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Introduction 
Engaging first-generation (FG) students can be a complex enterprise in a college of agriculture. 
Chen (2005) defines FG college students as those whose parents have earned a high school 
diploma or less. Researchers state that FG students are “over-represented in biological and 
agricultural sciences” (Dika & D’Amico, 2016), as colleges of agriculture continue to be the 
campus landing space for many first-generation students.  
 
FG students rely on the support and interactions they have on college campuses for guidance, in 
addition to the family support, teacher encouragement, and self-motivation that are key in their 
college enrollment and success (Irlbeck, et al., 2014). While FG students enrolled in colleges of 
agriculture have shown to be more engaged in extracurricular activities (Giorgio, et al., 2020), 
FG students continue to show difficulty in the transition process and often have lower GPA’s 
than previous cohorts of first-gen students (Eveland, 2020). 
 

Need for Study 
FG students report concerns with belonging or “fitting in”, which a 2012 study reports may be 
due to a disconnect between FG student values and university values (Stephens et al., 2012). 
Previous research called for support systems for these students that focused on academic 
outcomes (Irlbeck, et al 2014; Gibbons, et al., 2020), but also of mental wellness (Becker, et al, 
2017). A growing FG population within agricultural colleges, alongside a consistent concern of 
belonging, brings an opportunity to assess FG students’ sense of belonging. 
 

Theoretical Framework 
This study utilized a Sense of Belonging framework from an Ohio State survey study (2020) to 
assess the perceived sense of belonging within FG agricultural students and compare with non-
FG (Giorgio, et al.). Although little literature exists surrounding FG sense of student belonging, 
Giorgio et al. found high level of involvement by FG students, especially in agriculture (2020). 

 
Methodology 

In fall of 2021, researchers launched an agricultural college-wide diversity, equity, and inclusion 
Qualtrics survey that collected data on the FG status of students and their sense of belonging, 
created by a DEI committee and analyzed by a student research group in SPSS. The survey had 
(N = 14) questions utilized comparing FG students’ sense of belonging to their non-FG peers.  
 

Findings 
A total of 326 students (N = 326) from an agricultural college responded to the survey, 13% of 
the student population. Table 1 shows frequency distribution of FG status. 
 
Table 1 
Frequency Distribution of Students’ First-Generation Status (N = 326) 
Variable f   f (%) Mode 
Student Status    Non-FG 

Non-FG 227 69.6  
FG 90 27.6  
Unsure 9 2.8  
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Results showed 27.6% of students (n = 90) considered themselves a first-generation student, 
69.6% considered themselves non-FG, and the remaining 2.8% (n = 9) were unsure of their 
status. Table 2 shows the comparative means of students’ belonging statements by FG status, 
excluding the respondents (n = 9) that were unsure of their status.  
 
Table 2 

Comparative Means of Students’ Belonging Statements by First-Generation Status (N = 317) 

 FG Non FG  
 Belonging Statement (I feel…) M SD M SD p 
I am a member of the university community. 3.4 0.6 3.4 0.6 .61 
I have connections with other university students. 3.2 0.8 3.5 0.6 .09 
I have connections with faculty.  3.0 0.8 3.2 0.6 .2 
I have connections with staff.  2.8 0.8 3.1 0.7 .03* 
I participate in university traditions. 3.0 0.7 3.2 0.8 .003* 
I feel a sense of belonging at my university. 3.2 0.7 3.3 0.7 .55 
I belong in my college. 3.2 0.8 3.4 0.7 .3 
I belong in my major. 3.3 0.8 3.4 0.6 .23 
My college allows me to be my authentic self. 3.1 0.8 3.3 0.7 .14 
My unique background and identity are valued. 3.1 0.7 3.1 0.8 .16 
My opportunities are the same as other students. 3.0 0.9 3.2 0.8 .01* 
Most of my peers in my college are like me. 2.6 1 2.8 0.8 .23 
Most faculty members are like me. 2.5 0.9 2.7 0.8 .49 
Most staff members are like me. 2.6 0.8 2.7 0.8 .67 

*p < .05 

FG and non-FG students had no significant difference in their identities being valued, the college 
allowing them to be their authentic self, or the perception of faculty, staff, and peers being like 
them. FG and non-FG students had no significant difference within student/faculty connections 
or their sense of belonging in the university, agricultural college, and major.  

 
Conclusions 

The first major conclusion of this study shows FG students having a significant difference in 
their perception of equal opportunities to their peers, confirming Stephens et al. study’s (2012) 
significant concern of FG students’ belonging or “fitting in”. Researchers also found a significant 
difference between FG students and their peers within their connection with staff and 
participation in university traditions, contradicting Giorgio et al. (2020), which found FG 
students enrolled in colleges of agriculture to be more engaged in extracurricular activities.  
 

Implications/Future Research 
The results of this study could inform student engagement and retention offices and literature 
surrounding the sense of belonging for their FG student populations. Researchers recommend 
institutions replicate a similar study to assess sense of belonging in their FG student population.  



RESEARCH POSTER 
 

References 
 

Becker, C., Lauterbach, G., Spengler, S., Dettweiler, U., & Mess, F. (2017). Effects of regular 
classes in outdoor education settings: A systematic review on students’ learning, social 
and health dimensions. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public 
Health, 14(5), 485. http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph14050485 

 
Chen, X. (2005). First-generation students in postsecondary education: A look at their college 

transcripts. Institute of Educational Sciences. 
https://ies.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2005171 

 
Dika, S. L., & D’Amico, M. M. (2016). Early experiences and integration in the persistence of 

first-generation college students in STEM and non-STEM majors. Journal of Research in 
Science Teaching, 53(3), 368-383. https://doi.org/10.1002/tea.21301 

 
Eveland, T. J. (2020) Supporting first-generation college students: analyzing academic and social 

support’s effects on academic performance. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 
44(8), 1039-1051. https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2019.1646891  

 
Gibbons, M.M., Rhinehart, A., & Hardin E. (2019).  How first-generation college students adjust 

to college. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 20(4), 
488-510. https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025116682035 

 
Giorgio, A. J. (2020). A national and university multi-decade description of college of 

agriculture and related sciences student behaviors regarding postsecondary education 
(Publication No. 28216187) [Doctoral dissertation, Ohio State University]. ProQuest 
Dissertations Publishing. https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/national-
university-multi-decade-description/docview/2468669457/se-2?accountid=7098 

 
Irlbeck, E., Adams, S., Akers, C., Burris, S., & Jones, S. (2014). First generation college 

students: Motivations and support systems. Journal of Agricultural Education, 55(2), 
154-166. http://dx.doi.org/10.5032/jae.2014.02154 

 
Stephens, N. M., Fryberg, S. A., Markus, H. R., Johnson, C. S., & Covarrubias, R. (2012). 

Unseen disadvantage: how American universities’ focus on independence undermines the 
academic performance of first-generation college students. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 102(6), 1178-1197. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0027143 

 
 


	Assessing_CoverPage
	NAAAE2022_FirstGenBelonging_AcceptedSubmission

