
Majoring in Psychology

Achieving Your Educational 
and Career Goals

Jeffrey L. Helms and Daniel T. Rogers

A John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., Publication





Majoring in Psychology



About the Authors

Dr. Helms is an Associate Professor of
Psychology at Kennesaw State University
where he joined the faculty in 2003.
Prior academic appointments included
teaching not only at the undergraduate
level but also at the master’s, specialist,
and doctoral levels. His publications,
research, and practice interests are pre-
dominantly in the areas of forensic psy-
chology and the scholarship of teaching.
He was an associate editor of the Journal
of Forensic Psychology Practice (2002–
2009) and presently serves on its edito-
rial board. Currently, he holds licensure

as a psychologist in Georgia and maintains a small private forensic and clinical consulting
practice. His clinical experience includes work in the community mental health arena,
inpatient psychiatric facilities, and multiple forensic environments. He has previously
practiced and taught in California and Kentucky. Dr. Helms is a member of the American
Psychological Association and the American Psychology-Law Society. 

Dr. Rogers is an Assistant Professor of
Psychology at Kennesaw State University
where he joined the faculty in 2005. His
research and practice interests are in 
the areas of personality assessment,
measurement, interpersonal and psy-
chodynamic theories, and the scholar-
ship of teaching and learning. Currently,
he holds licensure as a psychologist in
Georgia. He previously practiced and
taught in Michigan. His clinical expe-
rience includes work across the age
spectrum and across levels of impairment,
with emphasis on psychological assess-

ment and psychodynamic interventions. Dr. Rogers is a member of the American
Psychological Association; the Division of Evaluation, Measurement, and Statistics; the
Society for the Teaching of Psychology; and the Society for Personality Assessment. 



Majoring in Psychology

Achieving Your Educational 
and Career Goals

Jeffrey L. Helms and Daniel T. Rogers

A John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., Publication



This edition first published 2011
© 2011 Jeffrey L. Helms and Daniel T. Rogers

Blackwell Publishing was acquired by John Wiley & Sons in February 2007. 
Blackwell’s publishing program has been merged with Wiley’s global Scientific, 
Technical, and Medical business to form Wiley-Blackwell.

Registered Office
John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, 
PO19 8SQ, United Kingdom

Editorial Offices
350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA
9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK
The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, for customer services, and for information 
about how to apply for permission to reuse the copyright material in this book 
please see our website at www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell.

The right of Jeffrey L. Helms and Daniel T. Rogers to be identified as the author of this 
work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording or otherwise, except as permitted by the UK Copyright, 
Designs and Patents Act 1988, without the prior permission of the publisher.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that 
appears in print may not be available in electronic books.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as 
trademarks. All brand names and product names used in this book are trade names, service
marks, trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publisher is not
associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book. This publication is designed 
to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. 
It is sold on the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional
services. If professional advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of 
a competent professional should be sought.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Helms, Jeffrey L.
Majoring in psychology : achieving your educational and career goals / Jeffrey L. Helms and
Daniel T. Rogers.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-4051-9064-0 (hardcover : alk. paper) – ISBN 978-1-4051-9063-3 (pbk. : alk. paper)
1. Psychology–Vocational guidance. 2. Psychology–Study and teaching. I. Rogers, Daniel T.

II. Title. 
BF76.H45 2010
150.71′1–dc22

2009041433

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Set in 10.5/13pt Minion by Graphicraft Limited, Hong Kong
Printed in Malaysia

1 2011



Brief Contents

Full Contents vii
List of Boxes xvii
List of Tables xx
Preface xxi
Acknowledgments xxiii

Part I Majoring in Psychology 1

1 Why Major in Psychology? 3
2 Succeeding in College 13
3 Succeeding in the Psychology Major 29
4 Assessing and Developing Career Goals 44
5 Using Your Bachelor’s Degree 59
6 The Preprofessional Degree: Preparing for Graduate School 80
7 The Preprofessional Degree: Applying to Graduate School 97

Part II The Subfields of Psychology 135

8 Careers in Research 137
9 Careers in Industrial and Organizational Psychology 156

10 Careers in Clinical Psychology and Counseling Psychology 174
11 Careers in Educational and School Psychology 198
12 Careers in Exercise and Sport Psychology 213
13 Careers in Health Psychology 226
14 Careers in Neuropsychology 240
15 Careers in Forensic Psychology 254
16 Careers in Academe 273
17 Assessing the Career Outlook for the Psychology Major 291

Appendix 298

Index 301





Table of Contents

List of Boxes xvii
List of Tables xx
Preface xxi
Acknowledgments xxiii

Part I Majoring in Psychology 1

1 Why Major in Psychology? 3
Introduction 3
How to Use This Book 5
Why Major in Psychology? 5

Majoring in Psychology for What Psychology Is 5
Popularity of the Degree 7
A Multipurpose Degree 8
Majoring in Psychology for Reasons Unrelated to Psychology 9
Determining if Psychology Is for You 11

Suggested Exercises 11
Suggested Readings by Topic Area 12
References 12

2 Succeeding in College Transitions, Strategies, and Resources 13
Introduction 13
The Experience of Adjusting to College 14

The Academic Work 15
Students’ Responsibility for Their Learning 15
Structure of Courses 16
Interactions With Others 17
Thinking About One’s Transition Problems 17



Table of Contents

Academic Strategies 18
Manage Time Wisely 19
Reading Course Material for Comprehension 19
Being Engaged in the Classroom 20
Performing Well on Assignments 21
Studying Effectively 23
Caring for Yourself 23

Campus Resources 24
Academic Advising 24
Writing Centers 25
Tutoring 25
Disability Support Services 25
Career Development Services 25
Counseling 26

Conclusion 26
Suggested Exercises 26
Suggested Readings 27
References 27

3 Succeeding in the Psychology Major Adjustments, Common
Difficulties, and Strategies 29
Introduction 29
The Nature of Academic Work in the Psychology Major 30

What Is Psychology? 31
What Students Expect to Learn 31
The Nature of the Academic Work 32

Common Challenges for Psychology Majors 33
Understanding the Scientific Basis of the Field 34
Learning Independently 34
Writing and APA Style 35
Conducting Literature Searches 36

Strategies for Success 38
Planning Courses and Degree Progression 38
Planning Relevant Experiences 39
Utilizing Available Resources 41

Conclusion 42
Suggested Exercises 42
Suggested Readings 43
References 43
Resources 43

4 Assessing and Developing Career Goals 44
Introduction 44
The Nature and Value of Career Goal Setting 45

Career Development Theories 45
Approaches to Career Goal Setting 46

viii



Setting Career Goals as an Active Process 46
The Value of Career Goals 48

Assessing Self and Developing Life Goals 48
Assessing Self and Developing Career Goals 51
Assessing Self and Developing Educational Goals 53
Conclusion 56
Suggested Exercises 57
Suggested Readings 57
References 57

5 Using Your Bachelor’s Degree Preparing for the Job Market 59
Introduction 59
Work Settings of Recent Graduates 60
What Employers Want from Applicants for Entry-level Positions 
(How to Develop What Employers Want) 62

Communication Skills (Verbal and Written) 62
Strong Work Ethic 62
Teamwork Skills (Works Well With Others) 63
Initiative 63
Interpersonal Skills (Relates Well to Others) 63

Finding Entry-Level Positions 66
Recruiting Methods 66
Resources 67

Preparing Job Application Materials: Job Applications, Résumés, 
and Cover Letters 68

Résumés 68
Cover Letters 71
Keep Track of Where You Send Your Applications! 73

Preparing for and Completing Job Interviews and Considering Offers 73
Preparing for the Interview 73
The Day of the Interview 74
After the Interview 75
Considering Job Offers 76

Suggested Exercises 76
References 77
Resources 78

6 The Preprofessional Degree Preparing for Graduate School 80
Introduction 80
Is Graduate School Right for You? 80
Course Selection 84
Grades and Grade Point Average 86
Research Experience 87
Internships, Field Practica, and Work Experience 89
Mentoring 90
Getting Involved in Professional Organizations 91

Table of Contents ix



Table of Contents

Getting Involved on Campus 93
Community Service and Extracurricular Activities 93
Suggested Exercises 95
Suggested Readings 95
References 95
Resources 96

7 The Preprofessional Degree Applying to Graduate School 97
Introduction 97
The Subfields of Psychology 97

Experimental Psychology 97
Developmental Psychology 98
Social Psychology 98
Cognitive Psychology 98
Physiological Psychology 98
Industrial and Organizational Psychology 98
Clinical Psychology 98
Counseling Psychology 99
School Psychology 99
Educational Psychology 99
Exercise and Sport Psychology 99
Health Psychology 99
Neuropsychology 100
Forensic Psychology 100

Deciding on the Type of Graduate Education 100
Graduate Certificates 100
Master’s Degrees 100
Specialist Degrees 102
Doctoral Degrees 102

Finding Available Graduate Programs 104
Evaluating the Graduate Programs You Find 104

Application and Acceptance Rates 106
Grade Point Average (GPA) 106
Graduate Record Exam and the Psychology Subject Test 107
Stipends Versus Loans Versus Eventual Salary 110
Research 111
Grant Activity 111
Time to Complete Program 111
Attrition Rate 112
Teaching Experience 112
Placement of Students in Internships 112
Placement of Students after Graduation 113
Licensure of Students after Graduation 113
APA Accreditation 114
Geographical Location 114

x



Selecting Programs to Pursue 114
Preparing Vitae – An Essential Part of Your Application Packet 115
Statements of Intent and Admissions Essays 119
Letters of Recommendation 121
The Graduate School Application Packet 123
Interviewing 124

Suggestions Specific to In-Person Interviews 124
Suggestions Specific to Telephone Interviews 125
Thank You Notes 126

Making Your Decision 127
Plan B: What if I Don’t Get in? 127
Ten Tips From a Successful Applicant: Laura L. Mayhew 129
Suggested Exercises 132
Suggested Readings 132
References 132
Resources 133

Part II The Subfields of Psychology 135

8 Careers in Research Experimental, Developmental, Social,
Cognitive, and Biopsychology 137
Introduction 137
Defining the Subfields 138

Experimental Psychology 138
Developmental Psychology 139
Social Psychology 140
Cognitive Psychology 141
Biopsychology 143

The Work 144
Core Activities 144
Settings 145
Salaries 146
Employment Issues 146

Training and Preparation 147
Earning a Degree 147
Preparing for Graduate Training as an Undergraduate 148

Working in Research Related Areas With a Bachelor’s Degree 149
Research Assistant of Lab Technician 149
Analysts 149
Advertising and Sales 150
Teacher 150

Testing the Waters: Marie Balaban, PhD 150
Professional Spotlight: Cynthia L. Pickett, PhD 152
Suggested Exercises 153
Suggested Readings by Topic Area 153

Table of Contents xi



Table of Contents

References 154
Resources by Topic Area 154

9 Careers in Industrial and Organizational Psychology 156
Introduction 156
Defining the Subfield 156

Industrial Psychology 157
Organizational Psychology 159
Legal and Policy Issues 160

The Work 160
Core Activities 160
Settings 162
Salaries 163
Employment Issues 163

Training and Preparation 164
Degree Options and Licensure 164
Variations in Graduate Programs 165
Earning the Degree 167
Preparing for Graduate Training as an Undergraduate 167

Working in Areas Related to I/O Psychology With
a Bachelor’s Degree 169

Management 169
Human Resources 169

The Flexibility of the Doctoral Degree in I/O Psychology: 
Russell E. Johnson, PhD 170
Professional Spotlight: John Chan, PhD 171
Suggested Exercises 172
Suggested Readings by Topic Area 172
References 172
Resources 173

10 Careers in Clinical Psychology and Counseling Psychology 174
Introduction 174
Defining the Subfields 175

Clinical Psychology and Counseling Psychology 175
The Work 176

Core Activities 176
Theoretical Orientation 179
Settings 180
Salaries 181
Employment Issues 182
Related Careers 183

Training and Preparation 184
Earning the Degree 184
Variations in Graduate Programs 187
Licensure 189
Preparing for Graduate Training as an Undergraduate 191

xii



Working in Areas Related to Clinical or Counseling Psychology 
With a Bachelor’s Degree 192

Mental Health Technician/Aide 193
Human/Social Service Specialists 193

A Science of Heart and Mind: Robert McGrath, PhD 194
Professional Spotlight: Kimberlyn Leary, PhD, ABPP 195
Suggested Exercises 196
Suggested Readings by Topic Area 196
References 197
Resources 197

11 Careers in Educational and School Psychology 198
Introduction 198
Defining the Subfields 199

Educational Psychology 199
School Psychology 199

The Work 200
Core Activities 200
Settings 203
Salaries 203
Employment Issues 204

Training and Preparation 204
Degree Options, Certification, and Licensure 204
Variations in Graduate Programs 205
Earning the Degree 206
Preparing for Graduate Training as an Undergraduate 206

Working in Areas Related to Educational and School Psychology 
With a Bachelor’s Degree 207

Human/Social Service Specialists 208
Teachers 208

The Science of People: A Career in School Psychology: 
William Pfohl, PsyD, NCSP 209
Professional Spotlight: Rebecca S. Martínez, PhD, NCSP 210
Suggested Exercises 211
Suggested Readings by Topic Area 211
References 211
Resources 212

12 Careers in Exercise and Sport Psychology 213
Exercise and Sport Psychology Defined 213
The Work 214

Core Activities 214
Employment Settings and Salary Expectations 216

Training and Preparation 217
Earning a Degree 217
Licensure Issues 219

Table of Contents xiii



Table of Contents

Training Programs 219
Preparing for Your Graduate Training 220

Working in Areas Related to Exercise and Sport Psychology 
With a Bachelor’s Degree 220
A Counseling Sport Psychologist’s Journey: Reflections and 
Observations: Christopher M. Carr, PhD 221
Professional Spotlight: Kate F. Hays, PhD 223
Suggested Exercises 224
Suggested Readings 224
References 224
Resources 225

13 Careers in Health Psychology 226
Health Psychology Defined 226
The Work 227

Core Activities 227
Focusing on the Future 230
Employment Settings and Salary Expectations 231

Training and Preparation 232
Earning a Degree 232
Licensure Issues 232
Training Programs 232
Preparing for Your Graduate Training 233

Working in Areas Related to Health Psychology With 
a Bachelor’s Degree 233
Health Psychology and Culture: An Exciting Area of Study: 
Regan A. R. Gurung, PhD 234
Professional Spotlight: Chris Dunkel Schetter, PhD 236
Suggested Exercises 237
Suggested Readings 237
References 238
Resources 238

14 Careers in Neuropsychology 240
Neuropsychology Defined 240
The Work 240

Core Activities 240
Employment Settings 244
Salaries 245

Training and Preparation 245
Earning a Degree 245
Licensure Issues 246
Training Programs 246
Preparing for Graduate Training 247

Working in Areas Related to Neuropsychology With a 
Bachelor’s Degree 247

xiv



Social Science Research Assistants 247
Occupational Therapist Aides 248
Rehabilitation Counselors 248
Health Educators 248

Clinical Neuropsychology – Expanding our Borders: Maria T. 
Schultheis, PhD 249
Professional Spotlight: Antonio E. Puente, PhD 250
Suggested Exercises 251
Suggested Readings 252
References 252
Resources 253

15 Careers in Forensic Psychology 254
Forensic Psychology Defined 254
Contributions to the Discipline of Psychology 255
Core Activities of the Forensic Psychologist 257

Assessment 257
Treatment 258
Consultation with Attorneys, Courts, and Insurance Companies 259
Trial Consultation 259
Testimony 259
Program Development and Administration 260
A Note About Criminal Profiling 260

Training Required to Be a Forensic Psychologist 260
Forensic Psychology Training Programs 262
Preparing for Graduate Training in Forensic Psychology 263
Employment in the Forensic Psychology Subfield 264

Settings 264
Salaries 266
Special Employment Issues 266

Working in Areas Related to Forensic Psychology With 
a Bachelor’s Degree 267

Police or Law Enforcement Officers 267
Correctional Officers 268
Adult and Juvenile Probation and Parole Officers 268
Other Positions 268

Why Become a Forensic Psychologist? Matthew T. Huss 269
Professional Spotlight: Gina M. Vincent, PhD 270
Suggested Exercises 271
Suggested Readings 271
References 272
Resources 272

16 Careers in Academe 273
Academe Defined 273
Employment Settings 273

Table of Contents xv



Table of Contents

Types of Settings 273
Setting Matters 274

Professorial Activities 275
Teaching, Supervision, and Mentoring 275
Research 277
Professional Service 277
Relative Emphasis 278

Working Conditions 278
Academic Freedom 279
Facilities and Support 279
Work Schedule 280

Educational Degree and Training Needed 280
Rank 282

Part-time/Adjunct Faculty 282
Visiting Faculty 282
Research and Clinical Faculty 282
Fulltime Faculty 282

Salaries 283
Finding Employment 284
You Do Not Just Get to Stay! 285
Working in the Teaching Area With a Bachelor’s Degree 286
Being an Academic Psychologist: A Great Career Choice: 
Randolph A. Smith 286
Professional Spotlight: Janie H. Wilson, PhD 288
Suggested Exercises 289
Suggested Readings 289
References 289
Resources 290

17 Assessing the Career Outlook for the Psychology Major 291
Introduction 291
Psychology’s Strengths 291
Psychology’s Weaknesses 293
Psychology’s Threats 294
Psychology’s Opportunities 296
Conclusion 297
References 297

Appendix: Divisions of the American Psychological Association 298

Index 301

xvi



Boxes

2.1 Reflecting on the Transition to College 14
2.2 Examples of Common Academic Problems in Adjusting to College 18
2.3 Techniques for Boosting Reading Comprehension 20
2.4 Sample Test-Wise Strategies 22
3.1 Examples of Advice Shared Among Fellow Psychology Majors 30
3.2 APA Guidelines for the Undergraduate Psychology Major 33
3.3 Steps for Organizing Literature Review Papers 36
3.4 Helpful Databases for Literature Searches in Psychology 37
3.5 Common Elements of Experience Outside the Classroom 40
4.1 Self-Assessment of Life Interests and Preferences 49
4.2 Questions to Stimulate the Formation of Life Goals 50
4.3 Self-Assessment of Career Related Abilities 52
4.4 Questions to Stimulate the Formation of Career Goals 53
4.5 Self-Assessment of Academic Strengths and Weaknesses 55
4.6 Questions to Stimulate the Formation of Educational Goals 56
5.1 A Sample of Various Entry-Level Positions Possible With 

a Psychology Degree 61
5.2 Job Skills That Employers Who Interview Psychology Majors Value 65
5.3 Job Search Resources and Where to Find Job Openings 67
5.4 Example Functional Résumé 69
5.5 Example Chronological Résumé 70
5.6 Example Cover Letter 72
5.7 Practice Interview Questions 74
5.8 Possible Questions to Ask a Potential Employer 75
5.9 Some Additional Interview Pointers 76
6.1 Skills Developed and Improved During Graduate School 81
6.2 Twenty Personal Qualities and Behaviors Consistent With 

Graduate Training 82



Boxes

6.3 Alphabetical Listing of Required/Recommended/Optional 
Coursework for Graduate School Applicants 85

6.4 The Benefits of Research Experience 87
6.5 Characteristics and Components of an Effective Mentor 90
6.6 Professional Organizations 92
6.7 Timeframe of Suggested Activities for Preparing for 

Graduate School 94
7.1 Reasons to Pursue a Master’s Degree First 101
7.2 Potential Program Variables to Review 105
7.3 Example Vita 116
7.4 Four Kisses of Death for Your Personal Statement 120
7.5 Materials Included in a Packet for the Faculty Providing 

You With Letters of Recommendation 122
7.6 Checklist for Preparing the Application Packet for 

Mailing – Making the Right Impression 123
7.7 Potential Questions for Graduate School Interviews 126
7.8 Timeline for Applying to Graduate School 128
8.1 Questions Addressed by the Research of Experimental 

Psychologists 138
8.2 Questions Addressed by the Research of Developmental 

Psychologists 139
8.3 Questions Addressed by the Research of Social Psychologists 141
8.4 Questions Addressed by the Research of Cognitive Psychologists 142
8.5 Questions Addressed by the Research of Biopsychologists 143
9.1 Common Topics Addressed by I/O Psychologists 157
9.2 Recent Openings in the I/O Psychology Subfield 161
9.3 Journals That Publish I/O Psychology Research 162
9.4 Common Titles of Graduate Programs in I/O Related Areas 166
9.5 Recommended Undergraduate Coursework for I/O Psychology 168

10.1 General Comparisons between Psychotherapy and Counseling 176
10.2 Journals That Publish Clinical and Counseling Psychology 

Research 179
10.3 Recent Openings in the Clinical and Counseling Psychology 

Subfields 182
10.4 Recommended Undergraduate Coursework for Clinical and 

Counseling Psychology 192
11.1 Recent Openings in the Educational and School Psychology 

Subfields 201
11.2 Journals That Publish Educational and School Psychology 

Research 202
11.3 Recommended Undergraduate Coursework for Educational 

and School Psychology 207
12.1 Sampling of Journals That Publish Exercise and Sport 

Psychology Research 215
13.1 Sampling of Journals That Publish Health Psychology Research 227

xviii



13.2 Recent Openings in the Health Psychology Field 231
14.1 Sampling of Journals That Publish Neuropsychological Research 241
15.1 Top Journals That Publish Forensic Psychology Research 256
15.2 Top Programs in Forensic Psychology 262
15.3 Recent Forensic Psychology Position Openings 265
16.1 Top Tasks Associated With Being a Psychology Professor 276
16.2 Top 10 Physical and Social Factors That Influence the Nature 

of the Work for Psychology Professors 279
16.3 Websites That Post Academic Position Openings in Psychology 284

Boxes xix



Tables

4.1 Change in Percentage of Workforce Employed in 
Careers Between 1997 and 2007 47

9.1 Summary of Guidelines for Doctoral and Master’s 
Programs in I/O Psychology 166

10.1 Differences in Graduate Programs in Clinical and 
Counseling Psychology 188

11.1 Employment Settings for Educational and School Psychologists 203
15.1 Mean Ratings for Undergraduate Courses Required or 

Recommended for Graduate Training in Forensic Psychology 263
15.2 Activities Rating Means and Percentages for People Involved 

in Forensic Psychology Graduate Student Selection 263
16.1 Mean Salaries of Assistant Professors Based on Setting 283



Preface

This book grew out of our experience teaching and working with psychology students
on issues related to academic and career success. Whether in the classroom of our Careers
in Psychology course that addresses these topics, or in the midst of advising a student,
we have developed a deep appreciation for how simultaneously exciting and overwhelming
the process of pursuing academic and career goals can be. Students are passionate 
about discovering the options available to them and identifying their unique goals.
Instructors relish the opportunity to guide students through this process and watch
them succeed. However, students and instructors alike can at times feel lost given the
range of complex issues involved in academic and career development. In fact, some
of the most helpful information, strategies, and resources for meeting these goals go
unused simply because students or their instructors are unaware of their existence.
Our appreciation for this mixed experience from both the student’s and instructor’s
perspectives led us to write this book.

This book provides students interested in psychology, and the instructors who work
with them, with information that is vital to academic and career success in the field.
As such, the book is an ideal text for courses that address aspects of majoring in 
psychology (e.g., academic strategies, career and graduate school preparation) and/or
aspects of career planning (e.g., learning about the careers of psychologists in various
subfields and their education and training). Students who are seeking to clarify their
academic and career goals and develop knowledge and skills to support achieving these
goals will find the book most helpful.

There are other texts available that concentrate on one or two of the areas covered
in this book, such as selecting a career, navigating your academic path, or preparing
for graduate school. Many of these texts are excellent resources, and we encourage 
students and instructors to examine them according to interest and need. However,
our goal was to bring these and other related topics together in one place. In doing
so, we compile sound, research-based information and strategies on succeeding as 
a psychology major and communicate them in an interesting and compelling way. 
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We hope that the book answers questions about the major and its career paths while 
supporting the pursuit of academic and career goals.

This book is divided into two sections. Part I concentrates on student success in
achieving general educational and career goals. In this section we examine such issues
as the utility of a psychology degree, strategies for academic success, career decision
making, and employment and graduate school preparation. In addition to content,
the chapters offer suggested exercises, readings, and resources to enhance understanding
of the issues at hand. Part II of the book concentrates on student success in achieving
specific educational and career goals. In this section we examine the various career
options within psychology and issues related to these careers. Each chapter addresses
a major area within psychology and provides valuable information about the focus,
training, and work of individuals with careers in these areas. The chapters also include
information about relevant career options at both the graduate and bachelor’s levels.
In addition to suggested exercises, readings, and resources, each chapter offers a glimpse
into the careers and perspectives of two nationally recognized psychologists working
in their respective subfield.

It is our belief that success as a psychology major cannot simply be defined as earn-
ing good grades, securing a job after graduation, or gaining acceptance into graduate
school. Instead, success involves becoming a strong student who is well informed not
only about the field but also about her or his relationship to it. As such, we hope that
this book serves as a reliable and trustworthy guide both for students curious about
the field and their place within it and for instructors who are assisting them in their
pursuit.

xxii
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Majoring in Psychology





Introduction

Psychology is a fascinating and diverse field of study. It attracts students with 
varied backgrounds, interests, and abilities, all of whom come to the field hopeful 
that psychology is a good fit for them. In addition to pursuing topics that they find
compelling, these students stand to benefit from devoting themselves to the study of
such a broad field. Psychology’s breadth is what makes it possible for students to 
acquire a wide range of knowledge and skills that are applicable to a variety of careers.
In other words, psychology offers many different things to many different types of
individuals. Consider for a moment three such students, all undergraduates majoring
in psychology.

Valerie is 19 years old and always knew she would go to college. Since middle school
she had planned to become a teacher, so she first chose education as her major. However,
after taking several introductory courses and talking with faculty members in the 
education department, Valerie decided that teaching was not for her. She next considered
majoring in nursing, but the admission standards for the local nursing programs are
highly competitive. Valerie feared that the grades she earned in two courses required
for the nursing program would make her acceptance unlikely. One day last semester,
Valerie’s roommate described an interesting demonstration her psychology professor
had presented in class. This reminded Valerie of her interest in psychology in high
school, and she decided to take a course to see what psychology was like at the college
level. Valerie enjoyed the course and performed well, so she decided to change her major
to psychology. When she recently mentioned the change to her parents, they were not
especially positive. They asked questions about what she could do with the degree and
how her career options would compare to those of education or nursing majors. Valerie
was unsure how to answer their questions because she had not yet given much thought
to what she can or will do with her degree. But, she figures that if so many other people
major in psychology, there must be employment options for her.

1

Why Major in Psychology?
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Katrina is 37 years old and has attended college at several points in the past at two
different institutions. Most recently she stopped attending after the birth of her first
child. She then resumed working full-time and was unsure if she would ever return
to school to complete her degree. Now that her children are older and her financial
status is more secure, she has decided to return to college part-time in order to get
back into the academic routine. Ever since she was young, Katrina has had a desire 
to become a clinical psychologist. She was involved in family therapy as a child and
individual therapy as an adolescent. She has fond memories of the psychologists she
interacted with and the benefits of these treatments. Since then she has taken it 
upon herself to read psychological theory and some of the latest research in the field.
Now that she is returning to school again, Katrina has committed herself to taking
her education seriously and staying focused on her career goal. She knows meeting this
goal will require completing her bachelor’s degree and then moving on to complete
her doctorate. Although Katrina is excited to begin moving forward along this path,
she is also concerned about starting what feels like a long road ahead.

Ajay is 25 years old. He began college two years ago after working for several years in
his family’s business. His first major was computer science, an area of interest for 
him since high school. His teachers, family, and friends encouraged him to pursue
this major given his talents and technological skills. He enjoyed the courses at first,
but later realized that he did not feel passionate about the topics or the prospects of
future careers in the field. Due to his growing apathy, and his working 30–40 hours
a week, Ajay’s grades suffered. Then he took a psychology course several semesters
ago and started a dialogue about his interests with the professor. As a result, Ajay 
decided to switch majors to psychology. Since that time he has invested himself in 
his coursework and excelled academically. After serving as a research assistant in one
of his professor’s labs over the past year, Ajay is now planning to pursue a research
career in cognitive psychology. He intends to merge his computer science skills with
his developing interest in human memory. Although changing majors extended his
graduation date for another year, Ajay now knows exactly what it is he wants to do
in his career and has worked diligently to learn about the field, improve his academic
skills, and gain valuable experience.

Valerie, Katrina, and Ajay represent typical undergraduate psychology majors.
Some of you will identify with one or more aspects of their histories and experiences.
Others of you may not see parts of yourself in these particular students, but there 
are still several things you all have in common. Each of you has decided to major 
in psychology, or seriously consider it, as a result of intertwining experiences and life 
circumstances. Each of you has found something intrinsically interesting about the
field. Each of you is hoping that this major will be the one that satisfies your interests
and allows you to accomplish your goals. In essence, each of you hopes that you have
found a home in psychology.

As professors of psychology who have taught, advised, supervised, and mentored
thousands of undergraduate students in all areas of their academic and career pursuits,
we have worked with many students like Valerie, Katrina, Ajay, and you. We are highly
invested in helping all students succeed in the ways that best match their goals. In 
doing this, we encounter students on a daily basis who could have benefited from 
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