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It is not uncommon for stu-
dents to change their minds, ideas 
and goals as they make their way 
through Truman. 

As of fall 2004, 60 percent 
of students were declared with 
one major, 22 percent were dou-
ble majors, and 18 percent still 
were undeclared.    

Nineteen percent of students 
who arrived at Truman with 
declared majors changed their 
minds at least once within the 
fi rst year, according to a fall 2004 
census. The census also stated 
that after three years, 35 percent 
of students changed their majors 
at least once.  

Reasons that students change 
areas of study include a change of 
interest, diffi culty in classes or fi -
nancial and scholarship concerns.

Junior Niki Cox said she has 
changed her major four times 
while at Truman.

“I started out as an art ma-
jor, but it didn’t really last very 
long,” Cox said. “I thought about 
going undeclared, but at that time 
I was also looking into becoming 
a missionary, so I went philoso-
phy and religion.”

Cox then tried psychology be-
fore fi nally settling on English.

Cox said concerns about los-
ing her scholarships caused her 
to switch to a major where she 
could get better grades and retain 
her scholarships.

“I’m a dreadful math student, 
and with psychology you have to 
know about graphs and statisti-
cal information,” she said. “Then 
I asked myself what I enjoyed.  I 
like to write and read books, so I 
changed to English.”  

Cox said she now plans on 
graduating with an English major.

“I still love art,” she said. “If 
you look around the room, I have 
a couple of my paintings up. It 
was just the fact that no matter 
how hard I worked at art, I would 
never get an A. It would always 
be a B or a C.”  

Junior Christine Novak 

Undeclared students 
explore different areas 
of study at Truman 
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Freshman Betsy Smith knew 
from the start what she wanted to 
major in.

“I picked nursing because it 
is always something that has fas-
cinated me, and I want to help 
people, as corny as that sounds,” 
Smith said. “Biology and basic 
[chemistry] are surprisingly the 
hardest for me. But I am up for the 
challenge, and I am ready to take 
on the task.”

Many first-year students, 
however, might not share 
Smith’s zeal. About 20 percent 
of the incoming freshman class 
for 2005 is undeclared, said 
Stephanie Dager, an admission 
counselor and transfer coordina-
tor at the Office of Admission. 

 The largest percentage of de-
clared students chose biology, 
with business administration a 
close second, followed by English 
and psychology. Dager said she 
thinks there were several reasons 
for these statistics. 

“I think a lot of that has to do 
with the quality of the programs 
and the reputation of Truman,” 
she said. “But I think that there 
are a large number of students 
who are looking at a medical fi eld 
[for] a career.”

She said Truman’s research and 
extracurricular opportunities in 
numerous fi elds outside of the nor-

mal classroom experience contrib-
ute to the high percentage of fi rst-
year students who have selected a 
major.  

“[Truman’s] opportunities for 
research and internships, to get 
some of those hands-on experi-
ences that students don’t often get 
at the graduate level, I think, are a 
big pull,” Dager said.

She also said students who 
were interested in a major before 
visiting Truman often decide to 
come to Truman 
after visiting with 
a faculty member 
in that fi eld.

“Students come 
to visit campus, 
and they happen 
to visit with a pro-
fessor, and it’s a 
great experience,” 
Dager said. “Time 
and again I hear 
them say, ‘I talked 
to this professor 
and he just made 
up my [mind]. I 
want to come to 
Truman. I want to 
be this major. I want professors 
like that.’”

Dager said the liberal arts and 
sciences curriculum is a big pull 
for undecided students because it 
gives them the opportunity to take 
classes in a lot of different areas.

Once at Truman, students have 
several options available to them 
to help them decide on one par-
ticular major. The Residential Col-
lege Program assigns every fi rst-
year student an adviser. 

Marty Eisenberg, dean of the 

RCP and vice president of aca-
demic affairs, said the responsi-
bilities of an RCP adviser extend 
far beyond just helping students 
schedule classes.

“Academic advising is about 
helping people become lifelong 
self-refl ective learners,” Eisenberg 
said. “Ideally we’re helping people 
become better decision makers, 
gain independence and success-
fully make the transition between 
high school to college.”

Eisenberg said 
a large part of 
this function is 
helping students 
who already have 
declared a major 
make sure they’ve 
made the right 
choice and follow 
their passions. 
He said that just 
because someone 
selects a major 
doesn’t mean they 
have fi nished in-
vestigating all of 
their options.

“I sort of view it 
as everybody in their fi rst year of col-
lege is still really exploring,” Eisen-
berg said. “Some people are willing 
to say, ‘I’m putting this label on 
myself,’ but really exploring a major 
involves taking courses in that major. 
And many people discover it’s the 
right thing for them, and others fi nd 
it’s not.”  Eisenberg said he thinks 
the division between decided and 
undecided majors for fi rst-year 
students might not be as relevant 
as some think. He said a large por-
tion of students change their major 

within one year.
 “There is a group of students 

that come in with a major and 
don’t change it, [but] there is 
a very large group who maybe 
have a major declared who are 
exploring, and another group 
that is exploring but hasn’t de-
cided what label to put on yet,” 
Eisenberg said. “I’m not sure 
that those two groups look all 
that different.” 

For students still exploring or 
for those that have chosen a major 
because they believe it will gar-
ner a degree of fi nancial success, 
Eisenberg warned against picking 
a major that does not correspond 
with one’s passions.

“People often discover 
quickly that it’s hard to sustain 
yourself through a bunch of 
courses that you don’t like, if 
that’s your only motivating fac-
tor, and you tend to do as well,” 
Eisenberg said.

Eisenberg said it’s also impor-
tant that students who have chosen 
a major realize their major and 
their eventual careers are not al-
ways as closely related. 

“The reality for most              
majors is what you end up do-
ing is not that closely related to 
your     major,” Eisenberg said. 
“There are other options. Ma-
jors are not related to careers di-
rectly. There are some that are, 
but most are not.”

The RCP is not the only place 
that offers help for fi rst-year stu-
dents, however. David Kincaid, 
assistant director of the University 
Career Center, said he also thinks 
many fi rst-year students need help 
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exploring their interest areas and 
making the right choice for their 
major and career choices.

“I think that you feel that if 
you make that decision, you’re 
going to cut off all the other op-
tions,” Kincaid said. “I think one 
of the problems is talking with 
students about ways to be fl ex-
ible with that choice.”

Kincaid said that between 
four and six people out of 10 will 
change their career goals within 
their time at college, and the best 
way to approach picking a major 
is to investigate all the different 
careers that can be associated with 
that major. 

“Your major is not necessar-
ily going to serve as training 
for a particular career,” Kincaid 
said. “It’s going to teach you 
skills to be successful, but it’s 
not going to be specific voca-
tional training.”

Kincaid said that many times 
students are under a lot of ex-
ternal pressure from parents or 
friends to choose one major or 
another. One of the challenges 
for first-year students is to make 
a decision based on their inter-
ests and talents.

“I think there’s always a mis-
conception that certain careers 
— say attorneys, physicians and 
those kinds of careers — pay re-
ally well,” Kincaid said. “And 
they can, but you’re talking 
about a longer window to get 
yourself through school and to 
get yourself established.”

He said the career center of-
fers several resources to help 
students hone  their real inter-
ests and skills, including per-
sonality tests, workshops, job 
shadowing, mock interviews 
and numerous opportunities    
for internships.

Courtney Robbins / Index
Associate professor of philosophy and religion Ding-Hwa Hsieh speaks with Julie Minn, instruc-
tor in Chinese at the Asian Studies Booth at the Major/Minor Fair on Wednesday afternoon. 

changed her major for different 
reasons. 

Novak said she started out 
with a double major in busi-
ness administration and math, 
but trouble in a class that was 
required to graduate made her 
think twice.

 “I took microeconomics, and 
I hated it, so I dropped the busi-
ness part of my major at fi rst,” 
Novak said.

She said the upper level class-
es for her math major didn’t in-
terest her, which caused her to 
drop that major as well. A con-
ference this summer through  ser-
vice fraternity Alpha Phi Omega 
piqued her interest in business 
once again, and she picked that 
major back up.  

Lesa Ketterlinus, director of 
the University Career Center, 
said students who continue to 
change majors can run into prob-
lems.  

“I think the primary disad-
vantage to students who change 
their majors repeatedly is that it 
can add on time to Truman,” she 
said.  “So if they are having lim-
ited funds, it could be a drain on 
their resources.”

Ketterlinus also said she 
thinks people get discouraged 
when they stay longer than four 
years or aren’t focused enough, 
and eventually they just give up.

Cox said she will be here an-
other year and a half because she 
has changed her major so many 
times, but that doesn’t bother her. 
She said she knows what she’ll 
be doing after she graduates.

“My English major will help 
me because the area of the world 
I’m interested in going to is Lon-
don, and I can always use it as 
a fallback for editing or publish-
ing,” she said.   

For Cox, Novak and every 
other student on campus, advis-
ers are designated to help when 
students change majors.  

Cox said she had helpful ad-
visers in her fi rst two majors.  

“By the time I had my third 
adviser, I had a better idea of 
what I was to do [with my life], 
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Four out of the top fi ve richest 
Americans made their fortunes 
without a college major.

Bill Gates achieved a net 
worth of $51 billion as a 
Harvard drop out. 

Warren Buffet is the only 
one of the top fi ve to 
graduate college.

2.  

1.  

Pe
rc

en
t 

of
 s

tu
de

nt
s 

ea
ch

 y
ea

r

Paul Gardner Allen from 
Microsoft  left Washington 
State University degreeless. 

Facts of the game

 
One in fi ve fi rst-year students will change a 
major from the fourth week of fall semes-
ter to the fi fth week of spring semester.  

About one-fourth of those with a declared 
major at their fi rst census date will drop a 
major after one year of college, while 80 
percent of them will keep at least one major.

Ten percent of fi rst-year students with a 
declared major change at least one major 
during the fi rst four weeks of college. 
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“Your major is not 
neccessarily going to 

serve as a 
training for a 

particular career. It’s 
going to teach you 

skills to be 
successful.”

David Kincaid
Assistant Director

 of the Career Center

so I could make my choices based 
on experience,” she said. 

Novak, on the other hand, said 
one of her advisers was more ad-
ministrative and simply signed the 
sheets as needed.  

“It’s frustrating that that’s all they 
were there for,” she said.

Ketterlinus said she agrees that 
some advisers work hard to help 
their students.

“It’s just like anything else 
— there’s better and maybe not as 
good,” she said.

Advisers in the Residential Col-
lege Program can be helpful because 
they are not attached to any particu-
lar major, so they will give more of 
an unbiased opinion of different op-
tions for students, Ketterlinus said. 
They can tell a student what the ma-
jor will entail and what kind of work 
will be expected.

Once a major has been chosen, 
the career center then can talk to the 
student and state what options he or 
she will have after graduation, Ket-
terlinus said.  

If a student has not decided fully 
on a major or path for college, how-
ever, there is no rush to do so, Novak 
said. 

“Come in undeclared, and play 
with some things,” she said. “It’s not 
a big deal at all to change majors.”  

Larry Ellison of Oracle 
Software opted out of 
his University of Illinois 
education.

Michael Dell of Dell 
computers quit the 
University of Texas at Austin.
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