USING MOTIVATION LETTERS TO
UNDERSTAND STUDENTS’ HIGHER
EDUCATIONAL CHOICES

Many students finish high school without a clear idea of the field of study that they want to specialize in
. .. . college. Yet, this choice is one of the most important choices that a student has to make, as the field of
Discriminations and higher educational specialization is closely related to labor market outcomes. When students enter college,
category-based they hold initial beliefs regarding their academic ability and tastes for different fields of study. They then

. . receive new Iinformation that makes them update these beliefs. New grades inform them on their academic
P0|lCleS research ability. Exposure to new courses and peers can make them learn more about their tastes. In this project, we
group explore the learning process that students go through during the first two years of higher education. Using

data from a cohort of Sciences Po students, we study the learning process that make students stick to their
Initial aspirations or that make them change.
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To study how students’ tastes for different fields of study What learning process leads to an update in dominant tastes? The
Professor of Economics at the change over time, and what factors make them change, we analysis focuses on the ability signals that students receive during
department of  Economics in use data from the cohort of students that was admitted to their first year of study. We describe the tradeoff that students
Sciences Po. Her main research Sciences Po as undergraduates in 2014. sometimes face between their high school taste and the signals
interests are in applied and empirical N | | | | | relative to their ability fit with this taste.
microeconomics, focusing on labor, Wg elicit thel_r tastes fo_r thglr preferred field of study in social
education, managerial, and gender sciences at different points in time: The main specification is:
economics. _

1) before they enter Sciences Po, Change taste; = a + p1Grade; + p,Best grade;
An ne BORI N G 2) during their second year of undergraduate studies, + 3 Relative ability; + B,Strength HS taste;

3) when they choose their Master's degree. +X;0+m; +y; +1; +u;
Assistant Prc.)fess.or In economics at To elicit students’ aspirations before they enter, we use the The explanatory variables account for the dimensions of the
Erasmus University Rotterdam, and information they provided in the motivation letters they tradeoff that taste updating involves:
Head of the Women in Business submitted with their application package. We then elicit their
Chair at Sciences Po (LIEPP). Her tastes halfway through college, through the information they 1) Frado.- tha orads that ctudent i rarsiusc in firct vaar in tha
research focuses mainly on students’ provide in their motivation letters for their study abroad
higher educational choices, the program.
impact of gender stereotypes In
higher education and the Ilabor We also observe a set of treatments that students receive
market, and on  biases In between these points in time, mainly their performance in the Results
performance evaluations. mandatory courses, their peers’ performance, and their peers’

’:jasi[tes. _Witrtmhthe ir;fot[mtationh.ws tehlicit frtom ;[he |Ttters, we tCan Table 4: Determinants of change in taste: individual-level characteristics

: etermine the extent to which these treatments generate a
. ' . . . Dep. var. = 1 if change in dominant taste

SOphIe CETRE change in students' aspirations during college. o o ERE—r = =
PhD student in Economics at : conse grade R dom ke ootss) “oosn o016m
Sciences Po. Her  doctoral Academic tastes pest e = ot i 5 dom fasie (0.0043 00141y (0.0450)

I l Strength HS dom. taste -0.3027" -0.2987" -0.2767"" 0279777
glestseer:]?:g:ts offc\)/\c/;:gjgsineqsglity ;:3 Students' acade.mic ta§tes Ig Sciencesllf’o’s ma.in fields of N T (f_ %671.{) “33613) (loffo) (ff,;?)
individuals' preferences regarding stuc:Iy (economics, history, law, pollltlcal ISC|ence qnd R <0:;o> <0$03:> tO::) (0;26) (0::;3) (0::;9>
the w3 ‘ncome  should be _socplogy) are measur_ed along two dlmenS|on§. We first - o o o . . .

" y identify the field for which a student has a dominant taste, Campus FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
distributed. L. - ., - .. .. _, ,.

and then we use keyword counts to have an objective HS taste FE Yes Yos Yes Yes Yes Yes
measure of the intensity of tastes. . 0105 0119 013 0430 043 0113
Notes: OLS regressions where the dependent variable 1s binary and equal to 1 1f the student changes dominant
RO b e rtO G A |_ B | AT| . dominant. taste o “other” dominant taste) are droppod. The explanatory verisbiee are the standardived (at the
A large share of students change tastes by the time they are field level) course grade in the student’s high school dominant taste, a dummy variable equal to 1 if the student has
halfway through college. Many switch-out of history and into (measared. with Reywords shares). Indivichual contrels inchude binary ~ariables for gencr, high socio-cconomie

CNRS Professor (DR) at the other fields such as political science and international the mamber of words itien n both sotivation lettors, Sen Appendic table CL Tor a mare dotadled description of
department  of  economics in relations or economics (Figure 1). Nonetheless, we find that wcrocs onr 4 rescarch assistants, Campus FE ave § dumimy variables controlling for the different campuees stadents
Sciences Po. His research interest high school tastes are a significant predictor of students’ crcors in parentheses. Rebust standard crvors in parontheses. * p < 010, * p < 0.05, = p. 001
are in law and economics and choices for Masters’ degrees in economics, law, and political
political economy mainly focusing on science and international relations.
the effects of legal and political Table 4 presents the main results. We find that ability signals
institutions on economic outcomes. Figure 1: Evolution of dominant tastes between are both drivers of stickiness when they are signals of good

high school (left) and second year (right) fit, and drivers of change when they are a signal that the
student is better elsewhere (columns 1 to 3). However, a
strong high school dominant taste is also a significant driver
History of taste persistence (columns 3 to 6).

History /// Further analyses suggest that peers do not play a significant
role in updating students’ tastes. We also do not find
pell el e Inermone) Rlions differences in the process of tastes updating by gender, nor

o~ by socioeconomic background of students.
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