Is there a significant Association between gender and university course choice?




Abstract:
The choice of university courses is a complex decision influenced by several factors, including gender. This essay explores the influence of gender on university course choices and compares the findings to relevant literature. Previous studies have indicated gender disparities in course preferences, with males leaning towards STEM fields and females towards humanities and social sciences. Factors such as societal expectations, stereotypes, and personal interests contribute to these disparities. However, some studies highlight the importance of individual factors and challenge the direct causal relationship between gender and course choice. This study aims to investigate the association between gender and university course choices among psychology and computing students. Participants (N = 32) were recruited through an online questionnaire, and a chi-square test for independence was conducted to analyse the data. The results showed no significant association between gender and university course choices. The findings differ from some previous studies, suggesting the importance of individual factors in course selection. The limitations of the current study include a small sample size and reliance on self-report measures. Similar limitations were found in the literature. In conclusion, while gender may not play a significant role in university course choices among psychology and computing students in this study, individual factors remain influential. Further research with larger and more diverse samples is needed to deepen our understanding of the complex relationship between gender and course choices and promote gender equity in education and career opportunities.



The choice of university courses is a pivotal decision in an individual's educational journey, shaping their future career prospects and personal development. It is a complex process influenced by numerous factors such as personal interests, societal expectations, and academic abilities. One prominent factor that has garnered considerable attention is gender. The question of whether gender plays a significant role in the selection of university courses has sparked numerous debates and research studies. This essay aims to explore the influence of gender on university course choices.
Numerous studies have examined the relationship between gender and university course choices, shedding light on the complex interplay of factors that shape individuals' decisions. In a seminal study conducted by Eccles and Jacobs (1986), the researchers found that males tend to gravitate towards science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields, whereas females show a higher preference for humanities and social sciences. This trend was attributed to socialisation processes that perpetuate gender stereotypes, portraying STEM subjects as more suitable for males and discouraging females from pursuing them.
Further research by Watt and Eccles (2008) explored the role of gender stereotypes in shaping academic choices. Their findings suggested that gender-stereotyped beliefs about specific subject's influence individuals' interests and self-efficacy, consequently affecting their course selection. Moreover, the study highlighted the influence of gender-segregated social networks, which can limit exposure to diverse academic opportunities and reinforce gendered preferences.
In a more recent investigation, Van de Velde et al. (2020) examined gender differences in the choice of STEM-related majors. Their study revealed that factors such as intrinsic interest, perception of abilities, and gender stereotypes significantly influenced the course choices of male and female students. It further emphasized the importance of fostering gender-neutral learning environments to mitigate gender disparities and promote equity in STEM fields.
However, while gender disparities in certain academic disciplines are well-documented, other studies have challenged the notion of a direct causal relationship between gender and course choice. A study conducted by Charles and Bradley (2009) found that gender alone does not explain course selection patterns, with personal interests and abilities playing a more significant role. The researchers suggested that while gender may influence initial interest, other factors such as individual motivation, self-perception, and past experiences shape the ultimate decision.
Moreover, the influence of gender on course choice may vary across cultural and societal contexts. For instance, studies by Wong and Rochlen (2017). explored gender differences in course selection within the context of Asian cultures. Their findings indicated that societal expectations and traditional gender roles exerted a significant impact on the academic choices of male and female students, often resulting in gender disparities.
With the information proposed by these studies, I hypothesise that gender significantly influences the selection of university courses, with males and females showing differential preferences based on societal expectations, stereotypes, and personal interests. I hypothesise that these factors contribute to gender disparities in certain academic disciplines, leading to the underrepresentation of one gender in traditionally male- or female-dominated fields, with males leaning more into STEM subjects and women more inclined to social subjects.



Participants:
The study included a total of 32 participants, consisting of 16 males and 16 females. The sample consisted of university students who were currently enrolled in either a psychology or computing program. All participants were at least 18 years of age. The recruitment process aimed to ensure an equal distribution of male and female participants to account for potential gender biases in course choices.
Design:
Participants were provided with a link to an online questionnaire where they would be asked two questions; gender and university course and from this the numbers and information would be gathered to test my hypothesis.
Materials:
During this study, all participants were given a consent form that they had to read, and then sign before continuing with the study, being told what they will have to do within the study, their ability to withdraw at any point and that the data will be kept confidential.
After completing the questionnaire they would be given a debrief form in which participants would be informed; the exact nature of the study, and what the data aimed to find out, a reiteration participant is able to withdraw from the study, and that all of their information will be kept confidential, and lastly an email to contact if the participant had any concerns regarding the questionnaire or the experiment.
Procedure:
Participants were provided with a clear explanation of the purpose of the study and informed consent was obtained prior to their participation. To recruit participants, a link to the online questionnaire was shared with university students enrolled in psychology and computing programs. Upon accessing the online questionnaire, participants were first presented with a consent form with a brief introduction outlining the study's objectives and reassurances regarding the confidentiality and anonymity of their responses. Following this, participants were asked to provide their demographic information, including their gender and academic program (i.e., psychology or computing). The questionnaire then proceeded to inquire about participants' course choice. Upon completion of the questionnaire, participants were thanked for their participation and provided with a debriefing statement. They were also given the opportunity to withdraw one last time and ask any questions or provide additional comments.



To examine the relationship between gender and university course preferences, a chi-square test for independence was conducted. The analysis aimed to determine if there was a significant association between gender and the choice of university course. The findings indicated that no significant association was observed between gender and university course (χ² (1, N = 32) = 3.14, p > .05). Consequently, the hypothesis stating that females would exhibit a preference for psychology courses while males would favour computing courses was rejected.




Comparing the results of the current study to the readings, several common themes and findings emerged. Eccles and Jacobs (1986) and Van de Velde et al. (2020) both found evidence of gender disparities in course choices, with males showing a higher preference for STEM fields and females gravitating towards humanities and social sciences. These findings align with the broader societal stereotypes and expectations associated with gendered preferences in academic disciplines.
However, the current study did not yield significant associations between gender and university course choices. This finding contrasts with the studies by Eccles and Jacobs (1986) and Van de Velde et al. (2020) but is consistent with the study conducted by Charles and Bradley (2009), which highlighted the importance of individual factors such as personal interests and abilities in course selection. It is worth noting that the sample size of the current study was small, which might have limited the statistical power to detect significant associations.


In terms of limitations, the present study faced certain constraints that should be considered. First, the sample was limited to university students enrolled in psychology and computing programs, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings to other academic disciplines or educational levels. Additionally, the study relied on self-report measures, introducing the possibility of response bias or social desirability bias. Moreover, the convenience sampling method used in the study might have resulted in selection bias and compromised the representativeness of the sample.
The limitations identified in the current study are consistent with those found in the readings. Eccles and Jacobs (1986) acknowledged limitations such as the reliance on self-report measures and potential response bias. Charles and Bradley (2009) also recognized the limitations of using gender alone as a predictor of course choices, emphasising the role of individual factors. Van de Velde et al. (2020) highlighted the need for larger sample sizes and the consideration of cultural and societal contexts in examining gender disparities in course preferences.


In conclusion, the present study explored the influence of gender on university course choices among psychology and computing students. Although the findings did not support a significant association between gender and course preferences, they align with the notion that individual factors, such as personal interests and abilities, play a crucial role in decision-making. The study's limitations, including the small sample size and reliance on self-report measures, should be considered when interpreting the findings. Overall, this research contributes to the existing body of literature by highlighting the complexity of the relationship between gender and course choices, and the importance of considering individual factors in understanding the dynamics of academic decision-making. Further research with larger and more diverse samples is warranted to deepen our understanding of this topic and to develop interventions that promote gender equity in educational and career opportunities.
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Study Debrief Sheet

An exploration into the association between gender and university course
choice

Thank you for taking part in this study.

The aim of this study is to explore whether there is a significant association between
gender and the course chosen to study at university. We specifically want to find out
whether females were more likely to study on psychology courses and males on
computing courses.

If you wish to withdraw your data from the study, you must close your computer
browser now. After this point, your data will become anonymous, and it will not be
possible to trace it back to you. The data you submit will remain confidential.

If taking part in this study has raised any concerns or if you have any questions
about the study, please contact the academic supervisor Stacey Coleman:
stacey.coleman@uwtsd.ac.uk

You can download a copy of this debrief sheet for your records by clicking here:
Debrief

If you are happy for your data to be included in this study, please click the arrow
below to confirm.

Thank you once again for taking time to participate in this study.

BSc Psychology
BSc Psychology and Counselling

University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Swansea
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Study Consent Form

I understand that this research study is being carried out by the module leader of the
Research Methods | module for the purpose of a module assessment and that taking part in
this study will involve answering a questionnaire on my age, gender, and stating the degree
programme | am currently enrolled on.

This study will take approximately 5 minutes to complete.
I understand that participation in this study is voluntary, and | am free to withdraw
participation at any time during or before the end of the study without giving a reason by

closing the computer browser.

I understand that once | complete the study, | will not be able to withdraw my data, as it will
be anonymised, and the researcher will be unable to trace my data back to me.

I am aware that if | have any questions or concerns about the study, | can contact the
researcher supervisor, Stacey Coleman at any time before, during, or after the study on
stacey.coleman@uwtsd.ac.uk.

I understand that the information provided by me will be held confidentially, with a code
assigned in place of my name. These data will be stored indefinitely in accordance with the
Data Protection Act.

| also understand that at the end of the study | will be provided with a debrief form.

Please select to agree with the statements below to give your consent to take part in this
study.

You can download a copy of this consent form by clicking here: Consent Form

Please tick all the boxes below to confirm your consent into participating in this
study:

O1am 18 years of age or over
O I understand | can withdraw at any time without penalty by closing the browser

O I understand my data will be held confidentially and my identity will remain
anonymous

O 1 understand all the above information on this consent form

O 1 consent to take part in this study
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Data Collection Questions for Report 1 — Chi Square

Please state your gender:

Male

Female

Non-binary / third gender
Prefer not to say

Please indicate your age:

Please indicate the course you are currently studying on:

Psychology
Computing




