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Summary

Students who were undecided about a vocational choice were
compared in 2 studies with those who were decided. In the first
study comparing decided and undecided college freshmen, only
chance differences were found for men and women. The second
study demonstrated no differences between decided and undecided
college-bound high school students on academic aptitude and high
school grades. Undecided students were found to be less vocation-
ally oriented and more intellectually oriented. Reasons for these
findings are discussed and some reinterpretations of student inde-

cision are given.
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Many counselors and guidance officers feel that a student's
choice of vocation is a sign of his maturity and commitment, and,
conversely, a student's inability to make a choice is a sign of
immaturity. They have accepted a view similar to Williamson's
(1939) that '""The causes of vocational choice uncertainty are many,
usually consisting of fear and lack of aptitude, fear of displeasing
parents and friends, and fear of failure in the chosen occupation.
... Frequently the cause lies in the student's general emotional
instability. "

The studies exploring this idea are few and fragmentary.
Williamson (1937) found that there was no relation between grade
point average and the fact that a student had or had not chosen a
vocation, Nelson and Nelson (1940) found that the mean scores of
students who had no vocational choice were very close to the over-
all median of all students on two Thurstone attitude scales (Liber-
alism and Attitudes toward the Church). Miller (1956) found that
undecided male college students in her sample emphasized security
in occupational values more often than students with an occupational
choice. This result was not clearly significant, however. Ziller
(1957), extrapolating from nine ROTC students who were undecided,

suggested that undecided students may be less willing than other



students to take a risk. Hall (1963) found that students who were
undecided or not at all certain about their vocational choice were
not different from students who were certain about their vocational
choice on the Taylor Manifest Anxiety Scale, a well-studied person-
ality scale. Watley (1965) and Abel (1966) found no relation be-
tween academic performance and decision. In a more complicated
study, Ashby, Wall, and Osipow (1966) found no differences be-
tween ''undecided' and ''decided" students on first term GPA and

on Strong Vocational Interest Blank group scores. They also found
no differences between decided and undecided students on background
variables (family income, parents' education, etc.), on tests of
academic aptitude, and on personality ratings based on Holland's
Vocational Preference Inventory. The authors did find that the
undecided students had lower high school grades and a higher rating
on ''dependence'' on the Bernreuter Personality Inventory. Munday
(1967) also found that undecided students were not differentiated
from other students on the SVIB. Sharf (1967) compared decided
and undecided students on an experimental information-seeking task.
The groups were not different on the amount of information they
needed to make a decision, on the time they took to make a decision,
nor on the certainty of their choices in the task. The results of
this study imply that indecision about a vocational choice is not a
sign of general indecisiveness. Sharf also found that decided and

undecided students were not different in academic ability as measured



by the ACT Composite,

Although this evidence is sparse, it suggests that the unde-
cided student differs little from other students. However, most of
this research was gathered for some other purpose and was not
directly concerned with the characteristics of the undecided student.
The present investigation specifically sought to examine the differences
between students who had decided upon a vocation and those who
had not.

Method

Since vocational indecision is common, and probably most
important, among college freshmen and students planning to enter
college, two studies were carried out based on samples of these
groups.

Study One

Sample. The sample consisted of 6,289 male and 6, 143 female
college freshmen who were administered a comprehensive assessment
device, the American College Survey, near the end of their fresh-
men year, April or May, 1964 (Abe, Holland, Lutz, & Richards,
1965). The students attended 31 institutions including selective

liberal arts colleges, state universities, and two-year community

colleges. The students made their vocational choices from 89 fields,
with the possible alternative of ''undecided, don't know.' Those
who chose this alternative were considered undecided. This method

of assessing vocational indecision by self-report probably erred on






"I can make jéwelry,” etc. The number of activities checked
equals the score. There are 12 scales for such areas as science,
government, and social competency.

4. Preconscious Activity Scale. This is a scale of original-
ity (Holland & Baird, in press).

5. Interpersonal Competency Scale. This a priori measure
of ability for effective interaction (Holland & Baird, 1967) is based

on the ideas of Foote and Cottrell (1955).

6. Range of Experience. The number of experiences en-
countered by students is measured.

7. Intellectual Resources in the Home. This scale was
designed to assess the level of stimulation in the student's home.

8. Indecision Scale. Holland and Nichols (1964a) developed
this scale from items which distinguished between National Merit
Finalists who had made a vocational choice and those who had not.

9. Dogmatism. The degree of dogmatic and rigid thinking is
assessed (Rokeach, 1956).

10. Student Orientation Survey. Four a priori scales assess
the student orientations implied in Clark and Trow's student typology
(1966): Academic, Collegiate, Vocational, and Nonconforming.

11. Potential Achievement Scales. These six scales were
constructed to predict extracurricular achievements in the areas of
art, music, writing, science, drama, and leadership (Holland &

Nichols, 1964b).



bound high school students; and (b) to examine the differences in
academic aptitude and educational goals.

Sample. The total sample was composed of 59,618 college-
bound students who took the ACT battery of tests, and who planned
to obtain a bachelor's or higher degree. These students were
selected by taking a 10% sample of such students from the total
group of students tested on the national test dates between November,
1965, and September, 1966. The 13,695 students who were unde-
cided about a vocation were compared with the 45, 923 students who
had made a decision.

Measures. 1. ACT Tests. These are tests of academic
aptitude which yield scores for four subtests (English, Mathematics,
Social Studies, and Natural Sciences) and a Composite score.

2. High School Grade Point Average. This is based on the
average of the student's report of his grades in the four areas of
the tests. Research by Davidsen (1963) and Richards and Lutz (1967)
have shown these reports to be highly similar to grades taken from
high school transcripts.

3. Goals in Attending College (Baird, 1967). The students
selected their '"'most important goal in attending college,' choosing
from 10 possibilities such as '""to develop my mind and intellectual

abilities" and ''to become a cultured person.'



Table 1
Differences as Large as One Quarter
of the Overall Standard Deviation between Students who are Decided

and Those Who Are Undecided about a Vocation

Decided Undecided

Scale (Men) Mean S.D. Mean S.D.
Vocational Type 5.02 1.76 4.43 1.81
Academic Type 4. 58 2.00 4.01 1.89
SR--Drive to Achieve 2. 64 . 80 2. 39 .79
Goal--Make Technical

Contribution to Science 1.64 . 87 1.39 .67
Science Potential 17.71 7.01 15. 69 6.33
Technical Competency 12. 59 4. 51 11.32 4. 46

Scale (Women)
Goal--Be Active in

Religious Affairs 2.92 .79 2.63 1.11
Homemaking Competency 17. 58 4.22 16.21 4.74
Vocational Type 4.44 1.69 3.92 1.93

Interpersonal Competency 11.61 3.27 10. 54 3.48
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Other research (Baird, 1967) has indicated that students who
choose the goal of developing their mind are generally more con-
cerned with intellectual matters than other students and plan to
engage in more extracurricular activities.
Discussion

» The students included in the first sample were nearing the
end of their freshman year in college. There are almost no
differences between students who have decided upon a vocation at
that point and those who have not. The variables did not differ-
entiate the undecided freshman student from decided freshmen
despite including interest test scales, records of achievements,

personality scales, vocational and educational aspirations, such

self-ratings as ''perseverance, ' '"self-confidence,' and ''practical-
mindedness, ' and such life goals as being ''well-off financially, "
"finding a real purpose in life,' and 'having executive responsi-

bility for the work of other.

The second study revealed very little difference between
undecided students and most other students on measures of academic
aptitude. These studies imply that the undecided student's self-
concept is not particularly different from that of other students.

His life goals and aspirations, and presumably his self-confidence
(also among the self-ratings), are no different from those of other
students. He has the same capacities as other students for achieve-

ment in both academic and nonacademic areas. That these different





