




Exploring Graduate Students’ Experiences in a College of Agriculture

Shayne J.B. White, Doctoral Student Agricultural Communications 
Agricultural Education and Communication
Texas Tech University
Box 42131
Lubbock, TX 79409
shaywhit@ttu.edu
(806)-742-2816


Dr. Courtney Meyers, Professor Agricultural Communications
Agricultural Education and Communication
Texas Tech University
Box 42131
Lubbock, TX 79409
courtney.meyers@ttu.edu
(806) 834-4364

Dr. Christy Bratcher, Associate Dean for Research 
Davis College of Agricultural Science and Natural Resources
Texas Tech University
Box 42123
Lubbock, TX 79409
christy.bratcher@ttu.edu
(806)-742-2808



Introduction

From 2009 to 2019, postbaccalaureate programs in the United States – master’s and doctoral – experienced an 8% increase in enrollment from 2.8 million to 3.1 million students (National center for Education Statistics, 2021). Texas Tech University currently has 6,798 graduate students; 420 are enrolled in the Davis College. According to Hardre and Hackett (2015) these students’ experiences are “unique because each brings different prior knowledge and experiences, current motivations and expectations, and future goals and aspirations" (p. 454). Previous research has noted the role faculty members play in helping support students during their journey into scholarly careers (Hoffman, 2014).

A study conducted by Anderson and Swazey (1998) investigated the doctoral student experience and identified student desire to teach at a university level was an important influence on the decision to go to graduate school. Although undergraduate students may view graduate students as instructors and consider them similar to faculty members, it is still imperative that graduate students are mentored and supported throughout their degree program as a student. Hesli et al. (2003) found “the single best predictor of level of dissatisfaction with the graduate student experience is whether the graduate student receives sufficient encouragement, mentoring, and consultation from faculty” (p. 459). Offstein et al. (2004) argued that due to graduate students’ role in the teaching and research productivity at universities, more research is necessary to understand their concerns and identify ways to support them. Gaining insights of what graduate students are going through mentally, emotionally, and academically will provide a more comprehensive perspective of the graduate student experience and what is necessary to support their success.

Theoretical Framework

Validation theory provided this study’s theoretical framework. Linares and Munoz (2011) stated that validation can be found in intentional and proactive affirmation both in and out of the classroom. These affirmations influence a student's success, which is connected to their experience within the university. Validation is divided into two classifications, academic and interpersonal. Academic validation can be both in-class and out-of-class. In-class validation is when the faculty member provides feedback regarding the students’ academic performance. Out-of-class academic validation may be from family members and friends. Rendon (1994) suggested that when in-class validation is absent, out-of-class validation replace it for students. 

The second classification of validation is interpersonal, both in and outside the classroom. This classification addresses student success in terms of personal development and social adjustment. "In a validating classroom, the instructor affirms students as persons, not just students. Faculty do not detach themselves from students. Rather, faculty build supporting, caring relationships with students" (Linares & Munoz, 2011, p.19), this will then help students build relationships within the classroom with other students. Rendon (1994) found all students need interpersonal validation even those at a large research university.
 
Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study was to explore graduate students' experiences in the [college]. The information gained from this study will be used to develop resources and mechanisms to support student success. The research questions were:
RQ1: What resources have they found useful before and during their time as a graduate student?
RQ2: What challenges have they encountered as a graduate student in the Davis College?
RQ3: What support should the Davis College provide to address those challenges?

Methods

This qualitative study used focus groups to gather data. Focus groups use “guided, interactional discussion as a means of generating the rich details of complex experiences and the reasoning behind [an individual's] actions, beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes" (Powell & Single, 1996, p. 499). The target population was on-campus graduate students within the Davis College. Both domestic and international students were recruited to participate. With these parameters, we were able to recruit students on research and/or teaching assistantships. 

A recruitment email was sent to on-campus students via members of the college’s Research and Graduate Studies committee. This committee has a representative from each of the seven departments in the college. The recruitment email detailed the purpose of the study and a link to sign up to participate in the focus group. The students completed a brief demographic questionnaire and provided their availability to participate in one of the focus group sessions. Their participation was voluntary, and they did not receive any compensation. Four focus groups were conducted over three weeks with 24 participants who represented all seven departments. Thirteen students were in a master’s program and 11 were doctoral students. Sixteen students were domestic while the remaining eight were international.

Each focus group had average five to six participants to ensure all students had an opportunity to share their opinion. The focus groups lasted 1.5 to 2 hours. The moderator for each session used a moderator's guide to provide consistency and ensure the research questions were addressed. The moderators were staff members who work in the college dean’s office and do not directly advise or supervise the graduate student participants. The focus group discussions were audio recorded and transcribed using Otter.ai. This ensured each participant's opinion was recorded accurately. The moderators also took notes, focusing on key points brought up in the discussion. The transcripts and notes served as the units of analysis for the coding process. Student names were replaced with a participant number to ensure confidentiality.

Analytical coding was used to analyze the data. “Analytical coding is used to make, celebrate, illustrate and develop categories theoretically” (Morse & Richards, 2002, p. 119). Analytical coding allows the development of new categories and concepts and then comparing data to what was found (Morse & Richards, 2022). The data were printed and analyzed by hand. The transcriptions were read, and themes were identified, direct quotes were used to describe the themes.  

Findings
Variety of Resources are Utilized 

To address RQ1 regarding what resources graduate use or would like to have, the responses varied from online materials to interpersonal conversations. Current interpersonal resources students use is the knowledge of their peers and fellow graduate students. These students can provide valuable insight and information to new students just starting their graduate student careers.
Participant 1: I would say the most helpful resources are my peers, my colleagues; I can lean on them, I can confide in them confidently if something's going on, or I just truly need to talk. They have been my ultimate resources throughout grad school so far.

Participant 2 said, "I would say your peers know more than your advisors do." After participant 2 said this, the others in that focus group 1 session (n = 5), agreed with the statement. They agreed their graduate student peers going through the program have expert advice and knowledge. Their peers’ feedback and advice are valuable to them. 

Another resource participants said they truly enjoyed using is the library because it offered them opportunities to do research and study. While all participants said they utilize the library, the international students noted this was a helpful resource, especially in regard to textbooks. Knowing they can check out books from the library on loan for the semester helped relieve financial stress. This resource also helped them address in-class struggles with the content.  

One resource student would like to have is someone they could speak with about issues they may be having with faculty members. 
Participant 4: There was a time when I started my Ph.D. when there was a new faculty hire in the department, and I took a class where that professor was outstandingly inappropriate. And it was really hard to figure out who to tell or to talk about that with him. It wasn't anything serious. It was just like little things and belittling students in class and just inappropriate in that sense.

During instances like these, participants brought suggestions such as a therapist or a human resource manager who would allow them to talk about pressing issues in an open and judgment-free place. This person could also help prevent these issues from repeating.
	
Faculty-Student Communication is the Challenge 

Participants noted that many challenges they encounter are due to ineffective communication between themselves and their faculty supervisors, which led to one emergent theme to answer RQ2. One example of this is in workload and what part-time employment (20 hours/week) means to each faculty member. Participants emphasized the need to have conversations that lead to mutual understanding.
Participant 8: For the summer, I was considered an undergrad research student. I wasn't on assistantship yet. I was like hourly, and then when I started school, it's when I come was considered an under assistantship. So, I only had this conversation on a car ride from the research center to the university. And it was like this could be your project. You could do a master's degree. I'll pay for your tuition, and you will be on an assistantship and get paid monthly. That's a conversation we had. 

During the focus group sessions, some participants suggesting approaching their advisor with concerns, but others said this was difficult to do. Others said they struggled to say “no” to their supervisor when asked to do too much.
Participant 2: I'd say with that, sometimes it's hard to approach your advisor about that stuff, especially if you are struggling with like some of those internal thoughts a bit of do I make a big deal about this or do I not? Also, like setting those boundaries with your advisor, I feel like is important. And it's sometimes difficult, it's a difficulty. 

Another challenge participants mentioned was faculty not being there for their students. Participants said they sought faculty members to be mentors and help guide them through graduate school, but they noticed that not all faculty members are fulfilling those expectations. 
Participate 9: Students I share an office with will have to go knock on their advisor's door, then schedule an appointment two weeks out. This causes a lot of issues I know, then completing their research causes a lot of stress and they're not as productive. A question that they're held upon, they don't have anyone to go to for two weeks and it is time sensitive. In those two weeks they might miss this opportunity. So that's also an issue.
	
Participant 15: They just have a lot of other responsibilities going on and I understand that but like I said, once again, I don't deserve to get shorted my experience just because someone else is very busy that should that decision should have been made prior to applying for funding for a grant and then needing a grad student to work on that grant.
	
The final challenge participants mentioned was politics in the workplace and the tension from those situations. Students feel that tension, which makes the workplace unpleasant. Participant 8 stated that “the politics and the tension going on within departments is not affecting our work but it for sure doesn't make us feel welcome.”

Collaboration and Communication Lead to Solutions 

The emergent theme to answer RQ3 was to foster opportunities for collaboration and communication, which will lead to solutions. Participants said being about to speak about their challenges and concerns in graduate school will help identify areas that need improvement. One suggestion as to create organizations and programs within [college] to help better communicate student challenges to faculty. 
Participant 20: Maybe like a mentorship program of students like we have great mentorship relationship with our advisors and with our faculty chairs. But maybe you're finding like somebody that's been through a year of grad school that you can relate to… faculty advisors have been really honest and very genuine in that too, but I think there's just something about a student/student relationship that's different from that.
	
Participants agreed a college-level graduate student organization would be beneficial to help make improvements and solve issues, such as having better contact with the Dean’s office.
Participant 22 suggested the leaders in this organization “meet up, and then talk out, basically what's going on and maybe have someone that's there from the [college] that can actually make those changes.”

Participants also expressed interest in more opportunities to meet with faculty and graduate students from different departments. Participants mentioned the [college] is a family, so to start embracing that and creating these socials to help network and build these connections. This would allow them to ask questions and get necessary resources for their research. 
Participant 19: I know that building those socials and creating those interactions are difficult because we are pulling people together from different origins and even departments is not that easy. But once you're able to do it, to grow and in research and scholarship as a whole will be grateful for college as a whole.

Participants said these networking opportunities will improve their research and create connections within the industry to better prepare them to enter the workforce. 

Conclusions, Discussion, & Recommendations

As more students consider graduate school, it is important that efforts are made to validate their efforts and support student success. The strongest conclusion from this study’s data analysis is that communication is key. Previous scholars have noted the role communication between students and faculty has in regard to student success. According to Waldeck et al. (1997), professors should attempt open communication and practice both verbal and nonverbal immediacy in their classroom as well as be available for informal advising. Graduate students work with faculty every day, running labs, serving as teaching assistants, and completing research. They still need to feel supported as students and individuals. "Student success is more likely to be realized when students feel personally significant" (Cuseo, 2012, p. 3). Faculty members need to share resources, be clear about expectations, make time for their students, and remain open to suggestions to improve student success. Beyond communication, graduate students expressed the need to have helpful resources such as the library and interpersonal support (i.e., peers, faculty). 

This study helps start the conversation between graduate students and faculty about what needs to be improved and what challenges students face. Additional research is needed to gather more perspectives from students and faculty members. This could be accomplished using questionnaires, focus groups and interviews. For recommendations for practice, enhancing communication between students and faculty will improve the graduate student experience. Listening to the students’ perspectives and being open to ideas and communication will improve the overall camaraderie within each department and across the college. Participants also suggested starting mentorship programs to help enhance the communication between graduate students and faculty members. Another suggestion was to start a college-level graduate student organization so students can meet others across the college. Overall, recognizing the challenges graduate students face is the first step to developing strategies to support student success. 	
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