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Abstract 

This paper discusses the impact of socio-economic status (SES) among Malaysian matriculation students’ on their decision in 
selecting university and engineering program they want to pursue. The research was conducted at two local matriculation 
colleges and 496 students were participated as respondents. Self-developed questionnaire has been distributed through the 
Counseling Unit of the matriculation centre. The data was collected and analyzed by descriptive and independent sample t-
test. The findings showed that low SES students have stronger determination to pursue their studies at tertiary level compared 
to high SES students. However, both the low and high SES students showed similar trend of perception towards Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) reputation and its engineering program. There is no significant difference between these two 
groups in term of criteria in selecting their preference university and course program.  Both groups chose the engineering 
program because of their personality and interest toward the field and information from the media report and the financial 
support. 
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1. Introduction 

Socio-economic status (SES) plays a big role and gives substantial impact to students in making their decision 
to enrol at Higher Educational Institution (HEI). SES is defined as graded hierarchy of social positions which can 
be used to describe a person’s overall social position or standing. It can be indicated by a number of sub-concepts 
such as employment status, occupational status, educational achievement, income and wealth [1]. According to 
[2-5], SES is the strongest predictor in tertiary study. Three dimensions of SES were identified as parents’ 
education, occupation and income [5]. 

Researchers reported that parents’ education is an indicator of SES among adolescent in South Africa and 
Tanzania [6]. Commonly, parents that own knowledge about the tertiary education provide better access to 
information such as college for their children [7-8]. While parents’ occupations reflect the SES through the type 
of occupations such as professional and non-professional. However, there are still a group of parents who are not 
working due to some reasons like health and economic factors but they possess knowledge and education. 
Vereecken, Maes and Bacquer [9] reported that parental occupation is able to affect the adolescent lifestyle 
including food habits and smoking. Parental income has a direct relationship with parental education and 
occupation. Depending on the level of parental education and type of parental occupation, parental income can be 
high or low. Parents or family with high or low income react differently to their children education especially 
when it comes to their beliefs and expectation towards their children. Davis-Kean [10] found that this matter 
indirectly affected the children academic achievement. 

2. Literature Review 

SES can also be categorised into high SES and low SES according to the position of parents’ education, 
occupation and income. There are differences between high SES student and low SES student. The studies 
reported that high SES student intends to pursue tertiary education, attends university and pursues post graduate 
degrees [5,11-12]. However, low SES students take different direction. James, Baldwin and McInnis [13] stated 
that students from low SES were less presented in HEI.  They are less confident and have many things to 
consider especially on the financial aspects in making decision to enter HEI. Both statuses also affect the student 
choice of course program in the college or university. High SES students prefer to study engineering and science. 
While, Davies and Guppy in Leppel [14] found that low SES students tend to choose subjects that can guarantee 
immediate job prospects upon graduation.  

In Malaysia, there are many cases where children are at risk of not getting proper education because of the 
critical SES. The Ministry of Education reported that socioeconomic gap is one of the factors which influence 
student’s dropout from school. This gap refers to the different health status, discipline quality, student’s welfare 
and poverty [15]. According to [16], children at risk due to low SES do not perform well at school and have 
many social and cognitive problems compared to moderate and high SES students.  

Hence, this SES factor is capable to give a long term effect in our education system. Therefore, there’s an 
urged need to observe the SES issue among Malaysian matriculation students in their decision making to enter 
tertiary education level and study engineering program. There are three objectives for this study: 
• To identify the high SES and low SES effects on Malaysian matriculation students’ decision making in 

entering the HEI 
• To identify the high SES student and low SES students’ perception about the reputation of Universiti 

Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) and engineering programs at UKM. 
• To distinguish the factors that influencing matriculation students’ decision in choosing university and 

engineering program between high SES student and low SES students. 
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3. Methodology 
 
3.1. Instrument  

A questionnaire was developed by the researchers based on the pass literature in choosing university and 
undergraduate program. It consists of four parts i.e PART A) respondent demographic, PART B) reputation of 
the university and engineering studies at UKM, PART C) student’s interest towards engineering program at 
UKM and PART D) factor in choosing university and undergraduate program. Only analysis from PART A) 
PART B) and PART D) will be discussed in this paper. In technical aspect, the instrument is proved to have a 
very high level of reliability for all 36 items with a coefficient  = .890 using Alpha Cronbach reliability analysis. 
The value of the α coefficient indicates that this instrument has high level of consistency and reliability in 
measuring the constructs.  

The validity of the questionnaire is analysed using factor analysis by the Statistical Package for Social Science 
version 19.0 (SPSS 19.0). The results showed that the Bartlett's Test of Sphericity was 5614.082 at level of 
significant of 0.000, which means there is a significant correlation between the variables and the results of 
Measure of Sampling Adequacy with high value at 0.877. Using the Principal Component Analysis and Varimax 
factor rotation, eight factors with eigenvalues  1.0 was produced. Three of the factors are integrated factors and 
another five are single factors. Thus, this survey displayed a high validity of the constructs in measuring factors 
that influence students to choose university and programs.  

 
3.2. Participant and procedure 

 
A total of 496 matriculation students were recruited from Negeri Sembilan Matriculation College (KMNS) 

and Malacca Matriculation College (KMM) in 2011/2012 session for this survey. The questionnaires were 
distributed through the Counselling Unit of the colleges and a duration of 30 minutes was allocated for them to 
answer the questionnaire. Answers from each question are measured in five Likert scale where 1 indicates least 
influenced and 5 means strongly influenced. A positive response is considered when the answer is on a scale of 4 
and 5.   

 
3.3. Analysis 
 

This study applied quantitative method using self-developed questionnaire to collect data. Hence, the 
researchers entered and analyzed all data using SPSS 19.0 software. Among the tests used to analyze the data 
were descriptive test and T-test. The analysis started with the demographic distribution of matriculation students, 
followed by the students' perceptions on the reputation of UKM and its engineering programs and the criteria of 
the university and undergraduate program. 

3. Results and discussion 

4.1. Demographic 
 

Through descriptive analysis, the result of the respondents’ demographic in Figure 1 showed that from 496 
respondents, 177 of them are male students and 319 are female students with different background of ethnicity 
and SES. Majority of them are Malay (87.70%), followed by Chinese (8.47%), Indian (3.23%) and other ethnics 
(0.40%). The respondent’s background of SES showed that 259 students were come from low SES, 212 students 
are from high SES and 25 students are unknown status. The unknown status represented the missing value in the 
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analysis. The students were categorised into high SES and low SES based on some criteria of parents’ education 
and occupation in Table 1. 

 
Table 1. SES criteria 

SES Criteria 

High  - Parents work in any sector 

- Parents hold any certificate, diploma and degree 

Low  - Parents not work or has retired in any sector 

- Parents do not hold any certificate, diploma and degree 

 

 
Fig.1. Student’s demographic 

Then, the matriculation student’s decision in entering HEI and pursuing engineering program for each 
category has been analysis again through descriptive analysis. Figure 2 showed that only 47 students from high 
SES and 118 students from low SES have intentions to pursue engineering program at HEI. At the same time 71 
students from high SES do not want to further their study in engineering compare to low SES students that only 
recorded 39 students.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. Matriculation student’s decision in pursuing engineering program at HEI 

These findings showed low SES students are more interested and motivated in pursuing engineering course at 
HEI. Based on some literatures, this finding against James [13] which stated that high SES students prefer to 
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study engineering program. Some factors that may answer why majority of high SES students do not choose to 
study engineering program are their parent have strong financial capability to support their children to study other 
programs. They also have freedom  to study what they like without restriction on financial issues. 

 

Table 2. Students perception on UKM reputation and engineering program 

PART B SES M SD Mean 
difference t p df 

Knowing the existence of 
UKM 

High 4.60 0.75 -0.01 -0.11 0.85 479.00 

Low 4.61 0.76    

UKM as a prestigious 
university 

High 4.13 0.81 -0.00 -0.06 0.76 478.00 

Low 4.13 0.81     

UKM research university 
status 

High 3.96 0.96 -0.08 -0.99 0.11 474.00 

Low 4.05 0.87     

UKM's mission to uphold 
the Malay language 

High 3.79 1.13 -0.04 -0.39 0.13 476.00 

Low 3.83 1.04     

UKM offers engineering 
programs 

High 3.96 1.08 -0.08 -0.89 0.03 424.95 

Low 4.04 0.95     

UKM has quality 
engineering program 

High 3.76 0.75 -0.02 -0.22 0.18 474.00 

Low 3.78 0.76     

UKM offers dual-degree 
program 

High 3.22 0.81 0.00 0.01 0.52 474.00 

Low 3.22 0.81     

UKM engineering programs 
are more difficult 

High 3.04 0.96 0.00 0.04 0.12 475.00 

Low 3.04 0.87     

 

The independent sample T-test has been used to analyse the students’ perception on UKM reputation and 
engineering program. There are significant differences between high SES and low SES group if the value of p is 
less than 0.5. Table 2 showed only one item has significant difference between groups with the value of p is 0.03. 
Another seven items have a value of p > 0.05 which mean no significant different between groups. The item that 
showed a significant different between high SES and low SES students is their knowledge about engineering 
program offered by UKM with t (424.95) = -0.89, p < 0.05. Based on the mean (M) value, the low SES students 
seem to have more knowledge about engineering program at UKM compared to high SES student. Other items 
also show similar trend when the M value of low SES students are higher than high SES students even there are 
no significant difference. Then, the value of standard deviation (SD) is distributed between     0.00 < SD < 1.10 
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showed that some respondents result deviated in a small number from the majority of other respondents score. In 
this part, student’s perception depends on their knowledge and environment. It also depends on student’s effort to 
find the information about the university and engineering program. 

In choosing university and engineering program, both groups agreed with the suitability between their 
personality and interest, t (477.00) = 0.24, p > 0.05; the cost of study and financial support, t (478.00) = 0.73, p > 
0.05 and the information they get from mass media, t (478.00) = -0.38, p> 0.05. The result in Table 3 also 
showed that there is no significant difference between both groups. Their career history is the factor that has a 
significant different between both SES groups but the M value for high SES students is M= 3.30 and low SES 
students is M= 3.18 showed both groups are not really agreed with this item. The other M values showed a close 
result between each groups except the financial factor. The M value of high SES students (M = 4.08, SD = 2.23) 
is higher than low SES students (M= 3.97, SD = 1.08). It indicated that majority of high SES students still 
concern about financial matter that relate to program fee and life expenses. While the SD values are scattered 
from the mean score showed not all high SES students have a problem with financial support. Most high SES and 
low SES student choose an internal factor compared to external factor that make the suitability between 
personality and interest still a relevance factor in this global education.  

 

Table 3. Factors in choosing university and course program 

Section A SES M SD Mean 
difference t P df 

The influence of parents, 
teachers and family 

members 

High 3.88 1.09 0.04 0.44 0.51 477.00

Low 3.85 1.08     

Follow friend’s selections 
High 2.78 1.08 0.07 0.70 0.10 478.00

Low 2.70 1.17     

Suitability with personality 
and interest 

High 4.16 0.88 0.01 0.14 0.74 477.00

Low 4.15 0.96     

Information from media 
High 3.84 0.88 -0.03 -0.38 0.35 478.00

Low 3.87 0.95     

Career history 
High 3.30 1.08 0.11 1.05 0.02 473.61

Low 3.18 1.24     

The cost of study and 
financial support 

High 4.08 2.23 0.11 0.73 0.48 478.00

Low 3.97 1.08     

 
Hence, some recommendations can be outlined in order to reduce the education gap between the high SES 

students and the low SES students. Government, parents, teacher and counsellor should take more radical effort 
to ensure better future for these students. For instance, parents must work hard to improve their families SES so 
that it will minimize the effect of SES in their children’s education. They have to work out on the three-
dimensional factors that most influence the SES such as occupation, education level and income. Yet, these 



633 Norbahiah Misran et al.  /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences   102  ( 2013 )  627 – 634 

sensitive issues are hardly discussed; they have to look into and decide their children future especially on 
academic matter.  

In addition, teachers and counsellors have to work together to identify the lower SES students and offer them 
guidance to decide suitable university and program. It is found that in educational sociology, the school 
environment and staffs are capable to influence the student’s development and achievement [17,18]. The 
government might also need to continue the education scheme for the lower SES students. Based on the 
Government Transformation Program (GTP) launched in 2008, education has become one of the main fields that 
will be focussed on by the government. Hence, the Ministry of Education is going to implement some proactive 
actions to ensure low SES students can access better education quality like other countries [19]. 

 
Conclusion 

 
From the analysis, both groups of students gave significant observations especially in decision making to enter 

the HEI. The contradict result from both groups reflected that the low SES students had higher determination to 
pursue their study in engineering rather than high SES students. Regardless of high SES or low SES, the students 
have very general knowledge about UKM and its engineering courses offered in UKM, as well as factors that 
influence them in choosing university and its corresponding undergraduate program.  

In conclusion, the research findings showed that significant results are inconsistent with the pass literatures. 
SES is not the only factor that influences Malaysian matriculation students in choosing university and 
undergraduate program. SES also can motivate or demotivate matriculation students to pursue engineering course 
at Higher Educational Institute. Hence, to compliment this quantitative research, a qualitative research has to be 
conducted to explore more about student’s perception and clarify the result. However, these research findings are 
limited to the matriculation students in 2010/2011 session.  
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