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ABSTRACT 

Purpose of the study: The purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of 

environmental factors on change of programme of study among first-year undergraduate 

students in Kenyan universities.  

Problem statement: In Kenya, every year a significant number of high school students qualify 

for university education, but some are soon faced with the problem of changing their courses 

when they report to various universities. 

Research methodology: The study method was quantitative, a cross sectional survey with a 

causal comparative study design. The study was conducted in selected seven (7) universities 

and sampled 398 first students’ undergraduate students. 

Findings: The findings revealed that environmental factors have a positive and significant 

influence on change of programme of study among first-year undergraduate students. KCSE 

mean grade, course cut off points, subject combinations and job prospects (opportunity to get 

a job) influence the decision to change programme of study among first year undergraduate 

students.  

Conclusions: The study concluded that environmental factors have a positive and significant 

influence on change of programme of study among first-year undergraduate students in Kenyan 

universities.  

Recommendations: The study recommended that universities should provide information on 

their accredited programmes of study and their career prospects. Employers should share labour 

market information regularly to help students learn about job market trends. High schools 

should network with universities and organize career days to share information on courses 

available and their requirements. The placement board should provide information on selection 

and placement processes on choice of university programmes of study to both students and 

teachers on a regular basis.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

University education is the highest level in the learning process. Its purpose among others is to 

provide skilled human capital needed for the labour market, disseminate knowledge for social 

improvements and nation’s economic development (Odhiambo, 2018). For universities to 

fulfill these responsibilities, university education is arranged into programmes of study and 

courses so that students can enroll in their areas of interest. Hence, students have an opportunity 

to expand their knowledge and skills, increase an understanding of their communities problems 

and solutions and build their future careers (Madanji, 2014; Burgess, Senior & Moores, 2018). 

A career is a series of jobs, occupations or professions pursued by an individual in their lifetime. 

It incorporates life roles, leisure activities, learning and work; either paid or unpaid (Zunker, 

2006). For university students, a career is a factor they consider before choosing a programme 

of study or courses akin to either engineering, education, media or finance among others (Ooro, 

2017). While choice of these programmes is a key decision-making activity among students, 

Gathigia (2011) acknowledges that for some, making that choice is a difficult task. Pabalinas 

(2015) agrees that many students cannot confidently choose causing indecision resulting in  

frequent changes of courses from one to another. Firmin and MacKillop (2008) confirms that 

change of majors or programmes of study is a common practice among many university 

students. This is a practice when a student makes an initial choice of programme of but changes 

that decision and makes a new choice once or multiple times (McMillan, 2005). 

This practice has been documented in USA universities and reports indicates that between 50 

to 75% of undergraduate students change their majors at least once before graduation (Foraker, 

2012; Freedman, 2013; Enrolment Services, 2013; Astorne-Figar & Speer, 2017; Wright, 

2018). In Kenya, the practice has not been studies widely except for a newspaper article by 

Ayiro (2016) who noted that about 20 to 50% of first year undergraduate students change their 

courses they had initially chosen. This is particularly so because students are admitted to the 

university with a declared choice of study. 

1.1 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Programme of studies have long term economic consequences and need to be made with care. 

Failure to get a programme of study right the first time can be costly to the students concerned; 

their families and society at large.  In Kenya, every year a significant number of high school 

students qualify for university education, but some are soon faced with the problem of changing 

their courses when they report to various universities (Maingi, 2007). While the change may 

not be a bad idea especially if it helps students use their talents, where change has negative 

impact, it has far reaching consequences. Among them it adds to cost of university education 

making it expensive for families especially if change occurs midstream in the course. It may 

lead to waste of taxpayers’ money especially when university education is partly funded by the 

government (Ryan, 2017). Firmin and MacKillop (2008) added that it can delay in entering the 

job market for years. For Van Wie (2017), change of programme of study may cause delay in 

graduation. Other consequences are skills mismatch leading to either unemployment or 

underemployment. It can also lead to field of study mismatch characterized with graduates 

being employed in other fields in which they were not trained for. This costs employers to 

retrain such employees. 

While global trends show that this practice is prevalence, but it has not been studied extensively 

in Kenya. This forms the motivation for this study; to investigate environmental factors that 

influence change of programme of study among first year undergraduate students in Kenyan 

universities. 
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1.2 OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of environmental factors on change 

of programme of study among first-year undergraduate students in Kenyan universities. 

1.3 STUDY QUESTIONS 

This study was directed by the following research question: To what extent do environmental 

factors influence change of programme of study? 

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Social Learning Career Theory  

Social Learning Career Theory (SLCT) explains factors that influence career choices which 

are derived from programmes of study. The main factors are genetic endowments and special 

abilities, environmental conditions and events, learning experiences, and task approach skills 

(Zunker, 2006). This study investigated how environmental factors are influential in change of 

programme of study. Environmental conditions and events are conditions existing in 

individuals’ lives and play a major role in what is learned and influence career development. 

They are usually beyond an individual’s control (Krumboltz, 2009). Conditions such as 

economic climate, occupational opportunities, family resources, and educational systems  

influence occupational decisions (Kottler & Shepard, 2014). In this study, education system 

and government policies and labour market forces represented the main components under 

consideration. They were examined to establish to what extent they influence change of 

programme of study among first year undergraduate students.  

2.2 Environmental factors and Change of Programme of Study  

Environmental conditions and events in this study focused on educational systems and 

government policies and labour market forces.  

2.2.1 Education System and Government Policies 

Education system and government policies are factors that influence programme of study. 

These forms the environmental factors theorized by social learning career theory. They were 

divided into three parts: subjects offered in the curriculum, KCSE qualifying exam, course 

selection and cut off points.  

2.2.1.1 Subject Combinations in Curriculum  

Each year millions of high school students graduate and seek admission into higher education 

during their final year. Of great concern is these students’ transition into higher education. 

Bangser (2008) and Tierney, Bailey, Constantine, Finkelstein and Hurd (2009) contended that 

high school education play a big role in preparing students for university education and careers. 

Eriksson et al. (2018) indicated that secondary school education prepares students for higher 

education by providing career guidance and support on choice of majors, courses  and their 

subject requirements, clusters and  combinations.  

Tierney et al. (2009), Boland and Mulrennan (2011) and Xiao et al. (2016) studies supports 

that some schools provides information on subject combinations aligned to higher education 

admission, subject selection and college ready programmes. These have been found to improve 

choice of higher education and consequent programmes of study. In Kenya, the subject 

combinations sometimes referred to as subject clusters are provided for through Ministry of 

Education and Kenya National Examination Council (KNEC) guidelines. They provide 

twenty-nine (29) subjects which are arranged into five (5) groups. It from these groups students 

choose eight but graded on seven subjects by KNEC at the end of form 4 (KUCCPS, 2019). 
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According to Mukhwana et al. (2016), these groups of subjects are then used to match 1627 

university bachelors’ level programmes of study and courses. From this list, students make a 

choice on what programme of study to follow. Since the role of subject combinations and 

programmes of study has not been studied comprehensively, this study explored their role in 

change of programmes among first year undergraduate students. 

2.2.1.2 KCSE Qualifying Examination and Grades 

One of the considerations for students when making choice of programmes of study in 

universities is performance in entrance or qualifying exams (Skatova & Ferguson, 2014). 

According to Orr et al. (2017), most universities use high school grades, national matriculation 

exams, national entrance exams, national college examinations, university admission exams, 

portfolios or interviews. Depending on what each country considers as university admission 

criteria, students prepare themselves accordingly to meet admission requirements.  

In Kenya, students access university education through a national examination called Kenya 

Certificate of Secondary Education (KCSE) which is administered by Kenya National 

Examination Council (KNEC). KNEC grades and generates students’ mean grade so that they 

can apply for university education. According to the Commission of University Education, the 

minimum entry requirement for university education is mean grade of C+(plus) (KUCCPS, 

2019).  Individual student KCSE mean grade is therefore important when  applying for courses 

offered in universities (KUCCPS, 2019). This study examined the influence of KCSE mean 

grade on change of programme of study among first year undergraduate students.  

2.2.1.3 Course Selection Procedures and Cut off points 

Selection and placement of students into universities is a process and not an event. It starts in 

schools with subjects’ selection. The next process of selection is in university where students 

choose courses or programmes of study. This is dependent on students’ grades because they 

determine their eligibility and placement based on university admission requirements. The 

process may cover a specific period of time or in some instances, the process can spread within 

the first year of university education (Orr et al., 2017). All these stages are guided by policies 

that govern the selection of students, tools of selection and placement procedures (Boland & 

Mulrennan, 2011). According to Machado and Szerman (2016), students apply to study in 

universities through various methods. The methods vary from one country to another, but the 

most common methods are centralized systems, decentralized systems, open systems, and 

blended systems. Kenya favours a centralized system. A centralized system is a mechanism of 

placing and admitting students into higher education through a clearinghouse (Machado & 

Szerman, 2016). Clearinghouses are organizations or bodies that coordinate applications, 

placement and admissions of students into the university through use of  use national or 

entrance examinations (Boland & Mulrennan, 2011) and (Hafalir et al., 2014). Kenya’s 

clearinghouse is the Kenya Universities and Colleges Central Placement Service (KUCCPS) 

(KUCCPS, 2019). Prutsch (2014) and Machado and Szerman (2016) indicated that it is 

favoured by many countries (UK, Nigeria, Ghana, Australia, Tanzania, China, Brazil etc) 

because of its improved coordination, wide coverage of geographical scope, improved equity 

in placement irrespective of students’ socioeconomic background and uniform standards such 

as application fees. However its one disadvantage is that once the system is closed during the 

application cycle, change from one course or programme of study to another becomes difficult 

leading to increased student / course mismatch (Hernandez-Chanto 2016 & Wright, 2018). It 

may also be more difficult to change if admissions are pegged on scholarship or students’ loan  

(Hastings, Neilson & Zimmerman, 2013) and (Orr et al., 2017).  
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Kenya’s centralized admissions system, KUCCPS, selects and places students into universities 

through an online process that uses KCSE results, cluster subjects, merit, students’ interests, 

Kenyan citizenship, affirmative action on gender, disability and disadvantaged regions (arid 

and semi-arid), available vacancies and current year of national examination (KUCCPS, 2014). 

The placement process is a journey that starts first with appropriate information on number of 

students each university can accommodate (capacity), the previous course cut off points for all 

degree courses and an updated list of accredited programmes together with regulatory bodies 

requirements. All this information is provided  before students can choose or change their 

programmes of study during the placement cycle (KUCCPS, 2019).  

The application process has three stages where students choose four courses of their interest in 

their preferred institutions. Stage one is application when students are in school before or 

during the national examination period, stage two is after the national examination (KCSE) 

results. In this stage students who did their school application and wish to revise their choices 

or change them altogether can do it at that time. Students who did not apply in school can also 

make their applications now. Stage three is done when the students join the universities; they 

can change their course in a process called inter-university or faculty transfer. Students are 

eligible to change so long as they are vacancies in the programme of study they want to change 

to, and they meet set criteria. This process takes a month and once it is ended, the system closes 

down until the following year with a new cohort of students (KUCCPS 2014a). Several studies 

support the selection process: Kemboi, Nyaga and Misigo (2016) indicated that the process of 

choice and change of programme of study starts with subject selection in school and goes on 

during the placement of university courses. Nyamwange (2016) indicated that KUCCPS 

facilitates change of programmes of study by first providing a list of courses offered in the 

universities, their cut off points after the release of the KCSE results. Wright’s (2018) study 

suggested that selection and admission policies such as centralized system affect students 

change of courses due to their inflexibility especially if a student wishes to change once the 

placement cycle is over. This study ascertained the influence of cut off points on change of 

programme of study. 

2.2.2 Labour Market Forces  

One of the variables of environmental conditions and events in social learning theory of career 

choice is events is economic conditions and labour market forces (Zunker, 2006). Labour 

market information is important because it facilitates informed choice of university courses 

which lead to students’ future careers.  Labour market forces in this study looked at the 

influence of job prospects or earnings. Changes in economy in a country usually affects the 

labour market and may influence choices and change of careers among students (Edmonds, 

2012). Jobs prospects and earnings in a course or major have been expressed by many studies 

to influence choice of programme of study among university students.  

Milsom and Coughlin (2015) confirmed that students look at job prospects in course or a major 

as they make or change their choice. In Duke University, students choose majors due to 

prospective future earnings (Arcidiacono, Hotz & Kang, 2011). Edmonds (2012) reported that 

students considered expected earnings in a course while others looked at a major that would 

lead to employment. Jaradat (2017) reported that students changed their majors due to job 

security, good salary, job availabilities and fill job market deficiency in special education, 

applied sociology and applied psychology in United Arab Emirates. Seymou and Serumola 

(2016) reported that students changed their major to Information Systems because of perceived 

value in the course. Perceived value was future salary, high job prospects, career possibilities 

and job openings in the field. The above studies show evidence that students change majors 

and programmes of study due to job prospects and openings, earnings, and job security. 
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However, there are few studies to show its evidence among Kenyan university students hence 

the need for this current study.   

3.0 METHODOLOGY 

The study method was quantitative, specifically a cross sectional survey with a causal 

comparative study design to compare the influence of environmental factors among students 

who changed before joining the university, after joining the university and those who did not 

change their programme of study at all. The study was conducted in selected seven (7) 

universities and sampled 398 first students’ undergraduate students.   

4.0 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS  

4.1 Descriptive Results 

4.1.1 Change of Programme of Study before Joining University 

The descriptive statistics results of change of programme of study before joining university is 

presented in Table 1. 

Table 1: Environmental Factor: Change of Course before Joining University 

 Statement 

Not at 

all 

Very 

small 

extent 

Small 

extent 

Large 

extent 

Very 

large 

extent Mean Std.Dev 

KCSE Mean Grade 16.2% 0.0% 10.8% 8.1% 64.9% 4.1 1.5 

Course cut off points 5.4% 2.7% 8.1% 13.5% 70.3% 4.4 1.1 

Subjects combinations 21.6% 10.8% 16.2% 13.5% 37.8% 3.4 1.6 

Job prospects (opportunity to 

get a job) 13.5% 2.7% 2.7% 16.2% 64.9% 4.2 1.4 

Average 
     

4.0 1.4 

Results presented in Table 1 reveal that 64.9% of the respondents rated ‘KCSE mean grade’ to 

a very large extent, 70.3% rated ‘course cut off points’ to a very large extent, 37.8% rated 

‘subjects combinations’ to a very large extent while 64.9% rated ‘job prospects (opportunity 

to get a job)’ to a very large extent to have influenced their decision to change programme of 

study. The overall mean of 4.0 indicated that majority of the respondents rated to a large extent 

the influence of environmental conditions and events in their decision to change programme of 

study/course before joining the university. The responses were varied as indicated by a standard 

deviation of 1.4.  

4.1.2 Change of Programme of Study after Joining University 

The descriptive statistics results of change of course after joining university is depicted in Table 

2. 
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Table 2: Environmental Factor: Change of Course after Joining University 

  Not at all 

Very 

small 

extent 

Small 

extent 

Large 

extent 

Very 

large 

extent 

Me

an 

Std.

Dev 

KCSE Mean Grade 22.2% 0.0% 11.1% 19.4% 47.2% 3.7 1.6 

Course cut off 

points 13.9% 8.3% 11.1% 30.6% 36.1% 3.7 1.4 

Subjects 

combinations 5.6% 5.6% 11.1% 41.7% 36.1% 4.0 1.1 

Job prospects 

(opportunity to get 

a Job) 11.1% 0.0% 11.1% 22.2% 55.6% 4.1 1.3 

Average 
     

3.9 1.4 

Results presented in Table 2 revealed that 47.2% of the respondents rated to a very large extent 

‘KCSE mean grade’ in having influenced their decision to change course, 36.1% rated, ‘course 

cut off points’ to a very large extent, 36.1% rated ‘subjects combinations’ to a very large extent 

while 55.6% of the respondents rated ‘job prospects (opportunity to get a job)’ to a very large 

extent. The overall mean of 3.9 indicated that majority of the respondents rated to a large extent 

the influence of environmental conditions and events in their decision to change programme of 

study/course after joining university. The responses were varied as indicated by a standard 

deviation of 1.4.  

4.1.3 No Change of Programme of Study. 

The descriptive statistics results of no change of programme of study at all are presented in 

Table 3.  

Table 3: Environmental Factor: No Change at all  

  

Not 

at all 

Very 

small 

extent 

Small 

extent 

Large 

extent 

Very 

large 

extent 

Me

an 

Std.

Dev 

KCSE Mean Grade 2.4% 2.4% 11.5% 21.7% 62.1% 4.4 0.9 

Course cut off points 4.4% 6.0% 13.9% 25.8% 50.0% 4.1 1.1 

Subjects combinations 6.0% 4.0% 9.5% 25.4% 55.2% 4.2 1.1 

Job prospects 

(opportunity to get a 

job) 4.3% 5.9% 13.8% 22.1% 53.8% 4.2 1.1 

Average 
     

4.2 1.1 
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Results presented in Table 3 revealed that 62.1% of the respondents rated to a very large extent 

‘KCSE mean grade’ in having influenced their choice of course; 50% rated ‘course cut off 

points’ to a very large extent, 55.2% rated ‘subjects combinations’ factor to a very large extent 

while 53.8% of the respondents rated ‘job prospects (opportunity to get a job)’ to a very large 

extent as having influenced their choice of programme of study/course. The overall mean of 

4.2 indicated that majority of the respondents rated to a large extent the influence of 

environmental conditions and events in their choice of programme of study/course. The 

responses were varied as indicated by a standard deviation of 1.1.  

4.2 Correlation between Environmental Factors and Change of Programme of Study 

The research sought to establish the extent to which environmental factors influence students’ 

change of change programme of study/course. With reference to this study question, a null 

hypothesis that environmental factors have no significant influence on students’ change of 

programme of study was tested. The correlation results are presented in Table 4. 

Table 4: Correlation Results: Environmental Factors and Change of Course 

 Variable 
 

Change of 

Course 

Environmental conditions 

and events 
 

Change of Course 

Pearson 

Correlation 1 
  

 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

  

Environmental conditions 

and events 

Pearson 

Correlation .431** 1 
 

  Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 
  

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

The correlation results in Table 4 indicated a weak positive and significant relationship between 

environmental conditions and events and change of programme of study among first year 

undergraduate students. This was supported by a correlation value of 0.431 and p value of 

0.000. Since the p value was found to be less than 0.05, we rejected the first null hypothesis 

and concluded that there was a statistically significant relationship between environmental 

conditions and events and change of programme of study among first year undergraduate 

students. In particular, KCSE mean grade, course cut off points, subjects combinations and job 

prospects (opportunity to get a job) were found to be important determinants of students change 

of course/ career. 

4.3 Influence of Environmental Factors on Change of Programme of Study 

The study sought to establish the influence of environmental conditions and events on students’ 

change of programme of study. The study used univariate regressions to determine the 

influence of environmental conditions and events factors on students’ change of programme of 

study. The regression results are summarized in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Summary: Environmental Factors and Change of Programme of Study 

Change of Programme of Study Beta coefficient (β) Sig 

KCSE Mean Grade 0.514 0.000 

Job prospects 0.438 0.000 

Course cut off points 0.368 0.000 

Subject combinations 0.266 0.001 

Based on the findings in Table 5, KCSE mean grade, course cut off points, subject 

combinations and job prospects had a positive and significant influence on students’ change of 

career/course or programme of study. Further, results indicated that KCSE Mean Grade had 

the greatest influence on students’ change of programme of study (β=0.514), followed by job 

prospects (β=0.438), then Course cut off points (β=0.368), and lastly subject combinations 

(β=0.266).  

5.0 CONCLUSION 

The study established that environmental factors have a positive and significant influence on 

change of programme of study among first-year undergraduate students in Kenyan universities. 

The study concluded that KCSE mean grade, course cut off points, subject combinations and 

job prospects (opportunity to get a job) influenced the decision to change programmes of study 

among first year undergraduate students.   

6.0 RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings and conclusion made; the study recommended that universities should 

support students in providing information on their accredited programme and their career 

prospects. Employers should provide labour market information regularly for students to learn 

trends in the job market. High schools should build network with universities and organize 

career days to share information on courses available, requirements and learning environment. 

Placement board should provide information on selection and placement processes to help 

students and teachers to prepare themselves for university education adequately. 
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