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Abstract 
This paper was created using data from a larger study which examined first-year academic advising of exploratory students at a large public university.  The project was conducted using grounded theory techniques, phenomenological perspective, and semi-structured interviewing.  Themes emerged from the data and were categorized into one of the four S's of Schlossberg's transition theory.  Religiosity and how it influenced student major and career decision making processes emerged as a notable theme for multiple students.  Given this, the article focuses on how academic advisors can best support students who feel a deep connection between their faith and major and career decision making processes.  
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Introduction
“Before I can tell my life what I want to do with it, I must listen to my life telling me who I am” (Palmer, 1999, p. 4).  This quote speaks to the notion that one’s life and sense of self are intricately connected.  When considering the phrase’s applicability to first-year college students, this quote can represent students’ processes of choosing a major or career.  When further examining the phrase’s applicability to those processes, it highlights the importance, depth, and context of career decisions.  The foundation for such decision making begins long before a student enters college.  It is influenced by family, friends, values, and ethics, often arriving at a time when students are not developmentally ready to make decisions that will influence the rest of their lives. 
Many students arrive on college campuses not ready take Palmer’s advice and listen to their lives.  These students, commonly referred to as undecided (Gordon, 1998) or exploratory (Carduner, Padak, & Reynolds, 2011) bring forth a unique set of characteristics and require specific attention from their advisers as they make one of the most crucial decisions in their college career: their academic major.
This research examined how exploratory students made meaning of a first-year academic advising model designed specifically to assist them in major and career exploration.  Exploratory student receive a specialized version of the university’s model of developmental and appreciative advising.  In this model, students meet with their academic adviser early in the first semester to discuss their transition to the university, co-curricular plans, and initial goal setting.  Students are provided with a take-home goal setting sheet which they are to complete before a follow-up advising meeting, typically six weeks after the initial appointment.  In the follow-up meeting, students discuss the sheet with their adviser, determine implications, and do more specific course planning.
Through interviewing and determining commonalities among participants, an unexpected theme emerged: the influence of religiosity on the students’ decision making processes.  Upon deeper investigation, it was revealed that for a select group of participants, major and career decisions were highly influenced more by their faith and other personal values.  Students used a variety of terms when referring to their religion.  Christian, faith, spiritualty, and religion were all words used by students, depending on how they identified.  For the purpose of this article, the terms religion, religious, and religiosity will serve as all-encompassing terms to identify this value.
Theoretical Framework
This study examined exploratory students’ perceptions of their experiences.  It was predetermined by the researchers to incorporate Schlossberg’s transition theory (Schlossberg, 2011), set in the context of traditional first-year student transitions, to serve as a framework for the research.  Schlossberg’s theory (2011) discusses transition in terms of four S’s: situation, self, strategies and support.  
Although this theory does not exclusively apply to college-age development, it is applicable when one considers student adjustment to college life, and how advising can influence adjustment.  The participants were first-year students who discussed current experiences, and second-year students who reflected on their first-year experiences.  Schlossberg’s (2011) theory helped the researchers understand what effect college transition had on students, as well as if or how the students utilized advising as a support system.  The concept served as a filter the researchers used during the coding process to help identify themes based on students’ developmental levels.
Relevant Literature
Previous researchers conducted studies regarding faith, spirituality, and major and/or career development.  However, the majority focus on adult career development, rather than college students.  Duffy (2006) examined spirituality and religion in career development and in the workplace, and its implications for career counselors.  Key findings of Duffy’s work provided implications for counselors working with those with strong spiritual or religious inclinations.  He encouraged advisors and counselors to explore those inclinations to better understand what role those values may play in one’s career path.  Galles and Lenz (2012) explored career thoughts, vocational identity, and the concept of “calling” with undergraduate students enrolled in a major and career exploration course.  Similarly, they found significant relationships between career thoughts and vocational identity to the sense of calling with the studied population. 
There is a notable gap in the research surrounding exploratory students and how religiosity may influence their major and career decision making processes.  This research adds to perspective to a topic that is currently lacking, but clearly important to the select group of participants.
Summary of Methods
This research was conducted at a mid-size public university in the Midwest.  The scope of the study was 12 students, all were “undecided” majors as designated by the university when they began college.  Students self-selected to participate in the study by responding to an email invitation from one of the researchers.  The study incorporated grounded theory techniques from a phenomenological perspective to gain understanding of student meaning-making as exploratory first-year students.  The researchers followed Charmaz’s (2006) methods of grounded theory research, which assumes each student would experience the phenomena in a unique way. 
	Interviews served as the primary form of data collection and were conducted using a semi-structured interview guide.  Often conversation strayed from the guide and discussion flowed naturally.  The researchers explored student perspectives to uncover themes and sub-themes.  Data analysis began with coding the data and concluded with the development of theory.  The researchers implemented Charmaz’s (2006) methods of developing grounded theory.  Using these methods, the researchers developed a narrative for each student highlighting what was learned as a result of the interviews.  The researchers then developed memos that helped them engage in the data, develop ideas, and determine themes.  Through this process, theory around exploratory student experiences emerged.
Results
In analyzing the perspectives of each case, significant themes arose.  Themes provided perspective on students’ perceptions. Schlossberg’s (2011) transition theory was used to categorize themes.  The researchers classified emergent themes into the four main categories identified by Schlossberg’s (2011) theory: situation, self, strategy, and support.  Sub-themes were determined in each category, weaving the stories together. 
Students and Schlossberg’s Themes 
	Student religiosity was an unexpected sub-theme that emerged for four participants.  The researchers identified religion as a value, therefore classifying it as Schlossberg’s (2011) concept of self.  In each case, students not only defined themselves as religious, but also were involved in faith-based organizations on campus.  The act of joining an organization is considered a support (2011), as the organization and its members were tools the students used to support themselves through their transition.  At the time of interview, three students had made some progress in their major and career decisions, with each of them ready to declare a major at the end of the semester.  When examining interviews, it was determined that religious identity and values played a key role in their decision making processes.	
	Lauren identifies as a “Christian” and joined a Christian sorority on campus.  She came to this decision because she “never saw [herself] fitting into a regular sorority”.  When asked about her experience with the group, Lauren spoke quite passionately.  She referred to her sorority as both her support system and her family.  “We really are sisters”, Lauren said.  When asked about major or career ideas, Lauren surprisingly referred back to the sorority and her religion.  She said she “prayed about it” with her sorority.  She said the members were very supportive of her needing time to reflect on what she wants to do.  At the time of interview, Lauren had decided to pursue a major in marketing with hopes of a career in sports marketing.  Lauren is a member of the collegiate golf team, she hopes to eventually work for the Professional Golf Association (PGA) and feels that marketing is a good way for her to connect with the association.  Lauren described working for the “PGA” as her “dream job” but also a “longshot”.  She once again mentioned praying with her sorority sisters and how supportive they were of her goals.  Her ability to rely on her sorority sisters and their prayer to guide her through the decision making process is a clear use of Schlossberg’s (2011) support concept.  
	Another student, Emma, spoke about the support system she developed through involvement in faith-based organizations, both on campus and within the greater community.  Emma was involved with her church’s youth group for college students, as well as two service organizations, “To Write Love on Her Arms” and “Friends of Youth”.  Emma elaborated on how her involvement in her church and the service organizations was helpful to her as she began to think about her major and career.  She decided to major in speech pathology and considers the profession her “calling”.  Emma connected her religion and her love of service to her future career, combining Schlossberg’s self and support. 
	Similarly, Trevor also found a connection between his faith, commitment to helping people, and career goals.  Trevor identifies as a Christian and joined “CRU”, a campus faith-based service organization, immediately after arriving on campus.  He was interested in CRU because he knew there would be other Christians involved and hoped to connect with them socially.  When asked what he most enjoyed about the organization, Trevor stated it was the friendships he had made and the service they did.  When asked about career goals, Trevor had decided to pursue a medical career, and was planning to declare a pre-med major.  He discussed his beliefs that medicine would be the best way he could help people, which he knew was an important value of his.  When specifically asked, Trevor saw the connection to the work he had done with CRU.  Like Emma, Trevor believes that he has been called to medicine by a higher power.  He referred to it as his “purpose”.  Trevor felt confident in his decision and said that he had prayed about it.  He said that if he was wrong he felt that “God would tell me”.  It is clear that Trevor’s religion influenced his desire to become involved in a faith-based service organization and future career in medicine.  Through his values and activities Trevor used a combination of Schlossberg’s (2011) self and support to help guide him. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Of the four students who discussed their values of spirituality, only one, Mark, did not connect it to major or career interests.  At the time of interview, Mark was a first-year student who was undecided about his major and career path.  He was interested in the institution’s nationally-ranked business school, but had applied to the school, and didn’t know what he would major in if accepted.  
	Mark discussed his spirituality in terms of his involvement on campus, as he is a member of the university’s gospel choir.  Mark is African American and finds connection in both his faith and other African Americans on campus.  Mark discussed the friendships he has made with the choir, and how they are “his [university name] family”.  Mark also discussed his conscious choice to join gospel choir over other choral groups on campus.  Although Mark differs from the other students in that he had not identified a service-based profession to tie into his spiritual values, his membership in the gospel choir is a clear use of a support in Schlossberg’s (2011) theory.  As Mark begins the process of applying to business school, selecting a major, and refining career goals, he will likely turn to his “[university name] family” for support in the process.  
Discussion and Implications for Academic Advisors
This study examined how exploratory students made meaning of experiences with first-year advising.  More specifically it explored how, if at all, the advising model aided the population in major and career development.  As noted, the unexpected sub-theme of student religious values emerged as elements of self and support as defined by Schlossberg (2011).  Emma, Trevor, and Lauren all found a connection with their religious values to their career goals.  Mark differed from the others in that he did not connect his religious values to his future career path, but rather used his involvement in the gospel choir as an element of support (Schlossberg, 2011).  
	When developing strategies to best serve this sub-population of students, academic advisers and other professionals working with exploratory students should consider the role that religion plays in their lives and what other support systems they have.  Lauren, Emma, and Trevor all identified their religion and faith-based organization membership as important values and support systems.  Emma and Trevor connected their religious value of serving others to their future career aspirations.  Advisors should further explore these topics with students.  
Lauren discussed her faith in terms of the support system she had with her Christian sorority, but not her intended marketing major or “dream job” with the PGA.  Given this, advisors should ask how Lauren plans to create that support system after she graduates.  Does she plan on staying close with her sorority sisters after graduation?  How will those relationships be different in the next stage of her life?  Or, will she find the connection in a new group associated with her church, community, or elsewhere?  
With students who connect career aspirations with their faith-based values, advisors should also explore the “why” behind that connection.   Emma and Trevor each believe that a service profession is their way of service.  Emma referred to speech pathology as her “calling” and Trevor believed medicine to be his “purpose”.   Exploring what that means to each student will aid solidify their career decisiveness.  Gordon (1998) would categorize Emma as more decisive than Trevor, but both students still have career exploration to complete.  Emma needs to determine the best setting for her work as a speech pathologist, and Trevor needs to consider the different types of medicine he can practice, and which speaks to his talents and “purpose”.  Although these students have time to make those higher-level career decisions, they can still benefit from advisors asking those “think about it” type questions.
While Mark’s career goals did not connect to his religion, his involvement in the gospel choir was clearly important to him.  For these students, conversations that further help them connect personal values and activities could be an important strategy in helping them further refine their goals.  Overall, organizational involvement proved to be an important support system for this group.  Gordon (1998) indicated that students who are on lower-levels of career decisiveness tend to have difficulty making decisions in general.  When coupled with student transition, it is possible students could have even more difficulty making career decisions as they are overwhelmed with the variety of stressors in their lives.  Helping students understand the full potential support systems can play as students make major and career decisions can alleviate some of that stress.  Engaging students in conversations about their involvement and relationships will help them understand they have built a community of support.
Implications for Future Research
	The connection between students’ religiosity and their major and career decision making was an unexpected theme that evolved from this study.  While previous research exists on religion, spirituality, and the concept of calling’s influence on career decision making for specific demographics or vocations, little exists for religious exploratory students and how their values may influence major and career decisions.  Further research is necessary to make more informed decisions on how to best serve college students who connect to religious values on a variety of levels and in a variety of ways.
	 Additionally, this research was limited to twelve students at one university, with only four of them specifically discussing their religion and involvement in faith-based organizations, and each self-identifying as Christian.  As current research on undecided students has been described as “conflicting, contradictory, and confusing” (Gordon, Habley, & Grites, 2008, p. 162) more research is necessary to determine best practices with this population as they undergo such crucial decision making processes.  Future studies will better determine how to serve this population and understand the roles religion may or may not play in that process.  Further implications for research could focus on students who identify with non-Christian religion, as well as support systems utilized other than faith-based organization involvement.  This expansion may result in some interesting intersections of students’ perceptions of self and support (Schlossberg, 2011). 
Conclusion
	While the focus of this study was exploratory college students’ experiences with an academic advising model designed specifically to meet their needs, during the cross-case examination of interviews, the unexpected sub-theme of student religion, involvement in faith-based organizations, and how those intersected with student major and career decision making emerged.  Of the four participants who discussed their religious values, two of them felt drawn to service based professions because of their faith and desire to give back to others.  Each participant discussed how their involvement in faith-based organizations was a key support system to them, with words such as “family” commonly used to refer to the relationships students developed in their organization.  While future research is necessary to better understand the role religion plays in the student lives, this study provided useful information for academic advisers and other higher education professionals who guide exploratory students through their major and career decision making processes.  
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