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ABSTRACT 
 

Getting through School: A Study of How Students Select their College Majors and 
Plan for the Future 

 
Melissa A. Pittaoulis 

Temple University, 2012 
Doctor of Philosophy 

Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Eugene P. Ericksen, Ph.D. 
 

This dissertation examines the strategies that students use for navigating their way 

through college and the steps they take in preparation for college graduation. I wrote this 

dissertation because I wanted to understand how students go from being freshmen not 

long out of high school to young adults prepared (or not prepared) to enter the workforce 

or attend graduate or professional school.  Past research has found that as high school 

students, many young people are generally directionless when it comes to learning about 

different career paths (Schneider and Stevenson 2006). Moreover, in the U.S., there is 

very little structural support for helping students navigate the transition from student to 

worker. While universities may offer programs that can aid students in finding jobs or 

applying to graduate schools, it is largely up to students to seek these programs out.  

This dissertation therefore investigates the question, “How much do college students plan 

for their post-college lives?”  

To accomplish my research goals, I focus on two areas in which students may 

demonstrate planfulness: choosing a college major and planning for post-graduation 

careers or schooling. I seek to answer three general questions. First, what reasons do 

students give for attending college? Second, how planful are students when selecting 

their college majors? Third, how planful are students in preparing for their future 

educational and occupational goals? To answer these questions, I collected my own data 
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using a mixed methodology research design that included in-depth interviews with 31 

students and a survey of nearly 500 college seniors at a large, northeastern university. 

This study adds to the literature on the transition to adulthood by studying the school-to-

work transition. It also contributes to the sociology of education literature by shedding 

light on how college students make decisions about college majors.  

The survey shows that many students simultaneously hold both utilitarian and 

liberal arts philosophies toward higher education. The majority of survey respondents 

reported that they were motivated to attend college because of both the extrinsic and 

intrinsic rewards that a college education offers. Meanwhile, the in-depth interviews 

suggest that parental expectations, which were also commonly cited by survey 

respondents as reasons for attending college, are very powerful influences in students’ 

decisions to attend college.  

Regarding college major choices, the survey results suggest that students find 

school experience more influential than the prospects of a potential career. In total, about 

two-thirds of respondents gave “present-oriented” rather than “future-oriented” reasons 

for choosing their majors. When looking at individual reasons for selecting a major, I 

found that passion for or interest in a subject was by far the reason cited most often as 

most important. The in-depth interview data provide further insight into the relationship 

between college majors and post-graduation plans. These interviews show that it is 

common for students to set post-graduation goals after they have chosen a college major. 

This was true regardless of whether students were present or future-oriented when 

making their initial college major decision. It was not unusual for students to select a 

major because of an interest in a particular occupation, but later decide that they no 
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longer wanted to pursue that profession. Thus, I find that students can be future-oriented 

when selecting a major as freshmen or sophomores yet uncertain about their short-term 

post-graduation goals during their senior year.    

I also look at other ways that students can demonstrate planfulness, including 

seeking advice from others and participating in “development activities”, which are 

activities that allow students to explore their interests. The survey shows that students 

vary in how often they seek advice from professors, advisors, and parents. On the other 

hand, most survey respondents participated in at least one development activity. The 

survey shows that social class was associated with these planfulness indicators. Both 

household income and parental education predicted the frequency with which students 

sought advice from their parents about choosing majors and making post-graduation 

plans. Family background was also associated with participating in activities that might 

help students explore their interests.  Respondents from families with higher household 

incomes participated in more career-related activities than respondents from families with 

lower household incomes. Meanwhile, respondents with college-educated parents 

participated in more academic research activities than their classmates without college-

educated parents. 

In my last analysis, I return to my qualitative research and introduce a typology of 

student planfulness that can be used to describe the different approaches students use in 

preparing for life after college graduation. In my conclusion, I suggest future areas of 

research that could extend our knowledge of student planfulness. I also provide policy 

recommendations that address how universities could help students make well-informed 

decisions about college majors, career goals, and plans for graduate study. 
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PREFACE 

What is planfulness? 

This dissertation examines the question, “How much do college students plan for 

their post-college lives?” My interest in exploring this topic comes from both personal 

experience and academic curiosity. As an undergraduate sociology and criminal justice 

major, I watched many of my classmates graduate and obtain jobs that were unrelated to 

their college majors. Of the two majors, criminal justice was more popular, and while 

several students did indeed obtain jobs in law enforcement, I was struck by the fact that 

so many of my classmates chose not to pursue a future in the criminal justice field.  I 

observed a similar trend among my friends who majored in other liberal arts fields—the 

jobs they obtained after college seemed very disconnected from their majors. Meanwhile, 

my friends who majored in education, social work, and finance tended to land positions 

in those respective fields. While clearly some fields are more closely related to the labor 

market than others, I wondered about the career expectations my liberal arts classmates 

had when they chose their majors and how those expectations compared to their post-

college experiences.   

Moreover, during those first few years after college graduation, I observed that 

while many friends were happily pursuing their new careers or embarking upon graduate 

or professional school studies, others had difficulty finding paid work they enjoyed. As a 

result, a few returned to school to earn degrees that would allow them to enter different 

fields. For example, a criminal justice major earned her master’s degree in education and 

became a teacher; a business major enrolled in nursing school. But for others, incurring 

more student loans was not an option, and they spent several years in jobs that left them 
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intellectually unfulfilled. I wondered what steps my friends could have taken in college 

that might have led them to more satisfying careers. Did they simply choose the wrong 

majors? Did they not study enough? Should they have conducted more research about 

potential careers?  Of course, it is also possible that macro forces were also at work—

maybe there are too few interesting jobs available; perhaps universities leave their 

graduates underprepared for the realities of the job market; or it may be that with looming 

student loan bills and the need for health insurance, graduates feel compelled to consider 

all job opportunities, not just the ones that interest them.   

I also thought about how my friends and I ended up with our first full-time jobs.  

Some attended on-campus job fairs during senior year and had job offers to choose from 

by the time they graduated. A few, including myself, delayed looking for a job until 

sometime after graduation (I spent six months living at the beach). I found my first “real 

job” by looking through the newspaper classifieds, but several friends relied on their 

social networks, particularly family members, to obtain entry-level positions. I wondered 

which job search strategies were most common and whether they were related to the 

majors that students studied.  

 The experiences of my friends and acquaintances prompted my sociological 

imagination and I often found myself wondering about the reasons that students select 

their majors and the extent to which they pursue their post-graduation goals. As a 

sociology graduate student, I was introduced to social science literature that might help 

explain what I observed in my own life.  In particular, John Clausen’s study of children 

of the Great Depression and Barbara Schneider and David Stevenson’s research on high 

school students were influential in the development of my dissertation research project. 
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Clausen’s personality construct, “planful competence,” helped me conceptualize a theory 

of why “planfulness” displayed in college might be important. Clausen’s finding, in 

short, was that having a planful orientation was associated with positive life outcomes, 

including greater marital and occupational stability. Schneider and Stevenson, 

meanwhile, argue that despite having high educational aspirations and dreams of 

professional occupations, many teenagers lack coherent plans for achieving their goals.  

Linking the work of Schneider and Stevenson to my own informal observations 

about college students helped me identify planfulness in the college context as a fruitful 

area for research. It seemed clear to me that attending college may provide directionless 

youth with additional time to construct life plans and the opportunity to explore their 

interests.  In fact, the college experience offers students two opportunities—choosing a 

college major and planning for post-graduation—to make decisions that have potential 

implications for their future. My dissertation therefore focuses on these two areas.  

There are many different ways in which a student could display planfulness. 

Therefore, it is important to describe how I have operationalized planfulness in my 

research and what it does and does not include. My concept of planfulness focuses on 

college students’ educational and occupational plans for post-graduation and the actions 

they have taken during college that might help them achieve their goals. Students may, of 

course, be planful in ways that are unrelated to educational or occupational goals. For 

example, students may have goals for post-graduation that are not related to education or 

occupations. Imagine a student whose goal is to experience life in a foreign country. The 

student has no interest in attending graduate or professional school, nor does he want to 

begin a career. Instead, the student plans to move to a foreign country after graduation 
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and obtain a job that would allow him to meet his expenses. In preparation for his move, 

the student studies a new language, obtains the appropriate travel documents, finds 

housing, and arranges for a bartending job in the foreign country. While these tasks 

demonstrate responsibility, they do not illustrate the type of planfulness that I am 

studying.  

Similarly, my concept of planfulness does not consider students’ organizational 

skills. It is quite possible that a student may be very conscientious, keep a to-do list, and 

complete homework assignments on time, but not have any idea of what she wants to do 

in the future.  Likewise, a student without post-graduation plans may be very adept at 

navigating the bureaucratic nature of a large university—obtaining sufficient financial 

aid, ensuring that all graduation requirements have been satisfied and that all required 

courses have been taken necessitates a certain skill. While organizational skills may help 

students do well in their classes or increase the likelihood that a student graduates, they 

do not tell us anything about whether the student has post-graduation goals.  

So where do college majors fit into a study of planfulness? I examine students’ 

reasons for choosing their majors because it is an understudied area in sociology and, 

more importantly, it helps set the context for looking at planfulness in preparing for post-

graduation. Certainly, some students select a college major with the intention of entering 

a particular occupation or pursuing postgraduate studies. However, for other students, it 

is not clear what role, if any, they believe their college major will play in their future 

educational and occupational pursuits. Therefore, as part of my study, I look at the 

reasons that students attend college and their strategies for selecting a college major.  



 

 

CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Recent research suggests that today’s generation of young people is ambitious, 

but directionless (Schneider and Stevenson 1999). Despite having high educational 

aspirations and dreams of professional occupations, many teenagers lack coherent plans 

for achieving their goals. Research has shown that many high school students are 

unaware of the amount of education required for entry into their desired occupations and 

few seek experiences that would enhance their knowledge of potential areas of interest 

(Schneider and Stevenson 1999). Attending college may provide these directionless 

youth with additional time to construct life plans and the opportunity to explore their 

interests.  

This dissertation therefore investigates the question, “How much do college 

students plan for their post-college lives?” If young people spend their time in college 

taking steps toward achieving their goals, then a lack of planning during adolescence may 

be relatively inconsequential. However, if college students remain as unfocused on the 

future as they were in high school, they may face difficulty in achieving their educational 

or occupational goals. The inability to achieve these goals may in turn affect their ability 

to establish their own households and achieve financial independence.  

To accomplish my research goals, I focus on two areas in which students may 

demonstrate planfulness: choosing a college major and planning for post-graduation 

careers or schooling. I seek to answer three general questions. First, what reasons do 

students give for attending college? Second, how planful are students when selecting 

their college majors? Third, how planful are students in preparing for their future 

educational and occupational goals? In looking at these three questions, I examine 
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whether there is variation by students’ individual characteristics, family background, and 

academic achievement. This study adds to the literature on the transition to adulthood by 

studying the school-to-work transition. It also contributes to the sociology of education 

literature by shedding light on how college students make decisions about college majors. 

I begin this chapter by placing the life stages of adolescence and early adulthood 

in historical context and explaining how the transition to adulthood is experienced in the 

United States compared to other industrialized countries. I then turn to my literature 

review, which focuses on studies directly related to my research questions. I first discuss 

what I call the “life planning” literature, i.e., studies that have examined adolescents’ 

educational and occupational goals. I follow this with a review of the literature on college 

majors. I conclude the chapter by summarizing the focus of my research and presenting 

my initial hypotheses.  

The Transition from Adolescence to Adulthood in U.S. Society 

The life stages referred to as adolescence and early adulthood are relatively recent 

phenomena. Adolescence emerged as the United States transitioned from an agricultural 

to an urban and industrial economy (Demos 1969) and became a recognized life stage in 

the late nineteenth/early twentieth centuries as “unemployment, the extension of 

education, and the decline of the family-based farm began to create a social class of 

people who were neither children nor adults” (Furstenberg 2000, p. 897).  

Many people think of adolescence as ending when a young person turns 18 and is 

granted the legal status of adult. Social scientists, however, generally view the transition 

from adolescence to adulthood as more of a process than an event (Hogan & Astone 

1986; Arnett 1998; Settersten 2006). Demographers have typically defined the transition 
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to adulthood as having the following five milestones: finishing school/beginning full-time 

work, leaving the parental household, becoming financially independent, getting married, 

and having children (Furstenberg et al. 2003; Rumbaut 2004). Individuals may achieve 

these milestones in any sequence, although societal norms suggest that there is a 

preferred order, mainly the one just presented. In general, these transitions are not 

necessarily permanent - individuals may move into and out of these statuses. For 

example, a young adult could after establishing his own household, move back in with his 

parents in order to save money. Despite such fluctuations, these milestones have 

traditionally been seen as statuses that convey adulthood. 

Researchers have noted that the transition to adulthood takes longer today than it 

has in past decades (Furstenberg et al. 2003; Shanahan 2000). Using Census 2000 data, 

Furstenberg et al. (2003) found that, compared to 1960, fewer men and women had 

reached all five milestones by age 30.  In 1960, 77 percent of thirty-year-old women and 

65 percent of thirty-year-old men had reached adulthood, compared to 46 percent of 

women and 31 percent of men in 2000 (Furstenberg et al. 2003). Today, many people are 

in their thirties or forties before they reach all five milestones, while others forgo some 

milestones completely. Census 2000 data show that on average, 18-24 year olds have 

completed two milestones, 25-29 year olds have completed 3.42, and 30-34 year olds 

have completed 4 milestones (Rumbaut 2004). Looking at it another way, only 16.3 

percent of 18 to 24 year olds have completed 4 or 5 transitions, while 51.7 percent of 25 

to 29 year olds and 69.5 percent of 30 to 34 year olds have completed this many 

(Rumbaut 2004).  
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Much of the delay in attaining adulthood is due to the postponement of marriage 

and parenthood.1 In 1960, the median age of first marriage was 20 for women and 23 for 

men. By 2000, it had risen to 25 for women and 27 for men (U.S. Census 2000).  Age of 

first childbirth has also risen, increasing from 22 in 1960 to 25 in 2000 (NCHS 2002). 

Social commentators have suggested several explanations for the trend toward later 

marriage and childbirth. Pointing to increased rates of cohabitation, some have suggested 

that the value of marriage as an institution has decreased. Others point to the educational 

and occupational advances that women have made as the primary cause of marriage 

postponement. Oppenheimer (1988) suggests that the rise in the median age of first 

marriage is due to both women’s increasing educational attainment and changes in young 

men’s economic positions. She contends that the unavailability of well-paying, life-long 

manufacturing jobs and the demand for a more professionalized labor force have made 

young men’s career entries slower, more difficult, and less predictable. Thus, many 

young people may be postponing marriage until their careers are established. Moreover, 

as young people spend more time in school, starting their careers and achieving financial 

independence takes longer.  

 Statistics on educational attainment help illustrate the fact that young people 

spend more time in school today than in past generations. One hundred years ago, few 

Americans graduated from high school, let alone college. Census estimates show that in 

1910 about 13.5 percent of the population 25 and older had graduated from high school 

and 2.7 percent had graduated from college (NCES 2006). Even fifty years ago, most 

                                                 
1 When Furstenberg et al. (2003) re-analyzed the 2000 Census data to exclude marriage and parenthood 

from the definition of adulthood, they found that the percentages of thirty-year old men and women 
who had reached adulthood were 70 and 60 percent, respectively. The percentage of thirty-year old 
women attaining adulthood in 2000 is 75 percent if married stay-at-home mothers are included. 
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adults did not have a high school diploma. Table 1.1 shows the educational attainment of 

the population 25 and older since 1960. As shown in this table, between 1960 and 2000, 

the shares of the population that graduated from high school and college steadily 

increased. While the percent of the population with high school degrees has been 

generally level since 2000, the percent graduating college continues to climb. In 2009, 

86.7 percent of persons 25 years old and over graduated from high school and 29.5 

percent graduated from college.  

 

Table 1.1. Educational Attainment of Persons 25 years old and over 

Year Percent High School Graduate or More Percent College Graduate or More 

1960 41.1 7.7 
1970 52.3 10.7 
1980 66.5 16.2 
1990 77.6 21.3 
2000 84.1 25.6 
2009 86.7 29.5 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. “Table 225. Educational Attainment by Race, and Hispanic Origin” Statistical 
Abstract of the United States: 2011 (130th Edition) Washington, DC, 2010; < 
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/cats/education.html >. 

 

Since not everyone who attends college eventually graduates, statistics on 

educational attainment mask the fact that attending college has become normative for 

young adults in the twenty-first century. Table 1.2 shows the percent of recent high 

school completers (defined as persons aged 16 to 24 who graduated from high school in 

the preceding 12 months) enrolled in college. As shown here, almost 70 percent of recent 

high school graduates were enrolled in college in 2008. Most of these students will go on 

to graduate within six years; however, many of those who do not will take classes for 

several years. Thus, regardless of whether they graduate, many young adults do not leave 

school for the last time until they are in their twenties.  
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Table 1.2. College Enrollment of Recent High School Graduates, 1960-2008 

Year Percent enrolled in college 

1960 45.1 
1970 51.7 
1980 49.3 
1990 60.1 
2000 63.3 
2008 68.6 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. “Table 272. College Enrollment of Recent High 
School Completers” Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2011 (130th 
Edition) Washington, DC, 2010; < 
http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/cats/education.html >. 
  

 
 

Young people are not only taking longer to mark the traditional adulthood 

milestones, but they are also reaching them in various different orders (Marini 1984; 

Rindfuss et al. 1987; Shanahan 2000). For example, one study found that eight years after 

graduating from high school, only half of men and 40 percent of women made the 

adulthood milestones in a normative order (Rindfuss, Swicegood, & Rosenfeld (1987) . 

Interrupting school for a period of time was the most common reason that transitions 

were not orderly. Whereas some people take time off from school to work, others both 

work and attend school. It is common for students to hold part-time jobs while they are 

attending school; however, research has also found that a sizeable number of students 

enter the full-time labor force before completing full-time schooling (Marini 1984) .  

 To understand the school-to-work transition in the United States, it is helpful to 

consider how this transition differs in other countries. First, in European countries, young 

people tend to obtain full-time jobs at earlier ages than young people in the U.S. 

(Kerchoff 2002). For example, in Britain, many students leave school at age 16 to begin 

full-time work, attending school on a part-time basis thereafter. In Germany, young 

people often begin full-time work at age 19 after completing some vocational training. 
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Second, in some European countries, young people make vocational decisions early in 

their educational careers and the credentials they receive upon graduation make it clear to 

employers what types of skills they have. The clearest example of such a system is 

Germany, which uses a dual-education system that includes both apprenticeships and 

vocational school. In contrast, educational credentials in the United States do not signal 

to employers how skilled graduates are. Instead, the U.S. education system aims to 

provide a broad-based education and individual employers provide worker training.   

  To sum up, young people in the twenty-first century are taking longer to make the 

transition to adulthood than earlier cohorts did and are taking different pathways to make 

that transition.  One source for this prolonged period of adulthood is that greater 

percentages of young people are pursuing higher education. This, in turn, affects the 

timing of other transitions as young people generally wait until they have completed 

schooling to become financially independent, obtain a full-time job, and get married. In 

contrast to other Western societies, the United States provides little macro-structural 

support to guide students as they make the transition from school to the labor market. 

Thus, students must rely on themselves to plan a successful school-to-work transition. In 

the next section, I review some of the existing life course research that can help us think 

about how and why these plans might matter. .     

Literature Review 

Socialization and Life Planning 

Life course perspectives take a developmental approach to socialization and 

investigate how the experiences of youth help shape later life (George 1993; Shanahan 

2000). According to Shanahan (2000), the developmental stance “reflects interest in how 
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people formulate and pursue their life goals, but also how people are constrained and 

enabled by socially structured  opportunities and limitations” (p. 675).  In examining the 

goals of young people, researchers have studied expectations and aspirations, personality 

traits, and ambitions. In this section, I will review three pieces of research that adopted a 

developmental approach to studying the life plans of young people. The Wisconsin 

status-attainment studies focused on educational outcomes and posited that aspirations 

are a key mediator of the relationship between family background and educational 

attainment. Clausen studied how personality traits associated with planfulness affect life 

outcomes. Finally, the work of Schneider and Stevenson (1999) examined teenagers’ 

plans for achieving their educational and occupational goals. 

The Wisconsin Status-Attainment Model 

Education has long been viewed as the key to social mobility in U.S. society. Just 

how people achieve social status has been of interest to social scientists for many years. 

Blau and Duncan (1967) were the first to establish that parental social status has an 

impact on educational and occupational outcomes. Expanding on Blau and Duncan’s 

finding, Sewell and his colleagues formulated the Wisconsin status-attainment model, 

which used social psychological factors to explain the process by which status is 

transmitted from one generation to the next. The basic premise of the Wisconsin model is 

that the relationship between family background and educational attainment is mediated 

by expectations (Sewell et al. 1969; Sewell et. al 1970). In short, the theory says that 

students’ educational and occupational aspirations are influenced by the expectations that 

significant others, particularly parents, teachers, and friends, have of them. Aspirations, 
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in turn, have a direct effect on educational attainment, which then affects occupational 

status. 

Of course, the mechanisms by which expectations influence aspirations are not so 

simple. One issue is that significant others may form expectations partly based on their 

assessment of an individual’s capabilities (Haller and Portes 1973). Moreover, in forming 

their goals, young people may also reflect on their own school performance and adjust 

their aspirations accordingly. Thus, even after controlling for significant others’ 

influence, the Wisconsin researchers still observed a strong relationship between 

academic performance and educational and occupational aspirations (Haller and Portes 

1973).   

The original formulation of the Wisconsin model suggested that differential 

socialization could be used to explain educational and occupational inequality and that 

parents could increase their children’s educational and occupational attainment by having 

higher expectations for them. Disputing the causal role of aspirations/expectations, critics 

of the Wisconsin model argued that structural constraints imposed by society are the real 

source of inequality (Morgan 2006). In subsequent research, Sewell and colleagues 

revised their theory to allow for social institutions, particularly schools, to affect 

outcomes (Morgan 2006). Although the popularity of the Wisconsin model as an 

explanatory theory of inequality declined in the 1980s, aspirations and expectations 

continue to be incorporated as independent variables in research on educational 

outcomes.  

Like the Wisconsin researchers, I am interested in the relationship between 

aspirations and status attainment. However, while the Wisconsin studies focused on 
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attainment outcomes, I study the processes by which young people attempt to turn their 

aspirations into actual achievements. While aspirations and expectations may have some 

power in predicting who achieves specific levels of education or occupational prestige, 

they do not tell us anything about the strategies that individuals use to achieve their goals, 

nor do they explain why some people are more successful in defining and then realizing 

their ambitions. In my research, I therefore look at the actions students take while in 

pursuit of their goals. The study I review in the next section shows why a planful 

orientation is important. 

Adolescent Planful Competence 

Social psychologist John Clausen was interested in understanding how personality 

interacted with social structure to affect role performance throughout the life course. In a 

study of the children of the Great Depression, Clausen (1993) introduced a construct of 

personality called “planful competence” and found that planful competence during 

adolescence was a good predictor of how successful study participants turned out to be in 

their occupations and marriages. While planful competence did not ensure that 

participants followed through on their original plans, the ability to make plans and 

maintain an orientation toward the future helped participants adjust to life’s unexpected 

opportunities and setbacks. 

Clausen was fortunate to have a set of longitudinal studies available to test his 

hypotheses. The Berkeley Longitudinal Studies2 followed a group of participants for 

most of their lives - some participants were enrolled at birth, while others entered the 

studies around ages 10 or 11.  Respondents were interviewed many times throughout 

                                                 
2 The three longitudinal studies, which commenced at University of California Berkeley in the early 

twentieth century, are the Oakland Growth Study, the Guidance Study, and the Berkeley Growth Study. 
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their adolescence and then periodically during their adult lives. Although the study lost 

respondents to attrition, researchers were able to conduct interviews with hundreds of 

participants in their thirties, forties, fifties, sixties, and even seventies.  

Clausen’s construct of planful competence was comprised of three components of 

personality: self-confidence, intellectual investment, and dependability. “Self confidence” 

refers to self esteem and “an ability to interact in a positive way with others” (Clausen 

1991, p.9). It is negatively associated with being self-defeating and feeling victimized or 

fearful. “Intellectual investment” reflects “intellectual ability and the effective use of 

one’s intelligence” (Clausen 1991, p.9). It is negatively associated with being 

uncomfortable with uncertainty, conventional, or submissive. The component 

“dependable” connotes being responsible, productive, and in control of one’s needs and 

impulses. It is negatively associated with the traits of rebelliousness, self-defeating, and 

pushing limits.  

Clausen (1991) found that individuals who displayed planful competence as 

adolescents were more likely to experience marital stability, occupational stability, and 

personality continuity. However, the predictive power of his concept varied by gender.  

Adolescent planful competence was a strong predictor of men’s educational and 

occupational attainment, but not women’s. This result may be partly due to the time 

period in which his respondents attended school and participated in the labor force. 

During the 1940s and 50s, women were expected to marry and were not expected to 

pursue careers. To the extent that the study participants conformed to these societal 

norms, adolescent planful competence was a less powerful predictor of women’s 

outcomes. For both sexes, adolescent planful competence was associated with personality 
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stability throughout life. In other words, those who showed planful competence as 

adolescents continued to be self-confident, intellectually invested, and dependable during 

their adult lives.  

 Planful competence does not require that a young person map out their future and 

achieve their adolescent goals. Instead, a planfully competent adolescent will have the 

ability to make realistic choices about education, occupation, and marriage (Clausen 

1991). As described by Mortimer et al. (2002), “more planful adolescents make better 

choices about school, work, and family (that is, choices that more accurately fit their 

interests, values, and talents with opportunities afforded by the social context) than less 

planful adolescents, and these better choices establish relationships and institutional 

commitments that endure into adulthood and provide the context for achievement and 

satisfaction.” (p. 440).  

Clausen’s work is important as it provides a unique look at the lives of the 

generation who were adolescents during the Great Depression. Its value lies in the 

longitudinal nature of the study and its ability to uncover the major influences on the 

participants’ lives. Yet, the occupational structure of society, and even marriage, is much 

different today than in 1950. The occupations that many of today’s young people will 

pursue did not exist fifty or sixty years ago. Moreover, the decline of the manufacturing 

industry in the United States and the rise of the service sector have made it more difficult 

for individuals to obtain good jobs with only a high school education. Consequently, 

many teenagers view a college education as a necessary requirement for obtaining a well-

paying job.  
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Like Clausen, I am interested in the choices young people make about school, 

work, and family. However, as the concept of “planful competence” was constructed 

based on the evaluation of personality traits, I do not be use this construct in my study. 

Instead, I examine the specific choices that young people make while navigating the 

transition to adulthood. In this way, my research is more similar to the study described 

below. 

Aligned Ambitions and Life Plans 

In their book, The Ambitious Generation, Barbara Schneider and David Stevenson 

(1999) examined the ambitions of teenagers in the 1990s. Using data from the Sloan 

Youth and Development Study, Schneider and Stevenson studied 7,000 teenagers and 

followed a subset of them for five years, from 1992 to 1997. Of the 1,221 students 

included in the longitudinal study, many were followed through high school and their 

first years of college. The sample of students was drawn from thirty-three middle and 

high schools located in 12 sites across the United States. 

Schneider and Stevenson’s central argument is that although today’s teenagers 

have high ambitions, with many aspiring to professional occupations, few take pro-active 

steps to learn about potential occupations and the steps required to enter them. In fact, 

many high school students’ educational and occupational ambitions are misaligned, 

meaning that teens either overestimate or underestimate the amount of schooling 

necessary for their desired occupation (Schneider & Stevenson 1999). In their sample, 

just 43.7 percent of high school students had aligned ambitions, meaning their 

educational aspirations matched the amount of education obtained by the average worker 

in their desired occupation. About 40 percent of high school students expected to obtain 
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more education than the average person working in their desired occupation, while 16 

percent expected to earn less education than the average worker in their desired job.  

Considering the economic and cultural value of a college degree in American 

society, it may seem unsurprising that many high school students aspire to more 

education than required by some of the occupations they hope to pursue. However, 

misaligned ambitions are not just an over or under-estimate of the amount of education 

needed for a particular occupation. Instead, they indicate that students are unaware of the 

pathways to achieving their goals. This is worrisome because the reality of the labor 

market is that the number of students aspiring to professional jobs exceeds the projected 

number of professional jobs that will be available. Many young people who aspire to 

professional occupations will be unable to find jobs that match their interests. Thus, the 

consequences of making uninformed choices about schooling and work may be high, as 

students who make poor decisions may find it harder to complete school or enter their 

chosen occupations (assuming they have “chosen occupations”).  

Schneider and Stevenson suggested that students with aligned ambitions display 

traits that increase the likelihood that they will reach their educational and occupational 

goals. They are able to identify their own strengths and weaknesses, create their own 

standards of performance, solve problems, and are willing to seek assistance from others 

in order to reach their goals. To answer the question, “Why do some students have 

aligned ambitions and others misaligned ambitions?”  Schneider and Stevenson looked at 

the roles that schools and family play in the formation of ambitions. They observed that 

schools differed in the strategies that they used to prepare students for the future and that 

these strategies are related to whether students in the school have aligned ambitions. For 
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example, the school in their study with the highest proportion of students with aligned 

ambitions was noted for encouraging planfulness in students. The school offered a 

comprehensive curriculum and encouraged students to select classes that were related to 

their future goals. Teachers and counselors at this school advised students to make 

choices in high school that would be beneficial to their long-term educational and 

occupational goals.  

A second high school that was demographically similar to the former had a quite 

different mission. The philosophy at this school was “reaching.” School administration 

prioritized college admissions. Students were counseled to take classes that would 

strengthen their college admissions application and encouraged to apply to schools where 

the likelihood of admission was not high. Students at this school were more likely to 

over-estimate the amount of education they would need. Schneider and Stevenson 

suggested that the reach strategy employed by school staff was a chief cause of this 

problem, as several school staff members confessed that the school’s strategy seemed to 

result in students over-estimating their abilities and many graduates dropping out of 

college.  

Finally, a third high school was noted as having a “forgiving” strategy. There 

were two missions at this school – to ensure that students graduate and encourage college 

attendance. The students attending this school were more ethnically diverse and from 

lower socio-economic backgrounds than the first two schools. The school offered little 

curriculum differentiation; all students were taught at the same difficulty level. The 

school’s strategy was know as forgiving because the school offered several programs, 

including evening classes and day care, to encourage students to graduate. School staff 
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promoted college attendance and recommended that students attend community colleges 

before transferring to a 4-year university. By recommending community colleges to all 

students, this school sets students on a path where the likelihood of completing a 

bachelor’s degree is low.    

Schneider and Stevenson argued that, in addition to schools, families play a role 

in the formation of aligned ambitions. They found that students with aligned ambitions 

were more likely to have families that challenged them to develop their skills and 

capacities. While such families encouraged their children to be self-reliant, they also 

participated in planning activities with their children, particularly discussions about 

school, college preparation, and career plans.  

Like Clausen, Schneider and Stevenson found that students benefited from an 

orientation toward planning for the future. Students who had aligned ambitions and “life 

plans” made strategic choices that allowed them to take advantage of opportunities. 

Schneider and Stevenson differentiate their concept of constructing “life plans” from 

Clausen’s concept of planful competence by emphasizing that they were interested in the 

actions individuals take rather than personality traits. In their words, “planning for the 

future is a strategic process that requires both organizational skills and the willingness to 

commit to a course of action to achieve specific goals. By developing clear plans, 

students with aligned ambitions are able to orchestrate a set of actions to achieve their 

goals” (Schneider and Stevenson 1999, p. 84). 

The Ambitious Generation identifies a potential problem for today’s youth - a lack 

of knowledge about the relationship between education and specific occupations. The 

authors also use the concept of “life plans” to illustrate that decisions made in youth have 
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consequences for future achievements.  However, the study was designed to focus on 

high school students, most of whom intended to attend college. The college experience 

may give students time to further develop their interests and access to resources that 

allow them to explore potential occupations. Since the Sloan data do not follow 

respondents past their first year of college, it remains to be seen whether students’ 

ambitions become more aligned while in college. 

In my research, the population I study is college seniors. By the time a student has 

reached his or her senior year of college, one would expect that he or she would plan for 

either entering the full-time labor market or pursuing graduate school. However, little is 

known about the extent of planning that college students actually do. I therefore 

investigate whether students are planful in choosing their college majors, that is do they 

select majors based on perceived benefits those fields of study offer. Students may have 

different reasons for selecting a college major – e.g. some may want occupational 

preparation, while others may want to develop skills, such as writing or critical thinking, 

which will help them in their future pursuits. The students in each of these examples 

display an orientation toward the future. On the other hand, students who choose a major 

because they think it will be “easy” or because their friends are taking the same classes 

are not making this decision with their future in mind. These students are more “present-

oriented.” There are a variety of reasons why a student may select a particular major, 

some of which are planful and some which are not. Unfortunately, we do not know the 

extent to which students are planful when choosing their majors.  
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College Majors 

College is an ideal time to examine whether students are making well-informed 

choices and developing life plans. Unlike high school, college is viewed as a precursor to 

pursuing a career. As such, one would expect students to be planning for the future while 

in college. Part of this planning may involve selecting a field of study in which to 

specialize. Choosing a college major is in fact one of the defining events of the college 

experience. As part of their graduation requirements, most universities require that 

students select a field of study in which to specialize. Typically, at least one-quarter of 

the classes in which the students enroll while in college must be within their selected 

academic specialty. Furthermore, while almost all students’ studies in college are 

structured according to their choice of major, for many students, majoring in a particular 

field of study is also a first step toward a career in a related occupation. Some estimates 

suggest that as many as 50 percent of college graduates enter an occupation that is 

directly related to their college major (Jacobs 1995). Moreover, college major may also 

serve as a gateway to certain occupations, such as accounting, nursing, and teaching. 

Specializing in these fields typically requires making this choice early in one’s college 

career, at least by the first semester of sophomore year.  

In this section, I review the literature on college majors. I first describe the two 

main philosophies about the purpose of a college education and how college majors are 

rooted in these philosophies. I then describe the trends in degrees conferred. Finally, I 

review the existing research on students’ selections of college majors.   
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The Purpose of Higher Education 

 As the numbers of higher education institutions and students pursuing a college 

education have increased, many academics have pondered whether these changes have 

affected the functions of colleges and universities in American society.3 One of the 

debates about higher education is over the extent of occupational or vocational training 

that it should provide. The liberal arts philosophy contends that learning should occur 

“for its own sake,” and colleges should provide students with a breadth of knowledge. A 

liberal arts philosophy emphasizes the development of analytical skills, critical thinking, 

and oral and written communication. Conversely, a utilitarian philosophy suggests that a 

college education should prepare students for entry into a specific occupation or provide 

pre-professional training.   

Both philosophies have a long history in the United States. The oldest colleges in 

America embraced a liberal arts philosophy towards education. Many private liberal arts 

colleges and Ivy League universities were founded in this tradition. On the other hand, 

many of the country’s public universities were established through the land grants of the 

Morrill Act of 1862 and founded with the missions of providing vocational training in 

agriculture, military tactics, and technical subjects such as engineering (Encyclopedia 

Britannica 2007). 

 The two philosophies about the purpose of a college education are reflected in the 

different types of fields of study offered at higher education institutions. A liberal arts 

education consists of studies in the humanities, natural sciences, and social sciences. 

                                                 
3    Colleges and universities have a variety of functions, including, but not limited to, educating elites, 

supplying occupational credentials, providing religious instruction, “warehousing” youth populations to 
prevent them from overwhelming the labor market, assimilating immigrants, and providing 
employment. (Collins 2002; Kerr 1991). 
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Disciplines such as physics, chemistry, history, English, and sociology are liberal arts 

fields. The “practical arts”, as coined by Brint (2002), include fields that are geared 

toward occupational training – business, engineering, computer science, nursing, and 

education fall into this category. Typically, the liberal arts fields are housed in the same 

academic college (e.g. the College of Arts and Sciences), while the occupational fields 

may have their own colleges (e.g. the College of Nursing, the College of Engineering, 

etc.).  

  Today, about 60 percent of students major in an occupational or pre-professional 

major (Brint et al. 2005; Goyette & Mullen 2006). Brint et al. (2005) analyzed trends in 

college majors since 1900 to determine whether the dominance of the practical arts is a 

new phenomenon or the re-emergence of an earlier trend. The time-series results showed 

that the arts and sciences dominated in the early 20th century (i.e. 1910-1930), while the 

practical arts surged in size after World War I.  For example, in 1915, about 30 percent of 

college degrees were awarded in occupational fields; by the 1950s, this figure had risen 

to around 55-60 percent. (Brint et al. 2005).   

In the 1960s, structural factors favored the arts and sciences, and the number of 

students specializing in these fields grew. The increased demand for college education, 

due to the baby boom generation, allowed educational institutions the opportunity to 

expand their course offerings. In particular, vocational and teaching colleges and public 

universities introduced new arts and sciences programs at this time. Moreover, the 

political and social unrest of the 1960s may have increased the appeal of social science 

fields, while technological advances, such as the advent of space exploration, may have 

fostered a renewed interest in science and mathematics. In the early 1960s, about 55 
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percent of graduates had majored in the arts and sciences fields. However, beginning in 

the early 1970s, students turned again toward occupational studies. The academic year 

1970-71 was the last time the arts and sciences accounted for the majority of bachelor’s 

degrees. By 1986, only 26 percent of graduates had majored in a liberal arts field (Turner 

& Bowen 1990). Although the arts and sciences have recovered from the nadir of the 

mid-1980s, the practical arts still account for the majority of all degrees.4  

 Over the past 30 years, as most students have selected occupational or pre-

professional majors, fewer have chosen to specialize in the liberal arts fields. Brint et al. 

(2005) found that although the number of students enrolled in college is larger today than 

in 1970, the liberal arts fields have actually declined both proportionately and in absolute 

numbers. They note:  

During a period in which graduates nearly doubled, almost every field 
which constituted the old liberal arts core of the undergraduate college 
was in absolute decline as measured by numbers of graduates. This 
includes not only all of the humanities and social sciences (except 
psychology), but also the physical sciences and mathematics. (emphasis in 
original) (Brint et al. 2005, p.159). 
 

Brint and his colleagues rightly emphasize the astonishing nature of this fact. It is very 

difficult for a field to decrease in absolute size when the number of graduates is 

increasing.  

While nearly all liberal arts fields have declined, there are a few exceptions. Both 

psychology and the biological/life sciences have grown since 1970; however, these fields 

have close ties to vocations. Psychology has turned more and more toward occupational 

preparation and the life sciences are closely related to the health professions. Although 

                                                 
4  The practical arts dominate at the post-graduate level as well. Brint et al. (2005) report that while in 

1970-71 about two-thirds of all graduate degrees were in the practical arts, today these fields account 
for about 80 percent of all graduate degrees.  

 

 

21



 

 

liberal/general and interdisciplinary studies have few graduates, these fields have also 

grown in size. However, this may be more indicative of an erosion of discipline 

boundaries in the arts and sciences, rather than student interest in the liberal arts.5  

Meanwhile, only two occupational fields have declined: library science and education.   

Along with the trends in degrees conferred, survey data suggest that students’ 

attitudes towards the purpose of a college education may be more consistent with the 

utilitarian philosophy of education than the liberal arts one. Astin (1991) has tracked 

changes in college students’ personal values and attitudes toward higher education over 

time. He found that, from 1967 to 1989, the number of college freshman reporting “being 

very well off financially” as a life goal has increased, while the number endorsing 

“developing a meaningful philosophy of life” has decreased dramatically. Compared to 

40 percent in 1967, more than 75 percent of entering freshman in 1989 reported that 

being financially well-off was “essential” or “very important” to them. Meanwhile, the 

proportion valuing the development of a meaningful philosophy of life declined from 83 

percent in 1967 to less than 40 percent in 1989. Moreover, in 1989, the goal of attending 

college to gain “a general education and appreciation of ideas” reached its lowest point in 

the history of the survey. Instead, the students believed the major reason for attending 

college was “to be able to make more money.”  

                                                 
5     On the other hand, academics in the arts and sciences have a long history of simultaneously 

encouraging interdisciplinary studies and worrying about the erosion of individual disciplines. Andrew 
Abbott (2002) contends that efforts towards creating interdisciplinary studies, and hence concerns about 
their effect on individual disciplines, can be traced back to 1930s. He argues that, absent a radical 
change in the structure of higher education, the disciplinary system of American universities is not 
likely to disappear. 
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In the next section, I briefly review the literature on fields of study. In short, while 

studies involving college majors are plentiful, little research has been devoted to 

understanding the processes in selecting a college major. 

Research on College Majors 

Gender differences. Inquiries into decisions about college majors have focused on 

gender, racial/ethnic, and socioeconomic differences. In particular, gender differences 

seem to have gained the most attention from researchers. Whereas fifty years ago  women 

made up less than half of the college student population, the majority of college students 

today are women. Statistics on the percent of college degrees earned by women helps 

illustrate how remarkable this change has been. In 1960, only 35 percent of college 

graduates were women (Buchman & DiPrete 2006). By 1982, bachelor’s degrees were 

awarded equally to men and women, and by 2004, women received 58 percent of 

bachelor’s degrees (Buchman & DiPrete 2006).6 Although women’s college completion 

rates have surpassed those of men, there are lingering areas of stratification within 

colleges and universities. Despite the gains women have made in access to higher 

education, sex-segregation across college majors has persisted.  

 Until the second half of the twentieth century, women in post-secondary 

institutions were mainly concentrated in a few majors. For example, in 1960 almost half 

of all bachelor’s degrees earned by women were in the field of education and over 75 

                                                 
6    Women have also surpassed men in earning master’s degrees, and have nearly reached parity for first 

professional and doctoral degrees. The trend for master’s degrees mirrors that of bachelor’s degrees: in 
1960 approximately a third of master’s degrees were awarded to women, parity was reached in the early 
1980s, and by 2005 women earned almost 60 percent of degrees. Progress was much slower for 
professional and doctoral degrees. In 1970, only 5 percent and 13 percent of professional and doctoral 
degrees were earned by women. By 1990, these figures were 38 and 36 percent. In 2005, women first 
reached parity with men for professional degrees and, at 49 percent, are near parity for doctoral degrees 
(National Center for Educational Statistics 2006).  
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percent were in one of just six fields: English, fine arts, history, home economics, 

nursing, or education (Jacobs 1995).  Among the transformations in higher education that 

began in the 1960s was a decline in sex-segregation in fields of study. This decline 

continued throughout the 1970s, slowed by 1985, and then leveled out in the late 1980s 

(Jacobs 1986; Jacobs 1995; Turner & Bowen 1999). Using the index of dissimilarity as a 

measurement of the extent of sex-segregation in college majors, Jacobs (1986) estimated 

that the dissimilarity index for degree recipients in 1970 was 44.1, meaning that 44.1 

percent of students would have had to switch majors in order to achieve an equal gender 

distribution across fields. By 1985, the index of dissimilarity had declined to 30.0, around 

which it stayed through 1990 (Jacobs 1995). Although they observed the same trend as 

Jacobs, Turner and Bowen (1999) calculated indices of dissimilarity that were somewhat 

lower. According to Turner and Bowen, the index had reached the low twenties by 1985 

and in the 1994 to 1995 academic year was about 19 percent.   

Jacobs (1995) investigated the cause of the decline in sex-segregation and found 

that much of the decline is attributed to the expansion of “business” as a major. Turner 

and Bowen (1999) have also suggested that the rise of the business major and the 

movement of women away from education are the sources for much of the decline in sex-

segregation. Moreover, as few men have entered traditionally female-dominated majors, 

most of the changes in the sex distribution of majors is due to the movement of women 

into majors previously dominated by men. While women’s representation in the social 

sciences, the humanities, and the life sciences has increased, women remain under-

represented in the physical sciences and engineering (Jacobs 1996; Turner & Bowen 

1999). 
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Much of the research devoted to studying women’s under-representation in 

science and engineering adopts the metaphor of the “leaky pipeline.” The leaky pipeline 

approach contends that the path to a career in science or math starts early, beginning in 

middle or elementary school, and that at each stage of the education process, females 

drop out of the science and math tracks, eventually resulting in fewer women than men 

entering scientific careers (Xie & Shauman 2003).  The leaky pipeline metaphor suggests 

that the key to improving women’s representation in science is to stop women from 

dropping out. In their comprehensive study of women in science, Xie and Shauman 

(2003) have challenged the pipeline metaphor. Instead, they employ a life course 

perspective and argue that educational and occupational achievements are affected by 

events in other life domains, including family and social influences. Furthermore, while 

the pipeline metaphor suggests that the path to a scientific career is straight and narrow, 

Xie and Shauman recognize that there can be multiple pathways to a career. They suggest 

that the “less-traveled” pathways are key to women’s participation in science. For 

example, they found that the majority of female science and engineering college 

graduates had actually expected to major in a non-science field and later switched to the 

science/engineering track.  

 In order to explain persisting sex-segregation in college majors, researchers have 

attempted to identify the factors that influence the selection of field of study. Turner and 

Bowen (1999) tested whether the gender gap is due to pre-college academic achievement, 

as measured by SAT scores. They found that less than half of the gender gap could be 

attributed to gender differences in SAT scores. They suggested that the unexplained 
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portion of the gender gap was likely due to differences in preferences, labor market 

expectations, and the gender-specific effects of the college experience.  

Other studies examining gender differences have focused on the determinants of 

majoring in a mathematics or science fields. Research has found that female students who 

reported a positive attitude toward math in high school were more likely than other 

women to major in a scientific field in college, as were those who took more mathematics 

courses at the secondary level (Maple & Stage 1991).  

Support from high school teachers and guidance counselors was also found to 

increase the likelihood that female students persisted in science and mathematics (Ware 

& Lee 1988). Encouragement from significant others to major in fields traditionally 

avoided by women may indeed be important for female college students as Ware et al. 

(1985) found that women were less likely than men to follow through on intentions to 

major in science. Only women with extraordinary math ability followed through on 

scientific interests, while men of varying abilities majored in science. For women, the 

predictors of majoring in science included having highly-educated parents, outstanding 

mathematics scores on the SAT, and a strong desire for power. For men, high grades in 

freshman science courses and being certain about a science major in the summer before 

freshman year predicted science majors. For both sexes, the most significant predictor of 

majoring in science was enjoying a science course more than other courses. 

Interestingly, quantitative studies of college majors have been unable to explain 

much of the variance in either the gender gap (Turner and Bowen 1999) or women’s 

college major choices (Maple & Stage 1991; Ware & Lee 1988). Turner and Bowen 

(1999) speculated that either social-psychological or structural factors influence men and 

 

 

26



 

 

women to tend to select different fields of study. However, their study was not designed 

to test such factors.  Moreover, two studies of predictors of science majors (Maple & 

Stage 1991; Ware & Lee 1988) found that the statistical models were able to explain 

more of the variance in men’s college major choices  than women’s, indicating that some 

of the important factors affecting women’s choice of college majors remain unmeasured. 

Interviews with college students may help us identify some of these heretofore 

unmeasured factors that influence students’ decisions about college majors. 

 Differences in choice of major between men and women may not be important 

were it not for the fact that the concentrations yield different occupational outcomes. 

Indeed, Turner and Bowen’s rationale for studying sex differences in college majors was 

that field of study may be a determinant of occupational outcomes. Several economists 

have suggested that at least part of the gender wage gap is a result of men and women 

choosing different college majors (Brown & Corcoran 1997). In general, female-

dominated majors earn less than male-dominated majors (Brown & Corcoran 1997; 

Roksa 2005). One reason for this pay disparity is that female dominated majors are likely 

to be employed in public and nonprofit organizations, where incomes are lower (Roksa 

2005). While these employment sectors offer lower pay, they oftentimes offer women 

increased access to managerial positions (Roksa 2005).  

Racial and ethnic differences. Compared to gender, differences in college major 

choices by race and socioeconomic status have been less studied. This may be because 

studies of stratification focusing on race or class tend to examine access to higher 

education or inter-institutional differences, rather than intra-institutional differences 

(Goyette & Mullen 2006). The few studies of college majors that have included race and 
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class as independent variables have found modest effects, with the most consistent 

finding involving differences between Asian Americans and other groups (Simpson 2001; 

Goyette & Mullen 2006).  

Simpson (2001) investigated the extent of racial segregation in academic majors 

using data from the High School and Beyond 1986 follow-up survey. She found that 

African Americans were less likely than white students to major in the liberal arts. The 

other significant differences were between Asian Americans and white, Hispanic, and 

African American students. Asian Americans were more likely than white and Hispanic 

students to major in health-related programs; they were more likely than African 

Americans to study business or public-service programs; and they were less likely than 

Hispanic students to major in public-service programs.  

Using a slightly more recent survey, Goyette and Mullen (2006) used data from 

the 1992-1994 National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS), to examine social 

background differences in college major selection. They found that, for all races, the 

majority of students specialized in vocational fields. However, compared to other groups, 

African Americans were slightly more likely to select a vocational major over an Arts 

and Sciences major. Moreover, African American students were more likely than whites 

to select occupationally-oriented fields that are associated with higher earnings and were 

less likely to major in education. Among the vocational majors, Asian American and 

Hispanics were most likely to choose business, while Non-Hispanic whites were the 

group most likely to choose education. Within the Arts and Sciences fields, Asian 

Americans were more likely to select college majors in science and math fields, while 

Non-Hispanic white students were more likely to choose the humanities. African 
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Americans were more likely to choose science and math fields over the humanities or 

social sciences. 

Although these statistics show that students of different races tend to select 

different majors, they tell us little about why this occurs. In her study, Simpson (2001) 

looked at several factors (family SES, academic preparation, test scores, cultural capital, 

group values, social capital, and institutional factors) that could have influenced major 

choice and whether these factors were differentially important for students of different 

races. Her findings were limited and somewhat unanticipated, necessitating that she 

speculate as to why these variables were significant.7 It may be that the poor explanatory 

power of Simpson’s models was partly due to measurement error, as the HS&B data were 

not designed to measure concepts such as cultural or social capital. 

Xie and Goyette (2003) proposed a theory for explaining Asian American 

students’ educational strategies. They argued that Asian Americans select high tech 

college majors that are associated with high earnings outcomes as part of a “strategic 

adaptation” approach to status attainment. According to this theory, Asian Americans 

concentrate in science and technology fields because they perceive these fields to offer a 

path to upward mobility that minimizes potential discriminatory behavior toward 

minority groups (since scientific ability can be objectively measured and valued). Xie and 

Goyette suggest that Asian Americans occupational expectations play a key in this 

process, as Asian American students tend to aspire to occupations with a high proportion 

                                                 
7 For example, among African, Hispanic, and Native American students, taking more English courses in 

high school was associated with a smaller likelihood of choosing a technical degree program, whereas 
for Asian Americans it increased the likelihood of specializing in a technical degree program. The other 
significant factors were the involvement of mothers, which influenced Asian Americans to major in 
public service programs over technical programs, and cultural capital, which influenced white students 
to major in health-related programs over technical programs. 
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of Asian workers and high average earnings/education. Goyette and Mullen’s (2006) 

finding that Asian American students were more likely to choose majors associated with 

high earnings and post-graduate enrollment within both arts and sciences and vocational 

fields is consistent with the strategic adaptation perspective.  

Researchers have also speculated that Hispanics and African Americans are 

careful to select vocational majors that are associated with earnings potential; however, 

no existing research tests this hypothesis. In my study, I attempt to uncover the 

motivations underlying students’ choices of majors and how they may differ according to 

race.  

Social class differences. Social scientists have long observed that socioeconomic 

status, as measured by parents’ education or income, is associated with children’s 

educational attainment (Blau & Duncan 1967; Sewell et al. 1969, 1970). Interested in 

whether such effects extend to college curriculum choices, Goyette & Mullen (2006) 

examined whether socioeconomic status was related to the likelihood of specializing in 

arts and sciences or vocational fields. They found that students from higher SES families 

were more likely to major in arts and sciences fields, while students with lower SES 

backgrounds were more likely to choose vocational majors. Goyette and Mullen also 

examined the relationship between major choice and earnings and educational outcomes 

five years after college graduation. They found that, in the short term, the vocational 

majors earned at least as much, if not more, than students with arts & sciences degrees. 

They expressed concern, however, that a higher rate of graduate school enrollment 

among arts & sciences majors may result in long-term differences in earnings, with the 

arts and sciences majors eventually out-earning their peers who majored in vocational 
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fields. In addition to the increase in earnings that a post-graduate degree may offer, the 

transmission of cultural capital via a liberal arts curriculum may also be an advantage that 

arts & sciences majors’ have over vocational majors in attempts to achieve upward 

mobility or occupational and social status. For example, van de Werforst and Kraaykamp 

(2001) found that individuals who were trained in fields that offered cultural resources 

were more likely to obtain a high cultural occupational status job, whereas those trained 

in technical fields were more likely to have low-occupational status jobs.  

Deciding upon a college major. Several researchers have attempted to identify 

predictors of college students’ choices of majors. Many have suggested that academic 

preparation, particularly the number of math and science courses taken in high school, is 

a key factor in selections of college majors (Thomas 1985; Maple & Stage 1991; 

Simpson 2001). Others have looked at the impact of expectations for the future. 

Economists have focused mainly on the role of expectations about future earnings (Koch 

1972; Cebula & Lopes 1982), while sociologists and social psychologists have examined 

career aspirations (Thomas 1985; Xie & Goyette 2003). 

Thomas (1985) found that occupational expectations were the strongest predictor 

of major choice among black males and females; however, she also noted that the effect 

was twice as strong for black females as males and that the overall explanatory model 

was less powerful for black males. Other significant factors included subject interest, 

access to good job opportunities, and a desire to help people.  

 Cebula and Lopes (1982) suggest that expected future earnings are an important 

consideration for individuals selecting college majors. They found that changes in 

earnings differentials can explain percentage changes in enrollment better than the 
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earnings differentials in the various major fields can. However, the generalizability of 

their study is limited as it was based on enrollment data from one university. Importantly, 

interviews with students were not part of their research. 

 Malgwi and colleagues (2005) conducted an academic study that did rely on 

student interviews to determine influences on choice of major. In this study, incoming 

freshmen were surveyed about their choices of major. The results showed that the most 

important influence on college major choice was interest in the subject. Women were also 

positively affected by aptitude, while men were more likely to consider the potential for 

career advancement. While this study helps shed light on some of the influences in the 

decision process, its value is limited as it was restricted to business students. Moreover, 

after examining the survey instrument, I concluded that the questionnaire allowed only a 

superficial look at the subject of college majors. The survey’s only substantive questions 

required students to use a Likert scale to rate 11 factors that may influence the choice of 

college major. 

 Qualitative research has identified parental expectations as a factor in college 

major decisions of immigrant students (Louie 2004). For example, based on interviews 

with second-generation Chinese-American students, Vivian Louie (2004) found that 

students pointed to parental pressure as an explanation for why Asian students are 

overrepresented in technical fields such as science and math. Both middle class and 

working class students reported that their parents held a utilitarian view of education and 

hoped their children would pursue “practical” or “safe” careers that were associated with 

high incomes, such as law, medicine, or engineering. Although middle class and working 

class parents shared the same aspirations for their children, they differed in their 
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expectations of which fields their children would actually pursue. Whereas middle class 

parents tended to advise their children to pursue legal, medical, or engineering 

professions, working class parents encouraged their children to consider other “practical 

fields” that offered prestige yet did not require graduate study—fields such as accounting, 

computer science, and pharmacy.  Louie observed that in choosing their majors, students 

responded in various ways to their parents’ expectations.  One group of students, 

comprised of middle-class students, majored in traditional “Asian” fields because they 

wanted to emulate their family members. A second group of students also majored in 

Asian fields, but did so out of a combination of interest and internalization of their 

family’s expectations. For working class students, this sometimes meant that choices 

were constrained to majors with clear connections to the job market. While the third 

group chose to study majors that were not traditional “Asian” subjects, the decision to 

study a subject that was not initially sanctioned by their families was a source of anxiety.  

Surprisingly, the sociological literature offers few explanations for how 

undergraduates make decisions about which field of study to pursue. The existing 

research on college majors generally investigates how education contributes to the 

stratification process. Although these studies have made valuable contributions to our 

knowledge about the role of college major as a stratifying mechanism, they have not 

succeeded in explaining the decision process involved in choosing a field of study. This 

is because previous studies have attempted to explain college major choices based on 

students’ characteristics, rather than their own decision-making rationales. These studies 

tend to use regression models to explain college major choice using data on the students’ 

academic achievement, high school grades, demographic characteristics, social 
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background, etc. Some of these studies are based on national data sets, while others 

examine enrollment data from one school. While such studies often benefit from the use 

of large data sets, they are disadvantaged in that the data were not collected for the 

purpose of studying decisions about college majors. I have found few sociological studies 

that rely on students’ reports of how they came to choose a particular major. In fact, in 

his review of the research on gender and higher education, Jacobs (1996) calls for more 

research on student motivations. He says, “I believe that educational decision-making 

processes need more attention. Studies relying on widely available panel data sets tend to 

promote an input-output view of education. While this may make reasonable sense for 

studying certain outcomes, such as test scores, it tends to downplay individuals’ views of 

their own motives” (p.177).  

Related to this lack of research on students’ decisions about college majors is a 

lacuna in the literature on adolescence and youth regarding the development of plans for 

the future. Furstenberg (2000) notes that “relatively little in-depth or even survey data on 

the processes of identity and the establishment of goals and commitments is available that 

would complement …demographic data. Just how young people construct adult identities 

in a world in which attaining the traditional markers of adult status has become more 

difficult (or at least considerably delayed) is an issue worth pursuing in future research” 

(p. 899). Furstenberg advocates the integration of surveys and qualitative research to 

examine these processes.  

I intend to contribute to both the college majors literature and the transition to 

adulthood literature by studying how young people in college do or do not develop plans 

for their exit from school and entry into the role of full-time worker. Specifically, I 
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examine the role of the college major in students’ educational and occupational plans. In 

addition, I also look at the types of planning activities that students may engage in during 

college. 

The Focus of My Research 

 The focus of my research is student planfulness during college. In looking at this 

concept, I examine three main questions.  

(1) Why do students go to college? Do students go to college to pursue specific 

educational or occupational goals? Or is college attendance a normative experience, 

something they do because it is expected of them?  Previous research suggests that 

students may be utilitarian in their approach to a college education. In other words, 

students may see a college education as a means to obtaining a good job and 

financial security. On the other hand, college is a place to learn, and students may 

intend to use that time to explore their intellectual interests. Understanding students’ 

motivations for attending college sets the context for learning about the decisions 

they make while in college. 

(2) Are students academically planful, i.e., do students take planful approaches to their 

studies? To consider this question, I focus on the choice of college major as a way 

that a student can demonstrate planfulness. What are students’ perceptions of the 

role of college majors in their educational careers? What do they believe are 

important considerations when choosing a college major? What are the reasons that 

students give for selecting their current majors, and why do students sometimes 

change their majors?    

 

 

35



 

 

(3) What else might students do while in college to be planful? Here, I look at three 

specific activities: seeking advice from others, participating in development 

activities, and making post graduation plans. As students’ decisions about college 

majors are generally made during the first two years of studies, even students who 

were not planful when choosing their majors have time to engage in planful 

activities. In other words, one must keep in mind that planfulness is not an 

immutable characteristic. Someone may begin college without being planful, but 

develop into a planful person towards the end of their college career.   

In looking at these questions, I employed a two-pronged research strategy using 

survey data and in-depth interviews. These data were collected at a large, northeastern 

university.  The survey data allow me to estimate the prevalence of individual planful 

behaviors, as well as to examine what are the predictors of being planful. While the 

survey data are useful for understanding which kinds of students engage in certain types 

of planning activities, they are limited in that they do not give an overall picture of what a 

planful student might look like and how that student’s behavior might vary during their 

time in college. By contrast, the in-depth interviews allow me to profile individual 

students and examine how they have or have not demonstrated planfulness while in 

college. The in-depth interviews provide additional insight into the topic of planfulness 

by allowing me to look at students’ explanations for their choices.  

Hypotheses and Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I reviewed three bodies of literature that are related to why 

students may or may not be planful during college. The transition to adulthood literature 

explains how young adults in the twenty-first century are unlike previous generations in 
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that they anticipate, and in fact are experiencing, a prolonged period in which the 

traditional demographic markers of adulthood take longer to achieve. Because the 

transition to adulthood occurs over a longer period of time, students may feel less 

pressure to be planful while in college. The socialization and life planning literature 

examines the occupational and educational goals of young people and offers a reason for 

why planfulness during college may have important consequences for a person’s future. 

In short, studies in this tradition have found that individuals who are planful have greater 

chances for achieving their goals. Finally, the literature on college attendance and college 

majors provides insight into our existing knowledge of how students make decisions 

about college majors.  

 Each of these bodies of literature have found that young people vary demographic 

characteristics. The transition to adulthood literature has found that gender, race, and 

socioeconomic status have an impact on how the transition is experienced. Studies 

looking at college major choices show that students concentrate by background.  

 This research seeks to understand how much college students plan for the future. 

In looking at this topic, I expected to find that students vary in terms of how planful they 

are. Thus, I expected to find that some students make choices that may be described as 

“planful” while others make choices that are less planful. Assuming that such variation 

exists, the logical next question is “What explains differences in student planfulness?”  I 

therefore take some preliminary steps to identify the sources of variation in student 

planfulness by looking to see whether the characteristics of the students themselves 

explain any observed differences. I focused on three types of student characteristics: 

individual attributes, such as gender and race; family background characteristics, such as 
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parents’ education, family household income, and the number of foreign-born parents,; 

and academic-related variables such as high school grades, college GPA, and the type of 

major the student is studying.  

I have chosen these variables for three main reasons: (1) they are a natural place 

to begin looking for variation; (2) previous studies suggest that they may be sources of 

variation; Although my study is based on the college experience, I am studying 

planfulness because I suspect that it may be related to post-graduation outcomes. While 

this is beyond the scope of this study. Gender, race, social class background, immigration 

status are factors that have been found to be associated with post-graduate success and 

stratification. It is therefore important to understand whether planfulness is related to 

these characteristics. Secondly, the literature on which I base my study, suggests that 

these characteristics matter. I include academic-related variables for two reasons. The 

high school grades and college GPA focus on academic ability and it seems reasonable to 

think that some of the characteristics that make people do well in their classes might also 

be related to planning. Type of major is trickier – it could be that different kinds of 

students major in different subjects so that these variables are reflections of personal 

choice; however, it could also be the case that this is a measure of structure – to the 

extent that majors are structured differently by the university. In investigating my three 

research questions, I expect to find some variation in how planful students are 

Gender 

Just as there are differences in men’s and women’s choices of majors or 

occupations, there may also be gender differences in how planful they are.  There may be 

a number of reasons why women may be more planful than men. Some of the “choices” 
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women make may be in response to discriminatory barriers to their educational or 

occupational goals. Anticipating such barriers, female students may be more likely to 

form plans early and pursue activities that will help make them strong graduate school 

applicants or job candidates. Consistent with this hypothesis, I expect that women will be 

more likely than men to be future-oriented when choosing their college majors. 

A second reason women may be more planful is that they may anticipate having 

to balance work and family demands. Issues involving work-family conflicts, particularly 

for mothers, are often addressed in magazines, on talk shows, and in news reports. 

Female students are likely aware of these issues and have been socialized to consider 

them when thinking about their schooling and careers. Males, on the other hand, may be 

more likely to consider family and schools/workplaces as distinct spheres, with little 

thought as to how their family obligations may interfere with their occupational or 

educational goals. Knowing that their education or career could potentially be interrupted 

due to pregnancy or motherhood, female students may be more inclined to begin pursuing 

planning activities while in college. 

Race 

I expect that Asian students will be more likely than other racial groups to pursue 

planning activities. The existing research on college majors has suggested that Asian 

students are strategic when choosing their academic majors, opting for fields in which 

abilities are valued and can be used to overcome potential discriminatory barriers (Xie & 

Goyette 2003). Engaging in high levels of educational or occupational planning is 

consistent with this strategic adaptation approach to status attainment. I expect that Asian 

students will be more knowledgeable about potential careers, have social networks that 
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can facilitate entry into certain occupations, and thus be more likely to participate in 

planning activities.    

On the other hand, I expect African American students will be less likely than 

other racial groups to pursue educational and occupational planning activities. Research 

has found that African American students are more likely to choose vocational majors 

over liberal arts majors. Although such findings indicate that black students may be very 

oriented towards their occupational futures, they do not speak to whether these students 

pursue other types of activities that will help them reach their occupational or educational 

goals. I expect that African American students will be disadvantaged compared to other 

racial groups in having access to or knowledge about different types of planning 

activities. In particular, African American students may be lacking the social capital that 

would help them identify and pursue the activities that will assist them in achieving their 

goals. In other words, their social networks may be less likely to include individuals who 

can help advise them and provide access to occupational opportunities.     

Social Class Background (Parents’ Education and Household Income)  

The status attainment literature has shown a relationship between family 

background and educational/occupational outcomes. Following this tradition, I expect 

that students from high SES families will be more likely to  than students from lower SES 

families.  However, I expect that the relationship between family background and 

whether the selection of a college major is strategic will be stronger among liberal arts 

majors. I expect that liberal arts majors from high status families may be more likely to 

view their majors as preparation for graduate school, while liberal arts majors from lower 

SES families may be more likely to view their majors as requirements for graduation, 
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with little connection to their post-college lives. On the other hand, since vocational and 

science majors have tighter connections to the labor market, I expect that there will be 

fewer social class differences among these majors in terms of whether they were future-

oriented when choosing their fields of study. 

Among all majors, I expect students from high SES backgrounds will be more 

likely to engage in occupational/educational planning activities than students from lower 

SES families. Highly educated parents, particularly those with post-baccalaureate 

degrees, may be more aware of the steps that students can take to learn about and explore 

potential occupational interests. They may be more likely to see the value in planning 

activities, such as internships or graduate school visits, and thus more inclined to 

encourage their children to pursue such activities.   

Type of Major 

Because the vocational and science majors are more closely tied to occupations, I 

expect that students specializing in these fields will be more likely to report having an 

occupational or educational plan for the future. Students in applied fields may feel more 

prepared for entering the workforce and putting to use the field-specific knowledge that 

they have gained in college. Compared to liberal arts students, I expect that these students 

will be able to be more specific when identifying the types of jobs in which they are 

interested. For students with applied majors, the pathway to an occupation may seem 

relatively straightforward. 

Liberal arts students, on the other hand, may be more likely to consider a broader 

range of potential occupations. While some liberal arts students may view the ability to 

consider a range of different occupations as advantageous, others may feel lost as to how 
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they are supposed to navigate the transition to the workplace. Consequently, liberal arts 

students may need to be more pro-active in learning about what educational and 

occupational opportunities are available to them. I expect that those liberal arts students 

who come from high SES backgrounds or have high academic abilities will have an 

easier time defining and then realizing their occupational goals.  

Because some fields of study are more linked to occupations that others, I expect 

to find considerable variation in whether students view college majors as pathways to 

specific occupations. I expect that subscription to the liberal arts view of education will 

be more common among arts and sciences majors, while students who major in 

vocational fields, such as education or accounting, will see much more direct connections 

between their majors and their future occupations.  

In the paragraphs below, I lay out the hypotheses for the specific planfulness 

indicators measured in the survey data. In Chapters 3, 4 and 5, I first describe patterns of 

student planfulness among seniors at a large, northeastern university and then use 

multivariate statistical analyses to test the following hypotheses. In each of the 

multivariate analyses, I look at the roles that individual characteristics, family 

background, and academic performance play in student planfulness.  

 I begin Chapter 3 by looking at the reasons students give for attending college, 

differentiating between students who attended college for utilitarian reasons from those 

who attended for academic reasons.  

Hypothesis 1a: Women, white students, students from high SES backgrounds, and 

students with higher grades will be more likely to state that they attended college 

because of academic reasons, while males, black students, Asian students, 
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students from lower SES backgrounds and students with lower grades will be 

more likely to report that they attended college due to utilitarian reasons.  

Hypothesis 1b: Alternatively, individual characteristics, family background, and 

academic performance will not be related to students’ reasons for attending 

college.  

 The models in Chapter 4 focus on college major selection and predict whether 

students possessed a present or future orientation when selecting a field of study in which 

to specialize.  

Hypothesis 2a: Women, black students, Asian students, students from lower SES 

backgrounds, and students with lower grades will be more likely to be future-

oriented when selecting their majors, whereas males, white students, students 

from higher SES backgrounds and students with higher grades will be more likely 

to be present-oriented.  

Hypothesis 2b: Alternatively, individual characteristics, family background, and 

academic performance will not be related to students’ orientation toward picking 

a college major. 

 In the third set of models, the dependent variables in the previous models are used 

as independent variables to predict respondents’ choices of majors.  

Hypothesis 3a: Students with utilitarian reasons for attending college and those 

who had future orientations when choosing their majors will be more likely to 

major in Practical Arts or Science fields, while those who had academic reasons 
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for attending college and those who were present-oriented when choosing their 

majors will be more likely to major in Liberal Arts fields. Furthermore, consistent 

with the literature on college majors, women, white students, and students from 

higher SES backgrounds will be more likely to major in Liberal Arts fields; men 

and Asian students will be more likely to major in Science fields; and black 

students and students from lower SES backgrounds will be more likely to major 

in Practical Arts fields.   

Hypothesis 3b: Alternatively, reasons for attending college, orientation toward 

picking a college major, individual characteristics, and family background will 

not be related to students’ choices of majors. 

 In Chapter 5, I examine the types of activities that students could engage in to 

prepare themselves for life after college. The first set of models described in this chapter 

look at how often respondents sought advice from parents and teachers about college and 

post-graduation-related decisions.  

Hypothesis 4a: Men, white students, Asian students, students from higher SES 

backgrounds, and students with higher grades will seek advice from others more 

often than women, black students, students from lower SES backgrounds and 

students with low grades.  

Hypothesis 4b: Alternatively, individual characteristics, family background, and 

academic performance will not be related to how often students seek advice from 

others  
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 The next set of models examines the number of development activities in which 

students participated while in school.  

Hypothesis 5a: Women, white students, Asian students, students from higher SES 

backgrounds, and students with higher grades will participate in more 

development activities than men, black students, students from lower SES 

backgrounds and students with lower grades.  

Hypothesis 5b: Alternatively, individual characteristics, family background, and 

academic performance will not be related to the number of development activities 

in which students participate.  

 The last set of models focuses on how pro-active respondents were when making 

post graduation plans by looking at the steps that they have taken in seeking jobs or 

applying to graduate or professional school. 

Hypothesis 6a: Women, students from higher SES backgrounds, and students with 

higher grades will take more steps in seeking jobs or applying to graduate or 

professional school than men, students from lower SES backgrounds and students 

with lower grades.  

Hypothesis 6b: Alternatively, individual characteristics, family background, and 

academic performance will not be related to the number of steps that students 

have taken in preparing for post-graduation. 

While Chapters 4 and 5 examine individual measures of student planfulness, 

Chapter 6 takes a more holistic approach to student planfulness by highlighting findings 
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from the in-depth interviews. In this chapter, I look at student narratives, differentiating 

students who exhibit planfulness from those who do not. I also look at students’ 

explanations for why they have pursued or not pursued plans.  

As a final note, this research presents a case study of student planfulness at one 

university during a particular time. The data on which this dissertation is based were 

collected during January 2008 to April 2009, and many of the experiences that students 

describe occurred in earlier years. In the next chapter, I discuss the research design used 

in this dissertation in more detail.  
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CHAPTER 2 
METHODOLOGY 

This research used a mixed method design with qualitative and quantitative 

phases of data collection occurring sequentially. In the first phase, I conducted in-depth 

interviews with 31 students to learn about how they chose their college majors and what 

they hope to do after graduation. The goal of the in-depth interviews was two-fold. First, 

I thought it was important to include the students’ own voices in my study, as previous 

research had neglected to do so. While reviewing the academic literature on college 

major selection, I was surprised to find few sociological studies that relied upon students’ 

reports of how they came to choose a particular major. This lacuna was recognized over 

10 years ago when Jerry Jacobs published a review of the research on gender and higher 

education. At the time, Jacobs (1996) called for more research on student motivations, 

stating,   

I believe that educational decision-making processes need more attention. 
Studies relying on widely available panel data sets tend to promote an 
input-output view of education. While this may make reasonable sense for 
studying certain outcomes, such as test scores, it tends to downplay 
individuals’ views of their own motives (p.177).  

Unfortunately, Jacobs’ plea was largely unheeded—I was unable to find any qualitative 

studies examining college students’ academic choices.  Including students’ narratives in 

my dissertation is a step towards increasing researchers’ understanding of not only how 

students make decisions about college majors and planning for their post-college lives, 

but also about how they feel about those decisions.  

 My other goal of the in-depth interviews was more pragmatic. I wanted to use 

what I learned from these interviews to help me develop a survey questionnaire to be 

used in the second stage of my research. In this second stage, I conducted a survey of 
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college seniors to examine the same issues explored in the in-depth interviews, but with a 

larger sample. In total, 498 students completed the survey. This larger sample gave me a 

better understanding of the variation in the choices students make when planning for the 

future, as well as which types of planning pathways are more common than others.  

In this chapter, I describe the methodological choices I made in conducting the in-

depth interviews and the survey. I also present a description of the samples used in both 

research stages, as well a discussion of the limitations of my methods and data. I begin 

with an overview of the university at which this research takes place.  

Setting the Stage: The Campus Context 

 This research is essentially a case study of how students at one university make 

plans for the future. As is customary in much academic research, I do not identify the 

university that serves as the research site. To increase the readability of this manuscript, I 

use the pseudonym Boyer State University in place of the school’s real name.  

 Boyer State University is a large public research university located in one of the 

country’s most-populated cities. In the Fall 2010 semester, nearly 40,000 students 

attended Boyer State, which offers bachelor’s, master’s, doctoral and professional 

degrees. Undergraduates have over 130 majors from which to choose, and the university 

is comprised of 17 schools and colleges, including the Business School, the College of 

Liberal Arts, the School of Science and Technology, the Communications School, the 

College of Education, the College of Art, and the College of Music. The main campus is 

located only a few miles from the downtown area of the city and is easily accessible by 

public transportation. The university has a reputation as somewhat of a “commuter 

school”; although about three-quarters of first-time freshmen live in on-campus or 
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campus-affiliated housing, the vast majority of undergraduates live off-campus or 

commute (about 82 percent in the Fall 2010 semester). As a public university, Boyer 

State draws most of its students from within state; only about 20 percent of its 

undergraduate students are from out-of-state. Tuition for four years would cost an in-state 

student over $40,000, while an out-of-state student would pay nearly double that amount. 

However, most Boyer State students are successful in obtaining financial aid, and the 

typical student graduates with about $27,000 in student loan debt. 

 While admission to Boyer State is not highly competitive, the university is 

selective, accepting about 60 percent of applicants. Boyer State students have generally 

performed well in high school. Over 90 percent of incoming freshmen graduated in the 

top half of their high school graduating class, and the typical incoming freshman had a 

high school GPA of 3.4. While Boyer State does a good job retaining students after their 

freshman year—over 85 percent of entering freshmen are still enrolled the following fall 

semester—its graduate rates are not particularly high. About 36 percent of entering 

freshmen graduate within four years and 65 percent graduate within six years.   

 Boyer State University has been nationally recognized for the diversity of its 

student body. Nevertheless, white students are still the majority group. About 58 percent 

of undergraduates are white, 17 percent are black, 10 percent are Asian, and 4 percent are 

Hispanic.8 Consistent with national trends on gender and higher education, women 

outnumber men among Boyer State students. About 54 percent of undergraduates are 

women and 46 percent are men. 

                                                 
8 The remaining 11 percent include international students, American Indians or Alaska Natives, and 

students whose race was unknown.   
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  In sum, Boyer State’s characteristics made it a good site for studying student 

planfulness. Students are provided the opportunity to study nearly any subject in which 

they are interested, and the school offers many different resources for students to pursue 

their academic and occupational interests outside of the classroom. Furthermore, the fact 

that school draws students of different socio-demographic backgrounds allowed me to 

examine whether such characteristics predicted how planful a student might be.  

In Depth Interviews 

Interview Guide 

I conducted the in-depth interviews in the Spring 2008 semester. The interviews 

were semi-structured, in that although I used an interview guide, I also asked follow-up 

questions that were specific to individual respondents. The complete interview guide, 

found in Appendix A, was modified throughout the interview process, mainly after the 

first few interviews.  The themes I covered in the interviews are described below.  

I began by asking respondents to tell me how it came to be that they attended 

college. In this part of the interview, students talked about societal and parental 

expectations regarding college attendance. They told me about what it was like applying 

to college and why they chose to attend Boyer State. A few respondents were transfer 

students, and they talked about the first college they attended and why they left.  

The second theme that my interviews covered was selecting a college major. I 

asked students to tell me the story of how they chose their current major. Of course, many 

students had changed majors while in college, so these students also talked about their 

experiences with other majors that they had tried. After respondents finished telling me 

their stories, I asked some questions aimed at learning how much students rely on other 
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people, such as parents, friends, and teachers, when considering which subject to major 

in.  I also asked questions designed to understand the respondents’ level of involvement 

in their academic department, e.g., do they belong to any clubs or activities related to 

their major?  I also asked the students to reflect on their choices—were they glad they 

had chosen this major? Would they choose this major again?  

In the third section of the interview, I asked respondents about their educational 

and occupational goals. Did they intend to go to graduate or professional school? What 

types of careers were they interested in pursuing? I also explored how much knowledge 

students had about the activities needed to achieve their goals and the extent to which 

they have pursued those activities.  For example, have they taken graduate school 

entrance exams? Have they participated in any internships? Have they applied for jobs? 

These questions were ultimately used to make a judgment of how planful each student 

was.  

 In the fourth part of the interview, I focused on the concept of adulthood and the 

milestones that mark it, such as getting a full-time job or having a first child. I asked 

respondents what they thought it meant to be an adult and whether they felt like one. We 

also discussed their expectations about if and when they would reach the different 

adulthood milestones. I asked respondents for their opinions on how important each 

milestone is for being considered an adult, and at by what age the milestone should 

normally occur.9  I concluded the interview by collecting some background information 

from the respondent about their families and academic histories.10  

                                                 
9 These questions were adapted from questions used in the General Social Survey on Adult Transitions.  
10 Some of these questions were adapted from an interview guide used in Sherri Grasmuck’s Sociology of 

the Family class taught at Temple University in Spring 2005.  
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Sample 

In total, I interviewed 31 students—10 Liberal Arts majors, 11 Science majors, 

and 10 Practical Arts majors. In Table 2.1, I present the distribution of respondents by 

gender, race, and type of major. As shown in this table, I interviewed 17 women and 14 

men. Eighteen of the respondents were white, eleven were black, and two were Asian.  

Liberal Arts 
Majors

Science 
Majors

Practical Arts 
Majors Total

Total 10 10 11 3

Gender
Male 4 4 6 1
Female 6 7 4 1

Race
White 6 7 5 18
Black 3 3 5 1
Asian 1 1 0 2

Table 2.1. Demographic Characteristics by Type of Major, 
In-Depth Interview Sample

1

4
7

1

 

 

 

I used several different means of recruiting respondents. My first few 

interviewees were students from classes being taught by Sociology professors and 

graduate students. Two of these students were Sociology majors and one was a History 

major. These first interviews served as a pretest and helped establish that respondents 

understood the questions and that my interview guide was yielding the information in 

which I was interested.  

After completing these pretest interviews, I recruited nearly all of my other 

respondents via email.  I composed an email describing my study and requesting 
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volunteers to be interviewed. I then contacted various department chairs and requested 

that they send my email to their student listservs. In addition to emailing department 

chairs, I also contacted the leaders of some student organizations, including a Biology 

club, a Chemistry club, and an African American fraternity, among others. These targeted 

emails proved somewhat effective and usually resulted in one or two volunteers. I also 

posted fliers around campus, but this did not yield any respondents.   

As a result of my recruiting efforts, I was conducting one or two interviews each 

week; however, the process was slow-going, and I was concerned that I would not be 

able complete my interviewing by the end of the semester.  I therefore sought help from 

Boyer State’s administration in the form of a list of randomly-selected students to 

contact. The list I received contained 180 names and email addresses. I contacted these 

students, explaining that their names were selected at random to participate in my study. 

Ultimately, twenty of my 31 respondents were students from this list.   

Interviews ranged in length from 45 to 90 minutes, with most lasting about an 

hour. All interviews were tape recorded and transcribed.   

Changes from Proposal 

My sample differs in a few important ways from what I had laid out in my 

dissertation proposal. First, I initially proposed conducting 40 interviews. However, due 

to time constraints, I only completed 31. I found recruiting respondents to be one of the 

biggest challenges of my project and did not anticipate how difficult it would be to recruit 

40 respondents in one semester. I had defended my proposal in late December and began 

interviewing in January.  After realizing that my recruitment tactics were not going to 

yield enough interviews for me to complete my project on time, and upon the suggestion 
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of several members of my committee, I asked Boyer State administration for the list of 

randomly-selected students to contact. I had been hesitant to make this request because I 

was aware that the administration was concerned about the number of research requests 

being made of students, particularly via email, and I still needed the university’s 

cooperation for conducting my survey. I didn’t want to jeopardize my survey by making 

an additional research request. However, this fear proved largely unfounded and I 

eventually did receive student lists for both phases of my research. Although I requested 

the in-depth interview sample list in February, I did not receive the list of students until 

mid-April.11 With the semester ending in May, many of the students I contacted 

expressed interest in my study, but were too busy with finals. In retrospect, I realize that I 

should have started recruiting respondents earlier, before my dissertation proposal 

defense.12 Had I submitted my request for the list of students and started seeking out 

assistance from professors, graduate students, and student organizations in the Fall 

semester, I likely would have been able to complete all 40 interviews.    

Failing to meet my target sample size was not my only disappointment. In my 

dissertation proposal, I proposed interviewing 12 Asian students and, in consultation with 

my committee, decided that these interviews should focus on one ethnicity, that being 

Korean. Unfortunately, my efforts at recruiting Korean students were completely 

unsuccessful. The only two Asian students who I interviewed were Cambodian and 

Vietnamese/Chinese. I found recruiting Asian students to be a challenge in general. The 

list of students given to me by the administration included 59 Asian students. Not one of 

                                                 
11 I wish to thank Julia Ericksen and Heidi Grunwald for their help in ensuring that my request received 

attention from the appropriate administrators.  
12 This would have been possible as IRB approval had been obtained in October 2007.  

 

 

54



 

 

them replied to my interview request. As the semester drew to a close, it became apparent 

that interviewing Asian students would require time and effort that I did not have. 

Instead, I concentrated on completing as many interviews as possible, regardless of the 

student’s race. The next academic year, I put serious thought into conducting additional 

in-depth interviews to complete my Asian quota. However, the country’s economic 

climate had changed drastically in a few short months and it seemed likely that students’ 

graduating in May 2009 would have a different perspective on the future than their peers 

who graduated before them. I also had to work on my survey which was scheduled to be 

administered in the spring semester. In consultation with my dissertation committee 

chair, I decided to abandon the idea of interviewing Asian students.     

The final divergence from my proposal involved the age group that I wanted to 

study. In my proposal, I indicated that I intended to focus on college seniors between the 

ages of 19 and 25. In choosing an upper age limit of 25, I had hoped to limit my sample 

to mostly traditional students who had little or no experience working full-time.12 Mainly, 

I wanted to avoid interviewing adults who had established careers and then returned to 

college.  In practice, however, I found adhering to this age limit to be difficult. Although I 

did ask potential respondents for their ages before scheduling their interviews, I did not 

turn away two volunteers who were older than 25. One of these respondents, a white 

male, was a month shy of his 29th birthday; the other, a black female, was 27. Although 

these respondents were a few years older than the group that I had intended to interview, 

I found that their interviews were very informative. In fact, I found that the “older 

students” in my sample, i.e., students older than 22, were often individuals who had 

returned to college after experiencing some sort of obstacle—an unplanned pregnancy, 
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bad grades, etc. Because it is not the goal of qualitative research to produce generalizable 

results, I chose to include these respondents in my analysis as they provided insight into 

how students’ academic choices may be affected by difficult circumstances.  

Web Survey 

Defining the Population 

For the second stage of my research, I conducted a web survey of Boyer State 

seniors in the Spring 2009 semester. Broadly speaking, my research focuses on college 

seniors—the decisions they’ve made in their academic careers and their preparation for 

life after college graduation. However, defining a college senior is trickier than one might 

think. Within the group of students who consider themselves seniors, there is a 

tremendous amount of variability in their college experiences. In general, I chose to focus 

on the most traditional students—those who spent the majority of their time in college at 

the same university, were attending full-time, and had enough credits to be close to 

graduating. In this section, I outline the specific criteria I used to define the population of 

interest.   

First, I set a threshold for the minimum number of credits that a student must have 

completed in order to be considered a senior. Depending upon the program in which they 

are enrolled, students at Boyer State must complete between 120 and 124 credits to 

graduate.  Students following a traditional academic trajectory, i.e., full-time enrollment 

each semester, would typically begin their fourth and final year of study with (at least) 90 

completed credit hours and graduate in the spring. Because I also wanted to include in my 

study students who might be graduating after the fall semester, I defined seniors as 

students who had earned a minimum of 90 credits at the completion of the Fall 2008 
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semester. Importantly, this definition did not guarantee that the students I surveyed would 

be graduating in either May 2009 or January 2010. It is not uncommon for students, even 

those who have always maintained full-time status, to take longer than four years to 

graduate. Dual-degree programs, switching majors, failing courses, or neglecting to take 

required classes can extend the time needed to fulfill graduation requirements and result 

in students spending more than four years in college. Although not all of them would be 

graduating in the next year, students who have completed at least 90 credits have very 

likely settled on a major and perhaps have begun thinking about what they will be doing 

after graduation, making them the ideal group for me to study. 

Second, I limited the population to students who had completed 90 or more 

credits at Boyer State. Many students who graduate from Boyer State University actually 

begin their undergraduate education at other schools. Boyer State is a popular destination 

for transfer students, particularly because the university maintains articulation agreements 

with local community colleges to facilitate the transfer process. According to Boyer 

State’s website, transfer students comprise almost half of all incoming students. While 

transfer students are a large part of the Boyer State community, their experiences at other 

schools have likely shaped their academic interests and possibly their educational and 

occupational goals. By omitting students who had completed the majority of their 

coursework at other universities from the survey population, I was able to focus my study 

on students who have spent enough time at Boyer State for it to have played a formative 

role in their lives.   

Third, although the qualitative portion of my study included part-time students, I 

excluded them from the survey population. I made this decision for two main reasons, 
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one practical and one theoretical. On the practical side, there is a tremendous amount of 

variability in the patterns of school attendance among part-time students, making it 

difficult to identify part-time seniors who are close to graduating. A part-time student 

could take one, two, or three classes per semester and may even vary the number of 

courses taken per semester throughout his or her time in college. This makes it difficult to 

set a minimum threshold for the number of credits that would put a part-time student 

within a year or so of graduating. For example, a student who has 95 credits and is taking 

three classes per semester would finish school three years before a student with the same 

number of credits but who is only taking one course per semester. In fact, the first student 

would graduate earlier than a student who has 108 credits and is taking one class per 

semester.  

On the theoretical side, the experiences of part-time students likely differ both 

from each other and from full-time students. The decision to attend part-time could be 

due to financial considerations, work or family obligations, academic difficulties, or a 

host of other reasons. Such factors could perceivably result in part-time students having 

different motivations in selecting their majors and making plans for post-graduation. 

Understanding the decisions of part-time students is an important and worthwhile 

research objective; however, I decided it was outside the scope of my research goals. 

 Fourth, in addition to being enrolled as full-time students, students also had to be 

registered for at least 12 credits for the Spring 2009 semester.  This criterion effectively 

excluded full-time students who, for whatever reason, may have been taking a leave of 

absence from school.  
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 Lastly, I excluded students from Boyer State’s International campus, which 

confers undergraduate and graduate degrees to mostly non-American students. While 

there are American students who complete their entire undergraduate education at Boyer 

State International, their experiences are likely to be so different from that of Boyer State 

students in the U.S. that I decided to exclude them from my study.  

 Using these criteria resulted in a final sampling frame that contained 3,357 

students. There were 721 addresses for Liberal Arts students; 301 for Science students; 

and 2,335 for Practical Arts students.  

Questionnaire 

 I designed the survey questionnaire in the Fall 2008 semester. When drafting the 

survey questions, I used what I learned from the in-depth interviews to help me construct 

response options that would capture students’ experiences choosing college majors and 

planning for life after graduation.   

 I began the survey by collecting some basic academic information, including 

expected graduation date, current major or majors, college minor (if any), and whether 

the respondent had ever changed his or her major.13 Respondents who had changed their 

majors were then asked to select, from a list, the reason or reasons that they switched out 

of their first major. Of the reasons they selected, they were asked to identify which was 

the most important.  

The next series of questions focused on respondents’ current majors. Students 

with double majors were asked this series of questions twice, once for each major. First, 

respondents were asked to select, from a list, the reason or reasons they chose their 

                                                 
13 In retrospect, I should have included a few demographic questions such as gender, age, and perhaps race 

in the beginning of the survey so that I would have better information about respondent attrition. 
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current major and to indicate which of the selected reasons was the most important. Next, 

respondents were asked when they decided to major in their chosen field. This was 

followed by an open-ended question asking respondents to describe, in their own words, 

how they chose their majors. Respondents were then asked if they could make their 

college major choice over, whether they would pick the same major, as well as an open-

ended follow-up asking them to explain their last answer.  

In the second section of the survey, I included questions that could be used to 

develop measures of respondents’ planfulness. First, I presented respondents with a list of 

25 college-related activities or experiences and asked them to indicate the ones in which 

they participated. The list included: career-building experiences such as internships or 

employment in a field related to one’s major; academic projects such as working on an 

independent study project or presenting at an academic or professional conference; social 

or recreational activities such as playing intramural sports or belonging to a fraternity or 

sorority; and academic setbacks such as failing a course or withdrawing from school 

temporarily. Next, I asked a short series of questions aimed at learning how often 

respondents relied upon professors/advisors and parents for academic advice and 

guidance about post-graduation plans.  

The third section of the survey focused on post-graduation plans. Respondents 

were asked to report what they planned to be doing in the first year after graduating from 

Boyer State. Respondents who indicated they would be working were asked whether they 

would be working full or part-time and how closely related the job would be to their 

major. These respondents were also presented with nine job-searching scenarios and 

asked to select the ones that best described themselves. Examples of the job-searching 
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scenarios are “I plan to get a new job after I graduate, but I haven’t started looking yet” 

and “I have accepted a job offer for after I graduate.”  

Respondents who planned to attend graduate or professional school were asked to 

indicate whether they planned to attend school full or part-time and which field they 

planned on studying. These respondents were presented with six scenarios aimed at 

determining how far along they were in the application process and asked to select the 

ones that best described themselves. Examples of these scenarios include “I have been 

accepted and will be attending graduate or professional school this fall” and “I plan to 

attend graduate or professional school, but I haven’t applied yet.”  

Respondents were not limited to reporting work and school plans; the question on 

post-graduation plans also allowed them to indicate plans such as participating in a 

service program, traveling, and staying at home. Alternatively, respondents could also 

indicate that they do not yet have any plans for after graduation. To conclude the section 

on post-graduation plans, all respondents were asked an open-ended question asking them 

to describe in their own words what they plan to do after they graduate. 

In the questionnaire’s fourth section, I asked attitudinal questions about college 

attendance, the purpose of college majors, and the transition to adulthood. I first 

presented respondents with 15 reasons that people have for going to college and asked 

them to use the list to select the five most important reasons they chose to attend college. 

The next question was aimed at understanding opinions about the usefulness of college 

majors. Respondents were shown 10 opinions about college majors and asked to indicate 

whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement using a five-point Likert scale that 

ranged from “Strongly agree” to “Strongly disagree.” Lastly, respondents were asked two 
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questions about the transition to adulthood. First, for each of the seven adulthood 

milestones, respondents were asked to rate on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 

“Very important” to “Not at all important,” how important it is for a person to achieve the 

milestone in order to be considered an adult. Respondents were then asked to provide the 

ideal age, if any, for reaching each milestone.  

 The survey concluded with questions on demographic characteristics, academic 

background, and family background.  Demographic questions included gender, Hispanic 

origin, race, age, marital status, and number of children. Academic background questions 

focused on both high school and college. Questions about high school covered the type of 

high school attended, which math and science classes were taken, SAT scores, and high 

school grades. The college-related questions asked about the semester respondents began 

taking classes, whether the respondent was a transfer student, and if so, what type of 

school he or she transferred from. I also asked respondents to report their overall college 

GPA and major GPA. In addition, respondents were asked about the likelihood that they 

would 1) graduate from college and 2) attend graduate or professional school. 

Respondents were also asked to report the highest degree they expect to receive. 

The family background section included questions on number of siblings, 

household composition in high school, parents’ present and most recent occupations, and 

parents’ highest levels of education. Respondents were also asked about their citizenship 

status, country of birth, and parents’ countries of birth. I also asked questions about 

current living arrangements, current financial situation (i.e., whether respondents support 

themselves or depend upon family), family income at 16 years old, family’s household 

income during the last 12 months, and amount of student loan debt.  
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The last page of the survey thanked for respondents for their time.  A copy of the 

questionnaire is located in Appendix B.  

SurveyMonkey 

I programmed the questionnaire using the SurveyMonkey website.14 

SurveyMonkey is an online survey provider that allows members to create and field their 

own web surveys. I chose to use SurveyMonkey for several reasons. First, one does not 

need to know sophisticated programming language in order to use SurveyMonkey. The 

user interface is relatively simple, while also providing a variety of options for 

customizing a survey. Second, SurveyMonkey’s services are inexpensive, especially 

when compared to the programming costs charged by full-service survey firms, which 

can run a few thousand dollars. A one-year subscription to SurveyMonkey costs $200 and 

places no limits on the number of responses collected, nor the number of survey 

questions asked. Third, in addition to offering tools for designing the survey, 

SurveyMonkey stores the survey responses on its servers and provides several different 

options for downloading results. Finally, SurveyMonkey offers, for an additional fee, 

SSL encryption which ensures that survey responses are protected by encrypting them 

during the transmission to SurveyMonkey’s server.15   

In programming the survey, I made a number of design decisions that may be of 

some interest to the reader. The first decision I made concerned the questionnaire layout. 

In a web survey, questions may be placed on individual web pages, requiring respondents 

to answer and submit each question before moving onto the next one, or placed on the 

                                                 
14 http://www.surveymonkey.com/ 
15 “SSL” stands for Secure Socket Layer. For more information on SurveyMonkey’s SSL encryption and 

data protection procedures, see http://www.surveymonkey.com/HelpCenter/Answer.aspx?HelpID=151 
and http://www.surveymonkey.com/HelpCenter/Answer.aspx?HelpID=42. 
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same page, requiring respondents to scroll through the entire page to read and answer all 

questions (Peytchev et al. 2006). Both design features have advantages and 

disadvantages. Scrolling may allow a respondent to move more quickly from question to 

question, but also increases the likelihood that a respondent will miss a question if the 

page is too cluttered. Paging prevents respondents from skipping questions and looking 

ahead, but delays in loading pages may frustrate respondents and increase respondent 

attrition. In my survey, I used a combination of scrolling and paging. Oftentimes, I placed 

several short questions together on the same page, which usually required the respondent 

to scroll to complete all the questions. I inserted page breaks when the topic of the 

questions changed or when skip logic required them. Any question that triggered a skip 

pattern was necessarily the last question on a page, as the answer to this question would 

determine which webpage loaded next.  

I made other design decisions as well. To discourage respondents from dropping 

out of the survey, at the top of each webpage, I placed a status bar that indicated what 

percentage of the survey the respondent had completed. To minimize order effects, I 

randomized response alternatives where it made sense to do so. To prevent missing data, 

I required an answer for most questions; if a respondent skipped a question, when he or 

she tried to move to the next webpage, an error message appeared prompting him or her 

to complete the unanswered question.  Exceptions to this were questions that were 

potentially burdensome (such as open-ended questions) or sensitive (such as household 

income).  In both cases, I preferred item nonresponse rather than respondent breakoff. 
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Pretests 

It is standard survey practice to pretest questionnaires before fielding a survey. 

Pretesting allows a researcher to evaluate the flow of the questionnaire, the order of the 

questions, the correctness of skip patterns, the length of the survey, respondent interest, 

and respondent burden (Converse & Presser 1986). The objectives of a pretest also 

include making sure that respondents understand the survey questions and interpret them 

as the researcher intended and ensuring that response alternatives are clear and capture 

most or all respondents’ experiences. 

In telephone or intercept surveys, pretests usually involve the researcher listening 

to a survey as it is conducted by an interviewer. Because there is no interviewer in a web 

survey, pretesting one requires a different approach. I chose to pretest my survey using 

cognitive interviews, a method for testing survey questions that is used by many research 

organizations, including the U.S. Census Bureau, Abt Associates, and Westat (Beatty & 

Willis 2007).  Beatty & Willis (2007) define cognitive interviewing as “administering 

draft survey questions while collecting additional verbal information about the survey 

responses, which is used to evaluate the quality of the response or to help determine 

whether the question is generating the information that its author intends” (p. 288). While 

the benefits of cognitive interviews are widely-recognized, researchers vary in their use 

of interviewing techniques (Willis & Beatty 2007). The two dominant paradigms of 

cognitive interviewing are “Thinking Aloud” and “Probing.” Some researchers choose to 

do a cognitive interview as a “think-aloud” in which respondent is asked to walk the 

interviewer through their thought-processes as he or she answers the survey questions. 

Others prefer that cognitive interviews occur at the conclusion of the survey, with the 
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researcher asking a series of questions aimed at determining how the respondent 

understood the questions and interpreted key phrases.  

I chose to use a hybrid of these approaches, with more emphasis placed on 

probing than thinking aloud. Pretest respondents were aware that the purpose of their 

participation was to help me improve the survey before it was sent out to members of the 

senior class. I asked respondents to let me know, as they were completing the survey, if 

they found any of the survey questions confusing or unclear. I, myself, did not interrupt 

respondents while they were completing the survey. After respondents indicated they 

were finished, I asked a short series of follow-up questions about their experience taking 

the survey.  

 I conducted cognitive interviews with 14 students over a two-day period. 

Students were recruited in the university’s technology center and offered $10 to complete 

the survey and answer a few questions about it.16 Survey completion time ranged from 13 

to 22 minutes, with the average pretest respondent taking 17 minutes to finish the survey. 

One of the specific follow-up questions I asked respondents was whether they thought the 

survey was too long. Without exception, the respondents reported that the survey length 

was fine, with many commenting that they thought the survey was thorough. I also asked 

                                                 
16 The first four cognitive interviews were conducted in the coffee shop located on the lower level of the 
technology center. During each of these interviews, I sat across from the respondent as he or she completed 
the survey on my laptop computer. After a couple hours, I relocated to the upstairs level of the technology 
center, to an area that contains about 20 computers designated for accessing the Internet only.16 This 
location proved to be ideal for several reasons. First, it had a substantial amount of traffic due to its use as a 
thoroughfare to the main computer lab. Second, conversation was permitted as few people were using the 
computers in this area. Third, many of the computers were arranged back-to-back in pairs. This last 
characteristic proved to be extremely helpful as I was able to set the respondents up with the survey on one 
computer and then sit at the computer across from them while they completed the survey. My close 
proximity allowed respondents to ask me questions (if they had any), without it appearing that I was 
hovering over them. My ability to sit at a computer also allowed me to follow their progress throughout the 
survey and, in cases where I observed an unusual response, tailor specific follow-ups for individual 
respondents. Survey Monkey allows researchers to browse individual respondents’ answers. Answers were 
visible to me as soon as pretest respondents clicked the “next” button on the screen. 
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whether they thought they would have completed the survey had they received the 

invitation via email. A few respondents acknowledged that it was unlikely they would 

have started the survey, but had they done so, believed they would have completed it. 

While it’s possible that these interviewees were just being polite by not criticizing the 

length of the survey, their willingness to offer feedback on other areas of the survey 

suggests had they believed the survey was too long they would have indicated so. 

Pretesting was an iterative process; I conducted cognitive interviews in rounds of 

four or five. After each round, I made changes to the survey instrument based on the 

feedback I received from participants. The most substantial changes were as follows:  

1) Because a few students forgot to identify the most important reason for which they 

chose their major, I added a reminder at the bottom of the screen asking if they had 

remembered to indicate which of the reasons they selected was most important.  

2) The original question that asked about reasons for attending college provided a list of 

15 reasons and instructed respondents to “check all that apply.”  In my review of the 

pretest results, I discovered that students were checking an average of 11 reasons. In 

my in-depth interviews, when this question was asked in an open-ended manner, 

respondents provided shorter lists of three or four reasons. This difference between 

the open-ended and closed-ended versions of the question is unsurprising, as the 

survey literature has long documented that response alternatives in closed-ended 

questions can influence respondents’ answers (for example, see Schuman & Presser 

1996). Moreover, although the original survey question asked respondents to select 

the most important factors, I suspect that the instruction to “check all that apply” was 

resulting in students selecting all factors, even if they were not very important. I 
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therefore changed the survey question so that it asked respondents to choose the five 

most important factors in their decision to enter college.  

3) For the original questions on parents’ occupations, I provided 14 response options 

from which respondents could choose. Each response option listed an occupational 

category and a list of jobs that fall into that category.17  However, during the 

cognitive interviews, several students informed me that they had difficulty deciding 

which categories to choose. As these questions appeared at the end of the survey, I 

suspect that the tasks of reading a long list of occupations and determining which 

categories best described their parents’ jobs was too much to ask of respondents who 

had already spent a considerable amount of time on the survey. I therefore changed 

the question to an open-ended one, accepting that the task of classifying occupations 

would be mine and that some vague or ambiguous answers may be unclassifiable.18  

4) The section of the survey concerning the “Transition to Adulthood” had asked 

students to report 1) the “ideal” age for achieving adulthood milestones and 2) the age 

at which they expected to reach the milestone (if they expected to do so). Although 

these questions were intended to ask about different concepts, a few students reported 

that they thought the questions were redundant. Upon further reflection, I decided it 

                                                 
17 For example, one response option was “MANAGER such as sales manager, office manager, school 
administrator, retail buyer, restaurant manager, government administrator.” 
18 In fact, classifying job information is a task typically done by researchers. In their article on 
socioeconomic indexes for occupations, Hauser & Warren (1997) note that “the collection of income and 
other strictly economic data places a large cognitive burden on the respondent, while the collection of 
occupational data places more of that burden on the collector and coder of the data” (p.185). The authors 
suggest a series of 5 questions on occupations and industries could provide adequate information for a 
researcher to code. While such information would have been ideal, I chose not to employ such a strategy 
out of concern that 10 questions on parents’ occupations (five for each parent) would increase the time 
needed to complete the already-too-long-survey. 
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was more informative to know students’ opinions about ideal ages rather than have 

them make predictions about the future. I therefore dropped the latter set of questions. 

Email Invitation 

Invitations to complete the survey were sent to 3,357 students in the Spring 2009 

semester.  The email invitation contained the Boyer State University logo and listed the 

survey sponsor as the “Boyer State Department of Sociology.” The subject of the email 

invitation was “Student Input Requested.” In the body of the email, students were given a 

brief description of the purpose of the study and asked to follow the link provided to 

complete the survey. Students were promised anonymity and informed that the survey 

should take about 10 to 15 minutes to complete. A copy of the email invitation is 

included as Appendix C.  

Response Rate 

Survey invitations were emailed to students on the evening of Tuesday, March 3, 

2009.  A week later, on Wednesday, March 11, the first reminder was sent out. A second 

reminder was sent out on Tuesday, March 30, and the final reminder was emailed on 

Friday, April 17. A total of 498 students completed the survey. Of these, 191 completed 

the survey in response to the initial invitation, 141 completed it after the first reminder, 

95 did so after the second reminder, and 69 completed it after the final reminder.  
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The overall response rate was 14.8 percent. 19 Liberal Arts students were slightly 

more likely to complete the survey than other majors. The response rate for Liberal Arts 

students was 18.3 percent, compared to 15.6 percent for Science majors and 13.7 percent 

for Practical Arts majors. There were also small differences by race, with white students 

having the highest response rate and Asian students having the lowest. The biggest 

difference in response rate was by gender. Nineteen percent of female students completed 

the survey, compared to only 9.2 percent of males. While a higher response rate among 

female university students has been observed in other web surveys (Sax et al. 2003; 

Porter & Whitcomb 2005; Porter & Umbach 2006; Heerwegh & Loosveldt 2008), little 

attention has been paid to understanding why male students may be less likely to respond 

to online surveys. Future research should investigate this phenomenon.   

While there were 498 students who completed the survey, 618 actually started it. 

In other words, 20 percent of the students who started the survey failed to complete it. 20 

Although a 20 percent break-off rate is disappointing, it is not atypical of web surveys 

(see Peytchev 2009). I analyzed the break-off points to understand where in the survey 

respondent attrition was most likely to have occurred. Of the 120 break-offs, 37 

terminated the survey after completing just the first page of the survey; 93 of the break-

offs occurred by the end of the section on selecting a college major; by the first question 

                                                 
19 The emails were sent out by Boyer State technology personnel. I personally was not provided with 

students’ email addresses. Instead, I provided Boyer State administration with the classification scheme 
I used to categorize the majors into three different categories: Liberal Arts, Science, and Practical Arts. 
The three groups were sent different survey links, thereby allowing me to calculate the response rate for 
each group. Reported response rates are based on a Boyer State administrator’s classification of the 
students into the three types of majors based on the university’s records. In a small number of cases, the 
major the student reported in the survey does not fall into the category into which they were placed by 
the Boyer State administrator.    

20 If I count the respondents who clicked past the consent page but did not answer any survey questions, the 
number of break-offs increases to 654, meaning the break-off rate is 23.9 percent.  
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on academic background, 117 of the terminations had already occurred. This analysis 

also showed that most break-offs occurred during the first five minutes of taking the 

survey. As I had been very concerned about the length of the survey, this analysis 

reassured me that shortening the survey by a few questions would not have drastically 

increased the response rate.  

Comparison of Sample to Population 

 In order to assess the extent of potential non-response bias, I compared the 

distributions of the sample and population for three variables: gender, race, and type of 

major. While women do comprise the majority of students in the population, they are 

over-represented in the sample. About 57 percent of the population was female, 

compared to 73.5 percent of the sample. In the analytic chapters, I address how this over-

representation of women may affect my findings.  

The sample and population distributions by race and type of major were more 

similar. In the population, 61.1 percent of students were white, 16.3 percent were black, 

and 11.8 percent were Asian, while the rest were listed as “Other” or “Unknown.” Of the 

respondents in my sample, 66.7 percent were white, 14.9 percent were black, 8.0 percent 

were Asian, and the rest were some other race, two or more races, or of unknown race. 

As for the type of major, 69.6 percent of the population were Practical Arts majors, 21.5 

percent were Liberal Arts majors, and 9.0 percent were Science majors. In my sample, 

64.1 percent of respondents were Practical Arts majors, 26.5 percent were Liberal Arts 

majors, and 9.4 percent were Science majors. 21 

                                                 
21 This is based on the Boyer State administrator’s classification of students into the three types of majors 

and differs somewhat from the percentages reported in Table 2.2 below.   
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I also reviewed response to the survey by major and determined that there were no 

large majors that were grossly over or under-represented. The 3,357 students majored in 

100 different subjects, while the 498 survey respondents were distributed across 92 

majors. Among the group of students sent the survey invitation, the five largest majors 

were Elementary Education, Psychology, Biology, Finance, and Marketing. Although not 

in the same order, these were also the top five majors among the survey respondents. In 

fact, of the top 20 majors in the population, 19 appeared in the top 20 of the sample. In 

the population, the 30 majors with the most students accounted for 74.9 percent of all 

students, while in my survey, these same 30 majors accounted for 71.1 percent of 

respondents. These results suggest that the survey topic appealed to students in all majors 

and that the likelihood of responding to the survey invitation and completing the survey 

did not vary substantially by major. 

Description of the Sample 

 In Table 2.2, I present the demographic characteristics of the sample by type of 

major. In my dissertation proposal, I identified three types of majors: Liberal Arts, 

Science, and Vocational, the latter of which I now refer to as Practical Arts.  After 

collecting my survey data, I decided to use a fourth category, Music & Arts, for students 

who major in visual and performing arts.22 In total, 111 Liberal Arts majors, 45 Science 

majors, 295 Practical Arts majors, and 47 Music & Arts majors completed the survey. Of 

the 498 respondents, 73.5 percent were female. About 67 percent of the respondents were 

white, 15 percent were black, and 8 percent were Asian, while the remainder of the 

sample was either some other race, two or more races, or did not report their race. 

                                                 
22 Most Music & Arts fields were categorized as Liberal Arts in my initial classification scheme.  
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Liberal Arts 
Majors

Science 
Majors

Practical Arts 
Majors

Music & Arts 
Majors Total

Total 111 45 295 47 498

Gender
Male 26.1% 26.7% 26.1% 29.8% 26.5%
Female 73.9% 73.3% 73.9% 70.2% 73.5%

Age
20 0.9% 0.0% 1.0% 4.3% 1.2%
21 43.2% 53.3% 39.0% 21.3% 39.6%
22 39.6% 37.8% 42.4% 57.4% 42.8%
23 8.1% 2.2% 9.2% 10.6% 8.4%
24 2.7% 0.0% 2.0% 2.1% 2.0%
25-29 4.5% 6.7% 4.1% 2.1% 4.2%
30 or older 0.9% 0.0% 2.4% 2.1% 1.8%

Race
White 64.0% 57.8% 67.1% 78.7% 66.7%
Black 16.2% 11.1% 16.6% 4.3% 14.9%
Asian 7.2% 26.7% 6.1% 4.3% 8.0%
Some other race 0.9% 0.0% 0.7% 0.0% 0.6%
Two or more races 7.2% 2.2% 6.4% 4.3% 6.0%
Unknown 4.5% 2.2% 3.1% 8.5% 3.8%

Birthplace
United States 87.4% 75.6% 86.8% 100.0% 87.1%
Foreign Country 11.7% 24.4% 13.2% 0.0% 12.7%
Missing 0.9% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2%

Mother's Birthplace
United States 78.4% 57.8% 78.6% 91.5% 77.9%
Foreign Country 19.8% 40.0% 21.4% 8.5% 21.5%
Missing 1.8% 2.2% 0.0% 0.0% 0.6%

Father's Birthplace
United States 77.5% 53.3% 77.3% 87.2% 76.1%
Foreign Country 20.7% 46.7% 22.4% 12.8% 23.3%
Missing 1.8% 0.0% 0.3% 0.0% 0.6%

Table 2.2. Sample Demographic Characteristics by Type of Major
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Liberal Arts 
Majors

Science 
Majors

Practical Arts 
Majors

Music & Arts 
Majors Total

Mother's Education
Less than High School 4.5% 4.4% 3.1% 2.1% 3.4%
High School Graduate 26.1% 28.9% 29.5% 19.1% 27.7%
Some College 12.6% 8.9% 14.2% 25.5% 14.5%
College Graduate 31.5% 33.3% 32.5% 25.5% 31.7%
Graduate/Professional
 Degree

22.5% 22.2% 18.6% 23.4% 20.3%

Don't know 1.8% 2.2% 1.0% 2.1% 1.4%
Prefer not to say 0.9% 0.0% 1.0% 2.1% 1.0%

Father's Education
Less than High School 8.1% 4.4% 6.1% 6.4% 6.4%
High School Graduate 19.8% 35.6% 28.5% 23.4% 26.7%
Some College 18.9% 6.7% 11.9% 8.5% 12.7%
College Graduate 28.8% 20.0% 29.2% 29.8% 28.3%
Graduate/Professional
 Degree

19.8% 31.1% 18.3% 23.4% 20.3%

Don't know 3.6% 2.2% 5.1% 6.4% 4.6%
Prefer not to say 0.9% 0.0% 1.0% 2.1% 1.0%

Family Income at age 16
Far below average 4.5% 6.7% 2.7% 6.4% 3.8%
Below average 14.4% 28.9% 15.6% 19.1% 16.9%
Average 47.7% 31.1% 48.1% 51.1% 46.8%
Above average 27.0% 26.7% 28.5% 14.9% 26.7%
Far above average 3.6% 2.2% 2.7% 0.0% 2.6%
Don't know 1.8% 2.2% 1.4% 4.3% 1.8%
Prefer not to say 0.9% 2.2% 0.7% 2.1% 1.0%
Missing 0.0% 0.0% 0.3% 2.1% 0.4%

Household Income
Less than $30,000 12.6% 17.8% 10.5% 10.6% 11.6%
$30,000 to $49,999 11.7% 20.0% 11.5% 10.6% 12.2%
$50,000 to $69,999 14.4% 6.7% 14.2% 14.9% 13.7%
$70,000 to $99,999 26.1% 22.2% 19.7% 8.5% 20.3%
$100,000 or more 17.1% 15.6% 23.1% 17.0% 20.5%
Don't know 9.9% 13.3% 14.2% 27.7% 14.5%
Prefer not to say 8.1% 4.4% 6.1% 8.5% 6.6%
Missing 0.0% 0.0% 0.7% 2.1% 0.6%

Table 2.2. (continued)
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Liberal Arts 
Majors

Science 
Majors

Practical Arts 
Majors

Music & Arts 
Majors Total

Total 111 45 295 47 498

Expected Graduation Date
May 2009 78.4% 51.1% 57.3% 53.2% 61.0%
Summer 2009 6.3% 8.9% 10.8% 4.3% 9.0%
January 2010 12.6% 13.3% 18.3% 23.4% 17.1%
May 2010 2.7% 26.7% 11.5% 17.0% 11.4%
Summer 2010 0.0% 0.0% 0.7% 0.0% 0.4%
January 2011 0.0% 0.0% 1.0% 0.0% 0.6%
Don't Know 0.0% 0.0% 0.3% 2.1% 0.4%

First Academic Year in College
Earlier than Fall 2004 8.1% 4.4% 8.5% 4.3% 7.6%
2004-2005 13.5% 13.3% 16.3% 21.3% 15.9%
2005-2006 71.2% 68.9% 66.1% 68.1% 67.7%
2006-2007 3.6% 4.4% 4.1% 4.3% 4.0%
Fall 2007 or later 0.9% 4.4% 0.3% 0.0% 0.8%
Missing 2.7% 4.4% 4.7% 2.1% 4.0%

Double Major
Double Major 25.2% 11.1% 18.0% 23.4% 19.5%
One Major 74.8% 88.9% 82.0% 76.6% 80.5%

Transfer Status
Transfer Student 9.0% 13.3% 11.9% 12.8% 11.4%
Did not Transfer 91.0% 86.7% 88.1% 87.2% 88.6%

Type of High School
Public 82.9% 80.0% 74.9% 85.1% 78.1%
Private, Catholic 11.7% 11.1% 19.0% 10.6% 15.9%
Private, Other Religiou 0.9% 6.7% 1.7% 0.0% 1.8%
Private, Non-Religious 2.7% 0.0% 2.7% 4.3% 2.6%
Other 0.0% 2.2% 0.3% 0.0% 0.4%
Don't Know 1.8% 0.0% 1.4% 0.0% 1.2%

High School G.P.A.
Mostly A's 61.3% 53.3% 54.6% 74.5% 57.8%
Mostly B's 32.4% 44.4% 41.0% 23.4% 37.8%
Mostly C's 1.8% 2.2% 2.7% 2.1% 2.4%
Other 4.5% 0.0% 1.0% 0.0% 1.6%
Prefer not say 0.0% 0.0% 0.7% 0.0% 0.4%

Number of Science Courses
Taken in High School

0 0.9% 2.2% 0.7% 0.0% 0.8%
1 to 3 31.5% 13.3% 34.6% 53.2% 33.7%
4 39.6% 31.1% 35.6% 36.2% 36.1%
5 or more 27.9% 53.3% 29.2% 10.6% 29.3%

Number of Math Courses
Taken in High School

0 0.9% 0.0% 0.3% 0.0% 0.4%
1 to 3 17.1% 15.6% 15.9% 17.0% 16.3%
4 30.6% 26.7% 28.1% 29.8% 28.7%
5 or more 51.4% 57.8% 54.9% 53.2% 54.2%

Table 2.3. Sample Academic Characteristics by Type of Major
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In Table 2.3, I present the academic characteristics of the sample. Of the total sample, 61 

percent expected to graduate in either May 2009; however, this varied by type of major. 

About 78 percent of Liberal Arts majors expected to graduate in May 2009, compared to 

51 percent of Science majors, 57 percent of Practical Arts majors, and 53 percent of 

Music & Arts majors. Science majors were most likely to report the latest expected 

graduation date, with almost 27 percent of this group expecting to graduate in May 2010. 

Transfer students comprised about 11 percent of the total sample.  

Survey Mode Limitations 

While web surveys offer researchers an efficient mode of data collection, they are 

not without their limitations. One of the main drawbacks of a web survey is its lack of 

interviewer. While good survey practice calls for questions to be asked verbatim and in a 

uniform manner, there is room for interviewers to clarify questions for respondents, 

assuming the researchers have provided clear instructions for doing so. If interviewers 

observe that respondents are having difficulty with a particular question, they can also 

inform the researcher that there is a potential problem with the questionnaire. Web 

surveys do not allow for such feedback; once a survey is in the field there is no way to 

know what the respondents’ experiences are like. 

My choice of web survey software also has its limitations. At the time I conducted 

my survey, SurveyMonkey did not allow “piping,” which is the ability to insert a 

respondent’s answers into succeeding questions. Had piping been available, the questions 

on college major selection would have been less complicated. To illustrate, one of the 

questions I used in the survey was as follows:   

 Which of the following reasons describes why you chose your 
CURRENT major? In Column 1, please check all reasons that apply to 
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you. Once you have done so, please indicate in Column 2, which of the 
reasons you selected was the SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT reason why 
you chose your CURRENT major.  

A list of 16 reasons appeared below this question; adjacent to the list of reasons were the 

two columns of check boxes referenced in the question. Respondents were instructed to 

“check all that apply” in the first column and to check the most important reason in the 

second column.  These instructions were given as part of the survey question and also 

appeared in the column headings. I also included a question at the bottom of the web 

page asking respondents if they had remembered to check a reason in Column Two. This 

design required respondents to read and follow the instructions and allowed for several 

potential mistakes on the respondent’s part. For example, respondents could have 

checked a reason in Column Two, but not checked the same reason in Column One. They 

also could have forgotten to check a reason in Column Two altogether. As this is the 

section of the questionnaire where most break-offs occurred, I suspect that some students 

abandoned the survey because the survey question looked too burdensome. 

For this question, the ideal sequence would have been as follows. First, 

respondents would have been presented with the list of reasons for selecting a major and 

asked to select the reason or reasons that describe why they selected their current major. 

For respondents who chose more than one reason, the next question would have asked, 

“Which of the reasons you selected was the single most important reason why you chose 

your current major?” The list of possible answers would have included only those reasons 

that the respondent had selected in the previous question. This sequence of questions 

would have been easy for respondents to answer and would have minimized respondent 

error, thereby preventing inconsistencies from appearing in the data.  
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I did not become aware of this piping limitation until late in the process. I had 

already received approval from the IRB and the Dean’s office for conducting the survey 

in the Spring 2009 semester. I did not have the funding to pursue hiring an outside firm.  

In retrospect, the costs of hiring a professional survey firm to program the survey may 

have been worth the expense as it would have saved me time cleaning the data and 

perhaps would have resulted in a few more completed interviews. 

Data Analysis and Organization of Analytic Chapters 

Although I collected the qualitative data before the quantitative data, I have 

chosen to present the survey results first in my analytic chapters. I use the survey data to 

give an overview of the variation in motivations behind college attendance decisions, the 

college major selection process, and the planning activities in which Boyer State students 

engage. I then use the qualitative data to enhance our understanding of these patterns by 

highlighting students’ explanations for their choices.    

The survey data are discussed in Chapters 3, 4, and 5 and I use the same basic 

organizational style for each chapter. Following a brief introduction and review of the 

literature, I describe the dependent and independent variables analyzed in the chapter. I 

then summarize the survey results for the questions that served as the source for the 

chapter’s dependent variables, as well as a few other relevant survey questions. The 

descriptive summaries are followed by bivariate and multivariate analyses. The bivariate 

analyses look at the relationships between the independent and dependent variables using 

either crosstabulations or analyses of variance. The multivariate analyses in Chapters 3 

and 4 use logistic regression; both logistic and ordinary least squares regression are used 

in Chapter 5. All statistical analyses were conducted using Stata 11. Because survey 

invitations were sent to the full population, the survey results are not based on a random 
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sample but instead represent all Boyer State seniors who responded to the survey. 

Therefore, tests of statistical significance are presented only to give the reader an idea of 

whether a given result is likely due to chance. 

The in-depth interview data are discussed in Chapters 3, 4, and 6. In analyzing 

these data, I reviewed the transcriptions and summaries of the interviews to identify the 

themes that emerged from the survey data. One advantage of the qualitative data was that 

they allowed me to consider students’ entire college narratives when looking at the 

concept of planfulness. I relied on these narratives to create a planfulness typology that 

describes four common pathways that students may follow when preparing for their post-

college lives. I introduce and describe this typology in Chapter 6.    
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CHAPTER 3 
WHY GO TO COLLEGE? STUDENTS’ PHILOSOPHIES TOWARDS  

HIGHER EDUCATION AND THE ROLE OF PARENTAL EXPECTATIONS 
 

This dissertation examines how college students plan for their educational and 

occupational futures. Before we can understand students’ approaches to planning, it is 

important to first look at the question of why students attend college. What are the 

reasons that students give for attending college? Is college attendance motivated by 

intrinsic rewards, such as becoming a better-educated, more well-rounded person? If so, 

how does the value placed on intrinsic rewards compare to the emphasis on the extrinsic 

benefits of a college degree, such as enhanced income potential and expanded 

occupational opportunities? Or rather than an investment in one’s future, has college 

simply become a normative experience, something that students pursue because it is 

expected of them? The answers to these questions will help set the context for 

understanding the ways that students demonstrate (or do not demonstrate) planfulness 

throughout their college years.  

In the next section, I briefly review the philosophies regarding the purpose of 

higher education. I then describe the data examined and research strategy employed in 

this chapter.  

Literature Review 

The different fields of study offered by today’s colleges and universities can be 

traced back to two competing philosophies about the purpose of higher education. A 

liberal arts philosophy values education “for its own sake” and emphasizes the 

development of analytical skills, critical thinking, and oral and written communication. 

On the other hand, a utilitarian philosophy suggests that a college education should 
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provide pre-professional training and perhaps even prepare students for entry into a 

specific occupation. 

Surveys of U.S. college students have shown more of them adopt the utilitarian 

philosophy, while fewer of them take on a liberal arts philosophy. While in 1967 only 40 

percent of college freshmen listed “being very well off financially” as a goal for attending 

college, the corresponding percentage in 1989 was 75 percent (Astin 1992).  During this 

same time period, the share of students naming “developing a meaningful philosophy of 

life” as a reason for attending college declined from 83 percent to 40 percent. Moreover, 

in 1989 the goal of attending college to gain a general education and appreciation of ideas 

reached its lowest level in the history of the survey.  

Coinciding with these changing attitudes was a shift in the types of majors that 

students studied, with students moving away from liberal arts majors to practical arts 

fields. Since the 1970s, majorities of college students have selected occupational or pre-

professional majors, and today about 60 percent of students major in one of these fields 

(Brint et al. 2005; Goyette & Mullen 2006). Meanwhile, the number of students studying 

liberal arts fields has declined in both absolute and relative numbers.  

Given this history, it would be unsurprising to find that a utilitarian attitude 

toward higher education is dominant at Boyer State. However, there are reasons to 

believe that many students may still subscribe to a liberal arts philosophy. For one, even 

though most students major in practical arts or career-oriented fields, many universities 

emphasize a liberal arts education through the use of general education requirements. 

Thus, it is not uncommon for schools to require all students, regardless of their actual 

major, to take at least some classes in the arts, humanities, and sciences. To the extent 
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that universities are successful in helping their students recognize the value of a liberal 

arts foundation, it is possible that the liberal arts philosophy is alive and well among 

today’s college students.  

While some students may be motivated by the extrinsic and/or intrinsic rewards of 

a college education, it is also possible that the decision to attend college has become a 

normative part of young adulthood. Statistics on the college enrollment of recent high 

school graduates bear this out. In 2008, for example, nearly seventy percent of recent 

high school graduates had enrolled in college (U.S. Census Bureau 2010).  

Data and Methods  

 To understand the reasons that students attend college, I rely on both the survey 

and in-depth interview data. While the survey data show which motivations are most 

common, the interview data give insight into which reason may be most important when 

multiple motivations are at play. In thinking about the respondents’ answers, it is 

important to keep in mind that these are narratives that the students have constructed to 

explain their own behavior and may be influenced by their present situations.  The survey 

data also reflect respondents’ current interpretations of how they came to be college 

students and these recollections may be somewhat different than how the actual decision 

to attend college came about.  

I now turn to a description of the survey questions and variables that serve as the 

basis for the quantitative analyses presented in this chapter. This is followed by a brief 

description of the questions I asked in-depth interview respondents about college 

attendance. 
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Survey Data 

Dependent Variables  

Reason for Attending College 

 I asked respondents about their reasons for attending college using the following 

question. 

People choose to attend college for different reasons. From the list below, 
please select the FIVE most important reasons why YOU chose to attend 
college.  

The list consisted of 15 reasons that students might give for attending college.23 Using 

the answers to this question, I created four dependent variables that reflect different 

motivations for going to college.24  The first dependent variable identifies students whose 

reasons for attending college are consistent with a utilitarian philosophy about the 

purpose of higher education. In other words, these students attended college with 

occupations or pre-professional training in mind. The second dependent variable 

identifies students whose reasons for attending college are consistent with a liberal arts 

philosophy about the purpose of higher education. These students gave reasons that 

indicate they value education apart from any extrinsic benefits it might offer. I refer to 

such reasons as “academic reasons.” The third dependent variable identifies students who 

indicated that they went to college partly because they were expected to do so. These 

students have internalized the idea that college is a normative part of a young adult’s life. 

The last dependent variable identifies students who came to college for lifestyle reasons. 

                                                 
23 In creating the list of 15 reasons to include in the survey question, I drew on two main sources. First, I 

examined the answers respondents gave during the in-depth interviews and created response options 
which captured the general themes discussed by respondents. Second, I looked to other surveys of 
college students to ensure that I was including commonly-cited reasons for college attendance.  

24 Because students could provide multiple reasons for going to college, individual respondents may be 
classified as having more than one motivation for college attendance. 
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These students were either interested in the social atmosphere of college or felt 

unprepared for “the real world.” 

The specific construction of the four variables is described below.  

(4) Utilitarian Reasons for Attending College – a dichotomous variable in which 

respondents who indicated that they attended college due to at least one of the 

following four reasons were coded as “1” and all other respondents were coded as 

“0.” 

A college degree is necessary to get a good job. 
I would learn job skills in college. 
I wanted to gain skills and knowledge for graduate or professional school.  
College would help me decide what kind of career I wanted to pursue. 

(5)  Academic Reasons for Attending College – a dichotomous variable in which 

respondents who indicated that they attended college due to at least one of the 

following four reasons were coded as “1” and all other respondents were coded as 

“0.” 

The college experience would help me become a better, more educated person. 
A college degree was my personal goal. 
I enjoy school and wanted to continue.   
I wanted to learn more about a particular subject. 

(6) Expectations of Others – a dichotomous variable in which respondents who indicated 

that they attended college due to at least one of the following three reasons were 

coded as “1” and all other respondents were coded as “0.” 

My parents/family expected me to go to college. 
My high school teachers expected me to go to college. 
Society expects most high school students to attend college. 
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(7) Lifestyle Reasons – a dichotomous variable in which respondents who indicated that 

they attended college due to at least one of the following four reasons were coded as 

“1” and all other respondents were coded as “0.” 

College is a fun place to be.  
I wanted to get away from home.  
I wasn’t ready for the real world.  
I had nothing else to do.  

Independent Variables 

 The bivariate and multivariate analyses in this chapter focus on the roles that 

individual characteristics, family background, and academic achievement play in student 

planfulness. The first two independent variables, gender and race, are individual 

attributes of students that past research has found to be related to college major selection. 

The next three independent variables, parents’ education level, household income, and 

number of foreign born parents reflect the student’s family background. The last two 

independent variable, high school grades and cumulative college GPA, are measures of 

academic achievement. 

Individual Characteristics: Gender and Race  

Gender is measured using a dichotomous variable with males coded as 1 and 

females coded as 0. Race is measured using four separate dichotomous variables  

(White, Black, Asian, and Other25 ), with black students used as the reference group. 

Family Background: Parents’ Level of Education, Household Income, and Foreign-Born 

Parents 
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The survey included two questions about respondents’ parents’ education levels. 

These questions were “What is the highest level of education that your father (or male 

guardian) completed?” and “What is the highest level of education that your mother (or 

female guardian) completed?”  I used these questions to create a single measure of 

parents’ level of education: the number of parents who graduated from college (values 

range from 0 to 2).  

Information on the respondents’ families’ household incomes was collected using 

the following question: “Considering income from all sources including jobs, 

investments, public assistance, unemployment insurance, social security, disability and 

pension funds, and all other sources, what was your family’s total household income 

during the last 12 months? Your best estimate is fine”  While the survey question 

provided 10 income categories, the income measure used in my analysis was collapsed 

into an ordinal variable with the following five categories: (1) Less than $30,000; (2) 

$30,000 to $49,999; (3) $50,000 to $69,999; (4) $70,000 to $99,999; and (5) $100,000 or 

more.  

Immigrant status was measured using the number of foreign-born parents The 

number of foreign-born parents ranges from 0 to 2.  

Academic Achievement: High School Grades and Cumulative GPA  

High school grades is a dichotomous variable in which students who received 

“Mostly As” were coded as 1 and all other students were coded as 0.  

                                                                                                                                                 
25 The “Other” group includes three categories of students: (1) students who listed a race other than white, 

black, or Asian (e.g., some students listed their race as “Hispanic”); (2) Students who reported two or 
more races; and (3) students who refused to provide their race.  
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Cumulative GPA is an ordinal variable where a GPA below 2.5 is coded as 1, a 

GPA between 2.5 to 2.99 is coded as 2, a GPA between 3.0 to 3.49 is coded as 3, and a 

GPA equal to 3.5 or higher is coded as 4. 

Control Variables 

I have included three measures of academic preparation as control variables in the 

multivariate models : SAT score, the number of math courses taken in high school, and 

the number of science courses taken in high school. SAT score is a continuous measure 

ranging from 800 to 1600.26 The variables measuring the number of math and science 

courses are also continuous variables.27 I also included a dummy variable indicating 

whether students attended a public or private high school (Public=1) as an additional 

indicator of respondents’ high school experience. 

Because the status attainment literature suggests that aspirations play an important 

role in educational outcomes, I control for educational expectations using a series of 

dummy variables. Specifically, I use separate variables to identify those respondents who 

reported that they “definitely will attend” graduate or professional school, those who 

reported that they “probably will attend” graduate or professional school, and those who 

do not think it is likely they will pursue postgraduate education (this latter category 

serves as the reference group).  

 Although the respondents must have completed the majority of their credits at 

Boyer State in order to be invited to complete the survey, there are a number of students 

                                                 
26 Nearly all respondents took the “old” SAT in which scores ranged from 800 to 1600. I treated the 13 

respondents who took the “new” SAT, which is scored from 800 to 2400, as missing data on this 
variable.   

27 The questions from which these variables were constructed are: “Which of the following math courses 
did you take in high school?” and “Which of the following science classes did you take in high school?” 
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who transferred early in their college careers. I therefore included a dummy variable 

indicating whether the student transferred from another college or university.  

In addition, models also include dummy variables for cases with missing income 

or SAT data.  Because approximately 20 percent of respondents either did not know or 

refused to provide income information, I created a dummy variable identifying the 

respondents for whom income data are missing.  Likewise, since 20 percent of 

respondents either did not take the SATs or did not provide their scores, I created a 

dummy variable identifying the respondents for whom I do not have SAT score data. 

Including these dummy variables in my models allowed me to retain these cases in my 

multivariate analyses.  

Qualitative Data 

 I began each interview by asking respondents to “Tell me the story of how you 

decided to go to college.” I followed up the respondents’ stories by asking questions 

about the college application process, why they chose to attend Boyer State rather than 

another school, and about what role their parents had in their college-attendance 

decisions.  

Research Strategy 

The goal of this chapter is to describe the reasons students give for attending 

college, specifically looking at (1) whether students hold utilitarian or academic 

orientations toward higher education and (2) the role that expectations played in the 

college attendance decision. My research strategy is as follows. I first present the survey 

results, including a descriptive summary of the survey findings, as well as bivariate and 

                                                                                                                                                 
See Questions 51 and 52 in Appendix X for the list of classes provided to respondents as response 
options.  
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multivariate analyses. I then turn to the qualitative data to provide depth to the survey 

results.   

For the multivariate analyses, I employ logistic regression, a statistical technique 

used to analyze data when the dependent variable is binary. For each of the four 

dependent variables, I present three models. The first model shows the effect of the 

individual characteristics and family background variables on the dependent variable. In 

the second model, I add the academic achievement variable, while the third model 

includes all independent and control variables.  For each of the logistic regression models 

in this chapter, I present odds ratios, which show the change in the odds of the dependent 

variable being associated with a one unit change in the independent variable. Odds ratios 

greater than one indicate a greater likelihood, while odds ratios less than one indicate a 

smaller likelihood.   

Survey Data: Descriptive Analysis 

I first analyzed respondents’ reasons for attending college to learn what shares of 

students have utilitarian versus liberal arts philosophies towards higher education. As 

shown in Table 3.1, almost three-quarters of respondents (72.7%) reported attending 

college because of the utilitarian reason that “A college degree is necessary to get a good 

job.” However, nearly as many, 69.9 percent, indicated that the liberal arts reason “The 

college experience would help me become a better, more-educated person” was one of 

the important factors in their decision to attend college. The survey shows that both the 

utilitarian and the liberal arts philosophies are common on this college campus. While the 

academic literature often presents these two philosophies as competing, these findings 

show that many students have internalized both philosophies, with 50 percent of 
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respondents naming both of the above reasons as factors in their college attendance 

decision.  

 

Count Share
A college degree is necessary to get a good job. 362 72.7%
The college experience would help me become a better, more educated person. 348 69.9%
A college degree was my personal goal. 273 54.8%
My parents/family expected me to go to college. 273 54.8%
College would help me decide what kind of career I wanted to pursue. 170 34.1%
I enjoy school and wanted to continue. 157 31.5%
I wanted to learn more about a particular subject. 146 29.3%
I wanted to gain skills and knowledge for graduate or professional school 144 28.9%
I would learn job skills in college. 128 25.7%
Society expects most high school students to attend college. 124 24.9%
College is a fun place to be. 96 19.3%
I wanted to get away from home. 90 18.1%
I wasn't ready for the real world. 46 9.2%
My high school teachers expected me to go to college. 41 8.2%
I had nothing else to do. 19 3.8%

N 498

Table 3.1. Reasons for Attending College

 

 

Table 3.1 also presents the distribution for the other 13 reasons for attending 

college.  It shows that equal numbers of students, 54.8 percent, indicated that “A college 

degree was my personal goal” and “My parents/family expected me to go to college.” 

Thus, although parental expectations play an important role in influencing teenagers to 

attend college, many students also view a college education as something they want for 

themselves. Slightly more than one quarter of respondents (26.7 percent) stated that they 

attended college because of both family expectations and a desire to pursue their personal 

goal of a college degree.   

Other reasons reported as important by one-quarter to about one-third of 

respondents included deciding on a career (34.1%), enjoying school (31.5%), learning 
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about a particular subject (29.3%), gaining skills for graduate school (28.9%) or for jobs 

(25.7%), and societal expectation (24.9%). Small, but not insignificant, numbers of 

students reported that an important reason they chose to attend college was that “College 

is a fun place to be” (19.3%); “I wanted to get away from home” (18.1%); I wasn’t ready 

for the real world” (9.2%); or “My high school teachers expected me to go to college” 

(8.2%). 

As described earlier, I categorized the 15 reasons for attending college into four 

themes that reflect different motivations for going to college. As shown in Table 3.2, 

grouping the reasons in this manner reveals that 92.4 percent of respondents reported they 

attended college due to at least one utilitarian reason, 90.4 percent had at least one 

academic reason for going to college, 65.3 percent came to college because of the 

expectations of others, and 40.4 percent of respondents had at least one lifestyle reason 

for attending college.  

 

Count Share

Utilitarian Reason 460 92.4%

Academic Reason 450 90.4%

Expectations of Others 325 65.3%
 

Lifestyle Reasons 201 40.4%

N 498

Table 3.2. Categories Summarizing Reasons for Attending College
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Bivariate Results 

I now turn to the bivariate analyses examining the relationships between the 

independent and dependent variables. For each of these analyses, I performed a 

crosstabulation of the independent and dependent variable and evaluated statistical 

significance using the Pearson Chi-Square test.  

Table 3.3 presents bivariate analyses of reasons for attending college. To begin, I 

looked to see whether a student’s reasons for attending college were related to individual 

characteristics such as gender and race. Focusing on the relationship between gender and 

reasons for attending college, several key differences are observed. First, although the 

vast majority of both genders attend college for utilitarian reasons, a higher proportion of 

female students gave such reasons, with 94.5 percent of women compared to 86.4 percent 

of men listing at least one utilitarian reason for attending college (χ2 =9.19, p=0.002).  

Similarly, even though the majorities of both genders listed academic reasons as 

important factors in their decision to attend college, women were more likely than men to 

give such answers. About 93 percent of women reported that academic reasons were 

among the most important reasons why they attended college, compared to 81.8 percent 

of men (χ2 =15.05, p<0.000). While women were more likely than men to give utilitarian 

or academic reasons for attending college, men were more likely to report that 

expectations (χ2 =3.57, p=0.06) or lifestyle reasons (χ2 =4.05, p=0.04) played a role in 

their decision to attend college. Because the response rate for the survey was higher for 

women than for men, these results suggest that the overall percentages of students who 

reported attending college because of utilitarian and academic reasons would be lower 

than the descriptive results presented earlier indicate.  
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Comparing the three different racial groups, there are no meaningful differences 

in the percent of respondents who attended college due to utilitarian reasons; however, 

there are slight racial differences in the shares of respondents who reported academic 

reasons for college attendance. While 100 percent of black respondents reported 

attending college for academic reasons, only 88.6 percent of white respondents and 80.0 

percent of Asian respondents did so (χ2 =16.07, p=0.001). Furthermore, although not 

statistically significant, it is worth noting that when it comes to expectations and lifestyle 

reasons, Asian respondents tended to differ from other students. Asian students were the 

least likely to give lifestyle reasons for college attendance. Moreover, they were more 

likely than white students to report that expectations were among the reasons they 

attended college. As the total sample was comprised of only 40 Asian students, it is 

possible that these differences may have reached statistical significance had the sample 

included more Asians.  

Turning to the family background variables, there were no substantive differences 

by family background in either utilitarian or academic reasons for attending college. 

However, as one might expect, the relationship between family background and 

expectations was statistically significant. Students who had a parent or parents who 

graduated from college (χ2 =9.93, p=0.01) and students from families with higher 

household incomes (χ2 =20.57, p=0.02) were more likely than their peers to report that 

they attended college because of the expectations of other people. Consistent with the 

literature on second-generation immigrant students, most students with foreign-born 

parents reported that expectations played a role in their decision to attend college. While 
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expectations were cited by slightly more immigrant students than native students, the 

difference was not statistically significant.  

Students from families with higher household incomes were more likely to name 

lifestyle reasons as important factors in their decision to attend college (χ2 =13.56, 

p=0.01), with the greatest discrepancy existing between those whose family household 

income was less than $30,000 and those whose income was $100,000 or more. While 

54.9 percent of students with family household incomes of $100,000 or more indicated 

that they came to college due to lifestyle reasons, only 27.6 percent of students in the 

lowest income category did so.   

Focusing on the academic achievement variables, there were no meaningful 

differences by GPA in having utilitarian or liberal arts reasons for attending college. 

However, students who received mostly As in high school were more likely than students 

with lower grades to have academic reasons for attending college (χ2 =5.69, p=0.02). 

There was also a statistically significant relationship between academic achievement and 

expectations. As GPA increased, students were less likely to indicate that expectations 

were one of the most important reasons for attending college (χ2 =7.86, p=0.05). In 

addition, students who received mostly As in high school were less likely than their 

counterparts to report that expectations played a role in their decision to attend college (χ2 

=5.19, p=0.02). 

Lastly, I looked at whether type of major was related to reasons for attending 

college. While there were no meaningful differences by type of major in whether 

respondents had utilitarian or academic reasons for college matriculation, there were a 

couple differences in expectations and lifestyle reasons. First, Music & Arts students  
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Utilitarian Academic
Expectation

s Lifestyle N

Gender
Male 86.4% 81.8% 72.0% 47.7% 132
Female 94.5% 93.4% 62.8% 37.7% 366

χ2 9.19 15.05 3.57 4.05
p-value 0.002 0.000 0.06 0.04

Race
White 92.5% 88.6% 62.3% 42.2% 332
Black 91.9% 100.0% 67.6% 39.2% 74
Asian 92.5% 80.0% 72.5% 25.0% 40
Other 92.3% 96.2% 75.0% 42.3% 52

χ2 0.67 16.07 4.66 5.07
p-value 0.99 0.001 0.46 0.41

Parents with College Education
None 92.8% 92.8% 56.0% 35.5% 166
One Parent 91.6% 88.8% 66.4% 43.4% 143
Two Parents 92.7% 89.4% 72.1% 41.9% 179

χ2 0.19 1.70 9.93 2.31
p-value 0.91 0.43 0.01 0.32

Household Income
Less than $30,000 89.7% 91.4% 53.4% 27.6% 58

$30,000 to $49,999 90.2% 88.5% 60.7% 32.8% 61

$50,000 to $69,999 91.2% 85.3% 63.2% 38.2% 68
$70,000 to 99,999 95.0% 95.0% 64.4% 35.6% 101
$100,000+ 92.2% 87.3% 79.4% 54.9% 102
Missing 93.5% 92.6% 63.0% 43.5% 108
χ2 2.40 6.61 13.56 15.85
p-value 0.79 0.25 0.02 0.01

Foreign-Born Parents N
None 92.3% 89.9% 63.1% 42.1% 366
One Parent 94.3% 97.1% 74.3% 34.3% 35
Two Parents 91.8% 89.7% 70.1% 36.1% 97
χ2 0.23 1.99 3.0042 1.72
p-value 0.89 0.37 0.22 0.42

Table 3.3.  Bivariate Analysis of Reasons for Attending College 
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Utilitarian Academic Expectations Lifestyle N

High School Grades

Mostly As 94.1% 93.1% 61.1% 38.5% 288
Mostly less than As 90.0% 86.7% 71.0% 42.9% 210

χ2 2.89 5.69 5.19 0.94
p-value 0.09 0.02 0.02 0.33

GPA

Below 2.5 94.4% 83.3% 72.2% 61.1% 18
2.5 to 2.99 92.4% 89.1% 76.1% 45.7% 92
3.0 to 3.49 92.8% 91.4% 64.3% 37.1% 221
3.5+ 91.2% 89.9% 59.1% 39.0% 159

χ2 0.45 1.45 7.86 5.39
p-value 0.93 0.69 0.05 0.15

Type of Major

Liberal Arts 91.9% 86.5% 60.4% 40.5% 111
Practical Arts 92.9% 90.8% 70.8% 44.4% 295
Science 97.8% 93.3% 68.9% 15.6% 45
Music & Arts 85.1% 93.6% 38.3% 38.3% 47

χ2 5.53 3.02 20.57 13.59
p-value 0.14 0.39 0.00 0.00

Bivariate Relationships that are statistically significant are emphasized in table.

Table 3.3.  Bivariate Analysis of Reasons for Attending College (continued)

 

were less likely than other students to say they went to college because of the 

expectations of others (χ2 =20.57, p<0.000).  Second, Science students were the group 

least likely to say they went to college because of lifestyle reasons (χ2 =13.59, p=0.004). 

While the percentage of students in other majors who came to college due to lifestyle 

reasons ranged from 38 to 44 percent, only 15.6 percent of Science students reported that 

these reasons were important in their decision to attend college.  

Multivariate Results 

Tables 3.4 through 3.7 present the multivariate logistic regressions predicting 

respondents’ reasons for attending college. As shown in Model 3 of Table 3.4, net of 

other factors, there is a statistically significant gender difference in the likelihood of 

holding utilitarian reasons for attending college, with male students being .31 times as 
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likely as female students to attend college because of the potential extrinsic benefits a 

college degree offers. While these results may show that women are more likely than 

men to attend college because of utilitarian reasons, one should keep in mind that the vast 

majority of respondents of both sexes have utilitarian reasons for going to college. Table 

3.4 also shows that high school academic achievement is positively associated with going 

to college for utilitarian reasons, as students who earned mostly As in high school were 

twice as likely as their lower-achieving peers to report attending college for utilitarian 

reasons. Compared to students who do not expect to pursue postgraduate education, 

students who definitely will attend graduate or professional school are more likely to 

matriculate for utilitarian reasons, whereas students who “probably will attend” are less 

likely to do so (only this latter effect is statistically significant). This effect seems 

paradoxical until you remember that one of the utilitarian reasons that someone might 

attend college is because they wanted to gain skills and knowledge for graduate or 

professional school. It is also worth noting that the number of science course taken in 

high school is positively and significantly related to utilitarianism. In Model 3, the 

independent and control variables explain 10.7 percent of the variation in the dependent 

variable.  

Turning to the academic reasons for attending college, Table 3.5 shows there is 

significant variation by gender. The full model shows that, compared to women, men 

have .46 smaller odds of attending college because of academic reasons, after controlling 

for all other factors in the model. This analysis also shows that high academic 

achievement is associated with attending college to achieve intellectual fulfillment. 

Respondents who earned mostly A grades in high school were 2.12 times as likely as 
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other students to report that they were academically motivated to attend college. 

Moreover, having high educational aspirations was also positively associated with having 

academic reasons for attending college. Students who reported that they “definitely will 

attend” graduate or professional school were 3.12 times as likely to report academic 

reasons for attending college compared to students who did not expect to pursue 

postgraduate education.  Students who reported they would probably attend graduate or 

professional school were also more likely than the reference group to attend college for 

academic reasons. In Model 3, 15.5 percent of the variation in the dependent variable is 

explained by the independent and control variables.  

Table 3.6 shows the logistic regressions predicting whether expectations were 

important factors in college attendance decisions. For the family background variables, 

the models show significant variation in the likelihood that expectations play a role in 

college attendance. First, across all three models, students from families with higher 

incomes are significantly more likely to report that they attended college partly due to the 

expectations of others. When all independent and control variables are included in the 

model, the results show that for every one income category increase in household 

income, a student’s likelihood of naming expectations as an important reason for 

attending college increases by 30 percent. The number of college-educated parents has a 

similar impact, although this effect does not reach statistical significance at the .05 level.  

Additionally, transfer students were less likely than non-transfers to report that 

expectations motivated them to go to college.  In the case of Model 3, the independent 

and control variables explain 7.6 percent of the variation in the dependent variable.  

 



 

 

 

Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value
Individual Characteristics

Male  0.32** 0.12 -3.08 0.00    0.34*** 0.13 -2.87 0.00    0.31*** 0.12 -2.92 0.00

Race (reference=Black)
  White 1.30 0.71 0.47 0.64 1.26 0.72 0.40 0.69 1.14 0.68 0.22 0.83
  Asian 1.15 1.02 0.16 0.88 1.07 0.96 0.07 0.94 0.91 0.89 -0.09 0.93
  Other 0.91 0.65 -0.13 0.90 0.95 0.68 -0.08 0.94 0.92 0.69 -0.11 0.92
Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents 0.99 0.22 -0.04 0.96 0.99 0.22 -0.06 0.95 1.00 0.24 -0.01 1.00

Family Income 1.19 0.17 1.19 0.24 1.20 0.18 1.24 0.21 1.21 0.19 1.25 0.21
Missing Income 2.27 1.49 1.25 0.21 2.16 1.42 1.17 0.24 2.42 1.66 1.28 0.20
# of Foreign-Born Parents 1.05 0.29 0.17 0.87 1.02 0.29 0.08 0.94 0.98 0.30 -0.06 0.95
Academic Performance
High School Grades 1.75 0.68 1.45 0.15 2.03 0.84 1.71 0.09
College GPA 0.78 0.19 -1.05 0.30 0.81 0.20 -0.85 0.39
Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate School
(reference group =other)
  Definitely Will Attend 1.08 0.58 0.14 0.89

  Probably Will Attend  0.39* 0.18 -2.08 0.04
Transfer Student 0.73 0.42 -0.54 0.59
# of Math Courses in High School 0.99 0.11 -0.05 0.96

# of Science Courses in High School  1.43* 0.24 2.09 0.04
SAT Score 1.00 0.00 -0.75 0.46
SAT missing 0.17 0.34 -0.89 0.37
Type of High School
(reference group=private)
  Public High School 0.64 0.31 -0.93 0.35
  Don't Know High School 1.29 1.55 0.21 0.83

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

4.3% 5.1% 10.7%
488 481 479

Table 3.4.  Logistic Regression Predicting Utilitarian Reasons for Attending College

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
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Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value
Individual Characteristics

Male  0.39** 0.13 -2.92 0.00  0.43** 0.14 -2.55 0.01   0.46*** 0.16 -2.29 0.02

Race (reference=Black)
  White 1.25E-07 3.43E-04 -0.01 1.00 1.14E-07 1.38E-04 -0 0.99 1.51E-07 1.82E-04 -0.01 0.99

  Asian 3.20E-08 8.76E-05 -0.01 1.00 2.63E-08 3.19E-05 -0.01 0.99 2.70E-08 3.25E-05 -0.01 0.99
  Other 2.69E-07 7.39E-04 -0.01 1.00 2.77E-07 3.37E-04 -0.01 0.99 3.71E-07 4.48E-04 -0.01 0.99
Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents 0.94 0.19 -0.33 0.74 0.95 0.19 -0.27 0.79 0.99 0.21 -0.04 0.97

Family Income 1.07 0.14 0.52 0.60 1.09 0.15 0.62 0.54 1.10 0.16 0.63 0.53
Missing Income 1.86 1.17 0.98 0.33 1.74 1.12 0.86 0.39 1.89 1.26 0.95 0.34

# of Foreign-Born Parents 1.52 0.56 1.14 0.26 1.66 0.63 1.33 0.19 1.65 0.65 1.26 0.21
Academic Performance

High School Grades  2.08* 0.74 2.07 0.04  2.12* 0.79 2.02 0.04

College GPA 1.11 0.24 0.47 0.64 1.05 0.25 0.22 0.82

Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate School
(reference group =other)

  Definitely Will Attend  3.12* 1.54 2.30 0.02

  Probably Will Attend 1.13 0.42 0.33 0.74
Transfer Student 0.87 0.44 -0.27 0.79
# of Math Courses in High School 1.13 0.12 1.08 0.28
# of Science Courses in High School 0.90 0.10 -0.96 0.34
SAT Score 1.00 0.00 -0.56 0.57
SAT missing 0.42 0.77 -0.47 0.64
Type of High School
(reference group=private)
  Public High School 0.99 0.40 -0.02 0.98
  Don't Know High School 0.89 0.82 -0.13 0.90

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

10.5% 12.6% 15.5%
488 481 479

Table 3.5.  Logistic Regression Predicting Academic Reasons for Attending College 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
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Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value
Individual Characteristics
Male 1.57 0.37 1.91 0.06 1.46 0.35 1.58 0.11 1.33 0.33 1.15 0.25
Race (reference=Black)
  White 0.64 0.19 -1.49 0.14 0.76 0.24 -0.86 0.39 0.74 0.24 -0.91 0.36
  Asian 1.01 0.51 0.02 0.99 1.23 0.65 0.39 0.69 1.34 0.72 0.54 0.59
  Other 1.44 0.61 0.85 0.39 1.61 0.70 1.09 0.28 1.58 0.72 1.01 0.31
Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents 1.27 0.16 1.89 0.06 1.24 0.16 1.70 0.09 1.22 0.16 1.48 0.14

Family Income    1.27** 0.11 2.79 0.01     1.28*** 0.11 2.88 0.00     1.30*** 0.12 2.94 0.00

Missing Income 1.88 0.69 1.74 0.08 2.00 0.74 1.87 0.06  2.09* 0.80 1.93 0.05
# of Foreign-Born Parents 1.11 0.18 0.67 0.50 1.09 0.17 0.51 0.61 1.08 0.18 0.45 0.65
Academic Performance
High School Grades 0.78 0.17 -1.14 0.25 0.71 0.16 -1.53 0.13
College GPA 0.80 0.11 -1.60 0.11 0.80 0.11 -1.59 0.11
Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate School
(reference group =other)
  Definitely Will Attend 0.87 0.23 -0.54 0.59
  Probably Will Attend 1.06 0.27 0.22 0.83

Transfer Student    0.45** 0.15 -2.48 0.01
# of Math Courses in High School 1.00 0.06 0.08 0.94
# of Science Courses in High School 1.06 0.07 0.93 0.35
SAT Score 1.00 0.00 0.14 0.89
SAT missing 0.76 0.83 -0.25 0.81
Type of High School
(reference group=private)
  Public High School 0.74 0.19 -1.17 0.24
  Don't Know High School 0.70 0.45 -0.55 0.58

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

4.4% 5.2% 7.6%
488 481 479

Table 3.6.  Logistic Regression Predicting Expectations as Influential in College Attendance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
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Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value
Individual Characteristics
Male 1.45 0.31 1.71 0.09 1.44 0.32 1.63 0.10 1.31 0.30 1.15 0.25
Race (reference=Black)
  White 0.97 0.28 -0.11 0.91 1.14 0.34 0.43 0.67 0.90 0.29 -0.32 0.75
  Asian 0.51 0.26 -1.32 0.19 0.51 0.27 -1.28 0.20 0.50 0.27 -1.27 0.20
  Other 1.01 0.39 0.02 0.98 1.05 0.41 0.13 0.90 0.78 0.32 -0.60 0.55
Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents 1.00 0.12 0.02 0.98 0.97 0.12 -0.25 0.80 1.03 0.13 0.23 0.82

Family Income    1.25** 0.11 2.67 0.01    1.25** 0.11 2.67 0.01  1.23* 0.11 2.34 0.02

Missing Income  2.27* 0.84 2.22 0.03   2.25* 0.84 2.17 0.03 2.06 0.81 1.85 0.06

# of Foreign-Born Parents 1.00 0.15 -0.01 0.99 0.98 0.15 -0.12 0.90 1.02 0.16 0.12 0.91

Academic Performance

High School Grades 0.95 0.20 -0.22 0.83 0.98 0.22 -0.10 0.92

College GPA 0.78 0.10 -1.90 0.06  0.84 0.11 -1.30 0.19

Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate School
(reference group =other)

  Definitely Will Attend    0.33*** 0.09 -4.25 0.00

  Probably Will Attend  0.60* 0.14 -2.13 0.03
Transfer Student 1.10 0.36 0.29 0.77
# of Math Courses in High School 0.98 0.06 -0.33 0.74
# of Science Courses in High School 0.96 0.07 -0.59 0.56
SAT Score 1.00 0.00 -0.21 0.83
SAT missing 0.58 0.62 -0.51 0.61
Type of High School
(reference group=private)
  Public High School 1.55 0.40 1.70 0.09
  Don't Know High School 0.60 0.42 -0.72 0.47

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05  

2.5% 3.3% 7.5%
488 481 479

Table 3.7.  Logistic Regression Predicting Lifestyle Reasons for Attending College

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
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Table 3.7 shows the logistic regressions predicting whether lifestyle reasons were 

important reasons for college attendance. Here we again see that family income has a 

positive and significant effect. Students from families with higher household incomes are 

more likely to indicate they attended college because of lifestyle reasons than students 

from families with lower incomes. The effects of educational expectations are in the 

expected direction, with students who definitely will attend graduate school and students 

who probably will attend graduate being less likely to attend college due to lifestyle 

reasons.. In Model 3, 7.5 percent of the variation in the dependent variable is explained 

by the independent and control variables. 

 In the next section, I turn to the qualitative data to provide additional insight into 

the reasons that students attend college.  

Qualitative Data 

 As described above, the survey data showed that the vast majority of students 

reported both utilitarian and academic reasons for attending college. Jason, one of the 

students with whom I conducted an in-depth interview, gave an answer that is illustrative 

of this survey result.  

Well, my reasons for coming to college, and Boyer State University in 
general, was to obviously, aside from getting a further education, um 
finalize a career path and kind of just become more successful in the 
world. 
 

Jason’s reasons for attending college reflect both the liberal arts (“getting a further 

education”) and utilitarian (“finalize a career path”) philosophies toward higher 

education. However, Jason’s answer was somewhat unique among the in-depth interview 

sample in that he was one of only a few students who gave both utilitarian and academic 

reasons for attending college. In this way, the qualitative data provide an interesting 

 
 

103
 



 

 

contrast to the survey data. When discussing their reasons for attending college, the most 

common theme among the qualitative respondents’ answers was parents’ expectations28, 

followed closely by wanting to get a good job. Fewer respondents gave answers that 

could be considered academic reasons for attending college.29  

 While the survey data highlighted how the reasons that students attend college are 

multifaceted, they do not address which type of reason is most influential. Here, the 

qualitative data may provide some insight. As evidenced by the quotations and interview 

excerpts below, the qualitative data suggest that expectations may be the most powerful 

factor in college attendance decisions. Many in-depth interview respondents indicated 

that one of the reasons they attended college was because they felt it was expected of 

them—either by parents or “society.” Fifteen, or just about half, of the respondents 

reported that parental expectations played a role in their decision to attend college. Like 

several other students I interviewed, Kevin, an English major, recalled that the 

expectation that he would attend college was something that he was aware of since 

childhood:  

It was kind of just always assumed from the time I was a little kid, um, that 
I would be going to college. It’s just the natural trajectory that my parents 
had set up for me. 
 

Kyle, a communications major and admitted slacker student in high school, was candid 

when describing his reasoning for attending college: 

                                                 
28 This was also a common answer in the survey, with 65 percent of respondents reporting that expectations 

played a role in their decision to attend college.  
29 One possible explanation for this apparent discrepancy is that the survey question asking respondents 

why they chose to attend college is susceptible to form effects, i.e., the answers survey respondents 
gave to the closed-ended survey question may have been different than what they would have given to 
an open-ended version of the same question. In other words, respondents may have indicated they had 
academic reasons for attending college when such reasons appeared on a list, but when asked the same 
question without a list, academic reasons may have been much less top-of-mind. 

 104



 

 

Uh, essentially, my mom told me to go to college and I listened to her 
‘cause I didn’t know what else to do. 
 

 A few respondents noted that their parents had gone to college and therefore it 

was expected that they would do the same. For example, Lauren, an elementary education 

major notes,  

Um, well both my parents, um, had at least a master’s degree and it was 
just kind of always reinforced in me, like, when you grow up it’s just what 
you do. You go to school, you go to college, and get a job, blah blah blah. 
So it’s just always been kind of ingrained in me. 
 

 But for other students, the fact that their parents did not go to college was key. 

This was the case for Amanda, a Political Science major, and Jenna, a journalism major. 

After military service and financial limitations prevented Amanda’s parents from 

realizing their goals of earning college degrees, they brought up their children to have 

college aspirations.     

MP: So. Um, one of the things I’m interested in is understanding the 
reasons that people attend college. So can you tell me how you decided to 
come to college? 
 
Amanda: Um, it really wasn’t a question. Um, my parents have always 
really been, had an active role in my education. I have two older sisters. 
Both, all, all of us have gone to college. Um…my parents never really had 
the opportunity to go to college. My dad is a Vietnam vet. He had a 
scholarship to go but then he was drafted. Um, and my mom did a little bit 
of college but, um, her parents weren’t really that well off. So, she was 
trying to finance it on her own, and it just got to be, too much. And then 
she met my dad and, that just put a kibosh on that. (Laughs) 
 
MP: Yeah. 
 
Amanda: Um, but, even though my mom, didn’t finish college she always, 
and my father too, always said that they wanted us to always go to college. 
So from a young age, we were always, you know, the goal was, ‘Go to 
college.’ So it really was never a question.  
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Jenna’s father, who is a police officer and current college student, stressed the value of a 

college degree as a means to obtaining a good job. Jenna mentioned her father’s thoughts 

about college several times during our interview. For example, when explaining how she 

decided to come to college, Jenna talked about her dad’s influence.  

I think that my parents didn’t go to college so my dad always, kinda just 
put it, you know, into my head that I have to go if I want to get a job. 
 

Later in our interview, while we were discussing how she chose her major, Jenna 

recounted her dad’s reaction when she toyed with the idea of becoming a criminal justice 

major.  

You know, I took one criminal justice class and I was like, ‘oh, I like this,” 
you know. And then just wondering what I would do with it, and it’s funny, 
because I remember telling my dad, like “Maybe I’ll be a cop or 
something like that,” and his answer was the reason [he] wanted me to go 
to school so bad was so I wouldn’t have to be a cop. 

 
 For some students, it is not only parents who place educational expectations on 

them, but other family members as well. Kaila, a Political Science major, describes how 

even her extended family insisted that she attend college. 

Um, for me it was never really an option whether or not I was going to 
attend. Ever since I was – can remember I was pretty much groomed. 
From my mother, my grandmother, my grandfather, and my aunt pretty 
much telling me, “you’re going to college.” 
 

 As these quotations show, it is not uncommon for parents to encourage their 

children to have college aspirations even before their children are in high school. The 

following exchange, in which Kaila and I discuss whether she ever considered not going 

to college, illustrates how it is difficult for some students to question the assumption that 

they will attend college. 

MP: So, did you ever consider not going to college? 
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Kaila: No. I mean, I probably thought about it, but it was, to me, it just 
didn’t seem like it was an option, like, I had to go to college right after 
high school. So…”  
 
MP: Mmm hmm.  
 
Kaila: And then I remember freshman year, I wanted to take a year off and 
gotta- I’m kind glad I didn’t ‘cause now I’m graduated. It went by really 
fast, though, it [Not going to college] was never really an option for me.  
 
MP: Yeah. Do you think it wasn’t really an option because of your 
family’s influence or, you know, had by the time it was time to go to 
college had you decided [that you wanted to go]? 
 
Kaila: I think it was my family’s influence ‘cause I mean ever since you’re 
so young they’re like really instilling it into you in your mind things, so 
you kinda like wanna do good in school. They’re like, “Well, you know, 
um (unintelligible) for college,” and you’re only in the eighth grade and 
it’s just like, “okay, yeah sure” “Oh you’re taking these tests to prepare 
you for college.” So, it’s kinda like you’re kinda groomed to go to college. 
So when you become a senior in high school, it’s just like the next step, so 
why not go for it? 
 

 Kaila was discussing her family’s influence when she made her observation that 

kids are “groomed to go to college.”  However, high schools also play a role in 

“grooming” future college students, as indicated by the shift in high school curriculum 

from vocational or general programs to college preparatory ones. For example, the 

percentage of high school sophomores enrolled in college preparatory courses rose from 

33 percent in 1980 to 51 percent in 2002.30,31 As high schools devote more of their 

resources to college prep curriculum, it is understandable that a sense that college is “the 

logical” or “next step” after high school may develop. In addition to Kaila, three other 

interviewees described college in this way, while a total of seven respondents expressed 

the sentiment that forgoing college “wasn’t an option.” For instance, Jenna, the 

                                                 
30 http://www.epi.org/economic_snapshots/entry/webfeatures_snapshots_20061018/ 
31 College preparatory curriculum is typically defined as four years of English, three years each of 

mathematics, science, and social studies.  
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journalism major mentioned earlier, recounted conveying this feeling during a 

conversation with her high school guidance counselor: 

Uh, well to be honest, I kind of always knew that it [not attending college] 
wasn’t an option in my house. I can remember that in the first time, you 
know, I saw a high school guidance counselor, when uh, she asked me if I 
was going to college and my answer was “like I have a choice.” 
 

 Most of the respondents who talked about feeling that they were expected to 

attend college indicated that it was their families who expected them to do so.  However, 

for five respondents, the expectation came not from their parents, but from the larger 

society. For example, Robert, a geology major, offered his view:  

Um, you know, there was just a big social stigma of, you know, ‘if you 
don’t go to college that must mean you’re dumb or something. 

Beth, a chemistry major, noted that although attending college was necessary for her to 

achieve her personal goals, she also viewed it as a normative experience.  

I’d always known that the level of knowledge that I wanted to obtain about 
subjects required me probably to at least college. So, it was, I mean 
mainly for that reason, but I mean, society is so adamant on people going 
to college now, that I think it was more you needed a good reason not to 
go to college. 

 Consistent with the finding that expectations play an important role in college 

major decisions was the related finding that most respondents reported that they never 

considered not going to college. Of the seven respondents who did consider not attending 

college, two did in fact take time off between high school and college; the other five went 

straight from high school to college. The fact that most of the respondents did not even 

consider paths that did not include college suggests that for some young people, the 

“decision” to attend college is not much of a decision at all. Rather, it is a “given” that 

they will pursue a post-secondary degree. This, of course, is more likely to be true for 

middle-class students than students who come from families with lower socioeconomic 
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status. Even among the small group of students that I interviewed, this pattern is evident. 

Of the seven respondents who considered not going to college, four were from the lowest 

SES group and three were from the highest. However, among the respondents in the 

lowest SES group, half indicated that they considered not going to college, while only 21 

percent of respondents in the highest SES group did the same.   

 The increasing pressure on young kids to attend college stems from the economic 

advantages associated with a college degree. Education has traditionally been viewed as a 

path to social mobility, and until recently, it was common for many Americans to assume 

that a college degree would help secure a middle-class lifestyle.32 The oft-cited (and 

much-debated) statistic that a college graduate earns one million dollars more over the 

course of his or her lifetime than a high school graduate without a degree is just one 

example of how the value of a college education is monetized. However, even putting 

income advantages aside, a college degree is a required credential for entry into many 

occupations, including several that not long ago only required only a high school degree. 

It is therefore unsurprising that twelve respondents informed me that they were attending 

college for such utilitarian reasons. For instance, Shawn, a finance major, explained how 

he did not want to join the military as several members of his family had done and that he 

chose to go to college in order to earn a higher income.  

Well, my family has a military background, my grandfather was in the 
military, my father was in the military, two of my cousins were in the 
military, the military was not for me.  So after high school, the college 
degree was going to pay more money than the high school diploma so that 
is why I chose to go to college.   

 

                                                 
32 The Great Recession and fears about education inflation may cause more people to question this 

assumption.  
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While Shawn focused on the income differential between high school and college 

degrees, Dennis, a biophysics major, focused on job opportunities.  

I feel that a college degree opens up more opportunities in the job market.  
You can get a better job.  It’s a lot easier to get a job. 

Interestingly, men were more likely than women to mention utilitarian reasons for 

attending college. Half of the men I interviewed mentioned utilitarian reasons, while only 

one-quarter of the women did. This is in contrast to the survey results which showed that 

the majority of women had utilitarian reasons for attending college and that women were 

more likely than men to report utilitarian reasons for attending college.   

 Perhaps the most striking difference between the survey and the in depth 

interviews is that relatively few of the students with whom I conducted in-depth 

interviews talked about college attendance as something that they personally had wanted 

to do.  Beth, the chemistry major who was quoted earlier, was one of these few. So was 

Catherine, a biology major, who characterized college attendance as something she had 

planned for herself.  

Um, it was, always just something that…I had planned on doing. There 
was never anything else that I wanted to do, and, for, quite some time, I 
had planned, to go, to college, and then go to medical school. So that was 
always my path. 

 
Given that the survey results showed that over 90 percent of respondents had academic 

reasons for attending college, it is surprising to see that only eight interviewees gave 

answers similar to Catherine’s. The contrast between the survey and in-depth interview 

results suggests that many college students recognize the intrinsic benefits of a college 

education when such motivations are suggested to them, but that these benefits are not 

top-of-mind and are therefore not mentioned when they discuss their own personal 

narratives. 
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 To summarize, whether through survey research or in-depth interviews, I found 

that individual students often have multiple explanations for their college attendance 

decision. The three reasons at the heart of this discussion—expectations, utilitarianism, 

and academic interest—are encapsulated in the following narrative, in which Matthew, a 

mathematics major, describes his journey to college.  

 
Matthew: Well, going through my high school, it was one of those things 
that was kind of, imprinted in everyone that, the next step from high 
school was college. I come from, a bit of like an upper middle class area, 
so it, I gue—it’s, a little bit different than certain areas, like as opposed to 
like an inner city area where, maybe college isn’t the next step the work 
force is the next step. 
 
MP: Uh-huh. 
 
Matthew: Um, in my case, like I said, th—the next logical step for most 
people was to, attend college. And it, it really felt good to me because I 
felt that I wasn’t done with my education yet. I felt like I needed more, out 
of it. I needed more to know what I wanted to do. I felt like I could 
accomplish more with more education and just with the [inaudible word] 
in today’s society, it really benefits you immensely to attend college. 
 
MP: Uh-huh. What specific goals did you have for, um, getting, getting 
more education? What did you think you’ll get out of it? 
 
Mike: Well, I really—when I was, leaving high school I didn’t know what 
I wanted to do. And, I was hoping that going into college I would go 
through my major, and something would jump out at me and I would 
realize, ‘Hey this is what I should be doing.’ 
 
MP: Uh-huh. 
 
Matthew: I would find something that, I enjoyed doing and that I was 
good at doing. And I felt, I felt like during high school everything was 
just..so general, nothing was very clear cut and down to the point. I needed 
to go into a more specialized program and I felt, college was like a 
refinement of high school. 
 
MP: Okay. Um, did you ever consider not going to college? 
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Matthew: ….I can’t think of a time that I ever considered not going to 
college. It just..it fe—it seemed like that’s what I had to do and, I was 
okay with that. My f—in my family, bo—uh…my father attended college, 
my mom attended nursing school, and my brother attended college. He 
actually graduated from college, before I was even out of high school. 
 
MP: Okay. 
 
Matthew: So it,it,it just was ingrained in me that, that’s what would 
happen. 
 

Matthew was somewhat atypical in that he mentioned three motivations for attending 

college. Nevertheless, his answer illustrates how different motivations work together to 

bring about the same goal.  

In sum, the qualitative research complements the survey results by suggesting 

which reasons for college attendance might be strongest. Specifically, respondents’ 

stories indicate that parental/societal expectation of college attendance is powerful and is 

often something that students have been aware of since childhood. If students are largely 

pursuing college degrees because of expectations, it would explain why some students 

may not be planful when they begin college.   

Discussion 

Several conclusions may be drawn from the analyses presented here. The first 

conclusion is that students hold both utilitarian and liberal arts philosophies toward 

higher education. When academic debates juxtapose these philosophies as competing, 

they disguise the reality experienced by many students. This research suggests that while 

college students recognize the extrinsic benefits of a college degree, they also believe in 

the liberal arts value of becoming an educated person. Although previous research has 

shown that over the latter half of the twentieth century, college students became more 

utilitarian in their approach to higher education (Astin 1992), my findings suggest that 
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both utilitarian and liberal arts philosophies are widespread on college campuses. One 

possible explanation for this finding is that colleges and universities have been successful 

in their efforts to instill the liberal arts philosophy in students. Thus, when the survey 

respondents viewed a list of reasons that people have for attending college, they 

recognized the reasons that correspond with a liberal arts philosophy as being important. 

This would explain why survey respondents were more likely to report academic reasons 

for attending college than the in-depth interview respondents.   

Second, despite the fact that the different types of majors are rooted in the 

different philosophies toward college education, type of major was not associated with 

eeither utilitarian or academic reasons for attending college. I had hypothesized that 

students in Practical Arts majors would be more likely than Liberal Arts students to 

attend college due to utilitarian reasons and that conversely, Liberal Arts majors would be 

more likely than Practical Arts students to have academic reasons for attending college. 

However, the survey results suggest that students in the different types of majors attend 

college for similar reasons and that choosing to major in a Practical Arts or Liberal Arts 

field is not related to a particular philosophy towards higher education.  

Third, gender was one of the only significant variables in predicting whether 

someone had utilitarian or academic reasons for attending college, with female students 

being more likely to attend college for these reasons. Women, more than men, seem to 

have internalized the value of an education for their own intellectual growth, as well as 

for the potential extrinsic benefits it may confer. Men, on the other hand, were more 

likely than women to attend college because they were expected to do so or because of 

lifestyle reasons. Gender differences were also apparent among the in-depth interview 
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sample. In this case, men were more likely than women to talk about utilitarian reasons 

for attending college.  

Why might men and women differ in their philosophies towards higher 

education? One possibility is that these findings are a continuation of gender differences 

that take root in childhood. It may be that during childhood and adolescence, boys are not 

learning to value education to the same extent as girls. It is well-documented that from 

kindergarten through high school, boys have become academically disadvantaged 

compared to girls (Buchman, DiPrete, and McDaniel 2008). Problems facing boys 

include lower grades (across all subjects), a higher probability of being diagnosed with a 

learning disability, and a greater likelihood of dropping out of high school. Meanwhile, 

girls have been shown to be more engaged in school and learning (Buchman, DiPrete, 

and McDaniel 2008). All of these factors have been offered as explanations for the 

female advantage in college enrollment and completion (Buchman, DiPrete, and 

McDaniel 2008). The findings presented here suggest that gender differences in attitudes 

toward education exist even among college students.  Given that the men in my study are 

the success stories (i.e., they have attended college and made it to their senior year), the 

fact that gender differences continue to be observed is not insignificant.   

Second, expectations are an important factor in college attendance decisions. 

Two-thirds of respondents reported that expectations were an important reason behind 

their college attendance decision. The results here also suggest that socioeconomic status 

plays a role in college attendance decisions not only by limiting access to those who can 

afford a college education, but also through student motivations for pursuing higher 

education. The survey results show that compared to students from families with lower 
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SES, students from families with higher SES are more likely to report that they attended 

college because it was expected of them. One can imagine how this can translate into 

reproducing social class advantages, as some students who might otherwise forego 

college may feel pressured into pursuing a bachelor’s degree by family and friends. 

While the survey data showed that parental expectations are a common factor in 

decisions, the qualitative suggest that they are a powerful one too. In examining the 

concept of student planfulness, the qualitative research suggests that for many students, 

particularly middle-class ones, the decision to attend college arises from a combination of 

parental expectations and an awareness that college degrees are a necessary credential for 

many occupations. In this context, students may not view college as a means to achieve a 

specific occupational or educational goal; rather college is another step in the transition to 

adulthood. In other words, college is a place where goals may be defined, but is not 

necessarily viewed as a step towards a specific goal. Thus, many students enter college 

without well-defined ideas about what they may do after they graduate. Since studying a 

college major may help students focus on their future, in the next chapter I look at the 

process of selecting a college major. 
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 CHAPTER 4 
ATTITUDES AND APPROACHES TOWARDS CHOOSING A  

COLLEGE MAJOR 
 

One way students may demonstrate planfulness is through their selection of a 

college major. A college major serves as one of the key organizing features of a student’s 

college experience, as typically, at least one-quarter of the student’s classes are taken in 

that field of study. Moreover, the choice to study a particular field may be a first step 

toward a career in a related occupation. Some estimates suggest that as many as 50 

percent of college graduates enter an occupation that is directly related to their college 

major (Jacobs 1995).  Given that the choice of a college major has potential implications 

for the educational and occupational opportunities available to students after college 

graduation, this decision is a good place to examine student planfulness. I therefore 

consider the following questions related to students’ decisions about college majors. 

What are students’ perceptions of the role of college majors in their educational careers? 

What do they believe are important considerations when choosing a college major? Do 

students view college majors as pathways to specific occupations? What are the reasons 

that students give for selecting their current majors, and why do students sometimes 

change their majors?  

In the next section, I briefly review the academic literature on college major 

choices. I then describe the data examined and research strategy employed in this chapter.  

Literature Review 

In Chapter 1, my review of the existing literature on college major selection 

showed that many of these studies have concentrated on exploring gender, racial, and 

social class differences in students’ choices of majors. Such studies have documented that 
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women are under-represented in physical sciences and engineering (Jacobs 1996; Turner 

& Bowen 1999); black students are less likely than white students to major in liberal arts 

(Simpson 2001; Goyette & Mullen 2006) and they are more likely to select vocational 

majors (Goyette & Mullen 2006); Asian Americans are more likely than white and 

Hispanic students to major in health-related programs and more likely than black students 

to study business or public-service programs (Simpson 2001); within the arts and 

sciences, Asian Americans are more likely to select science and math majors while non-

Hispanic whites are more likely to choose humanities (Goyette & Mullen 2006); and 

students from higher SES backgrounds are more likely to major in arts and sciences 

programs while students from lower SES backgrounds more likely to choose vocational 

majors (Goyette & Mullen 2006).   

In addition to documenting differences in major choices, researchers have 

attempted to understand why these differences exist.  For example, Xie and Goyette 

(2003) suggest that Asian Americans employ a “strategic adaptation” approach to 

selecting a major, whereby these students select majors they perceive as offering a path to 

upward mobility while minimizing the potential for experiencing discriminatory 

behavior. Other researchers have focused on identifying predictors of  major choice; 

among the factors that have been found to significantly predict major choice are: SAT 

scores (Turner & Bowen 1999), the number of math and science courses taken in high 

school (Thomas 1985; Maple & Stage 1991; Simpson 2001), subject interest (Thomas 

1985; Ware & Lee 1988), occupational expectations, access to good job opportunities 

(Thomas 1985), and support from high school teachers and guidance counselors (Ware & 

Lee 1988).   
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While the existing literature has established the existence of demographic 

differences in college major selection and identified some of the predictors of these 

differences, few studies have examined students’ explanations for why they chose to 

major in a particular field. One exception is a study of business students conducted by 

Malgwi et al. (2005).  The researchers found that interest was the most important 

influence on college major choice and that women’s choices were influenced by aptitude, 

while men were more likely to consider potential for career advancement. This study 

does not, however, examine what students perceive the role of the college major to be in 

their educational training. In this chapter, I expand on previous research by exploring 

students’ perceptions of the purpose of college majors, the reasons they selected their 

current majors, and their reasons for changing majors.   

Data and Methods 

 To explore these topics, I rely on both the survey and in-depth interview data. I 

use the survey data to examine students’ opinions on the purpose of college majors and to 

identify the most important factors in the college major selection process. I turn to the 

qualitative data to provide some additional depth to our understanding of students’ 

motivations for choosing their college majors.  

 In the section below, I describe the survey questions and variables I used to 

examine the subject of college majors.  

Survey Data 

Variables 

Dependent Variables  

Reasons for Selecting Current Major 
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Respondents were asked to select, from a list of 16 options, the reason or reasons 

they chose their current major and to indicate which of the selected reasons was the most 

important.33  Using respondents’ choices of the most important reason for selecting their 

current majors, I created three dependent variables to analyze. The first dependent 

variable identifies students whose most important reason for attending college reflects an 

orientation toward the future. In choosing their majors, the most important factor for 

these students was that they thought the field would help them obtain a good job or allow 

them to pursue a future occupational or educational goal. The second dependent variable 

identifies students whose most important reason for attending college reflects a present-

orientation. For these students, the primary reason they chose their major had to do with 

the classes they were taking or interest in the subject.  

The specific construction of these variables is as follows.  

Future-Oriented– a dichotomous variable in which respondents who named one of the 

following five reasons as the most important reason they selected their current major 

were coded as “1” and all other respondents were coded as “0.” 

i. This major is related to my career goals. 
ii. I thought this subject would help me in graduate or professional school. 

iii. I thought jobs related to this major pay well. 
iv. I thought this major would help me get a good job. 
v. I thought this major would teach me job skills. 

 

                                                 
33 The question asked, “Which of the following reasons describes why you chose your CURRENT major? 

In column 1, please check all reasons that apply to you. Once you have done so, please indicate in 
Column 2 which of the reasons you selected was the SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT reason why you 
chose your CURRENT major.”  This was the question wording used for individuals who majored in 
only one subject. Students with more than one major were asked first to identify which major they were 
thinking about and then “Which of the following reasons describes why you chose this major?” 
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Present-Oriented – a dichotomous variable in which respondents who named one of the 

following six reasons as the most important reason they selected their current major 

were coded as “1” and all other respondents were coded as “0.”34 

vi. I am passionate about this subject/I love this subject. 
vii. I was interested in this subject. 

viii. I earned good grades in this subject. 
ix. I took a class in this subject in high school and enjoyed it. 
x. I thought this subject was easy. 

xi. I took a class in this subject in college and enjoyed it.  

This chapter also includes descriptive results for two other survey questions that pertain 

to the selection of college majors. 

Reasons for Changing Major 

Respondents who had changed their majors were asked to select, from a list of 19 

options, the reason or reasons that they switched out of their first major.35 Of the reasons 

they selected, they were asked to identify which was the most important. Since nearly 

half of all college students switch majors at some point in their college career, looking at 

the reasons that students leave majors helps produce a more complete picture of the 

college major selection process than looking only at the reasons that students select 

majors.  

Attitudes Toward College Majors 

The survey also included a question aimed at understanding students’ attitudes 

toward college majors. Respondents were shown 10 statements about college majors and 

                                                 
34 A small number of respondents indicated that two reasons were equally important in their college major 

decision. In cases where one of these reasons was a present-oriented reason and one was a future-
oriented reason, I coded the respondent as being “future-oriented.” 

35 The question asked, “Thinking about the FIRST major you studied in college, which of the following 
reasons describes why you chose your SWITCHED OUT of your first major? In column 1, please check 
all reasons that apply to you. Once you have done so, please indicate in Column 2 which of the reasons 
you selected was the SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT reason why you switched out of this major. 
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asked to use a five-point Likert scale that ranged from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly 

Disagree” to indicate whether they agreed or disagreed with the opinion expressed in the 

statement.36 Some of the statements reflected positive opinions about college majors 

(e.g., “Studying a major helps students focus on what they want to do in the future.”), 

some expressed negative or ambivalent opinions about majors (e.g., “You should be able 

to get a college degree without studying a major.”) and some suggested strategies for 

selecting a major (e.g., “Students should pick college majors that are related to their 

career goals.”). The results from this question allowed me to examine whether 

respondents view college majors as pathways to occupations.  

Type of Major 

The last quantitative analysis described in this chapter predicts respondents’ 

majors. To construct the dependent variables used in this analysis, I classified each field 

of study according to the type of program in which it is found. The four types of majors 

are Liberal Arts, Music & Arts, Practical Arts, and Science. Using this classification 

scheme, I constructed four dichotomous dependent variables (e.g., for the Liberal Arts 

variable, 1=Liberal Arts major, 0 = any other major).  Appendix D lists the 83 majors 

offered by the university grouped by type of major.  

Independent Variables 

 As in Chapter 3, the analyses presented here examine the impact of individual 

characteristics (gender and race), family background (parents’ education family’s 

household income, and number of foreign-born parents), and academic achievement 

(High School grades and GPA).  In addition, in my last analysis, I use students’ 

                                                 
36 The instruction given to respondents was “People have different opinions about college majors. Please 

indicate whether you agree or disagree with the following statements about college majors.” 
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philosophies towards higher education (i.e., dummy variables indicating having utilitarian 

and academic reasons for attending college) and their orientations toward picking majors 

as independent variables. Please refer to Chapter 3 for a complete description of the 

measurement of the independent variables.   

Control Variables 

Past research suggests that the choices students make concerning college majors are 

related to academic preparation (Thomas 1985; Maple & Stage 1991; Turner & Brown 

1999; Simpson 2001). I have therefore included three measures of academic preparation 

as control variables in the multivariate models: SAT score, the number of math courses 

taken in high school, and the number of science courses taken in high school. I also 

control for educational expectations and transfer student status. Please refer to Chapter 3 

for a complete description of the measurement of these control variables.   

Research Strategy 

The goal of this chapter is to describe the experiences of Boyer State students as 

they negotiate their way through the process of selecting a major. As in Chapter 3, I begin 

by analyzing the survey data. First, I review students’ attitudes toward college majors and 

examine whether they think that college majors are pathways to occupations. I then turn 

to the specific reasons that students selected their current majors. The idea here is to see 

what motivates students to major in a particular subject. For those respondents who have 

switched majors, I also examine their reasons for leaving their first major.  

Following these descriptive results, I present bivariate and multivariate analyses. I 

first examine whether there is a relationship between the independent variables and 

having a present or future-oriented approach to selecting a college major. For these 
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multivariate analyses, I employ logistic regression, presenting three models for each 

dependent variable. The first model shows the effect of the individual characteristics and 

family background variables on the dependent variable. In the second model, I add the 

academic achievement variable, while the third model includes all independent and 

control variables.  Finally, in my last analysis, I present logistic regressions predicting 

respondents’ majors. In these analyses, I include reasons for attending college and 

orientation toward selecting a major as independent variables.  

I conclude the chapter by using the interview data to add further insight into the 

topic of college major selection.  

Descriptive Analysis 

 Attitudes Toward College Majors 

The question measuring students’ attitudes toward college majors shows that most 

students believe in the value of studying a major, and that the majority think that majors 

should be picked with career preparation in mind. First, 68 percent of respondents agreed 

that students benefit from having to picking a major. An even larger share, 83 percent, 

believes that studying a major helps students focus on what they want to do in the future. 

Responses to other items also suggest that students see linkages between majors and 

careers. Eighty percent of respondents believe that students should pick college majors 

related to their career goals, 73 percent believe that majors provide students with skills 

that they will use in their jobs, 65 percent believe that majors should prepare students for 

entry into a specific occupation, and 52 percent believe that students should consider a 

field’s income potential when picking a major.  



 

 

Strongly 
Agree Agree

Agree Nor 
Disagree Disagree

Strongly 
Disagree Missing Total

It is more important to pick a major that you are 
interested in than one that is directly related to a 
career.

22.1% 38.2% 28.1% 9.0% 1.2% 1.4% 100.0%

Studying a  major helps students focus on what they 
want to do in the future.

23.3% 60.0% 11.8% 3.2% 0.6% 1.0% 100.0%

Students benefit from having to pick a major. 16.3% 51.6% 23.9% 6.2% 0.8% 1.2% 100.0%

You should be able to get a college degree without 
studying a major.

4.4% 15.5% 29.1% 36.3% 13.1% 1.6% 100.0%

Students should pick college majors that are related 
to their career goals.

25.7% 54.4% 14.7% 3.8% 0.2% 1.2% 100.0%

When picking a major, students should consider the 
field's income potential. 

7.8% 44.6% 24.9% 15.3% 6.6% 0.8% 100.0%

A college major should prepare students for entry 
into a specific occupation.

22.7% 41.8% 21.7% 10.8% 1.8% 1.2% 100.0%

Majors provide students with skills that they will 
use in their jobs.

19.5% 53.6% 18.7% 6.4% 0.8% 1.0% 100.0%

When getting a job after graduation, a student's 
college major is relatively unimportant. 

3.6% 21.3% 32.1% 35.1% 6.8% 1.0% 100.0%

A major that is interesting but offers few career 
options is a waste of time and money. 

6.8% 19.3% 28.5% 29.3% 14.9% 1.2% 100.0%

Table 4.1. Attitudes Toward Picking a College Major
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While it is clear that most students view majors as potential pathways to 

occupations, it seems that there is recognition that the connection between college majors 

and the job market may not be strong.  About one-quarter of respondents agreed with the 

statement that “When getting a job after graduation, a student's college major is relatively 

unimportant,” while another 32 percent neither agreed nor disagreed with this statement. 

Looking at it another way, only 42 percent of respondents thought that when getting a job 

after graduation, a student’s major is important. Finally, despite the fact that most 

students believe majors should be picked with careers in mind, a majority, 60 percent, 

agreed with the statement that “It is more important to pick a major that you are 

interested in than one that is directly related to a career.” 

These results indicate that most students believe that college majors may act as 

pathways to occupations; however they also show that students believe interest in a 

subject is a critical factor that should be considered when picking a major. To learn 

whether students’ attitudes about college majors are consistent with their reports of why 

they picked their own majors, I now turn to describing the reasons respondents selected 

their majors.  

Selecting Current Major 

To learn about the factors that influence a student to choose a particular major, I 

focused on respondents’ current majors.37 I grouped the 16 reasons for selecting a major 

into five themes that captured the similarities among the group.  

                                                 
37 Since 97 respondents in the sample were double majors, I had to make a decision about which major to 
include in this analysis. I used several rules for classifying dual majors into primary and secondary majors. 
Since I had data on when the respondent selected each major, my first rule was that the primary major was 
the one that was selected earlier. Using this rule, I was able to identify a primary major for 71 respondents. 
The remaining 26 respondents reported picking both majors in the same academic year. For these 
respondents, I used a combination of techniques to identify the primary major. First, as nearly all Education 
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Respondents were asked to indicate all reasons that factored into their choice of major, 

and nearly every respondent chose more than one reason. On average, respondents had 

5.8 reasons for choosing their majors. The reason selected by the most respondents was “I 

was interested in this subject,” with nearly 91 percent of respondents choosing this 

reason. The second most frequently selected reason, “I am passionate about this subject. 

/I love this subject,” was chosen by 71.2 percent of respondents and was nearly equaled 

by “This major is related to my career goals,” which was selected by 70.8 percent of 

respondents. Rounding out the top five most common reasons for selecting a major, 52.0 

percent of respondents picked their major because “I earned good grades in this subject,” 

while 48.8 percent selected it because “I thought this major would help me get a good 

job.”  Table 4.2 presents the frequency distribution for the complete set of reasons. 

In total, the 496 respondents38 cited 2,894 reasons for selecting their majors. 

“Career-Related” reasons comprised 33 percent of all selected reasons. “Interest-Related” 

reasons were chosen 28 percent of the time, while “School Experiences” accounted for 22 

percent of all chosen reasons. The least selected reasons were those indicating the 

respondent was “Influenced by Others” (11 percent) and “Graduate/Professional School-

Related” reasons (5 percent).  

Looking at it a different way, 91 percent of the 496 respondents had “Interest-

Related” reasons for selecting their major, 84 percent had “Career-Related” reasons, 76  

                                                                                                                                                 
majors are required to have two majors, I made a rule that Elementary Education and Secondary Education 
would be primary majors, while Special Education and other fields would be the secondary major.  This 
accounted for 7 respondents. Second, I read the respondents’ answers to the open-ended question in an 
attempt to gain insight into which major was decided upon first. Using the open-ended answers, I made 
primary major determinations for 9 respondents. For the last 10 respondents, I simply used the major they 
reported first as their primary major. 
 
38 Two respondents skipped this question.  
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percent were “Influenced by Others,” 71 percent had “School Experiences” that led them 

to pick their major, and 27 percent chose their major in part because of “Graduate or 

Professional School” reasons.  

 

Table 4.2. Reasons for Selecting Major

Reason for Selecting Major Any Reason Most Important Reason

Interest
I am passionate about this subject./I love this subject. 71.2% 40.9%
I was interested in this subject. 90.9% 18.9%

Career

 This major is related to my career goals. 70.8% 11.7%
I thought this major would help me get a good job. 48.8% 6.8%
I thought jobs related to this major pay well. 33.3% 3.5%
I thought this major would teach me job skills. 38.1% 1.9%

School Experience
I took a class in this subject in college and enjoyed it. 33.5% 4.1%
I earned good grades in this subject. 52.0% 2.3%
I took a class in this subject in high school and enjoyed it. 31.7% 1.8%
I thought this subject was easy. 12.9% 0.5%

Graduate/Professional School
I thought this subject would help me in graduate or 
professional school. 28.0% 2.8%

Influenced by Others
A family member suggested that I major in this subject. 15.7% 0.7%
My high school teacher or guidance counselor suggested I 
major in this subject. 12.9% 0.6%
My parents suggested I major in this subject. 14.3% 0.6%
My friends suggested that I major in this subject. 13.3% 0.5%
My professor suggested that I major in this subject. 7.3% 0.0%

Other
Some other reason 8.9% 2.0%

N 496 496  

 

I also asked students to indicate which was the single most important reason that 

they picked their major.  Interest in the subject was the leading reason. About 41 percent 

of respondents selected “I am passionate about this subject. /I love this subject” and 19 

percent chose “I was interested in this subject.” The remaining top 5 single most 

important reasons for picking a major were “This major is related to my career goals” (12 

 127



 

 

percent); “I thought this major would help me get a good job” (7 percent); and “I took a 

class in this subject in college and enjoyed it” (4 percent). See Table 4.2 for complete 

results.  

Next, I classified the most important reasons for selecting a major into three 

categories. I classified the “Career-Related” and “Graduate or Professional School” 

reasons as “Future-Oriented;” I classified the “School Experiences” and “Interest-

Related” reasons as “Present-Oriented;” the “Influenced by Others” reasons comprised 

the third category.” As shown in Table 4.3, of the 496 respondents, 65.5 percent gave a 

“Present-Oriented” reason as the most important reason they selected their major, 31.3 

percent gave a “Future-Oriented” reason, and 1.6 percent indicated that being “Influenced 

by Others” was the most important factor in choosing their major.  

 

Table 4.3. Most Important Reason for Selecting Current Major 
     
   Count  Share 
     
Present-Oriented  325  65.5% 
     
Future-Oriented  155  31.3% 
     
Influenced by Others  8  1.6% 
     
Other  8  1.6% 
     
Total  496  100.0% 

 

 

Later in this chapter, I look more closely at the dichotomy between future-

oriented and present-oriented reasons for selecting a major. In particular, I examine 
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whether certain student characteristics are associated with having a present vs. future 

orientation. However, before conducting these analyses, I turn briefly to an examination 

of why students change majors.   

Changing Majors 

Of the 498 survey respondents, 229, or 46 percent, reported changing their 

majors. In Table 4.4, I present the distribution of reasons why respondents switched out 

of their first major. The survey shows that decisions to switch out of a major are driven 

by both the appeal of another field and a negative opinion of the first major. The two 

most frequently cited reasons for changing majors involved the appeal of another field. A 

majority of respondents indicated that “I was more interested in another major” (71.6%) 

and “I became interested in a career that was related to another major” (54.6%) were 

among the reasons they switched majors. Rounding out the top five most commonly 

selected answers were “I thought another major offered better career options” (44.5%),  

“I didn’t like my classes” (46.3%) and “The material we learned in the major didn’t 

interest me” (38.4%).  

I also asked students to pick the single most important reason that they switched 

out of their first major.  For 27 percent of respondents, the most important reason for 

switching their major was interest in another subject. About 28 percent of respondents 

switched their major primarily because of career interests/options, while nearly 40 

percent of respondents gave a reason that expressed some sort of dissatisfaction with their 

first major. 



 

 

Table 4.4. Reasons for Switching Major 

Reason   Any Reason  Most Important Reason 
Dissatisfaction with First Major     
  38.4%  8.7% The material we learned in the major didn’t interest me. 

  21.8%  7.6% I thought the major was too hard.  

  46.3%  5.9% I didn’t like my classes.  

  18.3%  4.7% I thought jobs related to this major didn’t pay enough.  

  29.7%  4.5% I wasn’t satisfied with my grades in this major. 

  25.8%  2.5% I was testing out different majors and realized that I didn't like this one. 

  13.5%  2.1% I wouldn’t graduate on time if I continued in this major.  

  10.9%  1.2% I thought the major was too easy. 

  20.1%  1.0% I didn’t think I would find a job related to this major.  

  17.5%  0.6% I didn’t like my professors.  

  12.2%  0.6% I thought the classes required too much work.  

  14.8%  0.5% I didn’t like my classmates./I didn't relate to my classmates.  

  3.1%  0.0% My parents were unhappy with this major. 

Career Options     
  54.6%  17.2% I became interested in a career that was related to another major.  

  44.5%  10.5% I thought another major offered better career options.  

Interest     
  71.6%  26.5% I was more interested in another major.  

Other     
  17.0%  4.4% Some other reason 

  4.8%  1.0% My parents convinced me another major was better.  

 0.9%  0.4%  I transferred from another school and my new school did not offer this major.  

    229  229 N 

 
 

130
 



 

 

This leads to the question, “When students switch majors, do they tend to pick 

new majors that are in the same categories as their first majors?” To answer this question, 

I compared respondents’ initial majors to their current majors to see if they stayed with 

the same type of major. Of the 229 students who changed majors (“switchers”), 114 

started off as Practical Arts majors, 53 as Science majors, 43 as Liberal Arts majors and 

19 as Music & Arts majors. Just under half of these 229 students, 46.3 percent, switched 

to a different type of major. However, this result varied by type of major. As shown in 

Tables 4.5 and 4.6, the Sciences lost the most majors, with 81 percent of those whose first 

major was a Science subject switching to a major in a different category. Thus, although 

nearly one-quarter of switchers chose a Science subject as their first major, only 8 percent 

are current Science majors. Students also tended to move away from the Music & Arts 

subjects; while 8 percent of switchers first majored in a Music & Arts field, only 4 

percent were current Music & Arts majors. The former Music & Arts majors tended to 

move into Practical Arts or Liberal Arts subjects. While fewer switchers are currently 

studying Science or Music & Arts fields than at first, the number studying Practical Arts 

and Liberal Arts has increased. Whereas about 50 percent of switchers studied a Practical 

Arts field as their first major, 63 percent currently major in one of these subjects. The 

increase in the number of Liberal Arts majors was smaller, as 19 percent of switchers 

initially chose Liberal Arts majors, while 25 percent are current majors. 
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    Current Major First Major Difference
Liberal Arts 24.5% 18.8% 5.7%
Science 8.3% 23.1% -14.8%
Practical Arts 63.3% 49.8% 13.5%
Music & Arts 3.9% 8.3% -4.4%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 0.0%

N 229 229

Table 4.5. Distribution of Type of Major for Respondents who Switched Majors

 

As shown in Table 4.6, moving from a non-science field into a science major was 

rare. None of the Liberal Arts students made such a move and few Practical Arts and 

Music & Arts students did so. Similarly, few students moved into the Music & Arts 

majors from other fields. There was a fair amount of movement into and out of the 

Liberal Arts. Many of the current Liberal Arts majors actually first studied a subject in a 

different category, and many of those who first studied a Liberal Arts field now major in 

a different type of major. About 58 percent of students whose first major was a Liberal 

Arts field currently study a major in a new category. Nearly all of these former Liberal 

Arts majors currently major in a Practical Arts subject. Interestingly, students who started 

off as Practical Arts majors were most likely to pick another major in the same category, 

as only 22.8 percent of this group switched to a different type of major. 
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Table 4.6. Current Major by First Major    
           
  First Major   

Liberal 
Arts Current Major    Science  

Practical 
Arts   

Music & 
Arts  Total 

           
Liberal Arts  41.9%  30.2%  14.9%  26.3%  24.5% 
Science  0.0%  18.9%  7.0%  5.3%  8.3% 
Practical Arts  55.8%  50.9%  77.2%  31.6%  63.3% 
Music & Arts  2.3%  0.0%  0.9%  36.8%  3.9% 
Total  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0% 
           

Switched to  
Different Category  58.1%  81.1%  22.8%  63.2%  46.3% 
           
N   43  53  114   19  229 

 

In sum, the results presented thus far suggest that, for most students choosing a 

major, school experience is more influential than the prospects of a potential career. 

When looking at individual reasons for selecting a major, passion or interest in a subject 

was by far the reason cited most often as most important. In total, about two-thirds of 

respondents gave present-oriented reasons for choosing their major. However, while 

school experience may take precedence in decisions about majors, the survey results also 

show evidence that students are thinking about the future when making educational 

decisions. For example, the majority of survey respondents indicated that they viewed 

college majors as connected to potential career pursuits. In addition, career options are 

often a consideration of students who switch majors. It is also clear that the Practical Arts 

are the most frequent destination for students switching to a different type of major, 

suggesting that these students may be utilitarian in their approach to selecting a major. 

Later in this chapter, I rely on the in-depth interviews to better understand how students 
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balance their desire for intellectual fulfillment with their career and educational 

aspirations when choosing a college major. For now, the survey results suggest that most 

students are not planful when selecting their majors. Instead, they choose their majors 

primarily based on their experiences in school rather than on whether they are related to a 

specific careers or educational aspirations.  

Bivariate Results 

I now turn to the bivariate analyses examining the relationships between the 

independent and dependent variables. For each of these analyses, I performed a 

crosstabulation of the independent and dependent variable and evaluated statistical 

significance using the Pearson Chi-Square test.  

Reasons for Selecting Current Major 

In Table 4.7, I present the bivariate analyses showing the relationship between the 

independent variables and reasons for selecting a major. As described earlier, the 

majority of students, almost two-thirds, reported that the most important reason they 

selected their current major was a present-oriented reason, while about 31 percent named 

a future-oriented reason as the most important.39 The bivariate tables show that there 

were no significant differences in having a present or future orientation by gender, nor 

were there any meaningful differences by the family background variables of parents’ 

education, family household income, or immigrant parents. There were, however, some 

small racial differences. Specifically, white respondents were more likely than black or 

Asian respondents to have a present-orientation and less likely to have a future-

orientation when selecting their majors. About 68 percent of white students, compared to 

                                                 
39 The remaining three percent gave a reason that did not fit into the present/future orientation classification 

scheme.  
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56 percent of Asian students and 53 percent of black students named a present-oriented 

reason as the most important reason they selected their major (χ2 =9.60, p=0.02). 

Conversely, 29 percent of white students, 41 percent of black students, and 44 percent of 

Asian respondents named future-oriented reasons (χ2 =8.60, p=0.04). 

Turning to the academic achievement variables, although differences by G.P.A 

were not statistically significant, it was interesting to observe that students with the 

highest GPAs (3.5 or higher) were the group most likely to have a present-orientation and 

least likely to have a future-orientation when choosing a college major. For example, 

while 72 percent of students with GPAs of 3.5 or higher named a present-oriented reason 

as the most important reason they selected their current major, only about 62 percent of 

students in the other GPA categories did so.   

Lastly, I look at the relationship between type of major and reasons for selecting 

current major. I observe that Music & Arts and Liberal Arts majors were more likely than 

Practical Arts and Science majors to have present-orientations (χ2 =15.14, p=0.002) and 

less likely to have future-orientations (χ2 =17.74, p<0.000) when picking their current 

majors. About 79 percent of Music & Arts majors and 77 percent of Liberal Arts majors 

gave a present-oriented reason as the most important reason they picked their major, 

compared to 61 percent of Practical Arts majors and 53 percent of Science majors.  

Conversely, only 21 percent of Music & Arts majors and 18 percent of Liberal Arts 

majors named a future-oriented reason as the most important reason they chose their 

major, compared to 44 percent of Science students and 36 percent of Practical Arts  
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Table 4.7. Most Important Reason for Selecting Major (continued)

Reason
Present-
Oriented

Future-
Oriented N

High School Grades
Mostly As 63.4% 32.1% 287
Mostly less than As 68.4% 30.1% 209
χ2 1.34 0.21
p-value 0.25 0.65

GPA
Below 2.5 61.1% 38.9% 18
2.5 to 2.99 62.6% 33.0% 91
3.0 to 3.49 62.7% 33.2% 220
3.5+ 71.7% 26.4% 159

χ2 3.94 2.73
p-value 0.27 0.44

Type of Major
Liberal Arts 76.6% 18.0% 111
Practical Arts 61.1% 35.8% 293
Science 53.3% 44.4% 45
Music & Arts 78.7% 21.3% 47

χ2 15.14 17.74
p-value 0.002 0.00  

 

students. Given that Science and Practical Arts fields have perhaps the clearest 

connections to the labor market, these results make intuitive sense. 

Multivariate Results 

Reasons for Selecting Current Major 

Table 4.8 presents the multivariate models predicting the likelihood of reporting a 

present-oriented reason as the most important reason for selecting a college major, while 

Table 4.9 shows the models predicting whether students’ most important reason for 

choosing their major was future-oriented. In general, the independent and control 
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variables included in these models did a poor job of predicting a student’s orientation 

toward picking a major; in each of these tables, the full model explained less than four 

percent of the variation in the dependent variable. Nevertheless, these analyses yield three 

results of interest. First, after controlling for all other variables, the odds of a man 

choosing his major because of a present-oriented reason were .24 times greater than the 

odds of a woman doing the same. It follows then that women were more likely than men 

to have a future-oriented reason for selecting their majors. Note that these differences, 

while not statistically significant, are substantively important.  

Second, after controlling for all other variables, white respondents were more 

likely to give a present-oriented reason as the most important reason they selected their 

major. White respondents were 1.62 times as likely as black respondents to have a 

present-oriented reason for choosing their reason (p=.12) and .71 times as likely as black 

students to have a future-oriented reason (p=.30). The third interesting result is that the 

effects of parents’ education and family income on the likelihood of having a present-

orientation are in opposite directions. Having a parent or parents who attended college 

increases the likelihood that a student will have a present-orientation, while coming from 

a household with a higher income decreases the likelihood of being present-oriented. 

Meanwhile, the family background variables have very small effects on the likelihood of 

having a future-orientation.  



 

 

Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value
Individual Characteristics
Male 1.23 0.29 0.89 0.37 1.16 0.27 0.62 0.54 1.15 0.28 0.56 0.58
Race (reference=Black)

  White 1.70 0.49 1.86 0.06  1.73 0.51 1.84 0.07 1.62 0.50 1.55 0.12
  Asian 1.14 0.53 0.28 0.78 0.99 0.47 -0.02 0.98 1.04 0.51 0.08 0.93

  Other 2.61* 1.07 2.33 0.02 2.47* 1.03 2.17 0.03  2.25 0.96 1.90 0.06

Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents 1.17 0.15 1.23 0.22 1.16 0.15 1.16 0.25 1.13 0.15 0.92 0.36

Family Income 0.91 0.08 -1.10 0.27 0.91 0.08 -1.09 0.28 0.92 0.08 -0.95 0.34

Missing Income 0.67 0.25 -1.06 0.29 0.61 0.23 -1.32 0.19 0.62 0.24 -1.22 0.22

# of Foreign-Born Parents 0.92 0.14 -0.54 0.59 0.96 0.15 -0.27 0.79 1.00 0.16 -0.03 0.98

Academic Performance

High School Grades 0.69 0.15 -1.69 0.09 0.70 0.16 -1.61 0.11
College GPA 1.23 0.16 1.58 0.11 1.21 0.17 1.42 0.16
Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate School
(reference group =other)
  Definitely Will Attend 0.82 0.22 -0.76 0.45
  Probably Will Attend 1.10 0.28 0.36 0.72
Transfer Student 0.87 0.28 -0.44 0.66
# of Math Courses in High School 0.90 0.05 -1.78 0.08
# of Science Courses in High School 1.01 0.06 0.21 0.84
SAT Score 1.00 0.00 0.61 0.54
SAT missing 1.91 2.05 0.60 0.55
Type of High School
(reference group=private)
  Public High School 0.72 0.19 -1.24 0.21
  Don't Know High School 0.84 0.53 -0.28 0.78

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Table 4.8.  Logistic Regression Predicting Present-Oriented Most Important Reason for Selecting Current Major

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

2.0% 2.7% 3.9%
486 479 477
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Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value Odds Ratio St. Error t p-value
Individual Characteristics
Male 0.78 0.19 -1.04 0.30 0.81 0.20 -0.88 0.38 0.81 0.20 -0.82 0.41
Race (reference=Black)
  White 0.66 0.19 -1.45 0.15 0.66 0.20 -1.38 0.17 0.72 0.23 -1.04 0.30
  Asian 1.16 0.55 0.31 0.76 1.35 0.65 0.62 0.54 1.29 0.63 0.51 0.61

  Other .39* 0.17 -2.21 0.03 .41* 0.18 -2.05 0.04  0.46 0.20 -1.75 0.08

Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents 0.90 0.11 -0.85 0.39 0.90 0.12 -0.80 0.42 0.95 0.13 -0.38 0.71

Family Income 1.02 0.09 0.24 0.81 1.02 0.09 0.21 0.83 1.00 0.09 -0.01 0.99
Missing Income 1.05 0.40 0.13 0.90 1.16 0.45 0.39 0.70 1.09 0.43 0.21 0.83
# of Foreign-Born Parents 1.03 0.16 0.16 0.87 0.99 0.16 -0.06 0.95 0.98 0.16 -0.14 0.89
Academic Performance
High School Grades 1.21 0.27 0.86 0.39 1.22 0.28 0.88 0.38
College GPA 0.86 0.11 -1.17 0.24 0.87 0.12 -0.96 0.34
Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate School
(reference group =other)
  Definitely Will Attend 1.20 0.32 0.68 0.50
  Probably Will Attend 0.92 0.24 -0.31 0.75
Transfer Student 1.28 0.42 0.75 0.46

# of Math Courses in High School 1.14* 0.07 2.13 0.03
# of Science Courses in High School 0.93 0.06 -1.13 0.26
SAT Score 1.00 0.00 -0.96 0.34
SAT missing 0.34 0.37 -0.98 0.33
Type of High School
(reference group=private)
  Public High School 1.45 0.40 1.36 0.17
  Don't Know High School 1.24 0.79 0.33 0.74

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Table 4.9.  Logistic Regression Predicting Future-Oriented Most Important Reason for Selecting Current Major

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

1.8% 2.2% 3.7%
486 479 477
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Predicting Type of Major 

 Table 4.10 presents the results of my analysis predicting type of major. Beginning 

with the reasons that students attend college, contrary to my hypothesis, respondents who 

have an academic orientation toward college attendance have lower odds of majoring in a 

Liberal Arts subject than another subject. At the same time, respondents with utilitarian 

reasons for attending college are 15 percent more likely than respondents without 

utilitarian orientations to major in Liberal Arts subjects. While not statistically 

significant, having an academic orientation toward college attendance was positively 

associated with majoring in Science, Practical Arts, and Music & Arts subjects. 

Meanwhile, the utilitarian orientation was associated with greater odds of majoring in 

Science and Practical Arts fields and lower odds of majoring in Music & Arts.  

 Compared to other students, respondents who attended college because of the 

expectations of others were twice as likely to major in a Practical Arts subject. Attending 

college because of the expectations of others was also associated with somewhat greater 

odds of majoring in Science and lower odds of majoring in Liberal Arts or Music & Arts.  

 Respondents who attended college due to lifestyle reasons were .19 times as 

likely to major in Science subjects and .63 times as likely to major in Music & Arts 

fields. On the other hand, students attending school for lifestyle reasons had higher, non-

significant odds of majoring in Liberal Arts or Practical Arts fields.  

 Consistent with the fact that Liberal Arts subjects have less direct connections to 

occupations, this analysis shows that having a future-oriented reason for selecting one’s 

major is associated with lower odds of picking a Liberal Arts major and greater odds of 

picking Science or Practical Arts majors. 
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 Looking at the other independent variables, we see that the observed gender 

differences in choice of major were not statistically significant. Nevertheless, these 

differences were in the expected directions. Compared to females, males were 35 percent 

more likely to be Science majors and 18 percent less likely to be Practical Arts majors. 

Compared to women, men were eight percent more likely to be Liberal Arts majors and 

27 percent more likely to be Music & Arts majors.  Several race effects were also 

observed. The strongest observed race effect was that, compared to black respondents, 

Asians were 6.33 times more likely to major in Science. On the other hand, Asians were 

less likely than black students to major in Practical Arts fields. Like Asian respondents, 

white respondents were also more likely than black respondents to major in Science and 

less likely to major in Practical Arts. Table 4.10 also shows that white and Asian students 

were more than twice as likely as black students to major in Music & Arts subjects, but 

less likely than black students to major in Liberal Arts subjects.  

 Surprisingly, the effects of the social status variables were, for the most part, 

rather small. Having college-educated parents or coming from a high income family had 

a small negative effect on the choice of a Liberal Arts major. Having college-educated 

parents was associated with smaller odds of choosing a Science major and greater odds of 

choosing a Music & Arts major, but had no effect on choosing a Practical Arts major. 

Meanwhile, coming from a family with a higher income was associated with being less 

likely to choose a Science or Music & Arts major and being more likely to major in a 

Practical Arts subject.  None of these effects were statistically significant.  
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 On the other hand, having foreign-born parents was associated with choice of 

major. Students with foreign-born parents had greater odds of majoring in a Science 

subject and smaller odds of majoring in a Music & Arts subject.  

 Looking at the academic achievement variables, higher high school grades and 

GPAs were positively associated with Liberal Arts and Music & Arts majors, but 

negatively associated with Science and Practical Arts majors.   

 Educational expectations were strongly associated with respondents’ choices of 

majors. For example, respondents who reported that they would definitely attend 

graduate school were 5.65 times more likely than those who did not expect to pursue 

postgraduate education to major in a Liberal Arts subject and 5.84 times more likely to 

major in a Science subject. On the other hand, definitely planning to attend graduate 

school was associated with smaller odds of majoring in a Practical Arts or Music & Arts 

field.  

 Turning to the remaining control variables, the logistic regressions show that 

compared to private school students, respondents who attended public high school have 

smaller odds of choosing a Practical Arts major. Furthermore, as the number of math 

courses taken in high school increases, the odds of being a science major are smaller, 

while the odds of being a Practical Arts major are greater. Finally, taking more science 

courses increased the odds of being a Science or Liberal Arts major.  

 Overall, of the models presented in Table 4.17, the independent and control 

variables did the best job predicting the odds of becoming a Science major (adjusted 

R2=29.8%) and the poorest job of predicting the odds of becoming a Liberal Arts major 

(adjust R2=11.7%). 



 

 

Odds 
Ratio

St. 
Error t p-value

Odds 
Ratio

St. 
Error t p-value

Odds 
Ratio

St. 
Error t p-value

Odds 
Ratio

St. 
Error t p-value

Reasons for College Attendance

  Academic Reasons   0.36** 0.14 -2.56 0.01 1.49 1.27 0.47 0.64 1.78 0.68 1.50 0.13 3.12 2.79 1.27 0.20

  Utilitarian Reasons 1.15 0.53 0.30 0.77 1.32 1.49 0.25 0.80 1.70 0.70 1.29 0.20 0.21* 0.13 -2.59 0.01

  Expectations 0.68 0.18 -1.48 0.14 1.07 0.45 0.17 0.87    2.02*** 0.47 3.06 0.00    0.29*** 0.11 -3.21 0.00

  Lifestyle 1.17 0.31 0.60 0.55      0.19*** 0.11 -2.85 0.00 1.43 0.34 1.52 0.13 0.63 0.26 -1.13 0.26
Reason for Picking College Major

Future-Oriented    0.32***  -3.80 0.00  2.41* 0.94 2.25 0.03    2.11*** 0.51 3.11 0.00 0.60 0.26 -1.18 0.24

Individual Characteristics
Male 1.08 0.32 0.28 0.78 1.35 0.64 0.63 0.53 0.82 0.21 -0.77 0.44 1.27 0.54 0.56 0.58
Race (reference=Black)

  White 0.80 0.30 -0.58 0.56 2.59 1.67 1.48 0.14 0.67 0.23 -1.16 0.25 2.12 1.73 0.92 0.36

  Asian 0.79 0.49 -0.39 0.70  6.33* 5.08 2.30 0.02  0.30* 0.17 -2.17 0.03 2.94 4.29 0.74 0.46

  Other 1.31 0.61 0.57 0.57 0.38 0.45 -0.81 0.42 0.63 0.28 -1.05 0.30 2.92 2.81 1.11 0.27

Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents 0.95 0.15 -0.32 0.75 0.85 0.22 -0.62 0.53 1.00 0.14 -0.01 1.00 1.33 0.30 1.25 0.21

Family Income 0.97 0.10 -0.28 0.78 0.93 0.15 -0.43 0.67 1.16 0.11 1.52 0.13 0.88 0.15 -0.78 0.43

Missing Income 0.83 0.39 -0.39 0.69 0.48 0.37 -0.95 0.34 1.23 0.50 0.50 0.62 1.95 1.31 1.00 0.32

# of Foreign-Born Parents 0.93 0.18 -0.37 0.71 1.66 0.46 1.83 0.07 0.99 0.17 -0.07 0.95 0.58 0.23 -1.35 0.18

Academic Performance

High School Grades 1.11 0.30 0.37 0.71 0.98 0.45 -0.04 0.97 0.82 0.20 -0.84 0.40 1.85 0.81 1.41 0.16

College GPA 1.12 0.19 0.67 0.51 0.58* 0.16 -1.96 0.05 0.94 0.14 -0.44 0.66 1.77 0.54 1.86 0.06

Control Variables

  Definitely Will Attend    5.65*** 2.05 4.78 0.00    5.84*** 3.25 3.17 0.00    0.17*** 0.05 -5.98 0.00 0.62 0.29 -1.00 0.32

  Probably Will Attend    2.81*** 0.98 2.98 0.00 0.77 0.52 -0.38 0.70 0.72 0.20 -1.22 0.22 0.45 0.21 -1.73 0.08

Transfer Student 0.65 0.28 -1.02 0.31 1.07 0.63 0.12 0.90 1.28 0.46 0.70 0.49 0.91 0.50 -0.17 0.86

# of Math Courses in High School 0.94 0.07 -0.83 0.41   0.70** 0.10 -2.55 0.01 1.19* 0.08 2.53 0.01 0.96 0.11 -0.32 0.75

# of Science Courses in High School 1.09 0.08 1.12 0.26 1.23* 0.13 1.93 0.05 0.92 0.06 -1.27 0.21 0.78 0.13 -1.48 0.14

SAT Score 1.00 0.00 0.01 0.99 1.00* 0.00 2.00 0.05 1.00 0.00 -1.89 0.06 1.00 0.00 0.58 0.56

SAT missing 0.59 0.75 -0.41 0.68 55.99 121.27 1.86 0.06 0.24 0.27 -1.24 0.21 2.15 4.19 0.39 0.69

  Public High School 1.71 0.55 1.68 0.09 1.19 0.60 0.34 0.74   0.46** 0.13 -2.76 0.01 2.52 1.31 1.78 0.08
  Don't Know High School 2.34 1.76 1.13 0.26 0.28 0.38 -0.94 0.35 0.58 0.39 -0.81 0.42 3.10 3.81 0.92 0.36

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Table 4.10.  Logistic Regression Predicting Type of Major
Liberal Arts Science Practical Arts Music & Arts

11.7% 29.8% 16.8% 21.0%

Type of High School (reference group=private)

Likelihood of Postgraduate School (reference group =other)

477 477 477 477
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Qualitative Data 

 In this section, I use what I learned from the in-depth interviews to provide further 

insight into the role that college majors play in students’ plans for the future.  I first draw 

on the interviews to learn more about how the process of deciding to change majors 

occurs. I then use examples from the interview sample to show how students’ plans may 

change even after they settle on their choice of major.  

 Of the 31 students I interviewed, 17 changed their major at least once while in 

college. From the student narratives, two clear trajectories for switching majors 

emerged.40  Students who followed the first path moved directly from their first major to 

their current (i.e., final) major. Of the 17 students who changed their majors, 7 followed 

such a path. Based on my interviews with these students, it is clear how the decision to 

leave one’s first major is often intertwined with a decision to study another field.  In other 

words, for these respondents, dissatisfaction with their first major tended to coincide with 

interest in another major. This pattern is consistent with the survey findings which 

showed that “the appeal of another field” and “a negative opinion of one’s first major” 

were both common reasons for switching majors.  

 Stephanie, a transfer student to Boyer State, is an example of a student who 

moved directly from one major to another. Stephanie began her college studies as a 

journalism major at a large school in New England. However, disappointment in the rigor 

of her journalism classes and a poor internship experience led Stephanie to sour on the 

idea of becoming a journalist; she instead decided to major in biology in the hopes of 

 

                                                 
40 Joseph, the marine who was majoring in political science, was the only respondent who did not follow 

one of these paths. Joseph’s first choice of major was political science, but he later switched to finance. 
However, after being dissatisfied with his finance classes, he switched back to political science. His 
trajectory was therefore “first major – second major – back to first major.”   
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attending dental school. In the following transcript passage, Stephanie has just finished 

describing her dismay with her journalism classes and begins to explain how her decision 

to switch majors came about.   

Stephanie: “…So that was my experience with, uh, with classes, you 
know, it just seemed like kind of a big joke. It wasn’t difficult, we weren’t 
really learning anything, and then the practical experience working at a 
media studio was that man [her boss, whom she disliked immensely]. [I 
felt like] I’m gonna have to sell my soul to get a job. And I’m probably 
never really gonna get ahead because, you either have to be, like, a man 
or, um, you just have to sell your soul and get jobs and that just didn’t 
interest me. I was- I didn’t- (claps hands), the other thing about class was I 
really genuinely miss science. I miss doing homework and just learning 
about, you know, my body and the way things work. And so, after that 
summer between not being satisfied with classes, and, realizing that, my 
job opportunities were probably not going to be reflective of my actual 
ability as a journalist… 
MP: Mm-hmm. 
Stephanie: …uh, fuck this, I’m gonna be a bio major. (laughs) And, um, 
actually, uh, I was in the pre-dental track at my school, because my dentist 
had been encouraging me from the time I was a child to become a dentist. 
I was like, “hey, maybe there’s some truth to this.” So that summer, I 
actually shadowed him extensively to sort of assure myself that I wanted 
to go the pre-dental route. 
MP: Um, so then when you made the decision to switch into biology, and 
did you talk about that decision with anyone? 
Stephanie: My parents. Oh my God, my dad almost had a heart attack. 
And, I was like, wha- wha-, I didn’t really understand why he was being 
so discouraging because, it seemed like my idea was a lot more practical 
than being a journalism major, because, you know, I said, I, I would have 
plan, I would be on the fast track to go to dental school, you know? And, 
if not, you know, having a biology degree isn’t the most unemployable 
situation you could be in. It’s, it’s not that great, but, um, having a BS in 
biology, or having a BS in anything doesn’t really get you anywhere. But, 
you know, I thought that at least would be, a better plan than being a 
journalism major, and being one of hundreds of people graduating from 
this school and having to fight for, you know, a small-town newspaper 
job, that, that really sounded like a drag. And um, I thought that I would 
be more employable by corporations, you know, if I didn’t get into dental 
school or didn’t get into a master’s program. But he was not having any of 
that, he wasn’t really a big fan of the decision, which didn’t make that 
much sense to me because it seemed more practical to me. 
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Stephanie’s transition from a journalism major to a biology major was similar to the 

experiences of other students who moved directly from their first major to their current 

major in that her unhappiness with her first major was accompanied by a desire to pursue 

some other interest.   

 The second path that students who switched majors followed involved moving 

away from one major, a period of uncertainty, and then finally a choice. Shawn is one 

example of someone who had such an experience.  

When I first came to Boyer State, I was originally a Pharmacy Major for 
my first year.  I had worked at a couple of jobs in high school as a 
Pharmacy Technician so that was something that I was interested in.  So 
when I first came here as a Pharmacy Major and then I changed, it was 
more work that I was willing to put forth the effort.  I was too involved in 
my social life in meeting new people.  I decided that the workload at that 
time just wasn’t for me.  So I switched to Business School and I was just a 
general business major for a while, I still wasn’t sure on what I wanted to 
and because I wasn’t sure, and half way through my second year, I 
decided that Finance would probably be the best thing for me to do 
because a general degree could be used in a variety of ways. 
 

Oftentimes, during the period of uncertainty, a student has narrowed down their choice of 

major to two or three fields and takes classes in both while trying to make a final 

decision. For example, Mai, another student who began as Pre-Pharmacy, took classes in 

both anthropology and sociology before deciding to major in the latter subject. Among 

the students I interviewed, it was uncommon for someone to abandon their first major 

and become “undeclared” with truly no idea about what they will major in. Only one 

respondent fit this pattern. Jason, who is graduating with a degree in kinesiology, began 

college as a music major. However, Jason found being a performance major to be very 

“grueling” and disliked spending whole days in the rehearsal room, “forcing the music 

out of you.” Jason left the music school and was undeclared for a year while he figured 
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out what he wanted to do. He eventually chose kinesiology, with an eye toward going to 

medical school.   

 I now turn to looking at reasons that the in-depth interview students chose their 

current majors. In the survey, I asked respondents to indicate the most important reason 

they picked their major. Among the survey respondents, someone who had a present-

oriented “most important reason” may have also indicated that future-oriented reasons 

were factors in their decision and vice versa. I used a similar classification scheme for 

coding the college major choices of my in-depth interview sample.  Because I did not ask 

respondents to select a single most important reason for their major choice, my 

classification of the respondents as present or future-oriented is based on my impression 

from their story of what the most influential factor in their decision was.  

 I suspect that these different coding approaches may have an impact on the 

conclusions that are drawn. I believe that students are more likely to say that present-

oriented reasons such as “interest” were most influential, while I may have been more 

likely to code future-oriented reasons like “career interest” as most important. Thus, 

while the survey results showed that most students were present-oriented, I find that the 

majority of my in-depth interview sample is future-oriented (19 of 31 students). 

 I use the example of Jenna to illustrate the potential subjectiveness of this coding. 

Jenna’s first journalism class was instrumental in her decision to become a journalism 

major. Prior to taking the class, Jenna had a negative opinion of journalists; however, the 

class changed her view of the profession and Jenna became interested in a career as a 

journalist. In the coding scheme I developed for the survey, I considered enjoying a 

college class to be a present-oriented reason, while interest in a career related to one’s 
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major was a future-oriented reason. I do not know which of the two reasons Jenna would 

consider most important. Had Jenna taken the survey and indicated that the class was 

most important, I would have counted her as present-oriented. Yet, I think it is clear from 

Jenna’s narrative that she chose to major in journalism because she wants to pursue a 

career in that field; her first class just helped her come to this realization. I have therefore 

classified her as future-oriented. Jenna’s case is the extreme; classifying the majority of 

other interviewees was more straightforward.   

 For some present-oriented students, the most important factor in choosing a major 

is interest in a subject. Such students pick majors they find interesting and usually have 

no specific career or educational goal in mind. This was true in Vanessa’s case when she 

changed her major from chemistry to mathematics. As Vanessa explains, “At first when I 

changed to math, I didn’t really look at the careers. I just thought, ‘this will make me 

happy.’” However, having a present-orientation when choosing a major does not mean 

that a student will not be planful when it comes to figuring out what to do with that 

major. As an example, Beth, the chemistry major described in Chapter 3, was present-

oriented when switching her major from biology to chemistry. At the end of her freshman 

year, Beth realized that “pre-med was not for me” and that she “really hated” biology. 

Nevertheless, she thought she could just “plow through” with the major and eventually 

get to medical school. Her advisor made her see that she would be miserable most of her 

education if she followed through on that plan and suggested if she loved chemistry, why 

not just study that subject? Beth eventually decided to pursue a doctorate in chemistry, 

but this goal developed after she had changed her major.  
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 For other students, being present-oriented is less about choosing a major they are 

interested in studying and more about being pragmatic. Amber is an example of someone 

whose strategy in picking her major was to expedite graduation. Amber’s college 

experience was somewhat unique as she began college at Boyer State, transferred to a 

historically black college for a semester, and then took an extended leave from school. 

When she returned to Boyer State to finish her degree, she decided not to continue with 

her biology studies after looking at that major’s requirements. Here she explains how she 

chose a new major:   

I’m not going to say I could never pass the classes, but I’ll be here 
forever. You know, I’ve already stopped going to school for four years and 
it’s just like, I need to do something. I wanted to stay in the College of 
Science and Technology. Um, and so I pretty much just looked through 
their whole little, what do you call it, the thing that holds the—the major 
things--and I’m like was like “What can I get my bachelor’s and hurry up 
and get out of here with and still kind of enjoy myself”? And 
Environmental Studies was it. And since I’ve changed over and become an 
Environmental Science major, I absolutely love it. It’s become more of 
something I’m into instead of something I just chose. You know what I 
mean? I’ve since become a vegan, like it’s really changed my whole 
lifestyle. I love it. 
 

Amber returned to college with the hope of eventually attending law school. She still 

plans to pursue a law degree, but, thanks to her major, thinks that perhaps she will focus 

on environmental law.  

 In contrast to present-oriented students, future-oriented students choose their 

majors because they believe studying that subject will help them in some future endeavor, 

whether it be obtaining a job in a particular occupation or attending graduate or 

professional school. One advantage of the qualitative data is that they allow me to look at 

these initial plans and examine whether those plans are still in place at graduation. I find 

that for many students they are not. Thus, while the choice of college major is a single act 
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whereby someone can demonstrate planfulness, it does not guarantee that they will 

remain planful or follow through on that plan. Some students may make new plans, while 

others may become less certain about what they will do next. Returning to the example of 

Jason, the kinesiology major, I illustrate how someone can be future-oriented when 

choosing his major, yet still uncertain about what he will do after graduation. After 

leaving the music school, Jason did what he described as “an academic 180” and decided 

he wanted to be a doctor. As a part-time massage therapist, Jason had developed an 

interest in the human body; Jason chose kinesiology as his major because it allowed him 

to study the human body, while also satisfying many of the pre-requisites required by 

medical schools. After beginning his kinesiology studies, Jason continued researching 

medical schools, talking to professionals, and inquiring about other people’s experiences 

and opinions. He also joined a couple student medical organizations to further educate 

himself about medical careers. At some point during this process, he realized that while a 

career as a physician sounded very appealing, “as a person who has so many different 

passions and so many different interests,” he was not suited for the lifestyle of a doctor. 

While Jason thinks he would enjoy the prestige associated with being a physician, after 

speaking to doctors and asking them about their family time, he realized there is “not a 

lot of time for yourself.”  He started looking into other career options in the health 

professions. At the time of our interview, Jason was looking into physician assistant and 

nursing programs. Thus, despite being future-oriented when choosing his major, Jason is 

approaching college graduation still uncertain about what he plans to do after graduation. 

Nevertheless, Jason views college majors as beneficial.   

I think it’s a good thing to have to pick a college major. Because, I don’t 
see it as it forces a direction, but it makes you buckle down. It makes you 
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choose what you’re going to study. The point is to get the education, but 
really the point is to get the job and have a successful lifestyle and 
hopefully one that you enjoy. And so, by choosing a major, you’re—that’s 
where you are given the freedom to choose what career paths are open to 
you afterwards. And if you can pick an end result. ‘I want to be in this 
career’ ‘Well, what do I need to get there?’ ‘Well, okay, this major’s 
going to help me get to where I need to go’ So it provides direction for 
undergraduate students to find a good career and future. 

As Jason’s story demonstrates, it is not unusual for students who are future-oriented when 

choosing their major to then change their minds about what they wanted to do with it. 

However, like Jason, they often tended to stay future-oriented. 

 In sum, the qualitative data show the role that college major choices play in 

students’ attempts to be planful. For some present-oriented students, studying a college 

major may be a way to explore their academic interests, while possibly leading them to a 

career in a related field. On the other hand, for the pragmatic present-oriented student, the 

college major may be viewed as merely an academic requirement to be satisfied on the 

way to graduation.  In contrast, future-oriented students choose college majors that are 

related to an occupational or educational aspiration. However, as students are continually 

re-evaluating their decisions, some of these future-oriented students change their minds 

about what they plan to do with their major by graduation.  

Discussion 

In this chapter, I examined students’ attitudes towards college majors and the 

reasons they selected their current majors. The existing college majors literature offers 

different explanations for why students choose their majors. The immigration literature 

suggests that parents are influential (Louie 2004). Although my survey findings do not 

show that students with foreign-born parents use different strategies for picking majors 

than native students, the results described here are nonetheless not inconsistent with 
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previous research. Louie (2004) found that one of the ways that families’ expectations 

exerted influence was by constraining the options that students considered open to them. 

It may be that when answering survey questions about how they picked their major, 

immigrant students focused on how they made a decision among the set of majors they 

knew were acceptable to their families. Economists investigating the topic of college 

majors tend to look to expected earnings as explanations for students’ choices. My data 

suggest that these studies may be misguided. While there may be some correlation 

between earnings and major choices (Carenevale 2011), my study suggests that most 

students do not take potential earnings into consideration when choosing their major. 

Instead, my findings are consistent with the research conducted by Malgwi (2005) which 

showed that interest is a key factor in college major choices.  

Turning to the subject of planfulness, the survey data suggest that most college 

students are not planful when choosing their majors. Only about one-third of respondents 

reported that a future-oriented reason was the most important factor in their choice of 

college major. When selecting their own majors, students consider a variety of factors, 

but their most important reasons for selecting a major tend to be more “present-oriented.” 

In other words, the most important factor in a student’s decision to major in a particular 

subject tends to be one related to the college experience rather than one that is geared 

towards future occupational or educational goals.  

The fact that most respondents were present-oriented when choosing their current 

major is interesting when contrasted with the results of the survey question measuring 

attitudes towards college major, which showed that many students view the college major 

as the connection between one’s education and career. Despite this belief, when deciding 
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upon a major, pursuing occupational goals is not necessarily of primary importance; 

instead students place more emphasis on being engaged in what they are learning. 

Needless to say, it is not a bad thing to be present-oriented when choosing a major, as 

long as students spend some of their time in college acting planful in other ways.  

The in-depth interview data shed further light on the relationship between college 

majors and post-graduation plans. The interviews showed that it is common for students 

to set post-graduation goals after they have chosen a college major. This is true 

regardless of whether students were present or future-oriented when making their initial 

college major decision. Moreover, it is not unusual for students to select a major because 

of an interest in a particular occupation, but later decide that they no longer want to 

pursue that profession. As a result, students can be future-oriented when selecting a major 

as freshmen or sophomores yet uncertain about their short-term post-graduation goals 

during their senior year.    

 While college major choices may signal a students’ tendency toward planfulness, 

these decisions are made early in a college career. Thus, although understanding why 

students choose their college majors tells us whether students are thinking about the 

future, it does not tell us whether students will be prepared for the transition out of 

college. Considering that most students are not planful when selecting a major, it is 

therefore important to look at other types of planful actions that college students can take. 

In the next chapter, I use the survey data to examine three ways that students can 

demonstrate planfulness during college – seeking advice from others, participating in 

development activities, and making plans for post-college lives. In order to learn more 

how students prepare for life after college, in Chapter 6 I look at whether the in-depth 
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interview respondents had goals for the first year after graduation and what types of 

things they did to prepare for those goals.  
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CHAPTER 5 
PLANFUL ACTIONS DURING COLLEGE 

Do many college students partake in the type of planful actions that may help 

them develop and pursue occupational and educational goals? Who are the students who 

are planful? Do individual characteristics like race and gender influence the likelihoods 

that students will be planful? What role does family background play in whether a student 

exhibits planfulness? Is academic achievement related to planfulness? These are the 

research questions explored in this chapter.  

In order to evaluate how planful students are, I looked at three different ways that 

students may demonstrate planfulness. One way that students can demonstrate a planful 

orientation is by seeking advice from others, such as faculty and parents. Studies of 

college students have found that out-of-classroom faculty-student interaction has positive 

effects on student outcomes, including increased student persistence, increased 

intellectual development, and higher aspirations (Cotten and Wilson 2006; Delaney 2008; 

Pascarella 1980; Astin 1993). Studies have also shown that parental involvement is a 

form of social capital that can lead to educational success (Coleman 1988; Perna & 

Thomas 2008; Tinto 1993).  

A second way that college students can demonstrate planfulness is to participate 

in development activities, which are those activities that may help students identify what 

they want to do in the future by helping them develop their skills, interests, or talents. 

Participating in such activities allows students to learn more about themselves by 

discovering whether they like the work they are doing. It may also make their résumés or 

CVs more attractive to employers and graduate schools. For example, in her study of elite 
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employers’ hiring processes, Rivera (2010) found that decisions about which job 

candidates to interview often hinged on the candidates’ extracurricular activities.   

Finally, as students approach graduation, one might expect that they take active 

steps to either enter the workforce or attend graduate or professional school. Students 

may begin applying for jobs during their senior year. Some students may want the 

security of having a job lined up after graduation. Other students may have a more 

carefree attitude and decide to take their time in finding a position. Likewise, some 

students will enter graduate or professional school directly from college. Others may 

decide to take a year or two off before applying to school. Still others may wish they 

could do something but do not know how to proceed. Students who spend their senior 

year applying for jobs or submitting graduate school applications show more planfulness 

than those who delay decisions about work and school until after graduation.    

The goal of this chapter is two-fold. First, it presents a description of how planful 

Boyer State students are by examining the three ways students can demonstrate 

planfulness described above. Second, it tells us whether the three categories of 

independent variables (individual characteristics, family background, and the academic 

experience) explain significant variation in the dependent variables after controlling for 

other factors. In the sections below, I describe the individual measures used as dependent 

and independent variables, present a description of the frequency distributions for the 

dependent variables, and present bivariate and multivariate analyses showing the 

relationships between the independent and dependent variables. I conclude the chapter 

with a discussion of my findings.  
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Data and Methods 

Dependent Variables 

The survey contains measures for three ways that students can demonstrate 

planfulness: the extent to which students sought advice from others, their participation in 

development activities, and the extent to which they have pursued post-graduation plans. 

 

Advice Indices  

I asked students how often they sought advice about the following five decisions 

related to college and post-graduation: (1) what subject to major in; (2) which classes to 

take; (3) what to do after graduation; (4) applying for jobs; and (5) applying to graduate 

or professional school. I first asked students how often they sought advice on these 

decisions from professors or advisors and then asked them how often they sought advice 

from their parents or guardians.  I created two index variables based on these advice 

questions: the “Professors and Advisors Index” and the “Parents or Guardians Index.” 

The construction of these indices was the same. I assigned a score of 0 if the respondent 

“never” sought advice about a topic, a score of 1 if the respondent sought advice “once or 

twice,” and a score of 2 if the respondent sought advice about the topic “several times.” I 

then added the scores for the five subject areas to create an index ranging from 0 to 10.  

 

Development Activities 

The next set of dependent variables focuses on development activities.  I 

classified the development activities into three categories: Career Experiences, Academic 

Research Experiences, and Other Development Activities. For each category, I counted 
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the number of activities in which respondents participated. In this chapter, I use the 

number of career experiences and the number of academic research experiences as 

dependent variables.41  

 

Post-Graduation Plans 

The last set of dependent variables focus on how pro-active respondents have 

been in planning for life after graduation. The survey presented respondents who reported 

they planned to work after graduation with nine job-seeking scenarios. Respondents were 

asked which of the scenario(s) described their own job-seeking experiences. Some of 

these scenarios described steps a planful student might take and others described less 

planful actions. I used the responses to create a three-category index variable describing 

how planful respondents were in seeking employment. The “Most Planful” students are 

those who are actively seeking a job (index score=2). The “Somewhat Planful” students 

(index score=1) are those respondents who indicate either that they are looking for jobs 

but have not applied anywhere yet or that they plan to remain working for their present 

employer. The “Less Planful” students  (index score=0) are those who  (1) plan to get a 

new job after graduation, but have not applied anywhere yet, (2) plan on waiting until 

after graduation to figure out what they are going to do next, or (3) have not made plans 

for after graduation because they are not graduating this semester. 

Respondents who planned to attend graduate or professional school were 

presented with a different set of scenarios. The six scenarios these respondents were 

asked about described different points in the graduate school application process.  I used 

 

                                                 
41 In addition to these two dependent variables, I also analyzed a third, the overall number of development 

activities in which respondents participated. I present the results for this analysis in Appendix E.  
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these scenarios to create a second three-category index variable. The “Most Planful” 

students are those who have been accepted to graduate or professional school and intend 

to attend in the Fall semester (index score=2). The “Somewhat Planful” students (index 

score=1) are those respondents who indicate that they have applied to graduate or 

professional school but have either not received a decision yet or have not decided 

whether they will attend. The “Less Planful” students  (index score=0) are those who  (1) 

plan to attend graduate or professional school, but I have not applied yet, (2) plan on 

waiting until after graduation to figure out what they are going to do next, or (3) have not 

applied to graduate school yet because they are not graduating this semester.    

Of course, being planful does not guarantee that a student will be offered a job or 

accepted into graduate school. Factors that are outside of the student’s control, such as 

the qualifications of those competing for the position and the preferences of the 

admissions committee or human resources manager, also play a role in determining 

whether a student’s application will be successful. I tried to take this into account in 

creating my planfulness indices. For the Job-Seeking Index, I assigned planfulness scores 

based on the steps that the respondent could control, namely whether he or she has 

applied for or looked for a job. The planfulness index was designed so that a student who 

has accepted a job offer and one who has applied for jobs but has not been offered a 

position are both considered “Most Planful.”  

I used a different approach for the Graduate School Index, in that I only counted 

those who had been accepted to graduate school and intended to attend as “Most Planful” 

while those who were waiting for acceptance decisions were counted as “Somewhat 

Planful.” My objective here was not to make a distinction between those who have been 
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accepted and those who are awaiting decisions, but rather to differentiate those who know 

they will be attending from other respondents. Because the group of respondents who are 

awaiting admissions decisions may include three categories of students (those who will 

be accepted and will attend, those who will be accepted, but decline to attend, and those 

who will be rejected), I did not want to treat them the same as those who were certain 

they would be attending graduate or professional school in the Fall.42  

Independent Variables 

 As in the Chapter 4, the analyses presented here examine the impact of individual 

characteristics (gender and race), family background (parents’ education, family’s 

household income, and the number of foreign-born parents), and academic achievement 

(GPA).  In addition to GPA, I also include type of major as a second indicator of 

respondents’ academic experience. Please refer to Chapter 3 for a complete description of 

the measurement of the independent variables.   

Control Variables 

 As described in Chapter 2, in order to be invited to complete the survey, students 

were required to have earned enough credits to qualify as a senior. Even with this 

criterion, there is variation in expected graduation dates, with some respondents not 

expecting to graduate until May 2010 or later. In my multivariate analyses, I therefore 

control for expected graduation date through the use of three dummy variables (May 

2009, August 2009, January 2010) with students graduating in May 2010 or later serving 

as the reference group. 

 

                                                 
42 An alternative approach would have been to use a dichotomous dependent variable comparing those who 

have applied to graduate or professional school for the Fall semester to those who intend to attend 
graduate school, but have not applied yet.    
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 The other controls used in the analyses include educational expectation and a 

dummy variable for cases with missing income data.  These variables were previously 

described in Chapter 3.  

Research Strategy 

 I begin my analysis with a summary of the survey results describing the three 

types of planful behavior identified earlier in this chapter. In addition to presenting tables 

showing the results of the survey questions, I also provide univariate descriptions of the 

measures I created as dependent variables.  I then move on to the bivariate analyses 

examining the relationship between the independent and dependent variables. Because 

the analyses in this chapter include seven independent variables and six dependent 

variables (for a total of 42 bivariate relationships), I have chosen to show only those 

analyses that yielded the most interesting findings. For the multivariate analyses, I 

employ ordinary least squares regression. For each dependent variable, I present three 

models. The first model shows the effect of the individual characteristics and family 

background on the dependent variable. In the second model, I add the academic 

experiences variables, while the third model includes all independent and control 

variables.  

Descriptive Analysis 

Seeking Advice 

In Table 5.1, I show how often students report seeking advice from professors or 

advisors about five types of decisions made in college. The results show that although 

many students seek advice from professors or advisors at least once or twice, for each 

type of decision, a sizeable number of respondents report never seeking advice from 
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faculty or advisors. The decision for which students most often seek advice from 

professors or advisors concerns which classes to take, with nearly 90 percent of 

respondents reporting that they have done so at least once. A majority of respondents, 

about two-thirds, have also sought advice from professors or advisors about what to do 

after graduation. On the other hand, fewer than half of respondents sought advice from 

professors or advisors about what subject to major in, with 58 percent reporting they have 

never sought advice on this decision.  

 

Frequency
What Subject to 

Major In
Which Classes 

to Take
What to do after 

Graduation
Applying for 

Jobs
Applying to Graduate 
or Professional School

Several times 11.6% 49.8% 28.7% 24.3% 24.5%
Once or twice 28.7% 37.6% 37.8% 37.8% 31.9%
Never 58.2% 11.6% 32.3% 36.1% 42.2%
Not sure 0.2% 0.4% 0.8% 0.8% 0.8%
Missing 1.2% 0.6% 0.4% 1.0% 0.6%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Total Number of Cases = 498. 

Table 5.1.  How Often Respondents Seek Advice from Professors or Advisors

 

 

Next, I looked at how often respondents sought advice from their parents or 

guardians. As shown in Table 5.2, for four of the five types of decisions, the majority of 

students report seeking advice from their parents at least once or twice. Around three-

quarters of respondents report seeking advice from their parents about which classes to 

take and about applying for jobs, while 59 percent sought advice about applying to 

graduate school and 55 percent asked their parents about what subject to major in. 

Curiously, only 35 percent report asking their parents for advice on what to do after 

graduation, even though larger percentages said that they asked for advice on the specific 
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topics of applying for jobs or graduate school. It is unclear why these results are so 

different, and the vagueness of the concept “what to do after graduation” allows for 

multiple interpretations. One possible interpretation is that students may take “what to do 

after graduation” to mean making a decision about whether to work full-time or attend 

graduate school. It may be that most students do not seek advice from their parents when 

making this choice, but once the decision is made, they ask their parents for advice about 

pursuing their choice (i.e., applying for jobs or applying to graduate school).43 

 

Frequency
What Subject to 

Major In
Which Classes 

to Take
What to do after 

Graduation
Applying for 

Jobs

Graduate or 
Professional 

School

Several Times 22.9% 46.6% 12.0% 42.8% 26.7%
Once or Twice 32.3% 29.5% 22.5% 29.5% 31.9%
Never 42.8% 22.7% 64.7% 26.5% 39.6%
Not Sure 1.2% 0.6% 0.4% 0.6% 0.6%
Missing 0.8% 0.6% 0.4% 0.6% 1.2%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Total Number of Cases = 498. 

Table 5.2.  How Often Respondents Seek Advice from Parents or Guardians

 

 

Table 5.3 presents the frequency distributions for the two advice indices that serve 

as dependent variables in my bivariate and multivariate analyses. The “Professors and 

Advisors Index” shows that nearly all respondents have sought advice at least once from 

professors or advisors; less than four percent of respondents report never seeking advice. 

The distribution of this index is fairly normal and has a mean score of 4.5 and a median 

of 5.  

                                                 
43 This interpretation is also consistent with the finding that more respondents report seeking advice about 
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The “Parents or Guardians Index” also shows that the majority of respondents 

have sought their parents’ advice at least once, with 13.7 percent reporting that they have 

never sought advice from parents or guardians. The mean score on this index is 4.5 and 

the median is 4.   

 

Index Score
Professors & 

Advisors Index
Parents or 

Guardians Index

0 3.7% 13.7%
1 7.2% 7.6%
2 12.7% 8.2%
3 12.9% 9.0%
4 13.1% 11.5%
5 16.0% 11.9%
6 11.7% 8.6%
7 8.2% 10.0%
8 8.2% 7.8%
9 4.3% 5.5%
10 1.8% 6.1%
Total 100.0% 100.0%

Mean 4.5 4.5

Lower Quartile 3 2
Median 5 4
Upper Quartile 6 7

N 487 488

Table 5.3.  How Often Respondents Seek Advice Index

% of Respondents

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
“what to do after graduation” from their professors or advisors.  
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Development Activities 

Next, I examine the types of activities and experiences that respondents had in 

college. The survey asked respondents to “Please indicate whether you have participated 

in the following activities since entering college” and presented them with a list of 25 

activities related to the college experience.  For purposes of analysis, I have grouped the 

25 experiences into six different categories: Career Experiences, Academic Research, 

Other Development Activities, Extracurricular Activities, Academic Activities, and 

Academic Obstacles. The first three are the three categories of development activities. 

Career Experiences include activities such as internships, job shadowing, seeking career 

counseling, and taking professional licensing/certification tests. Academic Research 

includes working on an independent study project, working with a professor on a research 

project (not for course credit), presenting at an academic of professional conference, and 

taking a graduate school admissions test. Other development activities include joining a 

school club related to one’s major, holding a leadership position in a club or organization, 

participating in leadership training, and participating in student government. The next 

two categories, Extracurricular activities and Academic activities, include things that 

respondents may do in college but that I have not counted as development activities. 

Extracurricular activities include playing on an intramural or club sports team, joining a 

social fraternity or sorority, and playing varsity or intercollegiate athletics. Academic 

activities include studying abroad or belonging to the University Honors Program. 

Finally, the last category Academic Obstacles includes working full-time while taking 

classes, taking a remedial course, failing one or more courses, and withdrawing from 

school temporarily.  
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Count Share

Career-Learning Experiences
Interned in a field related to your current major 262 52.6%
Worked for pay in a field related to your major 235 47.2%
Sought career or job counseling services through Temple 191 38.4%
Shadowed a professional who works in a career in which you are interested 165 33.1%
Interned in a field unrelated to your major 95 19.1%
Taken a professional licensing/certification test 66 13.3%
Interned in a field related to a previous major 29 5.8%

Academic Research Experiences
Worked on an independent study project 119 23.9%
Taken a graduate school admissions test 104 20.9%
Worked with a professor on a research project outside of class (not for cours 78 15.7%
Presented at an academic or professional conference (not at Temple) 56 11.2%

Other Development Activities
Joined a school club related to your major 241 48.4%
Held a leadership position in a club or organization 192 38.6%
Participated in leadership training 91 18.3%
Participated in student government 39 7.8%

Extracurricular Activities
Played on an intramural or club sports team 108 21.7%
Joined a social fraternity or sorority 37 7.4%
Played varsity/intercollegiate athletics 18 3.6%

Academic Activities
Studied abroad 124 24.9%
Belonged to the University Honors Program 102 20.5%

Academic Obstacles
Failed one or more classes 145 29.1%
Worked full-time while taking classes 141 28.3%
Taken a remedial course 49 9.8%
Withdrew from school temporarily 33 6.6%

 
Total Number of Cases = 498. 

Table 5.4.  Participation in College-Related Experiences

 

The distribution of activities reveals some potential selection bias in my sample. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, many of the survey respondents were quite engaged in 

university life. For example, almost 39 percent of respondents held a leadership position 
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in a club or organization, 25 percent studied abroad, and 21 percent belonged to the 

University Honors program. Likewise, while 7 percent of survey respondents had joined 

a fraternity or sorority, official university statistics show that 1 percent of undergraduates  

44are fraternity/sorority members.  It is not difficult to imagine that students who are 

active in the university might be more likely than students who are less-involved in 

campus life to respond to a survey sponsored by their school.  In the “Discussion” section 

of this chapter, I speculate on how these biases might have affected my results.  

The existence of a “student-engagement” bias also raises the concern that students who 

earn poor grades may have been less likely to complete the survey.  While the 

distribution of cumulative GPA suggests that students with GPAs above 3.0 may have 

been more likely to complete the survey than their peers with lower GPAs45, Table 5.4 

shows that the sample does contain a number of students who have had trouble 

academically. Almost 30 percent of respondents report that they failed one or more 

classes, 10 percent have taken a remedial course, and almost seven percent have 

withdrawn from school temporarily.  

Table 5.5 presents the number of development activities in which each respondent 

participated. Over 90 percent of respondents participated in at least one development 

activity, with the average student participating in about 3 development activities 

(median=3; mean=3.19). I then looked at the three categories of development activities. 

Almost 85 percent of respondents participated in at least one Career Experience, with the 

 

                                                 
44 Boyer State Common Data, available on the university’s website and accessed September 22, 2010.  
45 As shown in Table 2.3, of the 498 respondents, 31.9 percent had cumulative GPAs between 3.5 and 4.0, 

44.4 percent had GPAs between 3.0 and 3.49, 18.5 percent had GPAs between 2.5 and 2.99, and 3.6 
percent had GPAs below 2.5, and 1.6 percent did not report their GPA. Although I do not have the GPA 
distribution for the entire population for comparison, it is possible that the true percentage of seniors 
who have GPAs below 3.0 is greater than 25 percent.  
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average respondent participating in two (median=2; mean = 1.97). As less than half of 

respondents, 44 percent, performed academic research, the average number of academic 

research activities performed was less than 1 (median =0; mean = .67). Finally, 70 

percent of respondents reported doing other development activities, with the average 

respondent participating in about one of these activities (median=1; mean=1.41).   

 

Total Development 
Activities

Work 
Experience

Academic 
Research

Other 
Development

0 8.8% 15.9% 55.8% 29.9%
1 16.3% 25.3% 28.7% 28.9%
2 17.5% 25.3% 9.2% 19.7%
3 15.3% 17.9% 4.8% 13.9%
4 16.7% 11.6% 1.4% 7.2%
5 10.4% 3.6% - 0.4%
6 6.8% 0.2% - -
7 4.6% 0.2% - -
8 2.6% - - -
9 0.6% - - -
10 0.4% - - -
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Mean 3.2 2.0 0.7 1.4
Median 3 2 0 1
N 498 498 498 498

Table 5.5.  Number of Development Activities

 

 

Post-Graduation Plans 

 

 The survey included several questions inquiring about respondents’ plans for after 

college graduation. The first of these questions asked respondents, “Thinking about the 

first year after you graduate from Boyer State, which of the following best describes your 

plans?” The response options included: (1) Working (either full or part-time); (2) 

Attending school (either full or part-time); (3) Both working and attending school; (4) 
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Participating in a service program; (5) Doing volunteer work; (6) Staying at home to be 

with or start a family; (7) Serving in the Armed Forces; (8) Traveling; and (9) I do not yet 

have plans for after I graduate. As shown in Table 5.6, the vast majority of students, 92 

percent, indicated that they will either be working or attending school after college 

graduation. The remaining percentage had other plans that did not include working or 

attending school or had no plans at all.  

 

 
Count Share

Working (either full or part-time) 260 52.2%
Attending school (either full or part-time) 55 11.0%
Both working and attending school 147 29.5%
Something other than working or attending school 20 4.0%
I do not yet have plans for after graduation. 16 3.2%
Total 498 100.0%

Table 5.6.  Plans for Post-Graduation

  

Table 5.7 focuses on the students who plan to work after college graduation. Of 

the 498 respondents, 407 indicated that they would be working, either full or part-time, 

after college graduation. Of these, 375 responded to questions about their post-graduation 

work plans.46 Among the 375 respondents who provided further information about their 

post-graduation work plans, about 84 percent planned to work full-time. When asked how 

closely their jobs would be to their major, 51 percent said that their job would be “closely 

related to my major.” This finding is consistent with other research on college majors, 

                                                 
46 The other 32 respondents did not answer these questions. Twenty-five respondents chose not to answer 

the question and seven unintentionally circumvented the follow-up questions about their post-
graduation work plans by checking both “Attending school” and “Both working and attending school” 
instead of just the latter. In designing the survey, I did not anticipate such an error and unfortunately, 
the SurveyMonkey program works in such a way that it asks the follow-up question for the first 
checked option. 

 
 

 
 

169
 



 

 

which has found that about half of college graduates gain employment related to their 

major. Of my respondents, another 13 percent said their job would be “somewhat related 

to my major”, nine percent said it would be “unrelated to my major” and 27 percent did 

not know if it will be related to my major.  

 

Expected Work Status Count Share
Full-time 313 76.9%
Part-time 62 15.2%
Missing 32 7.9%

Is Job Related to Major  
Closely related to my major 191 46.9%
Somewhat related to my major 48 11.8%
Unrelated to my major 34 8.4%
Don't know if it will be related to my major 102 25.1%
Missing 32 7.9%

Job-Seeking Plans
After graduating, I will continue working for my present employer. 85 20.9%
I plan to get a new job after I graduate, but I haven't started looking yet. 117 28.7%
I have started looking for a new job for after I graduate, but I haven't applied anywhere yet. 114 28.0%
I have already applied for jobs for after graduation. 100 24.6%
I received a job offer, but declined. 11 2.7%
I am currently considering a job offer. 21 5.2%
I have accepted a job offer for after I graduate. 31 7.6%
I plan on waiting until after graduation to figure out what I am going to do next. 37 9.1%
I haven't made plans for after graduation because I am not graduating this semester. 52 12.8%
None of these statements apply to me. 5 1.2%
Missing 7 1.7%

Job-Seeking Index
Most Planful 124 30.5%
Somewhat Planful 128 31.4%
Less Planful 144 35.4%
Missing 11 2.7%

Total number of cases=407. 

Notes: Respondents could select more than one job-seeking scenario. 

Table 5.7.  Plans for Post-Graduation: Respondents Who Expect to Work
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Table 5.7 also shows the job-seeking scenarios that respondents indicated 

described their current situation. There were 400 respondents who answered this 

question. As explained earlier, these job-seeking scenarios were used to create a job-

seeking index that measures how planful a respondent has been in pursuing post-

graduation employment.  I categorized about 30 percent of respondents as “Most 

Planful,” 31 percent as “Somewhat Planful,” and 35 percent as “Less Planful.” 

   

 

%

Expected Student Status
Full-Time 112 55.4%
Part-Time 25 12.4%
Missing 58 28.7%

Expected Program
Graduate School 103 51.0%
Medical School 8 4.0
Law School 11 5.4%
Other Professional School 17 8.4%
Missing 58 28.7%

Graduate School Application Plans
I have been accepted and will be attending graduate or professional school this fall. 35 25.5%
I have been accepted to graduate or professional school, but haven't decided if I will attend. 1 0.7%
I have applied to graduate or professional school, but do not know if I have been accepted. 35 25.5%
I plan to attend graduate or professional school, but I haven't applied yet. 49 35.8%
I plan on waiting until after graduation to figure out what I am going to do next. 8 5.8%
I haven't applied to graduate school yet because I am not graduating this semester. 26 19.0%
None of these statements apply to me. 5 3.6%

Graduate School Index
Most Planful 74 36.6%
Somewhat Planful 36 17.8%
Less Planful 34 16.8%
Missing 58 28.7%

Total number of cases=202.

Table 5.8.  Plans for Post-Graduation: Respondents Who Plan to Attend School

 

 

Table 5.8 focuses on the students who indicated they would be attending graduate 

or professional school after college graduation. Although there were 202 students who 
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reported they would be attending graduate school, only 144 answered the question about 

applying to graduate school.47 Of these, about half fell in the “Most Planful” category, 

and one-quarter fell in each of the Somewhat Planful and Less Planful categories. 

To summarize, the survey shows how students at this university negotiate 

different ways of being planful. First, students vary in the frequency with which they seek 

advice from professors/advisors and parents/guardians.  On the subject of picking a 

major, more students report seeking advice from their parents than from professors or 

advisors. However, large numbers of students do not seek advice from parents or 

professors. One has to wonder why some students decide on their major without talking 

about their decision with these two groups. To the extent that social capital affects 

outcomes, the students not seeking advice may be placing themselves at a disadvantage. 

Turning to development activities, almost all respondents reported participating in 

at least one career experience. However, less than half of respondents participated in 

academic research. It seems that while many students at the university have attempted to 

gain work experience, fewer have elected to take advantage of academic opportunities, 

such as presenting at a conference or working with a professor on a research project.  

Finally, respondents were varied in the extent to which they have begun preparing 

for their transition out of college. Students who planned to attend graduate school tended 

to be more planful than students who expected to be in the labor force.  This result is 

likely attributable more to the graduation school application process than any difference 

in motivation between the two types of students. Since graduate school applications are 

 

                                                 
47 This is because 58 respondents unintentionally circumvented the follow-up questions about their post-

graduation work plans by checking both “Working (either full or part-time)” and “Both working and 
attending school” instead of just the latter. 
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typically due in December or January, students hoping to attend graduate school must 

apply by the middle of their senior year. Meanwhile, students on the job market do not 

have such external deadlines to meet.  

Bivariate Analyses 

I now turn to bivariate analyses examining the relationship between the 

independent and dependent variables. For each of these analyses, I performed a one-way 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) to compare the means of multiple groups. ANOVA is a 

statistical technique that allows us to examine whether observed differences in the means 

of a number of groups are statistically significant. The F-Statistic tells us whether there is 

a group effect, i.e., whether the independent variable is significantly related to the 

dependent variable. I use the Scheffe method as a post-hoc test to look at comparisons of 

two groups at a time in order to determine which differences are significant. 

Seeking Advice 

Table 5.9 presents the ANOVA results for the Professors and Advisors Index. 

Looking at the mean scores for the different types of majors, we see that Music & Arts 

majors had the highest mean score on this index, followed by Liberal Arts students, 

Practical Arts students, and Science students. The Scheffe test shows that Music & Arts 

students sought advice from professors and advisors significantly more often than either 

Science or Practical Arts majors.  

 When looking at the relationship between the Professors and Advisors Index and 

the family background variables of income and parents’, no significant relationships were 

observed.48  

 

                                                 
48 As shown in Appendix E, no significant differences were found by gender, race,  number of foreign-born 

parents, or GPA   
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Type of Major Mean St. Error N

Music & Arts 5.81 2.20 47
Liberal Arts 4.79 2.66 111
Practical Arts 4.31 2.36 287
Science 4.14 2.32 42
F Statistic = 6.0,  p=.000,  Eta2=3.6%

Statistically Signifcant Group Differences
Music & Arts vs. Practical Arts**
Music & Arts vs. Science*

Parents' Education Mean St. Error N
None 4.41 2.44 159
One Parent 4.56 2.45 141
Two Parents 4.67 2.50 177
Missing 4.50 2.07 10
F Statistic = .46,  p=.63,  Eta2=0.2%

Income Mean St. Error N
Less than $30,000 4.15 2.61 55
$30,000 to $49,999 4.48 2.50 58
$50,000 to $69,999 4.68 2.09 68
$70,000 to $99,999 4.63 2.61 100
$100,000 or more 4.46 2.54 100
Refused 4.72 2.35 106
F Statistic = .49,  p<.79,  Eta2=0.5%

Total Number of Cases = 498, Missing Cases = 11. 

*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Table 5.9. Bivariate Results Professors & Advisors Index

 

 

 Table 5.10 presents the ANOVA results for the Parents and Guardians Index. 49 

The table shows that Practical Arts majors had the highest mean scores, while Science 

majors had the lowest. The ANOVA test shows that the differences between the groups 

were not significant.  

                                                 
49 As shown in Appendix E, no significant differences were found by gender, race, number of foreign-born 

parents, or GPA   
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Type of Major Mean St. Error N

Practical Arts 4.65 3.04 290
Liberal Arts 4.54  3.13 111
Music & Arts 4.18 2.74 45
Science 3.90 3.13 42
F Statistic = .94,  p=.42,  Eta2=0.6%

Parents' Education Mean St. Error N
None 3.70 2.95 162
One Parent 4.46 2.96 140
Two Parents 5.37 2.96 177
Missing 3.22 3.42 9
F Statistic = 13.55,  p=.000,  Eta2=5.4%

Statistically Signifcant Group Differences
Two Parents vs. None
Two Parents vs. One Parent

Income Mean St. Error N
Less than $30,000 2.67 2.90 57
$30,000 to $49,999 3.65 2.62 60
$50,000 to $69,999 4.54 2.76 65
$70,000 to $99,999 4.76 3.09 99
$100,000 or more 5.65 2.88 102
Refused 4.69 3.08 105
F Statistic = 8.86,  p=.000,  Eta2=8.4%

Statistically Signifcant Group Differences
Less than $30,000 vs. $50,000 to $69,999*
Less than $30,000 vs. $70,000 to $99,999**
Less than $30,000 vs. $100,000 or more***
Less than $30,000 vs. Refused**
$30,000 to $49,999 vs. $100,000 or more***

Total Number of Cases = 498, Missing Cases = 11. 

*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Table 5.10. Bivariate Results Parents & Guardians Index

 

Unlike with the Professors and Advisors index, the family background variables 

were related to the Parents and Guardians Index. Focusing on parents’ education, Table 
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5.10 shows that students with college-educated parents scored higher on the index than 

students whose parents did not graduate college. The Scheffe test shows that students 

with two college-educated parents were significantly more likely to score higher on the 

index than students with one college-educated parent and students with no college-

educated parents.   

 Family income also had an effect, with students from higher income families 

seeking advice more often. The Scheffe test indicates that students from families with 

household incomes of less than $30,000 were significantly less likely to consult their 

parents for advice than students from families with higher incomes. In addition, students 

from families making $30,000 to $49,999 were significantly different than students from 

families making $100,000 or more.  

 In sum, the bivariate analyses of the advice indices reveal that while family 

background is a poor predictor of how often students seek advice from their professors or 

advisors, it does play a role in how often students seek advice from their parents or 

guardians. Students with college-educated parents and those from families with higher 

incomes seek advice from their parents more often than their classmates with lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds. The implications of these findings are explored in the 

“Discussion” section of this chapter.  

Development Activities 

             Table 5.11 examines bivariate relationships for the dependent variables related to 

development activities. I first looked at career experiences. I found that Practical Arts 

students participated in significantly more career experiences than Liberal Arts, Science, 

and Music and Arts students. In addition, students with GPAs of 3.5 to 3.99 participate in  

 
 

 
 

176
 



 

 

Type of Major Mean St. Error Mean St. Error N
Science 1.47 1.14 1.24 1.09 45
Practical Arts 2.23 1.45 0.47 0.74 295
Liberal Arts 1.66 1.28 0.97 1.10 111
Music & Arts 1.53 1.18 0.70 1.00 47

Statistically Signifcant Group Differences
Work Experience: Practical Arts vs. Science**

Practical Arts vs. Liberal Arts**
Practical Arts vs. Music & Arts*

Academic Experience: Practical Arts vs. Science**
Practical Arts vs. Liberal Arts**
Science vs. Music & Arts*

Parents' Education Mean St. Error Mean St. Error N
None 1.14 1.36 0.55 0.79 166
One Parent 1.95 1.43 0.71 1.02 143
Two Parents 2.17 1.38 0.78 0.97 179
Missing 0.70 1.06 0.40 0.70 10
 

Income Mean St. Error Mean St. Error N
Less than $30,000 1.47 1.35 0.78 0.97 58
$30,000 to $49,999 1.66 1.25 0.56 0.89 61
$50,000 to $69,999 2.12 1.37 0.63 0.73 68
$70,000 to $99,999 2.16 1.53 0.79 0.97 101
$100,000 or more 2.25 1.35 0.61 0.94 102
Refused 1.88 1.32 0.66 1.00 108

 

Statistically Signifcant Group Differences
Work Experience: Less than $30,000 vs. $100,000 or more*

F=2.46, p=.09, Eta2=1.0% F=2.69, p=.07, Eta2=1.1%

Work Experience Academic Research

Work Experience Academic Research

F=3.64, p=.003, Eta2=3.6% F=.79, p=.56, Eta2=0.8%

Academic Research

F=9.23, p=.000, Eta2=5.3% F=15.58, p=.000, Eta2=8.6%

Table 5.11. Bivariate Results: Development Activities

Work Experience
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GPA Mean St. Error Mean St. Error N
Missing 1.00 1.07 0.63 1.06 8
Below 2.0 2.00 2.65 0.33 0.58 3
2.0 to 2.49 1.73 1.67 0.20 0.56 15
2.5 to 2.99 1.89 1.39 0.46 0.67 92
3.0 to 3.49 2.03 1.36 0.62 0.87 221
3.5 to 3.99 2.00 1.41 0.93 1.09 159

Statistically Signifcant Group Differences
Development Activities 2.5 to 2.99 vs. 3.5 to 3.99

Academic Research 2.5 to 2.99 vs. 3.5 to 3.99
3.0 to 3.49 vs. 3.5 to 3.99

Total Number of Cases = 498, Missing Cases = 0. 
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Table 5.11. Bivariate Results: Development Activities (continued)

Work Experience Academic Research

F=0.28, p=.8911, Eta2=0.2% F=5.82, p<.001, Eta2=4.6%

 

more career experiences than students with GPAs of 2.5 to 2.99. Table 5.11 also shows 

that students who had two college-educated parents had more work experience, but the 

differences among the three groups were not significant. As family income increased, the 

number of work experiences students had also increased, with the difference between 

students from the lowest income families and highest income significant. 

Next, I examine the relationship between Academic Research activities and the 

independent variables. Table 5.11 shows that Science students performed the most 

academic research, significantly more than Liberal Arts students, Music and Arts 

students, and Practical Arts students. The table also shows that students with the highest 

GPAs do more academic research than students with GPAs in the 2.5 to 2.99 and 3.0 to 

3.99 ranges. For parents’ education and family income, the ANOVA test indicated that 

there were no significant differences among the groups.  
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 To summarize, several group differences were observed when examining 

participation in development activities. First, as one might expect, students in the 

Practical Arts participate in more work experiences than students in the other three types 

of majors, while Liberal Arts students and Science students each participate in more 

academic experiences than Practical Arts students.  Science majors also participate in 

more academic experiences than Music & Arts majors. In addition, family background 

also plays a role in the types of development activities that students pursue. The survey 

shows that students from families with household incomes of $100,000 or more 

participated in more work experiences than students from families with household 

incomes of less than $30,000.    

Post-Graduation Plans 

 Table 5.12 shows bivariate relationships for the Job-Seeking Index and Graduate-

School Index. GPA was the only variable in which group differences were observed. 

Students with the highest GPAs participated in more career experiences than students 

with GPAs of 2.5 to 2.99 and more academic research experiences than students with 

GPAs of 2.5 to 2.99 and 3.0 to 3.49. The lack of no other observable group differences 

suggests that my independent variables will do a poor job predicting the likelihood that a 

student is planful in seeking post-college employment or educational opportunities.  



 

 

Mean
Standard 
Deviation N Mean

Standard 
Deviation N

Type of Major
Liberal Arts 1.14 0.76 77 0.93 0.85 46
Practical Arts 1.06 0.83 249 0.44 0.71 25
Science 0.83 0.74 36 0.68 0.83 56
Music & Arts 0.97 0.85 34 0.71 0.77 17

F Statistic = 1.29,  p=.2760,  Eta2=1.0% F Statistic = 2.10,  p=.1024,  Eta2=4.3%

Parents' Education
No College 1.00 0.84 137 0.55 0.76 44
One Parent 1.03 0.78 115 0.75 0.84 48
Two Parents 1.14 0.83 136 0.86 0.84 49
Missing 0.63 0.92 8 0.67 1.15 3

F Statistic = 1.07,  p=.3453,  Eta2=0.6% F Statistic = 1.73,  p=.1812,  Eta2=2.4%

Income
Less than $30,000 1.06 0.81 48 0.47 0.70 19
$30,000 to $49,999 0.94 0.77 49 0.30 0.57 20
$50,000 to $69,999 1.10 0.83 58 0.53 0.80 17
$70,000 to $99,999 1.19 0.78 80 1.06 0.91 32
$100,000 or more 1.06 0.90 79 0.78 0.80 23
Refused 0.93 0.81 82 0.85 0.83 33

F Statistic = 1.05,  p=.3873,  Eta2=1.3% F Statistic = 1.05,  p=.3873,  Eta2=10.0%

Table 5.12. Bivariate Results for Job-Seeking and Graduate School Indexes

Job-Seeking Index Graduate School Index
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GPA Mean St. Error N Mean St. Error N
Missing 0.75 1.04 8 0.00 0.00 2
Below 2.0 0.33 0.58 3 0.00 0.00 2
2.0 to 2.49 0.79 0.80 14 0.00 0.00 3
2.5 to 2.99 0.80 0.77 84 0.30 0.56 23
3.0 to 3.49 1.12 0.80 179 0.63 0.81 63
3.5 to 3.99 1.21 0.83 108 1.12 0.82 51

Statistically Signifcant Group Differences Statistically Signifcant Group Differences
2.5 to 2.99 vs. 3.5 to 3.99 2.5 to 2.99 vs. 3.5 to 3.99

3.0 to 3.49 vs. 3.5 to 3.99

Total Number of Cases = 498, Missing Cases = 0. 

F=4.47, p=.0015, Eta2=4.46% F=6.39, p=.0001, Eta2=15.72%

School Plan IndexWork Plan Index

Table 5.12. Bivariate Results for Job-Seeking and Graduate School Indexes (continued)
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Multivariate Analyses 

Seeking Advice 

Table 5.13 presents the multivariate regression predicting the Professors and 

Advisors Index. Model 1, which includes the individual characteristics and family 

background variables, shows that none of these independent variables is significantly 

related to the dependent variable. Model 2, which introduces the academic experience 

variables, indicates that Music and Arts majors are significantly more likely to seek 

advice from Professors and Advisors than Science majors. On average, controlling for 

gender, race, family income and parents’ education, Music and Arts majors score 1.63 

points higher on the Professors and Advisors Index than Science majors (alpha < .001). 

Model 2 also shows that students with higher GPAs seek advice more often than students 

with lower GPAs. In Model 3, which adds the control variables, the coefficient for Music 

and Arts majors remains positive and significant; however, GPA is no longer statistically 

significant. The variables included in the full model explain only 6.9 percent of the 

variance, indicating that this model does a poor job predicting which students seek advice 

from professors and advisors most often.  
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B
St. 

Error t p-value B
St. 

Error t p-value B
St. 

Error t p-value
Intercept 4.41 0.43 10.30 0.00 2.94 0.76 3.87 0.00 2.35 0.84 2.80 0.01
Male 0.21 0.26 0.81 0.42 0.19 0.26 0.72 0.47 0.34 0.26 1.30 0.19
White -0.25 0.35 -0.72 0.47 -0.46 0.35 -1.31 0.19 -0.11 0.35 -0.31 0.76
Asian 0.29 0.58 0.50 0.62 0.29 0.58 0.49 0.63 0.50 0.58 0.88 0.38
Other 0.38 0.47 0.80 0.42 0.15 0.47 0.31 0.75 0.53 0.47 1.13 0.26
# of College-Educated Parents 0.11 0.15 0.74 0.46 0.10 0.14 0.67 0.50 0.05 0.14 0.37 0.71
Family Income 0.04 0.10 0.40 0.69 0.07 0.10 0.70 0.49 0.07 0.10 0.73 0.47
Missing Income 0.42 0.44 0.96 0.34 0.45 0.44 1.03 0.30 0.46 0.43 1.08 0.28
# of Foreign-Born Parents -0.25 0.18 -1.39 0.17 -0.15 0.18 -0.82 0.42 0.37 0.28 1.32 0.19
Liberal Arts 0.51 0.46 1.13 0.26 0.76 0.46 1.64 0.10

Practical Arts 0.14 0.42 0.33 0.74 0.74 0.43 1.70 0.09

Music & Arts    1.59** 0.55 2.90 0.00     2.10*** 0.55 3.82 0.00

GPA  0.30* 0.14 2.08 0.04 0.15 0.14 1.02 0.31
Definitely -0.17 0.18 -0.96 0.34

Probably    1.28*** 0.31 4.15 0.00
Grad Date: May 2009 0.01 0.37 0.04 0.97
Grad Date: August 2009 -0.45 0.49 -0.91 0.36
Grad Date: January 2010 -0.51 0.43 -1.19 0.24

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

3.2% 6.9%
471477 471

-0.5%

Model 1 Model 2

Table 5.13.  OLS Regression Predicting Professors & Advisors Index

Model 3
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B
St. 

Error t p-value B
St. 

Error t p-value B
St. 

Error t p-value
Intercept 2.34 0.49 4.73 0.00 2.25 0.90 2.49 0.013 2.44 1.02 2.40 0.02
Individual Characteristics

Male -0.91** 0.31 -2.95 0.00 -0.93** 0.31 -2.99 0.00 -0.91** 0.32 -2.84 0.01
Race (reference=Black)
  White 0.10 0.40 0.26 0.80 0.23 0.41 0.54 0.59 0.30 0.43 0.70 0.48
  Asian 0.31 0.66 0.48 0.64 0.52 0.68 0.77 0.44 0.55 0.69 0.79 0.43
  Other -0.57 0.53 -1.07 0.28 -0.58 0.54 -1.07 0.29 -0.52 0.55 -0.93 0.35
Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents    0.61*** 0.17 3.63 0.00    0.61*** 0.17 3.56 0.00 0.59*** 0.17 3.43 0.00

Family Income    0.55*** 0.11 4.78 0.00    0.53*** 0.12 4.59 0.00 0.53*** 0.12 4.53 0.00

Missing Income    2.10*** 0.50 4.19 0.00    2.03*** 0.51 3.97 0.00 2.02*** 0.51 3.92 0.00
# of Foreign-Born Parents -0.25 0.21 -1.21 0.23 -0.25 0.21 -1.18 0.24 -0.25 0.21 -1.17 0.24
Academic Experience
Type of Major (reference=Science)
   Liberal Arts 0.73 0.55 1.32 0.19 0.72 0.57 1.27 0.20

   Practical Arts 0.69 0.51 1.37 0.17 0.74 0.53 1.39 0.17
   Music & Arts 0.29 0.66 0.45 0.66 0.38 0.68 0.56 0.57
GPA -0.14 0.17 -0.82 0.41 -0.20 0.17 -1.14 0.25
Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate School
(reference group =other)
  Definitely Will Attend 0.23 0.38 0.61 0.54
  Probably Will Attend 0.43 0.34 1.27 0.21
Graduation Date
   May 2009 -0.16 0.45 -0.37 0.71
   August 2009 -0.48 0.60 -0.80 0.42
   January 2010 -0.53 0.52 -1.02 0.31

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Model 1

472479

Table 5.14.  OLS Regression Predicting Parents & Guardians Index

Model 3

10.9% 10.5% 10.2%
472

Model 2



 

 

 The OLS regression predicting the Parents and Guardians Index is shown in Table 

5.14. Model 1 shows that both measures of socioeconomic status (i.e., family income and 

parents’ education) are positively associated with seeking advice from parents. In other 

words, as family income increases students seek advice from their parents more often. 

Likewise, students of college-educated parents seek their advice more often than students 

whose parents did not graduate college, with students who have two college-educated 

parents seeking advice most often. Model 1 also shows that male respondents seek advice 

from their parents less often than female respondents. The addition of the academic 

experience and control variables in Models 2 and 3 does not add any new information; 

none of these variables reach statistical significance. The full model explains 10.2 percent 

of the variance in the Parents and Guardians Index, which is, in fact, slightly less than the 

10.8 percent that was explained by Model 1.  

Development Activities 

 The multivariate regressions predicting the development activities dependent 

variables are presented in Tables 4.15 and Tables 4.16. The regressions shown in Table 

5.15 focus on the development activities I have identified as Career Experiences. Model 1 

shows a positive and significant relationship between family income and the number of 

career experiences in which a respondent has participated. Model 2 indicates that, in 

addition to family income, type of major also significantly affects participation in career 

experiences, as Practical Arts students participated in more career experiences than 

Science students. When the control variables are added in Model 3, these relationships 

remain significant.  Model 3 explains 7.6 percent of the variance in the number of career 

experiences.   
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B
St. 

Error t p-value B
St. 

Error t p-value B
St. 

Error t p-value
Intercept 1.71 0.24 7.26 0.00 0.95 0.42 2.28 0.02 0.61 0.46 1.31 0.19
Individual Characteristics
Male -0.14 0.15 -0.99 0.32 -0.14 0.14 -1.01 0.31 -0.10 0.14 -0.72 0.47
Race (reference=Black)
  White -0.36 0.19 -1.89 0.06 -0.35 0.19 -1.84 0.07 -0.27 0.20 -1.35 0.18
  Asian -0.59 0.31 -1.89 0.06 -0.48 0.31 -1.53 0.13 -0.46 0.32 -1.46 0.14

  Other  -0.50* 0.25 -1.99 0.05  -0.52* 0.25 -2.07 0.04 -0.42 0.26 -1.66 0.10
Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents 0.11 0.08 1.34 0.18 0.13 0.08 1.61 0.11 0.11 0.08 1.41 0.16

Family Income  0.17** 0.05 3.19 0.00 0.15** 0.05 2.87 0.00   0.15** 0.05 2.78 0.01

Missing Income 0.54* 0.24 2.28 0.02 0.50* 0.24 2.13 0.03  0.49* 0.24 2.07 0.04
# of Foreign-Born Parents -0.04 0.10 -0.40 0.69 -0.04 0.10 -0.37 0.71 -0.04 0.10 -0.40 0.69

Academic Experience

Type of Major (reference=Science)
Liberal Arts 0.09 0.25 0.38 0.71 0.06 0.26 0.25 0.80

Practical Arts   0.68** 0.23 2.99 0.00    0.75*** 0.24 3.15 0.00
Music & Arts 0.06 0.30 0.20 0.84 0.13 0.31 0.42 0.68
GPA 0.09 0.08 1.17 0.24 0.06 0.08 0.76 0.45
Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate 
School
(reference group =other)
  Definitely Will Attend 0.30 0.17 1.76 0.08
  Probably Will Attend 0.13 0.16 0.84 0.40
Graduation Date
   May 2009 0.28 0.20 1.39 0.17
   August 2009 0.25 0.27 0.92 0.36
   January 2010 0.14 0.24 0.60 0.55

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Model 1

Table 5.15.  OLS Regression Predicting Number of Career Experiences

Model 2 Model 3

3.4% 7.3% 7.6%
488 481 481



 

 

 Table 5.16 presents the multivariate regression predicting the number of 

Academic Research experiences in which the respondents have participated. Model 1 

indicates that having college-educated parents is positively associated with the number of 

research activities pursued. Model 2 shows that the academic experience variables are 

also associated with participating in academic research. Not surprisingly, there are some 

significant differences among the different types of majors. Both Practical Arts and 

Music & Arts students participate in significantly fewer academic research activities than 

Science students.  In addition, students with higher cumulative GPAs participate in more 

academic research experiences. When the control variables are added in Model 3, these 

relationships remain significant and we also see that respondents who report they 

definitely will attend graduate school participate in more academic development activities 

than those who do not expect to go to graduate school. The full model also shows that 

respondents graduating in May 2009 participated in more research activities than students 

graduating in May 2010 or later. Model 3 explains 18.8 percent of the variance in the 

number of academic research experiences.   

Post-Graduation Plans 

 Table 5.17 presents the OLS regression predicting scores on the Job-Seeking 

Index. While none of the variables in Model 1 had significant effects of the Job-Seeking 

Index, Model 2 indicates that academic experience predicts whether students are planful 

in seeking post-college employment. This model shows that cumulative GPA is 

positively and significantly associated with the Job-Seeking Index.  In addition, both 

Liberal Arts and Practical Arts majors scored higher on the Job-Seeking index than  
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B
St. 

Error t p-value B
St. 

Error t p-value B
St. 

Error t p-value
Intercept 0.71 0.16 4.39 0.00 0.39 0.27 1.41 0.16 -0.16 0.29 -0.56 0.58
Individual Characteristics
Male 0.02 0.10 0.25 0.80 0.07 0.09 0.73 0.47 0.15 0.09 1.61 0.11
Race (reference=Black)
  White 0.03 0.13 0.19 0.85 -0.11 0.13 -0.89 0.37 0.06 0.12 0.52 0.60
  Asian -0.06 0.21 -0.29 0.77 -0.27 0.21 -1.33 0.19 -0.21 0.20 -1.08 0.28
  Other -0.11 0.17 -0.65 0.52 -0.23 0.17 -1.37 0.17 -0.03 0.16 -0.20 0.84
Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents   0.14** 0.05 2.51 0.01 0.12* 0.05 2.35 0.02 0.10* 0.05 1.95 0.05

Family Income -0.05 0.04 -1.35 0.18 -0.03 0.04 -0.97 0.33 -0.04 0.03 -1.27 0.20
Missing Income -0.18 0.16 -1.11 0.27 -0.10 0.16 -0.67 0.50 -0.13 0.15 -0.88 0.38
# of Foreign-Born Parents -0.01 0.07 -0.18 0.86 0.00 0.06 0.06 0.95 0.00 0.06 -0.02 0.99
Academic Experience
Type of Major (reference=Science)

Liberal Arts -0.32* 0.16 -1.95 0.05    -0.32* 0.16 -2.00 0.05

Practical Arts   -0.75*** 0.15 -5.03 0.00   -0.54*** 0.15 -3.62 0.00

Music & Arts   -0.61** 0.20 -3.08 0.00   -0.43** 0.19 -2.24 0.03

GPA    0.23*** 0.05 4.57 0.00    0.17*** 0.05 3.30 0.00
Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate 
School
(reference group =other)

  Definitely Will Attend    0.60*** 0.11 5.56 0.00
  Probably Will Attend 0.17 0.10 1.73 0.08
Graduation Date

   May 2009     0.43*** 0.13 3.43 0.00
   August 2009 0.31 0.17 1.83 0.07
   January 2010 0.10 0.15 0.68 0.50

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Model 2Model 1

Table 5.16.  OLS Regression Predicting Number of Academic Experience

Model 3

11.1% 18.8%
488 481 481

0.0%
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B
St. 

Error t p-value B
St. 

Error t p-value B
St. 

Error t p-value
Intercept 1.09 0.15 7.06 0.00 0.04 0.26 0.16 0.87 -0.39 0.26 -1.50 0.14
Individual Characteristics
Male -0.01 0.10 -0.06 0.95 0.01 0.10 0.12 0.90 0.05 0.08 0.58 0.56
Race (reference=Black)
  White -0.09 0.13 -0.72 0.47 -0.18 0.13 -1.41 0.16 -0.11 0.11 -0.96 0.34
  Asian -0.12 0.20 -0.58 0.56 -0.11 0.20 -0.54 0.59 -0.14 0.18 -0.78 0.43
  Other -0.20 0.17 -1.18 0.24 -0.30 0.16 -1.81 0.07 -0.24 0.14 -1.67 0.10
Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents 0.08 0.05 1.38 0.17 0.08 0.05 1.40 0.16 0.05 0.05 1.07 0.29

Family Income 1.91E-03 0.04 0.05 0.96 -0.01 0.04 -0.39 0.70 -0.03 0.03 -1.06 0.29
Missing Income -0.14 0.16 -0.88 0.38 -0.17 0.16 -1.09 0.28 -0.20 0.14 -1.46 0.14
# of Foreign-Born Parents 0.01 0.06 0.20 0.84 0.05 0.06 0.74 0.46 0.06 0.05 1.08 0.28
Academic Experience
Type of Major (reference=Science)

Liberal Arts  0.36* 0.17 2.15 0.03 0.10 0.15 0.69 0.49

Practical Arts  0.32* 0.15 2.14 0.03 0.22 0.14 1.62 0.11
Music & Arts 0.22 0.21 1.08 0.28 0.20 0.18 1.11 0.27

GPA     0.22*** 0.05 4.17 0.00     0.15*** 0.05 3.25 0.00
Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate 
School
(reference group =other)
  Definitely Will Attend 0.10 0.10 1.02 0.31
  Probably Will Attend 0.01 0.09 0.11 0.92
Graduation Date

   May 2009    1.13*** 0.12 9.56 0.00

   August 2009    0.73*** 0.15 4.80 0.00

   January 2010 0.33* 0.13 2.45 0.02

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Table 5.17.  OLS Regression Predicting Job-Seeking Index

Model 3

-0.4% 4.5% 29.6%
381

Model 1 Model 2

388 381



 

 

Science majors. In other words, among students who planned to be employed after 

graduation, Liberal Arts and Practical Arts majors were more likely to have taken steps to 

apply for jobs than Science majors. However, these type of major effects are no longer 

significant after the control variables are added in Model 3. Because Science majors tend 

to take longer to graduate than other students, controlling for graduation date showed the 

relationship between type of major and the Job-Seeking Index was weak. While Model 3 

explains 29.6 percent of the variance in the job-seeking index, the variables indicating 

graduation date are responsible for most of this explanation.   

Lastly, Table 5.18 shows the OLS regression predicting the Graduate-School 

Index. In Model 1, family income is shown to be positively associated with applying to 

graduate school. This relationship remains positive and significant in Model 2, but fails to 

reach significance in Model 3. On the other hand, the coefficient for GPA, which was 

also significant in Model 2, remains positive and significant in Model 3. The full model 

also shows that those graduating in May or August of 2009 were more likely to apply for 

graduate school than those graduating in May 2010. Given that students not graduating in 

the current academic year would not be eligible for graduate school for the next academic 

year, this result is to be expected. Model 3 explains 50.6 percent of the variance in the 

Graduate-School Index.   
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B St. Error t p-value B St. Error t p-value B St. Error t p-value
Intercept 0.46 0.25 1.88 0.06 -1.37 0.42 -3.26 0.00 -1.28 0.44 -2.88 0.01
Individual Characteristics
Male -0.16 0.18 -0.89 0.38 -0.16 0.17 -0.95 0.34 -0.02 0.14 -0.11 0.91
Race (reference=Black)

  White -0.14 0.18 -0.78 0.44  -0.37* 0.18 -2.08 0.04 -0.17 0.14 -1.15 0.25
  Asian 0.10 0.30 0.34 0.73 -0.09 0.28 -0.33 0.74 -0.13 0.23 -0.57 0.57
  Other -0.23 0.27 -0.89 0.38 -0.09 0.25 -0.38 0.71 0.19 0.20 0.94 0.35
Family Background

# of College-Educated Parents 0.14 0.09 1.54 0.13 0.15 0.09 1.75 0.08 0.14 0.07 1.90 0.06

Family Income  0.11* 0.06 1.94 0.05  0.11* 0.05 2.06 0.04 0.06 0.04 1.42 0.16

Missing Income 0.43 0.26 1.66 0.10 0.48* 0.24 1.99 0.05 0.21 0.20 1.05 0.30

# of Foreign-Born Parents  -0.22* 0.09 -2.38 0.02 -0.15 0.09 -1.65 0.10  -0.14* 0.07 -1.98 0.05
Academic Experience
Type of Major (reference=Science)
Liberal Arts 0.28 0.19 1.45 0.15 -0.04 0.17 -0.27 0.79
Practical Arts 0.17 0.19 0.88 0.38 0.07 0.17 0.42 0.68
Music & Arts 0.00 0.25 -0.02 0.99 -0.22 0.21 -1.04 0.30

GPA    0.43*** 0.08 5.15 0.00    0.24*** 0.07 3.40 0.00
Control Variables
Likelihood of Postgraduate 
School
(reference group =other)
  Definitely Will Attend 0.38 0.33 1.15 0.25
  Probably Will Attend -0.04 0.34 -0.11 0.92
Graduation Date

   May 2009    0.95*** 0.15 6.26 0.00

   August 2009  0.68** 0.22 3.09 0.00
   January 2010 0.02 0.19 0.13 0.90

Adjusted R2

N
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Model 1 Model 2

Table 5.18.  OLS Regression Predicting Graduate School Index

Model 3

21.5% 50.6%
141 139 139

5.4%



 

 

Discussion 

The analyses in this chapter demonstrate that individual characteristics, family 

background, and academic experience play different roles in the types of planful behavior 

a student exhibits. First, across the three different measures of planfulness, individual 

characteristics typically did not predict whether a student was planful or not. Contrary to 

my hypothesis in Chapter 1 that women may be more likely than men to be planful, the 

analyses in this chapter revealed little variation by gender. The one exception was that 

women reported seeking advice from their parents or guardians more often than men did. 

There are two possible explanations for this gender difference. Studies of gender 

differences in parent-child relationships have found that girls tend to be closer than boys 

to their parents and are more likely than boys to discuss their lives with their parents 

(Laursen and Collins 2004; Stattin and Kerr 2000); my finding may be another example 

of the different ways that men and women relate to their parents. However, it is also 

possible that parents contribute to the gender difference by taking a more active role in 

the educational experiences of daughters, perhaps resulting in more education-related 

conversations with their daughters.  

 Similar to what was observed with gender, no racial differences across all three 

measures of planfulness were found. I observed no differences among Blacks, Whites, 

and Asians in the likelihood of seeking advice from professors/advisors or 

parents/guardians. Likewise, there were no racial differences in participation in 

development activities or post-graduation plans.  

Turning to the family background variables, the analyses in this chapter show that 

family background does have an effect on certain types of planful behavior. First, as 

 
 

 
 

 



 

expected, both family household income and the number of college-educated parents 

predicted the frequency with which students sought advice from their parents. The fact 

that students from higher SES families seek advice more often from their parents 

illustrates the social capital advantage they have over their lower-SES peers. Parents with 

college experience and those with higher incomes are able to offer their children 

guidance about navigating college careers and making the transition from college to 

either post-graduate schooling or full-time employment.  

Surprisingly, the family background variables did not predict how often students 

seek advice from their professors and advisors. Neither family household income nor 

having college-educated parents were related to the frequency with which students sought 

advice from faculty or advisors.  Since past research has documented the benefits of 

faculty-student interaction (Cotton and Wilson 2006; Delaney 2008; Pascarella and 

Terenzini 1980; Astin 1993), this is an encouraging finding as it suggests that students 

from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are not disadvantaged when it comes to meeting 

with faculty and advisors.  

The family background variables were less predictive when it came to examining 

participation in development activities. The first significant relationship observed was 

that of family income and work experience. Students from families with higher 

household incomes reported more work experiences than students from families with 

lower household incomes. While it is possible that the value of internships and other 

career-related work experiences are emphasized more in high-income families, a more 

likely explanation for this difference may be that financial support from their families 

allows students from higher-income families to pursue work experiences that might help 
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them attain their career goals. On the other hand, students from families with lower 

incomes may not have the economic freedom to choose an unpaid or low-paying 

internship over a job that pays better but is unrelated to their future career or educational 

goals.    

The second relationship that was observed was that students with college-

educated parents participated in more academic research experiences. It is possible that 

college-educated parents may be more likely to emphasize the value of activities such as 

independent study and undergraduate research and encourage their children to participate 

in these experiences. To the extent that participating in such activities enhances a 

student’s résumé or graduate school application, this is another example of how social 

class advantage may be transmitted between generations.  

Similar to the family background variables, the academic experience variables 

proved to be associated with some, but not all, types of planful behavior. Type of major, 

for example, was associated with the Professors and Advisors Index, but not the Parents 

and Guardians Index. I had hypothesized that Science majors and Music & Arts majors 

would be the groups most likely to seek advice from professors and advisors, as their 

areas of study are arguably the most specialized. Therefore, it was surprising to find that 

the only significant difference among the different types of majors was between these 

two groups. Music & Arts students sought advice from their professors most often, while 

Science students sought advice least often. The low index rating for Science students 

partly stems from the fact that this group is least likely to seek advice from professors or 

advisors “several times” about what subject to major in (6 percent of Science majors 

compared to 12 percent of all other students). Because Science majors often have many 
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pre-requisites that must be completed before taking upper-level classes, the decision to 

major in a science field is one that must be made early in the college career. It is likely 

that many Science students made the decision to major in a science field while they were 

still in high school and therefore are less likely to have consulted a professor or college 

advisor about this decision.  Another reason for the low index score for Science students 

is that they were much less likely than their peers to seek advice “several times” about 

which classes to take. This is possibly due to Science students having less flexibility in 

their choice of classes and therefore less reason to meet with professors or advisors about 

what classes to take. Lastly, the difference between Science students and Music & Arts 

students is also due to the fact that Science students were less likely than Music & Arts 

students to seek advice about what to do after graduation. This was an unexpected result 

and more research is needed to understand why Science students seek advice from faculty 

and advisors less often than their classmates majoring in other subjects.   

 GPA was significantly related to three of the dependent variables—participation 

in academic research, planfulness in seeking employment, and planfulness in applying for 

graduate school. As expected, students with higher GPAs participated in more academic 

research activities than students with lower GPAs. Respondents with better grades were 

also more likely to have been pro-active in applying for jobs or graduate school. In the 

full regression models, GPA was unrelated to both the Professors & Advisors Index and 

the Parents & Guardians Index. However, before controlling for graduation date and the 

number of foreign-born parents, GPA was positively and significantly associated with 

seeking advice from professors and advisors. It was somewhat surprising to see that GPA 

does not predict the Professors & Advisors Index in the full model, as it seemed 
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reasonable that students with better grades may be more confident in seeking advice from 

their professors. It is unclear why this relationship would disappear after adding the two 

control variables.  

Overall, the analyses of the three types of planful behavior produced mixed 

results, with the analyses of the advice indices producing perhaps the most interesting 

findings. The regression models with the most predictive power used the Parents & 

Guardians Index as the dependent variable. On the other hand, the analysis of the 

Professors & Advisors Index was interesting due to its lack of significant effects, 

particularly for the family background variables.  In general, the regression models did a 

poor job explaining variation in the Professors & Advisors index. This suggests that the 

frequency of seeking advice from professors is dependent on the specifics of the college 

experience rather than the background factors that students brought with them to school. 

Further research on this subject should attempt to identify other variables that might 

explain why some students seek the advice of professors or advisors. It may be, for 

example, that the characteristics of the professors/advisors themselves play an important 

role in whether students are comfortable seeking advice from them. Previous research by 

Wilson, Woods, & Gaff (1974) suggests this may be true. Survey questions on students’ 

perceptions of faculty and advisors would help shed light on whether this hypothesis is 

true.   

While a few independent variables were related to participation in development 

activities, further research is needed to understand what makes some students participate 

in development activities. Simply relying on counts of development activities obscures 

the qualitative differences the value of such activities, as well as the level of effort put 
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forth by the student. For example, the measures used in this chapter treat someone who 

shadows a professional for one day the same as someone who shadows a professional for 

a whole semester.  

Lastly, the value of the post-graduate plans analysis was mixed.  While the full 

models predicted about 30 and 46 percent of the variation in post-graduate plans, most of 

the variation was explained by graduation date. Clearly, students who are closer to 

graduation will be more likely to be making plans for after college graduation than those 

with a semester or two left of school.  

In this chapter, I examined different types of planful behavior to learn which 

student characteristics are associated with planfulness. In the next chapter, I turn to the 

data from my in-depth interviews to take a look at what planful students and not-so-

planful students look like.  
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  CHAPTER 6 
TYPOLOGY OF STUDENT PLANFULNESS 

 
 The last chapter used survey data to examine individual measures of planfulness. 

In this chapter, I turn to the in-depth interviews to learn more about planful behavior. 

While the survey data were useful for looking at specific ways that students can be 

planful while in college, qualitative research is better-suited for evaluating whether or not 

individual students possess an overall planful orientation. The in-depth interviews 

allowed me to hear students tell, in their own words, the stories of how they decided to 

attend college, why they picked their majors, and what they hope to do after graduation. 

In addition to allowing me to describe the different ways that students approach their 

college studies and plan for post-graduation, these student narratives offer a means for 

examining how students make sense of their own behavior when it comes to planning for 

the future.  

Research Strategy 

After briefly describing the sample, I introduce a typology of student planfulness 

that can be used to describe the different strategies that students use in preparing for life 

after graduation. To illustrate the ways in which students may or may not be planful, I 

profile at least one respondent in each of the four planfulness categories included in the 

typology. I conclude this chapter with a discussion of obstacles that may affect how 

planful a student can be. 

Description of the Sample 

As first described in Chapter 2, my in-depth interview sample included 10 Liberal 

Arts majors, 11 Science majors, and 10 Practical Arts majors.   All of the students I 

interviewed had earned enough credits to qualify as a senior. However, they differed in 

 
 

 
 

198
 



 

their expected graduation dates. About half of the sample, 15 respondents, were 

completing their last semester at Boyer State and expected to graduate in May 2008. Ten 

additional respondents were close to graduating, but had to complete either a summer 

session or take classes in the fall semester. Of these ten respondents, two expected to 

graduate in August 2008 and eight expected to graduate in January 2009. The six 

remaining respondents, while “technically” seniors, had at least two more full semesters 

left. Four of these six respondents expected to graduate in May 2009, one expected to 

graduate in May 2010, and one could not predict when she would graduate.  

The students planned to do various things after graduation.  Of the 17 students 

graduating in May or August, nine expected to enter the labor market full-time, six 

planned to attend graduate or professional school for the Fall 2008 semester, one was 

participating in Teach for America, while another, a member of the U.S. Marines, was 

returning to military duty. Of the students who were graduating in January 2009 or later, 

ten expected to enter the labor market full-time after graduation, two planned to attend 

professional schools, and two hoped to travel.   

Typology of Student Planfulness 

 During the interviews with the in-depth interview sample, I inquired about 

respondents’ educational and occupational goals and learned whether these goals were 

related to their college majors. I also asked students to tell me about any 

accomplishments, work experiences, or extra-curricular activities that they might list on a 

résumé or graduate school application. Finally, I asked students to tell me what they 

expected to be doing in the first year after college graduation. I used this information to 

devise a typology that can be used to classify students according to how planful they are.  

 
 

 
 

199
 



 

 The typology is based upon my observation from the in-depth interviews that 

students varied along two dimensions. First, I observed that respondents differed in 

whether they had set specific educational or occupational goals for the first year after 

college graduation. For example, while many students expressed interest in pursuing a 

post-graduate degree in the near future, only some students had applied to programs for 

the upcoming academic year. Similarly, among the respondents who expected to pursue 

entry-level job positions, only some had identified what types of jobs they considered 

desirable. The others were either uncertain about what kinds of positions they would seek 

or were considering a number of disparate types of jobs.  

My second observation was that respondents also varied in the extent to which 

they spent time in college pursuing experiences that I call development activities. These 

are activities that may help students identify what they want to do in the future; for some 

students, development activities may increase the likelihood they achieve their 

educational or occupational goals. In the course of my interviews, I learned about a wide 

range of development activities in which college students may participate. However, I 

also observed that some students forego pursuing these experiences. Thus, I found that 

while many respondents focused on “résumé-building,” others were less pro-active about 

gaining experience that might set their job or graduate school applications apart. For 

example, some students gained summer or part-time employment in fields related to their 

majors or career aspirations, while others’ work experiences were limited to retail or food 

service positions.  

 
 

 
 

200
 



 

In the next section, I describe in more detail the criteria I used to determine 

whether respondents had set specific educational/occupational goals. I then describe the 

activities that I consider to be development activities. 

Post-Graduation Plans 

One of the decisions college seniors face is what to do after college graduation. 

While many recent college graduates begin building careers or attending graduate school, 

others choose to travel, participate in service programs, or pursue other types of 

opportunities. Nearly all of the students I interviewed had decided which of these paths 

they would follow after earning their bachelor’s degree. However, the respondents varied 

in how clearly they had defined these short-term goals. 

The first question in my typology focuses on the first year after college graduation 

and examines whether the student has set a specific educational or occupational goal for 

this time period. I used a single criterion to determine whether respondents had set 

specific educational goals for the first year after graduation: whether they would be 

attending graduate or professional school. First, I counted anyone who applied to a post-

graduate program for the Fall 2008 semester as someone who had a specific educational 

goal. If the respondent was graduating in January 2009 or later and indicated that he or 

she would be applying to a post-graduate program for the following academic year, I also 

considered that respondent to have set a specific educational goal. This latter 

classification rests on the potentially tenuous assumption that the respondent’s intentions 

will not change prior to graduation.   

Regardless of the student’s graduation date, I did not consider respondents who 

indicated that they expected to attend graduate or professional school at some unspecified 

 
 

 
 

201
 



 

time in the next few years as having a specific educational goal. Although some of these 

respondents will very likely continue their education at some point, others may decide not 

to return to school. As I have chosen to examine students’ plans for the first year out of 

college, I have not counted these students as having an educational goal. Instead, since 

these students generally planned to enter the full-time labor market after graduation, their 

classification in my typology is based on whether they had set specific occupational goals 

for the first year after college graduation.  

In determining whether a student had a specific occupational goal, I considered 

various factors, including whether the student had identified: (1) a field or industry in 

which he or she wanted to work; (2) certain types of employers (e.g., a pharmaceutical 

company, a governmental agency) as desirable; and (3) the type of work (e.g., research, 

sales) he or she would like to perform. As many respondents recognized, the availability 

of desirable entry-level positions, i.e. those offering interesting work and good salaries, 

may be limited, and job applicants may be better off considering a wide range of 

positions and employers. In cases where the respondent indicated that he or she was 

pursuing a variety of employment opportunities, I considered whether there was any 

consistency to the respondents’ actions. For example, one respondent was interested in 

obtaining a job with a government agency and had applied for positions at several 

different agencies. Despite the fact that the positions varied tremendously in terms of 

their required job duties, I classified this respondent as having an occupational goal 

because she was actively pursuing positions with the government, the employer for which 

she was most interested in working. In contrast, respondents who provided only vague 
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answers to my questions about what type of job they would like to obtain after graduate 

tended to be classified as not having an occupational goal.  

Participating in Development Activities 

The second dimension in my typology scheme focused on the development 

activities in which students participated while in college. While there are many activities 

that may be beneficial for students, the activities in which I was most interested were 

those that might help the student identify or achieve an educational or occupational goal. 

For example, an internship may allow a student to gain insight into the type of work 

performed in a specific field. This experience may solidify the intern’s desire to pursue 

that field, or it may result in the student reconsidering his or her decision. Other activities 

may have similar effects. 

I counted the following types of activities as developmental: completing an 

internship; employment in a field related to either a major or career aspiration; shadowing 

professionals; working on faculty-led research; presenting research at an academic 

conference; taking a professional accreditation test; participating in a leadership program; 

and membership in a club or organization related to a profession or major. Internships, 

employment, and research activities provide students with opportunities to learn about 

day-to-day work in a specific occupation. In addition to giving students work or research 

experience, these activities also allow students to interact with people currently working 

in the field. Not only do students learn about job duties, but they may also find out about 

occupations’ qualitative attributes, such as expected time commitments, the amount of 

work pressure, and work-family balance issues. Job shadowing provides a similar 

experience, although usually on a shorter-term basis. Membership in student clubs and 
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academic research can also help students learn about different occupations. For example, 

many of the department clubs or pre-professional organizations bring in speakers who 

inform students about professional opportunities available in their field. Meanwhile, 

students interested in academic careers may find that presenting at a conference gives 

them a chance to meet professors and researchers from other institutions. 

Perhaps more arguable are my decisions about which activities not to count as 

development activities. I did not count participation in the University Honors Program or 

study abroad programs as development activities. While these programs no doubt benefit 

students immensely, the “activities” that serve as the centerpiece of these programs are 

classroom-oriented.50 Whereas I am primarily interested in the activities that students 

pursue outside of the classroom, I have chosen to exclude these programs from my 

definition of development activities.  For this same reason, I did not factor choice of 

major into my classification scheme, despite the fact that some majors, particularly the 

Practical Arts fields, provide some pre-professional training.     

 In addition to these academic-oriented activities, I also did not consider 

employment in the retail or food industries as development activities. While several of 

my respondents did hold these types of positions, none of them indicated that they hoped 

to continue in these jobs after graduation, nor did they report that these jobs were related 

to their ambitions.51 

 

                                                 
50 I recognize that both of these programs have qualities that extend beyond the classroom. For example, 

students in the Honors Program benefit from more individualized advising. Students studying abroad 
learn about another culture. While both of these programs may look good on job or graduate school 
applications, they don’t require that the student plan for the future. While its true that for some students, 
such as international affairs or language studies students, time abroad may indeed fit into their larger 
occupational plans, my suspicion is that these students are the exception rather than the rule.  

51 Had a respondent indicated that such a job was related to his or her ambitions, I would have granted an 
exception to this coding rule.  
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Types of Students 

In sum, two questions serve as the basis for my planfulness typology: 

1. Does the student have either an occupational or educational goal for the first 
year after college graduation?  
 
2. Has the student participated in “development activities,” i.e., activities that will 
help develop his or her skills, interests, or talents?  

52This typology yields four distinct types of students, as shown in the table below.   
 

TYPES OF STUDENTS 

 Student Pursues Development 
Activities   

Student does not Pursue 
Development Activities 

Student has an occupational or 
educational goal for the first year 
after college 

Striver Satisficer 
  

Student does not have an 
occupational or educational goal 
for the first year after college 

Explorer Delayer 
  

 

Among the 31 students, I classified 14 as strivers, 7 as explorers, 8 as satisficers 

and 2 as delayers. This distribution suggests that selection bias may be an issue as nearly 

half of my sample belonged to the most planful group (strivers), while there were only 

two respondents who fell into the least planful group (delayers).  

In recruiting the sample, I stratified by gender, race, and type of major to ensure 

that I interviewed a mix of different students. I therefore looked to see whether any 

differences in planfulness strategies were evident among these groups. In Table 6.1, I 

show the classification of male and female students. The table shows that women were 

more likely than men to be classified as strivers. Moreover, the only two delayers in the 

                                                 
52 McCaskey (1977) offers a similar framework for understanding goal commitment and the relationship 

between goals and plans.  
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sample were men. While these patterns do not tell us anything about what we might 

expect to find in the population of Boyer State seniors, they are generally consistent with 

both the findings in the earlier chapters. Given that the survey showed that women were 

more likely to have utilitarian and academic reasons for attending college, it is not 

surprising to see that women were more likely than men to be goal-oriented in planning 

for post-graduation life. Similarly, the fact that the delayers in my sample were men is 

also consistent with the finding that men were more likely to go to college for lifestyle 

reasons.  

 

Table 6.1. Planfulness Strategies by Gender 
 Female Male 

Striver 9 5 

Explorer 2 5 

Satisficer 5 3 

Delayer 0 2 

Total 16 15 

\ 

 

Turning to race, I limit my discussion to a black-white comparison, as there are 

too few Asian students from which to draw any conclusions. Whereas white students are 

distributed across all four planfulness categories, the black students tended to cluster in 

the striver and satisficer categories. As shown in Table 6.1, strivers and satisficers both 

set short-term occupational or educational goals for after graduation. The fact that nearly 

all of the black students set short-term post-graduation goals is consistent with previous 

research that suggests black students are more likely to select majors that have close 

linkages to occupations.  
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Table 6.2. Planfulness Strategies by Race 
 White Black Asian 

Striver 8 5 1 

Explorer 5 1 1 

Satisficer 3 5 0 

Delayer 2 0 0 

Total 18 11 2 

 

Table 6.3 shows the planfulness strategies by type of major. Several patterns are 

noteworthy here. First, strivers are found across all types of majors, suggesting that 

planfulness can be developed regardless of one’s academic specialty. Second, all of the 

Science majors had identified an occupational or educational goal and thus were 

categorized as either strivers or satisficers, depending on whether they participated in 

development activities. Practical Arts students, on the other hand, clustered in the 

remaining two groups (strivers and explorers). Thus, Practical Arts majors tended to 

pursue development activities, but varied on whether they had identified short-term post-

graduation goals. Meanwhile, Liberal Arts majors were found across all four planfulness 

strategies. These results make intuitive sense. Science disciplines, with their academic 

rigor and narrow subject matter, seem likely to foster goal-setting, whereas Practical Arts 

fields, which often require internships and gaining real-world experience, would 

encourage the pursuit of development activities. The fact that liberal arts students were 

the most varied in their planfulness strategies suggests that these fields offer less 

structural support for developing plans. 
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Table 6.3. Planfulness Strategies by Type of Major 
Type of Major Liberal Arts Science Practical Arts 

Striver 4 6 4 

Explorer 3 0 4 

Satisficer 3 4 1 

Delayer 1 0 1 

Total 12 10 10 
 

 

In the sections below, I profile respondents in each of the four planfulness 

categories as a means of illustrating the different paths that students may take in planning 

for the future.  

Strivers 

The first group of students I identified were the “strivers.” Strivers are students 

who have identified an occupational or educational goal for post-graduation and are 

actively pursue opportunities that will help them achieve that goal. One of the hallmark 

characteristics of a striver is that the extracurricular activities he or she pursues are 

closely related to their occupational or educational goals.   

Beth, a chemistry major, is an example of a striver. Beth’s plan for post-

graduation is to enter a doctoral program in chemistry. At the time of our interview, she 

was awaiting admissions decisions. Beth became interested in attending graduate school 

during her sophomore year of college, and she has spent much of her college career 

participating in activities that will increase the likelihood that she gets into the graduate 

program of her choice.  One of the things that will help Beth achieve her goal is the fact 

that she has gained valuable undergraduate research experience. She has participated in 
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53the Undergraduate Scholars program  twice and had a summer research internship at a 

prestigious national laboratory. She has also presented papers at “at least seven 

professional conferences, at the national, regional, or local level” and is a coauthor on a 

paper that is being prepared for publication. During the school year, Beth spends up to 18 

hours a week working in the lab on research projects with professors and graduate 

students—what is noteworthy about this is that this research is unrelated to her class work 

and her time is unpaid (she does get paid during school breaks). In addition to her 

extensive research experience, Beth is also the president of the chemistry club and a 

member of the honors program.  Not surprisingly, Beth’s hard work paid off. A few 

weeks after our interview, she emailed me to let me know that she would be attending 

University of California, Berkeley in Fall 2009.  

 While not all strivers were as driven as Beth, they did share with her a tendency to 

pursue activities and experiences that were related to their occupational or educational 

goals. Strivers did things like obtaining internships or work experience in fields related to 

their major; they shadowed professionals in careers in which they were interested; and 

they joined organizations or clubs related to either their major or career ambition. Strivers 

also tended to talk to other people about their goals, particularly professors, academic 

advisors, or professionals in the field.  In addition, strivers typically did well in school. It 

was not uncommon for me to find that students who excelled academically were strivers. 

Nine students in my sample had high grade point averages, i.e., 3.5 or higher, and seven 

of these students were strivers. Likewise, of the seven respondents who were members of 

 

                                                 
53 The Undergraduate Research Scholars Program is a program offered at Boyer State University that 

allows 20-25 undergraduates the opportunity to work on a research project for 8 to 10 weeks during the 
summer under the supervision of a faculty mentor.  
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the honors program, I classified five as strivers. However, not all strivers were “star 

students”— six of the strivers had a cumulative G.P.A. in the 3.0 to 3.5 range, and one 

had a GPA below 3.0. One could be a good, but not great, student and yet still be a 

striver. Interestingly, one thing that did not appear to affect whether a person was a 

striver was social class. Among the strivers, six came from the high SES group, 2 came 

from the middle group and six came from the low SES group.  

Vanessa is an example of a striver who earned good grades, but is not a “star” 

student.  Vanessa is a mathematics major whose cumulative and major GPAs are in the 

3.0 to 3.5 range. Although Vanessa’s grades suggest that she does fairly well in her math 

classes, she confessed that she would like more academic support, but found it hard to 

find tutoring or help within the math department. Vanessa is interested in a career as an 

actuary and has met with her adviser several times to discuss this goal. One of the things 

that Vanessa did in preparation for this goal was to take the first of a series of actuarial 

accreditation tests.54 Unfortunately, Vanessa did not pass. Despite this setback, Vanessa 

still plans to pursue her goal of becoming an actuary and, at the time of our interview, 

was planning to meet with her advisor to discuss the results of her accreditation test. 

Because she switched her major from chemistry to math, Vanessa is taking five years to 

complete college. She expects to graduate in May 2009 and hopes that she will have 

passed the actuary test by that time.  

A common theme among strivers was that professors and advisors were 

influential in helping them learn about what options were open to them. For example, 

 

                                                 
54 Actuaries must pass a series of examinations over the course of four to eight years in order to achieve full 

professional status.  
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Wesley, an electrical engineering major, applied to graduate school after a conversation 

with one of his professors led him to consider graduate studies.  

Wesley: Also, my professor talked to me about going to grad school. I 
wasn’t thinking about it. That was my junior year that he started talking to 
me about it. So I started thinking about it. I was like, “Well if I do my best 
and I like what I’m doing, I might as well just get a Ph.D. and just be 
flexible and can do whatever I pretty much feel like doing.  
 
MP: So it was a faculty member that first suggested grad school to you? 
 
Wesley: Yeah. I definitely wasn’t thinking about it. I was ready to be done 
(laughs).  
 
Similarly, Beth credited her advisor with helping her realize that she could 

succeed in graduate school.   

 
Beth: When the…when I wasn’t gonna be an MD. Um, that was one of the 
conversations that my, um…that my advisor and I had that time where we 
were dumping the MD and looking at the Ph.D., and she’s like, ‘Have you 
ever considered research?’ And I’m like, ‘I though only the really smart 
people did that.’ And she’s like, ‘Well, I think you’re pretty smart, so I 
think you can handle it.’ And I’m like, ‘But that’s just for the people who 
win Noble Prizes.’ And she’s like, ‘No! It’s really not. There are a lot of 
people out there don’t.’ So I think that was when I first figured out that I 
actually could do it. 
 
MP: Okay. 
  
Beth: And…I mean that’s one of the things that I’d wanted to do, but I just 
thought that it was just, you had to be…like ten times smarter than I was. 
And I knew that I was smart..but you of under-evaluate yourself 
sometimes, and I think that was one of the times where she kind of woke 
me up to the fact that I really could that if I wanted to. 
 

The above passage is noteworthy for two reasons. First, it makes clear that the advisor 

helped Beth overcome some self-doubt about her abilities. Second, Beth’s use of the 

plural “we” (“Um, that was one of the conversations that my, um…that my advisor and I 

had that time where we were dumping the MD and looking at the Ph.D.”) illustrates that 
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she viewed her advisor as having an active role in the decision-making process. 

Importantly, Beth is in the honors program, one of the benefits of which is that the 

advising process encourages students to figure out what they want to do and how to do it. 

The typical Boyer State student does not have an advisor who is keeping a watchful eye 

on their academic progression and pushing them to make educational and extracurricular 

choices with their futures in mind. In this respect, Beth and her honors classmates are 

given an institutional advantage when it comes to accessing social capital resources. The 

honors program thus serves as a potential source of resource disparity among Boyer State 

students.   

In all 14 cases, I found that the striver’s major was related to his or her 

occupational or educational goal. However, to be a striver, one does not need to enter 

college knowing exactly what he or she wants to do in life; a striver may change his or 

her mind a few times about what he or she wants to do. A striver eventually settles on a 

goal though and then takes steps towards achieving it. This point is illustrated by the 

story of Jenna, who is a journalism major graduating in May 2008. Describing her college 

major/career choice, Jenna observes that it “was kind of not planned at all. I kind of just 

fell into everything.” Jenna began college undeclared and spent her freshman year testing 

a couple different majors, first criminal justice and then English.  In the Fall semester of 

her sophomore year, Jenna took a journalism class to fulfill a core requirement, and as 

she explains, “I ended up liking it a lot. So I figured I’d take one more, then I figured 

that, you know, it was for me. I enjoyed it. Writing, talking to people, it’s all good.” 

Jenna’s first journalism class was a turning point for her, as prior to taking that class, she 

had a negative perception of the journalism field and was not considering it as a major.   
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Once she had decided upon her major, Jenna participated in many development 

activities related to journalism.  For example, she worked for Boyer State News, served 

as a volunteer reporter for a city-wide track meet, mentored high school students working 

on their school newspapers, and completed an internship at a local newspaper. One of the 

purposes of development activities such as internships is to allow students more exposure 

to fields in which they are interested. In Jenna’s case, her internship solidified her 

decision to pursue a career in journalism. “My internship was definitely when I realized, 

like, you know, I like doing what I’m doing.” Jenna’s internship resulted in a full-time 

position with the newspaper, one that she actually started before graduation. In sum, 

Jenna is a striver because even though she entered college unsure of what she wanted to 

do in the future, she had settled on a goal by senior year and had spent time in college 

participating in activities related to that goal.  

 
Explorers 

 The second group of students are “explorers.” These are students who look for 

opportunities that will allow them to explore their interests and develop new skills, but 

unlike the strivers, these students do not have clearly-defined goals for after graduation. 

Despite their uncertainty about the future, explorers actively pursue opportunities that 

will enhance their résumés or graduate school applications. While sometimes these 

activities are closely related to their majors, it is often the case that the experiences 

pursued by explorers are more tangentially-related to their fields of study.  

 Mai, a second-generation Cambodian/Vietnamese immigrant, is an example of an 

explorer. Mai began college as a pre-pharmacy biology major, but found herself 

intimidated and frustrated by her science courses.  In Mai’s view, the College of Science 
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and Technology wasn’t “very nurturing,” and she began to doubt whether she really 

wanted to pursue pre-pharmacy. Mai continued as a biology major her sophomore year, 

but took a few anthropology courses and considered switching her major to that subject. 

Mai then decided she needed a break from school because she knew she didn’t want to do 

pre-pharmacy, but was “afraid” of being a liberal arts major. She joined the service 

program City Year and worked in an inner-city school providing in-class support to 

students. While working at City Year, Mai met several people who had majored in 

sociology, a subject in which she had never taken a class. After completing the City Year 

program, Mai returned to school for her junior year and took both sociology and 

anthropology courses. She ended up “hating” her anthropology class, and became a 

sociology major after being nudged by her sociology professor to do so.  

Mai works 32 to 38 hours a week at a pizza shop, but that hasn’t stopped her from 

seeking out experiences to help build her résumé. In addition to working at City Year, 

Mai has participated in a program designed to develop leadership skills. She also 

completed a summer program aimed at helping under-represented minorities succeed in 

graduate school. Mai is very proactive in seeking out experiences that she believes might 

be beneficial. While she does not seek advice from any advisors, or even her family, she 

is adept at capitalizing on any help or information that acquaintances may be able to 

offer.55  

I interviewed Mai in the spring semester of her senior year, and although she was 

graduating in May, she was unsure of what she wanted to do after graduation. She knew 

 

                                                 
55 For example, she learned about the City Year program from someone who worked near the pizza shop. 

Likewise, a customer at the pizza shop, an attorney who is an alumnae of an Ivy League area university, 
has become a mentor who has offered to help Mai strategize about her future.   
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that at some point, she wanted to enter a post-graduate program, yet she was undecided as 

to what type of degree she should pursue. She found both social science graduate 

programs and an MBA degree appealing. She even speculated that perhaps after she 

completed her BA degree, she would take some science courses at a community college 

and apply to pharmacy school after all. Mai’s immediate plan for after graduation was to 

find “a big-girl job.” At the time of our interview, she had applied for a teaching job and 

to Teach for America; however, she did not expect to get either position. She was not 

sure what other types of jobs she would apply for and was unable to name any specific 

careers or occupations that she was interested in. Although Mai is actively looking for 

jobs, I did not classify her as a striver because she does not have a specific occupational 

or educational goal. Rather, she is considering disparate types of graduate programs and 

is uncertain of what kinds of jobs to pursue. She has not identified any fields or industries 

in which she would like to work, she does not have a preference a particular type of 

employer, nor does she know what type of work she would like to perform. Part of Mai’s 

uncertainty likely stems from her lack of knowledge about what types of jobs are 

available for someone with her skills. Thus, she resorted to applying for teaching 

positions even though teaching was not something she really wanted to do.  

I followed-up with Mai a couple years after our interview. She is working full-

time for the U.S. Census Bureau, while also continuing to work part-time at the pizza 

shop.56 Although she works for an agency that does social science research, Mai’s job is 

administrative and her duties are not closely connected to sociology major. Mai is still 

 

                                                 
56 Mai also flirted again with the idea of teaching. She applied to and was accepted into an accelerated 

teaching graduate program, in which she would work full-time while earning a Master’s degree in 
education. However, she declined her acceptance after deciding that she didn’t want to be teacher.  
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hoping to pursue graduate school and has identified a specific M.B.A. program and 

school that she is interested in. However, before applying to the program, she plans to 

gain additional work experience as a means of strengthening her application.  

In addition to pursuing development activities, explorers often tend to talk to 

other people about the future. In the following passage, Jason, the kinesiology major first 

introduced in Chapter 4, explains why he seeks advice from others. 

MP: As you’re telling your story, you mentioned that you talked to 
physician assistants and when you were thinking about medical school, 
you talked to some doctors. The other thing I’m interested in is why do 
some students decide to do things like that, like investigate? 
 

Jason: It’s kind of like, I just finished a philosophy class and philosophy is 
the pursuit of knowledge and wisdom.  I try to have the philosophy at all 
times.  If you really want to do something, you have to educate yourself 
about it—you’ve got to know what you’re getting into.  It’s kind of 
readying yourself and preparing yourself for what the unexpected for the 
unknown.  By getting first hand experience and knowledge, you’ll be able 
to better yourself in the situation. For example, my girl friend is in the 
broadcasting field.  She’s done internships at different radio stations, TV 
stations, has first hand experience and she knows that’s what she wants to 
do. Now for me working in the massage field and working with people has 
given me experience and shown me that I enjoy this kind of practice so I 
want to continue pursuing things in that field.  So in talking with doctors, 
nurses, physician assistants, other health care professionals has given me 
insight and understanding into things that you don’t see in the 
patient/client relationship.  You get to see the background and see what’s 
going on.  It’s not just ER or scrubs but obviously a lot of other 
seriousness that goes along with it.  If anyone is approaching any 
professional career, they need to educate themselves and understand what 
they’re getting themselves into. 

Jason has summed up the essence of the explorer’s approach to the future. Although 

explorers may not have settled on one specific goal, they may have identified a few 

different areas of interest and sought out information about those areas.  

Explorers can be differentiated from strivers in that, by senior year, they have not 

really decided on what they want to do and they may be somewhat lacking in a plan of 
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action for after graduation. Explorers keep themselves busy in college participating in 

extracurricular activities, volunteering, and gaining work experience. A common theme 

among explorers was that they were interested in graduate or professional school. 

However, like Mai, when asked what type of program they were interested in, explorers 

often named several different degrees or programs; for example, an explorer may be 

undecided between law school and medical school or between nursing school and a 

physician’s assistant program. Although explorers may not have decided on a 

postgraduate degree yet, the fact that they participated in development activities during 

college likely will help them if they eventually do settle on a degree program. Their 

varied experiences will also likely appeal to employers in many different fields, 

regardless of what their major was.  

Satisficers 

The third group of students are the satisficers. These are students who have set an 

occupational or educational goal, but, outside of their studies, have pursued few activities 

that will help them achieve their goals. Satisficers have a good idea of what type of job 

they would like to pursue or what kind of post-graduate program they would like to enter. 

While they may have a specific goal in mind, satisficers do not pursue extracurricular 

activities that would help them develop their interests and skills. Satisficers’ work 

experiences tend to be in areas that are unrelated to their future goals and they do not 

seek advice from others regarding how to prepare for life after graduation.  

 Kaila, a political science major, is a satisficer who is graduating in May 2008. 

When applying to college, Kaila had dreams of either being a diplomat or working for a 

federal agency, such as the Drug Enforcement Agency. She thought majoring in political 
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science fit nicely with those goals and also complemented her interest in foreign 

languages.  Kaila has what she calls “a five-year plan.” She wants to work at a federal 

government or city job for two years. She plans to save money and then go to the 

American University of Cairo (in Egypt) for a Master’s degree in either Arabic or Islamic 

studies. When she comes back, she thinks that she will perhaps teach and then pursue a 

Ph.D. Kaila’ occupational goal for the period immediately after graduation is to obtain a 

job working for either the city or federal government, and she has already submitted 

applications for such jobs. She no longer wants to be a diplomat.   

While in college, Kaila has been focused on her studies and has devoted her time 

to exploring her academic interests. She took enough religion classes that she almost 

completed the requirements for a double major. She took Arabic classes for a year and 

then studied for a semester at the University of Jordan.  

Although Kaila has a fairly clear picture of what she’d like to accomplish in the 

first few years after graduating, she has not sought out many extra-curricular experiences 

that are related to her goals. Throughout college, Kaila has worked in retail positions. She 

has not done any internships or gained any work experience in fields that may be related 

to a future occupation or career. She has not sought advice from advisors, professors, or 

even her family, about planning for her post-college life.  

Kaila’s story demonstrates that the four categories of student planfulness are 

really just ideal types and that some individual students may not fit neatly into one 

category. Kaila is an interesting case for several reasons. First, her academic pursuits, 

namely her foreign language studies and semester abroad, would likely make her a strong 

candidate for a Master’s program at the American University of Cairo and it could be 
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argued that these are planful steps she has taken. However, her interest in pursuing a 

Master’s degree in a foreign country came about as a result of her time studying abroad 

and was not a purposeful step in a larger plan. Second, her immediate goal to obtain a 

government job is unrelated to her long-term goal of pursuing a Ph.D.57 Moreover, she is 

not interested in doing a particular type of work but rather is more interested in the job 

security offered by a government position. Thus, while she does indeed have an 

occupational goal for her first year after college, it is rather unspecific. She has applied to 

the Transportation Security Administration, the Department of State, and is considering 

social welfare positions in city government. In this way, she is somewhat similar to 

delayers and explorers, who tend not to have well-defined ideas about what types of jobs 

to pursue. Kaila’s story also lends credence to my decision to focus on short-term goals. 

While Kaila’s five-year plan sounds well-laid out, other facts make it seem somewhat 

doubtful that Kaila will follow through on this plan. The most important of these facts is 

that Kaila has just purchased a house. This is not behavior indicative of someone 

planning to move to a foreign country within the next few years.  Taken as a whole, 

Kaila’s narrative fits best into the satisficer category, even though she has some 

characteristics in common with the other types of students.  

 Notably, the four most untraditional students in my sample were all satisficers. 

Three of these students were older than the average college senior—two had interrupted 

their college careers and taken several years off, while one began college after serving in 

 

                                                 
57 Because it is a long-term goal, Kaila’s aspiration to earn a Ph.D. does not figure into her placement in the 

typology. However, it is worth noting that her educational goals (Master’s degree and eventually a 
Ph.D.) are still taking shape. Although there are a core set of subjects in which she is interested, when I 
asked her which subject she would like to get a Ph.D. in she replied, “I have no idea. I’ve been thinking 
about it a lot but there are just too many interesting subjects out there and I’m just having such a hard 
time deciding which one I want to do.” 
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the military for five years. In addition, three of these four respondents had started families 

of their own—one was married with a daughter, one was married without kids, and one 

was an unmarried mother of two children. Compared to other students, these respondents 

may have more financial and family obligations that preclude them from spending time 

pursuing development activities. Thus, one should not conclude that being a satisficer 

means that a student is unmotivated, as half of the satisficers I interviewed were 

completing school while juggling other adult responsibilities.    

  To sum up, while satisficers may have a better idea about what they want to do in 

the future than explorers do, they do not take extra steps to improve their chances of 

attaining their goals. Compared to both strivers and explorers, their graduate/professional 

school applications and résumés have fewer accomplishments that might make them 

stand out from other applicants.  

Delayers 

Delayers are the last group of students in my typology. These are students who 

have not decided what they want to do after graduation and have not made many attempts 

to figure it out.  When talking about the future, delayers have vague goals in mind. They 

may want full-time jobs, but are unsure of what type of work they would like to do. They 

may be interested in graduate or professional school, but have yet to settle on a particular 

program or degree. In addition to not having clearly-defined goals, delayers have not 

participated in any activities or sought out experiences that might help them identify what 

they want to do in the future.  

Jonathan, a history major, is an example of a delayer. In his third year of college, 

Jonathan settled on history as his major by “process of elimination.” Jonathan’s process 
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for deciding upon a major involved taking classes in several disciplines, including 

psychology, sociology, physics, computer science, and engineering. Jonathan explains he 

chose history as his major because “that was the course that I did well in and had the 

most interest in.” Jonathan is graduating in August 2008, and although he expects to look 

for a new job after graduation, he has not given much thought to the types of jobs he 

might want to pursue. He currently works an “assembly job” and plans to remain in that 

position while he searches for a new job. When I asked Jonathan if there were any 

particular occupations or careers in which he was interested, he replied, “Not 

specifically.” He thinks he might look for something related to writing or history, but he 

is not certain about this. Jonathan expresses some interest in attending graduate school, 

saying, “It’s something I’d like to pursue and look into a little more, but I’m not too sure 

yet.” Jonathan expects that he would work “a year or two” before attending graduate 

school, but has not thought seriously about which subject he would study there. Right 

now, history and anthropology are the only subjects he could see himself pursuing.  

Although Jonathan has expressed interest in history, anthropology and writing, he 

has not participated in any development activities that might help him determine how he 

could pursue these interests after graduation. While in college, Jonathan has not 

completed any internships and has not joined any organizations or clubs. He has not 

shadowed any professionals and has had few conversations with others about his plans 

for after graduation. Furthermore, his employment experience as an assembly worker is 

quite different from the types of job positions that one might find in the history or 

anthropology fields. Liberal arts disciplines generally do not have clear labor market 

connections, i.e., college graduates in these majors usually do not obtain entry-level jobs 
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as historians or anthropologists. Therefore, individuals interested in working in these 

fields must find ways to familiarize themselves with potential job opportunities in these 

fields; participating in development activities is one such way to do this. Given 

Jonathan’s lack of participation in development activities, it is perhaps not surprising that 

he is uncertain about what he will be doing in the first year after graduation.   

I interviewed one other delayer, a marketing major named Todd. Todd expects to 

graduate in January 2009. Like Jonathan, Todd selected his major partly through the 

“process of elimination,” although Todd limited his choices to business majors because 

he believes those who graduate with a business degree earn more money than those 

students who major in liberal arts disciplines. Todd predicts that after graduating he will 

get an entry-level marketing job, allowing him to get “a nicer apartment, buy nicer things, 

and save money.” Despite this prediction, when Todd discusses his plans for conducting 

his job search, he reveals that he intends to research jobs and salaries in many different 

fields. Moreover, he intends to conduct this research after he graduates. Todd 

furthermore explains that he is not tied to the marketing field, as business and marketing 

are not his passions. In fact, Todd enjoys making films and thinks he would have loved 

being a film major. Thinking about the future, Todd says that he wants to research a trade 

school, like the Art Institute of Philadelphia, to see if he can find something that he really 

likes doing.  

Todd is classified as a delayer not only due to his vague goals for the future, but 

also because he did not participate in any development activities.  Todd’s work 

experience is limited to jobs that have little relation to anything he might do after 

graduation. While in college, Todd has spent his time working both at an electronics store 
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and as a customer service representative at a bank. He also took a semester off school to 

complete the Disney College Program at Walt Disney World. While technically 

considered an internship, Todd’s main responsibility was operating the roller coaster at 

the Space Mountain attraction; this is not an activity that would help him explore his 

interests or develop his talents.58 Like Jonathan, Todd has not joined any clubs or 

organizations at Boyer State, shadowed any professionals, or talked to anyone about his 

plans for after graduation. Although Todd enjoys his film-making hobby, he has yet to 

take any steps to determine whether this hobby is something he can continue to pursue 

more seriously.   

Compared to the strivers and satisficers, delayers are more uncertain about what 

they want to happen in the future. As graduation approaches, they have yet to decide 

what they want to do in the next phase of their life. While explorers experience this 

uncertainty also, their participation in development activities may help mitigate their lack 

of focus by helping them strengthen their résumés or graduate school applications. By 

foregoing development activities, delayers miss opportunities that might help them make 

more concrete plans for the first year after graduation. Instead of participating in 

development activities, delayers’ work experiences tend to be in jobs that are not related 

to their majors and are dissimilar to the types of entry-level positions they expect to 

obtain after graduating.  

 
 
 

 

                                                 
58 This statement is not meant to belittle the Disney College Program. Todd describes his time there as “an 

awesome experience” that fulfilled a dream of his to work at the park. He had a lot of fun and made a 
lot of friends. While this may have been a wonderful experience for Todd, it is not one that is related to 
an occupational or educational goal, and I therefore have not counted it as a “development activity.” 
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Why do some students become strivers? 
 
 The typology described above is useful for describing the different approaches 

students may take while in college. Yet, several questions remain. Why do some students 

become strivers or explorers, while others become satisficers or delayers? For insight into 

this question, I first look at students’ explanations for their actions. I then turn to a 

discussion of factors that may affect what type of student one becomes. 

 Amanda, a political science major, is classified as a striver. She has spent her time 

in college pursuing activities related to her law school aspirations. In the following 

transcript excerpt, I ask Amanda why she has done such things.  

MP: Okay. So, it sounds like you’ve, you know, you’ve done a few things 
or you’re going to do, you know, a few things that are related. So far 
you’ve done an internship and you worked for your cousin, you have this 
clerking opportunity. Um, how come you decided to, kind of like…look 
for opportunities like that? 
 
Amanda: Um, well because I, figured that if I r—if it was something that I 
really wanted to do than I should, you know, look into opportunities like 
that. And also I thought that, types of op—these, these types of 
opportunities would, show me what it’s really like. And, you 
know…going to law school’s, pretty expensive. 
 
MP: Uh-huh. 
 
Amanda: So, I thought that if, I found that I didn’t like it then, it would be 
better to, find out, that way, than, two years into law school and deciding 
that I was gonna drop out. 

 
At the conclusion of our interview, I asked Amanda to speculate about why some 

students might be planful while other students are not. In her answer, Amanda attributes a 

planful orientation to both having goals and parental involvement.  

MP: Yeah. Um so we’re almost done with the interview and I just have a 
few background questions for you but before we get to them I want to see 
if you think that I missed anything. Um, so what I’m interested in is how 
much planning students do when selecting their majors, and making post-
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graduation plans. There are some people who say that college students are 
very planful, and have clear goals in mind when their making, choices 
about major and after graduation. There are other people who say that 
college students are more carefree and kind of, make those decisions… 
 
Amanda: Yeah. 
 
MP: …you know, after. 
 
Respondent: After. (Laugh) 
 
MP: Um, so what do you think most college students are like? Do you 
think they’re more carefree or they’re more clear and planful? 
 
Amanda: Um, I think it’s, that’s like a fifty/fifty thing because, I know I 
was, pretty, organized and planning cause, my goal was, four years of 
college, and I’m done. Um, and I knew I wanted to go to, uh, law 
school/grad school. So um, I mean I know a lot of kids that are, very 
studious, know that they wanna, get done within like four/five years, know 
really what they or thinking about plans afterwards. But then I know that 
there is just people that are like, super-senior…cubed. (Laugh) 
 
MP: Uh-huh. 
 
Amanda: So, um, I think it’s a fifty/fifty thing. I think you know, 
especially um…you know my parents, were like, in—interested in how I 
was doing and getting my report cards, and other, parents really aren’t so, 
I think it, depends on, um, how you are, what you wanna do, and um, 
parental involvement. 
 
MP: Okay. And if you imagine a continuum from very carefree to very 
planful, where would you place yourself, on that continuum? 
 
Amanda: Uh, very planful. 
 

 
 At the opposite end of the spectrum is Jonathan, a delayer. Jonathan suggests that 

the college experience itself contributes to how planful or unplanful students are. 

 
Jonathan:  “I’d say, most college students are not very planning or having 
things very strictly planned out. I think there are a lot of people who aren’t 
too sure about what they want to do. 
 
MP: Why do you think that? 
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Jonathan: I think just because of the way that things are set up. You’re just 
kind of dropped into it. I think that kind of, I think that, like the way you 
determine a major, the way you are just dropped into the whole college 
thing, just because that’s what you’re supposed to do. I think that really 
begets putting things off. 
 
MP: Do you think it’s a bad thing the way the current system is? 
 
Jonathan:  “I don’t think it’s bad. It’s kind of like a sink or swim thing. 
And I think getting it right kind of gets you in the right direction of where 
you should be going in your life and learning responsibility and becoming 
more independent, I think. I think that’s really what the college experience 
is about….I think it makes it more difficult to get started, but I think the 
end result, if you finish it, is good.” 
 
I think Amanda and Jonathan are on the right track. There are two components to 

my typology—having a goal for the first year after graduation and participating in 

development activities—and these components may be influenced by different factors. 

Some students form educational and occupational goals because they are passionate (not 

just interested) about their major and are anxious to continue working or studying in that 

field. It may seem natural for these students to combine their strong interest in a subject 

with extra-curricular activities that allow them to further pursue their interest. However, 

as shown in my survey, parents’ social class background is associated with the number of 

development activities in which a student participates. This finding is consistent with 

Lareau’s (2003) research that suggests middle-class parents encourage their children to 

participate in structured extra-curricular activities. Thus, after spending their childhood 

and adolescence participating in extra-curricular activities, some college students may 

continue to spend their time outside of class cultivating their interests. Unfortunately, as I 

explain in the next section, not all students have the time and financial security to 

participate in such pursuits.   
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Can Anyone Be Planful? Obstacles That Might Prevent Someone From Being 
Planful 

 
In planning for the future, students must contend with factors that may be outside 

of their control, such as financial need or familial expectations. The amount of planning a 

student does is thus dependent not only on his or her own personality and individual 

attributes, but also on these institutional and outside forces. Drawing on examples from 

the in-depth interviews, I discuss how institutional or outside factors can affect a 

student’s development into a particular student-type.    

Academic Hurdles 

 One obstacle that may impede students from being better planners is difficulty 

getting through school. Ensuring that all course requirements are fulfilled takes a certain 

organizational skill. Among my small sample, I heard several stories that illustrated the 

trouble that students face in meeting the academic requirements for graduation. For 

example, although he has enough credits to be classified as a senior, Dennis, a satisficer, 

is not graduating for another whole year due to the rigidity of his biophysics major. He 

has “three or four” required courses that he still has to fulfill, but some of them are only 

offered in the spring semester, precluding the possibility of a January graduation. Dennis 

plans to continue as a full-time student because he thinks it is easier to obtain students 

loans and financial aid with full-time status. While Dennis was aware that it would take 

him longer than four years to graduate, two other respondents were surprised to learn 

their expected graduation dates. Two weeks prior to our May interview date, Amber, the 

environmental science major described in Chapter 4, found out that she would not be 

graduating that month because she had failed to take enough upper-level courses. 

Conversely, Danielle, a criminal justice major, happily discovered that she was 
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graduating a year earlier than she expected. Here, she explains how this situation 

occurred. 

MP: How did it feel to be a senior? 

Danielle: Whew! It flew by. I mean, literally, because I transferred in, I 
never knew what my status was. So basically, at the end of last semester, 
[the criminal justice advisor] came in to sub for one of my teachers, and 
she asked me how long I’d been here and what I was doing for myself. 
And I said, ‘well, I think I have a lot more credits.” And she said, ‘well get 
a graduate review to see where you are and that will tell you where you 
need to be next semester.’ And when I got that, she was just like, “You’re 
a senior. And you have 18 credits and we can schedule you for 18 credits 
and you could be done in May. So it was kind of just like, one minute 
you’re here and the next minute you’re a senior.’ 

MP: So you didn’t even really know until the fall that you were going to 
graduate this semester.  

Danielle: Uh-uh. I thought I had another year.  
 

Uncertainty about graduation dates may lead some students to delay making plans for 

post-graduation. In Danielle’s case, graduating early than expected left little time to 

strategize what to do next. For many students, getting through four years (or more) of 

school is a challenge; they may not have the additional time or resources to be pro-active 

about planning for post-graduation life.      

Financial Constraints 
 
 While strivers and explorer spend time participating in development activities, 

satisficers and delayers do not make these efforts. One factor that may prevent some 

satisficers and delayers from pursuing development activities is financial constraints. 

After all, not only do development activities require time commitments, but they also 

may come with opportunity costs. Many development activities, such as shadowing a 

professional or performing an internship, are unpaid. In order to take advantage of such 
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opportunities, students may need to forego paid work experiences. For example, Beth, the 

striver majoring in chemistry, volunteered in the lab 18 hours per week, leaving her no 

time to work part-time for pay. Students with financial difficulties may not have the 

luxury to devote such time to their intellectual pursuits. Erika, an African-American 

studies major, is an example of a student who is passionate about her major, but has 

financial commitments that require her to work in a field unrelated to her interests.   Erika 

would like to someday work in social policy or pursue a graduate degree in either African 

American studies or social policy. Erika is a satisficer because she has not taken any 

additional steps to help her move towards these goals. Erika works at a cell-phone 

company and is aware that this work experience is probably not the type of work she 

should be doing if she wants to pursue her dreams.  

The hardest thing for me is that I –I work part-time to pay my own bills 
and I go to school. So it’s hard for me because I always have this little 
thing in my head like, ‘you need to change jobs and get on the track that 
you want to start going’ instead of just working at the job that I work at. 
But I can’t really afford to do that, so I’m going to be starting from 
scratch when I do get out of school. 

 
Two years after our interview, Erika was still working at the cell-phone company, 

although she has now advanced to a management position.  

  
Why Might Planning Matter? 

 
 To illustrate why being planful may be consequential, I conclude this chapter with 

the stories of two respondents who shared dreams of becoming a dentist. Danielle 

majored in chemistry because her honors advisor told her that was what she should study 

if she wanted to go to dental school “even though I hated chemistry.” As a satisficer, 

Danielle has not participated in any development activities related to her goal. 
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Competition for dental school admission is fierce, and Danielle is aware that other 

students may be more motivated than she is.   

 
MP: Have there been any certain experiences or people or things about 
yourself that have discouraged you from becoming a dentist? 
 
Danielle: Like, last semester, I was studying for a final—I usually just 
study by myself, like at the last minute. But some students in my class said 
I should come to the library and study with them. And it was the day 
before the final. And so I went and they just looked sooo tired.  And I was 
like, “Are you guys okay?” And they said they had been there for three 
days.  
 
MP: Oh wow 
 
Danielle:  And like, I couldn’t believe it. And I never, like that’s when I 
realized: I’ve never stayed up all night studying. And I feel like all the 
type of people that are, that want the same exact things as I do, work a lot 
harder than I do. And that’s why I think that it might not happen.  

 
Danielle has not taken the right mix of classes and is unsure of when she will be 

graduating. She therefore has not yet applied to dental school. Given that Danielle is 

miserable studying chemistry and is pessimistic about her prospects for getting into 

dental school, she would perhaps benefit from exploring other possible careers. She 

works part-time as a make-up artist and lights up when talking about this work (indeed, 

the make-up she wears during our interview looks fabulous). She speculates that perhaps 

she could use her chemistry degree to get a job making make-up, but she is not sure how 

to go about doing this. Since Danielle is not graduating this semester, she has more time 

to figure this out. However, if she does not get into dental school and is still a satisficer 

when she graduates, it is easy to imagine that Danielle will be unsure of what to do with 

her college degree.  
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Of course, being a striver does not guarantee that a student will be successful in 

achieving his or her goals. As described in Chapter 4, Stephanie changed her major from 

journalism to biology, with the intention of attending dental school. Before switching 

majors, she talked to her parents, dentist, and orthodontist. She researched various careers 

and shadowed both her dentist and orthodontist to make sure that dental school was what 

she wanted to do. To strengthen her application, she also took double the number of 

required upper-level science courses. Stephanie believed she had a good chance of 

getting into dental school – she had a 3.1 GPA59, “fantastic” letters of recommendation, 

good Dental Admission Test (DAT) scores, and a “killer essay.” While acknowledging 

that she may not be the very top student, she did believe that she deserved admission 

based on merit, and when she didn’t get in, she attributed it to the preference of the 

admissions committees for certain types of students. In her view, dental schools accept 

mostly in-state students, legacies, or international students.   

So, I am a little bitter. I mean, it—it’s rough. I mean, I know that the world 
isn’t always fair, but this is the first time since I was a child that I haven’t 
gotten something that I set out to get. 
 

Despite describing herself as “a big fan of the back-up plan,” Stephanie did little to 

prepare for the possibility of being rejected from dental school. Stephanie regrets not 

getting more experience outside of the dental field.  

 

                                                 
59 Admission to dental school is very competitive. For example, according to Temple University’s profile 

the typical dental school applicant has a cumulative G.P.A. of 3.4. 
(https://develop.temple.edu/healthadvising/guidelines_dentistry.htm ). During our interview, Stephanie 
never acknowledged that her G.P.A. may have been a weak point of her application. While Stephanie’s 
G.P.A. was not especially high, other points from her interview suggest that she has been academically 
successful for most of her life. She won scholarships to private high schools and had a half-tuition 
scholarship to Boston University, the first college that she attended. In addition, in person, Stephanie 
appears to be intelligent – she is very articulate and has a quick wit.  When discussing her GPA, 
Stephanie said, “I’m not, you know, I don’t have a four-oh. I probably have a three-one, um, but that’s 
within the ranges of acceptability.” 
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That’s what really screwed me over is because I was so focused on getting 
into dental school that I spent all my free time, um, shadowing dentists 
rather than going to a pharm company and being and saying, you know, I 
need an internship in art and disease.”  
 

Despite not realizing her goal of attending dental school, Stephanie has several factors in 

her favor that suggest it will not take her long to find a job related to her biology degree. 

She has already proven to be able to adapt when experiencing set-backs. For example, 

after her family’s financial difficulties resulted in her unexpectedly having to transfer to 

Boyer State two weeks before the start of her sophomore year, she graduated on time 

with a solid G.P.A. She’s also shown a tendency to rely on her social networks – she has 

fostered relationships with her professors, made contacts in fields that she is interested in, 

and used family ties to get interviews. Throughout her college life, Stephanie has been a 

striver and it seems likely that once she sets a new goal, she will know how to go-about 

trying to achieve it.  

 Although demonstrating that planfulness matters is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, I am studying this topic because I suspect that it may affect postgraduate 

outcomes. The juxtaposition of Danielle’s and Stephanie’s stories illustrate two points 

about how planning may matter. The first is that participation in development activities 

may help differentiate graduates and that students who do not participate in development 

activities may find themselves at a disadvantage compared to other students with similar 

goals. Danielle and Stephanie have similar GPAs and share the same goal, but only 

Stephanie participates in development activities. This would seem to give Stephanie an 

advantage over students like Danielle when applying to dental school. Unfortunately, 

Stephanie did not gain admission to dental school and her striving strategy may not help 

her in looking for a job since she was so focused on dental school. Stephanie’s story is a 
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cautionary tale illustrating how some students may be too narrowly-focused on their goal 

and that striving doesn’t always lead to the outcome the student hoped for.  

Discussion 

In this chapter, I have taken a closer look at students’ approaches to planning for 

post-graduation life. I find that even as graduation approaches, students vary in whether 

they have identified specific occupational or educational goals for their first-year after 

graduation. Moreover, students differ in how proactive they are about pursuing 

opportunities that may help them identify or achieve their goals. To make sense of these 

findings, I introduced a typology of student planfulness that looked at four different 

approaches students may take to planning for post-graduation. While the typology is a 

useful tool for looking at the different paths that students may take while in college, it is 

important to recognize, however, that being planful is not a permanent, immutable state 

of being. My assessment of a student as a particular type takes into consideration their 

whole college career up to the point of our interview. During different periods in college, 

students may appear more or less planful than at other times. Thus, it is possible for a 

student to be a striver during freshman and sophomore year, but be classified as an 

explorer during their senior year if they have changed their mind about their post-

graduation goal. Likewise, someone could have been a delayer during their early college 

years, but become more planful as graduation approached.  

 The typology begs the question of whether one of these planfulness strategies is 

best. The data analyzed in this dissertation do not provide an answer to this question. 

With a few exceptions, I do not have follow-up data on the in-depth interview sample. I 

can, however, speculate that it is probably better to be a striver or explorer than a 
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satisficer or delayer, at least in terms of short-term success after college. Strivers and 

explorers leave themselves well-positioned to achieve their goals. While strivers have 

already defined their goals, explorers tend to graduate still uncertain about what to do 

next. Assuming that they will settle on a goal shortly after graduation, explorers may be 

able to capitalize upon the development activities they participated in during college 

during job interviews or in graduate school applications. Satisficers and delayers, on the 

other hand, leave college with a degree, but may not have gained enough experience to 

know whether they are pursuing the right goals. When it comes to applying for jobs or 

graduate school admission, they may also find themselves with fewer options compared 

to their striver and satisficer counterparts.  
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   CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSION: DISCUSSION, LIMITATIONS, AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

 This dissertation examines the strategies that students use for navigating their way 

through college and the steps they take in preparation for college graduation. I wrote this 

dissertation because I wanted to understand how students go from being freshmen not 

long out of high school to young adults prepared (or not prepared) to enter the workforce 

or attend graduate or professional school.  Past research has found that as high school 

students, many young people are generally directionless when it comes to learning about 

different career paths (Schneider and Stevenson 2006). Moreover, in the U.S., there is 

very little structural support for helping students navigate the transition from student to 

worker. While universities may offer programs that can aid students in finding jobs or 

applying to graduate schools, it is largely up to students to seek these programs out. 

Without a roadmap for the process of transitioning from a student to an adult in the work 

world, students are at risk of making decisions that can lead down a lot of “wrong roads,” 

for example choosing the wrong majors or taking jobs in the wrong fields. Given that a 

college education requires substantial financial and time commitments, it is imperative 

that when students graduate from college, they are satisfied that their education has left 

them well-positioned to achieve their occupational or educational goals.  Understanding 

just how it is that students come to choose their college majors and how they go about 

preparing for college graduation can help educational policymakers and university 

administrators determine if additional support is needed to help students prepare for this 

important milestone in their transition to adulthood.  

 This dissertation uses a life course perspective to examine student planfulness 

during college. In Chapter 1, I reviewed several bodies of literature that are relevant to a 
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discussion of student planfulness.  To set the context for my research, I explained how 

the transition from student to worker is experienced differently by young people in the 

U.S. than by young people in European countries, many of whom are educated in a dual-

education system that includes both apprenticeships and vocational school. I also 

summarized current trends in the transition to adulthood, noting that recent cohorts of 

young adults are taking longer to attain the traditional demographic markers of 

adulthood. In considering student planfulness, I reviewed past research that focused on 

young people’s goals and educational outcomes. I noted that while recent research 

considered the life plans of high school students, no recent studies have looked at 

planning among college students. I also reviewed the existing research on college major 

decisions and found that few studies explored students’ motivations for choosing their 

field of study. Based on my literature review, I concluded that a study focusing on how 

students choose college majors and prepare for life after college graduation could add to 

our understanding of how young people navigate the transition to adulthood.  

 In Chapter 2, I described the data and methods used in this dissertation. This 

dissertation is a case study of students at one public university in the late 2000s.  I 

collected my own data using a mixed methodology research design that included in-depth 

interviews with 31 students and a survey of nearly 500 college seniors. In addition to 

descriptions of the in-depth interview guide and survey questionnaire, Chapter 2 included 

information about the data collection process, such as the sample recruitment procedures 

used in both phases of data collection, the pretesting procedures used for the survey 

instrument, and the computer programming used for the survey. Chapter 2 also contained 

descriptions of the samples and a brief discussion of the limitations of the web surveys. 
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  In Chapter 3, I looked at students’ reasons for attending college. The survey 

showed that many students simultaneously hold both utilitarian and liberal arts 

philosophies toward higher education. Other research has suggested that during the latter 

half of the twentieth century, college students became more utilitarian in their approach 

to higher education (Astin 1992). However, many colleges and universities, including 

Boyer State, actively try to instill in students an appreciation for learning for its own 

sake. The fact that my survey findings show that the vast majority of students report that 

one of the reasons they attended college was to become a better, more-educated person 

suggests that many students have internalized the liberal arts philosophy towards 

education.  

 Both the survey and in-depth interview data found that students have multiple 

reasons for attending college; however, only the in-depth interview data shed light on 

which types of reasons might be most influential. These data suggest that parental 

expectations, which were also commonly cited by survey respondents as reasons for 

attending college, are very powerful influences in students’ decisions to attend college. 

As one might expect, the survey results showed that compared to students from families 

with lower SES, students from families with higher SES are more likely to report that 

they attended college because it was expected of them.  

In Chapter 4, I examined students’ rationales for choosing their college majors. 

Choosing a college major allows students to explore one particular subject in-depth.  

However, statistics on college graduates suggest that only about half of graduates pursue 

work related to their college major (Jacobs 1995). In order to understand what students 

expected of their majors, I surveyed students about their general attitudes toward the 
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process of selecting a major. The results showed that the over 80 percent of respondents 

believe that students should pick college majors related to their career goals. However, in 

looking at the reasons students choose their majors, the survey data showed that about 

two-thirds of respondents reported that a present-oriented reason, such as interest in a 

subject, was the most important factor in their choice of college major. While at first 

these results may seem contradictory, upon further reflection, it is clear that believing that 

a major should be related to one’s career goals and choosing a major primarily out of 

interest in a subject are not mutually exclusive. Students are often given advice such as 

“do what you love and the money will follow.” Furthermore, most people want to find 

work that is intellectually stimulating. It is therefore not surprising that college students 

may choose college majors that they find interesting with the hopes that it will lead them 

to a career.  

The in-depth interview data added to my examination of college major choices by 

illustrating how students’ plans for using their college majors can change between the 

time they declare their major and college graduation. Among the in-depth interview 

sample, it was common for students to set postgraduation goals after they have chosen a 

college major. This was true regardless of whether students were present or future-

oriented when making their initial college major decision. It was also common for 

students to select a major because of an interest in a particular occupation, but later 

decide that they no longer wanted to pursue that profession. College major choices are 

often made during freshman or sophomore year, and the fact that many students change 

their minds about what they would like to do after graduation suggests that the process of 

identifying post-graduation goals is ongoing, with students continually re-evaluating their 

 
 

 
 

238
 



 

choices. Because the connection between majors and specific occupations is often weak, 

it makes sense that students may change their minds about career choices as they become 

better informed about the options open to them. Moreover, whereas tertiary education in 

many European countries requires students to make vocational choices, college education 

in the United States permits students an extended amount of time to explore their 

interests. Consequently, decisions about what occupations to pursue may come late in 

one’s educational career and, as shown in Chapter 6, sometimes do not come until after 

school has been completed.       

In Chapter 5, I focused on the actions that students could take outside of the 

classroom to prepare for life after graduation. I examined three ways that students can 

demonstrate planfulness during college – seeking advice from others, participating in 

development activities, and making plans for post-college lives. The survey results show 

a substantial amount of variation in how often students seek advice from 

advisors/professors and parents. It is here that we find some impact of social class 

background, as both family household income and the number of college-educated 

parents predicted the frequency with which students sought advice from their parents. 

The fact that students from higher SES families seek advice more often from their parents 

illustrates the social capital advantage they have over their lower-SES peers. Parents with 

college experience and those with higher incomes are able to offer their children 

guidance about navigating college careers and making the transition from college to 

either post-graduate schooling or full-time employment. Without parents experienced in 

the college culture to provide advice, students from lower SES backgrounds must make 

decisions about college majors and learn how to find their first “real” job with seemingly 
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fewer resources than their more-advantaged classmates. Devising strategies to help these 

students overcome this disparity should be a priority for school administrators.   

The social class background variables also had an effect on the types of 

development activities in which students participated. Respondents from families with 

higher household incomes participated in more work-related activities than respondents 

from families with lower household incomes. Similarly, respondents with college-

educated parents participated in more academic research activities than their classmates 

without college-educated parents. Both of these results illustrate how social class 

differences can affect students’ preparation for post-graduation. Students whose families 

have the economic resources to allow them to pursue work-related activities that are 

usually unpaid or low-paying, as many internships are, may gain an advantage over their 

classmates from families with lower household incomes. Likewise, students who have 

parents that attended college may be more aware of the benefits of academic research 

experiences. In addition to gaining experience that will enhance their résumés or graduate 

school applications, students participating in these activities may learn whether the field 

they are intending to enter truly fits their interests and abilities. It may be much better to 

find out that a field you thought you liked is not right for you while you are still in 

college than to learn this once you have started a graduate school program or begun 

working full-time.   

 In Chapter 6, I returned to my qualitative research and introduced a typology of 

student planfulness that could be used to describe the different approaches students use in 

preparing for life after college graduation. Both the strivers and satisficers set short-term 

goals for post-graduation, yet only the strivers pursued activities outside of the classroom 
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in forming and pursuing those goals. Thus, strivers tend to be better informed than 

satisficers about how to go about achieving their goals. Because they have participated in 

various development activities, when it comes to applying for jobs or graduate schools, 

strivers may have a competitive advantage over their satisficer counterparts. Explorers 

and delayers are similar in that neither group has successfully focused on a short-term 

goal for post-graduation. However, by participating in development activities, explorers 

attempt to figure out what they would like to do after graduation. While explorers may be 

somewhat indecisive in identifying what kind of work they would like to do or what 

types of graduate school programs they would like to apply to, the fact that they have 

spent time in college gaining experience through activities such as internships suggests 

that when they do apply for jobs or to graduate school, they may have several options 

open to them.  Delayers, on the other hand, may find that their choices are more 

constrained.  

 The typology illustrates how the university system provides inadequate guidance 

for students as they try to form goals for post-graduation. It is largely up to students to 

figure out how to successfully make the transition from student to college graduate. 

Strivers and explorers seek out help from advisors, professors, and mentors, whereas 

satisficers and delayers, for various reasons, do not.  These latter two groups may 

therefore be relatively uninformed about how to set and pursue their goals.  

 In looking at the topic of student planfulness, I examined the impact of three types 

of independent variables—individual characteristics, family background, and academic 

ability. With a few exceptions, such as the ones described above, the independent 

variables generally were unrelated to students’ planfulness. I suspect that part of this 
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“non-finding” may be due to the fact that this is a case study and that students who attend 

the same university have many similarities when it comes to their approach to 

planfulness. Such similarity could be due to a self-selection process in which students 

who are similar to each other end up attending the same university; an alternative 

explanation is that the experience of attending the same university shapes students 

approaches to planfulness.  

Limitations of this Research 

This research has several limitations. First, this dissertation is based on a case 

study of a single university, and as such, my findings may not be generalizable to other 

colleges and universities.  Boyer State has several important characteristics that may 

make it different from other schools: it is a public, state-affiliated university; it is one of 

the largest universities in the country; it has been characterized as a “multi-university,” 

meaning that it offers degrees in many fields, including both liberal arts and applied 

fields (Brint 2002); and its student population includes a large percentage of transfer 

students. Because of these factors, students who attend Boyer State may differ from 

students at other colleges in how they select college majors and construct life plans. For 

example, one can imagine that students at an Ivy League university or those at a 

community college would respond to my interview and survey questions differently than 

students from Boyer State. Such differences could be related to differences in either 

school missions or student background characteristics. Although, I do not claim that the 

results of my study are generalizable to the larger U.S. college student population, I do 

hope that my study will shed light on how students construct life plans and that future 

research can explore the applicability of these findings to other college populations. 
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 Another limitation of my research is that my results may be susceptible to 

selection bias. There are two clear potential sources of selection bias in my in-depth 

interview sample. First, the sample suffers from insufficient racial diversity in that it 

includes only two Asian students and no Latinos. The Hispanic population at Boyer State 

is rather small, and I therefore decided at the outset of my research not to include a 

Hispanic stratum in my sampling plan. I did, however, plan to interview a number of 

Asian students, as this group has a large presence on campus. Because Asians are not a 

homogenous group, I had proposed interviewing students from one Asian ethnicity, that 

being Korean. However, as described in Chapter Two, my efforts to recruit Korean 

interview subjects were largely unsuccessful. Given that existing research suggests that 

students with immigrant backgrounds may face greater pressure from their families to 

adopt a utilitarian approach to education and pursue majors that conform to their parents’ 

expectations  (Louie 2004), this limitation is unfortunate.  

 Selection bias may also have played a role in the types of students who agreed to 

be interviewed. Almost half of my in-depth interview sample was comprised of strivers, 

and I interviewed only two students who could be classified as delayers. It may be that 

students who are the most engaged in school were the most likely to volunteer for my 

study. Indeed, students enrolled in the honors program were particularly responsive to 

interview requests. Since these students are the recipients of some of the most attentive 

advising available at Boyer State, their experiences may not be indicative of the 

experiences of their non-honors classmates. This dissertation therefore would be more 

informative about the reasons why some students choose to delay making plans if I had 

obtained more interviews with students who tended to be less planful.  

 
 

 
 

243
 



 

 A similar selection bias could also have been at work in the survey sample. This 

possibility was first mentioned in Chapter 4 in my discussion of development activities. 

In that chapter, I noted that although it is possible that the survey respondents may have 

been more engaged in university life, the survey results also indicated that a number of 

respondents reported negative college experiences, such as failing a course or 

withdrawing from a class. This result helped reassure me that the sample did not consist 

solely of students who have only positive college experiences.  

 I also discussed selection bias issues in Chapter 2 when I compared some of the 

characteristics of the sample to the population. That analysis showed that while women 

were over-represented among the survey respondents, the sample appeared to be 

representative of students in different majors. Because response rates differed by gender, 

when gender differences were observed in other areas of my analysis, I made sure to note 

how such differences might affect my overall results. Despite the analyses that I 

conducted to assess the potential of selection bias, there remains the possibility that 

students who responded to the survey are different from students who chose not to 

respond to the survey in other important, unmeasured ways that might be related to 

planfulness.  

 A third limitation of my study is that I was unable to apply my typology of 

planfulness to the survey data and therefore am unable to say which of the four 

planfulness strategies was most prevalent among Boyer State seniors in 2009. This 

limitation is partly related to the timing of the qualitative analysis in relation to the survey 

data collection. Although I reviewed the in-depth interview data prior to drafting the 

survey questionnaire, I did not devise the typology until after I had collected the survey 
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data.  Thus, I did not write the questionnaire with the objective of using the typology in 

mind. While the survey did touch on subjects that are related to the typology, i.e., there 

were questions on development activities and post-graduation plans, these topics were not 

explored sufficiently to allow me to categorize students using the typology.   

 There are several other limitations that are specific to the quantitative portion of 

my research. The multivariate analyses presented in Chapters 3 and 4 generally found 

that the independent variables explained only a small amount of the variation in the 

dependent variables. Thus, these models are missing other theoretically important 

variables. The models were weighted toward characteristics that students bring with them 

to college—gender, race, social class, immigrant background, etc. It may be that 

experiences during college are equally, if not more, important influences on student 

planfulness. For example, in several qualitative interviews, respondents mentioned that a 

conversation with a faculty member was a trigger for setting them on a path toward a goal 

they had not considered before.  What was striking to me about these conversations was 

that they appeared to be almost “chance encounters”—a comment made while handing 

back papers or a quick after-class conversation – the types of conversations that may be 

quickly forgotten by a professor. The fact that such fleeting conversations can have 

important consequences for students illustrates how powerful the college experience may 

be. To better understand student planfulness, rather than focusing on individual student 

characteristics as I have done in this study, an alternate conceptual framework would 

therefore look at the experiences students have in college. Better measures of students’ 

experiences in college (e.g., satisfaction with classes, relationships with classmates) and 
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the university programs in which they participate may help explain more variation in 

student planfulness.  

 The survey covered a number of topics, and as such, I examined some topics in 

more depth than others. While I thoroughly explored the topic of college major choice, 

the questions on students’ post-graduation plans were more superficial. Similarly, the 

survey included only a few questions on development activities and advice-seeking  

behavior. Thus, in looking at these topics, the measures that I relied upon are rather 

crude. For example, the variable that indicates the number of development activities in 

which a respondent participated did not reflect the commitment required by the activity. 

Thus, shadowing a professional for one day was given the same weight as shadowing a 

professional for an entire semester. Likewise, a student who participated in four different 

internships would have given the same answer as a student who did an internship for one 

semester (or even possibly someone who started an internship and quit). The advice 

indices could also be improved through the use of a series of questions examining 

students’ propensities to seek advice.   The existing questions asked respondents to report 

how often they sought advice from parents/guardians and professors/advisors on topics 

related to choosing a major and planning for post-graduation. These questions required 

respondents to report advice-seeking behavior that occurred over a four-year time period, 

and it is likely that respondents did not spend a lot of time thinking about all of the 

different instances that they sought guidance from someone. A survey that was focused 

primarily on understanding advice-seeking behavior could spend more time encouraging 

respondents to think about specific occasions when they asked for advice and therefore 

produce better measures. Such a survey could, for example, ask respondents to indicate 

 
 

 
 

246
 



 

the last time they had a conversation about their post-graduation plans with a professor 

outside of class. Despite these limitations, I believe the advice indices were adequate for 

their intended purpose, which was to sort students into different categories based on how 

frequently they sought advice.  

 A final limitation of my research pertains to the time period during which the data 

were collected. I collected the data during January 2008 to May 2009 and one must 

wonder what the effect of the Great Recession might be on my findings. The official 

recession roughly coincided with my data collection and lasted 18 months, from 

December 2007 through June 2009.60   Though my in-depth interviews were collected 

during the first six months or so of the recession, I do not think that my respondents were 

anticipating a gloomy job market—none of the respondents mentioned such a possibility 

during our interviews. However, by the time I collected the survey data—almost a year 

later—Lehman Brothers had collapsed and several government bailouts had occurred. 

Thus, the survey respondents were likely very aware of the economic climate into which 

they were graduating and this awareness could have played a role in their post-graduation 

plans.  However, the recession would not have been a factor in their college major 

choices since these decisions would have occurred before the recession began.  

 Given that the job outlook for the U.S. economy worsened after I began my data 

collection, what would I find if I conducted my study today? How might students who 

attend college throughout bad economic times approach planning for post-graduation? 

Are their decisions about college majors influenced by the economic outlook? Although I 

do not have empirical data to address these questions, I can speculate about the possible 
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answers. First, I do not think attending college while the economy is poor would result in 

more students following the striver path. Being a striver requires a fair amount of 

commitment to a goal, and the strivers in my sample generally had a strong passion for 

their majors/fields of study. Such passion tends to comes from a long, strong interest in a 

subject and is generally not a response to external factors like the economy. Furthermore, 

while the economic mood of the country may be pessimistic, some things about the 

college experience remain the same. The majority of college students still begin freshmen 

year at 18 or 19 years old and the prospect of making decisions that could set you on a 

career path for the next 40 or 50 may seem daunting, just as it may have been for earlier 

cohorts of students. While a poor economy may create a sense of urgency for finding a 

good job after graduation, I do not believe it will inspire students to work harder at 

identifying educational or occupational goals. If anything, it may dissuade some students 

from setting goals, since the likelihood that they would be able to achieve these goals 

may seem low. What I could see happening though is that more students may fall into the 

explorer category. Even though they may be unsure of what they want (or will be able) to 

do after graduation, more students may engage in résumé-building as a strategy for 

making themselves appear as attractive job or graduate school applicants.  

 There is some evidence from the current recession that suggests that students may 

not make well-informed educational and occupational decisions in reaction to the 

economy. Despite the fact that the legal profession was hit hard by the recession, with 

mass layoffs and hiring freezes common among law firms, applications to law schools 

actually grew during this time period.61 While students applying to law school may be 
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following a strategy of trying to wait out the bad economy in law school, one might 

question the wisdom of this decision considering the over-supply of attorneys.  

 The economy may influence students’ choices of majors, so that perhaps we may 

see a shift in the types of majors that are most popular. I imagine two competing 

scenarios that seem equally plausible. On the one hand, students may gravitate toward 

majors that have very clear connections to the job market, and thus the share of students 

majoring in the practical arts and science fields may increase. On the other hand, students 

might believe that all jobs are difficult to obtain, regardless of the field, so it is more 

important to study something that you love. This might embolden some students who 

might otherwise major in an applied field to study social science or humanities fields 

instead. The class of 2012 will be the first graduating class to have entered college during 

the current economic downturn. When data about their major choices becomes available, 

it will be interesting to see how these decisions played out.  

Future Research 

 I chose this dissertation topic because I observed that planfulness among college 

students was an overlooked topic of inquiry. As such, this research is only a small step 

toward understanding how college students navigate the transition from school to the full-

time labor market. Several areas of future research are warranted. First, an ethnography 

that elaborates on the typology of student planfulness that I introduced in Chapter 6 could 

further explore the factors that lead some students to become strivers or explorers and 

others to become satisficers or delayers. Such an ethnography could also be used to test 

the generalizability of my findings by comparing student planfulness at different types of 

universities. A study comparing the planfulness strategies used by students at a 
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community college, a state university, and a private Ivy League university could prove 

quite illuminating.  

In addition to studying other populations of college students, an important next 

step is to determine whether there is a connection between planfulness strategies and life 

course outcomes.  A longitudinal study that follows young people throughout early 

adulthood could thus tell us whether planfulness during college leads to positive career 

outcomes, such as greater career stability, higher lifetime earnings, and greater job 

satisfaction. Such a study could also show the relative importance of planfulness in 

relation to other factors that are known to affect these outcomes, such as social 

background and social capital.   

Policy Implications 

 Although this research is a case study, the findings have several policy 

implications for educators and college administrators. Specifically, universities should 

create programs that will help students become more knowledgeable about college 

majors and post-graduate educational and occupational opportunities. While existing 

academic advising and career counseling services may be extremely helpful to students 

taking advantage of those opportunities, offering increased individual advising is not 

feasible for large universities. Moreover, for various reasons, many students are not 

interested in individual advising sessions. Universities should therefore devise programs 

that will benefit large numbers of its students.   

 First, universities should set up “College Major Fairs” where students can meet 

professors and students from different departments to learn about what types of material 

they would learn in a particular major and what kinds of things people who major in that 
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subject go on to do. College Major Fairs could be held during freshman orientation to 

give students new to the university an opportunity to research different majors prior to the 

start of taking classes. However, a second fair could also be held during the school year, 

perhaps during the spring semester, to allow students who still have not decided upon a 

major, as well as those looking to change their major, a chance to meet with 

representatives from several different departments. College major fairs would not be 

difficult to implement, as administrators are already familiar with similar types of fairs, 

such as college fairs for high school students and career fairs for undergraduates. In past 

years, Boyer State has held such fairs for incoming freshmen and their parents. Boyer 

State should continue this program and expand it by opening it up to students in all stages 

of their college careers. It may be that the students who could benefit the most from such 

fairs are those who have already gained some college experience, rather than newly-

arrived freshmen who are still adjusting to school.   

Second, universities should integrate major selection activities into coursework.  

Boyer State already has a framework for such a curriculum. In Spring 2011, Boyer State 

introduced the “Major Exploration Academy,” a four-step advising process aimed at 

helping students choose college majors.  In Step One, students complete a self-

assessment questionnaire aimed at identifying where they currently are in the major 

exploration process. As part of this self assessment, students list the different majors that 

they have been considering and answer questions about whether they have discussed 

potential majors with anyone, including parents, friends, teachers, and advisors. In Step 

Two, students complete worksheets identifying their interests, abilities, and ideal jobs. 

They also begin investigating the majors in which they are interested. In Step Three, 
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students re-evaluate their attitude toward the majors they identified in Step One. They 

also conduct an informational interview with someone who works in a field in which they 

are interested. Step Four involves creating a plan of action to move forward into a major. 

At this point, students should be knowledgeable about the requirements for their chosen 

major, the resources available to help them in that major, and the career paths that other 

students in that major have pursued. In its current form, the Major Exploration Academy 

is a program available to students who seek it out and the exercises must be pursued 

during their spare time.   

 I propose integrating the Major Exploration Academy into general education 

courses as an additional credit hour. During their first semester, all freshmen would be 

required to take a class that is designated as a Major Exploration Academy course.62 

Over the course of the semester, freshmen would complete the four steps that comprise 

the Major Exploration Academy program. The professor leading the course would review 

students’ self-evaluation forms and perhaps provide some feedback, but would not be 

expected to act as an advisor. Unlike the current Major Exploration Academy, the course 

integration would not include one-on-one academic advising. Instead, one hour of class 

time each week would be devoted to major exploration activities. In addition to filling out 

the self-assessments, students can use this time to engage in discussions about the process 

of selecting a major. Discussing such topics with fellow classmates and a single professor 

in a classroom setting may be less intimidating for some students than seeking out the 

assistance of an advisor. The class could include guest speakers, including advisors from 

the academic resources office. After completing the course, some students may decide 

 

                                                 
62 Students who are not in their first semester of college would not be required to attend the additional hour 
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that they would like additional one-on-one advising and the course could help direct them 

to the appropriate university staff.  The advantage of a curriculum-integrated major 

exploration academy is two-fold. First, by giving students dedicated time to complete the 

self-evaluation forms, it encourages students to engage in some serious self-reflection as 

part of the process of choosing a major. Second, it may also encourage more dialogue 

among peers, something I noticed was not common among students I interviewed. It is 

also worth pointing out that even students who begin college with a declared major could 

benefit from this program since about half of students eventually switch majors during 

college. Even students who are confident about their choice of major may find valuable 

the additional time to reflect on their choice.   

 One might question the feasibility of incorporating such a program into the 

curriculum. La Salle University’s “Freshman Year Experience” (“FYE”) program could 

therefore serve as a model for such a program. At La Salle, first-semester freshmen must 

take one course that is designated as an FYE course. The La Salle website explains,  

“FYE consists of one extra hour a week tied to foundation courses or other 
courses freshmen commonly take. These courses are taught by faculty 
members certified by their department chairs. Classes meet four times a 
week and the student earns one free credit for a total of 4 credits rather 
than 3.”  

The La Salle FYE program is designed to give students an introduction to college life and 

serves as a sort of semester-long freshman orientation.  FYE courses are required to cover 

several topics, including: study skills; career planning and choosing a major; assistance in 

choosing courses; information about health issues, especially sexually transmitted 

diseases; and information about drugs and alcohol. Beyond the five required topics, FYE 

faculty members have the freedom to choose additional topics or activities. La Salle has 
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used the FYE program for over fifteen years and its endurance suggests that other 

schools, including Boyer State, could create similarly-structured programs with the 

narrow goal of helping students select their majors.  

 To a lesser extent, curriculum integration could also be used to help students form 

their post-graduation plans. Currently at Boyer State, seniors must enroll in a capstone 

course that serves as a culmination of their major studies. While capstone courses often 

require some sort of project, they also typically include activities such as drafting a 

resume and advice on how to market your skills to employers. Capstone courses such as 

these follow the spirit of my policy proposals; however, the fact that they are often taken 

in the spring semester of senior year means there is room for schools to offer other 

programs aimed at helping students plan for their future during earlier years. In order to 

encourage students to begin thinking about their futures before they are seniors, I propose 

that universities integrate a “Career Day” into their curriculum. This could be done more 

informally than the Major Exploration Academy program. Each major could designate 

one week each spring semester as “Career Week.” All classes in that major would then be 

required to devote one hour that week to the topic of careers.  Faculty members could 

have flexibility as to how they want to integrate a lecture on careers into their course, and 

the types of activities performed during that hour could be tailored to the course. For 

example, in an introductory sociology course, the professor may simply give an overview 

of the different types of careers that someone could pursue with a sociology degree. In a 

methods class, the professor might invite guest speakers who work with data to talk about 

their day-to-day work and training as a numbers-cruncher. In a substantive class, like 

sociology of education, guest speakers from a research institute that focuses on 
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education-related issues could be invited to talk to students about the type of work they 

do. Academic departments, often through their student organizations, often hold activities 

like these. I am simply advocating making these activities part of the curriculum.  

 The advantages of a university-wide “career day” program are as follows. First, 

through their general education and elective classes, students would learn about how 

college graduates have applied what they have learned in their major to their work 

outside of the ivory tower. The career day program would thus help students learn about 

the different types of occupations that are available. Considering that many of the types 

of jobs that people perform today were not in existence thirty years ago, this information 

should not be treated lightly. Knowing what kinds of jobs are available in today’s global 

economy may help students focus on a goal. At the very least, it will make them a more 

knowledgeable person about the kind of work that is done in today’s global economy. A 

student taking five classes each semester would participate in about 20 career days during 

their time in college. Toward the end of their studies, when students take most of their 

classes in their majors, many of the career days will likely be for classes in their majors. 

Thus, students would have the opportunity to hear about many different paths that people 

in their field have followed.  

 While a lucky few may be able to turn career days into social networking 

opportunities, the primary objective of the program would be to provide students with 

more information about careers in different fields. One of the activities that strivers and 

explorers often did was talk to people in different careers.  By exposing students to 

people who are actively working in different fields, the career day program would 
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attempt to give all students the opportunity to learn more about different occupations and 

thereby encourage them to make more well-informed decisions.   

 In their book, Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness, 

economists Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein (2008) suggest that through “choice 

architecture” institutions can “nudge people toward the best decision without restricting 

their freedom of choice.” Thaler and Sunstein argue that by organizing the context in 

which people make decisions, institutions can encourage individuals to make decisions 

that will improve their lives. The policies I have suggested follow a similar logic. By 

giving students more information about college majors and potential careers, colleges can 

help students make better choices. Incorporating opportunities for students to gather this 

information into the curriculum helps ensure that all students are given equal access to 

resources.    

 Importantly, the policies I have suggested do not call for universities to relinquish 

a liberal arts philosophy toward higher education in favor of a utilitarian philosophy. In 

other words, I am not advocating that universities turn into employee-training factories or 

focus more on teaching technical, job-related skills. Instead, I am calling for colleges to 

help students make better, more-informed choices about majors and to give them the 

tools that would allow them to set realistic, achievable educational and occupational 

goals. Boyer State, the university at the center of this research, already offers many 

wonderful resources to its students—but students can only take advantage of these 

resources if they have the time and know-how to seek them out. If Boyer State makes 

these resources more readily-accessible, it can ensure more of its students graduate 

feeling confident that their college experience has prepared them for the “real world.”  
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 While these policy recommendations may help individual institutions increase 

their students’ career preparation, they do not address the underlying macrostructural 

problem that the school-to-work transition in the United States is characterized by weak 

connections between educational credentials and occupational relevance (Kerckhoff 

2002). Thus, college graduates tend to leave school with a general education, but few job-

related skills. Possessing general skills that can be applied to different types of jobs may 

be advantageous in today’s global economy where the types of occupations most needed 

are constantly shifting; however, this weak education-job linkage also makes entrée into 

the world of work more difficult since many students lack direction about how to 

successfully match their skills to available jobs. Policies that encourage more businesses 

to apprentice young people are therefore needed.  

One reason that businesses, particularly small and medium size ones, may be 

apprehensive about offering internships is that they need to be careful not to run afoul of 

labor laws. In particular, they need to be aware of the fine distinctions between interns 

and employees. In an effort to increase the number of internship opportunities, the 

government should make it easier to classify student workers as interns. As an incentive 

to hire interns, the federal government should also offer tax credits to businesses that 

provide internships. Currently, such tax incentives are used by only a smattering of local 

and state governments. These suggestions, however, would only amount to small steps 

toward bridging the transition between school and work.  In order to truly improve this 

linkage, educational institutions, businesses, and governments would need to work 

together to devise programs that make the connections between school and work more 

clear. Until this happens, figuring out how to make educational choices that will lead to 

 
 

 
 

257
 



 

both personal fulfillment and career satisfaction will remain a problem that young people 

must solve largely on their own. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Introduction 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed. During this interview, I’m going to ask you 
questions about how you chose your major and whether you have plans for after 
graduation. I want to assure you that all of your answers will be kept confidential and 
never tied to your identity. If I use something you say during this interview, I will use a 
pseudonym to protect your identity. I prefer to tape record our conversation because it 
allows me to focus on listening to what you are saying as opposed to taking detailed 
notes. I may take some notes, but these will simply help me remember things I’d like to 
come back to later. Before we start, do you have any questions? (If none) Okay, let’s 
begin. What I’m really interested in is the stories that students have to tell about how they 
ended up in college, how they ended up with major, and what they think they’d like to do 
after they graduate. And so I'm going to ask you to work with me to tell your story. I’d like you to 
just tell me your story with as much detail as possible. I have this interview guide in front of 
me and it has questions about different topics on it. It’s really just for me to make sure we 
cover all of these topics. 
 
Selecting a College and College Major 

1. One of the things I’m interested in is understanding the reasons that people attend 
college. Tell me, how did you decide to come to college? 

2. Did you ever consider not going to college? Why or why not? 

3. Think back to when you were in high school and you started the college application 
process, can you walk me through what that was like? 

4. Did you have any requirements for the types of schools that you were applying to? 

5. Did your family have an opinion about what type of school they wanted you to go to? 

6. Why did you choose to come to Boyer State? 

7. As you know, one of the things I’m interested in is how students pick their college 
majors. Tell me, what is your current major? 

8. Tell me the story of how you ended up as a ________  major. 

a. When did you first start thinking about majoring in _____________? Was it in 
college, high school, or some other time? 

9. Were there any other subjects that you thought about majoring in?  

a. [If yes] Why didn’t you major in ____________? 
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10. Thinking back to when you made the decision to major in____________, did you 
discuss your choice with anyone? Did you discuss it with anyone at school, like a 
professor or counselor? Did you discuss it with friends? Did you discuss it with your 
family? 

11. Did your family have any advice for you when you were thinking about what subject 
to major in? Was there any particular subject that your parents hoped you would 
major in?  

12. I’d like to talk about advisors for a minute. Does Boyer State require that you meet 
with an academic advisor to discuss picking your major?  

13. Does the ______________ department assign you an advisor? What types of things 
do they talk to you about?  

14. What happened the last time you met with an advisor? Can you walk me through that 
conversation? 

15. Imagine that I am a high school senior and I’m thinking about majoring in 
__________. What advice would you have for me, either good or bad? 

16. Now imagine that you are talking to a family friend and they are asking you about 
college. Students are often asked, “What is your major? What do you with a 
________major?” What’s the spiel that you give people when they ask a question like 
that? Do you believe that spiel? 

17. Can you tell me a little bit about what it's like to be an _______major at Boyer State?  

18. Some majors have a lot of flexibility and let the students pick what courses they are 
going to take and when they can take them. Others are kind of rigid and have a set 
sequence of courses that you have to take. What is it like as a _________major? 

19. Some departments have clubs for its majors. Do you belong to any organizations or 
clubs that are a part of the ______________ department? 

20. Are you glad you chose to major in ___________? 

21. If you could make your college major choice over, would you still choose to major in 
________? PROBE: Why or why not? 

22. Now, thinking about college majors in general, why do you think schools require you 
to pick one?  

23. Do you think it’s a good thing or a bad thing to have to pick a college major? 

24. After college, do you think most people do something related to their college majors?  
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25. In your opinion, why do some people go into fields related to their college majors 
while others do not? 

26. Thinking about college in general, what do you think are the major reasons that 
people go to college? Does that apply to you? 

Post-Graduation Plans  

27. Now senior year can be a pretty busy time for a young person, with lots of things to 
do and think about. Tell me, how does it feel to be a senior in college? 

28. What are some of the things that you think about as a senior?  

29. Now, I’d like to talk about what you’d like to do after graduation. In your own words, 
tell me, what do you envision happening in your life in the next few years? 

30. Thinking about the year or so after you graduate, what do you expect to be doing? 

31. What do your parents expect you to do? 

32. Imagine that I work in the HR department/ admissions committee. What would I see 
on your resume/grad school application that you haven’t already told me about? 

Occupations [Substitute questions about graduate school, if appropriate] 

33. Now, I’d like to talk about what kind of careers or occupations you are interested in. 
Tell me, is there any particular occupation or career that you are interested in 
pursuing? How did you decide on this occupation? 

34. What does a career in ___________ involve? What does a __________ do?  When 
you think about what it would be like to be a _____________, what do you imagine 
your daily work would be like? What kinds of things would you do? 

35. Tell me, what do you have to do to become a __________________________? 

36. How long have you been interested in that career? 

37. Where did you first learn about this career? 

38. Did you think about becoming a __________________________ when you were in 
high school? 

39. Were there any specific experiences or people that you think led you to become 
interested in becoming a __________________________? 

 

40. As part of planning for their future, some students talk to other people. Have you 
talked to anyone about your plans to become a __________________________? 
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41. Did you experience any particular turning points, either activities or experiences, that 
helped you decide to make the choice to become a __________________________? 

42. Were there certain experiences or people or things about yourself that you feel have 
discouraged you from pursuing this career? 

43. Are there any factors that you see as obstacles in your path to becoming a 
__________________________? 

44. Are there any factors that you think will help you in your path to becoming a 
__________________________? 

45. Are there any other types of careers or occupations that you are interested in? 

46. Let’s daydream for a minute. If you could do anything, what would your dream job 
be?  

a. What would you have to do/have done differently to get this job? 

b. Do you think you will pursue this job? 

The Transition to Adulthood  

Now, I’d like to change the topic a bit and talk about what is called the transition to 
adulthood.  

47. People differ in their ideas about what it takes for a young person to become an adult 
these days. What do you think makes someone an adult?  

 
48. Do you think of yourself as an adult? Why or why not? 
 
 
49. Thinking about people in their twenties, say from age 21 to 30, what kinds of things 

do you think should happen in their lives during that time period? 
 
50. I’d like you tell me your thoughts on if and when you expect to experience the 

following events. Do you expect to…(Probe each response: If yes, at what age do you 
expect to…) 

a. Attend Graduate School 
b. Be employed full-time  
c. Live with a romantic partner 
d. Marry 
e. Have Children 
f. Live on your own, i.e. not with your parents 
g. Become financially independent from your parents or guardians 
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51. We’re almost done with this interview. I have a few background questions for you, 

but before we get to them, I want to tell you a little about my study and see if you 
think I missed anything. What I am interested in is how much planning students do 
when selecting their college major and making post-graduation plans. There are some 
people who say that college students are very planful and have clear goals in mind 
when picking their major and deciding what to do after graduation. There are other 
people who say that college students tend to be more carefree and wait until after 
graduation to make decisions about jobs and graduate school. What do you think most 
college students are like? Why do you think so? 

52. Tell me, in studying this topic, what question should I have asked that I didn’t? 

53. One thing I’m interested in is whether gender affects people’s decisions about majors 
and what they are going to do after graduation. Do you think being a woman has 
impacted any of the decisions that you’ve made? 

Background Questions 

Just a few background questions and then we are done. Some of these questions are 
personal. Remember, you do not have to answer any question that makes you 
uncomfortable. Just tell me “I prefer not to say.”  

54. So that I have a complete sketch of your biography, can you tell me a little bit about 
your family? Can you talk a little bit about your high school experience? 

55. In what semester and year do you expect to graduate from Boyer State? 

56. What is your birthday? M/D/Y 

57. Are you Hispanic? 

58. What racial category do you consider yourself a member of? You may choose more 
than one. 

a. White 
b. Black [SPECIFY African-American, Caribbean, African, etc.] 
c. Asian [SPECIFY] 
d. Other 
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59. In which of the following categories does your GPA fall? Cumulative and than major 

A. 0 to 0.9  
B. 1.0 to 1.49  
C. 1.5 to 1.99 
D. 2.0 to 2.49 
E. 2.5 to 2.99 
F. 3.0 to 3.49 
G. 3.5 to 3.74 
H. 3.75 to 4.0 

 

60. Please look at this card and tell me the letter of the category that best represents your 
parents’ household income.  

A. Under $25,000 
B $25,000-$49,999 
C $50,000-$74,999 
D $75,000-$99,999 
E $100,000 or more 
 

61. If you borrowed money to help pay for college expenses, estimate how much you will 
owe as of June 30, 2008.  

62. I’d like to thank you for your time today. Your interview will help me understand 
how young people pick their college majors and plan for their future. Before we go, 
do you have any questions for me?  
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PROBES TO REMEMBER 
1) Walk me through… 
2) Ask for specific examples concrete situations 
3) Is there a specific incident that you can think of that would make clear what you have in mind? 
4) Could you tell me about the most recent time that happened? 
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APPPENDIX B: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 
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1. Checking the statement below indicates that you have read and 
understand the contents of this Consent Form and that you agree to take 
part in this study

Consent Statement

Consent Statement

Study Title: The Process of Selecting a College Major

Principal Investigator Name: Eugene P. Ericksen, Department of 

Sociology 

Student Investigator Name: Melissa Pittaoulis, Department of 

Sociology

Phone Number: 215-864-3879

We are surveying  seniors to learn more about how 

students select their college majors and what plans they have for after 

college graduation. To help us gain further insights into this area we 

ask that you complete this survey about your experiences as a college 

student, your plans for the future, and your opinions about a few 

related topics. It shouldn’t take more than 10-15 minutes. 

The data you provide will be recorded anonymously and your 

participation will be held in the strictest confidence. Your name and 

identifying information will never be used in any written materials or 

oral presentations. Your participation in this study is on a voluntary 

basis, and you do not have to answer any question that makes you feel 

uncomfortable. You may also refuse to participate at any time without 

consequence or prejudice.

Questions about the interview or your rights as a research subject may 

be addressed to the Temple University Institutional Review Board 

Coordinator, Richard Throm. His telephone number is 215-707-8757. 

Questions about the project may be addressed to 

sociologysurvey@temple.edu or Melissa Pittaoulis at the phone number 

provided above. 

I agree to take part in this study.
 



Other 
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2. In what semester do you expect to graduate?

3. Please list your current major or majors.

4. Do you have a minor?

5. Since entering college, have you ever changed your major?

College Major Selection

May 2009
 



Summer 2009
 



December 2009
 



May 2010
 



Don't Know
 



Other (please specify)
 

 


No
 



Yes (please specify)
 

 


Yes
 



No
 



Not sure
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6. What was the FIRST major you studied in college?

7. Thinking about the FIRST major you studied in college, which of the 
following reasons describes why you SWITCHED OUT of your first major? In 
Column 1, please check all reasons that apply to you.  
 
 
 
Once you have done so, please indicate in Column 2 which of the reasons 
you selected was the SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT reason why you switched 
out of this major.  
 

Switching Majors

 

Column 1 

Check all that apply to 

you

Column 2

Check Most Important 

Reason

I thought the another major offered better career options.  

I didn’t like my classes.  

I thought jobs related to this major didn’t pay enough.  

I became interested in a career that was related to another major.  

My parents convinced me another major was better.  

My parents were unhappy with this major.  

I thought the classes required too much work.  

I was more interested in another major.  

I wouldn’t graduate on time if I continued in this major.  

I didn’t like my classmates./I didn't relate to my classmates.  

I didn’t like my professors.  

I thought the major was too easy.  

I wasn’t satisfied with my grades in this major.  

I didn’t think I would find a job related to this major.  

The material we learned in the major didn’t interest me.  

I was testing out different majors and realized that I didn't like this 

one.
 

I transferred from another school and my new school did not offer this 

major.
 

I thought the major was too hard.  

Some other reason (please describe the reason and indicate in this box whether this reason was the most 

important.)

Other 
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8. Did you remember to complete Column 2 in the question above? 
 
If you didn't, please return to the question and indicate which of the 
reasons you selected was the SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT reason why you 
switched out of this major.  
 
Otherwise, please continue with the survey. 

Continue.
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9. Are you a double major?

College Major Selection

Yes
 



No
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10. Which of the following reasons describes why you chose your CURRENT 
major? In Column 1, please check all reasons that apply to you.  
 
 
 
Once you have done so, please indicate in Column 2 which of the reasons 
you selected was the SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT reason why you chose 
your CURRENT major.  
 

College Major Selection

 

Column 1 

Check all that apply to you

Column 2 

Check Most Important 

Reason

I thought this subject would help me in graduate or 

professional school.
 

I thought this major would help me get a good job.  

I thought this major would teach me job skills.  

I took a class in this subject in high school and enjoyed it.  

I thought jobs related to this major pay well.  

My high school teacher or guidance counselor suggested I 

major in this subject.
 

I was interested in this subject.  

I thought this subject was easy.  

A family member suggested that I major in this subject.  

My parents suggested I major in this subject.  

My friends suggested that I major in this subject.  

I earned good grades in this subject.  

I took a class in this subject in college and enjoyed it.  

My professor suggested that I major in this subject.  

I am passionate about this subject./I love this subject.  

This major is related to my career goals.  

Some other reason (please describe the reason and indicate in this box whether this reason was the most 

important.)
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11. Did you remember to complete Column 2 in the question above? 
 
If you didn't, please return to the question and indicate which of the 
reasons you selected was the SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT reason why you 
chose this major.  
 
Otherwise, please continue with the survey. 

Continue.
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12. You indicated that you are a double major.  
 
Please answer the next few questions thinking about only ONE of your 
majors. Later, you will be asked about your other major. 
 
What is the major that you are thinking about?

College Major Selection
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13. Which of the following reasons describes why you chose your this 
major? In Column 1, please check all reasons that apply to you.  
 
 
 
Once you have done so, please indicate in Column 2 which of the reasons 
you selected was the SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT reason why you chose this 
major.  
 

 

Column 1 

Check all that apply to you

Column 2

Check Most Important 

Reason

This major is related to my career goals.  

A family member suggested that I major in this subject.  

I am passionate about this subject./I love this subject.  

I thought this subject would help me in graduate or 

professional school.
 

I thought jobs related to this major pay well.  

I was interested in this subject.  

My friends suggested that I major in this subject.  

My parents suggested I major in this subject.  

I thought this major would help me get a good job.  

My high school teacher or guidance counselor suggested I 

major in this subject.
 

My professor suggested that I major in this subject.  

I earned good grades in this subject.  

I took a class in this subject in high school and enjoyed it.  

I thought this major would teach me job skills.  

I thought this subject was easy.  

Some other reason (please describe the reason and indicate in this box whether this reason was the most 

important.)

I 
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14. Did you remember to complete Column 2 in the question above? 
 
If you didn't, please return to the question and indicate which of the 
reasons you selected was the SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT reason why you 
chose this major.  
 
Otherwise, please continue with the survey. 

Continue.
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15. When did you decide to major in this subject?

16. In your own words, please describe how you chose this major.

17. If you could make your college major choice over, would you pick this 
major again?

College Major Selection

Before Freshman Year
 



Freshman Year
 



Sophomore Year
 



Junior Year
 



Other (please specify)
 

 


Yes
 



No
 



Not sure
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18. What makes you say that you would pick this major again?

College Major Selection
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19. What makes you say that you wouldn’t pick this major again? 

College Major Selection
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20. What makes you say that you aren’t sure if you would pick this major 
again?

College Major Selection
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21. Now, I'd like to ask you the same questions about your other major. 
 
What is your other major?

22. Which of the following reasons describes why you chose this major? In 
Column 1, please check all reasons that apply to you.  
 
 
 
Once you have done so, please indicate in Column 2 which of the reasons 
you selected was the SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT reason why you chose this 
major.  
 

College Major Selection

 

Column 1 

Check all that apply to you

Column 2 

Check Most Important 

Reason

My parents suggested I major in this subject.  

I thought this subject would help me in graduate or 

professional school.
 

I thought jobs related to this major pay well.  

I took a class in this subject in high school and enjoyed it.  

This major is related to my career goals.  

I thought this major would teach me job skills.  

I thought this subject was easy.  

My high school teacher or guidance counselor suggested I 

major in this subject.
 

I was interested in this subject.  

My professor suggested that I major in this subject.  

I am passionate about this subject./I love this subject.  

A family member suggested that I major in this subject.  

My friends suggested that I major in this subject.  

I earned good grades in this subject.  

I thought this major would help me get a good job.  

Some other reason (please describe the reason and indicate in this box whether this reason was the most 

important.)
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23. Did you remember to complete Column 2 in the question above? 
 
If you didn't, please return to the question and indicate which of the 
reasons you selected was the MOST IMPORTANT reason why you chose 
this major.  
 
Otherwise, please continue with the survey. 

Continue.
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24. When did you decide to major in this subject?

25. In your own words, please describe how you chose this major.

26. If you could make your college major choice over, would you pick this 
major again?

Copy of page: College Major Selection

Before Freshman Year
 



Freshman Year
 



Sophomore Year
 



Junior Year
 



Other (please specify)
 

 


Yes
 



No
 



Not sure
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27. What makes you say that you would pick this major again?

Copy of page: College Major Selection
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28. What makes you say that you wouldn’t pick this major again? 

Copy of page: College Major Selection
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29. What makes you say that you aren’t sure if you would pick this major 
again?

Copy of page: College Major Selection
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30. Please indicate whether you have participated in the following activities 
since entering college.

Activities

Participated in leadership training
 



Played varsity/intercollegiate athletics
 



Presented at an academic or professional conference (not at 
 



Worked full-time while taking classes
 



Taken a graduate school admissions test (for example: GRE, LSAT, MCAT)
 



Joined a social fraternity or sorority
 



Interned in a field unrelated to your major
 



Worked with a professor on a research project outside of class (not for course credit)
 



Taken a remedial course
 



Worked for pay in a field related to your major
 



Joined a school club related to your major
 



Withdrew from school temporarily
 



Played on an intramural or club sports team
 



Taken a professional licensing/certification test (for example: State Teacher Exam)
 



Interned in a field related to your current major
 



Held a leadership position in a club or organization
 



Interned in a field related to a previous major
 



Worked on an independent study project
 



Participated in student government
 



Studied abroad
 



Failed one or more courses
 



Sought career or job counseling services through 
 



Had informal or social contacts with faculty members outside of classrooms and offices
 



Belonged to the University Honors Program
 



Shadowed a professional who works in a career in which you are interested
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31. Please indicate how often you participated in the following activities 
since entering college.

32. Please indicate how often you participated in the following activities 
since entering college.

Advising

 Never Once or twice Several times Not sure

Sought advice from a professor or advisor about applying for 

jobs
   

Sought advice from a professor or advisor about applying to 

graduate or professional school
   

Sought advice from a professor or advisor about what 

classes to take
   

Sought advice from a professor or advisor about what to do 

after graduation
   

Sought advice from a professor or advisor about what 

subject to major in
   

 Never Once or twice Several times Not sure

Sought advice from your parents or guardians about 

applying for jobs
   

Sought advice from your parents or guardians about what to 

do after graduation
   

Sought advice from your parents or guardians about what 

classes to take
   

Sought advice from your parents or guardians about what 

subject to major in
   

Sought advice from your parents or guardians about 

applying to graduate or professional school
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The next few questions are about your plans for after graduation. 

33. Thinking about the first year after you graduate from which of 
the following best describes your plans?  

Post-Graduation Plans

Working (either full or part-time)
 



Attending school (either full or part-time)
 



Both working and attending school
 



Paricipating in a service program (for example, the Peace Corps, Americorps)
 



Doing volunteer work
 



Staying at home to be with or start a family
 



Serving in the Armed Forces
 



Traveling
 



I do not yet have plans for after I graduate.
 



I will be doing something else (please specify)
 

 


Other 
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34. You indicated you will be working after graduation. Please use the drop-
down menus to complete the following sentence.

35. Please read the statements below and select the ones that describe 
you.

36. In your own words, what do you plan to do after you graduate?  
In what type of job do you expect to be working? 

Post Graduation Plans

 

I will be 

working....

After graduating, I will continue working for my present employer.
 



I plan to get a new job after I graduate, but I haven’t started looking yet.
 



I have started looking for a new job for after I graduate, but I haven’t applied anywhere yet.
 



I have already applied for jobs for after graduation.
 



I received a job offer, but declined.
 



I am currently considering a job offer.
 



I have accepted a job offer for after I graduate.
 



I plan on waiting until after graduation to figure out what I am going to do next.
 



I haven’t made plans for after graduation because I am not graduating this semester.
 



None of these statements apply to me.
 



Other 

Other 
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37. You indicated you will be attending school after you graduate from 
 Please use the drop-down menus to complete the following 

sentence.

38. Please read the statements below and select the ones that best 
describe you.

39. In your own words, what do you plan to do after you graduate?

Post Graduation Plans

 

I will be 

attending....

Please indicate the field that you plan to study AND the 

degree that you plan to obtain.

I have been accepted and will be attending graduate or professional school this fall.
 



I have been accepted to graduate or professional school, but haven't decided if I will attend.
 



I have applied to graduate or professional school, but do not know if I have been accepted.
 



I plan to attend graduate or professional school, but I haven’t applied yet.
 



I plan on waiting until after graduation to figure out what I am going to do next.
 



I haven’t applied to graduate school yet because I am not graduating this semester.
 



None of these statements apply to me.
 



Other 
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40. You indicated you will be working after graduation. Please use the drop-
down menus to complete the following sentence.

41. Please read the statements below and select the ones that best 
describe you.

Post Graduation Plans

 

I will be 

working....

After graduating, I will continue working for my present employer.
 



I plan to get a new job after I graduate, but I haven’t started looking yet.
 



I have started looking for a new job for after I graduate, but I haven’t applied anywhere yet.
 



I have already applied for jobs for after graduation.
 



I received a job offer, but declined.
 



I am currently considering a job offer.
 



I have accepted a job offer for after I graduate.
 



I plan on waiting until after graduation to figure out what I am going to do next.
 



I haven’t made plans for after graduation because I am not graduating this semester.
 



None of these statements apply to me.
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42. You indicated you will be attending school after you graduate from 
 Please use the drop-down menus to complete the following 

sentence.

43. Please read the statements below and select the ones that best 
describe you.

44. In your own words, what do you plan to do after you graduate?  
In what type of job do you expect to be working? 

Post Graduation Plans

 

I will be 

attending....

Please indicate the field that you plan to study AND the 

degree that you plan to obtain.

I have been accepted and will be attending graduate or professional school this fall.
 



I have been accepted to graduate or professional school, but haven't decided if I will attend.
 



I have applied to graduate or professional school, but do not know if I have been accepted.
 



I plan to attend graduate or professional school, but I haven’t applied yet.
 



I plan on waiting until after graduation to figure out what I am going to do next.
 



I haven’t applied to graduate school yet because I am not graduating this semester.
 



None of these statements apply to me.
 



Some 
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45. In your own words, what do you plan to do after you graduate?

Post Graduation Plans
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The next two screens ask about your opinions on a couple of different subjects. 

46. People choose to attend college for different reasons. From the list 
below, please select the FIVE most important reasons why YOU chose to 
attend college.

Opinions about College

A college degree is necessary to get a good job.
 



College would help me decide what kind of career I wanted to pursue.
 



My parents/family expected me to go college.
 



My high school teachers expected me to go to college.
 



College is a fun place to be.
 



The college experience would help me become a better, more educated person.
 



I enjoy school and wanted to continue.
 



I wanted to get away from home.
 



I would learn job skills in college.
 



I wanted to learn more about a particular subject.
 



A college degree was my personal goal.
 



I wanted to gain skills and knowledge for graduate or professional school.
 



I wasn't ready for the real-world.
 



I had nothing else to do.
 



Society expects most high schools students to attend college.
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47. People have different opinions about college majors. Please indicate 
whether you agree or disagree with the following statements about college 
majors. 

 
Strongly 

Agree
Agree

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree

Disagree
Strongly 

Disagree

You should be able to get a college degree without studying a major.     

A major that is interesting but offers few career options is a waste of 

time and money.
    

Majors provide students with skills that they will use in their jobs.     

Students should pick college majors that are related to their career 

goals.
    

Students benefit from having to pick a major.     

When getting a job after graduation, a student's college major is 

relatively unimportant.
    

Studying a major helps students focus on what they want to do in the 

future.
    

When picking a major, students should consider the field's income 

potential.
    

It is more important to pick a major that you are interested in than 

one that is directly related to a career.
    

A college major should prepare students for entry into a specific 

occupation.
    

Some 

Other 
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48. People differ in their ideas about what it takes for a young person to 
become an adult these days. In your opinion, to be considered an adult, 
how important is it for a person to ……. 
 

49. In your opinion, what is the ideal age to....

Transition to Adulthood

 
Very 

important

Quite 

important

Somewhat 

important

Not too 

important

Not at all 

important
Not sure

Get married?      

Be capable of supporting a family financially?      

Be employed full-time?      

Have a child?      

Completed his or her formal education?      

Be financially independent from his or her 

parents/guardians?
     

No longer live in his or her parents’ household?      

 Age

Get married?

No longer live in parents' household?

Be capable of supporting a family financially?

Be employed full-time?

Be financially independent from your parents/guardians?

Complete your formal education?

Have your first child?

Other 
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We are almost done. We just have some background questions for you. These questions will be used for 
classification purposes only and will not be used to identify individual respondents.

50. Which of the following best describes your high school?  
If you attended more than one high school, please answer for the high 
school where you spent the most time. 

Academic History

Public
 



Private, Catholic
 



Private, Other Religious
 



Private, Non-religious
 



Don’t know
 



Prefer not to say
 



Other (please specify)
 

 


Other 
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51. Which of the following math courses did you take in high school? 

52. Which of the following science classes did you take in high school?  

Algebra I
 



Algebra II
 



Business or Consumer Math
 



Calculus
 



Calculus, AP (advanced placement)
 



General Math
 



Geometry
 



Pre-Algebra
 



Pre-Calculus or Trigonometry-Pre-Calculus
 



Probability
 



Statistics
 



Statistics, AP (advanced placement)
 



Trigonometry
 



Other (please specify)
 

 


Anatomy/Physiology
 



Astronomy
 



Biology
 



Biology II
 



Biology, AP (advanced 

placement)


Biology, Honors
 



Botany or Zoology
 



Chemistry
 



Chemistry II
 



Chemistry, AP (advanced 

placement)


Chemistry, Honors
 



Earth Science
 



Ecology
 



Environmental Science
 



Environmental Science, AP 

(advanced placement)


Forensics
 



General Science
 



Physical Science
 



Physics
 



Physics II
 



Physics, AP (advanced 

placement)


Physics, Honors
 



Other (please specify)
 

 


Other 
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53. Which of the following categories best describes your grades in high 
school? 

54. Did you take the old or new SAT test?

55. What was your SAT score? 

Mostly As (a numerical average of 90-100)
 



Mostly Bs (80-89)
 



Mostly Cs (70-79)
 



Mostly Ds (60-69)
 



Mostly below D (below 60)
 



Don’t know
 



Prefer not to say
 



Other (please explain)
 

 


Old
 



New
 



Not sure
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56. Please use the drop-down boxes to indicate the semester and year in 
which you began taking classes at 

57. At the end of the Fall 2008 semester, what was your cumulative, or 
overall, GPA? Your best guess is fine. 

58. At the end of the Fall 2008 semester, what was your GPA in your major? 
Your best guess is fine.

Academic History

 Semester Year

First Semester at 

If the semester you entered  is not listed, please 

enter it here.

4.0
 



3.5 to 3.99
 



3.0 to 3.49
 



2.5 to 2.99
 



2.0 to 2.49
 



Below 2.0
 



Don't know
 



Prefer not to say
 



4.0
 



3.5 to 3.99
 



3.0 to 3.49
 



2.5 to 2.99
 



2.0 to 2.49
 



Below 2.0
 



Don't know
 



Prefer not to say
 



Other 
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59. Did you transfer to  from another college or university?

Yes
 



No
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60. Did you transfer to  from a community college, a two-year 
institution, a four-year institution, or some other type of school? 

61. Please use the drop-down boxes to indicate the semester and year in 
which you began taking classes at the FIRST college or university you 
attended after high school.

Academic History

 Semester Year

First Semester at College

Community college
 



Two-year institution
 



Four-year institution
 



Some other type of school (please specify)
 

 


If the semester you entered college is not listed, please 

enter it here.
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These questions will be used for classification purposes only and will not be used to identify individual 
respondents.

62. Gender

63. In what month and year were you born?

64. Are you Hispanic or Latino?

65. What is your race? [Check all that apply]

Background Questions

 Month Year

Birth date

Male
 



Female
 



Yes
 



No
 



Prefer not to say
 



White
 



Black or African American
 



American Indian or Alaska Native
 



Indian
 



Chinese
 



Filipino
 



Japanese
 



Korean
 



Vietnamese
 



Native Hawaiian
 



Other Asian (please specify in box below)
 



Middle Eastern
 



Prefer not to say
 



Some other race (please specify)
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66. What is your current marital status?

67. How many children or stepchildren do you have?  

68. Which of the following best describes your current financial situation. Do 
you… 

69. Which of the following best describes your current living arrangement? 

 

Number of 

children/stepchildren

Never Married
 



Married
 



Separated
 



Divorced
 



Widowed
 



Other (please specify)
 

 


Support yourself entirely
 



Support yourself mostly
 



Depend on your parents/guardians mostly
 



Depend on your parents/guardians entirely
 



Other (please specify)
 

 


Live with your parents or guardians
 



Live in an apartment
 



Live in a rented house
 



Live in a dormitory/fraternity/sorority house
 



Live in a house you own
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These questions will be used for classification purposes only and will not be used to identify individual 
respondents.

70. Which of following best describes the household in which you lived 
during high school? 

71. Please enter the number of siblings you have in each of the following 
categories. Please include any stepbrothers or stepsisters if they live or 
have lived in your home. 

72. What is your citizenship status?

Background Questions

 

Older Siblings

Younger Siblings

Lived with my father and mother
 



Lived with my father and stepmother (or other adult female)
 



Lived with my mother and stepfather (or other adult male)
 



Lived with my father alone
 



Lived with my mother alone
 



Alternated living with my father and mother who are divorced or separated
 



Prefer not to say
 



Other (please explain)
 

 



U.S. citizen
 



Permanent resident
 



Student visa
 



Other (please specify)
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73. In what country were you born?

74. In what country/countries were your parents born?

 

Your Birthplace

 

Father's Birthplace

Mother's Birthplace
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These questions will be used for classification purposes only and will not be used to identify individual 
respondents.

75. What is the present or most recent occupation of your FATHER 
(or male guardian)? 
If you have both a father and a male guardian, please answer for the one 
with whom you lived the most during high school. 

76. What is the highest level of education that your FATHER (or male 
guardian) completed? 
If you have both a father and a male guardian, please answer for the one 
with whom you lived the most during high school. 

77. What is the present or most recent occupation of your MOTHER (or 
female guardian)? 
If you have both a mother and a female guardian, please answer for the 
one with whom you lived the most during high school. 

Background Questions

No schooling completed
 



Nursery school to 4th grade
 



5th grade to 8th grade
 



9th grade to 12th grade, NO DIPLOMA
 



HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATE (High School Diploma, G.E.D., or equivalent)
 



Vocational, trade, or business school
 



Some college or university, no degree
 



College graduate
 



Some Graduate or Professional school, no degree
 



Graduate or Professional Degree
 



Don’t Know
 



Prefer not to say
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78. What is the highest level of education that your MOTHER (or female 
guardian) completed? 
If you have both a mother and a female guardian, please answer for the 
one with whom you lived the most during high school.  

79. How likely is it that you will do each of the following things?
 

Graduate from college

Attend graduate or 

professional school after 

college

No schooling completed
 



Nursery school to 4th grade
 



5th grade to 8th grade
 



9th grade to 12th grade, NO DIPLOMA
 



HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATE (High School Diploma, G.E.D., or equivalent)
 



Vocational, trade, or business school
 



Some college or university, no degree
 



College graduate
 



Some Graduate or Professional school, no degree
 



Graduate or Professional Degree
 



Don’t Know
 



Prefer not to say
 





Page 44

Survey of  StudentsSurvey of  StudentsSurvey of  StudentsSurvey of  Students
80. What is the highest degree that you expect to receive?

Associate's Degree (for example: AA or AS)
 



Bachelor's Degree (for example: BA or BS)
 



Master's Degree (for example: MA, MS, MEng, MEd, MSW, MBA)
 



Professional Degree (for example: MD, DDS, DVM, LLB, JD)
 



Doctorate Degree (for example: Ph.D. or Ed.D.)
 



Don't know
 



Prefer not to say
 



Other Degree
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These questions will be used for classification purposes only and will not be used to identify individual 
respondents.

81. Thinking about the time when you were 16 years old, compared with 
American families in general then, would you say your family income was...

82. Considering income from all sources including jobs, investments, public 
assistance, unemployment insurance, social security, disability and pension 
funds, and all other sources, what was your family's total household income 
during the last 12 months? Your best estimate is fine.

Background Questions

Far below average
 



Below average
 



Average
 



Above average
 



Far above average
 



Don't know
 



Prefer not to say
 



Less than $20,000
 



$20,000 to $29,999
 



$30,000 to $39,999
 



$40,000 to $49,999
 



$50,000 to $59,999
 



$60,000 to $69,999
 



$70,000 to $79,999
 



$80,000 to $89,999
 



$90,000 to $99,999
 



$100,000 or more
 



Don't know
 



Prefer not to say
 





Page 46

Survey of  StudentsSurvey of  StudentsSurvey of  StudentsSurvey of  Students
83. If you borrowed money to help pay for college expenses, estimate how 
much you will owe when you finish taking classes at  

Under $5,000
 



$5,000 to $9,999
 



$10,000 to $24,999
 



$25,000-$49,999
 



$50,000-$74,999
 



$75,000-$99,999
 



$100,000 or more
 



I do not have any loans./I will not owe any money.
 



Not sure
 



Prefer not to say
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Thank You Page

Those are all of the questions we have for you. Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey! 



 

APPENDIX C: EMAIL INVITATION 
 

Dear Boyer State University student, 
 
The Department of Sociology is interested in your feedback. We wish to better 
understand how college students select their majors and make plans for after graduation.  
By following the link below and completing the survey, you will be providing valuable 
information that could help Boyer State University as well as other universities and 
colleges to produce successful graduates. You do not need to be graduating this semester 
to complete this survey. This survey is anonymous and the information obtained will 
remain absolutely confidential; in no way can you be identified. It is also entirely 
voluntary.  Please follow the link provided to do the survey. It should take you at most 
10-15 minutes to complete.  
 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=Z89nPgcoC0RpX9AojZKUhg_3d_3d  
 
If you have any questions regarding this message or are concerned that this is spam, 
please contact Melissa Pittaoulis at sociologysurvey@boyer.edu. Thank you in advance 
for your participation. 
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APPENDIX D: CLASSIFICATION OF ACADEMIC MAJORS

Liberal Arts
African-American/Black Studies
American/United States Studies/Civilization
Anthropology
Asian Studies/Civilization
Classics/Classical Languages, Lit & Linguistics, General
Criminal Justice/Safety Studies
Economics, General
English Language and Literature, General
French Language and Literature
Geography, Other
German Language and Literature
History, General
International Relations and Affairs
Italian Language and Literature
Jewish/Judaic Studies
Latin American Studies
Linguistics
Multi-/Interdisciplinary Studies, Other
Philosophy
Political Science and Government, General
Psychology, General
Religion/Religious Studies
Sociology
Spanish Language and Literature
Speech and Rhetorical Studies
Women's Studies



APPENDIX D: CLASSIFICATION OF ACADEMIC MAJORS

Music & Arts
Visual and Performing Arts, General
Dance, General
Graphic Design
Drama and Dramatics/Theatre Arts, General
Technical Theatre/Theatre Design and Technology
Acting
Directing and Theatrical Production
Film/Cinema Studies
Photography
Art/Art Studies, General
Art History, Criticism and Conservation
Painting
Sculpture
Printmaking
Ceramic Arts and Ceramics
Fiber, Textile and Weaving Arts
Metal and Jewelry Arts
Music, General
Music History, Literature, and Theory
Music Performance, General
Music Theory and Composition
Conducting
Piano and Organ
Voice and Opera
Jazz/Jazz Studies
Music Pedagogy



APPENDIX D: CLASSIFICATION OF ACADEMIC MAJORS

Practical Arts
Accounting
Actuarial Science
Advertising
Architecture 
Audiology/Audiologist and Speech-Language Pathology/Pathologist
Broadcast Journalism
Business Administration and Management, General
Business Statistics
City/Urban, Community and Regional Planning
Civil Engineering Technology/Technician
Civil Engineering, General
Computer and Information Sciences, General
Computer Engineering, Other
E-Commerce/Electronic Commerce
Education
Electrical, Electronics and Communications Engineering
Engineering Technologies/Technicians, Other
Entrepreneurship/Entrepreneurial Studies
Environmental Engineering Technology/Environmental Technology
Finance, General
Health Information/Medical Records Administration/Administrator
Hospitality Administration/Management, General
Information Science/Studies
Information Technology
Insurance
International Business/Trade/Commerce
Journalism
Labor and Industrial Relations
Landscape Architecture 
Legal Professions and Studies, Other
Management Information Systems, General
Marketing/Marketing Management, General
Mechanical Engineering
Music Therapy/Therapist
Nursing/Registered Nurse 
Organizational Behavior Studies
Organizational Communication, General
Parks, Recreation and Leisure Studies
Public Health Education and Promotion
Public Relations, Advertising, and Applied Communication, Other
Public Relations/Image Management
Radio and Television
Real Estate
Social Work
Therapeutic Recreation/Recreational Therapy



APPENDIX D: CLASSIFICATION OF ACADEMIC MAJORS

Sciences
Applied Mathematics, Other
Biochemistry
Biology/Biological Sciences, General
Biophysics
Chemistry, General
Environmental Science
Environmental Studies
Geology/Earth Science, General
Horticultural Science
Mathematics, General
Physics, General
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APPENDIX E: SUPPLEMENTARY TABLES 



Mean
Standard 
Deviation N

F 
Statistic p-value Eta2

Gender 0.46 0.50 0.1%
Male 4.67 2.55 129
Female 4.50 2.42 358

Race 0.51 0.68 0.3%
White 4.50 2.42 328
Black 4.55 2.55 73
Asian 4.47 2.69 38
Other 4.96 2.38 48

Foreign-Born Parents 0.23 0.79 0.1%
None 4.58 2.49 362
One Parent 4.61 2.15 33
Two Parents 4.39 2.44 92

GPA 3.33 0.02 2.1%
Below 2.5 4.44 2.68 18  
2.5 to 2.99 3.90 2.32 92
3.0 to 3.49 4.63 2.40 215
3.5+ 4.90 2.52 155

E.1. Bivariate Results for Professors & Advisors Index



Mean
Standard 
Deviation N

F 
Statistic p-value Eta2

Gender 2.75 0.10 0.6%
Male 4.65 3.12 127
Female 4.13 2.78 361

Race 1.84 0.14 1.1%
White 4.74 3.04 324
Black 4.26 2.98 74
Asian 4.03 3.11 38
Other 3.88 2.99 52

Foreign-Born Parents 2.14 0.12 0.9%
None 4.68 3.03 360
One Parent 4.26 3.20 34
Two Parents 3.98 2.98 94

GPA 0.20 0.89 0.1%
Below 2.5 5.00 3.34 18
2.5 to 2.99 4.41 3.12 92
3.0 to 3.49 4.54 3.06 213
3.5+ 4.47 2.99 157

E.2. Bivariate Results for Parents & Guardians Index



Mean
Standard 
Deviation N F Statistic p-value Eta2

Gender 0.55 0.46 0.1%
Male 3.08 2.09 132
Female 3.24 2.16 366  

Race 1.06 0.36 0.6%
White 3.22 2.09 332  
Black 3.47 2.23 74
Asian 2.83 2.25 40  
Other 2.94 2.30 52

Parents with College Education 4.72 0.01 1.9%
None 2.87 2.03 166
One Parent 3.24 2.05 143
Two Parents 3.57 2.26 179

Household Income 1.73 0.13 1.7%
Less than $30,000 2.72 2.29 58
$30,000 to $49,999 2.74 1.89 61
$50,000 to $69,999 3.35 2.13 68
$70,000 to 99,999 3.49 2.05 101
$100,000+ 3.38 2.18 102

Foreign-Born Parents 0.97 0.38 0.4%
None 3.27 2.13 366
One Parent 3.17 1.96 35
Two Parents 2.93 2.25 97

Type of Major 2.27 0.08 1.4%
Liberal Arts 2.98 2.06 111
Science 3.67 2.09 45
Practical Arts 3.29 2.17 295
Music & Arts 2.66 2.16 47

GPA 4.13 0.01 2.5%
Below 2.5 2.67 2.79 18
2.5 to 2.99 2.68 1.93 92
3.0 to 3.49 3.18 2.07 221
3.5+ 3.60 2.19 159

E.3. Bivariate Results for Overall Number of Development Activities



Mean
Standard 
Deviation N

F 
Statistic p-value Eta2

Gender
Male 1.89 1.37 132 0.50 0.48 0.1%
Female 1.99 1.40 366  

Race
White 2.00 1.36 332 3.15 0.02 1.9%
Black 2.24 1.50 74  
Asian 1.48 1.41 40
Other 1.75 1.38 52

Foreign-Born Parents
None 2.03 1.38 366.00 1.42 0.24 0.6%
One Parent 1.86 1.42 35.00
Two Parents 1.77 1.45 97.00
 

E.4. Bivariate Results for Work-Related Development Activities



Mean
Standard 
Deviation N

F 
Statistic p-value Eta2

Gender 0.62 0.43 0.1%
Male 0.73 0.96 132
Female 0.65 0.92 366

Race 0.42 0.74 0.3%
White 0.70 0.96 332  
Black 0.62 0.82 74
Asian 0.63 0.84 40
Other 0.58 0.96 52

Foreign-Born Parents 1.00 0.37 0.4%
None 0.67 0.94 366.00  
One Parent 0.86 0.97 35.00
Two Parents 0.60 0.87 97.00
 

E.5. Bivariate Results for Academic-Research Development Activities
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