Supporting a Student’s Decision Making as Related to Choice of College Major: Connecting the Dots

In 2005, as the field of advising advanced toward establishing a separate and meaningful place in the academy, Lowenstein (2005) posed the question, “If Advising is Teaching, What Do Advisors Teach?”  Various answers were forthcoming: the logic of the curriculum (Reynolds, 2003), the mission of the institution (Hemwall and Trachte, 2003), goal setting and so on.  One answer that can and should be considered involves the very core of students’ presence at the university in the first place: their field of study. Lowenstein (2005) sees the advisor as a coach who guides the student through his/her individual curriculum building process, selecting and connecting the pieces in a meaningful intentional way.  Before this teaching can occur, however, a student must be able to answer an important question.   Specifically, what are they going to study and even more critically, how will they decide?  This paper examines the factors that influence how students process the question and ultimately arrive at an answer.  It also explores what advisers might teach them and how they can support students’ journeys in search of a major.  
Decision-Making Strategies


Students enter college faced with critical educational decisions. What are their interests?  What should they study?  What should they select for a major? How do they decide?  There are several avenues they can traverse to arrive at a decision, but the majority of them fall into one of two camps.  Stanovich and West (2000) describe these as System 1 and System 2 cognitive functioning. System 1, fueled by our intuitive system, operates fast, automatically, effortlessly, implicitly and emotionally.  System 2 cognitive functioning runs on reason.  It is slow, conscious, effortful, explicit and logical.  Milkman, Chugh, and Bazerman (2009) discuss the necessity to improve decision making strategies, and they give many reasons to consider employing a System 2 approach when making major decisions.   While System 1 thinking can be useful in certain situations, people mainly rely on it due to the fact that their lifestyle requires decisions to be made on the run or because they fall prey to their emotions.  It is possible that the resulting decision is sound albeit arrived at with minimal effort; however, more often the case is that the decision was made with little information about the topics under consideration.  Often intuitive decisions are affected by biases in judgment.  Milkman et al. (2009) believe that this can be avoided by use of a formal analytic process more consistent with System 2 thinking.  An example of this would be a linear model, a formula that assigns weights or values to predictor variables for options under consideration.  

One such model used in research on college students’ choice of majors is the multi attribute utility theory model (Galotti, 2007).   This model involves breaking down a decision into criteria, assigning the relative weight to each one, listing alternatives or options, rating all of the options on each one, and multiplying the weighting by the ratings and adding them for a final value.  This model can be tweaked in many ways to come up with other linear models such as:  top-criterion model and equally weighted criterion model.  The purpose of using a linear model, according to Milkman et al. (2009) is to take the emotion and bias out of the decision to be made.  Another of their procedures to adopt a more System 2 approach is to examine the decision using the perspective of an outsider or by asking an outsider for their help, as a student can do with their adviser or peers.  
Research on College Major Decision-Making

Research on college students making decisions about their majors tends to run parallel with the information on general decision-making.  Considering the impact a choice of major or course of study has on a student’s future, one might assume that care would be exercised in arriving at an answer.  Research has shown, however, that this is far from true.  Beggs, Bantham and Taylor (2008) proposed that students often employ “strategies of indecision” over rational decision making. In attempting to identify the psychological processes used by students to select academic majors, they found that students state they choose majors based upon a match with their interests and abilities. This, along with Course/Major Attributes and Job Characteristics, were named as their top three influences.  All would imply that the students carefully researched majors and careers yet an additional influential factor, Information Search, was ranked the lowest in the students’ ratings.  Beggs, Bantham and Taylor queried that if students are basing their major choice on perceived characteristics of a major, and these perceptions are inaccurate due to lack of investigation, this is likely faulty decision making that will result in little benefit to the student.  They wondered whether traditional aged college students are even interested in the information, whether they are able to assimilate and synthesize it, and whether they are developmentally able to use the information to make decisions about their future.  Their research has implications on how students are educated about majors and job characteristics.  


Galotti (1999) studied how students structured an important educational and life decision and examined the predictors of satisfaction and comfort with a linear (structured) decision-making process.  She found that students limited the number of alternatives and criteria and continued to narrow these over time.  Students preferred the simplest decision making model, and often those who used a linear decision making approach were not aware they had used a process.  It was hypothesized that perhaps the less options considered, the lighter the cognitive workload.  The answer comes quicker which may make it appear to be the right one.  Galotti (1999) asserted that using a structured linear decision making process is most likely not a skill that comes naturally to students.  This could be related to factors of their development.  She also found that the use of a linear effective decision making process did not result in greater satisfaction with the process or confidence in the decision.  Galotti’s (1999) conclusions echo those of Beggs, Batham and Taylor (2008) and suggest that educators (advisers) become adept at helping students become comfortable with cognitive processes that deal with ambiguity or uncertainty and that require an investment of effort over time. 

Informal assessment by this author through daily conversations with students attending their first-year testing, consulting and advising program at a major research university reinforce the formal research findings.  Many students stated that they selected their majors based on high school course work they enjoyed.  When asked how it related to their choice of major, most were uncertain.  Another major influence was a family member in the profession related to their major of choice.  When asked more specifically to describe what they would be studying in that major or what attracted them to that field of work, they lacked supporting information.  There was an obvious lack of information to suggest that many students based decisions using a System 2 approach or took the time to search for information to support their decision.

The Students and Developmental Theory

The decision-making process is only one factor in the equation of selecting a major.  It is also important to consider the decision-makers:  typically traditional-aged students who enter college from a variety of developmental attributes.  Student development theories suggest that a student’s developmental level at the time of a decision can impact the process and outcome.  Both psychosocial and cognitive theories imply that many students entering college are still in the process of forming their identity and solidifying their values and interests.  
 
Consider Erikson’s Identity versus Identity Diffusion stage.  In this stage students are transitioning between childhood and adulthood.  They are sorting through role confusion and trying to establish a core sense of self, values, beliefs and goals. Until they accomplish this, students may experience insecurity and a lack of purpose (Erickson, 1959/1980).  Students who have mastered this transition should find themselves having a stronger foothold to make major decisions.  Those still transitioning and working through the stage may need a good deal of support or even time before attempting a decision.  


Chickering’s vectors of Moving through Autonomy toward Independence and Developing Purpose also come into play when assessing decision making readiness.  Chickering believed that certain developmental tasks needed to be resolved before readiness for a career choice was apparent.  Research cited previously in this article indicated that college students are often influenced by family members and others when selecting a field of study.  As they move toward independence, skills such as self-direction and problem-solving ability begin to develop that strengthen decision making.  Purpose emerges as the students begin to explore meaningful commitments to interests and activities.  According to Chickering, developing purpose allows student to make decisions intentionally and stick with them, even when challenged (Chickering & Reisser, 1993).

In terms of cognitive development, Perry’s theory of Intellectual and Ethical Development (1968, 1981) is also pertinent.  Students’ thinking as they arrive at college is typically dualistic – a dichotomous view of answers either being right or wrong; black or white.  To nurture students in this position of cognitive development it is important to provide as much guidance and structure as possible.  As students move toward multiplicity, they begin to recognize that there are many answers or opinions that are all equally possible.  This type of thinking supports readiness to explore many majors. However, in order to select a choice of major, students benefit from relativistic thinking to arrive at a decision and back it up with supporting evidence.  

Knefelkamp & Slepitza (1976) found that as students’ locus of control shifted from external to internal their view of career selections shifted with it. Dualistic thinkers sought one correct career for themselves and wanted someone to tell them what it was.  Multiplistic thinkers began to open up and consider several career options, while relativistic thinkers examined several options and gathered evidence to support or negate each one. This would suggest that relativistic thinking may be required to adequately employ a decision making model.   There is a level of psycho social maturity and cognitive complexity needed to be able to make educated decisions.  


Knefelkamp (1999) created the Developmental Instruction Model, an instructional design to help operationalize Perry’s theory.  It suggests graded levels of challenge and support relevant to making educational choices for students at different stages of development. Some students need structure provided for them.  They would require step by step directions to structure a decision.  They might require a model or a rehearsal of how to search for information.  Some students lack diversification and are not good at branching out.  Assistance with identifying alternatives to construct a wide array of perspectives and judgmental criteria may provide an additional level of support.  Experiential learning is an invaluable support in the selection of a major and an adviser can encourage the student to pursue this avenue to explore job characteristics.  Some students select their major based on their experience of shadowing a professional on a job of interest.   Personalism, in the form of initiative and concern from an adviser, helps to create a safe environment for risk taking so those students uncomfortable with the decision making process can take their time and maximize the benefit.  
Hillman & Lewis (1980) advocated the application of Perry’s theory (1968, 1981) to academic advising to enhance the effectiveness of work in the field.  As advisers work to support students with decision making, it is important for them to remember that there is value in how students interpret their experiences. Sound practitioners will deal constructively with student differences when designing developmental responses.  Interventions and support are needed to promote growth and the approach differs for each student based on their developmental needs.  Students cannot be pulled against their will through a developmental sequence.  They are agents on their own behalf and can’t be forced to grow before they are ready.  They can, however, be provided with appropriate challenge and support to encourage movement along Perry’s cognitive continuum.  He theorized that encouraging thinking one–stage above where the student is positioned can provide the cognitive dissonance that leads to this growth (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton & Renn, 2010). 
Decisions and Transition Theory

Students entering college and selecting a major are obviously at a transition point in their life.  Even students of a higher class ranking can find themselves faced with a decision to transition to a new course of study for varying reasons.  Application of Nancy Schlossberg’s transition theory can be useful in helping students facing academic transitions.  


According to Schlossberg and her colleagues transitions can be either anticipated, unanticipated, or a nonevent (something expected that does not occur).   The type of transition affects how a student approaches and ultimately navigates the outcome.  The context and impact of the transition are also significant factors.  For some students their choice of major is an exciting event while for those forced to change for reasons beyond their control it may be considered a loss.  Students having difficulty obtaining a required internship for their course of study may be faced with dealing with a nonevent.  

Both Schlossberg and Goodman et al. (2006) authored a process to better understand how to support individuals moving in, through and out of a transition.  Four major factors were identified to help a person take stock of their assets and liabilities and cope with the situation he or she faces.  The four factors are:  the situation itself, the person’s characteristics and psychological resources, the support systems available and strategies to help.  

Advisers in a position to assist students in transition could strengthen their proverbial toolkit by taking a closer look at transition theory and its recommended accompanying counseling helping models.  
Support

Before advisers attempt to support advisees in their quest for what to study and how to make a decision, an informal assessment of their developmental levels is advantageous.  Ongoing dialogue with students is necessary to help them establish goals and pathways to achieve them.  This could occur through reflective conversations with students to take stock of how they are making meaning in their lives.  These opportunities for guided self-reflection assist students in becoming clearer about what they know, why they have the beliefs they do, and how they want to act on them (Baxter Magolda & King, 2008).  One topic that would lead to meaningful conversation and help a student reflect on the specifics of his or her decision making is to discuss how each approached their college selection process.  This could provide valuable information on the student’s perspective on decision making and /or structuring and give the adviser clues on how to best support the student.  

Another avenue of support is the concept of coaching introduced by Kegan (1994).  Love and Guthrie (1999) suggest that advisers can be sympathetic coaches who provide support to students while helping them move to a higher level of meaning making and trying new ways of approaching ideas. Advisers can support students in their choices of majors of interest while also challenging them to back up their choices with information they have gathered.  

Beggs, Bantham and Taylor (2009) had suggestions in their research to support students in their exploration of majors.   They suggest that students be provided with accurate information about course requirements and career opportunities.  Some students may need more structure with this process.  A balancing act needs to be maintained between who takes how much initiative on the finding of the information depending on the needs of the student. They also recommend ensuring that students have access to internet-driven sources of information that are easy to navigate quickly .   

Galotti (1999) points out that choosing a major is a decision that creates discomfort and stress for many students.  She recommends several points for advisers:  

· Assure students that changing their minds and ways of thinking are a normal part of the process. 

· Challenge students to broaden their options and explore widely. 

· Teach specific decision structuring processes to keep track of alternatives and rating criteria so that students can avoid cognitive processing limitations that result form trying to keep everything in one’s head.

· Encourage students that even though the process takes time; effort reflects effective decision making.   
Both current research and developmental theory provide evidence that many students are not giving careful consideration to the important decision of major selection. These ideas could be embodied in a first year seminar in decision making and major exploration which would also support and challenge students while giving them the time they need to develop.  The atmosphere and curriculum of the seminar would be ones to foster both cognitive skills and psycho social identity through information, practice, exploration and reflection.  The course would provide opportunity to teach students self-reflective skills that lead to self-authorship (Baxter-Magolda, 2001) while exploring majors simultaneously.   Students’ cognitive development could be supported and encouraged through introducing a decision structuring approach based on reason.  The seminar could allow for ongoing dialogue about personal interests and how they influence choices under consideration. Students could also be encouraged to journal their reflections about majors of interest and their thoughts about each, thus helping them to learn that decisions are made within the context of their experiences. The course could require students to develop learning outcomes for their decision making and major selection processes to help them better understand the learning involved.  The seminar could also teach students how to use general education courses both to explore and complement majors of interest.  A first year seminar to assist students in exploring and selecting a major would be especially beneficial for students who are not yet ready developmentally to choose independently.  

Whatever the strategy employed in supporting a student with their decision, it is critical to ignore any of the pieces that play a role in how the student approaches his or her decision.  Three major areas have been described that feed into a student’s decision:  decision-making processes, student development and transition.  It is my hypothesis that all three are intertwined and must be considered and addressed equally by adviser’s when attempting to support students.  This can be termed as “Connecting the Dots - Using an Equilateral Approach” as depicted by the triangle in Figure 1. 
         Connecting the Dots: Using an Equilateral           

         Approach to Support Student Decision Making
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          (Figure 1)
Choosing a college major is an important educational decision.  Research indicates that many college students do not make an intentional choice or put in the effort merited by the importance of the decision.  Some may simply not want to do the work while others are not developmentally ready to make an independent decision. Advisers are in a unique position to provide students with teachable moments through challenges to their decision making processes.  They can also provide opportunities for reflective conversations to encourage students to make good decisions based in their experiences.  For students who need time and a more structured process, a sixteen-week first-year seminar class can teach all of the above and provide challenge and support to assist student development.  Advisers, using informal assessment, should be able to recognize their students’ developmental level and adjust their instruction accordingly.  This support is critical as this could be one of the most important decisions their advisees make.   Roese and Summerville (2005) cite evidence that the most frequently identified life regret for Americans involve educational decisions.  It is time to support and teach students to make educational decisions that will produce long lasting positive results.  
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