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What makes students choose a physics major, or not?
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In order to create a scientifically literate society, and to keep up with the rapid pace of technological change
around the world, more students must be encouraged to pursue degrees in physics and related fields (President’
s Council of Advisors, 2012). This study invited students taking introductory physics at a university in Atlantic
Canada to participate in an anonymous, mainly short answer survey regarding their physics experiences both
before and during their first year at university, and to discuss what influenced their choice of major. The course
professor and lab technician were also interviewed to get their perspectives.

The results of our grounded theory analysis showed that interest in the “fascinating”subject matter of physics,
or in their chosen field, was the primary factor affecting students’choice of major. Interest in the field was
followed by their perceptions of the teaching in the introductory physics courses, their impressions of what
careers would be available to them after university, and their feelings of competence to succeed in a physics
degree. The new physics education research-based laboratory curriculum that had been implemented during
the academic year in question was perceived as more interesting and stimulating than traditional laboratories,
especially for female students. This talk will summarize the results of the study and illustrate how they may
be useful for physics professors, lab instructors, support staff, and administrators.
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