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ABSTRACT - Undergraduates (N = 323) who expressed a commitment to study
in the discipline gave their judgments of the importance of certain academic
sources of influence “in creating your interest in the psychology major.”
Upperclassmen with several completed college psychology hours, and freshmen
with at least some such credits, attached high importance to college courses, and
far less importance to college counselors and correspondinghigh school sources.
These results support a model that emphasizes the role of early college
coursework in students’ pathways to the psychology major. However, the
emergence of a substantial cohort of committed freshmen with no completed
college psychology credits points to the influence of high school courses in
recruiting majors.

Factors and experiences that draw recruits to the study of psychology are of
practical and theoretical interest. The so-called Rajecki-Metzner model argues
that college coursework is quite important in attracting new majors:

[The] student enters the university with no particular major in mind and is

perhaps unaware of psychology... [then] takes a variety of courses to fulfill

general requirements. In doing so, the student encounters psychology in a

course and is drawn to the field. Fairly soon thereafter, or one or two

psychology courses later, the major is declared (Rajecki & Metzner, 1991, p.

7).

Evidence for the model was that a majority (84%) of new majors in an archival
sample showed zero lag between the last completed psychology course and the
date of declaration of the major (Rajecki & Mewener, 1991).
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A subsequent test of the model came from undergraduates’ self-reports shortly
after having received departmental acceptance as majors. Students responded to
aquestionnaire itemthat read: “How important was each of [several] information
sources in helping you to decide to major in psychology?” For college and high
school counselors as sources, only small percentages of students chose the
combined response categories of extremely or very important: 9.5% and 3.0%,
respectively. In support of the model, though, many more students expressed
such judgments for college courses rather than high school courses: 69.0%
compared with 21.1% (Metzner, Rajecki, & Lauer, 1994, Table 2).

The Metzner et al. (1994) findings came from a survey conducted between
1989 and 1991 at a single urban university; more recently, we carried out an
essential replication and extension of their project. For our effort, data were
gathered in psychology informational courses at two universities, one urban and
one traditional. Furthermore, we had an opportunity to concentrate on
characteristics of a subsample of freshmen.

Method
Sources Item

Data for this report were collected in the context of departmental surveys on
“aspects of higher education” (Rajecki et al., in press; Rajecki et al., 2004). The
item at hand was presented in a booklet that contained several other items. At the
time we constructed the questionnaire, we anticipated that some potential
respondents would not yet have formally declared the psychology major.
Therefore, we rephrased the Metzner et al. (1994) question to read: “How
important was each of the following information sources in creating your interest
in the psychology major?” Otherwise, the previous and current versions of the
item were similar.

Five information sources were ordered along the left margin, reading from top
to bottom: high school counselor, content of high school psychology course(s),
college counselor, content of college psychology course(s), and other. Five check
boxes were arranged in a row to the right of each source. Response labels above
the check boxes read from left to right: extremely important, very important,
Sairly important, not important, and no experience. Instructions were to “check
one box in each row,” thus creating a repeated-measures design. (The “other”
option offered a small space for voluntary write-in responses.)

Background Items

Three questions in the booklet sought background information. First, a yes/no
item asked, “Are you currently enrolled in [introductory psychology]?” Second,
afill-in itemread, “How many psychology credits (in hours) have you completed
to date?” Third, another yes/no item asked, “Have you already declared (applied
for) the psychology major?” Students answering “No” were asked to estimate the
likelihood they would declare the psychology major in the future by using a
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7-interval bipolar scale with explicit endpoints of 0% chance versus 100%
chance, and a midpoint of 50% chance.

Data Management

Percentage analysis. As seen in the Introduction, Metzner et al. (1994)
reported their findings descriptively as the percentage of respondents who picked
a certain level of importance for each of four academic sources, and we also
followed this non-parametric procedure.

Weighted score analysis. However, because we wished to take advantage of
analysis of variance (ANOVA) to test comparisons involving both the several
information sources and various student groups, we converted respondents’
qualitative choices to numbers. Marks in check boxes were assigned weighted
scores of 5, 4, 3, 2, and 1, respectively, for the five response options (see above)
that ranged verbally from extremely important to no experience.

Participants and Locations

We collected data between 1999 and 2001 in classes of a 1-credit psychology
orientation seminar at an urban institution: Indiana University-Purdue University
Indianapolis (TUPUI). This course was mandatory for new psychology majors,
and because of local regulations was also retroactively required of certain
established, non-freshman majors. A total of 235 IUPUI students returned
questionnaires, including 123 freshmen (27 men), and 112 other students (19
men). Class rank--freshman, sophomore, junior, senior--was identified from
official registrar’s documents. Where appropriate in the paper, the freshmen
(IUPUI) and the other students (TUPUL) are considered separately.

We also collected data between 2000 and 2001 in classes of a 1-credit
psychology careers course at a traditional institution: Syracuse University (SU).
This course was optional and not open to freshmen. A total of 101 SU students
(20 men) returned questionnaires. At both TUPUI and SU, testing was carried out
in the first weeks of a given term.

Regarding the role of respondent sex, Metzner et al. (1994) remarked that,
based on their various data sets, similarities across men and women majors were
much more striking than differences. Further, sex non-differences for IUPUI
freshmen were noted in some detail in a companion report (Rajecki et al., in
press). Therefore, for our purpose sex was dropped as a variable.

Results
Ad Hoc Groupings
We wished to compare our findings with those from established psychology
majors (Metzner et al., 1994), so we retained only the records of those students
who either responded “Yes” to the background item about already declaring, or,
if “No,” indicated a greater than 50% chance of declaring in the future. The
resulting sample sizes for the [UPUI,, TUPUI, and SU groups were, respectively,
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114, 112, and 97. Individuals with missing data were eliminated from particular
analyses.

Upperclassmen. Of the TUPUI, students, fully 97.1% indicated they had
completed some psychology (M = 17.85 hours, SD = 13.79). Only 13.4%
reported they were concurrently enrolled in an introductory course. A similar
profile emerged for the SU students: 100% had completed some psychology (M
= 16.83 hours, SD = 8.98); 4.1% were enrolled in an introductory course.
Inspection and preliminary analyses revealed no marked differences on
dependent measures between these two non-freshmen groups, so hereafter they
are combined under the heading of “upperclassmen™ (n = 209).

Freshmen. Compared with upperclassmen, IUPUI, students had different
backgrounds. Only 27.3% indicated they had completed some psychology (M =
1.17 hours, SD = 2.15); as many as 63.2% were concurrently enrolled in
introductory psychology.

Because the Rajecki-Metzner model emphasizes the role of early course

experiences, we divided the 110 freshmen that responded to the previous-hours
item into three ad hoc groups. There were those who had completed no previous
psychology hours (n = 20), or had no previous completed psychology hours but
were concurrently enrolled in introductory psychology (n = 60), or had
completed some previous psychology hours (n = 30). The third group averaged
4.30 previous hours (SD = 1.86, range = 2-9).
However, inspection and preliminary analyses revealed no marked dlfferences
between the first two groups, so hereafter they are combined. Subsequent
analyses (below) distinguish between freshmen with zero previous psychology
hours, and those with some previous psychology hours.

Given their conceptual and empirical distinctions, we decided to consider the
judgements of upperclassmen and freshmen separately in both the percentage
and weighted score analyses.

Percentage Analysis

Upperclassmen. The Metzner et al. (1994) percentage results noted in the
Introduction were clearly replicated with the upperclassmen sample, at slightly
elevated levels. A larger percentage of these respondents chose the combined
response categories of extremely or very important for college counselors
(21.6%) compared with high school counselors (6.2%). As in the past, many
more such students expressed high importance judgments for college courses
(81.3%) rather than for high school courses (21.1%).

Freshmen. For freshmen with some completed psychology hours, the
percentage analysis resembled that for upperclassmen. More of these respondents
chose the combined response categories of extremely or very important for
college counselors (23.3%) compared with high school counselors (3.3%), and
far more expressed high importance judgments for college courses (80.0%)
rather than for high school courses (13.3%).
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Freshmen with zero completed psychology hours showed a rather different
pattern. About the same number of these respondents chose the combined
response categories of extremely or very important for both college counselors
(10.4%) and high school counselors (14.1%), and a fair number expressed high
importance judgments for both college courses (51.3%) and high school courses
(42.3%).

Weighted Score Analysis

Upperclassmen. Weighted scores from 208 upperclassmen with complete data
were entered into a 1 X 4 ANOVA with academic information sources as the
four-level within factor. Average scores for high school counselor, high school
course, college counselor, and college course were, respectively, 2.01 (SD =
0.88), 2.35 (5D = 1.30), 2.61 (SD = 1.05), and 4.20 (SD = 0.95), F(3, 621) =
213.70, p <.01. Post hoc Tukey LSD tests indicated that each mean was reliably
different from all other means. The 95% confidence intervals for the four means
were, respectively, 1.90-2.14,2.17-2.53,2.46-2.75, and 4.08-4.34. Thus, courses
were generally given more credit than counselors, with high school counselors
earning the lowest marks. At the other extreme, college courses were superior to
all other sources.

Freshmen. Weighted scores from 105 freshmen with complete data were
entered into a mixed, 2 X 4 ANOVA. The two-level between factor (group) was
based on students’ previous psychology hours: zero (n = 75) versus some (n =
30). The four-level within factor was based on academic information sources.
Overall, findings resembled the means from the upperclassmen analysis, with
college courses assigned the highest importance, and high school counselors the
lowest, F(3,309)=33.26, p <.01. Even so, this familiar outcome for source was
qualified by the influence of the previous-hours variable.

Table 1
Weighted Score Analysis for Freshmen Ad Hoc Groups Defined by number
of Completed Credit Hours of Psychology

Zero credit Some credit

Source M (SD) M (SD)
High school

Counselor 247, (1.06) 1.97, (0.89)

Course 3.04, (1.35) 247,  (1.48)
College

Counselor 2.32, (0.96) 257, (1.28)

Course 3.25, (1.30) 417, (0.95)

Note. Separate post hoc Tukey LSD tests are shown in lower case subscripts for the zero-credit group
(n = 75), and in upper case subscripts for the some-credit group (n = 30). In columns, means with
non-common subscripts are different from one another.

As shown in Table 1, there was a telling statistical interaction between group
and information source, F(3,309)=9.44, p <.01. This interaction stemmed from
the tendency for freshmen with some completed hours of psychology to assign
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more importance to college sources compared with freshmen with zero
completed psychology hours. (Of special note, a simple effects test showed that
the college course mean for the zero-credit group (3.25) was lower than that of
the some-credit group (4.17), £(104) = 3.48, p <.01.) On the contrary, those with
zero hours tended to attach more importance to high school sources compared
to their counterparts who had some completed credits.

Separate sets of post hoc Tukey LSD tests seen in columns in Table 1
illustrate the statistical interaction more fully. For freshmen with some completed
psychology hours, the familiar finding is that courses were generally given more
credit than counselors, with high school counselors at the bottom tier, and
college courses at the top. For freshmen with zero hours, courses were also
generally evaluated more highly than counselors. But for this particular set of
students, (a) scores for college courses and high school courses did not differ
reliably, and (b) high school counselors did not eam the lowest marks.

The “Other” Source

In Metzner et al. (1994) about one-third of respondents indicated the “other”
option was an important source of information in deciding to major in
psychology. In our project, “other” was altogether ignored (skipped) by 69.4%
of the upperclassmen. For the record, about half the freshmen in both the zero-
credit and some-credit groups checked that option, and 50 of them named a
factor. An intuitive content analysis assigned these factors to five categories:
personal experience (n = 25; e.g., “personal experience,” “life”); family (n=17,
€.g., “mother,” “family influence™); teacher (n = 6; e.g., “professors,” “history
course in high school™); professional (n = 6; e.g., “my psychologist,” “social
worker”); and observation (n = 6; e.g., “TV,” “why we do what we do”).

Discussion ,

The Rajecki-Metzner model holds that exposure to college psychology
coursework is an important influence in drawing recruits to the major. Our data
lend general support to their formulation. First, regarding the judgments of
upperclassmen, a large percentage (> 80%) endorsed college psychology courses
as extremely or very important in creating interest in the psychology major. For
this set of more-or-less advanced students, the weighted score analysis revealed
almost no overlap of the 95% confidence intervals of means for the four
academic sources. The 95% confidence interval for the college psychology
course average--4.08 to 4.34--occupied the most positive region of the 1 to 5
weighted score range.

Second, data from freshmen that had completed some psychology credit hours
provide support. The Tukey LSD comparisons in the right-hand column of Table
1 show that this experienced group’s average weighted score for college
psychology courses (4.17) was higher than the mean of any other source.
Moreover, this college course mean was reliably higher than the corresponding
mean for the zero-credit group (3.25).
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However, a distinct challenge to the Rajecki-Metzner model is that a
substantial group of freshmen (n = 80) with zero completed psychology credits
did, nevertheless, identify themselves as psychology majors. As noted in the
Introduction, the model says “[the] student enters the university with no
particular major in mind and is perhaps unaware of psychology....” Contrary to
this statement, these students, who had been exposed to only one or two weeks
of college-level psychology at most, expressed commitment to the discipline.
About 80% of this cohort indicated they had already applied for the psychology
major, and the remaining 20% gave a high probability of doing so in the future.
Without extensive exposure to college-level psychology, or special reference to
“other” influences, where did these particular students find the direction to
become psychology majors?

Our data suggest an answer: high school. The ANOVA interaction reported
in the Results and shown in Table 1 indicates that among freshmen, the zero-
credit group gave higher endorsements to high school sources. Indeed, that
group’s mean of 3.04 for high school course is a standout. In the absence of
extensive college experience, perhaps this group was the one most likely to
reflect the impact of recent advances in the quality or style of teaching
psychology in high school (see Hakala, 1999). Psychology coursework at the
high school level deserves continued attention as a factor in pathways to the
psychology major, and inclusion as a component in the Rajecki-Metzner model.

As a caveat, however, we note a finding that students who entered the major
directly from high school showed a low level of persistence (e.g., reached
graduation in the program) compared with students who entered after completing
some college psychology hours (Metzner, Lauer, & Rajecki, 2003). One
interpretation is that the expectations about psychology held by these direct-entry
freshmen were inconsistent with the version they encountered at college, thus
discouraging continued study in the field.

Author Note
We thank Barbara S. Metzner for comments on the paper.
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