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“What is a good major for me?” This question perplexes thousands of college students each year. If you are in the same
quandary, knowing that you have a lot of company does not help much. Here are some guidelines that will help.

Look at yourself first.

Before you start thumbing through the college catalog to see if anything seems to fit, take an objective look at
yourself. Evaluate your strengths and weaknesses, your interests, and your academic capabilities. Think about the kind of
person you are. Make a list of your traits. You might want to go to a school counselor or psychologist for interest and
personality testing. Aptitude testing is also appropriate. Many junior and senior colleges offer workshops to help you
analyze yourself. This process can eliminate some of the possible college majors very quickly. If you have very little
patience with people and do not “suffer fools gladly,” a degree in personnel management or counseling psychology is a
poor choice. These fields call for an accepting attitude toward others even when they do not meet your personal
standards of intelligence or social grace. Why waste your time concentrating on an area of study so foreign to your own
nature?

Many college students use starting salaries and current job outlook as their only criteria for choosing a major.
They do not think about whether they will actually enjoy the work activities in these areas or whether they will bring any
particular talent to these fields. This approach to selecting a college major is dangerous. During the early 1980’s, a
disconcertingly large number of AIMS examinees answered “petroleum engineering” when I asked which major they
were considering. New graduates in that field were getting incredibly high salaries because the demand for these young
engineers was fierce. One student attracted to this popular major came to AIMS after an unsuccessful try at the required
courses. He was an intelligent, friendly person with good study habits, but he had two very weak aptitudes which
impeded his success in engineering. One was Analytical Reasoning, and the other was Structural Visualization. Because
he was slow in thinking analytically and in visualizing structures in three dimensions, even his disciplined study habits
could not compensate for a lack of basic engineering talent. Most important is the fact that he had very strong aptitudes
for dealing with people and thinking in very abstract ways. He could not demonstrate these positive qualities in the
engineering school. This student readily admitted that he would hate the actual work involved in engineering and that
high income was his only reason for wanting to do that kind of work. After changing his major to marketing with a minor
in public relations, his grade point average and his self-confidence soared.

Even when you have talent for a “hot field,” there is another pitfall if you choose a major based on expectations of
attractive salaries and numerous job offers. The situation might change before your graduation. The “hot” job of
petroleum engineering, for example, cooled considerably. {Within a few years, it became one of the slowest growing
engineering specializations.} It is difficult, if not impossible, for economists and job market researchers, much less college
students, to predict precisely the timing of the highs and lows in cycles of demand for various occupations. Remember
that extremely high peaks in demand for certain types of workers are eventually followed by depressingly low valleys.

Embrace a philosophy of education.

After you have evaluated your capabilities and preferences, decide what your general approach to your college
education will be. Before you make this decision, you must think about what your idea of a college education is. Do you
want a college degree so that you can get a better job than you could get otherwise? Are you interested in practical
courses with obvious applications in the real world? Do you want to “hit the ground running” after graduation? Are
specific skills more important to you than general ideas? If your answer to these questions is “yes,” your philosophy of
education is a vocational one; your basic assumption is that college should prepare you for a job. Your general approach
in selecting a major will be affected by this philosophy of education. A few vocationally oriented majors include
accounting and management information systems, engineering and engineering technology, computer science, hotel



management, pharmacy, occupational therapy, audiology and speech pathology, interior design, food science and
technology, and medical technology.

Some colleges are better equipped than others for students concerned with career preparation during their
undergraduate years. Texas Tech University and the University of Arkansas have some very pragmatic programs of
study. The college majors offered, the periodicals and books in their libraries, and the descriptions in their catalogs reflect
their concern for vocational preparation. Texas A&M, Rochester Institute of Technology, Parsons School of Design, and
the Julliard School are examples of colleges with very definite vocational purposes.

You might not be interested in a vocational specialization as an undergraduate. You might regard college as a
place to experiment with new ideas, to gain some perspective on yourself and the world around you. It might be
important for you to learn to appreciate the arts. Developing your writing and critical thinking skills might be a priority.
Finding out about the world’s history and its scientific progress might intrigue you. If your goals are to be articulate and
to have a broad background, you have a liberal arts education philosophy. Such majors as English, history, philosophy,
area studies, languages, natural sciences, mathematics, and fine arts fit your philosophy of education.

Colleges with strong liberal arts traditions include the Ivy League schools as well as small but highly competitive
places dotted across the nation. Davidson College in North Carolina, Carleton College in Minnesota, and Middlebury
College in Vermont are examples of these extremely selective colleges. Vanderbilt, Emory, and Duke have strong
commitments to the liberal arts. In Texas a few of the schools with very good liberal arts programs are Trinity University,
Austin College, and Southwestern University. Even at schools with a more vocational orientation, almost a third of the
requirements in undergraduate programs are liberal arts courses.

Having a liberal arts education does not mean that you cannot find a job after graduation. It is true that your
friends who majored in accounting or nursing probably will find their jobs faster. After all, they will have had specific
ideas about their jobs all along. As a liberal arts major, you will have been exploring new ideas and areas of interest
beyond your normal ones. But take heart! Many companies recognize the value of liberal arts majors and recruit them for
management training programs. Liberal arts majors land jobs in such diverse areas as advertising, human services,
department store retailing, marketing research, personnel work, public relations, and real estate. Foreign Service work,
military or political intelligence analysis, and writing are a few other appropriate fields for liberal arts majors.

Specializing in a graduate program or a professional school is another option for liberal arts or vocational college
graduates. Regardless of your undergraduate major, you still have the possibility of medical school, law school, or a
graduate school of business. Advanced degrees in urban planning, gerontology, international affairs, and many other
subjects draw people from diverse undergraduate majors. If you worry about the lack of specific vocational training in
your undergraduate years, comfort yourself with the knowledge that it is still possible to acquire it at the graduate level
or on the job.

Investigate the possibilities.

If you have assessed yourself and determined your philosophy of education, you are ready to investigate your
college catalog. Some catalogs specify careers for which the majors are designed. When you read course descriptions, you
will be attracted to some fields and repelled by others. The requirements for some of the majors might daunt you. Most
business majors, for example, require calculus and statistics in addition to a couple of accounting courses. If you have
poor computational aptitude or if you have a deficient math background, you will put incredible amounts of time into
these courses or you will get bad grades. Study the catalog carefully. Along with some possible supplementary material
for a particular major, it is your guide to graduation. You are ultimately responsible for knowing the requirements.
Academic advisors can make mistakes. If you are prepared when you see your academic advisor, you will decrease the
likelihood of mistakes.

In addition to your perusal of the college catalog, it is imperative that you visit pertinent people. If you lean
toward a vocational major, talk to people already engaged in the occupation. It would be stupid to major in interior
design if you did not know what an interior designer really does. Sometimes the practice of the occupation is quire
different from studying it in college. Other career-minded majors that require on-the-job visits are engineering,
accounting, physical therapy, fashion merchandising, nursing, and a host of others. Do some reading before your visits; it
will help you ask better questions and get more useful information. In addition to the Occupational Outlook Handbook,
published by the U.S. Department of Labor, you can find scores of books and pamphlets in libraries and bookstores.
Chronicle Guidance Publications writes occupational briefs of four to eight pages that give overviews of many jobs. Some
school counseling departments and libraries have them on file. You can write Chronicle Publications at Moravia, New



York 13118 or consult their website (www.chronicleguidance.com).

Both vocational and liberal arts majors can benefit from visits with the faculty in their prospective majors. Some
colleges assign academic advisors based on your major. They can be good sources of information. If you talk to the
teachers of courses in the major you are considering, you can get a feel for the subject you might not otherwise get. One
AIMS examinee took this advice when she was trying to decide between geology and geophysics. She said, “The
geophysics people were more reserved, and they were really into math. The geology people came across as more fun, and
the geology major seemed less technical.” She chose geology because she was a rather extroverted person who did not
enjoy long hours of attention to detail. Other information you can pick up from these talks are which courses are the most
interesting, what happens to people who get degrees in this major, and who the better teachers are.

Your investigation of a major does not stop when you have talked to people. Take it a step further and find out
what “goodies” your school offers to enhance the major. Internships during the senior year or during the summer make
certain majors more appealing. If you are majoring in art history, foreign language, or a similar subject, the junior year
abroad is attractive. Design majors benefit from courses devoted to building their portfolios. Opportunities like these can
be the deciding factor in your choice of a college major.

Commit yourself.

Once you make up your mind about your major, throw yourself into it. This step comes after you have carefully
assessed yourself and your philosophy of education. It comes after you have done a thorough investigation of your
possibilities through reading and talking to people. The first steps take some time, so do not expect to sit down casually
one afternoon with your college catalog, pick a major, and commit yourself. You really must do the other things first.
Some college students who come to AIMS for help in choosing a major wait until the week before the semester starts and
say, “I have to declare a major when I go back to school next week”. More often than not, there are several fields for
which the student has strong aptitudes. A week is not enough time to investigate the recommendations made by the
AIMS staff. It is better to take a semester off or to take a very light semester if you have completed all of the general
requirements and other courses that would apply to almost any major. Use this time to research your possibilities
seriously. Armed with the information you learn, you will know not only that you have the capability for the field but
also that you genuinely like it. At this point, you can commit yourself to a major.

Committing yourself means that you can truthfully say to yourself, “This is what I want to do. I have made this
choice.” You are ready to move into action.

Start picking specific courses. When you can choose your own courses in your major, select the ones that appeal
to you. If you have some outside electives available, think about how they can complement your major. A marketing
major, for example, might take electives in advertising or communications. A philosophy major might consider electives
in psychology or mathematics. Go see your academic advisor to make sure you are meeting all the requirements for your
degree.

Attend special lectures and seminars in your field. Guest lecturers are often dynamic people. Ask them how they
prepared for their careers. You will be surprised by participants at these events, and becoming acquainted with them will
strengthen your commitment to your major.

You might feel you are giving up something when you finally declare a major. In a way, you are. You are giving
up some possibilities you had before. You are narrowing things down a bit. Sometimes you might feel that you are not
acceptable to many people. If you major in engineering, for example, it is unlikely that you will have a lot of friends in
such majors as advertising, radio-TV-film, and journalism. Most of them will regard you as somewhat different from
them. They might joke about the engineering workaholics, and you and your fellow engineering students might joke about
the flakes in advertising. This is a natural, if somewhat unsettling, phenomenon; and it happens to most people who make
the commitment necessary for successful careers.

Don’t worry.

Even if you choose a major and discover that it is not completely satisfactory, do not worry. Choosing one major
instead of another does not determine what happens to you for the rest of your life. Many college graduates wind up in
occupations not directly related to their majors. Recently I asked some people about their majors and their current jobs. I
found a history major managing a nonprofit organization, a philosophy major selling commercial real estate, an interior
design major running her own catering business, an accounting major selling printing, and a music major going to med-


http://www.chronicleguidance.com/

ical school. By the way, I also found an electronics engineer who designs electronic equipment.

Give your choice of a college major the thought it deserves. There are no “quick fixes.” Careful consideration of
your options will make you feel better about your decision. Once you have made the decision, be ready to cope with the
results. There may be some boring or difficult courses you must wade through. You might find your circle of friends
narrowing. Finally, you might find the perfect job opportunity after college and be baffled that it has little to do with your
major. Be ready to give it the same commitment you gave your college major.

{Minor revisions, additions, and deletions made by Irvin Shambaugh, December 2000.}
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