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Hispanic Students’ Experiences in a College of Agriculture: A Qualitative Study

Introduction/Need for Study
Hispanics are the fastest growing minority group in the U.S. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  Although the number of Hispanics in the U.S. is increasing rapidly, they are underperforming in postsecondary settings when compared to other ethnic groups (Miller & Garcia, 2004).  Hispanics are underrepresented in all university departments, but they are especially few in colleges of agriculture (Bechtold & Hoover, 1997).  Miller and Garcia (2004) said it is vital that institutions of higher education make recruiting and retaining Hispanic students a priority, especially those in areas with a high percentage of the quickly growing minority population.  Despite a multitude of opportunities available in agriculture, “the number of individuals, particularly people of color, pursuing agricultural careers through college is declining continuously” (Jones & Larke, 2001, p. 39).  The National Research Agenda: American Association for Agricultural Education’s Research Priority Areas for 2011-2015 (Doerfert, 2011) addressed this concern in Priority Area 3, which recognized the need to “recruit and retain students to study in and prepare for careers in agriculture and natural resources related fields” (p. 20).  In order to do this, research is needed to better understand how colleges of agriculture can recruit Hispanic students and help them feel that they belong. 

Conceptual Framework
[bookmark: _GoBack]The conceptual framework for this study was developed from a thorough review of the literature and consists of Hispanic students’ barriers in postsecondary education, the concept of belongingness, the role of mentoring, and views toward agriculture.  Hispanic students encounter several barriers in postsecondary education such as financial concerns, lack of preparation, cultural and family pressures, and lack of encouragement and support (Bechtold & Hoover, 1997).  Additionally, Hispanics have a strong connection to their family (Hernandez, 2000), which provides a support system, but can also lead to lack of understanding and pressure to return home without finishing their college education (Tseng, 2004).  A feeling of belongingness is important for Hispanic students to finish college with a degree (Gloria et al., 2005).  In addition, Hispanic students have a more negative view toward agriculture than non-Hispanic students (Bechtold & Hoover, 1997), which is something colleges of agriculture must address when recruiting these students.

Methodology
The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of Hispanic undergraduate students in the [College] at [University].  The following research question guided the study: What are Hispanic students’ perceptions of their recruitment and undergraduate college experiences in the [College] at [University]?  Researchers used a qualitative research design which “emphasizes the voice, experience, and student culture of the participants” (Jones, Castellanous, & Cole, 2002, p. 25).  During the Fall 2011 semester, four Hispanic students majoring in the college volunteered to participate in 30-minutes, semi-structured, in-person interviews.  The interviews were recorded then transcribed verbatim into separate Microsoft Word files, which were imported into NVivo 8.0.  Pseudonyms were used to protect the identity of the students.  Data analysis involved coding the data into emergent themes. Credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability measures were taken to establish trustworthiness of the study (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 
Findings
Four students (3 females and 1 male) representing three departments in the college participated in this study.  All students were from [state] and three participated in FFA or 4-H prior to attending college.  Three themes developed out of the interviews. 

Theme: Attitudes Toward College and University - Recruitment material from the college and attending university-sponsored recruitment activities helped them decide to attend [university].  The campus visit was also key to their decision- making process.  Students experienced a sense of enjoyment and belonging in the college. Anthony said: “I feel like I belong in [college]. I didn’t know what I wanted to do besides business, but I feel special in [college] and I feel more wanted.”  Students said they felt a higher sense of belongingness in the [college] than when they attended functions and meetings targeted specifically toward Hispanic students.

Theme: Negotiating Feelings of “Otherness”- All the participants reported the need to negotiate feelings of “otherness.”  For instance, they said they recognize that they are not the “typical” agriculture student.   Lizzy commented, “I am not the first thing people think of when they think of an ag student.”  Students also spoke of their perception of “otherness” in relation to attending Hispanic events and meetings. Selena said, “I felt like I was too white to be in it because I was in [college].”  In dealing with the feeling of “otherness,” students expressed that they would be interested in having the college of agriculture start a multicultural organization.  

Theme: Motivated to Succeed - Finding friends when they first came to the university helped them be successful. Lizzy said, “My first priority when I started classes was to make as many friends as I could.”  All the students had someone at [university] who served as a mentor, either officially or unofficially.  The students said they strive for success after they graduate and are not pressured to return home immediately after completing their degree.  Jade said, “I am open to go where the opportunity is.” 

Conclusions and Implications
The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of Hispanic undergraduate students in the [College] at [University].  Students mentioned the importance of peer support in their transition to college (Gloria et al., 2005).  The significance of mentors was clear and more should be done to develop meaningful mentoring relationships (Saunders & Serna, 2004).  Students did not feel pressured to return home after graduation, which is contradictory from previous research (Tseng, 2004).  Jones et al. (2002) found that the students “felt like outsiders” in organizations not connected to their ethnicity; this was opposite to the students in this study.  Students did not mention any specific negative views toward agriculture (Bechtold & Hoover, 1997) and it can be assumed that since they are all majoring in a college of agriculture, they have a more positive view toward agriculture than other Hispanic college students.  

Recommendations
Practitioners and researchers need to further investigate and implement methods to help Hispanic students prosper in higher education.  Student organizations for minority students in colleges of agriculture should be established to further strengthen the concept of belongingness and positively impact their experience in the college.  Similar research should be conducted in other colleges of agriculture to better understand the unique experiences of Hispanic college students. 
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