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Abstract
This thesis offers an overview of how college students can be supported in the process of
academic exploration. Rather than labeling students as simply declared or undeclared, degrees
of decidedness are viewed as a spectrum. Within that continuum, certain sub-types of students
are identified in order to uncover the causes behind specific issues commonly faced in the
college student population. Select academic advising methodologies are reviewed, chosen for
their pertinence to the activity of encouraging exploratory behavior in the academic realm.
Theories discussed come from two varying perspectives: those based on philosophical
foundations, and those based on social science foundations. To add to the range of ideas in the
academic advising arena, three theories from the fields of psychology and sociology that do not
currently appear in the academic advising literature and shed light on some obstacles to academic
exploration faced by students, are discussed in the context of academic counseling. Fictional
case studies demonstrate how the theories can be applied in the counseling session, and various
interventions are discussed.
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Literature Review: Introduction
College is a time when the individual is faced with a sudden expansion in possibilities
and opportunities, and a time when important decisions need to be made. Students are presented
with a complex network of potential pathways reaching out in front of them. Some may be so
focused on one particular path that they do not see this complexity at all, while others may be
overwhelmed by an apparently unending array of options from which to choose. Fortunately,
students have a guide to support them on this journey — the academic counselor. It is the
counselor’s role to help the student both recognize and navigate these diverse options and help
them tailor a journey unique to their interests, aspirations, and strengths. While much attention
has been given to the so-called “undecided student,” as this literature review will reveal,
categories such as decided versus undecided are more nebulous than they may initially appear.
All students need to engage in academic and career exploration, regardless of their level of
decidedness, maturity, or identity formation. An understanding and application of various
advising methodologies is necessary to customize advising to the specific types of students and
the challenges they face.
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Types of Students and Stages in the Exploratory Process
Overview of the Decidedness Spectrum
Although students entering college may, on paper, be easily identifiable as declared or
undeclared, this superficial categorization belies a more nuanced reality. Gordon (1998) created
a thorough overview of the different stages of academic decidedness in the college student
population and identified levels of decidedness as a continuum. Within this continuum, Gordon
posits seven categories: Very Decided, Somewhat Decided, Unstable Decided, Tentatively
Undecided, Developmentally Undecided, Seriously Undecided, and Chronically Indecisive. The
decided side of the continuum starts with Very Decided students -- those that have settled on a
decision and are content with their choice. These students may still request academic counseling
at some point, either to acquire further information or to verify certain decisions. Somewhat
Decided students have declared their major but harbor some doubts about their choice and may
later opt to change major. The Unstable Decided are declared students that exhibit extremely
unstable goals and a great deal of anxiety. They may lack self-confidence in their academic
abilities, and their anxiety may prevent them from seeking out academic advising.
Transitioning into the undecided categories: Tentatively Undecided students are
undeclared in official terms but are closer to settling on a choice than other undecided types.
They have a mature identity formation and are at ease with still being in an exploratory phase.
Developmentally Undecided students are those who are in the process of working through
regular developmental tasks, and their indecision is something that resolves itself as they mature.
These students can benefit from information about fields of study and careers, and activities that
help with self-reflection and build decision making skills. Seriously Undecided students exhibit
high levels of academic and career indecision, tend to have an external locus of control, and lack
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initiative in making key decisions. These students may need more in-depth counseling to
address their undeveloped identity and low self-esteem. Chronically Indecisive students offer
the greatest challenge to advisors, since their indecision presents as a core personality trait.
These students also struggle with the highest levels of anxiety of all the categories and may
exhibit perfectionism and commitment fears. They may require clinical counseling in order to
resolve earlier psychosocial crises before being able to tackle issues related to identity (Gordon,
1998).
While Gordon’s analysis assists with understanding the different stages in the exploratory
process, there are certain sub-types of students within this spectrum that need to be better
understood, in order to comprehend the sources of any decision-making struggles, or other issues
to which they may be prone. The following sub-types will be addressed: maximizers and
counterfactual thinkers, foreclosed students, scanners and multipotential students, and denied
students.
Maximizers and Counterfactual Thinkers
Leach and Patall (2013) looked at potential psychological causes of student
dissatisfaction with their choice of college major, focusing on two key factors: maximization and
counterfactual thinking. Maximization is the tendency to search for the best choice when
choosing between numerous options. Maximizers feel they need to thoroughly explore every
option, can struggle as the number of choices increases, and are more likely to suffer from postdecision uncertainty and remorse. The alternative decision style is satisficing: when the
individual looks for a choice that meets basic requirements and is considered “good enough.”
Counterfactual thinking is the propensity to imagine what could have been if a different choice
had been made and pondering after-the-fact “what if…” type questions. Upward counterfactual
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thinking is when the path chosen is compared to a more attractive alternate option, which can
lead the individual to feel less satisfaction with a choice. The study found a positive correlation
between maximization and upward counterfactual thinking and showed that as these two factors
increase there is a significant decrease in satisfaction with major choice. The study revealed that
there is a notable positive correlation between major satisfaction and GPA. Conversely, upward
counterfactual thinking is negatively related to students’ perceived competence, autonomous
regulation, and GPA. This study also reveals how important it is for a student to feel content
with their choice of major, since this impacts other factors such as academic success, and
feelings of competency and autonomy. The authors recommend strengths-based counseling to
reduce the practice of maximization and upward counterfactual thinking.
The Foreclosed Student
The concept of foreclosure was first put forth by Erik Erikson, as something that may
occur as adolescents contend with the psychosocial developmental stage of identity vs role
confusion (Shaffer & Zalewski, 2011). Shaffer and Zalewski (2011) explore a certain type of
student that superficially appears to be decided, but the decision is not built on a solid
foundation. An adolescent may prematurely settle on an identity in order to deal with the anxiety
brought about by this crisis. However, the crisis is not truly resolved since the individual has not
engaged in the contemplative work needed to develop a stable sense of identity based on internal
values. While some foreclosed students may be academically successful, these students may
experience an identity crisis and a reevaluation of their goals later at some point in their college
career. Additionally, foreclosure can result in reduced motivation, and may lead to academic
struggles if the choice is not a good fit for the student’s abilities. Foreclosures tend to have an
external locus of control and have based their decision on the opinions of significant authority
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figures such as parents and teachers. They are often conventional and wish to conform to the
standards of society. Advisors can identify if a student is foreclosed by asking about how much
research into other options the student has engaged in, and whether they remember passing
through a stage of identity crisis. The authors argue that it is important to press students on this
issue, even if it brings about an identity crisis. Encouraging exploratory behavior in foreclosed
students should take place early in the advising process to help students make the most of their
college experience.
Scanners and Multipotential Students
Some students have a broad mix of interests and struggle to settle on only one field of
study or career path. This type, known as a scanner, can feel great anxiety about having to
decide on a major, and can also display regret after making a choice, because of the other options
that have to be sacrificed in the process. Bloom et al. (2011) explored this student type and how
advisors can guide them. Scanners may have a negative perception of their struggles to decide
on a major or career path, resulting in shame, reduced self-confidence, and a resistance to talk
about this issue. The authors note that perceptions of breadth of interest versus focus of interest
vary, and that the notion of a scanner is a construct, and not an inherently negative state of being.
They also point out that there are benefits to having a broad skill set and range of interests in
today’s economy in which jobs are rapidly changing and individuals are often forced to make
career adjustments through their lifetimes. The scanner can be considered the polar opposite to
the foreclosed student — a type that may ultimately have more difficulties navigating in the
modern, dynamic job market. The Scanner Self Inventory is an assessment tool to help identify
degrees of scanner qualities. Advisors can support these students by first relieving the self-doubt
they feel and pointing out that scanner characteristics can be a strength in today’s world. The
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authors suggest scanners may do best by switching majors, completing more than one major,
adding minors to their program, or considering customized or interdisciplinary programs. The
student may also consider leaving higher education for a period of time, or altogether, in order to
pursue other interests. Advisors should encourage students to think of their career path in
dynamic ways, and consider a sequence of careers and jobs, as opposed to trying to find the
perfect calling for a lifetime (Bloom et al., 2011).
The student with multipotentiality is similar to the scanner in many ways. The
multipotential student is highly talented and gifted in numerous areas, and their ability to succeed
in multiple fields can make it difficult to choose one particular path. High ability students may
feel overwhelmed by all the options that are open to them and may feel external pressure to settle
on a decision. Multipotential students may foreclose prematurely as a way to deal with the
anxiety of the decision-making process, therefore advisors should support these students
emotionally by encouraging them to verbalize their uncertainty and concerns (McDonald, 2003).
A study of exploratory honors students noted that students with multipotentiality need to be
supported in exploring majors and career options. These students should look for occupations
that are intellectually stimulating, entail lifelong learning, and utilize numerous skills.
Multipotential students may wish to pursue secondary majors or minors but should be aware that
pursuing multiple fields is a choice made to fulfill their own academic interests rather than a
strategy to acquire higher wages or expanded job opportunities (Carduner et al., 2011).
The Denied Student
Some students may be thrust into having to explore alternative options, even after fully
exploring and deciding on a field of study. The denied student is one who is not admitted to their
chosen major due to selective admissions. In some cases, this denial takes place after the student
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has already invested a considerable amount of time, effort, and money into preparation for this
path, and is therefore faced with both disappointment and a sense of remorse over these
perceived wasted resources. Barber (2014) looked at this type of student through the lens of
Stokols’ (1975) psychological theory of alienation. Barber acknowledges that students present a
range of responses to being denied: from being angry and upset, railing against the decision with
a sense of injustice, to becoming reticent and uncommunicative. Others offer more adaptive
reactions such problem-solving, contingency planning, and self-contemplation. These varying
behaviors can be understood by looking at two variables — whether the rejection is perceived to
be personal rather than due to external factors, and whether the individual believes there are
acceptable alternate options. Advisors will see the highest degree of negative affect and
maladaptive responses coming from students who infer that their rejection was personal and
believe that they do not have any decent alternatives. Students who assess the denial as not
being related to any personal factors, and do not interpret themselves as being cornered in an
adverse situation, are most likely to fully explore their options. Advisors working with denied
students should first ask questions to assess the student’s beliefs in relation to these two
variables. For students that are very emotionally distressed at the decision, the advisor needs to
validate their feelings and offer a safe and supportive environment for the student to express their
discontent. Advisors should help the student recognize that the preparatory work they have
completed has inherent worth that can be applied to other courses of study and assist the student
with exploring other opportunities. In some cases, it may be appropriate for the student to
consider reapplication or even appealing the decision (Barber, 2014).
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Theories based on Philosophical Foundations
Socratic Advising
The concept of Socratic Advising was first introduced in 1994 by Pennsylvania State
University undergraduate advisor Peter Hagen in the seminal article Academic Advising as
Dialectic. At this time, academic advising was still an emerging field that was frequently
misunderstood within academia as being subordinate to the educational purpose of higher
education and seen as requiring “simply a knack for telling students the right courses to take”
(Hagen, 1994). This article likens the process of academic advising to a Socratic dialectic in
which two interlocutors engage in a conversation of critical thinking in order to test assumptions,
challenge the validity of ideas, expose problematic arguments, and ultimately uncover truth.
Hagen stresses that the nature of the dialectic should model the Socratic style that engages two
conversationalists of equal standing, not the Platonic dialogues in which one of the interlocutors
is proven to be ignorant by the wiser guide. For the dialectic to be productive, it is important for
the student to also challenge the advisor’s assumptions, and a quality advisor is one that is
willing to engage in this testing as the dialectic plays out.
In response to some criticisms of Socratic Advising, Kuhtmann (2005) defends the use of
this method in academic advising by comparing two distinct approaches to this theory — the
classical Socratic approach and the quasi-Socratic beneficial dialectic. The Socratic method in
its classical form involves a series of questions asked by the teacher/advisor that leads the
student to an ultimate truth by the process of logic. This classical approach had been subject to
the critique that it can be oppressive and exclusionary toward women and marginalized
communities. Additionally, it is based on the concept of universal truth, which relies on a
hierarchical structure of knowledge based on authority and power, and hence can contribute to
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structures of oppression. The author remarks that the formal Socratic method can lead students
to a dead-end of silence, which is counterproductive to mentorship. Kuhtmann highlights the
need for cooperative and relational approaches to knowledge and promotes the use of a quasiSocratic beneficial dialectic in academic advising. The beneficial dialectic is less focused on
objective truth and logic, and instead views knowledge as simultaneously subjective and
objective, and takes into account other factors unique to the student, such as gender and level of
development. The author posits that, because of their specific training, professional advisors are
better equipped than faculty advisors to engage students in this form of advising.
Hagen (2020) further develops the theory and encourages advisors to look to Plato’s
Phaedrus for inspiration and honors the craft of academic advising by demonstrating how it was
practiced in the groves of the Academe in Ancient Greece. Hagen imagines how the
conversation between Socrates and Phaedrus — about what kind of education Phaedrus should
pursue — would play out in modern times. In doing so, Hagen reminds advisors of the
importance of imagination, narrative, masterful use of language, and hermeneutics — the
methodology of interpretation, in the act of academic advising. He argues that while metricsbased approaches are also necessary, they should not be practiced in isolation.
Chaos Theory Based Advising
The chaos theory of careers takes the mathematical concept of chaos theory and applies it
to career counseling. This theory views the individual as a multifaceted, dynamic system that is
continuously interacting with other complex and changing systems, leading to the inevitability of
chance events and unexpected outcomes. The founders of this theory argue that typical theories
of career focus too much on person-environment fit, and do not factor in the impact of chance
events on an individual’s path (Loader, 2011).
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Chaos theory offers a number of unique and innovative tenets, with the four foundation
principles of: complexity, change, chance, and construction. Complexity speaks to the numerous
interwoven influences that interact with an individual in the career decision making process. For
example, diverse factors ranging from politics, media, teachers, parents, friends, gender, culture,
and health can all have an impact on an individual’s choices and path. Change is to be expected
due to the complexity of the way these factors interrelate, however the ongoing evolution of
people and their environments is overlooked by traditional career theories. Chance events are
also underestimated in most career theories, yet in Chaos Theory, chance occurrences are to be
expected and should be prepared for. Construction is an approach that responds to the awareness
that it is not possible to anticipate or control everything within the complex system of one’s life.
This approach empowers the individual to actively engage in forging their future, instead of
being knocked around by external forces (Pryor & Bright, 2011).
Loader (2011) explores how chaos theory of careers can be taught to students to help
them deal with change in a positive way. The author suggests starting with an overview of the
concept of chaos theory and how it is applied in the realm of physics. This can lead into a
discussion of movies such as The Butterfly Effect and Sliding Doors, followed by an exercise in
which students identify and discuss critical turning points in their own lives. Other activities to
follow include the “Butterfly Model of Careers” and a “careers collage.” Students are then taught
about “luck readiness” — an open-minded attitude to change that allows individuals to maximize
the positive potential outcomes of chance events in the future. Students finally complete an
assessment tool that gauges their level of luck readiness. The ultimate goal is to build resilience
in students and prepare them for the real-life conditions of working in a constantly changing
world (Loader, 2011).
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Chaos Theory is a modern and versatile method that could be useful to students
throughout the decidedness continuum, and the various sub-types discussed. The theory helps
build resilience by depersonalizing events, and helps students see the broader picture of how
possibilities can play out. Therefore, it can also be a tool to help students interpret and cope with
disappointments — an aspect which is especially useful when advising denied students. This
theory may also be beneficial to students that fall into the “very decided” category in the
decidedness spectrum, because it prepares them for unanticipated opportunities and helps build
flexibility. For scanners and multipotential students, this theory can help shore up their
confidence by validating the benefits of having both diverse interests and multiple areas of
academic strength.
Existentialist Advising
A recent development in the field of academic advising is the application of the
philosophy of existentialism, as outlined by Reynolds (2021). Reynolds focuses on the Sartre
(1956) definition of existentialism as outlined in the essay Existentialism is a Humanism, with
four key concepts to consider: abandonment, existence precedes essence, condemned to be free,
and authenticity. Abandonment is the human interpretation of being thrust into existence without
being given a defined purpose from a higher power. Existence precedes essence is the concept
that there is no predestined path given to the individual — instead we exist first and define our
path through our actions. Condemned to be free is the deep understanding of the consequences
of free will — that the individual has to create meaning through choices and actions and must
live the fate that results from these choices. In this worldview, there is no right or wrong choice,
only the authentic choice. The author highlights the importance of working through existential
anguish when making critical life choices. When a student is struggling with choosing a path
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they may come to the advisor in a state of anguish and want the advisor to tell them what to do to
make the anguish stop. In existential advising, anguish is seen as an essential part of personal
growth. The advisor’s role is not to end the anguish or provide answers, but to encourage a
deeper conversation about meaning and purpose, authenticity, and personal responsibility for
one’s choices.
Existential Advising is a new way of looking at academic advising issues, and while it
shares some similarities with other methods, it also brings its own unique perspective. Reynolds
(2021) compares and contrasts existential advising with two other approaches, also covered in
this paper: Socratic Advising and Self-Authorship Advising. Socratic Advising is similar to
existential advising in that both modalities involve critical thinking and questioning assumptions.
However, Reynold argues that Socratic advising assumes the existence of objective truth,
whereas the goal of the existential approach is authenticity, which does not necessarily equate to
a “right answer” or even presume that such a thing exists. Existential Advising also resembles
Self-Authorship Advising in that both approaches urge students to become independent decision
makers and to take responsibility in their educational pathways. The difference lies in SelfAuthorship’s notion of an internal voice. From an existential perspective, the “internal voice” is
a metaphysical construct — something that does not truly exist. Therefore, meaning and purpose
are not things that can be discovered, instead they must be created. The goal of the existentialist
approach is self-creation rather than self-exploration.
Existentialist advising can be useful when working with the foreclosed student, by
providing a venue in which the student can tackle their anguish and learn to be at ease with a
dynamic identity. The existentialist outlook comes with an awareness that choices are being
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made and remade throughout a lifetime, and identity is always a work in process (Reynolds,
2021).
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Theories based on Social Science Foundations
Self-Authorship Theory
The term self-authorship was first coined by developmental psychologist Robert Kegan
(1982) to describe a transfer of meaning-making ability from outside of the self to within the
self. This concept was adapted to the field of academic advising by Baxter Magolda (2001). An
individual who is self-authored operates in a contextual way of knowing, engages in the process
of knowledge construction, and uses this approach to create intrinsically defined goals and an
internally sourced sense of identity. A self-authored student will not expect to be told what to do
by parents or advisors but will be open to information and opinions from these sources. This
student does not make decisions solely based on intuition or raw enthusiasm either but will
assess both external and internal factors to arrive at a considered decision (Pizzolato, 2006).
This theory was empirically tested in a study conducted in 2006, which assessed undergraduate
students for two qualities considered important for self-authorship: goal reflection and volitional
planning. Goal reflection refers to looking at the choice from different angles, such as the
various personal, career, and academic perspectives. Volitional planning involves anticipating
potential challenges and considering how they could be managed. The results showed that about
one-fifth of the sample made decisions in a self-authored way, and these students tended to have
advisors that used Learning Partnership Model (LPM) practices. The article discusses specific
interventions in the LPM. These are: 1) Validate students as knowers, 2) Situate learning in the
student’s experience, and 3) Define learning as co-constructing meaning (Pizzolato, 2006).
Baxter Magolda (2008) conducted a 21-year longitudinal study of the evolution of selfauthorship. This study originated as an investigation of the process of developing self-authorship
in college students and followed the participants into their late 30s. The considerable length of
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time this study followed the participants means it offers a unique perspective regarding how
seeds planted during the college years can grow. The research found that for students who are
able to access and nurture their internal voice in college, self-authorship continues to grow and
change after graduation, and this development can occur in a cyclical pattern. Baxter Magolda
highlighted three elements of self-authorship that emerged over the long course of the study: 1)
Trusting the internal voice — which involves recognizing reality as something separate from
one’s reaction to that reality, 2) Building an internal foundation — the process of creating one's
own inner philosophy which informs the chosen response to reality, and 3) Securing internal
commitments — the task of living a life based on one’s own internal framework and therefore
making those commitments to one’s inner voice a reality.
A study in 2013 expanded on the model by investigating students who had made
significant, measurable, developmental advances and increases in their internal meaning-making
capacity in their first three years of college, with a view to identifying the types of experiences
that brought about such substantial growth. The authors highlighted the paramount value of
participation in meaningful roles, that require students to access their internal voice, as being a
key factor in remarkable development. Such experiences could take place in the setting of an
internship, work, leadership position, or undergraduate research. Quality mentorship in these
contexts is also important, as this kind of growth requires supervisors who demand independent
thinking, strong teamwork skills, problem-solving, and the use of internal voice when making
decisions. Another important element is interaction with diverse others that compels students to
engage in understanding different perspectives and multicultural ways of knowing. A third key
factor highlighted by the study was the importance of a sense of belonging. The authors noted
that this could not be achieved by peer groups alone, and that students need to seek out campus
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organizations that represent their values but also confront them with alternative ways of thinking
(Barber et al., 2013). This study challenges advisors to think in a broader perspective when
working with students. Advisors that wish to support exploratory behavior in students should
consider how activities outside of academic classes also impact a student’s ability to blaze a trail
that is unique to their wants, needs and abilities.
Appreciative Advising
Appreciative Advising is an approach to academic advising that originated with an
organizational development tool known as Appreciative Inquiry (AI), developed by David
Cooperrider, PhD. Bloom and Martin (2002) first adapted this theory to the field of academic
advising. Appreciate Inquiry is based on the principle that human beings are heliotropic and will
“evolve in the direction of positive anticipatory images of the future” (Cooperrider & Whitney,
1999, p.10, as cited in Bloom & Martin, 2002). Another vital principle to AI is the Pygmalion
phenomenon, which is the idea that a teacher’s perception of a student has a notable impact on
student achievement. Likewise, an academic advisor’s approach to a student can have a
powerful effect on that student’s outcome. Appreciative Advising sees the process of asking
positive questions to be an important way of empowering students. The appreciative interview
involves asking affirmative questions that encourage students to talk about their strengths and
passions (Bloom & Martin, 2002).
The proponents of this modality argue that current approaches in higher education are too
focused on student deficits and can overlook student potential. Appreciative Advising is put
forth as a structured framework to utilize student’s positive qualities in the achievement of their
goals. The Appreciative Advising model was originally based on four phases that were adapted
from AI: Discover, Dream, Design, and Destiny. As the model evolved to be more specific to
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academic advising it grew to include six phases: Disarm, Discover, Dream, Design, Deliver, and
Don’t Settle. In the Disarm phase, the advisor should be aware that the student may be nervous
about meeting with the advisor and focus on building trust and putting the student at ease. The
Discover phase involves asking affirmative, open-ended questions that uncover student’s
strengths and positive attributes, while engaging in active listening. This is followed by the
Dream phase in which advisors encourage students to speak freely about their aspirations for the
future. Next is the Design phase in which advisor and student collaborate to create a plan of
action that leverages the student’s stated strengths and skills in pursuit of those dreams.
Approaching the end of the session, the advisor works in the Deliver phase. In this phase the
advisor expresses confidence that the student can successfully carry out the plan and asks the
student to stay in contact and come back if they require further assistance or wish to report back
on their successes. The final phase of Don’t Settle serves as a foundation of all the other phases
and highlights an overarching position of continual striving for growth and improvement (Hutson
et al., 2014).
The theory’s advocates developed the Appreciative Advising Inventory (AAI) — an
assessment tool to help advisors establish students’ strengths and positive attributes, in order to
leverage these assets in the pursuit of their academic and personal goals. The AAI was based on
the 40 Developmental Assets survey, created by The Search Institute for a K-12 setting, and
redesigned for a higher education focus. The AAI is a Likert scale assessment tool with 44
questions involving two key elements: internal assets and external assets. Assessed internal
assets are: commitment to learning, positive values, social competencies, and positive identity.
The external assets measured are: support/connectedness, empowerment, boundaries and
expectations, and constructive use of time. A 2011 study looked at relationships between results
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on the AAI and GPA in undergraduate students and found a notable positive correlation between
GPA and high levels of positive identity, support and connectedness, and constructive use of
time. The study also discussed how the AAI can be useful as a tool for self-reflection, that can
help students develop their metacognitive abilities and have an enhanced understanding of their
personal strengths and attributes, and thus can be an effective instrument for working with
undecided students (Hutson & Ye, 2011).
Strengths-Based Advising
Strengths-based advising emerged as a result of research findings from the Gallup
Organization in 2003, which revealed that people make more progress when they focus on their
strengths versus investing energy into overcoming their weaknesses (Anderson & Schreiner,
2005). This paradigm shifting approach has been applied in numerous fields, including business
and social work. Anderson and Schreiner (2005) further developed this perspective for use in
higher education advising. The authors started with an argument similar to the one put forth by
the advocates of Appreciative Advising: that the current advising model was excessively focused
on student deficits. The deficit approach puts the focus on student assessment to pinpoint where
the weak points exist, and then places students in remedial courses or provides special services to
address those weaknesses. This strategy demoralizes and demotivates students and is
counterproductive to engaging students in taking control of their own education. The strengthsbased approach views enhancing student motivation as the number one priority of academic
advising. The strengths model argues that when students have a greater awareness of their
strengths, they will have a higher level of motivation to set and achieve their goals. The
strengths-based approach also enhances the depth and level of connection between advisor and
student, so the student feels they truly have an advocate and supporter in their advisor.
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Anderson and Schreiner (2005) outline the strengths-based advising process, beginning
with the assessment of students’ strengths. There are two assessment tools recommended for this
modality: the Clifton StrengthsFinder and CliftonStrengths for Students, both from The Gallup
Organization. In the absence of these tools, advisors can also ask talent identifying questions.
For example: asking about past achievements, favorite subjects, and flow experiences they may
have had — times when they were able to perform at a high level without the task requiring
conscious attention. Advisors could also ask students what they would do if there were no
barriers to their dreams. The next step is work with students to develop an action plan. This
plan includes a recognition of the types of activities and environments that will help the student
achieve their goals. Another key part of the process is teaching advisees how to apply certain
strengths from one environ to another. For example, a student who is strong in sports could be
shown how their skills in that arena could be utilized in academic achievement. The strengthsbased approach can also be used to support academic exploration — by assessing student
strengths, advisors can show students how certain fields of study and majors relate best to their
strengths, interests and abilities. Therefore, the strengths approach is a good option for advising
undecided students, or those that are unsure if their current chosen field is the right fit.
The efficacy of strength-based advising has been verified by a number of empirical
studies. A study conducted in 2015 looked at the results of a campus-wide strengths initiative
and concluded that the project had improved both the self-confidence and self-awareness in first
year students. Additionally, the study revealed the program cultivated a greater feeling of
belonging among students, a factor which improves student retention (Soria & Stubblefield,
2015). A 2017 study of first-year undergraduates found that students who had engaged in a
conversation about their strengths with an advisor showed notably higher levels of engagement,
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academic self-efficacy, retention rates and graduation rates, when compared to the control group
that had not experienced a strengths-based advising session. This study also included a focus
group of academic advisors that discussed the benefits of the strengths-based approach. The
focus group attested to the value of strengths based advising to assist students in choosing a
major and in career exploration and selection (Soria et al., 2017).

21
Conclusion
This literature review has illuminated the spectrum of decidedness and the stages in the
exploratory process, while identifying certain types of students and the causes of the challenges
they confront. In response to the assignment of supporting both exploration and decision-making
in college, several theories have been outlined, some with their roots in philosophical inquiry,
and others with social science origins.
While the various theories outlined in this paper do not constitute a comprehensive list of
all academic advising methodologies, they have been chosen for their specific utility in
supporting exploratory behavior and assisting in the academic decision-making process. The
various theories overlap in many places, and at times the optimal approach may be an
interdisciplinary one. The advisor needs to bring their whole self to the process of academic
guidance, and hence the ultimate choice of modality should consider both the type of student
being advised, and the individual philosophy and aesthetic preferences of the advisor.
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Manual: Introduction
This manual will explore how certain important theories in psychology and sociology can
be applied in the academic advising arena. The theories that will be addressed have not yet
appeared in the literature for this field, and therefore this part of the thesis aims to expand the
range of ideas that can be considered and utilized by academic counselors. The first theory to be
discussed is Karen Horney’s Mature Theory. This set of concepts, laid out in her 1950 book
Neurosis and Human Growth lends itself well to certain common issues faced by students in
higher education, and can be used to tackle key problems such as perfectionism and fear of
failure. In the following section, the popular notion of the vocational calling will be looked at
and deconstructed via the insights of groundbreaking sociologist Max Weber, sourcing his
famous tome The Protestant Ethic and the “Spirit” of Capitalism. This section will discuss how
the construct of a calling can be counterproductive for some students and can cause anxiety for
those who do not feel a strong sense of a calling. The final section uses Bernice Neugarten’s
1976 Social Clock Theory to assess how the timing of higher education within the lifespan of an
individual is a vital factor that needs to be understood and accounted for by the academic
counselor. The notion of supporting academic exploration is expanded to include supporting the
individual’s sense of freedom to explore all areas of living, and to be able to apply their life
experience to their academic journey.
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An Academic Advising Perspective of Karen Horney’s Mature Theory
Psychoanalyst Karen Horney developed a number of unique concepts, which, while still
discussed in psychotherapy fields, do not appear in the academic advising literature. Her 1950
book Neurosis and Human Growth, crystallizes and expands upon her previous theories, and
introduces some key insights that offer innovative ways of thinking about the challenges certain
college students face.
The foundation of Horney’s theory is the notion of basic anxiety, which is formed when a
child is not given the sufficient environmental criteria to develop in a natural and spontaneous
way, and or to feel a sense of belonging with others. As a defense against this state of isolation
and insecurity, over time the individual unconsciously develops an idealized image of themself.
This image can become so compelling that the individual comes to relate to this imagined self as
truth, at which point this image becomes an idealized self. Horney notes, “It is a curious and
exclusively human process. It would hardly occur to a cocker spaniel that he “really” is an Irish
setter.” The idealized self, Horney goes on to state, “becomes the perspective from which he
looks at himself, the measuring rod with which he measures himself” (Horney 1950, p. 23).
Having created this idealized self, the individual then embarks upon the process of trying
to prove its existence in reality — an endeavor Horney coins the search for glory. Perfectionism
is a common, observable trait that results from this undertaking, and Horney relays how this can
play out in the academic arena: “At school a person may feel it an intolerable disgrace not to
have the very best marks in class” (Horney 1950, p. 25). This compulsive drive operates at the
expense of organic, spontaneous goals and desires, and acts as an impediment to the
development of the real self. This mode of operating may also express itself in a constrictive
attitude toward attempting new things when a person is not certain they can succeed or excel in
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such ventures. Psychological fatigue and inertia are other possible consequences of the
individual’s estrangement from the real self.
The bid to actualize the idealized self has intra-psychic ramifications, as the individual is
forced to live within the confines of a rigid system of rules and expectations which Horney refers
to as the tyranny of the should. Horney (1950) explains:
He holds before his soul his image of perfection and unconsciously tells himself: “Forget
about the disgraceful creature you actually are; this is how you should be; and to be this
idealized self is all that matters. You should be able to endure everything, to understand
everything, to like everybody, to be always productive.” (p.64-65)
A person suffering under their own personal tyranny of shoulds will find it difficult to identify
what they truly feel and want, because their focus is on manifesting the emotions and desires
they believe they should experience. There is an inauthenticity that results from unquestioningly
following the dictates of the shoulds, which hampers the individual’s individuality and creativity,
while simultaneously misrouting psychic energy.
Since the idealized self is a feat of imagination, at some point the individual will be
forced to contend with the discrepancies between the idealized self and the actual self. Given the
superhuman standards of the idealized self, the actual self is doomed to appear hopelessly
inferior and inadequate by comparison. Horney concludes that the ultimate result of this
sequence is self-hate and self-contempt, an outcome which she describes as “perhaps the greatest
tragedy of the human mind” (Horney 1950, p. 154). Horney notes that self-contempt may be
unconscious and externalized, and this can play out in relations with others. A person with
externalized self-contempt will feel exposed to the disparagement of others and may be
oversensitive to rejection or criticism (Horney 1950, p.134).
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Fictional Case Study 1: Breanna is a pre-med student with an excellent GPA. She comes to

her counseling session to discuss classes for the following semester, and reports feeling
extremely stressed and overwhelmed.
COUNSELOR: I see you are currently taking a very heavy load this semester - three science
classes, each with a lab, as well as calculus. It is understandable that you are feeling stressed.
Would you consider looking at a different structure for next semester to balance out the science
and math classes with some GE classes or an elective?
BREANNA: I need to prove that I can handle a heavy load of sciences if I am going to have a
chance of getting into any of the medical schools I’m applying to - the elite schools will only
take the very best students. Also, I only got a B in chemistry last semester, so I have to show
that it is just a blip on my transcript. I had to take these classes this semester to make up for that
and prove what I am capable of.
COUNSELOR: Organic chemistry is a difficult class, and a B is a good grade. I have seen
many good students that did not take such a heavy load or have all As in their classes that were
accepted to medical school. It is important that you find the balance you need so you don’t burn
yourself out.
BREANNA: Well, I don’t want to go to just any medical school, I’m only interested in the top 5
in the country. If I don’t get into one of those, I’m not even sure if I want to go to med school at
all. As for the stress, I just need to toughen up and get through it. I mean, if I can’t handle the
pressure now, how am I going to handle being a doctor?
COUNSELOR: You mention you may not want to go to med school if you don’t get into a
school of your choice. I’m wondering if you could tell me a bit about what you find interesting
about a career in medicine. What led you to pursue this field?
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BREANNA: I’ve always been good at science so I figured I should go into a science career. I
decided on medicine because it is important to care for the community and I should be using my
abilities to help people.

In this case study there are several concerns for the counselor to address when working
with Breanna. The first issue is that she is taking an unusually heavy and unbalanced course load
that is pushing her beyond her emotional limits. She is perfectionistic and gives herself a hard
time about getting a B in chemistry. Her preoccupation with external success and prestige makes
her put extreme pressure on herself, and she has no concern for her own psychological suffering.
The fact that she has an “all or nothing” approach to her med school applications is a red flag,

since it implies her motivation to be a doctor is based more on external appearances than internal
motivation. For this reason, the counselor follows up with an inquiry about her reasons for
pursuing this career. Breanna’s response seems vague and impersonal and suggests she may not

have fully explored her career options or gained the necessary work experience to truly
understand what her choice entails. She addresses feelings and goals she “should” be having,
rather than talking about her lived experience.
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Fictional Case Study 2: Abraham entered college as an undeclared student with an interest in
studio art. He took oil painting and drawing in his first year and his professors praised his work,
noting he showed natural talent and potential. He felt encouraged to continue to pursue these
studies and major in Art. He comes to his counseling session after his first semester as a
declared art major looking despondent, and states he wants to change his major.
COUNSELOR: I remember when I saw you last semester you were so excited about your
classes and pursuing art as a major. Could you tell me about your experience this semester and
what is making you change your mind?
ABRAHAM: Those first-year classes are for all students and I think they make them easy for
that reason. Once I was in the classes for declared majors I realized that there are other students
that way better than I am.
COUNSELOR: Of course there will be other students that are creating good work, but that
doesn’t take anything away from what you are doing. I can see from your transcript that you are
doing well in your studies.
ABRAHAM: Not really. One of my professors made me resubmit my project a few times, and I
got the feeling he thought I didn’t belong in his class. I think I only wanted to study art because I
thought I had talent, but now I realize this really isn’t my thing. Maybe I just don’t find it as
compelling as thought I would.

In this scenario, the student entered a course of study with great interest and enthusiasm
for the subject yet found as he entered more advanced classes that the work was challenging, and
he was no longer the star student in the class. While he is a gifted artist, his abilities still do not
match up to the image of his idealized self. He downplays his interest in the subject in order to
defend his pride. Abraham’s interpretation of his professor asking him to revise his project
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suggests he may struggle with externalized self-contempt, which makes him hypersensitive to
any criticism of his work.
The inner struggles outlined in this theory can be deeply entrenched and a challenge to
dismantle. However, they must not be overlooked, since they serve as a barrier to the student’s
personal growth and ability to make authentic decisions. The first step of the process is the
development of greater self-awareness. Horney (1950) argued:
only when he begins to relinquish his illusions about himself and his illusory goals has he
a chance to find his real potentialities and to develop them. Only to the extent to which
he gives up his false pride can he become less hostile to himself and evolve a solid selfconfidence. Only as his shoulds lose their coercive power can he discover his real
feelings, wishes, beliefs, and ideals (p.334)
To achieve this purpose, the counselor can ask exploratory and hypothetical questions that create
a fictional safe zone in which the student can explore ideas without the need to defend the
idealized self. For example:

• What activities or courses of study would you try if you were guaranteed that you could not
fail, and no one would judge you for trying?

• If you could enter a parallel universe and learn and attempt anything you wanted, and still
return to this place and time with nothing changed, what would you do there?

• Can you list 5 things you enjoy doing, and which you don’t worry about how well you do
them?

• Can you list 5 imaginary lives you would like to have that do not necessarily fit into parental
or societal expectations? Let your imagination flow free. When you look at that list, do you
see a pattern of interests or desires? Are there aspects of those lives that you could actualize
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in some small way? For example, if one of the imaginary lives is to be a comedian, could
join a comedy club on campus? (Cameron 1992, p.39)
In addition to these questions, reflective, wondering aloud statements can be used to raise the
student’s awareness of their patterns. For example:

• It sounds like you put a lot of pressure on yourself. I’m wondering how it would feel for you
if you were able to reduce that pressure and take things at your own pace.

• I’m hearing you talk a lot about what you “should” do, and I’m curious if there are other
things that you find compelling or inherently interesting that are outside of a “should” way of
thinking.
Students wrestling with these issues may also benefit from a counseling department class
that focuses on the exploration of identity. Engaging in the semester-long process of regular
identity exploration exercises, group discussions and partnered conversations, plus writing
personal reflection papers, allows the student to confront their personal shoulds in a systematic
way and gives them the time they need to truly develop a greater sense of self understanding and
compassion.
There are a number of self-help books that tackle these issues in an approachable way
and offer exercises that the individual can work through at their own pace. The counseling
department might consider creating a lending library for this purpose. Some books that a
counselor may recommend for students dealing with problems of perfectionism, self-criticism,
and shoulds are: Be Nobody by Lama Marut, The Artist’s Way by Julia Cameron, and The Gifts
of Imperfection by Brené Brown.
Community engagement that leads to a sense of greater purpose and significance can also
be key to confronting these challenges. Therefore, activities that connect the academic side of
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the student’s experience to outside engagement — such as meaningful internships, volunteer
positions, clubs, and part-time employment, can be the missing link the student needs to connect
with their real self. Horney (1950) discussed the transformative effect of community
engagement, stating:
From having been in his own mind the uniquely significant exception he will gradually
experience himself as part of a bigger whole…This step is important not only because it
widens his personal horizon but because the finding or accepting of his place in the world
gives him the inner certainty which comes from the feeling of belonging through active
participation. (p.365)
Finally, it is necessary for the counselor themself to regularly review their own internal
landscape and assess areas in which they may have forsaken their real self for an idealized one,
see patterns of perfectionism or self-contempt, or suffer the constraints of personal shoulds. This
psychic housekeeping is necessary in order to refrain from normalizing these patterns in students,
and to be fully available to provide the appropriate support.
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A Weberian Approach to the Construct of the Vocational Calling
Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the “Spirit” of Capitalism, had a profound impact
on the development of the field of sociology. Written in 1905 as a series of essays, the treatise
introduces the groundbreaking concept that the emergence of modern capitalism was connected
to the rise of what he described as ascetic Protestantism. Weber discussed four antecedents to
ascetic Protestantism: Calvinism (from which English Puritanism emerged), Pietism, Methodism,
and Baptism (Weber, 2002, p. 67). He argues that this form of Protestantism had a marked effect
on American culture.
Weber looked at the Calvinist doctrine of predestination as a key foundation of the
worldview that came with ascetic Protestantism. The Calvinist view of God was cold, remote,
and all-powerful. In this worldview, humans are divided into the elect — those destined to go to
heaven, and the reprobate — those destined for eternal damnation. A major difference between
this outlook and other forms of Christianity was that, in Calvinism, the decision had already been
made. The actions of any individual could not change their path - God’s decision could not be
altered by good works or prayer. Weber argues:
In what was for the people of the Reformation age the most crucial concern of their life,
their eternal salvation, man was obliged to tread this path alone, toward a destiny which
had been decreed from all eternity. No one and nothing could help him…not even God,
for Christ had died for the elect alone. (Weber, 2002, p. 73-74)
This perspective presented a world that was harsh and frightening. However, there was a
tactic through which the individual could find comfort and assurance of salvation: to look for
clues in their daily life that they were a member of the elect. The ascetic way of life was one of
strict self-control, renunciation of worldly pleasures, and hard work. The Puritans were
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dedicated to their austere lifestyle because it was in this mode of living that they perceived the
proof of their salvation. The notion of a calling was an essential element of this manner of
living, and an important factor in determining one’s eternal destiny. Weber (2002) asserts:
“tireless labor in a calling was urged as the best possible means of attaining this self-assurance.
This and this alone would drive away religious doubt and give assurance of one’s state of grace”
(p. 77-78). A calling in this sense described secular work, as opposed to monastic labor, and
could be applied to a broad range of economic endeavors. However, the calling refers to work
that is consistent in one area, as opposed to sporadic and changeable day laborer work.
Weber ends his thesis with a discussion of the negative aspects of this construct, and
describes how it controls modern life, stating: “The Puritans wanted to be men of the calling —
we, on the other hand, must be…the idea of the “duty in a calling” haunts our lives like the ghost
of once-held religious beliefs” (Weber, 2002, p. 120-121).
Recent vocational counseling literature has seen an uptick in the promotion of the
concept of the calling. Dik and Duffy (2009) advocate for the proliferation of the construct as a
method to help individuals perceive meaning in their working lives. The authors reviewed the
history of the calling, and briefly mentioned Weber, stating his thesis, “has been roundly
criticized as overly simplistic,” yet acknowledge, “some elements of Puritan thought and its
antecedents are widely agreed to have contemporary influence on work attitudes in industrial
nations” (p. 426). The authors do not provide a citation for either of these assertions, and beyond
this brief reference there is no attempt to refute Weber’s critique of the calling.
Dik and Duffy (2013) reviewed numerous studies conducted since 2007 to look at the
connection between an individual’s identification with a calling and positive outcomes, using
either the Brief Calling Scale (BCS) or the Calling and Vocation Questionnaire (CVQ). These
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studies show a connection between having a calling and various positive attributes, including
career maturity, commitment to a job, work meaning, job satisfaction, and life satisfaction. The
authors noted that there are not yet many studies that assess what kinds of behaviors can help
bring about a sense of a calling in an individual, and that most studies regarding behavior have
been researching those that have a calling, versus comparing people across the spectrum of
sensing a calling. They noted the presence of a “dark side” to possessing a calling, such as early
foreclosure on career options, having to work in a job that is not one’s calling, making sacrifices
in other areas of life such as family and friends, and being taken advantage of by employers.
However, the authors do not address the dark side of the construct itself as it may play out with
individuals who do not feel a sense of a calling — something this section will now attempt to
address.
Researchers look at the experience of calling as a spectrum, and the individual’s position
on that continuum can be measured using assessment tools. Within that spectrum there are those
for whom a sense of a calling is keenly felt, those who feel a moderate sense of a calling, and
those who do not perceive a calling at all. Dik and Duffy’s (2013) assertions, “the generally
consistent links found between calling and positive outcomes make it a potential target for
individual and organizational interventions designed to increase people's ability to discern and
live out a calling” (p. 434) do not consider that perhaps a sense of calling is inherent already in

the individual and is not something that can be universally generated via interventions. While
academic and career exploration should be advocated for, in order to expose the individual to a
range of possibilities and allow them to experience which pursuits hold the greatest meaning for

them, the construct of a calling may be too limiting for some. There are those who feel a strong
passion for a certain field, some are attracted to multiple interests. Others prefer to see work as a
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means to pay bills and find meaning in other areas such as social life, family, faith, art, nature,

and hobbies.
Some students have a disproportionate level of anxiety regarding their lack of a sense of a
calling, and the Weberian lens can help the academic counselor understand the source of this
anxiety at a deeper level. While it is unlikely that a student struggling with such anxiety —
which going forward will be referred to as calling void angst (CVA) — would be a follower of
ascetic Protestantism or make a direct connection between the presence of a calling and their
salvation, these ideas are still alive in society’s imagination. They may take the form of the
“winners” versus the “losers,” or the “chosen ones” versus those whom the universe has
overlooked. These concepts are no longer tethered to their religious origins and can be firmly
held regardless of the individual’s spiritual inclinations. It is a painful thing to feel forsaken by
God/the universe/destiny/Providence — even if the individual is not able to pinpoint what they
believe, the feeling of abandonment remains the same.
A counselor can recognize the signs of CVA by listening to the student’s use of language.
The student may speak in overly romantic terms when talking about a career or convey a sense
of feeling excluded. The underlying assumption is that finding a calling is a vital prerequisite to
happiness and success in life.
Fictional Case Study: Meena entered college as an undeclared student, and in her first two years
she has been working on General Education requirements and has taken a number of electives to
explore areas she finds interesting. She comes to her counseling session looking very worried.
COUNSELOR: I’m noticing you seem like you have a lot on your mind. How are things going
for you?
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MEENA: I’m coming to the end of my sophomore year, and I just feel like I’m approaching a
dead end. All my friends know what they are meant to be doing with their lives and have chosen
a major, and I just don’t know why that hasn’t happened for me.
COUNSELOR: It’s OK to not be certain what you want to pursue, or to be interested in multiple
things. Not everyone has it all figured out by their sophomore year. You’ve been doing a good
job in exploring different fields you find interesting, such as fashion design and early childhood
education. How did those elective courses go for you?
MEENA: I found the fashion design class fun, but I just don’t know if a fashion designer is what
I was born to be. Same with early childhood education - I love children but I’m not sure if I
want to work with kids for the rest of my life. I look at my older brother who’s studying to be a
marine biologist and he’s so passionate about it. I just want to find my calling like he has.
Meena’s choice of words shows a strong attachment to the idea of a calling, using
hyperbolic phrases like, “meant to be doing,” “what I was born to be,” and “the rest of my life,”
as well as directly referring to a calling. She compares herself to others, perceiving that other
people are 100% decided about the paths they have chosen, and expresses a feeling of being
overlooked. While there are fields she is interested in, she has maximizer tendencies — she
wants to make the perfect decision, rather than finding a choice that is “good enough.”
Students struggling with CVA are in a state of existential anguish. However, while
existentialist advising may be a good option for the foreclosed student, who needs to confront the
anguish and open their mind to possibilities, the CVA student’s anxiety has taken on a
supernatural quality, and the existential approach may just exacerbate the problem. Instead, this
student will first need help de-escalating the anguish. This could be achieved by guiding them to
the recognition that the very notion of a calling is a psychological construct. The counselor can
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reassure the student that not everyone feels a strong sense of a calling or certainty when choosing
a major or career, and that a career path involves a lifetime of continual exploration and course
corrections. The counselor may discuss decision-making styles such as maximization versus
satisficing and encourage the student to experiment with the satisficing approach when making
decisions. Students with CVA may have scanner tendencies and be better served by thinking
about a series of careers and jobs over the course of their lifetime. The counselor may assign the
Scanner Self-Inventory and discuss the benefits of scanner attributes in today’s fast-changing
economy. Academically, scanners may be most fulfilled by an interdisciplinary or custom
program, a double-major, or a major and minor combination.
Chaos theory is a good modality to use when working with this type of student, and the
counselor can teach the student about Luck Readiness, and the Butterfly Model of Careers. The
book You Majored in What? by Katharine Brooks, offers exercises based on the chaos theory
model, and would be a good recommendation for CVA students. Stumbling on Happiness by
Daniel Gilbert is another book that may be interesting and helpful for these students, to help
deconstruct ingrained and limiting ideas, and provide them with another way of thinking about
life decisions. Finally, students who are interested in the humanities, philosophy, history and
sociology may be inspired by a discussion of Weber’s theory of the calling, and benefit from
reading his work and exploring the theory firsthand.
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The Psychosocial Interpretations of Age in College via Social Clock Theory
Social Clock Theory was introduced by psychologist Bernice Neugarten in her 1976
seminal article Adaptation and the Life Cycle. Neugarten put forth that every society has its own
social clock that dictates the age at which certain life events are expected to take place. For
example, there are age norms for when to marry, when to have children, and when to retire.
Neugarten states: “Men and women are aware not only of the social clocks that operate in
various areas of their lives but also of their own timing; and they readily describe themselves as
“early,” “late,” or “on time” with regard to major life events” (1976). The expected age at which
to attend college fits neatly into social clock theory, with the norm being ages 18-23 — the years
directly following high school. This norm is written into higher education data gathering, with
students over the age of 24 being classified as “non-traditional students” (National Center of
Education Statistics, n.d.).
Just because the social norm for college attendance is 18-23 does not mean that is the
optimum age for all individuals to receive higher education. Many traditional age students do
not truly want to be in college and merely attend immediately after high school due to societal
pressures. In a critique of the American university system, professors Solomon and Solomon
argue:
[Students] should be taught when they are ready, not just because our arbitrary system of
career advancement and keeping kids off the streets happens to dictate “college at
eighteen” …too many students take to their classes more like a cat to a bath, because they
do not have the craving for school…They would be much better off hitting the road, or
getting a job or getting married. The same students when they walk back onto campus

38
three or ten or twenty years later, become some of the very best students of all (Solomon
& Solomon, 1993, p. 81).
Solomon and Solomon noted that older students have the benefit of life experience and a
higher level of motivation in college. These students are there by choice, rather than because
they are following a despotic social script (1993, p. 83-84). Neugarten contends that emotional
stress can result when an individual perceives a key life event to be off the social clock: “major
stresses are caused by events that upset the sequence and rhythm of the life cycle…In this sense,
then, a psychology of the life cycle is not a psychology of crisis behavior so much as it is a
psychology of timing” (1976). Therefore, even though a non-traditional age student may be
attending college at an age that is right for them, and consequently getting the most out of their
educational experience, they may still be subject to the emotional repercussions of feeling offtime in regard to the social clock. This psychological discomfort is something that the academic
counselor will need to assess for and address. Conversely, it is also important that the counselor
can recognize the traditional age student who does not want to be in college and may be better
served by considering options other than higher education, either for the short term or the long
term. These students may wish to pursue an alternate path and be suffering from anxiety at the
prospect of being off the social clock and the possibility of facing the disapproval of others.
While the first two sections of this manual were more focused on providing guidance and
support to individuals as they face key decisions, this area is more about processing feelings, and
will be approached as such.
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Fictional Case Study 1: Tiana has a passion for travel, and after graduating high school
embarked on a back-packing tour of the world. Through this experience she started working in
the hotel industry. Now, at the age of 32, she is in her first year of a degree in Hospitality and
Tourism studies, with the hope of moving into a leadership position after graduation.
COUNSELOR: Nice to see you again, Tiana. Tell me how have your classes been going?
TIANA: I’ve been enjoying them so much. It’s been exciting to study all these things that I’ve
experienced at work all this time and now I feel like I’m getting to understand the industry at a
much deeper level. I just sometimes feel bad that I didn’t get all this out of the way right after
high school. I look at some of my classmates and think about when we graduate - they will still
only be 22, while I’ll be 36! I feel like I’m so behind.
COUNSELOR: I’m hearing some self-reproach, and you really don’t deserve it. If you hadn’t
taken those years to do the things you wanted to do, you wouldn’t have found your passion for
this industry, and wouldn’t be as motivated as you are today.
TIANA: Yes, on the one hand I agree with that and I know it is true. I am a lot more motivated
and study harder than many of my younger peers. I still find it hard though, as I feel out of place
sometimes. I went to a party recently and this guy asked me what I do for a living, and when I
told him I’m a full-time student, I felt like he felt uncomfortable or that I should be embarrassed
about it or something… I don’t know, it just felt weird.

In this scenario the student knows what she wants to do and is pursuing her goal with
success. However, she needs support dealing with how she feels about being a non-traditional
student and perceiving herself as being off the social clock. She is comparing herself to others
and engaging in some counterfactual thinking (what-if and if-only type thoughts), and this
cognitive approach is impacting her emotionally. She is bringing her apprehension about being
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off-time into her social interactions, and possibly projecting her insecurities onto others, as in the
case of the man at the party.
Fictional Case Study 2: Huan is a 19 year old business major, approaching the end of his
freshman year with a C average. He walks into his counseling appointment looking bored and
disengaged.
COUNSELOR: How has your first year in college been for you? Are you finding the classes in
your major interesting?
HUAN: I wouldn’t say that. I’m just studying business because it's a useful degree, but I’m not
finding the classes very interesting. So far I’m passing and that’s good enough for me.
COUNSELOR: Thank you for sharing that with me. I’m wondering, could you tell me what do
you find interesting? Are there activities or other areas that you are excited about?
HUAN: Well, I could tell you but you’re not going to like it.
COUNSELOR: Go on…
HUAN: I love the mountains. I love skiing and winter sports. Over the winter break I went to
work at a ski resort and just had an amazing time. My manager says he has a position for me to
come back and work full-time there, and I keep thinking I want to take him up on the offer.
COUNSELOR: That’s great you have something that you feel so passionately about.
Congratulations on the offer — you must be very good at your job. It’s something to be proud of
that they like you so much they want to take you on full time.
HUAN: So you’re not going to tell me to stick college out for another 3 years?
COUNSELOR: My job is not to tell you what to do, it is to support you and help you explore
possibilities. It is important that you feel motivated from within whatever you pursue, whether
that’s academia, or anything else.
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HUAN: Thank you, I really appreciate it. I’m not sure my family will feel the same way. I also
worry what my friends will think if I leave school after only one year. They might talk about me
behind my back and call me a dropout.

In this case, the student is aware that he does not want to be in college and has a clear
vision of a different path he wishes to pursue. He is struggling with anxiety over what other
people will think if he goes off the social clock and starts a full-time job at this young age. He
transfers his fears of social disapproval on to the counselor and assumes the counselor’s agenda
is to make him stay in school. Meanwhile, his grades are reflecting his lack of motivation and
engagement. If he continues his studies purely to stay on the social script, he may not get the
most out of his education: both subjectively, in terms of his personal learning experience, and
objectively, in terms of how his degree will serve him in the job market.
When working with students dealing with stress related to being (or potentially being) off
the social clock, the interventions are similar for both those of a traditional age and older
individuals. It is important to start by validating the feelings and fears that come when an
individual perceives themself to be off-time. Whether or not those feelings are justified, they are
real and need to be acknowledged. Careful reflective listening can help the student feel heard
and understood, but the counselor should also take care not to confirm any negative beliefs.
Counselors can then normalize being off the social clock in both young and older cases, by
pointing out that it is not uncommon for people to choose to pursue college later in life or choose
not to be in college during the traditional time frame. The counselor could highlight the benefits
of life experience and work experience, and how they can add strength and focus to academic
work. A great deal of the anxiety that comes with feeling off-time is related to worries about the
perceptions of others. Therefore, the counselor can help the student explore their personal social
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and familial pressures to be on the social clock and identify if there are key individuals about
whom the student is especially concerned. Practicing how to respond in certain social situations
in a role play with the counselor may be helpful for the student, preparing ahead of time how to
discuss and present their life choices with confidence.
Self-Authorship theory is a good modality for students with social clock concerns,
because of its focus on nurturing an internal locus of control and harnessing the power of the
inner voice. The development of a sense of belonging is also a key factor in Self Authorship
theory. Encouraging students to search for activities and organizations that represent their values
and interests can help weave them into the larger community and reduce feelings of alienation.
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Conclusion
This manual has endeavored to contribute to the field of academic advising by
investigating how some valuable theories from the fields of sociology and psychology may be
applied when counseling college students. The overarching theme of this thesis is academic
exploration, and all three of these theories address issues that may serve as roadblocks to this
process. In the case of Horney’s Mature Theory, the idealized self and the search for glory may
result in the constriction of the individual’s outlook, inhibiting their consideration of alternate
academic pursuits outside of certain fields perceived as prestigious. Conversely, a fear of failure,
or of not being the best, may cause a similar outcome of stifled academic inquiry. An excessive
attachment to the idea of a vocational calling can also lead to tunnel vision and the inhibition of
academic exploration. The anxiety surrounding not feeling a calling can overshadow the
individual’s inherent curiosity and excitement to study subjects purely for the sake of academic
interest. Social Clock theory reveals how some students of traditional age may be in college
solely to fulfill societal expectations and do not have the personal internal motivation they need
to get the most of their college experience. This theory also reveals how the pressures felt by
older students may impact their academic journey.
Academic exploration ideally can be a lifelong pursuit that does not end with a
graduation ceremony. A quality educational experience should include memorable interactions
with counselors who support and encourage the student’s pursuit of multiple passions, interests
and goals, enabling them to embody curiosity as a way of life, driven by a sense of intellectual
freedom and solid internal motivation.
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•

You Majored in What? by Katharine Brooks

•

The Gifts of Imperfection by Brené Brown

•

The Artist’s Way by Julia Cameron

•

Stumbling on Happiness by Daniel Gilbert

•

Be Nobody by Lama Marut

•

The Protestant Ethic and the “Spirit” of Capitalism by Max Weber (for students
specifically interested in the humanities/social sciences, as a means to deconstruct the
notion of a vocational calling)

Note: These books are also listed in the References section with dates and publishers.
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Appendix B: Assessment Tools
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Appreciative Advising Inventory (AAI)

https://www.appreciativeadvising.net/appreciative-advising-inventory.html
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Brief Calling Scale (BCS)
Some people, when describing their careers, talk about having a "calling." Broadly speaking, a
"calling" in the context of work refers to a person's belief that she or he is called upon (by the
needs of society, by a person's own inner potential, by God, by Higher Power, etc.) to do a
particular kind of work. Although at one time most people thought of a calling as relevant only
for overtly religious careers, the concept is frequently understood today to apply to virtually any
area of work.
The following questions assess the degree to which you see this concept as relevant to your own
life and career. Please respond honestly, not according to what is socially desirable or what you
feel you "ought" to think. Please indicate the extent to which each of the following statements
currently describe you, using the following scale.

1 = Not at all true of me
2 = Mildly true of me
3 = Moderately true of me
4 = Mostly true of me
5 = Totally true of me
1. I have a calling to a particular kind of work.
2. I have a good understanding of my calling as it applies to my career.
3. I am trying to figure out my calling in my career.
4. I am searching for my calling as it applies to my career.
Presence of calling: 1, 2
Search for calling: 3, 4
Dik, B.J., Eldridge, B.M., Steger, M.F., & Duffy, R.D. (2012). Development and
validation of the Calling and Vocation Questionnaire (CVQ) and Brief Calling Scale (BCS).
Journal of Career Assessment, 20, 242-263. doi:10.1177/1069072711434410
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Calling and Vocation Questionnaire (CVQ)
Instructions: Please indicate the degree to which you believe the following statements describe
you, using the following scale. Please respond with your career as a whole in mind. For
example, if you are currently working part time in a job that you don’t consider part of your
career, focus on your career as a whole and not your current job. Try not to respond merely as
you think you “should” respond; rather, try to be as accurate and as objective as possible in
evaluating yourself. If any of the questions simply do not seem relevant to you, “1” may be the
most appropriate answer.

1 = Not at all true of me
2 = Somewhat true of me
3 = Mostly true of me
4 = Absolutely true of me

1. I believe that I have been called to my current line of work.
2. I’m searching for my calling in my career.
3. My work helps me live out my life’s purpose.
4. I am looking for work that will help me live out my life’s purpose.
5. I am trying to find a career that ultimately makes the world a better place.
6. I intend to construct a career that will give my life meaning.
7. I want to find a job that meets some of society’s needs.
8. I do not believe that a force beyond myself has helped guide me to my career.
9. The most important aspect of my career is its role in helping to meet the needs of others.
10. I am trying to build a career that benefits society.
11. I was drawn by something beyond myself to pursue my current line of work.
12. Making a difference for others is the primary motivation in my career.
13. I yearn for a sense of calling in my career.
14. Eventually, I hope my career will align with my purpose in life.
15. I see my career as a path to purpose in life.
16. I am looking to find a job where my career clearly benefits others.
17. My work contributes to the common good.
18. I am trying to figure out what my calling is in the context of my career.
19. I’m trying to identify the area of work I was meant to pursue.
20. My career is an important part of my life’s meaning.
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21. I want to pursue a career that is a good fit with the reason for my existence.
22. I am always trying to evaluate how beneficial my work is to others.
23. I am pursuing my current line of work because I believe I have been called to do so.
24. I try to live out my life purpose when I am at work.

Dik, B.J., Eldridge, B.M., Steger, M.F., & Duffy, R.D. (2012). Development and
validation of the Calling and Vocation Questionnaire (CVQ) and Brief Calling Scale
(BCS). Journal of Career Assessment, 20, 242-263. doi: 10.1177/1069072711434410

Calling and Vocation Questionnaire (CVQ) Subscales:
Scale 1: Transcendent Summons—Presence
1.
2.
3.
4.

I believe that I have been called to my current line of work. 1
I was drawn by something beyond myself to pursue my current line of work. 11
I do not believe that a force beyond myself has helped guide me to my career. (R) 8
I am pursuing my current line of work because I believe I have been called to do so. 23

Scale 2: Transcendent Summons—Search
1.
2.
3.
4.

I’m searching for my calling in my career. 2
I yearn for a sense of calling in my career. 13
I am trying to figure out what my calling is in the context of my career. 18
I’m trying to identify the area of work I was meant to pursue. 19

Scale 3: Purposeful Work—Presence
1.
2.
3.
4.

My work helps me live out my life’s purpose. 3
I see my career as a path to purpose in life. 15
My career is an important part of my life’s meaning. 20
I try to live out my life purpose when I am at work. 24

Scale 4: Purposeful Work--Search
1.
2.
3.
4.

I am looking for work that will help me live out my life’s purpose. 4
I intend to construct a career that will give my life meaning. 6
Eventually, I hope my career will align with my purpose in life. 14
I want to pursue a career that is a good fit with the reason for my existence. 21
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Scale 5: Prosocial Orientation—Presence
1.
2.
3.
4.

The most important aspect of my career is its role in helping to meet the needs of others. 9
Making a difference for others is the primary motivation in my career. 12
My work contributes to the common good. 17
I am always trying to evaluate how beneficial my work is to others. 22

Scale 6: Prosocial Orientation—Search
1.
2.
3.
4.

I am trying to find a career that ultimately makes the world a better place. 5
I want to find a job that meets some of society’s needs. 7
I am trying to build a career that benefits society. 10
I am looking to find a job where my career clearly benefits others. 16

(R) = reverse score.
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Career Decision Making Difficulty Questionnaire (CDDQ)
The purpose of this short questionnaire (5-8 minutes) is to identify the difficulties that a student
might experience while choosing a career or a college major. The individual is presented with a
list of statements concerning the career decision-making process and is asked to indicate the
extent to which each statement describes them on a 1-9 scale (1- does not describe me, 9 describes me well).
The CDDQ is available here: http://kivunim.huji.ac.il/eng-quest/cddq/cddq_main.html
Examples of Statements from the CDDQ
It is usually difficult for me to make decisions.
Does not describe me 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Describes me well
I find it difficult to make a career decision because I do not know what factors to take
into consideration.
Does not describe me 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Describes me well
I find it difficult to make a career decision because I do not have enough information
about my abilities (for example: numerical ability, verbal skills).
Does not describe me 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Describes me well
I find it difficult to make a career decision because people who are important to me
(such as parents or friends) do not agree with the career options I am considering.
Does not describe me 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Describes me well
Other assessment tools from the same organization:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Higher Education Orientation Questionnaire (HEO)
Strategies of Coping with Career Indecision Questionnaire (SCCI)
Emotional and Personality-related Career Decision difficulties (EPCD)
Career Decision Making Profile Questionnaire (CDMP)
Career Preferences Crystallization (PC)
Work Orientation Questionnaire (WOQ)
Beliefs about Career Decisions (BCD)

These tools are available at this link: http://kivunim.huji.ac.il/cddq/
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CliftonStrengths and CliftonStrengths for Students
CliftonStrengths (previously named Clifton StrengthsFinder) is a 30-minute assessment with 177
paired statements. The assessment measures the individual’s talents -- natural patterns of
thinking, feeling and behaving -- and categorizes them into the 34 CliftonStrengths themes.
https://www.gallup.com/cliftonstrengths/en/252137/home.aspx

CliftonStrengths for Students (previously named StrengthsQuest) helps students grow confident
in who they are and how they can contribute to the world. It’s an educational program that uses
Gallup’s world-renowned CliftonStrengths assessment to measure 34 research-validated talent
themes. It then guides the development of those talents into strengths with resources tailored for
students.
https://www.strengthsquest.com/home.aspx
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The Luck Readiness Index (LRI) and Change Perception Index (CPI)

The Luck Readiness Index is a 52 item scale designed to measure the 8 dimensions of
opportunity awareness: Flexibility, Persistence, Self-Efficacy, Curiosity, Optimism, Strategy,
Risk and Luckiness. The LRI is helpful in understanding the degree to which people are positive

and proactive in confronting uncertainty. You can take the test on a pay per go basis, and it is
also available with an unlimited use annual license with options to add logos to the site and
reports. register and take the test here
The Change Perception Index measures reactions to change. It measures 10 dimensions
associated with different aspects of change including continuous change, goal driver, role driver,
routine driver and change driver, as well as small steps and the bigger picture. The CPI is helpful
in understanding different reactions to change, which can be useful in career development
coaching in a changing environment, educating about change and self-insight or in change
management processes. register and take the test here
For a background paper containing more information about using these scales, and how to
purchase licenses click here
e-mail: jim@brightandassociates.com.au
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Maximization Scale
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doi: 10.1037/t03407-000

Maximization Scale
Items
Regret Scale
Whenever I make a choice, I’m curious about what would have happened if I had chosen differently.
Whenever I make a choice, I try to get information about how the other alternatives turned out.
If I make a choice and it turns out well, I still feel like something of a failure if I find out that another choice
would have turned out better.
When I think about how I’m doing in life, I often assess opportunities I have passed up.
Once I make a decision, I don’t look back. (R)
Maximization Scale
When I watch TV, I channel surf, often scanning through the available options even while attempting to watch
one program.
When I am in the car listening to the radio, I often check other stations to see if something better is playing,
even if I’m relatively satisfied with what I’m listening to.
I treat relationships like clothing: I expect to try a lot on before I get the perfect fit.
No matter how satisfied I am with my job, it’s only right for me to be on the lookout for better opportunities. I
often fantasize about living in ways that are quite different from my actual life.
I’m a big fan of lists that attempt to rank things (the best movies, the best singers, the best athletes, the best
novels, etc.).
I often find it difficult to shop for a gift for a friend.
When shopping, I have a hard time finding clothing that I really love.
Renting videos is really difficult. I’m always struggling to pick the best one.
I find that writing is very difficult, even if it’s just writing a letter to a friend, because it’s so hard to word things
just right. I often do several drafts of even simple things.

PsycTESTS™is a database of the American Psychological Association
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doi: 10.1037/t03407-000

Maximization Scale
Items
No matter what I do, I have the highest standards for myself.
I never settle for second best. Whenever I’m faced with a choice, I try to imagine what all the other
possibilities are, even ones that aren’t present at the moment.
Note. Item marked by “R” was reverse scored in the analysis.

PsycTESTS™is a database of the American Psychological Association
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Strong Interest Inventory

The Strong Interest Inventory assessment measures career and leisure interests. It is often used to
aid people in making educational and career decisions, and can be used in combination with the
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) to illustrate the link between interests and personality type

in making successful career choices.
The Strong Interest Inventory (Strong) assessment measures career and leisure interests. It is
based on the work of E. K. Strong Jr., who originally published his inventory on the
measurement of interests in 1927. The assessment is often used to aid people in making
educational and career decisions. The Strong assessment measures interests in four main
categories of scales: General Occupational Themes (GOTs), Basic Interest Scales (BISs),
Personal Style Scales (PSSs), and Occupational Scales (OSs). The 6 GOTs measure basic
categories of occupational interests—Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and
Conventional (RIASEC)—based on John Holland’s theory.
https://www.themyersbriggs.com/en-US/Products-and-Services/Strong
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Appendix C: List of Organizations that Support Academic Counselors
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NACADA: The Global Community for Academic Advising
NACADA promotes and supports quality academic advising in institutions of higher education
to enhance the educational development of students. NACADA provides a forum for discussion,
debate, and the exchange of ideas pertaining to academic advising through numerous activities
and publications. NACADA also serves as an advocate for effective academic advising by
providing a Consulting and Speaker Service and funding for Research related to academic
advising.
https://nacada.ksu.edu/

IECA: Independent Educational Consultants Association
The Independent Educational Consultants Association (IECA) is a not-for-profit, international
professional association representing experienced independent educational consultants.
Chartered in 1976, the Association’s headquarters is located in the Washington, DC area. IECA
sponsors professional training institutes, workshops, conferences, and webinars, publishes a
directory of qualified independent educational consultants, offers information to students and
their families regarding school selection issues, and works to ensure that those in the profession
adhere to the highest ethical and business standards.
https://www.iecaonline.com/
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HECA: Higher Education Consultants Association
The Higher Education Consultants Association (HECA) is a professional organization focused
exclusively on the practice of independent college admissions consulting. Since 1997, HECA has
been dedicated to advancing professional standards for the higher educational consulting field
while supporting our members as they expertly guide students through the transition from high
school to college.
https://hecaonline.org/

NACAC: National Association for College Admission Counseling
The National Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC), founded in 1937, is an
organization of more than 25,000 professionals from around the world dedicated to serving
students as they make choices about pursuing postsecondary education.
https://www.nacacnet.org/

WACAC: Western Association for College Admission Counseling
As an organization of leaders in college admission counseling since 1967, the Western
Association for College Admission Counseling (WACAC):
•

Advocates for student rights in the college selection process

•

Educates members to engage in advocacy in support of legislation to increase access to
post-secondary education for students in California and Nevada

•

Promotes and upholds the Code of Ethics and Professional Practices formulated by
the National Association for the College Admission Counseling (NACAC)
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•

Encourages participation of traditionally underrepresented, underserved populations in
postsecondary education and in the admission profession

•

Offers professional development opportunities that meet members’ needs

•

Provides access to research and resources that benefit members

Members of WACAC work within colleges and universities, community colleges, public, private
and parochial high schools, independent practices and community based organizations in
California and Nevada.
https://www.wacac.org/

WICHE: Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education
Since 1953, the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE) has been
strengthening higher education, workforce development, and behavioral health throughout the
region. As an interstate compact, WICHE partners with states, territories, and postsecondary
institutions to share knowledge, create resources, and develop innovative solutions that address
some of our society’s most pressing needs. From promoting high-quality, affordable
postsecondary education to helping states get the most from their technology investments and
addressing behavioral health challenges, WICHE improves lives across the West through
innovation, cooperation, resource sharing, and sound public policy.
https://www.wiche.edu/

