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Abstract

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to discover the lived experiences
of choosing a non-STEM college major for Asian American students in the United States. The
theory guiding this study was Bandura’s social cognitive theory, as it provided a foundation for
understanding how cultural and environmental factors interact with internal motivations and
interests to shape college and career choices. The study addressed the central research question:
What are the lived experiences of Asian American students who have chosen non-STEM college
majors? This phenomenological study used purposeful criterion sampling to select 12 Asian
American participants who are pursuing a non-STEM college major or have graduated with a
non-STEM degree within the past five years. The data collection methods were individual
interviews, letter writing, and focus groups. The data analysis followed the steps described by
Moustakas in the modification of van Kaam’s data analysis method. The findings revealed a
complex interplay of Asian collectivistic cultures, familial expectations, institutional influences,
social media, and personal motivation in shaping educational and career choices in non-STEM
fields. Internal motivation is the key theme that highlights the participants' passions and interests.
The participants have navigated through various cultural differences, language barriers, pressures
and stereotypes to pursue their passions in non-STEM fields that align with their interests and
values.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview

The U.S. colleges have not supplied enough workers in science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics (STEM) to the workforce because the demand for STEM careers has
significantly increased (Khakimov, 2022; Sahin et al., 2020). Therefore, the U.S. government
and educators have emphasized the importance of STEM education and tried to increase interest
in STEM early before students go to college (Khakimov, 2022; J. Kim et al., 2021; K. N. Smith
et al., 2021). Observably, Asian Americans show a high interest in STEM (Funk & Parker,
2018). Asian American workers with a college degree are about 10% of the U.S. workforce, but
they make up 17% of college-educated STEM workers (Funk & Parker, 2018). Asian Americans
are defined as all people with origins in the Far East, Southeast Asia, and the Indian
subcontinent, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the
Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam (The U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). Chapter one will
provide a contextual background of this study, the research problem and purpose, followed by
the research’s significance and the research questions. Lastly is the list of important definitions
and the chapter summary.

Background

Since Asian Americans have been traditionally overrepresented in STEM fields, they are
underrepresented in non-STEM areas (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022). The path to a
successful non-STEM profession for Asian Americans, especially a leadership position, is
challenging (Cooc & Kim, 2021; Kodama & Dugan, 2020). The problem is rooted in a history of
Asian culture that recognizes STEM as a preferred career choice (Shen & Liao, 2022) and affects

Asian American students by directing them to choose a STEM college major that will lead them
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to a STEM career while some of them are interested in other fields (Kang et al., 2023; Shen &
Liao, 2022). The phenomenon's historical, social, and theoretical contexts will be described
below.
Historical Context

The U.S. National Scientific Foundation started the STEM movement during the last
decade of the 20" century using the acronym SMET and later changed it to STEM (Martin-Paez
et al., 2019). The movement led to the STEM education concept, referring to an educational
experience or teaching approach integrating science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(Martin-Paez et al., 2019). STEM education has become part of U.S. government policy since
the beginning of the 21% century (Khakimov, 2022). However, schools in the United States have
difficulties recruiting and retaining talented students in STEM (Avendano et al., 2019; Camilli &
Hira, 2019; Diekman & Benson-Greenwald, 2018) while the demands for STEM workers
continue to increase and require solutions to resolve the STEM shortages (Camilli & Hira, 2019;
Diekman & Benson-Greenwald, 2018). One suggested solution to increase STEM labor in the
United States is through immigration (Camilli & Hira, 2019) because immigrated students who
are non-native English speakers tend to choose STEM fields and avoid liberal arts fields that are
language-demanding (Lowinger & Song, 2017; Y. Ma, 2009). Asian American immigrant
students are among the non-native English speakers who prefer STEM over other occupations,
such as teaching, because some of them do not have confidence in their English skills or are
afraid of being criticized for their English accent (Gordon, 2000; G. M. Kim, 2020; H. T.
Nguyen, 2012). Since the traditional collectivistic Asian culture encourages harmony and
humility (Hofstede, 2011), Asian Americans tend to be submissive and confirming (Lin et al.,

2005; Sy et al., 2017) and are more suitable to technical careers (Pew Research Center, 2013)
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than dominant leaders (Lin et al., 2005; Sy et al., 2017). Hence, while Asian Americans are
overrepresented in highly technical professions, they are the least represented in management
positions (J. Chen & Cheng-Cimini, 2024).

Social Context

The overrepresentation of Asian Americans in STEM fields covers the existing problems
related to Asian American subgroups. Since Asian Americans are usually considered a
monolithic group with about seven percent of the U.S. population and have higher income and
education levels than other ethnic groups (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021), the subgroups with unique
characteristics become invisible and may not get the support they need in the classrooms and
society (Hsieh & Kim, 2020; K. H. Nguyen et al., 2022; Riggs et al., 2023; Shih et al., 2019).
Some Asian American students may face difficulties seeking institutional and social assistance
because they are categorized together with the successful group and assumed they do not need
help (Hsieh & Kim, 2020; Riggs et al., 2023; Shih et al., 2019; Talusan & Franke, 2019).

There is also a widespread model minority myth believing people with Asian origins
have a better ability to learn and work in STEM careers than other ethnic groups (J. Lee & Zhou,
2020; Tu & Okazaki, 2021). While such stereotypes can boost Asian American students' self-
efficacy, they may cause mental health issues for those who cannot meet high expectations
(Hosseini & Kubavat, 2023; Lau et al., 2023). One of the reasons some Asian American students
cannot perform well in STEM is that they were directed to STEM by cultural and parental
influences while they were not interested (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022; Tu & Okazaki,
2021). Even though some Asian American students select a STEM major or career only to please
their family instead of following their motivations (Tu & Okazaki, 2021), they are still more

likely to stay in STEM than non-Asian Americans (Y. L. Zhang, 2022). The students who switch
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from STEM to a non-STEM degree or leave STEM without a degree tend to be older and non-
Asian (Y. L. Zhang, 2022). Since both the history and social contexts have focused on STEM
fields and neglected Asian American students in non-STEM areas, the need for a study for them
arose. This study explored the lived experiences of Asian American students who have chosen
non-STEM college majors to understand their needs and provide them with adequate assistance
and support in the future.
Theoretical Context

Multiple extrinsic and intrinsic factors influence career choices (Kang et al., 2023; J. Lee
& Zhou, 2020; J. J. Park et al., 2020; Shih et al., 2019; Warikoo, 2020). One theory that
researchers have used to explain the influences on career decision-making process is social
learning theory of career decision-making (SLTCDM). John Krumboltz (1979) developed
SLTCDM to explain the factors that affect career decision-making. There are four categories of
influences: (a) genetic endowment and special abilities, (b) environmental conditions and events,
(c) learning experiences, and (d) task approach skills (Krumboltz, 1979; Krumboltz et al., 1976).
Another theory is social cognitive theory (SCT), developed by Bandura (1986). SCT views
people as active agents that shape and are shaped by their environment. SCT also emphasizes
observational learning and how behavior, cognition, and environment interact to influence
people (Bandura, 1986). SCT is an expanded version of social learning theory (SLT) developed
by Bandura (1965). SLT states that learning occurs in response to observation, imitation, and
modeling (Bandura, 1965). Another theory that is used to explain career development is social
cognitive career theory (SCCT). Lent et al. (1994) developed SCCT based on Bandura’s SCT.
SCCT provides three aspects of career decision-making: Self-efficacy beliefs, outcome

expectations, and personal goals (Lent et al., 1994, 2000). The self-efficacy beliefs predict the
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interests and actions of the career development activities (Lent, 2005; Lent et al., 2010). SCCT is
specifically for career decision-making and is used as a theoretical framework in studies about
career choices, for example, Cooc and Kim (2021), Hui and Lent (2018), and Xing and Rojewski
(2018). SCT was used as the theoretical framework for this study to understand how cognitive,
behavioral, and environmental factors interact with one another and influence Asian Americans'
career choices. SCT provided a framework to examine how symbolic communication influences
and shapes the environment. This study chose SCT over other theories to explain better how
mass media or symbolic communication influences people’s thoughts and actions by analyzing
psychosocial factors, social networks, and social diffusion of new behavior (Bandura, 2001).
Problem Statement

The problem is that Asian American students in non-STEM majors are neglected and
invisible in their culture (Cooc & Kim, 2021). Since Asian culture respects STEM fields, STEM
careers are overrepresented while non-STEM, especially leadership roles, are underrepresented
(Cooc & Kim, 2021; Gundemir et al., 2019; Kodama & Dugan, 2020; Shen & Liao, 2022). Asian
countries are in collectivistic cultures (Hofstede, 2011), where students usually make their career
decisions based on the opinions or preferences of their parents, family members, or peers (Shen
& Liao, 2022; Vu et al., 2019). Since science-oriented careers are prevalent in Asian culture and
are considered a more reliable source of income than social-oriented careers, Asian American
students usually try to please their parents by choosing a STEM major or career even when they
are interested in other areas (Shen & Liao, 2022; Vu et al., 2019). The model minority myth is
also a reason for Asian American students to pursue STEM majors. The myth assumes Asian
Americans are naturally excellent in STEM and expect them to perform well in these fields (J.

Lee & Zhou, 2020). The myth or stereotypes also believe that those good at STEM will lack
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verbal, social, and leadership skills and will not succeed in the positions that require these skills
(Shih et al., 2019; Tu & Okazaki, 2021). Hence, Asian American students tend to avoid
unpopular or underrepresented majors for fear of failure or being criticized. Since Asian culture,
surrounding people, and stereotypes cause a lot of pressure and hesitation on Asian students who
want to be different, their journey to success is difficult. The model minority myth may prevent
them from securing a job position in non-STEM fields after graduation or being promoted to
managerial roles (Shih et al., 2019; Tu & Okazaki, 2021). There was a gap in the literature
regarding Asian American students who diverge from popular college choices. It was essential to
explore the experiences of these students to gain a deeper understanding of how cultural and
environmental factors shape their feelings and actions. This study aimed to fill that gap by
examining the lived experiences of Asian American students who have chosen non-STEM
college majors.
Purpose Statement

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to discover the lived
experiences of choosing a non-STEM college major for Asian American students in the United
States. At this stage in the research, Asian American students who have chosen non-STEM
college majors are generally defined as post-secondary students who are pursuing a non-STEM
college major different from science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) or
graduated with a non-STEM degree within the last five years. The theory guiding this study is
SCT developed by Bandura (1986).

Significance of the Study
Since the U.S. workforce desperately needs more STEM workers, the education policy

mainly focuses on increasing STEM interests (J. Kim et al., 2021; K. N. Smith et al., 2021). As a
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result, the knowledge base related to non-STEM career choices is underrepresented, and it is
worth increasing its representation. This study contributed to the existing theoretical, empirical,
and practical knowledge base by discovering the lived experiences of Asian American students
who have chosen non-STEM majors considered unpopular in Asian culture.
Theoretical

The theoretical significance of this study is the application of SCT developed by Bandura
(1986) to the career decision-making process of Asian American students. A newer theory, social
cognitive career theory (SCCT), is based on Bandura’s SCT and developed by Lent et al. (1994).
SCCT is specifically for career decision-making and is used as a theoretical framework in studies
about career choices, for example, Cooc and Kim (2021), Hui and Lent (2018), and Xing and
Rojewski (2018). However, this study chose SCT over SCCT to understand how cognitive,
behavioral, and environmental factors interact with one another and influence Asian Americans'
decisions on college majors. Evaluating this phenomenon through SCT provided a perspective
that will help educators recognize the needs of non-STEM Asian American students who are
invisible in neglected in their culture (Cooc & Kim, 2021). SCT also provided a framework to
explain better how mass media or symbolic communication can influence Asian American
students’ thoughts and actions by analyzing psychosocial factors, social networks, and social
diffusion of new behavior (Bandura, 2001).
Empirical

The empirical significance of this research is to fill a gap in the existing literature by
contributing a study on the lived experiences of Asian Americans who choose an unpopular
career path that is more difficult than the overrepresented STEM fields (Cooc & Kim, 2021;

Kodama & Dugan, 2020). While studies related to non-STEM career choices exist, for example,
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Whitcomb et al. (2021) and Y. L. Zhang (2022), they are for all students in general and not
specifically for Asian American students. Asian Americans, in general, are overrepresented in
STEM, but some subgroups are underrepresented and considered invisible in literature and
society (Hsieh & Kim, 2020; Shih et al., 2019; Talusan & Franke, 2019). This study addressed
Asian American students in non-STEM majors who have been neglected and invisible (Cooc &
Kim, 2021).
Practical

The practical significance of this research is to increase the visibility of the non-STEM
group of Asian American students so that educators will be aware of them and create appropriate
methods to support them in school and society. Asian Americans' overrepresentation in STEM is
not bad because it provides more STEM workers to the U.S. workforce suffering from STEM
shortages (Camilli & Hira, 2019). This study did not aim to discourage Asian American students
from pursuing STEM careers. Instead, it sought to shed light on a different group of Asian
American students who often receive insufficient attention and support. By exploring the lived
experiences of Asian American students who have chosen non-STEM college majors, this study
provides valuable insights into their unique challenges and motivations.

Research Questions

This transcendental phenomenological study aimed to explore the lived experiences of
Asian American students who have chosen non-STEM college majors. The study used (SCT)
developed by Bandura (1986) as the theoretical framework. SCT emphasizes observational
learning and how behavior, cognition, and environment interact to influence people (Bandura,

1986). The research questions were designed based on SCT to discover the external and internal
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factors influencing Asian American students’ choices of non-STEM college majors. The central
research question (CRQ) and three sub-questions (SQ1, SQ2, and SQ3) are below.
Central Research Question

What are the lived experiences of Asian American students who have chosen non-STEM
college majors?
Sub-Question One

How do cultural factors influence Asian American students in non-STEM fields?
Sub-Question Two

How do environmental factors influence Asian American students in non-STEM fields?
Sub-Question Three

How do internal motivations influence Asian American students in non-STEM fields?

Definitions

1. Acculturation - Cultural and psychological change when interacting with a culture (Berry,
2005, 2019)

2. Asian American - All people with origins in the Far East, Southeast Asia, and the Indian
subcontinent, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the
Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam (The U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.).

3. Collectivism - A cultural dimension that integrates individuals into groups of family
members, significant others, or peers. The right to privacy is discouraged. Personal
opinion or decision is primarily influenced by the groups to which the individuals belong
(Hofstede, 2011).

4. Culture - The collective programming of thinking, feeling, and acting that distinguishes

one group of people from another (Hofstede, 2001, 2011).
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5. Individualism - A cultural dimension where individuals are loosely tied to one another,
the right to privacy is expected, and personal opinion or decision is encouraged and
respected (Hofstede, 2011).

6. Self-efficacy - A person’s belief in his or her ability to act and reach specific goals (Hui &
Lent, 2018; Kantamneni et al., 2018).

7. Social cognitive career theory - Theory developed by Lent et al. (1994) based on
Bandura’s social cognitive theory. Social cognitive career theory provides three aspects
of career decision-making: Self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, and personal
goals (Lent et al., 1994, 2000).

8. Social cognitive theory - Theory developed by Albert Bandura (1986) that views people
as active agents that shape and are shaped by their environment. The theory emphasizes
observational learning and how behavior, cognition, and environment interact to
influence people (Bandura, 1986).

9. Social learning theory - Theory developed by Albert Bandura (1965) that states learning
occurs in response to observation, imitation, and modeling.

10. Social learning theory of career decision-making (SLTCDM) - Theory developed by John
Krumboltz to explain the factors influencing career decision-making. There are four
categories of influences: (a) genetic endowment and special abilities, (b) environmental
conditions and events, (c) learning experiences, and (d) task approach skills (Krumboltz,
1979; Krumboltz et al., 1976).

Summary
The problem is that Asian American students in non-STEM majors are neglected and

invisible in their culture (Cooc & Kim, 2021). Hence, Asian Americans are underrepresented in
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non-STEM careers, especially in leadership roles, while they are overrepresented in STEM fields
(Gundemir et al., 2019; Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022). This study did not try to
discourage Asian Americans from pursuing STEM careers. Instead, it provided a better
understanding of another group of Asian Americans who often do not receive adequate attention
and assistance. The goal of this study was to discover the lived experiences of Asian American
students who have chosen non-STEM college majors. By increasing the visibility of these
students, the study aims to raise awareness among educators and encourage the development of

appropriate support methods for them in both school and society.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview

This chapter provides a literature review related to college and career choices of Asian
Americans. The first section discusses social cognitive theory, which is the theoretical
framework for this study. The next section is an overview of academic achievement and diversity
of Asian American students in the United States, followed by a discussion of their popular
college and career choices. This chapter also includes a synthesis of recent literature regarding
cultural and environmental factors that influence Asian Americans' major or career choices.
Environmental factors consist of institutional influences, socioeconomic status, and social media
impacts. The literature also addresses the stereotypes and gender socialization that direct Asian
American students to choose specific popular or overrepresented STEM careers. Lastly, the
chapter describes the challenges of Asian American students who choose unpopular or
underrepresented fields instead of following the popular paths. This chapter concludes with a
summary of the literature review and theoretical framework and identifies a gap in the literature,
showcasing the need for more research about how external and internal factors affect Asian
American students who choose underrepresented non-STEM fields.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework exploring the educational focus of Asian American students is
SCT, developed by Albert Bandura (Bandura, 1986, 2001, 2002). SCT is a comprehensive
learning theory of human motivation and action from a social-cognitive perspective (Bandura,
1986). SCT aids in understanding how people actively shape and are shaped by their
environment (Bandura, 1986). SCT applies to oriented social systems individually and

collectively (Bandura, 2002). SCT addresses mutual causation through the interplay of cognitive,
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behavioral, and environmental factors (Bandura, 1986) and adopts an agentic perspective on
human development, adaptation, and change with three modes of agency: person, environment,
and behavior (Bandura, 2002). SCT also emphasizes affective processes that recognize the ways
feeling and desire yield coherence (Ahrens & Cloutier, 2019).

SCT is appropriate for exploring the influences of Asian culture and environment on
Asian American students’ choices of college majors. Since the culture appreciates science-
oriented careers, students usually feel obligated to select a major in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022). SCT helps determine the
roles played by the mental, vicarious, self-regulatory, and self-reflective processes in
psychosocial functioning (Bandura, 1986) to identify how cultural and environmental factors
influence the feelings and actions of these students. SCT guides this study in examining how
Asian American students contribute to their motivation, behavior, and development in a network
of mutually interacting influences between experiential and physiological factors (Claxton &
Dolan, 2022). SCT provides a framework to examine how symbolic communication influences
people’s thoughts and actions by analyzing psychosocial factors, social networks, and social
diffusion of new behavior (Bandura, 2001). While Asian American students who choose a
STEM college major may be a result of being shaped by the environment, students who choose a
different path may be able to shape the environment through the use of mass media to change
other people's behaviors (Gammoudi et al., 2022).

Related Literature

Asian American students tend to pursue colleges that lead to careers in science,

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022).

Cultural influences, family pressures, and model minority myths are the main factors in focusing
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on STEM careers among Asian Americans (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022; Shih et al.,
2019). Therefore, Asian American students interested in non-STEM fields may encounter many
challenges and barriers to pursuing colleges and careers beyond STEM (Kodama & Dugan,
2020). Literature related to those topics follows below.
Overview of Asian American Students in the United States

Asian Americans are a diverse and rapidly growing ethnic group with a population of 22
million from more than 20 countries in East Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia (Budiman &
Ruiz, 2021). Six sub-groups comprising 85% of all Asian Americans are Chinese 24%, Indian
21%, Filipino 19%, Vietnamese 10%, Korean 9%, and Japanese 7% (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021).
The Asian population in the United States nearly doubled within nine years from 2000 to 2019
and is projected to become the largest immigrant group in the United States, with 46 million
people by 2060 (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021).
Academic Achievement

The growth of Asian American population leads to a significantly higher number of
Asian American students in many school districts and higher education institutions. Not only
getting higher in number, but Asian American students also perform better academically with
higher education levels than other ethnic groups (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). About 54% of Asian
Americans ages 25 and older have a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 33% of the U.S.
population (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). According to a survey in 2019, nearly three-quarters of
Asian Americans speak English proficiently (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). X. Chen and Graham's
(2018) study of 3546 White, Black, Latino, and Asian American 8th-grade students revealed that
Asian students have the highest grade point average. Cho et al. (2023) showed that students of

East Asian immigrant parents have better academic achievement than native-born North



30

American parents. Okura (2022) reported more upbeat teacher assessments regarding Asian
American students' attentiveness and performance. However, despite better academic
performance, Asian American students have the lowest self-esteem among the four major ethnic
groups: White, Black, Latino, and Asian (X. Chen & Graham, 2018). The reason is that Asian
American students tend to set higher academic standards for success than their non-Asian peers
(X. Chen & Graham, 2018). Therefore, when the outcomes do not meet their standards, such as
receiving a lower grade than their expectation, Asian American students are more likely to
experience achievement setbacks, resulting in lower self-esteem while they may be doing better
than students in other ethnic groups (X. Chen & Graham, 2018).

J. Lee and Zhou (2017) used hyper-selectivity theory to rationalize Asian American
students' academic achievement. Hyper-selectivity theory refers to a dual positive selectivity in
which immigrants are highly selected and highly educated, resulting in a higher chance of
graduating from college (J. Lee & Zhou, 2017; Tran et al., 2018). Tran et al. (2018) described
hyper-selectivity as a critical factor determining the socioeconomic attainments of second-
generation Asian Americans. For those who follow the hyper-selectivity theory, the success of
Asian Americans is due to community resources associated with hyper-selectivity (C. Kim &
Kim, 2023). However, other studies have proved that cultural factors and family involvements
significantly affect the educational and socioeconomic success of Asian Americans (Sakamoto &
Wang, 2020). Focusing only on hyper-selectivity ignores the influences of cultural heritage that
contribute to the attainment of Asian Americans from families with low socioeconomic status
(Sakamoto & Wang, 2020). Children of Asian immigrants, including those from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds, tend to achieve higher levels of education than other ethnic groups

(C. Kim & Kim, 2023). A recent study by C. Kim and Kim (2023) examined the association
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between hyper-selectivity and school enrollment for the children of first-generation Asian
American immigrants and found no significant evidence supporting the hyper-selectivity theory.
Diversity of Asian American Ethnic Group

Asian Americans have higher income levels than other ethnic groups (Budiman & Ruiz,
2021). The median annual household income of Asians was $85,800 in 2019, compared to
$61,800 for all U.S. households (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). However, it is essential to recognize
that while the overall economic indicators of Asian Americans are reasonable, there is significant
diversity in income and poverty rates among different groups of Asian Americans (Budiman &
Ruiz, 2021; Xie, 2022; Yip et al., 2021). For example, Burmese Americans’ median income was
$44,400, which is much lower than the overall Asian Americans’ income of $85,800 (Budiman
& Ruiz, 2021). Mongolian Americans have a poverty rate of 25%, which is much higher than
Indian Americans, with only 6% (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). Numerous studies do not address the
unique characteristics of some Asian American sub-groups but consider Asian Americans as one
ethnic group (Hsieh & Kim, 2020; K. H. Nguyen et al., 2022; Riggs et al., 2023; Shih et al.,
2019). Hence, there is a concern that some sub-groups of Asian American students do not
receive enough institutional and social support (Hsieh & Kim, 2020; Shih et al., 2019; Talusan &
Franke, 2019). Asian Americans have not received adequate scientific research either (Yip et al.,
2021). The National Institutes of Health only funded 0.17% of the overall expenditures to
research projects related to Asian Americans from 1992 to 2018 (Doan et al., 2019). The funding
percentage is 41 times smaller than the percentage of Asian American population in the United
States, which is seven percent (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). In general, some sub-groups of Asian
American students become invisible in classrooms, society, literature, and research (Hsieh &

Kim, 2020; Shih et al., 2019; Talusan & Franke, 2019; Yip et al., 2021). Even though Asian
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Americans are academically and economically diverse, they normally go through some common
paths to college. Learning about their college and career choices can help researchers and
educators better understand this group of students.
College and Career Choices of Asian American Students

Recent research discussed various cultural and environmental factors influencing Asian
American students’ college and career choices (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022; Tu &
Okazaki, 2021). Cultures and environments are external factors that can interact with internal
motivation and interest to determine educational pathways for Asian American students (Kang et
al., 2023; Tu & Okazaki, 2021). The literature also discussed the popularity of science-oriented
careers and explained why Asian American students prefer to choose a college major in science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022; Tu &
Okazaki, 2021). Details of literature about educational pathways and career choices of Asian
Americans follow below.
The Roads to College

The roads to college are not accessible for many Asian American students, especially
those with low income or the first college generation in their families (Talusan & Franke, 2019).
For second-generation Asian American students who were born in the United States or one-and-
a-half-generation who immigrated as youth, many of them struggle to pursue college or do not
feel prepared for careers (Uy et al., 2019). Some Asian American students have a hard time
finding help because responsible people assume all Asian Americans are successful and do not
need assistance (Hsieh & Kim, 2020; Shih et al., 2019; Talusan & Franke, 2019). The help Asian
American students usually need is related to finding financial aid and selecting a school or major

(Hsieh & Kim, 2020; Talusan & Franke, 2019). Asian American students' families are generally
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very supportive and influential by encouraging and expecting their children to pursue higher
education (Hsieh & Kim, 2020; Talusan & Franke, 2019). However, some Asian American
parents or families cannot effectively assist because they are unfamiliar with the U.S. educational
system (J. J. Park & Assalone, 2019; Talusan & Franke, 2019). Parents may also have limited
resources on the logistical process to help their children prepare for college (Maramba et al.,
2018). Students in Asian American families primarily rely on information from their schools and
educators to proceed (Talusan & Franke, 2019). Regardless of the differences among them,
Asian American students tend to agree on the great value of peer mentors and influential faculty
mentors (Uy et al., 2019). As a result, they believe that they need more such mentors and
programs to help them navigate colleges (Uy et al., 2019). Uy et al. (2019) addressed several
concerns that Asian American students share, such as insufficient finances, irregular academic
counseling, and a desire for more career preparation. However, regardless of financial hardship
or life challenges, Asian American students typically try to enter colleges and choose one of the
STEM fields as their major (Shih et al., 2019). The reasons STEM fields are popular in the
United States and specifically for Asian American students are as follows.
Popular Major and Career Choices

Continuous growth of modern technology in the world has made science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) become high demand in the United States workforce
(Khakimov, 2022; Sahin et al., 2020). STEM concepts came from the U.S. National Scientific
Foundation at the beginning of the 21% century, and STEM education has become part of U.S.
government policy since that time (Khakimov, 2022). Today, leading universities worldwide are
offering STEM programs to train capable students so that they can meet the needs of various

organizations looking for employees with creative, innovative, and specialized skills (Khakimov,
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2022). However, the demand for STEM occupations is still higher than the supply from United
States colleges (Sahin et al., 2020). That is one of the reasons Asian Americans have seen STEM
as a popular college and career choice whether they are low-income, first college generation,
immigrant Asian, or born and raised in the United States (J. J. Park et al., 2020; Shen & Liao,
2022; Shih et al., 2019). There are other reasons that make STEM popular in Asian American
communities. The first reason is cultural factors such as ethnic identity, Asian values, and family
involvement (Shen & Liao, 2022; Warikoo, 2020). The second reason is model minority myth or
stereotype (Kang et al., 2023; J. J. Park et al., 2020; Shen & Liao, 2022; Shih et al., 2019; Tu &
Okazaki, 2021). The term model minority refers to the better achievement or characteristics of
Asian American minority groups than those of other ethnic groups, such as successful, hard-
working, and rule-abiding (Shih et al., 2019). Both cultural and stereotypical influences differ
based on students' socioeconomic status, acculturation, and gender (J. J. Park et al., 2020; Shih et
al., 2019). While STEM fields are popular among Asian American students, this study aimed to
shed light on the lived experiences of Asians in non-STEM fields. Discussions of different
influences on Asian American students are below.
Cultural Factors

The Asian American population in the United States is approximately 22 million people
who trace their roots to more than 20 countries in East and Southeast Asia, including Indian
subcontinent (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). Although Asian Americans have different ethnicities,
languages, histories, and traditions (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021), their cultures share some common
characteristics that are called collectivistic cultures (Hofstede, 2001, 2011) and significantly

influence the college and career choices of Asian American students (Shen & Liao, 2022).
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Asian Collectivistic Cultures

There are many definitions of culture. Hofstede (2001, 2011) defined culture as the
collective programming of thinking, feeling, and acting that distinguishes one group of people
from another. He also divided cultures in the world into different dimensions. One of the
dimensions used to discuss students' college and career choices is individualism/collectivism
(Akosah-Twumasi et al., 2018; Hofstede, 2011). In individualistic cultures, individuals are
loosely tied to one another, the right to privacy is expected, and personal opinion or decision is
encouraged and respected. On the other hand, collectivistic cultures integrate individuals into
groups of family members, significant others, or peers. Collectivistic cultures discourage the
right to privacy. Groups normally influence personal opinions and decisions of individuals
(Hofstede, 2011). Based on the index scores for 76 countries in the study of Hofstede et al.
(2010), Western countries such as the United Kingdom and the United States are classified as
individualistic, while African and Asian countries are collectivistic. Students in Western cultures
tend to select college and career based on their intrinsic motivation, while Asian students try to
fulfill their family’s expectations (Vu et al., 2019). Asian Americans see themselves as
interdependent with family and community (Vu et al., 2019). Therefore, Asian American
students lean toward the culture's norms and choose an overrepresented STEM career that their
family believes to be better for them (Shih et al., 2019).
Family Influences

Family involvement plays a significant role in Asian culture and values (Shen & Liao,
2022; Tu & Okazaki, 2021). Asian American families tend to invest more strategically in
education because they have higher educational expectations for their children than White

parents with equivalent socioeconomic status (Y. Kim, 2021). Asian parents’ educational
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investments include considering schools in their residential decisions and exposing their children
to extracurricular and family activities outside their homes (Y. Kim, 2021). Besides
socioeconomic status, there is a significant correlation between students’ immigration status and
families’ influence on career decisions (Kwong, 2018). Students not born in the United States are
more likely to consider their family's suggestions when making career choices than those born in
the States (Kwong, 2018). Additionally, students whose parents were not born in the United
States are more inclined to follow their family's expectations on their career path than those
whose parents were born in the country (Kwong, 2018). In addition to their immigration status,
Asian American students who firmly adhere to Asian values are more likely to pursue a major or
career in STEM to please their families, especially their parents, who feel that a career in this
field will be more financially secure and better support their personal and professional life (Shen
& Liao, 2022). For American students in general, parents also influence the students' perception
of STEM, but their self-interest is still one of the top three factors that affect their college choices
(Sahin et al., 2020). On the other hand, Asian American students are more willing to sacrifice
their own interests or personal pleasure to choose a career based on their parents' interests (Shen
& Liao, 2022). Even Asian immigrant parents who have an English language barrier or little
knowledge about the U.S. education system still encourage their children to attend college and
expect them to select a STEM major (Shih et al., 2019). However, Asian American students
whose parents did not have college degrees are more likely to switch from STEM to non-STEM
career expectations by 11" grade than students whose parents had a college education (Starr et
al., 2022). Nevertheless, if students in families with non-college-educated parents receive
parental STEM support, they are more likely to develop and maintain their expectations for a

STEM career from 9" to 11" grade (Starr et al., 2022). Students whose parents had college
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degrees are more likely to receive STEM support from their parents or attend extracurricular
activities than students whose parents did not have a college education (Starr et al., 2022). In
summary, STEM support from parents is a crucial factor that guides Asian American students to
STEM careers. However, interest in STEM gradually decreases from one Asian American
generation to another (Hanson, 2018). Second-generation Asian Americans have fewer positive
attitudes regarding STEM and are more likely to choose non-STEM majors or careers than first-
generation Asian Americans (Hanson, 2018). In summary, acculturation is the reason the level of
family influences on Asian American students' college and career choices decreases from one
generation to another.
Acculturation

There is a rise in the number of individuals who leave their country and migrate to
another country, resulting in increased interactions between different cultures in the world
(Akosah-Twumasi et al., 2018; Dheer & Lenartowicz, 2018). People who interact with multiple
cultures normally undergo the acculturation process that involves adopting and incorporating
aspects of a new culture while retaining or ignoring elements of the original culture (Berry,
2019). Acculturation plays an important role in educational experiences and career choices of
Asian American students (Akosah-Twumasi et al., 2018; Dheer & Lenartowicz, 2018;
Kantamneni et al., 2018). There are four possible patterns of acculturation: assimilation,
integration, separation, and marginalization (Berry, 2019). Assimilation means adopting values
and behaviors of the dominant culture while letting go of the heritage culture (Berry, 2019).
Integration is maintaining both cultures and having a bicultural identity (Berry, 2019). Separation

means keeping a solid connection with the heritage culture while minimizing contact with the
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dominant culture (Berry, 2019). Marginalization occurs when there is no identification with
either the dominant or heritage culture (Berry, 2019).

In the context of Asian American students, different factors that can influence
acculturation patterns are family background, generation status, and age of immigration (B. S. K.
Kim et al., 2023). First-generation immigrants tend to adhere to Asian cultural values more
strongly than their second-, fourth-, and fifth-generation counterparts (B. S. K. Kim et al., 2023).
B. S. K. Kim et al. (2023) observed significant differences in family recognition through
achievement and stated that Asian American parents are more inclined to retain traditional Asian
values than their children. Asian American children are less likely to keep traditional values
because of continual influences of other cultural norms these children were exposed to when they
were younger (B. S. K. Kim et al., 2023). When children adopt different cultural standards than
their parents' traditional cultures, value discrepancies occur and cause conflicts between parents
and children (B. S. K. Kim et al., 2023; Pham et al., 2020). An important piece of literature about
family conflicts is The Joy Luck Club novel by Amy Tan (1989). The Joy Luck Club explores
the differences between American and Chinese cultures via the stories of four Chinese immigrant
mothers and their American-born daughters (H. Ma, 2023; Qi, 2023). There are different factors
involved in mother-daughter conflicts, but the main aspects include language barriers that cause
misunderstanding (H. Ma, 2023; Qi, 2023), Asian collectivistic culture conflicts with American
individualistic culture, and different ways of emotional expression (Qi, 2023).

The process of adopting new cultural norms also results in educational issues. For
instance, students who migrate from a collectivistic culture to an individualistic one or vice versa
might have an issue negotiating their career needs in the new culture (Akosah-Twumasi et al.,

2018). Asian American students who migrated from Asian collectivistic culture to American
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individualistic culture might face that issue because of the differences between the two
dimensions of cultures (Akosah-Twumasi et al., 2018). Asian American students who have lived
longer in the United States or have a higher level of acculturation to American society are less
likely to choose a science-oriented career or make a career decision based on family preference
(Tu & Okazaki, 2021). Asian students born and raised in the United States rely more on their
motivation and interests to choose their careers than Asian immigrants (Tu & Okazaki, 2021).
The behaviors of these acculturated students may cause a conflict with their traditional parents,
who are still accustomed to the collectivistic culture (B. S. K. Kim et al., 2023; Pham et al.,
2020). The family conflict that Asian American college students experience is more likely to
happen when there are high levels of differences between their cultural values and their parents'
values (B. S. K. Kim et al., 2023; Pham et al., 2020). This conflict can cause lower life
satisfaction and self-esteem, which mental health counselors need to consider when working
with Asian American students so that they can determine how value discrepancies impact the
students' and parents’ relationship (B. S. K. Kim et al., 2023; Pham et al., 2020). Mental health
problems are present in all ethnic groups, but each group may have a different view about it.
Asian culture views mental health issues as shameful and should be hidden to save face
(Hosseini & Kubavat, 2023; Lau et al., 2023). Compared to other ethnic groups in the United
States, Asians are the least likely to seek help and receive mental health treatments (Hosseini &
Kubavat, 2023). Therefore, researchers have explored strategies to address mental health

concerns for Asian American youth, such as providing social support, educating about mental

health, and seeking professional help (Wang et al., 2020).
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Institutional Influences

School environments and socioeconomic backgrounds are two main environmental
factors that influence Asian American students’ college and career choices (Kang et al., 2023).
While some Asian American students are very academically successful (J. Lee & Zhou, 2020),
certain groups of Asian American students do not get enough assistance from their schools to
make informed decisions (Talusan & Franke, 2019). A study for historically overrepresented
groups in STEM revealed that faculty members play an essential role in helping students
integrate into their scientific and professional communities via social influence processes
(Hernandez et al., 2020; Sahin et al., 2020). Starr et al. (2022) found that high school students
who have chosen STEM fields are more likely to remain in their STEM career aspirations if they
receive support from their STEM teachers, regardless of their parents’ levels of education. In
general, institutional influence on STEM is stronger than education levels of the parents (Starr et
al., 2022). Studies of Asian American students also get similar results. Talusan and Franke
(2019) discovered that the Asian American Studies department in their study helped reduce
students’ stress and loneliness. The research also addressed the positive experiences Asian
American students have when they receive help from educators who support their cultural
backgrounds and identities (Talusan & Franke, 2019). These students are more likely to succeed
in college (Talusan & Franke, 2019). Another factor is the ethnic institutions Asian Americans
have built, including ethnic churches, temples, and community centers that provide supplemental
education and share role models that students can learn from and change their behavior (J. Lee &
Zhou, 2020). Role models may include professors or advisors who present and reinforce
essential information in an effective way that can change the students' ideas and beliefs about

specific majors (Vu et al., 2019).
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Socioeconomic Status

In general, Asian Americans have established an excellent socioeconomic status in the
United States (Xie, 2022). Research related to Asian Americans usually treats them as a group of
intelligent, hard-working, and successful people (J. Lee & Zhou, 2020; Shih et al., 2019).
Therefore, some Asian American sub-groups that live in poverty or have mental and physical
issues are invisible in their schools and society (Hsieh & Kim, 2020; K. H. Nguyen et al., 2022;
Riggs et al., 2023; Talusan & Franke, 2019). For instance, Asian Americans have an estimated
poverty rate of 19.9% to 25.6% in New York City, which is the highest rate compared to other
ethnic groups (Asian American Federation, 2018). Research and policy considerations generally
do not include such Asian American sub-groups (Hsieh & Kim, 2020; K. H. Nguyen et al.,
2022). Hence, these underprivileged Asian American sub-groups cannot get the assistance they
need (K. H. Nguyen et al., 2022; Talusan & Franke, 2019). Financial difficulty also hinders some
Asian Americans from entering their preferred college (J. J. Park & Assalone, 2019; Shih et al.,
2019). Tu et al. (2019) interviewed working-class, low-income Chinese immigrants and
discovered that they had limited employment options, which were usually physically demanding.
As a result, these Chinese immigrants had very little time left for their families and could not
actively participate in their children’s education and career development (Tu et al., 2019).
Social Media Influences

Social media platforms such as YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram have become
crucial to this world (Tuli et al., 2022). People gradually replaced traditional communication,
such as letter writing, with modern social media (Marbun et al., 2020). Instead of waiting for a
printed magazine, people can read news on Facebook, search for a job and learn new skills on

LinkedlIn, or watch educational and entertainment videos on YouTube (Marbun et al., 2020).
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Social media usage is constantly increasing and changing everyone’s academic, social, and
cultural life (Akdag et al., 2019; Tuli et al., 2022). People widely use the term influencer to
identify a content creator on social media who can influence or change others’ behavior by
encouraging them to do the same thing or make the same decision as him or her (Gammoudi et
al., 2022). However, it is important to note that multiple factors that can influence the influencers
are friends, family, neighbors, life coaches, travel bloggers, makeup artists, and fitness models
(Gammoudi et al., 2022). Influences occur both ways, from influencers to others, and from
others to influencers (Gammoudi et al., 2022). The influences can be positive or negative. For
instance, social media can negatively impact younger generation because people can quickly post
or spread fake news and incorrect information on social media (Bahadur, 2021; Rawath et al.,
2019). Social media may promote unnecessary purchasing habits, inappropriate talking styles, or
hate speech (Lim Xing Fei & Yuek Li, 2022). Many students spend too much time on social
media or are addicted to it (Mujiwat & Laili, 2023). However, social media has much more
positive impacts, as described in detail below.

YouTube is one of the biggest social media platforms, and many YouTubers have
become powerful influencers or role models for the attitude and decision-making of young
audiences (Lim Xing Fei & Yuek Li, 2022). In general, YouTubers have positive influences on
undergraduate students by increasing their self-confidence and motivating them to continue
learning (Lim Xing Fei & Yuek Li, 2022). YouTubers’ personality, knowledge, and skills can
also influence audience’s behavior in terms of language, attitude, personality, relationship
network, lifestyle, values, and beliefs (Lim Xing Fei & Yuek Li, 2022). Asian American students
could benefit from ethnic media promoting role models with success stories (J. Lee & Zhou,

2020). The success stories make Asian American students feel that success is normative and
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achievable (J. Lee & Zhou, 2020). Cultural content on social media not only helps Asian
audiences but also contributes to the success of the YouTubers who create cultural content
(Shahzad, 2021). Cultural identity also helps Asian Americans present their values, products, and
behaviors on social media, such as Instagram posts, to reduce existing stereotypes (King &
Fretwell, 2022). C. Yang (2018) examined how social media in the United States influenced
Chinese American students and discovered that more frequent use of Facebook and Twitter leads
to a higher level of acculturation and adaptation. In business world, many companies use social
media to build their brand and attract young, talented employees (Micik & Micudova, 2018).
YouTubers also affect users’ purchase intention as their experience of using a product has
become a reliable source (Lim Xing Fei & Yuek Li, 2022).

Kong and Ahn (2020) explored the factors influencing the attitude of information
adoption. The searchers revealed that the quality of YouTube videos significantly impacts
information-oriented content, while the credibility of YouTubers affects the success of
entertainment-oriented content (Kong & Ahn, 2020). Besides using YouTube for seeking
information and entertainment, students have used YouTube for their academic learning (Perez
et al., 2023). YouTube is an effective learning tool that teachers can integrate into their courses
(Perez et al., 2023). YouTube and other social media platforms are also marketing tools for
schools (Dennen et al., 2020; Perez et al., 2023). Social media, in general, has an impact on the
choice of study for future students (M. Chen & Xiao, 2022). In a study conducted by Akbari and
Rochaety (2023), YouTube watch time of content related to admissions and academic programs
significantly affects the promotion and admissions of colleges. Since social media can change
people’s attitudes and behaviors (Greenspan et al., 2021; Lim Xing Fei & Yuek Li, 2022;

Mujiwat & Laili, 2023), it can change students' college majors or career choices (Zamroni et al.,
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2019). According to the study conducted by Zamroni et al. (2019), 61% of students utilize social
media to find relevant information that will help them select appropriate careers. However, few
studies have directly discussed the influences of social media on the college and career choices
of Asian American students. This study explored and addressed the gap identified here.
Stereotypes

Model minority stereotypes, also called model minority myths, strongly influence Asian
students in the United States (Kang et al., 2023; J. J. Park et al., 2020; Shen & Liao, 2022; Shih
etal., 2019; Tu & Okazaki, 2021). Different factors cause model minority stereotypes. One of
the causes is missing or misrepresenting Asian Americans in the United States curriculum (An,
2020). Another reason is that American television shows and movies underrepresent or
stereotype Asian Americans and spread the model minority myth to American population
(Besana et al., 2019; Riggs et al., 2023). Stereotypes assume that Asian Americans are naturally
excellent in STEM and expect them to perform well (Tu & Okazaki, 2021). The expectations can
positively or negatively impact students’ self-efficacy (Ruiz et al., 2023; Tu & Okazaki, 2021).
Stereotypes’ Positive Impacts

Since model minority myth portrays Asian Americans with excellent abilities in STEM,
Asian American students who accept this myth may have a higher standard and expectation for
themselves (Ruiz et al., 2023). Higher standards motivate Asian American students to improve
performance and boost self-efficacy (Ruiz et al., 2023). Self-efficacy, in turn, influences the
decision to select a STEM career (Ruiz et al., 2023; Tu & Okazaki, 2021). Stereotypes also
portray Asian American students as intelligent, talented, and more likely to be successful in
higher education (J. Lee & Zhou, 2020; Okura, 2022). As a result, high school teachers often

treat Asian American students better than other students (Okura, 2022). Teachers see Asian
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American students as attentive and high-performing and expect them to pursue higher education,
at least a college degree (J. Lee & Zhou, 2020; Okura, 2022). Teachers are also more willing to
recommend Asian American students for honors and Advanced Placement courses that can
increase their chances of academic success (J. Lee & Zhou, 2020; Okura, 2022). For Asian
American students preparing for college, there are positive stories of guidance counselors who
assist them in completing college applications and financial aid forms (J. Lee & Zhou, 2020).
These Asian American students also receive extra help with complex subjects from their teachers
(J. Lee & Zhou, 2020). When Asian American students are in college, they are reported to have
better interaction with faculty members compared to Black and Latinx peers (J. J. Park et al.,
2020). As a result, STEM retention for Asian American college students is significantly higher
than for other ethnic groups. Asian has 72.1% STEM retention, White has 58.9%, Latinx has
56.8%, and Black has 51.4% (J. J. Park et al., 2020). While being perceived as intelligent,
hardworking, and deserving of success can result in better academic performance for Asian
American students (Ruiz et al., 2023), this positive stereotype also leads to the creation of new
stereotypes that hinder Asian Americans' ability to advance into leadership roles in the
workplace (J. Kim et al., 2021). This phenomenon, which is sometimes referred to as the bamboo
ceiling, generates an invisible barrier for Asian American professionals to be promoted to higher
positions (J. Kim et al., 2021). The bamboo ceiling is discussed in detail below.
Asian Americans in Leadership Roles

One of the most significant effects of model minority stereotypes on Asian Americans is
the underrepresentation of Asian American leaders in the workforce despite their high levels of
leadership potential, education, and training (J. Kim et al., 2021). Employers perceive Asian

Americans as diligent and focused and more suitable to be competent workers than leaders



46

(Gundemir et al., 2019; J. Lee & Zhou, 2020). Hence, employers are less likely to promote Asian
American employees to managerial or executive positions (Gundemir et al., 2019; J. Lee &
Zhou, 2020). Stereotypes describe Asian Americans as submissive and introverted people who
do not have dominant characteristics that American business leaders should have, such as
assertiveness, enthusiasm, and dynamism (Gundemir et al., 2019). Even in STEM fields where
Asian Americans are overrepresented, they are still underrepresented in management positions
(L. Zhang et al., 2019). Specifically, Asians are the second largest racial group among medical
students, but they represent a very small leadership proportion (L. Zhang et al., 2019).

J. Lee and Zhou (2020) found that second-generation Asian Americans are more likely to
have a college degree but less likely to obtain a professional or administrative position than
native-born white Americans. There are also notable differences in the likelihood of reaching
leadership roles across Asian sub-groups (Lu et al., 2019; Shao, 2022). Asian immigrants who
did not receive American education or only received higher education in the United States have a
much lower probability of reaching executive levels than native-born Whites and other Asians
(Shao, 2022). Comparing immigrants from East Asia (e.g., China, Japan, Korea) and South Asia
(e.g., Bangladesh, India, Pakistan), East Asians have a higher disadvantage in becoming leaders
and are less likely to attain leadership positions (Shao, 2022). According to the results of nine
studies with 11,030 participants conducted by Lu et al. (2019) to explore the leadership
attainment gap between East Asians and South Asians, only East Asians face the bamboo ceiling,
and it is mainly because of their low assertiveness. Since assertiveness is often seen as a
prototype of leadership in the United States, employers may negatively perceive the non-
assertiveness of East Asians as a lack of confidence or conviction (Lu et al., 2019). Therefore,

employers usually do not consider Asian American employees for leadership opportunities (Lu et
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al., 2019), while these employees tend to desire a higher status in the workplace (Wu et al.,
2018). The only condition in which employers appoint more Asian American leaders is during
the business decline (Gundemir et al., 2019). During declined periods, companies appoint Asian
Americans as leaders two-and-a-half times more than in non-declined periods (Gundemir et al.,
2019). Due to Asian Americans’ self-sacrificing behaviors, companies perceive them as suitable
during organizational decline (Gundemir et al., 2019). To increase students' interest in
managerial levels and overcome stereotypical challenges, L. Zhang et al. (2019) suggested
interventions such as exposure to influential senior-level mentors and role models,
communication and collaboration with others, and career discussions with parents.
Stereotypes’ Other Negative Impacts

Besides the bamboo ceiling discussed above, model minority stereotypes have other
negative impacts that cause significant unpleasant experiences for Asian American students
(Kang et al., 2023). Since model minority myth features Asians as math and science talents,
some Asian Americans feel obligated to try extremely hard to meet the expectations that they
sometimes cannot accomplish (Ruiz et al., 2023). The pressure of model minority myth can
negatively affect Asian American students’ mental health and academic performance (Ruiz et al.,
2023). Many teachers assume that Asian American students do not need academic interventions,
while many Asian American students actually need help (Hsieh & Kim, 2020; Shih et al., 2019;
Talusan & Franke, 2019). D. M. Lee et al. (2017) conducted a study on Southeast Asian
American students, specifically Cambodian, Laotian, and Vietnamese, to examine their math and
reading performance using the CAT/6 standardized assessment and compare it with African

American and White American students. The results showed that both Cambodian and Laotian
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American students had lower scores than White American students, and their scores were similar
to those of African American peers.

Stereotypes also assume that those who are good at STEM will lack verbal, social, and
leadership skills and will not perform well in professions requiring these skills (Tu & Okazaki,
2021). That myth becomes an obstacle preventing Asian Americans from securing a job position
in non-STEM fields (Kodama & Dugan, 2020; Tu & Okazaki, 2021). That myth causes Asian
Americans to doubt their ability and makes them return to a stereotypically safer career pathway
in STEM (Shih et al., 2019; Tu & Okazaki, 2021). Since stereotypes direct Asian American
students toward STEM fields, students who are interested in non-STEM do not get much
attention. This study addressed non-STEM Asian American students to increase their
representation in literature.

Gender

Gender is an essential factor that changes the influencing level of cultural and
environmental factors on career choices. In other words, the same factor may have different
influences on male and female Asian American students. Female students tend to make college
choices based on another person's recommendation more than males (J. J. Park & Assalone,
2019). B. S. K. Kim et al. (2023) indicated that there is a significant gender difference when it
comes to family conflicts among Asian Americans. The study revealed that Asian American
women face more pressure from their parents to conform to traditional gender roles, leading to
greater conflict in areas such as education, career, dating, and marriage (B. S. K. Kim et al.,
2023). As a result, they are more susceptible to suffering child-parent conflicts (B. S. K. Kim et

al., 2023).
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Women in STEM

Women, in general, are continually underrepresented in STEM fields (Y. Ma & Xiao,
2021; Varma, 2023). Mozahem (2022) discovered that female’s underrepresentation is because
they have lower confidence and self-efficacy in STEM. According to social cognitive theory, the
four sources that develop women’s perception of self-efficacy are performance achievements,
emotional arousal, vicarious learning, and social persuasion (Bandura, 1986). If women do not
get environmental support from those sources, their self-efficacy will be negatively impacted
(Bandura, 1986). However, women are dominant in some STEM subfields, such as biology,
while they are largely underrepresented in other majors, like computer science, engineering,
math, and physics (Casad et al., 2019). Y. Ma and Xiao (2021) studied how changes in math and
science identities are associated with switching majors between STEM and non-STEM fields.
Math or science identity refers to the sense that math or science is right for a person and vice
versa (Y. Ma & Xiao, 2021). When examining the impact of math and science identity changes
on the decision to switch majors, Y. Ma and Xiao (2021) found that science identity changes
matter more than math identity changes. However, the impact of identity changes is minor on
Asian American women and significant on other racial minority groups (Y. Ma & Xiao, 2021).
In summary, when researchers compare multiple ethnic groups, Asian American women are less
likely to change their STEM major to non-STEM when their math and science identities change
(Y. Ma & Xiao, 2021). However, when researchers compare males and females, women are
more likely to leave STEM field by their senior year because faculty members think men are
better in STEM and discriminate against women (J. J. Park et al., 2020). Similarly, Asian
American female students in STEM doctoral programs usually experience a hostile environment

(Castro & Collins, 2021). Despite the difficulties that women have encountered, they continue to
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work their way through the program by resisting the hostile environment and confirming their
identity (Castro & Collins, 2021). Schools can effectively narrow the gender gap by encouraging
females to select a STEM major and stimulating interest in STEM by creating positive classroom
and home learning environments (Sahin et al., 2020). Another method to narrow the gender gap
is to expose female STEM students to competent female role models to increase their self-
efficacy (Casad et al., 2019).

Gender Stereotypes

Similar to the bamboo ceiling that generates an invisible barrier for Asian American
professionals to go upward to leadership positions, Asian American women experience the glass
ceiling (Parvathi et al., 2022). Loden (2017) initially used the term glass ceiling during a panel
discussion about women’s aspirations in 1978 to refer to the invisible barriers preventing women
from advancing in their careers. After more than 40 years, the glass ceiling is still a pertinent
issue women face in different work environments (Parvathi et al., 2022).

In academic sector, the gender stereotype that believes males perform better in STEM
than females has caused underrepresentation in STEM for both female students and faculty
(Casad et al., 2021). Gender discrimination hinders hiring female faculty members and makes
them lose their sense of belonging in STEM (Casad et al., 2019, 2021). In healthcare sector,
Kaur and Mittal (2022) systematically reviewed 32 studies. They found that women in senior
positions are still underrepresented, while the overall number of women in healthcare sector has
increased (Kaur & Mittal, 2022). The main factors causing the glass ceiling in healthcare are
organizational, societal, and personal (Kaur & Mittal, 2022). In construction sector, Rivera et al.
(2021) indicated that the glass ceiling also persists. The nature of construction industry and the

hiring process are the main causes of the glass ceiling in construction fields (Rivera et al., 2021).
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The gender inequalities between women and men in construction areas perpetuate from one
generation to the next (Rivera et al., 2021). In service sector, Agarwal et al. (2023) also
determined the existence of the glass ceiling. Majority of female participants in the study
encountered some form of discrimination (Agarwal et al., 2023). Hence, the percentage of
women who get higher positions is still relatively small compared to the increasing number of
women with higher education and knowledge (Agarwal et al., 2023).

The same is true for Asian American women; they also experience the glass ceiling in
various industries, and it has a long-term negative impact on themselves, their families, and their
communities (Shih et al., 2019; Varma, 2023). Besides gender stereotypes, Asian American
women also experience racial discrimination that hinders their advancement in the workplace
(Shih et al., 2019; Varma, 2023). Managers should acknowledge stereotypes and racism to
develop appropriate strategies and policies to support Asian American female employees and
alleviate racial inequalities (Shih et al., 2019). Agarwal et al. (2023) suggested that women can
break the glass ceiling by strengthening the factors that influence their professional
advancement, such as their education, skills, and abilities. Having capable mentors to provide
guidance and advice will also help female workers overcome stereotypes (Agarwal et al., 2023).
It is also important to note that not every Asian woman experiences the glass ceiling. In a study
conducted by Sabharwal and VVarma (2017), about 66% of female participants responded that
they did not experience the glass ceiling. Still, those women considered themselves lacking the
outspoken and confident traits that American leaders should have, so they intentionally opted out

of management positions (Sabharwal & Varma, 2017).
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Challenges of Asian American Students in non-STEM Fields

Asian American students who plan to select a non-STEM major in college can face
various challenges (Cooc & Kim, 2021; Shih et al., 2019). The challenges include pressure from
Asian parents, insufficient attention and care, lack of role models and resources, and language
and communication barriers. Asian Americans who are looking for non-STEM jobs, especially
leadership roles, may encounter discrimination or biases in hiring and promotion (J. Chen &
Cheng-Cimini, 2024). As a result, Asian Americans are the least represented in management
positions (J. Chen & Cheng-Cimini, 2024). Details of the challenges follow below.
Family’s Pressure

Asian American families traditionally prefer STEM fields (Kang et al., 2023; Shen &
Liao, 2022). Parents pressure their children toward STEM career choices because they have
more job opportunities with better salaries than liberal arts majors (Kang et al., 2023). Hence,
Asian American students who are interested in pursuing a non-STEM college major or career
receive less parental and social support (Cooc & Kim, 2021). Since non-STEM fields are not
strongly supported, the interest in non-STEM tends to decrease over time (Cooc & Kim, 2021).
In a national and longitudinal study of 2340 Asian American high school students conducted by
Cooc and Kim (2021), ninth-grade students' career expectations in arts and sports were initially
high but gradually decreased later, while low career expectations in business and management
increased after high school. Therefore, Asian American college students may face various
challenges when trying to achieve their career aspirations (Y. H. Kim & Choi, 2019).

Challenges become more pronounced if students wish to pursue a different career path
than the traditionally popular careers in Asian American communities (Cooc & Kim, 2021).

Disagreement on career choices is one of the main reasons for intergenerational conflict between
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Asian parents and students (P.-W. W. Ma et al., 2014). Conflicts in values, traditions, and
expectations make Asian students feel guilty for not following their parents’ desire and pressure
them to give up their career interests (P.-W. W. Ma et al., 2014; Shen et al., 2014). As a result,
Asian American students tend to limit their choices to STEM fields to fulfill parental
expectations (Shen et al., 2014). However, some Asian American students try to deal with
parental disapproval of their occupation’s interests by asking for friends' and relatives’ advice,
explaining to their parents about their chosen career, or compromising between their choice and
their parents’ wishes (P.-W. W. Ma et al., 2014).
Insufficient Attention and Care

Asian American high school and postsecondary students tend to hold high occupational
aspirations in STEM fields (Cooc & Kim, 2021). People usually overlook the early experience of
Asian American students in non-STEM fields because they only focus on overrepresented STEM
areas (Cooc & Kim, 2021). There has been a remarkable increase in attention towards STEM
education from preschool to workforce preparation in recent years (Lamb et al., 2018). Unlike
traditional P-12 education, which provides students with a high school diploma but does not
prepare them for college, educators introduced P-16 concept to create a public education system
spanning from preschool to college completion (Lynch, 2015). However, there is usually a gap
between a college degree and a capable workforce. Hence, educators developed P-20 initiatives
for universities and colleges to bridge the gap by guiding students in their early careers (Lynch,
2015). P-20 STEM education led to various initiatives encouraging students to pursue STEM
majors and careers, particularly in computer science and engineering (Lamb et al., 2018). As a
result, research in STEM education is gaining global significance (Li et al., 2020). Since STEM

fields get much attention, people often forget students in non-STEM majors (Shih et al., 2019).
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Misconceptions About Abilities

Stereotypes about Asian Americans being excellent in science, technology, engineering,
and math lead to the misconceptions of some Asian American students that they do not have
abilities in social studies or liberal arts (Shih et al., 2019). Stereotypes make students feel that
STEM is the correct direction for them and prevent them from exploring other fields beyond
STEM (Shih et al., 2019). Stereotypes cause underrepresentation in non-STEM occupations and
strengthen the myth that Asian Americans only have abilities and talent in STEM (Shih et al.,
2019). Stereotypes also impact the confidence and sense of belonging in non-STEM fields for
some Asian Americans (Kwong, 2018). As a result, Asian American students are less likely to
choose non-STEM as their first college major. For instance, 44% of Asian American social work
students in the study conducted by Kwong (2018) stated that they did not select social work as
their first or primary choice. Students who chose a non-STEM major are more likely to change
their major than students in a STEM major (M. Smith & Willison, 2021). According to M. Smith
and Willison’s survey (2021), only 11% of students of STEM majors considered changing to
non-STEM, while 31% of non-STEM students thought about switching to STEM. Of the
students who considered changing majors, only 9% reported the reasons were from outside
obligations such as work or family, while 20% were due to interests in other areas (M. Smith &
Willison, 2021). Byrne and Cave (2020) compared STEM vs. non-STEM cultures and revealed
that the culture of non-STEM fields is more bureaucratic and more resistant to change, which
means a lower endorsement of innovative culture. To increase the number of students pursuing
non-STEM majors, teachers and career counselors should provide more support to Asian

American youth who are interested in non-STEM fields (Cooc & Kim, 2021) and encourage
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them to explore their capacities and potential instead of making a predetermined decision on
STEM fields (Shih et al., 2019).

In the workplace, the stereotypes assuming Asian Americans cannot work in non-STEM
fields, such as social work, cause discrimination and unconscious biases that can impact the
career prospects of Asian Americans and limit the hiring and promotion opportunities for them
(Kwong, 2018). To help Asian Americans be confident and remain in social work, Kwong
(2018) suggested implementing professional career development and growth opportunities
aligning with their values and needs. That strategy requires changing social work education and
encouraging a fair workplace that considers culture, practices, and conditions for Asian
Americans (Kwong, 2018).

Lack of Role Models and Communication

STEM has more job opportunities than non-STEM and, in general, provides more
competitive salaries and opportunities for advancement (M. Smith & Willison, 2021). Hence,
students find it difficult to choose and remain in non-STEM fields (M. Smith & Willison, 2021).
There are not sufficient role models or representation in non-STEM areas for Asian American
students to look upon and envision a clear path to success (L. Zhang et al., 2019). According to a
study of 138 Southeast and East Asian American medical students, having influential role
models or mentors is one of the essential factors that increases students’ interest in pursuing
academic medicine careers (L. Zhang et al., 2019). L. Zhang et al. (2019) suggested additional
interventions to strengthen non-STEM interest and encourage Asian Americans to become
leaders, such as collaboration with others to improve communication skills, open discussions
about careers with family members, and teaching and research opportunities (L. Zhang et al.,

2019). However, collaboration and discussion with others may be challenging for some Asian
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Americans because of their language and communication skills. A high percentage of Asian
Americans from immigrant families are identified as English learners (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2019). English learners who come from non-English-speaking countries feel
uncomfortable with the fields of study that require strong verbal communication skills (G. M.
Kim, 2020). Asian immigrants with low self-perceptions of their English ability are more likely
to pursue careers that they assume require less English (Rangel & Shi, 2019). Asian American
English learners are also afraid that their English accent may impact other people’s perception of
their English proficiency and credibility (G. M. Kim, 2020). Therefore, they try to avoid certain
careers, such as teaching (G. M. Kim, 2020), and choose a STEM major or career while they are
interested in a non-STEM area (Cooc & Kim, 2021).

English proficiency is also a reason for Asian students to keep quiet in the classrooms,
especially in English language classes (Apple, 2021; Looney, 2020; Peng, 2023; Tao & Zhang,
2021). Nearly six in ten Asian Americans were born in another country, compared to 14% of all
Americans (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). As of 2019, 43% of foreign-born Asians were not
proficient in English (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). For those Asians who are English proficient, they
speak English with an accent, which can be interpreted as poor communication skills (Sabharwal
& Varma, 2017). The accent is another reason for Asians to be silent in class (Peng, 2023).
Besides English proficiency and accent, culture is an important factor causing the silence of
Asian students (S. Kim et al., 2016; Sasaki & Ortlieb, 2017). In Asian culture, silence means
politeness (S. Kim et al., 2016). Silence is also an expected behavior in classrooms so that it will
not interfere with the teacher’s lecture and other students’ learning (Sasaki & Ortlieb, 2017).
However, American teachers may misunderstand the silence of Asian students as disengagement

in classroom activities (Peng, 2023). People perceive the silence of Asian Americans as
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ineligible for occupations requiring excellent verbal communication skills, including leadership
positions (Sabharwal & Varma, 2017).
Summary

Asian American students are more likely to select a college major in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) than a social-type occupation (Shen & Liao, 2022; Shih
et al., 2019). Since STEM is preferred and overrepresented, Asian Americans with interests and
talents to pursue non-STEM majors or careers may face unique challenges and obstacles that
hinder their progress (Cooc & Kim, 2021; Kodama & Dugan, 2020). Multiple cultural and
environmental factors interacting with internal motivations determine the college or career
choices of Asian Americans. This study used Bandura’s SCT (1986) to guide in understanding
the experiences of Asian Americans who have chosen non-STEM college majors. SCT helped
answer the research questions by determining the roles played by mental, vicarious, self-
regulatory, and self-reflective processes in psychosocial functioning (Bandura, 1986). Since
Asian culture respects science-oriented careers, students may feel obligated to pursue a STEM
major (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022). The literature also reveals that parents or other
family members influence the college and career choices of Asian American students by over-
emphasizing these popular areas (Shen & Liao, 2022). Model minority stereotypes also persuade
Asian American students to pursue STEM majors or careers because people believe they will
only perform well in these areas (Tu & Okazaki, 2021). Asian American students try to avoid
unpopular or underrepresented majors for fear of failure or criticism. A gap existed in the
literature about Asian American students who decided to go against the popular trend and path.
Examining their experiences provided a better understanding of how cultural and environmental

factors influence the feelings and actions of these students based on the explanation from SCT.
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Since Asian cultures, surrounding people, and stereotypes put a lot of pressure and doubt on
people who want to be different, their journey to success is not easy. This study did not aim to
take STEM careers away from Asian American students. Instead, the study increased the
visibility of non-STEM Asian American students who are invisible and neglected in their culture
(Cooc & Kim, 2021). The findings from this study help educators better understand the needs of

Asian American students and develop appropriate plans to assist them when needed.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to discover the lived
experiences of choosing a non-STEM college major for Asian American students in the United
States. At this stage in the research, Asian American students who have chosen non-STEM
college majors are generally defined as post-secondary students who are pursuing a non-STEM
college major different from science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) or have
graduated with a non-STEM degree within the last five years. The theory guiding this study is
SCT developed by Bandura (1986). This chapter starts with the research design, followed by the
research questions, the research setting, and the participants. Next, the chapter discusses the
researcher's positionality, the research procedures, and the data collection plan, including
methods and data analysis steps. The chapter ends with the study's trustworthiness and a
summary.

Research Design

My research topic was the lived experiences of Asian American students who have
chosen non-STEM college majors. Since Asian culture favors STEM fields, Asian Americans are
overrepresented in STEM while underrepresented in non-STEM areas. The path to a successful
non-STEM career, especially a leadership role, for Asian Americans is difficult (Cooc & Kim,
2021; Kodama & Dugan, 2020). A qualitative research method was appropriate for this study
because it allowed me to discover cultural and environmental influences on Asian American
students’ college and career choices that were hard to quantify. The participants in this study
were able to share their unique stories that statistical analysis could not capture. As qualitative

research describes the complex interactions of different factors in a situation (Moustakas, 1994),
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it helped me to explore how external factors interact with internal motivations and affect Asian
American students’ behavior. Regarding research design, phenomenology was appropriate for
my study of Asian American’s lived experiences because phenomenological design is for
studying lived experience of people who have experienced the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994;
van Manen, 2016).

| chose transcendental to bracket my experience as an Asian with the phenomenon and
minimize my biased interpretation (Moustakas, 1994). The transcendental approach allowed me
to freshly capture the experience of Asian American participants from their perspectives. Each
participant's experience was listened to and perceived in a completely open way without
prejudgment (Moustakas, 1994). Hence, different perspectives and meanings were considered
and examined. A transcendental phenomenological study requires the researchers to use the
epoché process that sets aside prior experiences, preconceptions, and beliefs (Moustakas, 1994;
van Manen, 2016). Epoché allows researchers to explore the true meaning of the phenomenon by
unbiasedly recording the participants’ lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 2016).
By employing epoché, | was able to explore the true meaning of the phenomenon by unbiasedly
recording the participants’ lived experiences. Besides epoché, transcendental phenomenology
addresses intentionality, which refers to being conscious of something in the world (Moustakas,
1994). Acknowledging intersubjectivity requires people to interpret their intentional
consciousness before they can understand others (Moustakas, 1994).

Research Questions

The purpose of the research questions was to explore different factors that influence

Asian American students who have chosen a non-STEM college major. The factors were based

on SCT by Bandura (1986), which explains the interactions of cultural and environmental factors
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with internal motivations to determine the behaviors of non-STEM Asian American students.
The central research question and three sub-questions are below.
Central Research Question

What are the lived experiences of Asian American students who have chosen non-STEM
college majors?
Sub-Question One

How do cultural factors influence Asian American students in non-STEM fields?
Sub-Question Two

How do environmental factors influence Asian American students in non-STEM fields?
Sub-Question Three

How do internal motivations influence Asian American students in non-STEM fields?

Setting and Participants

This section provides the study's setting and my participants' profiles. The participants of
this study were Asian Americans who had chosen non-STEM college majors. Since non-STEM
college majors are underrepresented in Asian culture, finding enough participants at one specific
location or organization may not be possible. Hence, this study looked for participants in
different geographic areas. Utilizing participants in various geographic areas attained a larger
range of perspectives and increased confidence in the study’s results (Yin, 2016).
Site

Asian Americans came from collectivistic cultures that integrate individuals into groups
of family members, significant others, or peers (Hofstede, 2011). Groups influence personal
opinions and decisions of individuals (Hofstede, 2011). Asian Americans also belong to ethnic

churches, temples, and community centers that share role models for individuals to learn from
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and change their behavior (J. Lee & Zhou, 2020). Hence, Asian individuals in an organization or
a small geographic location are more likely to share the same opinions and behaviors, which may
result in reaching saturation too soon. Therefore, this study did not use a particular geographic
location or organization as a site. | recruited participants from different areas in the United States
to have a broad range of perspectives and increase confidence in study’s findings (Yin, 2016).
Participants

The sample size for a phenomenological study usually ranges from three to 15
participants (Dukes, 1984). Since Liberty University requires 10 to 15 participants for qualitative
research, | used purposeful criterion sampling to select 12 participants to meet the school's
requirements. Purposeful criterion sampling is a sampling technique that involves selecting
participants who meet specific criteria for a study (Yin, 2016). Purposeful criterion sampling
ensured all participants for this study were 18 years of age or older, male or female Asian
Americans, who were pursuing a non-STEM college major or graduated from a non-STEM field
within the past five years. Asian Americans are defined as all people with origins in the Far East,
Southeast Asia, and the Indian subcontinent, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea,
Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam (The U.S. Census Bureau,
n.d.).
Recruitment Plan

After receiving IRB approval to conduct the study (see Appendix A), | started to recruit
participants by posting a recruitment announcement on LinkedIn. The recruitment post included
the study’s purpose, an explanation of its importance, the study’s criteria, the data collection
procedures, and the compensation for participation (see Appendix B). | provided my email

address in the post to allow interested individuals to contact me. Using LinkedlIn as the
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recruitment platform for my study proved highly effective. Within 24 hours of posting, | received
1248 impressions, which was the number of times my post was displayed on someone’s feed.
Out of these 1248 impressions, | received 104 emails from individuals stating that they met the
study’s criteria, which | had specified in my recruitment post, and they expressed interest in
participating in my study.

Initially in my proposal, | had planned to select demographically diverse participants to
ensure a broad range of perspectives and increase confidence in the study’s findings (Yin, 2016).
To achieve demographic diversity, | intended to ask potential participants to fill out a
demographic survey when they contacted me to express their interest in participating. | would
then review the completed demographic surveys to select participants from different Asian
countries, currently residing in different U.S. states, studying or having studied different non-
STEM majors, and in different age ranges.

However, due to the privacy and confidentiality of the potential participants, the IRB
disallowed the collection of demographic data before they signed the consent form. Therefore, |
randomly selected 14 individuals from the pool of 104 who stated they met the study’s criteria
and were interested in participating in my study. | sent the screening survey (see Appendix C),
which did not include questions about their demographic details, to the 14 potential participants.
Although I already specified the study’s criteria in the recruitment post on LinkedIn, completing
the screening survey was a crucial step to confirm the participants’ eligibility. Thirteen out of 14
potential participants returned the completed screening survey. After reviewing their completed
surveys, | selected 12 people who met the study’s criteria and excluded one individual who
initially identified himself as meeting the study’s criteria, but based on his survey’s response, he

did not actually study a non-STEM major. The selected participants then proceeded to the next
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phase, which involved signing the consent form (see Appendix D) and filling out the
demographic survey (see Appendix E) to finalize their inclusion in this study.
Researcher’s Positionality

Math is always my favorite subject. Both my first and second bachelor’s degrees are in
STEM fields. | have worked in different IT departments for more than 20 years. | had never paid
much attention to non-STEM areas until | started working as a Sunday school teacher for middle
and high school students at a Vietnamese church. Some of my students asked me for help
because they were interested in a non-STEM college major while their parents or relatives
wanted them to choose STEM. The students' stories | encountered motivated me to conduct this
study. I am passionate about exploring the lived experiences of Asian American students who
have decided to go against the popular trend by choosing a non-STEM major. The findings from
this research could help educators better understand the needs of these students and assist them
when needed. This section will explore the researcher’s positionality by describing my
interpretive framework, philosophical assumptions, and researcher’s role.
Interpretive Framework

My interpretative framework as a researcher was social constructivism, a social learning
theory developed by Lev Vygotsky (Jumaat et al., 2017; Vygotsky, 1978). According to Lev
Vygotsky, individuals actively construct their knowledge (Vygotsky, 1978). Since social
constructivism leads researchers to look for various views instead of limiting to a few categories
or ideas (Vygotsky, 1978), this framework was suitable for me to conduct a qualitative study
heavily relying on different views of the participants and their interpretation of the situation. As a
constructivist researcher, | facilitated discussions and interactions with participants through

open-ended questions that allowed them to describe their experiences in their own words
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(Moustakas, 1994). The answers to these questions helped me, as a researcher, to understand the
specific contexts of the participants and effectively interpret the data based on my personal
cultural and historical background.
Philosophical Assumptions

Philosophical assumptions are the beliefs and views that researchers incorporate into their
studies (Huff, 2009). Researchers should dynamically integrate their philosophical assumptions
in developing their research questions and how they seek information to answer them (Huff,
2009). However, Coates (2021) examined 1026 mixed methods research articles in the education
field and found that only 7.9% of the articles presented philosophical assumptions. It is essential
to identify the aspects of philosophical assumptions that have guided the researchers to choose
the problems to study, the research questions, and the theories (Huff, 2009). | address my
philosophical assumptions by detailing ontological, epistemological, and axiological assumptions
below.
Ontological Assumption

Ontological assumption refers to the nature of reality and its characteristics (Guba &
Lincoln, 1988). Both researchers of qualitative research and the individuals being studied hold
different realities. As a Christian researcher, my ontological assumptions are based on my faith
in God, who is omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent. God is the source of all existence, and
His Word is the ultimate truth. However, the Asian American participants in my study had
different realities. Hence, | recorded and addressed multiple realities and perspectives of the

participants on the phenomenon.
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Epistemological Assumption

Epistemology refers to the nature and forms of knowledge (Cohen et al., 2007).
Epistemological assumption is concerned with how knowledge is created, obtained, and
communicated (Cohen et al., 2007). Researchers acquire knowledge through the participants’
views (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Hence, researchers should be as close as possible to the
participants being studied (Guba & Lincoln, 1988). The longer researchers stay in the field of the
participants, the more firsthand knowledge they gain (Guba & Lincoln, 1988). As an Asian with
many years of living among Asian people, | know and understand the Asian American
participants better than an outsider. | could get more accurate results when observing and
interpreting their responses to the interview questions.
Axiological Assumption

Axiological assumption refers to the value-laden nature of qualitative research in that
researchers should actively communicate their values, natures, and biases (Guba & Lincoln,
1988). As a Christian researcher, I position myself under the Biblical worldview because “All
Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in
righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (I
Timothy 3:16-17, New International Bible, 1978/2011). | ensured this study was appropriate
based on Christian values and standards. I also carefully managed the biases as an Asian myself
by accurately recording each participant’s response and perspective. | ensured to extract the
themes from the collected data, and not from my own opinions.
Researcher’s Role

As the human instrument in this study, | adhered to the transcendental phenomenological

research design. | put aside my personal experience, biases, and prejudgments to examine the
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participants' lived experiences freshly and openly (Moustakas, 1994). | used a personal journal to
document my previous experiences related to the phenomenon and ensured my perspectives did
not influence the data collection and analysis. One advantage I had with this study was that | did
not have personal experience as a non-STEM student. | was good at math and voluntarily
selected STEM majors for my two undergraduate degrees. Hence, 1 did not have the same
experiences as the non-STEM participants, which might affect how | view or conduct the data
analysis.
Procedures

This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of Asian American students who have
chosen non-STEM college majors. This study used a transcendental phenomenological design
(Moustakas, 1994) to gain a deeper understanding of cultural, environmental, and internal factors
influencing academic and career choices among Asian American students. | submitted the IRB
application using Cayuse and got IRB approval (see Appendix A) before recruiting participants
for this study. After IRB approval, | used LinkedIn to recruit participants. | created a social
media post to announce the recruitment (see Appendix B) and posted it on LinkedIn. The post
included the study’s purpose, an explanation of its importance, the study’s criteria, the data
collection procedures, and the compensation for participation. | provided my email address in the
post to allow interested individuals to contact me. Within 24 hours of posting, | received 1248
impressions, which was the number of times my post was displayed on someone’s feed. Out of
these 1248 impressions, | received 104 emails from individuals who stated that they met the
study’s criteria and expressed interest in participating in my study. | randomly selected 14
potential participants to whom | dispatched the screening survey (see Appendix C). Thirteen out

of 14 potential participants returned the completed screening survey. After reviewing the
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completed surveys, | selected 12 people who met the criteria to participate in my study and
excluded one person who did not meet the criteria. The selected participants proceeded to the
next phase, which involved signing the consent form (see Appendix D) and filling out the
demographic survey (see Appendix E) to finalize their inclusion in this study. Since this study
did not use a particular geographic location or organization as a site, there was no site approval.

This study used three different data collection methods: individual interview, letter
writing, and focus group. Individual interview with open-ended questions is the primary data
collection method for phenomenological research that allows participants to describe their
experiences in detail (Moustakas, 1994). Letter letter-writing activity had a prompt for
participants to write about their challenges and how to prepare better when choosing a non-
STEM major. Focus groups helped me observe multiple individuals at the same time and explore
their complex perspectives and concepts through their interactions within the group (Morgan,
1988). After collecting data, | used the data analysis procedures that Moustakas (1994) explained
as follows. | identified and categorized themes that emerged across the collected data from three
different sources. | developed a codebook that outlined the themes and sub-themes and used this
to analyze the data. | achieved triangulation by combining data from individual interviews, letter
writing, and focus groups to develop a comprehensive set of codes, themes, and insights. |
reviewed all data and identified common themes and patterns across all data sets.

Data Collection Plan

This study used the transcendental phenomenological design (Moustakas, 1994) to
explore the lived experiences of Asian American students who chose a stereotypically unpopular
college major. Individual interview is the primary data collection method for phenomenological

research (Moustakas, 1994). Therefore, the first data source for this study was in-depth
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interviews to describe and understand how cultural, environmental, and personal factors
influence the major and career choices of Asian American students. This study also used letter
writing activity and three focus groups after the interviews to achieve triangulation and increase
the validity of the research’s results (Moustakas, 1994).
Individual Interviews
The first data collection method was in-depth, one-on-one interviews. | used the semi-
structured interview protocol with open-ended questions that allowed participants to describe
their experiences in detail (Moustakas, 1994). Semi-structured interviews, a blend of structured
and unstructured interviews, provided me with flexibility to probe for more in-depth responses
(Lincoln & Guba, 1986). | conducted the interviews virtually via Microsoft Teams using the list
of questions in Table 1 below. These interview questions are also in Appendix F. Each interview
lasted about one hour.
Table 1
Individual Interview Questions
1. Please introduce yourself and your current or past non-STEM college major. CRQ
2. Why did you choose a non-STEM major? CRQ
3. What stories do you remember the most when you decided to pursue a non-STEM major?
CRQ
4. Describe the Asian values that influenced your decision to choose a non-STEM major.
SQ1
5. How did family involvement influence your choice of a non-STEM major? SQ1
6. How did the model minority stereotypes that assume Asian Americans are only good in

STEM influence your decision to choose a non-STEM major? SQ1
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7. Describe the environmental factors that influenced your decision to choose a non-STEM
major. SQ2
8. How did previous schools influence your choice of a non-STEM major? SQ2
9. How did other organizations or people influence your decision to choose a non-STEM
major? SQ2
10. How did social media influence your choice of a non-STEM major? SQ2
11. Describe the internal motivations that influenced your decision to choose a non-STEM
major. SQ3
12. How did self-efficacy influence your decision to choose a hon-STEM major? SQ3
13. How did gender influence your decision to choose a non-STEM major? SQ3
14. What else would you like to add to our discussion of your experiences when choosing a
non-STEM major that we have yet to discuss? SQ3
The above questions helped answer the research question on the experiences of Asian
American students in non-STEM fields. The first three questions helped establish rapport to
make the participants more comfortable sharing their stories (Patton, 2015). The subsequent
questions explored how the cultural, environmental, and internal factors influenced their choice
of non-STEM college major. Asian parents or other family members tend to influence the
college and career choices of Asian American students by directing them to the popular STEM
areas (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022). The model minority stereotypes also make Asian
American students feel obligated to pursue STEM majors because of the belief that Asian
Americans only perform well in STEM (Tu & Okazaki, 2021). Since Asian culture, surrounding

people, and stereotypes put a lot of pressure and doubt on people who want to choose something
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different, their journey to success in non-STEM fields would not be easy. The above questions
would discover their journey.
Letter-Writing

After the interviews, | emailed all participants to provide them with information for the
letter-writing activity (see Appendix G). Since Asian culture respects STEM careers (Kang et al.,
2023; Shen & Liao, 2022), Asian American students who choose a non-STEM field usually
encounter more challenges (Cooc & Kim, 2021; Kodama & Dugan, 2020). This study used letter
writing to explore how the students prepared to deal with their challenges or other particular
circumstances. The prompt for the letter writing was, “What will you tell your younger self to be
better prepared for choosing a non-STEM college major?” I emailed the letter prompt to all
participants after the individual interviews and asked them to write a response of about 400
words and email the answer back within two weeks. A period of two weeks was a reasonable
time for the participants to draft, edit, and email back the letter.
Focus Groups

The third data collection method was focus groups that | conducted via Microsoft Teams.
Focus groups allow researchers to discover different perspectives through interaction among
participants within the group (Morgan, 1988). | informed each participant about the proposed
dates and times of the focus groups after I completed the individual interviews to help them
prepare. Focus groups are an excellent method to achieve triangulation and allow participants to
share in-depth experiences (Morgan, 1988). The 12 participants were divided into three focus
groups based on their availability. The focus groups helped me observe multiple individuals at

the same time and explore their complex perspectives or concepts. The focus group sessions
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lasted about 90 minutes, including an introduction, questions and answers, and a conclusion. The
focus group questions are in Table 2 below and also in Appendix H.
Table 2
Focus Group Questions
1. What led you to choose a non-STEM major? CRQ
2. Describe the cultural challenges that you have experienced when choosing a non-STEM
major. SQ1
3. How did you overcome the cultural challenges? SQ1
4. Describe the external challenges, such as people, media, and stereotypes, that you have
encountered when choosing a non-STEM major. SQ2
5. How did you overcome the external challenges? SQ2
6. Describe the internal challenges that you have experienced when choosing a non-STEM
major. SQ3
7. How did you overcome the internal challenges? SQ3
The focus group questions above aimed to discuss the cultural, environmental, and
internal challenges that Asian Americans have encountered when pursuing non-STEM fields.
Asian American students who plan to select a non-STEM college major can face various
challenges (Cooc & Kim, 2021; Shih et al., 2019). After graduating with a non-STEM degree
and joining the workforce, Asian Americans may encounter discrimination or biases in hiring
and promotion (Kwong, 2018). Asian Americans are also the least represented in management
positions (J. Chen & Cheng-Cimini, 2024). Therefore, it was critical to explore the challenges
that the participants had been through and how they overcame the challenges or resolved the

conflicts.
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Data Analysis

Transcendental phenomenology is a qualitative research method seeking to freshly and
openly understand human experience (Moustakas, 1994). The transcendental approach requires
the researcher to use the epoché process that sets aside prior experiences, preconceptions, and
beliefs to explore the true meaning of the phenomenon by unbiasedly recording the participants’
lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994). Therefore, | carefully documented my previous
experiences by using a detailed personal journal and did not let my perspectives influence the
data collection and analysis. My personal journal helped me remember to set aside my
experiences with the phenomenon throughout the data analysis process. In other words, |
bracketed my experiences to get to the phenomenon's essence (Moustakas, 1994).

When conducting individual interviews, | asked additional questions to verify unclear
information and help me capture the essence of the phenomenon more precisely (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). Within 24 hours after the interviews, | sent the participants a copy of their
transcripts along with the list of main points I extracted from their responses so that they could
review and verify the accuracy of the data (Manning, 1997). | read the interview transcripts and
followed the data analysis method that Moustakas (1994) described below.

The first step was to list every expression related to the experience, then determine the
significant components that could be labeled and eliminate others. These steps involved
reviewing the transcripts and highlighting important statements that helped me understand the
phenomenon based on the research questions (Moustakas, 1994). | identified the codes that
summarized the chosen statements (Saldana, 2016). These codes helped me determine the
themes in the next step and validate them against the participants’ original answers to ensure the

themes | produced genuinely reflect their experiences (Moustakas, 1994; Saldana, 2016). After
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that, I created an individual textural description of the experience for each co-researcher by
describing the experience in detail, using the words of the participants (Moustakas, 1994). | also
developed an individual structural description of the experience for each co-researcher by
organizing the textural description into a coherent structure (Moustakas, 1994). The last step was
to build a textural-structural description of the experience for each participant. Combining the
textural and structural descriptions was essential to create a comprehensive analysis of the
experience (Moustakas, 1994). These descriptions helped me create a composite explanation of
the phenomenon and write the essence of the experiences (Moustakas, 1994). | also used Atlas.ti,
a qualitative research software, as a supplementary tool to organize and manage my documents,
quotations, codes, and memos. Atlas.ti only served as an aid to simplify the process of accessing
my data while the core of my coding and analysis was conducted manually.

| used a similar data analysis for letter writing as | did for individual interviews. Since |
received the letters from the research participants, | did not need to do the transcripts, but I could
import the letters directly to Atlas.ti software. | read the letters and added appropriate codes for
each letter (Saldana, 2016), then followed the analysis steps from Moustakas (1994) to divide
codes into themes. Since the letter writing was based on one prompt, comparing the themes with
the original letters was faster and easier to manage. After that, | developed individual textural
and structural descriptions of the experiences.

Data analysis for the focus groups was the same as for individual interviews. | read the
participants’ responses to have a general idea of the data (Moustakas, 1994) and prepared the
files to be imported to Atlas.ti software. | added memos to summarize key concepts and ideas |
got from the transcripts and continued with the steps Moustakas (1994) described to choose the

significant components, then labeled them with codes that summarized the selected statements
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(Saldana, 2016). The codes assisted me in dividing the statements into themes and validating
them against the initial responses (Moustakas, 1994). The described steps generated textural
descriptions of what the participants experienced and structural descriptions of how they
experienced (Moustakas, 1994).

After completing the analysis for each data source: interviews, letter writing, and focus
groups, | combined all textural and structural descriptions of the participants’ experiences and
validated them against the transcripts (Moustakas, 1994). | triangulated the analysis by
identifying and categorizing themes that emerge across three data sources (Patton, 2015). |
developed a comprehensive set of codes, themes, sub-themes, and insights that were grounded in
the data and validated by multiple data sources (Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 2015). Triangulation
enhanced the validity and reliability of the study’s findings (Patton, 2015). After that, | generated
a composite report that accurately represents the phenomenon's essence for the whole group of
participants (Moustakas, 1994). In summary, | completed multiple checkings, comparisons, edits,
and verifications to ensure the final meanings and essences truly described the researched
phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).

Trustworthiness

Critics have questioned the trustworthiness of qualitative research for many years
(Shenton, 2004). Lincoln and Guba (1985) responded to the criticisms by providing a framework
to ensure the rigor of qualitative research. They suggested that the researchers satisfy four
criteria for their study: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. These terms
are comparable with internal validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity in quantitative
research. This section describes the steps | plan to take to establish trustworthiness for my

qualitative study based on the framework suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985).
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Credibility

Credibility refers to the belief in the truthfulness of the research’s findings or the degree
to which the results accurately describe reality (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The techniques to
establish credibility include prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, peer
debriefing, negative case analysis, and member checks (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 1986). The three
applicable techniques to my study were triangulation, peer debriefing, and member-checking,
which are described below to present an accurate picture of the phenomenon | am researching.
Triangulation

Triangulation involves collecting data from multiple sources and methods to confirm
findings and establish credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). | analyzed the participants’ responses
from three collection methods: individual interview, letter writing, and focus group. I used the
same analysis steps for all three collection methods to enhance accuracy and maintain
consistency of the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Each data collection method has its own
strengths and weaknesses, but a combination of the three methods provides the balance needed to
accomplish triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Peer Debriefing

Peer debriefing is a technique that allows me to periodically discuss the research's
findings with colleagues who are not directly involved with the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Manning, 1997). I looked for peers in my academic program who were familiar with my research
topic to provide valuable feedback on my data analysis and findings. | learned their perspectives
to clarify my understanding and ensure my analysis was based on the study's data (Lincoln &

Guba, 1985; Manning, 1997).
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Member Checks

Member checking is about asking the participants to review and validate the collected
data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I did immediate member checking during the individual interviews
by asking additional questions to verify unclear information (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Immediate
member checking helped me capture the essence of the phenomenon more precisely (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). Within 24 hours after the interviews, | sent the participants a copy of their
transcripts along with the list of main points I extracted from their responses so that they could
review and verify the accuracy of the data (Manning, 1997).
Transferability

Transferability is a qualitative research concept referring to the degree to which the
study’s findings can be applied to other contexts or situations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Transferability can be accomplished when researchers provide sufficient details to help readers
determine whether the current situation is similar to other situations that they are familiar with
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). A study achieves transferability when the results can
reasonably be applied to different contexts or the same context at another time (Lincoln & Guba,
1985; Shenton, 2004; Yin, 2016). | clearly described the Asian American participants for this
study and their lived experiences in detail to provide enough information for others to decide
whether they can apply my findings to their study.
Dependability

Dependability is accomplished when the research can be replicated and findings are
consistent (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Even though qualitative research is difficult to meet the
dependability criterion (Shenton, 2004), | planned to achieve it by clearly describing the

procedures of my study to enable other researchers to repeat it. | developed a straightforward
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research method that is easier to follow for other studies related to Asian American students. My
study also underwent an inquiry audit by the dissertation committee and the qualitative research
director.
Confirmability

Confirmability refers to the degree of neutrality to which the research findings emerge
from the data collected from the participants and not the researcher’s predisposition, motivation,
or interest (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). The techniques I used for establishing
confirmability include audit trail, triangulation, and reflexivity. First, | kept track of my notes
and transcripts and analyzed data, reports, and related documents via a detailed audit trail. Next,
| used triangulation for data collection methods. Lastly, | achieved reflexivity by bracketing my
personal experiences and prejudgments to ensure they did not influence the data analysis and
alter the research results (Moustakas, 1994).
Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations in qualitative research include respect for persons, beneficence,
non-maleficence, and justice (Pietila et al., 2019). Researchers must ensure that their studies
have the highest ethical standards and protect the rights and dignity of the participants (Pietila et
al., 2019). Researchers must obtain informed consent from participants, protect their
confidentiality and privacy, show respect for participants, and conduct appropriate data
collection and analysis (Pietila et al., 2019). | discussed the ethical considerations for this study
in the permissions section, followed by other participant protections below.
Permissions

| submitted an IRB application using Cayuse to get IRB approval (see Appendix A)

before recruiting participants for this study. After IRB approval, | posted an announcement to
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recruit participants on LinkedIn (see Appendix B). Within 24 hours of posting, | received 104
emails from individuals who stated that they met the study’s criteria and expressed interest in
participating in my study. | randomly selected 14 potential participants to whom | dispatched the
screening survey (see Appendix C). Thirteen out of 14 potential participants returned the
completed screening survey, and I selected 12 participants who met the study’s criteria. The
selected participants proceeded to the next phase, which involved signing the consent form (see
Appendix D) and filling out the demographic survey (see Appendix E) to finalize their inclusion
in this study. Since this study did not use a particular geographic location or organization as a
site, there was no site approval. The consent letter that each participant signed and returned
served as the permission.
Other Participant Protections

| had the participants complete a consent form and informed them of my study’s purpose
and the time needed for participation. The consent form indicated that participating is voluntary,
they could withdraw anytime, and their privacy was protected. After completing data collection
via individual interviews, letter writing, and focus groups, | gave each participant a $30 Amazon
gift card to thank them for participating in the research.

| ensured data confidentiality throughout the study using pseudonyms for participants and
locations. Hard-copy documents have been securely stored in locked cabinets. Electronic files
have strong passwords. As Liberty University's IRB instructed, | will destroy the data three years
after | complete the study. It includes permanently deleting all audio and video recordings, email
communication, and any related documents on all personal devices and cloud storage. Hard-copy
documents will be shredded. These measures ensure that I protect the participants’ privacy and

do not place them at risk.
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Summary

This transcendental phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of Asian
Americans who have chosen non-STEM college majors, which are considered unpopular in
Asian culture. The transcendental approach is appropriate because | wanted to examine their
experiences from a fresh perspective without my previous prejudices and biases (Moustakas,
1994). My data collection included individual interviews, letter-writing, and a focus group to
achieve data triangulation and trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The data analysis
followed the steps in the modification of van Kaam’s data analysis method that Moustakas
(1994) described to create textural and structural descriptions of the participants’ experiences and

finish with the essence of the phenomenon.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to discover the lived
experiences of choosing a non-STEM college major for Asian American students in the United
States. Chapter Four describes the results of the study. The chapter begins with the participants’
demographic descriptions, followed by a summary of college choices and experiences of each
participant. Next, the chapter discusses the study's findings in the form of narrative themes and
sub-themes, including outlier data. This chapter concludes with the responses to the research
questions and a summary of the study's major themes and significant findings.
Participants
Using LinkedIn as the recruitment platform for my study proved highly effective. Within
24 hours of posting, LinkedIn reported that my post had 1248 impressions, which indicated the
number of times my post was displayed on someone's feed. Out of 1248 impressions, | received
104 emails expressing interest in participating in my study. From this pool, I randomly selected
14 potential participants to whom | dispatched the screening survey. | already specified the study
criteria in the recruitment post on LinkedIn, but completing the screening survey was a crucial
step to confirm their eligibility. Thirteen out of 14 potential participants returned the completed
screening survey. After reviewing the completed surveys, | selected 12 people who met the
criteria to participate in my study and excluded one person who did not meet the criteria. The
selected participants proceeded to the next phase, which involved signing the consent form and
filling out the demographic survey to finalize their inclusion in this study. The participants and
their demographic descriptions are in Table 3 below. I replaced all participant names with

pseudonyms to preserve confidentiality and protect personal identities.
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Participant ~ Original Asian  Current Non-STEM Student or Age  Gender
Country Location Major Graduated  Range
Bob Afghanistan FL Business Graduated 25-34 M
Management
Danilo Philippines NY Business Graduated 25 - 34 M
Administration
Ethan Singapore TX Business Student  25-34 M
Administration
lan Bahrain CA Accounting Graduated 35-44 M
Management
Marie Pakistan CA Philosophy Student  18-24 F
Nina India AZ Education Student  25-34 F
Rohan Cambodia IL History Graduated 25-34 M
Sam Armenia NY History Graduated 18 —24 M
Tapan Bangladesh NY Psychology Student  25-34 M
Timur Bahrain VA Education Graduated 35-44 M
Management
Uma Cambodia CA Sociology Graduated 25-34 M
Victor Japan GA English Graduated 25— 34 M

Based on the above data, my participants came from 10 different Asian countries and are

currently located in eight U.S. States. Four of them are current students, and eight graduated

within the last five years. They have pursued or are pursuing 10 different non-STEM college
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majors. Two participants fall within the 18 to 24 age range, eight are between 25 to 44 years old,
and two are within the 35 to 44 age group. There are 10 males and two females. Below are the
detailed descriptions for each participant.
Bob

Bob was from Afghanistan. Bob chose a non-STEM major because it allows him to think
creatively and critically, develop valuable skills like communication and empathy, and align with
his interests and long-term goals. Bob’s career choice was not influenced by Asian values or
family involvement. He disagreed with the model minority myth and believed career choices
should be based on personal motivation and interest. Various factors influenced his college
choice, including passion for humanities subjects, inspiring teachers, and mentors. Social media
exposure broadened his career possibilities, and gender stereotypes influenced perceptions in
non-STEM fields. He believed Asian Americans faced discrimination based on societal
expectations and biases but urged for closer relationships to challenge stereotypes. Bob
emphasized the importance of reflecting on personal goals and seeking guidance when choosing
a career path.
Danilo

Danilo's origins trace back to the Philippines. Danilo chose a non-STEM major because
he valued creativity and thinking outside the box. He credited his family, school counselors,
community, and social media for influencing his decision. He addressed the issue of stereotyping
or casting generalizations. He expressed frustration and concern over the perceived lack of
visibility and action within the Asian American community in addressing issues of stigmatization
and discrimination. He experienced bullying when he was in school but did not get enough

attention when he reported the issue. Despite facing the model minority myth and stereotypes, he
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believed in recognizing individual abilities and fighting against discrimination. He suggested that
diversity in leadership is valuable and should be recognized. Danilo also stressed the need for the
Asian community to speak up against stigmatization and discrimination.
Ethan

Ethan originates from Singapore. Ethan chose a non-STEM major because he wanted a
career goal outside the STEM field, such as humanities or art, to have the freedom to pursue
other interests and potentially own a business. He acknowledged the influences from Asian
cultures that prioritize STEM fields but received support from his family, especially his dad who
encouraged him to consider business ventures. Ethan also received support from schools and
organizations that recognized and nurtured his talents. He believed that social media did not
influence his decisions and agreed with the notion that men and women excel in different areas
based on their strengths. Ethan felt that Asians are often stereotyped as being focused on making
money, but he strived to break free from these stereotypes through his education and
experiences.
lan

lan came from Bahrain. lan chose a non-STEM major despite facing challenges due to
cultural expectations in Asian families that prioritize STEM fields. lan felt pressure from family,
peers, and society to pursue a more conventional career path. However, with courage and
resilience, he stayed true to his passion and received support from his family, teachers, and
academic environment. While social media had a minor influence, lan's decision was primarily
driven by personal interests and guidance from mentors. lan noticed discrimination against Asian
individuals exists in both education and the workplace. As a non-STEM student, lan valued the

opportunity to explore, be creative, and engage deeply with his chosen field of study.
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Marie

Marie is a native of Pakistan. Marie chose her non-STEM major for personal growth and
self-awareness, even though she initially loved science when she was young. She felt influenced
by the Asian culture that values STEM fields, with her family having differing opinions on her
career choice. Despite societal influences, she was not pressured by others to select a STEM
major. Social media influenced her decision-making process. Marie believed that gender should
not dictate one's choice of major and felt confident about her chosen path, focusing on her
passion. She chose not to change her major for potentially higher earnings in STEM fields and
remained committed to her non-STEM path. Marie reflected on the challenges of blending with
others and credited her focus on her goals for her positive experiences. She was confident about
her future career prospects, feeling she had invested enough in her education to succeed.
Nina

Nina was from India. Nina chose an education major because of the lack of teachers in
her upbringing and her family's limited educational opportunities. She faced difficulties in
choosing education due to cultural differences in the U.S. but found comfort in Asian values that
emphasize the opportunities education provides. Family support and affordability also influenced
her decision. Nina believed in the model minority myth's partial truth, influenced by her diverse
upbringing in the U.S. Peer influence and social media also played roles in her decision. She
preferred a life with social media for its educational benefits. Gender had some influence, and
she planned to teach higher education. Nina felt confident in her choice and was motivated to
succeed in education despite potential job market challenges. Her motivation stemmed from her

family's lack of educational opportunities. Nina embraced her progress and the challenges faced
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by Asian students in educational settings and the workforce. She remained optimistic and
focused on the present moment while embracing future opportunities.
Rohan

Rohan came from Cambodia. Rohan chose the history major based on his passion and
storytelling skills. He did not feel influenced by Asian culture and social media in his non-STEM
choice. He received support from his family, teachers, and friends. Rohan believed in equality
for both genders and pointed out the importance of pursuing passion over money in choosing a
major. He highlighted the significance of raising awareness, particularly regarding the treatment
of ethnic groups and minorities. He suggested persistent efforts to educate and enlighten people
on the harms of discrimination to ensure positive work experiences and relationships among
colleagues. Rohan emphasized the impact of discrimination on Asian Americans' mental health
and academic performance.
Sam

Sam originates from Armenia. Sam chose a non-STEM major due to family influence but
did not enjoy the choice as it was not his passion. He intended to switch to a STEM major,
particularly engineering, if given the opportunity. Sam felt uncomfortable discussing his STEM
ambition with non-STEM teachers but aimed to pursue a STEM major in the future. He faced
discrimination in school based on his Asian ethnicity, but authorities advised him to focus on his
goals. Sam followed his parents' wishes for a non-STEM major out of respect but planned to
pursue engineering in the future without external influence, learning from the impact of his

parent's decision on his own happiness.
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Tapan

Tapan is a native of Bangladesh. Tapan chose psychology as a major to help people
suffering from depression during the pandemic. Despite initial resistance from family due to
Asian cultural influences, he received support from siblings and a mentor. Tapan believed gender
should not define academic choices and valued the impact he could make over potential
earnings. He faced challenges as the only Asian American in his psychology class, experiencing
moments of loneliness and racism. He expressed feelings of uncertainty and sadness about his
future, particularly the fear of not working in his field of study after graduation. While unsure
about his future career path, Tapan was determined to make a positive impact on society.
Timur

Timur came from Bahrain. Timur chose a non-STEM major based on his passion and
personal interests in subjects like history despite facing resistance from family members. He
believed Asian individuals pursuing non-STEM majors bring unique strengths to their fields and
challenge the model minority myth that assumes Asians excel only in STEM fields. Timur's
internal motivation and personal values played a significant role in his decision, along with
societal and cultural influences related to gender and family expectations. He remained satisfied
with his choice and highlighted the critical thinking, creativity, and interdisciplinary perspectives
he gained from his non-STEM major experience.
Uma

Uma’s origins trace back to Cambodia. Uma chose a non-STEM major focusing on
languages and communication due to his proficiency in linguistic specialization and ability to
interact effectively with others. While Asian culture tends to emphasize STEM fields, Uma

believed in pursuing interests, passions, and cultural values in non-STEM disciplines. He
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received support from his family in his choice of major and credited their guidance for his
educational pursuits. Despite initial language barriers, Uma persisted and encouraged others not
to shy away from decisions and to follow their instincts in choosing a career path. He believed
that non-STEM majors offer flexibility, recognition, and opportunities for personal growth.
Victor

Victor is a native of Japan. Victor chose the English major based on his passion and
interest in subjects like writing, art, and history. Asian culture and family influences played a
role in his decision, as he valued tradition, and his family members were also passionate about
writing. He believed individuals should have the freedom to choose their path regardless of
stereotypes. Victor's environment, social media, and gender perceptions also influenced his
choice. He faced discrimination as an Asian student but believed in overcoming it through unity
among Asian people, raising their voices, and encouraging one another. Victor encouraged
others to pursue their passion, whether in STEM or non-STEM fields, emphasizing the
importance of support and determination. He challenged the notion that non-STEM fields offer
limited financial success, advocating for respecting different perspectives and embracing
diversity in all fields.

Results

The findings of this study emerged from a transcendental phenomenological analysis of
data gathered through individual semi-structured interviews, letter-writing activities, and focus
groups. A total of 12 Asian Americans participated in all three data collection methods. After
multiple coding iterations of 28 documents, 390 quotes, 111 codes, and eight code groups
remained. Five primary themes evolved from the eight code groups: cultural influences, family

involvement, environmental influences, social media influences, and internal motivation. The
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cultural influences theme has two sub-themes: cultural challenges, and overcoming cultural

challenges. The themes and sub-themes are in Table 4 below.

Table 4
Themes & Subthemes
Theme Subthemes
Cultural Influences Cultural Challenges ~ Overcoming Cultural Challenges

Family Involvement
Environmental Influences
Social Media Influences

Internal Motivation

Cultural Influences

Out of 12 participants, nine reported that Asian cultures influenced their college and
career choices, while three indicated that the cultures did not affect their decisions. The cultural
factors affecting the participants are the societal expectations and cultural stigma associated with
non-STEM fields. Bob stated, “Societal expectations in some Asian cultures may pressure to
pursue traditionally high-paying and prestige careers such as medicine, engineering, and
technology. As a result, | faced societal expectations to pursue these STEM majors or careers.”
Ian explained, “In Asian families, there is a great emphasis on STEM fields due to their
perceived stability and prestige. Anything outside of that seemed risky or unconventional.” Bob
added, “Certain non-STEM fields, such as the arts and social science, may be associated with a
cultural stigma, as they are perceived as less stable or lucrative career paths.” The cultural stigma

causes the fear of the unknown and job market concerns. Timur said, “Non-STEM majors always



90

have challenges when it comes to the job market. A non-STEM field sometimes seems
unpredictable compared to a STEM field.”

Besides the cultural factors that negatively affect non-STEM choice, some Asian values
encourage Asian American students to choose non-STEM. Danilo highlighted the creative values
and business orientation within Asian cultures. Danilo shared, "The cultural value influences my
thoughts because there is a culture of being creative. My dad always tells me that he loves
business." Victor discussed the respect for tradition and cultural heritage, which influenced his
choice of a non-STEM major. He explained, "I respect the importance of understanding and
preserving culture and heritage. | chose a non-STEM major because I feel it will allow me to
explain and appreciate the rich cultural traditions.” Uma mentioned a growing recognition of the
importance of the humanities and non-STEM disciplines, as they "create an opportunity for self-
expression, critical thinking, and cultural preservation.” Rohan added, “Non-STEM majors are
also very needed in society. Asian people should actually pursue what they feel like they have a
passion for.”

Cultural Challenges

Elements of cultural challenges appeared across all three sources of data for most
participants. The cultural challenges adversely affected the academic and professional
achievements of the participants. Marie and Bob discussed the cultural differences and
communication barriers in educational settings. Marie said, "The challenge | faced in school is
cultural differences. We tend to bow a lot while greeting our elders, while in other countries,
they tend to shake hands." Bob added, "My experience with Asian culture is the emphasis on
respect for charity and modesty. We face the challenge of assertive communication in classroom

discussions. A difference in communication style can create misunderstanding or lead to feelings
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of exclusion.” Uma stated, "I was not really fluent in English, so | had these challenges in
standing up and talking things out.” The participants often faced discrimination and stereotypes
based on their cultural background, which affected their social interactions and academic life.
Ethan said, "Asian Americans are often stereotyped as high achievers, especially in subjects like
math and science."” lan noted, "The emphasis on education in my culture has often driven me to
excel academically. However, this same emphasis sometimes causes immense pressure and
stress to me." Ethan added, "Even my friends, most of them, get some discrimination and also
academic pressure.”
Overcoming Cultural Challenges

The participants who discussed the cultural challenges also shared various strategies for
navigating and surmounting these challenges. Bob learned to communicate effectively within
different cultural contexts by participating "in a cultural exchange that involves sharing aspects
of one culture with peers to foster understanding and reduce misconceptions.” Bob also sought
support when needed. He stated, "I also engage in mentorship, seeking guidance from mentors
who understand the cultural context and can provide much advice." Danilo developed the ability
to interact with others without being negatively affected by cultural differences. He said, "I want
to become self-aware and self-sufficient in terms of looking for my ability to deal with people
without being negatively influenced." Marie and Timur emphasized the importance of
maintaining a positive attitude and respectful behavior to form good relationships with others
despite facing discrimination. Marie explained, "I tried to build a relationship with them. I tried
sports activities so | could communicate and fit in." Timur added, "I will never allow the
negative aspect of discrimination to weigh me down." lan focused on navigating cultural values

by "gradually learning to balance my cultural values with the expectations of my academic
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environment.” Tapan addressed the process of maintaining mental stability, so that he can "help
other people out” and also help him to overcome the challenges. The strategies employed by
these participants demonstrate proactive approaches to overcoming cultural challenges,
emphasizing the importance of self-awareness, communication, mentorship, and resilience.
Family Involvement

The participants' responses illustrated a spectrum of family involvement, from direct
support to internal conflict and pressure, shaping individuals' decisions in pursuing non-STEM
fields. Six participants received direct family support for their non-STEM majors, while two
participants initially faced objections from their families but were later supported. One
participant encountered resistance from their family, while another remained uninfluenced by
family opinions. Additionally, one participant received varying opinions from family members
but without any pressure. Lastly, there is an outlier that will be discussed in the Outlier Data and
Findings section. Each participant provided a unique perspective on the role family played in
educational and career choices outside of the STEM fields.

Nina, Rohan, and Victor shared experiences of familial approval and encouragement for
non-traditional paths. Nina said, "My father approved that | can go for education.” Rohan stated,
"My family always tells me to do whatever | feel like | can do. Family is a big support for me."
Victor said, "My parents and my siblings have actually acted as role models to me. They have
really influenced me. They have actually supported me." Danilo added, "Yes, my family has
been supportive, especially my mom and my dad." Ethan agreed by mentioning that his parents
supported him financially, provided him with direction, advised him to make good decisions, and

planned for his next steps. He concluded, "I have had a lot of support from my family."



93

Other participants received varying levels of family support for their non-STEM choice
or no support at all. Marie experienced divergent family expectations. Marie stated, "Actually,
my dad wanted me to be a nurse. However, my mom encouraged me to pursue non-STEM
fields.” Timur and lan faced a conflict between familial expectations and internal interests.
Timur explained, "Some family members influenced me to choose a STEM major. | told them
why | wanted to choose a non-STEM major, and they were not really comfortable with that, but |
still stood my ground. They finally allowed me to have my way." lan shared that he encountered
concerns from his family about job prospects, financial stability, and the practicality of his
chosen field of study. He added, "I have to reconcile my own desires and interests with the
expectations and hopes of my family.” Bob emphasized personal goals over family influence by
stating, "My choice of non-STEM major was based on my goals and objectives. | was basically
determined to do so. There was no family influence on my choice.”

Environmental Influences

The environmental factors present a spectrum of influences on Asian Americans in non-
STEM fields, ranging from beneficial to detrimental. Seven participants indicated that external
factors such as schools, teachers, mentors, and peers positively influenced their college and
career choices. In comparison, five participants did not receive or received very little external
support. Bob, lan, Victor, and Danilo highlighted the significant role that teachers and mentors
played in their academic journey. Bob stated, "I have been fortunate to have had inspiring
teachers and mentors who encouraged my interest in the humanities." lan mentioned, "Professors
in my department were instrumental in providing mentorship, offering valuable inside, and
fostering a supportive learning environment.” Victor noted, "I actually have a supportive English

teacher who inspired me and got me to pursue my passion for language and literacy." Danilo
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added, "Having a career counselor from the school by my side is good for me."” Friends also
played an essential role in shaping the academic choices of some participants. Nina shared, "My
friends influenced my decision. This circle of friends is full of educators. They are a great
motivation for me also to become an educator”. Uma mentioned the support from a friend who
helped him overcome language barriers by encouraging him not to feel ashamed when talking.
Uma stated, "He was the person that gave me motivation. That was when | started studying to be
able to communicate with people.” In addition to the beneficial external factors, participants
often faced stereotypes that negatively affected them. Danilo said, "As a minority, | often get
backlash. People tell me that | am too smart or too good. | should have gone into STEM." lan
mentioned the unrealistic expectations, "People assume that | am naturally good at everything
academic, which adds pressure.” These external factors reflect the importance of institutional
supports in mitigating stereotypes.
Social Media Influences

Social media influences vary among Asian American participants. Social media
platforms expose some participants to different career possibilities. As Bob explained, "Social
media has definitely shaped my worldview and exposed me to different career possibilities.
Seeing professionals share their experiences in fields like publishing, journalism, or academia
helps me envision potential career trajectories within the humanities." Some participants reported
that social media did not influence their college choices. Ethan stated, "No, | do not think social
media has influenced me because | am the one making any decision.” Other participants
acknowledged the presence of social media but did not consider it a major influence on their
career choices. lan noted, "Social media had a relatively minor role in influencing my decision to

pursue a non-STEM major." In summary, six participants agreed that social media influenced
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their college and career choices, while the other six reported little or no social media influences
on their decisions.
Internal Motivation

Internal motivation significantly influences the non-STEM college and career choices of
the participants. The word "passion™ appeared 59 times, while "interest™ appeared 52 times
across all three sources of data for all 12 participants. On average, each participant mentioned
"passion” nearly five times and "interest" more than four times in their responses. The high
density of these words indicates genuine passion and interest in non-STEM majors. Bob stated,
"I have always had a passion for subjects like literature, history, and philosophy." Timur noted,
"My internal motivation to pursue a non-STEM major was my passion for the subject.” Rohan
agreed, "Yeah, the reason why | chose that major is, firstly, my passion, a personal passion for
it." Victor confirmed, "It was all about passion. Yeah, | had a passion for it." lan added, "My
interests, values, and experience primarily influenced my non-STEM field.” Bob believed that
non-STEM fields provide a well-rounded education, as he explained, "Studying a non-STEM
subject or major can provide a well-rounded education that fosters critical thinking, creativity,
and empathy." Other participants also mentioned additional internal motivations. Tapan
mentioned personal experiences, "During the coronavirus period, a lot of people were depressed.
So that gave me the passion of majoring in psychology." Rohan mentioned strengths and skills,
"I think my strengths are in that field. I also know I have strong skills in it." These quotes
highlight the diverse and deeply personal reasons why the participants chose non-STEM majors,
reflecting their passions, values, and personal experiences. One participant also discussed his
passion, which lies in the STEM field. This participant stands out as an outlier, as described in

the section below.
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Outlier Data and Findings

In the context of this transcendental phenomenological study on Asian American students
who have chosen non-STEM college majors, one prominent outlier emerged. Sam was a
participant with a strong interest in a STEM field but was compelled by parental pressure to
pursue a non-STEM major. Sam’s experience is considered an outlier because it deviates from
the common experiences observed in this study, where Asian American students chose non-
STEM majors due to their passions and interests.
Parental Pressure Against STEM Field

Sam had a passion for engineering, which aligned with the Asian cultural norms, but his
parents wanted him to pursue a non-STEM major. Sam's parents worked in non-STEM fields,
and they always tried to get him into their career discussions and convinced him to fall in love
with their professions. He chose a non-STEM major to show he respected them and did not want
to disobey them, but he said, "The non-STEM major was not my calling; it was not my goal. It
was not my intention." Other family members also tried to convince his parents to let him pursue
a STEM major, but his parents did not change their minds. He stated, "The decision my parents
made affected my happiness and my joy." He planned to pursue his passion in engineering in the
future. He said he would not let anybody influence his choice, and he would teach his future
children to make their own decisions.

Research Question Responses

This section provides narrative answers to the central research question and three sub-
questions. The answers to the research questions use the five themes developed in the previous
results section: cultural influences, family involvement, environmental influences, social media

influences, and internal motivation. The themes are the main factors that influenced Asian
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American participants who have chosen non-STEM college majors. The themes reveal the
interactions between cultural, external, and internal factors that shape people. Detailed answers
are below.
Central Research Question

What are the lived experiences of Asian American students who have chosen non-STEM
college majors? The lived experiences of the Asian American participants who have chosen non-
STEM college majors reveal a complex interplay of personal motivation, cultural influences, and
societal expectations. These participants have navigated through various pressures and
stereotypes to pursue their passions in fields that resonate with their interests and values. Bob,
for instance, chose his major based on the ability to think creatively and critically, valuing skills
like communication and empathy. He actively rejected the model minority myth and believed in
making career choices based on personal motivation rather than societal expectations.
Danilo emphasized creativity and the influence of family, counselors, and community in his
decision-making process. He confronted stereotypes and advocated for the Asian community to
challenge discrimination. Ethan sought a path in humanities or art to explore his interests freely,
with support from his family and educational institutions. He aimed to break free from
stereotypes about Asians and money-focused careers. lan faced cultural pressures but remained
true to his passion, supported by his family and mentors. He acknowledged discrimination but
also saw progress in addressing it. Marie chose her path for personal growth, not succumbing to
societal pressures or potential earnings in STEM. She was confident in her prospects, focusing
on her passion. Nina was driven by a desire to address educational gaps, influenced by her
upbringing and the value placed on education in Asian culture. She remained optimistic about

her future in education. Rohan followed his passion for history and storytelling, emphasizing the
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importance of pursuing interests over financial gain and highlighting the mental health impacts
of discrimination. Tapan chose psychology to make a positive impact, facing loneliness as the
only Asian American in his class but determined to contribute to society. Timur pursued his
interests in history and other non-STEM subjects, challenging stereotypes and valuing the
strengths that Asians bring to these fields. Uma focused on languages and communication,
encouraged by his family and driven by the flexibility and growth opportunities in non-STEM
majors. Victor chose his major based on his passion for writing, art, and history, as well as his
cultural and family background. He believed in the freedom to choose one's path and overcoming
discrimination through unity.
Sub-Question One

How do cultural factors influence Asian American students in non-STEM fields? The
study participants collectively demonstrated how cultural factors shape the educational and
career paths of Asian Americans in non-STEM fields, emphasizing both the challenges and the
strategies employed to navigate these influences. For instance, Bob highlighted the major
influence of societal expectations and cultural stigma that pressured Asian students to pursue
careers that are traditionally seen as high-paying and prestigious. This pressure often leads to a
cultural stigma around non-STEM fields, which are not always viewed in the same light within
some Asian cultures. lan pointed out that Asian families emphasize the perceived stability and
prestige of STEM fields. This perception often makes non-STEM fields seem risky or
unconventional, which can deter individuals from pursuing their interests outside of STEM.
Resistance and adaptation to the new culture in the United States while pursuing non-STEM
fields can be challenging, as Marie's experience showed. The need to blend in and work with

others in a new cultural setting can be a significant hurdle. Rohan addressed the misconception
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that non-STEM majors are less valuable than STEM. He believed that non-STEM fields are
necessary in society and that Asian individuals should follow their passions.
Sub-Question Two

How do environmental factors influence Asian American students in non-STEM fields?
Environmental factors have significantly influenced Asian Americans in non-STEM fields, as
evidenced by the experiences and quotes shared by the participants. The guidance and
encouragement from teachers and mentors are pivotal. Bob’s gratitude for having “inspiring
teachers and mentors” and lan’s acknowledgment of the “instrumental” role of professors in
providing mentorship and fostering a supportive learning environment highlighted the profound
impact educators can have on students’ interests and academic paths. The social circle and peer
influence are also important, as Nina’s motivation to become an educator due to her friends’
influence demonstrated. Uma’s experience with a friend helping him overcome language barriers
further emphasized the importance of peer support in academic choices. Danilo underscored the
role of school and career counselors, indicating that guidance from academic professionals is a
key factor in career decision-making. A strong community support system is vital. Rohan’s and
Marie’s quotes about the supportive nature of other Asian Americans and the positive vibes they
received illustrated the empowering effect of a connected community. Rohan and Danilo
highlighted social media's role in providing a sense of belonging and maintaining cultural ties,
showing its importance in creating global connections. A strong community support system is
essential in overcoming challenges and achieving success.
Sub-Question Three

How do internal motivations influence Asian American students in non-STEM fields?

Internal motivations have played a crucial role in guiding Asian Americans toward non-STEM
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fields. Passion for non-STEM subjects is a significant factor, such as Bob and Victor's
fascination with humanities. Their enjoyment in exploring "the complexity of human thought and
experience" reflected a deep-seated interest that goes beyond societal expectations. Personal
values and beliefs strongly influence decisions, as Timur's choice of major aligned with his
passion for "social justice, environmental sustainability, or human rights," demonstrating a
commitment to personal convictions over conventional choices. A desire for a well-rounded
education was evident in Bob's belief that non-STEM subjects foster “critical thinking, creativity,
and empathy," underscoring the value placed on a holistic educational experience. The
connection between family influence and personal motivation is also influential; as Nina stated,
her motivation stemmed from her family's lack of higher education opportunities. Interest in
making a meaningful impact drove lan, whose "genuine passion for the subject matter" and
desire to effect change in his field highlighted the pursuit of purpose over pragmatism. Tapan's
compelling motivator was responding to societal issues. Tapan's decision to study psychology in
response to the widespread depression during the pandemic showed a responsiveness to societal
needs and a desire to help. Recognizing strengths and skills is another factor. Rohan's love for
storytelling and belief in its importance for historians indicated a self-awareness of one's abilities
and how they could be applied in a non-STEM context.
Summary

The comprehensive transcendental phenomenological analysis for this study revealed five
themes: cultural influences, family involvement, environmental influences, social media
influences, and internal motivation. There are two sub-themes under cultural influences: cultural
challenges and overcoming cultural challenges. The themes demonstrate a complex interplay of

internal motivation, cultural influences, and societal expectations. Internal motivation is the key
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theme that highlights the participants' passions and interests. The participants have navigated
through various cultural differences, language barriers, pressures and stereotypes to pursue their
passions in non-STEM fields that align with their interests and values. Although Asian cultural
norms can heavily influence the pursuit of STEM majors and cause a conflict with internal
motivation toward non-STEM fields, the participants proactively find ways to overcome

challenges and stay true to their passions.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to discover the lived
experiences of choosing a non-STEM college major for Asian American students in the United
States. Chapter Five offers a critical discussion of the research findings from the researcher's
perspective, followed by a summary of the thematic findings. The chapter also explores the
implications for policy and practice, as well as the empirical and theoretical implications of the
study. Next, the chapter addresses the study’s limitations and delimitations. The chapter
concludes with recommendations for future research.

Discussion

This section aims to offer an in-depth discussion through the lens of the five themes that
emerged from this study: cultural influences, family involvement, environmental influences,
social media influences, and internal motivation. These five themes provide crucial data to
answer the central research question and three sub-questions. By examining each theme, the
discussion highlights how these factors interplay to shape the lived experiences of Asian
American participants. In essence, the lived experiences of these Asian Americans reflect a
journey of overcoming adversity, embracing their cultural identity, and pursuing their passions in
non-STEM fields. They have faced discrimination and stereotypes but have also found support
and inspiration that helped them thrive. Their stories underscore the need for societal changes to
fully embrace diversity in education and career choices, highlighting the importance of
individual choice and the value of non-STEM fields. These students advocate for a world where
career paths are chosen based on personal motivation and interest, free from the constraints of

stereotypes and cultural expectations. They stand as a testament to the power of resilience and
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the positive impact of supportive environments in shaping the educational and professional
journeys of Asian American students in non-STEM majors.

The participants’ experiences illustrate the complex interplay between cultural influences
and individual choices, particularly societal expectations and cultural stigma associated with
non-STEM fields. Bob shared that societal expectations in some Asian cultures often pressure
individuals to pursue traditionally high-paying and prestigious careers, such as those in medicine,
engineering, and technology. This pressure led him to feel compelled to follow a STEM path. lan
echoed this sentiment, noting that Asian families place a great emphasis on STEM fields due to
their perceived stability and prestige, making non-STEM fields seem risky or unconventional.
Bob further explained that certain non-STEM fields, like the arts and social sciences, carry a
cultural stigma, being viewed as less stable or lucrative. This stigma contributes to fears about
the unknown and concerns about job market prospects. Timur added that non-STEM majors
often face challenges in the job market, as these fields can appear unpredictable compared to the
perceived stability of STEM careers. Several participants addressed the strategies they have
employed to overcome cultural challenges. However, they admitted that the effort to adapt while
preserving existing cultural identity is a challenging process that affects personal development
and performance. Uma stated, “No matter how adaptive you are, it is not easy for you to forget
about your cultural background.” This statement highlights the persistent influence of Asian
cultural roots, even as the participants strive to integrate into a new cultural environment.

In addition to the negative influences mentioned above, there exists a positive factor that
emphasizes creativity and business orientation within Asian cultures. Danilo’s reflection on the
culture of creativity and his father’s love for business underscore the intrinsic value placed on

creative pursuits and the entrepreneurial spirit, which can inspire Asian Americans to explore
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non-STEM fields. The participant demographics in my study offer empirical evidence of this
trend. Five out of 12 selected participants have pursued or are pursuing non-STEM majors
related to management (see Table 3). | randomly selected these participants from 104 individuals
who emailed me, stating that they met the study’s criteria outlined in the LinkedIn recruitment
post and expressed their interest in my research. I did not know their majors at the time of
selection. Due to the privacy and confidentiality of the potential participants, the IRB disallowed
the collection of demographic data before they signed the consent form. I only knew my
participants’ majors after they signed the consent form and completed the demographic survey
later.

The challenges associated with race and cultural background are significant. Tapan’s
encounter with subtle racism and Timur’s discussion of the difficulties faced as an Asian in a
non-STEM major revealed the complexities of navigating academic environments with these
considerations. The negative impact of bullying, stereotyping, and discrimination is a common
challenge. Danilo's and Victor's experiences with being bullied and facing microaggressions
point to the hostile environments that can arise from such discrimination. Therefore, inclusive
policies in educational and professional settings are crucial for creating a positive environment
and supporting performance, as Bob and Victor noted. These policies promote diversity and
cultural competence, which are essential for Asian Americans to thrive in non-STEM fields.
Victor described the value of mentorship programs and employee resource groups, which speaks
to the benefits of having role models and a sense of community within the workplace. In
summary, the environmental factors present a spectrum of influences on Asian Americans in

non-STEM fields, ranging from beneficial to detrimental. They highlight the importance of a
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supportive network, inclusive policies, and positive representation in overcoming challenges and
achieving success.

Despite the cultural and environmental obstacles mentioned above, the study participants
demonstrate strong internal motivations by proactively changing perceptions and finding ways to
overcome challenges. For instance, Marie’s proactive approach to leadership, Danilo’s desire to
challenge stereotypes, Victor’s focus on networking, Bob’s attitude-driven change, and Ian’s
communication skill development. These internal motivations underscore a narrative of
empowerment, where personal interests, values, and strengths lead Asian Americans to pursue
non-STEM fields despite cultural challenges and societal misconceptions. Each individual’s
journey reflects a commitment to personal growth and a desire to make a meaningful
contribution to their chosen field.

Summary of Thematic Findings

The summary of thematic findings is based on the five themes that emerged from this
study: cultural influences, family involvement, environmental influences, social media
influences, and internal motivation. The cultural influences theme contains two sub-themes:
cultural challenges and overcoming cultural challenges. Participants often faced cultural
challenges due to the strong emphasis on STEM fields within Asian collectivistic cultures, but
many overcame the obstacles by following their interests and passions, showing resilience and a
desire to break away from traditional expectations. Family involvement ranged from direct
support to internal conflict and pressure, shaping the participants' decisions to pursue non-STEM
fields. Environmental factors, such as schools, teachers, mentors, and peers, inspired several
participants to explore non-STEM careers. Social media platforms have exposed students to

various career paths and role models, broadening their perspectives and supporting their
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decisions to follow non-traditional paths. Personal interests and intrinsic motivation are key
drivers, with many participants expressing a genuine passion for their chosen fields and a desire
for personal fulfillment guiding their educational choices despite external pressures. These
findings highlight the complex interplay of cultural, familial, environmental, social, and personal
factors in shaping the educational decisions of Asian American students.
Implications for Policy and Practice

The findings from this study revealed several critical implications for policy and practice.
First, this section explores the implications for policy at various levels, including school districts
and state and federal policies. Next, the section delivers the implications for practice for
educational institutions and support organizations, potentially extended to other contexts. These
implications aim to address the identified challenges and support the success of Asian American
students in non-STEM college majors. Details of the implications are as follows.
Implications for Policy

School districts should consider developing and implementing a culturally responsive
curriculum that reflects the diverse backgrounds of Asian American students. This curriculum
could include literature, history, and contributions of Asian Americans in various fields, not just
STEM. By doing so, students may see themselves represented in their studies, which can
enhance their engagement and sense of belonging. Additionally, school districts might consider
implementing digital literacy programs that address the impact of social media on students’
academic and career choices. These programs could teach students to critically evaluate the
information they encounter online and make informed decisions about their education and future
careers. By understanding the influence of social media, students can better navigate their

academic journeys.
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State education departments should consider creating programs that actively involve
families in the educational process. These programs could include workshops and resources to
educate parents about the value of non-STEM majors and the diverse career opportunities they
offer. By bridging the gap between cultural expectations and educational opportunities, families
may better support their children’s academic choices. Additionally, state policies could
encourage inclusive career counseling services tailored to the unique needs of Asian American
students. Career counselors might be trained to understand the cultural factors influencing
students’ choices and provide tailored advice that aligns with their interests and aspirations. This
approach could help students explore a wider range of career options beyond the traditional
STEM fields.

Federal policies should consider funding mentorship programs that connect Asian
American students with professionals in non-STEM fields. These mentors could provide
guidance, support, and networking opportunities, helping students navigate their academic and
career paths. Additionally, creating support networks within schools could offer peer support and
foster a sense of community among students pursuing non-STEM majors. Implementing these
policies might create a more inclusive and supportive educational environment for Asian
American students in non-STEM fields, helping them thrive academically and professionally.
Implications for Practice

Educators should consider integrating cultural awareness into their teaching practices by
incorporating diverse perspectives and materials that reflect the backgrounds of Asian American
students. For instance, including literature, case studies, and examples from various cultures can
make the curriculum more relatable and engaging. While this approach is particularly relevant

for institutions with significant Asian American populations, it may also benefit other diverse
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student groups. Additionally, schools could develop strategies to improve communication with
families, particularly those from Asian American backgrounds. Schools might offer multilingual
resources, host family engagement events, and provide information about the value of non-
STEM majors. By fostering a better understanding between families and educational institutions,
students may receive more comprehensive support at home and school.

Educational institutions should also consider having mentorship programs that connect
Asian American students with professionals in non-STEM fields. These programs could help
students navigate their academic and career paths, offering insights into various industries and
professions. Given the potential impact of social media on students’ academic and career
choices, educational institutions might implement programs that teach students to critically
evaluate online information and make informed decisions about their education and future
careers. Additionally, career counseling services could be inclusive and culturally sensitive,
addressing the unique needs of Asian American students. Counselors might understand cultural
influences on career choices and provide tailored advice that aligns with students’ interests and
aspirations. Although these implications for practice stem from the population and context of this
study, they may also be applicable in other settings or benefit other ethnic groups of students.
Empirical and Theoretical Implications

The purpose of this section is to address the study's theoretical and empirical
implications. By comparing and contrasting the identified themes with the theoretical framework
and literature review in Chapter Two, this section highlights how the findings align with or
diverge from existing knowledge. The analysis provides insights into the cultural influences,
family involvement, environmental factors, social media influences, and internal motivation that

shape the academic journeys of Asian American participants. Additionally, this section explores
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how these themes contribute to or challenge the assumptions of Bandura’s SCT (Bandura, 1986,
2001, 2002). Ultimately, this section underscores the significance of the study’s findings for
informing future research, policy, and practice in higher education.

Empirical Implications

The empirical implications section examines how the study’s findings align with existing
literature. Overall, the study’s findings with five key themes align closely with existing literature
on Asian Americans’ college and career choices. The themes of cultural influences, family
involvement, environmental influences, social media influences, and internal motivation are
well-supported by previous studies. The findings underscore the complex interplay of cultural
identity, community support, and institutional policies in shaping the experiences of Asian
American students. The findings also highlight the importance of support systems and inclusive
policies in fostering success and mitigating the challenges posed by discrimination and
stereotyping.

Cultural Influences. The emphasis on STEM fields due to perceived stability and
prestige, as well as the stigma against non-STEM fields, is a recurring theme in the literature
(Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022). Previous studies indicated that Asian American students
often face pressure to pursue careers in STEM fields due to cultural views on the status of these
occupations (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022). In this study, participants like Bob and lan
highlighted societal expectations and cultural stigma associated with non-STEM fields, aligning
with this broader understanding. Additionally, the recognition of cultural values that encourage
creativity and respect for tradition, as noted by participants like Danilo and Victor, reflects the
diversity within Asian American communities and their evolving perspectives on career choices

(Cooc & Kim, 2021; J. Lee & Zhou, 2020).
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Family Involvement. Existing literature well-documents how family expectations and
support significantly shape career choices among Asian American students. Previous studies
showed that family influence is a strong factor, particularly for those not born in the U.S. or
whose parents are immigrants because they are still accustomed to the Asian collectivistic
culture (B. S. K. Kim et al., 2023; Shih et al., 2019). This study’s findings, where participants
like Nina, Rohan, and Victor received direct family support while others like Timur and lan
faced conflicts between family expectations and personal interests, confirm the literature.
Previous studies also highlighted the family’s pressure to pursue high-paying, prestigious careers
in STEM fields (Kang et al., 2023; Shen & Liao, 2022), which is consistent with the experiences
shared by some participants.

Environmental Influences. The role of teachers, mentors, and peers in shaping the
academic and career choices of Asian American students is another well-supported theme in the
literature. Previous studies revealed that positive environmental influences, such as supportive
teachers and mentors, can enhance self-efficacy and guide career trajectories (Hernandez et al.,
2020; Kang et al., 2023; Sahin et al., 2020). In this study, participants like Bob, lan, Victor, and
Danilo highlighted the significant role of professors, teachers, mentors, and counselors that align
with the literature. However, previous studies primarily focused on students in STEM fields.
Therefore, this study extends the literature by including research on non-STEM students. The
literature also notes the challenges posed by stereotypes and unrealistic expectations, which
participants like Danilo and lan experienced.

Social Media Influences. Social media platforms, especially YouTube, have become a
powerful influence on the attitude and decision-making of young audiences (Lim Xing Fei &

Yuek Li, 2022). YouTubers’ personality, knowledge, and skills can influence audience’s
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behavior in terms of language, attitude, personality, relationship network, lifestyle, values, and
beliefs (Greenspan et al., 2021; Lim Xing Fei & Yuek Li, 2022; Mujiwat & Laili, 2023).
However, few studies have directly discussed the influences of social media on college and
career choices of Asian American students. The social media theme in this study emerged as an
important factor that extends the literature. This study’s findings, where some participants
reported that social media exposed them to different career possibilities while others saw little to
no influence, reflect the diverse ways social media can affect college and career decisions. The
findings also confirm the growing recognition of social media’s role in shaping career aspirations
and providing access to diverse role models and career paths (Lim Xing Fei & Yuek Li, 2022).
Internal Motivation. Existing literature has highlighted the importance of intrinsic
motivation and personal values in career decision-making among students in both STEM and
non-STEM fields (Yu et al., 2018). However, I have not found any studies that specifically
addressed the significance of internal motivation on college and career choices for Asian
Americans in non-STEM fields. Therefore, this research extends the literature by focusing on a
specific group of students within a particular area of study. The study participants’ frequent
mentions of “passion” and “interest” in their responses indicated their strong commitment to
non-STEM majors despite cultural norms and societal pressures. Marie, Danilo, and lan
discussed their proactive approaches to overcoming challenges, such as seeking mentorship,
building networks, and improving communication skills. These activities reflect their high self-
efficacy and willingness to pursue challenging goals to achieve academic and professional
success. The findings from the internal motivation theme diverge from previous studies that
revealed low scores in self-determination or self-esteem among Asian American students

compared to other ethnic groups (X. Chen & Graham, 2018; Yu et al., 2018)
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Theoretical Implications

The findings from this study align well with Bandura’s SCT, which emphasizes the
dynamic interplay between personal factors, environmental influences, and behavior (Bandura,
1986, 2001, 2002). SCT explains how individuals actively shape and are shaped by their
environment, particularly in the context of motivation and action (Bandura, 1986). The
participants’ experiences reflect the principles of observational learning, self-efficacy, and
reciprocal determinism, demonstrating how individuals actively shape and are shaped by their
environment in their educational and career journeys (Bandura, 1986). This study identified five
key themes: cultural influences, family involvement, environmental influences, social media
influences, and internal motivation. The theoretical implications section discusses how the five
themes align with SCT.

Cultural Influences. Participants like Bob and lan highlighted societal expectations to
pursue high-paying, prestigious careers in STEM fields due to cultural norms, aligning with
SCT’s concept of observational learning, where individuals learn behaviors and expectations by
observing others in their cultural context (Bandura, 1986). Bob’s and Ian’s experiences reflect
how their personal goals interact with societal pressures. Danilo and Victor emphasized cultural
values that encourage creativity and respect for tradition. These cultural values influenced the
choice of non-STEM majors, aligning with SCT's focus on self-efficacy, where individuals'
belief in their capabilities is shaped by cultural values and support systems (Bandura, 1986).
Victor’s respect for cultural heritage and Uma’s recognition of the humanities’ importance
reflect SCT’s modeling principle, where observing respected cultural values and traditions
influences personal choices and behaviors (Bandura, 1986). Timur’s concern about the

unpredictability of non-STEM careers aligns with SCT’s concept of outcome expectations,
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where individuals’ decisions are influenced by their expectations of the outcomes (Bandura,
1986). The fear of unstable job prospects in non-STEM fields reflects how anticipated outcomes
shape career choices.

Family Involvement. Bandura’s SCT highlights the role of observational learning and
modeling in shaping behavior (Bandura, 1986). The participants’ experiences with family
involvement reflect this principle. For instance, Nina and Rohan, who received direct support
from their families, likely benefited from positive reinforcement and modeling of supportive
behaviors. Such experiences align with SCT's concept of reciprocal determinism, where personal
factors (e.g., individual goals and motivations) interact with environmental influences (e.g.,
family support) to shape behavior (Bandura, 1986). Conversely, Timur and lan faced conflicts
between family expectations and personal interests, demonstrating how environmental pressures
can challenge personal motivations, requiring individuals to navigate and reconcile these
influences actively.

Environmental Influences. The significant role of teachers, mentors, and peers in
shaping participants’ academic and career choices underscores the SCT principle that individuals
learn and are motivated by observing others (Bandura, 1986). Bob, lan, Victor, and Danilo's
experiences with supportive teachers and mentors illustrate how positive environmental
influences can enhance self-efficacy and guide career trajectories. Such experiences align with
SCT's emphasis on the importance of social support systems in fostering learning and motivation
(Bandura, 1986). Additionally, the presence of stereotypes and unrealistic expectations, as noted
by Danilo and lan, highlights the environmental challenges that can impact self-perception and

behavior. SCT suggests that overcoming these challenges involves active engagement and
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resilience, as seen in the participants’ proactive strategies to mitigate negative influences
(Bandura, 1986).

Social Media Influences. Social media’s role in exposing participants to different career
possibilities aligns with SCT’s concept of observational learning (Bandura, 1986). Bob’s
experience of envisioning potential career paths through social media reflects how individuals
can learn and be motivated by observing others’ experiences and successes. However, the varied
impact of social media, with some participants reporting little to no influence, underscores SCT’s
recognition of individual differences in how environmental factors are perceived and internalized
(Bandura, 1986, 2001, 2002). This variability highlights the importance of personal agency in
interpreting and responding to environmental stimuli (Bandura, 1986, 2001, 2002).

Internal Motivation. The strong emphasis on internal motivation, passion, and personal
interests among participants aligns with SCT’s focus on self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation
(Bandura, 1986). The frequent mentions of the terms passion and interest in the participants'
responses indicate that they are driven by internal factors, which SCT identifies as crucial for
sustained motivation and goal achievement (Bandura, 1986). Bob’s belief in the value of a well-
rounded education and Tapan’s motivation from personal experiences during the coronavirus
pandemic illustrate how personal values and experiences shape behavior. SCT explains that
individuals with high self-efficacy are more likely to set challenging goals and persist in the face
of obstacles (Bandura, 1986), which is evident in the participants’ commitment to their non-
STEM majors despite societal pressures. Marie’s leadership roles, Danilo’s efforts to challenge
stereotypes, and lan’s improvement of communication skills demonstrate how individuals

actively shape their environment to achieve their goals. SCT suggests that individuals who
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engage in self-regulatory behaviors, such as setting goals, monitoring progress, and seeking
feedback, are more likely to succeed in overcoming challenges (Bandura, 1986, 2001, 2002).

Elements Diverging from SCT. Bob’s statement that his choice of a non-STEM major
was based solely on his goals and objectives, with no family influence, highlights a strong sense
of personal agency. While SCT acknowledges personal agency, it typically emphasizes the
interplay between personal factors and environmental influences (Bandura, 1986). Bob’s
experience suggests a more individualistic approach, which may not fully align with SCT’s
emphasis on reciprocal determinism (Bandura, 1986). Marie, who received varying opinions
from family members without any pressure, indicates a neutral environmental influence. SCT
generally focuses on how environmental factors actively shape behavior. In this case, the lack of
significant environmental pressure suggests a more passive role of the environment, which may
not fully align with SCT's dynamic interplay model (Bandura, 1986).
Limitations and Delimitations

This section addresses the study's limitations and delimitations. Limitations denote
circumstances that were beyond my control but made significant contributions to the research
outcome. Conversely, delimitations are purposeful decisions made by the researcher.
Delimitations set the boundaries of the study to ensure the credibility and reliability of the
collected data, facilitating the study’s replication. By clearly outlining limitations and
delimitations, | aim to clarify the rationale behind the decisions that shaped the study’s scope and
focus.
Limitations

Although a sample size of 12 participants met the requirements from Liberty University,

this sample size is too small to capture the diversity and complexity of the Asian American
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student population. Another limitation is the lack of demographic data on potential participants
prior to their selection. I initially intended to select participants based on a comprehensive
demographic survey. However, due to the privacy and confidentiality of the potential
participants, the IRB disallowed the collection of demographic data before they signed the
consent form. As a result, I randomly chose the participants from 104 individuals who stated
they met the study’s criteria that I specified in my recruitment post without knowing their
demographic data. I could only collect the participants’ demographic details after they signed the
consent form. This limitation led to a sample consisting of 10 males and two females, making it
challenging to adequately discuss gender-related issues within the study due to the significant
disparity in the number of male and female participants.
Delimitations

This study used purposeful criterion sampling to select Asian American participants, 18
years of age or older, who are pursuing or have pursued non-STEM college majors. The
purposeful criterion sampling allowed me to select participants with specific characteristics that
are directly relevant to the research questions. The study only selected current students or those
who have graduated within the past five years to capture recent experiences and behaviors,
providing insights into contemporary educational and career decision-making processes. |
conducted recruitment through LinkedIn instead of Facebook or other social media platforms
because of LinkedIn's professional focus, making it easier to identify and connect with
individuals based on their educational and career backgrounds.
Recommendations for Future Research

Future research on Asian American students in non-STEM fields should prioritize several

key areas to deepen our understanding and address existing gaps. First, it is crucial to include a
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more diverse sample of Asian American students representing various ethnic subgroups,
socioeconomic backgrounds, and geographic locations. By doing so, researchers can capture the
heterogeneity within the Asian American community, providing a more nuanced and
comprehensive understanding of their experiences. Employing mixed-methods designs that
combine quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews will help gather both broad and in-depth
data, enriching the overall analysis. Second, future research should include longitudinal studies.
These studies should track the career trajectories of Asian American students over time, offering
insights into how initial career choices evolve and the long-term impact of cultural influences,
family support, and institutional policies. Longitudinal survey methods, combined with periodic
in-depth interviews, can effectively monitor changes and developments, providing a dynamic
view of students’ career paths.

Comparative studies also play an essential role. By comparing the experiences of Asian
American students in non-STEM fields with those in STEM fields, researchers can highlight
unique challenges and support needs for each group. Using comparative case study designs that
incorporate both qualitative and quantitative data will help explore the distinct experiences of
students in different fields, shedding light on the specific factors that influence their career
choices. Additionally, investigating the role of social media in shaping career aspirations and
choices among Asian American students is important. Further research can clarify the extent and
nature of social media’s influence. Conducting experimental studies or content analysis of social
media platforms can examine how exposure to different types of content affects career decisions,
providing valuable insights for educators and policymakers. Lastly, examining the effectiveness
of institutional policies and practices in supporting Asian American students in non-STEM fields

is vital. Identifying best practices through policy analysis and case studies of institutions with
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successful support programs can help create more inclusive and supportive environments.
Interviews with administrators, faculty, and students will provide a thorough understanding of
effective practices and areas needing improvement. By addressing these areas, future research
can contribute to a more inclusive and supportive educational environment for Asian American
students, helping them succeed in both STEM and non-STEM fields.

Conclusion

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to discover the lived
experiences of choosing a non-STEM college major for Asian American students in the United
States. The study, which involved 12 Asian American participants from 10 different Asian
countries, reveals significant insights into their experiences, motivations, and challenges.
Contrary to the prevalent stereotype that Asian American students predominantly excel in STEM
disciplines (Tu & Okazaki, 2021), the study’s findings highlight a diverse range of interests and
achievements in non-STEM areas. The diversity underscores the importance of recognizing and
supporting Asian American students' varied academic and career aspirations.

The most important key finding is the divergence in internal motivation among Asian
American students in non-STEM fields compared to previous studies. While earlier research
often reported lower self-determination and self-esteem among Asian American students (X.
Chen & Graham, 2018; Yu et al., 2018), this study indicates a shift towards higher levels of
internal motivation. Cultural influences and family involvement continue to play a crucial role in
shaping the educational paths of Asian American students. However, the study reveals that these
students navigate their academic journeys with a greater sense of autonomy and personal
fulfillment. This shift suggests a gradual transformation in the traditional expectations and

pressures often associated with Asian American families. This study also emphasizes the need
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for a broader understanding of Asian American students’ academic and career trajectories. By
acknowledging and supporting their diverse interests, educators and policymakers can foster
more inclusive and equitable educational environments. Future research should continue to
explore the evolving motivations and experiences of Asian American students across various

disciplines, ensuring that their voices are heard and their contributions are valued.
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Dear Diem Nguyen, Mary Strickland,
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Your study falls under the expedited review category (45 CFR 46.110), which is applicable to specific, minimal risk
studies and minor changes to approved studies for the following reason(s):

7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited to, research on perception,
cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or
research employing survey, interview, oral history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or
guality assurance methodologies. (NOTE: Some research in this category may be exempt from the HHS regulations
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consent form(s) and final versions of your study documents can be found on the same page under the Attachments

tab. Your stamped consent form(s) should be copied and used to gain the consent of your research participants. If
you plan to provide your consent information electronically, the contents of the attached consent document(s)
should be made available without alteration.

Thank you for your cooperation with the IRB, and we wish you well with your research project.
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Appendix B

Social Media Post on LinkedIn
ATTENTION FRIENDS: | am conducting research as part of the requirements for a Doctor of
Philosophy degree at Liberty University. The purpose of my research is to understand the
challenges and opportunities faced by Asian American students who are pursuing a non-STEM
major or have graduated with a non-STEM degree from a university in the United States (STEM
means Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math. Non-STEM includes all majors that are not
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math).

To participate, you must be 18 years of age or older, Asian American, and studying a
non-STEM college major or have graduated with a non-STEM degree within the past five years.
If you would like to participate and meet the study criteria, please direct message me at
I (o complete the screening questionnaire. A consent document will be
emailed to you if you meet the inclusion criteria. You will have one week to sign and return it via
email.

I will email you some demographic questions that will take less than 5 minutes to answer,
and email me back within 2 days. After receiving your answers, | will contact you to schedule a
one-hour audio and video-recorded interview via Teams Meeting (60 minutes). After that, | will
email you the interview transcript to review and validate the collected data. You will have 2
weeks to provide feedback about the accuracy of the transcript. Within 2 days after the interview,
I will email you a letter writing prompt about telling your younger self how to be better prepared
for choosing a non-STEM college major. This will take approximately 15 minutes to complete.
You will have 2 weeks to email me your completed letter. After that, all participants in this study

will be randomly divided into 2 audio and video-recorded focus group sessions conducted via
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Teams Meeting. Each focus group will take 1.5 hours. Within 24 hours after the focus group, |
will email you the focus group transcript to review and validate the collected data. Names and
other identifying information will be requested as part of this study, but the information will
remain confidential.

Participants who complete all the procedures will be given a $30 Amazon e-gift card via
email as compensation. Any participant who chooses to withdraw after completing the interview
will receive a $10 Amazon e-gift card via email. If they choose to withdraw after completing the

letter writing, they will receive a $20 Amazon e-gift card via email.
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Appendix C
Screening Survey

If you want to be considered as a participant in this study, please complete the following survey.
1. Are you 18 years of age or older?

[] Yes

[1 No
2. Are you an Asian American who is studying or has graduated from a university in the United
States?

[] Yes

[1 No

3. Are you studying a non-STEM major or graduated with a non-STEM degree within the last 5
years? (STEM means Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math. Non-STEM includes all
majors that are not Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math)

L] Yes

1 No

If you answer YES to all three questions above, you may qualify to participate in this study.
Please provide your contact information:

Name:

Email:

Phone:
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Appendix D

Consent Letter

Title of the Project: Experiences of Asian American Students in Non-STEM Fields: A
Phenomenological Study

Principal Investigator: Diem Nguyen, Doctoral Candidate, Liberty University

Invitation to be Part of a Research Study

You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be 18 years of age or
older, an Asian American student pursuing a non-STEM college major or graduated with a non-
STEM degree within the past five years. Taking part in this research project is voluntary.

Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in
this research.

What is the study about and why is it being done?

The purpose of the study is to explore the lived experiences of Asian American students who
have chosen non-STEM college majors that are not science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics. This study will provide more positive representations of non-STEM Asian
American students who are invisible and neglected in their culture.

What will happen if you take part in this study?

1. Demographic Questions: Within 24 hours after you sign and email this consent form to
the researcher, | will email you a demographic survey for you to fill out and return via
email within 2 days. The survey will take less than 5 minutes to complete.

2. Interview: After receiving the completed survey, the researcher will contact you to
schedule an audio- and video-recorded interview that will be conducted virtually via
Teams Meeting. The interview will take approximately 1 hour. Within 24 hours after the
interview, the researcher will email you the interview transcript to review and validate the
collected data. You will have 2 weeks to provide feedback about the accuracy of the
transcript.

3. Letter Writing: Within 2 days after the interview, the researcher will email you a letter-
writing prompt to tell your younger self how to be better prepared for choosing a non-
STEM college major. This will take approximately 15 minutes. The letter will need to be
returned via email within 2 weeks of receipt of its prompt.

4. Focus Group: All participants in this study will be randomly divided into 2 audio- and
video-recorded focus group sessions that will be conducted virtually via Teams Meeting.
Each focus group will take approximately 1.5 hours. Within 24 hours after your focus
group session, the researcher will email you the transcript to review and validate the
collected data. You will have 2 weeks to provide feedback about the accuracy of the
transcript.
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How could you or others benefit from this study?

Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.

Benefits to society include motivating and inspiring young Asian American students to choose
non-STEM college majors. The study will also increase the visibility of non-STEM Asian
American students and help educators better understand their needs to provide appropriate
support for them.

What risks might you experience from being in this study?

The expected risks from participating in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to
the risks you would encounter in everyday life.

How will personal information be protected?

The records of this study will be kept private. Published reports will not include any information
that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely, and only
the researcher will have access to the records.

e Participant responses will be kept confidential by replacing names with pseudonyms.

e Interviews will be conducted in a location where others will not easily overhear the
conversation.

e Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in focus group settings. While discouraged, other
members of the focus group may share what was discussed with people outside of the
group.

e Data collected from you may be used in future research studies and/or shared with other
researchers. If data collected from you is reused or shared, any information that could
identify you, if applicable, will be removed beforehand.

e Electronic data will be stored on a password-locked computer. Any hardcopy data will be
stored in a locked cabinet. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted, and all
hardcopy records will be shredded.

e Recordings will be stored on a password-locked computer for three years and then
deleted. Only the researcher will have access to these recordings.

How will you be compensated for being part of the study?

Participants will receive a gift of appreciation for participating in this study upon completion.
Within 24 hours after the conclusion of each focus group, participants in that group will receive a
$30 Amazon e-gift card via email if they complete the demographic survey, interview, letter
writing, and focus group. Any participant who chooses to withdraw after completing the
interview will receive a $10 Amazon e-gift card via email. If they choose to withdraw after
completing the letter writing, they will receive a $20 Amazon e-gift card via email.
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Is study participation voluntary?

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether to participate will not affect your
current or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to participate, you are free to
not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.

What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?

If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email address
included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data collected from you apart
from focus group data, will be destroyed immediately and will not be included in this study.
Focus group data will not be destroyed, but your contributions to the focus group will not be
included in the study if you choose to withdraw.

\ Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?

The researcher conducting this study is Diem Nguyen. You may ask any ﬂuestions iou have

now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at or
. You may also contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr. Mary
Strickland, at :

\ Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the IRB. Our physical address is
Institutional Review Board, 1971 University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA,
24515; our phone number is 434-592-5530, and our email address is irb@liberty.edu.

Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human subjects
research will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by federal regulations.
The topics covered and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student and faculty researchers
are those of the researchers and do not necessarily reflect the official policies or positions of
Liberty University.

Your Consent

By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what
the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records.
The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the study
after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided
above.


mailto:irb@liberty.edu
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| have read and understood the above information. | have asked questions and have received
answers. | consent to participate in the study.

[] The researcher has my permission to audio- and video-record me as part of my participation
in this study.

Printed Subject Name

Signature & Date
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Appendix E
Demographic Survey

Please provide some information about yourself.
1. What is your biological sex?

L1 Male

[] Female
2. What is your age range?

[] 18-24 years old

[ 25-34 years old

[1 35-44 years old

[1 45 years or older

3. Which Asian country are you from?

4. What U.S. state are you residing in?
5. If you are in college, what is your major?

6. If you graduated, what was your major and the year you graduated?

7. If you are working, what is your current occupation?



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
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Appendix F

Table 1: Individual Interview Questions
Please introduce yourself and your current or past non-STEM college major. CRQ
Why did you choose a non-STEM major? CRQ
What stories do you remember the most when you decided to pursue a non-STEM major?
CRQ
Describe the Asian values that influenced your decision to choose a non-STEM major.
SQ1
How did family involvement influence your choice of a non-STEM major? SQ1
How did the model minority stereotypes that assume Asian Americans are only good in
STEM influence your decision to choose a non-STEM major? SQ1
Describe the environmental factors that influenced your decision to choose a non-STEM
major. SQ2
How did previous schools influence your choice of a non-STEM major? SQ2
How did other organizations or people influence your decision to choose a non-STEM
major? SQ2
How did social media influence your choice of a non-STEM major? SQ2
Describe the internal motivations that influenced your decision to choose a non-STEM
major. SQ3
How did self-efficacy influence your decision to choose a non-STEM major? SQ3
How did gender influence your decision to choose a non-STEM major? SQ3
What else would you like to add to our discussion of your experiences when choosing a

non-STEM major that we have yet to discuss? SQ3
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Appendix G

Letter Writing Prompt
For this letter-writing activity, please write a response to this question, “What will you tell your
younger self to be better prepared for choosing a non-STEM college major?” The letter should

be approximately 400 words and take about 15 minutes to complete. Please email your letter

back to the researcher at || ithin two weeks of receiving this prompt.
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Appendix H

Table 2: Focus Group Questions

. What led you to choose a non-STEM major? CRQ

Describe the cultural challenges that you have experienced when choosing a non-STEM
major. SQ1

How did you overcome the cultural challenges? SQ1

Describe the external challenges, such as people, media, and stereotypes, that you have
encountered when choosing a non-STEM major. SQ2

How did you overcome the external challenges? SQ2

Describe the internal challenges that you have experienced when choosing a non-STEM
major. SQ3

How did you overcome the internal challenges? SQ3



