A2 Achieve Student Guide: How to Decide What to Study in College
A practical, low-pressure framework for choosing a starting direction.

Choosing a major is often framed as a high-stakes, irreversible decision. In reality, itis a first
structured experiment in how you learn, think, and apply effort over time. The goal is not to “lock
in” a future, but rather, to choose an environment that helps you build confidence, skills, and
momentum. This guide helps you make that choice with clarity instead of fear.

Step 1: Redefine What a Major Actually Is

A majoris not:
¢ Apermanentidentity
e Aguarantee of a specific job
e Aprediction of your lifetime career

A majoris:
¢ Away of organizing how you spend your time
e Asystem for building certain skills repeatedly
¢ Anacademic environment with specific expectations

Some majors reward precision and structure. Others reward curiosity and synthesis. Some
emphasize individual mastery; others rely heavily on collaboration. Understanding this reframes
the decision from “Who will | become?” to “How do | want to learn right now?”

Step 2: Identify the Problems You Like Thinking About

Most students choose majors based on subjects they like or think they’re “good at.” A more
reliable approach is noticing what kinds of problems hold your attention.

Ask yourself:
¢ Dol enjoy solving defined problems with clear right/wrong answers?
¢ Dollike open-ended questions with multiple possible solutions?
¢ Dol prefer working with people, systems, data, ideas, or physical objects?
¢ Whenllose track of time, what am | usually doing?

Patterns here matter more than titles.
Step 3: Understand Your Learning Environment Preferences
Majors are ecosystems. Be honest about how you function inside them.
Reflect on:
e Pace: steady and predictable vs intense and compressed
¢ Feedback: frequent and concrete vs delayed and conceptual

e Structure: clear rubrics vs interpretive grading
e Collaboration: team-based vs independent work



A mismatch here often shows up as burnout, anxiety, or loss of confidence, not lack of ability.
Step 4: Do aTime & Energy Reality Check
Every major makes demands on your life budget.
Estimate how you want to allocate your time:
e Academic workload
e Skill-building outside class
e Health, sleep, and recovery
¢ Relationships and social life

e Creative or personal interests

Then research how majors you’re considering typically operate. Where do the biggest gaps
appear? Those gaps are early warning signs, and should not be considered personal failures.

Step 5: Define Early Academic Non-Negotiables
Non-negotiables protect your ability to succeed.
Examples:
e Accessto tutoring or structured academic support
¢ Reasonable grading curves
e Opportunity to explore before specializing
e Supportive advising rather than sink-or-swim culture
If a major violates your non-negotiables, no amount of prestige will make it sustainable.

Step 6: Create a Major Decision Filter

Finish this sentence honestly: “My major should support a life where...”

Examples:
e “...Ican build confidence while learning challenging material.”
¢ “...Ihave space to explore without constant pressure.”
e “..lfeelsupported when | struggle, not punished.”

This sentence becomes your anchor when doubts or outside opinions creep in.
Final Reminder

Choosing a major is choosing a starting structure, not a final destination. Growth comes from
alignment, not certainty.



