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Students’ college satisfaction is an important part of measuring the quality of college teaching. The admission of college entrance exam is the first step for college students to enter colleges and corresponding majors. Whether they affect students’ college satisfaction after enrollment is related to the formulation and adjustment of college admission strategies and training methods. This paper is based on data from students in colleges in Beijing enrolled in the fall of 2006 and 2008 and adopts propensity score matching to analyze the influence of the admitted characteristics of college entrance exams, such as whether they were accepted by their first choice. We also further explored the heterogeneity. The empirical results show that whether the student was admitted to the first-choice college has a significant positive impact on overall satisfaction and academic and nonacademic satisfaction, while whether the student was admitted to the first-choice major has no significant impact on nonacademic satisfaction. In addition, making an independent major choice has a positive effect on the improvement of overall satisfaction and academic satisfaction, and the impact on overall satisfaction is even greater than that of being admitted to the first-choice major. The impact of the admission characteristics of college entrance examinations on the satisfaction of students in liberal arts and science and students of different types of colleges and universities presents different characteristics.
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1. Introduction

As the main form of college admission and student enrollment in China, as well as an important channel for talent screening and social mobility, college entrance examinations are not only directly related to the applied school level, major type and future development of students but also have extraordinary significance for individuals, families, universities and even the whole higher education system.

The college admission policy is closely related to the application and admission mechanism, both of which will have a vital impact on students’ admission results and college satisfaction. However, most students still follow the rule of “score matching first, major selection second” due to a severe shortage of guidance in application and having no access to professional information before entering college (Zhang and Chen, 2015, 173–174 + 181). Moreover, students make their picks more based on the advice of parents and teachers rather than personal interests. A survey conducted by a third-party data company also shows that current majors for nearly a quarter of fresh students are not their preferred ones, and 29 percent decide to drop out because “their choices of majors do not match their expectations” (Chen, 2017).

In addition, with the continuous development of higher education marketization and the penetration of academic capitalism, the concept of service quality has gradually replaced the traditional concept of product quality and drawn researchers’ attention. Similarly, indicators such as functional quality (such as the quality of service process) and technical quality (such as the quality of talent training) are also incorporated in the quality assessment of higher education. In August 2012, the Ministry of Education issued a document requiring that the status quo of students’ learning satisfaction be included in the report of undergraduate teaching quality, and satisfaction has gradually become an important factor in evaluating college functions and the reference for college decision-making (Bao, 2014, 22–29 + 55).

Researchers in China have performed preliminary studies on students’ college satisfaction since the 1990s, but many findings have shown that students, especially fresh students, are not quite satisfied (Fan, 2011, 43–45 + 106). This will directly or indirectly increase the risk of students developing mental health problems such as anxiety and depression (Gao et al., 2020, 292–300; Liu X.C. et al., 2022, 860–873; Cao and Liu, 2022, 1,287–1,297; Liu A. et al., 2023, 1,442–1,457). At present, studies on factors affecting students’ college satisfaction mainly focus on the training process after admission, such as teaching quality and college environment, while little attention is given to the impact of the admitted characteristics of college entrance examinations. Therefore, the underlying reasons and influencing mechanisms of low satisfaction are exciting fields for exploration.

Based on the above analysis, the purpose of this paper is put forward: (1) Investigate the current situation of students’ college satisfaction; (2) Investigate the relationship between students’ admitted characteristics and students’ college satisfaction; (3) Analyze the difference in the influence of different groups of students’ admitted characteristics on students’ college satisfaction; and (4) Through the statistical analysis of the survey results, the conclusion is drawn, and suggestions are put forward for students’ voluntary choice of college entrance examination and universities’ improvement of college satisfaction.



2. Theoretical background and literature review


2.1. Theoretical background

The theory of relative deprivation, proposed by American sociologist S.A. Stouffer and developed by R.K. Merton indicates that it is easier for individuals to generate negative cognition and subjective experience by comparing with a given standard or reference object (Xiong and Ye, 2016, 438–453). Relative deprivation consists of two parts, namely, cognition (perceived that one’s expectations cannot be met) and affection (resulting in a sense of injustice, anger, and dissatisfaction; Bougie et al., 2011, 726–746). With their first choice unfulfilled and by comparing themselves with others after enrollment, students can easily generate a sense of relative deprivation, thereby reducing their satisfaction. In addition, self-decide theory (SDT) believes that individuals have the potential to make free choices after fully understanding their own needs and the surrounding environment, to stimulate internal motivation and to engage in exciting work (Zhang et al., 2010, 752–759). For students who can choose majors independently, intrinsic motivation for learning is more likely to be triggered, thereby positively affecting students’ college satisfaction.



2.2. Literature review

The concept of learning satisfaction has been the focus of study ever since the 1950s. Symonds (1955) explored the influence of learner satisfaction in the field of psychology and education. It is generally defined as a feeling or attitude of learners that their desires and needs can be fulfilled in learning activities or processes (Topala and Tomozii, 2014). Learning satisfaction, as the origin of higher education quality evaluation (Wen, 2015), is increasingly receiving attention from the academic community. Learning satisfaction is an indicator to measure whether learners achieve the expected learning outcomes (Martin, 1994). College students’ learning satisfaction is generally influenced at the individual and school levels. From the perspective of individual psychological factors, Liu X. et al. (2023) found that college students’ belief in a just world had a positive impact on their learning satisfaction. Chun-Hsiung Huang (2021) also found that dimensions of perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and learning motivation are the influencing factors of learning satisfaction. At the school level, learners’ satisfaction is affected by teaching mode, course content, and learning environment (Xu, 2018), and even the teaching quality (Adler et al., 2021). Teachers’ pre-service preparation affects student achievement and teaching quality (Liu X.Q. et al., 2023, 69). However, there is a lack of discussion of the factors before college students’ admission to college, and the key step in college entrance examination admission is selecting majors and voluntary reporting, which is likely to influence students’ learning satisfaction.

The literature on college admission mainly focuses on scores and reforms of application mechanisms (Nie, 2007, 23–26), while few studies reflect on college admission itself and subsequent training by comparing the performance of students with different admission characteristics after enrollment. Existing research can be broadly divided into three categories. Therefore, the first type explores the difference between different groups in filling out the college entrance examination. Students from different family backgrounds have different subject selection strategies and college admission opportunities due to differences in social class, culture, resources, and information (Wei et al., 2019, 39–48). In particular, the professional choices of students in rural areas are severely limited and lack freedom of choice and conditions (Qiuxiang et al., 2022, 51–58; Cao et al., 2023, 131), while city students are more willing to take risks than rural students (Qian, 2022, 29–34 + 4). On the other hand, not all students can choose the major they want. Under the strict restrictions of college major admission plans, students’ college entrance examination scores directly affect their eligibility for major selection. Students with score advantages have more room for major selection, while students with score disadvantages often have to accept major adjustments to ensure admission. Thus, when filling out the major application, there is a tendency to “make the most of it,” that is, some students view their college entrance examination scores as tools for major selection, not only choosing the subjects with the highest possibility of getting high scores (Chenghuo, 2018, 25–30) but also choosing the “hottest” or “best” major they can enter based on their scores, rather than their most interested major (Liao et al., 2017, 33–39 + 70).

The second type focuses on the performance of students with different admission routes and mainly studies two questions. First, the influence of the first-choice major or college on students’ academic prospects and professional interest. Relevant studies have shown that the admitted characteristics profoundly affect students’ subsequent development, and nonfirst-choice students (students whose colleges or majors are not their first choices) encounter extremely severe problems concerning academic adaptation, professional commitment, and mental health (Cai and Li, 2016, 66–74 + 2). One of the leading reasons is that students are dissatisfied with nonfirst-choice majors. Lower students’ college satisfaction will then influence their academic achievements (Cabrera et al., 1993, 123–139), physical and mental health (Liu, 2012, 22 + 53), etc., and improving students’ college satisfaction will promote and contribute to employment attitudes (Wang et al., 2013, 78–84), professional decision-making and prospects (Nauta, 2007, 446–462). However, the results show that its influence on students’ future development is gradually declining (Liu and Jiang, 2019, 22–25). For major-adjusted students, their professional interest is gradually increasing, although it is much lower than that of first-choice students in the freshman year (Liu and Jiang, 2018, 53–60). Second, there are subjective matching differences among students with varied admission procedures, such as unified examination and recommended admission. The findings show that admission procedures have a significant impact on the initial state and variation trend of individual subjective matching degree (Nie et al., 2014, 38–47).

The third type focuses on the correlation between the independent selection of majors and professional satisfaction. The findings show that independent selection can promote professional satisfaction by enhancing professional commitment (Ding, 2019, 27–33). Compared with making decisions before enrollment, choosing majors after admission benefits both academic interest (Ma et al., 2017, 131–144 + 190–191) and adaptation (Bartolj and Polanec, 2012, 996–1,016) and further improves students’ college satisfaction and enthusiasm. Moreover, students’ education investment can be more efficient and profitable (Malamud, 2010, 359–390). Based on SDT, students’ perceptions of voluntary autonomy, competence, and relatedness in academic majors fully mediate the relations between perceived faculty and peer support and major satisfaction (Schenkenfelder et al., 2020, 265–273). In addition, autonomous major choice motivation mediates the relation between autonomy-supportive parenting and academic major satisfaction, and controlled major choice motivation mediates the association between controlling parenting and academic major satisfaction (Nerona, 2021, 205–220).

Previous research provides a good foundation for this paper, but most of the analysis focuses on the impact of in-school experiences or training on satisfaction, and the basic and decisive role of the voluntary choice of college entrance examination is neglected. Previous literature has not sufficiently considered the impact of various admission characteristics on student satisfaction with college, such as whether the student is admitted to their first choice, whether it is their own choice, and whether there is an opportunity to choose their major again. Secondly, previous research has not considered the endogeneity problem caused by self-selection bias or omitted variables, which may result in overestimation or underestimation of the impact of admission characteristics on satisfaction. In addition, current research conclusions are difficult to provide specific policy recommendations and guidance for college entrance examination reform or college reform because they only generally analyze the factors affecting student satisfaction and do not specifically analyze which dimensions of student satisfaction are affected by which factors.



2.3. Research questions and hypotheses

Based on the above theory and literature analysis, this paper proposes the research questions and corresponding research hypotheses:

Question 1: How is the relationship between students’ admitted characteristics and students’ college satisfaction?


The admission characteristics referred to in this study include "whether admitted to first choice major," "whether admitted to first choice school," "freedom in choosing high school aspirations," and "admission through liberal arts recruitment." Based on the above theoretical foundation and literature review, the paper argues that students who are admitted to their first choice have higher levels of satisfaction and thus higher levels of satisfaction. Similarly, students who choose their own high school aspirations have more autonomy, stick to their own interests in learning, and may also have higher levels of satisfaction. Additionally, students who are admitted through the liberal arts recruitment process may have higher levels of satisfaction due to having more time and opportunities to choose their subsequent major. As a result, this paper proposes corresponding research hypotheses.

H1.a: Students’ college satisfaction is positively and significantly affected by the first-choice college.

H1.b: Students’ college satisfaction is positively and significantly affected by the first-choice major.

H1.c: Students’ college satisfaction is positively and significantly affected by the voluntary autonomy.

H1.d: Students’ college satisfaction is positively and significantly affected by Classified recruitment.
 

Question 2: Is there any difference in the influence of the admitted characteristics of different groups of students on students’ college satisfaction?


The impact of admission characteristics on the satisfaction of students in different types of institutions may vary. Students in "211 project" colleges may have higher satisfaction than those not admitted to their first choice major, as they are provided with better living conditions, academic atmosphere, and professional resources. However, the effect of being admitted to the first choice major on satisfaction may not be as obvious among students in non "211 project" schools. Similarly, the autonomy in choosing admission preferences and the admission method through broad category recruitment also result in higher satisfaction among students in "211 project" colleges. Therefore, the corresponding research hypothesis of this paper is proposed.

H2.a: Students’ college satisfaction in “Project 211” colleges is affected more positively and significantly by the first-choice college.

H2.b: Students’ college satisfaction in “Project 211” colleges is affected more positively and significantly by the first-choice major.

H2.c: Students’ college satisfaction in “Project 211” colleges is affected more positively and significantly by voluntary autonomy.

H2.d: Students’ college satisfaction in “Project 211” colleges is affected more positively and significantly by Classified recruitment.

Secondly, there may be differences in the impact of admitted characteristics on students’ college satisfaction in sciences and humanities. Since science students are more professional, the level of their major rather than the ranking of their school has a greater impact on their college satisfaction. Therefore, compared with students of humanities, "being admitted by their first-choice major" may have a greater impact on the college satisfaction of science students, while "being admitted by their first-choice college" has a relatively smaller impact on the college satisfaction of science students. In addition, science students have more major categories and more choices, while students of humanities have relatively few categories, so "voluntary autonomy" may have a greater impact on the college satisfaction of science students. However, "Classified recruitment" also enables both students of sciences and humanities. to have the opportunity to choose majors again, so the influence of " Classified recruitment " on their college satisfaction may not be different.

H2.e: Sciences students’ college satisfaction is affected less positively and significantly by the first-choice college.

H2.f: Sciences students’ college satisfaction is affected more positively and significantly by the first-choice major.

H2.g: Sciences students’ college satisfaction is affected more positively and significantly by the voluntary autonomy.

H2.h: There is no significant difference in the impact of Classified recruitment on the college satisfaction of students in sciences and humanities.
 



2.4. The innovation of this study

The innovation of this study is as follows. First, in terms of the measure of the independent variable, as former studies only take professional preferences into consideration when analyzing the admitted characteristics of college entrance examinations, the paper constructs a more comprehensive index to measure the admitted characteristics of college entrance examinations, including the first choices of colleges, independent selection of majors, and college admission routes. Second, in terms of measures of dependent variables, while overall satisfaction is generally used as the dependent variable in former studies, the paper expands the measurement of students’ college satisfaction, which is divided into academic satisfaction and nonacademic satisfaction. The former refers to satisfaction related to teaching, scientific research and courses, and the latter refers to interpersonal relationships. Third, in terms of research methods, there are endogeneity problems in former studies, and the accuracy of empirical estimation needs further improvement. Accordingly, the propensity score matching (PSM) method is adopted partly to solve endogeneity problems and obtain more accurate estimates. Fourth, in terms of heterogeneity analysis, whereas previous studies mainly focus on differences among students in different grades, the paper further explores the heterogeneity in student groups of different types of colleges.




3. Methods


3.1. Data sources and variable selection

All data result from the “Beijing College Student Panel Survey” (BCSPS) project. Respondents are full-time undergraduates enrolled in the fall of 2006 and 2008 and from public colleges under the direct leadership of the Ministry of Education, other central ministries, and the Beijing government. On this basis, provided by the Beijing Municipal Education Commission, the database of students enrolled in the fall of 2006 and 2008 is taken as the sampling frame. Various sampling methods—stratified sampling, multistage sampling, and probability-to-scale (PPS) sampling—are adopted. Eventually, 10,684 students from 15 colleges in Beijing are drawn as samples. This paper deletes samples with singular values and missing key variables such as register changes (withdrawal, extended term suspension, school resumption), admitted characteristics, and parents’ education attainment. Finally, 10,111 samples are extracted (Liu et al., 2019; Gao et al., 2022, 292–300; Liu X. et al., 2022, 1,481–1,487; Luo et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2022).

For variable selection, this paper starts from the three perspectives of theory, science, and feasibility, on the basis of SDT, draws on the experience of previous literature and combines the availability of survey data, and selects “college entrance examination admission characteristic” as the core independent variable. Including the result of admission (whether the current college and major is the first choice), the process of admission (voluntary autonomy), the way of admission (classified recruitment or non-classified recruitment); “overall satisfaction,” “academic satisfaction” and “non-academic satisfaction” were selected as dependent variables. “Individual features,” “family background,” “experience in colleges,” “types of colleges” and other factors that also affect students’ college satisfaction are selected as control variables to solve the problem of missing variables.



3.2. Variable measurement and data description

Tables 1, 2, respectively, show the measurement method of specific variables and basic descriptive statistics, respectively. Therein, as for basic descriptive statistics, in terms of admitted characteristics, 16.74% of respondents are studying in colleges that are not their first choices; for 36.90% of respondents, their current majors are not their first choices; 52.18% of the respondents say that they are greatly influenced by parents, teachers and friends when applying for colleges and majors. In terms of individual features, males account for 51.84%; urban respondents account for 55.98%; students in sciences account for 99.24%; and students from “Project 211” colleges and key high schools account for 69.99 and 88.57%, respectively.



TABLE 1 Measurement of specific variables.
[image: Table1]



TABLE 2 Basic descriptive statistics (%).
[image: Table2]

Table 3 presents the average satisfaction of different groups on whether the current major is the first choice. Respondents whose current majors are their first choices have higher satisfaction than those who are not. The satisfaction and academic satisfaction of males are higher than those of females, while the nonacademic satisfaction of females is higher than that of males. The satisfaction of rural students whose majors are their first choices is slightly higher than that of urban students, but it is almost the same when current majors are not their first choices. Students from “Project 211” colleges are more satisfied than those who are not, even when current majors are not their first choices. The satisfaction of students from key middle schools is higher than that of those not.



TABLE 3 Average satisfaction of different groups with the first-choice major.
[image: Table3]



3.3. Advantages and basic steps of propensity score matching

The advantage of PSM is that it can alleviate the problems of self-selection and missing variables and obtain a more accurate estimation. The net causal effect is inaccessible to conventional multiple linear regression. The core independent variable of this paper is college entrance examination admission characteristics. Taking the independent variable “whether the current college is the first choice” as an example, it is not exogenous to a large extent but can be independently chosen, and it may be affected by variables such as family background, parents’ educational attainment, types of high school, and reattendance of college entrance examinations, which also affect students’ college satisfaction. If differences in satisfaction of student groups between first-choice and nonfirst-choice admission are directly compared, there may be a greater bias due to the endogenous problem caused by self-selection bias and missing variables. Therefore, first, in order to solve the problem of missing variables, we need to control the influence of these factors. The establishment of multiple regression model is one of the commonly used methods, but before setting the multiple regression model, researchers should clarify the functional relationship between X and Y. Otherwise, functional form misspecification (FFM) will occur, resulting in biased estimation coefficients. The advantage of PSM is that it does not rely on explicit model-setting assumptions, thus avoiding estimation bias due to model-setting bias. Second, in order to solve the self-selection problem, PSM will be used in this paper to match each student who is “admitted by the first choice” (intervention group) with a similar student who is “not admitted by the first choice” (control group). At this time, it can be considered that the allocation of “first choice” (intervention variable) among students is random. The difference in satisfaction between the two types of students is mainly caused by the intervention variable “whether they are the first choice or not,” thus alleviating the self-selection problem and obtaining a more accurate estimation.

Propensity score matching generally consists of the following four steps. First, propensity score estimation. We identify a number of covariants that can affect both first-choice admission and students’ college satisfaction. With “whether the current college and major are first choices” as the dependent variable, a logit/probit model is set to calculate each student’s propensity score, namely, the probability of being admitted by their first choices. Second, propensity score matching. We adopt the 1-to-1 nearest neighbor matching method to match the student’s propensity score, namely, to match each student who is admitted by his first choice with one who is not. Both have similar propensity scores. Third, balance test. One way is to look at the distribution of propensity scores before and after matching. The closer the distribution of propensity scores between the intervention group and the control group after matching, the smaller the gap between the two types of students. The second method is to estimate the difference between the two groups of students in each covariable. If the difference is not significant, it means that there is no obvious difference between the two groups of students. Finally, causal effect estimation. Because the propensity score matching method is used to eliminate the self-selection problem of “whether to be admitted as the first choice,” it can be concluded that the distribution of the intervention variable, that is, “whether the current college and major are first choices,” among students is random, and differences in satisfaction mainly result from the intervention variable of “whether it is the first choice.”



3.4. Empirical model setting

Therefore, the following empirical model is set, and the weight is adopted for regression analysis. i and f in the model represent individual and fixed effect, respectively:

[image: image]

[image: image]represents the overall satisfaction/academic satisfaction/nonacademic satisfaction; the independent variable of [image: image]indicates whether the current major is the first choice, which is the major concern of this paper; [image: image]indicates whether the current college is the first choice; [image: image]indicates the student’s voluntary autonomy; [image: image]indicates whether the student’s admission route is classified recruitment; [image: image] represents variables of family background such as income and parents’ educational attainment; [image: image]indicates the student’s performance in colleges, such as academic achievements, self-efficacy, learning motivation, teacher-student relationship, etc.; [image: image]、[image: image] represent the fixed effects of grade, year of enrollment, types of colleges, division of sciences and humanities in high school, and discipline categories in turn. Adding fixed effect mainly plays a role in controlling related missing variables. For example, students in the same grade, the same year of entry, the same college type, the same college entrance examination subject or the same subject category may have similar characteristics. In order to exclude the influence of these characteristics on students’ college satisfaction that has not been observed, we use the fixed effect model for estimation.




4. Findings


4.1. Propensity score matching process

The results in Table 4 show that there are significant differences in characteristics before enrollment between first-choice students and nonfirst-choice students, and these variables also affect students’ college satisfaction. To account for this, the propensity score matching method is used to alleviate the endogeneity problem. Logit regression results in Table 5 show the significant impact of variables other than “annual household income” and “reattendance of college entrance examination” on the variable of “whether the current college is the first choice.” The 1-to-1 nearest neighbor matching method is adopted to match the propensity scores of the experimental group (first-choice admission) with the control group (nonfirst-choice admission) 2. Then, the standard deviation for most covariants between the experimental group and the control group drops to within 10%, and there are no longer significant differences.



TABLE 4 Differences in characteristics between first-choice students and nonfirst-choice students.
[image: Table4]



TABLE 5 Estimation and matching results of propensity score (taking “whether the current college is the first choice” as an example).
[image: Table5]

Meanwhile, Figure 1 shows that there are differences between the first-choice group and nonfirst-choice group before matching, but there is enough overlap (samples of common value) for matching. The comparability of the two groups was significantly improved after matching.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Samples before and after matching.




4.2. Overall impact of the admitted characteristics of college entrance examinations on students’ college satisfaction

Table 6 presents the impact of variables of the total sample on overall college satisfaction, academic satisfaction, and nonacademic satisfaction. Meanwhile, the regression results of OLS (Ordinary Least Squares) and PSM are also compared, indicating that OLS overestimates the impact of the first choice on satisfaction promotion, whereas PSM effectively alleviates the estimation bias caused by selection bias to some extent.



TABLE 6 Regression results of the total sample.
[image: Table6]

The empirical research shows that all three types of satisfaction are affected positively and significantly by the first-choice college (Hypothesis 1.a is tested), while first-choice major has no significant impact on nonacademic satisfaction, indicating that students still attach great importance to the first-choice college. In contrast, first-choice major has only a minor impact on overall satisfaction and has nonsignificant impact on college nonacademic satisfaction (Hypothesis 1.b is partially verified). In addition, the variable “choosing major independently” also contributes to the promotion of overall satisfaction and academic satisfaction, and its influence on overall satisfaction is even greater than that of the first-choice major (Hypothesis 1.c is tested). Choosing a major according to classified categories (that is, the major is not yet decided at the time of admission and will be determined after enrollment) has no significant effect on satisfaction promotion (Hypothesis 1.d is not tested).

Meanwhile, empirical research also shows that stronger intrinsic learning motivation, higher academic achievements and stronger self-efficacy can greatly promote students’ college satisfaction, while extrinsic learning motivation has no notable influence. Moreover, the more intimate the relationship between students and their classmates and roommates, the higher overall satisfaction will be. This effect will even exceed that of the relationship with teachers, which is consistent with research findings by Yuheng et al. (2016). They also found that interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers are key factors in students’ college satisfaction.



4.3. Heterogeneous influence of the characteristics of college entrance examinations on students’ college satisfaction

Table 7 shows the influence of the characteristics of college entrance examinations on the satisfaction of different student groups. In terms of the heterogeneity of college types, the satisfaction of students in non “Project 211” colleges is significantly and positively affected by the first-choice college, while the first-choice major has no significant effect on students’ college satisfaction. However, for students in “Project 211″ colleges, their satisfaction is positively affected by both the first-choice college and the first-choice major, and only nonacademic satisfaction is not affected by the first-choice major (Hypothesis 2.a & 2.b is partially verified). In addition, “voluntary autonomy” can promote the overall satisfaction and academic satisfaction of students in non “Project 211″ colleges and has a positive impact on the nonacademic satisfaction of students in “Project 211″ colleges (Hypothesis 2.c is not tested). Classified recruitment has a positive effect on all three types of satisfaction in “Project 211″ colleges (Hypothesis 2.d is tested) but has a negative impact on the nonacademic satisfaction of students in non “Project 211″ colleges.



TABLE 7 The influence of college entrance examination admission characteristics on students’college satisfaction in different groups.
[image: Table7]

In terms of the heterogeneity of students in sciences and humanities, it can be found that both the first-choice major and voluntary autonomy have a great and positive impact on science students (Hypothesis 2.f & 2.g is tested), while the first-choice college greatly impacts students of humanities (Hypothesis 2.e is tested). Possible reasons are that sciences students focus more on voluntary autonomy, while students of humanities attach more importance to types of colleges. Additionally, classified recruitment has no significant influence on the students’ college satisfaction in sciences and humanities (Hypothesis 2.h is tested).



4.4. The influence of cross-category adjustment on students’ college satisfaction

This paper further analyzes the student group whose current majors are not their first choices and divides the students’ current majors into corresponding fields of study in two ways. In one way, they are divided into the group of humanities and social sciences and the group of engineering, agriculture, and medical science. In other words, they are divided into seven subcategories: social sciences, liberal arts, sciences, agricultural science, agriculture, medical science, and management. If the first-choice major and the current major of nonfirst-choice students are divided into different categories according to the first sorting technique, they are classified into the cross-category class (cross-category = 1). If they are divided into the same category, then they are classified into the noncross-category class (noncross-category = 0). Similarly, there are cross-category classes and noncross-category classes in the second method. However, the difference is that the first-choice majors and their current majors of students who are classified into the cross-category class in the first method vary greatly, while the first-choice majors and current majors of students who are classified into the cross-category class in the second method actually have minor differences. Hence, the analysis mainly explores the current situation of satisfaction of students whose current majors are not their first choices in the case of different categories of current major and the first-choice major.

The empirical results in Table 8 indicate that both the larger cross-category class and the minor cross-category class have a significant negative impact on the academic satisfaction of the total sample, but the impact on nonacademic satisfaction is not significant. Moreover, the larger cross-category class has a significant negative impact on overall satisfaction, while the minor cross-category class does not. The regression results of the subsamples show that both the larger cross-category class and the minor cross-category class have a significant negative impact on students’ college satisfaction in “Project 211″ colleges but have no significant impact on students in non “Project 211″ colleges. In addition, the minor cross-category class has a significant negative impact on liberal arts students, while the larger cross-category class has a significant negative impact on science students.



TABLE 8 Impacts of the characteristics of college entrance examinations on the satisfaction of students whose current majors are not their first choices.
[image: Table8]




5. Conclusion and discussion

Based on the follow-up survey data of undergraduates in 15 colleges in Beijing, this paper adopts the propensity score matching method to analyze the influence of the admitted characteristics of college entrance examinations—whether the current college and major are first choices and whether to make a choice independently—on undergraduates’ satisfaction. It further explores differences between student groups at different institutional levels and of different disciplines (liberal arts or sciences) and the impact of the span between the first-choice major and current major on students’ college satisfaction of students not admitted by the first choice. According to the empirical findings, the following five conclusions can be drawn:

First, both the first-choice college and voluntary autonomy have a significant impact on students’ college satisfaction. Therefore, the first-choice college has a significant and positive impact on all three types of satisfaction, while the first-choice major has no significant impact on nonacademic satisfaction, indicating that students still attach great importance to whether they are admitted by ideal colleges rather than preferred majors. Voluntary autonomy can greatly improve overall satisfaction and academic satisfaction, and its impact on overall satisfaction is even greater than that of the first-choice major, which indicates that students focus more on voluntary autonomy. This indicates that during the voluntary selection process of the entrance exam, students have both the desire for autonomous choice and the aspiration to enter a prestigious university, which is consistent with previous research findings Ding, 2019. In comparison, the impact of being admitted to the first-choice major they selected on their satisfaction is minimal.

Second, peer relations at the undergraduate level will greatly promote students’ college satisfaction. The more intimate the relationship between students and their classmates and roommates, the higher the overall satisfaction will be. This effect even exceeds that of intimacy with teachers. This is similar to previous research findings that students are more likely to have deeper communication with their peers who share the same living environment and growth stage. On the other hand, fresh students who are away from their families and in an unfamiliar environment have not yet formed a stable network of relationships, and they mainly engage in learning and social activities with similar peers. When facing adaptive problems such as learning and life, they tend to seek advice from their peers and quickly solve problems. The role of peer interaction even surpasses the influence of teacher-student interaction, and universities should pay attention to and give full play to the important role of student peers in the student development process.

Third, there are differences in students’ college satisfaction at the institution level. Students’ college satisfaction in non “Project 211″ colleges is positively affected by the first-choice college but not by the first-choice major. In contrast, students’ college satisfaction in “Project 211″ colleges is positively affected by both the first-choice college and the first-choice major. The reason is that, on the one hand, students in non “Project 211″ colleges are more concerned about whether they have been admitted to higher-level colleges, and on the other hand, they have more choices due to their higher scores on the college entrance examination. In addition, classified recruitment promotes all three types of satisfaction in “Project 211″ colleges, but it negatively impacts nonacademic satisfaction in non“Project 211″ colleges, which indicates that classified recruitment is probably not suitable for all colleges and universities.

Fourth, different admitted characteristics have different impacts on the students of liberal arts and sciences. The first-choice major and voluntary autonomy greatly and positively impact science students, while the first-choice college has a greater impact on liberal arts students. It follows then that science students pay more attention to voluntary autonomy and majors, while liberal arts students attach great importance to colleges. The possible reason is that science students are more professional, so they pay more attention to whether the current major is the first choice, while liberal arts students pay more attention to the brands of colleges in employment. The possible reason is that in the labor market, students in liberal arts majors are more replaceable due to their weaker professional skills. However, university rankings can compensate for and mitigate this employment disadvantage to some extent, leading to liberal arts students being more focused on the level of the university rather than the type of major when filling out college entrance examination plans. This also implies that in future policy reforms, universities should both enhance the core competitiveness and professional literacy of liberal arts students from an academic perspective and reduce discrimination against liberal arts majors from an employment perspective.

Fifth, adjustments of both large-span class and small-span class have a significant and negative impact on academic satisfaction but have no significant impact on nonacademic satisfaction. The regression results of subsamples show that both large-span and small-span adjustments have a significant and negative impact on students’ college satisfaction in “Project 211″ colleges but have no significant impact on students in non “Project 211″ colleges. Small-span class adjustment has a significant and negative impact on liberal arts students, while large-span class adjustment has a significant and negative impact on science students.

Based on the findings above, this paper proposes the following three suggestions.

First, students should follow their inner voice when applying for colleges and majors and rationally perceive the “halo” effect of famous colleges. Voluntary autonomy can largely improve students’ college satisfaction. College candidates are prone to be influenced by high school teachers and parents when filling out application forms. Blindly following others’ advice rather than the inner voice, students will generate persistent dissatisfaction after enrollment and thereafter will affect their academic achievements and physical and psychological health in colleges. Meanwhile, whether the current college is the first choice is a key factor affecting students’ college satisfaction in non “Project 211″ colleges. Students should reasonably recognize the “halo” effect of famous colleges and continuously strengthen their professional disciplines and skills to compensate for the dissatisfaction caused by nonfirst-choice colleges.

Second, colleges and universities should emphasize the training and cultivation of students’ interpersonal communication with classmates and teachers. Students’ college satisfaction is a key indicator to measure the quality of talent training. Colleges and universities should focus on cultivating self-efficacy and intrinsic learning motivation in terms of curriculum setting, teaching methods, and scientific research activities to improve students’ college satisfaction. At the same time, colleges and universities should vigorously promote communication and exchanges between students and their classmates, roommates, and teachers and pay attention to peer relationships in club activities and accommodation management. A good peer relationship and teacher-student relationship are beneficial to students’ college satisfaction and facilitate academic prospects and career choices.

Finally, the administrative department of education and colleges should fully understand the rationality and limitations of classified recruitment and establish the concept of scientific decision-making in a new scheme of college entrance examination. There is rationality for the implementation of the classified recruitment, but it should not be a “one-size-fits-all” approach. Classified recruitment has a significant positive impact on students’ college satisfaction in “Project 211″ colleges but has a negative impact on the nonacademic satisfaction of students in non“Project 211″ colleges. Therefore, the needs of students at different levels of colleges should be fully recognized when administrative departments of education and universities formulate admissions policies. At the same time, in the new scheme of college entrance examination, there is flexibility and diversity in rules for voluntary admissions, but the scientific nature of policy formulation must also be taken into account. Both large-span and small-span adjustments have a significant negative impact on academic satisfaction, but factors such as institution level and division of liberal arts and sciences will further have different effects on admission results. Therefore, adjustment and admission should further depend on factors of disciplines, colleges, etc.

However, there are deficiencies in this study, which need further improvement and perfection in future research. First, due to sample limitations, that is, research objects are mainly students from colleges in Beijing, the extensibility of research conclusions may need further consideration. Second, the influencing mechanism of whether students are admitted by the first choice on students’ college satisfaction needs to be further explored by subsequent quantitative research or qualitative interviews. Third, it should be noted that since students from “project 211″ colleges account for a large proportion in the sample, the phenomenon reflected in this paper and the law revealed may be mainly the growth process of students in key universities, and its extensibility remains to be discussed.
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