Major Decisions: Tips On Choosing a College Major

Most students aren't required to choose a major until their junior year of college. But no matter how far along you are in college--or even high school--chances are you've been stressing at least a bit about what to study. You've likely been asking yourself important questions, like "What type of classes will I have to take?" "What kind of job can I get after graduation?" and "Is this a subject I actually like?" Avoid major stress with these tips. 

Get some core help
"Core classes give each student a common base of knowledge and skills that are important and crucial for [all] students," says Reverend Richard Hockman, a professor of effective oral communications at King's College in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. More importantly, he adds, core classes will help you discover your interests. "They present students with an overview of areas--ones they might consider for a major."

Take Stacey Preambo, for instance. During her sophomore year of college, she was undecided about her major until she took "Storytelling and Fairy Tales," a course which required the class to be on TV. After spending a day at a local station, Stacey decided to pursue a career in broadcasting. 

"Seeing the people at work in the editing room showed me how much goes into producing a show," she says. "I finally knew what I wanted to do. I did some research and decided to major in mass communications. I have a core class to thank for that."

On the other hand, you'll also have some elective credits to play around with at college, perfect for testing other areas that may not be part of your required core. Perhaps you think photography may be your calling. You won't know until you take a class. One great thing about college is that there are so many options available to you.

Other options
Perhaps your problem is that you're torn between two very distinct areas of study. Luckily, if you plan your courses the right way (with a little help from your adviser), you may be able to graduate with a double major or with a major and a minor field of study. Some colleges even offer students the opportunity to create their own major through independent study. Discuss your options with your academic adviser.

How important is your major?
The answer really depends on your intentions once you graduate college. For example, if you plan to attend graduate school for biology, there may be requirements and prerequisites that would necessitate majoring in biology or a closely related field. On the other hand, law schools and even medical schools admit students with a variety of majors.

The important thing to remember when choosing a major is to pick something in which you have clear aptitude and interest, and one where you can develop skills that can be adapted to the workplace. For instance, majoring in English might not set you on a specific career path, but it will help you master your writing and research skills, which can later be applied in any number of fields. Then again, if you want to become something specific like an accountant or a pharmacist, then naturally you should major in accounting or pharmacy.

Be resourceful
Take advantage of career centers and libraries at your school to do some major research. The College Board Book of Majors, for instance, offers brief descriptions of each major and lists every college that offers them. If it's future employment that has you concerned, conisider picking up College Majors Handbook with Real Career Paths and Payoffs. In it, you'll get real statistics on job trends, earnings, and the employment experiences of real college graduates.

You should also speak with students who are currently pursuing the major you're considering. Find out which courses they've taken and if they've had the opportunity to get hands-on experience through internships. Better yet, visit some professors during office hours to ask about their subjects. Professors often work outside academia in their fields, so they can give you valuable insider tips.

Most importantly, do not jump into a major just for the sake of choosing one. Be inquisitive, take a variety of courses, and follow your instincts.
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Next to your choice of a college, your choice of a major will be one of the more important decisions to make at this point in your life. It’s a challenge to identify a major that will suit your abilities, interests, and goals as you complete your education and develop career plans. 

If you’re finding it a challenge to narrow down your interests to a single major, or if you just aren’t sure which major is for you, begin by thinking about yourself—who you are, what you’re good at, what you like to do, and where you want to be in 10 years.
Look at yourself
Before you start to worry too much about what’s out there in the world of business or psychology or biology, start in your own back yard. Take some time to jot down a few important things about yourself. Do you like to work with numbers or with words? With others or alone? With abstract ideas or solid objects? You can use the answers to these questions to begin to define possible major areas:
· What interests you the most?
· What subjects do you like to study?
· What subjects do you do best in? Why?
· What subjects do you do worst in? Why?
· What has been your greatest accomplishment so far in school?
· Do you like to read?
· Do you read for pleasure?
· Do you retain what you read?
· Are you reasonably comfortable working with numbers?
· Do you like math?
· Can you express your thoughts clearly in writing?
Identify your abilities
In general, it’s best to major in an area that you enjoy studying and have the ability to do well. How would you answer the following questions?
· What subjects are you good at?
· What subjects do you struggle with?
· What subjects come easily to you?
If you major in a subject that you are interested in learning, you’ll feel more motivated to study. And the more you study, the better your grades are likely to be—especially if you have some ability in the subject. 
Many employers look carefully at grades when they recruit on college campuses, so the higher your grades, the more competitive you may be. If you plan to pursue a graduate degree, you’ll want your undergraduate grades to represent the best work you’re capable of doing.
Imagine your future
Use your answers to these questions to define your personal and professional goals:
· What do you want to be doing 10 years after college?
· Where do you want to live?
· What income do you want to have?
· What will be most important in your life?
· What do you secretly want to do?
· What are the most important qualities in a job: flexible hours, control over decision-making, fun co-workers, lots of travel, etc.
Once you have a sense of what you value, think again about possible majors that correspond to your interests and abilities. Which ones are a good fit with these values? Which ones look promising? Here are a few online resources for this process:
Career Options by Major
UI Career Exploration Handbook (PDF)*
U.S. Labor Department's Occupational Outlook Handbook
A graduation plan
A graduation plan provides a framework for your education. Within this framework, you can create a personalized path to graduation. You and your academic advisor will want to review your graduation plan each year.
Having a plan helps you answer questions like: Should I take summer session classes? If I change my major, can I still graduate in four years? How many electives can I take? Can I do a minor? You and your advisor will look at all of these things as you work on your graduation plan during your first year.
Tips on choosing a major

Choosing a major can be a daunting task. Here are a few things to keep in mind as you consider your options: 

· Most career fields don't require a specific major, and people with specific majors don't have to use them in the ways most commonly expected.

· Instead of thinking "What can I do with my major?" think about "What do I want to do?"

· Do not make a mad rush to choose your major! The best decision is a well informed one.

· Be broad, determine an educational and career "path." Remember that choosing a college major that is right for you is important, but keep it in perspective. A major will not necessarily be what you will be doing the rest of your life!

· As you attempt to determine what you want to do, the choice of an academic major will take on new meaning. You'll no longer be so concerned with what the prescribed route of certain majors "allows" you to do. Instead, you'll use your career goals as a guide for academic decisions about your major, your minor, elective courses, internships, and co-curricular activities.

· In most cases a college major alone is not enough to land you a job. There is tremendous competition for good jobs, and you need experience and competencies related to your chosen field. Internships, co-curricular activities, and part-time jobs provide opportunities to gain hands-on experience and develop these competencies. Learn more about experiential learning.

· Recognize that an occupation alone will not lead to a fulfilling life! In your educational pursuits, it is important to consider life's other major aspects: family, culture, religion, and leisure activities.

· Be involved in the process!

· When 3,000 liberal arts graduates were surveyed regarding the relationship between their major and current employment, 70 percent indicated that there was little connection between their undergraduate major and current career

· Know what marketable skills are attractive to employers and find a way to develop these skills while in college. Many prospective employers are looking for students with knowledge and experience in oral and written communication, social science research methods, visual design, media production and computer skills.

· Regardless of which major you pursue in college or which degree you earn, be assured that you will graduate having had the opportunity to develop the following skills: 

· written and oral communication 

· innovation and design 

· problem solving and critical thinking skills 

· teamwork and cooperation 

· investigative and research skills 

· ongoing skill development 

Surprising Facts About Choosing a Major

Myth #1: Most people know their college major as high school seniors.
Some people go to college knowing exactly what they want, others don't have a clue.

Most typically, college students only have a vague idea about majors when they start. A major is your area of specialization. Your college curriculum will be comprised of core or general education classes, electives (anything goes courses), and your major—the department where you'll concentrate most of your credit hours.

Myth #2: Your college major will dictate your career.
Your major CAN determine your career choice. Or you may end up doing something completely different. (According to the U.S. Department of Labor, people change career fields two or three times in their lives.) For example, let's say you major in English. You might decide to teach high school, attend law school, write the great American novel, or take a job in a large corporation—or all of the above. As a biology major you could work in a lab, conduct research, apply to graduate, medical, veterinary or dental schools, or start your own computer company. Who knows? Life is flexible.

Myth #3: I should choose my major first semester, freshman year.
In most cases, don't sweat it. Most schools don't ask you to look at a major until sometime during your sophomore year. (Certain majors, however, like engineering and accounting, have so many requirements that unless you declare early, you may not graduate in time.)

If you are undecided, take a wide variety of classes. Visit your college career/counseling center. Talk to your advisor. See what you like. College is the perfect time to test the waters and try lots of new things.

Myth #4: When I declare my major, I'm locked in.
Nope. Colleges and universities understand that it is a student's prerogative to change his or her mind. It's usually quite easy to change your major. But if you do it too often, it may take you longer to graduate.

Myth #5: I can only choose one major.
Most schools allow you to double major, triple major, or design your own program. Other universities even offer programs where you can get a bachelor's degree and master's degree in five years.

