factors only seem preferable be-
cause of their simplicity and clarity.

Implications

Because the original 27 student influences can be represented now
by four factors or major kinds of influence, we have a useful intellectual
tool for several practical and research purposes.

The explanationsk that students give for their choice of college are
consistent with the current manner in which high school counselors and
college admissions officers assist students choose a college. The four
major areas of influence reported by students are also four areas
emphasized in informational publications and proffered services; i.e. s
intellectual aspects of the institution, factual data about cost and location,
social activities available, and availability of pre-college counseling.
High school counselors, therefore, may use these four groupings as a
framework for planning and evaluating their pre-college services for
students. Interviews or questionnaires could be used to determine the
relative importance of the four areas of influence for individual students.
On the basis of this information, the counselor can make more appropri-
ate suggestions of possible colleges for each student to consider. Such
an approach to counseling for college choice may be more effective than
grouping students on less relevant bases such as male and female.

The four major areas of influence can also be used to design ad-
missions blanks so that they can be interpreted more readily. For

example, the 27 items can be organized in such blanks factor by factor
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A careful study of the profile of explanations should also contribute
to faculty understanding of its students and facilitate the articulation

of student orientations with institutional programs.
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