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In a difficult economy, many students and parents 
are thinking about the best ways to put a UW–Mad-
ison degree to use in today’s job market, and which 
majors or programs might be the most marketable 
during a recession.
	 “We sometimes have concerned parents asking 
what students are ‘qualified for’ with a liberal arts 
degree, and whether or not their students will be 
employable once they graduate, especially given the 
challenging economic climate,” says Patti Lux-Weber, 
Parent Program coordinator. 
	 Campus experts urge students to find an area of 
study that is a good fit as a pathway to a satisfying 
career.
	 While it may seem that choosing the “right” 
major is key to getting a good job, long-term 
professional success will be influenced by acquiring 
the right skills for a rapidly changing workplace, says 
Nancy Westphal-Johnson, associate dean of Letters 
and Science, the university’s largest college.
	 Students can gain much from a liberal education, 
which generally is described as a course of study 
intended to provide general knowledge and intellec-
tual skills in a specific area of interest, as opposed to 
occupational and technical skills. This approach to 
learning helps students become creative thinkers, al-
lowing them to be passionate, self-motivated learn-
ers who are tolerant and globally knowledgeable. 
Students with a liberal education are not limited 
by specialization, but are adaptable to change and 
open to new opportunities. 
	 Westphal-Johnson notes that some parents in-
stinctively advise their students to go into tradition-
ally safe and secure fields. But the current economy 
has shown that few sectors are immune to cuts, and 
that it is equally useful for students to acquire life 
skills, regardless of major.
	 For example, few history majors ultimately work 
as historians. But they do become proficient in writ-
ing, research, and reasoning, along with developing 
an understanding of and appreciation for diversity. 
This makes then well suited for the 21st-century 
economy. It is important for students, regardless of 
major, to acquire good communication skills and 
gain professional experience prior to graduation. 
	 The American Association of Colleges and Uni-
versities (AACU) recently surveyed employers about 
what traits they look for the most as they recruit for 

new employees. These traits include being able to:

•	� Work well in teams—especially in diverse situations

•	� Understand science and technology and how 
these subjects are used in real-world settings

•	� Write and speak well

•	� Think clearly about complex 
problems

•	� Analyze a problem to develop 
workable solutions

•	� Understand the global context 
in which work is now done

•	� Be creative and innovative in 
solving problems

•	� Apply knowledge and skills in 
new settings

•	� Understand numbers and statis-
tics through analytical reasoning

•	� Demonstrate a strong sense of ethics and integrity 

	 Specifically, employers look for potential hires 
who have “gained critical thinking and analytical 
skills, the ability to apply knowledge to new situa-
tions, the ability to work with others from a wide 
range of backgrounds, and knowledge about the 
world in general,” says Aaron Brower, UW–Madi-
son’s vice provost for teaching and learning.
	 Brower recalls learning from one employer that 
he first looks at the grades of a UW–Madison 
student to determine that the student was academi-
cally successful during college, but with further 
review pays close attention to the details of what 
the student accomplished while in school. Accom-
plishments may include internships, study abroad, 
service, research, and leadership activities, as they 
are a testament to the student’s ability to apply the 
knowledge they have acquired. 
	 “A degree from UW–Madison seems to be 
the litmus test for indicating that the candidate is 
qualified, but other experiences are clearly valued 
as well,” Brower adds. He encourages students, 
regardless of major and field, to seek out those 
out-of-classroom experiences that allow them to 
become active learners. 
	 The Letters & Science Career Services is a great 
resource for students with questions about majors 

A Liberal Arts Degree and Today’s Job Market 

The Parent Program  
is here for you.

www.parent.wisc.edu  
parent@uwmad.wisc.edu 

608-262-3977  
877-262-3977 

Professional Staff:
Nancy Sandhu

Patti Lux-Weber

Student Interns:
Julie Bohl

Nikki Schneider
Kim Mueller

In May 2008, 6,100 students 
earned bachelor’s degrees at 
UW–Madison, in more than 
137 majors. 

716 Langdon Street
Madison, WI 53706

Produced by the Parent Program and University Communications.
Funding provided by the UW Foundation.
Photos by University Communications.

Badger football student season tickets are sold 
through a weighted lottery because demand for 
tickets exceeds supply. Full-time undergraduate and 
graduate students enrolled for the fall semester as of 
June 1 are eligible to enter the lottery.
	 Students may register for the lottery online by 
visiting uwbadgers.com from June 15-30, with results 
anticipated on July 7. 
	 Seniors and graduate students receive four chances 
for tickets in the lottery. Juniors receive three chances, 
sophomores receive two chances, and incoming 
students receive one chance. (Class standing is de-
termined by an update provided by the Office of the 
Registrar on June 1.)
	 For the student body to be well-represented in the 
student section, each undergraduate class is guaran-
teed 2,000 lottery winners, and graduate students 
are guaranteed 500 lottery winners. The remaining 
winners can come from any class.
	 Students who don’t obtain tickets via the lottery 
can watch for students who are selling tickets in resi-
dence halls or on ticket sales sites. For more informa-
tion about the ticket distribution for football and other 
badger sporting events, visit: www.uwbadgers.com

Football Lottery Process

The League of American Bicyclists has named the University of 
Wisconsin–Madison a silver award-winner in its Bicycle Friendly 
Business program.
	 Bicycling is a strong component of the university’s alternative 
transportation program, UW Commuter Solutions. This program 
emphasizes the university’s mission to make walking, biking, 
taking the bus, or van- or car-pooling attractive transportation 
options for students, faculty, and staff.
	 Additionally, the City of Madison has been recognized as one 
of the Midwest’s most bike-friendly cities, boasting over 100 
miles of bike paths.

Did you know?

Student Finances: Checking In
When it comes to financing college educa-
tion, all families have unique circumstances 
and approaches. Students may be expected to 
contribute anywhere from zero to 100 percent 
of their tuition, room and board and living 
expenses, or assume the repayment burden of 
student loans. 
	 Campus experts urge open lines of  
communication between students and  
parents regarding finances. The summer can 
be a particularly good time to assess how fi-
nancial arrangements worked for the first year, 
and whether or not they should be adjusted 
for the future. 

•	� Start by asking: Was it difficult to get 
through the first year with the amount of 
money available? If so, why? What changes, 
if any, need to be made for next year?

•	� Ask your student to consider part-time work. 
A ten- to fifteen-hour per week job com-
mitment will not only provide extra income 
for your student, but also may be a valuable 
out-of-class experience. If your student had 
a part-time job, were grades affected? If 
grades were lower than expected, could that 
be due to working too many hours?

•	�� If finances fell short, the Financial Aid office 
can be an excellent resource for students 
and families to turn to for additional advice. 

Having these discussions will help your student 
start working toward financial independence, 
with the goal of even greater self-sufficiency 
as graduation approaches.
	 For more information about financial  
matters and resources available on campus, 
visit the Parent Program Web site or contact 
Parent Program staff.




