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The Major Channers: Continuity or
Discontinuity in the Career Nccision Process?
By
Robsrt W. Titley Bonnie Titley Wirt M. Wolff
Colcvrado State University

Student Develonrent Renart
Vol X111, "o, 1, 1975-7¢

Abstract

Collece students changing their dzclared major were asked to snecify what
job or career they vere "headed for" in Soth their old major ani in their new
major choice. Consistent vith vocational development theory, a sicnificant
nurber vere able to be mere specific about their probable carecr choice within
their previous najor choice. Scemincly contrary to theory, hovever, tac propor-
tion of studonts atle to be specific in job choices declined significantiy acrncs
the college class years. This dovnward trend hold for the degree of specificity
in probalbie job choice in both the previous and the newly selected major. The
results are interpreted as a paradoxical example of both continuity and discen-
tinuity in the devalonrment of career choice among collere students. The gencral
irplications for vocaticnal ticory and for career cuidance during the college

years are stated.



hs part of a laroer project designad by the authors to determine facters
associated with major chang2 ersng c2ilere uncercraduates, a somewhat serendip-
itous and surprising finding emeirced. The finding asppeart related to certain
thecretical postulatzs concarning develupmental dimensions of career decisicrs.

Theories of career cheice which erphasize develepimental aspects (Ginzberq,
Sinsberg, fxelrad, & Herma, 1931; Girzberg, 1372; Super, 1957; Tiedeman, 1971;
Tiedeman & O'Hara, 1903) describe "staces" or behavioral "tasks'--staqes or
tacks vhich are hypothesized as cuntinuous and linaarly progressive over ¢hron-
ological age. Peviews of related research t-ould allow the aenerzl conclusion
that the existence of stages and aga-related behaviors is valid and at least
deseriptive if not evplaratory. But as Osipow (1973) points vut in his evziua-
tion of Ginzherg's theory, "The evidence is mixed, howevar, with respect to
snecifically what the stages are, when they occur, and the order in vthich they
accur” (p. 5%). Crites (19€9) interprets empirical evidence as generally suppor-
tive of the ctagac notirn, but questions wicther the process is a continuous one,
i.e., whciher the stages proceed lineariy without interrupticn. Uolff (19223)
aiso -cund discentinuity in career pa“terns over developrental spans, as well as
difforences for the scxes. Hevertheless, Crites concludes that choices become
stabilized for "irraversibie" after mid-adolescence and that "axclusion"--the
narrcuing and uliimate seiection of a career via the elimination of alterna-
tives--operates continuously throuch adolescence and early adulthood until
arrival at a chosen career,

1f occupational choice, of which mejor choice is perhaps a reflection. is
an oaqoiny developmental process, it should be expected that students changing
thair collega major wouid cxpress an cqual or grater degree of carcer spacifi-
city, a* least for the ncw major choice, would increaze with the nuwser cf

years in cullege.
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Siviects and Procedure. The 303 undergraduate students who changed their

majors at Colerado Stete University during the winter quarter of 1975 were asked
to complete a questionnaire at thc time their nujor change papers were being
processcd.  Of the original sample, 27 submitted blank, incomplete or otherwise
unusable quastionnaires, and 156 werc “"special major change" categories, e.g.,
freshren and scohomorns raking a required change fror non-degree “ceneral
studies" programs to their first declared rajor. Tre remaining 625 were declai~=
ing an official ,hift frum one degree-cranting prograr to another and vere de-
fined as “True Chancers.® Of the 625 Truz Changars, who servad as the subjects
for the current study, 121 (19.4%) were froshaen, 224 (35.8%) were sophomures,
198 {31.7%) were juniors, and 82 (13.17) were senfors. Three hundred and forty-
two (54.77) uzre males and 283 (45.3%) were femiles. There was an expected
arcater preportion of sophomores and juniors among the chiangers than in the
gancral pobulation of 16,636 undergraduates, but the nroportion of males and
females in the sample was nearly identical with the pruportion existing amona
all undergraduztes at the University.

The quasticnnaire included certain demograshic data, a checklist of reasens
for the changa (previding data for the larger centinuing project), and two chen-
enced cuestions '*mich sorved as the basis for the presert study. These ques-
tions, includad originally tc investigate alleqed current tronds 2t:ay vrom
"indecision" and toward "vuraticnalism," were:

1. "What specitiz career or job were vou hzaded Yor in
your old m:jor?”
2. "Vhet sprcific carcer or jsb ave you headed fer in
your ney maior?"

The questicns weire mideled afier Trow (1941) and designed to elicit
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"protatle” occupaticn or choice rather than "sreference” or “espiration,” and
to permit expressicns of incecisico,

Pesponse Classificatior. Twe questionnair: responses vere classitied in*o

two categorics delineating two levels of job or carcer specificity. The levels
vere defired as follows:
Level I: tMon-specific. Urctle to state a specific job or career.
Statement of uncertainty or cencral vagueness; reference to a ¢cancral
interest arca, without spacifying any well-defined job or prefessicrnal
area, job title or cutizs, inciuding such responses as "don't Ynow,"
“2," "undecided,” "work with children,” "consumer protection,” "public

"

service," "business," and the like.
Lovel I1: Specific. Stated career, jcb, or specific area wherein
tha coneral titics or duties are definad by the job or class of jobs;
spacitic reference to advanced study wihich is preparation for same.
Ircluind such responses as "clinical psycholeoyist," "eccupational
therapist,” "la«" or "lawyer," "teacher," "CPA," "professional dence,”
"redical school," "business manacer," “"research in biology," etc.

Interscorer reliability between tvwo of th2 authiors' independent ratings
was 94, bascd on the percent or ayroamant on 160 randomly selected quaition-

naires (200 responses).

RESULTS
Figure 1 shows the relative percentages of students able to specify their
carzer choice at Lavel II for the oid major and for the new m:jor. The data re-
veal that cverall ~oof wioiineach academic class, a larcer parcantage of students
reached Level II in the new major as cerpared to the percentage of stucents at

2

the specific level in the old mjor. Tested by X° for ccrrelated propertions,

the tendency 10 bo at a hidher level of specification in the new mijor was
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sicnificant at 211 clsss levels {frechren: XZ = 1£.20, p < .20%1: scphorores: i

n)

- 25.26, p < .001; juriors: U2 = 17.20, 9 < %015 seniors: X° = £.33,
p < .01; df = 1 in 211 cases). This sulests that, for most, a greater cejrce of
specificity was present after a change of major.

The rajori*y of freshmen are able to be quite specific in vocational choices,
with 67.87 3¢ Level 11 in their old major and 87.€% in their new major. Howevar,
the perceatarye of students able to be specific for eithar old or nev majer
steadfly declines across the college yeers. Cnly 54.97% of the seniors were &t
Lev2l II in tha2 major they just lefi, with 73.2% at Level 1I in the major they
had just entered. A reqgression test for linecar trends in preportions reccimended
by Snedecor 2ad Cochran {1967, p. 23Cf) was appliec to the data to determine
significance of the apparent decline in specificity. The trend From the fresh-
man vear to tho scnior year in ability to specify at Level I7 in tne old major
shoved a Z of 1.97, DF = £23, p < .L5. The similer decline across the years
in the percent:s. > of studants reaching Level 11 in their nowly declared rizjor

-

was significant with a Z of 2.91, df = €23, p < .01.

DISTUSSION AMD CONCLUSIONS

While the hicher -.rogaoviion ¢f students at tevel II in the rew major com-
pated to the old rajor is consistent with the vocational devalopment theorices,
the docline ecross colicge years in ability to te specific in either the old or
rew majors seems, paradoxically, inconsistent with the same theories. If carcer
choice occurs in stages and is a cortinuous, irreversible, and exciu.ive process,
with crystallization and specificaticn increasing with age, vhy are a craater
percorntace i freshmen able to be more specific than seniors? louldn't college
students, as thev progress from the frochman to the csendor year, cemenstra®e an

increasing tendency to be specific when describing the intended 1ife work vor

-
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which they are preparing? Among major changers, apparently the chance leads to
increasing specification, but as ate jncrcases and progression threugh college
occurs, a decreasing nurder of students becume able to specify their prehadble
future occusation.

This pattern holds generally for both rales and females with the possibie
exception of more consistency among fzmales in the early college years in the
stated job specificity level of their first declarad major. This censistency
could be due to a possible tendency of females to begin college in certain ma-
jors whici are more steraotyped, €.4., secretarial, fashion design, etc., vhere-
in the specific jobs available are more obvious. However, the small H's en-

untared in tne scx by class breakdown mace the resulting slight deviations
frorn the overall patiern difficult to intorpret.

Theve vas no significant difrarence in the curulative ecrade point of the
changers, by class or by 35€x, 41 comparison with the ¢ ~+31 undergraduate stu-
dent bozy., e Crads point data appaar to contradict th2 findinas of Warren
(1951) and the conclusion of Osipov (1573) that . . . many changes 1in educe-
tional and vocational plans in college reflect achievement prohlems, rot gen-
uine madifications in prference” (p. 252). MUowever, SGitt stucents sustain an
adecrate ovarall grade point, but encounter sane difficulty in rcrtain course-
werk requized by thelr maior curricuium. Bacause this wes passibly true ('
some of the major changers, no conclusion can be drasn from this sti.ly on the
ralationship of graces to chznge of major.

The significant gener:l ¢ecline across college years in stue. i3t wille
ingness or ability to state speciiic job geals couid pessibly be inteirprated
as a result of "pseudocry:ta11izat10n" (Ginzberg, 1851, p. 126), 1.e., some
students may make a false start in major celection and intended carcer, dis-

covar the initial cheice to be unrealistic, and subsequently reject tha chosen

)
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ficld or career. T-e concept of pseudocrystallization would also predict that
for sore individuals the reciection is fcllowed by a new general choice of field,
byt difficulty is enccuntered in specifying carcers within the nev field. This
dces not seem to be the ci:e in the present study as most students were more
specific in their second major selec=ion than in their first., Further, nothing
in the pscudacrystallization postulate clearly predicts the declines in spaci-
ficity from the freshman year to the scnior year &s secn in Figure !.

Other theoretical positions could b2 invoked in an attempt to iulsipirel
the findings. “Spacificaticn” is the second phase in what Ginzborg terins the
“pealistic" stage (age 20-22 years); Super beiieves spacificetion to coincice
with a2 18-21 years. Sore writers (Crite<, 1963; Sx2i1, 1953; Tiedeman and
0'Hara, 19532) believe that there may w211 bo certain discontinuities in the pro-
cess, evan thouth the cv~rall direc~ion is upwardly prosrassive in terms of the
ability to sp:cify and irnicment @i occupational choice. Tuce rather dated
studies (Alu .o, 1932; Cliver, 1935) are cited by Cricce (1559) as evidence
for the notica %7t as agn increases, a greater trend tc.iard specification is
manifest sm ¢ollete stri=ats. Hershenson and Roth (1966) prescnt the hypcth-
esis that certainty of choize increases with ane, as the renge of alternative
chofces dacreases. Crites (1989) revievs their statement end concludes that
related research loends credence to the notion of a narrowing or “excivsion" pro-
cess which results in a greater ability to specify careers as a perso: yrows
older. The present data question both progressive 1inearity and the axclyusion
process as operating during the coilege years.

Tiedemzn and 0'HMara (19453) hypctiesize processes calied "ditTeraniiztion”
and "integ-ation” as part of the developmental sequence. A3 career davelopment
proceeds, an individual will alternztely discriminate among stimuli patterns

and cognitivaly intecrate the 4nput in relaticn to vocation2i choice. Tnis

10
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concept, alorg with the continuity theory, may provide clues as to the most
logical conclusion that can be drawn f-om the data obtained. The college years

may produce, for some Students at least, a discogtinuitzAexperience. At the

outset, based on still rather limited occupational information and a relatively
undifferentiated environment with respect to what careers are available across
and within fields, freshmen choosing a major may be more able to specify what
carcars they have "chosen.” As thoy proc2ed throush the educational procass and
as they learn more differentiaticns amcag the available fields and careers,
specification becomes more difficult. Perhaps adding to this confusion is tka
current tenusus nature of the job market for college graduates. Faced with the
abcve realities, many students who are ready to be totally "realistic” never-
theless find themselvas in a discontinuity scate by the time they reach their
later college yearc. Tha alternative choices are actually increasing, yet thair
ability to specify :hoices seems to be decreasing.

Another pcssible explanation for the results may be that True Changers re-
present a sub-population of students--a groub whose vocational choice problers
tend to increase in severity as they advance through their college years. The
dimension of vocational maturity must also be considered. Somz freshmen who
change their majors may be doing so because of vocaticnal maturity, rather
than for reasons of imraturity. Some students who shift fields in their final
year may be reflecting a chronic vocational immaturity rather than arrival at
a stzge wherein they would be Judoed as vocationally mature. Longitudinal re-
search or studies of major changing using a randcm semple of ccudents at each
of the class {or ag2) levels and controlling for vocational maturity might yield
a more adequate answer as to whether discontinuity is a¢2 progressive.

In any case, the current findings appear relevant for both practice and

theory. Any college instructor, vocaticnal counselor, or acacdemic adviser,

11
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vhile ncting the tentativensss ci early choices arong sore students (Titley end
Yattano, 1972) car also recall those freshren wao can state precisely what they
are qoina to te sore ¢ay, but +10 &5 senicrs become “not sure.” If the concl.-
sion drawn frem the cbtaincd data is vaiid, implications for modifying college
experiences and related vocatioral cuidance approaches are clear: certain
students need more assistance sn dealing with ambiguity at all levels of their
educationsl and vocational development and not just durinc their beginz'r3 cn-
deavors with a university. An implicction for vucational develcprent theory
and recearch also i3 appaient. The college years may well bc a pericd of dis-
continuity for many students and an age-relatcd linear progrescion in the pro-
cess of carcer selectinn for all p=ople in 211 cnvircnrents should not be

assumad,

12
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