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A study at a small university in the Southeast exam- 
ined the bases upon which students select graduate 
programs. The findings suggest that some students 
choose their academic programs primarily on the basis 
of perceived career opportunities. For other students 
quality factors (i .e. ,  quality of instruction, quality of 
advisement, and ability to make high grades) are 
important considerations when selecting a graduate 
program. Dqferences found between the two groups 
have implications for making advisement more rele- 
vant for some students and generating greater faculty 
interest in student advising. 

The study was conducted at Western Carolina 
University, a member institution of the North 
Carolina University System. Located on a 400- 
acre campus just  outside the  Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park, Western has a popu- 
lation of more than 6,000 students, including 
approximately 1,200 full- and part-time gradu- 
ate students. Except for the School of Tech- 
nology and Applied Sciences, which has its own 
advising staff, faculty do  most of the academic 
advising at Western. Only those students who 
have not yet selected a major o r  academic pro- 
gram receive advisement through the Career 
and Academic Planning Center. 

The overall purpose of the investigation was 
to gain a better understanding of the careerled- 
ucation motivations of graduate students en- 
rolled in selected programs. It was hoped that 
the new information would enable faculty in 
these programs to be more effective in their ad- 
vising and student recruitment endeavors. The 
study explored 1 1 factors found in the literature 
to influence students' choices of majorslpro- 
grams (see Table 1). The relationship between 
these choice factors and students' personalloc- 
cupational backgrounds, vocational preferences, 
and occupational congruence was examined. 

Eberhardt & Muchinsky, 1982; Hafer & Schank, 
1982). The works of Malaney (1987) and Powers 
and Lehman (1983) are notable exceptions. Mal- 
aney found full-time graduate students and  
graduate students with high grades more inter- 
ested in gaining knowledge about their career 
specialties than achieving greater personal satis- 
faction. Powers and Lehman (1983) reported 
that Black, female, and older graduate students 
were more likely to major in the social or biolog- 
ical sciences and that males were more likely to 
major in the physical sciences, engineering, and 
business. While some recent reports (e.g., Major 
Gains and Losses, 1987) suggest that the tradi- 
tional college majorlprogram choices of females 
and minorities may be changing, other reports 
(McMillen, 1987) suggest otherwise. 

Interwoven with students' choices of college 
majorslprograms a re  their choices of careers. 
Authors of various works on student advising 
(Gordon, 1984; Habley, 1988; Barrow, 1986) 
have pointed to the usefulness of Holland's clas- 
sification system in helping students select com- 
patible academic programs and occupations. 
The system can be used to place advisees' per- 
sonalities, academic majorslprograms, and oc- 
cupations into a coding scheme based upon six 
modal personality types and corresponding 
work environments. If a student's personality 
code closely matches that of her or his college 
program o r  occupation, they said to be con- 
gruent. 

According to Holland (1973, 1985a, 1985b), 
individuals typically search for work environ- 
ments that allow them to exercise their skills and 
abilities, express their attitudes and values, and 
take on agreeable roles. The  careers that indi- 
viduals are expected to be the most successful at 
and find most satisfying are those that maximize 
congruence between their personalities and the 
demands of the work environment. Numerous 

Review of Related Literature studies tend to support the basic tenets of Hol- 
land's occupational congruence theory (Brown, 

Most studies looking into the academic major1 Brooks, & Associates, 1990). 
program choices of college students have only Helping students select career fields and aca- 
examined those of undergraduate  students demic majorslprograms that are congruent with 
(Weiss,  197 1 ; Polachek,  1978 ;  L i n h a r t  & their personalities is a central theme in the ad- 
Yeager, 1979; Saunders & Lancaster, 1980; vising literature (Harren, 1979; Foote, 1980; 
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Titley & Titley, 1980; Gordon, 1984; Schein, 
Laff, & Allen, 1987). Advising models such as 
Barrow's (1986) Cognitive Intervention Plan- 
ning Model and Habley's (1984) Advising Proc- 
ess/lntervention Model have been designed to 
facilitate such academic decision-making. These, 
as well as other advising models, engage stu- 
dents in a variety of self-assessment, career re- 
search, and academic decision-making activities. 

T h e  present study was designed to explore 
the factors that influence a student's choice of 
graduate program and to further investigate in- 
dividual difference~ that might determine the 
importance of these factors. Specific attention 
was focused upon the influence of personal/oc- 
cupational backgrounds, vocational preferences, 
and occupational congruence. Holland's (1973, 
1985a) Occupational Congruence Model pro- 
vided the rationale for investigating the last two 
questions. 

Methodology 

Data were collected via a 96-item question- 
naire distributed to all students attending grad- 
u a t e  c lasses  i n  bus iness  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  
education administration, public affairs, human 
resource development, and counseling. These 
five academic programs were selected d u e  to 
their large numbers of students and the com- 
mon behavioral science roots the disciplines 
share. Questions pertained to students' person- 
aYoccupational backgrounds, factors influencing 
their choices of graduate program, and stu- 
dents' vocational preferences. Of the 204 ques- 
tionnaires handed to all students attending eve- 
ning classes in the selected programs, 149 (73%) 
were returned. 

Employing a five-point Likert scale, students 
rated the amount of influence 11 factors had on 
their choice of graduate program (see Table 1). 
The 1 I factors were among variables reported 
by previous researchers to be related to stu- 
dents' choices of academic majors/programs. 

Students also completed the Vocational Pref- 
erence Inventory (VPI). Responses on the VPI 
(Holland, 1985b) were instrumental in deter- 
mining students' two letter Holland vocational 
codes and assessing their preferences for "high 
status" and "traditionally male" occupations. 
Other items on the questionnaire delved into 
students' personal/occupationaI backgrounds. 

T h e  149 respondents who re turned com- 
pleted surveys appeared to be representative of 
students attending graduate school at Western 

Carolina University. They were primarily white 
(94%), female (58%), and in their thirties (48%). 
Most students were residents of North Carolina 
(60%), were attending graduate school part-time 
(75%),  and  were working full o r  part-time 
(73%). Thirty-nine percent claimed to have con- 
sidered one other program and 37% claimed to 
have considered two other programs prior to 
making their final selections. Fifty-seven percent 
indicated that it took less than three months to 
decide on a graduate program. 

lndividual student scores were calculated for 
each of the VPI scales (Social, Enterprising, Ar- 
tistic, Realistic, Investigative, Conventional, Sta- 
tus, Masculinity) in accordance with the VP1 
manual (Holland, 1985b). Two letter Holland 
codes were assigned to each student's under- 
graduate major, graduate program, and cur- 
rendmost recent occupation with the guidance 

TABLE 1 
Mean Rating on Variables Influencing 

Choice of Graduate Program 

Mean 
Rating SD 

1. Opportunites for en- 3.980 1.078 
gaging in more ful- 
filling work 

2. Employment oppor- 3.931 1.120 
tunities 

3. Possibilities for ad-  3.890 1.137 
vancement 

4 .  Financia l  r ewards  3.503 1.143 
available 

5. High quality of in- 3.074 1.246 
struction 

6. Desire to change ca- 2.709 1.376 
reers 

7. High quality of ad-  2.685 1.247 
visement 

8. Ability to make high 2.463 1.240 
grades 

9. Encouragement from 2.163 1.429 
employer 

10. Less demanding pro- 1.767 1.031 
gram requirements 

11. Desire to move to a 1.521 1.010 
different geograph- 
ical area 

N = 149 

Items rated on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 = no in- 
fluence at all, 5 = extreme amount of influence. 
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of James Morrow, an expert  on the Holland 
classification system; the College Majors Finder 
(Rosen, D., Holmberg, K., & Holland, J., 1985); 
and the Dictionary of Holland Occupational Codes 
(Gottfredson, G . ,  Holland, J., & Ogawa, D., 
1982). 

T o  indicate the degree of similarity between a 
student's Holland codes, a congruence value 
from 0-5 was assigned each pairing (i.e., VPI 
and undergraduate major, VPI and graduate 
program, undergraduate major and current oc- 
cupation, graduate program and current oc- 
cupation). In the cases of matches (i.e., instances ' 

in which a student's two Holland code letters on 
one variable in a pair were the same and ap- 
peared in the identical order  as the Holland 
code letters for the other variable) a value of 5 
was assigned. A value of 4 was assigned when 
the first two letters of the paired codes were the 
same but did not appear in the same sequence. 
Values of 3 were given to pairs in which the first 
letters of each code were the same but the sec- 
ond letters were different. When the first letter 
of one of the codes matched the second letter of 
the other code, a value of 2 was assigned, and 
when the second letters of the two paired codes 
matched, a value of 1 was assigned. If none of 
the letters matched, a value of 0 was assigned. 

Before beginning analysis of individual differ- 
ences related to graduate program selection, it 
seemed appropriate to look at  the items stu- 
dents said influenced their differences. Table 1 
gives the means and standard deviations for all 
eleven items the literature review had disclosed 

as relevant to major selection. Interestingly, a 
correlation analysis revealed high intercorrela- 
tions within the variables, suggesting the pos- 
sibility these items might be grouped into scales. 
T o  investigate this possibility, a principle com- 
ponents analysis was conducted. T h e  analysis 
suggested t h r e e  c o m p o n e n t s .  A var imax 
orthogonal rotation to simple structure was em- 
ployed to determine item loadings on each of 
the three factors. Items 2, 3, and 4 had a mean 
standard loading of .82 on a single component 
referred to as "opportunity." Items 1 and 6, 
with a mean standard loading of .72 , made up a 
second component called "career change." Hav- 
ing a meanstandard loading of .84, items 5, 7, 
and 8 combined to make a third component 
labeled "quality." T h e  three components ac- 
counted for 16, 11, and 28 percentof the vari- 
ance and had internal consistency alpha coeffi- 
cients of 225 ,  .370, and .790 respectively. Due 
to its poor reliability, the career change compo- 
nent was not used in any subsequent analyses. 
Furthermore, items 9, 10, and 11 failed to load 
significantly (i.e., higher than .35) on any of the 
components. 

  he next step in the study involved looking at 
individual differences between those students 
whose decision of graduate program had been 
most strongly influenced by elements labeled 
opportunity-oriented and students whose pro- 
gram choice had been most strongly influenced 
by elements labeled quality-oriented. That  is, 
the researchers were interested in those individ- 
uals clearly influenced by one factor. T o  do so, a 

TABLE 2 
Persona110ccupationa1 Backgrounds of Opportunity- and Quality-Oriented 

Graduate Students 
- - - - - - 

Opportunity -Oriented Quality -Oriented 
N=53 N=53 

Mean age 34 38 
Number of females 29 34 
Number of males 24 19 
Number of Caucasian 52 2 
Number of non-Caucasian 
Number working full-time - 
Number working part-time 5 12 
Number not currently working 
Number attending college full-time 
Number attending college part-time 
Grade point average 
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"difference" score was computed. Responses on 
the opportunity and quality scales were summed 
and converted to standard Z scores. This was 
done because the means and standard devia- 
tions across the two groups varied (M for oppor- 
tunity = - 11.32, SD = 2.90, M for quality = 

-8.22, SL) = 3.13). The standardized Quality 
score was then subtracted from the standardized 
Opportunity score. Respondents in the top third 
of the resulting distribution were labeled "op- 
portunity-oriented." These students consisted of 
individuals whose choice of program had been 
most influenced by opportunity variables and 
only slightly influenced by quality variables. Per- 
sons in the bottom third of the distribution were 
identified as "quality-oriented." Quality-ori- 
ented students consisted of individuals whose 
choice of program had been most influenced by 
quality variables and only slightly influenced by 
opportunity variables. Students falling into the 
middle third of the distribution, those with less 
differentiated scores or mixed orientations, 
were not included in subsequent analyses. 

The difference score rendered a distribution 
with a range of 2.59 to -3.31, a mean of .001, 
and a standard deviation of 1.223. The 53 op- 
portunity-oriented students displayed scores 
ranging from 2.59 to .35. The 53 quality-ori- 
ented students had scores ranging from - 3.31 
to - .34. Descriptive statistics for selected per- 
sonal/occupational background, occupational 
preference, and occupational congruence vari- 
ables were computed for the two groups (see 
Tables 2-5). Two-tailed independent t and chi- 
square tests were performed to determine the 
statistical significance of observed differences 
between opportunity-and quality-oriented stu- 
dents. The level for statistical significance was 
set at p < .05. 

Results 

Table 2 presents results regarding the first 
question to be investigated (i.e., do significant 
personal/occupational background differences 
exist between opportunity-and quality-oriented 
students?). Indeed, quality-oriented students 
tended to be significantly older (38 years vs. 34 
years, t = 2.58, p = .012). They also differed 
significantly with respect to working full-versus 
part-time ( $ 2  = 3.825, p = .050), with more of 
the quality-oriented students working part-time. 
No differences occurred in full-time matricula- 
tion, sex, race, or grade point average across the 
two orientations. 

Table 3 shows the actual graduate programs 
selected as a function of the two orientations. 
Quality versus opportunity orientation did not 
relate to selection of program, as the overall 2x6 
chi-square was not significant ( ~ 2  = 8.5, p = 

.13). However, a one-way within group chi- 
square test revealed that a significantly greater 
number of the opportunity-oriented students 
had chosen to enter the business administration 
program ( ~ 2  = 14.58, p = .012). It is likely that 
business careers were viewed by many oppor- 
tunity-oriented students as the best route to ad- 
vancement and financial rewards. 

In answer to the next question investigated 
(i.e., do  opportunity-and quality-oriented stu- 
dents significantly differ with respect to their 
occupational preferences?), two differences 
were discerned. First, quality-oriented students 
displayed a significantly stronger preference for 
social occupations (see Table 4). Social occupa- 
tions (e.g., counseling and teaching) are noted 
more for their intrinsic rewards than their rnon- 
etary rewards. Secondly, opportunity-oriented 
students displayed a stronger preference for 

TABLE 3 
Graduate Programs of Opportunity- and Quality-Oriented 

Graduate Students 

Opportuni ty-Orien ted Quality-Oriented 
N = 5 3  N = 5 3  

Business Administration 17 6 
Counseling 3 7 
Education Administration 12 14 
Human Resource Development 7 8 
Public Affairs 5 9 
Other programs 9 9 
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high status occupations. However, this prefer- 
ence was marginally significant (p = .051). Busi- 
ness administration careers are often thought of 
as providing extrinsic rewards  (i.e.,  s tatus,  
money, and influence). 

T h e  study's final question investigated oc- 
cupational congruency differences between the 
two groups, with congruency being defined as 
similarities between pairs of Holland codes. T h e  
results indicated that quality-oriented students 
tended to select graduate programs significantly 
more congruent with their vocational prefer- 

ences (t = 2.81, /J = .006). They also selected 
unde rg radua te  majors that  were marginally 
more congruent with their vocational interests ( 1  
= 1.94, p = .055). Opportunity-oriented stu- 
dents '  congruence  between u n d e r g r a d u a t e  
major and current occupation was found to be 
higher than  that  of quality-oriented students. 
However, this difference was found to be niar- 
ginally significant (t = - 1.96, p = .053). No 
significant congruence difference was detected 
between the groups' graduate program and cur- 
rent occupation. 

TABLE 4 
Mean Vocational Preference Inventory Scores for Opportunity- and Quality-Oriented 

Graduate Students 

Opportunity- Quality- 
Oriented Oriented 

N=53 N=53 t P 
Artistic 
Conventional 
Enterprising 
Investigative 
Male/Female 
Realistic 
Social 
Status 

Scale values range from 0- 14 

TABLE 5 
Mean Occupational Congruence Scores for Opportunity- and Quality-Oriented Graduate 

Students 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Opportunity- Quality- 
Oriented Oriented 
N=53 N=53 t @ 

Between VPI* & 2.887 
undergraduate 
major 

Between VPI & 2.726 
graduate program 
Between 3.566 
undergraduate 
major & current 
occupation 
Between graduate 3.208 2.830 - 1.06 .29 1 
program & current 
occupation 

*VPI = Vocational Preference Inventory 

1 8  NACADA Journal Volume 1 1  (2) Fall 1991 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-11-24 via free access



Faclors Influencing Choice of Graduate Programs 

Conclusions 

The purpose of the study was twofold. First, it 
attempted to explore the degree to which se- 
lected variables influenced students' choice of 
graduate college program. Second, it tried to 
determine whether a relation between program 
choice factors and students' personalloccupa- 
tional backgrounds, vocational preferences, and 
occupational congruence existed. 

The results suggest that students select their 
graduate programs mainly on the basis of two 
factors, opportunity and quality. Students with 
more of an opportunity orientation to higher 
education appear to see their advanced degree 
as an entree to jobs with higher salaries and 
more status. Their choice of major is most heav- 
ily influenced by opportunities for employment, 
advancement, and financial reward. Students 
with more of a quality orientation seem to be 
more motivated by intrinsic rewards. The i r  
choice of program was most strongly influenced 
by quality of advisement, quality of instruction, 
and their ability to make high grades. 

Several significant and marginally significant 
differences were found between opportunity- 
and quality-oriented students. The opportunity- 
oriented g roup  had a lower mean age, had 
more of its members working full-time, had a 
disproportionate number of its students in the 
business administration program, showed a 
stronger preference for high status occupations, 
and achieved greater undergraduate major-oc- 
cupational congruence. T h e  observed differ- 
ences hold implications for (a) helping students 
achieve greater congruence between their col- 
lege programs and chosen occupations, (b) gen- 
erating more faculty interest in student advis- 
ing, (c) broadening the scope of advising to 
better meet students' employment needs, and 
(d) increasing students' perceived value of ad- 
visemen t. 

The results of the study have implications for 
generating more enthusiasm for and greater 
participation in various advising activities. Most 
importantly, they hold implications for helping 
students select college majors/programs that are 
congruent with their personalities and occupa- 
tions. 

The discovery that perceived employment op- 
portunities plays a major part in the academic 
program choices of many students should not 
be overlooked by advisors. All too often advisors 
give little attention to the practical matter of em- 
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ployment. For example,  approximately one 
third of all students questioned on the ACT sur- 
vey of academic advising reported that employ- 
ment after college was an item that should have 
been, but was not, discussed by their advisors 
(Noble, 1989). Furthermore,  students com- 
plained that advisors focus too narrowly on reg- 
istration matters (Habley, 1988). Perhaps some 
faculty can be encouraged to widen the scope of 
their advisement to include more careerlem- 
ployment advising. Such efforts may increase 
students' perceived value of faculty advisement. 

A potential means of increasing faculty's per- 
ceived value of student advisement may lie in 
pointing out the influence that quality of advise- 
ment has on some students' program selections. 
For example, quality-oriented students attached 
great importance to the quality of advisement 
and displayed a stronger interest in social oc- 
cupations. If faculty in related disciplines (e.g., 
education and psychology) are made aware that 
providing quality advisement may increase their 
chances for recruiting prospective students, they 
may assign it a higher priority. Pointing to some 
of the potential benefits faculty can gain from 
quality advising is one way advising directors 
might help make up for the general lack of rec- 
ognition given faculty for advising students. 

The  finding that students with different ori- 
entations to higher education differ with respect 
to occupational congruence suggests that the 
two groups have somewhat different advisement 
needs. Opportunity-oriented students were less 
successful at  reaching personal-occupational 
congruence (i.e., selecting college majors and 
programs highly congruent with their person- 
alities). While they appear  to be capable of 
matching academic program to career fields, 
they are not as adept at  matching themselves 
with academic programs. Perhaps they need to 
spend more time on getting in touch with their 
own interests and values. When selecting their 
programs, they may need to be encouraged to 
consider fields other than just those with high 
pay and  status. They may also need to give 
greater consideration to the  work itself, not 
limiting themselves to considering only the re- 
wards a particular field offers. In contrast, qual- 
ity-oriented students fared less well at achieving 
undergraduate major-occupational congruence. 
It would appear that the younger quality-ori- 
ented students need to become more informed 
about or attach greater importance to the edu- 
cational requirements of various occupations. 
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