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This qualitative study examined 16 advanced
undecided college students at a large Midwestern
research university and identified eight themes in
their experiences with undecidedness. a) frustra-
tion, anxiety, and hopelessness; b) fear of com-
mitment; c) fear of judgment; d) self-doubt and
low self-esteem; e) difficulty setting goals; f) fam-
ily issues; g) reluctance to seek help; and h) the
desire for a personal, caring advising relation-
ship. All of the students viewed undecidedness as
a distressing experience, and all seemed to need
help developing good decision-making skills.
Additional conclusions, observations, and advis-
ing implications are discussed.

Many college students seek the assistance of
advisors because they are undecided about their
academic major and career goals. In fact, for
many advisors, undecided students constitute a
substantial percentage of those whom they help.
Being an undecided student seems to be the norm
rather than the exception at universities across the
nation (Lewallen, 1995). It has been consistently
reported that between 20% and 60% of entering
college students admit to being undecided (Astin.
1977; Crites, 1969; Hayes, 1997). Moreover, it is
estimated that 77% of all first- and second-year
students are undecided (McDaniels, Carter,
Heinzen, Candrl, & Wieberg, 1994, as cited in
Rayman, 1993). Many continue to be undecided
into their junior and senior years. In the College
of Liberal Arts at the University of Minnesota—
Twin Cities, 12% of juniors and 2% of seniors are
undecided.

The research litcrature on undecided students
dates back to the 1920s (Lewallen, 1995). Much
of the research has attempted to identify a) differ-
ent types of undecided students, such as those
developmentally undecided versus chronically
undecided (Hartman, Fuqua, & Blum, 1985;
Larson, Heppner, Ham, & Dugan, 1988), and b)
characteristics of these students (e.g., anxiety lev-
els, problem-solving skills, ego-identity status)
and how they differ from those of decided stu-
dents (Gordon & Kline, 1989; Newman, Fuqua,
& Minger, 1990; Newman, Fuqua, & Seaworth,
1989). These studies have typically used quantita-
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tive designs to address their research questions.
Such methods are appropriate and effective, and
they provide empirical data from which general-
izations can be made; however, they do have lim-
itations. By reducing student experiences to
statistics, they mask individual differences and
perspectives. Quantitative studies often produced
contradictory results.

On the other hand, qualitative studies address
individual differences and perspectives. They
focus on personal experiences, striving to capture
their richness and uniqueness. Through in-depth
interviews, among other methods, the researcher’s
task is to understand the essence of the subject’s
experience—treat[ing] every word as having the
potential of unlocking the mystery of the subject’s
way of viewing the world” (Bogdan & Biklen,
1982, p. 137). Qualitative methods are especially
useful for producing full and integrated descrip-
tions of an experience and for illuminating mean-
ings through a search for patterns (Patton, 1990).
Such an understanding is not achieved by random
subject selection or the many other requirements
of quantitative research designs, but rather by
strict adherence to the methodological assump-
tions of qualitative designs (Hoshmand, 1989;
Patton, 1990).

While interest in qualitative research on col-
lege students is increasing (Patton, 1991; Whitt,
1991), we found a lack of qualitative studies on
undecided students. We were unable to locate a
single study of undecided students that used a
qualitative design. Very little, if any, reported
research cxists on the experience of undecided-
ness as seen through the eyes of the student.

One criticism of many studies-——and one
potential reason for many of the contradictory
findings—is that many of them use students sam-
pled from introductory college courses (e.g.,
introductory psychology). Such samples tend to
contain high numbers of first-year students, who
are typically just beginning the process of explor-
ing their academic and vocational interests. They
may not yet have enough information to make
decisions about their interests and goals.
Moreover, most of them are still making the
adjustment to college, a stressful process for some
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(Larson et al., 1988). With several years of college
ahead of them, first-year students are usually not
as distressed about being undecided as students
who have already invested a substantial amount of
time and money mn college. Advanced students
also tend to experience more pressurc to select a
major, a requirement for graduation, than first-
year students (Larson et al., 1988). Advanced stu-
dents tend to possess more information about
academic and vocational choices, but many still
have trouble making satisfying decisions. Thus,
this group serves as a rich source of information
on the undecidedness experience.

Methodology

Setting

This study was conducted in the College of
Liberal Arts Premajor Advising Office at the
University of Minnesota (38,000 students) in the
Twin Cities (population: 2.5 million). The
Premajor Advising Office helps liberal arts
undergraduates in many ways, including class
registrating, selecting courses, and choosing
majors. The students at the University of
Minnesota are predominately white (80%) and
balanced between males and females.

Participants

In a qualitative study, the goal in selecting par-
ticipants is not a random sample, but a knowl-
edge-rich sample—one that can illuminate the
deeper structure of the research question. We
selected advanced undecided students as follows.
In the College of Liberal Arts Premajor Advising
Office, several advisors assist undecided under-
graduates. However, students who have accumu-
lated 60 or more quarter credits (one third of the
minimum number required for graduation) and
still have not declared a major, a requirement for
graduation, are assigned to the “undecided stu-
dent specialist.” This advisor addresses concerns
about selecting a major and helps the student
ensure that his or her education is on track. In this
context, students are referred to as “advanced”
undecided students because of the number of
completed credits.

At the time this research was conducted, 221
advanced undecided liberal arts undergraduates
(149 sophomores and 72 juniors) were assigned
to the undecided student specialist and invited to
join the study. Twenty-five of these students
agreed to participate. Nine were subsequently
excluded for personal reasons or because they
selected a major before being interviewed for the
study. Of the remaining volunteers, eight were
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women and eight were men. All were white. Nine
of the students were sophomores, and seven were
juniors. The average number of quarter credits
completed by each student was 85 (71.5 for
sophomores; 101.5 for juniors) with a range of
64.5 to 124. Ages ranged from 20 to 36 years,
with a mean of 21.7 years. None had any previous
contact with the researchers in this study.

Procedure

All participants were interviewed by the first
author in the College of Liberal Arts Premajor
Advising Office. An interview guide covering
predetermined topics selected from the research
literature was used as a way to ensure that an effi-
cient and systematic information-gathering
method was used for all participants (Patton,
1990). The interviews consisted of 22 questions
which addressed several topics, including feel-
ings and thoughts about being undecided and
efforts made to select a major. Two pilot inter-
views were conducted with other sample popula-
tions to refine the questions.

Interviews were first transcribed and then read
multiple times, initially to provide a global under-
standing of individual cases and the relationship
between them and later, to assign codes accord-
ing to meaningful units and categories discov-
ered. The “file folder” method (Bogdan & Biklen,
1982) was used to organize codes and themes. We
identified and coded specific topics in each tran-
scription and then filed them by larger themes to
discover both the common experiences among
participants and differences within categories. As
sorting progressed, emerging theories were devel-
oped and refined to illuminate the essential recur-
ring features of the undecidedness phenomenon
for these students (Patton, 1990). Finally, an
attempt was made both to create a structural syn-
thesis containing the essential meaning of the
experience (Patton, 1990) and to offer a tentative
understanding of the variations and commonali-
ties among the participants.

Results

Presented below are the major themes that
emerged in the study.

Theme One: Frustration, Anxiety, and Hopelessness
As the undecided students talked about the
emotional effects of their situations, they revealed
a depth and range of feelings not always observ-
able in the average advising contact. Being unde-
cided typically had an intense effect upon a
student. Alienation, confusion, discomfort, stress,
NACADA Journal
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disappointment, anger, and depression were all
mentioned, as were, on occasion, excitement and
freedom. The most frequently noted emotions
were hopelessness, anxiety, and most common of
all, frustration:

I know that I get frustrated being unde-
cided, but | get even more frustrated going
to visit my parents and being there and talk-
ing with them about being undecided. . . .
It’s like, God, I've got to find something. I
have to find something. (Hannah)

Frustration is the biggest one, especially
now 1I’m in my third year. [ get a lot of frus-
tration [when others ask], “How’s school
going, and what are you doing with your
education, what are you majoring in?”. . .
I’m down in the dumps because of that. Just
thinking I need to do something. Getting
frustrated because I don’t have anything.
(Carl)

It’s getting frustrating to stay in school
when [ don’t have a goal in sight, and I
don’t know what I want to do. Sometimes
it’s like | just want to quit school. I just want
to be done with it. (Rachel)

Students also expressed anxiety about possibly
never finding a major:

My freshman year I didn't really worry
about it. My sophomore year I started
thinking about it, but [ didn’t really worry
about it because [ was told that you didn’t
have to choose until you were a junior. So
then I put it off until then. And I started
worrying about it over the summer, and this
year [’ve been worrying a lot. (Jacob)

Many described feelings of hopelessness and
being overwhelmed, a sense that their situation
would never improve:

I'm feeling kind of hopeless. It makes me
feel that way about life in general some-
times . . . because it’s a big decision: What
are you gonna to do with the rest of your
life? 1 start feeling kind of depressed about
it and it’s like I don’t know what I'm gonna
do. ... I've always been hopeful. 1t lasts for
a while and it ends up going right back
down. (Rachel)

[ just wanted to give it up. I just wanted to
drop it down some hole, walk overit. ... It's
just like I didn’t want to think about it at the
time—about school and my parents and
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jobs and financial problems and all the stuff
that goes along with that. (Hannah)

Theme Two: Fear of Commitment

Fears of all kinds surfaced for these students,
particularly fear of commitment. Many saw the
decision of which major to select as a final all-
important choice that would greatly influence or
control the rest of their lives. Seeing the process
in terms of making a “right” or “wrong” choice
was common:

[ feel that if I make a choice it’s final and I
can’t change it. [ want to be absolutely sure
that it’s what [ want. (Joseph)

I have this feeling that I'm sort of close to
making a decision and then sometimes the
closer I get . . . I start to really get more and
more interested in all the other things I'm
learning. It’s kind of a way to catch myself
from what [’'m doing. . . . Sometimes [ feel
safer having not made the decision. (Sarah)

[ think part of it might be fear of the
unknown. . . . I’'m afraid of picking one
thing and being wrong, so I don’t pick any-
thing. . . . Part of it is I don’t know what
area I want to be in and part of it is fear of
failure. (Rachel)

The students often saw choosing a major as
closing off options. Others saw selecting a major
as limiting their opportunities to use their talents.
Still others were afraid that they would only have
access to a few careers:

When I get close to [choosing a major], |
feel like ’m just slamming all the doors on
all my other possibilities, like I’'m just clos-
ing off so many options. (Sarah)

I have all this other stuff inside of me. I
have all these different talents. 1 wish I
wouldn’t have to choose a title. (Tim)

You get in it [a major] and realize, “Oh this
is really happening, this is too scary. . . . |
want it to happen, but I don’t. . . . You
always have dreams, but if they start com-
ing true, you don’t have anything to dream
about anymore. . . . It was so scary to be
actually doing it that I dropped it. (Hannah)

Theme Three: Fear of Judgment

The students were very concerned with how
they appeared to others. Feelings of embarrass-
ment and inferiority were common. Many felt
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they were perceived as lazy or uncommitted:

There is a negative image of undecided stu-
dents: “Those people don’t know what they
want to do. They have no focus. . . .7 It’s
kind of like an air-head-type stereotype.
(Marcus)

It's just not because we’re lazy, we’re just
confused. (Cathy)

| feel in some ways ashamed that 1 don’t
have a major. (Steve)

People constantly ask, “Well, what are you
doing?” | see my friends from high school
and they’il ask, “Oh, so what’s your
major?” [t’s embarrassing to say, “Well, you
know, 1 don’t know. I’m just going there. |
don’t know why.” (Kary)

| don’t want to be undecided. Just give me a
title or something! I hate it! I'm undecided.
Everyone else is decided. . . . You kind of
feel [pressured] when you say you’re unde-
cided in a classroom. Because you’re in a
class with sophomores and juniors and
everyone else is saying that they’re decided.
So it’s a little peer pressure thing. Peer pres-
sure doesn’t really bother me, but, of
course, when you're hearing everybody else
having made their decision, and you
haven’t, you kind of feel, “Geez, I’ve been
here three years and [ haven’t come to a
decision!” (Tim)

Theme Four: Self-Doubt and Low Self-Esteem

was something wrong with me. (Diana)

I should just be able to figure out what [
want to do, it kind of bugs me. . . . There
must be some kind of problem [with me] if
I can’t make a decision. (Marcus)

| should have a goal. | have a brain that’s
working. Why haven’t | put it together yet?
1t’s like I’'m kind of not together. Like I'm
crazy or something. | can't do it. . . . | have
all these things I can do and be successful
in, but why can’t I put it together? (Tim)

What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I do it?
(Nan)

Theme Five: Difficulty Setting Goals

One theme that cut across almost every story
was a sense of aimlessness, both in school and in
life. This lack of direction manifested itself in
many ways. Most common were feelings of being
stuck, having no clear view of the future, wasting
time and money, having difficulty selecting
classes, and seeing no point to course work. Some
felt they were in the same place they were in sev-
eral years ago, having made no progress at all
toward picking a major or figuring out life goals.

Those having no clear view of the future could
see no purpose to their actions, no final payoff.
For these students, being undecided led to an
inability to plan graduation dates, set life goals, or
even start life. It seemed that many ambitions
were put on hold in anticipation of this potentially
life-altering choice:

Every student in this study reported some
degree of self-doubt or low self-esteem. Many
wondered whether they could succeed—whether
they could make it in school. Some feared they
would never find anything they could do well:

I have fear that [’'m not going to be good at
anything. Maybe 1 shouldn’t major in any-
thing because I’m not going to be good at it.
(Joseph)

I feel like there’s never a career 1I’'m going to
really like or be good at. It makes me feel
like . . . a really insecure little kid some-
times. (Rachel)

Many felt that something was wrong with
them because they were unable to select a major:

That’s probably one of the reasons why 1

Confusion. What is my life going to amount
to? Which way am [ headed? I am always
wondering . . . where I’'m going to go from
here and I don’t really have any course that
I’'m on. I’'m just wandering around aim-
lessly and it is like a big question mark:
What is my future? It just kind of bugs me
sometimes. Most of my friends know what
they want to be. I don’t know what [ want to
be. Sometimes that really bothers me.
(Marcus)

I don’t see myself ever graduating because

1 don’t have a major. . . . I wish | was going
somewhere. . . . It’s like floating along in
the air. . . . | just feel like [ don’t really have

a goal. It’s hard to make life goals. . . when
1 don’t even have the foundation. (Rachel)
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haven’t come in [for advising help],
because I felt bad. 1 didn’t know if there

Many students identified personality charac-
teristics, such as perfectionism, as factors con-
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tributing to their difficulties. Some found them-
selves trapped by paralyzing behaviors such as
all-or-nothing thinking or obsessive worrying:

I have a really hard time setting any long-
term goals. | have a hard time doing very
small steps towards a big goal. I like to get
things done all at once. . . . When [ think of
a major, I start thinking about the career
possibilities, and I start thinking about the
entire rest of my life, which is just too much
to try and figure out in one afternoon or one
night. But I always end up looking at the
whole picture which is just too overwhelm-
ing to figure out. (Sarah)

One older student spoke of having an unclear
sense of identity, which included a lack of knowl-
edge about what her interests, values, and goals
might be:

I never really got asked those questions
[about academic interests]. 1 think the
assumption was that after you graduate
from high school you’ll get a job as a sec-
retary and then you’ll get married. . . . | feel
1’m left with a real vague idea of myself and
what it is that I'm supposed to be doing.
(Luanne)

Theme Six: Familv Issues

Most students (88%) reported that one or both
of their parents did not attend or graduate from
college. They also reported that their parents
wanted them to have better life experiences—
such as those associated with a college degree and
a wider range of career opportunities—than they
had known. However, for some students, their
parents’ inexperience with college resulted in a
lack of understanding and poor assistance in
choosing a major:

Both of my folks did not go to college, and
they think it’s great that I am going to col-
lege and doing something in that way. What
I get into they couldn’t care less. . . . They
want me to be happy, so basically every-
thing’s up to me. (Carl)

They didn’t go to college and they say, “Do
whatever you want”” My mom, she just
says, “Do what you want, it’s your deci-
sion,” as long as I go. She never got to go. .
.. My dad wanted to. They couldn’t do that
because 1 was born and they were married,
so they really want me to finish school.
(Marcus)
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Those who felt pressure from their families
generally felt it was unhelpful. Some told of the
advice they were given:

[ had a lot of pressure from my parents,
mostly my dad [who said], “If you can do it
[engineering], you should do it because you
will guarantee yourself a stable job and a
steady income,” which he has always felt is
very important. . . . I know that pressure
comes from my parents because they tell me
to just pick a major and get done. (Sarah)

They wouldn’t really say, *No, you can’t do
that, don’t do that.” They would be kind of
subtle and underhanded: “What kind of
jobs do you think you can get with that
major?” (Sarah)

Theme Seven: Reluctance to Seek Help

Several students believed advisors could not
help them in any way. A few thought that asking
for help might actually make their situation worse
because it would add stress or pressure to decide:

They can’t tell me anything that 1 don’t
already know. They can’t help me reach
conclusions any better than 1 can help
myself to do it. . . . [ wish they could, but [
didn’t really believe that they would or
could. (Sarah)

If I had come in, [ would have just sunk. . .
. There wasn’t anything that was going to
help me. I realized I'd better come and talk
with someone but . . . there was nothing [
could tell them. . . . They would have just
made me feel like I had to make a decision
soon. (Hannah)

A number of students told of the fear or embar-
rassment they felt regarding their visits to the
advising office. Many believed that they should
not be undecided or that advisors would view
them negatively for not having made a decision:

I was kind of scared to go see an advisor. .
. because it seemed kind of silly to me that
I hadn’t come to see one yet and it was kind
of embarrassing, like ['ve been floating
through the university for 2 1/2 years
almost now and [ haven’t sought any help
yet. ... I felt bad. I didn’t know if there was
something wrong with me. (Diana)

I've always had the idea that going for
advising help if youre undecided or not
knowing what the heck you’re going to do,
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you're judged in a way, that you’re put in
this category. ['ve never liked that. I've felt
I'd be looked down upon because | had no
direction yet. It almost seems like advisors
believe [undecided students] are helpless.
(Carl)

Theme Eight: The Desire for a Personal, Caring
Advising Relationship

The students had very concrete ideas about
what kind of advising relationship they would
like—the type of person they wanted to work
with, the kind of help they wanted, and what
advice would be helpful. They wanted a personal
relationship, individual attention, and to know
that someone cared about them and their
problems:

[Id like it] if they [advisors] would ask me
questions about interests, dreams, goals,
things I'd like to do. (Rachel)

It would be nice if advisors would get more
personally involved and try to delve down
to the real issues of why you’re undecided,
try to help you with that instead of just
throwing a bunch of information at you and
a bunch of pamphlets and things: “Read
these and go to it.” (Diana)

[I'd want an advisor] who I could talk to,
who I'd feel comfortable with, who kind of,
even sort of knew me, where there was
some sort of a relationship. . . . I'd like them
to be excited about what they’re doing. . . .
Someone who’s advising people who are
undecided, they’d have to be at least able to
understand it a little bit. (Nan)

I'd like somebody very understanding. They
just have to understand that every person is
different, and that every person is going to
have their own problem, and be willing to
listen to them and just kind of go step-by-
step. (Cathy)

The students also had specific and sometimes
conflicting ideas about what they would and
would not like to hear from advisors:

One thing [ really don’t like is coming in
and sitting down in an office and having a
counselor sit here and go, “Todd, it’s okay
to be undecided.” That really gnaws on me.
.. . That makes me think that maybe I
should be worrying about this. This person
is telling me [not to worry] and the minute

1 leave, I seem to be surrounded by people
who seem to know exactly what to do. (TJ)

[Undecided students] just need somebody
who is not directly involved to say, “Calm
down, you’re not as bad as you think. You’ll
get out in four or five years and that is not
that long if you think about everything.”
(Cathy)

Don’t present the idea that it’s hopeless. |
think the thing that made me feel that
everything was hopeless was to keep hear-
ing that my GPA wasn’t up there where it
should be. . . . Be as encouraging as possi-
ble. (Jacob)

I think a little pressure definitely wouldn’t
hurt because I don’t know what I’'m doing.
It’s kind of a tough situation, being unde-
cided. A little bit of sympathy, a little bit of
pressure, a good mix here. (Luanne)

Finally, the students wanted advisors to under-
stand the fear, discomfort, and alienation that

accompany their situations:

1 guess I'd like [advisors] to know that it is
kind of scary. [ don’t think they really know.
(Diana)

We're scared. Just listen to us and don’t be
afraid to give advice. (Rachel)

[I’d want them to know] that it is very hard,
very disheartening to know that you don’t
even know what you want to do. It seems
like you’re just in school for no reason,
wasting your money. There is nothing,
you’re just taking up space. (Cathy)

[The advisor] should understand that the
students probably scared and uncertain.
That’s why he’s undecided in the first place.
(Jacob)

Discussion

The Undecidedness Experience

The picture painted by the 16 advanced unde-
cided students is one of great complexity. Being
undecided after attending college for some time
was distressing, and all of the students viewed it
as a negative experience. Feeling isolated,
ashamed, unmotivated, directionless, frustrated,
hopeless, and concerned about what others think
was common.

The experience of undecidedness for these stu-

NACADA4 Journal Volume 17 (2)  Fall 1997



dents went beyond merely having difficulty
selecting one of many possible majors. Although
the dilemma was often presented as such, usually
hidden beneath the search for a major was a host
of concerns and problems—family issues, stress,
fears, unrealistic beliefs, and goal-setting prob-
lems, among others. Addressing these underlying
issues is probably necessary when assisting these
students. Indeed, many efforts to help undecided
students fail because advisors work with them to
develop and implement plans for selecting a
major before fully appreciating the hidden barri-
ers that prevent the students from making choices.

One significant roadblock that most of the stu-
dents in this study faced was the possession of
unrealistic views about the process and implica-
tions of choosing a major. For example, most of
the students anticipated that selecting a major
would have positive results (e.g., relief, satisfac-
tion, confidence, and the ability to make plans for
life), but they also feared that it would have sub-
stantial, long-term consequences, namely that it
would rigidly set the direction of their careers and
close off options. This apparent discrepancy may
reflect the students’ strong focus on making the
“right” decision, one with which they could feel
satisfied; however, it may also reflect a naive
view about the effects of choosing a major.
Selecting a major will not give them answers to
all of the questions about what they want to do
with their lives, nor will it send them down an
unchangeable career path, one they will be com-
mitted to for life.

Advising Implications

For the undecided students in this study, rec-
ognizing, understanding, and beginning to
remove the roadblocks is the first step in the
larger process of learning how to make good deci-
sions, such as choosing a major that will satisfy
their needs and desires. While the students are a
heterogeneous group in many ways, with varying
concerns, levels of distress, and needs, all of them
seem to require help developing good decision-
making skills and strategies. In fact, the lack of
such abilities appears to be a central, immobiliz-
ing deficit in our sample group. Thus, it would be
insufficient, even misguided. for advisors to try to
help them simply by providing information on
various majors or by working with them to iden-
tify interests and abilities. To assist these students
effectively. advisors need to do more than merely
help the students pick a major and a career direc-
tion; they need to help the students develop an
awareness of their decision-making processes and
NACADA Journul
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help them learn how to make good, satisfying,
well-informed decisions.

Learning how to make good decisions will
benefit the students far beyond selecting a major.
Indeed, the rewards can be lifelong. For example,
given the likelihood that the students will change
careers during their lives, possibly several times,
good decision-making skills can help them make
satisfying choices and avoid problems with self-
doubt when these career changes occur.

Based on the students’ statements, it appears
that for advisors to be successful in their efforts
with the students, they need to build rapport and
establish a close relationship with them. Most of
the students expressed a desire to work with an
advisor who would take the time to ask about, lis-
ten to, and understand their concerns—to estab-
lish a personal advising relationship with
them—not merely provide information. Thus, the
students would likely appreciate an advising
approach in which the advisor a) demonstrates
empathy, understanding, and encouragement; b)
feels comfortable discussing the student’s per-
sonal concerns; and c¢) provides information.

If practical, a series of ongoing appointments
with the same advisor might help to establish a
trusting working alliance in which the student
feels comfortable discussing the problem and
feels motivated to work on developing decision-
making skills. Group advising may also be an
option to help the students see that they are not
alone or abnormal because they are undecided. In
some cases, referrals for personal counseling or
psychotherapy may be appropriate.

Conclusion

With a small, single-institution sample, it is
difficult to generalize the results, observations.
and conclusions above to other groups of unde-
cided students; however, “[t]he ‘paramount objec-
tive". . . of qualitative research is understanding,
rather than the ability to generalize or the identi-
fication of causes and effects” (Whitt, 1991, p.
407). Our purpose was to describe and understand
undecidedness through the eyes of 16 undergrad-
uates to appreciate the experience from a personal
viewpoint. Seldom do advisors have the time or
opportunity to solicit such personal, in-depth
information and feedback from students. This
study may help to illuminate the concerns and
stresses that some undecided students face and
1ssues that advisors need to consider when help-
ing them. The nature of the university in this
study (e.g., location, advising policies, student
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characteristics) may be a factor in the results
obtained; thus, this study may be most useful to
those in similar contexts.

It was not our intention to study particular
advising strategies (e.g., specific ways to help
undecided students develop good decision-mak-
ing skills); thus, this issue serves as a topic for
future research. Another potential direction for
future research is the extent to which being a
first-generation college student impacts being
undecided. Follow-up research on the students in
the present study could be done to identify what,
if anything, ultimately helped them select majors.

References

Astin, A. W. (1977). Four critical vears. San Francisco:
Jossey—Bass.

Bogdan, R. C. & Biklen. S. K. (1982). Qualitative research for
education. An introduction to theory and methods. Boston:
Allyn & Bacon.

Crites, 1. O. (1969). Jocational psychology. New York:
McGraw—Hill.

Gordon, V. N. & Kline, D. I. {1989). Ego-identity statuses of
undecided and decided students and their perceived advis-
ing needs. NACADA Journal. 9(1). 5-15.

Hartman, B. W., Fuqua, D. R., & Blum, C. R. (1985). A path-
analytic model of career indecision. Jocational Guidance
Quarterly, 33, 231-240.

Hayes. L. L. (1997, October). The undecided college student.
Counseling Today, pp. 10, 18.

Hoshmand, L. L. S. (1989). Alternate research paradigms: A
review and teaching proposal. Counseling Psvehologist.
17, 3-79.

Larson, L. M., Heppner, P. P.. Ham, T., & Dugan. K. (1988).
Investigating multiple subtypes of career indecision
through cluster analysis. Journal of Counseling Psvch-
ologr, 35, 439-446.

Lewallen, W. C. (1995). Students decided and undecided
about career choice: A comparison of college achievement
and student involvement. NACADA Jowrnal, 15(1), 22-30.

McDaniels, R. M., Carter, J. K., Heinzen, C. J., Candrl, K. L.,
& Wieberg, A. M. (1994). Undecided/undeclared: Working
with “deciding” students. Journal of Career Development,
21, 135-139.

30

Newman, J. L., Fuqua, D. R., & Minger, C. (1990). Further
evidence for the use of career subtypes in defining career
status. Career Development Quarterly, 39, 178-188.

Newman, J. L., Fuqua, D. R, & Seaworth, T. B. (1989). The
role of anxiety in career indecision: Implications for diag-
nosis and treatment. Career Development Quurterly, 37,
221-231.

Patton, M. . (1991). Qualitative research on college students:
Philosophical and methodological comparisons with the
quantitative approach. Jowrnal of College Student
Development, 32, 389-396.

Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research
methods. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Rayman, J. R. (1993). Concluding remarks and carecr services
imperatives for the 1990s. In J. Rayman (Ed.), The chang-
ing role of career services (pp. 101-108). San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.

Whitt, E. J., (1991). Artful science: A primer on qualitative
research methods. Jouwrnal of College Student Develop-
ment, 32, 406-415.

Authors’ Notes

Susan Hagstrom earned a master'’s degree in
counseling and student personnel psychology

from the University of Minnesota in 1992. She is

currently an academic advisor in the College of
Letters and Science at the University of
California, Berkeley.

Thomas Skovholt is a professor of Educational
Psychology at the University of Minnesota. His
professional interests include counselor develop-
ment, counselor self-care, career counseling, and
psychotherapy. Students and professionals inter-
ested in this article may contact Dr. Skovholr at
skovh00] @maroon.tc.umn.edu.

David Rivers earned a master’s degree in coun-
seling and student personnel psychology from the
University of Minnesota in 1996. Professional
interests include career counseling and legal
issues in counseling.

NACADA Journal Volume 17 (2)  Fall 1997

S$S800B 98l} BIA 61-01-GZ0Z e /wod Alooeiqnd poid-swiid-ylewlsiem-jpd-awiid//:sdpy wouy papeojumoq





