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1. Executive Summary 

This report explores what current data sources can reveal about who takes college-level humanities 

courses and the value of these courses to students who ultimately pursue degrees in fields other than the 

humanities. The report is divided into two parts. The first discusses the suitability of current data for the 

in-depth examination of what different types of collegiate coursework contribute to graduates’ efficacy in 

civic and economic life; the second describes an analysis of the existing dataset found to be most 

conducive to such an investigation, the National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) Baccalaureate 

and Beyond 1993–2003 (B&B).  

With regard to who takes humanities coursework, the major conclusion of this study is that the selection 

of a college major has a substantial effect on the number of humanities credits a student will take. 

Engineering majors take significantly fewer humanities credits than other students, while majoring in the 

social and behavioral sciences or education significantly increases the number of humanities credits non-

humanities majors take. For many universities, application is to a particular unit within the university, 

such as the College of Engineering, Business, or Education. Thus the amount of humanities coursetaking 

is largely determined by the initial choice of academic unit. While there may be some change in major 

during the college years, the structure of many universities makes it less likely that there will be such 

shifts in majors, with the result that the number of humanities courses taken will be constrained by the 

requirements of the major and the difficulty of transferring among academic units.    

Gender and developed ability, as measured by SAT scores, both verbal and quantitative, also influence 

humanities coursetaking but indirectly through their effect on the choice of major, although verbal ability 

continues to have a direct effect, but of a somewhat diminished size. Values are also important. Graduates 

with a more materialistic orientation took fewer humanities courses on average, even after controlling for 

other key variables. Unfortunately, from the B&B data we cannot tell the direction of cause and effect, 

that is, whether taking humanities courses produced a less materialistic outlook in students or whether 

less materialistic students are drawn to humanities study 

We do not have data on many of the outcomes that have been suggested as the strength of the humanities. 

There are little or no data on measures of subjective well-being, personal efficacy, or cultural 

participation, nor on communication, analytic, or interpersonal skills. It is clear from other data that 

humanities majors tend to earn less than those who major in most other subjects. For non-humanities 

majors, however, we found no significant effect, positive or negative, of the amount of humanities 
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courses taken on earnings 10 years later. The results do support the belief that humanities coursetaking 

increases the probability of further education, but are equivocal with regard to civic participation. 

A key insight to emerge from our study is the value of the National Endowment of the Humanities (NEH) 

consulting with NCES in advance of subsequent postsecondary education studies to: 

■ arrive at a course coding scheme that is more closely aligned with the conceptualization of the 

humanities in which the NEH’s organic legislation is rooted; 

■ question religion and religious studies majors more carefully as to whether their degrees were in 

the non-sectarian study of the content, history, and impact of religious belief and thus appropriate 

to count as humanities degrees under the NEH conceptualization of the field; 

■ in view of the high degree of student movement among postsecondary educations, encourage the 

gathering of documentation from all institutions attended to permit the calculation of accurate 

counts of the number credits taken in different fields for transfer students; and 

■ develop a fuller range of outcome variables that can supply a more nuanced understanding of how 

postsecondary education, in the humanities and other areas, enhances individual student 

outcomes, as well as the nation’s economic and civic vitality.  
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2. Introduction 

This report explores what current data sources can reveal about who takes college-level humanities 

courses and the value of these courses to students who ultimately pursue degrees in fields other than the 

humanities. The report is divided into two parts. The first discusses the suitability of current data for the 

in-depth examination of what different types of collegiate coursework contribute to graduates’ efficacy in 

civic and economic life; the second describes an analysis of the existing dataset found to be most 

conducive to such an investigation, the National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) Baccalaureate 

and Beyond 1993–2003 (B&B). 

Education, as Martha Nussbaum (2010) has pointed out, has many goals—preparation for employment, 

for citizenship, and for meaningful lives. There has long been a tension between those who advocate a 

liberal arts curriculum in postsecondary education and those who promote the study of more directly-

occupational preparatory curricula such as business, education, and engineering. The balance between 

these two approaches to higher education has shifted over time. Sometimes the arguments for the long-

term value of liberal education for all of these goals have been persuasive. At other times, usually when 

the economy is not robust, the balance shifts towards a view of job readiness as education’s principal, 

perhaps only, goal and a concomitant emphasis on  more directly-occupationally relevant majors. The 

nation is now in a period of great economic uncertainty, emerging slowly from a deep recession. 

Americans vary with respect to their views about the kind of educated labor force needed to ensure the 

long term economic prosperity of the country, however the belief that education is primarily preparation 

for employment would seem to be in the ascendency. 

The economic value of education—both to individuals and to the nation—is a topic of current debate. The 

economic benefits of college education and, particularly, humanities education are being actively 

questioned by students and their parents, lawmakers, and higher-education officials. This debate is fuelled 

by feelings of economic insecurity, diminished state revenues, perceived surges in tuition costs and 

student indebtedness, higher than usual levels of unemployment and underemployment among recent 

college graduates, and a conviction that the nation is not producing enough expertise in science and 

engineering relative to its Asian competitors. Much of the social scientific evidence informing this debate 

is focused on choice of major and its implications for student earnings and employment upon graduation. 

One current approach to providing empirical evidence regarding the value of different undergraduate 

majors is to examine differences in starting salaries for recent graduates in different majors. Mark 

Schneider, former head of NCES, advocates using starting salaries of graduates as a metric for evaluating 
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the quality of different colleges (Schneider, 2012). He and others have thus been swift to analyze and 

disseminate what newly developed state longitudinal data systems reveal about the employment 

experiences of recent graduates.   

A somewhat different approach has been to take advantage of the field-of-degree item added in 2009 to 

the American Community Survey (ACS), the continuously administered sample survey that has replaced 

the “long form” version of the U.S. census. The ACS provides a large volume of information about the 

demographics, education, employment, health, and housing conditions of the U.S. population. Initial 

studies using the ACS involved comparing median earnings for full-time workers, irrespective of age or 

experience, by college major. Disaggregating by broad field of study, Carnevale and his fellow 

researchers at Georgetown University’s Center on Education and the Workforce (2011) found that in 

2009 only holders of terminal bachelor degrees in arts and education earned median wages lower than 

humanities majors. An analysis conducted by the American Academy of Arts of Sciences (2011) using a 

conception of the humanities field that was more closely aligned with that of the National Endowment of 

the Humanities (NEH), found that the median wages of men with terminal bachelor’s degrees in 

engineering and health science, the two best compensated groups, were $80,000 and $70,000. Male 

business majors’ median earnings were approximately $66,000; their counterparts who had majored in the 

humanities made $54,000. While documenting the disparities between broad fields, the Georgetown study 

acknowledged that there could be a quite a range within fields as far as the economic returns associated 

with particular disciplines. Thus within the humanities field, median earnings ranged from $60,000 for 

male American history majors to $49,000 for area and ethnic studies majors of the same gender (again, all 

the estimates given here are for holders of terminal bachelor’s degrees).   

In a subsequent report, Carnevale and his team (2012) introduced another layer of nuance, one that is 

integral to the investigation we have undertaken: a temporal dimension. Earlier research had suggested 

that time in the workforce is particularly important in evaluating the economic outcomes of humanities 

majors. Useem (1989), in his classic study comparing the business career histories of liberal arts 

graduates with those of graduates who majored in engineering or business found that liberal arts graduates 

were disadvantaged at the entry level in business, but made up for it later. Liberal-arts graduates were 

more highly rated in the skills that were considered by employers to be important for promotion to the 

higher ranks of management: verbal communication skills, ability to identify and formulate problems, 

willingness to assume responsibility, interpersonal skills, reasoning ability, creativity, and ability to 

function independently. While the technical skills that business and engineering graduates have are an 

advantage at the beginning stages of a career, the need for these skills declines and the demand for more 

general skills increases with experience. The findings of Carnevale and his fellow researchers corroborate 
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Useem's insight to an extent. Having grouped workers by field of bachelor’s degree, they compare the 

wages of “recent” and “experienced” workers with terminal bachelor’s degrees. While “experienced” 

workers in both engineering and business make more than mature workers with humanities degrees, the 

percentage increase in earnings for humanities majors (61%) rivals that for business majors and exceeds 

that of engineers (47%). A more recent salary survey showed that philosophy majors, while starting at 

lower salaries than business management majors, exceeded them after 10 years. According to PayScale, 

Inc., the median starting salary for philosophy graduates was $39,900 while the median starting for 

business management graduates was $43,000. After 10 years, the median salary for philosophy graduates 

was $81,200 compared with $72,100 for business graduates (The Wall Street Journal, 2013).  

The concentration of attention on starting salaries thus obscures our understanding of the worth of a 

humanities education. The focus on the undergraduate major also limits our understanding of the full 

value of humanities education. Useem was conducting his study in the late 1980s after a prolonged period 

of economic turmoil beginning in the 1970s with the oil embargo, stock market crash, inflation, and 

stagflation that lasted to the early 1980s. Moreover, this period of economic uncertainty and high 

unemployment came after a long period of economic growth. As noted above, this combination of a 

prolonged economic downturn after a long period of economic prosperity seems to trigger doubts about 

the value of liberal education. When Useem undertook his study, a growing segment of business, 

education, and government leaders were convinced—and it is of this conviction that the Useem study was 

born—that broader education was the key to bolstering U.S. economic competitiveness. For Useem the 

bearers of this broader educational endowment were liberal arts majors. U.S. employers—frustrated  by 

college graduates who possess considerable technical know-how but lack the oral and written 

communication, decision-making, and analytic skills necessary to function effectively in the workplace—

clamor for more broadly educated workers (Fischer, 3/3/2013; Association of American Colleges and 

Universities, 2013). This is not a uniquely U.S. concern. China and Korea have been investing in 

programs that introduce liberal arts education into otherwise technically-oriented education believing that 

the resulting critical-thinking and communications skills will improve students’ and these nations’ 

economic chances (Fischer, 2/5/2012).  

A liberal arts curriculum encompasses many fields, of which the humanities form a vital part. However, 

we know little about the specific role that humanities courses play in the overall outcome of a liberal arts 

education. We know even less about the effect of humanities study for those who pursue education in 

non-liberal arts programs such as business, engineering, and education, whose students currently 
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constitute the majority of college students (approximately 60% in 20101). The overriding goal of our 

study is to explore how one might gauge the extent of the benefits of humanities courses to those who 

have pursued degrees in fields other than the humanities. In positing that there might be substantial 

positive externalities associated with humanities courses for non-majors and attempting to measure them, 

this study is a step toward a fuller accounting of the value of the academic humanities. A more complete 

assessment of this sort is necessary if the U.S. is to make appropriate educational investments. There is 

currently a consensus around the need for additional spending on STEM higher education, but little 

thought has been given to the part the humanities might play in ensuring that the nation receives the 

greatest possible return on its investment in the training of scientists and engineers. 

If one is interested in the full value of education it is essential to look beyond the starting salary and the 

major. What is also required, however, is an expanded notion of “value”: the worth of humanistic courses 

cannot be viewed solely in terms of its economic payoff in a democratic nation facing the challenges—

social, economic, and environmental—that the U.S. currently does. Nussbaum makes a case for 

humanities education by way of a psychological developmental theory positing that the capacities such 

education bestows—critical thinking, a global perspective, and empathy—are essential to responsible 

citizenship and the continued vitality of the nation’s democratic traditions. Hillygus (2005), using an early 

wave of the same body of data that are the basis of our study, concludes that the study of humanities and 

social sciences contributes to active citizen participation in the democratic process among recent college 

graduates. We use data from a later wave of the B&B to assess whether substantial exposure to the 

humanities increases the probability that non-majors, specifically, will be politically and civically 

engaged a full decade after graduation. 

  

                                                      
1 Percentage calculated from values provided as part of Indicator II-1 of the Humanities Indicators 
(http://humanitiesindicators.org/content/hrcoIIA.aspx#topII1, accessed 5/2/3013). 

http://humanitiesindicators.org/content/hrcoIIA.aspx#topII1
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3. Strengths and Limitations of Existing Data Sources 

The NCES’ B&B is the best dataset for this analysis in that it is the only nationally-representative dataset 

that takes college bachelor’s degree recipients as its focus and follows them for an extended period, in this 

case, 10 years. It supplies a wealth of information about the background, educational experiences, and 

socio-economic outcomes of these young people as they develop as citizens and workers. Unfortunately it 

does not probe very deeply into noneconomic outcomes such as life satisfaction, creativity, personal 

values, or self-perception, nor does it include data on those skills, such as oral and written 

communication, analytic thinking, and decision-making, that employers find lacking in so many 

contemporary graduates. Particularly significant for this study, however, is that B&B included collection 

of data on college coursework. College transcripts were obtained for 10,970 1993 bachelor’s degree 

recipients. Courses were coded by subject and converted to comparable units of course credits (this 

process of normalization is described in Appendix A). The result was, for each student, a tally of the 

number of credits taken in various subject areas, including the humanities (as defined by NCES).  

The Federal statistical system has produced two other rich longitudinal data series that are often utilized 

by researchers to examine the relationship between early life experiences and everything from health to 

wealth. These are NCES’ National Education Longitudinal Studies (NELS) and the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics’ National Longitudinal Surveys of Youth (NLSY). Both the 1998 and 2002 NELS studies 

involved the collection of college transcript data, and such data are in the process of being gathered as 

part of the NLSY 1997 cohort. However, data from these studies were not as suitable for our purposes as 

B&B because in both cases the population of interest is young people generally. The data collections were 

not designed specifically to explore the nature or impact of postsecondary education and thus the samples 

do not include enough college graduates to permit the sort of fine-grained comparisons that we hoped to 

make. They do, however, contain a much richer variety of data on educational outcomes that would repay 

further analysis. We would encourage NEH to commission further research using these data sources. 

A.  Time Frame 

While ostensibly the best data source available for the type of analysis we hoped to conduct, B&B was 

not without its drawbacks. Certainly the vintage of the data are a concern. As mentioned above there are 

striking similarities between the recessionary economic conditions in which the B&B cohort found itself 

and the challenging economic conditions facing today’s college graduates. This similarity heightens the 

applicability of our results to the present day. At the same time, profound cultural, technological, and 

political shifts over the last two decades do raise issues about how germane the B&B data are to current 
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circumstances. Regrettably the following B&B data collection, which focused on the graduating cohort of 

2000, did not involve the extended follow-up that its predecessor did. If NCES had structured the study 

similarly, outcomes data for 2010 would now be available to researchers and policy makers. The most 

current incarnation of B&B (for 2008) is also truncated in its follow-up, with the last data collected only 

four years after graduation. These data, while of limited use in understanding the link between 

coursetaking and longer-term economic and social outcomes, are a potential source of a more current 

profile of humanities coursetakers. A natural follow-on to the current study would be a comparable 

examination using the B&B 2008 of the demographics and educational experiences of students who 

engage at different levels with the humanities in a college setting. 

B.  Conception of the “Humanities” 

In our work on the NEH-supported Humanities Indicators, we have been struck by the myriad ways in 

which academic practitioners, policymakers, and the general public conceive of the humanities. For the 

purposes of the B&B 93/03, NCES, as do many Federal statistical agencies, conceives of the academic 

humanities in considerably narrower terms than does the NEH. Courses counted by NCES as humanities 

are those in the areas of: 

Art History & Appreciation 

Classics 

Comparative Literature 

Creative Writing 

English Language & Literature 

Languages & Literatures Other than English 

Linguistics  

Music History & Appreciation 

Philosophy & Religion 

Speech, Debate & Forensic 

Technical & Scientific Communication 

Technical Theater/Theater Design & Stagecraft 

 

The most striking difference between the NEH conceptualization of the humanities and the NCES coding 

scheme is the omission of history from the roster of humanities disciplines. History is not only an element 

of the NEH conception but is widely considered a “core” humanities discipline. In the context of the 

B&B, history is treated as a social science, although the “humanitization” of academic history has been a 

significant trend within the discipline over the last several decades (Townsend, 2002). 
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There are two other conspicuous discontinuities between the NEH conceptualization and the NCES 

coding scheme. The first is the absence of area, gender, and ethnic studies courses among those counted 

as within the humanities field. A second is the conflating of the academic study of religion with the 

pursuit of a religious vocation. In B&B the bulk of courses were coded using the 1985 iteration of the 

NCES Classification of Instructional Programs, which makes a less explicit distinction between the 

academic study of religion and study in preparation for religious vocations than its successors. This was 

also a feature of the classification of majors employed as part of B&B which included the category of 

“religious studies”. Although this major was distinguished from “clinical pastoral care”, there was no way 

of knowing what share of religion majors were in the non-sectarian study of religious belief, history, and 

impact, the purview of the humanities in our conception and that of the NEH, or the mastery of religious 

precepts for the purposes of bolstering personal faith or dissemination of a particular faith.   

The NCES has made accessible to researchers the data necessary to identify among the 545,420 courses 

reported on the student transcripts collected as part of B&B other courses that might be considered within 

the humanities, calculate the number of normalized credits each represents, and add them to the existing 

tally. This would obviously be an enormously labor-intensive process, however, and less than cost-

effective for any particular researcher to undertake as an add-on to the classification and coding already 

performed as part of the study. Thus we have been forced to work with the definitions already used by 

NCES to code the courses into fields of study. 

The way in which the humanities are conceptualized in these data has implications for our findings. The 

most obvious implication is that our estimates of students’ exposure to humanities education, both in 

absolute and relative terms, must be treated as “lower-bound”. Additionally, what has and has not been 

treated as a humanities course—and also a humanities major—must be kept in mind when reviewing our 

analytical findings. (We defined humanities majors to align with NCES’ conception of the humanities as 

reflected in the courses included in their humanities course tally; see Appendix B for an inventory of the 

particular majors counted under the broad field-of-study categories used in our analyses.) 

C.  Student Mobility 

As mentioned above, one of the key reasons that the B&B struck us as the most appropriate dataset with 

which to attempt an analysis of the link between humanities coursework and later life outcomes was that 

it involved a large sample of bachelor’s degree recipients and thereby allowed disaggregation by 

discipline. We were particularly interested in the effect of humanities coursetaking on the later economic 

and civic behavior of STEM students, and students who obtain degrees in business and education. The 

B&B seemed to provide a sample of generous enough size that we would be able to generate statistically 



10 

reliable results for these subgroups. As part of the last follow-up, in 2003, 8,969 members of the 1993 

graduate cohort were interviewed. For 8,440 of these, NCES had what it considered a complete transcript 

(one for which the total number of credits was at least 90% of the minimum credits required for a 

bachelor’s at the school from which the students ultimately graduated).  

But student mobility meant that we ultimately had far fewer cases at our disposal. The movement of 

students between institutions is a phenomenon that has proven vexing to many educational researchers 

and policy-makers attempting to track student outcomes. It was such a barrier to the calculation of 

meaningful high-school graduation rates and other key outcome measures that former U.S. Secretary of 

Education Margaret Spellings proposed a national “unit record” system that would involve assigning 

every student a unique ID that would allow officials to locate students wherever they might transfer. The 

proposal for a federal tracking system was not well-received in many quarters due to privacy concerns, 

and thus the Department of Education shifted its focus to states, working with them to develop 

longitudinal data systems that facilitate tracking of young peoples’ educational and, when linked with 

other state records, work trajectories as long as they remain in-state.  

That student mobility at the postsecondary level also poses challenges from a research and accountability 

standpoint is demonstrated by a current study which found that a third of those who were first-time 

college students in 2006 attended at least one other institution in the subsequent five years—and this 

figure does not include students who transfer from two- to four-year institutions upon earning associate’s 

degrees (Shapiro, 2013). The B&B cohort was similarly mobile. Approximately 57% of 1993 graduates 

for which NCES was able to obtain a complete transcript had earned credits from an institution other than 

the one from which they ultimately graduated. 2 NCES, however, did not opt to code and tally transfer 

credits. The counts of the credits earned in different subject areas, including the humanities, are of the 

credits earned only at the institution from which the student graduated. This is understandable, because 

classifying and normalizing credits from other institutions would have required extensive follow-up with 

the sending institutions and would have been massively costly extension of what was already an 

expensive endeavor. The result, however, of this omission of transfer courses is that the humanities credit 

counts (and counts for all other subjects) included in the B&B data file are underestimates for transfer 

students, a unexpected realization for us and a fact, as explained below, not appreciated by other 

researchers.  

                                                      
2 Such students include: 1) transfer students in the traditional sense, meaning that they began a course of study at one institution and transferred, 
without interruption in their course of study, to another institution; 2) students that began their collegiate education at another institution, took a 

hiatus from college, and then resumed their studies at another institution; and 3) students who were enrolled at the institution from which they 

graduated throughout their college careers, but took a relatively small number of credits at another institution either as highschool students or 
during their college years as supplement to their coursework at their main college or university.  
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Table 1 demonstrates how distorting it would have been to include in our analysis all cases for which the 

B&B supplied a humanities credit count. 

Table 1.  Humanities Credits Counted as Part of B&B, by Transfer Status of Student 

 Mean 

Normalized Humanities Credits 

Median 

Normalized Humanities Credits 

Students Who Earned All Credits at 
Institution from which S/He Graduated  

21.1
†
 18.0 

Students Who Transferred Credits 
from Other Institutions 

13.5 10.0 

† 
The difference in mean humanities credits between those who transferred credits and those who did not was 

statistically significant at the 95% confidence level; the confidence level could not be calculated for the difference in 
the median values between the two groups. 

 

The large disparity revealed by Table 1 is to be expected in view of the humanities-intensive nature of 

general education requirements that many students complete in their first year(s) of college before those 

that ultimately transfer move on to their next institution.  

It was clearly necessary that we filter out those respondents who had earned credits at other institutions. 

But once such cases were removed, along with those for students who possessed a bachelor’s or advanced 

degree before  earning the degree that made them eligible for B&B, there were only 3,040 cases 

remaining for analysis of non-humanities majors’ 2003 outcomes. Moreover, this number does not reflect 

the further diminution in cases that we often encountered due to item non-response, i.e., the unwillingness 

of a certain proportion of respondents to answer a given item that is the basis of a variable we wished to 

use as part of our analysis.  

This loss of sample is problematic for two reasons. The first is statistical: with fewer cases, more detailed 

analyses become either impossible, because the procedure used to calculate the accuracy of estimates 

requires a minimum number of cases, or fruitless in that the estimates one can generate are so imprecise 

that it would be in appropriate to report them. The other has to do with the generalizability of the study’s 

findings. What we learned from this investigation does not pertain to all bachelor degree recipients but 

rather to the subset of them who remain at a single institution throughout their college careers. Most 

crucially the population about which we can provide insight does not include those who have successfully 

transitioned from two-year institutions and who, one could hypothesize, are different in important ways 

from those who have spent their entire college careers in a single, four-year setting. Certain of these 

differences, for example, parental education, are factors for which we can compensate, but others—self-

concept, tenacity, and cultural/social capital, for example—are more difficult to address and mean that 
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our picture of how much exposure college students have to humanities content and to what effect is 

potentially skewed. 
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4. Research Findings 

How much exposure to the humanities do students receive during their college 
years? 

Number of Credits Earned   

Students graduating in 1993 earned, on average, 21.2 normalized credits in the humanities. Table 2 

displays an estimate of the number of humanities credits3 taken by students and the share of total credits 

taken this represents. These estimates are compared with those for STEM credits, which are defined here 

as those in the natural sciences and engineering (including computer science), but not the social and 

behavioral sciences. 

Table 2.  Extent of Humanities v. STEM Coursetaking 

 Humanities STEM 

Mean Number of Credits Taken 21.2
† 

29.7  

Credits in Subject as a Share of All Credits Taken 16.0%
 †
 22.5%  

† 
The difference between the humanities and STEM values are statistically significant at the 95% confidence level.  

This difference in levels of credits taken between the two fields disappears when one examines the 

median number of credits taken in each, which is 18. This difference between the mean and median 

measures points to some important differences between the two fields in the distribution of credits taken, 

as portrayed in Figures 1 and 2. 

 

                                                      
3 It is not possible to know exactly how many courses this represents, but some “back-of-the envelope” calculations can provide an estimate. The 

mean number of total credits (every reference to credits from this point on is to normalized credits) taken by these students was 132.5. If we 

assume a semester system and that on average students took four classes a semester a year for four years, a semester-long course would be 
equivalent to approximately four credits.  
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Figure 1. Percentages of 1993 Graduates Earning Different Numbers of Humanities Credits 

(Normalized) 

 
 

Figure 2. Percentages of 1993 Graduates Earning Different Numbers of STEM Credits 

(Normalized) 

 
 

The figures reveal that there is greater variability in STEM credits earned than in humanities credits 

earned, that is, while there is no difference in the median number of credits earned in the STEM subjects 

and humanities, students were more likely to take a large number of STEM courses than they were to take 
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a large number of humanities courses. While 95% of students earned 52 or fewer humanities credits, 95% 

of the students earned 98 or fewer STEM credits. 

Patterning by Major 

One would expect that the requirements of an academic major will produce variation in the amount of 

humanities coursework undertaken by students. In order to provide context for understanding the 

differences in coursetaking patterns, we first present the distribution of majors.  

Table 3. Distribution of 1993 Graduates by Major 

 Percentage of Students  

Graduating with  

Major in Field
†
 

Behavioral & Social Sciences 23.0 

Business 20.8 

Education  12.8 

Natural Sciences 12.3 

Engineering 10.7 

Humanities 6.4
††

 

Arts & Design 4.3 

Health  3.6 

Other 6.0 

†
 Field percentages do not add to 100% due to rounding. Major was student-reported.  

†† 
Aligned with the NCES conception of humanities as described in the “Strengths and Limitations of Existing Data 

Sources” section. Thus majors in history, area studies, ethnic studies, and women studies that could be considered 
part of the humanities as defined by NEH have been excluded. Due to the uncertain character of religion degrees, 
these were also excluded. See Appendix B for an inventory of the particular majors counted under the broad field-of-
study categories used in our analyses. The inclusion of history majors would have increased the humanities’ share of 
graduates by 1.42 percentage points; area and ethnic studies by 1.2 points. There were no women studies majors in 
our non-transfer-student sample. 

 

The traditional liberal arts fields—the natural sciences, the social and behavioral sciences, and the 

humanities—attracted fewer than 42% of students, while the majority of students (58%) pursued pre-

professional or vocationally related education.  

Table 4 depicts the variation by major in the extent of humanities coursetaking. Education and 

behavioral/social science majors are the students who earned the greatest number of humanities credits 

after humanities majors, taking approximately 25 credits compared to the almost 44 credits completed by 

those who pursued a humanities degree. Health and engineering students, who took, on average, the least 

humanities, earned approximately 12 credits. (For the purposes of the Table 4 and all subsequent tables, 
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similarly colored cells contain values that are statistically indistinguishable from one another at the 95% 

or other specified confidence level. If cells are of different colors, the difference(s) between the values 

they contain were found to be statistically significant at the 95% or other specified level. Unshaded cells 

contain values that were found to be statistically indistinguishable at either the 90% or 95% level from the 

other values in that column. IMPORTANT: Where all non-majors and STEM majors are included in the 

same table, the comparisons are not between these two groups but between the groups specified by the 

rows.) 

Table 4. Mean Number of Normalized Humanities Credits Earned, by Student Major 

 Mean Credits 

Humanities 43.6 

Education  25.0 

Behavioral & Social Sciences 24.1 

Arts & Design 18.3 

Natural Sciences 17.9 

Business 17.5 

Health  12.6 

Engineering 12.4 

 

 

A final observation has to do with the amount of STEM coursetaking on the part of humanities majors as 

compared with the amount of humanities credits completed by STEM majors. A common stereotype is 

that humanities-oriented students are less likely to be exposed to the challenges of STEM-related courses 

than the more scientifically-oriented are to undertake a course in literature or language. The B&B data 

suggest that there is a modicum of truth to this perception. STEM majors took 15.3 humanities credits, on 

average, while their humanities counterparts took an average of 12.6 STEM credits.4   

Which non-majors take more humanities? 

The B&B also afforded us the chance to learn more about the characteristics of students who, although 

not humanities majors, take substantial amounts of humanities coursework. How might they differ from 

other students as far as their backgrounds, the nature of the undergraduate institutions they attend, and 

their personal priorities? Analyses were run for all non-humanities majors, and separately for STEM 

majors and business majors. Additionally, in view the uniqueness of engineering students’ training and 

their career trajectories, science and engineering students were segregated and each of the groups 

                                                      
4 If a finding is reported without qualification, the difference between the values was found to be statistically significant at the 95% confidence 
level.  



17 

analyzed separately. However, in the case of the individual discipline majors, due to the small number of 

cases available for analysis, few statistically significant results emerged, and thus the results reported in 

this section of the report are for non-humanities majors and STEM majors.    

Personal & Familial Characteristics 

Gender 

Beyond the relationship between undergraduate majors and humanities coursetaking, one of the most 

unambiguous findings of this aspect of the investigation and the inquiry as a whole was that female non-

majors took more humanities than their male counterparts. 

Table 5. Mean Number of Humanities Credits by Gender 

 All Non-majors  STEM Majors 

Men 17.7 14.2 

Women 21.4 17.5 

 

On average, female non-majors took 3.7 more humanities credits than their male peers. The gender 

differential was of approximately the same magnitude among STEM graduates.  

Race/Ethnicity 

Due to the limited sample size a much consolidated classification scheme was employed for race and 

ethnicity. Students were grouped into three broad categories: “White”, “Asian”, and “Other”. The latter 

included students who self-identified as “Black”, “Hispanic”, or “Native American”. 

Table 6. Mean Number of Humanities Credits by Race/Ethnicity 

 All Non-majors                      STEM Majors 

Asian 17.6 15.3 

White  19.4 14.6 

Other 21.9 19.6 

 

The analysis of all non-majors revealed that students included in the “Other” category, i.e., non-Asian 

minorities, took 4.3 more humanities credits, on average, than their Asian counterparts and 2.5 more than 

white non-majors (the differences were statistically significant at the 90% level). Among STEM graduates 

we found that non-Asian minority STEM students took 5.0 more humanities credits, on average, than 

their white counterparts.  
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Mother’s Education 

Table 7. Mean Number of Humanities Credits by Mother’s Education 

 All Non-Majors                 STEM Majors 

No college 18.9 16.2 

Some college 19.6 14.7 

At least a bachelor’s degree 20.2 14.2 

 

A weak inverse relationship between level of mother’s education and engagement with collegiate 

humanities was detected for STEM majors. Those STEM majors whose mothers had not attended college 

took slightly more humanities credits (2.0) than STEM majors whose mothers had earned at least a 

bachelor’s degree (difference was borderline significant at the 90%). No such relationship was found for 

all non-majors.  

Institutional Characteristics 

Institutional Type 

Table 8.  Mean Number of Humanities Credits by Type of Institution5 

 All Non-majors                      STEM Majors 

Doctoral/Research Universities 20.0 15.1 

Master’s Colleges and Universities 19.1 16.5 

Baccalaureate Colleges—Liberal Arts 22.8 14.4 

Baccalaureate Colleges—General  19.1 19.3 

 

We found no differences in levels of humanities coursetaking by the nature of institution non-majors 

attended. We anticipated that non-majors who had attended institutions classified as liberal arts 

baccalaureate institutions under the Carnegie system would be more engaged with the humanities than 

their counterparts who had attended the other major Carnegie institutional types, but our analysis did not 

bear this out. That no statistically significant difference was found was a product, in part, of the relatively 

few students who had graduated from liberal arts institutions and the resulting imprecision of the estimate 

for this group. A comparable analysis of STEM students was made challenging for the same reason: the 

small proportion of  STEM students who had taken their degrees at liberal arts colleges and the 

corresponding imprecision of the estimate of the number of credits taken by these students. It was thus 

difficult to gauge from the B&B data how STEM majors at these institutions compare with their peers 

who obtained their degrees at other types of schools. What the data do indicate is that STEM majors at 

                                                      
5 The B&B data collector employed the 2000 Carnegie Classification to distinguish between institutional types. The categories included in the 
table are a consolidation of the Carnegie categories. 
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other baccalaureate institutions, termed “general” under the Carnegie Classification, took 4.2 more 

humanities credits, on average, than their counterparts at doctoral institutions. Although a separate 

investigation would be required to identify the drivers of this discrepancy, one can imagine that the 

existence of undergraduate engineering schools within many large doctoral universities could pose 

barriers to students engaging extensively with the humanities. 

Selectivity 

Table 9. Mean Number of Humanities Credits by Selectivity of Institution 

 All Non-majors                      STEM Majors 

Minimally Selective 18.4 18.7 

Moderately Selective 19.1 14.5 

Highly Selective 21.0 15.5 

 

Examining categories of humanities coursetakers produced some evidence of a positive association 

between school selectivity6 and humanities coursetaking by non-majors. Students at highly selective 

institutions took 2.6 more humanities credits than students graduating from minimally selective schools 

(the difference was borderline significant at the 90% level). Among STEM graduates we found the 

reverse pattern, with students at moderately selective institutions taking 4.2 fewer humanities credits than 

students attending the least selective schools (difference significant at the 90% level).  

Developed Ability 

Table 10. Mean Number of Humanities Credits by SAT Math Score 

 All Non-majors                      STEM Majors 

Lowest Quartile 21.6 18.4 

Second Quartile 20.8 16.8 

Third Quartile  20.8 13.8 

Highest Quartile  19.0 14.7 

 

The analysis supplies some evidence that non-majors with lower mathematical ability upon entering 

college take somewhat more humanities courses. Non-majors who were among the lowest 25% of scorers 

on the SAT quantitative test took an average of 2.6 more humanities credits than those non-majors whose 

scores put them in the top 25% of scorers on the quantitative test (the difference between the two 

percentages was significant at the 90% level). A similar relationship between humanities coursetaking and 

                                                      
6 We used an NCES-constructed variable derived from a combination of variables from the 2002 Institutional Characteristics to code schools with 

respect to selectivity.  
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performance on the SAT quantitative test was found for STEM majors, with those graduates in the lowest 

quartile taking approximately four more credits than those graduates scoring in the highest quartile 

(differences were significant at the 90% level).  

Table 11. Mean Number of Humanities Credits by SAT Verbal Score 

 All Non-majors                      STEM Majors 

Lowest Quartile 19.0 12.3 

Second Quartile 21.0 13.9 

Third Quartile  20.6 14.4 

Highest Quartile  22.1 14.2 

 

There was evidence of a weak positive relationship between humanities coursetaking and SAT verbal 

scores for non-majors. Those scoring in the highest quartile took slightly more humanities credits (3.1) 

that those who scored in the lowest quartile. A similar pattern was found among STEM majors, with those 

scoring in the third quartile taking approximately two more credits than graduates scoring in the lowest 

quartile (both differences were borderline significant at the 90% level).  

Occupational Values 

In the original interview conducted during their graduation year and then in the year after graduation, 

B&B graduates were asked about a series of values that were important to them in choosing a career and 

guiding their lives. While these measures were taken once students had already made their coursework 

choices, we have included them in our analysis of patterns of humanities coursetaking although they 

might well be thought of as a consequence of humanities coursetaking rather than an influence on such 

coursetaking. 

From the questions about what was important to them in life and in choosing a career, using factor 

analysis, we constructed four values scales: “materialism”, “personal fulfillment”, “power seeking”, and 

“quality of life.” The “materialism” scale was made of items such as being “well-off”, owning a business, 

good starting income, and good job security and performance. The “personal fulfillment” scale consisted 

of items such as wanting work that brings prestige, the ability to work independently, intellectually 

stimulating work, the ability to put down roots, and a job that allows one time to participate in activities 

outside of work. The “power seeking” scale was made up of items that indicated a goal of becoming an 

authority in one’s field, being a leader in the community, and influencing the power structure. Finally, the 
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“quality of life” scale consisted of items such as having steady work, being successful, and having the 

leisure to enjoy one’s own interests.7   

Table 12. Mean Number of Humanities Credits by Occupational Values 

 All Non-majors                      STEM Majors 

Materialism 

Low  22.0 16.5 

Medium 20.1 15.0 

High 18.2 15.0 

Personal Fulfillment 

Low  19.6 15.1 

Medium 19.5 15.8 

High 20.2 17.7 

Power Seeking 

Low  20.0 15.1 

Medium 20.3 15.5 

High 20.0 14.1 

Quality of Life 

Low  19.0 15.4 

Medium 20.0 15.0 

High 19.6 14.8 

 

For all non-majors, the one value for which there was evidence of a relationship with humanities 

coursetaking was materialism. We found that non-majors scoring at the lowest possible level on the 

materialism scale took 3.8 more credits, on average, than the most materialistic students (difference 

significant at the 90% level). We discovered, as will be discussed later in the report, that even when other 

factors were controlled, materialism remained a statistically significant predictor of humanities 

coursetaking for non-majors. We found a similar pattern among STEM majors but the differences 

between the levels among coursetaking of students at different levels on the materialism scale were not 

statistically significant, even at the less conservative 90% level. Among STEM majors personal 

fulfillment was the one value that was related to humanities coursetaking, with those graduates ranking 

highest on the scale taking approximately 2.6 more credits than those graduates who ranked lowest 

(difference was borderline significant at the 90% level).  

                                                      
7 For full text of the questions that yielded the elements of the values scales, see Appendix C. 
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What influences a non-major’s decision to pursue humanities coursework? 

The results above are merely descriptive. They indicate what sets high-level humanities coursetakers apart 

from those who take fewer courses of this kind, but they do not offer any clues to why certain students, 

even though they do not major in the field, actively engage with the humanities during their college 

careers. For example, the results above suggest that non-majors who take more humanities are likely to 

attend more selective postsecondary institutions. Is there something about selective schools that 

encourages students to take more humanities credits, or is it that those students who attend selective 

schools are different in their values or in other ways that lead them to pursue humanities coursework 

rather than that of a more “practical nature”?  

Drawing conclusions of this kind requires more rigorous analysis, such as multivariate regression, that 

can provide an estimate of the size of the effect of a given variable once the effect of other variables has 

been taken into account. Such an analysis can show that certain factors that seemed very influential mean 

little when another key variable is considered. Analysis of this kind can also reveal the influence of 

variables that initially seemed of minimal importance. 

In order to gauge the relative importance of different variables and make some tentative assertions about 

causal relationships, we performed basic multivariate linear regressions (ordinary least squares). Our 

analysis assumed that variables were related to one another in a linear fashion, meaning that a given 

change in one of our predictor variables will always produce the same size change in our outcome 

variable (in this case, number of humanities credits taken), either negative or positive.  

Appendix D presents the results of two separate regressions examining different predictive models of 

humanities coursetaking. The first model includes all the variables mentioned in the descriptive section 

above. The second, the “complete” model, adds undergraduate field of study. The coefficients in columns 

A and D of Table D-1 indicate the amount by which a one-unit increase in the predictor variables will 

increase (if the coefficient is positive) or decrease (if the coefficient is negative), on average, the level of 

humanities coursetaking by non-majors, all other factors being held constant. 

In the first model, from which the field-of-study variables are excluded, five variables had significant 

effects at the 95% confidence level on the number of humanities credits taken: 
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■ gender (women earned on average more humanities credits than men); 

■ SAT verbal scores (positive relationship); 

■ SAT math scores (negative relationship), 

■ having attended a postsecondary institution in the “other” category (negative relationship); and  

■ materialistic values (negative relationship). 

 

Being a non-Asian minority and level of commitment to personal fulfillment were also found to be 

positively related to humanities coursetaking, but at the 90% confidence level.  

Comparison of the two models, however, reveals the importance of undergraduate major as a predictor of 

humanities coursetaking by non-humanities majors. Without major in the model, we are able to explain 

only 6.5% of the variance in humanities coursetaking by non-majors. When major is included, the 

proportion of explained variance more than doubles. Several of the field-of-study variables have 

substantial effects on levels of humanities coursetaking. (For the purposes of this analysis the comparison 

category is business majors.) The coefficient in cell 20D of Table D-1 indicates, for example, that when 

the other listed factors are held constant, education majors took, on average, 7.4 more humanities credits 

than business majors. At the other extreme, engineering majors took 6.7 credits fewer humanities credits, 

on average, than did their counterparts in business (17D).    

The addition of major to the model also changes our understanding of the effect of other factors on non-

majors’ humanities coursetaking behavior. The inclusion of major reduces the effect of gender by more 

than half, rendering it statistically insignificant (1D). Quantitative SAT scores and concern with personal 

fulfillment also cease to be significant predictors when major is taken into account (6D, 14D). Verbal 

SAT scores, remain significant, if at a lower level of confidence, and the size of the estimated effect is 

diminished somewhat. The SAT verbal coefficient in cell 5D indicates that students with scores in the 

highest quartile took approximately four more humanities credits than their peers scoring in the lowest 

quartile. When major is included in the model the size of the effect of non-Asian minority status increases 

as does its significance level (2D). A student who is neither white nor Asian is predicted to have taken 3.2 

more humanities credits, on average, than their peers who are identical to them with respect to every other 

factor included in the model  

In the model that includes major, students’ materialism remains statistically significant and its effect is of 

similar magnitude (13D). The least materialistic non-majors (materialism was measured on a five-point 

scale) took 4.5 more credits, on average, than the most materialistic. With the addition of major to the 

model the negative effect of power-seeking also increases substantially, but the effect remains modest 
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(12D). Graduates who scored highest on the four-point power-seeking scale took 2.6 fewer humanities 

credits, on average, than those who scored lowest.  

We should note, however, that even though the addition of the major substantially increases the 

explanatory power of the model, using all of the variables still only accounts for 17% of the variation in 

humanities course taking among non-majors. Clearly there are many more factors at work. 

How do non-majors who take more humanities courses compare to other 
graduates a decade later? 

Because B&B is a longitudinal study, that is, the same members of the 1993 graduating class were 

followed for 10 years after graduation, we can look at some long-term outcomes related to humanities 

coursetaking during their college years among non-humanities majors. With the data available, we are 

able to look at a limited set of outcomes including further education, political engagement, and economic 

well-being. 

In order to study the relationship of humanities coursetaking in college and later life outcomes, non-

majors were divided into four categories based on the total number of normalized humanities credits 

reported on their transcripts. These categories were constructed using the quartile values of the humanities 

credit variable. Thus a non-major in the first quartile took a number of humanities credits ranging from 

zero to the maximum value reported by the 25% of students reporting the lowest number of humanities 

credits (zero to 11 credits). This first category we call “minimalists”. Non-majors in the second quartile 

reported humanities credit levels greater than the 25% level up to the 50% level (the median; greater than 

11 and up to 17 credits). Third quartile non-majors reported humanities credits in excess of the median up 

to the 75% level (18 credits and up to 25). Finally, the fourth quartile non-majors, to whom we refer as 

“quasi-majors”, took a number of credits in excess of the 75% level up to the maximum number of credits 

taken by any non-major (i.e., 25 credits up to 98). Separate quartile ranges were created for STEM 

majors.8  

                                                      
8 Quartile 1: (“minimalists”): 0-9 normalized credits 

  Quartile 2:  >9 up to 14 credits 

  Quartile 3:  >14 up to 21 credits 

  Quartile 4 (“quasi-majors”):  >21 up to 81 (maximum) 
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Further Education 

Table 13. Pursuit of Further Education by Number of Humanities Credits Taken 

Percentage of Graduates Who Had Attained or Were Working Toward an  

Advanced Degree Ten Years After Receipt of Bachelor’s Degree 

 All Non-majors                      STEM Majors 

Lowest Quartile (Minimalists) 28.3 29.5 

Second Quartile 29.8 35.6 

Third Quartile  33.1 41.9 

Highest Quartile (Quasi-Majors)  37.4 50.6 

 

Quasi-majors were likelier to pursue advanced degrees than their counterparts who had taken fewer 

humanities credits. For non-majors, 37.4% of this group, a share statistically indistinguishable from that 

for humanities majors, had obtained an advanced degree or were working toward one ten years after 

graduation. For minimalists the percentage was 28.3%. The differential between quasi-majors and 

minimalist graduates was even more pronounced among STEM students (50.6% versus 29.5%). Given 

the national interest in producing more STEM graduate degree holders, this finding might be well worth 

following-up in order to understand better the role of humanities courses in encouraging STEM majors to 

go on for an advanced degree. 

Civic Participation 

As mentioned above, Sunshine Hillygus (2005) has used B&B data to explore the relationship between 

young people’s collegiate experiences and civic engagement. She found that when a host of other factors 

were held constant, humanities coursetaking in college had a modest, positive effect on graduates’ 

likelihood of voting and engaging in other forms of political activity. Her inquiry was different from our 

own in two key respects. First, she was focused on a broader population. She included in her sample all 

graduates who were U.S. citizens, SAT exam-takers, and graduates of not-for-profit four-year institutions. 

In contrast, we were focused on the effects of humanities education on only non-majors and, in particular, 

those in the STEM and business fields. Secondly, she was looking at shorter-term outcomes. At the time 

she was conducting her inquiry, the most current data available were those collected as part of the second 

B&B follow-up interview, which was conducted in 1997, four years after students had earned their 

bachelor’s degrees. With data from 2003 available to us, we were able to investigate whether the effect 

found by Hillygus was still operative six years later.  

While we were not in a position as part of this very preliminary study to conduct as systematic an analysis 

as Hillygus, who, having controlled for a large number of other factors, is able to make a credible causal 

argument regarding the link between humanities education in college and graduates’ subsequent political 
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activity, we did seek to determine whether, among our non-majors, there was any correlation between 

exposure to humanities as college students and participation in civic life. We operationalized the latter in 

a manner similar to Hillygus, who separated voting from other more intensive forms of political 

engagement, including attendance at a political event and contacting a public official. Wanting to look 

beyond political engagement at civic participation more broadly, we also examined graduates’ 

involvement in volunteering. 

Table 14. Political Activity by Number of Humanities Credits Taken (Percent) 

 All Non-majors                      STEM Majors 

 
Voting 

Other Political 
Engagement 

Voting 
Other Political 
Engagement 

Lowest Quartile (Minimalists) 76.6 39.8 77.9 40.7 

Second Quartile 71.5 34.7 72.2 34.1 

Third Quartile  73.9 37.1 69.8 29.1 

Highest Quartile (Quasi-Majors)  71.5 42.5 63.0 39.5 

 

Table 15. Volunteerism by Number of Humanities Credits Taken 

Percentage of Graduates Who Had Volunteered in the Previous Year 

 All Non-majors                      STEM Majors 

Lowest Quartile (Minimalists) 42.0 41.1 

Second Quartile 47.6 39.0 

Third Quartile  42.6 43.1 

Highest Quartile (Quasi-Majors)  45.9 36.5 

 

We did not find statistically significant different rates of voting or volunteerism among non-majors who 

had taken different levels of humanities coursework.9 However, at the 90% significance level a greater 

share of quasi-majors were found to have engaged in political activity beyond voting than those non-

majors whose earned humanities credits placed them in the second quartile. When STEM majors were 

examined separately there was some indication that those students who had taken more humanities were 

less likely to have voted in 2002. While minimalist graduates voted at a rate of 77.9%, only 63.0% of 

quasi-majors reported casting a ballot (borderline significant at the 90% level). This is a surprising finding 

and one that deserves more detailed attention.  

A valuable follow-on to our exploratory work in the civic engagement area would be to replicate the 

Hillygus analysis using 2003 outcome data. Is humanities education still a driver of graduates’ 

                                                      
9 Only U.S. citizens were included in our analyses of political behavior.  
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participation in the nation’s political life a full decade after graduation? In addition to providing insight of 

this sort, such a replication seems important in view of the key idiosyncrasy of the B&B data discussed 

above. That the B&B supplies artificially low humanities credit counts for transfer students is not a fact of 

which Hillygus appears to have been aware. Although she stresses the significant loss of sample due to 

the limited number of cases for which SAT verbal and math scores were available,10 Hillygus makes no 

mention of the decimating effect on sample size of the inability of NCES to fully capture transfer credits. 

This creates the impression that she included all sample members who met her criteria, although for a 

substantial number of them their humanities credit counts would have been artificially low.  

Economic Well-Being 

Most commentary on the economic worth of different fields of study lacks attention to the temporal 

dimension. This myopia may take the form of a narrow focus on the graduates’ initial salary or a 

recitation of median wages for all workers of a given educational background, irrespective of age. The 

B&B longitudinal data allowed us to examine graduates’ wages once they had some work experience and 

perhaps obtained an advanced degree that will have likely boosted their wages. As far as earnings-related 

outcomes, we examined non-humanities majors’ salaries in 2003 and also the percentage increase in their 

salaries over time. The B&B also permits us to compare students of different educational backgrounds 

with respect to their experience of unemployment. Thus we also examine, in addition to earnings, the 

number of months since graduation that non-majors found themselves wanting a job but unable to find 

one.  

Employment 

Because both the economic outcome measures and the number of humanities credits are continuous 

variables, we can express the relationship between them as a simple correlation. Looking at all non-

humanities majors, a simple bivariate correlation between normalized humanities credits and total months 

of unemployment from graduation to 2003 revealed a small positive relationship for non-majors (.09). 

The more humanities credits non-majors took, the more unemployment they experienced, although the 

effect appeared to be limited to those in certain majors. For business majors, the correlation between 

humanities coursetaking and months of unemployment was somewhat greater, approximately .12, but was 

significant only at the 90% level. No statistically significant relationship was found for STEM majors, or 

for natural science and engineering majors when examined separately. 

                                                      
10 Many students took the ACT, but B&B does not include scores for the individual components of this exam; this is was problematic for Hillygus 
in that she wished to gauge the effects of and be able to control for levels of pre-collegiate linguistic and quantitative competence separately. 
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Earnings 

As noted above, Carnevale and associates using data from the American Community Survey found that 

humanities majors made less than all other majors except art and design and education majors. We find a 

somewhat analogous result looking at non-humanities majors. The more humanities credits taken by non-

majors, the less they earned 10 years from graduation (-.14).11 We found the same to be true for STEM 

graduates (correlation: -.09). No such evidence was found for business, natural science majors, or 

engineering majors (when the latter two groups were analyzed separately from all STEM majors).  

Growth in Earnings 

The other economic outcome we examined was the growth in non-majors’ earnings over time. We 

hypothesized that non-majors who took more humanities credits might advance more swiftly and enjoy 

greater relative earnings gains. We explored this possibility by examining the correlation between the 

number of humanities credits taken by non-majors and the percentage increase in their earnings between 

1997 and 2003. When all non-majors were examined together, no statistically significant relationship was 

found. The same was true for STEM, business, and natural science majors, and engineering majors 

examined separately. 

What explains earnings? 

Having found a modest but statistically significant negative correlation between exposure to the 

humanities in college and salary 10 years after graduation, we wished to determine whether this 

relationship held up when the influence of other factors was taken into account. So as we did in trying to 

identify the determinants of coursetaking, we conducted a multivariate regression analysis that would 

allow us to separate the effects of humanities coursetaking from those of other factors that might be 

contributing to the observed correlation or, as is also possible, masking what might be a more robust 

relationship between humanities coursework and earnings than the simple correlation indicated. 

The results of the regression analysis are included in Appendix E separately for all non-humanities majors 

and for STEM majors. The models include all of the variables discussed above with the exception of 

institutional type and, of course, major in the case of the model examining STEM graduate outcomes. 

Also included in both models is a factor dealing with continued education that separated graduates with 

terminal bachelor’s degrees from graduates who by 2003 had obtained an advanced degree. Because the 

distribution of the salary variable is skewed, that is, there are a small number of very high values, we log-

                                                      
11 We included in our earnings analyses only those graduates who were working full time or working part-time but would have preferred full-time 
work.  
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transformed the variable before performing the regression to prevent the few very high earners from 

giving a false impression of significant influences on earnings. 

Table E-1 describes our findings for all non-majors. Column A of this table provides the regression 

coefficients and Column B translates these into the effect that one unit change in each factor has on 

graduates’ salary levels. Taking all variables into account, we found that the statistically significant 

factors affecting the income of non-majors were  

■ gender, 

■ non-Asian minority status,
†
 

■ institutional selectivity, 

■ power seeking,
†
 

■ materialism, and 

■ majoring in the behavioral/social sciences
†
 or education. 

†
 Significant at the 90% level. Others significant at the 95% level. 

Women earned less in salary than men, non-Asian minority graduates made less than whites, and those 

majoring in the behavioral/social sciences or education had lower income than those majoring in business 

(business served as the comparison group for the block of field-of-study variables). In contrast, 

materialism, power seeking, and institutional selectivity were found to have a positive relationship with 

earnings. At least among non-humanities majors, we found no evidence that humanities coursework in 

college has an effect, positive or negative, on salary 10 years after graduation. 

In considering the results of a statistical procedure like this one must consider both practical and statistical 

significance. Even if the effect of humanities coursework had been found significant, the practical effect 

(a .3% decline in salary for each humanities credit taken) was so negligible that one would be loath to 

describe the humanities as an influence on economic outcomes. From both a statistical and practical 

standpoint the selectivity of the institutions from which a student graduated was far more significant, with 

a one-point increase on the selectivity scale (institutional selectivity was measured on a three-point scale) 

increasing a graduate’s salary by 12%, on average, if all other factors are held constant.  

A separate analysis of STEM majors produced similar results (provided in Table E-2) with regard to the 

effect of humanities coursetaking, gender, and materialism, but differed in other key respects. Non-Asian 

minorities were not found to be disadvantaged in the same way and two other factors, SAT math scores 

and degree of commitment to quality of life, emerged as statistically and practically significant. A STEM 

graduate with a SAT math score one quartile higher than that of another graduate would make 12% more 
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in salary, on average, than the lower scoring graduate, if all other factors are held constant. The 

magnitude of the effect on the quality-of-life value was slightly greater, with a one-point increase on the 

scale for this value (commitment to quality of life was measured on a four-point scale), producing, on 

average, a 14% increase in salary. 

We should note, however, as in the case of our regressions explaining humanities course taking, these 

variables explain only a small part of the variation in salaries (13% for non-majors, 21% for STEM 

majors), so there are many more factors determining salary 10 years after graduation than we have 

measures for. 

  



31 

5. Conclusions 

Assessing the influence of college experiences on the life course is a daunting challenge. Many factors, 

such as individual ability and interests, family background, high school experiences, and peer group, 

interact to influence the choice of college and afterward the choice of major, elective courses, and extra-

curricular activities. Together they form a multi-determined system whose cumulative effects both 

broaden and narrow the graduate’s post-college opportunities. No one factor is ultimately determinative 

of later outcomes; each acts to partially determine students’ personal and occupational trajectories once 

they leave college  

In this investigation we have tried, for those who did not major in the humanities, to tease out the 

distinctive contribution of humanities coursetaking to outcomes 10 years after graduation. Within the 

limits of the data available, we have focused the analysis not only on individual factors, but have tried to 

situate the experience of humanities coursetaking in the larger system of factors that contribute to the 

overall life situation of graduates in later life. Unfortunately, we do not have B&B data on many of the 

outcomes that have been suggested as the strength of the humanities. There are little or no data on 

measures of subjective well-being, personal efficacy, or cultural participation, nor on communication, 

analytic, or interpersonal skills. Other longitudinal studies, notably NELS and NLSY97 have collected 

college transcripts and have richer outcome variables, but have a smaller sample of college graduates. 

Nevertheless, they can yield further insights into the value of humanities courses at the collegiate level. 

We have had to confine our analysis to those outcomes that NCES has taken as those of greatest interest 

to its constituency.   

With regard to who takes humanities courses, the major conclusion of this study is that the selection of a 

college major has a profound effect on the number of humanities courses a student will take. Engineering 

majors take significantly fewer humanities courses than other students, while majoring in the social and 

behavioral sciences or education significantly increases the number of humanities courses non-humanities 

majors will take. For many universities, application is to a particular unit within the university, such as 

the College of Engineering, Business, or Education. Thus the amount of humanities coursetaking is 

largely determined by the initial choice of academic unit. While there may be some change in major 

during the college years, the structure of many universities makes it less likely that there will be such 

shifts in majors with the result that the number of humanities courses taken will be constrained by the 

requirements of the major and the difficulty of transferring among academic units. That the expected 
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higher level of humanities coursetaking in liberal arts colleges did not show up may be due to the 

relatively few engineering, business, and education majors in those colleges. 

Gender and developed ability as measured by SAT scores, both verbal and quantitative, also influence 

humanities coursetaking but indirectly through their effect on the choice of major, although verbal ability 

continues to have a direct effect, but with a reduced level of statistical confidence.  

Values also play a role. Graduates with strong materialistic values are less likely to take humanities 

courses, even after controlling for major and other factors. Unfortunately from these data we cannot tell 

the direction of cause and effect. Do those with materialistic values avoid humanities courses, or does 

taking humanities courses reduce interest in materialistic values? It is a question that deserves much more 

analysis.  

It is clear from other data (Carnevale, 2011) that humanities majors tend to make less than those who 

major in most other subjects. For non-humanities majors, however, we found no significant effect, 

positive or negative, of the amount of humanities courses taken on earnings 10 years later. Our results do 

support the belief that humanities coursetaking increases the probability of further education, but are 

equivocal with regard to civic participation. 

The results of this investigation may be somewhat disappointing to those who firmly believe in the value 

of humanities courses and believe that they will have a positive effect on one’s life, including economic 

well-being. There are several possible reasons that we failed to find some of the relationships between 

humanities coursetaking and long-term outcomes that the results of previous studies had led us to believe 

we would uncover. The first is that we are looking in the wrong place. This analysis highlights the 

importance of encouraging more serious thought about metrics for the value of higher education, whether 

it is to understand the value of the humanities, of STEM courses, or of more directly occupationally-

related courses. The existing large scale studies of educational outcomes do not have a consistent 

framework in which to measure the value of education. Policy-relevant research requires a much more 

differentiated set of metrics that can capture not only the value of higher education to individual students 

but also to a democratic society that depends on an educated citizenry for economic, civic, and personal 

well-being. NEH should work with NCES to ensure that outcome measures that may plausibly be 

influenced by the study of humanities be included in their longitudinal studies.  

But it is also possible that there is a threshold to the number of humanities courses that students need to 

take before any effect would be visible, that is the effect of taking more humanities courses is not linear. 

If this were true, an effect would only be apparent if the number of credits taken were substantial, say 
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more than the number taken by the third quartile of non-majors (25 credits). There is a hint of this 

possibility in the finding that the quasi-majors who took more than 25 credits were similar to humanities 

majors in the proportion getting advanced degrees. Three-quarters of the non-majors, however, were 

taking fewer than 25 humanities credits, which represent less than 19% of the estimated total number of 

credits taken by these students over the course of their college careers. We also know nothing about the 

quality of the humanities courses taken by non-majors or how seriously students approached them.  

And, of course, there is the possibility that a strong relationship simply does not exist and that whatever 

effects there may be are lost in the welter of stronger effects such as those of gender, race/ethnicity, and 

occupational values. It is possible that, at the margin, humanities coursetaking does not make a big 

enough difference to be observed in our data. This is the conclusion one would draw from the regression 

which shows that when many variables are taken into account simultaneously, the number of humanities 

credits taken does not have an effect, either positive or negative, on salaries 10 years after graduation.  

A key insight of our study is the value of NEH collaborating more closely with NCES and other agencies 

conducting postsecondary education studies. One benefit of such consultation would be a course coding 

scheme that is more closely aligned with the conceptualization of the humanities in which NEH’s organic 

legislation is rooted. Ideally a modular approach would be applied, one that would allow researchers to 

aggregate categories into a more or less encompassing tally. One could imagine a coding scheme with a 

minimum of three humanities-related categories: one encompassing the disciplines NCES already treats 

as within the humanities field (since these are disciplines—English language and literature, languages and 

literatures other than English, philosophy, and classics—that are considered by most observers to be key 

humanities disciplines); another containing history alone (so that it might be treated as either a humanities 

or social science discipline); and a final category comprised of the “studies” (area, gender, ethnic, etc.) 

that could be considered humanities disciplines under the language in the NEH legislation that specifies 

as being within the humanities both “social aspects of social sciences which have humanistic content and 

employ humanistic methods” and “the study and application of the humanities to the human environment 

with particular attention to reflecting our diverse heritage, traditions, and history.”12  

The NEH may also want to encourage NCES and other agencies collecting postsecondary education data 

to probe respondents self-identifying as religion majors more deeply about the nature of their degrees so 

as to be able to separate degrees in the academic study of comparative religion, a discipline that the NEH 

recognizes as a humanities discipline, from degrees that involve the mastery of religious precepts for the 

purposes of bolstering personal faith or dissemination of a particular faith.  

                                                      
12 National Foundation on the Arts and the Humanities Act, 1965, as amended; cited on the NEH website at http://www.neh.gov/about.  

http://www.neh.gov/about
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In view of the substantial degree of student movement among postsecondary institutions, NEH can also 

play an important role in encouraging Federal statistical agencies to collect and analyze transcripts from 

all those institutions from which a student has received college credit. A nuanced understanding of the 

extent and nature of students’ engagement with the humanities over the course of their college careers and 

an accurate assessment of the value of such engagement—to students themselves and to the nation as a 

whole—is possible only with accurate coursetaking information for a truly representative sample of 

college graduates. 

  



35 

References 

American Academy of Arts and Sciences (n.d.). Humanities Indicators, 

http://www.amacad.org/projects/indicators.aspx (accessed April 24, 2004).  

Association of American Colleges and Universities (2013). It takes more than a major: Employer 

priorities for college learning and student success. Washington, DC: Hart Research Associates. 

Carnevale, A. P., Strohl, J., & Melton, M. (2011). What's it worth?: The economic value of college 

majors. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce. 

Carnevale, A. P., Cheah, B., & Strohl, J. (2012). Hard times: College majors, unemployment, and 

earnings. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce.  

Fischer, K. (2012, February 5). Bucking cultural norms, Asia tries liberal arts. The Chronicle of Higher 

Education, http://chronicle.com/article/Bucking-Cultural-Norms-

Asia/130667/?key=Tz0mIAFgMnQQNCxjbjsWZ21QOidrYktzN3dOaSoiblxQGQ%3D%3D 

(accessed 4/21/2013).  

Fischer, K. (2013, March 3). A college degree sorts job applicants, but employers wish it meant more. 

The Chronicle of Higher Education, pp. A26-A27. 

Green, P. J., Meyers, S. L., Giese, P., Law, J., Speizer, H. M.,  Staebler Tardino, V. & Knepper, P. (1996). 

Baccalaureate and Beyond longitudinal study 93/94: First follow-up methodology report. 

Washington, DC: National Center for Educational Statistics. 

Hillygus, D. S. (2005). The missing link: Exploring the relationship between higher education and 

political engagement. Political Behavior, 27(1), 25-47.  

Nussbaum, M. C. (2010). Not for profit: Why democracy needs the humanities. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press. 

Schneider, M. (2012). The earning power of graduates from Tennessee’s colleges and universities: How 

are graduates from difference degree programs doing in the labor market? Washington, DC: 

American Institutes of Research. 

 Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Chen, J., Ziskin, M., Park, E., Torres, V., & Chiang, Y. (2013). Completing 

college: A state-level view of student attainment rates. Herndon, VA: National Student Clearinghouse 

Research Center. 

Townsend, R. B. (2002, April 2015). “Assessment of research doctorate programs: Testimony delivered 

to National Research Council committee,” 

http://www.historians.org/perspectives/issues/2002/0209/0209aha1.cfm (accessed April 15, 2013).  

http://www.amacad.org/projects/indicators.aspx
http://chronicle.com/article/Bucking-Cultural-Norms-Asia/130667/?key=Tz0mIAFgMnQQNCxjbjsWZ21QOidrYktzN3dOaSoiblxQGQ%3D%3D
http://chronicle.com/article/Bucking-Cultural-Norms-Asia/130667/?key=Tz0mIAFgMnQQNCxjbjsWZ21QOidrYktzN3dOaSoiblxQGQ%3D%3D
http://www.historians.org/perspectives/issues/2002/0209/0209aha1.cfm


36 

Useem, M. (1989). Liberal education and the corporation: The hiring and advancement of college 

graduates. New York: A. de Gruyter. 

The Wall Street Journal (2013). Salary increase by major.   

http://online.wsj.com/public/resources/documents/info-Degrees_that_Pay_you_Back-sort.html 

(accessed April 23, 2013). 

Wine, J.S., Cominole, M.B., Wheeless, S., Dudley, K., & Franklin, J. (2005). 1993/03 Baccalaureate and 

Beyond longitudinal study (B&B:93/03) methodology report (NCES 2006–166). Washington, DC: 

National Center for Education Statistics. 

http://online.wsj.com/public/resources/documents/info-Degrees_that_Pay_you_Back-sort.html


37 

Appendix A: Course Credit Normalization Procedures 

From the Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study 93/94: First Follow-up Methodology Report (see 

references for full citation): 

“Each course was designated as being a quarter, semester, trimester, clockhour, 

examination, transfer, study abroad, or other term type. The term type designation, 

however, had no bearing on the normalized number of credits assigned to each course on 

the transcript. Instead, the actual minimum number of credits for a baccalaureate degree 

was entered at the school level for each school in the sample. The number of credits 

received for each course was entered at the course level. And the normalized number of 

credits for each course calculated by multiplying by 120 over the total credits required for 

a degree.” (6) 

Below is an example of two students taking comparable amounts of humanities, one under a semester 

system, and the other under a quarter system. 

 Semester Quarter 

Each student takes a single, year-long 
introductory humanities sequence 

2 credits (1 per term) 3 credits (1 per term) 

Credits necessary to graduate 
(assumption: 4 classes per term) 

4 (classes/term)* 

2 (terms/year)* 

4 (years)=32 

4*3*4=48 

Conversion factor 120/32=3.75 120/48=2.5 

Normalized humanities credits 3.75*2=7.5 2.5*3=7.5 
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Appendix B: Disciplines Included Under Major/Field-of-Study Headings 
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Appendix C: Source Questions for Components of Values 
Scales (Verbatim Text) 

Asked as part of the 1993 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (first interview and baseline for 

B&B)  

As I read the following statements, please tell me whether they are important or not important: 

Becoming an authority in your field 

Influencing the political structure 

Being very well-off financially 

Owning your own business 

Being successful in your line of work 

Being able to find steady work 

Being a leader in the community 

Living close to parents and relatives 

Getting away from the area where you grew up 

Having leisure time to enjoy own interests 

Having children 

Being able to give your children a better opportunity than you had 

Asked as part of the first (1994) B&B follow-up 

What factors were important to you in determining the kind of work you plan to be doing in the future? 

Previous experience in the area  

Good income to start 

Good income potential over career  

Job security  

Prestige and status  

Interesting work 

Intellectually challenging work 

Freedom to make own decisions at work  

Interaction with people  

Able to work independently of others  

Allows a great deal of travel  

Allows roots to be established, and not have to move from place to place  

Time for activities not work-related  

Documented in Wine, et al, 1993/03 Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study (B&B:93/03) 

Methodology Report (see references for full citation). 
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Appendix D: Predictive Models of Humanities 
Coursetaking—Results of Regression 
Analyses 

Table D-1.  Effects of Selected Factors on Levels of Humanities College Credits Taken by 

Non-majors 

** Effect significant at the 95% level (p < .05) 

  * Effect significant at the 90% level (p < .10) 

 
  Model 1 (excluding Major) Model 2 (including Major) 

 
Variable 

Coefficient St. Error
13

 p-value Coefficient St. Error p-value 

A B C D E F 

1 Gender -2.962652** 1.023224 .006 -1.285346 .9611986 .188 

2 Non-Asian Minority  2.746634* 1.55576 .085  3.17665** 1.457761 .035 

3 Asian -.1230441 1.885505 .948  1.255524 1.869278 .505 

4 Maternal Education -.1115185 .5058531 .827 -.3255841 .4439575 .467 

5 SAT Verbal Quartile  1.603387** .7462722 .037  1.317549* .7101938 .070 

6 SAT Math Quartile -1.774354** .494915 .001 -.7417198 .5692294 .200 

7 Master’s Institution -1.772794 1.324048 .188 -2.021686 1.256228 .115 

8 Bacc.—Liberal Arts  2.141631 3.109183 .495  .854712 2.517718 .736 

9 Bacc.—General  1.838607 2.946342 .536  1.1421 3.573946 .751 

10 Other Institution -6.884186** 2.590274 .011 -3.320632 2.078497 .117 

11 Institutional Selectivity   1.619015 1.210246 .188  1.333405 1.12007 .240 

12 Power-Seeking -.4717232 .5428775 .390 -.8571076* .4885847 .087 

13 Materialism -1.382526** .4197443 .002 -1.121871** .4114389 .009 

14 Personal Fulfillment  1.151259* .5843579 .055  .796563 .5412123 .148 

15 Quality of Life -.6862381 1.047061 .516 -.8718057 1.138201 .448 

16 Natural Science    -2.218767 1.428162 .128 

17 Engineering    -6.665067** 1.141706 .000 

18 Beh. & Social Science     6.1334** 1.62818 .000 

19 Arts & Design    -.7735336 1.592019 .630 

20 Education     7.405897** 2.233286 .002 

21 Health     -5.385252* 2.002545 .010 

22 Other     2.724206 2.350279 .253 

23 Constant  22.77062 3.946549 .000  20.9547 4.308466 .000 

24 Adjusted R
2
 .0651 .1700 

                                                      
13 Balanced repeated replicates were used to calculate standard errors for all estimates cited in this report, including regression coefficients, 
ensuring that these measures of precision reflect the complex nature of the sampling methodology used to select B&B respondents.  
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Appendix E: Predictive Model of Non-majors’ 2003 
Salaries—Results of Regression Analysis 

Table E-1.  Effects of Selected Factors on 2003 Salary Levels for Non-humanities Majors 

** Effect significant at the 95% level (p < .05) 

  * Effect significant at the 90% level (p < .10)  

 
Ordinary Least Squares Regression 

(with log-transformed salary variable) 

 

 Coefficient 

Change in Salary 
Associated with 

One Unit 
Increase in 

Variable Standard Error p-value 

 Variable A B C D 

1 Humanities Credits -.0025645 -0.26% .0024048 .292 

2 Gender .1665003** 18.12% .0566533 .005 

3 Non-Asian Minority -.15249988* -14.14% .0761074 .051 

4 Asian -.0219557 -2.17% .1383173 .875 

5 Maternal Education -.0456437 -4.46% .032165 .163 

6 SAT Verbal Quartile .0179785 1.81% .028563 .532 

7 SAT Math Quartile .0187079 1.89% .032115 .563 

8 Institutional Selectivity  .1118311** 11.83% .0482765 .025 

9 Advanced Degree .0280551 2.85% .047788 .560 

10 Power-Seeking .0421954* 4.31% .0243721 .091 

11 Materialism .0514953** 5.28% .021007 .018 

12 Personal Fulfillment -.008662 -0.86% .0156296 .582 

13 Quality of Life -.0389558 -3.82% .0470428 .412 

14 Natural Science -.1163052 -10.98% .0734329 .121 

15 Engineering .1210335 12.87% .0834012 .154 

16 Beh. & Social Science -.1785543* -16.35% .0964271 .071 

17 Arts & Design -.1804293 -16.51% .1231006 .150 

18 Education -.2552574** -22.53% .0718055 .001 

19 Health  .079251 8.25% .1076342 .446 

21 Other -.1439238 -13.40% .0955294 .139 

22 Constant 10.61031 — .22175 .000 

23 Adjusted
 
R

2
 .1301 
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Table E-2.  Effects of Selected Factors on 2003 Salary Levels for STEM Majors 

** Effect significant at the 95% level (p < .05) 

  * Effect significant at the 90% level (p < .10) 

 
Ordinary Least Squares Regression 

(with log-transformed salary variable) 

 

 Coefficient 

Change in Salary 
Associated with 

One Unit 
Increase in 

Variable Standard Error p-value 

 Variable A B C D 

1 Humanities Credits -.0018262 -0.18% .003316 .585 

2 Gender .1481236** 15.97% .0714192 .044 

3 Non-Asian Minority .0847573 8.85% .0718208 .244 

4 Asian -.0501625 -4.89% .1548166 .747 

5 Maternal Education .0198146 2.00% .0290281 .499 

6 SAT Verbal Quartile -.0497957 -4.86% .0309278 .115 

7 SAT Math Quartile .1237987** 13.18% .0296974 .000 

8 Institutional Selectivity  .0692676 7.17% .0549631 .214 

9 Advanced Degree -.0002883 -0.03% .0495114 .995 

10 Power-Seeking .0284115 2.88% .0314688 .372 

11 Materialism .0817432** 8.52% .0303206 .010 

12 Personal Fulfillment -.0078976 -0.79% .0181318 .665 

13 Quality of Life .1344098** 14.39% .0586646 .027 

14 Constant 9.91782 — .2395426 .000 

23 Adjusted
 
R

2
 .2090 

 

 

 

 

 

 


