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UNDECIDED, MULTIPLE CHANGE,
AND DECIDED STUDENTS

How Different Are They?

Thi s article demonstrates than an examination of demographic and performance variables
revealed few differences amamg entering student groupsi n terms o whether a not they declared
amajor field of study. The authorsstate that " the magor contribution of thisstudy is to call
intoquestiontheimpression. . . that undecidedness representsa problem for thestudent. . .”

Undecidedness about choice of majorisa preval ent condition on collegecampusestoday. The
number of entering students who are undecided about their major field of study variesfrom
22 percent to 50 percent, and the percentage of students changing their mgjor at least once
after initial enrollment varies from 50 percent to 70 percent (Gordon, 1984; Titley & Titley,
1980). Undecided students need assistancein planning academic programs, but academic or
career advising programshavelittle basisfor assisting students uncertain of their educational
plans.

The term " undecided,” for purposes of this paper, isan administrative term that iden-
tifiesstudents who have not chosen a major field of study. Two pointsof view are expressed
in the literature on undecidedness:

® undecided studentsare nodifferent from other students(Ashby, Wall, & Osipow, 1966;
Baird, 1967);

¢ differencesdo exist between the undecided and decided students(Chase & Keene, 1981,
Titley & Titley, 1980). Several studies have suggested that being undecided about ma
jor field isassociated with undesirable qualities such aslower grade performance(Shep-
pard, 1971), higher attrition rates (Elton & Rose, 1971), and troublesome personal
qualities like dependency and uncertain identity (Peterson & McDonough, 1985).
Evidence from theliterature a sosuggeststhat little isknown about undecided students
beyond the freshman year (Foote, 1980), thus engendering further doubts about the
utility of findings from research focused on the early months of enrollment.
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Thepurpose of thisstudy wasto providea descriptive profile of theundecided stu-
dent and compar ethese students with decided and multiple change students. For ease
of reference, thesethree groupsd studentswill be referred to hereafter asclassificationtypes.
An advantage of thisstudy over other studies of undecided students was that the students
weretracked fromfall 1981 enrollment through spring 1985 graduation. Special academicad-
vising programswere not available for studentsin thisstudy whoinitially entered the Univer-
sity as undecided in fall 1981.

METHOD

The data for this study were obtained at a medium-sized, public comprehensive university
in southwest Virginia. The sample consisted of 1,384 students who entered the university as
freshmeninfall 1981. Tablel showsthe number of studentsinthestudy by classificationtypes.
Student records were used to classify the studentsinto one of three types.

W A decided student wasonewho listed amajor field decision upon initial enrollment
and never changed the decision.

W A multiplechange student wasidentified asonewhoinitially listed amajor field but
changed the decision one or more times.

W An undecided student was one who listed no major field upon initial enrollment.

Undecided students constituted the group of primary interest in thisstudy. Classification of
al students was based upon information contained in student records across four years.
Although undecided students could be distinguished from the other two types upon initial
enrollment, it was not possibleto distinguish between decided and multiple change students
without tracing each student's record acrossthe four years and noting any changesin major
fields. Moreover, some of the undecided students changed majors after they made their in-
itial declaration, and thus might be considered multiple changers, aswell. Theentriesfor the
undecided typein Table 1, however, are limited to those who had not declared a major upon
entrance to the university, even though all students declared a magjor prior to graduation.

Table 1
Number of Studentsin Classification Types Over Period of Study

Classification Fall Spring Graduates
Types 1981 1985 1985

N N % N %
Type 1
(Decided) 817 205 (33%) 143 (23%)
Type II
(Multiple Change) R 408 (T1%) 305 (54%)
Type III
(Undecided) 198 02 (47%) 58 (30%)

Total 1,384 05 (51%) alT (37%)
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It wasthe undeclared student who posed the special advising problem addressed in this
research; yet, itisinterestingto notethe persistence and graduation datain Table 1. Multiple
changers contained the most persistent students (71 percent persisted for four years) and those
with the highest graduation rate (54 percent), while decided students were the least persis-
tent (33 percent) and had the lowest graduation rate (23 percent). For whatever reason —
and no causal inference can be drawn from these data — students who changed majors
demonstrated greater staying power than those who did not.

One-way analysisof variance was used to determine thesignificance of mean differences
among the three classificationtypes on selected performanceindicators, including high school
rank, verbal and math SAT scores, credit hoursattempted, credit hours passed, and universi-
ty cumulative grade-point average (GPA). A post-hoc comparison procedure (Scheffe) was used
toidentify significantdifferences among pairsof meanswhensignificantF ratioswere observed
for the ANOVAs,

A chi square test of independence was used to test the significance of differencesinthe
proportions among the typeswith regard to demographic variables, includinggender and race.
RESULTS

Thequestion thisstudy sought to answer was, " Arethere differencesamong undecided, multi-
ple change, and decided students with regard to (a) demogr aphic composition, and (b) per -
formance variables? A demographic breakdown between undecided, decided, and multiple
change studentsisshown in Table 2. There were no significant differences in race or gender
acrossthe three classification types. The entiresample was predominantly white and female.

Table 2
Demographic Composition by Classification Type
Classification Types

Multiple Chi
Stat Decided Changer Undecided  Square
Gender: 1.04
Mde M 123 121 4
Female M 484 448 152
Race: a.28
White M 676 527 186
Black i 21 22 2]
Other M 15 10 1

With regard to performance variables, there were no significant differencesat the .05l evel
among the three typeson either SAT verbal, SAT math, or high school rank performance in-
dicators as shown in Table 3.
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Table 3

Performance | ndicators by Classification Type
Classification Types

Stat Decided Changer Undecided F

SAT Verba n 617 SR 108
M 410 414 413 in
5D 110 8] 113

SAT Math n 617 G0 198
M 404 434 433 1.72
S 110k &0 1A

H. S. Rank n 617 L] 198
M b6 G g 1.17
b1 ] 22 20 28

Avg. Hours i} 617 Bt 198

Attempted M 11, 16y 134 114.87*
sD b 2 4

Avg. Hours n 617 o 188

Passed M 11, 14y 12}, 113.94*
=i h a 4

GPA n 205 408 o2
M 2 By 2.8y 2.Th a.61°
5D G B 5

p<.05, Means with different lettered superscriptsdiffer (p<.05) on post-hoc comparison.

Wheresignificant differencesamong the classificationtypeswerefound on these variabl es,
often it was the multiple changer, rather than the undecided group, that accounted for the
differences. For example, multiple changers persisted and graduated at a greater rate than
either the decided or undecided students, who were more similar than different on these
variables. Multiplechangers tended to be full-time resident students and also had the lowest
percentage of students employed of the three groups.

Significant differences were found among the classification types with regard to hours
attempted, hours passed, and university cumulative GPA. The Scheffe Test was used for pair-
wise comparisonson these variables. Theresults of the Scheffe Test indicated that the multi-
ple changestudents attempted and passed morecredit hoursthan the decided and undecided
students, and the average number of hoursattempted and passed wassignificantly different
from the decided group. The hours attempted and passed, however, reflect enrollment status
(full-time resident), as well as potential differences in motivation, and, therefore, must be
interpreted cautiously.
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The university cumulative GPA for the decided group was significantly higher than the
undecided and multiple change groups. Students who change major fields enroll in additional
courses because requirementsvary fromone mgjor field to another. Asevident from thedata
presented in Table 2, hours attempted, hours passed, and university cumulative GPA o the
undecided students were not significantly different from the multiple change students.

Because these findings were drawn from archival data, causal inferencesassociated with
the observed differencesshould not be made. Perhaps, the most important finding of thisstudy
isthat in higher education, undecided students do not appear to differ in any significant way
from decided or multiple change students.

DISCUSSION

Findings of this study support earlier studies of Ashby, Wall, and Osipow (1966) and Baird
(1967), who demonstrated that undecided students are no different from other students. It
should be of interest to all educators, but especialy to those who advise students about ma
jorsand career planning, that the condition or state of undecidedness about' major upon in-
itial enrollment in higher education does not signal ** problems ahead™ for these students, at
least on theacademic performance variablesconsidered here. There are some differencesbe-
tween those who areinitially decided and those who are not, and they may warrant special
programming. In general, however, there is no evidence in these data to treat undecided
studentsdifferent from other studentsfor most programmingtargeted at career information.
Many who first appeared decided, for example, later changed mgjors. All students may need
accurate, timely career information presented in an approximately equal manner. Informa
tion might even lead decided students to change majors.

It should be remembered that changing majors may be associated with several desirable
characteristics, such as persistence and higher likelihood of graduation. Perhaps advisorsshould
encourage, not discourage, exploratory choicesfor as longas practical duringthe undergraduate
years. Themajor contribution of thisstudy isto call into question thegeneral impres
sion expressed in the literature that undecidednessr epresentsa problem for the stu-
dent regarding achievement and theneed of theinstitution to providespecial assistance
for students lackinga major field of study.
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