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Incfgasing the Employability of the

'Undergraduate Psychology Major

As we move into'an era of tightened finances, we may find that
fewer stﬁdent$ are in a financial position to'pursue education beyond
the undergraduate 1eve}; The headlines‘in recent months have
addressed sugh issues as cutbacks in federally-guaranteed student loans
"~ as well as the government spohsofed scholgrship programs. If we do, in
fact, have an'increase in the number of our students who will be
seeking’emp}oymént at the bachelor's level, we may also find that:the
available students will choose those majors which best prepare them

for the employment market. Thus, the suggestions which will be raised

in this:part of our symposium are not only made for the benefit of our

students but also have the potentialvto-have an impact on the number
of~faqulty who are needed to continue -our currently available
prbgrams; T

'This”préSentation is not research-based. I want to emphasize

3 prior to Séginning myvéuggestions that I do not have data to support
the suggeétions which I will make. Rathef; I have tried to look
carefully at the types of programs which we have tried at Creighton
University as well as to search the literature on the teaching of
psychology in an attempt'to discover what pathé-othgrs may be taking
iq this érea. My hope‘is that the suggestions whicp‘I raise this.
morning will lead to some discuSﬁion of both the pros and cdns of
these avenues as well as the provision of additional ideas from the
audience and my éolleagues on this panel.'

One method for increasing the employability of our students




settings. As a guideline, a department»might write for a copy of

is to ‘provide them with_;omg-specific'skills which can be used in the

vemployment»settiag. The student who does not need to be trained

during the first few months on the job is a more viable candidate than '

the one who may have had similar course work but does not possess a -

marketable skill. ‘To do this type of skill fraining at the miximal

. ievel, it. would be helpful to survey émpldyersAof pacheior's degree

individuals to discover the specific skills which are of interest to
them. Such surveys could be done both locally and nationally. We

could then determine which of these skills are related to the digcipline

of psychology. Some of'my,colleagues may argue that such an approach

to the psychology major alters’our approach from the liberal arts

traditions to a "trade school." My personal belief is that we can

'achieve a bélance betweeﬁvthe needs of a broad, liberal arts tradition

and a technical training program.

Ong potential skill which can be’taught within the psychoiogy
department is biofeedback: Pallajino and his cdlleagugs (1981)
discussed the’poSiLion of biofeedback equipment and training within the
vundergféduafe.curriculum. Although a consideraﬁle portion bf their
article addresses the equipment in&olved in starting such a program,

they also describe some of the requirements for certification in

Michigan as an "Assist.ant" 'in bidfeedback. This level of certifica-

~tion, according to the article, is both open to and feasible for the

undergraduate psychpldgy student. Such titles and formal certification

processes .may not be available in other states. The skills involved,

however, may be useful in obtaining employment in a number of
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the Michigan certification standards and then see if théy have the
facilities‘ar potential to have the equipment to‘provide comparable
traininé;

.Another skill which appears to be marketable at the moment ‘is
computer'khowledgé. Some colleges offer'courses'in computer language
through their math or physics départmeﬁts. Thus, the role 6f the
psychology advisor may be important in guiding‘students ;nto.such
courses. As the mini-computer becomes more finaﬁcial}y accessible,

a greater number of psychqlbgy departments may find that theyédo have
such equipment availablé within the depaftment: Tﬁe next question
- which arises for these departments is whether éf not ﬁo offer a
formal course in compufer usage. A’numbér of factors can play a

roie in this decision. Some ﬁniversities frown on thé same, Or
highly similér, courses being offered by more than one department.
Thus, if the math or ghysics department already offers such a course _
“psychology is not 1ike1§ to be pefmitted to add it to the curficulum
even ifhthey argue that it will be taught from a differént perspective.
Even if a department has the équipment and would be permitted to add
a computer course, faculty time can also be an issue. Some faculty
have found that they quickly become tied to a specified set of course
offerings. These courses -Bend to be ones which are required for the
.degree and/or are.high demand courses_whiéh keep theudepartmenﬁ
census up and thus are not likely to be in a position to add special.
coursgs with unknown enrollment potential.. Within our department,
‘we have foun@ tﬂat we caﬁ meet. the needs of some of.our\s£udenté..

e

through the cqurses;offered by other departments: _For those students

(A
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~who have a strong interest in 1earning about computer applications

specifically as applied io psychology, there is the option of independent

study with a.specializaﬁﬂﬁn in computer work. During one recent semester,

v

we offered our course in advanced experimental psychology as a specific

¢

course in computer usage. During this course,‘the students learned to

 use the department!s Apgle IT and were writing their own programs by

the end of the semester. Such an offering does, however, have limited

enrollment and thus does not aid the "census." We tend to use a course

like this one as a "trade orf" with a large introductory course so that

3an individual faculty member retains a high student contact ratio for

€

the term. Student evaluation of this type of course has been very

positive. ' : ‘

Another area of special skills training is seen in the practicum
jcourse offered in many undergraduate psychology departments. In an
investigation of 96 students who had participated in an undergraduate
practicum course over a S-year period, Prerost (1981) found that.59%v
were employed in human serviceslagencies following graduation. Of
those psychology majors who did not elect to take the practicum course,
only 29% either secured:employment in a hunan services. setting or pursued
advanced education in a'human services discipline. Certainly there is
‘a selection factor operative here. Those students who have an interesk

— . .. oy

in'employment or education in the human services seem more likely to
enroll in &n optional ileld placement course than those who do not
have these 1nterests¢ 'On the other’hand, it is also poss1ble that

nUCh a course and the experience 1t provides may increase the

probability in a tight Job market that these former psychology stud

v
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wilﬁ@pbtain the available human services positions;

Some undergraduate programs have’taken the practicum from the
level of one course to a special option withln the psychology major.
Nish (1979) has prdVlded an example of . how such a program can be
integrated with the traditional psychology major. This "psychology
technician training"™ specialty required that the students take
applied, abnormal,“testing, testing practicum, personality theory,
applied learning, and clinical practicum in addition to the intro;
ductory, statistics, and experimental psychology classes which are
;required of all psychology majors. This major specialty was des1gned
to prepare the students for employment at the bachelor's level in
settings where they will be superv1sed“by docteral level psychologistse
These students are still able, however, to take the courses which would
be needed should they later decide to pursu% graduate study in psy-
chology. Several of the advanta;es which Hish Eeported for his

program are applicable to my topic for today. First, he has found ?

'that this program has 1ncreased the~employment potential for those

psychology students who are capable of handling the course load
required but are not, for a varlety of reasons, planning to pursue
graduate education. Second, K for some students, this program has

| actually provided an avenue for fundingffuture graduate education.
Some'of the agencies which have interacted with"these practicUm
students do have limited funds for graduate education sponsorship
_ with the agreement that the student will be employed at that

agency for a speci%ied time following graduation. Thus, if a

major obstacle for the student in terms of further education is a




financial one, such an option nay provide the necessary means for '
continuing education"?either shortly after completion of the under-
graduate prdgran through sponsershipggr.latertas a resul} of the
4sav1ngs accrued whlle workLng in akrelated settlng. Nish also raises
the 1ssue .of the practlcum and technician tralnlng program hav1ng the
potentlal to improve the 1nteract10ns between psychology faculty and_
- other psycnologists wlthin-the communlty. I have feund this to be
true'ef our enefcgurse praeticum.. There are~several benefits which
the undergraduates rece}ve from this improved interactien; Although
we continue to hear about decreased enrollment, many psycholegy
departments stlll seem to be hav1ng more students want thelr courses
than they are able to accommodate with:the current full—tlme faculty.
An option used by‘many institutions is to employ part—-time faculty
to teach additional sections of courses or- even offer speclalty
courses., We have been able to broaden our sphere of part—time
faculty as a result of psychologists encountered through the field:
placement course.: Once community psychologists beceme aware of the
E o interest which many undergraduates showtin the practice of the pro-
= fession, it is also easier to dsk these same psychologists to give
.talks to such student groups as Psychology Club or Psi Chl.
Throughr these talks, the students get a broader plcture than they might
'-have from their textbooks about “he. working psycﬁologlst. “

@

Informatlbn regarding the range of careers pos51ble to- the
i
. person with a bachelor's degree in ‘psychology can be presented to
the students in a number of ways. . Periodic workshops on careers

- for psychology students can be sponsored by the psychology faculty
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or be part of the act1v1t1es of the Psychology Club. Sone universities -

é

have Career Fairs or Career Day programs. Although 1t takes a) b1t of s

time to partlclpate'ln such activities, I belleve that it can be worth

s

the t1me to participate.

»

Career information, on a limited scope, can be transﬁitted-to

o

. . . . . . A
students through afcolloquium seriess During the first several

-

years'of our undergraduate colloqulum serles, ‘we empha51zed varlous

career avenues which were"p0551ble4for the psychology student. Whlle

~some of these careers requlred the doctoral degree, we trled to

. "

illustrate the range of careers vhich are p0551ble at the subdoctoral
level. A complete descrlptlon of the early years of thls serle%:as

well as some of the ups and downsfof its development can be found in

Teaching of Psychology® (Ware & Matthews, 1980).

‘Some students could profit from more than the suggestion that .-

~there is a world for those individuals with a bachelor's degree in |

1

-~ psychologys. More guidance is needed for them. There are several

avenues which we have used w1th these students whlch I would suggest'
o

are helpful. Brochures can be developed to prov1de the students

v

with at least some basic information to use in formulating questions *

to ask their advisors. How often we seem.to be faced with students

who don t even seemw to know what questions to ask’ us! A short

pamphlet w1ll not - be sufflclent to prov1de answers for the total

" range of questions asked by our students but in SOme cases just

orienting the student toward the apprqpriate question may be a

-

4

major accomplishment. Within our department, we developed a series

of three such brochures. These brochures were the result of-a

&




‘versations%between two of‘us. We Ioundrthat there were Eertain .

1
-
>

‘a
v’

L

ﬁumb%r of intradepan#miptal cortvérsations and then some extended con-
e ) 7 Y, . . .

*
-

questlons wnlch ‘were frequently asked. by our students and for whlch

we ﬁeltpsome wrltten response might be appreciated. : ' Each brochure
- o '

was designed to address*a slightly different area of concern. The
three major questlons whlch we cons1dered ‘were: "What can f do with

a major in psychology°"i"What should I do now that I'm a psychology

major?" and "What if I want to go £0 graduate school &P psychology?"

' Thé first two of these brochures are sent to eachnew major w. . is ' .

accepted into;the department. The brochure on options'arailable te

k)

the psychology maJor is espec1allj relevant to this mornlng s program.

This brochure was based, to a great degree, on ‘the results of -a
survey of our own graduates. ‘Thus, the data provided tends to be

«

viewed by the readers as applicable to them. We found that approx1—
A

mately L1% of our graduates entered the’jObﬂmarket immediatel& : .
follow1ng graduatlon. The euploymeht setting of these graduates.
was by no means llmlted to those places traditionally v1ewed as )

the only ones-avallable;to psychology graduates. In addltlon to

. . -}
working in.the social services, our graduates were also employed .
d’ (4 . ¢
in managerial capacities in a range of settlngs. Some other ' o

'<occupat£onal fields which did not occur often but were reported

included computer programming, secretarial work, filmmaking, public " ' A :

" relations,’ and phlebotamy.

Information on potential careers can also be proﬁided , o

through the formal advising system. Such advising,'however, may. . £

need to start with making some of your colleagues more aware of
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P theroptions mnich are open toiour'greduates; "After that -awareness 0
“ - is reached, a wider range of options may be discussed with‘psycholdgy
i . m830ﬁ§ who-do not have the 1nterest or/potentlal to pursue further

" education. - We have found- that tge student "grapevine" carrigs

1nfo*matlon regarding those departments which have advisors who are

’/4) ) % ‘ . .
.. alling toéspend time with students -and provide such career informa- ;>
- w . . ) .
- - ) S 9

tion. On more than one;occasion,‘i have had 'a new advisee state that
. | . 3 . . , -
one reason for,chogsing psychology as amajor was hearing that we

R | A .

2 [
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A'more structured method of presenting information about

take time to help our advisees.

employment at the bachelor s Level is to make use of the university's
T counsellng center. Such a service may vary from campus to campus

Y
1n terms of the ,availability of serious career counsellng. We are

- fortunate at Crelghton University to have a Counsellng Center -staff
who are very knowledgeable about not only a range of careers. but also.
assessment dev1ces whlch can be part of a serlous career counselxng 0
evaluation. Here, again, the role of) the faculty adv1sor is most ‘
s important. Some students ylew the Counsellng Center as a

facility for those students who have.deep psychological dlfficulties..

They are embarassed to call for an appointment. The breadtin of the Coe

¥

type of services available in such facilities can be pointed out to o

S

the student as a means of aileviating some.of these reactions.

As an adjunct’to thoseltypes'of services which are provided
by our Counseling Center, me'have develpped ‘a Career Deveiopment : ~
coursevwithin the psychology department. At this time, it is open

only to psychology majors although several of its components could

"
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'prcve quite useful to undergradnates who are not psychology majors.

' oTheCreighton course offering is divided into three components. These

v

components were designed to}parallel the three basic objectives of the
eourse instructor which are increasing knowledge abont one's self, about
educational/occupational opportunities, and ebout eccupetienal imple~-
mentation .skills. : - | '
'A number of paper andépencil-measures are regnired of the

students. These measures are completed.és homework assignnents and N
then clarified in individual sessions with the instpu;tor. Duning the
first half of the semester, :each student completes the Self-Directed

Q

Search (Holland, 197&) The System for Career Qeclslon-Maklng

_(Harrington & O'Shea, 1980) is completed later in the semester since
the students have, by then, been exposed to many new careers. Based

on,the results of each of these career seerch measures, the student -

biis required to conduct an in-depth investigation of a career, Thus,

by the end of the course, the student has heard about a number of
. B

. gifferent careers and has had'sfgnificant exposure to at least twd

r

"careers.‘IWe have found- that many of our stucznts have ﬁtunnelbviston",

.regarding careérs. Thus this forced rexposure to at least a preferred

-
and an adternative career is a new experience for thém. As an aid to
ﬂ'ﬁﬁ ,

th1s career 1nvest1gat10n process, our department has purchased coples

¢
of the chtlonary of Occupational Titles (1977) and the Occupatlonal

Outlook Handbook (1980) The students uses these references in the b
office as a startlng p01nt for their career investigations. To
provide a human zpntact with different careers, the students are

required to locate professiondls from the community who are employed




In?the octupations under inuestigation; Each student.schedules an
interview with a professional from two carveers during the semester.
We have frund thatdthe local professional conmunity has been highly
cooperatlve in terms of meet1ng with ‘our students. During these’
interviews, the students are expected to learn about the specific
:daLly activities 1nvolved in the chosen profession. The students
also investigate other aspects of that profession as perceived by'
their interviewee. They address such topics as perceived pressure
in that-profession, occupat.)nal impact on personalbhealth, and
general satisfactions and dissatisfactions which this person asso-
ciates with thercareer. Through this process of bothvactiye and
passive learning, the students have an opportunity to, integrate the
material which they are receiving. This integration is submitted

to the 1nsfructor in written form fOllOWlng each interview.

Since some of our students may wish to pursue graduate educatlon

either 1mmed1ately follow1ng undergraduate school or at a future t1me,

o

another component of the course provides specific 1nformat10n on post—
graduate'demands in both psychology and related d1sc1p11nes. As the
4

course is currently structured, there are six 1nv1ted speakers during

i

the semester. Three of: these speakers are doctoral level psychologlsts.

The specific 1nd1v1dua1s vary from one semester to another but afe

e

representatlve ‘of the speclaltles of cllnlcalr—eounseirng—’and““'

industrial-organlzatlonal psychologye- The other three speakers
represent subdoctoral employment possibilities. A major point which
the- 1nstructor i$§ trying to illustrate here is that graduate tralnlng

-

does not have to mean doctoral 1evel educatlon. Typlcally, these
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subdoctorai péople.fepresent,positibns ih psychology—tybe séttings,v
social work, and college student personnél. The course instructor also
devotesbtime tb.the,specific procedures.invblved in the application for
graduate and prdféssional schoollprogfaMS. During one of these class
periods, a representative from the_pre—law advisory committee and one
from the pre%héalth sciences advisofy committee come to the class to
addfesé issues specific tb each of their areas of,éxpertiée. ‘hot only
does this presentation provide the students with information regarding
these two career.paths but also.if émphasizes the versatility of the
psychology méjor. .

The,final.component~of thiécourse-@eals with.occupgtional imple~
mentation skills. Each student enrolied in the course must participate
in a videotaped simuiated job interview with the course instfuctor.

An evaluation of the interview is provided and the student is given
the option of viewing the tapéd.interview as part of the feedback -
process. - Each siudent also is required to write a reéuﬁe of the type
which would be submitted. to potential employers of the bachelor's level
person. Both inﬁervieﬁingw§kills and resume writing are addressed as
part of.the course curriculum prior to thése.exercises.

I have spent more time describing this course than I have some of

the other options because I viewuthis course as somewhat unique. It is

rather unlikely that many in attendance today had such a course as part

of their undergraduate curriculum. We have found that teaching such a
course is time=consuming for the faculty member. The format we use
necessitates that enrollment be limited. On the other hand, we feel

that this course serves a useful function. When we first conceptualized
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this course, we felt that it should be taught by a psychologist with a
background in'counse}ing and attempted to recruit such a person. Our
eXperience was thao graéﬁates of strongvconnseling psychology programs

were not likely to be interested in undergraduate teaching poSltlons.

The few candldates we did 1nterest had the background to teach a career

development course but not the other courses required of professors in

an undergraduate program. Their backgrounds were generally in the field.

of education and!}hey did not have suffigient preparation to teach surveyi

. courses as inoroducoory psychology. Thus, we began to seriously contem—
plate abandoning the idea of offering sueh.a course. We found, however,
that within an iotegrated departmen£ there may be people who are

fwilling to put in extra time to attend ‘workshops and do reading outside -~ s

théir former areas as a form of retraining to.meet potential future
departmentai}ﬁeeds., By providing a‘semester in which a faeu;ty,member

had a one course reduction in teachiog'load so toat time would be |

avallable for, reading and worklng with our counsellng center psychologisos

on career counseling issues, we were able to overcome what had orlglnally .

appeared to be an 1nsurmountab1e problem.‘

What I have presented today are some ideas which might be used

to increase the employability of undergraduate psychology students. Not

all optlons are appropriate to all departmenns. My personai feeling is
that this presentatlon has merely scratched the surface of those methods
which could be tried. Perhaps my major purpose in agreeing to be part -
of.%his morning's panel was to try to stimulate thinking and discussion
of a éopic which I find is "n;ér'and dear” to my heart. I hope that it

has served that purpose.

.
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