An Examination of High-Achieving College Students: Career Indecision and Career Thoughts






A Dissertation Presented for the 
Doctor of Philosophy
Degree
The University of Tennessee, Knoxville



























Justina Farley
April 2014
Abstract

This study examined the relationships of high academic achievement as measured by ACT scores and participation in honors and/or gifted programming, high levels of self-reported interests and skills, and dysfunctional career thoughts. Participants were 143 first and second-year undergraduate students from two southeastern US universities. Along with demographics, data was collected from the Self-Directed Search (SDS) and Career Thoughts Inventory (CTI). Results suggested a positive relationship between high academic achievement and a greater number of career options to consider pursuing. Specifically, those enrolled in gifted and/or honors programs reported significantly more interests and competencies in a number of domains based on Holland’s RIASEC model. However, there was no relationship between high academic achievement or high interest and skills and dysfunctional career thoughts. In fact, non-honors students displayed significantly more decision-making confusion in comparison to those enrolled in honors programming. The findings have implications for both researchers and practitioners. 




















CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Higher education institutions are increasingly competing for the enrollment of academically high-achieving students. Characterized primarily by their academic capabilities (Winston et al., 1984), high-achieving students encounter a common expectation that they will flourish in college and be well on their way to a successful career. Unfortunately, the experience of high-achieving students is not always this easy and the high expectations others have for them often result in their unique needs going unrecognized. Common terms to describe high-achieving students include gifted, talented and honors. While research literature often uses these terms interchangeably, it is important to highlight the distinctions between the varying terminologies. 
Pioneered by Lewis Terman and Leta Hollingworth, early studies conducted in the 1920s highlighted the unique characteristics of gifted children and demonstrated the need for specialized educational services to better serve this population (National Association for Gifted Children; NAGC, 2005). Giftedness as a construct has continued to evolve over the past few decades. The most widely accepted definitions of giftedness generally acknowledge gifted children as those capable of exceptional performance in a variety of intellectual and creative areas (NAGC; United States Commissioner of Education, 1972). While various institutions have formally defined the term gifted, researchers have attempted to develop broader definitions (Mclellan, 1985) and the terms ‘high-ability’ and ‘talented’ are frequently used as synonymous terms. 
Defining giftedness is essential for appropriate assessment and education program development. As the definition continues to evolve, there has also been an increased scholarly interest in examining giftedness as an identity. Traditionally, identity groups include those classified on the basis on physical likeness such as race and gender (Ramsey, 2000). Recently, the conceptualization of identity has broadened to include cultural and social constructs, such as sexual orientation and disability (Sue & Sue, 2003). These social identity groups, however, are not the only ones to have unique experiences and researchers have argued that the gifted population also warrants recognition. Indeed, Robinson, Zigler, and Gallagher (2000) compared the experience of giftedness to individuals with disabilities and noted that: 
“These individuals are out of sync with more average people, simply by their difference from what is expected for their age and circumstance…” (p. 1413).  
Levy and Plucker (2003) argued that gifted children absolutely constitute a subculture and therefore require a specialized understanding. The unique qualities and abilities possessed by gifted individuals paired with high expectations and pressures from others to be the absolute best results in a distinctive worldview. This means that higher education administrators and professionals can benefit from reexamining the talented student to ensure appropriate services for all identity groups.
The specific definition of gifted students distinguishes this population from other students who are above average in terms of academic performance. Honors students are another group of talented individuals and they are easily identifiable. Honors students are those who enroll in honors programming while attending school (Achterberg, 2005). While selection criteria for honors programs vary depending on the institution, qualified students typically obtain a high grade-point average (GPA) and test scores on the American College Test (ACT) and/or the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT). In addition, many programs assess student involvement in extracurricular activities and leadership service. Involvement in an honors program also depends on self-identification, as most honors programs require that students take the initiative and apply for admission (Achterberg). Similar to gifted students, membership in honors programming may elicit a unique sense of identity. Further, academic characteristics and personality traits of honors students differ from non-honors students (Long & Lange, 2002).
Researchers often use the terms gifted, talented and high-achieving interchangeably (Dougherty, 2007; Rinn & Pucker, 2004; Robinson, 1997). In addition, researchers who refer to a population as high-achieving, gifted or talented often use honors students as a sample (Kelly, 1993). Regardless of the term used, these students possess unique characteristics and share a potential for academic success; thus, it is important to note that some differences may occur. For instance, some high-achieving students may elect out of honors or gifted programming. Research about potential differences among these groups and the potential impact of identity status is limited. For the purpose of this paper, the term high-achieving will refer to all academically talented students on the basis of their grade point average and college entrance exam scores. Honors will refer to students enrolled in a university honors program and gifted will signify that a student has reported a history of enrollment in gifted programming.
Multipotentiality
In the literature on giftedness, multipotentiality is a concept frequently used to refer to individuals with multiple interests and abilities. Defined by Fredrickson (1979), multipotentiality occurs when “any individual who, when provided with appropriate environments, can select and develop any number of competencies to a high level” (p. 268).  While being identified as high-achieving or gifted may seem like an advantage, it can also pose great challenges (Maxwell, 2007). Rysiew, Shore and Leeb (1999) reported that multipotentiality most commonly links to career indecision. Talented children so often receive the message “be anything you want to be” and many expect that it is easier for talented students to make educational and career related decisions due to their abilities. These expectations, however, pose unique difficulties for the student and can often make career decision making more difficult. Kerr (1990) addressed the influence of multipotentiality on career choice by redefining the term as:
“…the ability to select and develop any number of career options because of a wide variety of interests, aptitudes, and abilities” (p.1). 
Gifted students likely experience career indecision because of ‘overchoice’ (Rysiew, Shore, & Carson 1994). That is, they possess the abilities, motivation, interests, and opportunity to pursue a number of options, making it difficult for them to commit to one area and make a career choice.  
Many early researchers have documented the tendency for academically high-achieving students to have trouble with multipotentiality. Holland and Nichols (1964) studied high school National Merit Scholar students who scored high on career indecision. These students also reported more competencies, higher extracurricular achievement, and homes with more resources. Further, Watley (1969) surveyed National Merit Scholars eight years after graduation from high school and found that pre-college plans were not a good predictor of vocational and educational achievement. Kerr (1985) cited that students who participated in gifted education programs actually changed college majors more often than non-gifted students.  Although these research studies are dated, honors students likely do not differ today, possibly due to relatively little change in honors programming over the past few decades (Achterberg, 2005).
While most researchers and educators support the notion of multipotentiality, the literature exhibits mixed evidence. Some even challenged the existence and utility of multipotentiality (Achter, Lubinski, & Benbow 1996; Achter, Benbow & Lubinski, 1997). In their examination of gifted adolescents, Achter and colleagues (1996) found widely varying patterns of abilities and interests and reported that only 5% of 1000 gifted students displayed multipotentiality. The Theory of Work Adjustment (TWA; Dawis & Lofquist, 1984; Lofquist & Dawis, 1991) is a proposed alternative theoretical framework to conceptualize talented individuals and address their specific needs (Achter et al., 1996). Researchers in support of multipotentiality have posited that traditional career counseling methods that explore interests and abilities is of little help to academically high-achieving students and instead there must be a shift to focus on values (Kerr & Erb, 1991; Miller 1981). According to TWA, however, it is crucial to identify preferences and abilities in educational and career decision-making and this can be effectively done if above-level assessments are utilized (Achter et al.). This means that current measurements of abilities and interests are simply not advanced enough for those gifted and talented. Most knowledge surrounding multipotentiality comes from anecdotal experience and assumptions. Depending on how research conceptualizes, defines and measures multipotentiality, empirical studies show mixed results.
Career Thoughts
[bookmark: _GoBack]Academically high-achieving students who show evidence of multipotentiality may struggle to narrow their interests and skills and effectively make a career choice (Sampson & Chason, 2008). The Cognitive Information Processing theory (CIP; Peterson, Sampson, Lenz, & Reardon, 2002; Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon, & Saunders, 2004) posits that effective career problem solving and decision-making requires that an individual effectively examine their self-knowledge, occupational knowledge, decision-making skills, and higher-order processing domains (Sampson & Chason). However, the decision making process is not always that simple or easy. Problematic beliefs may hinder a student’s ability to integrate knowledge about the self and potential occupations, thus preventing rational thinking and decision-making (Saunders, Peterson, Sampson, & Reardon, 2000). Negative career thoughts can include trouble understanding how to initiate or maintain career decisions, concern about the potential outcomes of committing to a decision, and difficulty balancing the opinions of others with self-perceptions. These particular thoughts are Decision-Making Confusion, Commitment Anxiety, and External Conflict, respectively (Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon, & Saunders, 1996). 
While career choice is a complex process for anybody, it is important to identify potential obstacles individuals may face on their road to career decision. Examining the impact of being multipotentialed from a cognitive perspective may help understand and better address the career indecision faced by high-achieving students. Dysfunctional thoughts can have a harmful effect on behavior and feelings (Beck, 1976). Recognizing and addressing thoughts related to career decisions may help high-achieving students feel more confident in their ability to make a decision and reduce anxiety about the process. 
It is important that all students succeed in education and employment. The purpose of the proposed study is to explore the relationship between high academic achievement, multipotentiality, and negative career thoughts. The following research questions will be addressed:
1) Is there a positive relationship between academic achievement and occupational areas to pursue based on high interests and high skills?
2) Is there a positive relationship between academic achievement and dysfunctional career thoughts?
3) Is there a positive relationship between occupational areas to pursue and dysfunctional career thoughts?
4) Is there a difference between students identified as honors and/or gifted and those who do not identify as honors and/or gifted in relation to dysfunctional career thoughts and pursue options? 
CHAPTER II
METHOD
Participants
	The initial sample consisted of 150 students at two southeastern US universities. Four participants identified as a third-year students, three were fourth-year or higher, and one participated reported as a graduate student. The data from these students were eliminated from the final dataset, which resulted in a final sample of 143 first and second-year undergraduate students. 
Demographic characteristics for participant age, gender identity, race/ethnicity, average family income, and highest level of school completed by each parent can be found in Table 1 with the frequency and percentages for each category. Concerning participant’s academic standing, 42 (29.4%) reported they were undecided about their college major, 52 (36.4%) were decided, and 49 (34.3%) were decided but still considering alternatives. The final sample consisted of 40 (28%) university honors students and 55 (38.5%) reported that they participated in gifted/talented programming at some point in their academic history. Academic achievement was defined as a continuous available based on ACT scores, enrollment in a university honors program, and/or participation in gifted/talented programming. While some studies (e.g. Geiser & Santelices, 2007) question the use of standardized tests, evidence continues to suggest that ACT scores, either alone or in combination with high school GPA can predict college performance success (ACT, 2008; Robbins, Allen, Casillas, Peterson, & Le, 2006). Given that the students in this sample likely had different high school experiences and most did not know their college GPA because they were first-year students, at the risk of too much variability in reported GPA, the universal measure of ACT scores was used.





















	Table 1
	
	
	

	Demographic Characteristics of Participants

	Item
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Gender Identity
	Male
Female
Other
	42
100
1
	29.4
69.9
0.7

	Age
	17
18
19
20
21
	1
99
34
8
1
	0.7
69.2
23.8
5.6
0.7

	Race/Ethnicity 
	African American/Black
American Indian
Asian/Asian-American
Caucasian/White/European
Hispanic/Latina/Latino
Multi-Racial/Multi-Ethnic
Other
	5
1
6
124
2
3
2
	3.5
0.7
4.2
86.7
1.4
2.1
1.4

	Average Family Income
	Less than 10,000
10,000 to 19,999
20,000 to 29,999
30,000 to 39,999
40,000 to 49,000
50,000 to 59,000
60,000 to 69,999
70,000 to 79,999
80,000 to 89,999
90,000 to 99,000
100,000 to 149,000
150,000 or more
Unknown
	3
3
8
8
6
5
14
12
11
11
27
27
8
	2.1
2.1
5.6
5.6
4.2
3.5
9.8
8.4
7.7
7.7
18.9
18.9
5.6

	Highest Degree 
	
No schooling
Elementary only
Some high school, DNF
High school graduate
Some college credit
Trade/technical/vocational
Associate degree
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Professional degree
Doctorate degree
Unknown
	Mother
	Father
	Mother
	Father

	
	
	0
1
3
11
21
2
15
53
23
6
4
4
	1
1
3
13
16
9
9
43
28
11
5
4
	0.0
0.7
2.1
7.7
14.7
1.4
10.5
37.1
16.1
4.2
2.8
2.8
	0.7
0.7
2.1
9.1
11.2
6.3
6.3
30.1
19.6
7.7
3.5
2.8


Note. N = 143


Procedures
	Participants were primarily recruited from the Human Participation in Research program (HPR) offered in the Department of Psychology at the author’s university. HPR is an online portal where students can sign up to participation in research studies, via online or in-person. Those who participated through the HPR program received course credit in their undergraduate psychology course. In addition, participants were recruited by a research announcement sent via e-mail to the honors program directors at two universities and to the instructors for a career exploration course designed for undecided students.  
	Participants completed a series of in-person surveys, which included a demographic questionnaire and three measures that are discussed below. Respondents were instructed to review an informed consent form and indicate consent by signing in the designated area. Additionally, participants were given the option to receive a copy of their Self-Directed Search (SDS; copyright 1970, 1977, 1985, 1990, 1994 by Psychological Assessment Resources) results and if they elected to do so, they were instructed to provide a second signature and e-mail address. Once participants consented to participate, they were instructed to complete the set of surveys. 
	A number of measures were taken to protect the confidentiality of all participants. All assessments, except the SDS if requested by the student, were completely anonymous and no identifying information was collected. If participants elected to receive a copy of their SDS results, a copy of the SDS was made for the student and their identifying information was removed from the data. Each participant received a packet of surveys and each set contained a unique identification code. If students did not pick up their SDS results by the designed date, their copies were shredded. 
Measures
	Demographics. Background information was gathered from participants using a brief survey. Basic demographic questions included age, year in school, gender identity, and race/ethnicity. Each question provided participants with the option to not respond. Participants were asked to indicate which honors program they were enrolled in (if applicable), if they participated in gifted/talented programming previously, academic major standing, academic major, high-school and college GPA, composite ACT and/or SAT score, family household income, and parent education level. 
	Vocational Interests and Skills. The Self-Directed Search (SDS; Holland, 1990) was used to measure accumulating preferences and self-reported competencies. The SDS consists of six scales with 38 items each. Respondents replied like/dislike regarding their activities (11 items) and occupations (14 items) and indicated yes/no to their competencies (11 items). They also rated their perceived abilities (2 items) using a 7-point scale. Based on Holland’s (1997) theory of personalities and work environments, the SDS provides summative scores on each of the six personality types known as Realistic, Investigative, Social, Enterprising, and Conventional (RIASEC). Holland (1985) reported KR-20 internal consistency for SDS summary scales ranging from .86 to .91 and 1 to 4 week retest reliability estimates ranging from .70 to .89. Hundreds of research studies have been conducted utilizing the SDS with generally favorable results (Osipow, 1993). 
	Career Thoughts. The Career Thoughts Inventory (CTI; Sampson, Peterson, Lenz, Reardon, & Saunders, 1996) was used to measure dysfunctional thinking in career problem solving and decision-making. The CTI consists of 48 Likert-type questions producing a sum score of dysfunctional career thinking. In addition, the assessment is divided into three construct scales. The Decision-Making Confusion subscale consists of 14 items and measures individuals’ ability to initiate or sustain the decision making process. The Commitment Anxiety subscale consists of 10 items and examines the extent to which an individual’s anxiety interferes with his or her ability to commit to a career decision. The External Conflict subscale consists of five items and measures one’s ability to balance input from others. Internal consistency reliability coefficients have been reported between .93 and .97 for the CTI total, .90 and .94 for the Decision Making Confusion subscale, .79 and .91 for the Commitment Anxiety subscale, and .74 and .81 for the External Conflict subscale.  
Results
	Research Question 1: A hierarchical linear regression was performed to examine whether there a positive relationship between academic achievement and occupational areas to pursue based on high interests and high skills. The variable pursue was calculated based on a summative score of interests and skills. ACT score entered on Step 1 (it is a broad measure of academic achievement), followed by experiences in gifted/talented and honors student programming (Step 2). The linear combination of academic achievement variables was significantly related to amount of pursue options based on the frequency of self-reported interests and skills. The sample multiple correlation coefficient on Step 1 was .27, indicating ACT scores explained 7% of the total variance in pursue options (R² = .07, F(1, 131) = 10.54, p < .01). Experiences in gifted/talented and honors programming explained an additional 6% of the total variance (R² = .13, F(2, 129) = 4.24, p < .05), resulting in total multiple correlation coefficient of .36. ACT scores and participation in gifted/talented programming yielded significant part correlations, r = .21, p < .05 and r = .23, p < .01, respectively. Overall, the results of the study suggest that participating in gifted programming and high academic achievement is related to a greater number of career options to consider pursuing. 
	Research question 2: To determine if there is a positive relationship between academic achievement and dysfunctional career thoughts a hierarchical linear regression was performed. Results of the regression analysis indicated that the linear combination of academic achievement variables was not significantly related to dysfunctional career thoughts. ACT scores did not explain a significant portion of variance (R² = .01, F(1, 130) = 1.56, p = .21) and neither did being an honors or gifted student (R² = .01, F(1, 128) = .084, p = .92). 
Research question 3: To evaluate if there was a positive relationship between occupational areas to pursue and dysfunctional career thoughts a bivariate correlation was performed. Results indicate that there was not a significant relationship between pursue options and dysfunctional career thoughts, r(140) = -.00, p = .97. Although students with high academic achievement had more occupational areas to pursue because they had high interests and high skills, it did not result in more dysfunctional career thoughts. 
Research question 4: Two separate independent sample t-tests were conducted to examine the difference between students identified as honors and/or gifted and those who do not identify as honors and/or gifted in relation to dysfunctional career thoughts and pursue options.  An independent sample t-test was performed to compare pursue options and dysfunctional career thoughts for honors and non-honors students. Results indicated a significant difference in the scores for decision-making confusion, a subscale of the CTI, for non-honors (M = 11.36, SD = 7.00) and honors students (M = 8.50, SD = 7.12); t(140) = 2.18, p = .031. Additionally, there was a significant difference in reported competencies in Artistic domains between honors (M = 5.20, SD = 2.85) and non-honors (M = 3.94, SD = 2.84); t(141) = -2.34, p = .019. Last, a significant different was present in preferences for Enterprising occupations between honors (M = 2.83, SD = 3.14) and non-honors students (M = 4.39, SD = 3.80); t(141) = 2.51, p = .014. These results suggest that non-honors students demonstrated more decision-making confusion and attraction to Enterprising careers while honors students reported more Artistic competencies. 
An independent sample t-test was also conducted to compare pursue options and dysfunctional career thoughts for those who participated in gifted/talented programming and those who did not. Results of the test indicated a significant difference in reported competencies among gifted (M = 38.24, SD = 8.73) and non-gifted students (M = 31.33, SD = 10.22); t(140) = -4.14, p = .000). Gifted (M = 27.42, SD = 8.77) and non-gifted students (M = 23.25, SD = 8.58) also showed significant differences in reported likes, t(140) = -2.80, p = .006. Not surprisingly, pursue options were also significantly different (t(140) = -3.98, p = .000) between gifted (M = 65.65, SD = 15.33) and non-gifted students (M = 54.59, SD = 16.61). More specifically, gifted students (M = 5.18, SD = 3.37) demonstrated more Investigative preferences (t(140) = -2.78, p = .006) than non-gifted students (M = 3.74, SD = 3.24); gifted students (M = 6.44, SD = 2.64) also reported more Social interests than non-gifted (M = 5.13, SD = 2.75); t(140) = -2.55, p = .012. Gifted students (M = 8.47, SD = 2.53) reported more Investigative competencies (t(140) = -4.76, p = .000) than non-gifted students (M = 6.18, SD = 3.16); gifted students (M = 5.32, SD = 3.03)  reported more Artistic competencies (t(140) = -3.46, p = .001) than non-gifted (M = 3.67, SD = 2.61); gifted students (M = 7.29, SD = 2.52)  claimed more Enterprising competencies (t(140) = -2.16, p = .033) than non-gifted (M = 6.25, SD = 3.17). Lastly, Conventional competencies (t(140) = -3.32, p = .001) were rated higher among gifted students (M = 5.70, SD = 2.45) than non-gifted (M = 4.22, SD = 2.70).   
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