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ABSTRACT

Purpose

The purpose of the study was to identify academ ic  and 

s o c io lo g ic a l  corre la tes  which may determine sp e c i f i c  student populations 

showing tend enc ies  to change major f ie ld s .

Procedure

The research sample (N = 59 7) co n s is ted  of University of North 

Dakota students who were f i r s t - t im e ,  full- t ime students in the 1982 fall  

sem ester  and who continued enrollment through or graduated by the 198 6 

spring se m e ste r .  These  students a l s o  had an ACT composite score  on 

re co rd .

S e le c te d  information was obtained from the Student Profile Sect ion 

of the American Col lege  Test  (ACT) A sse ssm e n t ,  the Student Information 

Form of the Cooperative Insti tut ional  Research Program, and the Student 

Record System of the University  of North D akota .  Change of major was 

defined a s  a change between two academ ic  majors characterized by 

changes in major codes on the Student Record System .  For those  

students who were undecided upon in it ia l  enrol lment,  the change from
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"undecided"  to the first  academ ic  major declared was not considered a 

change of major.

Conclu sions

1 .  Students who were undecided upon ini tial  enrollment changed 

majors s ignif icant ly  fewer t imes than students who were decided.

2 .  There were no signif icant  re la t io nship s  between change of 

major frequency and students'  se l f -p ro fe s s e d  indications of sureness  of 

major and occupational c h o i c e s ,  need for a s s i s t a n c e  in deciding 

educational  and vocat ional  p lan s ,  and chance  of changing major f ield 

and career  c h o i c e s .

3 .  Students from smaller  graduating c l a s s e s  or with lower high 

school grade point averages  made s ignif icant ly  more changes of majors 

than students from larger graduating c l a s s e s  or th ose  with higher grade 

point a v e r a g e s .  However,  the s iz e  of the graduating c l a s s e s  and the 

grade point averages  explained minimal var iance  in change of major 

frequency.

4 . No s ignif icant  re la tionship s  were found between change of 

major frequency and parental l e v e ls  of education,  previous work 

e x p e r ien ce ,  vocat ional  coursework studied,  high school academ ic  rank, 

and ACT composite s c o r e .

5 .  Students with more frequent major changes  had signif icantly  

lower cumulative grade point averages  and earned l e s s  credit hours than

ix



students  changing l e s s  frequently .  However,  change of major frequency 

expla ined minimal variance  in cumulative grade point averages  and

credit  hours earned.



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Study

Many co l lege  freshmen have entered co l lege  with what they 

thought were c lear  academ ic  p la n s .  Upon enrollment they identified a 

major area of study, were a ss ig n e d  an academ ic  advisor in their 

respect ive  major a r e a ,  and pursued a prescribed course of su b jec t  

matter.  Literature review, however,  has indicated that large percentages 

of students have changed their major f ield at  le a s t  once  during their 

academ ic  c a re e rs .

The study of the change of major phenomena has  not been new to 

research  in higher education.  However,  the precipitating factors which 

have influenced the research  and its  direct ion have varied over the past 

y e a r s .  In the late  19 60s and ear ly  1 9 7 0 s ,  due to the maturing of the 

1 9 4 7 -1 9 5 0  postwar b a b i e s ,  inst itut ions were faced with rapid in c rease s  

in student populations.  This expansion in the sheer number of students 

only amplified concerns  which already e x is te d  about career  development 

in co l lege  students (Berger,  1967) .  Consequent ly ,  research  on career  

development i s s u e s  in ten s i f ied .

1
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The study of migration between majors was  stimulated in the 1 9 6 0 s .  

Akenson and Beecher (19 67) gathered data from the 19 65 Harvard 

graduating c l a s s  and found 61% had changed their majors during their 

co l lege  c a r e e r s .  They attributed the majority of changes  to students 

leaving the natural s c i e n c e s  for the s o c ia l  s c i e n c e s  or the humanit ies.  

They specula ted that the shift out of the natural s c i e n c e s  was largely 

due to the high school and co l lege  curricula d i f fe ren ces .  The high 

school  curriculum emphasized natural  s c i e n c e s ,  whereas the co llege  

l iberal  ar ts  curriculum opened up a new area of study for students and 

became quite popular in relation to the r is ing s o c ia l  c o n s c ie n c e  of the 

t i m e .

Not only did the number of students grow and the curriculum expand 

during the la te  1960s  and early 1 9 7 0 s ,  but the occupational world 

increased  in complexity a s  w e l l .  The number of occupational  

p o s s ib i l i t i e s  made it even more difficult  for co l lege  students to 

conf ident ly  choose  their c a r e e r s .  Subsequently ,  students were changing 

majors in their efforts to find a course of study that would lead to an 

occupation they desired.

From the mid 1970s  to the presen t ,  many inst itut ions have 

experienced a decline  in both co l lege  enrollments and f inancial  

r e s o u r c e s .  In an effort to make the most e f f i c ien t  use  of their re so u rce s ,  

th ese  inst itutions have been involved in s e l f - a s s e s s m e n t  procedures that

have focused on examining what students are ac tu a l ly  doing in relation to
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their academ ic  progress through c o l l e g e .  Foote (1980) described the 

situation in th is  manner:

Across the nat ion,  inst itut ions of higher education are facing 

a double bind of l imited f inanc ia l  resources  and decreased 

student enrol lm ents .  Either problem by i t s e l f  is cause  for deep 

concern b e cau se  e ither  has the potential  for leading to inadequate 

operating funds and a downward spiral  of inst itutional v i ta l i ty .  

The occurrence of the two together ,  with no sign of a trend 

reversal  in the near future,  had led c o l l e g e s  and university 

personnel to s e ek  new p e rsp e ct iv e s  on how to manage in 

s t e a d y - s t a te  or declining resource  s i tu a t io n s .  Such new 

p erspect iv es  in management include changes  in the way academ ic  

and support programs are eva lu ated .  The current need is  to go 

beyond evaluat ion in terms of the quality  of work done and to 

a s k  quest ions  about the e s s e n t i a l i t y  of the programs to the 

miss ion of the inst itut ion .  Faculty  chairpersons  and staff  

directors a l ike  are caught by the change in evaluation c r i ter ia .  

The old output indicators  are no longer suff ic ient to answer the 

penetrating q uest ions  of e s s e n t ia l i t y  of function,  and it is not 

to ta l ly  c lear  what new data will  be needed to support the claim 

of integral  importance and worth.  Given the centrali ty  of student 

learning and student retention to the miss ion of any co l lege  or 

universi ty ,  however,  part of the new data b a se  that seem s to
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be called for is an a s s e s s m e n t  of the students who use the 

programs, (p. 29)

Learning about a c a re e r ,  choosing a career ,  and becoming employable 

in the workforce h is to r ica l ly  have been the primary reasons  why young 

adults attend c o l l e g e .  Consequent ly ,  the c h o ic e s  of careers  and 

academ ic  majors have been studied in relat ion to s tudents1 adjustment 

within s ch o o l .  Gamble (19 62) expressed  h is  concern about the co l lege  

s u c c e s s  and adjustment of s tudents .  He indicated that vocat io nal 

maturity and curriculum certa in ty  were factors  related to a student 's  

co l lege  ad ju stment.  He researched the relationship between s e lec te d  

p r e - c o l l e g e ,  o u t - o f - s c h o o l ,  personal  e x p e r ie n ce s  and number of 

curriculum changes  made during a three sem ester  period. His study found 

that nearly 44% of the sample population made at l e a s t  one major change 

af ter  admission to the univ ers ity .

The high percentages  of students  who have changed majors have 

been evident throughout the r e se a rc h .  Feldman and Newcomb (19 69) 

summarized several  s tudies  (most of them longitudinal)  which es tab l ish ed  

th a t ,  with a few e x c e p t i o n s ,  between one-third and two-thirds of the 

students  in the samples  of the s tudies changed their career  choice  or 

choice  of major f ie ld .  Furthermore,  a s  addressed ear l ie r ,  most of the 

changes  resulted in migration from the "hard" s c i e n c e s  to so c ia l  s c i e n c e s  

and b u s i n e s s .  More re cen t ly ,  Foote (1980) conducted a two year 

invest igation which tracked arts and s c i e n c e s  students who had entered
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a university in the fa l l  of 1975 .  It was demonstrated that ,  "87% of the 

students who started school  with a speci f ied  major changed their major 

at l e a s t  once during the next two y ea rs "  (p. 33) .

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of th is  study was  to identify academ ic  and s o c io lo g ica l  

v ar iab le s  which may help to determine s p e c i f i c  student populations 

experiencing greater te n d en c ies  to change academ ic  major f i e ld s .

Several  re search ers  have recognized the need to study the change 

of major phenomena. Elton and Rose (19 66) s ta ted ,  "the high inc idence  

of with in-univers i ty  transfer  and the lack  of substantia l  knowledge about 

the phenomena, su gg es ts  that th is  is  an area worthy of invest igat ion"

(p. 539 ) .  Tit ley  and Titley (1980) found "a dearth of prec ise  and 

meaningful research  on the prevalence  and determinants of why co l lege  

students  change majors"  (p. 2 9 3 ) .  Ell iot (1984) noted that "few studies 

of career  maturity,  change of major,  and academ ic  achievement were 

concentrated on co l lege  students beyond their freshmen year"  (p. 4 1 1 ) .

The need to examine change of majors among students has been 

ident if ied .  If s p e c i f i c  academ ic  and s o c io lo g ic a l  var iab les  are related 

to major f ield c h a n g e s ,  a student profile may be constructed .  This would 

allow university personnel to identify groups of students which may be in 

the greates t  need of s p e c i f i c  career  development s e r v i c e s .  Moreover,  if 

a profile is e s t a b l i s h e d ,  those students who would l ike ly  experience
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greater d i f f icul t ies  in choosing a career  could be identified in the 

secondary s c h o o ls ,  thus allowing greater time for career  development 

e f f o r t s .

Research Hypotheses

The present study wil l  address the following research  hypotheses :

Research Hypothesis 1 . There will  be no s ignif icant  difference in 

the frequency of major change between th ose  students who in it ia lly  

declare  "undecided"  and those students who in it ia lly  choose  an academ ic  

m a jor .

Research Hypothesis 2 . There wil l  be a s ignif icant relationship 

between students'  indications  of their sureness  of major and occupational 

c h o ic e s  and number of major changes  made.

Research Hypothesis 3 . There wil l  be a s ignif icant re la tionship 

between students'  indications  of their need for a s s i s t a n c e  in deciding 

educational and vocat ional  plans  and change of major frequency.

Research Hypothesis 4 . There wil l  be a signif icant re la tionship 

between students'  predict ions of changes  in major f ield and career  

c h o ic e s  and actua l  changes  in major f ie ld .

Research Hypothesis 5 . There wil l  be s ignif icant  re la t io nship s  

between change of major and the following se le c te d  acad e m ic ,  

demographic,  so c io lo g ic a l  v a r ia b le s :  parental  l e v e ls  of educat ion,  work 

exper ience  and number of years studying v o ca t io n a l -o ccu p at io n a l
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coursework,  high school grade point av erag e ,  high school rank, number 

of students in high school graduating c l a s s ,  and the ACT composite 

s c o r e .

Research Hypothesis 6 . Students who change majors more 

frequently will  have lower grade point averages  and earn l e s s  credit 

hours than those changing majors l e s s  frequently .

Delimitations

This study involved following change of major a c t iv i ty  of those 

students  who in i t ia l ly  enrolled at the University of North Dakota a s  full 

time students  (12 or more credits)  during the 1982 fa l l  se m e s te r .  These  

students  were followed through the 1986 spring se m e ste r .  Students who 

withdrew from the University  prior to or during the 198 6 spring sem ester  

were not included within the study.

Limitations

1.  This study was limited to  the a c cu ra cy  of the University  records 

maintained on the Student Record System and obtained through the Office 

of Student Affairs and the Regis trar 's  O ff ice .

2 . The study population was  l imited to those students who 

completed the American Col lege  Testing  (ACT) Assessment and Student 

Profile Sect ion and the American Council  on Education (ACE) Student

Information Form.
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3 . The study population did not include some students who 

regis tered a s  f i r s t - t im e ,  full- t ime students in the 1982 fa ll  sem ester  but 

e ither  (a) did not attend any c l a s s e s  and were administratively dropped 

from such c l a s s e s ,  (b) attended only a few days and then withdrew, 

and/or  (c) did not pay fe e s  and were administratively dropped from 

enrol lm ent .

4 .  From the Student Record System, changes in major codes were 

only considered at the beginning of each  fa ll  and spring se m e ste r .  

Changes in majors made during other t imes were not addressed by th is  

study.

5 .  The study was l imited to the a c cu ra cy  with which the students 

completed the ACT, ACE q u e st io n n a ires .

6.  Information on every var iable  for each  member of the study 

population was  not a v a i la b le .

7 .  Since a l l  s u b je c t s  in th is  study are a f f i l ia ted  with the same 

universi ty ,  the g en era l izab i l i ty  of the re su l t s  may be l imited.

Def inition of Terms

American C ol leg e  T est  (ACT) A s s e s s m e n t : The ACT Assessment  

includes  four academ ic  t e s t s  in Engli sh,  math,  s o c ia l  s tu d ie s ,  and 

natural  s c i e n c e s ,  and an interest  inventory.  Information obtained from 

the ACT A ssessm ent  is  used to a s s i s t  students with career  and

educational d e c i s i o n s ,  provide inst itut ions with student admission and



9

enrollment data ,  help co l le g e  personnel p lace  students in appropriate 

co u rse s  and programs, help identify students who may benefit  from 

sp e c ia l  programs, and to help c o l l e g e s  examine and improve their 

educational  programs.

American Counci l  on Education (ACE): Founded in 1918 ,  the 

American Counci l  on Education is a counci l  of  educational organizations  

and inst itut ions whose purpose is to advance education and educational 

methods through comprehensive,  voluntary and cooperative a c t io n .  It 

e s ta b l i s h e d  the Cooperative  Institutional Research Program (CIRP) in 

1966 .

American Counci l  on Education (ACE) Student Information Survey: 

The ACE survey is sponsored by the Cooperative Inst itutional Research 

Program (CIRP) of the University  of Cal i fornia ,  Los Angeles ,  and the 

American Counci l  on Education.  The survey instrument,  the Student 

Information Form (SIF) , c o n s i s t s  of a c a d e m ic ,  demographic,  and personal 

information ( e . g . ,  a t t i tu d es ,  goals)  i t em s.  Information gained through 

students'  r e sp o n ses  to th ese  items provides a picture of co l lege  freshmen 

that can be used for administrative research  and counseling  purposes .

Attrit ion: A term referring to any student who le av e s  a university 

prior to earning a degree .

Change of M a jo r : Change of major will  be defined as  a change 

between two academ ic  majors a s  charac ter ized by change of major codes  

on the Student Record System. This definition exc lu d e s  the first change
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from "undecid ed” to the declarat ion of an academ ic  major by th ose  

students who were undecided upon in it ia l  enrollment.  That i s ,  a student 

who in it ia lly  d e c lare s  a major of undecided and then declares  another 

major ( e . g .  , accounting) has not made a major change until he sw itches  

to another academ ic  major.  An alternate  definition of change of major, 

which incorporates the fi rst  change from "undecided"  to an academ ic  

major ,  will  be addressed in the anci l lary  findings.

Cooperative  Insti tutional Research Program (CIRP): Establ ished in 

1966 by the American Council  on Education (ACE), th is  program is a 

national longitudinal study of the American higher education sy s tem .  It 

i s  administered by the Laboratory for Research on Higher Education at 

UCLA.

Full-Time Student: A student who is  enrolled for a speci f ied  

number of credit hours .  At the University  of North Dakota ,  a student 

must be enrolled for 12 credit  hours to be considered fu l l - t im e .

General  Education Requirements: This term refers to a speci f ied  

number of credit  hours a student is  to complete in certa in  d isc ip l in e s  

( e . g . ,  m athematics ,  arts  and humanities)  as  identified by the c o l le g e  or 

univ ers ity .  The goals  involved in requiring such broad coursework 

include developing c r o s s -d is c ip l in a r y  a b i l i t i e s  ( e . g .  , c r i t i c a l  thinking, 

e f fec t iv e  communication),  and disc ip linary  a b i l i t i e s  ( e . g . ,  understanding 

human behavior ,  s c ie n t i f i c  technology) .
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M ajor : This term general ly  refers to the field of spec ia l iza t io n  

( e . g .  , nursing) a student ch o o se s  to pursue.  The sp e c i f i c  requirements 

of a major are determined by the department or program responsib le  for 

the major.  G enera l ly ,  the bulk of the s tudent 's  coursework, above and 

beyond the General  Education Requirements,  is related to his  major 

f i e l d .

Part-Time Student: This term refers to any student who is not 

enrolled in the suff ic ient  number of credit  hours (generally 12 credit 

hours) to be considered f u l l - t i m e .

Retent ion: A term which refers to students who have continued 

attending the inst itut ion in which they first  enrol led.

Withdrawal: This term may refer to the withdrawal from one 

co u rse ,  or the discont inuing of enrollment (dropping a l l  c l a s s e s )  during 

a term. Withdrawal from a c o l le g e  or university  generally  involves a

formal procedure requiring a form and s ignatures .



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE

The Implications of Declaring the Academic Major 

For the co l lege-bo un d late a d o le s c e n t ,  one of the first  major 

d e c is io n s  relating to i s s u e s  of purpose,  identity,  and life goals  

is  encountered in the s e le c t io n  of an academ ic  major.  Responding 

to the question of "W hat 's  your m a jo r ? "  becom es a principal 

means of communicating about se l f  to family and p e e r s ,  and for the 

student who has not yet se le c te d  an academ ic  major, admission of 

confusion or doubt in that re sp ec t  may be tantamount to an 

admission of identify dif fusion.  (Brown & Strange,  1981 ,  p. 329) 

As Brown and Strange (1981) suggested ab o v e ,  the ac t ion  of 

declaring an academ ic  major by students seem s to "demyst ify"  the 

students'  futures;  that i s ,  students'  l iv es  suddenly "take shape"  and 

certain e x p e c ta t io n s  regarding future happenings are e s ta b l i s h e d .  These 

e xp e cta t io n s  are b ase d  on the b e l ie f  that the students who have declared 

their majors have well  developed s e l f - i d e n t i t i e s  that enable  them to 

know who they a r e ,  the career  g oa ls  they want to fu l f i l l ,  and the s teps  

they wil l  take to fulfi l l  them; w h e re a s ,  students  who are unable to s e le c t

12
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their majors are l ikely  to feel  anxious and guilty b e cau se  they may be 

perce ived by others a s  having poorly developed s e l f - i d e n t i t i e s .

The s o c ia l  undesirabi l ity  of not being able  to make a c h o ice  of 

career  or academ ic  major prior to or at the beginning of c o l l e g e ,  has been 

addressed in the l i terature.  One study (Weitz , C larke ,  & Jo n es ,  1955) 

found that students who declared sp e c i f i c  majors were better prepared 

for c o l l e g e .  Men, in particular ,  who declared a major were found to do 

better acad e m ica l ly  than those men who did not.  Thus, at  that t ime,  it 

was recommended that admission o f f icers  who had to choose  between two 

equally  good cand id ates ,  should have se le c te d  the one with a speci f ied 

major.  Adamek and Goudy (19 66) d isc u sse d  the negative cost  to so c ie ty  

in terms of the students'  t ime,  monies ,  and ta len ts  a s  well  a s  the 

inef f ic ient  use  of educational f a c i l i t i e s .  Gamble (19 62) cited Super as  

suggesting that a student 's  vocat ional  s e le c t io n  pro ce ss  be guided "to 

make the choice  more e con om ica l ,  p sy cho lo g ica l ly  and materially so 

that the individual a s  well  a s  s o c ie ty  would profit from the reduction of 

the amount of f loundering which charac te r izes  the early  e xper ien ces  of 

young people"  (p. 56 1 ) .  Gartman (1971 /1 9 7 2 )  stated the following: 

Indecis ion on the part of co l le ge  students in choosing an 

academ ic  major is co s t ly  to the students and to the inst itutions 

which they attend.  A change of major often resu lts  in lo s s  of 

credit hours to the students involved, which in turn means that 

they must spend extra time in earning a degree .  With the
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prospect of a need for longer and longer periods of formal 

education in to day 's  complex s o c i e t y ,  an early  and secure 

cho ice  of educational and occupational goals  would seem to be 

important both for the individual and for s o c ie ty ,  (p . 6)

The negative co n se q u e n ce s  of ins tab i l i ty  of major choice  and 

career  indecis ion  have been identified.  However,  overwhelmingly the 

l i terature has  refuted the expectat ion  that students are able  to declare  

s table  c h o ic e s  of majors at the onset  of their co l le ge  c a r e e r s .  Tit ley  and 

Titley (1980) presented their  v iew s as  fol lows:

It has been our experience  that a l l  too often many parents ,  

co l le ge  adm inis t ra to rs , facu lty ,  co u n se lo rs ,  and academic  

advisors  . . . seem to assume that a student 's  s e le c t io n  of 

s p e c i f i c  major represents a fully c ry s ta l l ized  cho ice  rather than 

a mere manifestation of the normal tr ia l  or exploratory phase of 

th is  developmental  span . . . .  Unfortunately,  numerous factors 

operate in unintentional opposition to the developmental  needs of 

students in their early  co l le ge  y e a r s .  Some parents seem to 

expect  their 1 7 -y ea r -o ld  offspring to know what they want to 

become v oca t io n a l ly ,  e s p e c ia l ly  if they are going to embark on a 

f inanc ia l ly  burdensome four years of c o l l e g e .  The perceptions  of 

some faculty  and administrators is  that undeclared sta tus  and the 

high rate of major change re f lec t  ei ther academ ic  ineptness  or
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negative in d e c i s iv e n e s s  rather than a normal development 

progress io n,  (pp. 2 9 3 ,  297)

In the preceding statement,  Titley and Titley (1980) briefly 

addressed the issu e  of the developmental  needs of students in their first 

co l lege  y e a r s .  In the following statement,  Burck (1984) reaffirmed the 

developmental  needs of a l l  people in re lation to career  progression:

People today seem to know l i t t le  about th em selves  a s  people,  

their  fe e l in gs  and f e a rs ,  their  pre ju dices  or p re fere n ce s ,  their 

strengths and w e a k n e s s e s ,  and they  do not have an accurate  

understanding of their behavior .  They desperate ly  want to 

understand and become aware of th ese  personal ch a r a c te r i s t i c s  

and a t t r ibu tes ,  sort them out in meaningful w ay s ,  and rela te  them 

to career  progress io n,  (p. 11)

The l iterature has  indicated that the developmental  needs  of 

students are often erroneously considered of secondary importance to 

so c ie ta l  n e e d s .  Cultural  and s o c ie ta l  forces  are believed to a f fec t  career 

aspirat io ns  of youth (Astin, 1967) .  This seemed e s p e c ia l ly  true regarding 

students '  perceptions of the re la t io nship s  between academ ic  majors and 

their eventual employment.  As Eike (1982) s ta ted ,  "In today 's  

industria lized American s o c ie t y ,  the choice  of a c o l le g e  major is  a f irst 

and often crucial  step in the cho ice  of employment" (p. 4 ) .  Again,  th is  

b e l ie f  has been repeatedly  disputed by th ose  who recognized the 

developmental needs of the student.  Faulting so c ie ty  with pressuring
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students to make premature career  c h o i c e s ,  Berger (19 67) d isc u sse d  

th e se  needs a s  follows:

The pressure is  based on an erroneous and misleading assumption,  

namely,  that most co l lege  freshmen are able  to make a last ing and 

sa t is fac to ry  vocat ional  choice  a s  freshmen or soon thereaf ter .

The assumption is erroneous b e cau se  most co l lege  freshmen have 

not yet learned, and wil l  not learn in a short t ime,  what they need 

to know about them selves  and about occupations  in order to make 

a f i r s t ,  sa t i s fa c to ry  vocat ional  c h o ic e .  The assumption is 

misleading b e ca u se  it c r e a te s  the impression that the s tudent 's  

vocat ional  t a s k  is merely one of "ch o o s in g "  a v ocat io n ,  ca fe ter ia  

s t y l e ,  rather than a potent ia lly  l ifelong task  of vocat io nal 

s e l f - d i s c o v e r y  which may reasonably  include many vocat ional  

c h o i c e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in the p rocess  of discovering a sa t is fac to ry  

occupational f ie ld .  In a s e n s e ,  the assumption requires that the 

freshman be o m nisc ien t ,  that he foresee  his  future exper ience  and 

development,  that he predict  what h is  eventual v ocat ional  choice  

wil l  be before he has  had the experience  and undergone the 

development out of which sa t is fac to ry  c h o ic e s  emerge.  In 

response  to the pressure to make a definite vocat io nal c h o ic e ,  

many students  commit th em selv es  prematurely.  They te l l  the 

world [what] they are going to be . . . before they know whether

they can handle the required s u b j e c t s ,  before they know whether



17

they have the required ta le n t s  or s p e c ia l  apt itudes ,  before they 

know what the training is ac tu a l ly  l ik e ,  before they have an idea 

of how much they  would like the d a y - to -d a y  work poss ib le  in their 

chosen f ie ld ,  (p. 889)

Titley and Tit ley  (1980) attributed vocat ional ism  with pushing 

students toward "early and sometimes unwise or capric ious  major c h o i c e s ,  

including c h o ic e s  based  so le ly  on the syndrome of 'where the jo b s  a r e ' "

(p. 2 9 7 ) .  Van Wey (1977) ex p re ssed  similar concern regarding students 

viewing a c o l le g e  degree a s  yielding "a 'meaningful'  posit ion upon 

graduation . . . [and being] most concerned with acquiring the 

credentia ls  needed to apply for a job . . . not a s s o c ia t i n g  the process  

with gaining the s k i l l s  n e c e s s a r y  to enter a part icular career  area"

(p. 31 ) .

Snodgrass (1984) observed that the premise behind v o c a t io n a l i s m - -  

that co l le g e  majors are structured to prepare students  e x c lu s iv e ly  for a 

s p e c i f i c  o c c u p a t io n - -w a s  a widely he ld ,  but erroneous assumption of 

many co l lege  s tudents .  He stated:

Most c o l le g e  majors do not s p e c i f i c a l ly  re la te  to or provide 

s p e c i f i c  preparation for a particular  set  of o ccu p a t io n s .  Col lege  

majors are usually  academ ic  d isc ip l in e s  that may be appl icable  

to a broad spectrum of o ccu p a t io n s .  The curriculum requirements 

of academ ic  majors are designed to expose  the student to the
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major concepts  and i s s u e s  of the field rather than to fulfi l l  the 

entry requirements for a particular jo b .  (p. 151)

Similarly ,  in defense  of permitting and encouraging students to have the 

f le x ib le  educational movement not allowed by v o c a t io n a l i s m , Warnath 

(1977) argued that the choice  of a co l lege  major and eventual occupation 

were not a s  c lo s e ly  rela ted as  many b e l ieve  b e cau se  often co l lege  

graduates  were employed in jo b s  unrelated to their co l le g e  majors.  As 

Dole (1963) s u cc in c t ly  e xpressed  fourteen years e a r l ie r ,  "Educational 

choice  is not v ocat io nal  c h o ic e !  " (p. 30) .

Studies Related to Change of Major 

This se c t io n  of the Review of Literature will  focus on studies 

related to changes of majors by s tudents .  The following i s s u e s  will  be 

s p e c i f i c a l ly  addressed:  change of major a c t iv i ty ,  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  of 

students who change m ajors ,  and factors  influencing s tab i l i ty  of major 

c h o i c e .  It is  important to note some considerat ions  concerning the 

s t u d ie s .  The methodological  procedures varied greatly  between the 

s t u d ie s .  Also,  the s tudies  differed in their use  of ca teg o r ica l  groupings 

of majors when they defined what const ituted a change of major.  Some 

used major su b jec t  are as  or c o l le g e s  ( e . g .  , engineering,  b u s in e ss ) ;  

others used s p e c i f i c  majors ( e . g .  , b u s in e s s  administration);  and some 

used both major sub je ct  are as  and sp e c i f i c  m a jors .  The s tudies  were

longitudinal,  ex  post f a c t o ,  or both .  The reader is encouraged to refer
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to the actua l  studies for more s p e c i f i c  deta il  of  methodological  

procedures .

Change of Major Activity

It has been suggested  that a re la tionship e x i s t s  between the 

developmental  pro ce ss  involved in students'  career  d e c is io n s  and the 

te n ta t iv e n e ss  of  their c h o i c e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  their  in it ia l  c h o i c e s .  As 

Titley and T it le y  (1980) indicated:

The high inc idence  of co l le ge  undergraduates who change majors 

i s ,  however congruent with and predictable  from the notions of 

severa l  vocat ional  th eo r is ts  . . . who e ither  sta te  direct ly  or 

imply that career  c h o i c e ,  of  which major ch o ice  is perhaps a 

re f lec t io n ,  is an ongoing developmental  p ro ce ss  . . . only a very 

small proportion of co l lege-bound students are both su b je c t iv e ly  

certa in  of their  in it ia l  major choice  and continue in that major for 

a two year period, (p. 2 9 6)

Numerous s tudies  have been conducted that substant ia te  the 

tenuous nature of the students'  in it ia l  c h o ic e s  of m ajors .  Snodgrass 

(1984) noted that "s tu d ies  on the s tab i l i ty  of co l lege  major se lec t io n  

indicate  that between 50% and 90% of students who s e l e c t  majors as 

freshmen eventually  change m ajors"  (p. 150) .  Similarly ,  Feldman and 

Newcomb (19 69) summarized studies of students'  s tabil ity  of c h o ic e s  of 

careers  and major f i e ld s .  They claimed that "with only a few e x c e p t io n s ,
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between one-third and two-thirds of the students in the samples of th ese  

s tudies change their choice  of career  or their choice  of major f ie ld"

(p. 3 7 ) .  Several  of th ese  s tudies  will  be addressed in the following 

paragraphs.

In Phase  I of a three phase Preference Change Study at Michigan 

State C o l le g e ,  Matteson (1951) examined the frequency of changes  in 

curriculum preference of students enrolled in B as ic  C o l le g e .  Curriculum 

preference changes originated with the students'  counselors  in the 

Counseling Center .  Data concerning the changes were co l le c te d  and 

tabula ted.  It was shown that "about 50 per cent  of the graduating 

senio rs  have changed preference at  le a s t  once  and . . . well  over 50 per 

cent of the students change at l e a s t  once  during their freshman and 

sophomore y e a r s "  (p. 2 59) .

Working with data c o l le c te d  by the Center for the Study of Higher 

Education at the University of C al i forn ia ,  Warren (19 61) followed 52 5 

male National Merit Scholars  from their entrance into c o l l e g e ,  through 

the spring of their sophomore y e a r s .  He found that 245 of the National 

Merit S ch olars ,  or approximately 47% of the group studied, had changed 

m ajors .  Furthermore, it was revealed that of the 245 s u b j e c t s ,  41 

changed t w i c e .

For three consecu tive  s e m e s te r s ,  Gamble (1962) analyzed the 

curriculum c h o ic e s  of co l le ge  freshmen who were enrolled a s  full- t ime 

students ,  beginning with the fall sem ester  of 19 57 .  He concluded
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"nearly  38 per cent of the students made one change and 5 . 6  per cent 

made two or more changes . . . over 43 per cent of the total  population 

made one or more curriculum c h a n g e s "  (p . 5 62).

Of the 2 , 3 6 9  Michigan State  University  candidates  for b a ch e lo r ' s  

degrees in June,  1958 ,  30% (734) applied to graduate in majors other 

than those originally  chosen  upon entrance to the university (Pierson, 

1962) .

C o le ,  W i ls o n ,  and Tiedman (19 64) found that 41% of a group of 

7 59 men, admitted to the Col lege  for Men of the University of Rochester 

during the years 1 9 4 8 - 1 9 5 1 ,  changed f ie lds  prior to graduation.  They 

a ls o  examined a group of 774 students  who entered Harvard during the 

period 194 6 - 1 9 4 9 .  Of th is  sample ,  only 2 7% of the students changed 

f ie lds  of concentration.

Thirty-two percent ,  or 632 ,  of the 1 , 9 9  5 students who entered 

Auburn (Alabama) University in the summer and fa ll  quarters of 1959 

changed majors at leas t  once during the time period from summer, 1959 ,  

to f a l l ,  19 62 . The average number of changes  for the group was 1 .2  

(Cook, 1 965 ) .

Carmody, F en sk e ,  and Scott  (1972) conducted a study which 

consolidated and compared information from tw o-  and four-year follow-up 

studies of high school  seniors who had completed the Student Profile 

Sect ion  (SPS) of the American C o l leg e  Testing  (ACT) A sse ssm e n t .  The 

SPS was described as  a "short biographical  inventory which a s k s
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prospect ive  co l lege  students about their home background, their 

educational and vocat io nal p lan s ,  their goa ls  in attending c o l l e g e ,  and 

their in teres ts  and achievement in o u t - o f - c l a s s  a r e a s "  (p. 2 ) .  In 

part icular ,  the SPS included a question which requested students to 

report their proposed major f ie lds of study.

The tw o-year  follow-up study used a national sample of junior 

co l lege  students who completed the SPS in 19 65 and were completing 

their  second year of co l lege  in the spring of 19 67 .  The study showed 

that 4 3 . 8 %  of the m a l e s , and 5 2 . 5 %  of the females  reported the same 

major af ter  two y e a r s .  Overall  the percentage for both males and females  

was 4 7 . 3 % .  The four-year  follow-up study included students from 64 

four-year  c o l le g e s  and u n iv e r s i t ie s .  All of th ese  students were 

freshmen in September,  19 65 .  In th is  study, 3 7 .1 %  of the males and 

5 2 . 4 %  of the females indicated a co n s is ten t  cho ice  of major 

(Carmody et a l .  , 1972) .

In another tw o-y ear  study (Foote,  1980) ,  it was reported that of 

the 1975 fall freshmen students (1 ,3 5 1 )  who declared a sp e c i f i c  major 

within the C ol leg e  of Arts and S c i e n c e s  at the University  of Colorado at 

Boulder,  87% made at le a s t  one change of major by the fall  of 1977.

Tit ley  and Tit ley  (1980) a s s e s s e d  the changes of majors made by 

2 , 4 5 1  freshmen at Colorado State University  (CSU) during their 1977 

"Preview CSU" summer orientation program. The midsummer, month-long 

orientation program involved orienting,  ad v is in g ,  and registering



23

approximately 120 students per day. At the beginning of each  day of 

or ientation,  the students were c la s s i f i e d  into one of the following 

ca teg o r ies  of major s t a tu s ,  according to the academ ic  majors they 

indicated on their appl ica t io ns :  (a) General  S tu d ies - - in c lu d ed  those 

unsure of f ield of study or major; (b) C o l leg e  Undecided-- inclu ded those 

who cho se  one of four universi ty  c o l l e g e s  offering such a temporary 

s t a tu s ,  but undecided as  to a sp e c i f i c  major;  and (c) S p e c i f ic  Major — 

included th ose  able  to dec lare  a s p e c i f i c  major within a c o l l e g e .  At the 

end of the orientation program, it was found that 18% of those  students 

(2 ,4 5 1 )  participating students  changed their  or iginally  declared status 

during the program.

The target group of Tit ley and T i t l e y 's  (1980) study was those 

students who appeared to be most decided about their major.  These 

were the 648 freshmen who " indicated on appl ication a s p e c i f i c  major,  

who held to that ch o ice  throughout the orientation p r o c e s s ,  who 

registered for appropriate c l a s s e s  in that major,  and who reported a high 

degree of certa inty about their cho ice  during orientat ion"  (p. 2 9 4 ) .  The 

degree of certa inty was measured by students'  s u b je c t iv e  re sp on ses  on 

quest ionnaires  that requested se l f - jud gm en ts  about certa inty of major 

s e l e c t i o n s .  These  students were followed for two y e a r s ,  from the 1977 

fa ll  semester  until the 1979 spring s e m e s te r .  Of the 578 students who 

were s t i l l  in school at the end of the 1979 spring se m e ste r ,  110 ,  or 

almost 17%, of the reportedly most "decided"  group changed majors .
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Thus,  out of the 648 h ig h-cer ta in ty  s tudents ,  "only 468 or 72% remained 

in their  in it ia lly  se le c te d  major through the end of two y e a rs .  These  

4 68 students are l e s s  than 20% of the entire summer orientation freshman 

group of 2 , 4 5 1  s tudents"  (p. 2 9 6) .

Further a n a ly s is  by Tit ley  and Tit ley  (1980) resulted in the 

conclus ion  that freshmen regis trants who felt unsure about their 

s e le c t io n  were more l ike ly  to change m ajors .  In comparing the 

h igh-cer ta inty  and lo w -cer ta in ty  groups of students who had se le c te d  

s p e c i f i c  majors at orientat ion,  it was found that only about one-third  of 

low -cer ta inty  students were in the same major at the end of two y e a r s .  

This percentage was markedly lower than the 72% of h igh-certa inty  

students who remained in the same major.

The final  study (Theophi l ides , Terenzin i ,  & Lorang, 1984) to be 

addressed in th is  se c t io n  of the l i terature review had findings similar to 

previously ci ted  s tudies which supported the prevalence of major changes 

by s tudents .  During the 1978 summer orientat ion program at a large,  

highly s e l e c t i v e ,  public res ident ia l  university in New York S ta te ,  2 , 1 4 7  

prospect ive freshmen completed the "1978  Student Information Form" 

developed by Alexander Astin and his  a s s o c i a t e s  and av ai lab le  through 

the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP). The Student 

Information Form requested a var iety  of information from the student,  

including academic  and career  p lan s .  Of the students who enrolled at 

the University  in the fa ll  of 1978 ,  1 , 3 6 0  completed a usable
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q uest io nn aire .  Later th ese  students were sent a quest ionnaire  in April 

of  1979 .  On this  questionnaire they were asked  to provide information 

about their at t itudes  and freshman-year  e x p e r ie n c e s .  Four hundred 

s ix ty -n ine  usable  quest ionnaires  were returned and th ese  respondents  

were again surveyed in April of 1980 .  Of the 308 usable  r e s p o n s e s ,  it 

was found that 77% of the students had changed their major f ield during 

their  f irst  two co l le g e  y e a r s .  Additional a n a ly s is  revealed that decided 

and undecided students did not differ s ignif icant ly  in the amount of 

major changes  made.

Research has attributed the first two years of co l lege  with most 

change of major a c t iv i ty .  Most s p e c i f i c a l ly  it has been suggested that 

"the second year seems to be the typ ica l  time for students to alter  their 

academ ic  and career  related goals  based on their co l le g e  e xper ien ces  

(Ell iot ,  1984 ,  p.  39) .  In examining change of major act iv i ty  of 403 

seniors at  Michigan State Univers ity ,  Pierson (19 62) su bstantiated that 

29% changed from their or iginal major in their freshman year ,  45% in 

their sophomore year ,  2 6% in their junior year ,  and two students changed 

during their senior year .  Franklin (1970 /1 9 7 1 )  found 45% of the major 

changes  he studied occurred in the sophomore year ,  with the largest 

percentage (2 3%) occurring in the fourth se m e ste r .  Of the 62 5 students 

studied by Ti t ley ,  T i t ley ,  and Wolf f  (1976) ,  who changed from one 

degree-granting program to another ,  1 9 .4%  were freshmen, 3 5 . 8 %  were 

sophomores,  3 1 .7 %  were juniors and 1 3 .1%  were se n io rs .
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Fina l ly ,  related to the frequency of  major change issue  were the 

findings of Krupka and Vener (1978) ,  Condron (1979) ,  and Theophilides 

et a l .  (1984) .  Krupka and Vener followed Michigan State University 

students  who in i t ia l ly  declared a major upon entrance to co l lege  and 

th o se  who did not declare  a major preference and were placed in a 

"n o -p re fe re n ce "  ca tegory .  They s ta te d ,  "No-preference  students have 

an average of 1 . 2  major changes  during their  undergraduate co l lege  

careers  whereas  students with declared majors a s  entering freshmen 

change an average of three t im e s"  (p. 113) .  Condron and 

Theophilides et a l .  , however,  found no s ignif icant  difference between 

frequency of major change for those  students who were decided and 

th ose  undecided about major c h o i c e s .

C h a ra c te r i s t i c s  of Students Who Change Majors

Students'  pre-enrollment c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  (such a s  demographic 

background, high school e x p e r ie n c e s ,  s e x ,  and personality  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  including v a l u e s , a t t i tu d e s ,  g o a l s ,  and sk i l ls )  and 

their  re la tionship  to change of major a c t iv i ty  have not been ex te n s iv e ly  

studied.  The s tudies which have addressed such i s s u e s  were l imited not 

only in their number, but a l s o  in the variation of pre-enrollment 

ch a r a c te r i s t i c s  that have been in v e s t ig a te d .  Few s t a t i s t i c a l l y  

s ignif icant  re la tionship s  between change of major ac t iv i ty  and
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pre-enrollment c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  have been reported. Also,  f indings from 

the various s tudies  have been contradictory.

An example of th ese  contradictory findings came from research  on 

the pre-enrollment v a r ia b le ,  high school rank. Matteson (1953) 

examined high school rank a s  it re lated to changes of majors by Michigan 

State students (1 ,0 9 1 )  over a two year period. A larger percentage of the 

group of students who changed majors had been ranked in the top 

quarti le of their high school  graduating c l a s s e s  than in any other 

quart i le .  In contrast ,  Astin and Panos (1969) observed that students 

with superior academ ic  high school record s ,  re f lec ted  by average grades 

in high s c h o o l ,  were more l ike ly  to make stable  c h o ic e s  of majors .  Their 

finding was based on data c o l le c te d  from a nat ional sample of freshmen 

at 246  inst i tu t ion s .  Achieving comparable f indings,  Eike (1982) a l s o  

reviewed high school  rank and other academ ic  achievement var iab les  

a s s o c ia t e d  with students who were enrolled at the University  of 

M issou r i - -C olu m bia  during the period of 1 9 7 5 - 1 9 7 9 .  Eike constructed 

an empirical  model that predicted a student was more l ike ly  to change 

majors if he was at a comparative disadvantage in academ ic  abi l i ty  

within the in it ia l  major se le c te d  (all other factors being e qu al) .  Although 

the model had small explanatory power,  the following was  found:

The probability of  switching from one major group to another 

in c re a se s  as  the grade point av erag e ,  the high school rank, and

the high school  graduating c l a s s  s ize  of an individual f a l l s  below
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the average values  of th e s e  var iab les  for the students choosing 

the same in it ia l  major group, (p. 77)

Eike (1982) a l s o  examined the re la tionship between entry te s t  

s co res  ( i . e . ,  SAT, SCAT, ACT) and change of major frequency.

Contrary to what was predicted,  th ese  sco res  did not have a s ignif icant  

relationship with the probability of  switching majors.

Foote (1980) found no relationship  between high school grade point 

average and frequency of major ch a n g e s .  Similarly ,  Gamble (19 62) did 

not identify a re la tionship  between high school rank and number of 

curriculum changes  made by students (1 ,0 9 5 )  at the Pennsylvania  State 

Univers i ty .  Nor,  in his study of 61 p r e -c o l le g e  v a r ia b le s ,  did he find 

re la t io nship s  between change of major frequency and the following: 

p r e -c o l le g e  work e x p e r ie n c e ,  high school  e xtra -curr icu lar  a c t i v i t i e s ,  

interest  a r e a ,  rank among s ib l i n g s ,  marital s ta tu s ,  parents '  marital 

s t a tu s ,  languages spoken in the home, fa ther 's  education and 

occupation,  and s ize  of high school graduating c l a s s .

Gamble (19 62) cited only three pre-enrollment var iables  

s ign if icant ly  related to number of major changes made by male s tudents .  

These  included the att itudes  of parents toward their sons attending 

c o l l e g e ,  ages  of male s tudents ,  and certa inty  of vocat ional  c h o ic e .  He 

stated his f indings a s  fol lows:

A larger percentage of th ose  whose parents were ins is tent  about 

co l lege  made two curriculum changes  than did th ose  whose parents
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were favorable but not in s is te n t  . . . more than twice  the 

percentage of th ose  whose parents were favorable made no 

curriculum changes  than did those whose parents were insis tent  

about co llege  . . . the o lder ,  and perhaps more mature students,  

made fewer curriculum changes  . . .  of those who indicated 

uncertainty in their v ocat ional  c h o ic e ,  only a few did not make 

at  l e a s t  one curriculum chan ge ,  (pp. 563 -5 6 4 )

Even though only three p re -c o l le g e  v a r ia b le s ,  of the 61 v ar iab les  

studied, were s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s ig n i f i c a n t .  Gamble (19 62) reported th ese  

re la t io nship s :

Students,  whose mothers had one or two years of education after 

high s c h o o l ,  seemed to make more changes  than th ose  whose 

mothers had more than 14 years  of education or l e s s  than 12 years 

of education . . . .  Fewer changes  were made by th ose  students 

whose  mothers were working outside of the home than by th ose  

whose mothers worked ei ther part-t ime or full- t ime [s ic]  . . . .  

More changes  were made by students who had no s ib lings than 

those  who had more than one s ib l in g ,  (p . 5 64)

In regard to parental  le v e ls  of educat ion,  Astin and Panos (1969) ,  

l ike Gamble (1962) ,  found neither the fa th er 's  nor mother's  level  of 

education to be s ignif icant ly  related to change of major a c t iv i ty .

Contrary to ear l ier  f indings (M atteson ,  1953) ,  Carmody et a l .  

(1972) viewed females  a s  being more co n s is ten t  than males in their
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choice  of m a jors .  In tw o-  and four-year  s tudies based on data co l le c te d  

in the mid 1 9 6 0 s , 5 2 .5 %  and 52 .4% of the females a s  opposed to 4 3 . 8 %  

and 3 7 . 1 %  of the males made stable  major c h o ic e s  r e sp e c t iv e ly .  

Commenting on the greater s tab i l i ty  of c h o ic e s  of majors by fe m ale s ,  

Carmody et a l .  suggested that the females tended to have more stable 

c h o ic e s  b e c a u s e  "a far more res tr ic ted  range of f ie lds  were init ia lly  open 

and att ract ive  to th is  sample of female s  . . . the res tr ic t ions  are 

se l f - im po sed  and are a product of deep-rooted and pervasive  so c ia l  

pressures  regarding 'appropriate'  academ ic  s tudies and occupations  for 

women" (pp. 1 1 - 1 2 ) .  T i t l e y e t a l .  (197 6) a l s o  found women were more 

s table  with their c h o ic e s  of majors .  Again,  in contradic t ion ,  Eike 

(1982) observed that the probability of switching majors increased  for 

female s tudents .

Focusing more on students'  s e l f -p e r c e p t io n s ,  Gartman (1971/1972)  

sampled 3 78 seniors from six  Arkansas s ta te  supported s c h o o l s .  Among 

the pre-enrol lment factors  studied,  students'  se l f -p e rc e p t io n s  of their 

certa inty and se r io u sn e ss  about major cho ice  se le c t io n  had a signif icant 

relationship with change of major f requency. "N o n-ch ang ers"  were more 

certain and serious about their in it ia l  major c h o i c e s .  These  findings are 

comparable to the previously addressed findings of Gamble (1962) .  

Students'  se l f -p e rc e p t io n s  of their academ ic  preparedness for college  

were not found to be a s s o c i a t e d  with frequency of change of major.

Although not s t a t i s t i c a l ly  s ig n i f ic a n t ,  two other pre-enrollment fa c t o rs ,
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lack  of adequate information about in it ia lly  chosen majors and inadequate 

parental  guidance ,  ref lected some re lationship with change of major 

a c t iv i ty .  That i s ,  " c h a n g e r s ’1 indicated they had l e s s  adequate 

information about in it ia l  major c h o ic e s  and poorer parental  guidance than 

did non-chan gers .

Factors Influencing Change of Major

A prevailing concern frequently mentioned in the li terature was  that 

students did not have adequate information or util ized misinformation 

when they  decided their  in i t ia l  c h o ic e s  of majors (Barak,  Carney,  & 

Archibald,  1975;  Franklin,  1 9 7 0 / 1 9 7 1 ;  P ierson ,  1962;  T h is t le th w a i te , 

1960) .  Burck (1984) expressed  the confusion surrounding this  lack of 

information in the following statement:

More than ever be fore ,  people find the problems of choosing and 

maintaining th em selv es  in a career  a s  confusing and in tr icate .

They are confronted with a seemingly e v e r - in cre as in g  array of 

opportunities from which they might c h o o s e .  Yet many find 

th em selv es  with l it t le  re l iab le  and valid information and knowledge 

about the general  nature of the work world,  much l e s s  with 

comprehensive knowledge of sp e c i f i c  job a re a s  or the career 

planning p r o c e s s .  Sorely lacking for most people are up-to -date  

s p e c i f i c  and accurate  labor fo recas ts  and predic t io ns ,  (p. 11)
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Some students have chosen majors about which they knew very 

l i t t l e ,  resulting in d is in terest  and d is s a t i s fa c t io n  with the original major 

(Gartman, 1 9 7 1 / 1 9 7 2 ) ,  Franklin (1 9 7 0 /1 9 7 1 )  analyzed reasons  given by 

students for changes  in their a re a s  of study. G rades ,  lo s s  of in tere s t ,  

and dis l ike  for the field of study accounted for 70% of a l l  ch a n g e s .  He 

interpreted th ese  findings a s  indicating that students may be entering 

c o l le g e  with very vague ideas about what is  involved in the course of 

study they in i t ia l ly  pursue.  As Theophilides  et a l .  (1984) indicated,  it 

may not be until the student has experienced the curriculum opportunit ies ,  

course content ,  and academ ic  demands of the major f ield chosen that he 

begins to understand that f ie ld .

The implication that many students are not well  informed regarding 

their  in it ia l  c h o ic e s  of majors has  often been attributed to perceived 

l imitations in the career  development e xper ien ces  of beginning co l lege  

s tudents .  T hese  l imitations were substantiated in one nationwide study 

(Prgdiger,  Roth, & Noeth,  1977) which a s s e s s e d  the career  development 

of 8th ,  9 th ,  and 11th grade students in public and C ath ol ic  s c h o o ls .  

Through the a n a ly s i s  of re sp on ses  to the Assessm ent  of Career  

Development (ACD), a pap er -and -p enc i l  inventory which focused on core 

components of career  development ( e . g .  , occupational a w a re n e s s ,  

s e l f - a w a r e n e s s ,  career  planning and d e c is io n  making),  the following

was  evid enced:
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[Twenty] per cent  of the nat ion 's  11th graders exhibi t  what can 

only be called a very low level  of involvement in career  planning 

a c t i v i t i e s .  Another 50 per cent barely  approach a minimally 

desirable  level . . . .  [Students] show both a lack  of knowledge 

and a substant ia l  amount of misinformation. . . .  If we were 

speaking of phy s ica l  development rather than career development,  

we would descr ibe  American youth a s  hungry, undernourished, and 

physica l ly  re tarded. (p. 174)

Career  development has been described a s  an ongoing developmental  

p ro ce ss  which cont inues  throughout an individual 's  l i fetime (Ginzberg,  

1971;  Goodson, 1978) . It is the developmental  nature of  career  

development that may be one contributing factor to the change of major 

a c t iv i ty  (Titley & T i t ley ,  1980) .  Col lege  may be the first  setting in 

which concentrated ef forts to s e le c t  a major and career  are made. Many 

beginning students may not have the information or the sk i l l s  n e c e s s a ry  

to make a career  or major c h o ic e .  As Barak et a l .  (1975) s tated:

Fail ing to make a v ocat ional  s e le c t io n  during late a d o le s c e n c e  

when it is developmentally  appropriate to do s o ,  or making an 

u n rea l is t ic  c h o i c e ,  may be due to a lack  of information, the 

usage of inaccurate  information, or a developmental  sk il l  

d e f i c ie n c y .  Presumably,  the d isso nance  created by these  

si tuat ions will  be le s s e n e d  when the individual is exposed to 

further personal a s s e s s m e n t ,  accurate  occupational information,
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and the opportunity to learn appropriate developmental  s k i l l s .

(p. 150)

Not only may lack  of career  development experience  af fec t  a 

s tudent 's  ab i l i ty  to stably  declare  a major c h o ic e ,  but the impact of 

c o l le g e  on a student may s ignif icant ly  a lter  perceptions of the s e l f  and 

s p c i e t y .  These  s e l f -p e r c e p t io n s ,  in turn,  a f fec t  vocat ional  c h o ic e s  . 

Referring to  the freshman's  adjustment p rocess  to co l le ge  a s  "culture 

s h o c k , "  Theophilides et a l .  (1984) indicated that "the co l lege  freshman 

is confronted with a new so c ia l  system that involves both deso c ia l iza t ion  

(unlearning past v a l u e s ,  a t t i tu d e s ,  and behavior patterns) and 

so c ia l iza t io n  (learning and part icipating in a new culture)"  (p. 2 62).

The adjustment p rocess  a l s o  has been purported to involve identity 

confusion (Elton & Rose ,  19 66) and a period of environmental 

discontinuity  (Titley et a l .  , 1976) ,  which may particularly a f fec t  

students  from rural or smal l-town environments (Feldman & Newcomb, 

1969) .

With respec t  to the re lationship between change of major act iv i ty  

and the c o l le g e -s tu d e n t  adjustment p r o c e s s ,  particular focus has  been 

on the interaction of student personali ty  tra i ts  and co l lege  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  However,  the research  is unclear a s  to what sp e c i f i c  

in teractional dynamics were operating when students changed majors.

It has been suggested that students  sought environments co n s is ten t  with 

their personality  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  (Elton & Rose ,  19 66; Theophilides et a l .  ,
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1984;  W a ls h ,  Spokane,  & M itch e l l ,  1976) .  Associated  with this b e l ie f  

has  been the "birds of a feather"  theory.  This theory purported that 

when a student changes  m ajors ,  he matches himself  to the ch a ra c te r i s t i c s  

of other students in the major f ield to which he is  moving, causing greater 

homogeneity within each  major and greater he tereogeneity  between major 

f ie lds  (Kojaku, 1971;  Werts  ScW atley,  1968) .  This b e l ie f  has  its  b a s i s  

in a theory formulated by Holland and researched by Holland and Nichols 

(19 64) .  The theory proposed that students sort th em selv es  into f ie lds 

congruent with their personal t r a i t s ,  apt i tu des ,  in t e r e s t s ,  and 

a ch ie v e m e n ts .  On the other hand, it has  been suggested that students '  

person al i t ies  ( i . e .  , att itudes and values)  change a s  a result  of the new 

experentia l  b a se  derived from co l lege  (Theophilides et a l .  , 1984) .  As 

W atley  and W erts  (19 69) e xp re sse d ,  "the 'birds'  may change their 

' f e a t h e r s ' "  (p. 2 5 9 ) .  Relatedly ,  Astin (1967) reviewed e f fe c t s  of 

different co l lege  environments on career  cho ice  and s ta te d ,  "the more 

heterogeneous and in consis tent  the co l le g e  environment,  the greater the 

number of career  shif ts  among the student body" (p. 541) .

One factor of personal i ty ,  students'  s e l f - id e n t i t i e s  or s e l f - c o n c e p t s ,  

has not been identified a s  independently re la ted to change of major 

a c t iv i ty .  Warren (19 61) completed a study which hypothesized that 

major f ield changes  were l ikely  to occur when a d iscrepancy  ex is ted  

between a student 's  s e l f - c o n c e p t s  and the occupational  role a s s o c ia t e d

with the init ial  major f ie ld .  He did not find support for th is  hy po th es is ,
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and suggested that if a re la tionship did o ccu r ,  it may have been masked 

by other var iab les  ( e . g .  , freshman year grade point average) related to 

change of major a c t iv i ty .  Contrary to their hy po th es is ,  Adamek and 

Goudy (19 66) indicated that students with strong s e l f - c o n c e p t s  were as  

l ikely  to switch majors a s  th ose  with weak s e l f - c o n c e p t s .  Their 

f indings suggested that:

A person might have a strong s e l f - c o n c e p t ,  but find him self  in the 

wrong major and thus desire  to switch . . . .  [Also] persons with 

weak s e l f - c o n c e p t s  might be l ike ly  to remain in majors they first  

c h o o s e ,  s in c e  they have nothing more def inite  in mind so far as  

their occupational plans are concerned,  (p . 190)

Adamek and Goudy (19 66) d is c lo s e d  a more s ignif icant  relationship 

between change of major a c t iv i ty  and the degree ( i . e .  , high or low) to 

which students identified with their chosen majors (as measured by 

students'  r e sp on ses  on a constructed "Identi f ication with Major"  s c a l e ) .  

From their study of 372 junior c l a s s  students from a large midwestern 

univ ers ity ,  Adamek and Goudy observed that "74 per cent of low 

ident ifiers were sw itchers ,  compared to 2 6 per cent  of high ident if ie rs"  

(p. 198) .  Addressing the inf luence of a student 's  ident ification with his 

major,  combined with his s e l f - c o n c e p t ,  they inferred that a student who 

identified highly with his major was l ike ly  to have had a strong 

s e l f - c o n c e p t ,  "[but when] combined with low ident i f icat ion ,  a strong 

s e l f - c o n c e p t  'prompts' the individual to change majors"  (p. 191) .
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In examining the re la tionship  between change of major a c t iv i ty  and 

the discrepancy  a student p e rce iv e s  between his s e l f - c o n c e p t  and the 

occupational role expected  (in the major f ield he init ia lly  c h o o s e s ) ,  an 

additional finding was that students who change majors had lower grade 

point av erag es  than those  who remained in their  in it ia lly  chosen f ie lds 

(Warren, 1961) .  Other s tudies  revealed similar co nc lu s io ns  (Marks,  

1970) ,  although many reported n o n-s ig n i f icant  re la tionship s  (Cook,

1965;  E ll io t ,  1984) .  One study (Titley et a l . ,  1976) revealed no 

s ignif icant di fference in the cumulative grade point averages  of the 

"ch an g e rs "  in comparison with the grade point averages  of a l l  of the 

undergraduate s tudents .  Of the studies which revealed markedly higher 

grade point av erages  for "n o n -ch a n g e rs ,  " grade point av erages  were 

examined through the spring of the sophomore year (Warren, 19 61) ,  or 

at the time of transfer  (within the first  three quarters of attendance) 

(M arks,  1 970 ) .  In co n tras t ,  in the studies finding no s ignif icant  

d i f fe ren ces ,  cumulative grade point averages  were examined over longer 

time periods,  and not s p e c i f i c a l ly  at or around the time when changes  of 

majors were made (Cook, 1965;  E l l io t ,  1984;  T it le y  et a l .  , 1 976 ) .  It may 

be interpreted that poor academ ic  performances influenced s tudents ’ 

d e c is io n s  to change m ajors .  However,  once having changed majors the 

students did better acad em ica l ly  and the cumulative grade point averages  

were comparable between "ch an g e rs "  and "n o n c h a n g e rs . "  As Osipow 

(cited in Titley et a l .  , 1976) proposed, changes  in major f ie lds  or
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careers  may not have re f lec ted  modified preferences  but,  in s tead ,  may 

have re f lec ted  achievement problems. On the other hand, Marks (1970) 

viewed changes  of major a s  a student 's  effort to s e l f - a c t u a l i z e  his 

a b i l i t i e s  and v a lu e s .  He stated:

Change of program should involve certa in  cognitive a c t iv i t i e s  by 

the student relevant to th is  c h o i c e - - f o r  exam ple ,  evaluation of 

o n e ' s  academ ic  a b i l i ty ,  motivat ion,  and performance relative to 

the constrain ts  of an academ ic  program, l ike the level of  i ts  

academ ic  standards and competi tion.  E sp ec ia l ly  important in this  

respec t  is how th e s e  a c t iv i t i e s  re la te  to or interact with those  

educational and v ocat ional  e n d s ta te s  or goal  which the student 

considers  re levant .  It may be that the ac t  of transfer is  prompted 

in many c a s e s  by uncrysta l l ized  cognitive  or reward structures ,  

or a system of e x tr in s ic  rewards that fa i l s  to commit the student 

to a particular e d u ca t io n -v oca t io n a l  c h o i c e ,  (p. 2)

In a re la ted manner , Marks (1970) identified students'  commitment 

to their  programs a s  factors  dist inguishing "ch an g e rs "  from " n o n - c h a n g e r s . "  

Students remaining in their init ial  programs of study had higher sco res  on 

the "Program Commitment" and "Program Involvement" v a r ia b le s .  The 

program commitment var iable  examined the students'  perceived 

sa t is fac t io n  with their program, the length of time they had been sure of 

their program c h o i c e s ,  and their perceived ch a n ce s  of transferring to 

another program. The "Program Involvement" var iable  addressed the
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students'  e s t im ates  of their  knowledge about their  programs and how 

frequently they participated in a c t iv i t i e s  related to their  programs. 

Theophilides et a l .  (1984) a l so  found that students who exhibited higher 

commitment to personal goa ls  and to the inst itut ion,  were l e s s  l ikely  to 

change major f i e ld s .  They undertook a longitudinal study involving 

students who completed the "1978 Student Information Form" (through the 

Cooperative Insti tut ional  Research Program); they a ls o  sought information 

from freshmen and sophomores follow-up q u e s t io n n a ire s .  These  

instruments so l ic i ted  a var iety  of information including students'  

perceptions  of their l ikelihood to change major f ie lds  or career  c h o i c e s ,  

and their att itudes and freshmen- and sophomore-year e xp e r ien ces  in the 

a c a d e m ic ,  in te l le c tu a l ,  and s o c ia l  a r e a s .

S e l f - e s t e e m  was found to be pos i t ive ly  related to occupational 

exploration,  value c la r i ty ,  and sa t i s fa c t io n  with a career  dec is ion  in a 

study conducted by Greenhaus , Hawkins,  and Brenner (1983) .  Their 

study surveyed types of career  exploration (which included occupational 

exploration,  family and fr iends ,  se l f -e x p lo ra t io n ,  and employment) and 

their  re la t io nship s  with a s tudent 's  sa t i s fa c t io n  with a career  d e c is io n .  

Occupat ional explo rat ion,  s e l f -e x p lo ra t io n ,  and employment were 

related to sa t is fa c t io n  with a career  d e c i s io n .  Se l f -explorat ion  was the 

only type of career  exploration factor found to predict  s a t i s fa c t io n  with 

the career  d e c i s io n ,  when background c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  were controlled in 

the a n a l y s i s .  Even though the data reinforced the se l f -explora t ion  factor
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(which included a c t iv i t i e s  involving te s t  taking,  co unsel ing ,  and 

at tendance at career  development sem inars) ,  participation was lower 

than for most of the other a c t i v i t i e s .  The most popular form of career  

exploration,  consultation with family members and fr iends,  was not 

re lated to the development of a career  d e c is io n .  As Greenhaus et a l .  

(1983) s ta ted ,  "the most e x te n s iv e ly  used exploratory a c t iv i t i e s  are not 

n e c e s s a r i l y  the most e f fe c t iv e  v e h ic le s  for planning a career"  (p. 501) .

Greenhaus et a l .  (1983) found consultat ion with family members 

and friends to be the most popular, but le a s t  influential  of the career  

exploration a c t iv i t i e s  studied. Considering the inf luence of others in 

helping students with their d e c is io n  to change majors ,  Franklin 

(19 7 0 /1 9 7 1 )  cited the largest  percentage (20%) of the 280 students 

involved in the study, sought a s s i s t a n c e  from a professor .  Seventeen 

p ercent ,  16% and 12% sought a s s i s t a n c e  from other s tudents,  parents or 

r e la t iv e s ,  and the a s s i s t a n t  dean , re sp e c t iv e ly .  Only 9% uti l ized the 

Counseling and Test ing Center .

Regarding faculty  or fellow students'  in f lu ences  a s  being a po ss ib le  

reason f o r a  student 's  desire  to change majors,  Gartman (1971 /1972 )  

suggested that "att itudes and in f luences  of faculty  and fellow students 

play a re la t iv ely  small role in af fec t ing  student s tab i l i ty  in a major f ield 

of study" (p. 16).  Gelso  and Sims (1968) expressed  the concern that the 

u se fu ln e ss  of matching students and advisors on the b a s i s  of the 

students'  intended majors ,  is  dependent upon the s tabil ity  of the major
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c h o ic e .  Grites  (1981) contended that faculty  should be more supportive 

of s tudents ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when advising undecided students .  He sta ted ,  

"u n les s  otherwise  informed and directed ,  most faculty  advisors 

cap i ta l ize  on the knowledge of their d isc ip l in e s  but fail  to encourage 

exploration into other potent ia l  major f ie lds  of study" (p. 42 ) .

In addition to faculty  and peer in f lu e n ce s ,  the ch a r a c te r i s t i c s  of 

the institution may have an inf luence on major choice  s tab i l i ty .  As 

Krupka and Vener (1978) s tated:

Some may argue that a large number of major changes  is indicative 

of growth on the part of an undergraduate. We are not in 

disagreement with th is  v iew .  We fe e l  that current programs, 

procedures,  and organizational structures in most large 

u n iv e rs i t ie s ,  however,  are haphazard and ineff ic ient in regard to 

fac i l i ta t ion  of a s tudent 's  f inal  career  c h o ic e .  Too much is left  to 

c h a n c e ,  (p. 112)

Also D re s s e l  and Simpson (1980) d is c u s s e d  the i ssu e  of a c o l l e g e ' s  

inf lu ences  on changes  of majors by s tudents .  They stated:

Intervening changes  between the in i t ia l  cho ice  and las t  recorded 

one are ignored in this  a n a ly s is  b e c a u s e  they unduly complicate  

the p r o c e s s .  . . . Some research ers  fe e l  that the intervening 

changes  in major a r e ,  if anything, more indicative of student 

d is s a t i s fa c t io n  than the fi rst  major change ,  the reason being that

the first switch re f lec t s  only the correction of a freshman's
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uninformed and u n rea l is t ic  in it ia l  choice  of a major whereas later 

changes  express  the disappointment of an experienced student,  

(pp. 59 -60)

D re s s e l  and Simpson (1980) a l s o  faulted insti tutional procedures with 

hindering students from changing m ajors .  Suggesting students may get 

caught within inst itut ional  "power p l a y s , "  they e xpressed  the following 

Changes in major that require a student to in it ia te  the p rocess  

with a major adviser  may cause  the timid or uncertain individual 

to defer change or withdraw from co l lege  rather than risk a 

confrontat ion.  Procedures requiring multiple s ignatures (and 

hence  multiple explanations)  may be time consuming, productive 

of de lay ,  and conducive to unpleasant e xp e r ien ces  . . . change 

procedures often seem to be fabr icated so a s  to cause  delay  and 

discomfort . . . .  P e r s o n a l i t ie s ,  requirements,  co n v en ien c e ,  and 

a hidden agenda of power balancing often play more c r i t i ca l  ro les  

in academ ic  structures than does student career  concern.

(pp. 61 -62)

Attrition may be related to s tab i l i ty  of major c h o ic e .  In their 

longitudinal study of freshmen enrolled at  24 6 four-year  c o l le g e s  and 

univ ers it ies  in the fa ll  of 1961 ,  Astin and Panos (1969) found over 

"40 percent reported that they dropped out of co l lege  b e c a u s e  they had 

changed their career  plans or wanted time to reconsider  their in terests  

and vocat io nal g o a l s "  (p. 30 ) .  Schmidt and S edlacek  (1972) studied
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v ar iab le s  related to student s a t i s fa c t io n  within a universi ty .  They 

noted the "most d issa t i s f ie d  students were those indicating a difficulty 

in choosing a major f ield or care er"  (p. 2 3 5 ) .  Similarly ,  Hecklinger 

(1972) observed undecided students were l e s s  sa t i s f ied  with their 

co l le g e  environments ( i . e . ,  faculty ,  administration,  major,  students)  

than were decided students .

In a study conducted at Boston C o l leg e  (Lonabocker,  1982) ,  

quest ionnaires  were mailed to students who had withdrawn during the 

1 9 7 7 -1 9 7 8  academ ic  year .  Students who had resided on campus 

indicated that their  unsureness  of career  goals  was  a major reason for 

leaving c o l l e g e ,  a reason secondary only to the unavailabil ity  of 

s p e c i f i c  majors or courses  they des ired .  A study of Arizona State 

Universi ty  (Churchill  & Iwai,  1981) identified "uncertainty about a 

c o l le g e  major" a s  one of the four problem areas  that distinguish those 

h ig h -a ca d em ic  performing students who pers is ted from those  who 

voluntarily l e f t .  Those students who withdrew a ss ig n e d  greater 

importance to experiencing uncertainty about a major than did those 

students  who p e rs is te d .  Not a l l  research  indicated a relationship 

between attrit ion and major choice  in s tab i l i ty .  Pantages and Creedon 

(1978) reviewed c o l le g e  attrit ion studies conducted during the time span 

of 1950 to 1 9 7 5 .  They reported in con s is te n t  support for the premise that 

a v ocat ional  goal  is  conducive to p e r s i s t e n c e .  They suggested the



44

inconsis tent  f indings could be "a reflect io n of inadequate measures of 

the strength of vocat ional  goa ls  and in t e r e s t s "  (p. 68).

Career  Development Theories

Throughout the preceding literature review, research related to 

change of major ac t iv i ty  was ad d resse d .  Within this  r e s e a r c h ,  sp e c i f i c  

factors  reported to have an influence on change of major behavior 

included: (1) the re la tionship  between personali ty  and choice  of major,

(2) the development and implementation of s e l f - c o n c e p t  or s e l f - id e n t i ty ,

(3) the developmental  nature of career  d e c is io n ,  and (4) the influence of 

pre-enrollment e x p e r ie n ce s  on career  d e c is io n .  These  factors have their 

b a s i s  in s p e c i f i c  career  development th eor ies  which can be s im p l is t i ca l ly  

grouped into theories of occupational c h o ic e ,  th eor ies  of career  

development,  and th eor ies  of career  d e c is io n  making (Brown & Brooks,  

1984) .  These  theorie s  wil l  be briefly  addressed in the following 

paragraphs.

One theory of occupational cho ice  proposes that people seek  

occupations  with requirements and c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  that are congruent 

with their personali ty  t r a i t s ,  particular ly in relation to their  in teres ts  

and aptitudes (this type of theory is  often referred to a s  "trait  and 

factor" th e o ry ) . Numerous re search ers  c i ted  in the l iterature review 

acknowledged th is  relationship  between students'  personality

c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  and their environments,  a s  represented by major f ie lds  of
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study or occupations  (Elton & R o se ,  1966;  Kojaku, 1971;  Theophilides 

et a l .  , 1984;  W alsh  et a l . , 19 76;  Werts & W atley ,  1968) .

One variation of th is  trait  and factor  theme can be attributed to 

Holland who theorized that "people project  their views of them selves  and 

the world of work on to occupational t i t l e s "  (Osipow, 1983 ,  p.  82) .  In 

other words,  people attempt to match their se l f -p e rc e iv e d  interests  and 

a b i l i t i e s  with the requirements,  s k i l l s ,  and l i f e s t y le s  thought typ ica l  of 

s p e c i f i c  o ccu p at io n s .  Holland identified s ix  occupational or ientations 

( re a l i s t i c ,  in v e s t ig a t iv e ,  s o c i a l ,  conventional,  enterpr is ing,  and 

a r t i s t ic )  he thought were representative of major l i f e s t y le s  and 

individual/world interactive patterns .  Of th ese  s ix  or ientat ions ,  the 

most typ ica l  way an individual responds to his environment is  h is  modal 

personal orientat ion (Osipow, 1983) .

Holland 's  theory provides indirect  explanation for the previously 

reported findings of Holland and Nichols  (1964) .  They found that 

students who remained in a particular f ield of study resembled the 

typ ica l  student in that f ield in terms of apt i tu des ,  ach iev em en ts ,  and 

personal i ty .  C o n v e rse ly ,  students leaving a f ie ld had diss imilar  

attributes  than th ose  of the students in their in i t ia l  c h o ic e s  of f i e ld s .  

These  findings may su ggest that certa in  types of students are more 

compatible with certain types of f ie lds of study or environments.  Those 

who were more compatible with their environments tended to be more 

stable with their c h o ic e s  of m ajors .
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Another trait and factor model,  D avis '  "birds of a feather theory" 

was examined by Watley  and Werts (1969) ,  This theory,  like H ol land 's ,  

has suggested that there is a trend toward so c ia l  homogeneity among 

students;  s p e c i f i c a l ly ,  "changers  are seen  as  trying to match their 

' t ra i ts '  with the 'right'  career  f ie ld "  (Watley & W e r ts ,  1969 ,  p. 254 ) .  

Watley  and Werts  did not find evidence  to support Davis '  theory.

Change of major was a l s o  d isc u sse d  as  being related to the 

student 's  development and implementation of his s e l f - c o n c e p t  or 

se l f - id e n t i ty  (Adamek & Goudy, 1966;  Elton & Rose,  1966;  Marks ,  1970;  

Warren, 1961) .  Super v iews career  cho ice  as  a "pro cess  of compromise 

within which the development and implementation of the s e l f - c o n c e p t  

o p era tes .  Individuals function in roles that are cons is ten t  with their 

s e l f - c o n c e p t .  This s e l f - c o n c e p t ,  in turn, is  a function of the person 's  

developmental  h is tory"  (Amatea , 1984 ,  pp. 3 2 - 3 3 ) .  This theory was 

supported by Adamek and Goudy (19 66) who found that students who 

highly identified with their majors did not switch majors a s  frequently as  

th ose  students who were low id ent i f iers .

Super's  theory ad d resse s  the developmental  nature of career  

development,  another factor considered to influence change of major 

a c t iv i ty  a s  reported in the l i terature review (Barak et a l .  , 197 5; Burck, 

1984;  Goodson, 1978;  Titley & Ti t ley ,  1980) .  Influenced by Super, 

Tiedman and O'Hara have a ls o  addressed the developmental  nature of

career  development.  They emphasized the pro ce ss  of d e c is io n  making,
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s p e c i f i c a l ly  accentuat ing  individual purpose and re sp o n s ib i l i ty — key 

components of career  development not addressed in Super's  theory 

(Tiedman & M il le r -T ie d m an , 1 984 ) .  They viewed the d ec is io n  process  

a s  comprised of d is t inct  s t a g e s ,  e ach  descr ibed in terms of the 

"individ ual ' s  conceptualizat io n of h im /h e rse l f ,  of  the cho ice  t a s k ,  and 

of o n e se l f  in the c h o ice  p rocess  . . . [environmental  discontinuit ies]  

present the individual with problems to be resolv ed ,  in which s u c c e s s  

resu l ts  in the individual gaining an increased  sense  of se l f - co m p e te n ce  

and control over h i s / h e r  behavior and environment" (Amatea, 1984 ,  

p.  37 ) .

F inally ,  the review of the l i terature a l s o  addressed the relationship 

between change of major behavior and students'  past e xp e r ien ces  (Burck, 

1984;  Carmody et a l .  , 1972;  E i k e , 1982;  Franklin,  1 9 7 0 / 1 9 7 1 ;  Gamble,  

1962;  Gartman, 1 9 7 1 / 1 9 7 2 ;  P ierson,  1962;  Prediger et  a l .  , 1977;  

T h is t le t h w a i t e , 19 60) .  Krumboltz's s o c ia l  learning theory of career  

se lec t io n  s p e c i f i c a l ly  a d d resse s  th is  re la t ionship .  Krumboltz's theory 

su ggests  that "career  pre fere n ce s ,  occupational s k i l l s ,  and an 

individual 's  s e le c t io n  of educational e x p e r ie n c e s ,  o ccu p at ion s ,  and 

f ie lds  of work are both the composite and consequ ence  of many past and 

present e xp e r ien ces  and the cause  of ant ic ipat ion of future e x p e r ie n c e s "  

(Amatea, 1984 ,  p.  39 ) .  The p a s t ,  present ,  and future exper iences  are 

c l a s s i f i e d  into the two broad ca teg o r ies  of "environmental"  and 

"p sy ch o lo g ica l "  fac tors  which include gen et ic  endowment, environmental
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condit ions ,  past learning e x p e r ie n c e s ,  and a b i l i t i e s  to cope with the 

environment ( e . g . ,  goal  sett ing s k i l l s ) .

In summary, the brief  review of the preceding career  development 

theorie s  does not in any way begin to give a comprehensive view of 

career  development.  Four b a s i c  theorie s  were addressed in an effort to 

i l lustrate how career  development theories  influence the consideration of 

change of major behavior .

Summary

In Chapter II is presented a review of the l iterature related to the 

nature of th is  study. The implications of declaring an academ ic  major 

were addressed as  were s tudies  which focused on various i s s u e s  

a s s o c ia t e d  with change of major behavior .  These  i s s u e s  included 

change of major a c t iv i ty ,  ch a r a c te r i s t i c s  of students who change majors,  

and factors  influencing s tab i l i ty  of major c h o ic e .  Career  development 

theor ies  were a l s o  br iefly  reviewed. The l iterature review indicated that 

students have experienced undue s o c ie ta l  pressure to declare  academic  

majors ear ly  in their  co l lege  e x p e r ien ces  in order to become quickly  and 

productively employable in the workforce .  It was  a l s o  suggested that 

students have fe lt  internal pressure to declare  majors early  be cau se  

indecis ion has been thought to re f lec t  poorly developed s e l f - i d e n t i t i e s .  

Some re search ers  contended that students were developmentally unable 

to make stable  c h o ic e s  of majors a s  they did not have adequate
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e x p e r ien ces  to do s o .  This contention appeared to be supported by the 

high frequency of change of major behavior that was cited in the 

l i t e ra tu re .

Findings pertaining to the re lationship between various factors 

( i . e . ,  pre -enro l lm ent , a ca d e m ic ,  and s o c io lo g ic a l  var iables)  and change 

of major ac t iv i ty  were generally  contradictory in nature and therefore ,  

in c o n c lu s iv e .  Several  of th ese  var iab les  wil l  be examined within the 

present study.

Chapter III will  descr ibe  the procedures used to conduct this  

research  study.



CHAPTER III

DESIGN OF STUDY

This chapter summarizes the manner in which this study was 

conducted. It provides information regarding the research  population,  

the sources  of data,  var iab les  included in the study, procedures 

fol lowed,  and the s t a t i s t i c a l  a n a ly s e s  u ti l ized.

Research Population

The research  population was  drawn from f i r s t - t im e ,  full- t ime 

students at  the University  of North Dakota during the 1982 fall  sem ester  

(N = 1 , 4 8 2 ) .  Students who continued their  enrollment through or 

graduated within the time span between fa l l  se m e s te r ,  1982 ,  and spring 

se m e ste r ,  1986 ,  and who had an ACT composite score  were used as  the 

research  sample (N = 597) .

Sources of Data

Three separate  sources  of data were used in th is  study, a l l  of 

which were obtained through the Regis trar 's  Office and the Office of 

Insti tut ional Research at the University  of North Dakota .

50
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The first source of data was the American College  Test  (ACT) 

Assessm ent  results  for individual s tudents .  This data was procured from 

the Office of Institutional Research at the University of North Dakota .

All students entering a s ta te  co l le g e  or university in North Dakota are 

required to take the American Col lege  Test unless  they have completed 

and furnished the sco res  from the Preliminary S c h o la s t i c  Aptitude Test 

(PSAT) or the S c h o la s t i c  Aptitude T est  (SAT).

The ACT A ssessm ent  instrument c o n s i s t s  of a battery of four 

academ ic  t e s t s  (English,  math, s o c ia l  s tu d ies ,  and natural s c ie n c e s )  

and a Student Profile Sect ion and Interest  Inventory.  The ACT Assessment 

resu lts  used for th is  study were the ACT Composite Score (average score 

of the four academ ic  t e s t s )  and se le c te d  re sp on ses  from the Student 

Profile S e c t io n .  The Student Profile Sect ion requests  information about 

admission and enrollment p lan s ,  academ ic  and o u t - o f - c l a s s  high school 

achievem ents  and asp ira t io n s ,  and high school coursework.  The student 

is a l s o  asked to report high school grades in the four su b jec t  matter 

are as  covered by the academ ic  t e s t s ,  and provide biographical  data 

(American College  Test ing Program, 1981) .

The second source of information c o n s is te d  of se le c te d  respon ses  

from the Student Information Form (SIF) used by the Cooperative  

Insti tut ional Research Program (CIRP). The CIRP is an ongoing national 

longitudinal study of the American higher educational system .  It was 

e s ta b l i sh e d  by the American Counci l  on Education (ACE). The SIF
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requ ests  standard biographic and demographic information from the 

s tu d e n t .

A third source of data was the computerized Student Record System 

maintained by the Office of Admissions and Records at the University of 

North Dakota .  The data included information pertaining to a student 's  

demographic c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  and co l lege  academ ic  record.

Information on each  variable  from the three sources  of data was not 

av a i lab le  for every student.

Variables

The var iab les  included in th is  study were s e le c te d  on the b a s i s  of 

their relationship  with change of major a s  reported in the l i terature .  

Change of major frequency was the cri terion variable  throughout the 

study, except  in Research Hypothesis 6 where it was  treated a s  the 

independent var iable  and cumulative credits earned and cumulative grade 

point av erag es  earned were treated as  dependent v a r ia b le s .  The 

independent or predictor v ar iab le s  (pre-enrollment and enrollment) 

included the following: major sta tus  upon init ial  enrollment (decided, 

undecided),  su reness  of program of study, sureness  of occupational  

c h o i c e ,  need for a s s i s t a n c e  in deciding educational and vocat ional p lans ,  

chan ce  of changing major f ie ld ,  chance  of changing career  c h o ice ,  

parental  l e v e ls  of educat ion,  part-t ime jo b ,  full- t ime summer jo b ,  

number of years spent studying v o ca t io n a l -o ccu p at io n a l  coursework, high
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school grade point av erag e ,  high school rank, number of  students in high 

school graduating c l a s s ,  and ACT composite s c o r e .

The sources of data ,  and the v ar iab les  included from each  were:

A. ACT Assessment  and Student Profile Sect ion

1.  ACT Composite Score (range 1 - 3 5 ) .  This number is  the 

numerical  average of the four su b te s ts :  English,  Math,  

Soc ia l  S tudies ,  and Natural S c i e n c e .

2 .  Certainty of Program of Study: (1) very sure,  (2) fairly 

su re,  or (3) not sure.

3 .  Certainty of Occupational Cho ice :  (1) very sure,  (2) 

fairly sure ,  or (3) not sure.

4 .  Need for Help in Educational and Vocational Planning:

(1) y e s , or (2) n o .

5.  Number of Students in High School Graduating C l a s s :

(1) 25 or fewer,  (2) 2 5 - 9 9 ,  (3) 1 0 0 - 1 9 9 ,  (4) 2 0 0 - 3 9 9 ,

(5) 4 0 0 - 5 9 9 ,  (6) 6 0 0 - 8 9 9 ,  or (7) 900 or more.

6.  Number of Years Studying Vocational Su b je c ts :  (1) half  

year ,  (2) one y ear ,  (3) one and a half  y e a r s ,  (4) two 

y e a rs ,  (5) two and a half  y e a r s ,  (6) three y e a rs ,  (7) three 

and a half  y e a r s ,  (8) four years or more, (9) no courses  in 

th is  su b je c t  (in the s t a t i s t i c a l  a n a ly s is  th is  response  was

recoded " 0 " ) .
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7 .  Held a regular part-t ime job ( e . g . ,  w a i t r e s s ,  s a l e s c l e r k ,  

newspaper carr ier ,  e t c . ) :  (1) y e s ,  or (2) no.

8 .  Held a full - t ime paying jo b  during the summer: (1) y e s ,  

or (2) no.

B.  CIRP Student Information Form

1. Academic Rank in High School:  (1) lowest 20%,  (2) fourth 

20%, (3) middle 20%, (4) second 20%, or (5) highest 20%.

2 .  Average High School Grade:  (1) D, (2) C ,  (3) C + ,  (4) B - ,  

(5) B, (6) B+,  (7) A - , or (8) A or A + .

3 .  Highest Level  of Formal Education Obtained by Parents:

(1) grammar school or l e s s ,  (2) some high s ch o o l ,  (3) high 

school graduate ,  (4) postsecondary (not c o l le g e ) ,  (5) some 

c o l l e g e ,  (6) co l lege  degree ,  (7) some graduate sch o o l ,  or 

(8) graduate d e g r e e .

4 .  P o ss ib le  Chance  of Changing Major Field:  (1) no ch a n ce ,

(2) very l i t t le  c h a n c e ,  (3) some c h a n c e ,  or (4) very good 

c h a n c e .

5.  P o ss ib le  Chance of Changing Career  Cho ice :  (1) no 

c h a n c e ,  (2) very l it t le  c h a n c e ,  (3) some c h a n c e ,  or (4) 

very good ch a n ce .

C . Student Record System

1. Numerical Codes Indicating Academic Majors
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2 .  Cumulative Credit Hours Earned

3 .  Cumulative Grade Point Averages Earned

Procedure

Information from the Student Record System was extrac ted from the 

Univers i ty 's  master f i le s  through the creation of a "mini data b a s e "  on 

computer disk of th ose  students meeting the s e le c t io n  criteria ( i . e .  , 

th ose  students who were f i r s t - t im e ,  full- t ime freshmen in the fall  of 

1982) .

The Student Record information was consolidated with the ACT 

A ssessm ent  data (stored on magnetic tape) as  well  as  with data from 

CIRP's Student Information Form. The consolidat ion process  was 

accomplished through the MERGE procedures of the S t a t i s t i c a l  Analysis 

System (SAS) which,  by matching observat ions  by so c ia l  security 

numbers,  created a new data b a se  whose observat ions  co n s is ted  of the 

var iab les  from the three original data b a s e s .

Treatment of the Data

The hypotheses were te s te d  by co rre la t io ns ,  t - t e s t s ,  a n a ly s is  of 

v a r ia n ce ,  and regress io n  procedures.

The following chapter .  Chapter IV, wil l  present the a n a ly s is  of the

data .



CHAPTER IV

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA

The purpose of th is  study was to identify major academic  and 

s o c io lo g ica l  corre la tes  which may help to determine sp e c i f i c  student 

populations having greater  tend enc ies  to exper ience  changes in academic  

major f i e ld s .  The a n a ly s i s  of the data pertaining to th is  purpose is 

presented in this  chapter .  The order of presentation for the findings 

follows that of Chapter I .  A statement of the research  hypothesis  to be 

te s ted  introduces e ach  of the s ix  se c t io n s  of the data a n a l y s i s .

Research Hypothesis 1 . There wil l  be no s ignif icant  dif ference  in 

the frequency of major changes  between those  students who init ia lly  

declare  "undecided" and those students who in i t ia l ly  choose  an academic  

m a jor .

To t e s t  th is  hy p o th es is ,  a t - t e s t  for independent samples was 

performed. It compared the change of major frequency between two 

g ro u p s - - th o s e  who indicated they were undecided about an academic  

major upon in it ia l  enrollment and th ose  who were decided.  Results  of 

the t - t e s t  comparing change of major frequency of the two groups are 

presented in Table 1.

56
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TABLE 1

CHANGE OF MAJOR FREQUENCY OF UNDECIDED 
AND DECIDED STUDENTS

Group N Mean SD t

Undecided 169 .598 .789
8 . 667a

Declared 428 1 . 5 0 7 1 .2 7 0

a p < .0001

For the group of students (n = 169) who did not declare  an 

academ ic  major upon in i t ia l  enrollment,  the average number of academ ic  

major changes  was . 5 9 8 .  For th ose  (n = 428) who init ia lly  declared an 

academ ic  major,  the average number of changes  was  1 . 5 0 7 .

The difference in means between the two groups was s ig n if icant .  

Students who were in it ia lly  undecided changed academ ic  majors 

s ign if icant ly  fewer t imes than th ose  who in i t ia l ly  declared an academic  

major.  Thus,  Research Hypothesis 1 is not su s ta ine d .  There w as  a 

s ignif icant  difference in the frequency of major changes  between those 

students who in i t ia l ly  declared "undecided" and those  students who 

init ia lly  chose  an academ ic  major.  However,  it is  important to re iterate  

that students who were init ia lly  undecided upon enrollment were allowed 

one major change that was not included in their change of major frequency 

s c o r e s — the change from "undecided" to the first  academic  major
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declared .  On the other hand, a l l  major changes  made by decided 

students  were included in their change of major frequency s c o r e s .

To further compare change of major frequency between those 

students  who declared a major and those students who were in it ia lly  

undecided, frequency and mean counts were conducted.

As previously s ta te d ,  for th ose  students who were undecided 

(n = 169) ,  the average number of changes  made between academic  majors 

was  . 5 9 8 .  S p e c i f i c a l ly ,  5 6 .8 %  (n = 96) of  the students did not make any 

changes  between academ ic  majors ,  29% (n = 49) of the students made 

one change ,  1 1 .8 %  (n = 20) of the students made two c h a n g e s ,  and 2 . 4 %  

(n = 4) of the students made three c h a n g e s .  Again,  a s  previously 

s ta ted ,  the average number of changes  made by those  students (n = 42 8) 

who declared an academ ic  major was  1 . 5 0 7 .  One hundred tw enty ,  or 

28%, never changed their majors ,  2 4 . 3 %  (n =  104) changed o n c e ,  2 4 .5 %  

(n = 10 5) changed t w i c e , 16 .1%  (n = 69) changed three t i m e s , 6 .1 %

(n = 2 6) changed four t im e s ,  and 0 . 9 %  (n = 4) changed their majors five 

t im e s .  These  findings are presented in Table 2 .

Table  3 presents  the number of major changes  made by the two 

groups of students per sem ester  period. It can be seen that for those 

students who did not declare  a major,  the greates t  number of major 

changes (n = 2 6) were detected at the beginning of the 1984 spring 

se m e ste r .  For those students who declared a major, most changes  

(n = 220) were detected at the beginning of the 1983 fall  se m e ste r .  For



59

NUMBER OF ACADEMIC MAJOR CHANGES MADE BY 
UNDECIDED AND DECIDED STUDENTS

TABLE 2

Number 
of Changes

Undecided 
(n = 169)

Decided 
(n = 428)

0 96 120

1 49 104

2 20 105

3 4 69

4 0 26

5 0 4

Total 101 64 5

the students who did not declare  a major,  the apparent delay  in changes 

in academ ic  majors may be an art i fac t  of the definition of chan ge .  The 

in it ia l  change for "undecided" students was not counted as  a c h a n g e - -  

and the longer in delay  in declaring a major,  the longer the time might be 

before they change their f irst  declared majors .

Research Hypotheses 2 through 4 address the correlation of 

pre-enrollment var iab les  and change of major frequency .  Each hypothesis 

will  be addressed se p ara te ly ,  but resu l ts  wil l  be cumulatively presented

in Table 4 .
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TABLE 3

NUMBER OF CHANGES MADE BY UNDECIDED AND 
DECIDED STUDENTS PER SEMESTER TIME PERIODS

Semester

Number of Changes by 
Undecided Students 

(n = 169)

Number of Changes by 
Decided Students 

(n = 428)

Spring, 1983 0 123

F a l l ,  1983 18 220

Spring,  1984 26 86

F a l l ,  1984 18 82

Spring,  1985 15 43

F a l l ,  1985 17 57

Spring,  19 8 6 7 34

Total 101 645

Research Plypothesis 2 . There will  be a s ignif icant re la tionship 

between students'  indicat ions  of their sureness  of major and occupational 

c h o ic e s  and change of major frequency.

The n o n -s ig n i f ic an t  correlation between change of major frequency 

and the v a r ia b le s ,  su reness  of program of  study and sureness  of 

occupational choice  both resulted in r^ va lues  of . 0 0 1 .  It is apparent 

that th ese  var iab les  do not account for a s ignif icant  amount of variance  

on change of major frequency. Research Hypothesis 2 is  not su sta ined .
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CORRELATION OF SELECTED VARIABLES 
WITH CHANGE OF MAJOR FREQUENCY

TABLE 4

Variable n r r2 P

Sureness of program 
of study 591 - . 0 3 3 .001 .418

Sureness  of o c c u p a ­
tional choice 591 .024 .001 . 566

Need for help with 
educational  and 
v ocat io nal  plans 595 - . 0 2 0 .0004 . 632

Chance  of changing 
major f ield 397 - . 0 3 5 .001 .488

Chance  of changing 
career  choice 397 - . 0 5 4 .003 .281

There was no s ignif icant  re la tionship  in the change of major frequency 

between students indicating greater  su reness  of major or occupational 

c h o ic e s  and students indicating l e s s  sureness  of such c h o i c e s .

Research Hypothesis 3 . There will  be a s ignif icant relationship 

between students'  indications of their  need for a s s i s t a n c e  in deciding 

educat ional and vocat ional  plans and change of major frequency.

As depicted in Table 4 ,  there is  a no n -s ig n i f ic an t  correlat ion 

between change of major frequency and the v ar iab le ,  need for help with 

educational and vocat ional  p lan s .  The r^ value is . 0 0 0 4 ,  indicating the
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variable  does not account  for any s ignif icant  amount of variance  on 

change of major frequency. Research Hypothesis 3 is not susta ined.  

There was no s ignif icant  relationship  in change of major frequency 

between those students indicating greater need for vocat ional  a s s i s t a n c e  

and those  students indicating l e s s  need for such a s s i s t a n c e .

Research Hypothesis 4 . There will  be a s ignif icant relationship 

between students'  predict ions  of change in major f ie lds  or career  c h o ic e s  

and ac tu a l  changes  in major f ie ld .

As depicted in Table  4 ,  there were n o n -s ig n i f ican t  correlat ions  

between change of major frequency and the v a r ia b le s ,  chance  of 

changing major f ie lds and chance  of changing career  c h o i c e s .  The re­

v a lu e s  of .001  and .003 indicated that the var iab les  do not account for a 

s ignif icant  amount of var iance  on change of major frequency. Research 

Hypothesis 4 is not su s ta ine d .  There was  no s ignif icant  re la tionship in 

change of major frequency between those  students indicating greater 

chance  of changing major f ie lds or career  c h o ic e s  and students 

indicating l e s s  chance  of changing such c h o i c e s .

Research Hypothesis 5 . There will  be s ignif icant  re la t ionships  

between change of major frequency and the following se lec te d  acad e m ic ,  

demographic,  and s o c io lo g ica l  v a r ia b le s :  parental  le v e ls  of education,  

work e x p e r ie n c e ,  number of years spent studying voca t io n a l -o ccu p at ion a l  

coursework, high school grade point av erag e ,  high school rank, number 

of students in high school graduating c l a s s ,  and the ACT composite
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s c o r e .  (Some research ers  refer to at le a s t  some of th e se  var iab les  as 

educational v a r i a b l e s . )

To tes t  the h y po th es is ,  a multiple regress ion  a n a ly s is  was

O
performed. The R value for the regress ion  model was .0 3 5  and the F 

value was 1 . 4 9 4 .  These va lues  indicate that the var iab les  do not 

account for a s ignif icant amount of var iance  on change of major 

f requency. Consequent ly ,  there is  l i t t le  predictab il ity  of change of 

major frequency from th is  set  of v a r ia b le s .

Table 5 presents  the beta w eig hts ,  t v a lu e s ,  and simple 

correlat ions  of the se le c te d  v a r ia b le s .  Two v a r ia b le s ,  average grade in 

high school and number of students in the high school graduating c l a s s  

were s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s ig n i f ic a n t .  Their beta weights were - . 1 4 1  and -  . 1 7 0 ,  

r e s p e c t i v e l y .

Stepwise forward regress io n procedures were applied to the 

v a r ia b le s .  The s ig n i f ic a n ce  leve l  used for entry into the model was  . 0 5 .  

Two v a r ia b le s ,  average grade in high school and number of students in 

the high school graduating c l a s s ,  entered the model.  The first variable  

to enter the model, number of students in high school graduating c l a s s ,  

resulted in a partial  R2 value of . 0 1 8 ,  a model R^ value of . 0 1 8 ,  and an 

F value of 6 . 9 2  which was s ignif icant  at the .01 l e v e l .  The only other 

variable  to enter the model,  average grade in high sch o o l ,  resulted in a 

partial  R2 value of . 0 1 1 ,  a model R2 value of . 0 2 9 ,  and an F value of 

4 . 1 9  which was s ignif icant  at the .01  l e v e l .  These  va lues  indicate
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TABLE 5

SUMMARY TABLE FOR SELECTED VARIABLES WITH 
CHANGE OF MAJOR FREQUENCY 

(N = 380)

Variable
Beta

Weights
t Values 
for Beta r

Held a part-t ime job - . 0 3 9 .709 .0 0 0 5

Held a full- t ime job 
during summer .001 .022 - . 0 1 9

Average grade in 
high school - . 1 4 1 2 . 1 10a - . 0 9 2

Academic rank in 
high school .024 .3 8 6

LOi—lO1

Number of students 
in high school 
graduating c l a s s - . 1 7 0 2 . 9  70b - . 1 3 4

Number of years
studied vocat ional  
s u b je c ts - . 0 3 5 .657 - . 0 0 2

Father 's  h ighest  level 
of educat ion - . 0 0 9 . 136 - . 0 1 2

Mother 's  highest  leve l  
of education .038 . 62 7 .023

ACT Comprehensive 
score .043 . 683 - . 0 2 9

a p < .05  

b p < .005
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s ignif icant  re la t io nship s  between the two var iab les  and change of major 

frequency, although it is  apparent the v ar iab les  account for l i tt le 

variance  on change of major frequency.

To further examine the relationship  between the two var iab les  and 

change of major frequency,  a separate  regress ion  an a ly s is  was performed 

using only the two var iab les  a s  predic tors .  The F value for the regress ion 

model was 6 .2 5 2  which was signif icant at the .0 0 5  l e v e l .  The value 

was . 0 3 1 .  These  resu lts  indicate  the pre-enrol lment v a r ia b le s ,  number 

of students in high school graduating c l a s s  and average grade in high 

sch o o l ,  account  for approximately three percent of the var iance  on 

change of major frequency.

T ables  6 and 7 present descr ip t iv e  s t a t i s t i c s  of the two v a r ia b le s ,  

number of students in high school graduating c l a s s  and average grade in 

high sch o o l .

By examining T ab le s  6 and 7 ,  it i s  apparent that there are 

considerable  d isc re p a n c ie s  in the number of students per c e l l  by c l a s s  

s ize  and grade point average l e v e l s .  For some l e v e l s ,  very limited 

numbers of students were represented .  Thus,  outcomes for small  c e l l  

frequency groups should be interpreted with caution.  It does  appear that 

students  with higher grade point averages  do have sl ight ly  fewer changes 

and that students from high school graduating c l a s s  s iz e s  of 4 0 0 - 5 9 9  

students have fewer c h a n g e s .  However,  neither variable  yie lds strong

g e n era l iza t io n s .  Therefore,  Research Hypothesis 5 is weakly  sustained
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TABLE 6

FREQUENCIES OF STUDENTS IN CLASS SIZES AND 
MEAN NUMBER OF CHANGES BY CLASS SIZES

Number Mean Number
C l a s s  Size of Students of Changes

L e ss  than 25 69 1 .4 2 0

2 5 -  99 201 1 .4 0 3

100-199 65 1 . 0 4 6

2 0 0 - 3 9 9 182 1 .2 0 9

4 0 0 - 5 9 9 54 .889

6 0 0 -8 9 9 14 1 .2 1 4

900 or more 9 1 .3 3 3

for the two v a r ia b le s ,  high school  grade point average and number of 

students in the high school  graduating c l a s s .  Tor the most part,  

however,  Research Hypothesis 5 seems tenable  a s  a generalizat io n under 

the weaker  form: there are no striking re la t ionships  between change of 

major frequency and parental  le v e ls  of educat ion,  work e x p e r ien ce ,  

number of years spent studying v o ca t io n a l -o ccu p a t io n a l  coursework,  high 

school grade point av erag e ,  high school rank, number of students in high

school  graduating c l a s s ,  and the ACT composite s c o r e .
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MEAN NUMBER OF CHANGES MADE BY STUDENTS 
AT GRADE POINT AVERAGE LEVELS

TABLE 7

High School 
Grade Point Average

Number 
of Students

Mean Number 
of Changes

A or A+ 125 1 .1 4 4

A- 93 1 .3 2 3

B+ 86 1 .2 2 1

B 62 1 . 5 1 6

B- 17 1 .4 7 1

C+ 9 1 . 4 4 4

C 2 2 . 5 0 0

Research Hypothesis 6 . Students who change majors more 

frequently will  have lower grade point av erages  and earn l e s s  credit 

hours than those changing majors l e s s  frequently .

First  a Pearson correlation was  conducted to examine the 

relationship between change of major frequency and grade point averages  

and credit  hours earned. The r va lues  were -  .089  and - . 1 8 6 ,  r e sp e c t iv e ly ,  

and the s ig n i f i c a n c e  v a lues  were .03  and . 0 0 0 1 ,  r e s p e c t iv e ly .  These 

values  indicate s ignif icant  re la tionship s  between the independent 

v ar iab le ,  change of major frequency, and the dependent v a r ia b le s ,  

cumulative credits  and grade point av erages  earned. As a result  of the



signif icant  f indings,  Research Hypothesis 6 is su s ta ine d .  However,  it 

i s  apparent that change of major frequency accounts  for minimal variance  

in cumulative credit  hours or grade point averages  earned.

The data was treated in another manner.  The population was 

subdivided according to total  number of changes made. Six groups were 

formed including those students changing majors 0 ,  1,  2 ,  3 ,  4 ,  and 5 

t im e s .  Analysis of  var iance  procedures were used .  Means for 

cumulative credit  hours earned and cumulative grade point av erages  

earned are presented in Table 8 .

TABLE 8

MEANS FOR CUMULATIVE CREDIT HOURS AND 
CUMULATIVE GRADE POINT AVERAGES EARNED 

BY CHANGE OF MAJOR FREQUENCY LEVELS

Change of
Major Frequency Cumulative Grade Point

68

Levels N Credit  Hours N Averages

0 216 1 1 7 . 8 5 2 216 3 . 1 5 9

1 150 1 1 6 . 8 6 0 150 2 . 9 4 7

2 122 1 1 8 . 3 8 6 122 3 . 0 4 0

3 71 1 1 8 . 3 9 4 71 2 . 8 8 0

4 26 1 1 1 . 5 7 7 26 2 . 8 3 8

5 4 1 1 2 . 0 0 0 4 2 . 640
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The F and R values  for the re la tionship between change of major 

frequency and the v ar iab le ,  cumulative credit  hours were 1 .4 3  and . 0 1 2 ,  

r e s p e c t iv e l y .  These  values  indicated no s ignif icant  relationship 

between cumulative credit  hours earned and change of major frequency. 

The F and R values  for the relationship between change of major 

frequency and the v ar iab le ,  cumulative grade point a v e ra g e s ,  was 6 . 1 7  

and . 0 5 ,  r e s p e c t iv e ly .  These  values  indicated that cumulative grade 

point average is s ignif icant ly  related to change of major frequency but 

accounts  for only five percent of the variance on change of major 

f req u en cy .

It is  important to re iterate  that cumulative credit hours and grade 

point av erag es  earned were analyzed according to le ve ls  of  change of 

major frequency. To determine whether a simple l inear trend e x is t e d ,  or 

if a high ordered polynomial would give a better  explanation of the data,  

polynomial regress io n a n a ly s e s  were conducted. Results  from th ese  

a n a ly s e s  did not show any departure from linearity when relating 

frequency of major change with cumulative credits and cumulative grade 

point a v e r a g e s .

Given the a n a ly s is  of the data when the population was  divided 

into s ix  l e v e ls  (according to the number of academ ic  major changes 

made), Research Hypothesis 6 is  sustained for the relationship  between 

the cumulative grade point average and change of major frequency. 

However,  it is  not susta ined for the relationship between cumulative

2



70

credit hours and change of major frequency. Thus,  it is evident that 

students who change majors more frequently have lower grade point 

averages  than th ose  changing l e s s  frequently;  and students who change 

majors more frequently do not s ignif icant ly  differ in their credit hours 

earned from those  who change l e s s  frequently .

To briefly  summarize the a n a ly s e s  of the data ,  students who were 

in i t ia l ly  undecided made fewer changes of academ ic  majors than those 

students who init ia lly  declared a major.  Students'  indications of level 

of certa inty  of major and occupational c h o ic e s  were not related to change 

of major frequency; nor were students'  indications of need for vocat io nal 

a s s i s t a n c e  or l ikelihood to change major or occupational c h o i c e s .  

Students who had higher high school grade point averages  and came from 

larger high school  graduating c l a s s e s  changed s ignif icant ly  fewer t imes 

than those students with lower grade point averages  and those  from 

smaller graduating c l a s s e s .  However,  the dependent v ar iab le s  of s ize  

of high school graduating c l a s s  and grade point averages  offered l itt le 

explained var iance  on change of major frequency. Previous work 

e x p e r ie n c e ,  academ ic  rank in high sch o o l ,  number of years vocat ional  

s u b je c t s  were studied, parental  l e v e ls  of  educat ion ,  and ACT 

comprehensive scores  were not related to frequency of change of major. 

Regarding the re la tionship  between cumulative credit  hours and grade 

point av erages  earned, when the data was analyzed with a simple 

correlat ion,  it was  apparent that a s  change of major in creased ,
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cumulative grade point averages  and credit hours earned d e cre a se d .  

However,  cumulative grade point averages  and credit hours earned 

expla ined lit t le  variance  in change of major f requency. When the data 

was  analyzed in another manner,  by examining the re lationship between 

le v e ls  of change of major frequency (according to the number of changes  

made) and cumulative credits  and grade point av erages  earned, the 

relationship between change of major frequency and cumulative credit 

hours earned was no longer s ig n i f ic an t .  A s ignif icant  re lationship 

between grade point av erages  earned and change of major frequency was 

maintained, however.

Ancillary Findings

This se c t io n  reports additional f indings relevant to the present 

study. Of the 59 7 students who maintained their  enrollment through or 

graduated prior to the 1986 spring se m e ste r ,  319 were women and 278 

were men. Of the total  population,  3 6 .2 %  never changed between 

academ ic  m ajors ,  whereas  6 3 .8 %  changed at le a s t  o n c e .  S p e c i f i c a l ly ,  

153 ,  or 2 5 . 6 % ,  of the population changed majors once ;  2 0 . 9 %  (n = 12 5) 

changed tw ice ;  1 2 .2 %  (n =  73) changed three t imes;  4 . 4 %  (n = 2 6) 

changed four t imes;  and 0 . 7 %  (n = 4) changed five t im e s .  These  

findings are included in Table  9 .  (It should be reiterated that the first 

change to  an academ ic  major by in i t ia l ly  undecided students was not 

counted a s  a change of major. )



72

FREQUENCY OF MAJOR CHANGES BY STUDENTS 
FROM 1982 FALL SEMESTER TO 

1986 SPRING SEMESTER

TABLE 9

Number 
of Changes

Number 
of Students Percentage

0 2 16 3 6 . 2

1 153 2 5 . 6

2 125 2 0 . 9

3 73 1 2 .2

4 26 4 . 4

5 4 0 . 7

Change of major was measured at the beginning of e ach  sem ester ,  

beginning with the 1983 spring se m e ste r .  As Table  10 in d ic a te s ,  most 

major changes  occurred at the beginning of the 1983 fall  se m e ste r .

The average number of changes  made by the total  population 

(N =  597) was 1 .2  5 .  A t - t e s t  was conducted to determine if there was a 

s ignif icant  dif ference  in frequency of major change between males  and 

fe m ale s .  Results are presented in Table 11 .

As depic ted,  there was no s ignif icant  dif ference  in change of major

frequency sco res  between males and fe m a le s .
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FREQUENCY OF MAJOR CHANGES AND PERCENTAGE 
OF STUDENT POPULATION MAKING 

CHANGES PER SEMESTER

TABLE 10

Semester
Number 

of Changes Percentage

Spring,  1983 123 2 0 . 6

F a l l ,  1983 238 3 9 . 9

Spring,  1984 112 1 8 .8

F a l l ,  1984 100 1 6 .8

Spring,  1985 58 9 . 7

F a l l ,  1985 74 1 2 .4

Spring,  1986 41 6 .9

TABLE 11

CHANGE OF MAJOR FREQUENCY OF 
MALES AND FEMALES

Sex n Mean SD t P

M ales 278 1 . 2 1 6 1 .2 3 9

Female s 319 1 .2 7 9 1 .2 1 3
.628  .530
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Finally ,  the anci l lary  findings will  briefly  address the hypotheses 

in relation to a definition of major change different from the one used 

within the study. The study s p e c i f i c a l ly  focused on changes  between 

academ ic  m ajors .  It did not regard the first  change to an academ ic  

major,  by in it ia lly  undecided students (n = 169),  a s  a change of major.  

Therefore,  167 changes  (2 students remained undecided throughout the 

period of study) were not ca lcula ted  within the s t a t i s t i c a l  a n a ly s e s  of 

the h y p o t h e s e s .

Assuming Foote (1980) is accurate  when he proposed that freshmen 

students with determined majors are no more decided than those students 

admitting their in d ec is ion ,  it may be b e n e f ic ia l  to treat a l l  changes  of 

majors equ al ly .  In doing so the re la t ionships  between the v ar iab les  and 

change of major frequency are s ignif icant ly  a f fected a s  described in the 

following paragraphs.

F irs t ,  there would no longer be a s ignif icant difference in change 

of major frequency between students who were init ia lly  undecided and 

those  who indicated their dec idedness  by declaring an academ ic  major. 

The mean number of changes  for those who were undecided was 1 .5 8  6 

and for th ose  dec ided ,  1 . 5 0 7 .

Several  other v a r ia b le s  not previously found to be s ignif icant ly  

related to change of major frequency became s ignif icant when util izing 

the different definition of major change .  These  v ar iab le s  included: 

sureness  of program of study and sureness  of occupational c h o ic e ,
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s e l f -p r o fe s s e d  need for a s s i s t a n c e  with educational and vocat io nal p lans ,  

and se l f -p ro fe s s e d  l ikelihood of changing major f i e ld s .  These  v a r ia b le s ,  

however,  explained li t t le  variance  on change of major frequency.

The following chapter ,  Chapter V, presents  the summary, 

l im itat ions ,  and recommendations of the study.



CHAPTER V

SUMMARY, LIMITATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary

The major purpose of th is  study was to examine the re la tionship s  

between pre-enrollment and enrollment a c a d e m i c / s o c io lo g ic a l  v ar iab les  

and change of major frequency. The research population co n s is ted  of 

597 students who enrolled a s  f i r s t - t im e ,  full- t ime freshmen at the 

University  of North Dakota in the fall  sem ester  of 1982 .  These  students 

graduated prior to or maintained their enrollment through the 1986 spring 

sem ester  and had an ACT composite score  on record.

The study was ex  post facto  in nature.  Students'  r e sp on ses  to 

previously completed items on the ACT Student Profile Sect ion and on 

CIRP's Student Information Forms were obtained through the a s s i s t a n c e  

of the Off ice  of Insti tutional Research at the University  of North Dakota.  

Students' major c h o ic e s  and academic  performances ( e . g .  , credit  hours 

earned, grade point averages  earned) were provided through the 

Regis trar 's  Office at the University  of North Dakota .  Relationships 

between change of major frequency and the following var iab les  were 

examined: major status upon enrollment (decided, undecided),  sureness

76
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of major and occupational c h o i c e s ,  need for a s s i s t a n c e  in deciding 

educat ional and vocat ional  p lan s ,  prediction of change of major or career  

c h o i c e s ,  parental  l e v e ls  of educat ion ,  work e x p e r ien ce ,  number of years 

spent studying v o ca t io n a l -o ccu p a t io n a l  coursework, high school grade 

point av erag e ,  number of students in high school graduating c l a s s ,  ACT 

composite s c o r e ,  co l lege  cumulative grade point av erag e ,  and cumulative 

credit  hours earned in c o l l e g e .

The data obtained was analyzed for its  re la tionship  with change of 

major frequency. S t a t i s t i c a l  procedures included t - t e s t s ,  simple 

co rre la t io n s ,  a n a ly s is  of  v a r ia n ce ,  and multiple regress ion  procedures .

The findings of the present study are addressed in the same order 

in which the research  hypotheses were presented .  Each research 

hypoth esis  wil l  be re s ta ted ,  and e ach  wil l  be followed by d is c u s s io n  of 

major f indings by the current study and their  re lationship with previous 

findings in the l i terature .  These  re la t io n sh ip s ,  however,  must be 

interpreted with caution b e ca u se  the terminology and methodological  

procedures of the s tudies  were not a lw ays c le ar ly  defined or similar in 

nature.  Thus,  even though various s tudies  may have achieved similar 

f indings,  the perceived s im ilar i t ies  may be misleading a s  numerous other 

factors ( e . g . ,  methodological  procedures,  defin it ions  of change of 

major) influence their interpretation.

1.  Research Hypothesis 1 . There is  no signif icant difference in 

the frequency of major change between those  students who ini tially



78

declare  ’’undecided" and those students who in i t ia l ly  choose  an 

academ ic  major.

Hypothesis 1 was not sustained for the definition of major change 

used in th is  study. There was a s ignif icant difference in the frequency 

of major changes  between th ose  students who in it ia lly  declared 

"undecided"  and those students who in i t ia l ly  chose  an academ ic  major.  

Students who were undecided upon in it ia l  enrollment (n = 169) changed 

academ ic  majors s ign if icant ly  fewer t imes (x = .598)  than those  (n = 428) 

who declared an academ ic  major (x = 1 . 5 0 7 ) .

The resu l ts  of the present study are in the same direction as  th ose  

reported by Krupka and Vener (1978 ) .  They a ls o  found that decided 

students changed majors more frequently than undecided s t u d e n t s . On 

the other hand, Condron (1979) and Theophilides  et a l .  (1984) did not 

find any s ignif icant  difference  between frequencies  of major change made 

by decided and undecided s tudents .

Condron's (1979) study defined major change similar to the present 

study. For undecided students ,  change of major frequency was determined 

af ter  the first  formal regis tration of a major.  However,  students'  

se lf -reporting of major change frequency w as  uti l ized in Condron's study. 

Consequent ly ,  a l l  students may not have used the same criteria  when 

reporting changes  of m ajors .

In addressing the findings related to Research Hypothesis 1, it 

should again be emphasized that the first change to an academ ic  major
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by students who were undecided upon ini tial  enrollment was  not counted 

in their change of major frequency. This group of students was allowed 

one major change that was not allowed those  students who ini tially 

declared a major.  It should a l s o  be stated that the present study treated 

the two groups of s tudents ,  those  decided and th ose  undecided, as  

homogeneous in nature.  In re a l i ty ,  of  co urse ,  they are hetereogeneous 

in nature.  Not a l l  "undecided" students are equally  undecided; nor are 

a l l  "decid ed"  students equally  decided.  Thus it i s  important to consider 

career  d e c is io n  on a continuum b a s i s .  This continuum may range from 

chronic indecision related to psy cho lo g ica l  dysfunction (Fuqua & 

Hartman, 1983) to e f fe c t iv e  career  dec is io n-makin g based on vocat ional  

maturity (Phillips & Strohmer,  1982) .  Furthermore, some students may 

indicate  they are undecided about a major when in ac tua l i ty  they may be 

more decided than some students who have declared a s p e c i f i c  major.

As Foote (1980) su gg ested ,  "any real  d if ferences  between students with 

determined majors and undetermined majors are difficult  to find during 

the freshmen year but may show up more c lear ly  a s  the students progress 

through their academic  c a r e e r s "  (p. 29) .

2 . Research Hypothesis 2 . There wil l  be a s ignif icant 

re lationship between students'  indications of their  su reness  of major and 

occupational c h o ice s  and number of major changes  made.

Research Hypothesis 2 was not su s ta ined .  There was no 

s ignif icant  relationship  between students'  indicat ions  of their certainty
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of major and occupational c h o ic e s  and number of changes  made. 

Contradictory findings were reported in the l i terature.  Tit ley and Titley 

(1980) concluded that freshmen who were unsure of their in it ia l  c h o ic e s  

of majors were more l ike ly  to change majors than those who indicated 

greater cer ta in ty .  Within their a n a ly s is  they found that of the students 

who continued their enrollment for two y e a rs ,  only one-third of those  

who indicated low -cer ta inty  of major cho ice  maintained their original 

major.  A s ignif icant ly  larger percentag e ,  72%, who indicated 

h ig h -ce r ta in ty ,  maintained their  original major.  Gamble (1962) and 

Gartman (1 9 7 1 /1 9 7 2 )  reported similar re la t io nship s  between indication 

of certa inty and frequency of major ch a n g e s .  Both indicated that in their 

s tudies  , the more certa in  the students  were about their c h o ic e s  of 

m a jors ,  the fewer changes  made.

3 .  Research Hypothesis 3 . There wil l  be a s ignif icant relationship 

between students'  indicat ions  of their need for a s s i s t a n c e  in deciding 

educational  and vocat ional  plans and change of major frequency.

Research Hypothesis 3 was not susta ined.  There was  no 

s ignif icant  re la tionship  between students'  indicat ions  of need for 

a s s i s t a n c e  in deciding educational and vocat ional  plans and change of 

major frequency.  Although no studies were found in the l iterature that 

s p e c i f i c a l ly  addressed the re la tionship  between students '  s e l f -p erc e iv ed  

need for v ocat ional  a s s i s t a n c e  and change of major frequency, the results  

of  the present study may imply that students do not have accurate
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perceptions  of their  own career  development.  The l iterature has  offered 

explanations a s  to why th is  proposition may be true.  Many research ers  

have contended that students may not have suff ic ient information or 

have the wrong information to make s tab le  career  d e c is io n s  (Barak et  a l .  , 

1975;  Franklin,  1 9 7 0 /1 9 7 1 ;  P ierson,  1962;  Prediger et a l . , 1977;  

T h is t lew ai te ,  1960) .  It has been suggested that students most 

frequently s e ek  out career  information sources  ( e . g .  , family and friends) 

that are l e a s t  e f fec t iv e  in the career  d e c is io n  pro ce ss  (Greenhaus et a l .  , 

1983) .  The need to provide better career  information was frequently 

addressed in the l i terature .  Results  of an extens iv e  study conducted by 

Prediger et a l .  (1977) amplified the  need for career  development 

intervention within the public s c h o o l s .  They found that only 20% of the 

na t ion 's  11th grade students were participating in what was descr ibed as  

a very low level of involvement in career  planning a c t i v i t i e s .

Prediger et  a l .  (1977) a l s o  indicated that much of the career  

information the high school students were receiv ing was misinformation. 

Students may a l s o  re ce iv e  misinformation within the co l lege  environment.  

Franklin (1 9 70 /1971 )  indicated that educators do not always portray what 

they have to offer in an honest  and forthright manner.  The contention that 

ins t i tu t ions ,  part icularly  academ ic  departments , are s e l f - c e n te re d  in 

their efforts to retain students (to maintain their own vitality) as  opposed 

to helping students identify their own needs has  been frequently referred 

to in the l i terature (Duckworth, 19 79;  G r i t e s ,  1981;  M edal ia ,  19 68).
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Research Hypothesis 4 . There will  be a s ignif icant relationship 

between students'  predictions of changes  in major f ield and career  

c h o ic e s  and actua l  changes in major f ie ld .

Research Hypothesis 4 was not susta ined.  There was no 

s ignif icant  re lationship between students'  predictions of changes  in 

major f ie lds or career  c h o ic e s  and changes of major f requency. 

Theophilides  et a l .  (1984) a l so  addressed students'  se l f -p erce iv ed  

predict ions  of changing major or career  c h o ic e s  and a ls o  util ized the 

same method of data source (the Student Information Form of CIRP) a s  

the present study. In contrast  to the present study, Theophilides et a l .  

found a s ignif icant  re lationship between change of major frequency and 

the two v a r ia b le s ,  chance  of changing major and chance  of changing 

c a r e e r .

Perhaps the results  of the present study can be part ial ly  explained 

by the idea that students need to exper ience  co l le ge  and begin to know 

their strengths and w e a k n e s s e s ,  before they  can make confident major 

or career  c h o ic e s  (Berger,  1967) .

Research Hypothesis 5 . There are signif icant re la t io nship s  between 

change of major and the following s e lec te d  acad e m ic ,  demographic,  

so c io lo g ic a l  v ar iab le s :  parental  le v e ls  of education,  work experience  

and number of years studying v oca t io n a l -o ccu p a t io n a l  coursework, high 

school  grade point av erag e ,  high school rank, number of students in high 

school graduating c l a s s ,  and the ACT composite s c o r e .
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Research Hypothesis 5 was weakly su sta ined for only two v a r ia b le s ,  

high school grade point average and number of students in the high school  

graduating c l a s s .  The following var iab les  were not found to be signif icant 

in the regress ion  model: parental le v e ls  of  education,  work e x p e r ie n c e ,  

number of years spent studying v o ca t io n a l -o ccu p at io n a l  coursework, high 

school rank, and ACT composite sc o re .

Considering the relationship between pre-enrollment academ ic  

var iab les  ( e . g . ,  high school  grade point av erag e ,  rank in high school 

graduating c l a s s ,  ACT composite score) and change of major frequency,  

the l iterature review presented contradictory findings.

Astin and Panos (1969) and Franklin (1970 /1 9 7 1 )  addressed the 

re la tionship  between high school grade point average and change of 

major frequency. Astin and Panos'  study was sponsored by the American 

Council  on Education (ACE) and served as  a prototype for the Cooperative 

Inst itutional Research Program, the program responsib le  for the Student 

Information Form util ized within the present study. Their f indings were 

similar to the findings of the present study in that "s tudents with superior 

academ ic  records were more l ikely  than were average students to make 

stable  c h o i c e s "  (p. 105) .  Franklin ( 1 9 7 0 / 1 9 7 1 ) ,  however,  found no 

s ignif icant  re la tionship  between high school grade point average and 

frequency of major change .

High school rank was not found to be s ignif icant ly  rela ted to 

change of major frequency within this  study. This result  is  similar to
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previously reported research  (Gamble,  1962;  M atteson ,  1953;  

Theophilides et a l .  , 1984) ,  but in contradiction to one other study cited 

in the li terature (Eike,  1982) .

The final pre-enrollment academ ic  v a r ia b le ,  the ACT 

comprehensive s c o r e ,  was not found to be s ignif icant ly  related to 

change of major frequency. Eike (1982) reported similar f indings when 

addressing the re lationship between entry t e s t  s co res  ( i . e .  , SAT, SCAT, 

and ACT) and probability of switching majors .  Other studies (Franklin,  

1 9 7 0 / 1 9 7 1 ;  Theophilides et a l .  , 1984) addressed the relationship 

between entry t e s t  sco res  and change of major frequency. They a lso  

found no re la tionship  between th e se  sco res  and change of major 

f req u en cy .

Students with previous work experience  did not change majors 

fewer t imes than those with l e s s  work e x p e r ie n c e .  Gamble (19 62) 

reported similar r e s u l t s .  Also not s ignif icant ly  related to change of 

major a c t iv i ty  were the le v e l s  of education completed by the students'  

parents .  It was ant ic ipated that those  students with more educated 

parents would have had a better understanding or b a s i s  from which to 

have made more e f fec t iv e  major or career  c h o ic e s  than those  students 

with l e s s  educated p a r e n t s - - b e c a u s e  they would have been exposed to 

more diversified sources of career  information. However,  a s  indicated by 

the no n-s ig n if icant  f indings,  th is  expecta t ion  was not borne out by this 

study. Gamble (1962) ,  Astin and Panos (1969) ,  Scott  e t a l .  (1974) ,  and
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Eike (1982) previously reported similar no n-s ig n if icant  f indings.

Gamble ,  however,  did indicate that students whose mothers had one or 

two years of post-h igh  school educat ion made more changes than 

students whose mothers had more than 14 y ears ,  or fewer than 12 years 

of education.  Addressing the fa ther 's  leve l  of education,  Franklin 

(197 0 /1 9 7 1 )  a l s o  found no s ignif icant correlation between changes  of 

majors and educational l e v e l s .

The number of students in the high school graduating c l a s s  was a 

var iable  found to be s ignif icant ly  related to change of major frequency.  

Only one study (Gamble, 19 62) was found in the l i terature that addressed 

the relationship between high school graduating c l a s s  s ize  and change of 

major frequency. The Gamble study did not find th e se  v ar iab les  to be 

s ignif icant ly  correla ted.  Although there was a lack  of l iterature direct ly  

related to the v ar iab le s  studied, the s ignif icant re la tionship  found in the 

present study may be explained by related l i terature.  The influence of 

students'  demographic backgrounds on their  progression in co l le ge  has 

been reviewed in the l i terature .  In relation to the present study, a 

postulate e xpressed  by Feldman and Newcomb (19 69) suggested that 

students from small communities (of which smaller high schools  and 

consequently  smaller c l a s s e s  are a part) may experience  more 

discontinuity within co l le g e  than those  students from other backgrounds.

As Feldman and Newcomb stated:
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It would be expected  that the in t e l le c t u a l ,  s o c i a l ,  and cultural 

environment or rural are as  or small to w ns ,  of small  high s c h o o ls ,  

and of working c l a s s  and lower-middle c l a s s  homes would be more 

discontinuous with the co l le g e  environment than that of large 

c i t i e s ,  or large high s c h o o l s ,  and of middle-middle or upper-middle 

c l a s s  hom es .  Thus . . . the co l le g e  would have greater potential  

impacts on the former groups of students than on the la t ter .

(pp. 2 8 1 - 2 8 2 )

The discontinuity that may be experienced by students from smaller  

high scho o ls  may manifest  i t s e l f  in greater frequency of major changes 

a s  compared with major changes  made by students from larger c l a s s e s .

It is  th is  r e s e a rc h e r ' s  b e l ie f  that students from smaller  communities and, 

consequ ent ly ,  smaller high school c l a s s e s ,  have not had the exposure to 

a s  great a var ie ty  of careers  as  students from larger communities.  It is 

not until they have become aware of the numerous career  opportunities 

a v a i la b le ,  that they may even begin to question their  major and career  

c h o ice  d e c i s io n s .

Research Hypothesis 6 . Students who change majors more 

frequently wil l  have lower grade point averages  and earn l e s s  credit 

hours than those changing majors l e s s  frequently .

Research Hypothesis 6 was sustained for both v a r ia b le s ,  

cumulative grade point average and cumulative c re d i t s ,  when a 

correlation was found between th ese  var iab les  and the total  number of
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ch a n g e s .  It was  found that students who more frequently changed 

majors had lower grade point averages  and earned le s s  credit  hours than 

th o se  students changing l e s s  frequently .  The v a r ia b le s ,  however, 

explained li t t le  var iance on change of major frequency.

When the population was subdivided into groups,  according to the 

total  number of changes  made (lowest number of changes made = 0 ,  

highest  = 5) ,  Research Hypothesis 6 was sustained for the variable  

cumulative grade point av erag e ,  but not sustained for cumulative credit 

hours.  That i s ,  a s  change of major frequency in c re a se d ,  grade point 

averages  s ignif icant ly  decreased  for the groups.  No s ignif icant 

relationship was found between change of major frequency and 

cumulative credit  hours earned by the groups.

The resu lts  indicating that a s  change of major frequency in crease d ,  

cumulative grade point av erages  d e c re a s e d ,  are similar to those  reported 

in several  previous s tudies  (Ell iot ,  1984;  Holland & N ich o ls ,  1964;  

M arks ,  1970;  Theophilides et a l .  , 1984;  Warren, 1961) .  Contradictory 

findings indicating no s ignif icant  re la t io nship s  were reported in two 

studies (Cook, 1965;  Tit ley  et a l .  , 1976) .

The review of the l i terature did not present any studies addressing 

the relationship  between change of major frequency and cumulative credit 

hours earned. As s tated e a r l ie r ,  the resu lts  of  the present study offered 

contradictory findings depending upon how the v a r ia b le ,  change of major 

frequency,  was treated.  When a simple correlation was  computed for the
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to ta l  population (N = 597) between cumulative credit hours and change of 

major frequency, a s ignif icant relationship was  a ch iev ed .  However,  

when the population was subdivided into groups according to the number 

of changes  made, the re la tionship  between the two v ar iab les  was no 

longer s ig n i f ic an t .  The relationship  between change of major frequency 

and cumulative credit hours earned needs to be further studied.

The additional f indings reported in Chapter IV were similar to other 

f indings reported in the l i terature .  Of the total  population (N = 597) 

studied, 6 3 .8 %  changed majors at leas t  o n ce .  This percentage is typical  

of the percentages reported in the l i terature (Feldman & Newcomb, 1969;  

Snodgrass ,  1984;  Theophilides  et a l . ,  1984) .  However,  th is  percentage 

r e f l e c t s  the definition of change of major used within this  study which 

may or may not be comparable to the definit ions  used in previous s tu d ies .

The large percentages  of students who change majors have been 

attributed to a variety of fac tors including so c ie ta l  pressure (Adamek & 

Goudy, 1966;  Brown & Strange,  1981;  Gamble ,  1962;  Cartman, 1 9 7 1 /1972 )  

and premature c h o ic e s  (Berger,  1967;  Titley & T i t ley ,  1980) .

Students p lace  pressure on th em selv es  to choose  majors early 

b e ca u se  uncertainty may indicate an inadequate s e l f - id e n t i ty  (Brown & 

Strange,  1981) .  One study (Aberman, 1973) reported that of the student 

population sampled, 68% felt the academ ic  major should be chosen 

previous to or during their f irst sem ester  of their sophomore year .  Yet,  

in terestingly ,  it is around that time period when most changes  of majors
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occur (Ell iot ,  1984;  Franklin,  1 9 7 0 / 1 9 7 1 ;  Pierson,  1962;  T i t l e y e t a l . ,  

1 9 7 6 ) .  Results of the present study are in accord with those  reported in 

the l i terature .  By the beginning of the 1984 spring se m e ste r ,  or by the 

beginning of what would typ ica l ly  be the second semester  of the students'  

sophomore year ,  7 8 . 3 %  of the to ta l  number of changes  to be made had 

already occurred.  These  findings may support the premise that the 

developmental  needs of incoming s tudents ,  in relation to c h o ic e s  of 

majors and c a r e e r s ,  need to be addressed (Berger,  1967;  M arks ,  1970;  

Titley & T i t ley ,  1980) .

F inally ,  the present study found li t t le  substantiated dif ference  in 

the average number of changes made when considering gender.  In 

co n tra s t ,  Eike (1982) and Matteson (19 53) found females  to change 

majors more frequently;  w h e rea s ,  Carmody et a l .  (1972) and Tit ley et a l .  

(197 6) found females to be more c o n s is ten t  with major c h o ic e s  than 

m a l e s .

In summary, the findings of this  study were both in the same 

direction and contradictory with the resu l ts  of severa l  previous s tudies  

c ited in the l i terature review.  Again,  however,  caution is  advised when 

comparison of  resul ts  is made b e ca u se  the perceived s im ilar i t ies  or 

d i f fe ren ces  are l imited to the equali ty  of various factors  ( e . g .  , 

methodological  procedures,  def ini tions used ,  various c o l le g e  

requirements) between the s tu d ie s .  This study found that students who 

declared a major upon in it ia l  enrollment made s ignif icant ly  more changes
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of academ ic  majors than students who indicated in d ec is ion .  Again it 

should be noted,  however,  that the definition of change of major used 

within this  study did not include the first  change from "undecided" to an 

academ ic  major.  If the definition were to include th ese  changes there 

would no longer be a s ignif icant  re la t ionship .  These  findings indicate  

that  incoming freshmen who declare  a major may not be any more certain 

of their c h o ic e s  than those indicating in d ec is io n .

The var iab les  certa in ty  of major and occupational  c h o ic e ,  need for 

a s s i s t a n c e  in deciding educational and vocat ional  p lans ,  and chance  of 

changing major and career  did not have s ignif icant re la t ionships  with 

change of major frequency. Students who were more certain of major and 

career  c h o i c e s ,  who indicated l e s s  need for v ocat io nal  a s s i s t a n c e ,  and 

who indicated a l e s s e r  chance  of changing majors or careers  did not 

make s ignif icant ly  fewer major changes than those  indicating l e s s  

certa in ty  of major and career  c h o ic e ,  greater need for vocat ional  

a s s i s t a n c e ,  and greater chance  of changing. These findings were not 

ant ic ipated .

Students who exhib i ted higher academ ic  performances in high 

s ch o o l ,  and who came from larger high school graduating c l a s s e s ,  made 

fewer major changes  than those with lower academ ic  performances and 

from smaller  high school c l a s s e s .

In g en era l ,  the results  of th is  study indicate  that many incoming 

students are not prepared to make stable  major c h o i c e s ,  and have
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inaccurate  perceptions  o f ,  or are unwilling to admit,  the void in their own 

readiness  to confidently choose  an academ ic  major.  This is evidenced 

by the high change of major a c t iv i ty  exhibi ted by co l lege  students .  

Furthermore, research ers  have noted that a s  students progress in c o l l e g e ,  

many do not have an adequate  aw areness  of their occupational g oa ls  

(Krupka & Vener,  1978) or become even l e s s  sp e c i f i c  about such goals 

a s  graduation approaches (Titley et a l .  , 1976) .  Whether these  behaviors 

are to be considered posi tive or negative is an individual matter; however,  

it def in ite ly  ampli f ies the suggestion that co l le ge  students'  career 

development p r o c e s s e s  need to be further examined and ef fec t iv e ly  

add ressed .

Limitations

The following l imitation was evident in this  study:

1 .  Future changes of majors may occur and not be represented in 

th is  study. Change of major a c t iv i ty  was followed through eight 

consecu tive  academ ic  s e m e s te rs ,  from the 1982 fa ll  sem ester  through the 

198 6 spring se m e ste r .  At the conclu sio n of th is  study, records from the 

Regis trar 's  o f f ice  were not av a i lab le  to  indicate  how many of the 597 

students in the population had completed their degree .  However,  it is  

l ikely  that a l l  students had not completed their academ ic  degree by the 

1986 spring sem ester .  Therefore ,  future changes made by students 

within the population cannot be included.
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Re commendations

The following are both research  and program recommendat ions.  The 

proposed research  recommendations are based on questions  raised but not 

adequately  addressed by the present study. Some of the program 

recommendations are based on the results  of the present study, whereas 

others are based on this  author 's  perceptions  of a re a s  of need within 

programs serving students .

Research Recommendations

1.  A c lo s e r  examination of what prompts changes  of majors is 

warranted. Understanding what information resou rces  students uti l ize  

when changing majors can result  in better  planning of career  development 

intervention s t r a t e g ie s .  Further addressing the re la tionship of academ ic  

performance (in c o l l e g e ) ,  a s  measured by cumulative grade point averages  

and credit hours earned,  as  well  a s  by course withdrawal a c t iv i ty ,  a l so  

may be h e lp fu l .

2 .  The examination of changes in,  or c lar i f ica t io n  o f ,  students'  

in teres ts  in relation to changes  of majors should be in v est ig ated .  Even 

though change of major a c t iv i ty  was  determined to be a prevalent 

behavior among co l lege  students ,  Astin and Panos (1969) s t i l l  found that 

the b e s t  predictor of a student 's  f inal  major was  that of initial  major 

c h o ic e .  Therefore,  one could look at whether most major changes occur
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within related academ ic  disc ip l ine  areas  or between unrelated are a s  of 

study.

3 .  Addressing the relationship between major choice  and 

occupational choice  would be an area worthy of  invest igat ion .  How do 

students perce ive  the util i ty of their majors in the occupational  world? 

Do they view their majors as  being synonymous with their c a r e e r s ?  How 

are students a f fec ted  by recent reports that many jo b s  of today will  be 

o bso le te  tomorrow? Are students foregoing individual in teres ts  and 

choosing l e s s  personal ly  des irable  majors b e ca u se  such majors 

represent greater future job s e cu r i ty ?

4 .  For retention e f fo r ts ,  it may be valuable  to examine change of 

major a c t iv i ty  in re lation to students'  p e rs i s te n ce  or nonpers is tence  in 

s c h o o l .  Do students who withdraw have greater te n d en c ies  to change 

majors ?

In relation to the preceding, Goodson (1978) contended that 

"educat ional choice  and occupational ch o ice  are similar ,  but should be 

handled separate ly  when working with s tudents"  (p. 150) .  He further 

advanced that "[students]  who choose  their occupation first  are more 

future-time oriented and value securi ty  more than th ose  who choose  or 

plan to choose  their major f i r s t "  (p . 152) .  Presenting somewhat 

paradoxical  f indings,  Ti tley et a l .  (197 6) found that within every c l a s s  

leve l  ( e . g . ,  freshman, sophomore),  students who changed majors were 

able  to be more sp e c i f i c  about career  goals  with the new major chosen
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than with the previous major.  However,  the percentage of students 

indicating a higher leve l  of sp e c i f i c i ty  decreased  with e ach  consecutive  

c l a s s  l e v e l .  That is  to say ,  the c lo se r  students approached graduation,  

the l e s s  c lear  they were about the sp e c i f i c  kind of work they would se e k .

Focusing on the preceding i s s u e s ,  it would be interesting to 

determine if a di fference  e x i s t s  in the quali ty  and quantity of information 

provided students on major-re la ted information, a s  opposed to 

care er -re la te d  information. The various channels  through which the 

information is provided should be a s s e s s e d  as  w e l l .  Perhaps it would 

be  found that too much focus is directed toward c h o ic e s  of major,  and 

too l it t le  attention is given to career  c h o i c e s .

5 .  Determining if a s ignif icant dif ference  e x i s t s  in academic  

performance (cumulative grade point average and credit hours earned) 

prior to and after  a change in major may provide worthwhile information. 

This could give some indication a s  to the relationship  academic  

performance has with change of major a c t iv i ty .

6.  Examining student transfer  patterns between majors may be 

b e n e f i c ia l .  Do certain major f ie lds have a tendency to gain or lose  

s tudents?  What d i f ferentiates  students who pers is t  in certa in  majors

from th ose  who do no t?
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Program Recommendations

1.  This author su gg es ts  that personnel working with students 

(advisors ,  instructors ,  co u n se lo rs ,  p ro fesso rs ,  resident  a s s i s t a n t s , 

e t c . )  should reassure  students that major or career  c h o ic e s  do not need 

to be made immediately or shortly after co l le g e  entrance ,  and being 

undecided about a major or career  choice  is understandable,  a c c e p t a b le ,  

and not a ty p ic a l .  The same personnel should be aware,  however,  that 

career  ind ec is ion ,  in its extreme form, may be a product of underlying 

psy cho lo g ica l  pathology and referrals to counsel ing se rv ic es  may be 

highly appropria te .

2 . C o l leg e s  and secondary s ch o o ls  should combine their efforts 

in providing students with adequate opportunities to participate  in 

e f fec t iv e  career  exploration a c t i v i t i e s .  This connect ion between high 

sch o o ls  and c o l l e g e s  is  part icular ly c r i t i c a l  for students from smaller 

communities.  G e nera l ly ,  the students exper ience  "one shot"  career  

days where they briefly  talk  with representat ives  from several  

inst itut ions and are provided with quant i t ies  of neatly  packaged 

admission forms and c a t a l o g s .  In short,  the various insti tut ions are 

preoccupied with marketing th em selv es  and are l e s s  concerned with 

aiding students in the career  development p r o c e s s .

3 .  The current study found that students from smaller high scho o ls  

and those exhibiting lower high school  grade point averages  had a greater 

tendency to change m ajors .  Upon adm iss ion ,  th e s e  students could be
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targeted for sp e c ia l  a s s i s t a n c e  with career  development.  Information that 

em phasizes  career  development opportunities and resources  should be 

made readily av a i lab le  to th e m --e v e n  before their f irst day of c l a s s e s .  

Furthermore, resident a s s i s t a n t s ,  who generally  have the most 

c o n s is te n t  informal contact with new students,  should d is c u s s  career  

exploration opportunities.  Perhaps personnel from the Career Development 

Center or from the Counseling Center  could give presentations to students 

within the re s id e n ce  h a l l s .  Emphasis is upon helping students understand 

the various resou rces  av a i lab le  to them at the greates t  point of impact,  

the res idence  h a l l .

4 . In general  th is  author suggests  that academ ic  advisors should 

become more attuned to the needs of the s tudents ,  recognizing 

d is s a t i s fa c t io n  or hes i ta t ion  by students concerning their major c h o ic e .  

Academic advisors need to  be encouraged to make referrals  to the Career 

Development Center or the Counseling Center  in such c a s e s .

5 .  As e x p e c te d ,  students seem to become most concerned about 

c h o ic e s  of majors just  prior to or during pre-regis trat io n t ime.  Perhaps 

" c h e c k - p o in t s "  prior to pre-regis tration could be e s ta b l ish ed  whereby 

p o s te r s ,  student newspaper a r t i c l e s ,  and student personnel could 

address the i s s u e s  of career  development,  including career indecision 

and career  exploration.  Explanation of and encouragement to use 

resources  av a i lab le  to a s s i s t  students in their career  development 

should be addressed a s  w e l l .  When students are reminded of the



97

importance of their own career  development,  there is increased impetus 

for them to take positive a c t io n s .
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