CHOOSING A COLLEGE MAJOR AND LOOKING FOR A JOB
VM. Melnyk, Kent State University

In recent years various studies of la-
bor market for college graduates reveal
sometimes substantial surplusses of gra-
duates in various areas. According to a
report by Carnegie Commission, "Nearly 30
percent of four-year male college gradu-
ates are now in blue-collar, sales, and
clerical jobs, many of which go not make
full use of their education." A survey
made by the Bureau of the Census for the
Bureau of Labor Statistics indicates
that 50.7 percent of college graduates
got their first jobs in areas not direc-
tlyzrelated to their major field of stu-
dy.

In education, malad justment between
supply and demand is quite significant.
The Government figures”® indicate that in
1972 the number of holders of bachelor
and master degree exceeded the additional
demand for teachers in primary and secon-
dary education by 26.2 percent. The
above mentioned BLS survey+4 indicates
that in October 1971 the percent of un-
employed 1970 and 1971 bachelor's and ad-
vanced degree recepients ranged between
5.3 percent in business and commerce and
13.0 percent in humanities. On the other
hand, projections in Occupational Outlook
Quarterly and QOccupational Qutlook Hand-
book, both published by U.S.Department of
Labor, as well as projectiopns in the re-
port by Carnegie Commission” indicate
that in a number of areas the demand for
college graduates is strong and on the
increase.

There is, therefore, little doubt
that quite a few high school graduates
and college students chose wrong curricu-
la. A pertinent observation on the sub-
ject has been made by Laure M. Sharp:
"But at times, the decision to major in s
specific field is a fairly casual one,
dictated by personal convenience rather
than by a long-term occupational objec-
tive." 1In addition, a very large number
of college graduates have a long waiting
time between graduation and the first
job7 which is a good enough reason for
suspicion that their job hunting methods
ere inadeqguate.

The problem of how to choose a major
and how to find a job have been egplored
or touched upon by James 4. Davis Ro-
bert Calvert Jr.9, Laure M. Sharp16, Ve-
ra C. Perrellall, and one or two others.
Calvert'!s study is based on a survey of
alumni by mail questionnaire. He got
back about 11,000 usable questionnaires,
but this was only 60 percent of question-

naires sent out. There is no indication
in his study about the composition of
those who did not respond. If those who
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did not respond are predominantly those
who were not successful in finding satis-
factory employment, then the results of
the survey are of little value at least
from this point of view.

In a similar situation Laure M. Sharp
tried to reach a sample of 1,200 nonres-
pondents. She succeeded in obtaining
only 697 usable responses. She seems to
be satisfied with relatively few diffe-
rences between respondents and nonrespon-
dents, although it is not quite easy to
see why. The sample of 697 is still only
58 percent of 1,200 people whom she tried
to contact. In addition, in a sample of
697 there would be quite a few very small
subsamples whose sampling variability
would make a number of comparisons use-
less.

The present report provides some firm
information in certain areas, but can be
considered only a pilot study with res-
pect to some other topics. The paper
desls mainly with methods of choosing
a major and with methods of choosing a
job. The information comes from a survey
of graduating seniors of Kent State Uni-
versity. The sample size was 500 of the
total of about 2,000. The sanpling error
for sampling from dichotomous population
is 3.8 percentage points for .95 confi-
dence interval. The sampling errors for
subsamples are larger, but in cases of
too large a sampling error the results of
the survey are simply not reported here.

The survey has been conducted by in-
structors and graduate assistants in the
classrooms so that nonresponse problem
has been eliminated. Some measure of
proportionality of students in the sample
with respect to the number of &all gradu-
ating seniors in main areas of study has
been achieved.

The results of the survey show that
the choice of a major is in too many ca-
ses careless. This conclusion is suppor-
ted by the fact that about 43 percent of
students changed their majors, This fi-
gure is comparable with 30 percent ob-
tained by Calvert.12 Since, among others,
difficulties in finding jobs in education
were mentioned above, it may be noted
that the percent of those who switched
from education to something else is 25
percent for KSU and it is significantly
higher that 15 percent in the Sharp?!
survey.

It would, of course, be interesting to
see in detail which najors attract high
school graduates and which become more
popular as the students progress in their



studies. Some information on this pro-

blem can be found in the book by Davis, 4

The results of the present survey indi-
cate that substantial proportion of stu-
dents changed their major within a major
area, For example, 55 percent of stu-
dents who changed their major and whose

original major was a business major, made

a change to another business ma jor.

com- .-

parable percentage for education is about

52 percent and it is not significantly
different from business. The percentage
for humanities and arts is 36. It is 39
percent for social and behavioral scien-
ces and 22 percent for mathematics and
sciences. The survey also indicates that
the greatest winner of those who change
from one major to another is business.
The grestest loser is sciences. Large
sampling error does not permit more de-

Table 1 Decision to choose first major.
Decisioﬁwignéﬁagg;~ﬁ§_fié;gm__ Raﬁkmﬁumbers éﬁéﬂwﬁaﬁri‘
ma jor was influenced by: ! percentages totals

% Per || , = Per . 3
i cent ! cent
My own considerations M23E 82.311 11" 6.2] 1 1435
Advice of parents 2| L.70 68: 38.2] 9 |101
pdvice of feamily & friends! 17| 3.30 4o} 22.5 & | 65
My own friends 9, 1.74 21, 1.8 9| 39
High school teachers 221 L.3l 33! 18.51 7 | 62
Other 19| 3.70 5| 2.8 31 27
Totals 5L 100.05178 100.0{|37 | ---
*E.g.: Rank number 1 has been assigned to "My own con-

siderations" by }23 students,

Table 2 Reasons for choosing first major.
giiggsia?%r fop Rank numbers and ‘Row
following reasons: percentages i totals

. ' e e o]
; it t :

! Per ' Per ;

! _cent || 2  cent. > | b
Good paying job 66 13.1 501 23.2 4 10 5 131
Strong demand for i t ‘
graduates 75 .90 L7 21.8 0 ey 30139
Employment secu- f i E
rity 355 7.0 27 12.5iE 15 | g g2
I love this area : ! |
of study 2351 46,70 231 10.61 12| - |27
Reasons other than i § ﬁ
employment 57:11.3 th 20.8;; 11 3 116
Want to go to ' | Eg i
graduate school 1M 2.2l 21y 9.7, 51 5 | L2
Other 2l 4.8 39 1.4 1) 3 31
Totals 5o3i1oo.o 2161100.0 | 6812y |---
*E.g.: Renk number 1 has been assigned to "Good paying

job" by 66 students.

tailed comparisons.

We note further that only 39 percent of

high school graduates chose their ma jor
before entering college.
of changes of a major during junior year
was about as high as during sohpomore and

Also the percent

603

freshman year. It would certainly be in-
teresting to find out why such a large
number of changes persists into the ju-
nior year.

Let us now make a few observations on
decisions concerning the choice of a ma-



Jor and decisions and reasons for change
of a major. It appears from Table 1 that
parents and high school teachers have
little to do with the choice of a major
by a high school graduate. The statement
"My own considerations" in the choice of
a major category was marked as the first
choice 82 percent of times. Rank number
two is given parents and high school tea-
chers often. However, the proportion of
students who checked off only one deter-
minant of their decision to choose a ma-
jor was 61 percent. Those who marked two
determinants represent 33 percent; and

only 6 percent checked off more than two
determinants. Thus the percent of stu-
dents who make decisions concerning the
choice of a major on their own and who do
not benefit from any advice on the matter
must be considered excessively high.
There is little doubt that this is the
main reason for excessive changes of ma-
jors in subsequent years.

#hy does a student choose & certain
major? The reasons for choosing the
first major can be inferred from Table z.
The reasons related to labor market were

Table 3 Decision to change major.

I changed my major Rank numbers and Row
mainly due to: percentages - totals
s Per | . | Per
;1 cent | € i cent
My own decision 192 | 83.1 ) 191 19.8 21
Advice of parents | 16 | 6.9 150 15,6 31
Advice of family | 5 : 2.2 | 1o£ 10.4 . 15
¥y own friends ; 1 o.hil 18] 15.6 16
Professors or : f § | ,
advisors 5 2.2 28% 29.2 . 32
Other 121 5.2 91 9. 21
Totals 231 /100.0 || 96! 100.0 =---
, | l .
*E.g.: Rank number 1 has been assigned to "Iy own

decision" by 192 students.

Table L, Reasons for change of major.

I changed ma jor } Rank numbers and i Row
for following reasons:§ rercentages i totels
% g% Per ’% c Per |
! 1 cent . cent
Better employment ; ; ;
prospects 68 . 30.1 23+ 38.2 ! 94
Low greades 371 16.0 ! 9 13.2 ;6
Appeal of new E !
ma jor 87 ; 38.5 16 | 23.6 103
Preparation for , 3 f
gredu te school 7. 3.1 12 0 17.6 15
Other 27 1 11.9 51 7.4 32
Totals 226 | 100.0 |/ 68 [100.0 | ---
%E.g.: Renk number 1 has been assigned to "Better

employment prospects" by 68 students.

given rank 1 only 35 percent of times.
However, rank 2 was given this category
of reasons ;5 percent of times. But even
so it seems that a rather large propor-
tion of high school graduates choose
their major without too much preoccupa-
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tion with the necessity of finding a job
after four years of study. It may be men-
tioned again that 5l percent of students
gave only one reason for their choice of

a major. Two reasons were given by 31
percent of students and 10 percent of



students gave three reasons.

The information concerning the deci-
sions to change a major is provided in
Table 3. Apparently, professors and ad-
visors have little to do with students!
decisions to change their majors. Their
relative importance as secondary factor
is somewhat greater, but again 73 per-
cent of students checked off only one
determinant of their decision to change
a major.,

The two major reasons for a change of
a major are individual interest of the
student and employment considerations.
This can be seen in Table ;. How do
these two reasons for a change of a ma-
jor compare numerically with the reasons
for a first choice of a major? The 35.0
percent of students who gave employment
related reasons for the choice of the
first major in Table 2 is statistically
not significantly different from the
30.1 percent of students who marked
"Better employment prospects" in Table
ly. However, the U6.7 percent for "I
love this area of study" in Table 2 is
significantly greater than the 38.5 per-
cent for "Appeal of new major" in Table
L. It appears also that the students do
become more job oriented as they pro-
gress with their studies.

The above information suggests the
following conclusions. Employment con-
siderations figure strongly in the
choice of the first major and in the
change of a major and yet the students
do not take advantage of experienced ad-
visors either in the high school or in
the college. A telephone interview of
twenty high schools in Kent-Akron-Cle-
veland area indicates that the advisors
are competent and use such publications
as U.S.Department's of Labor Occupatio-
nal OQutlook Quarterly and Occupational
Outlook Handbook. However, they seem to
play a passive role. There is little
doubt that much more could be done to
make the students and their parents a-
ware of career and employment prospects
for various majors.

It is also obvious that college advi-
sors should not restrict their activity
to help students find a job. The per-
cent of students who chose their major
after entering college is in the vicini-
Ty of 60 percent. In addition, about 40
percent of students changed their major.
Finally, the percent of students who are
making these decisions entirely on their
own, that is, without consultation with
anybody, is unreasonably high by any
standards. Therefore, college employ-
ment officers and advisors should play
much more prominent role in providing
these students with pertinent and useful
information.
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The information concerning job hunting
methods is also quite revealing. About
L)y percent of students did not look for

Table 5 Students who did not look Tfor
job during senior year.

I did not look for a job N Per
during senior year because I: © cent
intend to go to graduate
or professionsl school 56 25.3
have a job waiting for me 35 15.8
was too busy with coursework 68 30.8
do not intend to work for
awhile u6 20.8
Other 16 7.3
221 100.0
Table 6 When did graduating seniors
look for jobs?
Per
Yo cent
Before September 15 5.4
Between September and Novem-
ber 39 14.0

Between December and Febru-
ary
After February

80 28.8
iy 51.6
276 100.0

Table 7 Job hunting methods.
A comparison with BLS-BC survey.

2

—

] BLS-BC KSU
Method 1) 2)
Percent Percent
College placement 17.6 37.2
Public employment service 1.5 2.0
Private employment agency 3.6 L.3
Newspapers 3.9 7.8
Direct application to
employers L1.4 32.0
Friends or relatives 21.3  14.8
Other 10.7 1.5
100.0 100.0

The column lists percentages of re-
cent college graduates who got their
first jobs by one of the methods
listed.

Source: Perella, Vera C., "Employ-
ment of Recent College Graduates,"
op. cit., p.L6.

These are percentages of times a job
hunting method was checked off by
students who looked for jobs.

(1)

(2)



a job during their senior year. As may
be seen in Table 5, of those who did not
look for a job, 31 percent were too busy
with their courses and 21 percent decla-
red that they did not intend to work for
awhile,

huge 52 percent (see Table 6) started
looking for a job after Februasry. The
only explanation for this phenomenon of
missed opportunities on such a large
scale is that students are simply not a-
ware of the fact that most intensive re-
cruiting and interviewing occurs in late
Fall and early Spring.

0f those who looked for a job, 26 per-
cent did not get a single interview st
the employer's headquarters. Only 29
percent got more than two interviews.
These two percentages must be considered
very large in spite of a difficult labor
market due to economic recession. One
explanation of these figures can be found
in Table 6 where we note again that too
many students started looking for & job
too late. However, this is certainly not
the only explanation. It is also impor-
tant to have a closer look at job hunting
methods.

The job hunting methods listed in the
questionnaire can be seen in Table §.

Teble 8

Of those who looked for a job, a

The results of the survey indicate that a
graduating senior used, on the average,
2.8 job hunting methods. But if the me-
thods "Letters to employers," "Telephone
calls to employers," and "Visited emplo-
yers" are combined into one, the average
number of methods used drops to 2.3. Of
course, some &areas lend themselves better
to one method than to another (for exam-
ple, graduates of college of education
have to depend more on letter writing),
but even so, an increase in the number
and intensity of job hunting methods
would undoubtedly land the students more
interviews.

e note in Table 7 that the students'
use of college placement service (37.2
percent) is much heavier than the propor-
tion of first jobs (17.6 percent) secured
with the help of this service by recent
college graduates. Direct applicetion to
employers and reliance on friends and re-
latives are significantly lower for gra-
duating seniors than for recent college
graduates. Other differences cannot be
declared significant due to small sub-
samples. However, the use of such means
as employment services, newspapers, and
"Other" is numerically very small.

Information in Table 8 suggests strong-

Job hunting methods that resulted

in interviews at employers' place of business.

Method: (1) (2) (3)
. No No Percent
College placement 191 92 L6.2
Letters to employers 176 62 35.2
Telephone calls to employers 75 32 Le.7
Visited employers 99 56 56.6
Answered ads L7 16 34.0
Family and friends 99 30 30;3
Professors L5 13 28.9
Other (state and private

employment agencies, etc.) 58 20 3.5

(1)

(2)

Number of times a method was checked off on
the questionnaire.

Number of times one or more interviews were

attributed,to a job hunting method.

(3)

ly that no major job hunting method should
be disregarded. The proportions of inter-
views secured by such methods as employ-
ment services and newspaper ads are rela-
tively high. These methods should be used
much more often.

The importance of obtaining more inter-
views becomes more evident when it is rea-
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Column (2) as percent of Column (1).

lized that there is a relationship- be-
tween the number of interviews and job
offers. For example, of those graduating
seniors, who got one interview, 32 per-
cent got a job offer, but of those who
got two interviews, 55 percent got a job
offer. There is also a correlation be-
tween the number of interviews, and the
number of job offers, although the size



of the sample does not warrant precise
comparisons,

Another piece of information should be
of interest both to graduating seniors
and to college advisors. As alrezdy men-
tioned, of those who looked for jobs, 26
percent - a very high proportion - did
not get a single interview and only 45
percent got & job offer. Furthermore,
the average salary of those who had § or
more interviews and 3 or more job offers,

was by $1,500 higher than the average
salary of those with fewer interviews and
job offers. It is, therefore, of basic
importance for the graduating seniors to
use more job hunting methods and to use
them more efficiently in order to in-
crease their chances to get more inter-
views and to get at least one job offer.

It may be noted that of those students
who got a job, about 18 percent feel that
their college studies are either irrele-
vant, or not quite pertinent to the kind
of work they are going to do. This per-
centage is not too high, considering the
difficult economic situation. But this
observation can be qualified by answers
to another question: only 56 percent of
those who accepted a job offer, declared
that they will like the job.

Another important purpose of this sur-
vey was to test the intensity of demand
for graduates in different areas. This
can be accomplished by relating the num-
ber of interviews, the number of job of-
fers, and the salaries, to various ma-
jors. Certain kinds of graduates are in
demand early before gradustion, while o-
thers have to wait a year or more to find
a job. Thus a survey of graduating se-
niors presents a unique opportunity to
measure the intensity of demand for va-
rious ma jors and could become a major in-
gredient in forecasting such demand. The
questionnaire used in this survey was de-
signed with this purpose in mind, but ve-
ry restricted budget did not permit to
take a large enough sample in order to
come up with valid conclusions.

Finally, some of the information on
topics, discussed above, is being collec-
ted by many universities, but in most ca-
ses the information seems to be very
spotty. A questionnaire, similar to the
one used for this survey, should become
a standard tool for the purpose of advi-
sing the students. Aind, as the above re-
sults indicate, considerable improvement
in advising the students with respect to
the choice of a major, a career, and me-
thods of finding a job, is badly needed.
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