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Introduction and Theoretical Framework
	The Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) catalyzes providing access to higher education for the United States’ Hispanic population. Currently, HSIs comprise 20% of all higher education institutions (Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities [HACU], 2025), yet they account for 66.2% of the Hispanic enrollment nationally (HACU, 2024). DeAngelo and Franke (2016) noted that while a college education can substantially increase social mobility, many marginalized groups and first-generation students are at an increased risk of not attaining a post-secondary education. Feletti et al. (1998) described 10 Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), ranging from sexual, verbal, and physical abuse, parental divorce, neglect, drug use in the home, etc., that can increase an individual's likelihood of developing cancer, diabetes, obesity, and mental health issues. Swedo et al. (2023) noted that 65.1% of Hispanics have experienced at least one ACE, and that New Mexico had one of the highest rates of ACEs nationally. This microclimate of diverse students uniquely positions New Mexico State University to serve this marginalized population with a 73.5% minority enrollment, 57.6% Hispanic enrollment, its proximity to the U.S.-Mexico border, and being a first-generation forward institution with approximately 33% first-generation enrollment (New Mexico State University [NMSU], 2025; NMSU, 2022).

	While this population is often served by New Mexico State University, some of these students may feel overwhelmed or excluded during their initial introduction to higher education (Martinez et al., 2025). Contreras and Contreras (2015) reported that Hispanics have lower post-secondary graduation rates than students of other ethnicities. The Pew Research Hispanic Trends Project (2016) reported that 86% of Hispanic parents of minors find it critical for their child to earn an undergraduate degree. While many Hispanic students have a negative perception of agricultural careers and are uninterested in pursuing an undergraduate degree in agriculture (Romero, 2010), there has been a significant effort to engage this population in agricultural education on the secondary and post-secondary levels (Roberts et al., 2009; Russell et al., 2019). Chun et al. (2016) noted that low acculturative stress is a positive predictor of success in higher education for Hispanic students and that a sense of belonging can help mediate stress levels.

	The theoretical framework that guided this study was the human motivation theory (Maslow, 1943). This theory purports that humans naturally strive for a series of needs (Maslow, 1943). The needs begin with physiological needs, such as food, water, and shelter, and peak at self-actualization, allowing the individual to reach their full potential (Maslow, 1943). The theory's premise is that if lower-level needs are unmet, it is difficult for an individual to achieve higher-level needs (Maslow, 1943). In the case of this study, Hispanics have a higher rate of adverse experiences during their childhood than some other ethnicities, and New Mexico has one of the highest rates of ACEs nationally (Swedo et al., 2023). Furthermore, there is a negative stigma around careers in agriculture among many Hispanic families (Romero, 2010). If students enrolled at New Mexico State University studying agriculture do not feel they belong in the agricultural, food, and natural resource industry, it could increase acculturative stress, decreasing post-secondary achievement (Chun et al., 2016), and could create barriers for Hispanic students to reach higher-level needs (Maslow, 1943). Understanding students' perceptions of their faculty’s abilities to engage diverse audiences could provide insight into New Mexico State University’s engagement of Hispanic students as an HSI. 

Purpose and Objectives
	This study aimed to assess New Mexico State University students’ perceptions of the faculty in the College of Agricultural, Consumer, and Environmental Sciences' (ACES) abilities to engage diverse audiences and foster a sense of belonging among them. The following research objectives guided this study.

1.) Describe differences in students’ perceptions regarding the importance and ability of New Mexico State University ACES faculty to engage diverse student populations.
2.) Assess statistical differences in Hispanic and non-Hispanic students’ perceptions regarding the importance and ability of ACES faculty to engage diverse student populations.

Methods
	The population for this study was students in the College of Agricultural, Consumer, and Environmental Sciences (ACES) at New Mexico State University. We utilized a descriptive correlational research design to execute the study’s objectives. The research instrument was distributed to 1,341 undergraduate students and 243 graduate students enrolled in ACES, resulting in a total population of N = 1,584. The relevant demographics of the sample population included that 70.1% (n = 117) of participants were female, 43.1% were Hispanic (n = 72), and 34.1% were bilingual (n = 57).

	The instrument utilized in this study was modified from Arvelo-Rosales et al. (2021). The instrument developed by Arvelo-Rosales et al. (2021) consisted of 14 items that measured the educator’s response to diverse students and 14 items that measured the educator’s attention to all students. Arvelos-Rosales et al. (2021) was based on Izuzquiza et al. (2015) and the Teacher Education for Inclusion instrument developed by the European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education (EADSNE, 2012). The 28 statements included in the instrument utilized in this study were modified to say “ACES faculty…” to make them more relevant to the target population. We used a modified Borich model, as recommended by Narine and Harder (2022), to collect the data. We asked participants how important it is for ACES faculty to implement each item and to rate their ability to implement each item using a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = Not Important/Competent at All; 2 = Somewhat Important/Competent; 3 = Moderately Important/Competent; 4 = Very Important/Competent; 5 = Extremely Important/Competent.

	Arvelos-Rosales et al. (2021) thoroughly evaluated the validity and reliability of the instrument, so we did not conduct a pilot test before distributing the instrument to the target population. We assessed the instrument’s reliability post hoc using Cronbach’s Alpha reliability coefficients. The reliability coefficient for the scale measuring ACES faculty’s ability was .98, and the scale measuring the importance of ACES faculty to implement each item was .96. According to Ary et al. (2010), these reliability coefficients met the threshold for a reliable instrument. The instrument's content, construct, and face validity were evaluated by a committee of four individuals, including two faculty members from New Mexico State University and two graduate students, and were deemed valid for the study.

We developed the frame for this study by requesting a list of all students from the ACES academic programs office. We followed the recommendations of Dillman et al. (2014) and distributed the survey to students via their school email, with three reminder emails sent following the initial point of contact. We also distributed the survey to approximately 10 different ACES classes to increase the response rate. We received n = 230 responses, resulting in a 14.5% response rate. We excluded n = 63 partial responses from the analysis because they were missing critical data, resulting in a total of n = 167 usable responses. Ramsey and Shafer (2012) suggested that at least 30 responses are necessary for a quality descriptive analysis, and the n = 167 responses gathered in this study exceeded this threshold. To assess non-response bias, we compared early and late responses using an independent samples t-test (Lindner et al., 2001). The early responses were those received from individuals who initially responded to the first email distributed (n = 48), and the late responses (n = 119) were those received after the three reminder emails. The independent samples t-test revealed no statistically significant differences for ability t(165) = -0.83, p = .41 or importance t(165) = 1.18, p = .24, indicating no concerns with non-response bias. 

The first objective of this study was analyzed using a modified Borich Model and Ranked Discrepancy Scores (RDS) recommended by Narine and Harder (2021). The RDSs compare perceptions of importance and ability to identify deficits in competence, providing an alternative to the Mean Weighted Discrepancy Scores (MWDS) recommended by Borich (1980). We utilized an independent samples t-test to analyze research objective two. To appropriately analyze Likert-scale data using parametric statistics, you must form a construct by combining five or more items (Johnson & Creech, 1983; Norman, 2010; Sullivan & Artino, 2013; Zumbo & Zimmerman, 1993). This study combined scores from the 28 items in the instrument to form a construct for importance and ability. 

While this study provided a robust evaluation of students' perceptions regarding the competence of ACES faculty in engaging diverse audiences, it has several limitations. The first limitation is that self-reported data can be skewed if the participants' perceptions deviate from reality. Furthermore, the low response rate in this study did not yield enough responses to be representative of the entire population. Therefore, the results should not be generalized beyond the participants.

Results
Research Objective 1

	The first research objective was analyzed using a modified Borich model suggested by Narine and Harder (2021). The ranked discrepancy scores ranged from 7 to -16. A negative score suggests that students believe professional development is needed. While only two competencies had positive RDS, the negative scores were relatively high, with 87.4% to 79.0% of students indicating a positive or tied rating for ACES faculty’s competence to engage diverse audiences (see Table 1). This suggests that most students feel that ACES faculty are inclusive.

Table 1

Ranked Discrepancy Scores for ACES Faculty’s Competence in Engaging Diverse Audiences
	Competency
	NR
	PR
	TR
	RDS

	ACES faculty seem concerned about attending to the diversity…
	21
	32
	114
	7

	ACES faculty know the facts that condition the inclusion process…
	18
	19
	130
	1

	ACES faculty can implement different modalities of teamwork…
	20
	17
	130
	-2

	ACES faculty avoid labeling students to reduce negative…
	16
	10
	141
	-4

	ACES faculty know how to use the terminology of diversity…
	25
	19
	123
	-4

	ACES faculty can apply strat. in the classroom that promote…
	22
	16
	129
	-4

	ACES faculty stress inclusive education for all students…
	28
	19
	120
	-5

	ACES faculty can apply different tech, and strat. to evaluate…
	26
	18
	123
	-5

	ACES faculty expectations influence students' success.
	21
	13
	133
	-5

	ACES faculty have the necessary ability to seek information…
	24
	14
	129
	-6

	ACES faculty know how to remove barriers that limit…
	28
	18
	121
	-6

	ACES faculty work for equal rights for students...
	22
	11
	134
	-7

	ACES faculty have received the proper educational training…
	26
	13
	128
	-8

	ACES faculty provide responses that avoid prejudices…
	30
	16
	121
	-8

	ACES faculty can adjust and adapt activities to offer support…
	30
0
	17
	120
	-8

	ACES faculty know that to respond to diversity it is essential to…
	31
	15
	121
	-10

	ACES faculty can identify students' learning pace…
	33
	16
	118
	-10

	ACES faculty are prepared to contribute to creating environ…
	31
	15
	121
	-10

	ACES faculty have the edu. background to develop knowledge…
	30
	14
	123
	-10

	ACES faculty can work individually with students…
	34
	16
	117
	-11

	ACES faculty can identify the learning potential of each student…
	37
	17
	113
	-12

	ACES faculty support diversity that enriches coursework…
	39
	18
	110
	-13

	ACES faculty can identify the student's learning style…
	34
	13
	120
	-13

	ACES faculty are prep. to face the needs that students present…
	35
	13
	119
	-13

	ACES faculty can apply a variety of teaching methodologies…
	35
	13
	119
	-13

	ACES faculty take into account the social…
	37
	13
	117
	-14

	ACES faculty can provide personalized learning…
	38
	14
	115
	-14

	ACES faculty can properly serve all students in the classroom.
	35
	  9
	123
	-16


Note. NR = Negative Ratings; PR = Positive Ratings; TR = Tied Ratings; RDS = Ranked Discrepancy Score. Statements have been shortened from their original form.

Research Objective 2
	The second research objective assessed the statistical differences in the perceptions of Hispanic and non-Hispanic students regarding the importance and ability of ACES faculty to engage diverse audiences. The results of the independent samples t-test indicated there were no statistically significant differences in the perceptions of Hispanic students and non-Hispanic students regarding the importance t(165) = -1.28, p = .20 or ability t(165) = -.66, p = .51 of ACES faculty to engage diverse audiences of students (see Table 2). The analysis used n = 72 Caucasian student responses, n = 8 from Native Americans, n = 7 from African Americans, and n = 8 from students of other ethnicities to form the Non-Hispanic student construct. While including responses from other marginalized groups in this construct could skew the analysis, the t-test was run using only responses from Caucasian students, and it did not change the results.

Table 2

Independent Samples t-test on the Importance and Ability of ACES Faculty to Engage Diverse Audiences of Students
	Constructs
	n
	M
	SD
	t
	df
	p
	Cohen’s d

	     Hispanic
	72
	4.28
	.60
	
	
	
	

	Importance of Engaging Diverse Audiences 
	
	
	
	-1.28
	165
	.20
	-.20

	     Non-Hispanic
	95
	4.40
	.61
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	     Hispanic
	72
	4.17
	.75
	
	
	
	

	Ability to Engage Diverse Audiences
	
	
	
	 -.66
	165
	.51
	-.10

	     Non-Hispanic
	95
	4.25
	.72
	
	
	
	


Note. α = .05

Discussions, Implications, and Recommendations
The results of the first research objective indicated that students believe it is an important skill for ACES faculty to engage diverse student audiences. Participating students also felt that the ACES faculty had a high ability to engage diverse students. The ranked discrepancy scores ranged from 7 to -16, indicating a need for professional development in those areas, but were relatively high, with 87.4% to 79.0% of students reporting a positive or tied score in each competency. The second research objective suggested that there was no statistically significant difference in how Hispanic and non-Hispanic students perceived the faculty’s competence. This analysis indicates a positive culture within ACES and suggests that its faculty effectively engages students from diverse backgrounds. This positive outcome is particularly significant, given New Mexico State University’s diverse student body, which comprises 73.5% minority enrollment, 57.6% Hispanic enrollment, and 33% first-generation enrollment (NMSU, 2025; NMSU, 2022). These results are particularly difficult to obtain considering the Hispanic population’s negative perception of agriculture as a career (Romero, 2010). The HSI aims to promote higher education to a population who may not feel included or that they belong in post-secondary education (HACU, 2025). The results of this study suggest that the ACES faculty have assisted students in overcoming that challenge, which is critical for an HSI, considering that Hispanics have lower post-secondary graduation rates than students of some other ethnicities (Contreras & Contreras, 2015). Swedo et al. (2023) determined that Hispanic populations have higher rates of ACEs than some other ethnicities, which can negatively affect long-term health, career outcomes, and healthy cognitive development (Feletti et al., 1998). Identifying and executing effective strategies to engage these students in higher education is crucial, given that post-secondary education is a significant factor influencing social mobility.

The results of this study lead us to recommend identifying specific strategies that New Mexico State University uses to engage Hispanic students. HSIs comprise 20% of all higher education institutions (HACU, 2025), yet they account for 66.2% of Hispanic enrollment (HACU, 2024). These strategies could be effective at other institutions and ensure their students feel included within the agricultural community. We also recommend providing faculty training on how to engage diverse audiences and how to further their efforts regarding student belonging. 
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