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Abstract—The research focuses on the motivations of US’s high school 
students chose Chinese as a secondary language study programme from multi-
ple aspects: the future career considerations, Chinese population growth, and 
the persona interests. The current Chinese language learning statistics have been 
given as further references in terms of questionnaire findings.  

Keywords—US high school, students, Chinese language, motivation of studies  

1 Introduction 

Currently, English is the most widely used language around the world. An Ameri-
can student, especially high school students, often lacks the motivation to learn a 
foreign language. Native English-speaking high school students may think that the 
foreign languages is not necessary because no matter which country they are going to, 
there are always people who can speak English in that country. For now, in all fifty 
states of America, it is required that high school students take a foreign language class 
in order to graduate, based on the study of National Council of State Supervisors for 
Language. In Nevada, students are required to finish at least two credits of the foreign 
language courses. In Chapter 1 of 2013 Nevada Education Data Book, A 2010 study 
titled “Education Data Profiles for the State of Nevada and Surrounding States” re-
ports that there are 645 public schools in Nevada, and that 16% of Nevada high 
schools are public. This adds up to approximately 103 public high schools in Nevada. 
Most of these public high schools would offer Spanish, Italian, and French. Others 
might offer Chinese, Japanese, Latin, German, etc. The high school we gave the ques-
tionnaire offers Spanish, French and Chinese. 

 It is important to know the reason why students still want to take foreign language 
when it is not mandatory, because it helps the language teachers know what their 
students want to learn from the class and know what they should be focusing on. This 
is going to improve the quality of teaching. 

A 2010 New York Times study found that in this current decade, foreign language 
instruction has decreased in all languages except Chinese. The population who wants 
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to learn Chinese keeps increasing. Compared to the data in 1997, the percentage of 
students choosing Chinese increased from one percent to four percent. Also the lan-
guage education landscape is changed. “A decade ago, most of the schools with Chi-
nese programs were on the East and West Coasts. But in recent years, many schools 
have started Chinese programs all around the United States” (Dilon). 

 
Fig. 1. Source: Growth in Chinese Language Courses. New York Times, 2010. Web. 

5/20/2015 

2 Research Designs  

There are multiple reasons that students in United States choose Chinese as their 
foreign language. I created a questionnaire to see the main reason that makes Ameri-
can public high school students choose Chinese as their foreign language (see Appen-
dix A). 

I separated my questionnaire into two parts. The first part asks for personal infor-
mation, which includes gender, grade level, the number of years spent studying Chi-
nese, etc. The second part lists seven possible reasons why students choose to learn 
Chinese. They are: 

1. I have a strong interest in Chinese and culture. 
2. My parents encouraged me to study Chinese. 
3. I think Chinese will improve my opportunities for higher education and a good ca-

reer. 
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4. My friends are taking Chinese. 
5. I like the teacher. 
6. I perceive Chinese to be easier than other languages offered at our school. 
7. The school counselor advised me to study Chinese.  

Chinese teacher in Nevada said she is going to have more Chinese classes next 
year. This shows that more and more students are interested in taking Chinese. The 
situation has changed from only one first year Chinese class last year, to two first year 
Chinese classes this year, to three first year Chinese classes next year. The number of 
new students in Chinese classes is constantly increasing.  

3 Findings and Analysis 

In the public high school, there are 1,609 students based on the report by US News. 
This semester, 61 students chose to take Chinese. There are two first-year Chinese 
classes and one second-year Chinese class. I offered a questionnaire in those three 
Chinese classes. Because 11 students were absent, I only sent out 50 questionnaires, 
and received 40 of them back, 39 of them being valid. Since the description for the 
second part of the questionnaire created a little confusion. Because of some of the 
students do not follow the introduction of the question, only 26 of the questionnaires 
had the second portion completed. 

3.1 General Analysis 

18 females and 21 males responded the questionnaire, as Figure 2 below shows. 
The gender distribution of the students taking first year Chinese and second year Chi-
nese is shown in Table 1. 

 
Fig. 2. The pie chart of the gender percentage of our respondents 

Table 1.  The gender distribution of the students taking first or second year Chinese 

 Male Female Total 
1st year of Chinese 16 13 29 
2nd year of Chinese 5 5 10 
Total 21 18 39 
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21 freshmen, 11 sophomores, 7 juniors, and 0 seniors responded to the question-
naire, as Figure 3 below shows. The grade level distribution of the students taking 
first year Chinese and second year Chinese is shown in Table 2. 

 

Fig. 3. The pie chart of the grade level of our respondents 

Table 2.  The grade level distribution of the students taking first or second year Chinese 

 9th 10th 11th 12th Total 
1st year of Chinese 21 4 4 0 29 
2nd year of Chinese 0 7 3 0 10 
Total 21 11 7 0 39 

 

There is only one student whose mother speaks Chinese, and only one student 
whose father speaks Chinese. Two students’ parents both speak Chinese, and the 
remaining 35 students all have parents who both do not speak Chinese, as Figure 4 
below shows. The distribution of the students taking first year Chinese and second 
year Chinese is shown in Table 3. 

 
Fig. 4. The Pie chart of the family background of Chinese 
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Table 3.  of students’ family background of Chinese speakers 

 Mother Father Both Neither Total 
1st year of Chinese 1 1 0 27 29 
2nd year of Chinese 0 0 2 8 10 
Total 1 1 2 35 39 

3.2 Hypothesises Tests 

R. C. Gardner’s essay “Social Psychology and Second Language Learning The 
Role of Attitudes and Motivation” shows that success in second language learning is 
dependent on the students’ natural ability in the language, the students’ motivation in 
learning the language, and the influence of the people around them like family, teach-
ers, and friends. Gardner posits that there are two kinds of motivation: Instrumental 
Motivation and Integrative Motivation. Instrumental Motivation means the students 
are motivated by possible future uses of the language, such as career opportunities it 
could offer. Integrative Motivation means the students are motivated by interest in the 
culture or history of the language-speaking country. Based on these theories, I gener-
ated seven possible reasons students may choose to learn Chinese in the second part 
of my questionnaire, which are listed below. 

I have a strong interest in Chinese and Chinese culture. For high school stu-
dents, learning another language is usually motivated by interest. Interest is one of the 
most important factors in encouraging students to learn Chinese. 

My parents encouraged me to study Chinese. For high school students, the sug-
gestion and encouragement is another factor that influences a students’ decision. The 
more the parents value Chinese, the more motivation the student may have. Converse-
ly, if the family doesn’t like Chinese, the attitude that the family has may also de-
crease the student’s interest in learning Chinese. 

I think Chinese will improve my opportunities for higher education and a 
good career. For these students, they know that language is a necessary skill in the 
job market. As China is currently undergoing major development, there will be in-
creased interaction between China and America. The fact that the language might be 
useful in the future may also help to motivate students.  

My friends are taking Chinese. The students who choose this as the main moti-
vating factor are highly influenced by friends, and learning a language with a friend 
also could help motivate students. 

I like the teacher. Sometimes a good teacher can make students have a greater in-
terest in the subject. 

I perceive Chinese to be easier than other languages offered at our school. 
Sometimes because of their family background, Chinese may be easier for certain 
students. Or some students tried to learn other languages, but based on their abilities, 
came to believe that Chinese is easier.  

The school counselor advised me to study Chinese. In this situation, students 
mostly just wants to fill their graduation requirements. Maybe some students really 
disliked other languages that the school offered.  
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3.3 Statistic Analysis  

This part discusses the primary reason why students chose Chinese as their foreign 
language class. Because the description of the second part of the questionnaire created 
some confusion, only 26 of the questionnaires had a completed second portion. The 
students were supposed to label these seven reasons from one to seven, one being the 
most important reason and seven being the least important reason. 

I used the weighted mean to compare the importance of these seven reasons. For 
easy calculating, if a student thinks that the first reason is the most important, then the 
first question would receive a score of one. If the student believed it were second 
most important, then the question would receive a score of two. This continues to a 
score of seven, where the student believes it was the least important reason, and so the 
question gets a score of seven. The less the weighted mean there is, the more im-
portance the question has. The result are shown in table 5 in the next page. 

Comparing the weighted mean (x), these seven reasons are listed in terms of their 
importance below with x!  values in parentheses: 

! I have a strong interest in Chinese and culture. 
! I think Chinese will improve my opportunities for higher education and a good 

career.  
! My parents encouraged me to study Chinese. 
! I like the teacher. 
! My friends are taking Chinese.  
! I perceive Chinese to be easier than other languages offered at our school. 
! The school counselor advised to study Chinese. 

The analysis of a comparison of the opinion from the male students and female 
students is shown below. In these 26 students, the weighted mean of the 12 male stu-
dents and 14 female students is shown in Table 4. 

Table 4.  the weighted mean of total, male and female with these questions 

 
Using a two sample t-test on a TI-Nspire calculator, which is the program 

(tTest_2Samp), with the alternate hypothesis that male and female have a significant 
difference in opinion on these reasons, I got t=0.0036 and p= 0.997. Because the p-
Value is greater than 0.05, we reject the alternate hypothesis, and can say that the 

Weighted mean(x! )Reasons Total Male Female 
I have a strong interest in Chinese and culture 1.85 2.17 1.57 
 My parents encouraged me to study Chinese. 4.00 3.50 4.42 
I think Chinese will improve my opportunities for 
higher education and a good career. 2.35 2.25 2.42 

My friends are taking Chinese. 4.31 4.42 4.21 
I like the teacher. 4.23 4.42 4.07 
I perceive Chinese to be easier than other languages 
offered at our school. 5.58 5.33 5.79 

The school counselor advised me to study Chinese. 5.69 5.91 5.50 
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male and female populations don’t have a significant difference in opinion in these 
questions.  

The order of importance of the reasons for male, female, and the whole sample 
population is shown in Table 5 below. 

Table 5.  the importance order for male students and female students 

Order of importance Reasons Total Male Female 
I have a strong interest in Chinese and culture 1 1 1 
My parents encouraged me to study Chinese. 3 3 5 
I think Chinese will improve my opportunities for higher educa-
tion and a good career. 2 2 2 

My friends are taking Chinese. 5 4 4 
I like the teacher. 4 4 3 
I perceive Chinese to be easier than other languages offered at 
our school. 6 6 7 

The school counselor advised me to study Chinese. 7 7 6 

 
Based on these results, male students have exactly the same order as the whole 

sample population. Even though there is a small difference between the female opin-
ions and the whole sample opinions, this is not because of a significant difference in 
calculation, but the small sample size. 

Overall, both male and female students chose the first and third reason as their 
primary reason. The second, fourth, and fifth reasons’ importance do not differ signif-
icantly, but the weighted mean is significantly higher than the first and third reason. 
The sixth and seventh reason have the highest weighted mean, meaning people don’t 
think they are important. 

The analysis of the comparison between the opinion from the male students and 
female students is shown below. In these 26 students, the weighted mean of 19 first 
year Chinese students and 7 second year Chinese students is shown in Table 6. 

Table 6.  the weighted mean of the student in 1st year Chinese class and 2nd year Chinese class 

Weighted mean(x! ) and importance order Reasons 1st year 2nd year 
I have a strong interest in Chinese and culture 2.00 1 1.43 1 
My parents encouraged me to study Chinese. 3.95 3 4.14 3 
I think Chinese will improve my opportunities for higher 
education and a good career. 2.37 2 2.29 2 

My friends are taking Chinese. 4.26 5 4.43 4 
I like the teacher. 4.10 4 4.57 5 
I perceive Chinese to be easier than other languages offered 
at our school. 5.57 6 5.57 6 

The school counselor advised me to study Chinese. 5.74 7 5.57 6 

 
Based on these results, the importance order of the first year Chinese class students 

is exactly the same as the whole sample population’s importance order. The second 
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year Chinese class students are mostly the same, but it is mainly because the sample 
size is very small, containing only seven students. This results in the same conclusion 
as the previous section, in which the first and third reason are more important than the 
remaining five. 

16 out of 39 students said that they have other reasons for learning Chinese aside 
from the ones provided. This percentage is shown below in Figure 5 as a pie chart. 

 
Fig. 5. the pie chart of students who have other reason to choose Chinese 

These sixteen reasons can be separated into several parts. The reasons in the first 
part are about interest in the language. It includes: 

• I think Hanzi is very artistic. 
• I'd like to travel to China and teach there, and eat the food there. 
• I was curious how the character system worked. 
• I wanted to see what it was like. 
• It was just interested in the character system. 
• Learn a new language. 

The second part is because of the graduation requirements, or because Chinese is a 
good fit. 

• Required for an honors diploma and most kids don't take it. I thought it would help 
challenge me. 

• I did not do well with Spanish.  
• I didn't want to take Spanish or French. 
• I didn't choose Chinese.  
• The third group thought that Chinese is useful. 
• I figure it will be useful, considering how it is the most spoken language in the 

world. 
• As an IB student and global citizen, it is very important to understand other cul-

tures, and languages. It is a special opportunity to converse with others in their na-
tive tone. 

• The fourth part is about familial influence on the student choice. In includes: 
• My mom would not let me take French, so Chinese seemed cool. 
• My sister lived in Taiwan. 
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4 Conclusions and Highlighted Findings  

As of now, the establishment of Chinese classes in American public high school is 
still in its infancy. In fact, for American students, Chinese is a very hard language 
course. The Foreign Service Institute (FSI) places all the languages in the world into 
three categories based on the approximate learning time (Thompson). Mandarin Chi-
nese is in the third category, which is the hardest category, needing approximately 
more than 2,200 hours and a year to learn. For English speakers, the extremely diffi-
cult writing system makes the learning process even harder.  

Based on my experience in the public school’s Chinese class, even the worst stu-
dents in the class were very interested in Chinese culture. Most of the time, students 
were interested in China, but could not motivate themselves to learn Chinese. Learn-
ing a language requires a lot of effort, memorization, and time. Most American public 
school students cannot spend a majority of their free time practicing a foreign lan-
guage. If there are more situation that need Chinese to communicate, this situation 
may change. There is a group of students who take Chinese just to fulfill the gradua-
tion requirement. The motivation to actually learn Chinese in these students is very 
low. I see a lot of students in the class who simply just finish the work that is re-
quired. If they are allowed write Chinese in pinyin, which is an easier system then 
Chinese character, but not useful to use, they do not put in the effort of writing words 
in Chinese characters.  
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