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Abstract
Since Blau and Duncan’s seminal work on social mobility, researchers have used subjective 
measures of occupational prestige to understand either the change or stability in generational 
socioeconomic statuses. While subjective measures of occupational prestige have been 
developed, the creation of measures of educational status and prestige that might serve as 
parallels to these measures has received less attention. In this paper, we attempt to create 
such a measure and then use it to test the relationship between educational status (measured 
through the status of college majors) and three important post-baccalaureate outcomes: 
income, educational attainment, and occupational prestige. Our results, based on a survey of 718 
undergraduate seniors, shows that majors differ in prestige just as occupations do. Then, using 
the National Survey of College Graduates, we confirm that those differences are meaningful in 
predicting early career incomes, the attainment of an advanced degree, and the prestige rating 
of college graduates’ occupations.
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A great deal of research has sought to determine the variables associated with social mobility. 
Understanding the mechanisms whereby people move up (or down) in socioeconomic status has 
been a major focus of the literature on stratification for decades. Numerous factors (including 
social networks, family wealth, and even gender and race) affect intergenerational and intragen-
erational mobility. Whatever the intervening variables associated with status attainment and/or 
social mobility, measures of people’s origins and outcomes almost invariably include some oper-
ationalization of their or their parents’ occupational status or prestige. The long-standing use of 
occupational prestige to measure the change and/or stability in occupational mobility suggests 
that it is not simply a substitute for educational attainment or income in determining one’s socio-
economic status. In fact, it is used in composite form with and separately alongside education and 
income measures in analyses of racial-ethnic social mobility (Flippen 2013; Gullickson 2010; 
Waldinger and Gilbertson 1994), gendered social mobility (Aisenbrey, Evertsson, and Grunow 
2009; N. J. Davis and Robinson 1998; K. Yamaguchi and Wang 2002), and general social mobil-
ity (Lin 1999; Marsden and Hurlbert 1988; Mouw 2003).
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Since Peter Blau and Otis Duncan’s (1967) seminal work in this area, researchers have con-
sistently found education to be an important mediator between family origins and one’s eventual 
social class. While education can be a measure of social class, it also has independent effects on 
the occupational components of one’s social class. Until recently, those effects were mainly oper-
ationalized in terms of “educational attainment” and represented in models as “years of educa-
tion.” As scholars began to focus on the unique impact of postsecondary education, beyond its 
role as the avenue whereby people could continue to accumulate years of schooling, some began 
to pay particular attention to the influences on and effects of students’ choices of college majors. 
Consistent with the rest of the work on education’s effect on social mobility, researchers uncov-
ered the complexities of the relationship between college major, educational attainment, and 
occupational income (Johnson and Elder 2002; Mullen, Goyette, and Soares 2003; Roksa and 
Levey 2010; B. Useem 1989).

While prestige is an important characteristic of the occupations parents and students might 
have, attempts at gauging prestige in the education of parents and students have focused almost 
exclusively on either the source of that education or, somewhat tautologically, the outcomes 
associated with it. One would expect that college fields of study—such as occupational fields—
are stratified in the public imagination as prestigious or not, and this subjective evaluation differs 
in a meaningful way from the objective measures associated with the value of a college major.

We argue that a subjective measure of college-major prestige, such as occupational prestige, 
can be determined, and it can be used in analyses of the three common socioeconomic outcomes: 
income, educational attainment, and occupational prestige. Like Otis Duncan (1961) and others, 
we believe that the best way to determine people’s perceptions of the value, or worth, of college 
majors is to directly ask members of the society to evaluate them. In this paper, we pursue this 
line of thinking in two ways. First, we survey 718 students about their own evaluation of 10 dis-
ciplinary clusters. Then, using the National Survey of College Graduates, we measure the predic-
tive power of these prestige ratings on three important post-baccalaureate outcomes: income, 
advanced-degree attainment, and occupational status.

Background

Whether the focus is on the mobility of individuals within their own lifetime (Sorokin 1927) or 
the change in social position experienced from one family generation to the next (Becker and 
Tomes 1979; Chetty et al. 2014; Corak 2013), trying to understand the influence of one’s social 
origins on their final destinations has been a long-standing concern for researchers interested in 
social stratification (Blau and Duncan 1967; DiPrete and Grusky 1990; Hout 1988; Kerckhoff 
1976; Mouw 2003; Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf 1970). Most of the research in this area shows 
that where one begins in life, often measured through parental holdings of status markers such as 
occupational prestige, income, and education, is predictive of where one ends up in life. These 
outcomes are measured in the same way, as the child’s holdings of the same status-marking 
resources: occupational prestige, income, and education.

Ultimately, these status indicators—whether measured on the origins or the outcomes side of 
the model—are based primarily on occupational information (Chan and Goldthorpe 2004; 
Hollingshead 1975). As modern society holds the idea that individual levels of wealth, prestige, 
and power depend more on what one does rather than who one is, a person’s occupation plays an 
important role in their rankings in other hierarchies (Haller and Portes 1973). Although occupa-
tional prestige/status cannot “exhaust the range of status variations,” it is the most representative 
measure of status in modern society (Haller and Portes 1973:54).

Researchers have sought to better understand the social status of occupations, recognizing that 
workers not only benefit from the wages of their work but also from the associated status of their 
work. This status, alternately referred to as “occupational prestige,” reflects an evaluation of an 
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occupational sector—in terms of reputation and respect—by members of society. The earliest 
survey on occupational prestige was North and Hatt’s National Opinion Research Center (NORC) 
survey in 1947, which covered 90 titles. This instrument created a subjective assessment of the 
social standing of occupations by having workers evaluate the job categories/titles on a scale 
ranging from excellent to poor. The NORC survey became the foundation of Duncan’s (1961) 
Socioeconomic Index for All Occupations (SEI).

Duncan’s SEI is a composite of two objective measures and a subjective one. The objective 
measures are a weighted average of the proportion of workers who have attained a particular 
level of schooling (“occupational education”) and the proportion of workers who annually earn 
a particular amount of income (“occupational earnings”). These scores, sometimes described 
as “prestige scores,” do not really measure prestige. They measure education and income, the 
customary way scholars determine an individual’s socioeconomic status or class (Warren, 
Sheridan, and Hauser 1998). They are, therefore, more accurate measures of the socioeco-
nomic status of an occupation, not that occupation’s standing or prestige. Recognizing the 
importance of “occupational prestige” as something different from these, Duncan also used the 
subjective measures of occupational prestige included in the NORC survey as the third leg of 
his composite index. Future iterations of his SEI also included a subjective measure of prestige 
drawn from updates of the NORC survey (Nakao and Treas 1992, 1994; Stevens and Cho 
1985; Stevens and Featherman 1981).

In 1971, another important tool for measuring social mobility was created: Siegel’s 
Occupational Prestige Score (OPS). Unlike Duncan’s SEI, Siegel’s measure of occupational 
status is purely based on subjective evaluations of occupation, again using the NORC survey 
methodology. Scores were created by having respondents situate occupational titles into nine 
categories (e.g., bottom, middle, top) reflecting their subjective sense of each occupation’s 
social standing or value (Siegel 1971). The occupations are then ranked (scored) based on 
where they fall among these responses. Updates have been made to both Siegel’s OPS and the 
NORC survey to represent possible changes in the reputations of these occupations (Hauser 
and Featherman 1977; Nakao, Hodges, and Treas 1990; Nakao and Treas 1994; Stevens and 
Hoisington 1987). These subjective measures of occupational hierarchy have been shown to be 
consistent over time and across societal boundaries (Hauser and Warren 1997; Siegel 1971; 
Treiman 1977).

Education in Models of Social Mobility

Some version of these subjective indices of occupational status has been used in studies investi-
gating both the effects of parents’ occupational statuses on educational outcomes (Conley 2001; 
Elman and O’Rand 2004; Goyette and Xie 1999; Hagan, MacMillan, and Wheaton 1996; 
Hopcroft 2005; Kalmijn 1994; Kuo and Hauser 1995; Stolzenberg 1994) and the impact of edu-
cation on a student’s occupational status (Kerckhoff, Raudenbush, and Glennie 2001; Orr 2003; 
Torche 2011; Warren, Sheridan, and Hauser 2002).

The influential Blau and Duncan (1967) status attainment model supports this measurement 
of occupational status. That model uses students’ education as an intervening variable that is 
affected by parents’ education and occupation and, in turn, affects the student’s occupational 
outcomes. While variations of this model (e.g., Sewell, Haller, and Portes’s 1969 Wisconsin 
model) have added other important institutional, cultural, and social psychological compo-
nents to it, the positive impact of education on one’s future occupational outcomes has been a 
fairly consistent finding. Research has shown that college participation, in particular, has 
demonstrable benefits for one’s social mobility. Graduating from any college and in practically 
any field is likely to yield greater earnings for the college graduate than those of their peers 
who only graduate from high school (Arum and Hout 1998; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991). As 
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a result, many analyses of social mobility include either a basic measure of years of education 
or a measure indicating holdings of postsecondary credentials.

Since the 1990s, researchers have begun to look beyond the educational attainment or numer-
ical-participation approach—what Charles and Bradley (2002:574) refer to as the “tertiary” or 
“vertical” dimension of status attainment—to more “horizontal” characteristics of students’ aca-
demic careers. They argue that as access to college has increased, the value of merely completing 
an additional four years of schooling beyond high school has decreased (Gerber and Cheung 
2008; Torche 2011). Employers could no longer make distinctions between prospective employ-
ees simply by counting up the years they were in school or checking if they had a diploma. 
Eventually, differences between applicants’ human capital holdings would become more sym-
bolic than numeric. Researchers began to wonder if the benefits of educational attainment should 
be analyzed differently, shifting our attention from “the ‘quantitative’ dimension—the associa-
tion between social background and years of schooling completed or educational transitions 
made—to the ‘qualitative’ dimension of stratification—the type of schooling attained at any 
particular level” (Torche 2011:768). This more qualitative and subjective dimension of educa-
tional attainment is the focus of our analysis here.

Prior Attempts to Do Research on Educational Status

While researchers have sought to measure occupational status and prestige, measurements of 
educational status and prestige are less developed. Attempts to measure status or prestige of one’s 
educational background have focused on two qualities of that education: the quality of the insti-
tution students attended (Bobbitt-Zeher 2007; Kingston and Lewis 1990; M. Useem and Karabel 
1985; Velez 1985) and the status of the field of study or major students graduated in.

Proxies for institutional quality have included institutional control (i.e., public or private), 
national rankings by trade publications (e.g., Barron’s, U.S. News and World Report), institu-
tional resources (e.g., percentage of faculty with PhDs, student-faculty ratios), value-added out-
come measures (e.g., retention rates, graduation rates), and, most commonly, measures of 
institutional selectivity (Astin and Henson 1977; Brewer, Eide, and Ehrenberg 1999; Dale and 
Krueger 1999; Loury and Garman 1995; Tsinidou, Gerogiannis, and Fitsilis 2010). With notable 
exceptions (e.g., Bobbitt-Zeher 2007), the research shows that attending a high-quality school 
has a small, but significant, impact on both higher salaries and the advancement to pursuing 
graduate degrees (Brand and Halaby 2006; Dale and Krueger 2002; Monks 2000). Beyond its 
role as an important part of a college student’s experience, is institutional quality a comparable 
proxy for the way occupational status/prestige is measured? We argue it is not. In both Duncan’s 
SEI and Siegel’s OPS, where work takes place is irrelevant to either objective or subjective 
evaluations of an occupation’s worth.

Clearly, the educational field (e.g., accounting, engineering, education) is a much more intui-
tively convincing analog for occupational fields (e.g., accounting, engineering, education). 
Therefore, if a model purports to measure educational status or prestige, doing so by determining 
the value of a college graduate’s field of study or major seems to be the more practical approach. 
There have been attempts to create status hierarchies of fields. In practically every case, these 
evaluations of disciplinary clusters privileged the natural sciences, either in their focus or their 
findings (Hearn and Olzak 1981; Kuhn 1970). Janice Lodahl and Gerald Gordon (1972, 1973) 
and John Braxton and Lowell Hargens (1996) determined the status of disciplinary clusters based 
on the level of paradigmatic knowledge development in those fields. By that definition, they 
argue that physics (a high-paradigm field) is a prestigious field while sociology is not. Likewise, 
Anthony Biglan (1973a, 1973b) places disciplinary clusters in high- and low-status categories 
based on consensus and paradigmatic knowledge (hard/soft) but also based on the discipline’s 
concern with applying knowledge to practical concerns (pure/applied)
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Other researchers determined disciplines’ statuses based on the congruence of the field with 
high-earning occupations; the more applicable the field was to the work done in a high-paying 
occupation, the higher the status the field earned. These analyses placed economics, engineering, 
and biological sciences in the high-status category and art, English, history, political science, and 
psychology in the low-status category. They operationalized these strong connections in terms of 
the probability at which majors either fed directly into high-status occupations or were described 
as doing so in course catalogs, arguing that this kind of targeted education focuses on specific 
skills and developing marketable credentials (Bourdieu 1988; Hearn and Olzak 1981; Kerr 1991; 
Riley 1982; Wilson and Smith-Lovin 1983).

In some ways, these measures approximate the objective measures—occupational education 
and occupational income—of occupational status used in Duncan’s SEI. The first is a measure of 
what we might call “educational education,” where the status of the major is based on how much 
concrete, easily measured knowledge is accumulated by students in those fields. The second is a 
measure of “educational income,” where the major’s status is based on how much holders of the 
degree might earn. Unlike the subjective measures of occupational prestige, neither of these 
approaches is based on the subjective evaluations of people who have to choose among these 
fields. Instead, the value of academic fields is either based on researchers’ subjective evaluations 
of the content of these fields (Biglan 1973a; Braxton and Hargens 1996) or on the conflation of 
prestige/status and earnings potential (Kerr 1991). As no study evaluating the status/prestige of 
majors actually asks respondents to either rank order or rate academic fields, none of these 
approaches measures society’s subjective assessment of the social standing of one’s education in 
the way Siegel’s OPS or the third factor of Duncan’s SEI measures society’s subjective assess-
ment of occupational social standing.

Current Study

This paper is a response to this difference between the subjective evaluation of occupational pres-
tige and the mostly objective evaluation of educational prestige. We believe that college fields of 
study are arrayed on a prestige scale in the public imagination in the same way Cecil North and 
Paul Hatt (1947), Duncan (1961), and Paul Siegel (1971) showed that occupational fields are. We 
believe it is important to understand what these distinctions might be for two reasons.

First, research on students’ decision making regarding college majors shows that students do not 
simply choose majors based on their assumptions about earnings (Beffy, Fougere, and Maurel 2012; 
Beggs, Bantham, and Taylor 2006; Long, Goldhaber, and Huntington-Klein 2015; Louie 2004; Ma 
2009; Monaghan and Jang 2017; Morgan, Gelbgiser, and Weeden 2013; Mullen 2013; Pabler and 
Hell 2012; Song and Glick 2004; Zafar 2013). Investigations into these decisions have produced a 
broad range of factors that motivate them, from expressive individualism (e.g., interest in the mate-
rial, the major reflects students’ humanitarian values) to instrumentalism (e.g., access to particular 
jobs, ability to succeed in the major) to interpersonal factors (e.g., esteem of peers and parents, fond-
ness for professors). While it is beyond the scope of this study to determine exactly how any of these 
factors might shape student evaluations of majors as important or worthy of esteem, it is likely that 
some of them combine to make a major “esteemed” and “high status” enough to consider when 
choosing a major. Creating a measure representing this evaluation is important for being able to 
model what is, undoubtedly, an important part of students’ decision-making process.

But it is not students alone who think about the symbolic value of college disciplines. In a 
2012 survey of employers aimed at determining what matters when they hire recent college 
graduates, in a list of eight attributes, college major came in third under internships and employ-
ment during college, two concrete measures of human capital accumulation (Chronicle of Higher 
Education 2012). The human capital attributes associated with college degrees such as relevance 
of course work and college grade-point average (GPA) were nearly at the bottom, followed by 
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“college reputation.” Research is clear that college disciplines matter in post-baccalaureate place-
ments, but if employers barely care about the actual content learned in a discipline or students’ 
mastery of that content evidenced by GPAs, the value of the college major becomes mostly sym-
bolic.1 It signals something important, but the research is unclear about what that something (or 
somethings) might be. We argue that status/prestige, a subjective but ultimately measurable attri-
bute, may be one of those things.

Like the rank ordering of occupational prestige, a prestige ranking (or more precisely, rating) 
of college majors can best be determined by asking the sector of society—in this case, college 
students—most engaged in selecting among them to evaluate their worth or value. Rather than 
infer the prestige of majors by mapping them onto post-baccalaureate outcomes or other corre-
lated data (e.g., popularity, institutional resource allocation), we set out to determine what reputa-
tion majors have in the minds of the students who choose them. We do this by going directly to 
the source, asking students to score 10 broad disciplinary clusters as either having very low sta-
tus/prestige, an average level of status/prestige, or very high status/prestige.

Ultimately, the aggregate (average) status ratings for our respondents represent an important 
portion of society’s—students who choose one of them—evaluation of each of these clusters of 
majors. We use these status ratings to determine if there are real relationships between these 
subjective assessments of college disciplines and important post-baccalaureate outcomes, par-
ticularly those outcomes that are often related to occupational status—income and pursuit of 
advanced degrees—and occupational status itself. We make the following predictions:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The status of one’s college major (as a member of a disciplinary cluster) 
will be positively correlated with that person’s post-baccalaureate income. The higher status a 
college graduate’s major has, the more income that graduate will earn.
Hypothesis 2 (H2): The status of one’s college major (as a member of a disciplinary cluster) 
will be positively correlated with that person’s attainment of advanced degrees. The higher the 
status of the undergraduate major, the more likely it is that this graduate will earn an advanced 
degree.
Hypothesis 3 (H3): The status of one’s college major (as a member of a disciplinary cluster) 
will be positively correlated with that person’s occupational prestige. The higher status a grad-
uate’s major has, the higher that graduate’s occupation’s prestige rating is.

Data and Method

To determine student ratings of the college major clusters, we used data from a Web-based sur-
vey that gathered information from undergraduate students at nine colleges and universities: 
two large comprehensive public universities, three large comprehensive private universities, 
two medium-sized private universities, and two small private liberal arts colleges.2 The survey 
solicited demographic data and detailed information about students’ academic choices (e.g., 
influences, aspirations, courses taken). The survey targeted students who were entering their 
seventh semester of college at each of the participating institutions. Late-career students were 
chosen because most students at this stage are done choosing the majors they will graduate with. 
Seeking to better understanding of double-majoring as a phenomenon, the original researchers 
oversampled students with two majors. As our analysis seeks to isolate possible differences 
between the evaluations of students who are exclusively in a particular discipline and those who 
are not, the sample analyzed in this paper has been reduced. We exclude students with either 
cross-disciplinary double-majors (e.g., business and physical science) or interdisciplinary 
majors (e.g., ethnic studies). Our paper uses only those 718 students with either a single major 
represented in one of 10 broad disciplinary clusters described below or two majors within the 
same cluster (e.g., an English and philosophy double-major in “humanities”).3
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Additional data for this study were taken from the National Survey of College Graduates 
(NSCG; National Science Foundation 2003). This National Science Foundation database was 
composed of a sample of U.S. residents under the age of 76 who had received at least a bachelor’s 
degree from a U.S. institution (prior to April 2000). The NSCG contain information on fields and 
levels of education, occupation, earnings, and demographic characteristics. We used these data to 
estimate the relationship between undergraduate college-major status and three post-baccalaure-
ate outcomes: occupational status, occupational income, and advance degree attainment. To 
approximate the relationship of undergraduate major on early career outcomes, we included only 
those graduates who were within 10 years of graduating with their first bachelor’s degree who 
were working full-time in 2003 when the sample was taken. This reduced the NSCG sample from 
100,400 to 13,734 respondents.

College-discipline Status

Students were asked to score 10 disciplinary clusters—agriculture, arts, business, communica-
tions, education, engineering, health-related fields, humanities, natural sciences, and the social 
sciences—as either having (1) very low status or prestige, (2) an average level of status or pres-
tige, or (3) very high status or prestige.4 They were given examples of majors that might fit within 
each cluster; these examples are similar to those shown in Table 1. Students were asked to rate 
these clusters in terms of their own perspective on the major. We included all students, including 
those students majoring in any of the 10 clusters that they were rating. The average disciplinary 
cluster rating was 2.23 (range = 1.85–2.76).

These 10 ratings can be used to determine their covariance with other important higher educa-
tion outcomes (e.g., post-baccalaureate income) likely affected by the status of students’ majors. 
We use them this way in our analysis of respondents in the 2003 National Survey of College 
Graduates. In those data, undergraduate (i.e., bachelors) majors—of which there were more than 
150 for respondents to choose—were grouped into the 10 major disciplinary clusters listed above 
and a residual category. Our classification of each major into the disciplinary clusters is based, 
primarily, on the guidelines established by the National Science Foundation in its classification 
of fields of study (National Science Foundation 2015).5 Given that the aggregated ratings of our 
718 undergraduates serve as a proxy for, at least, the portion of society represented on college 
campuses, each disciplinary cluster was then assigned the average rating for that cluster. These 
ratings of each cluster’s status (“status of discipline”) served as independent variables in our 
second analysis. As we had no ratings for the majors in the “residual category,” respondents who 
graduate with degrees in those fields were culled from the analysis. We also excluded NSCG 
respondents with more than one major; the final NSCG sample was 10,051 respondents.

Dependent Variables

For the analysis examining the impact of college-major status on post-baccalaureate income, we 
used three variables available in the 2003 NSCG. Respondents were asked to indicate their earned 
income (not including bonuses, overtime, or additional compensation) and at what rate (e.g., 
hourly, weekly, etc.). These two variables were then recoded into a variable that represents the 
annual income. This response was logged. To determine the relationship between status and 
advanced degree attainment, students who received additional degrees beyond the first or primary 
bachelors were coded as one (1); BA-only students were coded as zero (0). We measured occupa-
tional prestige using respondents’ answers to the following prompt: “Using the job category list . 
. . choose the code that best describes the work you were doing on your principal job during the 
week of October 1.” This list included a mixture of narrow categories (e.g., “sociologists,” “ele-
mentary teachers”), broad related categories (e.g., “lawyers and judges”), and a residual category 
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“other occupations not listed.” We assigned the occupational prestige ratings collected in the 1989 
General Social Survey (J. Davis et al. 1991) to each of the job categories available to respondents 
in the aforementioned list. For example, sociologists were assigned the number 61 and elementary 
school teachers were assigned the number 64. When the single category available to respondents 
(e.g., “lawyers and judges”) included related categories that have their own ratings (i.e., lawyers 
= 75 and judges = 72), we averaged the two ratings; therefore, 73.5 was the rating “lawyers and 
judges” received. Those respondents who chose “other occupations” (n = 1,078) were excluded 
from this analysis. We use ordinary least squares (OLS) regression modeling to determine the 
relationship between college major status evaluations and these three dependent measures.

Control Variables

Two of the dependent variables, advanced degree and logged income, are included in the “Job 
Status” regression model because of these objective socioeconomic indicators’ long-standing 

Table 1. Student Prestige Ratings of Disciplinary Clusters (N = 718).

% Majors 
in sample

% Majors 
in NSCG Cluster (with examples)

Aa Bb Cc

Student view: 
Only majors

Student view: 
Non-majors

Student view: 
All majors

2.2 2.0 Agriculture (e.g., agriculture, 
ecology, forestry)

2.69** 1.87 (7) 1.89 (7)

4.5 3.5 Arts (e.g., fine arts, music, drama, 
film, and video)

2.81** 2.10 (5) 2.13 (4)

22.4 24.3 Business and Economics (e.g., 
finance, economics, marketing)

2.74** 2.24 (4) 2.36 (3)

2.8 2.9 Communications (e.g., journalism, 
speech)

2.35** 1.84 (8) 1.85 (7)

8.8 10.9 Education (e.g., elementary, 
secondary, special)

2.94** 2.34 (3) 2.39 (3)

12.9 10.9 Engineering (e.g., civil, chemical, 
mechanical)

2.96** 2.73 (1) 2.76 (1)

4.2 8.9 Health-related Fields (e.g., nursing, 
soc. work, but NOT “pre-med”)

2.83** 2.34 (3) 2.36 (3)

8.5 6.8 Humanities (e.g., English, history, 
Spanish)

2.45** 1.86 (7) 1.91 (6)

15.8 13.5 Natural Sciences (e.g., biology, 
chemistry, math)

2.81** 2.58 (2) 2.62 (2)

17.5 16.2 Social Sciences (e.g., sociology, 
political science, psychology)

2.50** 1.99 (6) 2.07 (5)

  
 Average for all Disciplinary Clusters 2.73** 2.18 2.23

Note. NSCG = National Survey of College Graduates.
aColumn A lists ratings of students majoring in the cluster. Asterisks indicate differences between “Only Majors” (A) 
and “Non-Majors” (B).
bColumn B lists ratings of students not majoring in the cluster-rank orders in parentheses (ties represent statistically 
identical means at p < .01).
cColumn C lists ratings for all students—rank orders in parentheses (ties represent statistically identical means at  
p < .01).
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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association with the subjective measure of occupational prestige (Duncan 1961; Ganzeboom, 
DeGraaf, and Trieman 1992; Stevens and Featherman 1981; Wegener 1992).

To account for other characteristics of the undergraduate experience that are likely related to 
post-baccalaureate outcomes, we control for four characteristics of the graduate’s undergraduate 
training. Two of them are related to the graduates’ baccalaureate majors. The first, whether the 
graduate perceives their job as closely related to their major, is used as a proxy for the value of 
industry-specific human capital found to have a positive impact on occupational outcomes (Kinsler 
and Pavan 2015; S. Yamaguchi 2012). The other is drawn from the “objective” measure of disci-
pline status created by Biglan (1973a, 1973b), which places disciplines in four categories based on 
the degree (soft/hard) of paradigmatic knowledge and (pure/applied) concern for applied knowl-
edge engaged in by the disciplines: soft pure (arts, humanities, social sciences), hard pure (natural 
sciences), soft applied (education, communications, and business), and hard applied (engineering, 
agriculture, and health). We also control for the number of years since respondents graduated with 
their first baccalaureate degree and if they attended a publicly controlled institution.

The final group of possible covariates includes demographic characteristics commonly associ-
ated with post-baccalaureate occupational success and educational attainment: citizenship, race, 
age, gender, parents’ education, respondent’s marital status (either married or living in a marriage-
like relationship), and if they have children under 18 years of age living at home, which have been 
found to have an impact on wage potential (e.g., Hemelt 2010; Roksa and Levey 2010).

Analyses and Results

Status Descriptives

The first two columns in Table 1 (labeled “% Majors in sample” and “% Majors in NSCG”) show 
us how close our sample of student raters comes to the national distribution of college graduates 
in most of these disciplines. For most disciplines, z-score analyses indicate that there are not 
significant differences between the two population proportions. The only discipline that exceeds 
its NSCG distribution is “health-related fields,” a category that includes a number of fields pres-
ent in the NSCG sample (e.g., fitness studies, physical therapy, medical technologies, health 
services administration) that are not available at the institutions our student respondents attend. 
While it should not be overstated, some caution is warranted in the interpretation of the average 
ratings (column C in Table 1) for each discipline; fewer “health” majors weighed in on these 
evaluations than might have on a different set of college campuses.

That said, we are confident that the ratings represent an accurate balance of students in our 
sample who have majors within each discipline and students who do not. Nevertheless, there is 
value in knowing how these ratings may differ. With that in mind, columns A and B show the 
average ratings for each discipline, with column A showing ratings by students who have majors 
in the discipline cluster and column B showing ratings by students who do not.

As we would expect, column A reveals that students rate their own majors higher than those 
who are not in those majors. Two majors in particular—engineering and education—are rated 
especially highly by students within them, with no student considering the majors as “very low 
status or prestige” and 94 percent to 96 percent evaluating the majors as “very high status or pres-
tige.” While most students in other majors held their majors in high or average esteem, 3 percent 
of arts majors, 3 percent of communications majors, 5 percent of social science majors, and 8 
percent of humanities majors rated their disciplines as having “very low status or prestige.”

Turning to column B, we see that students were more critical of the majors their peers were in, 
but the one constant is the status of engineering. Its high 2.73 rating by non-majors is influenced 
by the 75 percent of those students who said the discipline is “very high status or prestige.” Only 
2 percent said it was “very low status or prestige.” Engineering is followed by the other broad 
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science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) category, physical sciences, which 
has a 2.58 rating buoyed by 47 percent of its evaluators agreeing that it has very high status; 1 
percent say it has low status. Education’s very high rating by its majors is somewhat echoed in 
the evaluations of non-majors. At 2.34, it comes third among the 10 disciplines with 45 percent 
of non-majors saying it has high status and only 11 percent of students saying it has low status. 
Compare this with communications, agriculture, and humanities, which all had 30 percent of the 
non-majors evaluating them as very low in status and prestige.

Ultimately, any consensus about the status of a college major/discipline includes its natural 
advocate (i.e., its majors) as well as those who might be more circumspect about it (i.e., non-
majors). These ratings are, appropriately, affected by the proportion of evaluators who have the 
major and those who do not, as well as the more positive evaluation of students with the major. 
For example, if nearly 25 percent of students major in business and think highly of their own 
major (X

–
 = 2.74), an accurate accounting of the major’s status (X

–
 = 2.36) would balance their 

high evaluation with the much more tempered evaluation (X
–
 = 2.24) of the 75 percent of students 

who have majors in other disciplines. Therefore, we believe the best estimation of college stu-
dents’ evaluation of these disciplines is represented by column C, which includes the ratings of 
both sets of students. For the most part, those ratings are higher but nearly identical statistically 
to the ratings found in column B. The only marked differences exist between the average and 
“non-major” ratings for business and social sciences, two highly subscribed-to majors (24 per-
cent and 16 percent, respectively) with about half a percentage point difference between the 
evaluation of their majors and those not majoring in them.6

If the 10 disciplinary clusters were organized by average rating (from highest status rating to 
lowest), they would be ordered in the following way: (1) engineering, (2) natural sciences, (3; 
tied) education and health and business, (4) arts, (5) social sciences, (6) humanities, (7; tied) 
communications and agriculture. The ties for third and seventh place represent statistically insig-
nificant (p < .0001) differences between the clusters’ means. This ordering persists if we only 
look at the average ratings of those students who are not majors in the discipline with an interest-
ing change: Education and health-related majors remain in the number three spot while business 
majors drop down to four. The ordering would be as follows: (1) engineering, (2) natural sci-
ences, (3) education and health, (4) business, (5) arts, (6) social sciences, (7) agriculture, (8) 
humanities, and (9) communications.7

Status Regressions

As the aggregate scores shown in Table 1 represent the evaluation of 718 college students in a 
range of contexts (private, small liberal-arts colleges to large public universities) with a broad 
range of majors (agriculture to social sciences), they serve as a proxy for at least some portion of 
society, that is, students and their peers. To further test whether this measure of status is meaning-
ful and reliably related to outcomes that might follow from having it, we ran OLS regressions of 
the relationship between a discipline’s status (i.e., the average of respondents’ ratings) and post-
baccalaureate income, advanced-degree attainment, and occupational status The findings of this 
analysis of more than 10,000 recent graduates (NSCG) are presented in Table 2. For all students 
who were within 10 years of graduating, their average logged income was 10.71 (~$49,782) and 
24 percent of them had earned advanced degrees. The average status—on a scale ranging from 
25 to 75—for their occupation was 56.

In the three models, disciplinary status is measured using the ratings offered by all students 
(see Table 1, column C) and also using the ratings supplied by only those students who did not 
major in the discipline they were evaluating (see Table 1, column B). Disciplinary status, deter-
mined by these full and more narrow sets of students, is significant and positive across all three 
outcomes. Moreover, the larger standardized coefficients show that the status of discipline has a 
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relatively stronger relationship with post-baccalaureate outcomes than some other important con-
trol variables (i.e., public/private BA institution, race, age, and marital status). In all three mod-
els, the variables representing other key characteristics of majors (perceived relationship between 
the major and the job and where the major is situated among Biglan’s hard/soft dimensions of 
paradigmatic knowledge and pure/applied dimension of concern with applied knowledge) are 
quite strong relative to both disciplinary status and other common covariates.8 This provides 
further evidence that majors matter in complex ways that must be considered when trying to 
assess what these fundamental features of a college education mean for graduates’ future educa-
tional and economic outcomes.

The first set of models in Table 2 supports H1, which states that a discipline’s higher status 
would be predictive of higher earnings upon graduation for fairly recent graduates. This relation-
ship exists even when controlling for other characteristics that we might also predict would have 
an impact. All of the controls—the job’s relationship to the major (+), having a non-hard-applied 
major (–), years since graduating (+), public BA institutions (–), race (+/–), citizenship (+), age 
(+), female gender (–), father’s education (+), and marital status (+)—retain their association 
with post-baccalaureate income once status of the discipline is added to the model.

We also predicted (H2) that students graduating in high-status undergraduate disciplines 
would also pursue advanced degrees. Again, using only those graduates who were within 10 
years of graduating, Table 2 shows that the status of their undergraduate discipline was signifi-
cantly correlated with their advanced degree attainment, in the direction we predicted: The higher 
the discipline’s status, the more likely it was that students would have earned an advanced degree 
within those 10 years.

Of course, the most important test of the relationship of discipline status and post-baccalau-
reate outcomes would be a test of that discipline’s status with a similarly constructed occupa-
tional status measure. The status of one’s major discipline is positively and significantly 
correlated with the status of their occupation; the higher the discipline’s status, the higher the 
status of their post-baccalaureate occupation (H3). This relationship exists even when control-
ling for other characteristics that we might expect to have an impact on occupational status just 
as they had impacts on income and advanced degree attainment. Surprisingly, few of the usual 
covariates predict one’s occupational status. Respondents have higher occupational statuses if 
they have advanced degrees, if they have high incomes, if their job is (in their mind) related to 
their undergraduate major, the closer they are to the year they earned the baccalaureate degree, 
and if they are women.

In sum, across all three of the component parts of the socioeconomic index—income, educa-
tional attainment, and occupational status—students’ undergraduate discipline’s status is signifi-
cant and its sign is in the predicted direction.

While our hypotheses hold up, we recognize that the coefficients produced are correlation 
coefficients and not causal ones. Although we believe students’ undergraduate discipline’s 
status has an effect on these three post-baccalaureate outcomes, this cannot be proven defini-
tively by this analysis. In fact, some might argue that the relationship goes in the opposite 
direction, that is, when students evaluate majors, their evaluations are based primarily on their 
perceptions of each majors’ implications for early career income, advanced-degree attainment, 
and occupational status. We suspect there is some truth to this assertion: It is likely that the 
three post-baccalaureate outcomes may be part of the calculation students make when they 
decide if a major is low or high status.

That said, we do not believe these outcomes are exclusively, or even primarily, what students 
have in mind. One reason for this belief is the third-place tie in the ratings of business majors and 
education majors, whose average earnings equal $53,844 and $36,250, respectively. As we 
described earlier, when the ratings only include students who are not majoring in these disci-
plines, business majors, evaluated as a disciplinary cluster, actually receive lower prestige ratings 
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than majors in education. Clearly, something more than potential earnings is in the mind of stu-
dents when determining status or value of these disciplines.

One way to test this belief is to examine how much of the variation between the major-clusters’ 
average ratings is explained by the post-baccalaureate outcomes. Table 3 shows the outcome of 
such a test. The three models in Table 3 show OLS coefficients representing the relationship 
between the three aforementioned post-baccalaureate outcomes and three sets of variables: (1) the 
differences among all 10 disciplinary clusters, (2) the differences between the top-rated discipline 
(engineering) and the bottom-rated ones (agriculture and communication, tied), and (3) the differ-
ences among the three disciplines (education, business, and health) that, surprisingly, were tied for 
third in spite of considerable differences between them in average earned income for their gradu-
ates. The mean major status for each of those variables is 2.34, 2.62, and 2.37, respectively.

As the adjusted r2 figure shows, a model listing all three outcomes explains less than 35 per-
cent of the variation that occurs around these means. They leave 88 percent of the variation 
between all of the disciplines’ status ratings explained and 66 percent of the variation between the 
top and bottom disciplines’ status ratings. These findings affirm our belief that, while students 
likely take some estimation of the effects of disciplines on these post-baccalaureate outcomes 
into account when evaluating them, those estimations are only part of their calculation. Other 
factors matter, and, as we will explain, any extension of this work would do well to begin unpack-
ing what those factors might be.

Conclusion and Further Implications

Social mobility has long been a widely researched topic among social scientists. From the begin-
ning, occupational status/prestige has been one of the tools used to determine the shift from a 
person’s socioeconomic origins to their socioeconomic outcomes (Blau and Duncan 1967; Haller 
and Portes 1973). While measures of occupational status/prestige have long been a part of social 
mobility analyses, measures of status for the most powerful engine of social mobility—educa-
tion—have largely been neglected. This paper is an attempt to further understand if the status of 
one’s education can be measured and, if so, how a high-status educational experience might 
predict high-status occupational outcomes.

Table 3. OLS Coefficients for Post-baccalaureate Predictors of Disciplinary Clusters’ Status 
Ratings (National Survey of College Graduates 2003). Standardized (Beta) Coefficients in 
Parentheses.

status ratings for various disciplines

 
All 10 

disciplines
Top and BTM disciplines

Engineering & agri./comm.
Tied for third

Education, business, & health

INTERCEPT 0.996 (.00)** −1.056 (.00) 2.496 (.00)
Logged Income 0.091 (.16)*** 0.257 (.30)*** −0.027 (–.26)***
Advanced Degree −0.023 (.00)*** 0.062 (.07)*** 0.012 (.11)***
Job Status 0.005 (.28)*** 0.012 (.44)*** 0.001 (.35)***
  
Mean 2.335 2.622 2.367
Adjusted R2 .1166 .3358 .1967
Variation Left 

Unexplained
88% 66% 80%

Note. OLS = ordinary least squares.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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With that goal in mind, we sought to create a rudimentary measure of the status/prestige of a 
student’s educational experience and then examine the relationship between that measure and 
three important post-baccalaureate outcomes: income, educational attainment, and occupational 
status/prestige. Taking a cue from the subjective measures of occupational status developed or 
used by North and Hatt (1947), Duncan (1961), Siegel (1971), Treiman (1977), Stevens and 
Featherman (1981), Nakao and Treas (1994), and others, we believe there is value in determining 
a subjective measure of educational status. Like other researchers who have considered the 
impact of educational status on occupational outcomes, we focused our attentions on postsecond-
ary training and, more specifically, the disciplines college students major in.

We developed a subjective measure of the status of these fields (by broad cluster) by asking 
700+ undergraduates to evaluate them as being low, average, or high in terms of status/prestige. 
Our findings reveal that fields of study are stratified in the minds of college students and, likely 
because this pattern exists in the larger society, are correlated with how much money college 
graduates make, the status and prestige of the kinds of jobs they receive, and even how successful 
they are at pursuing post-baccalaureate degrees.

According to our undergraduate respondents, fields of study can be ordered from high to low 
in an evaluation of their prestige: (1) engineering, (2) natural sciences, (3; tied) education and 
health and business, (4) arts, (5) social sciences, (6) humanities, (7; tied) communications and 
agriculture. In addition, we find that there is a statistically significant and positive relationship 
between the status of these fields of study and three important post-baccalaureate outcomes, each 
of which is a key component of Duncan’s (1961) SEI of respondent’s origins and outcomes: 
occupational prestige, income, and educational attainment. We applied the ratings (range = 
1.85–2.76; average 2.23) in an OLS analysis aimed at estimating this relationship. When we 
controlled for a range of other common covariates, we discovered that possessing a high-status 
major is significantly correlated with higher incomes, greater post-BA educational attainment, 
and a higher status occupation. These patterns, while expected, have been heretofore unexam-
ined. Certainly, research has been done that shows that college majors have an impact on post-
baccalaureate outcomes (Berger 1988; Bobbitt-Zeher 2007; Davies and Guppy 1997; Monaghan 
and Jang 2017; Mullen et al. 2003; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991; Ransom and Phipps 2017; 
Riley 1982; Roksa and Levey 2010; Torche 2011; B. Useem 1989; Xie and Goyette 2003; Zafar 
2013). This project has given us more insight into what this impact might be based upon.

These findings raise two important questions. First and most obviously, if students recognize 
college majors as having different statuses, does this recognition factor into their decision mak-
ing about which major(s) to pursue? This becomes especially salient in the case of students who 
might wish to major in a high-earning discipline such as engineering, but do not have the level of 
prerequisite success or training in science necessary to be accepted into the major. How does that 
student decide among the other options? Nearly 75 percent of students change their major at least 
once (Gordon 1995), and often those decisions are based on very little dependable data on the 
income associated with them. Do students take status into account when choosing among the 
fields available to them? Are there majors that students are less likely to choose because doing so 
would be considered too far a step down in terms of prestige? Are there better and worse (in terms 
of status) answers to the question “what’s your major” just as there are to the question “what do 
you do for a living”? The literature on students’ choice of major suggests there is a broad range 
of expressive, social, and instrumental reasons for these decisions (Beffy et al. 2012; Beggs et al. 
2006; Long et al. 2015; Louie 2004; Ma 2009; Monaghan and Jang 2017; Morgan et al. 2013; 
Mullen 2013; Pabler and Hell 2012; Song and Glick 2004; Zafar 2013). We suspect that the 
esteem students hold majors in (expressive) is partially based on their sense of the esteem majors 
are held in by parents and peers (social) and future employers (instrumental). A subjective mea-
sure of these impressions is informative if we intend to better determine factors students may use 
when choosing which of many majors they will graduate with.
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We believe that these subjective ratings can also help us understand some of the persistent 
differences in disciplinary choices observed among different demographic categories. Women 
and men have consistently been shown to graduate with different majors. Women are more likely 
to graduate in the arts, education, and humanities, while men are more likely to graduate with 
majors in business, engineering, and the natural sciences (Charles and Bradley 2002; Goyette and 
Mullen 2006; Hearn and Olzak 1981; Jacobs 1995; Morgan, Gelbgiser, and Weeden 2013). This 
pattern may be due, in part, to differences between women’s and men’s evaluations of major 
status. Similarly, the differences observed in the literature (e.g., Ma 2009; Simpson 2001; Song 
and Glick 2004; Xie and Goyette 2003) between white and non-white students’ preferences for 
professional/vocational versus standard liberal-arts majors may also be reflected in their evalua-
tions of these disciplines’ status. Knowing what those differences in evaluation might be would 
inform efforts to better understand gender and racial segregation in majors and, ultimately, occu-
pational outcomes often based on those majors.

The second question, which is not entirely resolved in the research on subjective ratings of 
occupations either, is what factors into respondents’ evaluations of prestige. Research has been 
done to determine what characteristics, beyond income and educational qualifications, might be 
associated with occupational prestige. Subjective judgments about occupations such as standard 
of living afforded by an occupation, power and influence, scarcity of personnel available to that 
occupation, job security, job complexity, and autonomy have been found to be correlated with 
occupational prestige scores (Adler and Kraus 1985; Garbin and Bates 1966; Hope 1982; Lopata 
et al. 1985; MacKinnon and Langford 1994; Marsh 1971). This list, while comprehensive, is not 
exhaustive in terms of providing us with insights into why respondents order occupations the 
way they do. Although related to the subjective ratings of occupations, none of these characteris-
tics—either individually or in the aggregate—fully explains what the dominant attributes of 
occupations’ prestige might be for those who rate them. Nevertheless, they do give us some sense 
of what factors, in addition to the rewards of occupations, may be ingrained in the collective 
conscience of those members of society asked to rate and rank the occupations (Hope 1982; 
Kraus, Schild, and Hodge 1978; Wegener 1992).

Just as income and educational qualifications are not the only factors contributing to an occu-
pation’s prestige, evaluations of academic fields of study are not based exclusively on student 
expectations about career advancement. In fact, as we mentioned earlier, research on students’ 
choices of college majors has produced a broad range of factors they may consider, from expres-
sive benefits (e.g., interest in the material, the major reflects social justice orientation) to instru-
mental benefits (e.g., access to particular jobs, ability to succeed in the major) to interpersonal 
benefits (e.g., esteem of peers and parents, fondness for professors). Each of these factors may 
also be reflected in students’ broad evaluation of fields. For example, are more interesting 
majors—however defined—higher status majors in students’ minds? We know that career poten-
tial is a factor in raising a major’s status, but do students also evaluate status based on a major’s 
perceived difficulty? The third factor, interpersonal benefits, seems most strongly tied to a 
major’s reputation or prestige. When students evaluate “education” as positively as they do 
“business,” are they taking into account some other factor such as “perceived contribution to 
humanity” or “broad importance”? While not every attribute of a college major factors into stu-
dents’ collective conscience about its broad value to or in society, there is likely a set of charac-
teristics students value—broadly—that shapes the reputation of each undergraduate field of 
study. We believe further investigation of these characteristics is necessary to develop a more 
nuanced definition of college-major status and prestige.

Improvements on our, admittedly, exploratory research would be extensions of this project in 
two directions: expanding the set of evaluated majors and adding more evaluators. In this paper, 
we collapsed majors into clusters (e.g., social science). This strategy is one long-used by scholars 
seeking to understand why majors matter (Berger 1988; Davies and Guppy 1997; Daymont and 
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Andrisani 1984; Jacobs 1995; Kinsler and Pavan 2015; Roksa and Levey 2010; Shauman 2006; 
Turner and Bowen 1999). This approach, while still enabling us to produce meaningful ratings 
(Table 1) associated with post-baccalaureate outcomes (Table 2), probably reduced our ability to 
examine the full impact a solid measure of prestige might have. Assigning ratings by cluster 
rather than by individual majors likely caused us to underestimate the effect of major prestige/
status, a possible explanation for the marginal, but still statistically significant, improvements in 
the three models. We believe that further data collection should explore students’ subjective 
evaluations of specific majors within those clusters (e.g., the specific majors of anthropology, 
sociology, and psychology in the cluster of social sciences). Just as status differences exist among 
our two broad, but related, STEM clusters—natural sciences and engineering—we are certain 
there are status differences among the majors (e.g., chemistry and biology, chemical engineering 
and biomedical engineering) housed within those clusters. A more granular set of ratings—simi-
lar to that available for occupational prestige—would enable us to better estimate the impact of 
the choice of specific majors.

Also, further research could extend the role of evaluator from students alone to parents as well 
as (future) stakeholders in student’s major decision: employers. As employers are the ultimate 
arbiter of the value of the college major to a graduating senior, discovering how they, as a broad 
class, evaluate the status and prestige, reputation, and respect-worthiness of these college majors 
is important in understanding the role of majors in the college-to-work transition that is so impor-
tant to our understanding of social mobility.

This research underscores the value of understanding one of the few aspects of their edu-
cational career that students can exercise agency in: the choice of an undergraduate major. If 
simply increasing one’s years of education by four were enough, students could choose any 
field of study available to them without giving much thought to the impact of those deci-
sions. But we know that having equality in years of education (i.e., 16 total for elementary, 
secondary, and college) does not produce equality of outcomes. This analysis—with its sam-
ple of college graduates—further reinforces the need to consider the college experience as 
well as the college credential. It supports the notion that simply measuring years of educa-
tion does not capture the nuanced ways education operates in the lives of individuals.
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Notes

1. The value of the college major is not necessarily a matter of job-matching (i.e., graduates are hired into 
positions where their job is closely related to their undergraduate degree). Using the 2010 American 
Community Survey, researchers have found that while 62 percent of recent undergraduates work in 
jobs that require a college degree, only 27 percent work in jobs directly related to their college major 
(Abel and Deitz 2015). There is considerable variety among the occupations attained by graduates of 
any particular major (Ransom and Phipps 2017).

2. With few exceptions (mostly military academies and branch campuses of larger university systems), 
most baccalaureate-only schools are private.

3. Sensitivity tests show that the reduced sample’s ratings are not significantly different from either the 
original sample’s or the ratings of the students we removed from the analysis.
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4. The exact wording in the survey was as follows: “Below is a list of majors combined into groups 
(sample majors are in parentheses). How much status or prestige would you give each group of majors: 
very little status or prestige, average status or prestige, and lots of status or prestige.”

5. A table matching the National Survey of College Graduates (NSCG) majors to our 10 disciplinary 
clusters is available upon request.

6. We suspect this is an artifact of the inclusion of economics—nominally a “social science” major on 
most campuses—in the business cluster. This decision was made because a plurality of the institutions 
the students attended did not offer an undergraduate major in business. As a result, economics often 
served as a proxy for a business major at those institutions. There may be some variation in the way 
students evaluated economics in the survey, where some considered it among their social science as 
well as their business evaluations.

7. Interestingly, while the ratings appear to be different for students’ evaluating their own majors, a rank 
ordering of the 10 clusters based on those ratings has only four levels: (1; tie) engineering, educa-
tion, and health; (2; tie) physical sciences, arts, business, and agriculture; (3; tie) social sciences and 
humanities, and (4) communications.

8. Both of these variables are related to a discipline’s status, but only loosely. The Pearson’s correlation 
coefficient for “job is related to major” and status is .18 while the correlation coefficient for Biglan’s 
dimensions range from .08 for both applied dimensions to practically .00 for both non-applied (“pure”) 
dimensions.
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