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Studles of undergraduate education show bac-
calaureate curricula have become increasingly special-
ized. Career preparation has received more emphasis
‘and the general education component has been weaken-
‘ ed.' This report is about the courses or content of
- bachelor’s degrees. Courses for a baccalaureate general-
ly fall in one of three categories: major field of study,
general education, and electives. For this report, the
major fields of study examined are: education,

: humanmes,z social suences, quantitative fields,* and
: busmess.’ Analyses are based on college transcripts of
- participants in the Center for Education Statistics’ Na-
_tional Longltudmal Surveys of the High School Class of

‘December 1984 See appendrx for more lnformatton
The propomon ‘of credits earned in a major field of

: sxgmficantly hlgher for soine fields of study than others.
Ma)ors in quanntanve fields and the humanities took 60

tion:  the Pendulum Swings: Back,"” lssues in Higher Education,
Number 15 (1979). Frederick Rudolph et al, Integrity in the College
Curnculum A Repan lo the: Acade;mc Commumn Washmglon.
'D.C. Assocranon of American Colleges. 1988, ’

Hperformmg arts
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1972 (NLS-72). who. earned a baccalaureate by,
‘study ‘was - substantial for all- baccalaureates, ~but’

. percent of their coursework in their major fields, social’
sclence ma)ors took 50 percent busmess maJors, 35 per-v

- #Under - this- classification, general educanon courses are"
" mathematics, Engllsh social sciences, life sciences, phystcal sciences, ' -
- +" computer science, and foreign languages. ‘If a course was both a
" general education course and in an individual's major field, classll" jca-

v"For e\ample see: Eva C Galambos. “The Search for General Educa- )

‘Enghsh forelgn lansuages. phtlosoph\ theolog\ \|sual arts. and :
ial: semces ‘psuholog\ ltbranes. area and elhmc studtes. and .

J_g,,d‘ = =
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cent, and education majors, 31 percent. In quantitative
fields, humanities, and social sciences, the number of
credits are inflated because lower-level courses in these
areas serve as general education requirements and are
taken by most students. In fact, at least half of the -
credits earned. by "all baccalaureate students were in
general education courses.$ In most cases, baccalaureate
students took no more than 15 percent of their credits in
electives (chart 1).

Majors in Quanmauve Ftelds

Graduates from the High School Class of 1972 who
subsequently obtained bachelor’s degrees in quantitative
fields of study earned an average of 129 credits to fulfill
degree requirements. An average of 61 percent of

- courses were .taken -in the degree field and related .__j
‘courses (79 credits). Students also took 15 percent of - "

their credits in humanities (19 credits) and 12 percent in
social sciences (16 credits). English courses were'42 per-
cent of the. humanmes credlts earned (8 credlts) O

non asa ma;or fleld course ‘took precedence
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Selected t“ elds of study

: Chart 1 —Percentage dtstrlbution of credrts for bachelor s degrees, by major f'elds of study, general educatlon and
i . electlves. ‘

Quantltaﬁve ﬁelds i

Human-tne_s A

Social sciences

Education -

Major field and
related‘ areas

General education

Electives

However, English courses average Just 6 percent of total
credits (table 1).

. There were dtstnnct cumcular dtfferences among
‘ major fields in the quantitative fields. Engineering ma-
. jors earned more credits and followed a more concen-
trated curriculum than did majors in mathematics and
the sciences. Graduates with engineering degrees earned

137 credits, compared with 128 credits for mathematics

~majors, and 126 credrts for sctence majors. The propor-

~tion of credits earned in a major field and related areas -

'was 69 percent for ¢ engrnee"rng ma10rs, about 60 percent
;for physical science and life science ‘majors, and 51 per-

~ cent for mathematrcs majors. In fact, engtneenng ma-
‘jors earned an average of. two-thtrds of their. credxts in.

three subject areas: - engtneenng (52 credxts), ‘physical

| 2.

cent of thexr credrts in humanmes ‘courses, engineering
took only 9 percent in the humanmes. However,

"'mathematxcsand science. majors averaged about 3 per- '

credrts in their major (47 credxts) Foretgn language ma-
jors. averaged 11 percent_of credrts 1n Enghsh courses (14

T Asal result engtneenng majors took fewer credrt' .
courses outside their ‘major and: related areas. Though -

% mathematrcs and sctence majors averaged 16 to 22 per- .
9 percent in mathematxcs and scxences (ll credrts) (table
2)., s

Percent

percent of credits in Enghsh courses . (11 credrts),.f
engineering majors  averaged 5 percent in English

courses (7 credits). Further, though the differences were - - E
not marked, engrneenng majors took fewer credits in -~

unrelated science courses (13 credits), compared with
mathematrcs and science majors (17 credits) (table 2)

' Majors |n Humamtles

I-Iunamtres majors eamed an average of 125

. credits for their. bachelor’s degrees. For most 60 percent
~of the coursework were humanities courses (75 credits)
~-and 18 percent were socral science courses (22 credits). -

I-Iumamtres majors .took 8 percent of their credits in-

s mathematrcs and related quantttattve flelds courses (10
g o credtts) (table l)
-.scrences (20 credxts), and mathemancs (19 credtts) (table o

Graduates with degrees in Englrsh earned a thrrd of;:‘

' thetr ‘credits 1n therr major (40 . credtts) Other“:

humamtres courses were 20 percent of their- credrts (25‘

‘credits). The average Enghsh major. earned 22 ‘percent’

of their credits i in social science courses 27 credrts), and -

Foretgn language majors earned 38 percent of therr




“'“."Majors in Social Science

Socral sclence maJors earned ‘an average of 122 ‘

"credlt., for their undergraduate degree. Fifty percent of

-+ their credits were in social science courses (59 credits).

| __ Another 25 percent were in humanities courses (28
. credits), and 13 percent were in mathematics and science
--,courses (15 credits) (table 1).

! 'Majors in Busmess

e Graduates recelvmg baccalaureates in business,
g management and marketing earned an average of 126
credits in undergraduate courses. A third of this total
was in ‘their major fi eld (44 credits), and 54 percent were
' m general education courses (68 credits) (table 1). -

i Business _majors earned mo~e cradits in social

‘-'Vsclences than did majors in educatlon, humanities, or

) quantltatrve fields. Social science was the largest general

- . education area in their course of studies. Business ma-

“jors took about 25 percent of their credits in social

o sciences (30 credits). ‘They also earned twice as many

mathematics credits as did majors in the humamtxes or
- social sciences (table 1).

- Except for majors in quantitative fields, busmess ma-
~ jors earned more credits in computer courses than did
majors in other fields (2 credits). Though the number of
_credits is small, it exceeded the average of a half credit
. or less earned by majors in other fields (table 1).

Majors in Education

Graduates with degrees in education earned an

" average of 130 credits. This is more than the average
- .number of credits earned by majors in humanities,

“social sciences, or business (table l) Thmy percent of

S the credlts earned by education majors were in educa-
" tion courses (40 credits). About half of their curriculum

(70 credtts) compnsed courses in - general education.
- This may reflect -the fact that education majors

',»jspeclahze in a general educatlon area they intend to
- teach.

Specxf‘ cally, educatlon majors took 23 percent of

',i"f"'v;therr credits in humanities (30 credits), and nearly half
o oovof these were in English courses (14 credlts) ‘Thus, they
~ ‘ earned more English credits than did those who majored

-in busmess, the social sc:ences, or quantltatxve fields.

- Courses in the social sciences composed 19 percent
of the: cumculum (24 credlts) for -education majors.
A_nother 12 percent were in mathematlcs s credlts), life
sciences (6 credlts), and physlcal sclences & credxts)
(table 1). .

Educatlon courses were not the excluswe domam of

educatlon maJors Graduates in mathematlcs took an .

average of 8 credlts and Enghsh and forelgn language e
ma]ors, 6 credits i in educatron courses (table 2).

Technical Notes

Data Source

The data in this report were from the Postsecond-
ary School Transcnpts Study, conducted by the Center
for Education Statistics as a supplement to the National.
Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 .
(NLS-72). The transcript study was designed to obtain
reliable and objective information about the postsec- -
ondary education expenences ~of NLS-72 sample
members .

Approximately 15,000 members of the NLS-72 ‘

'sample reported attending one or more postsecondary .

institutions by 1980. ‘Based on this information,
transcript requests were made to about 4,300 schools,
including public two-year and four-year institutions,
private nonvocational and private vocational schools,
and foreign or unclassified schools.

Only transcripts  of students who received
bachelor’s degrees by December 1984 were examined.
Of the 4,791 transcripts for sample members, about 6
percent were dropped from the study because of in-

complete or missing data or because the schools- were -

foreign or unclasslf‘ ed. Another 1 percent of the

transcripts were dropped because data contained out-of-

range values. The result was an analysls sample of 4,440 k:
baccalaureate graduates. ’
To make semester and quarter credlts equlvalent, it

" was assumed that bachelor’s degrees under a semester

system required about 120 credits and under a quarter
system, about 180 credits. A factor of 0.67 (that is,
120/180) was applied to all credits earned under a

quarter system, fora umform measure in semester hour -

credlts

Classnficatlon v anables

To determme the - number of credits earned in
general education courses, the followrng categorles were '
aggregated '

 Mathematics,
life sciences, -
,physlcal sciences,
computers,
forelgn languages,
English, and

- social sciences.




Grouplng of Majors into Broad Fields of Study

B Fields of Study

Majors
Quantitative Computer sciences,
' engineering, life sciences,
mathernatics, and physical
sciences
~ Humanities ‘Foreign  languages,
English, philosophy,

Social sciences
Business

Education

' _Other academic

Personal development

Academic vocational

. Vocationally-oriented

Q

theology, visual arts and
performing arts

Area and ethnic studies,
law, libraries, psychology,
and social science

Business and manage-
ment, marketing, and
distribution
Education

&rchitecture and en-

vironmental - design, com-
munications, allied health,
health sciences, general
studies, military sciences,

- military - technology,

multi/interdisciplinary
studies, protective serv-
ices, and public affairs.

Consumer, personal, and
miscellaneous “services,
basic skills, - citizen-
ship/civic -activities,  in-
terpersonal - skills, leisure
and recreational activities,
and personal awareness

Agricultural sciences,
renewable natural re-
sources, home economtcs,
tndustnal arts, and parks
and recreatton

Agribusiness and agricul-

tural production, business
and’ off' ce,  “‘communica-

tions technology,
engmeertng technology,

vocational home econom-

' ics, science technologtes,'f
;constructton trades,

mechamcs and repairers,

g prectsron productton, and
-transportatton i
‘materials moving

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

and_?

' Prectsron oi’ Estimates

" The data in this report are estimates derived from
4,440 transcripts from the NLS sample members who
completed a bachelors degree. The sample estimates
were inflated to be nationally representative of bac-
calaureates from the High School Class of 1972. The
data -represent only those who completed their
bachelor’s degree; not all those who attended a
postsecondary education institution. -

The sample mean and an estimate of its standard
error permit construction of interval estimates with a
prescribed confidence that the. interval includes the .
average result of all possible samples. This assumes all -
possible samples were selected in such a way that each
was surveyed under essentially the same conditions.
Then if a sample mean and its estimated standard error

- are calculated for each sample-

A. Approximately two-thirds of the intervals from :
one standard error below the estimate to one
standard error above the estimate will include
the average value of all possible samples. -

B. Approximately 95 percent of the intervals from
two standard errors below the estimate to two
standard errors above the estimate will include
the average value of all possible samples.

Group differences cited in the text are statistically
significant at the 95 percent confidence level. Table 3
provides the standard errors for the means shown in
table 1 and table 2, ‘

For More Information

Thts report was prepared by Susan Htll Center for
Education Statistics; and Maria Owings, under contract
to the Center. For more information on the transcript
study, contact Dennis Carroll, Center for Education™ -
Statiztics, Longttudtnal Studies Branch '555 New Jersey o

‘ Avenue NW., Washtngton, D.C. 20208, (202) 626-9120.




o ‘fﬁ’bl‘e,}li; ~ Average aumber and percent of course credits taken for bachelor’s degrees, by students’ major field of study

Student’s major field of study —
, Aca- | ¥woa-
| Quane | Bu- | 8 | |Edu. | other| P fdemic | tion- | Un-
: . cial | Busi- sonal
Courses Total | tita- | man- . ca- | aca- Voca-| ally | clas-
v . ‘. sci- ness . . | devel- | .. : % g
-tive ities ‘tion | demic tion- | ori- | sified
ence opment -
al ented
{Number of credits) _
Total! T127 129 124 122 127 130 126 137 129 132 124
Quantitative, total 28 79 10 16 20 16 26 14 31 29 29
Mathematics 7 16 3 5 1c - 5 5 3 5 8 8
- Life sciences 8 17 3 4 3 6 11 8 13 5 8
- Physical sciences 9 28 4 5 .5 5 10 3 13 10 S
Engineering 3 16 ) @ @ ) ) ) 1 5 3
\ Computers , 1 3 (2) 1 2 ) 2) ) 1 1 1
Humanities, total 29 19 75 28 18 30 25 28 18 22 30
Foreign languages 5 5 13 6 2 3 4 3 2 2 4
English 12 8 22 11 10 14 11 13 10 10 11
Philosophy 3 3 7 5 2 2 3 3 1 2 4
. Theology 1 1 4 1 (2) 1 1 2 (2) (2) 3
 Arts 3 29 5 3 10 7 5 8 8
Social sciences 30 16 22 59 30 24 27 26 20 21 26
. Business 9 1 1 3 44 1 2 4 4 9 10
Education 9 2 5 4 1 40 3 15 4 5 5
Other 22 12 1M 12 14 19 43 50 52 46 24
. : (In percent)
~ Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 160 100 100 100 100
: "Quantitative, total 22 61 8 13 16 12 21 10 24 22 23
~ Mathematics 6 13 2 4 8 4 4 2 5 6 6
- Life sciences 6 13 3 4 2 4 9 6 10 4 6
Physical sciences 7 21 3 4 4 4 8 2 8 7 7
Engineering 2 12 () ) () ) () ) 1 4 2
‘ »Computers 1 2 2) 1 2 ) (2) 2) ) 1 1
- Humanities, total 23 15 60 23 14 23 19 21 14 - 17 24
" Foreign languages 4 4 10 5 1 2 3 2 1 1 3
- English ' 9 6 18 9 8 11 9 9 8 8 9
- Philosophy - 3 2 5 4 2 2 2 2 1 2 3
Theolosy 1 ) 3 1 2 1 2 2 @ - @ 2
v Arts 6 3 24 4 2 8 5 6 4 6 7
, ;‘_Socxal sciences 23 12 18 49 24 19 22 19 16 16 21
Business 7 1 1. 2 35 1 2 3 3 7 8
- Education 7 1 4 3 1 31 2 1nm 3. 3 4
- Other - . 7 -9 9 10 11 14 34 37 40 35 19
""Saii"nble'\size;‘: 4440 625 409 700 694 757 . 690 21 198 107 = 239

.'In semester hours




. Table 2.~Average number and percent of course credits taken for bachelor s degrees in courses, by students major ”
' - field of study . ,

Y]
N

Student’s major field of study
- : ; N Philos-
L . ) . . ' ‘Foreign B by
Courses Engi- | Com- | Life |Physical| Math- 1" " projin | OPRY | pps
neering | puters | sciences | sciences | ematics uages ~and
o & theology |

: (Number cf credits) . ' :

Total! . 137~ 127 125 127 128 123 122 124 128

~'Quantitative, total . 94 73 73 78 66 12 11 10 8

~ Mathematics 19 21 9 15 39 4 3 3 2

. Life scisnces 1 2~ 36 ‘10 4 3 3 3 3

Physical sciences v 20 9 27 51 17 4 4 4 3

" Engineering 52 9 2) 1 1 2) 1 ) 2)

Computers 2 32 11 5 1 ) ) @

Humanities, total 12 16 22 21 28 74 65 75 _ 86

~ Foreign languages 1 2 6 6 -6 47 9 8 5

English 7 8 8 8 11 13 40 12 11

Philosophy -2 2 3 3 3 5 5 19 3

" Theology ) 1 1 @ 1 1 1 21 0

- Arts 2 3 4 4 7 8 10 15 67

Social sciences 13 16 18 16 19 22 27 25 16

Business 7 1 1 2 -3 1 1 1

Education 1 2 1 2 8 6 6 3 5

‘Other 16 15 10 2 6 7 12 10 . 12

‘ (In percent)

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 190 . 100

Quantitative, total 69 57 58 62 51 10 9 8 6

Mathematics 14 16 7 12 31 4 3 3 1

" Life sciences 1 2 29 8 3 3 3 2 3

- Physical sciences 14 7 21 40 13 3 3 -3 2

~ Engineering 38 7 0 1 ) 2) ) ()] )

- Computers 2 25 1 1 4 ) @ @) @

Humanities; total 9 12 18 16 22 60 53 61 67

_ Foreign languages 1 2 5 4 4 38 7 6 4

- English 5 6 6 6 9 11 33 10 9

. Philosophy - 1 2 3 2 3 4 4 16 2

.+ Theology : 2) ) 1 ) 1 1 1 17 . Q)

o Anms . 12 3 3 5 6 8 12 82
* Social sciences 9 13 14 13 14 18 2 20 13
- Business 1 5 1 1 2 2 1 1 @

" Education . @ @ 1 1 6 4 5 2 4

Oher 12 12 8 7 5 6 10 8 10

‘s;;‘xhple"‘si;e s 24 249 1120 61 149 62 137

“n 'semester hours . ‘
han L crecht or. 0 S percent




S 1able 3 —Standard errors of the average numbers of crednts taken for bachelor (] degrees in courses, by student’s ma]or
‘ fields of study . ‘ :

‘Students* major field of study ,
. ' So. , Per. | Aca- [Voca- | -
. | Quan- | Hu- :ial Busi- Edu- | Other sonal demic | tion- | Un-
‘Courses Total | tita- | man- sci- nesq ca- ‘aca- de :l Voca- | ally | clas-
tive | ities | | tion | demic| r;e-t tion- | ofi- |sified
) P n ~al | ented -
(Number of credits)
Total .- 034 097 1.02 0.80 0.78 0.82{ 092 482 1.4 2.31 1.78
Quantitative, total 42 95 40 47 41 .43 89 116 1.35 1.89 176 -
- Mathematics J2 45 20 19 220 .19 .18 .51 30 .56 .54
- Life sciences .16 12 .18 21 .14 .20 .04  1.05 .79 .74 .69
Physical sciences .19 .89 21 25 .18 22 42 .54 .52 .74 .73
Engineering A7 1.02 .05 .06 a1 .03 .11 - .23 .96 71
- Computers .05 .30 .03 .08 12 .05 .05 12 .10 .23 .25
Humanities, total 34 .47 115 53 32 .71 .60 237 .76 201 174
Foreign languages 13 .26 .85 .26 .16 21 .25 94 .26 .36 52
. English .14 .20 .84 .24 .18 31 .33 1.15 40 .39 .58
. Philosophy .07 .14 .46 .18 13 12 .15 53 .18 33 .33
Theology .09 .08 .63 .16 .06 .14 .08 1.21 .14 19 .85
Arts .23 .22 1.61 27 .14 .58 .30 1.15 .48 1.77 1.08
Social sciences 28 .35 63 61 .38 44 63 19 .70 100 1.02
Business 26 4 17 24 51 d4 25 155 44 1.07 118
Education .25 22 45 .29 14 .65 .28  2.66 .62 1.01 - .80
(Number of credits) - B
Total 1.60 6.34 1.46 2.36 3.52 2.70 1.62 - 2.24 1.91
Quantitative, total 1.55 548  1.17 227 341 L27 .64 .88 66
‘Mathematics 41 17 31 75 1.93 6 36 .51 .26
Life sciences .21 .69 .70 1.02 77 .56 .26 42 .33
Physical sciences .95 1.30 .63 1.45 1.94 .62 3¢ 0 53 .33
Engineering 1.38 2.70 .05 37 .29 .02 B & - 04
Computers .18 2.48 .10 .16 .89 d0 .05 R R A
' 'Humanmes, total 58 1.69 0 102 226 215 158 254 220
Forelgn languages : .27 .98 .43 .62 1.09 1.18 84 L12 .66
. English -~ - .32 - .66 31 43 1.10  1.20 L .79 .61
PhxldsOphy ; .19 .94 .25 33 .53 ~ .48 1.86 ’.34_}
- *Theology .08 ©.10 . .15 .19 .40 31 .28 .14 11
o Ans 24 82 26 47 182 121 8 279 2
T Somal sciences 49 1.95 58 8 1.26 - 1.59  1.03 1.93 .-.77  :
. Business 21 169 .15 26 .47 .85 . .2 31 a7
‘ ,'_;:Educanon | 39 .33 26 . .43 192 113 81 .87 .76

" Not Applicabie. _




