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Abstract

CROWE, LUCINDA J., Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership, May 2022.

Decline in Foreign Language Majors: A Case Study at a Small, Private, Midwestern University

Chair of Dissertation Committee: Bonnie Beach, Ph.D.

Even though a great deal of research exists that speaks to the individual and societal 

advantages of foreign language learning, enrollment in world language courses at universities 

across the United States continues to plummet. The research site for this case study is no 

exception to this phenomenon. To understand the decline in foreign language majors, it is 

necessary to understand how and why students choose their majors. Although studies on 

variables influencing choice of major abound, a gap exists in relating the influence of these 

variables to the choice of foreign language per se as a major. 

In this case study a qualitative approach was employed to identify the factors that influence 

students’ choice of major and to explore initiatives that might strengthen the foreign language 

program at this small, private university. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 

participants who had chosen foreign language majors and 10 elementary-level foreign language

students who had chosen majors other than foreign language. An analysis of the data from 

these two groups answered the overarching questions of the study: What factors influence 

students to choose a foreign language major? What factors influence students to choose majors

other than a foreign language? Are there differences and similarities in the factors influencing 

major choice identified by students majoring in a foreign language and those not majoring in a 

foreign language? What initiatives do students suggest as ways to strengthen the foreign 

language program? Triangulation of data, pilot testing, peer review, member checking, an audit 

trail, and reflexivity augmented the study’s validity and trustworthiness. The findings revealed 

little difference and great similarity in the factors identified as influential in degree choice among 

students majoring in a foreign language and those majoring in other fields. In ascending order of
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frequency, the most influential variables cited include middle and high school programs, K-12 

teachers, economic considerations, and intrinsic interest or passion for the subject matter. The 

suggestions offered by the participants to strengthen the foreign language program centered on 

interdisciplinary collaboration with a focus on careers, departmental outreach to feeder schools, 

and curricular and pedagogical approaches with an emphasis on conversation and community-

based learning. 
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Chapter 1: A Problem of Practice

“Nothing less is at issue than the nation’s security” (Perkins, 1979, p. 457). This warning 

regarding the formidable decline of foreign language study throughout all levels of the 

educational system was published in the 1979 President’s Commission on Foreign Language 

and International Studies. Yet, despite this warning, 8.6% of U.S. colleges and universities had 

no enrollment in languages other than English in fall 2016 (Looney & Lusin, 2019).

Education plays a vital and influential role in the evolution of America's social, political, 

economic, and cultural identity. As educational philosophies change throughout history, the 

curriculum and student learning objectives mirror the transformation. The subject matter taught 

in schools is critical because schools provide academic skills and opportunities for students to 

develop relationships, emotional skills, and identities. Furthermore, schools reflect their local 

communities and offer young people opportunities for community and political involvement. 

Thus, the importance of educational philosophies and curricular content and their impact on 

American culture cannot be overstated. 

According to Trow (1972), at the beginning of the 20th century approximately 250,000 

students, which represented 4% of the population between 18 and 21 years of age, were 

enrolled in colleges and universities. By 1920 that number more than doubled. By 1940 college 

enrollment had increased to 1.5 million, and in 1960 the number increased to 3.25 million, 

representing about 33% of the college-age population. Within this time period, higher education 

grew from a system of small and medium-sized institutions into a system including large 

universities. This higher education system had transformed from mostly private institutions seen

as elitist for a privileged few into predominantly public institutions open to the general 

population. As a result, universities could no longer identify with a single academic role.

Unfortunately, expansion often resulted in conflict between professional schools and the 

humanities. The forces underlying the enormous growth in higher education and the conflicts 
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between the professional schools and the humanities generally revolved around economics and

the demand for jobs. Trow maintained that the emphasis on economics had “transformed higher

education from a privilege into a right” (1972, p. 62) and eventually into a job-centered 

obligation. The resultant policy impetus can be seen today in the Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA) and the College-and-Career-Ready (CCR) Standards (Malin et al., 2017). The threat to 

the humanities, which, according to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, is defined as 

“the study of languages, literature, history, film, civics, philosophy, and the arts” (as quoted in 

Spencer, 2014, p.400), is critical since job preparedness continues to be the focus of a college 

education.

Beginning with Greek and Roman philosophers, the humanities have centered on critical

thinking skills and civic duty. This fundamental ethos has shaped American democracy and 

remains critical in the crusade for equality (McKinney, 2017). Many noteworthy eras in history 

have resulted in transfigurations of American educational philosophy, the relative importance of 

the humanities, and especially the importance of foreign language learning. For example, the 

1957 Russian launch of Sputnik fueled panic of the possible proliferation of communism 

throughout the world and resulted in an educational emphasis in the U.S. on math, science, and

foreign languages (Brecht & Rivers, 2000).

During the 1960s and 1970s, interest in foreign language learning subsided (Lambert, 

1985). However, concern over the quality of education, aided first by a report that SAT scores 

had fallen continually since the mid-1960s and secondly by studies documenting poor 

performance in all subject areas compared to performance levels in other countries, brought a 

call for educational reform. This call resulted in the 1983 report of the U.S. National Commission

on Excellence in Education (Ravitch, 1990). Foreign language was named an at-risk area in this

report, and many in Congress rallied to support the nation's need for foreign language studies. 

For example, the former Senator Paul Simon (D-IL) authored and published The Tongue-Tied 
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American: Confronting the Foreign Language Crisis supporting foreign language learning 

(Moeller & Abbott, 2018).

At the beginning of the 21st century, following the 2001 World Trade Center attack, 

emphasis focused even more directly on the usefulness of foreign language study (Modern 

Language Association, 2007). However, this spike in interest did not last, and foreign language 

degrees, as well as other degrees from the humanities, took a back seat to the emphasis on 

financial remuneration. In 2010 and 2011, according to the American Community Survey, recent

college graduates with degrees in the liberal arts and humanities had an unemployment rate of 

9% and an approximate annual salary of $30,000. In contrast, recent college graduates with 

engineering degrees had an unemployment rate of 7.4% and average earnings of approximately

$54,000 (Carnevale et al., 2013). Thus, the humanities find it difficult to compete with 

professional schools when salaries are the main concern.

Moreover, today's focus on community colleges serves to undermine foreign language 

study. President Barack Obama, in a speech introducing the American Graduation Initiative, 

declared that community colleges have the most significant impact on meeting the workforce 

demands of the 21st century and that “many young people are saving money by spending 2 

years at community college before heading to a 4-year college” (Obama, 2009). Students 

coming from community colleges into 4-year institutions have generally met their general 

education requirements and see no reason to take a foreign language course, much less to 

entertain the idea of starting a new major. This emphasis on education as a program for 

workforce development diminishes the role of the humanities in an era when education should 

be the agent of social change (Kuntz et al., 2011). 

As educational philosophies change because of economic, social, or political factors, the

one constant is the focus on economic wherewithal. Increasingly, higher education has centered

on economic potential and career readiness. This capitalistic mindset with its inextricable link to 
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education demands pedagogy that is responsive to industry since students are taught from an 

early age that a good education is the launching pad to economic furtherance (Theobald, 2016).

Thus, despite its foundational role in society, the study of humanities has fallen victim to 

devaluation within the world of academia, and, as a result, universities have suffered the 

eradication of courses and even entire departments (Couto Costa, 2019). This devaluation of 

foreign language study has a negative impact on America’s economic security and national 

defense (Stein-Smith, 2015). 

Statement of the Problem

The decline in foreign language as a degree choice is a problem in higher education that

affects the individual, the community, and society as a whole (MLA, 2007). To understand the 

decline in foreign language majors, it is necessary to understand how students choose their 

majors. While a substantial amount of research exists on factors influencing the choice of major,

a gap exists in relating these factors, and possibly others, to the choice of foreign language as a

major.

Numerous researchers have studied the choice of major. The majority have found 

economics to be pivotal in this choice (Beggs et al., 2008; Long et al., 2015).   One study noted 

that when making a choice based on expected earnings, men are more influenced by the 

variable than are women, and whites more than people of color (Montmarquette et al., 2002). 

While noting the importance of economic utility on the selection of a major, researchers have 

also concentrated on other key variables. For example, research demonstrates that a student’s 

sociocultural background is important (Leppel et al., 2001; Ma, 2009; Simpson, 2001). Some 

studies point to self-efficacy and personality and the effect they have on the choice of major 

(Bourdieu, 1993; Porter & Umbach, 2006). Other studies speak to the culture of the university 

department and the impact it has on choice and persistence with a major (Hartnett & Centra, 

1977; Pascarella et al., 1988; St. John et al., 2004). Additionally, researchers have looked at 
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race and gender to determine their influence on the decision of a major (England & Li, 2006; 

Hagedorn et al., 1996; Ma, 2011; Polachek, 1978.)  Several studies focus on motivation as a 

determinant in choice of major (Burton et al., 2006; DeMarie & Aloise-Young, 2003). Other 

researchers have focused on the impact of family and other influential people in a student's life 

as important factors in degree choice (Sonaike, 2007; McDill & Coleman, 1965).

Despite the plethora of studies that contextualize the college major choice, research 

relating the selection process specifically to foreign language and the decline in foreign 

language majors is lacking. The standing of foreign language learning in America has been part 

of both academic and public conversations for multiple years but with little effect (Stein-Smith, 

2019). The majority of the research relating foreign language learning to the generalized 

variables in choice of major centers on motivation, but even these studies are limited in number.

For example, few studies explore the motivational perspective of foreign language learning as it 

relates to university-level students (Busse & Walter, 2013). Research shows that pedagogy and 

curriculum related to college courses affect the choice of foreign language as a major, yet few 

empirical studies exist to determine what styles work best (Lambert, 1985; Pufahl & Rhodes, 

2011). Since studies indicate that students make the greatest gains in cultural awareness and 

also profit economically, socially, and intellectually to the greatest degree with advanced levels 

of foreign language study (Curtain, 1990), more research is needed to understand the factors 

involved in foreign language as a college degree choice.

Researchers emphasize the need for further study on “who or what” influences the 

choice of a college major (Pearson & Dellman-Jenkins, 1997). This question can be addressed 

by looking at four key areas. First, researchers stress the need to address the economic role in 

the selection of a major (Arcidiacono, 2004; D’Agruma, & Hardy, 1997; Damari et al., 2017). 

Secondly, more research is needed to examine the role of interpersonal relationships in major 

choice (Awad, 2014; Fox et al., 2019; Pufahl & Rhodes, 2011). Third, researchers also call for 
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studies to advance the understanding of motivation in the selection of a major and how this 

variable relates to the decline in foreign language majors (Atitsogbui, 2014; Awad, 2014; Busse 

& Walter, 2013; Fox et al., 2019.)  Lastly, further investigation is needed in the areas of 

university curriculum and pedagogy. Researchers call for empirical studies to compare the 

effects of diverse teaching methods (Busse & Walter, 2013; Lambert, 1985; Pufahl & Rhodes, 

2011). Also, to investigate this fourth key area, further studies are warranted on community-

based learning as a curricular strategy for advancing the objectives of a liberal arts education 

and reversing the decline in foreign language majors (George-Paschal et al., 2019; Keen & Hall,

2009). 

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to investigate the decline in foreign language majors at a 

small, private, Midwestern university by identifying factors influencing the choice of college 

majors and exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign language program. 

The decline in foreign language majors, and in the humanities in general, coincides with 

the movement of the economy. The recessions since 1980, including the Great Recession of 

2007-2009, have resulted in dwindling allocation of mid-level skill jobs and jobless recoveries. 

These recessions plus the current COVID-19 recession have distorted the conception of 

educational conversance. The economic downturns have contributed to the furtherance of 

college majors that avow economic promise while the number of humanities majors dwindles 

(Spencer, 2014). Within universities, the humanities often suffer decreased funding and are 

seen as impractical (Laverty, 2015). Although interest in the subject matter should be the 

criterion by which students choose their major, by in large, students find themselves in 

situations where they must choose between many parameters and are often forced to concede 

intellectual attainment to economic utility (Zemsky et al., 2005).
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This current research sought to examine student choice related to the selection of a 

foreign language major. The theoretical framework centers on the student choice construct, 

which encompasses students sequentially making choices in situational contexts. These 

choices are influenced by individual experience, family backgrounds, and environmental 

variables. The student choice construct enables researchers to study disparate college students

and include their distinct histories, values, and narratives in the inquiry. The research can also 

delve into the role of social and cultural experiences to examine how they impact the choice of 

whether to attend college, which university to attend, and, as pertains to this study, what course 

of study to pursue (Paulsen, 1990; Paulsen & St. John, 1997, 2002; Perna, 2006; St. John, 

Asker, & Hu, 2001; St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996). 

As students negotiate the different choices throughout their university experience, they 

are guided by different factors. This study, operating from the interpretivist paradigm, sought to 

identify the factors that influence students to choose a foreign language major by exploring their 

subjective experiences and socially constructed knowledge with the goal of discovering 

strategies to strengthen the foreign language program at a small, private, Midwestern university.

Research Questions

Specifically, this research was guided by the following questions as they relate to students at 

this university. 

1. What factors influence students to choose a foreign language major?

2. What factors influence students to choose majors other than a foreign language?

3. Are there differences and similarities in the factors influencing major choice identified by 

students majoring in a foreign language and those not majoring in a foreign language?

4. What initiatives do students suggest as ways to strengthen the foreign language 

program?

Significance of the Study
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This research, using qualitative methodology, aspired to contribute to the knowledge 

surrounding the choice of college major and extend this knowledge to focus on the choice of 

foreign language as a major. Specifically, in an effort to address the decline in foreign language 

majors at a small, private, Midwestern university, this study produced insight into why students 

choose to major in a foreign language and the factors that influence that choice. Additionally, by 

employing the single case study design, students had the opportunity to speak about their 

experiences and offer suggestions to bolster the foreign language program. The impact of the 

findings proved to be significant for this small, private, Midwest university by generating ideas to

increase the number of foreign language majors. 

This case study may have broader significance as well. According to Bhattacharya 

(2017), case studies are used for “in-depth understanding and can also be used to inform 

policies or to uncover contributing reasons for cause-and-effect relationship” (p. 109). In keeping

with this explanation, this study explored the causal variables in major choice through the in-

depth experiences of foreign language majors and produced data that practitioners and 

administrators can use to inform strategies and policies aimed at reversing the decline in foreign

language majors, a problem relevant in the field of foreign language education throughout the 

United States.

Definition of Terms

Case study. A research methodology that entails a concentrated “study of a single unit… a 

spatially bounded phenomenon… observed at a single point in time or over some delimited 

period of time” (Gerring, 2004, p. 342).

College major. The area of study that determines the projected career path a student chooses 

to pursue. This research looks at the selection process and the key variables that eventually 

lead to the choice of major, in particular with regard to foreign language. 
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Community-based learning. In this study, community-based learning refers to curricular 

strategies that give students the opportunity to learn from the community while addressing 

community-identified needs. 

Curriculum. In this study, curriculum refers to the academic content and lessons taught in

specific college courses. 

Economic Utility. For this research, economic utility refers to the profound influence that the 

marketplace has on educational decision making. Additionally, it entails the tendency of 

students to choose majors based on economic promise instead of intellectual, social, and 

cultural pansophy. 

Extrinsic motivation. According to the American Psychological Association, extrinsic 

motivation is an external impetus to participate in an activity based on the associated likelihood 

of being rewarded or punished. 

Foreign language. The term “foreign language” refers to a language not commonly spoken in 

the country of the speaker.  The term has been replaced in many schools by “world language,” 

defined by the Cambridge Dictionary as “a language used in many different countries.”  The vast

majority of the literature still employs the term “foreign language.”  According to Moeller and 

Catalano (2015), “A language is considered foreign if it is learned largely in the classroom and is

not spoken in the society where the teaching occurs” (p.327). In keeping with that definition, this

study will generally incorporate the wording “foreign language.”

Interpretivist paradigm. The framework for research derived from a belief that reality and 

knowledge are multiple, subjective, and socially constructed (Creswell, 2013).

Intrinsic motivation. According to the APA, intrinsic motivation is the desire to participate in an 

activity that stems from a genuine curiosity regarding the activity itself as opposed to any 

extraneous advantage which might be gained from the participation.



10

MLA. The Modern Language Association of America, founded in 1883, is the principal 

professional organization for language scholars. Today it boasts membership in over 100 

countries. The group conducts research and publishes several scholarly journals.  

Passion. "A strong inclination toward a self-defining activity that people like (or love), find 

important, and in which they invest time and energy (Vallerand & Verner-Filion, 2013).

Pedagogy. In this study, pedagogy refers to the range of techniques and methods involved in 

the practice of teaching.

Self-Determination Theory. The SDT construct differentiates between autonomous motivation,

which can include both intrinsic and extrinsic sources, and controlled motivation, which equates 

to external regulation where the motivation consists of possible rewards or punishment. The 

theory assumes that individuals want to experience a connection to other people, competence, 

and autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Self-efficacy. This term is defined as an individual's belief in his or her ability to implement 

behaviors necessary to effect specific performance goals. Self-efficacy beliefs are grounded in 

the conviction that the individual has the power to regulate and control his or her motivation, 

behavior, goal achievement, and decision-making processes (Bandura, 1997).

Social constructivism. This theory asserts that all knowledge is subjective and that knowledge

and meaning are created through social interactions with others (Creswell, 2013).

Socio-educational model of second language acquisition. This theory asserts that second 

language learning involves both aptitude and motivation and that the cultural beliefs about the 

second language community will influence the motivational component of the process (Gardner,

1985). The model specifies two classifications of motivational orientation: integrative and 

instrumental. Integrative orientation, which is also referred to as intrinsic orientation, centers on 

a student's personal interest in the culture and the people of the target language, whereas an 
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instrumental orientation centers on the student's possible utilitarian advancement, for example, 

the desire to obtain a higher grade (Gardner & Lambert, 1959).

Student choice construct. This empirically tested theoretical framework maintains that 

students make sequences of choices in situational contexts and that these choices are informed

by their diverse backgrounds, family circumstances, and environmental factors. This construct 

allows for sociological and cultural influences in the contributing determinants of choice 

(Paulsen, 1990; Paulsen & St. John, 1997, 2002; Perna, 2006; St. John, Asker, & Hu, 2001; St. 

John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996).  

Summary

Since the late 19th century, economic utility has been a focal point in the U.S. education 

system (Clark et al.,1994). The emphasis on work-force preparedness has become central in 

the choice of a college major (Couto Costa, 2019; Trow, 1972). This view of college as a 

launching platform for future economic wherewithal has undermined the role of the humanities 

at a time when contemporary global society necessitates an understanding of languages, 

cultures, and history (Kuntz et al., 2011; Stein-Smith, 2015). Despite this societal urgency, the 

most recent report by the MLA shows more than a 15% decline in the study of foreign 

languages at the college level between 2009 and 2016 (Looney & Lusin, 2019).   

The purpose of this case study was to investigate the decline in foreign language majors

at a small, private, Midwestern university by identifying factors influencing the choice of college 

majors and exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign language program. Although numerous

studies have dealt with the key variables in the selection of a major (Beggs et al., 2008; 

Bourdieu, 1993; Burton et al., 2006; DeMarie & Aloise-Young, 2003; England & Li, 2006; 

Hagedorn et al., 1996; Hartnett & Centra, 1977; Leppel et al., 2001; Long et al., 2015; Ma, 2009;

McDill & Coleman, 1965; Montmarquette et al., 2002; Pascarella et al., 1988; Polachek, 1978; 

Porter & Umbach, 2006; St. John, Hu, et al., 2004; Simpson, 2001; Sonaike, 2007), few studies 
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have investigated the choice of foreign language per se as a major (Busse & Walter, 2013; 

Lambert, 1985; Pufahl & Rhodes, 2011). This study will address that gap.

The student choice construct was used as the theoretical framework to understand why 

and how students decide to seek a degree in foreign language. In order to identify factors that 

influence students in their choice of major, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

participants who had chosen foreign language majors and with elementary-level foreign 

language students who had chosen majors other than a world language. An analysis of the data

from these two groups established the key influential factors in major choice and the difference 

and similarities of these factors as identified by students majoring in a foreign language and 

those majoring in a subject other than a foreign language.

Additionally, the analysis, which explored the students’ subjective experiences and 

socially constructed knowledge, provided valuable insight to inform strategies to bolster the 

foreign language program at this small, private, Midwestern university. It is hoped that the 

insight gleaned from this study might also benefit other comparable universities experiencing a 

decline in foreign language enrollment. 
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Chapter 2: A Review of the Literature

This chapter reviews literature related to college students’ decision-making processes 

regarding the choice of major. It begins with an overview of foreign language study and the 

decline in foreign language majors, which leads to the theoretical framework for this research. 

The explanation of the theoretical construct is followed by the emerging themes which, 

according to an abundance of research, are the key factors that influence major choice. The 

discussion of each of these key factors segues into the summary of the review of literature 

findings. The chapter ends with a reiteration of the purpose of this case study. 

Overview of Foreign Language Study

The benefits of the humanities, including the study of foreign languages, are 

unmistakable. Studies in the humanities ask students to conceptualize different linguistic and 

theoretical possibilities, which in turn link them to others in place and time. Through this 

unending quest regarding the nature of man, humanistic studies continue infinitely since the 

meaning lies in what is gained from the pursuit, not the answer to the question itself (Laverty, 

2015).  One study elaborated on this idea by pointing out that daily activities, such as making 

commitments, sharing stories, and reacting to adversity, are incredibly diverse in every culture 

and that it is only through the study of distinct cultures, historical eras, and theoretical 

viewpoints that students can grow in understanding and sensitivity (Bøyum, 2007).

Unfortunately, foreign language learning, which acts as a door to understanding diverse 

cultures, has never been a constant in the American educational system. Although the 1958 

National Defense Education Act aroused interest in foreign language study, the trend did not 

continue, and students did not advance to a level of proficiency (Hamayan, 1986). More 

recently, a major setback for foreign language instruction came in the form of the 2002 No Child 

Left Behind Act. Due to its focus on mathematics and reading skills, some school districts 
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eliminated foreign language and other program options in an effort to rechannel their resources 

with the hope of producing better scores on mandatory standardized testing (Manzo, 2008).

Complacency with regard to foreign language learning, due in large part to the relative 

geographic isolation of the US and the fact that English is the international language, has 

resulted in a distorted perception of well-being which creates political, economic, and social 

vulnerabilities. The 1986 terrorist attack on a Berlin discotheque serves as an example of 

political vulnerability. According to Hamayan (1986), the event possibly could have been 

avoided had the U.S. intelligence service, which was intercepting the messages, had someone 

on staff who spoke Berber. With regard to US businesses, those corporations whose employees

are not able to meet the cultural and linguistic needs of international clients are economically 

vulnerable and often lose big accounts. For example, sales of the Chevrolet Nova remained low 

in Latin America until the auto manufacturer changed the name of the car after learning that in 

Spanish “Nova” (no va) means “it doesn’t go” (Hamayan, 1986). Concerning social 

vulnerabilities, Hamayan (1986) makes the argument that students who do not have the 

opportunity to learn a foreign language beginning at an early age and continuing throughout 

their years of schooling are deprived of a global education which includes knowledge and 

understanding of diverse cultures and effective communication skills.

Tochon (2009) in an article that postulates the study of foreign language as the key to 

global understanding adds to Hamayan’s argument by citing several studies which have 

resulted in a preponderance of evidence. These studies demonstrate that studying foreign 

language increases global cooperation and goodwill, improves employment opportunities, 

boosts native language precision, enhances scores on college exams (incrementally with each 

year of language studies), magnifies creativity, enhances general cognitive function, augments 

understanding of oneself, and deepens understanding of one’s own culture. Tochon (2009) also 
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points out that countries whose students do not gain proficiency in other languages in essence 

isolate themselves and lose political standing.

Most countries around the world, recognizing the many benefits of knowing more than 

one language, are moving toward foreign language study at a very young age. Acknowledging 

that language studies begun at an early age offer students the opportunity to acquire advanced 

language skills over time, several countries have made foreign language classes compulsory in 

the lower grades. Unfortunately, the majority of students in the United States are not given the 

opportunity to embark on their foreign language study until middle or even high school (Pufahl &

Rhodes, 2011).                                                                                                                                

Despite research indicating that students gain the greatest utilitarian and ideological 

benefits when they reach advanced levels of language proficiency and cultural awareness 

(Curtain, 1990), many students discontinue their studies before achieving the degree of 

proficiency necessary to capitalize fully on the benefits of foreign language study. This 

phenomenon is confirmed by the 2019 MLA report which reveals a 15.3% decline in foreign 

language enrollment at the university level within a period of only seven years (Looney & Lusin, 

2019). 

Theoretical Framework  

This study approached the decline in foreign language majors through an epistemology 

of constructivism and the lens of choice. Although the investigation addressed the previously 

defined self-determination theory and the socio-educational model of second language 

acquisition, these concepts were discussed within the limited context of motivational theories 

and did not constitute the conceptual framework of this study. The theoretical framework for this 

study was the student choice construct as derived from social constructivism, the theory which 

asserts that knowledge and meaning are subjective and created through social interactions with 

others. As previously defined, the student choice construct, which has been empirically tested, 
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asserts that students make choices in a sequential manner and in situational contexts. Self-

efficacy, previously defined as an individual's belief in the endogenous power to implement 

behaviors necessary to effect performance goals, is implied within this framework. The student 

choice theory contends that choices are influenced by students' individual experiences as well 

as family settings and environmental circumstances. The construct can be applied to the choice 

of attending or not attending college, the choice of which college to attend, and the choice of 

which major to pursue. (Paulsen, 1990; Paulsen & St. John, 1997, 2002; Perna, 2006; St. John, 

Asker, & Hu, 2001; St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996).  For example, sequential education 

choices begin with the evolution of postsecondary aspirations influenced by factors such as 

academic preparedness, socioeconomic status, family background, and peer influence. If the 

decision is made to attend college, then the next sequential choice is to decide on a particular 

college. Once at the university, students are faced with an array of choices including where to 

live, what campus organizations to join, what classes to take, and what major to select. Because

this theoretical framework allows researchers to look at individual students and incorporate their

values, personal narratives, and sociocultural experiences into the research, it was an excellent 

construct for this case study. Specifically, this investigation comprised individual interviews with 

students which entailed personal histories and experiences. Thus, in keeping with the purpose 

of case studies to serve as a bridge between theory and real life (Toloie-Eshlaghy et al., 2011), 

the student choice construct constituted an ideal theoretical framework for this research. 

Themes Influencing Major Choice

As the world becomes increasingly globalized, the need for those who are proficient in 

foreign languages also increases. Specifically, the skills acquired through the prolonged study of

a foreign language result in proficiency in communication and increased cultural awareness and

are necessary to understanding sociopolitical issues as well as the cultural foundations of 

society. Because data indicate a decline in foreign language enrollment in higher education and 
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because colleges across the United States had to close 651 foreign language programs 

between 2013 and 2016 (Looney & Lusin, 2019), research into the causes of this problem of 

attrition is necessary.

Although a substantial amount of research exists on factors influencing the choice of 

major, a gap exists in relating these factors to foreign language as a degree choice. The 

preponderance of literature suggests four themes as factors that influence the selection of a 

college major. This case study explored these four themes during semi-structured interviews at 

a small, private, Midwestern university to determine which of these factors, and possibly others, 

were influential in the students’ choice to major or not major in a foreign language.

Based on scholarly research, the following four common themes evolved and are 

discussed in this review of literature: 1) the influence of economic outcomes in the choice of a 

college major; 2) the function of interpersonal relationships in choosing a major; 3) the impact of

intrinsic interest or motivation related to major choice; and 4) the role of college curriculum and 

pedagogy in the selection of a major. 

The Influence of Economic Outcomes in the History of American Education

The history of education in America reflects the philosophical underpinnings of its 

founding; and, from its inception, the educational system has played a vital role in the 

development of the sociopolitical and economic structures of society. In the 17th century, 

English philosopher John Locke declared man in his natural state as greedy and in need of an 

economic theory to advance his drive for prosperity. As a result, he “cleared an intellectual path 

that paved the way for capitalistic enterprises” (Theobald, 2016, p. 29). Capitalism initially 

traveled to the American colonies with the Puritans under the charter of the Virginia Company of

London. By way of a long and multifaceted journey with different regional paths, capitalism had 
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become the essence of the US economy by the mid-nineteenth century and had transformed 

America by the late 1800s (Clark et al.,1994).

Because capitalism has served as the economic foundation of the United States since 

the late 1800s, an educational system that reflects and promotes capitalistic ideas has become 

the logical consequence. Thus, students are indoctrinated at an early age into the belief that 

education is all about competition. The goal is to have the best GPA and the best resume to get 

into the best colleges and to obtain the most lucrative job possible (Theobald, 2016). The 

tenacious link between capitalism and education produces a mechanistic model of teaching that

responds to the demands of industry and results in students accepting academic incompetence 

(Freire, 1973). 

The history of schooling in the United States also reveals the struggle between two 

competing philosophies regarding the nature of man. Adherents of Locke’s philosophy have 

looked at schooling as a means to economic prosperity. The other philosophy, which at times 

has characterized education in the United States, is that of Montesquieu. This French 

philosopher believed that man by nature is communal, not competitive, and committed to 

helping others. In short, Montesquieu saw education as a provision for achieving collective good

(Theobald, 2016).

Throughout the early part of the 1800s, education in the US generally adhered to 

Montesquieu’s philosophy due to the popular aversion to the excessiveness of capitalism as 

well as to the convincing arguments denouncing capitalism set forth by Karl Marx.  However, the

tide began to change in 1859 when Darwin published his theory of evolution and natural 

selection. In 1882, sociologist Herbert Spencer arrogated the idea that organisms with positive 

traits are more likely to survive and produce offspring by applying the theory to humans and 

coining the phrase “survival of the fittest.”  The principle when applied to learning provided the 

justification to focus education on those who had the best chance of economic success while 
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disregarding the schooling of the poor and the minorities. Hence, schools developed tracks and 

lanes and emerged as a vehicle to pigeonhole students toward their predetermined economic 

future (Theobald, 2016). 

A progressive view of education in opposition to this determinist philosophy made some 

headway beginning in the 1890s and through the early part of the 20th century. Progressivists 

contended that the only way to ensure social evolution was to base education on Montesquieu’s

belief of man as a social being who seeks the well-being of the community. They insisted that all

students need an education to include history and current events to prepare them as full 

members of society able to make decisions regarding politics. The progressivists further posited

that education should include community responsibility to meet the immediate needs of the 

students and their locality (Theobald, 2016). John Dewey, the preeminent scholar and 

educational reformer during the first half of the twentieth century, saw education as playing a 

pivotal role in shaping America's socioeconomic, political, and cultural values. As such, he 

focused on the importance of the humanities and human development as opposed to economic 

utility. In his book The School and Social Progress (1907), Dewey insisted, "The aim [of 

education] is not the economic value of the products, but the development of social power and 

insight" (p. 32). 

With its focus on the here and now, the common man, the preservation of human dignity,

and the goal of ushering in a society distinguished by justice and equity, the progressivists had 

a fair share of supporters during the depression. However, World War II with its emphasis on 

military might and production to support the war effort killed the progressive educators’ hope for 

a humanities-centered curriculum. Instead, learning became laser focused on individual 

competition, international competition, and education for the purpose of productivity (Theobald, 

2016).



20

By the 1950s, economic competence was such a mainstay of education and so 

ingrained in the American psyche that it was working its way down to the primary school level. 

According to college educators Gavian and Nanassy (1955), introducing economics at the 

secondary education level was too late. They insisted that economic competence needed to 

become a goal at the elementary level.

On the other end of the educational spectrum are the circumstances which have led to 

an obsession with economic potential at the university level. The majority of colleges until the 

19th century had faculties of law, medicine, and theology (Wilshire, 1990). The focus in higher 

education was theological in nature. Subjects such as mathematics and the classics were 

taught to help prepare clergymen to interact with the wealthy members of society (Pulliam, 

1991). However, during the Progressive Era, the US Congress established land grant 

universities with a practical curriculum designed to teach agriculture and mechanical arts to the 

general population (Theobald, 2016). The image of the university as an elitist sanctuary was 

further eroded by the G.I. Bill following World War II. Also, at this time the science faculties 

began partnerships in federal research projects (Zemsky et al., 2005).

The 1960s ushered in further transformation of higher education. As a result of the 

sociopolitical call for equality, the face of the university changed, federal student aid increased, 

and a more diversified, individualized curriculum ensued. The 1980s revealed more pressure 

from industry and the federal government which resulted in a push for economic preparedness 

at the expense of intellectual scholarship (Theobald, 2016). This trend has continued, and today

higher education is a market-driven venture. The university culture centers on competition for 

the best students, the best athletes, the best faculty as well as on commercialism driven by 

marketing research. Universities have become degree mills. In short, intellectual passion has 

been replaced by a diploma that equates to an employment resume (Zemsky et al., 2005). 
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Numerous studies lend credence to the idea that the focus of college study is not 

intellectual passion but employment opportunity. One study, which compared factors through 

the use of a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to determine the level of significance, 

indicated male college students, in particular, choose their major based on job opportunities, 

salary levels, and career advancement (Malgwi et al., 2005). A two-part study employing 

qualitative methods and quantitative methods, respectively, placed job characteristics among 

the top influences in determining a college major. Characteristics including salary, wage 

potential, benefits, advancement, prestige, work-life harmony, and post-graduate job 

opportunities were noted as important factors in determining the college major (Beggs et al., 

2008). In another study, researchers compiled statistics from several sources including the 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System and Current Population Survey data as well 

as data from public universities in Washington state and data regarding state-level 

unemployment. Using this data, they analyzed the connection between labor market earnings 

and college major choices and found statistically significant correlations between changes in 

wages by occupation and consequent changes in college majors from 1982 until 2012 (Long et 

al., 2015).

The Function of Interpersonal Relationships on the Choice of College Major

In conjunction with the economic factor in the selection of a college major, advice from 

other individuals is an important consideration in the equation. One study revealed that the 

engagement of parents with regard to educational decisions begins while a child is in middle 

school. When the student is in 11th and 12th grades, the focus narrows, and the question of 

accessible majors enters the picture (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000). Another study conducted in 

1997 revealed that 19% of entering freshmen cited their parents as the most significant 

factor influencing which major to pursue. The students indicated that teachers were the 

second most influential group in their decision (Pearson & Dellman-Jenkins, 1997). The 
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influence of parents was confirmed in 2015 when an investigation employing a 

phenomenological perspective, grounded theory methodology, and semi-structured interviews 

looked at undecided students and the decisions they made during their freshmen year. The data

revealed that, much more than academic advising, parental influence was the decisive factor in 

the selection of a major and in career decisions (Workman, 2015). 

Researchers using multinomial logit analysis to study the effects of parental occupation 

and concomitant socioeconomic effects in the determination of college majors demonstrated 

that the occupational backgrounds of the parents were a decisive factor in determining the 

major choice of their children. Both male and female students with fathers in professional 

occupations were inclined to choose majors in engineering and sciences, whereas sons more 

than daughters chose to major in business (Leppel et al., 2001). A quantitative study using data 

from the National Education Longitudinal Study 1988–1994 (NELS: 88–94) and based on a 

nationally representative sample of adolescents tracked from high school through college found 

that parents in a lower socioeconomic status encouraged children to choose their major in 

subjects that would lead to lucrative jobs rather than subjects reflecting traditional gender roles 

(Ma, 2009). Other studies indicate that parents also influence their children's choice of major 

based from a gender perspective. For example, studies of female college students consistently 

reveal that those who come from households where their mothers work outside the home are 

more likely to choose their mother as their role model and to pursue studies leading to a 

prestigious career (Douvan, 1976). One study reported that mothers who hold four-year college 

degrees are especially influential on their children’s career paths (Smith, 2000). And another 

study indicated mothers will have an increasing influence on daughters’ career paths as the 

number of women achieving higher levels of education enter the labor force (Adya & Kaiser, 

2005). A study using multinomial logit modeling indicated that social class hierarchy can 

reproduce itself in the educational system often having the compelling effect of influencing 
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students to choose a major that would allow them to continue in their parents’ footsteps, even 

though such a choice may not represent a lucrative career (Simpson, 2001). A qualitative 

analysis of videotaped conversations between parents and adolescents to investigate the 

involvement of family in career development revealed that children from collectivist cultures may

have their career path chosen for them. Adolescents were expected to make career choices 

based on being faithful to the values, traditions, and beliefs of their cultural heritage (Young et 

al, 2001). The self-determination theory, presented previously in the definition of terms, refers to

this duty as an external prescription where the motivation consists of presumable rewards or 

punishment.

Besides parental influence, and secondarily teacher guidance, peer influence is also 

impactful on the choice of major.  For example, one study found that the influence of both family

and peers is more important than the socioeconomic status of the family on college plans and 

that the types of peer groups with which a student associates influence the pursuit of a 

particular academic path (McDill & Coleman, 1965). Further evidence of the importance of peer 

influence in the choice of college majors comes from a study at West Point. The study looked at 

the effect of peers in educational settings at the United States Military Academy and noted 

common occurrences that influence the outcomes of all those in the peer group. These 

"common shocks," as Lyle (2007) referred to them, include "the quality of the teacher, the 

sequence of daily instruction, the location of the classroom, or the seating configurations in the 

classroom" (p. 289). Lyle underscored evidence that common shocks interfere with studies that 

aim to determine the influence of peers. By setting up a model to avoid these possible biases, 

the author of the study concluded that peer groups at West Point affected both the choice of 

major and the decision to remain in the military (Lyle, 2007). 

However, a research study on the influence of peers at Dartmouth College indicated that

while one’s peers have an impact on grade point average and on decisions regarding social 
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organizations, such as fraternity selection, peer influence did not affect the selection of a major 

(Sacerdote, 2001). In this Dartmouth College study, one’s peers were limited to freshmen 

dormitory roommates randomly assigned. 

Another study reflecting a much larger sampling in which the subjects were not randomly

assigned but rather shared common academic interests revealed that a student’s peer group 

could be influential. Specifically, using data from U.S. medical schools collected by surveying 

47,755 students who graduated in 1996, 1997, or 1998, researchers examined the impact of 

peer groups and found that medical students hoping to become specialists benefitted from their 

peer group in making academic decisions. Those students seeking to be general practitioners 

also were influenced by peers but generally to a lesser extent. However, according to the 

researchers, the only strong evidence that peer groups affected the choice of specialty per se 

centered on gender, specifically high-performing females. Data revealed that in 2000, 42% of 

primary care specialists were women whereas only 29% of male doctors had chosen primary 

care as their specialty (Arcidiacono & Nicholson, 2005).

This complex decision of selecting a major, influenced to differing degrees by the 

opinions of parents, teachers, and peers, involves choices that will not only affect the students’ 

college career but rather will affect career possibilities for the remainder of their lives. 

Approximately a third of university students change their major at some point in their college 

career (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991); and unfortunately, as evidenced by one study, the 

majority of students arrive at these decisions without employing cognitive processing skills 

(Beggs et al., 2008). Thus, it should come as no surprise that a 2005 study cites meta-analytical

evidence showing the number one life regret pinpointed by most Americans is their educational 

choice (Roese & Summerville, 2005).               

The Impact of Intrinsic Interest or Motivation in Selecting a College Major 
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For better or for worse, the interests that students have at the time they determine their 

college major is a significant aspect of the decision-making process. DeMarie and Aloise-Young

(2003) substantiated this fact in a study comparing 144 education students and 151 business 

majors. Their survey reported that approximately 98% of the students confirmed that interest 

was an important factor in the choice of a major. The interest level was higher among business 

students than education students during their freshmen year (DeMarie & Aloise-Young, 2003).

A 1999 study on student interest and the choice of major surveyed 321 art majors from 

three universities and looked at the students' investigation of their major, their estimation of the 

major as advancing quality of life, and the part exercised by forces such as income, parents, 

and role models. The researchers concluded that the maturity level of the student greatly 

affected the level of interest in the major. Specifically, juniors and seniors saw their major as 

leading to an improvement in the quality of their lives; and to them this abstract, transformative 

passion was more important than the potential for a lucrative career (Kimweli & Richards, 1999).

Because the personal interests of students affect their motivation, an examination of 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, which are elements in the self-determination theory (SDT) of 

motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000), is warranted. According to Deci and Ryan, an essential factor in

the self-determination theory is the important role that psychological needs play in establishing 

the connection between a person’s goals and the regulatory methods through which the goals 

are pursued. Figuring into these psychological needs is the sense of perceived autonomy. The 

SDT model describes the degree to which a student’s motivation hinges on controlling external 

factors as opposed to autonomous internal governance (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

More specifically, intrinsic motivation is completely autonomous and, as such, comes 

from within reflecting an individual’s inherent interests and enjoyment in the activity at hand. 

Extrinsic motivation is externally controlled with the commitment to a task based on the promise 

of a reward or the threat of punishment. Between these two extremes is the most autonomous 
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form of extrinsic motivation, known as integrated motivation which occurs when individuals 

begin to integrate a task into their hierarchy of values and realize that although the task might 

not be enjoyable it is valuable and dovetails with what they consider important in their lives 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Research into motivation as it specifically relates to foreign language enrollment evolves 

from R.C. Gardner’s (1985) socio-education model and the second language motivation theory. 

Dornyei and Ushioda (2011) trace the history of the second language motivation theory and 

divide it into “the social psychological period (1959-1990),” “the cognitive-situated period (in the 

1990s),” and “the process-oriented period (since 2000)” (pp. 39-40). During the social 

psychological period, several important concepts emerged which helped to unravel the complex 

theory. The first was that of “orientation.” Gardner and Lambert’s (1959) investigation of high 

school students first presented this idea in terms of integrative versus instrumental orientation. 

The researchers proposed that those students with “integrative” focus study languages in order 

“to learn more about the language group, or to meet more and different people” whereas those 

with “instrumental” orientations decide to pursue foreign language learning for “the more 

utilitarian value of linguistic achievement” (p. 267). The research revealed that students with 

integrative motivation were more successful than their classmates with instrumental motivation 

(Gardner & Lambert, 1959).

Through other studies, integrative motivation – interchangeably referred to as intrinsic 

motivation – as related to world languages and cultures has become synonymous with the 

desire of students who indicate wanting to learn foreign languages in order to achieve the 

degree of proficiency needed to effectively communicate with native speakers in the target 

culture. This motivation for learning foreign languages is logical since autonomous governance, 

which includes intrinsic and integrated motivation, results in more positive effects regarding both

psychological and academic fulfillment (Burton et al., 2006). Research indicates that the higher 
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the level of intrinsic motivation, which Gardner would refer to as integrative motivation, the more

likely students are to continue their foreign language studies. For example, one investigation 

reported that of the high school language students who continued their studies, almost all 

maintained a resolute intrinsic drive (Ramage, 1990).                                                                 

The Role of College Curriculum and Pedagogy in Determining Choice of Major

In addition to future employment, intrinsic motivation, and parental, teacher, and peer 

influence, the construct of college courses figures prominently into the major decision.  The 

results of one quantitative study, which employed survey and experimental design, revealed that

college major decisions are largely driven by the enjoyability of the coursework and the non-

monetary facets of careers associated with particular majors (Wiswall & Zafar, 2015). Another 

study using qualitative methodology distinguished pedagogical approach as a dominant factor in

major choice. This study specifically cited real-life experiences, practical components, and field 

experience as determinants in college major selection. The study noted that, although efforts 

involved in forming the partnerships and infrastructures to provide these experiences are 

considerable, these practical components proved invaluable in students’ decisions to declare or 

eliminate a major from the possible options (Wright, 2018). Relating college curriculum and 

pedagogy to the choice of major and the persistence of women in STEM majors, Shapiro and 

Sax (2011) emphasized the importance of a curriculum designed to include real-world 

experiences and pedagogy that centers on collaborative learning as opposed to lecture. 

The 2019 report by the MLA reveals that, in addition to offering traditional majors and 

minors, an increasing number of foreign language departments are trying to work in conjunction 

with other departments and university programs to create options with practical components 

which would appeal to students and parents focused on future employment. Because bilingual 

healthcare professionals are in demand and thus have an advantage in the job market, Illinois 

Wesleyan University has linked Spanish and nursing to devise a program enabling nursing 
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students to gain competence in Spanish through on-campus classes and study abroad. Other 

foreign language departments are adapting their majors and minors towards specific 

professions. For example, the University of Rhode Island offers an International Engineering 

Program. Iowa State University has advanced a program entitled Languages and Cultures for 

Professions. South Dakota State University has created a Workplace Intercultural Competence 

Certificate which affords beneficial credentials to students who combine courses in basic 

management with foreign language study. Additionally, the foreign language department at 

Georgia State University has reinvented itself by concentrating on language skills, cultural 

competency, and career preparedness to attract first-generation students and underrepresented

communities (Looney & Lusin, 2019). 

An application of this research can result in an extension of the curriculum to include 

community-based activities. These activities offer opportunities to involve peers and parents in 

programs that demonstrate the benefits of foreign language learning and that promote positive 

attitudes toward helping underserved populations. Studies on positive youth development 

theories speak of the importance of adolescents appropriating affirming self-concepts, positive 

social skills, and reciprocal behaviors. These studies, many from health and social sciences, 

also affirm the relevance of community engagement and volunteerism. One such study using a 

rigorous experimental design confirmed that youth like to band together with their peers and that

their prosocial response of uniting with the intention to volunteer contributes to their acquiring a 

personal identity, to their understanding of society, and to a desire to continue serving the 

underserved (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2015).

Furthermore, these service-learning projects can involve parents in helping marginalized

communities. A study using a mixed-methods approach indicated that community programs, 

which, for example, might focus on culture, fine arts, or recreation for underserved populations, 

can engage children in activities that promote positive communicative interplay between the 
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peers themselves as well as between the adults and the students (Acosta & Duggins, 2018). 

Such activities have a direct impact on the choice of a college major. One study employing an 

exploratory qualitative design determined that service-learning prepared students to enter a 

profession and solidified the choice of a major. The researchers noted one participant who 

recalled “love” for the major as a result of service-learning (George-Paschal et al., 2019). 

A focus on community can also be incorporated directly into course content. This 

pedagogical approach of community-based learning can serve as a motivating factor influencing

the choice of major. For example, in a constructivist study based on a limited sample, all of the 

participants reported that a service-learning course had influenced their decision to shift their 

career goals and pursue service-oriented professions (Jones & Abes, 2004). In today’s 

educational culture with its emphasis on standardized testing and outcomes and the 

concomitant models of evaluation, the humanities in general and foreign languages, in 

particular, tend to be underrated. To counter this perception and to influence the choice of 

major, Butler University offers a hybrid course with a service-learning component. The course 

deals with political and social issues that compel ethical commitment to the underrepresented 

groups in the community. Students report benefiting from the course by improving their foreign 

language skills, by working with diverse groups which in turn increased their awareness and 

concern regarding social and political issues, by experiencing heterogeneity, by linking linguistic

theory with creativity and critical thinking skills, and by increasing their motivation to expand 

their community involvement beyond the requirements of the class. Besides creating student 

interest and motivating students to continue studying Spanish, this model allows educators to 

connect teaching and their research to problems in the local community. Moreover, the hybrid 

class addresses the critical necessity to authenticate the germaneness of the humanities and 

foreign language studies (Carney, 2013). 
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After explaining the importance of learning foreign languages in a world focused on 

globalization and lamenting the limited number of college students who study languages long 

enough to realize communicative proficiency, one researcher linked the influential role that 

pedagogical approach and course content play in the choice of major. Based on qualitative 

methods, the study investigated the motivational constructs of foreign language students and 

the cultural aspects that spur them on to continue learning the language beyond the university's 

minimum requirements. Analysis of the data resulted in recommendations that instructors 

incorporate fun into the classroom, construct friendly and supportive relations with students, 

involve parents, develop collaborative programs between the university and the school districts, 

and offer community-learning experiences which can then be shared in the classroom (Awad, 

2014). Unfortunately, the significance of pedagogy and course content as factors in major 

choice has not received much attention. According to a 2019 research study, ongoing empirical 

research is needed to communicate the importance of foreign language pedagogy and foreign 

language competence to the stakeholders in education (Fox et al., 2019).  

Summary

This review of literature examined four key variables which influence the choice of major 

and which were addressed by an abundance of valid research, the majority of which employed 

qualitative methods. First, the history of education was arranged chronologically revealing the 

extent to which the economic factor influences selection of a major. Secondly, the studies on 

interpersonal relationships demonstrated the importance of these associations in the selection 

of a college major. The influence of adults (comprised of parents and, to a lesser extent, 

teachers) and peers was sorted into two separate groups, and the data were compiled to 

demonstrate the breadth of demographics. The third inquiry concerning student interest and 

intrinsic motivation was grouped using the self-determination theory and second language 
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motivation theory. To examine the last variable regarding college curriculum and pedagogy, 

data were grouped by outcomes, and successful practices were arranged by universities. 

These studies generally agree on the factors that influence the choice of major, but 

much discrepancy exists as to the degree of importance that each plays. Collectively, the results

of existing research emphasize the need for further study on “who or what” influences the 

choice of a college major (Pearson & Dellman-Jenkins, 1997). For example, as a result of a 

recent inconclusive investigation on the relationship between student interest and major choice, 

researchers specified the need for further studies (Moore & Cruce, 2020). An important inquiry 

not covered in the review of literature is the extent to which school personnel (high school 

counselors, admissions staff, college advisors) affect the student’s choice of major. 

The studies agree that emphasis on majoring in academic disciplines most likely to 

produce economic wherewithal has left the humanities playing defense. This reality appears in 

the decline of foreign language as a degree choice in higher education. Despite calls for 

internationalization to provide US students with a world-class education, policy makers have 

only paid lip service to this necessity. Thus, it is important to advocate for foreign language 

study as a necessary and beneficial part of global competence (Pufahl & Rhodes, 2011). 

Furthermore, because an estimated one third of university students change their majors at 

some point in their college career and because educators have little understanding of the 

reasoning behind these decisions, (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991), it is also important to heed 

Fox, Corretjer, Webb, and Tian's (2019) call for more empirical studies. These studies should 

speak to decision-makers, advocacy groups, and the general public such that “empirical 

research will remain at the core of our work as language educators and continue to serve as a 

strong voice for the importance of language learning” (Fox et al., 2019, p. 486).

Although several studies address the decline in foreign language enrollment in 

universities, few explore the factors related to the decline. Because individuals, values, and 
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world views are always evolving, the factors that influence the choice of majors and their relative

importance will change. Research into degree choice and its relationship to foreign language 

needs to be continual to help reverse the decline in foreign language majors and provide 

strategies to develop and strengthen world language programs. To that end, this case study 

added to the field of research by identifying factors influencing the choice of college majors and 

exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign language program at a small, private university in 

the Midwest.



33

Chapter 3: Methodology  

This chapter focuses on the qualitative methodology, specifically a case study, 

designed to investigate the factors that influence students’ choice of a college major and to 

explore initiatives that might strengthen the foreign language program at a small, private, 

Midwestern university. The chapter details the methods and process of the study by delineating

the purpose, the research questions, the research design, and the chosen site for the study. A 

description of the research participants and the rationale for their purposeful selection is 

followed by a consideration of ethical issues and researcher positionality. A discussion on data 

collection through interviews and data analysis through coding follows. Validity, assumptions, 

limitations, and delimitations of the study are then reviewed. The chapter concludes with a 

summary of the methodology. 

Purpose 

Despite the substantial amount of research on factors influencing the choice of major, a 

gap exists in relating the influence of these factors, and possibly others, specifically to the 

choice of foreign language as a major. This case study investigated the decline in foreign 

language majors at a small, private, Midwestern university by identifying factors influencing the 

choice of college majors and exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign language program. 

Research Questions            

Specifically, the study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What factors influence students to choose a foreign language major?

2. What factors influence students to choose majors other than a foreign language? 

3. Are there differences and similarities in the factors influencing major choice identified by 

students majoring in a foreign language and those not majoring in a foreign language?
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4. What initiatives do students suggest as ways to strengthen the foreign language 

program?  

These questions were then used as the basis for interview questions through which to launch a

discussion of the thematic factors that figure prominently into this complex process of choice.

Research Design

This research was a holistic, single case study approach to investigate major choice 

within the real-world context of foreign language study at a small, private, Midwestern university.

A single unit, such as a university, is commonly selected to exemplify an issue with the intent to 

provide a detailed description of the setting for the case (Creswell, 1998). The approach for this 

case study was in keeping with Yin’s explanation of a holistic design in which a set of conditions

is investigated “within its real-life context” (2003, p. 13). Because the context for this study was 

the decline in foreign language majors and because this decline is an issue at universities 

nationwide, this study is considered representative, which is one among five rationales that Yin 

(2003) identifies for a single case study. 

Description of Research Site 

The small, private, Midwestern university where the study took place is typical of other 

colleges throughout the United States, which, according to a recent MLA report, are also 

experiencing a decline in foreign language enrollment (Looney & Lusin, 2019). The institution is 

a fully accredited, private, liberal arts and sciences university in the heartland offering both 

undergraduate and graduate programs. The university has a college of education and health 

sciences, a college of engineering and computer science, and a college of arts and sciences 

as well as a business school. The traditional, on-campus enrollment of full-time students in fall 

2020 was 1,779. The university offers 82 majors. 

Over several years, the university has seen a protracted downward trend in enrollment. 

From 2003 to 2020, the university experienced a substantial decline with enrollment dropping 
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by 18.6% from 2,185 to 1,779 undergraduate students (Fact Book, 2003-04 & Fact Book, 2020-

21). During this same period, the number of foreign language majors dropped by 63.9%. 

Specifically, in 2003, Spanish majors numbered 21, French majors numbered 9, and German 

majors numbered 6 (Fact Book, 2003-04). As of fall 2020, the university had 10 Spanish 

majors, 2 French majors, and 1 German major (Fact Book, 2020-21).

 Participants                                                       

The target population for this study consisted of students enrolled in a small, private, 

Midwestern university. More specifically, the study targeted two groups of students: those 

students who had declared a major in a foreign language and an equal number of students who 

had declared a major other than a foreign language. The latter group was recruited from the 

second of two entry-level foreign language courses, designated as FL 112. Through interviews, 

the two groups of students were able to elaborate on the factors they considered most influential

in their choice of major. Additionally, based on their subjective experiences, both groups were 

able to offer insight toward enhancing the foreign language program. 

Once permission to conduct the research at the small, private, Midwestern university 

was authorized by the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences, and IRB approval from the 

University of Southern Indiana was granted, recruitment of participants began. In order to recruit

participants majoring in a foreign language, a list of the email addresses of all foreign language 

majors 18+ years old was obtained from the registrar of the university and compared to the list 

maintained by the university’s foreign language department to ensure that all the majors 

received an invitation to participate in the study.

To recruit students who had not declared a foreign language major, the email addresses 

of all students 18+ years old enrolled in elementary-level foreign language classes (designated 

FL 112) were also obtained. Only students enrolled in foreign language classes were recruited 

from the general student population to ensure that those selected for the study had experience 
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with college-level foreign language classes and had made a conscious choice not to pursue a 

foreign language major. Before invitations to participate were emailed to the FL 112 students, 

the roster was compared to the list of majors maintained by the foreign language department to 

ensure no duplication of invitations.

The sampling method for both interview groups was purposeful since participants were 

grouped according to a “predetermined criterion of importance” (Palinkas et al., 2015. p. 535) 

relevant to the research questions. The foreign language majors represented a homogeneous 

purposeful sample since these participants were selected due to their shared degree choice. 

The participants enrolled in the elementary-level foreign language classes who chose to major 

in a different field also represented purposeful sampling. Since FL 112 is required for all 

university students who cannot demonstrate proficiency in a world language equivalent to the 

completion of this beginning-level course, the participants enrolled in these classes were 

considered "typical" or "average" members of the population being studied in relation to the 

phenomenon (Palinkas et al, 2015).

The exclusion criteria for the study sprang from a need to limit the sample size of the FL 

112 students. Because the small aggregate of foreign language majors from which to recruit 

totaled 13, the number of FL 112 students selected was limited to the number of majors who 

accepted the invitation to participate in the study. 

Ethical Recruitment of Participants

Foreign language majors as well as students enrolled in entry-level FL 112 classes who 

had chosen majors other than foreign language received invitations to participate in individual 

interviews to be conducted online via Zoom sessions. The invitation email explained the 

purpose of the study, the interview procedure, and the time commitment. The emails specified 

the date by which students in each group needed to confirm their desire to participate in the 

study and also noted that students could request a follow-up email to answer any questions they
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might have. In addition, the emails sent to the students enrolled in the FL 112 classes explained

that the total number of participants selected for the study could not exceed 13 and that 

selection would be based on the order in which their affirmative responses were received. 

Consent forms accompanying emails explained that the students’ participation was 

completely voluntary and that they might withdraw from the study with no negative 

consequences. The forms further delineated that they could withdraw from the study at any time

before the interview session by expressing their desire in writing and that they could also 

choose to withdraw during the interview by terminating the conversation and leaving the Zoom 

session. 

The consent form clarified that the Zoom interviews would be audio recorded. 

Participants were informed that the recordings as well as the corresponding transcriptions would

be stored on a media storage device, would be secured in the foreign language office in a 

locked file cabinet, would be stored for a maximum duration of three years, and would then be 

destroyed by April 2024. Furthermore, the participants were assured their confidentiality would 

be protected since the data collected would not be identified by name or ID number. 

As a means of incorporating reciprocity into the interview process, participants from both

interview groups who completed the study were eligible to enter a prize drawing for a gift card. 

The emails to each group specified that upon completion of the interviews, a random drawing 

would be conducted. As a result of the drawing, one student majoring in foreign language and 

one student majoring in a field other than foreign language received a $25 gift card. The 

intention of this action was to show appreciation for the time that these students forfeited by 

reading about the study, signing consent forms, emailing with any questions, participating in the 

40-minute interview sessions, and checking the interview transcripts.                                           

Reflexivity and Positionality
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As the researcher conducting this study, I acknowledge my longstanding love of foreign 

language study and my belief in its importance in connecting people and breaking barriers. I 

have had a long career in world language instruction at the middle school, high school, and 

college levels. Thus, in this study I am an “insider” with knowledge of curricular and pedagogical

approaches and with the conviction that learning a language other than one’s own is 

fundamental to cultural respect and understanding in this global society.

As an assistant professor in the Foreign Languages and Cultures Department at the 

research site, I knew some of the students who volunteered for this study. However, I had no 

grading relationship with these participants, and none of these students were my advisees. 

Thus, my positionality did not likely affect data collection. Nevertheless, an imbalance of power 

always exists between the researcher and the participant. To avoid personal bias, I practiced 

reflexivity throughout the entire research process. Before the interviews began, I reflected on 

the dual perspectives of “insiders” and “outsiders” and the effect these perspectives have on 

the research process. Although an emic, or “insider,” perspective can magnify the scope of the 

research and establish a quicker and more complete acceptance of the investigator on the part 

of the study’s participants (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009), the power issue between the researcher 

as an “insider” and the participants as “outsiders” still exists. Thus, before this meeting with the 

participants, I reviewed the interview questions and pondered their scope while considering 

ways to mitigate this imbalance. 

During data collection, I addressed the issue of positionality in the interviews by 

attempting “to make the relationship between and the influence of the researcher and the 

participants explicit” (Jootun, McGhee, & Marland, 2009, p. 45). I assured the participants that 

their responses would not be shared with any university personnel, clarified that there were no 

right or wrong responses, and articulated that they could express their views honestly without 
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fear of judgment or negative consequences. As part of the data collection, I also kept a reflexive

journal to record personal thoughts, values, feelings, and beliefs that surfaced during the study. 

During the data analysis process, I persisted by focusing on the concept of power which 

must be continually mediated between the researcher as an “insider” and the participants as 

“outsiders.” I advanced my understanding of the role of the researcher and of the participants’ 

responses by using the reflexive journal to analyze interview procedures, personal 

introspections, evolving perceptions, and decision points. By continuing these procedures and 

evaluating the “insider” versus “outsider” perspective throughout the steps of data analysis, I 

pursued an internal dialogue which, according to Dwyer and Buckle (2009), challenges 

assumptions, augments the scope of the research through its emic perspective, and culminates

in an enriched outcome.

Data Collection 

Because the research questions in a case study drive the types of data to be collected, 

key themes from the body of literature, archival documents from the research site, and 

interviews of foreign language students were triangulated to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of the phenomenon (Patton, 2015), which in this study was the decline in foreign 

language majors at a small, private, Midwestern university. Specifically, the data were used to 

identify the factors influencing the choice of major and to explore initiatives to strengthen the 

foreign language program. 

To recruit participants for the interviews at the research site, a list of the email addresses

of all foreign language majors 18+ years old was obtained from the university’s registrar and 

compared to the list maintained by the university’s foreign language department to ensure 

accuracy. The number of foreign language majors totaled 13. In addition, a list of email 

addresses of students enrolled in elementary-level foreign language classes (designated FL 

112) who had selected majors other than foreign language was obtained and compared to the 
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list of majors to avoid duplication of invitations. Emails were sent to both groups inviting them to 

participate in the study, explaining the purpose of the research, and specifying that a follow-up 

email would be sent in response to any questions or concerns they might have. Consent forms 

accompanied emails. The invitation to the FL 112 students also explained that the number 

accepted into the study would be limited to no more than 13, the total number of foreign 

language majors, and that participants would be selected based on the order in which their 

responses to the invitation were received.

Students desiring to participate in the study were instructed to sign and return consent 

forms within 7 days after receiving the email attachment. A response rate of 40% from the 

foreign language majors and also from those majoring in other subjects was determined as 

acceptable prior to sending the invitations. Because the responses affirming a desire to 

participate in the study exceeded that percentage, no reminder emails were necessary. Instead,

follow-up emails were sent to those students who confirmed their desire to participate in the 

study in order to set up a convenient time for the interview.

The interviews, which lasted approximately 40 minutes, were held online through Zoom, 

a cloud-based conferencing platform, and were audio recorded to ensure the accuracy of the 

subsequent transcriptions. The audio recordings of the sessions were downloaded to a 

password-protected computer and saved on a media storage device. Immediately following the 

interviews, automated transcripts of the recordings were produced and then downloaded to the 

password-protected computer and saved on the media storage device. These time-stamped 

transcripts were edited for accuracy. Participants were given the opportunity to review the 

transcripts of their interviews at a subsequent meeting before the start of the data analysis 

process. Finally, the media storage device containing audio recordings and automated 

transcripts, the printed transcriptions, and all notes were secured in a locked file cabinet to be 
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maintained for a maximum duration of three years before being destroyed no later than April 

2024.

All the interviews followed a uniform pattern. First, the audio recording was activated, the

participants were greeted, the purpose of the study was reiterated, and the written consent form 

was reviewed. The participants were reminded that the audio recordings, transcriptions, and all 

notes would be secured in a locked filing cabinet to protect their confidentiality and were then 

given an opportunity to ask any questions. Next, the participants were asked to verbally state 

that they had given written consent to participate in the study. The verbal affirmation of consent 

was recorded as part of the interview. Following the verbal consent, ice-breaker questions were 

tendered, providing the participants an opportunity to talk about themselves regarding their 

university studies. These questions included, for example, how long they had been enrolled at 

the university, when they became interested in their chosen major, and when they first started 

learning a second language (Appendix A).

Following the advice of Patton (2015), notes were taken during the interview to record 

reactions to questions and watch for any unusual occurrences. Additionally, key words 

mentioned by the participant in response to one question were listed so that they could be used 

as a reference for a subsequent question. Moreover, care was taken to identify any 

contradictory statements in order to revisit them during the interview; however, no contradictory 

statements were detected. All notes were added to the collection of data.

Semi-structured interviews proceeded with participants responding to open-ended 

interview questions that are aligned with the research questions and that exemplify the guiding 

themes in the body of literature that informed the study. The interview questions are listed 

below.

1. What factors influenced you in choosing your major? After the participants offered 

their subjective responses to this first interview question, the following sub-questions 
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were posed. These sub-questions reflect the thematic variables which appear in the 

preponderance of research studies as influential in the choice of major. 

a. Can you talk about peer influence as a factor in choosing your major? 

b. Can you talk about the influence of family in your choice of major?   

c. Can you talk about the influence of university personnel, such as admission 

counselors, academic advisors, and professors, as factors in choosing your 

major?  

d. Can you talk about the influence of grade school or high school teachers or 

counselors in choosing your major?  

e. Can you reflect on intrinsic interest/passion as a factor in your choice of major?  

f. Can you talk about economic considerations, such as job availability, the chance 

of advancement, or salary levels, as a factor in choosing your major?                   

2. Can you tell me about the career path you will most likely pursue?  

3. What ideas can you suggest for strengthening the foreign language program? 

4. Do you have any thoughts you would like to add before we conclude the interview?  

The above open-ended questions gave the participants opportunities to share subjective

experiences and provide insight. These questions reflect the view held by Patton (2015) that 

“The truly open-ended question allows the person being interviewed to select from among that 

person’s full repertoire of possible responses those that are most salient” (p. 447). The sub-

questions as part of the first interview question allowed for probing. These probing questions 

reflect the recommendation of Bhattacharya (2017) “to maintain consistency across interviews 

and to compare responses for each question for the participants in the study” (p. 127). 

Specifically, these probing questions were designed to relate and compare the responses of the

foreign language majors to the responses of those who chose other majors and also to relate 
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and compare the responses of both interview groups to the key influential factors on major 

choice consistently appearing in the preponderance of research.

The second interview question, which asked the participants to talk about the career 

path they most likely will pursue, provided insight into their thought processes and the “why” 

surrounding their choice of major. According to Creswell (2013), the researcher’s objective in a 

case study is to interpret the meanings or make sense of the participants' understanding of their

place in the world. This question about future careers was pertinent since the participants’ 

answers revealed more about their understanding of their place in the world and added meaning

to their responses regarding intrinsic motivation (sub-question e) and economic considerations 

(sub-question f) as related to their degree choice.

The third interview question, asking for 

suggestions to strengthen the foreign language program, offered an opportunity for the 

participants to discuss an additional theme cited in the literature as influential in the choice of 

major, that of college curriculum and pedagogy.  This question further represents what 

Bhattacharya (2017) refers to as a structural question “designed to understand the structure of 

the environment within which the participants are making meaning of their experiences” (p. 

133). The students’ understanding of the structure of different programs and departments within 

the university informed their responses and, in turn, provided potential strategies and policies to 

aid in reversing the decline in foreign language majors at this small, private, Midwestern 

university. 

The fourth interview question, asking for any remaining thoughts, gave the participants a

final opportunity to reflect on their previous responses and share any additional perspectives. 

After ample time was allowed for reflection, the participants were next asked if they had 

questions regarding the study itself. No one had questions. Thus, to conclude the interviews, all 

participants were reminded that their audio recording and transcription would be securely stored
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for a maximum of three years in a locked file cabinet and that they would be given the 

opportunity for another meeting to review the edited transcription of the recording as soon as it 

was completed. 

In summary, the semi-structured interview was the most appropriate data collection 

method for this single case study because it offered the greatest opportunity for a detailed 

description and interpretation of meaning with a focus on the individual(s) (Lodico et al., 2010). 

The open-ended ice-breaker questions (Appendix A) and the substantive open-ended questions

plus the probing sub-questions (Appendix B) offered the participants the best means to express 

their ideas within the real-life context of the educational institution where the contemporary 

phenomenon was under study. Thus, the single case design and the data collection method 

enabled this study to investigate the decline in foreign language majors at a small, private, 

Midwestern university by identifying the factors that influenced the students’ choice of major and

by exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign language program.

Data Analysis

The data collected from the interviews included audio recordings, notes taken during the 

sessions, printed transcripts of the recordings with marginalia, and a reflexive journal. The 

interviews, which took place online through Zoom, a cloud-based video conferencing site, were 

recorded and saved on a password-protected computer and also on a media storage device. 

The audio transcript function was enabled to produce automated transcripts of the interview 

sessions. To ensure that no details were omitted, these initial transcripts, which were 

downloaded and saved, were cross-checked and edited by comparing them to the audio 

recordings and the notes made during the interview. This process resulted in accurate, literal 

transcriptions, including “aspects of nonverbal communication such as pauses, laughter, 

interruptions, changes in vocal tone or emotion, and places where the tape is inaudible or not 

understandable” (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 187). Before the coding process began, participants 
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were given the opportunity to review the edited transcriptions to ensure no alterations were 

needed; then the printed transcripts of the interviews were numbered, and the participants’ 

names were removed and replaced with pseudonyms. 

Since the themes of the existing literature were utilized in the construction of the 

research and interview questions, a priori coding, also known as deductive coding, was 

employed to analyze the transcripts. Transcriptions were coded to identify the patterns that 

related to the thematic influential factors in choosing a major and to note the recurrence of these

factors among the participants. In addition, emergent coding, also referred to as inductive 

coding, was applied to any statements which could not be connected to the underlying themes 

of economic influence, interpersonal influence, intrinsic interest, and college curricular content 

and pedagogy. Creswell (2013) observed that a priori coding is limiting and thus urges 

researchers “to be open to additional codes emerging during analysis” (p. 185). According to 

Järvensivu and Törnroos (2010), the combination of deductive and inductive coding as a 

research logic is based on the epistemology of interpretivism and centers on exploration and 

understanding a social phenomenon through the lens of the participants. Thus, in accordance 

with this tenet, the combining of a priori and emergent coding was an ideal approach for this 

case study.

Because the purpose of a case study investigation is to add depth to the understanding 

of the why and the how of the phenomenon (Yin 2009), which in this study is the decline in 

foreign language majors, the data analysis focused on why and how students determine their 

major. To ensure the ‘why’ and ‘how’ apprehension of this research, data gathered through the 

interview questions were analyzed and aligned with the research questions. 

The table below shows the research questions and the corresponding interview 

questions which provided the data for analysis.
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Table 1

Research Questions and Corresponding Interview Questions

Research questions Corresponding interview
questions

Interview sub-questions

Research Question 1
 What factors influence 
  students to choose a 
foreign  
  language major?

What factors influenced you in 
 choosing your major?

Can you tell me about the career
 path you will most likely 
pursue? 

Do you have any thoughts you 
 would like to add before we 
 conclude the interview? 

What factors influenced you
in 
 choosing your major?
  Peer influence?            
  
  Family influence?
  University personnel?   
   
  K-12 personnel?           
  Intrinsic 
interest/passion?                 
  Economic 
considerations?         

Research Question 2
 What factors influence 
  students to choose 
majors 
  other than a foreign 
  language?

What factors influenced you in  
 choosing your major?

Can you tell me about the career
 path you will most likely 
pursue? 

Do you have any thoughts you 
 would like to add before we 
 conclude the interview?

What factors influenced you
in 
 choosing your major?      
  Peer influence?            
  Family influence?         
  University personnel?   
  K-12 personnel?           
  Intrinsic 
interest/passion?                 
  Economic 
considerations?         

Research Question 3 
 Are there differences and  
  similarities in the factors 
 
  influencing major choice  
  identified by students  
  majoring in a foreign 
  language and those not 
  majoring in a foreign  
  language?

What factors influenced you in 
 choosing your major?

Can you tell me about the career
 path you will most likely 
pursue? 

Do you have any thoughts you 
 would like to add before we 
 conclude the interview?

What factors influenced you
in 
 choosing your major?      
  Peer influence?            
  Family influence?         
  University personnel?   
  K-12 personnel?           
  Intrinsic 
interest/passion?                 
  Economic 
considerations?         

Research Question 4
 What initiatives do students 
  suggest as ways to 
  strengthen the foreign  
  language program?

What ideas can you suggest for 
 strengthening the foreign 
 language program?

Do you have any thoughts you 
 would like to add before we 
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 conclude the interview?
Due to the nature of this study, discrepant data were not anticipated, and no discrepant 

points were uncovered. The research questions were aimed at a deeper understanding of the 

phenomenon being studied, and the interview questions were designed to generate subjective 

responses that would vary among the participants. There were no right or wrong answers to the 

questions. The variables which the literature cites as key factors in major choice were used to 

inform this study and generate responses to the interview questions. Although comparisons 

were drawn between the key factors cited in the literature, the key factors cited by participants 

majoring in foreign language, and the key factors cited by participants majoring in fields other 

than foreign language; the purpose of these comparisons was not to prove a prediction or 

determine statistical significance. Because no hypothesis was generated as part of this case 

study, no expectations existed regarding the outcome of the data. Additionally, because no 

statistical analyses were performed on the data collected during the interviews, the possibility of 

discrepant cases was diminished. Lastly, to reduce the likelihood of discrepancies, the data 

collection methods and analysis were confirmed to correspond with the study design.

The analysis of the data entailed coding using a four-step strategy. The first step in the 

process was the preparatory phase which involved persistent listening to the audio recordings, 

repeated reading of the notes taken during the interviews, and intensive scrutiny of the edited 

transcripts. Additionally, during this initial phase, marginalia were employed to facilitate 

searching the transcripts for descriptive patterns and categories projected to emerge from this 

intensive reading. According to Creswell (2013), this first step is to acquire a general sense of 

the information and an overall impression of the “depth, credibility, and use of the information” 

(p. 185). 

The second step of the strategy was the exploratory phase of the analysis in which the 

actual process of coding began. In this study, the coding was primarily a priori, arising from the 
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interview questions which were based on the theoretical framework and the body of literature on

major choice. Coding was also emergent in keeping with the recommendation to remain open to

the emergence of additional codes when working with a priori coding (Creswell, 2013). This 

blended coding ensured a holistic analysis. A line-by-line assessment accompanied by color 

coding of the transcript was employed to root out the main ideas. The key codes were 

transformed into concepts based on similarities and differences, and the codes indicating items 

of less significance were subsumed under the key codes. 

The third step of the process was the specification phase which employed connective 

analysis strategies. During this phase, the correlations between concepts were analyzed to 

develop categories that related the concepts to the central questions of the study. These 

categories were labeled frequently with a word or phrase “based in the actual language of the 

participant” (Creswell, 2013, p. 186). Themes were developed from these categories and an 

understanding of the literature. According to Creswell (2013), these themes represent unified 

segments of information composed of several codes that create a common idea. 

The fourth step in the analysis of the data was integration. The various themes that 

emerged were compared and integrated to demonstrate how the analysis aligned with the 

research questions. Results of the data analysis, integrating the interview questions and the 

research questions, are discussed in Chapter 4 to ensure adequate explanation of the findings 

and to provide the response to the central questions: What factors influence students to choose 

a foreign language major? What factors influence students to choose majors other than a 

foreign language? Are there differences and similarities in the factors influencing major choice 

identified by students majoring in a foreign language and those not majoring in a foreign 

language? What initiatives do students suggest as ways to strengthen the foreign language 

program?

Validity
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This case study operates within the interpretivist paradigm, which is founded on the 

belief that reality and knowledge are socially constructed, negotiated, and fluid. Consequently, 

no objective truth or validity exists; rather, validity must be constructed. For that reason, the 

study represents “research that probes for deeper understanding rather than examining surface 

features” (Johnson, 1995, p.4) in order to build trustworthiness and establish confidence in the 

findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Constructivism, the theoretical framework for this case study, 

values multiple realities; thus, to acquire valid realities, data were collected via interviews, which

reflected the participants’ subjective experiences and diverse ways of knowing. To add to the 

subjective experiences and develop what Patton refers to as a comprehensive understanding of

phenomena (1999), archival records and the review of literature were utilized.

In qualitative research, validity is partially constructed through the investigator’s 

commitment to explain the rights and the role of the participants as well as the role of the 

researcher (Bravo-Moreno, 2003). In this study, the rights of the participants and the objective 

role of the researcher were explained in the consent forms and repeated at the time of the 

interviews. Specifically, participants were reminded that their participation was voluntary, they 

had the right to anonymity, they had the right to leave the study at any time with no negative 

consequences, and they had the right to confidentiality assured through the careful storage of 

the data. The objective role of the researcher was revisited by reminding the participants that 

the information from the interview was solely for the purpose of case study, would not be shared

with others, would not affect their grade in any class, and would not impact any future 

relationship with the foreign language program or the university as a whole. The role of the 

participants in this case study was to “use their own words to draw on their own concepts and 

experiences” (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991). With this objective in mind, the participants were 

encouraged to speak openly, were afforded time to elaborate on their answers, and were 

assured there were no right or wrong responses. The participants fulfilled their role using their 
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own words to relate their subjective experiences and beliefs and provide information on the how

and the why regarding their choice of major.

The design of the study itself added validity. In this case study design, dealing with the 

decline in foreign language majors, the research questions were valid because they were based

on recurring themes in the preponderance of literature on major choice. They were well-founded

and actionable and thus demonstrated validity. The data collection method for this research also

added validity to the study. Through interviews, the participants were encouraged to elaborate 

on their choice of major. According to Creswell (2013), the interview is the logical collection 

instrument because the intent of the analysis will be accomplished as the participants elaborate 

on open-ended questions. To add further validity to the collection method, notes were taken 

during each interview and then reviewed in order to refine and make changes to the approach 

as necessary prior to the subsequent interviews. According to Merriam (2009), this practice “is 

an interactive process throughout that allows the investigator to produce believable and 

trustworthy findings” (p. 165).

The consistency of the data analysis also added validity to the study. The process of 

analysis began with repeated listening to the audio recordings from the zoom interview sessions

and simultaneous reading of the automated transcripts. This step was followed by editing the 

transcripts to produce a verbatim transcription. According to Merriam (2009), “verbatim 

transcription of recorded interviews provides the best database for analysis” (p. 110). 

Triangulation, which involved gathering and analyzing data from different sources, also added 

validity to the research. Specifically, triangulation was provided through the review of literature, 

archival documents, and participant interviews. Because the data from these different sources 

substantiated each other, the themes which evolved and the conclusions which were drawn 

added validity to the study (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2015; Yin, 2009).
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Other techniques that add validity to qualitative research include pilot testing, peer 

review, and member checking (Merriam 2009), as well as audit trails (Creswell, 2013). In order 

to pre-test the interview and determine the feasibility of the open-ended questions, the study 

was piloted with a foreign language faculty member at the research site. Peer review was 

employed by discussing the study and interview questions with several colleagues and 

researchers prior to conducting student interviews. Through such means, valuable feedback 

was obtained, and validity was added. Validity was also ensured through the examination of the 

study by the USI dissertation committee. 

Two additional safeguards increased the validity of the research. First, member checking

augmented the study’s validity since participants were allowed to review the audio recording 

transcriptions for accuracy. Secondly, an audit trail was established. Consent forms, interview 

notes, journals, calendars, audio recordings, and transcription drafts were locked in a file 

cabinet to be secured for a maximum of three years before being destroyed. Securing the data 

for review during this time period added validity to the study.

Finally, a fundamental goal of qualitative research, and one which relates to validity, is 

the trustworthiness of a study. An awareness of researcher positionality is crucial if 

trustworthiness is to be achieved. Thus, as an “insider” in this study, I practiced reflexivity by 

acknowledging and monitoring personal positions that had the potential to influence the 

research. To identify and mitigate researcher bias, I maintained a continuous inner dialogue to 

challenge preconceived ideas and assumptions. Additionally, I used a reflexive journal to record

and examine any feelings of uncertainty, emotions, and assumptions that arose throughout the 

study. According to Dwyer and Buckle (2009), the emic perspective accompanied by reflexivity 

serves to augment research. Thus, reflexivity added validity to this study.

In summary, some researchers decry a single case study as steeped in subjectivity and 

lacking methodological precision and external validity. For example, Maoz (2002) states, “the 
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use of the case study absolves the author from any kind of methodological considerations. Case

studies have become in many cases a synonym for freeform research where anything goes” 

(pp. 164-165). Not all researchers agree with this criticism but rather proclaim the validity of the 

case study approach and emphasize the quality criteria of single case studies as alternatives to 

the criteria used in the acclaimed scientific method (Gerring, 2006; Levy, 2008; Tsoukas, 1989). 

In this case study, construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability were 

realized. Concisely, construct validity was maintained through the selection of interviews as the 

most appropriate measurement tool for the conceptual framework; internal validity was 

maintained by the use of triangulation; external validity resulted due to the research design 

encouraging transferability; and reliability was ensured due to the sound methodological 

procedures allowing the study to be repeated with the same results. 

Assumptions

Consistent with Wolgemuth et al. (2017), it is assumed that the research synthesis, 

resulting from the combination of studies whose theoretical frameworks are similar enough to 

merit comparison to the variables in this investigation, was understood and applied correctly in 

this study. Thus, it is assumed that results from this case study can lead to a better 

understanding of the choice of major process and its application to the choice of foreign 

language as a major. It is assumed that the findings from this study will be used to address the 

decline in foreign language majors at a small, private, Midwestern university. According to 

Merriam (2009), interviewing is a valid method for conducting educational research that can add

to the knowledge base for practitioners in the field. Thus, it is assumed that insights emerging 

from these interviews are transferable and can be used to inform strategies and policies aimed 

at reversing the decline in foreign language majors at other comparable universities.

It is also assumed that the sampling method was appropriate for this case study. By 

soliciting interviews from all the foreign language majors, the purposeful sampling strategy 
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fulfilled the objective “to identify and select all cases that meet some predetermined criterion of 

importance” (Palinkas et al., 2015. p. 535), which in this study was the identification of the 

factors that influence students to choose a foreign language major. The FL 112 students, 

representing those who had experience with foreign language study but had chosen to major in 

a subject other than a foreign language, also comprised a purposeful sampling. Because FL 112

is required for all university students who cannot demonstrate proficiency in a world language 

equivalent to the completion of this beginning-level course, participants in this group were 

considered "typical" members of the phenomenon (Palinkas et al., 2015), which in this study 

was the decline of foreign language majors at a small, private, Midwestern university. Thus, it is 

assumed that purposeful sampling was appropriate for the study.

Additionally, it is assumed that the number of students chosen to participate in this study

was appropriate. Guest, Bruce, and Johnson (2006) suggested that each interview group have 

approximately 12 participants. According to Crouch and McKenzie (2006), the total number of 

interview participants should not exceed 20. This investigation fulfilled these expectations with a

total of 10 participants in each group.

Regarding validity, as pertains to the veracity of the responses, it is assumed that the 

participants were not deceptive in their remarks. Although it is possible that some participants 

may exaggerate or diminish their replies to interview questions (Gosling et al., 1998), it is 

assumed that the participants in this case study were truthful in their responses to the best of 

their ability.

With regard to data collection and analysis, Bravo-Moreno (2003) asserts the importance

of clarity to distinguish the voice of the participants from the voice of the researcher. It is 

assumed that such clarity was maintained for the whole of this study through the ongoing 

practice of researcher reflexivity. Moreover, it is assumed that every attempt was made to pose 

the interview questions in an unbiased and objective manner (Jootun, McGhee, & Marland, 
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2009).  Furthermore, for this study to be recreated by other practitioners, it is assumed that data

collection was replicated in precisely the same way with each participant (Yin, 2009). Lastly, it is

assumed that “constant comparative analysis” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) characterized the data 

analysis process.

Limitations

Qualitative studies, in general, describe events and situations which to a degree are 

context specific and limit generalizations (Spencer et al., 2003). Thus, generalization of the 

findings of this study to other students at other institutions of higher learning is not achievable. 

However, transferability of the findings from this specific context to another similar context is 

possible. Because this study took place at a small, private, Midwestern university, transferability,

also referred to as confirmability, is mainly limited to American universities of approximately the 

same size. 

Delimitations

The body of literature does not focus on factors influencing foreign language as a major 

choice; rather, the variables discussed in the majority of studies refer to influential factors 

related to major choice in general. This study concentrated on major choice as it affects foreign 

language study. Additionally, this case study, by definition “a spatially bounded phenomenon” 

(Gerring, 2004, p. 342), focused on a single university and the decline in foreign language 

majors at that research site. Although multiple-case studies allow for a more comprehensive 

exploration of research questions and may provide stronger evidence, qualitative researchers, 

typically, are hesitant to generalize from one case to another because the contextual conditions 

of cases vary (Creswell, 1998). In keeping with Creswell’s perspective, this study did not 

compare or investigate any other foreign language programs or interview any students outside 

this small, private, Midwestern university. 

Summary 
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In this single case study, a qualitative methodology was used to investigate the decline 

in foreign language majors at a small, private, Midwestern university by identifying factors 

influencing the choice of college majors and exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign 

language program. By focusing on major choice as it affects the study of world languages, this 

research addressed the gap in the literature that exists in relating the choice of major in general 

to the choice of foreign language as a major. Triangulation was achieved using participant 

interviews, archival documents, and the body of literature. Specifically, to investigate the 

phenomenon, semi-structured interviews of students who had declared foreign language majors

and students in elementary-level foreign language classes who had declared majors other than 

foreign language were audio recorded, transcribed, and then coded, allowing for the emergence

of patterns, categories, and themes. Relevant portions of the data were synthesized and aligned

with the research questions to compare the differences and similarities in the factors influencing 

major choice identified by those who chose foreign language as a major and those who chose 

other fields of study. Additionally, the data analysis provided suggestions to enhance the foreign

language program at this small, private, Midwestern university.

Chapter 4: Findings

The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate the decline in foreign language 

majors at a small, private, Midwestern university by identifying factors influencing the choice of 

college majors and exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign language program. To 

determine factors specifically influencing the choice of foreign language as a major, the four key

themes cited in the preponderance of literature as influential in the selection of a college major 
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were used as the starting point and foundation for this study. The four key factors include 

interpersonal relationships; intrinsic interest or motivation; college curriculum and pedagogy; 

and economic outcomes.

This chapter presents a description of the participants, categorized as those majoring in 

a foreign language and those majoring in a field other than foreign language, followed by a 

synthesis and comparison of the interview responses from the two groups of participants. The 

responses to the interview questions are aligned to the following research questions:

1. What factors influence students to choose a foreign language major?

2. What factors influence students to choose majors other than a foreign language?

3. Are there differences and similarities in the factors influencing major choice identified

by students majoring in a foreign language and those not majoring in a foreign 

language?

4. What initiatives do students suggest as ways to strengthen the foreign language 

program?

The semi-structured interview was implemented as the most appropriate data collection 

technique to investigate the decline in foreign language majors because it offered the greatest 

possibility for a rich description and exposition of meaning with a focus on the individual(s) 

(Lodico et al., 2010). The analysis of the data involved assigning codes and looking for recurring

patterns. The findings of the study, which according to Merriam “are these recurring patterns or 

themes” (2009, p. 23), are presented as the results. A summary restating the essential 

information discussed in this chapter follows the results.

Descriptive Findings

The theoretical framework for this study is the student choice construct which implies 

self-efficacy by asserting that students successively make choices in situational contexts. In 

keeping with this theory, the goal of the study was to describe individual students and gain 
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insight into their values, personal narratives, and sociocultural experiences which, in turn, 

affected the choices they made regarding their college major. In the following sections, the 

sample population, including size and characteristics, is described. 

Sample Size

The target population for this study consisted of two groups of students: those students 

who had declared a major in a foreign language and an equal number of students concurrently 

enrolled in elementary-level foreign language classes who had declared a major other than a 

foreign language. The sampling method for both groups was purposeful since it was based on a

predetermined criterion (Palinkas et al., 2015). Invitations to participate in the study were 

emailed to the 13 foreign language majors and to all the students in the second of two entry-

level foreign language courses, designated as FL 112, who had chosen a major other than a 

foreign language. The invitation email explained the purpose of the study and the interview 

procedure as well as the time commitment and the date by which students had to confirm their 

desire to participate. Additionally, the emails sent to the students enrolled in the FL 112 classes 

explained that the total number of participants selected for the study could not exceed 13 and 

that selection would be based on the order in which affirmative responses were received. Since 

10 of the 13 foreign language majors volunteered for the interview (a response rate of more 

than 76%), no follow-up emails were necessary. The first 10 students among those majoring in 

a subject other than foreign language who affirmed a desire to participate in the study were 

notified of their acceptance. Thus, the sample totaled 20 participants, the number not to be 

exceeded in a case study (Crouch & McKenzie, 2006).                                    

Participant Characteristics

Of the 20 students interviewed 15 identified as female and five as male. Nineteen of the 

students were between the ages of 18-24, and one was over 30 years old. One student 

identified as Latina while the others identified as White. The majority of the participants were 
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from Indiana, followed by Missouri, and then an equal number from Kentucky, Ohio, and 

Wisconsin. To maintain confidentiality, each participant received a pseudonym. A brief profile of 

each participant at the time of the interview follows with students divided into two groups, those 

who had chosen a foreign language major and those enrolled in FL 112 who had selected 

majors other than foreign language. The order of the participants within each group is random. 

Foreign Language Majors

Louise is a freshman planning to graduate in four years. Her major is Spanish, which 

she began studying as a freshman in high school. Before deciding to concentrate on 

Spanish, she had studied German for two years in middle school. She reported that she is 

good at languages but wasn’t connecting with German. She entered the university’s foreign 

language program at the 300-level. 

Bettye is a senior who has studied at the university for four years but must complete 

one more year to graduate. Her major is Spanish, which she began studying as a freshman 

in high school. She had not studied another language before entering the university. She 

began Spanish at the 100 level. 

Dennis is a senior who will graduate within a matter of weeks after four years at the 

university. His major is Spanish which he began in ninth grade. During his four years in high 

school, he also studied Mandarin Chinese. Upon entering the university at the 300-level in 

Spanish, Dennis decided to add a minor in Russian Studies. 

Elizabeth is a freshman who anticipates graduating in four years or perhaps in three. 

Although she became interested in the Spanish language in middle school, no classes were 

available until high school. She studied Spanish throughout high school and entered the 

university at the 200 level. 

Jeannie is classified as a second-degree student at the university. She already 

earned a BS in broadcasting and a minor in French from this university several years ago. 
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She decided to return to college for a BA with a major in French and plans to graduate in 

2022.  She studied Spanish for three years in high school but was not happy with her 

college placement test score and decided to switch to French when she first entered the 

university for her BS. When she returned to pursue her BA, she began French at the 300 

level. 

Ruth is a freshman who anticipates graduating in four years. She reported that she 

was introduced to Spanish in elementary school but that it was in middle and high school 

where she began learning to write and speak the language. Spanish is the only language 

that she has studied thus far. Ruth started her university studies in Spanish at the 300 level. 

Dean has been a student at this small, private, Midwestern university for four years 

and plans to graduate after one additional semester. He had originally started to pursue a 

BS in Spanish education but changed his major to Spanish and is now seeking a BA degree.

Dean has studied Spanish every year since kindergarten, although not in an immersion 

setting. He also reported studying German and Klingon. Dean explained that Klingon, the 

constructed language of an alien race in the fictional Star Trek universe, is considered a full-

fledged language that is now taught at some schools around the world. Dean started his 

major in Spanish at the 300 level. 

Alice is a junior planning to graduate in one more year. She has a double major in 

French Education and TESL. She began her study of French as a freshman in high school 

where foreign language for a period of three years was required. Alice decided to take an 

additional fourth year of high school French. She also studied German online. Alice entered 

the university at the 200 level in French. 

Mary is a freshman who anticipates graduating in three years. She is pursuing a BS 

with a major in Spanish Education. She took five years of Latin in elementary and middle 

school and began studying Spanish in eighth grade. Mary reported that immediately she fell 
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in love with the language and knew that she wanted to continue studying Spanish. She 

entered the university language program at the 300 level. 

Bev is not a typical undergraduate student since she already earned a BS in civil 

engineering with a minor in Spanish from this university. She returned in the fall after 

graduating in the spring to pursue a major in Spanish. As a second-degree student, she 

plans to receive her BA by the summer of next year. Bev began studying Spanish at age 12 

in middle school. She did not study another world language until this year when she began 

German. When Bev previously entered the university as a freshman pursuing a BS, she 

placed at the 300 level in Spanish, and she has continued as a BA student from there. 

Students Majoring in Fields other than Foreign Language

Joanne is a sophomore who plans to graduate on schedule in three more years. She

is majoring in communications. Joanne developed this interest when, as a senior in high 

school studying advanced speech, she heard and was touched by Robert Kennedy’s speech

announcing Martin Luther King’s death. She studied Spanish, French, and Japanese in 

middle school and then took four years of Spanish in high school. She placed into the 100 

level on the university’s Spanish proficiency test. 

Justine is a sophomore who plans to graduate in three more years. She is a pre-

medical student majoring in neuroscience. She reported being interested in the medical field

since her freshman year in high school and in neuroscience in particular since her junior 

year when her uncle suffered a traumatic brain injury and made a full recovery because of 

his neuroscience team. Justine studied Spanish for three years in high school and entered 

the university at the 100 level. 

Frank, a sophomore, plans to graduate in three years with a major in global 

business. He had no idea what to study when he arrived on campus but picked up some 
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pamphlets on global business and reported that what he saw looked interesting to him. 

Frank studied Spanish from seventh grade through graduation from high school and entered

the university at the 100 level. 

Sharon is a junior who will graduate next spring. Her major is psychology. She 

decided to major in the subject as a college freshman. She studied Spanish for two years in 

high school and learned some Danish on her own. Although she is second-generation 

Latina, she has Danish ancestors on her mother’s side of the family and thus wanted to 

explore that language. She took the university’s Spanish proficiency test and placed at the 

100 level. 

Bill is a freshman who anticipates graduating in four years. His love of numbers as a 

result of his high school’s math program resulted in his selection of a double major 

combining computer science with statistics and data science. Bill reported having studied 

Spanish since first grade. He tested into 100 level Spanish. 

Nancy is a junior planning to graduate after one more semester, in three and a half 

years. She had no particular field of study in mind upon enrolling in the university but 

eventually decided on business. She first declared a global business major but changed to a

major in finance this year. She studied Spanish starting in kindergarten through eighth 

grade. In high school she studied Latin. She resumed Spanish when she placed into 100 

level Spanish at the university. 

Jim is a sophomore who is unsure of his future plans and may not continue his 

studies at this university. He is a history major who reported being interested in history for as

long as he can remember. He has enjoyed his history classes throughout all levels of his 

schooling. Jim studied French in middle school and as a freshman in high school. He 

decided to try Spanish as a college freshman and was placed at the 100 level. 

Kathy is a freshman who anticipates graduating in four years. She is majoring in 
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athletic training as a gateway into physical therapy. She reported that her interest in athletic 

training and physical therapy was spurred on by her love of sports and successive injuries 

that kept her from participating. She studied Spanish for three and a half years in high 

school and placed at the 100 level upon entering the university. 

Linda is a freshman anticipating graduation in four years. Her major is civil 

engineering. She began engineering classes in seventh grade and continued through high 

school. Linda reported that at her middle school the students rotated through all the 

languages during seventh grade. In her high school, students had to choose regarding what 

track to pursue. Linda chose between a focus on foreign language or engineering. She 

decided to pursue engineering but did manage to take three years of Spanish in high school.

She placed at the 100 level in Spanish on the university’s proficiency test.

Suzanne is a sophomore who plans to graduate in another two years. She is a pre-

medical student majoring in biology. Her determination to enter the medical field began 

when she was in seventh grade and her mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. Her 

interest grew as she researched, continued studying, and attended a school-sponsored 

medical summer camp. She studied Spanish beginning in second grade, continued with 

three years of high school Spanish, and placed at the 100 level on the university’s 

placement test. 

Data Analysis Procedures  

The data in this case study were analyzed using a thematic strategy based 

primarily on a deductive approach. Data from the interviews included audio recordings, 

handwritten notes made during the interview sessions, and transcripts of the recordings 

which were cross-checked and edited by comparing them to the audio recordings. Data 

also included marginalia and a reflexive journal with personal thoughts, emotions, 

opinions, evolving perceptions, and decision points, which, according to Dwyer and 
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Buckel (2009), the researcher must maintain and include as part of the analysis to 

examine positionality. The interview participants were allowed to review the edited 

transcriptions of their interviews, and no alterations were necessary. 

Because the themes of the existing literature were employed in the formulation of

the research and interview questions, deductive coding, known also as a priori coding,

was  used  in  the  analysis  of  the  transcripts.  Transcriptions  were coded to  identify

patterns relating to the thematic variables in major choice and to note the recurrence of

these  influential  factors  among  the  participants.  Additionally,  inductive  coding,  also

known as emergent coding, was applied to any findings which could not be related to the

overarching  a  priori themes  of  interpersonal  influence,  intrinsic  interest,  college

curriculum  and  pedagogy,  and  economic  influence  as  factors  in  choosing  a  major.

According to Järvensivu and Törnroos (2010), this combination of coding aligns with the

interpretivist  paradigm  and  is  a  logical  technique  for  exploring  and  understanding

subjective experiences.

The purpose of a case study analysis is to add profundity to understanding the

why and the how of the phenomenon (Yin 2009), which in this study was the decline in

foreign  language  majors  at  a  small,  private,  Midwestern  university.  To  address  this

decline by achieving an understanding of why and how students choose their majors and

how  to  strengthen  the  foreign  language  program,  data  gathered  via  the  interview

questions were aligned to the research questions and analyzed.

The analysis of the data involved a four-step approach.  The first step was the

introductory phase which entailed persistent listening to the audio recordings while re-

reading the notes taken during the interviews,  annotating the printed transcripts with

marginalia, and scrutinizing the edited transcripts. 
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The second step was the exploratory phase of the analysis which commenced the actual

process of coding. Through a line-by-line assessment, color coding was applied to distinguish 

the main ideas. Codes indicating items of less significance were assimilated under the key 

codes. The key codes were transformed into concepts based on similarities and differences. 

The process of coding was essentially a priori, arising from the interview questions based on the

theoretical framework and the preponderance of the literature on major choice. However, 

common occurrences throughout the data resulted in emergent coding as well, thus ensuring 

what Creswell (2013) refers to as a holistic analysis.

The third step in the process was specification using connective analysis strategies. 

During this phase, the connections between concepts were analyzed in order to develop 

categories “within a context into a coherent whole” (Maxwell, 2005), thus relating the concepts 

to the central questions of the study. These categories were labeled often using quotes to 

capture the “actual language of the participant” (Creswell, 2013, p. 186).  From these categories

and an understanding of the literature on major choice, the a priori themes were advanced and 

emerging themes were developed. 

The final step of the analysis was the integration phase. With the coding process 

completed, the themes and subthemes were compared, and the data were integrated. The 

results demonstrated how

the analysis aligned to and answered the research questions. Details of the analysis and the 

results follow. 

Results

Responses to Interview Question 1 

To begin the exploratory phase of the analysis, the responses to the ice-breaker 

question (Appendix A) were coded. This question invited participants to discuss when they first 

started studying their major or first became interested in their major. Of the 10 participants 
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majoring in a subject other than a foreign language, one determined their major in elementary 

school, two decided on their majors in middle school, three decided on their majors while in high

school, and four decided on a major after entering the university. Of the foreign language 

majors, two became interested in learning languages in elementary school, by middle school 

three had determined their major, an additional four decided on a foreign language major while 

in high school, and one finalized the decision to declare a major, as opposed to a minor, after 

enrolling in college.

The discussion surrounding the choice of college major at these early stages of the 

education process which began with the ice-breaker question continued during the first interview

question What influenced you in choosing your major? During the specification phase of coding,

the connections between concepts were analyzed as the participants talked about their previous

educational experiences. This analysis led to the development of categories relating the 

concepts to the central question of influential factors in the choice of a college major.   

Table 2

Emerging Categories Influential in Major Choice with Representative Quotes

Categories Participant quotes
Career education 
programs

Justine: “In my senior year, we did different rotations in the hospital.  We
 shadowed…there is one [class] that helped you get your CAN 
 certification and then there was a fire and rescue one.  There was 
 [another class] that had people actually in preschool and elementary 
 schools around the community… shadowing teachers and helping out
in  
 the classroom.” (Now majoring in neuroscience for pre-med).

 
Linda: “I was in seventh grade [when] I [first] took engineering.  And then
I 
 had to choose between Spanish and engineering, and I chose 
 engineering” (as her high school track). (Now majoring in civil 
 engineering).
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Summer camps Suzanne: “I got real interested in the anatomy of the body… and I went 
to 
 medical camp over the summer… and fell in love with surgery.”  (Now 
 majoring in biology for pre-med).

Elizabeth: “I got interested in biology… in middle school… I attended 
summer 
 camp for three weeks at a college… it was super fun.”  (Now pursuing
a 
 biology major in addition to her Spanish major).

Community 
programs

Joanne: “The experiences were “really awesome… Veterans Day 
program was 
 a really great thing.”  (Discussing programs presented for the school 
and 
 community as part of her advanced speech class.  Now majoring in 
 communications.)

Mary: “I went ahead and shadowed last year in a bilingual classroom for 
 kindergarten… just reading books to kids five years old, asking them 
 questions, interacting with them in the classroom.  It was an amazing 
 experience.”  (Discussing community-based learning.  Now majoring 
in 
 Spanish education.)

School trips 

abroad

Alice: “I was able to go on that trip and ever since that trip and being in 
France,  
 it really inspired me to continue my language learning and to continue 
on 
 with French.”  (Discussing a school-sponsored trip for high schoolers 
led by 
 her French teacher.  Now majoring in French education).

Bev: “I have a host family there [Spain] that I don’t want to lose the 
ability to 
 communicate with, and you know, if you don’t use it, you lose it, so I 
feel 
 like that was definitely a bit motivator for me as well.”  (Discussing 
summer 
 study abroad after junior year in high school.  Now majoring in 
Spanish.)

Based on quotes from the participants and the labeled categories, a new theme not 

discussed in the review of literature emerged as a key variable in the decision-making process 

leading to the choice of major. This emergent theme was titled middle and high school 

programs. 
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Besides producing a new theme, the first interview question What influenced you in 

choosing your major? resulted in the following responses to the sub-questions, which are based

on the a priori themes garnered from the review of literature.

Response to Interview Sub-question a. Can you talk about peer influence as a factor 

in choosing your major? examined the a priori theme of interpersonal relationships discussed in 

the literature. For the 10 students majoring in a foreign language, peer influence had not been 

influential in their choice, although one participant commented that having high school peers 

involved in foreign language made it more fun, and another commented that her peers affirmed 

the decision that she had already made.

Results of the analysis were very similar for the students majoring in other fields. Nine 

reported that peer influence was not a factor in their decision, while one of these nine said that 

peers’ opinions were important but that her decision had already been made. One student in 

this group of ten participants reported that peer influence was a factor in her decision-making 

process and elaborated saying that a student ambassador whom she met while touring the 

university convinced her to follow through with the choice of major she had been contemplating. 
 

Responses to Interview Sub-question b. Can you talk about the influence of family in 

your choice of major? also explored the a priori theme of interpersonal relationships and was 

the only sub-question to generate a unanimous response. None of the students, whether 

majoring in foreign language or majoring in other subjects, related their degree choice to the 

influence of a family member. Louise, a foreign language major, volunteered that her family was

supportive of her choice and thought it was a good idea. Bettye volunteered that her family was 

surprised by her choice to major in Spanish but did not react negatively to it.  

Of the 10 students majoring in subjects other than foreign language who reported no 

family influence in their decision, nine added that their family would have nurtured any choice 
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they made. Of these students, six used the word “supportive” to describe their parents’ mindset 

regarding their educational decisions and careers, two reported that their parents always offer 

encouragement, and one student volunteered that her parents push her to achieve in whatever 

she chooses. Suzanne reported, “My parents thought I was crazy… they’re like you want to cut 

people open?” However, they did not try to influence her major choice or goal of becoming a 

surgeon. Rather, according to Suzanne, “They’re always supportive of everything that I do.”

Although no family member directly influenced the choice of major for any of these 

students, love of family played a role in the autonomous decisions made by some of the 

students. The two students whose passion is to become physicians reported that their decision 

to choose pre-med majors was the result of health crises within their families. And the student 

whose passion is to help people with their problems reported the mental health issues of a 

sibling as one of the factors in her decision to pursue a major in psychology. 

Response to Interview Sub-question c. Can you talk about the influence of university 

personnel, such as admission counselors, academic advisors, and professors, as factors in 

choosing your major? further explored the a priori theme of interpersonal relationships. All the 

foreign language majors stated they had made their degree choice before enrolling in the 

university, and thus, university personnel had no influence on their decision. Nonetheless, Ruth,

who was still not absolutely sure that she wanted to pursue a Spanish major, as opposed to a 

Spanish minor, commented that speaking with her advisor confirmed her choice to major.  

Several of the other foreign language majors commented positively on their advisors and 

professors, citing the help they had received securing internships and the encouragement that 

flowed as they progressed through their major; however, they maintained that their decision to 

major had been made before enrolling at the university. 

Within the group of students majoring in a field other than foreign language, two students

cited professors and two students cited academic advisors as influential in their decision to 
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major. None of the students cited admission counselors as an influential factor in their choice. 

Sharon credited a professor her freshman year as influential in her decision to major in 

psychology, and Justine credited a professor with sealing her decision to major in neuroscience 

at this particular university. Frank explained that an academic advisor had helped him decide to 

try global business as a major, and Bill, speaking of his advisor, commented that he 

unequivocally influenced his choice to add a statistics and data science major to his computer 

science major.

Responses to Interview Sub-question d. Can you talk about the influence of grade 

school teachers, middle school teachers, high school teachers, or high school counselors in 

choosing your major? additionally addressed the a priori theme of interpersonal relationships. 

This subject elicited a nearly unanimous response from the foreign language majors with all but 

one reporting that their enjoyment of foreign language and, to some degree, their decision to 

major in the language could be attributed to their high school or middle school teachers. Louise 

reported that her encouraging high school Spanish teacher, who consistently worked to help her

improve, was key to her continuing with foreign language study. Bettye reported that in high 

school she had “two awesome teachers who love the language and love teaching language.” 

She recalled the teachers as being fun, which, in her words, made her “really love learning 

Spanish.”  Alice volunteered that her high school French teacher inspired her to follow in her 

footsteps and major in French education. Mary did not have a good experience with her high 

school teacher for three years but credits her middle school teacher as instrumental in the love 

of Spanish she developed and retained. She reported that this teacher, whose pedagogical 

approach included role-playing games, oral presentations, vocabulary games, culture days, and 

pages of translation, was both creative and rigorous. Dennis, the one foreign language major 

who did not attribute any influence in his choice of a Spanish major to former teachers, saw his 

entire reason for learning languages as coming from autonomous motivation.
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Of the 10 participants who had chosen majors other than foreign language, five reported 

their degree choice had been influenced by their former teachers. Jim reported that his history 

teachers, starting in elementary school and continuing through high school, made learning 

interesting and fun. Sharon, explaining that her high school English teacher served unofficially 

as her counselor, specified, “We had deep discussions about different fields to go into for 

college.”  This teacher encouraged her to act on her interest in helping others with their 

problems by majoring in psychology.

Although three additional students, among the participants majoring in fields other than 

foreign language, acknowledged the influence of their middle and high school teachers, they 

couched their discussion of the instructors within the larger context of their schools’ academic 

programs.  For example, as Bill extolled his high school calculus teacher, he emphasized the 

high school’s math program that offers very rigorous calculus studies. As Joanne characterized 

her high school communications teacher as a challenging instructor who encouraged students 

to get outside of their comfort zones, she focused on the school’s program which emphasized 

student participation in school and community activities. Joanne commended these community 

experiences saying that they allowed students to use their talents to be effective community 

members. Linda, while extolling both her middle and high school teachers as influential in her 

decision to major in civil engineering, underscored the school district’s technology program 

which she entered as a seventh grader and continued through high school.

The five students who did not feel their K-12 teachers had any influence in their degree 

choice are majoring in global business, finance, athletic training, neuroscience, and biology. 

Only the latter two, both of whom are planning careers in medicine, expounded on influential 

factors from their high school days and mentioned their teachers in passing. When Justine was 

asked to comment on former teachers as potentially influential in her choice of major, she began

instead to explain the school’s career education program that had a profound influence on her 
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degree choice. She described her career tech education class that included different rotations in

the hospital and neuroscience topics in the classroom setting. Justine mentioned that her 

teacher encouraged her in the class, although she did not cite him as influential in her decision 

to major in neuroscience; rather, she credited the high school program itself. Suzanne, who had 

already credited the school-sponsored summer camp she had attended as instrumental in her 

decision to pursue a career in surgery, ruminated about the influence of a high teacher in her 

major choice and stated, “My teacher for the majority of my biology classes was very dry, but he

did prepare me well.”  She added that although he prepared her well, he did not influence her 

decision to major in biology. 

As previously stated, during the coding process, the connections between the concepts 

discussed by the participants regarding their prior educational experiences were analyzed, and 

categories that led to the new theme of middle and high school programs as influential in major 

choice were developed. The connections and categories used to develop this new theme are 

revealed through the above responses of Bill, Joanne, Linda, Justine, and Suzanne as well as 

through the quotes of an additional four students in Table 2.
 

Response to Interview Sub-question e. Can you reflect on intrinsic interest/passion as

a factor in your choice of major? yielded a substantial number of affirmative responses. In 

response to this question, eight of the 10 participants in each group referred to the a priori 

theme of intrinsic interest or passion as paramount in their choice of major. Among the group of 

foreign language majors, Louise stated, “I really, really, really love language like that’s just 

something that I’ve always kind of been more attracted to, so I really think that that is the main 

factor why I chose to continue on in college, too.” She added that she wants to be able to help 

people through her knowledge of the language. Elizabeth reported, “Intrinsic motivation really, 

really like kicked in after I was able to travel to a Spanish speaking country, to Mexico.” She 
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added, “I think it even goes beyond that because I found that the people were so amazing.” She

continued reflecting that this cultural aspect was additional motivation saying that when she 

spoke Spanish “the people were just super, just super grateful, I think, and just super kind 

towards me.” She recalled that they were “just very thrilled and that was just motivating in itself.”

Ruth related her passion for Spanish and her desire to communicate with people in more than 

one language to her passion for helping people as a future healthcare professional. She added 

that she would like to be a medical missionary.

One of the two foreign language majors who did not refer to intrinsic interest as key in 

her choice of majors was Jeannie, a second-degree student, who originally obtained a BS in 

communications but is now working on her BA in French. Instead of talking about a deep-rooted

feeling for the language, she spoke in generalities about her love of reading and her life 

experiences and choices. She commented, “I guess if I had to confess there’s probably just a 

tiny part of me that wants to know French ‘cause then I would feel superior to people.”  Bettye, 

the other foreign language major that did not include intrinsic interest as influential in choosing 

her major, spoke of the circumstances surrounding her degree choice. She related that her 

passion was theater performance but that she was late in applying to the university and 

auditions for the theater department had ended. Thus, she decided on Spanish as her default 

major since she had enjoyed learning the language in high school. Bettye noted, however, that 

even though intrinsic interest did not influence her initial decision to major in the language, 

Spanish had become an intrinsic interest for her. She commented, “I think majoring in it has 

made it—definitely has increased my passion for it for sure.”  Bettye is planning to apply to the 

Peace Corps where she will be able to use her Spanish to help others. 

Of the eight participants majoring in subjects other than foreign language who spoke of 

intrinsic interest as the principal factor in their degree choice, five stated their motivation 

stemmed from a desire to help others. Joanne stated that she has always had a desire to help 
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people.” She decided, after finding herself in career limbo that she was “pretty passionate about 

politics…. and figured that would be the best way to help others.”  She is presently majoring in 

communications and plans to go to law school. Justine, a neuroscience major, declared, “I have 

always been a helper;” she continued that she wants to put her passion into place as a doctor 

where she can help people with brain injuries the way doctors helped her uncle when he 

suffered a TBI. Sharon, a psychology major, stated, “I love volunteering…helping people.” She 

went on to explain that a lot of her friends have personal issues and need someone to talk to, 

that her sister is suffering from anxiety and depression, and that she wants to help them. Kathy, 

describing how she chose her major, explained, “I want to do pediatric physical therapy because

I’ve always just been wanting to help children and am just really passionate about helping 

children.”   Suzanne’s passion is also a desire to help children. Wanting to learn more about 

helping people, in the way that doctors had helped her mother overcome breast cancer, 

Suzanne attended a summer medical camp where she fell in love with surgery and fell in love 

with working with kids.  After graduating with a major in biology, she intends to pursue a career 

as a pediatric surgeon. 

Besides these five students who explained intrinsic motivation, stemming from a desire 

to help others, as key in their choice of major, three more students majoring in subjects other 

than foreign language discussed intrinsic motivation as the principal factor in their degree 

choice. Bill, who spoke of his love for math, sought out jobs and internships in which he used 

those skills and stated that “compiling all these sort of building blocks… made me want to 

commit to …computer science.” Jim recalled that his intrinsic interest in history was lifelong. He 

stated, “As a kid growing up, I was always interested in war and military stuff… I always kind of 

thought I wanted to do something in that regard, and so that kind of led me down the history 

path…” Another participant who declared her choice of major as a lifelong passion was Linda. 

She recalled finding enjoyment in building things. She specified, “…when I was younger that 
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was always my thing…I built my mom a birdhouse for Mother’s Day… and stuff like that.” Her 

passion continued, and when given the opportunity to select an academic lane to follow in 

middle school and high school, Linda chose her current major, civil engineering.

One of the two participants, among this group of students majoring in a field other than 

foreign language, who did not refer to intrinsic interest as key in choosing a major was Frank. In 

discussing this sub-question and explaining his reason for choosing global business as his 

major, Frank stated, “I knew I wanted to do something business-related because I didn’t really 

like… I don’t like sciences, but I don’t know, nothing else really stood out to me.” Nancy also 

talked about her choice of major as a default decision rather than due to intrinsic motivation. 

She had originally wanted to do something in the field of science but “passed out in a bad class 

one day” and stated that “after that, I was like business seems safe.” She picked global 

business as her original major but decided she did not like the emphasis on marketing or 

management. This year, as a junior, she changed her major to finance, and stated that she 

hopes to attend law school to help with “legal issues... going on at home.”      

Response to Interview Sub-question f. Can you talk about economic considerations, 

such as job availability, the chance of advancement, or salary levels, as a factor in choosing 

your major? reflects the role of economic wherewithal in the U.S education system. The 

response of the foreign language majors to this a priori theme as a factor in major choice was 

varied. Three of the foreign language majors disavowed economic consideration in their choice. 

Dennis and Ruth definitively negated the role of economics in choosing Spanish as their major. 

Bettye also asserted that economics played no role in her decision although she acknowledged 

that it could be “an advantage.”

The other seven foreign language majors asserted that economic considerations had 

played a role in their decision-making process to varying degrees. For example, Jeannie felt that

it was somewhat of a factor but not a big consideration in her decision to pursue her second 
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degree, a choice which she attributed to being a word nerd. With regard to economic 

opportunity, Louise stated that the consideration was a factor, although not a big one. Elizabeth 

noted that knowing a foreign language could open more doors. Mary expressed that she 

considered job opportunities but only marginally. Dean also reported marginal consideration of 

job opportunities when choosing his major but now plans to continue his studies after receiving 

his BA to become a teacher. Alice gave economic considerations some reflection and decided 

to major in French education so that she would have a good chance for employment if the 

numerous other opportunities she had researched did not pan out. On the other hand, Bev, who

completed a BS and is now working on her BA, stated that economic wherewithal “was definitely

the idea of a second specialization and doing what I’m passionate about.”

The number of negative and positive responses among participants majoring in fields 

other than foreign language coincided with the responses of the foreign language majors. Again,

three students negated the role of economic wherewithal in their choice of majors and seven 

students acknowledged that economics had played a role in their decision-making process, 

albeit to different degrees. When asked if economic considerations factored into her decision-

making process, Linda, without any hesitation, categorically replied in the negative. Justine 

explained that passion rather than economic factors determined her choice and added that 

money, however, would be “an awesome bonus.” Likewise, Suzanne negated the role of 

economics in choosing her major and continued “the money is really just a plus, an icing on the 

cake.” 

The other seven participants, within this group of students majoring in fields other than 

foreign language, asserted that economics had played a role in their decision-making process to

varying degrees. For example, Joanne, when asked if economic considerations had figured into 

her choice of major, declared “absolutely.” Frank responded, “For sure. Like you can do 

anything with a degree like in business.”  Bill, who had researched his choice of computer 
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science coupled with a major in statistics and data science by looking at supply and demand, 

declared that he had “absolutely” considered the “economic point of view.” Nancy, who also 

considered the role of economics in choosing business as her major, said it was “some of the 

influence… definitely…  me going into college and not really knowing where I wanted to go long 

term, so I was like I can get a job in business…”  Additionally, her decision to switch her major 

from global business to finance was influenced by economic issues at home. Jim conveyed that 

salary was a concern as he pondered what jobs he “would be actually able to get with a history 

degree.” Sharon stated that she gave future employment some consideration but that “it wasn’t 

a priority.” Likewise, Kathy expressed that the availability of jobs only figured “partially” into her 

consideration between two paths that both represented her passion. 

The following table compares the interview responses of foreign language majors to the 

responses of students who did not select a foreign language major with regard to the themes 

influential in major choice. These thematic factors include the a priori themes of interpersonal 

relationships (peers, family, university personnel, and K-12 teachers), intrinsic motivation or 

passion, and economic considerations, as well as the emerging theme of middle and high 

school programs that came to light during the discussions.    

                    

Table 3

Number of Participants Reporting Each Factor as Influential in Major Choice

Interview question 1: Key factors Majors in FL
Majors in other

fields
Peers (a priori theme, sub-question a) 0 1

Family (a priori theme, sub-question b) 0 0

University personnel (a priori theme, sub-question c) 0 4

 K-12 teachers/counselors (a priori theme, sub-
question d)

9 5
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Intrinsic interest/passion (a priori theme, sub-question
e)

8 8

Economic considerations (a priori theme, sub-
question f)

7 7

Middle and high school programs (emerging theme) 4 5

Note. N=10 for foreign language majors and N=10 for majors in other fields.

The table below summarizes the first interview question by listing the influential role of

the a priori and emerging themes in order of their significance based on least cited to most 

often cited. The table demonstrates the number of foreign language majors citing particular 

factors as influential in the choice of major (Research Questions 1) and the number of non-

foreign language citing particular factors as influential in major choice (Research Question 2).

Through the side-by-side comparison, the table illustrates the differences and similarities in 

the factors influencing major choice identified by each group (Research Question 3).      
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Table 4

Influential Factors in Major Choice from Least Cited to Most Cited

Influential Variable Majors in FL
Majors in other

fields
Total

Family 0 0 0

Peers 0 1 1

University personnel 0 4 4

Middle and high school programs 4 5 9

K-12 Teachers 9 5 14

Economic considerations 7 7 14

Intrinsic interest/passion for 
subject

8 8 16

The responses to the a priori theme of intrinsic interest as influential in major choice 

resulted in a subtheme. Coding and cluster analysis established that half of the 16 participants 

who affirmed intrinsic interest as a factor in their major choice revealed a desire to help others 

as their motivation. These eight included three students majoring in foreign language and five 

students majoring in other fields.  From the strength of the numbers and the breadth of 

inclusion, a subtheme emerged and was titled desire to help others. The development of this 

subtheme is further discussed in its relationship to the upcoming interview question regarding 

prospective career paths.                                                                                                                

Responses to Interview Question 2 

The response to Can you tell me about the career path you will most likely pursue? 

produced clear-cut as well speculative results. Of the 10 foreign language majors, eight were 

relatively sure of their career paths and have made clear-cut plans. Of these eight foreign 

language majors, three are pursuing careers in line with their intrinsic motivation stemming from 

a desire to help people. For example, Louise, who credited economic considerations as a 

definite, albeit minor, factor in her major choice and whose intrinsic motivation was the love of 
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language itself coupled with a desire to use it to help people, plans to go to law school. She is 

considering either being a civil rights attorney or a victim’s advocate attorney or “something like 

that …just to be able to help people is kind of where I’m focused now.”

Bettye, who negated the role of economic considerations as a factor in her choice of 

major, plans to apply to the Peace Corps to use her Spanish to help people and then perhaps 

serve as a translator. Ruth, who also negated the role of economic considerations as a factor in 

her choice of major, plans on a career in healthcare. She stated her intrinsic motivation for 

majoring in Spanish is the desire to communicate with people in order to better serve them and 

added, “I want to be a missionary doctor.”

Five additional students among the foreign language majors have specific career goals. 

Dennis, who stated economic considerations had no bearing on his choice of major, has applied

and been accepted to graduate school where he plans to earn a master’s degree in translation 

and interpretation with a concentration in conference and community interpreting. To 

accomplish his dreams, he has already started his own limited liability company. Additionally, 

Dean, Mary, and Alice, all of whom expressed that economic considerations had very little 

influence in their choice of majors, have definite career plans. Dean plans to become a teacher 

by enrolling in the Transition to Teaching program after receiving his BA. Mary plans to use her 

Spanish education major to teach in an elementary or middle school. Alice also plans to use her

French education major as a French teacher or as the TESL coordinator for a company. Bev, 

the only one of this group who credited economic considerations as a decisive factor in her 

decision to pursue a second degree, wants to use her Spanish major in a career with the FBI; 

she is especially interested in becoming an intelligence analyst. 

Among the foreign language majors, two are undecided about their eventual careers and

have no clear-cut next steps lined up. Both participants expressed that economic considerations

were minor factors in their choice of major. Jeannie, the oldest student in the study, is pursuing 
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her second college degree but is unsure of how she might proceed. And Elizabeth, who loves 

problem solving and research, is hoping to find a career where she can use Spanish in this 

capacity. 

Among the 10 participants who chose to major in a field other than foreign language, 

eight are relatively certain of their career paths and have made specific plans. Of these eight, 

five are pursuing careers in line with their intrinsic motivation stemming from a desire to help 

people. For example, Joanne, who has always had a longing to help people and who also 

stated that economic considerations “absolutely” played into her choice of major, will work 

“inside the systems that don’t always benefit everyone” as a lawyer. Justine, a neuroscience 

major, who nullified economic considerations as a factor in her degree choice intends to follow 

her passion and “be somebody who takes care of people” by becoming a doctor. Sharon, a 

psychology major, who gave future employment some thought but stated that economic 

consideration was not a priority, and who declared her motivation as a love of volunteering and 

helping others, plans to become a “therapist or counselor for children.” Kathy, an athletic 

training major, who stated that economic considerations figured somewhat into her major choice

but asserted that her passion is helping children, plans to become a pediatric physical therapist. 

Suzanne, who specified that economic considerations did not figure into her choice of major, 

also has a passion for helping children and is planning to translate that passion into a career as 

a pediatric surgeon. 

Three additional students among those majoring in a subject other than foreign language

have specific career goals. Bill, who is majoring in computer science as well as statistics and 

data and who declared that economic considerations were “absolutely” a factor in his choice of 

major, is planning to begin his career as a software engineer and work his way up in a 

technology company while doing data interpretation as a consultant on the side. Nancy, who 

remarked that economic consideration was “some of the influence” on her choosing the field of 
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business, reported that she will soon be taking the admission tests and applying to law schools. 

Linda, who stated “not really” when asked if economic considerations played into her choice of 

major, plans to get a job in her major field, civil engineering, and hopefully have her master’s 

degree paid for by her employer. She is considering a master’s in environmental engineering as 

well as civil engineering. 

Paralleling the group of foreign language majors, two participants who are majoring in 

subjects other than foreign language are also undecided about their future careers and have no 

definitive plans for the next phase of their lives. Jim, who related that economic consideration in 

the form of concern had entered into his choice of a history degree, reported that he is “still not 

even sure” but added, “if there is an actual place for jobs like this… I really want to be a 

historian consultant for classical times for movies, shows, or video games.” Frank, who 

commented that economic considerations were definitely a factor in his choice of major, 

responded to this question saying, “I don’t have a plan yet.”

Table 5

Likely Career Paths Reported by 10 Foreign Language Majors and 10 Majors in Other Fields

Career paths Students majoring in FL
Students majoring in other

fields

Health professions 1 4

Lawyer 1 2

Teacher 3 0

Engineering 0 2

Peace Corps 1  0

FBI (intelligence 
analyst)

1 0

Business 1 0

Undecided 2 2

Because a major case study objective is to interpret the participants’ understanding of 

their place in the world (Creswell, 2013), the replies to this second interview question regarding 
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the students’ future careers were scrutinized as a source that could add meaning to the 

participants’ responses to the first interview question regarding intrinsic motivation (sub-question

e) and economic considerations (sub-question f) as factors influencing degree choice.

Looking at the responses surrounding likely careers in comparison to the replies to the a 

priori theme of economic considerations did not deepen the understanding of the role of 

economic considerations in the participants’ place in the world. Rather, the participants from 

both interview groups with well-reasoned career plans included those who factored in economic 

considerations and those who did not factor in economic considerations when selecting their 

major. Furthermore, the two participants among the foreign language majors with no career 

plans had expressed that economic considerations were minorly influential in their degree 

choice while the two participants among the non-foreign language majors with no career plans 

had expressed that economic considerations were considerably influential. Thus, from the 

responses regarding economic considerations as related to degree choice no systematic 

patterns, interrelationships, or common themes emerged that could help in the interpretation of 

the participants' perceived place in the world. 

In contrast, comparing the responses surrounding likely careers to the responses related

to a priori theme of intrinsic motivation resulted in increased understanding of the participants’ 

place in the world. By coding and categorizing statements made by both the foreign language 

majors and those majoring in other fields regarding the causation for their intrinsic interest and 

the culmination of this causation in their career choice, the participants' interpretation of their 

place in the world was revealed. As is often the case, "Degrees of strength in themes may lead 

to the naming of subthemes" (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 91). In the context of this study, 

analyzing the responses regarding likely career paths added another degree of strength to the 

development of the previously discussed subtheme that emerged secondary to the a priori 

theme of intrinsic interest or passion. Specifically, the desire to help others as a subtheme 
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added understanding to the “why” of the intrinsic interest and to the “how” this passion manifests

itself in career choices.                   

Table 6

Numbers of Selected Career Paths Stemming from a Desire to Help Others

Career paths Students majoring in FL Students majoring in other
fields

Health professions 1 4

Lawyer 1 1

Peace Corps 1 0

Teacher 0 0

Engineering 0 0

FBI (intelligence 
analyst)

0 0

Business 0 0

Responses to Interview Question 3

The question What ideas can you suggest for strengthening the FL program? was 

designed with a two-fold purpose. The first objective was to give foreign language majors the 

opportunity to discuss their subjective experiences with the curricular content and pedagogical 

approaches of their university coursework. In this way, the question addressed the a priori 

theme which identifies college curriculum and pedagogy as influential in choosing a major. The 

second objective was to garner suggestions for improving the foreign language program from 

the FL 112 students who opted not to continue with foreign language and instead chose a 

different field of study.

By exploring highlighted words and phrases appearing in the responses to this question, 

codes were developed. As a result of collating the data into groups according to these codes, 

cluster analysis revealed three subthemes supplementing the a priori theme of college 

curriculum and pedagogical approaches as influential in choosing a major. These subthemes 

include interdisciplinary collaboration with a focus on careers, opportunities for conversation, 
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and community-based learning. Additionally, through analysis of the connective patterns in the 

data, a fourth subtheme evolved which supported the emerging theme of high school and 

middle school programs as influential in major choice. This subtheme, entitled departmental 

outreach, emanated primarily from the responses of those students who chose majors other 

than foreign language.

Interdisciplinary Collaboration with a Focus on Careers. As suggestions for 

strengthening the foreign language program, several of the language majors stressed the need 

for an interdisciplinary curriculum with a focus on careers. They saw this approach as a way to 

both recruit and retain majors. Alice, a French education major, suggested the foreign language 

department partner with the business department with the idea of “showcasing what languages 

can do for the business market.” She pointed out that the business department’s current website

“promoted studying abroad, because, of course, it opens you to numerous cultures… however, 

they did not mention anything about foreign language.” She continued commenting that foreign 

language “is crucial in an international business scene.” As part of an interdisciplinary approach,

Alice also stressed the importance of offering scholarships as a way to bolster the foreign 

language program and attract majors, stating “I know that it is not always feasible…but I feel 

what attracts the most attention is a scholarship.” She recommended an interdisciplinary 

partnership between the foreign language department and the education department’s popular 

TESL minor which would provide a scholarship for a TESL minor who chose foreign language 

as a major. Jeannie, also a French major, commented on working with other departments in the 

development of an entry-level foreign language class introducing all the languages taught with a

focus on careers so that students could see the advantages in continuing their language 

studies. 

Dean echoed the focus on careers specifying that a course on interpretation would be a 

good idea. He related this suggestion to more interdisciplinary courses where students could 
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learn “the jargon” related to a particular discipline which, in turn, would “definitely get people 

interested” in continuing with a foreign language. Bev stated the need for cooperation among 

the departments, commenting on the difficulty of scheduling required foreign language courses 

due to conflicts with courses in other departments. 

Some of the students who chose not to major in a foreign language also expressed the 

need to create classes that linked to career goals which, consequently, could entice students to 

double major. Joanne mentioned the need for a class that incorporated legal studies. Sharon, 

who wants to be a child therapist, attested to the need for an interdisciplinary approach, when 

she stated that no one in the psychology department had suggested adding a foreign language 

to her major. 

Others in this group of participants, echoing Bev’s frustration, supported the need for an 

interdisciplinary approach through statements pointing to the lack of coordinated curricula and 

scheduling between departments. Audrey, who is majoring in athletic training and would like to 

continue in Spanish, reported that her advisor in athletic training did not think there would be 

enough time for her to complete the Spanish major with a concentration in medical Spanish. 

Further, Suzanne, a student on the pre-med path who had originally planned to continue with 

Spanish, thought it might be too difficult to coordinate all of the required classes and sought out 

the advice of her biology advisors. She reported that although they thought her continuing with 

Spanish “would be a really good idea,” they also said that having a studio art class might be less

problematic in scheduling and “a good decompression type of class;” thus, Suzanne dropped 

her Spanish major. 

Opportunities for Conversation. The foreign language majors emphasized 

conversation as a pedagogical approach to attract and maintain majors thereby strengthening 

the foreign language program. They stressed the importance of conversing in the classroom 

itself, in the community, and through study abroad programs. For example, Ruth reported that 
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her “biggest suggestion” would be a greater “emphasis on the classes being conversation-

based” and continued that “just being able to communicate… is kind of the main goal for me.” 

Jeannie echoed this desire and suggested an “emphasis on culture, film, music, and theatre” as 

conversational topics. Furthermore, as a way to focus on conversation, she suggested bringing 

knowledgeable native speakers from the community to present on the topic studied in the class. 

Louise spoke in terms of maintaining a “connection” with the language and advocated more 

opportunities to converse within the classroom and moreover wondered if the university could 

offer “things outside of the classroom.”

Bridging this gap between conversations in class and out of class, Bettye suggested 

bringing native speakers from campus into classrooms so that students could “interview” them. 

She also mentioned “fun activities such as field trips…to like museums and zoos” as part of a 

class where students would have “casual conversations” as opposed to conversing around the 

academic topics associated with the class. Jeannie also suggested field trips as an important 

element. Bev mentioned a fun class that she had enjoyed which, as part of the pedagogical 

approach, required students to make regular trips to a Mexican restaurant where they 

communicated with the restaurant personnel. Dennis echoed the theme of conversing with 

native speakers outside the classroom but focused on “exposure” through online programs 

connecting students with speakers from other countries. Dean suggested more opportunities to 

converse with people in the community to build conversational skills “since not everyone can 

afford to study abroad.”

Emphasizing the importance of study abroad in mastering conversational skills, Bettye 

proposed that the university provide funding and scholarships so that all majors would have the 

opportunity to study abroad. Jeannie suggested securing a relationship with specific programs 

and universities abroad to alleviate the students’ stress and time commitment involved in 

searching for a university, acquiring their syllabus, and hoping their class requirements meet the
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standards of the campus foreign language department. She added that the establishment of this

study abroad relationship would not only strengthen the foreign language program but would 

benefit the individual students who would feel “more comfortable to go to a place that had a 

history with us.”

Community-based Learning. The foreign language majors had several ideas regarding

community-based learning, previously defined as learning from the community while addressing

their needs. They saw a curriculum offering classes with a service-learning component as a way

to attract majors and maintain their interest. They also saw service-learning programs as not 

only beneficial for the community but also for themselves in developing their listening and 

speaking skills as language learners. Betty commented on the importance of “real-world, 

community experience” and suggested practicing the language, in this case Spanish, by “going 

out into schools and teaching or helping with the classroom.” She commented that “children 

make it so much easier to practice because they are still learning themselves.”   Mary 

contributed that children are “very forgiving teachers, and if you make a mistake, they 

immediately correct you and think it’s funny, and it’s a low-stress situation.” Mary also 

emphasized that she was “craving… real-life experience, for example, volunteering and being 

able to talk with people from the Hispanic community.”  Alice commented that such courses 

“would be great for benefitting the community as well as the college students.” Louise asserted 

that community-based learning could be a senior project incorporating research and addressing 

community needs. Ruth advocated for service-learning classes and reiterated the need for 

research opportunities. 

Departmental Outreach. In addition to the suggestions for strengthening the foreign 

language program posited by the foreign language majors, further suggestions, focusing on 

departmental outreach, were proposed by students who had chosen majors other than foreign 

language. These suggestions reflect the emerging theme of middle and high school programs 
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as influential in major choice. The students’ recommendations sometimes offered reasons why 

they personally had not considered a foreign language major in their choice of degree. Joanne 

suggested better outreach to communicate the importance of foreign language and what the 

university offers and emphasized “local high school outreach would be great.” She further 

offered an idea that was underscored at a high school-sponsored health institute she had 

attended. She explained that the professionals at this summer camp emphasized that students 

going into healthcare professions need not major in the sciences but rather can choose different

majors that would be advantageous to their careers. Joanne added that foreign language would 

be a “really great major if you're trying to go into medical school because you'll have this 

background.”

Other students also recommended that the university’s foreign language department 

reach out to the middle schools and high schools. Justine reported that she regretted not 

continuing to study foreign language, saying that the importance of linking Spanish to the 

medical field had not been stressed at her high school. Likewise, Frank had not heard of the 

advantage of linking a language major to global business. Additionally, Jim, who had been 

interested in history since early childhood, reported that no one had ever talked to him about 

combining history and foreign language and that only now was he realizing “how that could be 

very helpful on the job.”

Responses to Interview Question 4

The question Do you have any thoughts that you would like to add before we conclude 

the interview? produced only one response. Alice, the French education major, suggested a 

class entitled “World Languages” which would be listed as a “discovery class” for university 

freshmen to introduce them to different languages and extend them a chance to start a new 

language in alignment with another major or prospective career if they so desired. She added 

that the university could also offer such a course to high school students and “really even 
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eighth-grade middle-schoolers.” Her suggestions speak to strengthening the foreign language 

program through the a priori theme of college curriculum and pedagogy, centered on the 

subtheme of interdisciplinary collaboration with a focus on careers, as well as strengthening the 

department through the emerging theme of middle and high school programs.                             

Summary

A case study at a small, private, Midwestern university was designed to investigate the 

decline in foreign language majors by identifying factors influencing the choice of college majors

and exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign language program. To facilitate the 

understanding of the phenomenon being studied, the transcripts of the semi-structured 

interviews held with 20 participants were analyzed by combining deductive and inductive 

methods of coding to generate categories and themes grounded in the social construct theory of

student choice and aligned with the interpretivist paradigm. Data analysis consisted of a four-

step approach: introductory phase, exploratory phase, specification phase, and integration 

phase.

A deductive coding approach was used to analyze the a priori themes of interpersonal 

relationships, intrinsic motivation or passion, and economic considerations garnered from the 

review of literature as key factors in major choice. In addition to these a priori themes, a new 

theme emerged from inductive coding as students shared their subjective experiences and 

socially constructed knowledge regarding influential factors in their choice of major. This new 

theme, which developed as an influential factor in the choice of college major, was entitled 

middle and high school programs. 

An analysis of the responses to the first interview question, designed to ascertain the 

key variables in major choice, revealed intrinsic interest/ passion as the factor most often cited 

as influential in choosing a major. Half of those who cited intrinsic interest as a predominant 

factor linked their motivation to the desire to help others. Based on the recurrence of this 
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pattern, a subtheme to the a priori theme of intrinsic interest was established and entitled desire 

to help others. 

The second interview question, which asked participants to discuss their likely career 

paths, provided insight into their decision-making process and the “why” of their career plans. 

Specifically, their responses revealed the a priori theme of intrinsic interest/passion along with 

the subtheme of desire to help others as being the most influential factor in their career choice, 

thus reinforcing intrinsic motivation as the key factor in choosing a major. Only one participant 

majoring in foreign language and two participants majoring in other fields emphasized economic

considerations as high priority in their choice of careers. 

The third interview question asked students for ideas to strengthen the foreign language 

program. This question was designed to explore the a priori theme of college curriculum and 

pedagogy as influential in major choice through the lens of the participants’ subjective 

experiences. The participants’ responses yielded four subthemes. The first three subthemes, 

based principally on suggestions by the foreign language majors, were entitled interdisciplinary 

collaboration with an emphasis on careers, opportunities for conversation, and community-

based learning. The fourth subtheme, based primarily on the responses of the students who had

chosen majors other than foreign language, was entitled departmental outreach and reinforced 

the emerging theme of middle and high school programs as influential in major choice. 

The last interview question asked the participants if they had any other thoughts before 

concluding the interview. Only one participant responded. The two-fold response reflected the a 

priori theme of college curriculum and pedagogy, reiterating the need for interdisciplinary 

collaboration, and additionally reflected the theme of middle and high school programs with a 

suggestion for a foreign language discovery course that the department could offer in local 

middle and/or high schools. 
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The results of the interview questions have been presented and discussed in detail to 

ensure an adequate explanation of the findings and to provide responses to the following 

research questions:

1. What factors influence students to choose a foreign language major?

2. What factors influence students to choose majors other than a foreign language? 

3. Are there differences and similarities in the factors influencing major choice identified by 

students majoring in a foreign language and those not majoring in a foreign language?

4. What initiatives do students suggest as ways to strengthen the foreign language 

program?  

A discussion of the findings organized by research questions, the relationship of the 

findings to the review of literature, the implications of the findings, and recommendations for 

further research appear in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions

This chapter encompasses a discussion of the findings of a single case study that 

examined the decline in foreign language majors at a small, private, Midwestern university. The 

decline in foreign language as a degree choice, a problem at this particular university, 

represents a collective problem of great importance in higher education since it affects not only 

the individual and the community but also society in general (MLA, 2007). The disconcerting 

decline is confirmed by the 2019 MLA report which enumerates a 15.3% decrease in foreign 

language enrollment at the university level between 2009 and 2016 (Looney & Lusin, 2019). 

Although a substantial amount of research is available on factors influencing the choice of major

in general, a gap exists in relating these factors, and potentially others, to the choice of foreign 

language per se as a major. The purpose of this case study was to investigate the decline in 

foreign language majors at this particular university by identifying factors influencing the choice 

of college majors and exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign language program.

The study was a holistic, single case study design using qualitative methodology to 

investigate major choice within the empirical context of foreign language study at this small, 

private university. This approach is consistent with Yin’s explanation of a holistic design in which

a set of conditions is investigated “within its real-life context” (2003, p. 13). The data were 

obtained through semi-structured Zoom interviews. The total number of 20 participants met the 

limit for qualitative interview studies as recommended by Crouch and McKenzie (2006). The 

participants were divided evenly between students who had declared a foreign language major 

and students in elementary-level foreign language classes, designated as FL 112, who had 

declared a subject other than foreign language as a major. 

All the interviews were audio recorded and then transcribed. The data were then 

analyzed using a four-step process that involved the emergence of patterns, categories, and 
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themes. Pertinent portions of data collected were synthesized and aligned with the overarching 

research questions. The findings demonstrated that the research questions were answered. 

These findings (organized by research question) along with their relationship to the 

reviewed literature are discussed in this chapter. Additionally, implications for the practice of 

foreign language education, recommendations for further research, and conclusions are 

presented in this chapter.                                                                                                                

Discussion of the Findings            

Research Question 1

What factors influence students to choose a foreign language major? The reported 

decline in foreign languages studies at universities across America (Looney & Lusin, 2019) is 

evident at the small, private, Midwestern university chosen for this case study. From 2003 to 

2020, the number of foreign language majors dropped by 63.9% (Fact Book, 2003-04 and Fact 

Book, 2020-21). To determine factors specifically influencing the choice of foreign language as 

a major, three a priori themes cited in the preponderance of literature as influential in the 

selection of a college major were used as the starting point for the study. These factors were 

interpersonal relationships; intrinsic interest or motivation; and economic outcomes. Analysis of 

the interview responses to this first research question yielded an additional key theme as well as

a subtheme. The emerging theme, representing the fourth influential factor in major choice, was 

middle and high school programs. The desire to help others emerged as a subtheme to the a 

priori theme of intrinsic interest.

The wide-ranging theme of interpersonal relationships was subdivided into peers, family,

university personnel, and K-12 teachers and counselors. Looking first at peers, the findings of 

the study indicate that this interpersonal relationship had no bearing on the choice of foreign 

language as a major. None of the 10 students majoring in foreign language was influenced in 

their decision by peers. Likewise, with regard to the influence of family, the findings indicate that
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this factor had no bearing on the students’ choice of major. None of the foreign language 

students related their degree choice to the influence of a family member. Moreover, the findings 

indicate that university personnel, such as admission counselors, academic advisors, and 

professors, did not factor as influential in the choice of foreign language as a major in this study.

Rather, all the foreign language majors stated they had made their degree choice before 

enrolling in the university.

On the other hand, the findings demonstrate that the K-12 interpersonal relationships, 

which include grade school teachers, middle school teachers, high school teachers, and high 

school counselors, were very influential in the choice of foreign language as a major. This 

variable elicited a nearly unanimous response from the ten foreign language majors with all but 

one crediting their middle and high school teachers for their love of foreign language and to 

some degree their decision to major in a world language. The participants described these 

teachers as encouraging, fun, inspirational, creative, and challenging. The one foreign language

major who did not attribute interpersonal relationships as influential explained that his sole 

reason for majoring in foreign language arose from autonomous motivation.

Besides interpersonal relationships, intrinsic interest, also referred to as passion, was 

examined as a possible factor influencing students to choose a foreign language major. The 

findings indicate that intrinsic interest was of prime importance in the students’ choice. Eight of 

the 10 participants referred to this factor as paramount in their choice of major. The students 

used superlatives to refer to their love of the language, the culture, and the people with whom 

they communicate through the foreign language. The findings also indicate the importance of 

the desire to help others. This desire to help others became a prominent factor in the discussion

of intrinsic interest and thus developed into a subtheme. Three of the eight students explained 

that they want to help people by using their knowledge of the foreign language and that their 

passion for learning a world language springs from this desire. Of the two participants who did 
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not cite intrinsic interest as a predominant influence in their choice to major in a foreign 

language, one is an older, second-degree student, and the other defaulted to foreign language 

when she was not able to major in theater. The latter, however, remarked that through her 

studies she has become passionate about the language and the culture and that she intends to 

use her major to help others by joining the Peace Corps. 

In addition to interpersonal relationships and intrinsic motivation, the factor of economic 

considerations was explored as potentially influential in choosing a foreign language major. The 

response of the foreign language majors was varied. The findings indicate that economic 

considerations played a role in the decision-making process of the majority of foreign language 

majors but in differing degrees. Seven of the participants stated that they considered economic 

implications when choosing their major. Six of the seven students reported economic 

considerations as somewhat of a factor or definitely a factor, albeit not a big one. Only one of 

the seven reported economic considerations as a core reason for her foreign language major. 

This is a second-degree student who returned seeking a degree in Spanish to aid in achieving 

her career goal as an intelligence analyst for the FBI. The three remaining participants 

disavowed the role of economics in choosing their foreign language major.

Lastly, the emerging theme of middle and high school programs was evaluated as a 

possible factor influencing students to choose a foreign language major. The findings indicate 

this factor played a key role in the choice of major for four of the 10 participants. One student 

commented on the importance of summer camps in the decision-making process. Of particular 

importance were community-based learning programs and school-sponsored trips abroad. 

Specifically, one foreign language major referred to working with kindergarteners in a bilingual 

classroom while she was in high school as an inspirational experience. Two other students 

noted that study abroad opportunities while in high school inspired and motivated them to 

choose a foreign language major.
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Research Question 2
                      

What factors influence students to choose majors other than a foreign language? To 

determine the factors utilized by students at this university when choosing a major other than 

foreign language, the same themes employed for the first research question were implemented. 

Thus, the analysis of the interview responses to this second research question included the 

influential variables of interpersonal relationships; intrinsic interest or motivation; economic 

considerations; and middle and high school programs.

To examine interpersonal relationships, the variable was subdivided into peers, family, 

university personnel, and K-12 teachers and counselors. With regard to peers, the findings of 

the study indicate that this interpersonal relationship had little or no bearing on the choice of 

major among those students who had elected to pursue majors other than a foreign language. 

Nine students reported that peer influence was not a factor in their decision. Only one student in

this group of ten participants reported that peer influence was a factor in her decision-making 

process. However, the peer, in this case, was not a colleague or a friend but rather a 

contemporary whom she met while touring the campus. This contemporary, a university student 

ambassador, urged her to follow through with the choice of major she had been contemplating. 

Similarly, with regard to the influence of family, the findings indicate that this variable had no 

bearing on the students’ choice of major. No one in this group of students who chose majors 

other than a foreign language related their degree choice to the influence of a family member.

In contrast, the findings demonstrate that university personnel, such as admission 

counselors, academic advisors, and professors, played a role in the choice of degree among 

those majoring in fields other than foreign language. Specifically, two participants credited their 

professors, and two credited their academic advisors; yet none of the students cited admission 

counselors as influential in the decision-making process. The findings also demonstrate that K-
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12 interpersonal relationships were influential in the choice of major among this group. Of these 

10 students, five reported that their former teachers had influenced their degree choice. One 

student credited elementary, middle, and high school teachers as influential, while another cited 

a high school teacher, who unofficially served as a mentor and counselor, as the inspiration for 

her degree choice. Three additional students acknowledged the influence of their middle and 

high school teachers, but their reflection about their instructors was framed within the larger 

matrix of their schools’ academic programs.

In addition to interpersonal relationships, intrinsic interest, also designated as passion, 

was investigated as a possible influential factor among students who choose majors other than 

a foreign language. The findings indicate that intrinsic interest was of primary importance in the 

students’ degree choice. Eight of the 10 participants majoring in subjects other than foreign 

language attributed their choice of majors in large part to intrinsic motivation. Five of these 

students reflected on their intrinsic passion as springing from the desire to help others, thus 

reinforcing this motif. One of the two participants who did not refer to intrinsic interest as key in 

his decision-making process is a global business major who based his degree choice on 

pamphlets that he picked up and the fact that he does not like science. The other participant, 

who eventually settled on finance as her major, also reflected on her choice as a default 

decision rather than one due to intrinsic motivation. 

In conjunction with interpersonal relationships and intrinsic motivation, the variable of 

economic considerations was examined as possibly influential among students who select 

majors other than a foreign language. The findings indicate that economic considerations played

a part in the decision-making process for the majority of these students but in varying degrees 

of importance. Seven of the participants stated that economic considerations figured into their 

choice of major. Three of the seven cited economic considerations as critical in their choice. 

Two reflected on salary and job availability as concerns in their choice of major. Two other 
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students in this group stated that economics considerations played a minor role in choosing 

their majors. The three remaining participants negated the role of economics in their choice of 

major maintaining their decision was based on intrinsic motivation. 

Finally, middle and high school programs were considered as a potential variable 

influencing students who choose majors other than a foreign language. The findings reveal that 

this factor played an extremely important role in the choice of major among five of the 10 

participants. One student emphasized his high school’s career-focused math program as a 

determining factor in his major choice. Two additional students underscored the school district’s 

career education programs as influential in their major choice. Another student focused on 

community programs and credited her high school’s communications studies, which 

emphasized student participation in school and community activities, as a determinant in her 

choice of majors. And one student extolled summer camps as sparking her interest in what she 

would choose as her major.

Research Question 3

Are there differences and similarities in the factors influencing major choice identified by 

students majoring in a foreign language and those not majoring in a foreign language? Although

the results of the analysis denoted divergence in the responses depending on the factor, the 

findings indicate more similarities than differences overall.  

Regarding the influence of interpersonal relationships, the findings show that the 

responses from both groups concerning the variables of peers and family were nearly identical. 

For example, among the 10 students majoring in foreign language, peer influence was not seen 

as influential in their choice; and only one student among the 10 participants majoring in 

subjects other than foreign language acknowledged peer influence as a factor in her decision-

making process. This peer was not a friend or close acquaintance but rather a student 

ambassador whom she met while touring the university. Furthermore, family as an influential 
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factor in the choice of major was the only variable that generated a unanimous response. 

Specifically, none of the participants, whether majoring in foreign language or in other fields, 

related their degree choice to the influence of a family member. 

However, when discussing the interpersonal relationships of university personnel and K-

12 personnel, the findings show greater differences than similarities concerning the influence 

that these factors have on degree choice identified by students majoring in a foreign language 

and those not majoring in a foreign language. Specifically, results between the two groups of 

participants varied substantially with regard to admission counselors, academic advisors, and 

professors as influential factors in choosing a major. None of the foreign language majors 

credited university personnel with their decision but rather stated that their decision was made 

prior to enrolling in the university. On the other hand, four of the 10 participants majoring in 

subjects other than foreign language credited university personnel as having a role in their 

decision. Similarly, discussions centered on the interpersonal relationships of K-12 teachers and

counselors resulted in a substantial difference with respect to the influence this variable wielded.

Specifically, nine of the 10 foreign language majors attested to the substantial influence of this 

factor in choosing their degree. However, only five of the 10 participants in the group majoring in

fields other than foreign language considered this factor as an important influence in their 

degree choice. 

Regarding the influence of intrinsic interest or passion, the results between the two 

groups of participants were identical. Eight of the 10 participants in each group referred to the 

factor of intrinsic interest as predominant in their choice of major. Of the eight foreign language 

majors, three credited their intrinsic motivation to a desire to help others. And among the eight 

participants majoring in subjects other than foreign language, five credited their intrinsic 

motivation to a desire to help others.
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As regards the variable of economic considerations, the responses between the two 

groups again coincided numerically. Seven participants in each group stated that economic 

considerations, such as job availability, the chance of advancement, and salary levels, played a 

role in their choice of major. Yet, the degree of consideration given to economic wherewithal 

differed between the two groups. Economic considerations figured more prominently among 

those students majoring in subjects other than foreign language. Specifically, among the seven 

foreign language majors who asserted that economic considerations had played a role in their 

decision-making process, six described these considerations as somewhat influential, while only

one foreign language major related economic wherewithal as a cardinal factor in her major 

choice. Conversely, among the seven participants majoring in fields other than foreign 

language, three considered economic wherewithal a critical factor in their degree choice, two 

spoke of economic considerations as a definite factor or concern in their choice, and the two 

remaining members of this group stated that economic factors were a consideration but not a 

priority in their selection of a major.

With respect to the factor of middle and high school programs, the findings again 

indicate more similarities than differences in comparing the relative influence of this variable as 

identified by students majoring in foreign language and by those majoring in other fields. 

Specifically, four of the 10 students majoring in world languages commented on the importance 

of middle and high school programs in ultimately determining the choice of major. Comparably, 

five of the 10 students majoring in subjects other than foreign language emphasized middle and 

high school programs as determinants in degree choice. 

Summarizing, when comparing the factors influencing degree choice identified by 

students majoring in a foreign language and those not majoring in a foreign language, the 

findings indicate numerical unanimity with regard to the a prior variables of intrinsic motivation 

and economic considerations and great similarity with regard to the emerging variable middle 
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and high school programs. Within the a priori category of interpersonal relations, the findings 

demonstrate that the relative influence of peers and family in choosing a major is similar 

between students majoring in foreign language and those majoring in other subjects. However, 

the findings demonstrate substantial differences with regard to university personnel and K-12 

personnel as factors influencing degree choice identified by students majoring in foreign 

language and those majoring in fields other than foreign language. 

Table 7

Comparing Key Factors Identified by Foreign Language Majors and Majors in Other Fields

 Four key themes in major choice Number of majors
Foreign language Other fields Total

Interpersonal relationships 

 Peers 0 1 1

    Family 0 0 0

 University personnel 0 4 4

 K-12 teachers/counselors 9 5 14

Intrinsic interest/passion 8 8 16

Economic considerations 7 7 14

Middle and high school programs 4 5 9

Note. N=10 for foreign language majors and N=10 for majors in other fields.

As illustrated by Table 7, many similarities and few differences were found between the 

key factors influential in major choice identified by the group of participants who had chosen 

foreign language as their major and the group of participants who had chosen subjects other 

than foreign language as their major. The factor most often cited as influential in choosing a 

major was intrinsic interest. Of the 16 participants who cited this factor, eight asserted the desire

to help others as the source of their intrinsic motivation. The table also indicates the importance 

of K-12 teachers and counselors with 14 participants declaring this factor as influential in their 

choice. Although 14 participants also cited economic considerations as a factor in their choice of
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major, most referred to this variable as having only minor influence. Only one foreign language 

major declared economic considerations as clearly important in her choice, and only three of 

those participants majoring in other fields declared economic considerations as unquestionably 

important. Additionally, the table reveals the importance of middle and high school programs, 

such as career tracks and school-sponsored community events, with nine participants citing this

factor as influential in their choice of major.

Because a fundamental case study objective is to interpret the participants’ 

understanding of their place in the world (Creswell, 2013), the students in both groups were 

asked what career path they would most likely pursue. Their replies were scrutinized as a 

source that could add meaning to the differences and similarities in their responses concerning 

the influence of economic considerations and intrinsic motivation in choosing a major.

Among the 10 foreign language majors, eight were relatively sure of their career paths 

and have made clear-cut plans. Of these eight foreign language majors, three plan to pursue 

careers in keeping with their intrinsic motivation emanating from a desire to help people. Four 

have specific career plans not related to economic considerations. The one student who 

credited economic considerations as a decisive factor in her degree decision has a definitive 

career path. Both foreign language majors who remain undecided regarding careers expressed 

that economic considerations were minor factors in their degree choice. 

Among the 10 participants majoring in subjects other than foreign language, eight were 

relatively certain regarding their career paths and have made definitive plans. Within this group 

of eight students, five plan to pursue careers in line with their intrinsic motivation springing from 

a desire to help people. Among the other three with definite career plans, one declared that 

economic considerations were critical in his choice of major, one cited economic wherewithal as

a minor consideration, and the other declared economic considerations as not important. The 
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two remaining participants are undecided with regard to careers but expressed that economic 

concerns were definite factors in their degree choice.

Comparing the responses regarding likely careers to the responses regarding economic 

considerations as influential in choosing a major did not deepen the understanding of the role of 

economic wherewithal in the participants’ place in the world, nor did it add meaning to the 

differences and similarities between the two groups as regards the influence of economic 

considerations in degree choice. Rather, among both the foreign language majors and the non-

foreign language majors were participants with well-reasoned career plans who had factored in 

economic considerations when selecting their major and participants with well-reasoned career 

plans who had not factored in economic considerations when selecting their major. 

Furthermore, the two participants with no career plans in the group of foreign language majors 

had expressed that economic considerations were only minorly influential in their degree choice,

while the two participants with no career plans in the group of students majoring in fields other 

than foreign language had expressed that economic considerations were considerably 

influential in their degree choice. Thus, no systematic patterns, interrelationships, or common 

themes emerged from the responses regarding economic considerations as related to degree 

choice that could help in the interpretation of the participants' perceived place in the world. 

In contrast, comparing the responses regarding likely careers to the responses regarding

intrinsic motivation as influential in choosing a major resulted in increased understanding of the 

participants’ place in the world. Through coding and categorizing statements made by both the 

foreign language majors and those majoring in subjects other than foreign language concerning 

the causation for their intrinsic interest and the anticipated fulfillment of this causation in their 

career choice, the participants' interpretation of their place in the world was affirmed. Analyzing 

the responses regarding likely career paths added strength to the development of the previously

articulated subtheme, which emerged secondary to the theme of intrinsic interest or passion. 



104

Namely, the desire to help others as a subtheme added insight as to the “why” of the intrinsic 

interest and the “how” this passion reveals itself in career choices.   

Research Question 4

What initiatives do students suggest as ways to strengthen the foreign language 

program?

This question addressed the a priori theme which identifies college curriculum and pedagogy as

influential in choosing a major. By affording the participants the opportunity to ponder their 

experiences with world languages and offer recommendations to improve the foreign language 

program, the question is representative of this case study which operated within the 

interpretivist paradigm, a research framework derived from the conviction that reality and 

knowledge are relative, multiple, confabulated, and socially constructed. Coding and cluster 

analysis of the responses to this question resulted in three subthemes which include 

interdisciplinary collaboration with a focus on careers, opportunities for conversation, and 

community-based learning. Additionally, a subtheme entitled departmental outreach evolved 

from the emergent theme of middle and high school programs as influential in major choice. The

findings are discussed below.

Interdisciplinary Collaboration with a Focus on Careers. According to both FL 

majors and those majoring in other subjects, one way to strengthen the foreign language 

program is through an interdisciplinary curriculum with a focus on careers. Students saw this 

approach as a way to both recruit and retain majors. They emphasized cooperation among the 

university’s departments in conjunction with a focus on career paths and related majors, and 

they suggested coordinating both curricula and scheduling among departments. In particular, 

students suggested offering an entry-level foreign language class with a focus on careers to 

introduce all languages offered at the university. The participants specified partnering with the 

school of business. Another suggestion was a partnership with the education department’s 
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popular TESL minor and the offer of a scholarship to students who select a foreign language 

major to accompany their TESL minor. Students expressed the need to create foreign language 

classes linked to career goals to encourage double majors, yet several students from both 

groups of participants reported the virtual impossibility of adding foreign language to another 

major due to scheduling conflicts resulting from the lack of coordination among the departments.

Opportunities for Conversation. As a means of strengthening the foreign language 

program, the foreign language majors emphasized conversation as a pedagogical practice to 

attract and maintain majors. They placed importance on conversing in the classroom itself and 

suggested bringing in native speakers. Students also suggested focusing classroom 

conversations on culture-related topics such as film and music.

Another idea centered on conversational opportunities in the community. Students 

specified field trips to the zoo, the museum, and restaurants. One student mentioned developing

conversation skills through online technologies designed to connect U.S. students with students 

in other countries.

Lastly, students emphasized study abroad programs as a way to gain oral competence. They 

suggested funding scholarships so that all majors would have an opportunity to study abroad. 

One participant recommended forming relationships with specific programs and universities 

abroad to streamline the study abroad process.

Community-based Learning. The foreign language majors specified community-based 

learning as a way to attract majors and maintain their interest. They saw a curriculum offering 

classes with a service-learning component as having a dual advantage. Specifically, the 

participants commented on a service-learning approach as beneficial for the community but also

beneficial for themselves in developing listening and speaking skills. As an example, they 

advocated going into community schools to help second language learners. Additionally, some 
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of the foreign language majors stressed the need for research opportunities and proposed 

community-based learning as a way to incorporate research to address community needs.

Departmental Outreach. An additional suggestion for strengthening the foreign 

language program focused on departmental outreach. This suggestion reflects the importance 

of middle and high school programs as influential in major choice. Most of the recommendations

for outreach emanated from the students majoring in subjects other than foreign language. 

Participants spoke of the need for outreach to local middle and high schools to communicate the

importance of foreign language and what this particular university can offer. Some of these 

students stated that they had not been made aware of the benefits of linking a language major 

to their degree choice in their K-12 schooling. Two students enunciated regret that they came to

this realization on their own but too late in their college career to add a foreign language major. 

Both foreign language majors and those majoring in other fields mentioned career-oriented 

programs and tracks as well as school-sponsored clinics, summer camps, and trips abroad as 

avenues of outreach. 

Findings in Relation to the Literature

This section will consider the relationship between the research findings as presented in 

the reviewed literature and the findings of this case study which investigated the decline in 

foreign language majors at a small, private, Midwestern university by identifying factors 

influencing the choice of college majors and exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign 

language program. The segment will discuss findings of this study that are consistent with the 

literature, findings that are not consistent with the literature, and findings that are not mentioned 

in the review of literature. The section will conclude with a summary and a discussion of the 

limitations of this study compared to the reviewed literature. 

Findings Consistent with the Reviewed Literature
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The findings of this study align with the literature regarding the significance of intrinsic 

interest or motivation on a student’s choice of a college major. DeMarie and Aloise-Young 

(2003) substantiated the importance of intrinsic motivation in a study of education and business 

majors using a survey in which approximately 98% of these students confirmed interest as a key

factor in choosing their major. Additionally, in a study by Kimweli and Richards (1999), art 

majors from three universities reported that passion was more important than the potential for a 

lucrative career. In this case study, eight of the 10 participants majoring in fields other than 

foreign language echoed these findings. Discussing intrinsic motivation as the key influential 

factor in their choice of major, one spoke of his “love” for the subject, two spoke of their lifelong 

passion for the field, and five spoke of an intrinsic motivation stemming from a desire to help 

others.

The importance of intrinsic motivation specifically related to foreign language learning 

was a focal point in the review of literature with studies by Gardner and Lambert (1959), 

Ramage (1990), and Burton et al. (2006) positing that the higher the level of intrinsic motivation,

which Gardner referred to as integrative motivation, the more likely students were to continue 

their foreign language studies. The findings of this case study affirm these previous studies as 

well as Gardner’s socio-educational model of second language acquisition (1985), which 

asserts that a student’s intrinsic motivation is rooted in a personal interest in the culture and the 

people of the target language.  At this small, private, Midwestern university, eight of the 10 

foreign language majors spoke of intrinsic interest as the key factor in their decision to pursue 

foreign language pointing to a love of the language, of the culture, and of the people; and three 

of the eight extended this love to a desire to help others by means of the language.

Besides the consistency between this study and the reviewed literature regarding the 

influence of intrinsic motivation in the choice of major, consistency is also evident regarding the 

theme of economic considerations although to a lesser degree. Several studies in the review of 
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literature demonstrate that the focus of a college education is not on intellectual pursuit but 

rather on employment opportunity. One study indicated that males, in particular, chose their 

majors based on employment opportunities, salary, and the chance for career advancement 

(Malgwi et al., 2005). Another study placed job characteristics among the preeminent factors 

influencing degree choice (Beggs et al., 2008). Researchers using data from several sources 

from 1982 until 2012 found statistically significant correlations between changes in wages by 

occupation and subsequent changes in college majors (Long et al., 2015).

The findings of this study show that 14 out of the 20 participants acknowledged 

economic considerations to varying degrees of influence in their choice of major. Four of the 20 

participants were male, and three of these four were influenced by economic considerations. Of 

the seven foreign language majors, only one declared economic considerations as fundamental 

to launching her passion for language into a successful career, whereas the other six attributed 

minor importance to this factor. Of the seven students majoring in fields other than foreign 

language, three asserted that economic considerations were a definitive factor in their choice of 

majors. Thus, even though the findings of this study reflect the theme of economic influence in 

the reviewed literature, only four of the 20 participants spoke of economic considerations as a 

pivotal factor in their degree choice.                                          

Findings Not Consistent with the Reviewed Literature 

The findings of this study do not align with the reviewed literature regarding interpersonal

relationships. The literature focused on parental and peer influence as central in the choice of a 

student’s college major. Studies asserted that parents began engaging with their children in 

middle school regarding degree choice (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000). Data from a 2015 study of 

college freshmen who were undecided concerning degree choice showed parental influence 

more than academic advising as the decisive factor in the selection of a major (Workman, 

2015). Studies also indicated that the occupational backgrounds of parents were influential in 
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the student’s choice of major (Leppel et al., 2001). One study noted that parents in a lower 

socioeconomic status encouraged children to choose majors leading to well-paying jobs rather 

than majors reflecting typical gender roles (Ma, 2011). Other studies showed that the gender of 

the parents played a significant role in influencing the student’s choice of major (Douvan, 1976; 

Smith, 2000; Adya & Kaiser, 2005). Yet another study emphasized that parents from collectivist 

cultures expect their children to choose fields of study that reflect their cultural heritage (Young 

et al., 2001). However, the findings from this study are directly antithetical to the reviewed 

literature. All 20 participants declared their parents had no influence on their choice of major. 

Ten participants made it a point to add that their family would have supported them in any 

decision. Furthermore, the only participant from a collectivist culture chose a major which is 

stigmatized by her culture rather than a major that would reflect her heritage. 

Just as the findings in this study regarding parental influence fail to align with the 

reviewed literature, so also do the findings regarding peer influence. For example, a study by 

McDill & Coleman (1965) found that both family and peers are more influential on college 

decisions than the socioeconomic status of the family and that the types of peer groups 

influence the pursuit of particular degree choices. A study at West Point found that peer 

influence affected the choice of major as well as the decision to remain in the military (Lyle, 

2007). A survey of 47,755 students in medical schools found peers to be generally influential but

strongly influential with regard to high-performing females (Arcidiacono & Nicholson, 2005). 

Although a study at Dartmouth College indicated that peers were not influential in the choice of 

major, peers in that study were limited to freshmen dormitory roommates who were randomly 

assigned. (Sacerdote, 2001). In this case study, only one participant out of 20 mentioned peer 

influence, but even in that case, the participant’s peer referred to a student ambassador whom 

she had just met and who encouraged her to follow through with the major she was already 

considering. 
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Another area of inconsistency regarding interpersonal relationships is the factor of K-12 

teacher influence. Very few studies in the review of literature focus on the influence of 

elementary, middle, and/or high school teachers in the choice of a college major. A study 

entitled Parental Influence on a Student’s Selection of a College Major conducted in 1997 

showed that 19% of college freshmen cited their parents as the most significant factor in degree

choice and 14% cited teachers as influential, thereby making them the second most significant 

group in the selection of a major (Pearson & Dellman-Jenkins, 1997). However, when the 

authors of a study at a large northeastern business school surveyed undergraduates, they found

that high school teachers had a minor influence on degree choice (Malgwi et al., 2005). The 

findings of this case study indicate the opposite by revealing that 14 out of the 20 participants 

considered elementary, middle, and high school teachers as influential in their choice. Nine of 

these were foreign language majors who extolled their middle and high school teachers as 

inspirational in their degree selection. Of the five participants in the group majoring in fields 

other than foreign language who lauded their middle and high school teachers, three also gave 

credit to the programs in which these teachers participated. 

New Findings

Although interpersonal relationships as influential in degree choice factored into this 

case study as an a priori theme, the specific role of college personnel as a part of this relational 

group was not part of the reviewed literature. The results of this study demonstrate that 

interpersonal relationships between students and college personnel are influential in degree 

choice.  Specifically, the findings indicate that academic advisors and professors played a role 

in the students’ choice of major. However, according to the participants, admission counselors 

played no part in their choice. The four students who recognized the influence of a professor or 

an academic advisor as persuasive were in the group of participants majoring in subjects other 

than foreign language.
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Another area in which this case study revealed new perspectives regards the influence 

of middle and high school programs on major choice. While a small number of studies in the 

review of literature mentioned teachers preceding college entry as having some degree of 

influence on choice, none of the studies considered middle and high school programs as 

potential factors. Contrastingly, nine of the 20 participants in this study specified the influential 

impact of these programs on their choice of major. Furthermore, in some cases, the participants’

intrinsic motivation/passion which influenced their choice of major could be traced initially to 

these programs. Specifically, two of the foreign language majors’ passion began as the result of 

school-sponsored trips abroad. And among the participants majoring in a field other than foreign

language, four indicated their interest, or passion, for the subject had developed from their 

participation in school-sponsored career programs, school-sponsored summer camps, and/or 

community programs. Thus, the findings of this study point to the prevalent and influential 

impact of middle and high school programs on major choice.

Summary of Findings Compared to Reviewed Literature

Only the a priori themes of intrinsic motivation and economic considerations as 

influential factors in major choice aligned with the literature reviewed. The interpersonal 

relationships cited by previous studies as influential did not extend to this study. Whereas the 

literature cited the relational influence of family and peers in the selection of a college major and

gave little attention to the influence of K-12 teachers, this study revealed the opposite. None of 

the participants related their degree choice to family influence, and only one participant 

mentioned a peer as peripherally influential. However, 14 of the 20 participants in this study 

cited elementary, middle, and high school teachers as inspirational and influential in the choice 

of major. Furthermore, the reviewed literature did not discuss the relational influence of 

university personnel. However, this study revealed that university personnel played a minor role 
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in the selection of a major with four of the 20 participants crediting academic advisors and 

professors as persuasive in their choice.

Additionally, the review of literature did not include middle and high school programs as 

an influential factor as students consider what major to choose. By contrast, the findings of this 

study were strong enough to support this variable as an emerging theme with nine of the 20 

participants asserting the substantial influence of these programs on their degree choice.

Limitations of Findings Compared to Reviewed Literature

When looking at the findings of this case study in comparison to the findings of the 

reviewed literature, context is essential. Qualitative studies generally focus on events and 

situations which are essentially context specific and limit generalizations (Spencer et al., 2003). 

The review of literature covers many studies and thousands of participants, whereas the 

findings of this study are the result of interviews from a purposeful sampling of 20 participants at

a small, private, Midwestern university. Additionally, the body of literature does not focus on 

foreign language as a major choice but rather focuses on major choice in general, whereas this 

study concentrates on major choice as it affects foreign language study.  It is assumed that the 

findings from this study will be utilized to address the decline in foreign language majors at this 

particular university with transferability essentially limited to universities within the United States 

of approximately the same size. These determinants were appropriately acknowledged and 

sufficiently discussed in the limitations, delimitations, and assumptions sections of Chapter 3.

Implications of the Findings for Practice

The desired outcome of this present research is to communicate to the foreign language 

department at a small, private, Midwestern university the factors most influential in choosing a 

major, from the students’ perspective, and to explore these findings to strengthen the world 

language program through improved recruitment and the implementation of expanded curricular

and pedagogical approaches. Additional expectations of this study are to add to the body of 
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literature concerning the way in which students choose their major and to add to the knowledge 

base for practitioners in the field of foreign language.

Concerning the factors that influence a student’s choice of major, the findings from this 

study indicate that parents and other family members have no direct influence. However, in 

some instances, issues within the family, such as injuries and illness, impacted students and 

initiated or strengthened their intrinsic interest or passion for a particular field of study. Students 

reported that their parents would be supportive of any choice they made. These factors imply 

that outreach to parents as a way to recruit foreign language majors, and thereby strengthen the

foreign language program, should not be considered a priority.

Additionally, peer influence was not an influential factor in the choice of major in this 

case study. Only one participant mentioned a peer as peripherally influential. However, this 

“peer” was not a friend or companion but rather a university student ambassador of 

approximately the same age who encouraged the student to finalize the choice she was already

considering. Students reported that, although peers did not shape their choice of major, the 

interaction with peers who have the same academic interest makes classes in their major more 

enjoyable. These findings imply that creating opportunities for activities that encourage the 

formation of relationships among classmates who have already chosen a foreign language 

major would make classes more pleasurable and thus would incentivize students to retain their 

major. Fun activities could also encourage elementary and intermediate-level foreign language 

students to continue their studies and declare a major. These findings suggest the need for 

activities outside the classroom. Such activities could include foreign language clubs that meet 

on a regular basis; periodic discussion groups that include native speakers for "informal talk 

time;" lectures with native speakers as presenters followed by a social hour; movie nights; 

parties to celebrate culturally-based holidays; field trips, for example, to zoos, museums, 

restaurants, amusement parks, and ice-skating rinks; outdoor activities, including nature walks, 
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camping, kayaking, canoeing, skiing, and scavenger hunts; cultural performances, such as 

symphony concerts and plays; and sporting events.  Taking advantage of these opportunities to 

interact using the foreign language as opposed to English should be emphasized.

In this study, university personnel were nominally influential in major choice. Among the 

20 participants, two cited professors and two cited academic advisors as influencing their 

choice. Perhaps more important than the affirmative role that academic advisors and professors

play in influencing students in their choice of major is the nullifying role they play, as reported by

the interview participants, by not encouraging foreign language as an additional major. 

Accordingly, the implications regarding university personnel are addressed later in the 

discussion of interdisciplinary collaboration as a way to strengthen the foreign language 

program. 

It is important to note that none of the students who cited university personnel as 

influential in their degree choice were foreign language majors. Rather, all of the foreign 

language majors stated they had determined their major before enrolling at the university. Nine 

of these ten foreign language majors spoke of their love of language and their decision to major 

in foreign language as attributable in large part to their middle and high school teachers. This 

strong response implies the need for the university’s foreign language department to reach out 

and collaborate with K-12 teachers in the surrounding communities. For example, professors 

could volunteer to occasionally co-teach certain classes, perhaps using parallel or alternative 

approaches.

In conjunction with the findings indicating the substantial influence of K-12 teachers on 

the choice of major, this study also revealed the importance of middle and high school programs

on eventual degree choice. Nine out of the 20 students reflected on the importance of these 

programs. Some of these programs are career-oriented and thus incorporate the factor of 

economic considerations in major choice. In this study, 14 of the 20 participants asserted 
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economic considerations were important to some degree. Most said they were only of minor 

importance while four students declared economic considerations as definitely important. The 

fact that half of the participants majoring in a subject other than foreign language asserted that 

these middle and high school programs, which often include economic considerations, had a 

decisive influence on their choice of major implies the need for the foreign language department

to pursue a tangible presence in these courses. Outreach on the part of the foreign language 

faculty to establish relationships with the middle and high school teachers could result in 

opportunities to speak with the students regarding the importance of world languages in their 

career choices and to institute a departmental representation in these tracks and lanes.

The findings of this study demonstrate that intrinsic interest, or passion, for a subject 

was the overwhelming influence in the choice of major. Eight out of 10 in the group of foreign 

language majors, as well as eight out of 10 in the group of students majoring in subjects other 

than foreign language, emphasized this factor in their degree choice with half of these students 

relating that their passion stemmed from a desire to help others. When speaking of their 

anticipated careers, the responses of these 16 participants again focused on intrinsic interest 

and the desire to help others as their motivation. Because interests often develop at a very early

age and because, according to this study, K-12 teachers, as well as middle and high school 

programs, play an influential role in the selection of an eventual major, the foreign language 

department needs to develop a working relationship with local teachers and with school 

administrators. Attention to the implications of working across institutions is critical. The 

university’s foreign language professors should propose and lead organizational partnerships 

with school administrators. 

With regard to suggestions for strengthening the foreign language program at this small 

university, the participants’ responses emphasized college curriculum and pedagogy as well as 

departmental outreach. The foreign language majors and those majoring in other fields asserted
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the need for an interdisciplinary approach with a focus on careers. Participants cited the 

difficulty in acquiring the necessary courses to major in a foreign language due to scheduling 

conflicts with their other classes. Those majoring in fields other than foreign language also 

stated that their professors and advisors did not mention the benefits of combining their major 

with a foreign language major. Moreover, in some cases the professors and advisors stressed 

the difficulty in scheduling and the added time commitment that coupling a foreign language 

major would create.

These findings imply the need for cooperation among departments in terms of advising 

students and in terms of curricula development. An example of such collaboration might involve 

a double major combining the university’s environmental studies program with German. The 

double major is logical since Germany is a leader in environmental policies. This alliance would 

permit students to establish connections between disciplines and to establish contacts with 

German speakers in the local community and in the virtual world. These contacts could lead to 

internships abroad and opportunities for employment. An additional implication worthy of pursuit

entails collaboration between the business department, which encourages study abroad, and 

the foreign language department. Namely, courses could be developed to allow students to earn

dual credits, thus facilitating a double major. Another

suggestion is the addition of career-focused foreign language course offerings linked to specific 

majors. These courses, as recommended by the participants, should also include an exploratory

class introducing all the languages taught at the university with a focus on careers related to 

each.

When offering suggestions to strengthen the foreign language program, the participants, 

especially those majoring in subjects other than world languages, cited the need for better 

outreach to middle and high schools to convey the importance of foreign language as well as 

what the university’s foreign language program has to offer. As recommendations for middle 
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and high school programs, the participants identified school-sponsored institutes, summer 

camps, trips abroad, and community programs as well as the previously discussed career-

oriented tracks and lanes. Thus, the participants’ comments imply the need for the university’s 

foreign language department to work cooperatively with local businesses, health care providers,

and non-profit agencies to organize institutes and summer camps as well as to work 

cooperatively with the local school administration to integrate foreign language into the K-12 

career education programs.  Moreover, as an outreach approach, the foreign language 

professors could organize and lead trips abroad for middle and high school students as well as 

for college students.

Continuing with the theme of curriculum and pedagogy, the foreign language majors 

emphasized conversation as a methodology to draw and maintain majors. They stressed the 

need for conversational opportunities both in and out of the classroom and for study abroad 

opportunities. Their observations imply a variety of curricular and pedagogical approaches. 

First, every foreign language course, to the extent possible, should incorporate fun classroom 

activities in which to use the language, should invite native speakers from campus and/or the 

surrounding community to interact with students during classes, and should include field trips 

and cultural events. Second, the department should collaborate with local schools to develop a 

K-12 tutoring program so that foreign language majors can share their competencies as well as 

their career interests while tutoring and conversing with those students learning English and 

with native English-speaking students learning a foreign language. This tutoring partnership 

would provide foreign language majors the opportunity to increase their communication skills 

while indirectly promoting the university’s foreign language program. Third, the foreign language

department should contact local businesses and community organizations in an effort to acquire

funding for study abroad scholarships for all world language majors. Fourth, the department 

should also research local needs and connect with community groups to coordinate service-
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learning opportunities. This community-based learning in upper-level classes would provide 

opportunities for student research to address community needs. Moreover, because service-

learning courses can generate student interest and motivate students to continue their language

studies (Carney, 2013), and because several participants in this study asserted a desire to help 

others as a powerful factor in their choice of major, all levels of foreign language courses should

contain a community-based component.

To summarize, in this case study, four variables represent the most influential factors in 

choosing a major. In ascending order of frequency, these factors include middle and high school

programs, K-12 teachers, economic considerations, and intrinsic interest or passion for the 

subject matter. Thus, the major implication and takeaway from the research is the need to 

create a passion for world language learning within students at an early age through outreach to

K-12 teachers and school administrators in the surrounding communities. This outreach will give

the university’s foreign language professors an opportunity to explain and promote the 

importance of world languages and what this university has to offer its students. The outreach 

will also provide an opportunity to gain a presence in the career-oriented middle and high school

programs and to relate the economic advantages of bilingualism. An additional, important 

implication of this research centers on students as a valuable resource. The thought-provoking 

ideas and suggestions from the 20 participants in this study imply the need for the foreign 

language faculty to systematically survey world language students in beginning, intermediate, 

and advanced courses to explore their suggestions as potentially effective curricular and 

pedagogical strategies.

Recommendations for Further Research

Due to the nature of qualitative methodology and case studies, qualitative researchers 

are routinely reluctant to generalize from one case to another because of the contextual 

variations between cases (Creswell, 1998). However, according to Patton (2015), the potential 



119

for transferability exists “from particular cases to others based on similarity of context and 

conditions” (p. 719). Because external validity, stemming from the research design, was 

established, and because this case study takes place at a small, private university; the findings 

are transferable to other small, private universities within the United States. In this study, the 

findings identify factors influencing the choice of college majors and, in particular, those factors 

influencing the choice of foreign language as a major. Additionally, the study explores initiatives 

to strengthen the foreign language program at a fully accredited, private, liberal arts and 

sciences university in the Midwest. These findings can be adapted to similar settings; however,

as stated by Lincoln and Guba (1985), the adaptability must be determined by “the person 

seeking to make an application elsewhere. The original inquirer cannot know the sites to which 

transferability might be sought, but the appliers can and do” (p. 298). 

Although transferability of the findings to other similar universities is possible, it is 

recommended that comparable universities develop corresponding studies regarding factors 

that influence the choice of major. In such manner, they can evoke from their own student body 

the subjective impressions of the teaching-learning process and consequently integrate those 

recommendations and suggestions to shape their particular foreign language curriculum. 

A mixed methods research design using a survey questionnaire is a recommended 

approach for additional research. Descriptive-survey research aims to collect data that 

demonstrate the extent to which the variables in the study affect the participants (Fowler, 2014).

The use of an easily replicated survey employing a five-point Likert scale ranging from “Not at 

all influential” to “Extremely influential” would provide quantitative data which could be analyzed 

to gain deeper insight into the extent to which the variables of interpersonal relationships, 

middle and high school programs, economic influence, intrinsic motivation, and curricular 

content and pedagogy affect a student’s choice of major.
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Even though the influence of university personnel was minor in this study with only four 

out of 20 students citing this factor as relevant in determining their major, the topic is worthy of 

more research. First, a gap exists in the literature because this theme has not been explored. 

Secondly, understanding the techniques in advertising used by recruitment officials and the 

thought processes used by admission counselors as they attempt to match prospective students

to appropriate departments would be helpful in regard to attracting majors and strengthening 

foreign language programs. This information could be gained through interviews and focus 

groups with university personnel. Furthermore, studies could examine the themes occurring in 

the material used for recruitment and what these publications promote.

Another idea worth pursuing is a longitudinal study. This research would follow up with 

the students after graduation to ascertain their degree of contentment with their choice of major 

and career. Such a study could investigate whether those students who chose not to major in a 

foreign language feel that adding a foreign language major would have been beneficial in 

boosting job prospects and /or providing opportunities for growth in their existing employment. 

An additional recommended approach for further study is the investigation of influential 

factors in the choice of major from a demographic standpoint. Such research could focus on 

gender, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic class, student residency, and parents’ educational level. 

Comparisons of these demographic characteristics and the relationship of these groups in 

regard to each of the influential themes in the choice of major could provide helpful direction for 

foreign language programs with respect to recruiting, developing responsive curricula, and 

maintaining foreign language majors.

A final recommendation is a study on the influence of technology in the choice of foreign 

language as a major. This research would examine social technologies, blogs, Instagram, Tic 

Toc, chats, webinars, webcasts, Skype, Zoom, etc., as ways to connect individual students and 
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entire classrooms to native speakers. Such a study could investigate the effectiveness of virtual 

exchanges and partnerships with professors and classrooms in the target culture. Research 

comparing modes of instructional delivery and their effect on interactions among class peers, 

the local community, and international students could conceivably result in greater student 

interest, greater student participation, and creative changes to curricula and pedagogy that 

would attract and retain foreign language majors.                                   

Conclusion

This qualitative case study examined how and why college students choose their major with 

a particular focus on how and why college students choose a foreign language major. The 

theoretical framework was the student choice construct as derived from social constructivism, 

which posits that knowledge and meaning are subjective and created through social 

interactions. The purpose of this study was to investigate the decline in foreign language majors

at a small, private, Midwestern university by identifying factors influencing the choice of college 

majors and exploring initiatives to strengthen the foreign language program. The data were 

collected through semi-structured interviews via Zoom with 20 world language students, 10 of 

whom were majoring in foreign language and 10 of whom were enrolled in entry-level foreign 

language classes but were majoring in fields other than foreign language. Specifically, the study

was guided by the following research questions:

1. What factors influence students to choose a foreign language major?

2. What factors influence students to choose majors other than a foreign language? 

3. Are there differences and similarities in the factors influencing major choice identified by 

students majoring in a foreign language and those not majoring in a foreign language?

4. What initiatives do students suggest as ways to strengthen the foreign language 

program?  
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To answer these research questions, key variables cited in the body of literature as influential in 

the choice of major were used to structure the interview. These four a priori factors included 

interpersonal relationships, intrinsic interest or passion, economic outcomes, and college 

curriculum and pedagogy. Additionally, middle and high school programs emerged from the 

interviews as a fifth influential factor in the choice of college major.

Subthemes also developed from the data analysis. The desire to help others emanated 

as a subtheme related to intrinsic interest. Interdisciplinary collaboration focusing on careers, 

opportunities for conversation, and community-based learning emerged as subthemes 

associated with college curriculum and pedagogy. And departmental outreach evolved as a 

subtheme related to middle and high school programs.

The results of the data analysis demonstrated that the factors influencing students to 

choose a foreign language as a major and the factors influencing students to choose majors 

other than a foreign language were for the most part similar with only two notable differences. 

First, university personnel were not an influential factor with foreign language majors but played 

a role in four out of 10 students who chose majors in other subjects. Secondly, K-12 teachers 

were a compelling factor for nine of the 10 foreign language majors while only five of the 10 

students majoring in fields other than foreign language reported K-12 teachers as influential in 

their major choice.

The findings revealed economic considerations as a factor in the decision-making 

process among 7 of the 10 participants in both interview groups. However, the majority of the 

participants maintained that these considerations were of nominal importance. Only one of the 

participants majoring in foreign language and three of the participants majoring in other fields 

declared economic considerations as a significant determinant in their degree choice.

The variable most often cited as influential in choosing a major was intrinsic interest. 

Specifically, 16 of the 20 participants, evenly divided between the two interview groups, 
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stressed intrinsic interest as a pivotal factor in their choice of major. Moreover, half of these 

students specified a desire to help others as the root cause of their motivation. Of all the factors 

deemed influential in choosing a major, intrinsic interest evoked the longest subjective 

responses and the most positive and sincere testimonials from the participants.

In closing, this case study adds to the body of literature on how college students choose 

their major and addresses the gap in the literature by providing information on how foreign 

language students in particular choose their major. The findings of this research indicate little 

difference and great similarity in the factors identified as influential in the choice of a college 

major among students majoring in a foreign language and those majoring in other fields at the 

small, private, Midwestern university where the research took place. Overall, the findings 

contribute constructive insight into the themes associated with the choice of major and provide 

implications for future actions and policies with the potential to strengthen the foreign language 

program and reverse the decline in foreign language majors at this research site. Lastly, 

although qualitative studies do not lend themselves to generalizations, the insights gained from 

this study may inform strategies to fortify foreign language programs at comparable universities 

and may also encourage similar studies tailored to the specific needs of comparable 

universities.        
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Appendix A: Semi-structured Interview Script

Review of purpose, interview procedure, and verbal consent

It is (date/ time), and it is my pleasure to be interviewing a foreign language 

major/student whom I will refer to as pseudonym in order to keep the responses anonymous. 

Before we officially begin, I first want to thank you for your willingness to take part in this 

study. Secondly, I want you to know that there are no right or wrong answers to any of these 

questions. The questions will be open-ended, so I want you to feel comfortable talking as long 

as you want and sharing as much as you would like about your personal experiences and your 

ideas. The interview will take approximately 40 minutes, but please don't feel pressured to 

hurry. We can stay as long as it takes.

I would also like to talk about the purpose of this study and the interview procedure. The 

purpose of the study is to investigate how college students choose their major by identifying the 

factors that influence this choice. In particular, the study seeks to identify how FL majors choose

their majors in order to understand the decline in FL majors and explore initiatives to strengthen 

the foreign language program. 

Regarding the interview procedure, do you confirm that you have agreed to be audio 

recorded to ensure accuracy of the interview transcription, which will be coded using no 

identifying markers and that you have been informed you can withdraw from the study by 

leaving the interview session at any time with no negative consequences? Additionally, do you 

confirm knowing that you will be given the opportunity to meet again to review the transcript of 

this interview? Do you confirm knowing that the audio recordings of the sessions will be 

downloaded to my password-protected computer and then will be saved on a media storage 

device and that the media storage device, paper transcriptions, and all notes will be secured in 

my office in a locked file cabinet for a maximum duration of 3 years and destroyed by April 

2024.
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Now, if you could respond to the following questions, then we can proceed with the interview.

1. Do you have any questions regarding the purpose or the procedure for the interview 

that we just reviewed?

2. Do you acknowledge that I have no grading relationship with you, in other words, you 

are not taking a class with me, and that you are not one of my advisees?

3. Do you give your verbal consent to continue with the audio-recorded interview?

Participant General Information 

Let’s get started with you telling me a bit about yourself. 

 1. How long have you been a student at this university?

2. When do you anticipate graduating? 

3. What are you majoring in?

4. When did you first start studying or get interested in your major? (Elementary school, 

middle school, high school?)

5. To FL majors: Did you study any other language before deciding to concentrate on 

_____ (major language)?

6. To students majoring in a field other than foreign language: Did you study any foreign

language previous to your first foreign language class at the university level? 

7. To FL majors: At what level of ___ (major language) did you start when you entered 

the

university?  100, 200, 300 or 400?
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Appendix B: Interview Questions

1. What factors influenced you in choosing your major?  (Aligns to R.Q.1, R.Q. 2, R.Q. 3)

a) Can you talk about peer influence as a factor in choosing your major? 

b) Can you talk about the influence of family in your choice of major?   

c) Can you talk about the influence of university personnel, such as admission counselors, 

academic advisors, and professors, as factors in choosing your major?  

d) Can you talk about the influence of grades school teachers, middle school teachers, high 

school teachers, or high school counselors in choosing your major?  

e) Can you reflect on intrinsic interest/passion as a factor in your choice of major?                       

f) Can you talk about economic considerations, such as job availability, the chance of 

advancement, or salary levels, as a factor in choosing your major?

2. Can you tell me about the career path you will most likely pursue?   (Aligns to R.Q.1, R.Q. 2,   

R.Q. 3)

3. What ideas can you suggest for strengthening the FL program? (Aligns to R.Q.4) 

4. Do you have any thoughts that you would like to add before we conclude the interview? 

(Aligns to R.Q.1, R.Q.2, R.Q.3, and/or R.Q. 4
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