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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Approximately seventy five percent of first year college students are retained their second 
year (NSC Research Center, 2020). Students leave college for a variety of reasons: they may 
experience financial difficulties, have family obligations, trouble seeking a support community 
in school, experience academic adjustment issues, lack of student involvement, and poor 
institutional fit (Tinto, 2001). Students stay in college when they find a sense of place or 
community. Researchers (Astin, 1984; Beil, Reisen, Zea, & Caplan, 1999; Cadet, 2008; Milem & 
Berger, 1997; Strayhorn, 2012) have presented evidence that student involvement in campus 
activities, both social and academic, are strongly related to student sense of belonging and 
retention. Strayhorn (2012) states that educators must create conditions that foster belonging 
among students.  

This quantitative study examined an early semester intervention program designed to 
welcome first year students to their college community through involvement and connection. A 
self-report online survey was utilized to assess level of participation in the week of welcome 
program and feelings of belongingness. The respondent pool consisted of 625 first-time, full-
time students at one large, public institution in the northwest.  

Correlation Analysis, Linear Regression, Independent Sample T-Tests, One-Way 
Analysis of Variance, Ordinarily Least Square Regressions, and Paired Sample T-Tests were 
used to examine and determine the relationships between independent and dependent variables. 
Level of participation in a week of welcome program has a statistically significant positive 
relationship with first year college student sense of belonging. Living status was the only student 
background characteristic that had a relationship with level of participation in the week of 
welcome program. Students who lived on campus participated in welcome week activities at a 
higher rate than students who lived off campus. Both planned and actual level of participation in 
a week of welcome program had a statistically significant positive relationship with student 
sense of belonging, even when accounting for student background characteristics and desired 
sense of belonging. Last, desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging had a positive 
relationship, even when controlling for student background characteristics. Based on the 
findings, recommendations for higher education administrators, practitioners, and institutions are 
discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Introduction 

College student sense of belonging has been linked to academic achievement, student 

retention, and student success (Hausmann, Schofield, & Woods, 2007; Rhee, 2008). What makes 

students feel like they belong? Research suggests that getting involved in college is one way to 

enhance student sense of belonging (Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; Strayhorn, 2012). As a 

result of active participation in co-curricular activities and events, students make friends Pike, 

Kuh, & Massa-McKinley, 2008), become oriented to campus (Bauer & Bennett, 2008), get to 

know faculty and staff (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2007), and make important 

gains in critical thinking (Astin, 1993). Beyond enhancing student sense of belonging, student 

involvement contributes to student success, defined as degree completion (Appleton et al., 2006; 

Bryson and Hand, 2008; Carini, Kuh, and Klein 2006; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004; 

McInnis 2005; Tinto 2005). Seeing students stay in college and achieve their goal of becoming 

college graduates should be one of the most significant goals that university administrators set 

out to accomplish.  

Approximately one quarter of first-time students in the United States leave college 

between their first and second year (NSC Research Center, 2020). As students transition from 

high school to college, they are entering a new community, learning to navigate a new landscape, 

meeting new friends, and joining new groups and societies. Navigating a new environment while 

trying to find a sense of place is a tremendous life event for many first year students. As students 
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transition from high school to college, they may experience mixed emotions of excitement, 

confusion, nervousness, and the unknown. Being in a new environment and away from the 

known can be a major transitional period for many first year students. First year students have to 

organize their own learning, manage their new study and social schedules, build new social 

networks and friendships, and adjust to the requirements of university styles of learning and 

teaching (Braxton & McClendon, 2001; Koch and Gardner, 2014; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; 

Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005; Tinto, 2006; Woosley, 2003). 

Research based on college student success consistently has shown the importance of 

academic and social integration as a contributor to student persistence (Pascarella, Duby, & 

Iverson, 1983; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1983; Pascarella, Terenzini, & Wolfle, 1986; Tinto, 1988; 

Braxton, 2000). Tinto (1987, 1993) theorized that students’ integration into their social and 

academic college environment predicts whether they are likely to remain enrolled in college. 

While the empirical data demonstrates that both academic and social integration can lead to 

student persistence, Braxton et. al (2000) found that social integration plays a more consistent 

role in student persistence than academic integration, supporting the notion of student 

involvement to help students integrate and connect to their institutions. In regard to sense of 

belonging in relationship to the social integration of first year students, Strayhorn (2012) argues 

that the need to belong takes on heightened significance in certain contexts or times, such as 

unfamiliar environments or times that people feel unwelcomed or unsupported. As students enter 

this new life experience of college, the need to belong is extraordinary.  

In terms of student integration and success, Upcraft and Gardner (1989) claim the most 

important move that an institution can make is to build connections by ensuring that every first 
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year student feels attached to someone on campus. Experiences encountered in the first six 

weeks significantly influence student academic commitment and engagement with the university 

community (Levitz & Noel, 1990; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1992; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 

2005; Woosley, 2003). Strayhorn (2012) states that educators must create conditions that foster 

belonging among students.  

Applying Theory to Practice  

To foster student involvement and sense of belonging in first year college students, a 

large, land-grant institution in the Northwest United States created a week of welcome program. 

The program is a series of college activities and events that help onboard first year students to 

their college community through involvement and connection. The week of welcome program 

introduces students to university traditions and norms, such as the institution fight song, the 

community hiking trail that has a block letter at the top representing the institution’s name, a 

large student organization and local community fair that invites students to learn about the 

hundreds of student organizations to join, athletic events, and more. The program introduces 

important student success services such as financial aid, the institution’s success center, 

academic advising, the engagement office, first-generation student support, veteran student 

support, and more. Moreover, the program introduces students to other first year students and to 

hundreds of faculty and staff volunteers. The program begins prior to the start of the fall 

semester, to align with the institution’s college move in day and runs through the first six weeks 

of the academic semester. With a total of twenty-one events over six weeks, the institution’s 

week of welcome intervention team works hard to attempt to meet the diverse interests of its first 

year students while accounting for various interest and ability levels. Initial events encourage 
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participation from students’ and their family members, such as a welcome barbecue with the 

university president, band, and cheer team or a large convocation event with a keynote address 

from the university president and a renowned author. Once move in days conclude and family 

members have headed home, events are more student-centered, such as a class photo and block 

party at the football stadium, an array of welcome volunteers and a pancake breakfast on the first 

day of school, an evening football game under the lights, service events in the community, and 

more. First year students who participate in the week of welcome program are introduced to 

other first year student peers, have the opportunity to connect with faculty and staff outside of 

the classroom in an authentic and informal way, and connect with institutional resources that will 

support their success in college. A full list of welcome week events and their descriptions will be 

described in chapter 3. 

Problem Statement 

Approximately seventy five percent of first year college students are retained their second 

year (NSC Research Center, 2020). This means that one quarter of first-time students in the 

United States leave college between year one and year two. This alarming number has 

implications for college students and their families, society, and for the institutions in which the 

attrition is related to (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2010; Voelkle & Sander, 2008; O’Neill et. al., 2011; 

Hallsten, 2017; Sarra et al., 2018). For students, not finishing college is a sunk cost. They lose 

time and money that was contributed toward their unfinished degree and leave without a 

credential. There may be additional damaging and demoralizing social cost for students, too – 

such as missed job opportunities, sadness and depression, and broken relationships with family 

or friends (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2010; Hallsten, 2017; O’Neill et. al., 2011; Sarra et al., 2018; 
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Voelkle & Sander, 2008). For academic institutions, attrition can be linked to decreased revenue, 

including less funding, especially for institutions that are funded based on performance. For 

society, college attrition is often viewed as a waste of tax payer dollars and resources (Baum, 

Ma, & Payea, 2010; Hallsten, 2017; O’Neill et. al., 2011; Sarra et al., 2018; Voelkle & Sander, 

2008). It is clear that college student attrition has negative outcomes that impact various 

stakeholders. 

Students leave college for a variety of reasons: they may experience financial difficulties, 

have family obligations, trouble seeking a support community in school, experience academic 

adjustment issues, lack of student involvement, and poor institutional fit (Tinto, 2001).While 

evidence above suggests that college students leave for a variety of reasons, why do students 

stay in college? Researchers (Astin, 1984; Milem & Berger, 1997; Beil, Reisen, Zea, & Caplan, 

1999; Cadet, 2008; Strayhorn, 2012) have presented evidence that student involvement in 

campus activities, both social and academic, are strongly related to student sense of belonging 

and retention. While we know student involvement in college matters, that college students 

have a desire to belong, and that the first six weeks of a college students’ experiences are 

particularly valuable, what remains unclear in the literature is the relationship that student 

participation in a week of welcome program has with first year college student sense of 

belonging. According to Mayhew, Stipeck, and Dorrow (2011), few empirical studies have 

investigated the outcomes of college orientation programs on college students and only one 

study (K.M. Soria et al., 2013) investigates the academic and social benefits of a week of 

welcome program for first year students  
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Purpose Statement 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between an early semester 

intervention program (e.g. week of welcome program) and first year college student sense of 

belonging. This study investigates the value of week of welcome programs by examining the 

relationship that first year college student participation in these programs has with college 

student sense of belonging. Findings from this study may inform policy and practice at the 

institution site but may also be useful for other institutions that are creating intentional early 

semester interventions. This study was further designed to provide greater insight into how 

institutions can use week of welcome programs as intervention programs to promote first year 

college student sense of belonging. In order to satisfy the purpose of this study, the following 

research questions have been formulated to examine the relationship between an early semester 

intervention program and first year college student sense of belonging. These research questions 

will explore if level of participation in a week of welcome program associates with first year 

college student sense of belonging, if different students participate in the program at varying 

levels, if planned level of participation in the program associates with first year college student 

sense of belonging when accounting for student background characteristics, if actual level of 

participation in the program associates with first year college student sense of belonging 

(controlling for planned participation) when accounting for student background characteristics, 

and if desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging have a relationship. Results will 

be systematically reviewed in Chapter 4.  
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Research Questions 

RQ1) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program associate with 

college student sense of belonging? 

RQ2) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program vary by student 

input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, residency status, living status, 

generational status, level of high school involvement, and perceived institutional support?  

RQ3) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging, what is the unique 

relationship between planned level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging?  

RQ4) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging, what is the unique 

relationship between actual level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging, controlling for planned level of participation?  

RQ5) Is there a difference between college student desired sense of belonging and actual sense 

of belonging following a week of welcome program? How does the relationship between 

desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging change when accounting for 

student input characteristics?  
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Significance of the Study 

Extended orientation and week of welcome programs are evolving and are currently an 

under-researched area of effective first year transition programs. Research on welcome week 

activities and their impact on student sense of belonging is limited. Strayhorn (2012) argued that 

few studies estimate the influence of various factors on students’ sense of belonging in college. 

To further support Strayhorn’s claim, Museus, Yi, & Saelua (2017) stress the importance of 

furthering research that increases the understandings of relationships between campus 

environments and sense of belonging. “A comprehensive understanding of the elements of 

campus environments that affect sense of belonging among college students remains elusive. 

Therefore, further research that increases understandings of the relationship between campus 

environments and sense of belonging is warranted” (Museus, Yi, & Saelua, 2017, p. 191).   

Results from this study could contribute to the body of knowledge on first year college 

student sense of belonging. This study could inform policy and practice at the institution the 

research was conducted while also providing insights to other institutions across the United 

States. Further, this study could inform university administrators on the value of week of 

welcome programs, specifically used as an intervention tool to support college student sense of 

belonging and therefore persistence and success. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

Four theories guided the framework for this study. Astin’s (1993) Input, Environment, 

Output (IEO) model guided understanding related to student background characteristics and 

integration to the college community, as well as frame the importance for student involvement in 
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college. Schlossberg’s (1981, 1984) transition theory guided the understanding of how first year 

students transition to their new college environment. Strayhorn’s (2012) Sense of Belonging 

Theory guided the understanding related to college student sense of belonging. Finally, Tinto’s 

(1993) Theory of Individual Student Departure guided the understanding of student persistence 

in college. Understanding the relationship between the four constructs: student transition, student 

involvement, student sense of belonging, and student success could be imperative to advancing 

student retention and persistence. The theories, including how they relate, what they fail to 

account for, and supplemental models that could meaningfully enrich the insights powered by 

these models will be further discussed in the literature review.   

Operational Definitions  

Sense of Belonging 

Best described by Strayhorn (2012) as a students’ perceived social support on campus, a 

feeling or sensation of connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, 

accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the group (e.g., campus community) or others 

on campus (e.g., faculty, peers).  

Student Engagement 

Characterized as the amount of time and effort that students place in their involvement in 

educationally beneficial practices that promote their learning and development. Engagement also 

refers to the efforts that institutions place in investing and in promoting these activities to effect 

student success and academic attainment (Kuh, 2009; McClenney, 2004; McClenney, Marti, & 

Adkins, 2006).  
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First Year Experience 

Best described by Koch and Gardner (2014) as an institution’s approach to the beginning 

university experience, including everything it does with and for new students. 

Week of Welcome 

Definition varies by institutional approach. For the purpose of this study, week of 

welcome will be described as a series of college-planned events and activities that take place the 

first six weeks of the academic term to help integrate first year students to their new community.  

Residency Status 

A students’ resident (state) status.  

1. In-state Status: a classification of residency status. In the case of this institution, 

according to the institution’s Registrar’s website, in-state status is granted to 

students who are permanent residents of the state of which the institution is 

located. Prior to attending the institution, the student must be physically present in 

the state for 12 continuous months and must act in a manner consistent with the 

state residence.  

2. Out-of-state Status: a classification of residency status.  Out-of-state status 

defines students who are not from the state the institution is located.   

Race/Ethnicity 

Defined by the United States Census Bureau as a person’s self-identification with one or 

more social groups.  

1. White: Describing any student who self-reports an identity as White.  
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2. Students of Color: Describing any student who does not self-identify as White.   

3. Prefer not to Answer: Describing any student who chose not to disclose their 

race/ethnicity. 

Living Status 

1. On-Campus Living: Refers to students who live in an on-campus residence hall. 

2. Off-Campus Living: Refers to students who do not live in an on-campus residence 

hall.  

Generational Status 

1. Continuing generation: Refers to students whose parent(s) attended and 

graduated from college (bachelor’s degree or higher).  

2. First generation: Refers to students whose parent(s) did not attend or graduate 

from college (associate’s degree highest level of education). 

3. Unsure: Refers to students who did not know their parents’ level of education. 

Level of High School Involvement 

The extent to which students were involved in high school. Participants indicated the 

number of extracurricular activities in which they were involved during their last year in high 

school. Involvement includes organized sports, student council, student clubs, music, performing 

arts, social events and activities at school, and community service. Participants responded via an 

ordinal scale: 4 or more extracurricular activities, 3 extracurricular activities, 2 extracurricular 

activities, 1 extracurricular activity, or 0 extracurricular activities.  
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Perceived Institutional Support 

Refers to a students’ perception of the level of support they will receive (pre-survey) and 

feel they have received (post-survey) from their institution. This was measured on a five-point 

Likert scale as 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree. 

Limitations 

1. It is important to note the researcher’s positionality in this study. The researcher has a 

professional, personal, and an academic commitment to the early semester intervention 

program being evaluated. The researcher was the developer of the program and 

previously served as the director of the program. The researcher’s positionality will be 

discussed fully in Chapter 3. 

2. Students self-reported their participation in the early semester intervention program. 

Insights to be gained by this analysis cannot be more reliable than the accuracy of self-

reporting participation.   

3. Forced choice is a limitation in survey research when using Likert-type response scales. 

This type of response scale does not allow for open-ended answers to give the respondent 

the opportunity to elaborate on their feelings/perceptions.  

4. The study was limited to perceptions and experiences of the respondents. With the 

diversity of background characteristics and experiences of students from different 

backgrounds, results may be limited to this study sample. 

5. The study will be limited by its generalizability to external validity to one institution. In 

order to determine whether these findings apply beyond the context of this institution, 

this model should be tested with data from students at other institutions and institutional 
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types. However, the reader may find some lessons transferable to their own experiences 

or institutional practices.   

Delimitations 

1. This study was delimited to first-time, full-time students enrolled at one institution. This 

study was limited to the investigation of first year students. This study was not examining 

student sense of belonging for other cohorts of students because the focus of this study 

was on sense of belonging for first year students, enrolled full time, only.  

2. Exploration. It is important to note that this study was intended to be exploratory, with 

the intention of informing institutional policy and practice.  

3. Generalizing race. Due to demographic data collected, there are not numbers with 

statistical power to examine the associations of interest by individual racial and ethnic 

groups. Hispanic or Latino, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Black or African 

American, and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander comprised students of color for this 

study. It is important to note here that students had the opportunity to identify their 

race/ethnicity on the survey, but for the purpose of the analysis, students of color 

comprised those who did not identify as white.  

Chapter Summary 

Research suggests that student success is strongly influenced by the experiences that first 

year students encounter during this year (Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005). In particular, 

experiences encountered in the first six weeks significantly influence student academic 

commitment and engagement with the university community (Levitz & Noel, 1990; Pascarella 
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and Terenzini, 1992; Woosley, 2003; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005). Many educational 

researchers agree that the need to belong is one of the most important needs of all students to 

function well in all types of learning environments (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Deci & Ryan, 

1991; Finn, 1989; Osterman, 2000). Osterman (2000) revealed that students who experience a 

sense of belonging in educational environments are more motivated, more engaged in school and 

classroom activities, and more dedicated to school. The intention of this chapter was to briefly 

highlight the importance of student involvement and sense of belonging for first year college 

students. The literature review will provide further detail on college student involvement, sense 

of belonging, the first year of college, first year intervention programs, and how these concepts 

fuse together to support first year college students and their sense of belonging. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The following chapter thoroughly discusses peer reviewed literature relevant to college 

student sense of belonging, involvement, student background characteristics, the first year, first 

year experience, and early semester intervention programs. This chapter provides a roadmap of 

the theoretical underpinnings of belonging and their relationship with college student success. 

First, the history and evolution of college student sense of belonging is discussed. Next, the 

theoretical frameworks that guide this study are reviewed, followed by a discussion of the 

conceptual framework. Then, the outcomes of engaged and disengaged college students will be 

discussed, followed by a discussion of peer engagement and faculty/staff engagement in its 

relation to college student sense of belonging. Next, student input characteristics (gender, 

race/ethnicity, residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school 

involvement, and perceived institutional support) will be discussed in regard to their relationship 

with involvement and belonging. Finally, the first year of college and first year intervention 

programs will be discussed. 

The National Student Clearinghouse reports that of all the students who started college in 

2017, 73.8 percent persisted at any U.S. institution in fall 2018 while only 61.7 percent were 

retained at their starting institution (NSC Research Center, 2020). Of the 38 percent of college 

students who did not return to their starting institutions, only 12 percent continued their 

postsecondary study elsewhere. Higher education institutions are losing 25 percent of students 
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year two. This attrition rate is alarming and has negative impacts on both the departing students, 

and the institution. For students, time and money is lost in a sunk cost and they leave without a 

credential to support their career search and goals. This has an immediate relation to a clear 

institutional impact. When institutions do not retain students, they graduate less students. The 6-

year graduation rate for first-time, full-time undergraduate students who began their pursuit of a 

bachelor’s degree at a 4-year degree-granting public institution in fall of 2011 was 60 percent 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2019). When institutions retain and graduate less students, they 

earn less tuition dollars from students and obtain less federally funded support (Voelkle & 

Sander, 2008; O’Neill et. al., 2011; Hallsten, 2017; Sarra et al., 2018). 

The Educational Advisory Board (EAB, 2019) suggests a number of hurdles may 

contribute to students not graduating college; juggling work and school, not knowing how many 

credits to take, transferring schools, major unclarity, and not getting involved outside of the 

classroom. Students leave college for a variety of reasons: they may experience financial 

difficulties, have family obligations, trouble seeking a support community in school, experience 

academic adjustment issues, lack of student involvement, and poor institutional fit (Tinto, 2001). 

College students who join clubs and communities on campus engage with the institution in a way 

that enhances their sense of belonging (Baumesiter & Leary, 1995; Strayhorn, 2008, 2012; 

Supiano, 2018). Those who have a less developed sense of belonging, perhaps as a result of less 

dense friendship networks, connections to student activities, programs, and sports, are more 

likely to drop out (Kolodner, 2017; O’Keeffe, 2013). Lack of sense of belonging can undermine 

academic performance (Walton & Cohen, 2007) and even one’s plans to stay in college (Berger, 

1997; Strayhorn, 2012; Supiano, 2018). This is not surprising. If we know anything at all, we 
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know that belongingness is a basic human motivation and all people share a strong need to 

belong (Maslow, 1962).  

The History and Evolution of College Student Sense of Belonging 

The desire for connection and belongingness has a long history in educational research, 

dating back to the early 1900s. Murray (1938) referred to sense of belonging as the need for 

affection between people. Rogers (1951) deemed sense of belonging as the need for positive 

regard from others. Anant (1966) suggested that sense of belonging characterizes a person’s 

perceived belief of indispensability within a system. Maslow’s (1968) hierarchy of needs 

motivational theory argues that the need to belong is fundamental to all people. Maslow claimed 

that a sense of belonging is a basic human desire or social need that is a crucial step before 

gaining self-esteem and self-actualization (Maslow, 1968). McMillan and Chavis (1986, p. 9) 

define sense of belonging as community, referring to “a feeling that members have of belonging, 

a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ 

needs will be met through their commitment to be together.” Goodenow (1993a) suggests that 

the feeling to belong may have a direct and powerful influence on students’ motivation. “Sense 

of belonging refers to ‘students’ sense of being accepted, valued, included, and encouraged by 

others (teachers and peers) in the academic classroom setting and of feeling oneself to be an 

important part of the life and activity of the class” (Goodenow, 1993a, p.25). Baumeister & 

Leary (1995) describe the need to belong as a basic, fundamental need – linked to positive 

health, well-being, joy, elation, calmness, happiness in life, and more. For Hurtado and Carter 

(1997), sense of belonging associates with college students’ attachment to the campus 

community. Osterman (2000) alluded to the importance of students experiencing a sense of 
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belonging in their educational settings, deeming those who experience a sense of belonging as 

more motivated, engaged, and dedicated to school. Furrer & Skinner (2003) reported that 

students who feel that they belong in their learning environments report higher enjoyment, 

enthusiasm, happiness, interest, and confidence. According to Strayhorn (2008), one of the 

students in his study proclaimed that sense of belonging is so important that it can be compared 

to “life or death” for some students. Strayhorn argues that “sense of belonging is a precursor to 

community and while closely related to community is not its exact equal” (Strayhorn, 2008, p. 

8). In his more recent research, Strayhorn (2012) suggests that belonging is a critical dimension 

of success at college, with the power to affect a students’ degree of academic adjustment, 

achievement, aspirations, and retainment. Tovar & Simon (2009) define sense of belonging as an 

individual’s sense of identification or positioning in relation to a group or to the college 

community. Malone, Pillow, & Osman (2012) suggest that the aim to belong is central to human 

existence and culture. 

The need to belong refers to the idea that humans have a fundamental motivation to be 

accepted into relationships with others and to be a part of social groups (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995). Baumeister & Leary (1995) explain that getting into a desired social group, such as an 

academic club, a sorority, or a sport, brings people happiness. Conversely, when people feel 

excluded from groups or have failing relationships, they may feel negative emotions, anxiety, or 

even a lack of belonging.  

Scholars have identified many facets of the college environment as having profound 

effects on college student sense of belonging, such as interactions with peers and faculty 

(Hoffman et al., 2003; Nora, Kramer, & Itzen, 1996; Velásquez, 1999), cocurricular involvement 
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(Hurtado & Carter, 1997), living on campus (Berger, 1997; Gilliard, 1996; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 

2005). Research has linked students’ sense of belonging to a number of important outcomes, 

such as college persistence success as well as personal well-being (Supiano, 2018), and most 

importantly - academic achievement, retention, and persistence (Hausmann, Schofield, & 

Woods, 2009; Rhee, 2008). 

Guiding Theories 

Four theories will guide the framework for this study. Astin’s (1993) Input, Environment, 

Output (IEO) model guides the understanding related to student background characteristics and 

integration to their new campus communities as well as frame the importance for student 

involvement in college. Schlossberg’s (1981, 1984) transition theory guides the understanding of 

how first year students transition to their new college environment. Strayhorn’s (2012) sense of 

belonging theory guides understanding related to college student sense of belonging, and Tinto’s 

(1993) theory of individual student departure guides the understanding of student persistence in 

college. Understanding the relationship between the four constructs: student transition, student 

involvement, student sense of belonging, and student success could be imperative to advancing 

student retention and persistence.  

Astin’s Theory of Involvement and IEO Model 

Astin’s (1984) theory of involvement is closely related to Tinto’s (1993) theory of 

student departure, in that Astin claimed that one of the outcomes of student involvement is 

persistence. The theory describes the importance of student involvement in college. The core 

concept of the theory is based on three elements: inputs, environments, and outcomes, also 
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known as I-E-O. The model demonstrates how students experience college. See model below in 

figure 1.  

 

 
Figure 1. Astin’s Input, Environment, Output (IEO) Model 
 
 

Student inputs include pre-college and demographic variables such as a parental income, 

high school experiences such as GPA and SAT scores, gender, and race. Environments are any 

experiences that occur during college, such as participation in student clubs and activities, 

interactions with faculty, studying abroad, being a part of a residence hall learning community, 

and more. Outcomes include learning, development, and success (Astin, 1984). According to the 

model, student outcomes are functions of student inputs and environment. Astin’s 

conceptualization was selected as a framework for this study because it allowed the examination 

of the influence of student background characteristics and collegiate experiences on student 

outcomes, which are fundamental to this study.  

Schlossberg’s Transition Theory 

Schlossberg’s (1981, 1984) transition theory provides a framework for understanding 

change and adapting to transition (Schlossberg, 1981, 1984). A transition is any event or 

nonevent that causes a change within an individual’s environment, routine, relationships, or 
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outlook (Schlossberg, 1984). Schlossberg’s Transition Theory discusses people advancing 

through three stages of transition: moving in, moving through, and moving out (Schlossberg, 

1984). Applied within the higher education context, as first year college students begin their 

collegiate journey, this can be described as moving in. Institutions of higher education aim to 

support students’ ‘moving in’ and integration to the college community by promoting 

engagement in the curriculum, cocurricular and extracurricular activities, and connecting 

meaningfully with peers, staff members, and faculty (Astin, 1993; Berger & Milem, 1999; Tinto, 

2006). It is important for the institution to understand that there are various student factors that 

may influence a student’s transition to college. Schlossberg (1984) suggests three major factors 

that influence the adaption to transition: the perception and characteristics of the transition, the 

characteristics of the environment surrounding the transition, and the characteristics of the 

individual. Schlossberg developed a model to identify the four major factors that may influence a 

person’s ability to cope with transition: situation, self, social support, and strategies 

(Schlossberg, 1984). For example, ‘situation’ can be described as a first year college student 

entering college. This is a new environment and place for the student. The student is 

experiencing a life transition. ‘Self’ can be described as the internal characteristics of the student 

such as personal and demographic characteristics that influence how the student views life or 

their experience (i.e. gender, ethnicity, generational status, etc.). Different students, because of 

their ‘self’, may experience the situation differently. For example, a transition for a transgender 

student to a campus that has a ‘closeted’ campus culture may have a more negative experience in 

the transition. ‘Support’ can be described as the external or campus resources that exist to 

support the student (i.e. relationships with peers, university support staff, and the week of 
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welcome program). ‘Strategies’ can be defined as the tactics the student takes to respond to their 

transition (i.e. making friends, building connections, and participating in the week of welcome 

program). For example, a student who is in the transition to their first year of college ask their 

roommate to join them at one of the welcome week events, demonstrating the student exercising 

the strategy of building connections and getting involved in the institution’s engagement 

opportunities to support their transition.  

Strayhorn’s Belonging Theory  

Strayhorn (2012) believes that college student sense of belonging is a critical dimension 

of success at college. Strayhorn discusses seven core elements of sense of belonging: a universal 

and basic human need, a fundamental motive sufficient to drive human behavior, takes on 

heightened importance in certain contexts, is related to and seemingly a consequence of 

mattering, influenced by one’s identity, leads to positive outcomes and success, and must be 

satisfied continually and as conditions change. Based on the core elements of belonging, 

Strayhorn built a sense of belonging model that encompasses the dimensions of college student 

belonging. See figure 2, below. 
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Figure 2. Strayhorn’s Sense of Belonging Model 

 
Strayhorn’s model aligns with Maslow’s (1954) model of basic human needs, beginning 

with basic functions such as water, food, shelter, etc. to higher needs such as belonging and self-

actualization. Strayhorn uses this model to discuss college students and their need to belong. 

College students enter various spaces during their college years such as the classroom, a 

residence hall, or a group on or off campus where their fundamental needs emerge in the same 

order articulated by Maslow (1954). Once students have met their basic physiological needs, 

there permits emergence of other social motives such as the need to belong (Strayhorn, 2012). 

College students will choose to realize this need in a variety of ways (e.g. becoming involved in 

campus clubs or establishing relationships with supportive peers). Once the student succeeds in 

meeting their belongingness needs, they are rewarded with positive outcomes such as 

achievement, growth, happiness, and persistence while those who cannot satisfy their need to 

belong may experience negative feelings our experience negative outcomes such as frustration 

and depression (Strayhorn, 2012). It is important to note that some students find it challenging to 
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meet their basic needs including physiological needs (air, water, food, shelter, sleep, sex) and 

safety and security (physical, emotional, financial, food), therefore, based on Strayhorn’s model, 

it might be more difficult for them to achieve love and belongingness. This links back to and 

connects with Schlossberg’s transition theory. The ‘situation’ for some students due to financial 

challenges may impede their ability to satisfy their basic needs. Similarly, the ‘self’ for some 

students due to cultural hostilities present on campus may hinder their sense of safety and 

security. For example, a Black male student in the American South attending a Predominately 

White institution may feel that the climate and historical culture of that institution may impede 

his ability to feel safe on campus. As higher education administrator’s, it is important we work to 

proactively support students who cannot achieve their basic physiological needs – not only so 

those students feel that their basic functions are met, but so that they have an opportunity to feel 

a sense of belonging and therefore, based on Strayhorn’s theory, achieve positive outcomes such 

as growth, happiness, and persistence.  

Tinto’s Theory of Individual Student Departure 

Tinto believed college students must undergo a series of changes if they are to become 

integrated into the college environment, thereby becoming successful members of the college 

community. Tinto applied these changes to a longitudinal process that ultimately accounts for 

student persistence and the "time-dependent process of student departure" (1993, p. 94). Tinto 

argued that the transition period between high school and college is distinguished by a period 

where college students must experience change between old and new. Tinto believed that 

students who withdraw from college are generally those who had a difficult time making a 

smooth transition or were generally not ready for the demands of college. Tinto suggested that 
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integration to campus life and culture strongly influences student success. He advocated that 

students must find other students similar to him or herself through college groups or 

communities and that this would ultimately help students feel a sense of belonging to the 

institution. Tinto recognized that college persistence might also be influenced by the level of 

academic and social fit or affiliation between the student and the institution. Items that account 

for this fit include students’ perceptions of faculty and staff, interactions with faculty and staff, 

and interactions with other students. Tinto argued that if students had positive perceptions of 

faculty and staff, the student would likely increase their commitment to the institution, 

decreasing the chance of dropout. He also suggested that the greater number of memberships on 

campus, the more likely the student is to persist. Tinto (1993) notes that students who perceive 

that they belong at the institution (as wanted and a part of the college community) will highly 

influence students’ decisions to persist or to dropout (Tinto, 1993). Tinto has been criticized for 

his reliance on the student adapting and “fitting” into collegiate norms in order to persist. In 

order to address that critique, more recent research by Tinto (2012) describes the responsibility 

that the institution has to offer an environment for diverse students that welcomes them, supports 

them, and encourages persistence. It is important that higher education administrators and 

campuses think about ways to engage students from diverse backgrounds and that they do not 

just “expect” the student to fit into the campus community that exists. Instead, they should foster 

a welcoming environment that supports the varying student backgrounds.   
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Conceptual Framework 

Figure 3. Conceptual Framework 
 
 

The four theories can be combined to better understand the relationship and parallels 

between college student involvement, sense of belonging, and success, specifically the 

relationship between participation in a week of welcome program and first year college student 

sense of belonging.  

Rooted in Astin’s IEO theory, this conceptual framework starts with a student entering 

their new college environment. Upon arrival, they are encouraged to participate in a week of 

welcome program. When a student(s) engages in the week of welcome program, they begin to 

feel a sense of affiliation and belonging to the institution. Based on the literature, when students 

feel as though they belong, they are more likely to persist. Powerful links between student sense 

of belonging and positive student outcomes have been demonstrated in the literature (Strayhorn, 

2012). You will see in the framework that persistence is an expected outcome from the 

belongingness gained through participation in a week of welcome program. It is important to 
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note that student success should be defined by more than student GPA or student retention rates, 

which are often institutional measures of success. Student success can occur in ways less 

quantifiable, such as intellectual and personal development and growth, or a students’ sense of 

belonging.  

The remainder of this chapter discusses student engagement in college, including the 

outcomes associated with engagement and disengagement, the importance of relationships and 

belonging, student input characteristics (gender, race/ethnicity, living status, residency status, 

generational status, level of high school involvement, and perceived institutional support) and 

belonging, the importance of the first year, and first year interventions that support student 

involvement, sense of belonging, and success. 

Student Involvement in College 

Student involvement as a construct has been in education literature for more than seventy 

years, with its meaning evolving over time (Astin, 1993; Kuh, 2009; Pascarella and Terenzini, 

2005). Astin (1984, 1996) defined involvement as the amount of physical and psychological 

energy a student devotes to their academic experience. Astin (1984, 1996) hypothesized that the 

more involved the student is, the more successful they will be in college. Astin’s (1993) model of 

inputs-environments-outcomes assessed the impacts that various institutional practices and 

environmental experiences (faculty–student interactions, pedagogical techniques) have on 

student outcomes (student engagement and student learning). Astin argued that student 

involvement (involvement with student peer groups and involvement with faculty) enhanced 

almost all aspects of learning and academic performance. Moreover, the amount of time and 
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physical and psychological energy that students invest influences their development (Astin, 

1996).  

Kuh et al. (2005) suggest that there are two factors that are the most important in student 

engagement as it relates to student success. The first is student time and effort spent either 

studying or in other experiences (such as student organizations and leadership opportunities) that 

lead to successful academic outcomes and the second is the manner in which the institution 

distributes resources and organizes the campus environment in order to encourage students to 

participate in and make use of these beneficial activities and services (Kuh et al., 2005). Student 

engagement finds itself “at the intersection of student behaviors and institutional conditions” 

(Kuh et al., 2006, p. 8). The most important institutional factors are thought to be the policies and 

practices adopted by institutions to increase student engagement (Pike and Kuh, 2005). The 

research clearly states that student engagement is a reciprocal relationship between the college 

student and their institution. It is important that institutions do their part in building a sense of 

community to help college students become integrated to their college community and like they 

belong. While involvement can look unique for different students, it generally involves a 

variation of activities such as working on campus, living on campus, engaging with peers, being 

a member of clubs, and socializing with faculty members (Hernandez et al., 1999; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005).  

Engaged College Students 

College student involvement has been linked via research to almost every positive 

outcome of college. Research on student involvement has shown that it is positively associated 

with persistence rates (Astin, 1993; Eimers & Pike, 1997; Pascarella & Terezini, 2005), 
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academic self-confidence (Berger & Milem, 2002), academic success and satisfaction (Webber, 

Krylow, & Zhang, 2013), critical thinking skills (Gellin, 2003), learning achievement (Carini, 

Kuh, and Klein 2006; Coates 2005), psychological well-being (Seifert et al., 2008), psychosocial 

development (Foubert & Grainger, 2006), sense of belonging (Strayhorn, 2008) and positive 

civic attitudes (Trolian & Barnhardt, 2017). Based on their review of 20 years of research, 

Pascarella and Terenzini concluded, ‘‘one of the most inescapable and unequivocal conclusions 

we can make is that the impact of college is largely determined by the individual’s quality of 

effort and level of involvement in both academic and non-academic activities” (1991, p. 610). 

Richard Light (2001) reported on a study he conducted of Harvard students that 

challenged his perceptions about how learning occurs in college.  

“I assumed the most important and memorable academic learning goes on inside 
the classroom, while outside activities provide a useful but modest supplement. The 
evidence shows the opposite is true: learning outside of classes, especially in 
residential settings and extracurricular activities is vital. When we asked students 
to think of a specific, critical incident or moment that had changed them profoundly, 
four-fifths of them chose a situation or event outside the classroom” (p. 8).  

This statement demonstrates how out of class engagement experiences contribute to college 

student learning.  

Feeling connected to the institution outside of classes and developing social networks are 

the keys to creating a sense of belonging (Osterman, 2000; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Maestas, 

Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; Strayhorn, 2012). Students who connect with the institution and develop 

social networks feel a greater sense of belonging, and therefore, persist. Student engagement 

contributes to student success, including student academic performance, persistence, retention, 

and graduation (Appelton et al. 2006; Bryson and Hand 2008; Carini, Kuh, and Klein 2006; 

Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004; McInnis 2005; Tinto 2006). The research clearly 
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indicates that engaged students are more likely to persist and do well academically (Astin, 1984; 

Chickering, 1987; Kinzie, Whitt & Shuh, 2005; Kuh, 2009; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991). 

An example that demonstrates the influence that student involvement has on college 

student sense of belonging comes from the College Students Experience Questionnaire (CSEQ). 

The CESQ was a national survey that consisted of 191 items designed to measure the quantity 

and quality of student involvement in college. This survey was essentially replaced in recent 

years by the National Survey of Student Engagement and the Beginning College Survey of 

Student Engagement (The College Student Experiences Questionnaire Assessment Program, 

2007). The survey was administered for 35 continuous years. Strayhorn (2012) analyzed 

responses from 8,000 students who responded to the survey. His results from the survey 

demonstrated that there is a positive relationship between involvement in academic and social 

activities and college student sense of belonging. As expected, college students who reported to 

have a strong sense of belonging were frequently involved on their campuses. Students who were 

involved in a variety of campus activities such as student clubs, had a greater sense of belonging 

in college than their peers who were not involved or who were involved less frequently 

(Strayhorn, 2012). 

Disengaged College Students 

Much has been written about why and how students engage in cocurricular experiences at 

the collegiate level, but less has been shared about the concept of disengagement or 

nonengagement. While disengagement has been conceptualized in the literature as the antonym 

of engagement – students not engaging, participating, interacting in learning activities, and not 

engaging with the institution or their peers, it is important to note that further research is 
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warranted. The current literature describes disengagement as what students do not do, such as not 

preparing for class, not participating in clubs or other social activities, and not taking advantage 

of student learning opportunities (Baron & Corbin, 2012; Brint & Cantwell, 2010; Flacks, 

Thomson, Douglass, Caspary, 2004; Larkin & Harrison, 2011; Nelson, Quinn, Marringron, 

Clarke, 2012). Disengagement from academic and social activities do not always happen 

concurrently. Students may be academically disengaged but remain socially engaged with the 

institution (Brint & Cantwell, 2014), or vice-versa. Harper and Quaye (2009) suggest that 

engagement is more than participation or involvement. They suggest that in addition to 

attendance or participation, engagement requires feelings and sense-making. Therefore, non-

participation from academic studies or student activities should not be viewed as disengagement 

unless the student has also disengaged emotionally. A student may participate minimally but still 

feel psychically and emotionally engaged with the institution. While the definitions of 

disengagement vary, what is clear is the outcomes of college students who do not engage. 

Studies have found that students who don’t become involved in campus life, whether through 

friendship networks, clubs, or sports, are more likely to fail classes, accumulate debt, have 

poorer employment prospects, or drop out of college completely (O’Keeffe, 2013; Kolodner, 

2017).  

Peer to Peer Interactions and Belonging 

Interactions with one’s peers is a key component of engagement and has an important 

effect upon learning, involvement, and belonging in college (Astin, 1994; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991, 2005). Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) indicated that interaction with peers 

seems as important as the effect of formal classroom experiences, if not more so. For college 
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students, peers play an important and powerful role in facilitating sense of belonging, since it is 

the peer group “that serves to meet the need for belonging, feedback, and new learning 

experiences” (White & Cones, 1999, p. 42). Since we know that peer interactions can produce or 

inhibit sense of belonging, it is critical for college student educators to encourage positive peer 

interactions among students (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2005). Hoffman, 

Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone (2002) found the important role that peer interactions play in 

supporting students’ feelings of belonging. Research on peer mentoring programs supports the 

positive relationship between working with peers in more formal settings and academic 

performance (Leidenfrost, Strassnig, Schütz, Carbon, & Schabmann, 2011; Kiyama & Luca, 

2014). In addition to finding links between peer mentoring and academic outcomes, Collings, 

Swanson, and Watkins (2014) found that students who were mentored had lower levels of 

intentions to leave the university compared to students who were not mentored. The studies 

suggest that peer engagement is related to positive academic outcomes.  

Other scholars have documented that students’ sense of belonging is greater if and when 

peer interactions take place between those whose backgrounds differ (Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 

2007; Strayhorn, 2008). The benefits of a diverse college campus where students engage with 

one another, across racial and ethnic groups, are immense. Chang (1999) conducted a national 

study of 11,680 undergraduates from 370 colleges and universities and found students who 

socialize with diverse peers and discuss racial and ethnic issues outside of class with their peers 

reported higher levels of college satisfaction, intellectual and social self-concept. Astin (1993) 

conducted a national study of 25,000 students attending 217 different colleges and universities 

and found that students who have experiences with diversity reported higher college satisfaction.  
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Locks, Hurtado, Bowman, and Osegura (2008) assessed how sense of belonging was influenced 

by the quality of peer relationships associated with diversity on campus for White students and 

students of color. Results suggested that frequent and positive interactions with diverse students 

were positively associated with a higher sense of belonging. More recently, the Chronicle of 

Higher Education (2018) discusses the results of the Experiences With Diversity and Students’ 

Satisfaction and Sense of Belonging at Research Universities, which collects data from multiple 

institutions. It investigates the links between measures of students’ satisfaction and belonging 

and their experiences with diverse peers and their sense of the campus climate. Results 

demonstrated that more frequent interactions with diverse peers was positively associated with 

college student sense of belonging.  

Faculty/Staff Interactions and Belonging 

Student interaction with faculty is associated with a host of positive student outcome 

measures. Umbach and Wawrzynski (2005) suggest that faculty are at the center of student 

success. Students who talk about substantive matters with faculty and peers, are challenged to 

perform at high levels, and receive frequent feedback on their performance typically get better 

grades, are more satisfied with college, and are more likely to persist (Kuh, 2007). Tinto (1987, 

1993) suggests that the degree of students’ academic and social integration at their institutions 

determines their chosen college departure. Tinto further suggests that integration is largely 

shaped by the formal and informal interactions that students have with faculty (Tinto, 1993).  

Kim & Sax (2017) conducted an extensive review of existing research regarding the 

positive college student outcomes related to student-faculty interactions. Their review identified 

the following seven types of student outcome measures: academic achievement, college 
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persistence, cognitive outcomes, civic outcomes, spiritual outcomes, and vocational outcomes 

(Kim & Sax, 2017). For the purpose of this study, their findings in regard to college persistence 

are most germane. Their work offers a rich summary of the types of effects associated with 

student-faculty interaction including general effects, conditional effects, direct and indirect 

effects, and reciprocal effects (Kim & Sax, 2017). For example, while higher education research 

in the area of student-faculty interactions tends to focus on the general or overall effects of this 

type of interaction, more recent research has evolved to understand the conditional effects of 

college students’ contact with faculty through student subsamples such as gender (Mayhew, 

Grunwald, & Dey, 2005; Salisbury, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2010; Seifert et al., 2014), 

race/ethnicity (Einarson & Clarkberg, 2010; Meeuwisse et al., 2010; Salisbury, Paulsen, & 

Pascarella, 2011) or generational status (Dika, 2012; Kim & Sax, 2009; Padgett et al., 2010, 

2012) to better understand how the relationship may vary among different groups of students 

(Kim & Sax, 2017). Other conditional effects of academic environments include institutional 

type, academic major, and living arrangements (Kim & Sax, 2017).  

In relation to direct and indirect effects of student-faculty interactions, Kim and Lundberg 

(2016) reviewed studies that identified variables that may mediate the relationship between 

student-faculty interaction and student outcomes, such as classroom engagement, academic self-

challenge, and sense of belonging. To demonstrate, Kim and Lundberg (2016) found that 

frequent student-faculty interaction was directly and indirectly associated with greater cognitive 

skills development. They further found that student interaction with faculty was positively 

related to student engagement in the classroom, in turn predicting larger growth in student 

cognitive skills. The positive relationship between student-faculty interaction and classroom 
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engagement was mediated by students’ academic self-challenge and sense of belonging (Kim & 

Lundberg, 2016). 

The thorough review of student-faculty interactions conducted by Kim and Sax (2017) 

demonstrates the importance and value of early and often student-faculty interactions. In addition 

to the seven outcomes identified by Kim & Sax (2017), Milem & Berger (1996) found that 

frequent student-faculty interactions resulted in a stronger integration into the university 

community. Similarly, Kuh (1995) found that student-faculty interactions resulted in students 

feeling an increased sense of affiliation to the campus community. In regard to student 

motivation and involvement, Chickering & Gamson (1987) found that frequent student-faculty 

contact both in and out of the classroom is a major factor in student motivation and involvement. 

Many years later, Trolian, Jach, Hanson, & Pascarella (2016) found the same result.  

In significance to student sense of belonging, there are several studies suggest that 

college student sense of belonging is impacted by student perceived support from their faculty 

(Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002; Johnson et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2008). 

Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, and Salomone (2002) found that perceptions of faculty academic 

support/comfort and perceptions of faculty as being empathetic and understanding contribute 

directly to students’ affiliation or attachment to the institution. Hoffman et al. (2002) identified a 

positive relationship between supportive faculty interactions in both academic and social 

environments and students’ subsequent sense of belonging. Strayhorn (2019) suggests that 

connecting college students with supportive faculty will help students feel a sense of belonging.  
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Student Input Characteristics, Engagement, and Sense of Belonging 

Our student populations are diverse. Students have a variety of background 

characteristics or individual input characteristics that make them unique and differ from their 

peers. Students do not arrive at college in equilibrium (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 

2006). Previous research has not been able to produce consistent relationships between students’ 

pre-college characteristics (e.g., gender, minority status and entering ability levels) and 

engagement during college (Bauer and Liang, 2003; Endo and Harpel, 1982; Hu and Kuh, 2003; 

Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research, 2002; Iverson, Pascarella, and Terenzini, 

1984; Kuh et al., 2000; Pike, 1999, 2000; Pike and Killian, 2001; Pike et al., 2002; Pike et al., 

1997). Studies by Pike and his colleagues have found that students’ background characteristics 

generally account for 1–5% of the variance in levels of engagement (Pike, 1999, 2000; Pike and 

Killian, 2001; Pike et al., 2003). For example, (Pike et al., 2003) found that differences in levels 

of engagement across Carnegie classifications disappeared after taking into account the 

background characteristics of the students.  

A more recent study (Finley & McNair, 2013), conducted a national study with 25,336 

students from 38 institutions across three different states. They found that students with various 

background characteristics engaged in high impact practices at different rates. For example, first-

generation students engaged in significantly fewer high-impact practices than students who were 

not first generation. They also found that white students participated on average in more high-

impact practices than students from other racial or ethnic categories, but the difference in 

participation rates between white students and African American students was not statistically 

significant (Finley & McNair, 2013).  
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While we may not fully understand the unique relationship(s) between student input 

characteristics and engagement, it is important to understand the existing literature that explores 

students’ input characteristics or social identities, such as race/ethnicity, gender, living status, 

residency status, generational status, level of involvement during high school, and level of 

perceived institutional (college) support. The goal of the subsections below is to touch on the 

student input characteristics used as control variables in this study.  

Gender 

From fall 1960 to fall 2018, the number of full-time undergraduate students in 

postsecondary degree granting institutions more than doubled. According to the Digest of 

Education Statistics (2020) between 1960 and 2018, the number of full-time college students 

increased from 45 percent to 69 percent, with male enrollment increasing 13 percent and female 

enrollment increasing 33 percent. In addition to more females enrolling in college, women also 

complete college at higher rates than men. 42% of bachelor's degrees went to men in 2005-2006 

despite males comprising 46% of freshmen in 2002 (Digest of Education Statistics, 2020). 

Harper & Quaye (2009) suggest that there is compelling empirical evidence that students 

experience a range of challenges and issues in their student experience attributed in part to their 

gender. Research indicates that college men are not as engaged in educationally purposeful 

activities (student leadership, study abroad, community service) as the women on their campuses 

(Harper & Quaye, 2009). When incoming students are asked about their expected level of 

engagement in college, the expected and reported levels of engagement vary by certain student 

characteristics (Astin 1993b; Gonyea 2005; Pace 1990). For example, women expect to engage 

more frequently in educationally purposeful activities compared with men.  
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According to a study completed by Rajasekhara and Hirsch (2000) of community college 

students, retention rates were generally higher among females. In a study conducted by Mills 

(2011) of 901 students, it was concluded only gender was significant in indicating student 

success and females were 1.514 times more likely to successfully attain their degree than males. 

DiPrete and Buchmann (2006) found white women now have a higher rate of college completion 

than men. Within STEM however, women have consistently reported less sense of belonging 

than men (Good et al. 2002; Johnson, 2012; Smith et al. 2013). Research has shown that women 

struggle to maintain a positive sense of belonging in STEM class environments and that this 

lower sense of belonging is often associated with a loss of interest in the major (Good et al. 

2012; Smith et al. 2013; Thoman et al. 2014). Interestingly, female students were also shown to 

have greater anticipatory self-doubts about their abilities and expectations of unfairness when 

being preoccupied with concerns and expectations about rejection based on the social category of 

their gender (London et al., 2012). Continuously doubting one’s belongingness in academic 

contexts can contribute to decreased academic performance (Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002) and 

lead stigmatized individuals to lower their identification with the scientific discipline (Spencer et 

al., 1999; Davies et al., 2002; Deemer et al., 2016). 

The number of transgender students enrolled in higher education continues to rise 

(Beemyn, 2005a; Bilodeau, 2009; Evans et al., 2010; McKinney, 2005) with greater visibility 

exposing the lack of basic knowledge on how transgender students experience college and their 

unique developmental needs (Beemyn, 2005b; Bilodeau, 2005, 2009; McKinney, 2005; 

Nicholazzo, 2017). A report conducted by the Williams Institution UCLA School of Law 

drawing from the U.S. Transgender Survey of more than 27,000 respondents (Goldberg, 2018) 
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found that many transgender students experience discrimination and harassment at college, 

which may have implications for their academic success and retention (Goldberg, 2018). Results 

found that 24% of respondents who were out as or perceived as trans in college reported being 

verbally, physically, or sexually harassed at that time. Of those students, 16% left college 

because of the harassment (Goldberg, 2018. Furthermore, the National Transgender 

Discrimination Survey (Grant et al., 2017), which surveyed nearly 6,500 trans respondents, 

found that individuals attending college reported high rates of negative treatment from their 

peers, faculty, and staff. A study (Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2012) reviewed pre-existing data 

from the Multi-Institutional Study of Leadership at 101 institutions across 31 states regarding 

transgender college students and their experiences on campus. The researchers found there was a 

statistically significant difference in sense of belonging among transgender students and their 

non-transgender peers. Students who self-identified as transgender reported less sense of 

belonging than their non-transgender peers. 

Race/Ethnicity:  

While 62% of first-time, full-time White students who matriculate at a four-year college 

complete a bachelor’s degree in six years, that percentage is significantly lower for American 

Indian and Alaskan Native (39%), Black (40%), and Latino (50%) students (NCES, 2014). Sense 

of belonging is a critical aspect in retaining all students, especially students of color (Maestas, 

Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007). Research indicates that students from different racial groups experience 

both campus environments and sense of belonging in different ways (Johnson et al., 2007; Lee & 

Davis, 2000; Museus, Nichols, & Lambert, 2008; Rankin & Reason, 2005; Strayhorn, 2018). 

There are studies that have revealed the variations in belongingness that exist across racial 
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groups (Hausmann et al., 2007; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Museus & 

Maramba, 2011). Research has indicated that race/ethnicity relates to students’ sense of 

belonging in that African American students were more likely to report a less strong sense of 

belonging than White students (Gilliard, 1996).  

Because the majority of college institutions remain predominately White, students of 

color often feel marginalized and isolated (Bennett & Okinaka, 1990; Jones, Castellanos, & 

Cole, 2002; Lopez, 2005; Nora & Cabrera, 1996; Smedley, Meyers, & Harrell, 1993). For 

students of color, the issue of belonging or feeling a part of a campus community is often 

challenging (Castellanos, & Cole, 2002). The experiences of historically marginalized groups 

like racial/ethnic minority students at predominantly White institutions (PWIs) have been the 

focus of a number of sense of belonging studies (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hoffman, Richmond, 

Morrow & Salamone, 2002; Hausmann, Schoefield & Woods, 2009; Johnson, 2012; Strayhorn, 

2008, 2012). For students of color, the issue of belonging or feeling a part of a campus 

community is often a challenging one. With the majority of college institutions remaining 

predominantly White, students of color often feel marginalized and isolated (Bennett & Okinaka, 

1990; Jones, Castellanos, & Cole, 2002; Lopez, 2005; Nora & Cabrera, 1996; Smedley, Meyers, 

& Harrell, 1993; Museus et al., 2016).  

Johnson et al. (2007) conducted a study to understand the relationship between a range of 

demographic and college level variables and belonging across racial groups. Using a national 

sample of 2,967 students enrolled at predominantly White institutions, the authors found that 

White students reported greater levels of belonging than students of color in their sample. They 

also found that campus environmental factors influenced different racial and ethnic groups’ sense 
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of belonging. For example, supportive residence hall environments had more significant 

influence on belonging for students of color than their White peers.   

Research has indicated that race/ethnicity relates to students’ sense of belonging in that 

African American students were more likely to report a less strong sense of belonging than 

White students (Gilliard, 1996). Hurtado & Carter (1997) studied Latina student’s belonging in 

college and found that there was a strong relationship between sense of belonging in college and 

membership in social-community organizations, frequent discussions of course content outside 

of class, tutoring other students, and frequently talking with faculty outside of class. Hurtado & 

Carter (1997) found that the perception of a campus environment having racial/ethnic tension 

was related to lower sense of belonging for Latina students. Wells & Horn’s (2015) study 

drawing from this work found that Asian-American student’s perceptions of their campus, and 

specifically their perceptions that their Asian culture was congruent with or fit with the campus 

culture, was significantly correlated with their sense of belonging.  

Studies offer conflicting evidence regarding the extent to which students of color engage 

in campus activities (Kuh, 2009). Some suggest that students of color are engaging and taking 

leadership roles (Beatty et al., 2010; Harper & Quaye, 2007) while other suggest that students of 

color continue to see challenges as they look for ways to engage outside of the classroom 

(Guiffrida, 2003; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Tinto, 1993). Students of color continue to report that 

campus organizations and events rarely reflect their cultural interests (Davis, 1991; Pearson & 

Christensen 1996; Rooney, 1985; Harper & Hurtado, 2007).   
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Living Status 

On-campus living refers to students who live in an on-campus residence hall or housing 

unit. Off-campus living refers to students who do not live in an on-campus residence hall or 

housing unit. While many institutions have a “live-on” campus requirement for first year 

students, there are some exceptions where first year students can opt to live off campus. An 

example would be first year students whose family resides in the town of the institution. Instead 

of living on campus, these students may choose to live at home with their families. These 

students commute to campus each day to attend classes and then go home at the end of their day. 

Off-campus students have traditionally been defined as commuter students based on the trait of 

not living in institution-owned housing (Krause, 2007; Alfano & Eduljee, 2013; Hintz, 2011; 

Jacoby, 2015).   

First year commuter students may encounter challenges that their residential peers do not 

and have reported a different experience of the college environment (Alfano & Eduljee, 2013). 

Commuter students may find difficulty fitting in to the campus community, connecting with 

university resources, may have amplified work and family responsibilities, and limited faculty 

interactions outside of the classroom (Jacoby & Garland, 2004; Kuh, Gonyea, & Palmer, 2001; 

Alfano & Eduljee, 2013). Commuter students are more likely to be students of color (Melendez, 

2016; Yearwood & Jones, 2012), transfer students (Newbold et al., 2011), and less likely to be 

involved and connected on campus (Alfano & Eduljee, 2013; Newbold et al., 2011) than their 

residential peers. Kuh’s (2001) analysis of national survey data on more than 100,000 students 

across 470 colleges and universities found that commuter students reported lower levels of 

interaction with faculty and less engagement in co-curricular activities than their peers who live 
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on campus, both of which have been linked to greater sense of belonging (Hurtado & Carter, 

1997; Halloway-Friesen, 2018). 

College students who live on campus have greater access and opportunity to on-campus 

resources, social support, and integration to the campus community. Students who live on 

campus are more likely to engage in campus programs and events and find a sense of community 

through engaging with their peers who also live on campus. As previously stated above, peer 

engagement is correlated with student success. Several studies have shown that living on 

campus, as opposed to commuting to college, is positively related to engagement (Alfano & 

Eduljee, 2013; Dugan et al., 2008; Jacoby, 2015; Strayhorn, 2012). Further, living on campus is 

an important predictor of persistence and degree completion (Chickering, 1975; Astin, 1984; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Students who live on campus tend to have more interaction with 

faculty than commuter students (Astin, 1984) and reported higher levels of peer support and 

social integration than their nonresident peers (Pascarella, 1984; Pascarella, Terenzini, & 

Blimling, 1994; Mayhew, Rockenbach, Bowman, Seifert, & Wolniak, 2016; Means & Pyne,  

2017; Spanierman, Soble, Mayfield, Neville, Aber, Khuri, & De La Rosa, 2013). Christie and 

Dinham (1991) found that students who lived in campus housing had a stronger sense of 

belonging than their commuter peers. Berger (1997) found a positive relationship between 

residents’ level of reported social integration and their reported sense of community. 

Generational Status  

First-generation status refers to students whose parent(s) did not attend or graduate from 

college. Continuing-generation status refers to students whose parents(s) attended and graduated 

from college. First-generation college students are less likely to graduate from college than their 
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continuing-generation peers (Astin & Oseguera, 2004; Cataldi et al., 2018; Walpole, 2007; 

Duran et. al., 2020). First-generation college students are less likely to live on campus and work 

significantly more hours per week than students whose parents have graduated from college 

(Engle & Tinto, 2008; Pascarella et al., 2004). First-generation students tend to have lower levels 

of peer interactions outside of academic courses, and less extracurricular involvement in college, 

along with lower levels of social and academic integration (Pascarella et al., 2004; Rubin, 2012). 

These students are significantly more likely to leave college, when compared to their peers, by 

the end of their first year (Cataldi et al., 2018; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Pascarella et. al., 2004). 

First-generation students endorse more interdependent values than continuing-generation 

students, and appear to continue to do so throughout college, which negatively impacts fit, or 

feelings of belonging (Phillips et al., 2016; Stephens et al., 2012b; Stephens, Markus, Fryberg, 

Johnson & Covarrubias; 2012a). Researches have noted that first-generation college students 

experience less sense of belonging than their continuing generation peers (Soria & Stebleton, 

2012; Stebleton, Soria, & Huesman, 2014). First-generation students appear to have significantly 

lower grades, on average, than continuing generation and middle-upper SES students in college 

(Chen & Carroll, 2005; Terenzini, Springer, Yeager, Pascarella, & Nora. 1996; Tibbetts, 

Harackiewicz, Canning, Boston, Priniski, & Hyde, 2016; Prospero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007; Riehl, 

1994; Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, & Covarrubias, 2012a; Stephens, Townsend, Hamedani, 

Destin, & Manzo, 2015). In a study evaluating belonging and mental health resources, Stebleton, 

Soria, & Huesman (2014) found that first-generation students had higher levels of depression and 

stress than continuing-generation students. 
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Residency Status 

Recent studies suggest that nonresidents, on average, make up 25%-30% of the campus 

population at large public universities nationwide (Jaquette, Curs & Posselt, 2016; Zhang & 

Ness, 2010). While nonresident students are present on college campuses across the United 

States, there is little research in the area of how or to what level nonresident students engage in 

college activities. Similarly, there is little information on belongingness for nonresident students. 

There is undoubtably a gap in the literature that needs to be addressed. The results from this 

study may contribute to this topic.  

Level of High School Involvement 

Like student involvement in college, student involvement in high school has 

demonstrated student success, including improved attendance in school, behavior, and academic 

performance (Reeves, 2008; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006). Extracurricular activities can enhance a 

student’s life, and they can give the students additional skills that they will use for the remainder 

of their lives (Reynolds, 1996). High school involvement includes activities such as band, choir, 

student government, student clubs, sports, drama, community service, and more. Prior research 

has considered the effects of student involvement on several college outcomes; however, limited 

research has examined whether students’ precollege involvement is a predictor of college student 

involvement. Olsen, Kuh, Schilling, Connolly, and Simmons (1998) found that students who had 

high levels of achievement in high school were more likely to be involved in a range of activities 

during college. Kuh, Gonyea, and Williams (2005) noted that students who expected to be 

involved in college activities were more likely to become involved. 
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Perceived Institutional Support  

Perceived institutional support refers to a students’ perception of support from their 

university. How connected students feel to their university is an important construct to consider 

when looking at why students persist at an institution Morrow & Ackermann (2012). Hausmann, 

Schofield, and Woods (2007) found that perceptions of campus belonging predicted intent to 

persist for freshmen college students, at the beginning of the academic year. Controlling for 

background variables such as race/ethnicity, gender, financial difficulty, and standardized test 

scores, they found a relation between perceived sense of belonging and student persistence. 

Similarly, Morrow & Ackermann (2012) found a positive relationship between student’s 

intentions to persist in college and motivation, along with perceived peer and faculty support. 

The First Year 

This section of this study will discuss the importance of the first year of college and 

institutional efforts and intervention programs to promote students’ sense of belonging and 

campus affiliation in the first year. Higher education’s focus on the first year is a three-decades-

old movement. “Many campuses have joined the national conversation about the first year in an 

effort to improve student learning, personal development, and persistence to graduation” 

(Barefoot, Gardner, Cutright, Morris, & Schwartz, 2010, p. xxi). The first year experience in 

American higher education has been a dynamic and contextually specific movement – one that 

has consistently changed to meet the needs of students and institutions (Koch & Gardner, 2014). 

“First year experience” is operationally defined as “enhancing the academic and social success of 

first year students – the entirety of an educational institution’s approach to the beginning 

university experience: everything it does with and for new students” (Koch & Gardner, 2014, p. 
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12). It is used to name a purposefully connected set of initiatives designed and implemented to 

strengthen the quality of student learning during and satisfaction with the first year of college – 

the stage in American higher education during which the largest proportion of university dropout 

occurs (Upcraft, Gardner & Barefoot 2005). According to Upcraft and Gardner (1989) the most 

important move that an institution can make is to build connections by ensuring that every first 

year student feels attached to someone on campus. 

In 1888, Boston College was the first institution to offer a freshman orientation program.  

Although specifics of this program are unknown, this program was not tied to institutional credit 

(Bigger, 2005).  The initial first year orientation seminar was launched at Reed College in 

Portland, Oregon in 1911. The institution formed a course that met for two hours a week and was 

tied to institutional credit. By 1915, there were four other American postsecondary institutions 

that offered first year orientation seminars associated with college credit. By 1925, there were 

eighty-two (Gordon, 1989). After finally gaining some momentum, faculty expressed concern 

that the first year seminar courses lacked academic content and were too remedial. By the early 

1960s, first year seminar courses were essentially non-existent (Gordon, 1989). The 1960s were 

a noteworthy time in higher education in America. In the early 1960s, institutions were not 

focused or concerned about retaining their students. They knew that if a student left college they 

could be easily replaced by another. During this time, student activists began protesting on 

college campuses as a result of a desire for free speech and equality.  Student protests became 

violent. In fact, student protests were so violent that some even resulted in student deaths. In 

1970, the student riot that took place at the University of South Carolina was so violent that the 

then-President, Thomas Hones, took decisive action. With the hope of bonding students to the 
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institution and transforming the way undergraduate students were taught, he created a curriculum 

to connect students to their institution, called University 101. His course soon gained traction 

with universities and faculty across the nation. After the Vietnam War, institutions began to see a 

decrease in student enrollment. In 1972, almost 200 faculty from across the nation joined John 

Gardner, the faculty director of the University 101 course from the University of South Carolina 

at a meeting focused on the discussion of the University 101 course and the first year movement. 

Prior to this movement, institutions spent little time considering how they may retain their 

students. Due to the decrease in student enrollment, institutions saw a need to focus on student 

retainment and were willing to give new things a try. This meeting resulted in such a wonderful 

turnout that John Gardner organized the first Annual Conference on the First Year Experience 

the following year (Koch & Gardner, 2014). “Because of Gardner’s tireless efforts to share 

outcomes associated with University 101 at regional and national conferences, the first year 

seminar was one of the most frequently copied retention enhancing initiatives” (Koch & 

Gardner, 2014, p. 18). 

As a result, the term “first year experience” was coined by John Gardner in 1981 and has 

contributed both meaningfully and measurably to the ability of universities in the United States 

to educate and retain students (Koch & Gardner, 2014). The first year experience movement 

gained special attention in the 1980s during the presidency of Ronald Reagan. President Reagan 

cut state funding for higher education, shifting to a tuition-based funding model (Bady & 

Konczal, 2012). This was a major economic turning point in America and for American colleges 

and institutions. “Changes in federal financial aid funding policies – that made retaining the 

individual student of greater and greater significance – and increasing public attention to the 
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quality of education” (Koch & Gardner, 2014, p. 19). This inspired the creation of designated 

center that educators could access to get more information about first year efforts. In 1987, John 

Gardner opened the National Resource Center for the Freshman Year Experience. The center has 

served as a resource to educators across the world, has hosted 39 international conferences on the 

first year experience, and has continued to grow as the American college system has. 

In 2009, President Barak Obama made his first joint address to Congress. He set a goal 

that America should have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world by the year 

2020 (Fry, 2017). This address charged institutions to implement far-reaching reforms to 

improve college student degree completion. This launched Complete College America, a 

national nonprofit with the mission of eliminating achievement gaps by providing equity of 

opportunity for all students to complete college degrees and credentials of purpose and value 

(Complete College America, 2019). Complete College America provides resources to American 

colleges to enhance success at their institutions. “And the first year of college is the foundation 

on which the success of the Completion Agenda must be built” (Koch & Garnder, 2014, p. 22). 

But even with a charge from the President of the United States and the implementation of nation-

wide resources, an alarming number of students still do not return to college after their first year. 

As a reminder, according to the National Student Clearninghouse, almost 30 percent of college 

students are not returning to their home institutions. If students do not find a connection with 

their peers or institution in their first semester of college they are more likely to leave (Kane, 

Chalcraft, & Volpe, 2014). 
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First Year Experience (FYE) Programs and Interventions 

As students transition from high school to college, they enter a new community, navigate 

a new landscape, meet new friends, and join new groups and societies. Everything is new and the 

need to belong is extraordinary. Tinto (1987, 1993) theorized that students’ integration into their 

social and academic college environment predicts whether they are likely to remain enrolled in 

college. First year students have to organize their own learning, manage their new study and 

social schedules, build new social networks and friendships, and adjust to the requirements of 

university styles of learning and teaching (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). According to Upcraft 

and Gardner (1989) the most important move that an institution can make is to build connections 

by ensuring that every first year student feels attached to someone on campus. Research suggests 

that social integration is a key component to student success (Pascarella, Duby, & Iverson, 1983; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 1983; Pascarella, Terenzini, & Wolfle, 1986; Tinto, 1988; Braxton, 

2000).  

Research suggests student success is strongly influenced by the experiences first year 

students encounter during this year (Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005). In particular, 

experiences encountered in the first six weeks significantly influence student academic 

commitment and engagement with the university community (Levitz & Noel, 1990; Pascarella 

and Terenzini, 1992; Woosley, 2003; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005). Bryan Matthews 

(2009) further discusses the importance of the first six weeks of a college student’s journey. 

First year students are the key to significant retention improvement, and based on 
the available data, the first six weeks is the most critical time for a successful 
transition to the college environment. It is the make-or-break period for many 
students regarding their academic, social, and emotional engagement with their 
chosen institution” (Matthews, 2009).  
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In an effort to help first year students navigate the first six weeks of their college 

transition, institutions across the United States have employed a variety of programs, services, 

and interventions with additional anticipation of enhancing sense of belonging among these 

students. The National Resource Center for the First Year Experience has devoted years of 

research, scholarship, and interventions to better understand how institutions can support 

students during this transition. With direction from the National Resource Center for the First 

Year Experience, postsecondary institutions across the United States have implemented “first 

year experience” models in an effort to jumpstart and enhance feelings of belonging and 

connectedness, improve student persistence, and institutional retention among students in their 

first year of college. These initial experiences serve as a foundation from which their college 

experience is built. The “first year experience,” also referred to as “FYE” is a program that many 

American colleges and universities have employed to help students with the transition from high 

school to college (National Resource Center for the First Year Experience, 2019).  

There are countless national FYE initiatives that are built with the intention of assisting 

with the transition from high school to college, increasing student connection to the university 

community, and improving student retention. These programs include but are not limited to: pre-

college experience programs, summer bridge programs, new student orientations, the extended 

orientation, week or welcome programs, first year seminars, learning communities, and more. 

These programs have been well-studied and followed regarding their success in aiding in the 

college transition for students (The First Year Experience Program, 2019). For the purpose of 

this study, FYE initiatives that take place early (the first six weeks) in a student’s time on 

campus are reviewed. 
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Summer Bridge and Pre-College Experience Programs 

Built to help with the development of the transition from high school to college, summer 

bridge programs provide students with additional support including academic remediation, study 

skills, career counseling, social support, and orientation activities that are built to help students 

succeed during their freshman year. Typical length of a summer bridge program is around 6 

weeks and generally takes place the summer before students enroll in their first semester at the 

university. Programs are generally held on the university campus, introducing students to the 

campus landscape before they officially step foot on the college campus as an enrolled first year 

student (Mayhew, Stipeck, & Dorow, 2011). Summer bridge programs vary widely (Swail & 

Perna, 2002) in purpose and structure. 

Like summer bridge programs, pre-college experience programs exist with the intention 

of helping students with the transition from high school to college and to prepare students for the 

experience as a college student. Examples of pre-college experience programs include but are not 

limited to: GEAR UP, TRIO, and Upward Bound. Each of these programs are federally funded 

and work specifically with low-income students, preparing them to succeed in post-secondary 

education (Mayhew, Stipeck, & Dorow, 2011). 

New Student Orientation Programs 

Orientation programs are designed to help students make a successful transition to the 

college environment. Integrating students into the social and academic fabric of the institution is 

key to their retention and success (Tinto, 1997). New student orientation is being offered at 

approximately 96% of American colleges and universities (College Board, 2019). Furthermore, 

64.7% of responding institutions reported more than 75% of first year students completed an 
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entire orientation program (College Board, 2019). New student orientation programs differ in 

many ways; for example, some institutions offer single day orientation programs that occur 

immediately preceding the fall semester, while others offer extended orientations often lasting an 

entire week (NODA, 2019). Depending on the size and mission of the institution, the format of 

orientation will vary from a one-day program to a week-long event. Regardless of the length of 

time of the program, three objectives should be present in all orientation programs: 1) 

introducing students to college life; 2) acclimating students to their new surroundings; and 3) 

providing an opportunity for the university to meet the newest members of the community 

(Kimsienn, 2017). Often, orientation programs include learning about the new campus climate, 

registration for academic courses, and an opportunity to meet academic advisors and other 

student support staff.  

The findings regarding orientation programs are consistent over time. Fox, Zakely, 

Morris, & Jundt (1993) found that successful orientation programs can increase the probability 

that students will become involved in co-curricular activities and take advantage of available 

student services (Fox, Zakely, Morris, & Jundt, 1993). Twenty years later, Mayhew, Stipeck, & 

Dorow (2011) found that the benefits of participation in new student orientation include 

increased participation in college activities, increased use of student support services, and 

enhanced social integration and adjustment.  

Extended Orientation 

The initiation of extended orientation programs stem from the theory that student 

involvement and connectedness to the institution is vital to student success (Astin, 1999). 

According to Upcraft and Gardner (1989) the most important move that an institution can make 
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is to build connections by ensuring that every first year student feels attached to someone on 

campus. Extended orientation programs vary from institution to institution. Depending on the 

unique needs of the institution, extended orientation can include a semester long course to help 

acclimate students to the university community, a weekend trip planned and hosted by the 

university, and more. The purpose of the extended orientation tends to connect students to the 

institution, teach students campus pride and traditions, prepares students academically, and helps 

students build connections with faculty, staff, and other new students (Mayhew, Stipeck, & 

Dorow, 2011). Institutions have even seen as much as a 30% increase in first-to-second year 

retention among students who participated in an extended orientation program versus students 

who did not participate (Korduner, 2013). 

Week of Welcome Programs  

Often referred to as “WOW”, week of welcome programming is a newer term in higher 

education. Through the researcher’s experience attending national conferences on the first year 

experience, orientation, retention, and transition, it is clear more research is needed to 

demonstrate the importance of WOW programs and their possible promotion of college student 

sense of belonging. While many institutions already host events and programs the first week(s) 

of the academic term, few have packaged the programs into a series of events branded as a 

welcome week. Even fewer have identified an official program name or have conducted 

institutional research on the effectiveness of the week of welcome program. A search on Google 

Scholar and other educational databases revealed the lack of published research on welcome 

week programs. The one published presentation completed by the University of Minnesota found 
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that students who participated in their week of welcome program had a stronger sense of 

belonging then their students who did not (K.M. Soria et al., 2013). 

Tinto’s (1993) model of student persistence emphasizes the importance of academic and 

social integration within the university community. He argues that students who are more 

involved and connected to their classes, fellow students, and campus are more likely to persist.  

Week of welcome programming generally includes a series of events that take place the first 1-4 

weeks of school – or sometimes before the semester even begins. Programs and events welcome 

students to the university community through introducing them to other incoming students, 

faculty, and staff, as well as resources that will help them succeed.  

At Ohio State University, Welcome Week takes place the first week of classes during the 

fall semester. The week is full of activities such as pizza parties, movie nights, and dances 

designed to welcome new students to the university in a festive way. Student organizations, 

student services offices, and academic departments work together to host informative activities 

that introduce their services and support to new students. The welcome week activities offer a 

way for students to become connected, build community, and access the services they need to be 

successful in college (Stewart, Brewer, & Wright, 2006). 

Welcoming students to their new college community is imperative. Students have 

difficulty sustaining academic engagement and commitment in an environment where they do 

not feel personally valued and welcomed (Goodenow, 1993). As educators, we must work 

together to create conditions that foster belongingness among our students. Institutions have a 

small window of opportunity to establish strong connections with students. We know that 

reaching students early is important. Research shows that it is essential for new students to make 
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an early connection to their new educational home (Stewart, Brewer, & Wright, 2006). Week of 

welcome programs have the potential to make a positive impact on student sense of belonging 

and even success.  

First Year Experience (FYE) Programs and Interventions Summary 

There are a host of interventions and remedies to aid in the first year experience 

movement or initiative. These programs make a substantial impact on welcoming first year 

students to their campus environments and aiding in the transition from high school to college. 

Most importantly, these intervention programs introduce students to the individuals and 

resources they will need to be successful in college, especially in times of personal or academic 

jeopardy. Ultimately, these programs are the bridge between the last stages of recruitment and 

the first stages of retention (Schupp, 2006). While there are a host of first year experience 

interventions that exist, this study will focus solely on week of welcome programs, aiming to 

understand how week of welcome programs may influence college student sense of belonging. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter reviewed the importance of college student involvement and college student 

sense of belonging. If we know that student engagement impacts feelings of belongingness and 

aids in student retention, and the first six weeks matter most, how can universities capitalize on 

this short-lived time period to help cultivate a sense of engagement and belonging in first year 

students? This study examined the relationship that an early semester intervention program has 

with first year college student sense of belonging. Within the literature on student sense of 

belonging, Strayhorn (2008) argued that “comparatively few empirical studies estimate the 
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influence of various factors on students’ sense of belonging in college” (p. 307). Since Strayhorn 

made this argument in 2008, there have been a handful of studies that examine college student 

sense of belonging, including Museus, Yi, & Saelua (2017). To further support Strayhorn’s 

claim, Museus, Yi, & Saelua (2017) stress the importance of furthering research that increases 

the understandings of relationships between campus environments and sense of belonging. “A 

comprehensive understanding of the elements of campus environments that affect sense of 

belonging among college students remains elusive. Therefore, further research that increases 

understandings of the relationship between campus environments and sense of belonging is 

warranted” (Museus, Yi, & Saelua, 2017, p. 191). While many studies focus on the problem of 

student retention in higher education, few have focused on the week of welcome program(s) as 

the tool or intervention to support student sense of belonging. Further research is warranted, 

specifically the desire to understand if an early semester intervention program (e.g. week of 

welcome) has a relationship with first year college student sense of belonging. In order to 

address the gaps in literature regarding the effectiveness of week of welcome programs and the 

factors that influence students’ sense of belonging, this study addressed the following research 

questions: 

RQ1) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program associate with 

college student sense of belonging?  

RQ2) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program vary by student 

input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, residency status, living status, 

generational status, level of high school involvement, and perceived institutional support?  
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RQ3) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging, what is the unique 

relationship between planned level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging?  

RQ4) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging, what is the unique 

relationship between actual level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging, controlling for planned level of participation?  

RQ5) Is there a difference between college student desired sense of belonging and actual sense 

of belonging following a week of welcome program? How does the relationship between 

desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging change when accounting for 

student input characteristics?  

College student sense of belonging is an important indicator since it has a positive 

influence on academic achievement and motivation (Goodenow, 1993). Sense of belonging is 

associated with a number of positive outcomes in education, including academic achievement, 

retention, and persistence (Hausmann, Schofield, & Woods, 2007; Rhee, 2008). By developing 

students’ sense of belonging, especially during the first year, colleges and universities can 

promote student engagement, which in turn encourages student development, learning, and 

completion (Tinto, 2015). Further research on the extent to which an early semester intervention 
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program promotes first year college student sense of belonging will fill a gap in the literature and 

provide additional insights to the field. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The central purpose of this study was to examine how level of participation in an early 

semester college student intervention program is associated with first year college students’ 

sense of belonging. It was hypothesized that the higher the level of participation in a week of 

welcome program, the stronger sense of belonging a student would have. Previous research (e.g. 

Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Hausmann, Schofield, & Woods, 2007; 

Strayhorn, 2008) has demonstrated that students’ ability to find a sense of belonging in college is 

positively associated with their intent to persist to degree completion. This reinforces the 

importance of understanding how institutional actions, like implementing a week of welcome 

can cultivate a sense of belonging among first year students. 

This chapter provides an overview of the methodology that guided this study. The 

subsequent sections include information on the methodological approach, including the research 

questions, design and rationale, instrumentation and variables, and the student population and 

sample. Procedures for completing the data collection and analysis are further outlined.   

Research Questions 

In order to understand the strength, direction, and statistical significance of the 

relationship between an early semester college student intervention program (i.e. week of 
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welcome program) and first year college student sense of belonging, this study answered the 

following questions: 

RQ1) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program associate with 

college student sense of belonging?  

RQ2) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program vary by student 

input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, residency status, living status, 

generational status, level of high school involvement, and perceived institutional support?  

RQ3) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging, what is the unique 

relationship between planned level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging?  

RQ4) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging, what is the unique 

relationship between actual level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging, controlling for planned level of participation? 

RQ5) Is there a difference between college student desired sense of belonging and actual sense 

of belonging following a week of welcome program? How does the relationship between 

desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging change when accounting for 

student input characteristics?  
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Research Design 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate the relationship between level of 

participation in a week of welcome program and first year college student sense of belonging. 

The design of this study leveraged survey research, which generally involves collecting data 

from participants about their opinions on topics or issues (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012). A 

preexisting scale, the general belongingness scale, or GBS (Malone, Pillow, & Osman, 2012), 

was used as a part of this study. 

The self-report survey data were collected by the institution as a part of their week of 

welcome program evaluation. Data were collected in the fall of 2017, 2018, and 2019. 

Consequently, the data in this study were used as secondary data. The design and findings from 

this study may assist the institution under investigation and other institutions in assessing the 

effectiveness of their own week of welcome program(s) and the contribution it may have to 

student sense of belonging, retention, and success. 

Institution 

The site of this investigation took place at a large, land grant institution in the Northwest 

United States. The site is located in one of the fastest growing micropolitan cities in the United 

States with population approximately 48,500 (United States Census Bureau, 2020). The 

institution is also seeing a positive growth trend in terms of student enrollment. In 2009, the 

institution enrolled approximately 10,000 students. According to the institution’s planning and 

analysis office, the institution now serves nearly 17,000 students of which 59% are state 

residents, 37% from out of state, and 4% are from other countries across the world. Eighty-four 
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percent of the student population identify as White, 4% as Hispanic/Latino, 5% as two or more 

races, 1% as American Indian/Alaska Native, 1% as Asian, and 1% as Black/African American, 

3% as international, and 1% as unknown. The mean age of an undergraduate college student at 

the institution is 21. 

There are characteristics about the institution that provide for a traditional, first year 

college experience. For example, the institution is primarily a residential university with services 

and programs available to students on-site. In fall of 2019, the entering freshman class had 3,366 

students. The mean age of traditional freshman was 18.3 years. Forty-five percent of the entering 

freshman were state residents, 53% were from other states, and 2% were from foreign countries. 

In fall of 2018, the entering freshman class had 3,386 students. The mean age of traditional 

freshman was 18.3 years. Forty-seven percent of the entering freshman were state residents, 51% 

were from other states, and 2% were from foreign countries. In fall of 2017, the entering 

freshman class had 3,356 students. The mean age of traditional freshman was 18.3 years. Fifty 

percent of the entering freshman were state residents, 49% were from other states, and 1% were 

from foreign countries. At this institution, first year college students are required to live on 

campus. Although required, local students can elect to live at home. Historical data shows that 

less than 10% of first year students do not live on campus. There are 11 residence hall options 

for first year students, including all-female halls, all-male halls, co-ed halls, and mixed gender 

living options. There are seven living learning community options with the goal of easing the 

transition from high school to college.  

The institution has a large Division of Student Success that provides support to students 

both inside and outside of the classroom. Examples include tutoring, career coaching, success 
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advising, financial education, counseling, student government, clubs and organizations, programs 

and events, fraternity and sorority life, club sports, first-generation and low-income support 

through the federally funded TRiO program, sexual health education, nutrition education, 

diversity and inclusion support, and more.  

Researcher Positionality 

The purpose of stating my researcher positionality is to identify how my personal, 

professional, and academic experiences have influenced my interest and passion for researching 

college student sense of belonging. It is important for readers to understand my relationship to 

the social context of the study. A brief introduction of my positionality can be found below. 

Being an only child and a first-generation college student, I have always had a desire and 

need to belong. From the time I was just shy of three, I was begging my parents to let me go to 

school. I had a desire to learn, but more importantly, I had a yearning to be around other three-

year old’s so I could play, explore, and experience life with them. My desire to belong never 

ceased. In middle school I found myself joining groups that pushed me outside of my comfort 

zone and what I grew up knowing and understanding. I became involved in church and in sports 

for the sheer opportunity to connect with my peers and feel a sense of belonging. In high school, 

I joined Upward Bound, a pre-college experience program to assist first-generation and/or low-

income high school students with the transition to college. I ran cross country, sang in choir, 

was the girls’ basketball manager, played tennis, was the high school mascot, volunteered with 

the Special Olympics, and was highly active in Key Club and Student Council. I remember 

being just 16 years old and reflecting on how my experiences outside of the classroom were 

influencing my success inside of the classroom. My belongingness feelings empowered me to 
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succeed and do well. I was happy and when I looked at my peers who were not involved – the 

ones who just showed up to class every day and checked the boxes to get their diploma, I saw 

that they were not. Not only were they not happy, they tended to be less successful in the 

classroom. 

When I graduated from high school, I attended a local community college for a year. I 

hated it. I disliked commuting to class each day and was jealous of my peers who attended large 

state institutions. I wanted to live on campus, attend athletic events, and have late night study 

sessions with my classmates. My second year, I transferred to a large state institution and 

immediately took ownership of my college experience. I chose to live on-campus so I could be 

part of the campus community. I became involved in cocurricular and extracurricular activities 

as appropriate. A first-generation college student, navigating the university landscape was not 

easy. I strongly believe that my involvement in college contributed to my success. I made 

connections with other students and with faculty and staff who believed in me and who pushed 

me to try new activities outside of my comfort zone.  

When I graduated college, I went to work for a Fortune 500 company. It was a good job 

and I was paid well, but I did not feel like I was making the difference that I wanted to make. 

While my wallet was full, my heart was empty. I decided to apply for a job at the institution 

where I graduated and was hired to work in the Office of Undergraduate Admissions assisting 

prospective students with the college application and transition process. I immediately fell in 

love with the job and higher education. 

Two years into my position, I was approached with a problem that at the time I had no 

idea would be one of the biggest opportunities of my career and the framework for this study. 
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An incoming first year student who grew up in the same city in which the institution is located 

in, approached me about her transition to college. I vividly remember her anxious and uncertain, 

character look me in the eyes and say “If school does not start until Monday, why do they have 

us move into the residence halls on Wednesday? I’m bored… I’m lonely… and I’m confused. 

There is nothing to do and I feel like I don’t belong. All of my friends who went to other 

colleges are posting pictures about how fun it is. I’m just not sure I made the right choice.” How 

sad. If a local student felt that way about her transition to college, how were students from out 

of state or out of the country feeling? Given my personal experiences with belonging, it was 

important to me that I helped this student, but that I also helped the other students and the 

institution I worked for in identifying a way to encourage and support student belonging.  

Intervention 

Previous research demonstrates that student involvement influences student sense of 

belonging and success (Astin, 1984; Berger, 1997; Kolodner, 2017; Strayhorn, 2008; Walton & 

Cohen, 2007; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005). Further research suggests that the first year, 

particularly the first six-weeks of a student’s experience matters most (Matthews, 2009; 

Woosley, 2003; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005). Collectively, these two themes may 

suggest that involvement during the first six weeks of a college student’s trajectory may 

influence their sense of belonging, affiliation to the campus community, and commitment to their 

own success. The intervention investigated in this study is an early semester intervention 

program that was built with the intention of encouraging first year student involvement and 

connectedness through a week of welcome program. Linking back to Astin’s IEO theory, the 

intervention can be identified as the institution’s effort of creating a welcoming environment (E).   
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The institution built a college student week of welcome program to address comments 

and concerns made by first year students about the lack of campus programming during the 

college move-in day(s) series. The institution heard from first year students that they were bored 

and didn’t feel like they belonged. Furthermore, students were frustrated that the college’s move-

in day was on a Wednesday and classes did not start until the following Monday. Students also 

suggested that their friends who went to other institutions were posting photos online of their 

college programming and that they were having fun. 

According to the institution, at the time of the complaints received from their first year 

students, there was little programming effort in place to help with the transition or adjustment 

from high school to college. The programming efforts that were taking place were small-scale, 

competing with one another, and were not promoted at an institutional level. A few offices 

across the institution were offering events like ice cream socials, bike rides, and residence hall 

gatherings – but students were not adequately informed of these offerings nor the event dates.  

Event times overlapped as there was little to no collaboration across campus. From an 

administrative standpoint, this was a waste of valuable resources including staff time and 

university funding, and from a student perspective it was underwhelming and often confusing.   

To solve the problems identified above, campus community integration and an engaged 

student experience were implemented as the foundation of unified efforts. A proposal and 

strategic plan were developed to engage first year students in a way that would promote 

university collaboration, would encourage student involvement and connectedness, and would 

empower students to take ownership of their undergraduate experience. With the support and 
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energy from the Vice President for Student Success, the plan went into effect and the early 

semester college student intervention program, known as the week of welcome, was born.  

In February of 2015, a university committee was formed and chaired by two middle 

managers - one from the Office of Student Engagement and one from Residence Life. Both 

individuals attended the institution as undergraduate students and had been working as 

professionals at the institution at the time of the committee formation. Both individuals had a 

professional interest in helping with the programming efforts offered to first year students at the 

university and a strong interest in helping students find their place.  

 The committee chairs worked together to identify respective committee members from 

across the campus. Those invited to participate in the committee included: The Student 

Engagement Office, the Residence Life Office, TRiO Student Support Services, The Dean of 

Students Office, Office of Admissions, Conference and Event Services, The Health 

Advancement Office, the University Success Center, General Studies, University 

Communications, the two-year college, the Campus Recreation Center, and the Veteran’s 

Support Center.  A tenured faculty member from the institution’s College of Business was also 

invited to serve on the committee to provide the unique perspective of the institution’s faculty.  

The Associated Students President and Vice President, along with the Residence Hall 

Association President were invited to provide student input and voice. Once the committee was 

formed, the members worked together to develop a mission statement, desired outcomes, criteria 

for signature events, a marketing and communications plan to the campus community and to first 

year students. 
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Week of Welcome Mission Statement: 

 The Week of Welcome committee will continue to develop intentional and data-informed 

strategies that advance student engagement opportunities, foster a sense of belonging in students, 

equip students for a successful transition to college, and empower them to optimize their 

signature experience.  

Week of Welcome Desired Outcomes: 

• After the week of welcome events, students will be able to successfully manage their 

resources and take ownership of their college experience. 

• Students will gain an understanding and awareness of university traditions.  

• Students will feel a sense of belonging and connectedness to the university. 

• Students will feel a connection to a faculty or staff member. 

• University employee engagement (faculty and staff) will increase through participation 

and volunteer efforts for the week of welcome events. 

Week of Welcome Program Event Descriptions  

 The table below showcases the events, years offered, and event descriptions employed as 

a part of the week of welcome program. 

 
Table 1. Description of welcome week events. 
Welcome BBQ 
2017, 2018, 2019 

Offered during orientation. Campus-wide BBQ in the heart of campus. 
Family members invited to join. Special appearance from university 
president, band, and cheer team. Faculty and staff encouraged to attend 
and welcome new students and their families to campus.  

Hypnotist 
2017, 2018, 2019 

Offered during orientation. Live hypnotist event. Family members 
invited to join. Students get to see their peers be hypnotized, meet new 
students, and laugh all night.  



 70 

Table 1 Continued  

Activity Fair 
2017, 2018, 2019 

Offered during orientation. Two-day event filled with music, free food, 
and giveaways. Campus and community groups showcasing offerings 
encouraging student involvement, employment, and more. Students are 
introduced to the array of offerings in a fun and authentic way.  

Convocation 
2017, 2018, 2019 

Offered during orientation. Campus-wide event offered to new students, 
returning students, faculty, staff, family members, and the local 
community. Renowned speaker links themes from published book 
(common read) to the college experience. 

Bookstore Blowout 
2018, 2019 

Offered during orientation, after the Convocation event. Bookstore is 
open until midnight with a live DJ, free giveaways, and help for 
students trying to find course materials. 

Target Shuttle 
2017 

Offered during orientation. Target store shuts down and is open to 
college students only. Busses provided by Target picks students up on 
campus and drives them to Target for an exclusive college student event 
that includes a live DJ, discounts, and tons of giveaways.  

Movie on the Lawn 
2017, 2018, 2019 

Offered during orientation. Outdoor movie on a giant blow up screen. 
Fun snacks provided. 

Football Tailgate 
2017 

Offered before the first football game. Large field inflatables, yard 
games, free food, and college t-shirts. 

First Football Game 
2018, 2019 

First football game of the season. Students get free college t-shirt with 
school colors and are introduced to football traditions, including the 
university fight song.   

SUBTACULAR 
Saturday 
2017, 2018, 2019 

Student union building extended weekend hours to further support 
students and showcase important resources such as student success 
office, dean of students, study abroad, student involvement, and more. 
Students can purchase books and parking passes here on this day, get 
their bike tuned up for free, and learn about local bike, running, and 
hiking trails. 

College Photo at 
the Stadium 
2017, 2018, 2019 

Students join at the football stadium for an exclusive class t-shirt and 
photo. Students meet on the field and form the college letter, hear an 
address from the university president and student body president, learn 
about college football traditions, and more. 
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Table 1 Continued  

Block Party 
2017, 2018, 2019 

Following the college photo at the stadium, students join a parade and 
walk to the student union building where they enjoy a live DJ, photo 
booth, carnival games, yard games, video games, bowling, face 
painting, movies, and more. Tons of giveaways including a scholarship. 
Event purposefully hosted in the student union building to get students 
familiar and comfortable with the building that houses many student 
support services such as financial aid, tutoring, success advising, 
professional coaching, and more. 

First Day of School 
Welcome Tents 
2017, 2018, 2019 

Hundreds of faculty, staff, and alumni volunteers spread across campus 
in t-shirt that read “Ask Me”. Volunteers help students find their classes, 
welcome them to campus, and hand out pancakes and coffee to students. 

Rec Sports 
Amazing Race 
2017, 2018 

Hosted by the campus fitness center, this event offers 10 obstacle 
challenges, both mental and physical. Prizes and food offered post race.  

Pool Party 
2017, 2018 

Pool party at the local hot springs. Busses pick students up at their 
residence halls and take students to the local hot springs. Free entry for 
students who ride the bus – students who drive independently pay $5 to 
enter. Live DJ and dancing in the pools.  

Service Saturday  
2017, 2018, 2019 

Community wide service projects. Busses pick students up on campus 
and take them to one of ten service sites in the community. Introduces 
students to larger community and promotes importance of giving back. 

Rockfest 
2018 

In partnership with the university dining hall, this event offers yard 
games, a live DJ, and lunch provided by the dining hall. Faculty from 
the university seminar courses encouraged to attend and make 
connections with students. 

Volleyball 
2019 

First volleyball game of the year.  

Rec Center Rumble 
2019 

Recreation center in the Student Union building open until midnight. 
Bowling, shuffle board, billiards, a live DJ, and prizes offered to 
students. 

Trivia Night 
2019 

Offered in conjunction with the university dining hall, this event takes 
place in the dining hall during dinner hours. Students without a meal 
plan were offered free entry.  
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Table 1 Continued  

Magician  
2019 

Magic show with theater vibes. Free snacks. Students get to meet new 
friends and laugh all night. 

Comedy Night 
2019 

Comedy show with comedy club vibes. Free snacks. Students get to 
meet new friends and laugh all night. 

Glow Zumba 
2019 

Fitness instructors from the university recreation center host a black 
light glow Zumba event. 

Second Football 
Game 
2019 

Second football game of the season.  

Hike and Paint 
College Letter 
2019 

Busses pick students up on campus and drives them to the local hiking 
trail that homes the college block letter at the top of the mountain. 
Students hike up with paint and paint the letter. Introduces student to 
local trail in community, a long-standing college tradition, and the 
importance of giving back to community. Lunch provided to students. 

Involvement and 
Study Abroad Fair 
2019 

Student engagement office and study abroad office team up to 
encourage student involvement and global engagement. Students can 
learn about student clubs and organizations on campus and how to study 
abroad. 

 

Student participation in the welcome week events was encouraged but not mandated. 

Program evaluation and assessment was important to the week of welcome intervention team and 

was utilized to improve program effectiveness and outcomes, inform future programming 

decisions, and demonstrate program impact. To best assess the week of welcome program and 

understand its relationship to college student sense of belonging, the committee developed a pre-

program and post-program survey. The instrument and variables are discussed in subsequent 

sections of this chapter.  
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Data Collection Procedure 

As stated above, the data used in this study were collected by the institution under 

investigation in Fall of 2017, 2018, and 2019. After obtaining IRB approval, the survey was sent 

via email from the institution’s week of welcome program director, that way if students had 

questions about the survey or the program, they could direct them to the program director.  

Institutional logos and branding were used to legitimize the survey (Dillman, Smyth, & 

Christian, 2009).  

The survey instruments consisted of paired questionnaires, with the baseline 

questionnaire being completed by new students one week prior to the start of their Fall (2017, 

2018, and 2019) semester and the follow-up survey six weeks into their Fall (2017, 2018, 2019) 

term, after the completion of the week of welcome program. Note that students were not yet 

living on campus at the time the baseline questionnaire was administered. Both questionnaires 

included the same five-point (1 = strongly disagree) to (5 = strongly agree) Likert items to assess 

student sense of belonging as well as items to gauge students’ perceptions of support from the 

institution. Student background characteristics/demographic data were collected in both the pre 

and post survey. Both surveys included information stating that participation was optional and 

that it would not influence student grades or success at the university. See appendix A and B. 

Both pre and post survey invitations were distributed via email to a simple, random list of 

1,500 first-time, full-time undergraduate students entering the institution in fall of 2017, 2018, 

and 2019. A simple, random sample selected from the target population (first-time, full-time, 

incoming freshman) was chosen to avoid survey fatigue among students. To encourage 

participant response rate, the survey was sent out initially and then followed up with four survey 
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reminders over two weeks Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2009). Only students who had not yet 

responded to the initial survey were sent a follow-up reminder. Students were incentivized to 

answer the survey by offering a chance to win a $100 Amazon gift card for completing the pre-

survey and a $200 Amazon gift card for completing both the pre-and post-survey. All 

respondents received a free popcorn or soda coupon to be redeemed at the university food 

services locations for completing the survey. The responses were collected online via Qualtrics.  

The table below demonstrates response rate percentages for both the pre and post survey.  

 
Table 2. Response rate of welcome week survey. Possible respondents (n=1,500). 
Week of Welcome Survey Response Rates 

 Pre-Week of 
Welcome Survey  

Post-Week of 
Welcome Survey 

Longitudinal Sample (Cleaned 
and met all requirements) 

2017 n=575 (38.41%) n=437 (29.23%) n=242 (16.13%) 

2018 n=581 (38.78%) n=304 (20.36%) n=220 (14.67%) 

2019 n=516 (40.23%) n=324 (27.93%) n=163 (10.87%) 

Combined 
Years 

  n=625  

 
 

Respondent Pool 

 The characteristics of the respondents are presented in table 3 below. It is important to 

note that the data available per the common dataset provided by the institution did not always 

include first time, full time students only. Gender was the only category that included first time, 

full time data from the institution. Other categories included first time, full time, and part time 

students – therefore the student characteristics of the institution population include part time 
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students, which may not accurately reflect the similarities in the respondents of this survey to the 

institutional sample identified below. 

 
Table 3. Sample and population descriptive statistics.  
Student Characteristic/Variable Sample Institution Population  

Female 
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
59.5% 
58.2% 
60.7% 

 
44.85% 
44.35% 
44.16% 

   
Male 
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
39.7% 
40.9% 
36.8% 

 
55.15% 
55.65% 
55.84% 

   
Transgender  
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
.8% 
.9% 
2.5% 

 
 
N/A* 

   
White 
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
89.7% 
89.5% 
87.7% 

 
86.53% 
84.38% 
85.50% 

   
Students of Color  
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
7.9% 
9.1% 
8.6% 

 
12.42% 
13.82% 
13.23% 

   
Prefer Not to Answer 
2017 
2018 
2019  

 
2.5% 
1.4% 
3.7% 

 
0.33% 
0.56% 
0.59% 

   
In State 
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
53.3% 
44.5% 
46.6% 

 
50% 
47% 
45% 
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Table 3 Continued   
   
Out of State 
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
46.7% 
55.5% 
53.4% 

 
49% 
49% 
53% 

   
On Campus 
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
87.6% 
94.1% 
94.5% 

 
76% 
76% 
76% 

   
Off Campus 
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
12.4% 
5.9% 
5.5% 

 
24% 
24% 
24% 

   
First Generation  
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
30.2% 
30.9% 
25.8% 

 
 
N/A* 

   
Continuing Generation 
2017 
2018 
2019 

 
69.0% 
67.3% 
73.0% 

 
 

N/A* 

*Institutional data not available 

 
 Because the public data provided by the institution included both part time and full time 

new students, it is difficult to say if the characteristics of the respondent pool were similar to the 

institutional characteristics of the population of first-year, first-time students enrolled during the 

fall terms (2017, 2018, 2019). For instance, you can see that in 2017, 24% of students lived off-

campus, but that includes part-time students who are earning residency. If the institutional 

population data included only full-time students, there would likely be more similarities in the 

characteristics of the respondent pool to the institutional sample.   
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Instrument and Variables 

 The survey instrument consisted of a pre week of welcome and post week of welcome 

survey. Both pre and post surveys asked basic demographic information, such as age, gender, 

race/ethnicity, generational status, residency status, and college living status. Grouping of items 

on the pre-survey further explored perceived institutional support, planned level of participation 

in the week of welcome program, and desired sense of belonging. The post-survey further 

explored institutional support, actual participation in the week of welcome program, and actual 

sense of belonging. 

Variables 

Predictor Variables  

The focal independent variable was level of participation in a week of welcome program. 

Participation in the week of welcome program was measured (both planned participation and 

actual participation) based on number of events planned to attend/attended and varied from zero 

to up to twenty one events. Because the total number of events offered varied each year, planned 

attendance and actual attendance were measured via a percentage in order to standardize 

attendance. To calculate the percentage of events planned to attend or attended, the total number 

of events (planned and actual) were summed, divided by the total number of offered events, 

multiplied by 100. Table 5 below demonstrates the mean, standard deviation, minimum, and 

maximum scores for level of participation in the week of welcome program.  

Desired sense of belonging was another independent variable in the study. Desired sense 

of belonging was measured on a 5-point Likert scale, coded as follows: 1=strongly disagree to 
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5=strongly agree, 1=very unconfident and 5=very confident. Negatively worded items were 

reverse coded. This scale parallels the measures used for the dependent variable and will be 

discussed in detail later in this chapter. This is the covariate that controls the extent to which 

one’s desire to belong may influence their level of participation as well as their perception of 

actual sense of belonging. For example, students who have a fairly low level of desired sense of 

belonging are possibility less likely to participate in the week of welcome program and may have 

a lower reported sense of belonging as they did not desire it. Table 5 below demonstrates the 

mean, standard deviation, minimum, and maximum scores for desired sense of belonging.  

The following student input characteristics were used as control variables in the study: 

gender, race/ethnicity, residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school 

involvement, perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging. Year was also a 

control variable in the study. The control variable “gender” was a categorical variable with four 

options: male, female, transgender (includes gender queer and gender nonconforming), and 

prefer not to answer. For the data analysis, because not a single respondent chose “prefer not to 

answer” as a response option, the variable had three response options: male, female, and 

transgender. Race/ethnicity were categorical variables. Ethnicity had the following response 

options: Hispanic or Latino, not Hispanic or Latino, and prefer not to answer. Race had the six 

following response options: American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Black or African 

American, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, White, and prefer not to answer (respondents 

were told to select all that apply). For the data analysis, because there were only 53 total 

respondents out of 625 who identified with an ethnicity other than White, respondents who 

identified they were not white were grouped as “students of color”, meaning the final race 
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variable included ethnicity and had three options (white, students of color, prefer not to answer). 

Residency status was a categorial variable with a dichotomous response. Residency status was 

coded as (1=in-state, 2=out-of-state). Living status was a categorial variable with a dichotomous 

response, coded as (1=on campus, 2=off-campus). Survey respondents were asked to identify the 

highest level of education that their parents had achieved. Response options were high school, 

GED, some college, associate’s degree, bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, doctoral degree, and 

unsure. Generational status was then computed based on survey responses. Generational status 

was a categorial variable with three response options, coded as (1=first-generation, 

2=continuing, 3=unsure). Level of high school involvement was an ordinal item that measured 

the level of involvement the student self-reported during their high school years. Survey 

participants were asked to indicate the number of extracurricular activities in which they were 

involved during their last year in high school. Responses were initially coded on a scale of 1-5, 

(1=4 or more extracurricular activities, 2=3 extracurricular activities, 3=2 extracurricular 

activities, 4=1 extracurricular activity, 5=0 extracurricular activities) and were then recoded as 

the following (5=4 or more extracurricular activities, 4=3 extracurricular activities, 3=2 

extracurricular activities, 2=1 extracurricular activity, 1=0 extracurricular activities). Perceived 

institutional support was a single question and was an ordinal item that measured the perception 

of support that the student thought the institution would provide. Responses were coded on a 5-

point scale and coded as follows: 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree, 1=very unconfident 

and 5=very confident. Due to very few respondents (n=11) indicating that they strongly 

disagreed or disagreed (n=19) that the institution would not support them, these response options 

were grouped together as disagree/strongly disagree (n=30). 
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Control Variables 

The following student input characteristics were used as control variables in the study: 

gender, race/ethnicity, residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school 

involvement, perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging. Year was also a 

control variable in the study. Student input characteristics measurements are described above. 

Year was measured as 2017=1, 2018=2, 2019=3. 

Table 4 presents the student characteristics based on the self-reported data of gender, 

race/ethnicity, generational status, residency status, living status, level of high school 

involvement, and perceived institutional support. Table 1 shows that the survey was completed 

by more females than males, that respondents were primarily White, most are continuing-

generation college students, half came from in-state and half out of state, and almost all lived on 

campus. Level of high school involvement varied from 0 activities to 4 or more, with most 

respondents participating in at least two high school activities. Most respondents agreed that the 

institution would support them during their time as a student enrolled there. 

 
Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of Independent Variables (n=625). 

Student Characteristic/Variable N % of Total 

Gender 
   Female 
   Male 
   Trans  

625 
371 
246 
8 

 
59.36% 
39.36% 
1.28% 

   
Race/Ethnicity  
   White 
   Students of Color 
   Prefer not to Answer  

625 
557 
53 
15 

 
89.12% 
8.48% 
.02% 
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Table 4 Continued   
   
Generational Status 
   Continuing Generation 
   First Generation 
   Unsure  
 

625 
424 
183 
8 

 
67.84% 
29.28% 
2.4% 

Residency Status 
   In State 
   Out of State  

625 
303 
322 

 
48.48% 
51.52% 

   
Living Status  
   On Campus 
   Off Campus 

625 
573 
52 

 
91.68% 
8.32% 

   
Level of High School Involvement 

4+ activities 
3 activities 
2 activities 
1 activity 
0 activities  

382 
168 
84 
74 
41 
15 

 
43.98% 
21.99% 
19.37% 
10.73% 
3.93% 

   
Perceived Institutional Support 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neither 
Disagree/Strongly Disagree 

624 
197 
358 
39 
30 

 
31.57% 
57.37% 
6.25% 
4.81% 

 

Outcome Variables  

The focal dependent variable in this investigation was sense of belonging. Sense of 

belonging was measured on a 5-point Likert scale, coded as follows: 1=strongly disagree to 

5=strongly agree, 1=very unconfident and 5=very confident. Negatively worded items were 

reverse coded. A total sense of belonging score was calculated via an average of the belonging 

questions to create an overall belong score for each respondent. A more thorough review of the 

dependent variable, including the measures and calculations are in full detail later in this chapter. 

Table 5 below demonstrates the mean, standard deviation, minimum, and maximum scores for 
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actual sense of belonging. Actual level of participation in the week of welcome program served 

as an outcome variable in one of the research questions. The measures and calculations are 

described in full detail later in this chapter. Table 5 below demonstrates the mean, standard 

deviation, minimum, and maximum scores for actual level of participation.  

 
Table 5. Continuous variables.  

 M SD Min Max 
Desired Sense of Belonging 3.55 .388 1.8 5.0 

Actual Sense of Belonging 3.73 .628  1.0 5.0 

Planned Level of Participation 46.81 27.08 0 100.00 

Actual Level of Participation 36.71 20.22 0 100.00 
 
 

Survey Adoption – General Belongingness Scale 

The instrument that was used in this investigation was adopted from the general 

belongingness scale (GBS), published by Malone, Pillow, & Osman (2012). The GBS uses 

Baumeister and Leary’s (1995) concept of belonging, deep-rooted in social relationships and 

ideologies. The measure used in the GBS scale measures belongingness across friends, family, 

society, and a collective/overarching sense of belonging (Malone et. al., 2012). The survey 

consists of 12 items on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from (1 = strongly agree) to (7 = 

strongly disagree), measuring belongingness levels of individuals through two dimensions as 

acceptance/inclusion and rejection/exclusion. See appendix X. 

The GBS was tested three times for reliability and validity (Malone et al, 2012). 

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) resulted in two dimensions: positive and negative associated 

concepts of belonging. EFA resulted in 2 factors with item loadings ranging between .66 and .92. 
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It was found that these two factors explained 68.3% of the total variance. The results showed that 

6 items represented rejection/exclusion and the other items formed the acceptance/inclusion 

subscale. Given that these two factors have such a high correlation (-.67) they took the 

negatively worded statements and reversed scored them and treated the entire 12 items as a 

single instrument and a single scale. Internal consistency coefficient for the scale was found as 

alpha .94.  

Validity was found to be correlated with other theoretically related constructs. 

Acceptance items were correlated with the “Big Five” personality traits, such as agreeableness 

and extraversion, and rejection items were correlated with neuroticism (Malone et al, 2012). 

Because previous literature (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Baumeister & Tice, 1990; Baumeister, 

Twenge, & Ciarocco, 2002; Cockshaw et al., 2013, 2014; Hagerty et al., 1992; Malone et al., 

2012; Van Orden, Witte, Gordon, Bender, & Joiner Jr., 2008) suggests belonging is positively 

connected to satisfaction and negatively related to depression and anxiety, this was also 

examined by the authors who found that when entered as predictors in regressions, 

“acceptance/inclusion” strongly predicted life satisfaction and happiness and 

“rejection/exclusion” strongly predicted depression (Malone et al, 2012). The authors measure of 

sense of belonging aligned with findings from previous literature. As expected, sense of 

belonging had a high correlation to social connectedness and loneliness had a strong, negative 

correlation with sense of belonging. In terms of predictive validity, the authors found that sense 

of belonging correlates moderately to strongly with life satisfaction and happiness and was 

negatively correlated with depression.  
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The institution in this study adopted the GBS scale, slightly altering the items to fit 

institutional vernacular and modifying the response options from a 7-point to a 5-point Likert 

scale. The institution chose to measure items on a five-point Likert scale, instead of a seven-

point Likert scale as the intervention team that developed the institution survey tool felt that the 

five-point Likert-type scale would increase response rate and quality and reduce respondents’ 

“frustration level” (Babakus and Mangold, 1992). After the first year of administering the survey 

(2017), the institution desired to check the internal validity of the revised institutional 

instrument, therefore an exploratory factor analysis examined the underlying structure of the 

survey. EFA is a data reduction tool that reduces a set of variables into a smaller set of summary 

variables (referred to as factors) that are used to explain the underlying structure (Hair et al., 

2012). A complete case analysis was used in this analysis and 459 respondents out of the total 

515 respondents were used (56 surveys were removed due to missing data on one or more of the 

34 Likert scale questions). All Likert questions were collected on a 5-point scale and were coded 

as follows: 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree. Negatively worded questions were reverse 

coded. In this analysis, a scree plot along with parallel analysis and optimal coordinates were 

used to help determine the number of factors in the underlying structure. Survey questions were 

recommended to be removed if their factor loadings were less than the 0.45 threshold (Hair et al., 

2012) and if the variable was accounted for by multiple factors. Finally, Cronbach’s Alpha was 

computed for the internal consistency of the scale using a 95% confidence interval. The EFA 

suggested that the alpha level was high with Cronbach’s Alpha of .92, results similar to the study 

published by Malone et al. The survey instrument was refined as a result of the factor analysis 

completed by the institution, grouping similar questions together for survey optimization.  
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Analysis 

The first step of the data analysis process included cleaning and coding the data. Data 

were initially cleaned and coded by year. Respondents that answered both the pre and post 

survey were considered a matched pair and therefore used for the final dataset. Before cleaning 

and coding the data, the respondent pool was initially 699. Students needed to be at least 18 to 

complete the survey, so those who do not meet this qualification were automatically dismissed 

(n=23). Although these students met the first-time, full-time criteria of the sample, the 

institution’s planning and analysis office suggested omitting this population from completing the 

survey. Next, data were cleaned and systematically examined for missing or incomplete answers. 

Respondents who did not complete pertinent portions of the survey (i.e. only completed 

demographics section but did not indicate percent of events attended or sense of belonging) were 

removed (n=44). Next, the data were examined for other survey bias such as survey speeders and 

straight-liners. The survey time stamp was evaluated and those who completed the survey at 

unlikely rate (e.g. 1 minute or less), or straight-lined the survey (e.g. responded “5” for the entire 

survey) were removed (n=7). Finally, those who finished and followed instructions were 

considered part of the survey sample (n=625).  

An important step in a multiple regression analysis is to ensure that the following 

assumptions have been met: linearity, normality, homoscedasticity, multicollinearity, and auto 

correlation (Hair et al, 2012). Assumptions that the data are normal are necessary to utilize 

parametric statistics (Leech, Barrett, & Morgan, 2015). When the regressions were computed in 

SPSS, the correlation table was examined for high correlations among predictors. The tolerance 

levels were examined to determine if multicollinearity was occurring between variables. Finally, 
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Cook’s distance and casewise diagnostics were calculated in SPSS to determine if outliers 

existed and if they might be contributing to the heteroskedasticity of the errors. The initial 

regression conducted to examine assumptions indicated that most of the assumptions of 

regression were met with exception to a few outliers (n=4). Because those outliers had a residual 

of ± 3, they were removed from the analysis to compute the best linear and unbiased estimators. 

After removing the 4 outliers, the final sample size for the research questions that employed OLS 

regression was 618.  

RQ1) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program associate with 

college student sense of belonging?  

In research question one, actual level of participation in a week of welcome program was 

the (predictor) independent variable and college student sense of belonging was the dependent 

(outcome) variable. First, the distribution of the predictor variable (level of participation) was 

reviewed to ensure that it met the assumption of normality. Normality assumptions were met; 

therefore, a correlational analysis was employed to examine the association between two 

continuous variables (Hair et al., 2012). Next, a simple linear regression was conducted to 

determine the magnitude of the relationship between the two variables.  

RQ2) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program vary by student 

input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, residency status, living status, 

generational status, level of high school involvement, and perceived institutional support?  

In research question two, student input characteristics were the independent variables and 

actual level of participation in a week of welcome program was the dependent variable. To 

understand how student input characteristics (gender, race/ethnicity, generational status, 
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residency status, living status, level of high school involvement, and perceived institutional 

support) associated with level of participation in a week of welcome program, analysis of 

variance and independent sample t-tests were conducted to compare the means of two or more 

independent groups. Student input characteristics that had dichotomous response answers were 

analyzed via an independent sample t-test to compare the means of the two variables. Student 

input characteristics that had categorical response answers were analyzed via a one-way 

ANOVA to compare the means between three or more groups. Therefore, both independent 

sample t-tests and ANOVAS were conducted to compare the means between independent and 

unrelated groups in order to explore the relationship between student input characteristics and 

level of participation in a week of welcome program. Tukey post hoc tests were computed to 

understand between which groups statistically significant differences were found. This research 

question was evaluated for the entire cohort (n=625) and by each independent year (2017, 

n=242), (2018, n=220), (2019, n=163). It is important to note that where there are statistically 

significant differences, caution needs to be exercised given the number of comparisons in this 

research question. 

RQ3) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, and 

perceived institutional support, what is the unique relationship between planned level of 

participation in a week of welcome program and college student sense of belonging?  

In research question three, planned level of participation in a week of welcome program 

was the independent variable and actual sense of belonging was the dependent variable. Student 

input characteristics and year served as the control variables. An OLS regression was conducted 
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to examine the unique relationship between planned level of participation in the week of 

welcome program and college student sense of belonging. In the SPSS linear regression function, 

planned level of participation was entered into the first block. The second block included the 

following as control variables: year, a set of dummy variables for gender (women served as the 

reference group), a series of dummy variables for race (White served as the reference group), 

residency status, living status, a set of dummy variables for generational status (continuing 

generation served as the reference group), perceived institutional support, and desired sense of 

belonging. After running this first set of analysis, the analysis was rerun to include level of high 

school involvement in block 2 as another control variable. Since information on level of high 

school involvement was only measured in years 2018 and 2019, this student input characteristic 

was not included in the initial analysis as it would have decreased the sample size. 

RQ4) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support and planned level of participation, what is the unique 

relationship between actual level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging, controlling for planned level of participation? 

In research question four, actual level of participation in a week of welcome program was 

the independent variable and actual sense of belonging was the dependent variable. Student input 

characteristics were the control variables. An OLS regression was conducted to examine the 

unique and total relationship between actual level of participation in the week of welcome 

program and first year college student sense of belonging. In the SPSS linear regression function, 

actual level of participation was entered into the first block. Block 2 included the following as 
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control variables: year, a set of dummy variables for gender (women served as the reference 

group), a series of dummy variables for race (White served as the reference group), residency 

status, living status, a set of dummy variables for generational status (continuing generation 

served as the reference group), perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging. 

After running this first set of analysis, the analysis was rerun to include level of high school 

involvement in block 2 as another control variable. Since information on level of high school 

involvement was only measured in years 2018 and 2019, this student input characteristic was not 

included in the initial analysis as it would have decreased the sample size. 

RQ5) Is there a difference between college student desired sense of belonging and actual sense 

of belonging following a week of welcome program? How does the relationship between 

desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging change when accounting for 

student input characteristics? 

To answer research question five, a paired sample t-test was conducted to explore the 

mean difference between the two variables. Next, OLS regression was employed to further 

understand the unique and total effect in the relationship between desired and actual college 

student sense of belonging. The measured dependent variable was college student actual sense of 

belonging. The first block (block 1) in SPSS was college student desired sense of belonging. 

Block 2 in SPSS included the following student input characteristics as control variables: gender, 

race/ethncity, residency status, living status, generational status, and perceived institutional 

support. Year was also included as a control variable.  
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Chapter Summary 

The goal of this chapter was to outline the approach the researcher used to collect and 

analyze data to answer the 5 research questions outlined above. A review of the research 

questions and design, intervention under investigation, procedure, participants, data collection, 

and researcher positionality frame the context for this study. Chapter 4 provides the study’s 

results for each research question. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between an early semester 

intervention program and first year college student sense of belonging. Based on the extensive 

literature suggesting that college student involvement is a predictor of belongingness 

(Baumesiter & Leary, 1995; Osterman, 2000; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Maestas, Vaquera, & 

Zehr, 2007; Strayhorn, 2008, 2012; Supiano, 2018), it was hypothesized that level of 

involvement in the intervention program would be significantly correlated to first year college 

student sense of belonging. It was further hypothesized that level of participation in the early 

semester intervention program might vary based on student input characteristics, including the 

following: gender, race/ethnicity, generational status, residency status, living status, level of 

involvement during high school, and perceived institutional support. Last, it was hypothesized 

that there would be a positive increase in the student belonging trait post intervention. This 

chapter presents the results of the data analyses for the following research questions: 

RQ1) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program associate with 

college student sense of belonging?  

RQ2) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program vary by student 

input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, residency status, living status, 

generational status, level of high school involvement, and perceived institutional support?  
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RQ3) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging, what is the unique 

relationship between planned level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging?  

RQ4) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging, what is the unique 

relationship between actual level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging, controlling for planned level of participation?  

RQ5) Is there a difference between college student desired sense of belonging and actual sense 

of belonging following a week of welcome program? How does the relationship between 

desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging change when accounting for 

student input characteristics?  

The results are organized and labeled by research question. All of the research questions 

included cases from the entire dataset (n=625) whose sample includes responses from years 

2017, 2018, and 2019. In Chapter 3, assumptions of multiple regression were discussed. As a 

reminder, the original sample size for all cohorts was 625. There were three respondents that did 

not have data on one of the variables. One respondent failed to answer their level of high school 

involvement, one respondent failed to answer their perceived institutional support, and one 

respondent failed to answer their desired sense of belonging, dropping the total analytic sample 

to 622. Approaching research questions 3-5, after checking for assumption of multiple 
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regressions including a linear relationship, multivariate normality, no or little multicollinearity, 

no auto-correlation, and homoscedasticity, 4 cases identified as outliers were removed from the 

sample. The new sample size for research questions 3 and 4 was 618. After checking the same 

assumptions for research question 5, 5 cases identified as outliers were removed from the 

sample, 4 of which were removed as outliers from previous analyses. The new sample size for 

research question 5 was 617. Research question two is further analyzed by year (2017, 2018, and 

2019) to demonstrate any variance in attendance based on student input characteristics by year.  

Because the total number of events in the intervention program varied each year, all 

analyses were run by percentage of events attended to account for variation in years. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, this allowed to standardize level of planned and actual 

involvement. A full description of events were provided in the previous chapter.  

Data Analysis 

Research Question 1  

This set of analyses were conducted to explore the relationship between the early 

semester intervention program and first year college student sense of belong. A correlation was 

conducted to examine the relationship between level of participation in a week of welcome 

program and first year college student sense of belonging. The percent of events attended 

significantly correlated with first year college student sense of belonging (r = .183, p < .001). To 

further understand the strength of the relationship in terms of the proportion of variance 

explained in sense of belonging, a simple linear regression was run. Results demonstrate that 

percent of events attended relates to first year college student sense of belonging (R2 = .033, 

F(1,623) = 21.49, t = 68.74. p < .001). The Pearson’s correlation coefficient of .183 
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demonstrated that there was a positive linear relationship between the percent of events attended 

and first year college student sense of belonging. Simple linear regression showed a significant 

relationship between percent of events attended and first year college student sense of belonging 

(p < .000). The slope coefficient for percent of events attended was .006, signifying that first year 

college student sense of belonging increases by .006 for each additional percent of events 

attended. The R2 value was .033, suggesting that 3.3% of the variation in belonging can be 

explained by the model.  

Research Question 2 

This set of analyses were conducted to determine if activity level of percent of events 

attended varied by student input characteristics, including the following: gender, race/ethnicity, 

generational status, residency status, living status, level of involvement during high school, and 

perceived institutional support. Student input characteristics that had dichotomous response 

answers were analyzed via an independent sample t-test to compare the means of the two 

variables. Student input characteristics that had categorical response answers were analyzed via a 

one-way ANOVA to compare the means between three or more groups. Therefore, both 

independent sample t-tests and ANOVAS were conducted to compare the means between 

independent and unrelated groups in order to explore the relationship between student input 

characteristics and level of participation in a week of welcome program. This research question 

was evaluated for the entire cohort (n=625) and by each independent year (2017, n=242), (2018, 

n=220), (2019, n=163).  
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Gender 

 
All Cohorts. An analysis of variance showed no significant difference F(2,622) = 1.045 

(p  > .05) in percent of events attended between males (M = 35.68%, n=246), females (M = 

37.54%, n=371), and transgender students (M = 30.24%, n=8). It is important to note here that 

the intent was to have honest representation of all gender categories to make this work most 

inclusive. The trade-off is that it may have produced biased standard errors in the analysis as a 

result of the unbalanced cell sizes in the analysis. Future analysis should include robust standard 

errors which would provide a more conservative estimate of the standard error. 

 
2019 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed no significant difference F(2,160) = .143 (p 

> .05) in percent of events attended between males (M = 33.17%, n=60), females (M = 31.84%, 

n=99), and transgender students (M = 33.33%, n=4). 

 
2018 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed no significant difference F(2,217) = .012 (p 

> .05) in percent of events attended between males (M = 39.11%, n=90), females (M = 39.58%, 

n=128), and transgender students (M = 40.00%, n=2). 

 
2017 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed a significant difference F(2,239) = 3.490 (p 

< .05) in percent of events attended between males (M = 34.00%, n=96), females (M = 39.63%, 

n=144), and transgender students (M = 14.29%, n=2). Because there was a statistically 

significant ANOVA result, a Tukey post hoc test was computed to understand between which 

groups statistically significant differences were found. Post hoc comparisons using the Tukey 

test indicated no significant difference between groups, most likely due to a lack of statistical 

power from small sample size (n=2). See table 6 below.  



 96 

Table 6. Tukey HSD percent of events attended by gender. 
Gender Gender Mean Difference Standard Error Significance 
Male Female 

Trans 
5.63 
19.72 

2.68 
14.52 

.092 

.365 
     
Female Male 

Trans 
5.63 
25.35 

2.68 
14.48 

.092 

.188 
     
Trans Male 

Female 
19.72 
25.35 

14.52 
14.47 

.365 

.188 
 

Race/Ethnicity  

 
All Cohorts. An analysis of variance showed no significant difference F(2,622) = .804 (p 

> .05) in percent of events attended between White students (M = 37.01%, n=557), students of 

color (M = 33.34%, n=53), and students who preferred not to answer (M = 37.33%, n=15). 

 
2019 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed no significant difference F(2,160) = .299 (p 

> .05) in percent of events attended between White students (M = 32.13%, n=143), students of 

color (M = 35.37%, n=14), and students who preferred not to answer (M = 30.95%, n=6). 

 
2018 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed no significant difference F(2,217) = .593 (p 

> .05) in percent of events attended between White students (M = 39.15%, n=197), students of 

color (M= 39.66%, n=20), and students who preferred not to answer (M = 53.33%, n=3).  

 
2017 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed a significant difference F(2, 239) = 3.646 

(p < .05) in percent of events attended between White students (M = 38.28%, n=217), students of 

color (M = 25.19%, n=19), and students who preferred not to answer (M = 35.71%, n=6). 

Because there was a statistically significant result, a Tukey post hoc test was computed to 
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demonstrate between which groups statistically significant differences were found. Post hoc 

comparisons using the Tukey test indicated that the mean score for White students (M = 38.28%, 

SD = 19.62) was significantly different than students of color (M = 25.19%, SD = 25.01). For 

this cohort, White students participated at a rate of 13.09% higher than students who lived off 

campus. 

Residency Status 

 
All Cohorts. An independent sample t-test showed there was no significant difference 

t(623) = -1.63, p > .05 in percent of events attended between in state students (M = 35.35%, SD = 

19.74, n=303) and out of state students (M = 37.98%, SD = 20.61, n=322).  

 
2019 Cohort. An independent sample t-test showed there was no significant difference 

t(161) = 1.318, p > .05 in percent of events attended between in state students (M = 34.08%, SD 

= 16.28, n=76) and out of state students (M = 30.87%, SD = 14.86, n=87).  

 
2018 Cohort. An independent sample t-test showed there was no significant difference 

t(623) = -1.63, p  (p > .05) in percent of events attended between in state students (M = 36.67%, 

SD = 21.17, n=98) and out of state students (M = 41.58%, SD = 23.14, n=122).  

 
2017 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was no significant difference 

F(1,240) = 2.87 (p > .05) in percent of events attended between in state students (M = 35.11%, 

n=129) and out of state students (M = 39.57%, n=113).  
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Living Status 

 
All Cohorts. An independent sample t-test showed there was a significant difference 

t(623) = 6.87, p < .001 in percent of events attended between students living on campus (M = 

38.32%, SD = 19.56, n=573) and students living off campus (M = 18.90%, SD = 18.98, n=52). 

For this cohort, students living on campus participated at a rate of 19.42% higher than students 

who lived off campus. 

 
2019 Cohort. An independent sample t-test showed there was no significant difference 

t(161) = -1.78, (p > .05) in percent of events attended between students living on campus (M = 

31.85%, n=154) and students living off campus (M = 41.27%, n=9).  

 
2018 Cohort. An independent sample t-test showed there was a significant difference 

t(218) = 3.57, (p < .001) in percent of events attended between students living on campus (M = 

40.71%, n=207) and students living off campus (M = 18.46%, n=13). For this cohort, students 

living on campus participated at a rate of 22.25% higher than students who lived off campus. 

 
2017 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was a significant difference F(1,240) 

= 62.81 (p < .001) in percent of events attended between students living on campus (M = 

40.70%, SD = 18.86, n=212) and students living off campus (M = 12.38%, SD = 13.78, n=30). 

For this cohort, students living on campus participated at a rate of 28.32% higher than students 

who lived off campus. 
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Generational Status 

 
All Cohorts. An analysis of variance showed there was no significant difference F(2,622) 

= 2.933 (p  >.05) in percent of events attended between continuing generation students (M = 

37.90, n=434), first generation students (M = 34.30%, n=183), and students who were unsure of 

their parents’ education level (M = 27.26%, n=8).  

 
2019 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was no significant difference 

F(2,160) = .499 ( p > .05) in percent of events attended between continuing generation students 

(M = 32.45%, n=119), first generation students (M = 32.65%, n=42), and students who were 

unsure of their parents’ education level (M = 21.43%, n=2).  

 
2018 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was no significant difference 

F(2,217) = .640 (p > .05) in percent of events attended between continuing generation students 

(M = 40.59%, n=148), first generation students (M = 36.96%, n=68), and students who were 

unsure of their parents’ education level (M = 36.67%, n=4).  

 
2017 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was a significant difference F(2, 239) 

= 3.99 (p < .05) in percent of events attended between continuing generation students (M = 

39.39%, n=167), first generation students (M = 32.78%, n=73), and students who were unsure of 

their parents’ education level (M = 14.29%, n=2). For this cohort, continuing generation students 

participated at a rate of 6.61% higher than students who lived off campus. 

Because there was a statistically significant ANOVA result, a Tukey post hoc test was 

computed to understand between which groups statistically significant differences were found. 
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Post hoc comparisons using the Tukey test indicated no significant difference between groups, 

most likely due to a lack of statistical power from small sample size (n=2). See table 7 below. 

 
Table 7. Tukey HSD percent of events attended by generational status. 
Generational 
Status 

Generational Status Mean 
Difference 

Standard 
Error 

Significance 

First Generation Continuing Generation 

Unsure of Parents Education Level 

6.61 

18.49 

2.85 

14.54 

.054 

.412 

Continuing 
Generation 

First Generation 

Unsure of Parents Education Level 

6.61 

25.11 

14.43 

14.54 

.412 

.192 

Unsure of 
Parents 
Education Level 

First Generation 
 
Continuing Generation  

18.49 
 
25.11 

14.54 
 
14.43 

.412 
 
.192 

 

Level of High School Involvement  

 
2018/2019 Collective Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was no significant 

difference F(4,377) = 1.057 (p > .05) in percent of events attended based on level of high school 

involvement. Data were not collected on high school involvement level in the year 2017, so you 

will see the sample size (n) decreased from 625 to 381.  

 
2019 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was no significant difference 

F(4,158) = .952 (p > .05) in percent of events attended based on level of high school 

involvement.  
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2018 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was no significant difference 

F(4,214) = 2.167 (p > .05) in percent of events attended based on level of high school 

involvement.  

Perceived Institutional Support 

 
All Cohorts. An analysis of variance showed there was no significant difference F(3,620) 

= 1.881 (p > .05) in percent of events attended based perceived institutional support. 

 
2019 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was no significant difference 

F(3,159) = 1.519 (p > .05) in percent of events attended based on perceived institutional support. 

 
2018 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was a significant difference F(3,215) 

= 2.798 (p < .05) in percent of events attended based on perceived institutional support. Because 

there was a statistically significant ANOVA result, a Tukey post hoc test was computed to 

understand between which groups statistically significant differences were found. Post hoc 

comparisons using the Tukey test indicated no significant difference between groups, most likely 

due to a lack of statistical power from a small sample size. 
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Table 8. Tukey HSD percent of events attended by perceived institutional support.   
Perceived 
Institutional 
Support 

Perceived Institutional 
Support 

Mean 
Difference 

Standard 
Error 

Significance 

Strongly Disagree/ 
Disagree 

Neither 
 
Agree 
 
Strongly Agree  

6.55 
 
7.33 
 
15.05 

8.67 
 
6.99 
 
7.12 

.874 
 
.722 
 
.152 

Neither Strongly 
Disagree/Disagree 
 
Agree 
 
Strongly Agree  
 

 
6.55 
 
.774 
 
8.50 

 
8.67 
 
5.92 
 
6.01 

 
.874 
 
.999 
 
.500 

Agree  Strongly 
Disagree/Disagree 
 
Neither 
 
Strongly Agree 

 
7.33 
 
.774 
 
7.73 

 
6.99 
 
5.92 
 
3.24 

 
.722 
 
.999 
 
.083 

     
Strongly Agree  Strongly  

Disagree/Disagree 
 
Neither 
 
Agree  

 
15.05 
 
8.50 
 
7.73 

 
7.12 
 
6.07 
 
3.24 

 
.152 
 
.500 
 
.083 

 

2017 Cohort. An analysis of variance showed there was no significant difference 

F(3,238) = 1.340 (p > .05) in percent of events attended based on perceived institutional support.  

Results from RQ2 demonstrate that percent of welcome week events attended varied little 

and rarely with any consistency by student input characteristics. This indicates that most student 

pre-college characteristics do not have a relationship with week of welcome attendance. For the 

full dataset (n=625), living status (on or off campus) was the only statistically significant 

variable in relationship week of welcome attendance. See table 9 below.  
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Table 9. Percentage of events attended based on student input characteristics. 
All Cohorts (2017, 2018, 2019) 

IV N Mean   Significance  
Gender 
   Male 
   Female 
   Transgender  
 

 
246 
371 
8 

 
35.67 
37.54 
30.24 

 
 

Ethnicity 
   White 
   Students of Color 
   Prefer not to answer 

 
557 
53 
15 

 
37.01 
33.34 
37.33 

 
 

    
Residency Status 
   In State 
   Out of State  

 
303 
322 

 
35.35 
37.98 

 
 

    
Living Status 
   On Campus 
   Off Campus 

 
573 
52 

 
38.32 
18.90 

 
*** 

    
Generational Status 
   First Generation  
   Continuing Generation 
   Unsure 

 
183 
434 
8 

 
34.30 
37.90 
27.26 

 
 

    
 High School Involvement  
(extra-curricular activates)  
   More than 4  
   3 
   2 
   1 
   0 

 
 
168 
84 
74 
41 
15 

 
 
38.03 
35.40 
36.89 
33.80 
28.76 

 
 
 

    
Perceived Institutional Support  
   Strongly Disagree/Disagree  
   Neither Agree or Disagree 
   Agree 
   Strongly Agree  

 
30 
39 
358 
197 

 
30.57 
34.10 
36.36 
38.80 

 
 

p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .000 
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For the individual cohorts, there was some significance in gender, ethnicity, living status, 

generational status, and perceived institutional support. See tables 10, 11, and 12 below.  

Respective recommendations to the institution will be fully discussed in the following chapter. 

 
Table 10. Percentage of events attended based on student input characteristics for the year 2019. 

2019 Cohort (n=163) 
IV N Mean  Significance 
Gender 
   Male 
   Female 
   Transgender 

 
60 
99 
4 

 
33.17 
31.84 
33.33 

 
 

    
Ethnicity 
   White 
   Students of Color 
   Prefer not to Answer  

 
143 
14 
6 

 
32.13 
35.37 
30.95 

 

    
Residency Status 
   In State 
   Out of State  

 
76 
87 

 
34.08 
30.87 

 
 

    
Living Status 
   On Campus 
   Off Campus 

 
154 
9 

 
31.85 
41.27 

 
 

    
Generational Status 
   First Generation  
   Continuing Generation 
   Unsure  

 
42 
119 
2 

 
32.65 
32.45 
21.43 

 
 

    
High School Involvement  
(extra-curricular activates)  
   More than 4  
   3 
   2 
   1 
   0  

 
 
74 
31 
32 
19 
7 

 
 
30.76 
31.18 
35.71 
36.09 
29.25 
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Table 10 Continued    
    
Perceived Institutional Support  
   Strongly Disagree/Disagree 
   Neither Agree or Disagree 
   Agree 
   Strongly Agree  

 
8 
5 
99 
51 

 
27.38 
45.71 
32.18 
32.21 

 
 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
 
 
Table 11. Percentage of events attended based on student input characteristics for the year 2018. 

2018 Cohort (n=220) 
IV N Mean  Significance 
Gender 
   Male 
   Female 
   Transgender 
 

 
90 
128 
2 

 
39.11 
39.58 
40.00 

 
 

Ethnicity 
   White 
   Students of Color 
   Prefer not to Answer  

 
197 
20 
3 

 
39.15 
39.66 
53.33 

 
 

    
Residency Status 
   In State 
   Out of State  

 
98 
122 

 
36.67 
41.58 

 
 

    
Living Status 
   On Campus 
   Off Campus 

 
207 
13 

 
40.71 
18.46 

 
*** 

    
Generational Status 
   First Generation  
   Continuing Generation 
   Unsure  

 
68 
148 
4 

 
36.96 
40.59 
36.67 

 
 

    
High School Involvement  
(extra-curricular activates)  
   More than 4  
   3 
   2 
   1 
   0  

 
 
94 
53 
42 
22 
8 

 
 
43.76 
37.86 
37.78 
31.82 
28.33 
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Table 11 Continued     
    
Perceived Institutional Support  
   Strongly Disagree/Disagree 
   Neither Agree or Disagree 
  Agree 
  Strongly Agree  

 
 
11 
16 
112 
80 

 
27.41 
36.25 
37.02 
44.75 

 
 
* 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
 
 

Table 12. Percentage of events attended based on student input characteristics for the year 2017. 
2017 Cohort (n=242) 

IV N Mean (Percent)  Significance 
Gender 
   Male 
   Female 
   Transgender  
 

 
96 
144 
2 

 
34.00 
39.63 
14.29 

 
* 

Ethnicity 
   White 
   Students of Color 
   Prefer not to Answer  

 
217 
19 
6 

 
38.28 
25.19 
35.71 

 
* 

    
Residency Status 
   In State 
   Out of State  

 
129 
113 

 
35.11 
39.57 

 
 

    
Living Status 
   On Campus 
   Off Campus 

 
212 
30 

 
40.70 
12.38 

 
*** 

    
Generational Status 
   First Generation  
   Continuing Generation 
   Unsure  

 
73 
167 
2 

 
32.78 
39.39 
14.29 

 
* 

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    



 107 

Table 12 Continued    
    
Perceived Institutional Support  
   Strongly Disagree/Disagree  
   Neither Agree or Disagree 
   Agree 
   Strongly Agree  

 
11 
18 
147 
66 

 
39.29 
19.05 
28.97 
38.68 
36.69 

 
 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
 

Research Question 3 and 4 

This set of analyses were conducted to explore the relationship between planned level of 

participation in a week of welcome program and college student sense of belonging along with 

the relationship between actual level of participation in a week of welcome program and college 

student sense of belonging. OLS regression was computed in SPSS. The measured dependent 

variable was college student sense of belonging. The first block (block 1) of the regression model 

in SPSS was planned level of participation in a week of welcome program. Block 2 included the 

following student input characteristics as control variables: year, a set of dummy variables for 

gender (women served as the reference group), a series of dummy variables for race (White 

served as the reference group), residency status, living status, a set of dummy variables for 

generational status (continuing generation served as the reference group), perceived institutional 

support, and desired sense of belonging. Block 3 in SPSS included actual level of participation in 

a week of welcome program to answer research question 4. All three models were statistically 

significant (p < .001). Model 1describes the total effect, indicating that planned level of 

participation in a week of welcome program significantly associates with college student sense 

of belonging (F (1,616) = 14.04, p = .001, R2 = .022. Model 1 accounts for 2.2 percent of the 
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variance in student sense of belonging explained by the predictive variable planned level of 

participation. See table 13, below. 

Model 2 indicates that incorporating student input characteristics, desired sense of 

belonging, and year to the regression model increases the amount of explained variance in sense 

of belonging (F (11, 605) = 7.90, p = .001, R2 = .145). The R Squared statistic (.145) indicates 

that 14.5% of the variance in student sense of belonging is explained by the predictive variables 

plan to attend and student background characteristics. Examining the regression coefficients, 

accounting for student input characteristics, the unique relationship between the intention to 

attend events and sense of belonging maintains a statistically significant relationship. It is 

important to note here that the intention to attend events was the third strongest predictor of 

actual sense of belonging in the entire model (B = .093). This suggests that planned behavior is 

associated with students’ actual sense of belonging, net of student background characteristics. In 

these models, B is the standardized regression coefficient and can be interpreted that for every 1 

standard deviation change in X, there is a B (beta) change in Y. The small b is the 

unstandardized regression coefficient and can be interpreted as for every 1 unit change in X, 

there is a b change in Y. Model 2 further explains the relationship that each student input 

characteristic has with college student sense of belonging, controlling for all other variables in 

the model. Based on the strength of the beta weights, desired sense of belonging (B = .285) was 

shown to have the strongest relationship of all the predictor variables with actual student sense of 

belonging. The second strongest relationship of the predictor variables to actual student sense of 

belonging was perceived institutional support (B = .094). The unstandardized regression 
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coefficient, the standard error for the unstandardized regression coefficient, and the standardized 

regression coefficient (i.e. beta) are reported in table 13. 

Model 3 indicates that incorporating student input characteristics, desired sense of 

belonging, and actual level of participation in a week of welcome program to the regression 

model increases the amount of explained variance in sense of belonging F (1, 604) =14.97, p = 

.001, R2 = .166). The R Squared statistic (.166) indicates that 16.6 percent of the variance in 

student sense of belonging is explained by actual participation and student background 

characteristics. Students’ actual level of participation was positively associated with sense of 

belonging, controlling for all other student input characteristics. For every additional percent of 

events attended, sense of belonging increased by .005 units (p < .001). Students’ actual level of 

participation had the second strongest relationship in the model with a standardized regression 

coefficient (B = .160).   

Model 3 further explains the relationship that each student input characteristic has with 

college student sense of belonging. Controlling for all other student input characteristics in the 

model, along with planned attendance and actual attendance of events, desired sense of 

belonging (B = .288) was shown to have the highest association of all the predictor variables to 

actual student sense of belonging. There was no statistically significant relationship between any 

other single student input characteristic variable in the model and first year college student sense 

of belonging, holding all other variables constant (p > .05).  

After reviewing the results of the three models, the analysis was rerun to include level of 

high school involvement in block 2 as another control variable. Since information on level of 

high school involvement was only measured in years 2018 and 2019, this student input 
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characteristic was not included in the initial analysis as it would have decreased the sample size. 

When adding the student input characteristic of level of high school involvement to the model 

(block 2) all three models remained significant. Model 1 describes the total effect, indicating that 

planned level of participation in a week of welcome program significantly associates with 

college student sense of belonging (F (1,375) = 4.032, p = .045), with an R2 of .011. Model 1 

explains 1.1 percent of variance in actual sense of belonging. 

Model 2 indicates that incorporating all student input characteristics (including level of 

high school involvement) and desired sense of belonging to the regression model increases the 

amount of explained variance in sense of belonging (F (12,363) = 2.82, p = .001), with an R2 of 

.095. Model 2 explains 9.5 percent of variance in actual sense of belonging. Examining the 

regression coefficients and accounting for student input characteristics, the unique relationship 

between the intention to attend events and sense of belonging does not maintain a statistically 

significant relationship (B = .061, p > .05). Model 2 further explains the relationship that each 

student input characteristic has with college student sense of belonging, controlling for all other 

variables in the model. Based on the strength of the beta weights, desired sense of belonging (B 

= .186) was shown to have the strongest relationship of all the predictor variables to actual 

student sense of belonging. The second strongest relationship of the predictor variables to actual 

student sense of belonging was perceived institutional support (B = .113). The unstandardized 

regression coefficient, the standard error for the unstandardized regression coefficient, the 

standard error for the unstandardized beta, and the standardized regression coefficient (i.e. beta) 

are reported in table 13. Model 2 further demonstrated that planned behavior has a statistically 

significant relationship with actual sense of belonging even when accounting for desired sense of 
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belonging. The relationship is reduced to non-significant only when a measure of actual 

percentage of events attended is introduced. 

Model 3 indicates that incorporating all student input characteristics (including level of 

high school involvement), desired sense of belonging, and actual level of participation in a week 

of welcome program to the regression model increases the amount of explained variance in sense 

of belonging (F (1,362) = 7.57, p = .006 , R2 = .113). Model 3 explains 11.3 percent of variance 

in actual sense of belonging. Students’ actual level of participation was positively associated 

with sense of belonging, controlling for all other student input characteristics including high 

school involvement. For every additional percent of events attended, sense of belonging 

increased by .004 units (p < .01). Students’ actual level of participation had the second strongest 

relationship in the model with a standardized regression coefficient (B = .146).  

Model 3 further explains the relationship that each student input characteristic has with 

college student sense of belonging. Controlling for all other student input characteristics in the 

model, along with planned attendance and actual attendance of events, desired sense of 

belonging (B = .193) was shown to have the highest association of all the predictor variables to 

actual student sense of belonging. There was no statistically significant relationship between any 

single student input characteristic variables in the model and first year college student sense of 

belonging, holding all other variables constant (p > .05).  
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Table 13. OLS Regression Analysis Summary exploring the relationship between planned level 
of participation and sense of belonging and actual level of participation and sense of belonging, 
controlling for planned level of participation, student input characteristics, and year. 
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

b SE B  b SE B  b SE B  
Planned 
Attendance 

.003*** .001 .149 .002* .001 .093 .001* .001 .042 

          
Year   .041 .029 .054 .053 .029 .070 
       
Living Status .012 .087 .005 .082 .088 .038 
       
Residency 
Status 

.087 .048 .072 .088 .047 .014 

       
Male .019 .048 .015 .018 .047 .014 

       
Trans -.163 .204 -.030 -.150 .202 -.028 
       
Perceived 
Institutional 
Support 

.077* .032 .094 .069* .032 .084 

       
First 
Generation 
 

-.078 .051 -.059 -.060 .051 -.045 

Generation 
Status 
Unknown 

-.359 .206 -.067 -.315 .204 -.059 

       
Students of 
Color 

.025 .082 .011 .038 .081 .017 

       
Prefer Not to 
Answer Race 

-.039 .151 -.010 -0.61 .150 -.016 

       
Desired Sense 
of Belonging 

.444*** .062 .285 .449*** .061 .288 
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Table 13 Continued          
        
Percentage of 
Actual Events 
Attended 

 .005*** .001 .160 

      
R2 .022 .145 .166 
R2 Change  .022 .123 .021 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
 
 
Table 14. OLS Regression Analysis Summary exploring the relationship between planned level 
of participation and sense of belonging and actual level of participation and sense of belonging, 
including level of high school involvement, controlling for planned level of participation, student 
input characteristics, and year.   
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

b SE B  b SE B  b SE B  
Planned 
Attendance  

.002* 
 

.001 
 

.103 
 

.001* .001 .061 
 

.001* 
 

.001 .023 

        
Year   .032 .063 .026 .053 .063 .044 

Living Status 
 

.111 .134 .043 .138 .133 .054 
       
Residency 
Status 

.017 .063 .014 .020 .063 .017 

       
Male .005 .064 .004 -.006 .063 -.005 
       
Trans .141 .244 .029 .131 .242 .027 
       
Perceived 
Institutional 
Support 

.091* .042 .113 .078 .042 .097 

       
First 
Generation 
 

-.103 .069 -.077 -.092 .068 -.069 

Generation 
Status 
Unknown 

-.473 .252 -.098 -.440 .250 -.091 
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Table 14 Continued        
        
Students of 
Color 

 -.005 .107 -.002 -.015 .106 -.007 

       
Prefer Not to 
Answer Race 

.012 .207 .003 -.020 .205 -.005 

       
Desired Sense 
of Belonging 

.409*** .116 .186 .426*** .115 .193 

       
Level of High 
School 
Involvement 

.039 .026 .076 .036 .026 .072 

       
Percentage of 
Actual Events 
Attended 

 .004** .002 .146 

      
R2 .011 .095 .113 
R2  Change .011 .084 .019 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001  
 

Research Question 5 

This set of analyses were conducted to explore the unique and direct relationship between 

desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging, following a week of welcome program. 

First, a paired sample t-test was conducted to explore the mean difference between the two 

variables. Results indicated that there was a positive correlation between desired and actual sense 

of belonging (r = .325, p < .001). This demonstrates that desired sense of belonging (M = 3.55, 

SD = .389) and actual sense of belonging (M = 3.75, SD = .602) have a relationship (t617 =           

-7.979, p < .001). The results suggest that when students have a desire to belong, this positively 

correlates with their actual feelings of belongingness.  
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Next, OLS regression was employed to further understand the unique and total effect in 

the relationship between desired and actual college student sense of belonging. The measured 

dependent variable was college student actual sense of belonging. The first block (block 1) in 

SPSS was college student desired sense of belonging. Block 2 in SPSS included the following 

student input characteristics as control variables: gender, race/ethnicity, residency status, living 

status, generational status, and perceived institutional support. Year was also included as a 

control variable. Model 1 (table 15) describes the total effect, indicating that desired sense of 

belonging significantly associates with actual sense of belonging F(1,615) = 73.47, p < .001), 

with an R2 of 10.7. Model 1 explains 10.7 percent of variance in actual sense of belonging 

explained by the predictive variable desired sense of belonging. Students’ desired sense of 

belonging was positively associated with actual sense of belonging controlling for all other 

student input characteristics. For every additional one-unit increase in desired sense of 

belonging, there yields an unstandardized coefficient B change (B = .506, p <.001) in actual 

sense of belonging.  

Model 2 indicates that incorporating student input characteristics to the regression model 

increases the amount of explained variance in actual sense of belonging F(11,605) = 8.62, p < 

.001). Model 2 explains 13.5 percent of variance in actual sense of belonging.  

Students’ desired sense of belonging was positively associated with actual sense of belonging 

controlling for all other student input characteristics. For every additional one-unit increase in 

desired sense of belonging yields an unstandardized coefficient B change (B = .455, p < .001) in 

actual sense of belonging. Students’ perceived institutional support had the second strongest 

relationship in the model with a standardized regression coefficient (B = .084, p <.001). 
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Since information on level of high school involvement was only measured in years 2018 

and 2019, this student input characteristic was not included in the initial model as it would 

decrease the sample size. The model was then re-ran, adding in level of high school involvement 

in block 2 (n=383) as an additional student input characteristic. Model 1, describing the total 

effect, indicated that desired sense of belonging significantly associates with actual sense of 

belonging (F (1,375) = 22.07, p < .001), with an R2 of .056. Model 1 explains 5.6 percent of 

variance in actual sense of belonging. Students’ desired sense of belonging was positively 

associated with actual sense of belonging controlling for all other student input characteristics. 

For every additional one-unit increase in desired sense of belonging, there yields an 

unstandardized coefficient B change (B = .520, p <.001) in actual sense of belonging.  

Model 2 indicates that incorporating student input characteristics to the regression model 

(including level of high school involvement) increases the amount of explained variance in 

actual sense of belonging (F (11, 364) = 1.31, p < .001), with an R2 of .092. The R Squared 

statistic (.092) indicates that 9.2 percent of the variance in actual sense of belonging is explained 

by the predictive variables desired sense of belonging and student background characteristics. 

Examining the regression coefficients, accounting for student input characteristics, the unique 

relationship between desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging maintains a 

statistically significant relationship. Students’ desired sense of belonging was positively 

associated with actual sense of belonging controlling for all other student input characteristics. 

For every additional one-unit increase in desired sense of belonging, there yields an 

unstandardized coefficient B change (B = .418, p <.001) in actual sense of belonging. 
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Model 2 further explains the relationship that each student input characteristic has with 

actual college student sense of belonging, controlling for all other variables in the model. Based 

on the strength of the beta weights, perceived institutional support had the strongest relationship 

of all the predictor variables to actual sense of belonging (B = .119). There was no statistically 

significant relationship between any other single student input characteristic variable in the 

model and first year college student sense of belonging, holding all other variables constant (p > 

.05). 

 
Table 15. OLS Regression Analysis Summary exploring the relationship between desired sense 
of belonging and actual sense of belonging, controlling for student input characteristics and year. 
Variables Model 1 Model 2 

b SE B  b SE B  
Desired Sense of 
Belonging   

.506*** 
 

.059 
 

.327 
 

.455*** .061 .294 
 

       
Year   

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  

.033 .029 .044 
    
Living Status -.038 .085 -.018 
    
Residency Status .083 .047 .069 
    
Male -.006 .047 -.005 
    
Trans -.164 .204 -.031 
    
Perceived Institutional 
Support 

.084** .032 .103 

    
First Generation -.077 .051 -.058 
    
Generation Status 
Unknown 

-.388 .205 -.073 

    
Students of Color .018 .082 .008 
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Table 15 Continued       
     
Prefer Not to Answer 
Race 

-.046 .151 -.012 

     
R2 .107 .107 
R2  Change .135 .029 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001  
 
 
Table 16. OLS Regression Analysis Summary exploring the relationship between desired sense 
of belonging and actual sense of belonging, including level of high school involvement, 
controlling for student input characteristics and year. 
Variables Model 1 Model 2 

b SE B  b SE B  
Desired Sense of 
Belonging   

.520*** 
 

.111 
 

.236 
 

.418*** .116 .189 
 

       
Year   

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  

.015 .062 .012 
    
Living Status .101 .134 .039 
    
Residency Status .025 .063 .020 
    
Male -.007 .063 -.006 
    
Trans .148 .244 .031 
    
Perceived 
Institutional Support 
 

.095* .042 .119 

First Generation -.103 .069 -.077 
    
Generation Status 
Unknown 

-.489 .252 -.101 

    
Students of Color -.006 .107 -.003 
    
Prefer Not to Answer 
Race 

.009 .207 .002 
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Table 16 Continued     
     
Level of High School 
Involvement  

 .042 .026 .083 

     
R2 .056 .056 
R2  Change   .092 .036 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001  
 

Chapter Summary 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between an early semester 

intervention program and first year college student sense of belonging. This results chapter 

reviewed five research questions, employing linear regression analysis, independent sample t-

tests, one-way ANOVAs, and OLS regression. Using these results and the information from the 

previous chapters, the next and final chapter will discuss recommendations for implementation at 

the institutional level and for further research.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION  

Introduction 

The previous chapter presented the findings of the data analysis for each research 

question. This final chapter begins with a summary of the study, followed by a detailed 

discussion of the findings related to each research question, limitations of the study, implications 

for practice, recommendations to the field and for further research, and will end with final 

conclusions of the study. 

Summary of the Study 

This study examined the relationship between an early semester intervention program and 

first year college student sense of belonging. Student input characteristics were also examined to 

investigate variance in level of participation in the program. A review of the literature noted that 

one quarter of first-time students in the United States leave college between their first and second 

year (NSC Research Center, 2020). Students leave college for a variety of reasons: they may 

experience financial difficulties, have family obligations, trouble seeking a support community 

in school, experience academic adjustment issues, lack of student involvement, and poor 

institutional fit (Tinto, 2001). Further research suggested that the first year of college was often 

the most crucial period in time when students make the decision to either continue college or to 

leave (Tinto, 1987). Researchers (Astin, 1984; Milem & Berger, 1997; Beil, Reisen, Zea, & 

Caplan, 1999; Cadet, 2008; Strayhorn, 2012) have presented evidence that student involvement 
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in campus activities, both social and academic, are strongly related to retention. Theoretically, 

student involvement promotes student sense of belonging, which promotes student retention. 

Students who feel they belong at an institution are more likely to persist. While we know student 

involvement in college matters and the first year is a monumental period of adjustment and 

change for college students, what remains unclear in the literature is if an early semester 

intervention program that is involvement-based promotes first year college student sense of 

belonging. This study aimed to help fill a gap in the literature and contribute to the field.  

To effectively investigate the relationship between student participation in a week of 

welcome program and first year college student sense of belonging, data from the pre and post 

survey tools developed for the intervention program were analyzed in this study. The survey was 

developed as a tool to evaluate the effectiveness of the program for program assessment and 

evaluation and therefore was considered secondary data for the purpose of this study. The survey 

data used for this dissertation were collected in 2017, 2018, and 2019. Following the cleaning 

protocols fully described in chapter 3, 625 responses were deemed acceptable to use in this 

study. This results chapter reviewed five research questions, employing linear regression 

analysis, independent sample t-tests, one-way ANOVAs, and Ordinary Least Squares regression. 

Details of the findings were presented in the previous chapter. Information on what the findings 

mean for practice will be described below in the findings section. Detailed information on ideas 

for college administration will be described in the implications for practice section, found further 

below. 
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Summary of the Findings 

In this section, each research question is presented with a discussion of the results that 

were presented in chapter four. The results are organized and labeled by research question.  

RQ1) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program associate 

with college student sense of belonging?  

The present study found that level of participation in a week of welcome program had a 

significantly positive association with college student sense of belonging. Broadly, this aligns 

with what the literature says about the importance of college student involvement and its 

association with belonging. Research suggests that getting involved in college is one way to 

enhance student sense of belonging (Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; Strayhorn, 2012). 

Feeling connected to the institution outside of classes and developing social networks are the 

keys to creating a sense of belonging (Osterman, 2000; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Maestas, 

Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; Strayhorn, 2012). In conjunction with a national survey administered 

by the College Students Experience Questionnaire, Strayhorn (2012) analyzed 8,000 responses 

from college students regarding their level of involvement in college and found college students 

who reported a strong sense of belonging were frequently involved on their campuses. College 

student sense of belonging has been linked to academic achievement, student retention, and 

student success (Hausmann, Schofield, & Woods, 2007; Rhee, 2008). Intervention programs, 

such as a week of welcome, are important links to jumpstart student involvement in the early 

phases of college. When college students are introduced to involvement opportunities early and 

often, it could potentially lead to the formation of habits and further interest in involvement 

opportunities throughout their college experience. 
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Because there is only one other study that assesses the relationship between participation 

in a week of welcome program and first year college student sense of belonging, this finding 

will contribute to the literature on this topic. The one published presentation completed by the 

University of Minnesota found that students who participated in their week of welcome 

program had a stronger sense of belonging then their students who did not (K.M. Soria et al., 

2013).  

RQ2) Does college student level of participation in a week of welcome program vary by 

student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, residency status, living status, 

generational status, level of high school involvement, perceived institutional support, and 

desired sense of belonging?  

The findings from this research question suggest that there is not a notable relationship 

between individual student background characteristics and level of involvement in a week of 

welcome program. A review of the literature suggested that there were few studies completed on 

several of the student background characteristics used in this study and their association with 

student involvement, particularly residency status, perceived institutional support, and level of 

high school involvement. Student background characteristics such as gender, race/ethnicity, 

generational status, and living status had been reviewed more notably. Individual student input 

characteristics will be further discussed in detail, but most did not associate with level of 

participation in the week of welcome program. After the review of each individual student 

background characteristic, a detailed explanation will conclude considerations for this finding.  
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Significant Predictors of Welcome Week Involvement  

 
Living Status. Aligning with the literature, this study found that students who lived off 

campus their first year participated in the week of welcome program at a significantly reduced 

rate than their peers who lived in an on-campus residence hall. This was the single student input 

characteristic that was a significant predictor of student involvement in the program. Results 

proved similar between cohorts, with the exception of the 2019 cohort (n=163). This cohort 

found no significant difference in level of participation in the week of welcome program among 

students living on versus off campus. A possible explanation of the 2019 finding includes a 

targeted email communication series that was sent to students (and their parents) who had 

identified they would be living off campus their first year. The targeted email series included 

detailed information on the week of welcome program, encouraging off-campus students to 

participate in the events, and the importance of being involved on campus, although living off.  

Non-significant Predictors of Welcome Week Involvement  

It is important to note the student input or background characteristics that were not 

significant predictors of level of participation in a week of welcome program. All other student 

input characteristics evaluated in this study fall in this category. The reason for noting this 

finding is that it does not align with the previous literature. While most previous studies have 

found that student involvement varies by student background characteristics, this study found 

otherwise.  

 
Gender. Although the literature suggests that female students tend to be more involved 

and have a desire to belong greater than their male counterparts (Harper & Quaye, 2009), this 
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study found no significant difference in level of participation in a week of welcome program 

based on gender. This may suggest that the intervention program events appeal equally to 

students of different gender identities. Results proved similar among cohorts, with the exception 

of the 2017 cohort (n=241). This cohort’s results demonstrated a significant difference in percent 

of events attended between males, females, and transgender students. Because the sample size of 

students who identified as transgender was so small (n=2), there was not enough statistical 

power, however, to identify which groups significantly differed in their participation this year.  

 
Race. While the literature suggests that students of color tend to be less involved than their 

White counterparts (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; Kuh, 2008; 

Strayhorn, 2008), it is important to contextualize that in the findings mentioned above, lesser 

involvement from students of color were at predominately White institutions. Institutional 

culture and climate may deter students of color from getting involved. This study illuminated no 

difference in level of participation in a week of welcome program by race/ethnicity. There was 

no significant difference in level of participation for White students, students of color, and 

students who preferred not to answer. It is important here to note that because of the small 

sample size of several racially identifying categories, students who identified as any race and 

ethnicity other than White were combined into a single group representing ‘students of color’ 

(n=53). Students of color included students who identified as one of the following: Black or 

African American, Asian, American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Pacific 

Islander, or Multi-Racial. Results proved similar among cohorts, with the exception of the 2017 

cohort (n=241). This cohort showed a significant difference in percent of events attended 

between White students and students of color. White students participated at a higher rate of 
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attendance this year. A possible explanation of this finding includes the intentional effort to 

engage students of minority groups after the first year. When the intervention program 

committee met to assess the outcomes of the program the first year, engaging students of color 

was a topic of discussion. The committee made a small, but notable effort in including students 

of color in the print and video promotions of the 2017 week of welcome program, hoping that it 

would encourage incoming students of color to see they had a place at the table, encouraging 

participation in the welcome week events. Results from later years indicate that the intentional 

change may have encouraged greater participation among students of color.  

 
Generational Status. Previous literature suggests that first-generation students tend to 

have lower levels of peer interactions outside of academic courses, and less extracurricular 

involvement in college, along with lower levels of social and academic integration (Pascarella et 

al., 2004; Rubin, 2012; Duran et al., 2020). In this study, findings demonstrated that generational 

status did not have a significant relationship with level of participation in the week of welcome 

program. First generation students participated at a similar rate as their continuing-generation 

peers and students who were unsure of their parents’ level of education. Results proved similar 

among cohorts, with the exception of the 2017 cohort (n=242). This cohort demonstrated a 

significant difference in percent of events attended between continuing generation students, first 

generation students, and students who were unsure of their parents’ education level. Because the 

sample size of students who identified as unsure of their parents’ education level was so small 

(n=2), there was not enough statistical power to see which groups had varying participation this 

year.  
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Residency Status. This study demonstrated no significant difference in level of 

participation in a week of welcome program based on residency status (in state versus out of 

state). Results proved consistent among all individual cohorts. This finding suggests that out of 

state students participate in the week of welcome program at a similar rate as their in-state peers. 

Based on the review of the literature and a lack of discussion on student involvement’s 

relationship with a students’ residency status, this finding contributes important information to 

the field.  

 
Perceived Institutional Support. Morrow & Ackermann (2012) found a positive 

relationship between student’s intentions to persist in college and motivation, along with 

perceived peer and faculty support. This study found students’ perceptions of institutional 

support did not have a significant relationship with level of participation in the week of welcome 

program. Results proved similar among cohorts, with the exception of the 2018 cohort (n=220). 

This cohort demonstrated a significant difference in percent of events attended based on 

perceived institutional support. Those who indicated that they had a stronger perception of 

support from the institution participated at a greater level. Based on the review of the literature 

and a lack of discussion on college student involvement and it’s relationship with perceived 

institutional support, this finding contributes important information to the field.  

 
Level of High School Involvement. Last, results demonstrated that there was no 

significant difference in level of participation in the week of welcome program based on level of 

high school involvement. Results proved to hold constant among all individual cohorts. One of 

the institutional or internal critiques of the week of welcome program is that students who 
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participate in the program were probably students who were extremely involved in high school, 

not unengaged high school students. Results demonstrated that this is not true; there was no 

relationship between level of high school involvement and level of participation in the early 

semester intervention program. Previous research (Olsen, Kuh, Schilling, Connolly, and 

Simmons, 1998) found students who had high levels of achievement in high school were more 

likely to be involved in a range of activities during college. This finding may suggest that the 

intervention program is marketed so well that it entices students from varying levels of high 

school involvement to participate. Another explanation is that perhaps the students who were 

unengaged in high school view college as a “fresh start” or a new and exciting time in their lives 

so they choose to be engaged and involved.  

Summary of Student Input Characteristics  

This overarching theme that level of participation in the week of welcome program did 

not vary by most student input characteristics proves to be fascinating. Although previous 

literature and studies suggest have found demographics such as gender, race/ethnicity, 

generational status, etc. have a relationship with college student involvement rates, this study 

found no consistent variation in activity level by these characteristics.  

This finding elicits thought. First, this should provide insight to university administration 

that student involvement in a week of welcome program does not vary by most student input 

characteristics (with the exception of living status in this case), meaning involvement does not 

relate to those student characteristics out of an institution’s control (i.e. gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, generational status, level of high school involvement). In this case, it did not 

matter what student background or pre-college characteristics were – students participated in the 
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program at similar levels to their peers who had varying pre-college characteristics. Because this 

dissertation is a problem of practice, it is of value to suggest plausible explanations for these 

findings. Perhaps the array of activities in the week of welcome program are diverse enough in 

nature, that a wide variety of students from different backgrounds participate equally. The array 

of events fully described in chapter 3 may suggest that there is something for everyone. Second, 

this week of welcome intervention program was designed in such a way that student participation 

in the program happened naturally. For example, high trafficked places that students would visit 

were transformed into a welcome week event, almost mandating participation without student 

mindfulness that they were in fact, participating in the week of welcome program. A detailed 

example of this is the student activity fair that takes place in the heart of campus two days before 

classes start. Students must walk through the heart of campus to get to the student union and to 

find the academic buildings that their classes are in.  Hosting this event outside in the heart of 

campus requires students to walk through the fair, which then gauges their interest and 

involvement in the activity. Additionally, it introduces students to an important space and place 

on campus that they will continue to utilize once classes begin. They may remember this space 

as the place they met their now best friend or were introduced to their now favorite student 

organization for the first time.  

Beyond maximizing on-campus spaces to host events, perhaps what is more notable is the 

institutionalization of this program. It may be this welcome program was institutionalized so well 

that the entire campus community believed in, supported, and encouraged student participation in 

the program. It was the program developer’s goal that every person on campus (faculty, staff, 

and current students) were aware of the program, including its event lineup, the importance of 



 130 

student participation in the program, and how the campus community could get involved to 

support the effort. The program developer did so by first pitching the program plan and goals to 

the university Vice President for Student Success who immediately saw the need and benefit of 

the program. Next, the program goal and idea were pitched to the university President who fully 

supported the notion and encouraged the program developer to implement accordingly. Next, the 

program developer created a campus committee that comprised staff and faculty across the 

campus. A full description of the comprised committee is discussed in chapter 3. Finally, once 

the university-wide committee had a well-developed plan, the program was shared with the 

entire campus community through university emails, campus presentations, individual office 

visits, and more. It was the program developer’s goal that no matter what a person’s affiliation 

with MSU (staff, faculty, current students, alumni, incoming student, parent of a student, etc.), 

they were aware of the week of welcome program and were invested in supporting the effort. 

Because the program developer had the endorsement of the university President, it was pitched 

to others that this program was endorsed by the university President, that it aligned directly with 

the university strategic plan, and that it would help cultivate a sense of community and campus 

engagement not just among new, first year students, but among the entire community that it 

would take to successfully host the week of welcome program.  

Last, the program was marketed and messaged consistently to incoming students prior to 

them arriving on campus and the messaging only increased once they stepped foot on campus. 

Students received emails from the Office of Admissions prior to the start of the semester 

informing students of the week of welcome events that would welcome them to their new 

community in a fun and engaging way. Students and their parents received additional emails 
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from the Dean of Students office from the Dean of Students himself, expressing the importance 

and value of the welcome week program. Once students arrived on campus for orientation, they 

received a packet full of institution resources, but the packet also included welcome week 

stickers and agendas. The week of welcome program was introduced to students during almost 

every individual orientation session they attended. By now, the week of welcome program name 

was most likely deep-rooted in their minds. When students moved in to their residence halls, the 

first thing they saw was a very large door decoration that was taped to their door with the 

welcome week activities listed out by date, location, time, and event description. Their first floor 

meetings with their resident advisors included conversation about the welcome week program 

and one of the first emails they received from the university President encouraged participation 

in the program. Cultivating an institutional buy-in and commitment to the program is perhaps a 

parallel to this finding and strongly encouraged for practitioners who plan to implement a related 

program. 

The systematic approach that was implemented to develop and execute this week of 

welcome program may have had implications on the findings. While much of the literature 

demonstrates that students from varying backgrounds participate in college planned activities at 

different rates, this study found no significant difference in participation level by student 

background characteristics. In summary, institutions that seek to implement a week of welcome 

program should consider a systematic approach with the following four foundational 

characteristics: development of broad institutional support of the program to ensure proper 

integration across all levels of the institutional environment, diverse event activities that 

encourage students from varying backgrounds to participate, structured events in locations that 
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encourage “natural” student participation, and consistent and persuasive marketing efforts 

featured in the communications landscape navigated by students. 

RQ3) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging, what is the unique 

relationship between planned level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging?  

Three unique OLS Regressions were employed to understand the relationship between 

students’ planned level of participation in the week of welcome program and their actual sense of 

belonging. The first regression looked for a relationship between planned level of participation 

and actual student sense of belonging. A statistically significant relationship was found. The next 

regression added year, desired sense of belonging, and the student background characteristics to 

the model to understand when accounting for these variables if the relationship between planned 

level of participation in the week of welcome program and student sense of belonging still had a 

relationship, and it did. This result demonstrates that students’ plan to participate in a week of 

welcome program continues to maintain a statistically significant relationship with sense of 

belonging when accounting for the varied backgrounds of students.  The third and final model 

included level of high school involvement as a covariate. As described in chapter 4, level of high 

school involvement was not included in the first model because data were only collected on this 

variable for two years, reducing the size of the overall sample significantly. The third model had 

a decreased sample size (n=377). This model demonstrated that planned participation continues 
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to associate with first year college student sense of belonging even when controlling for level of 

high school involvement.  

The OLS Regressions demonstrated that all three models were significant in predicting 

actual sense of belonging. These initial results describe the global effect of students’ planned 

level of participation in the week of welcome program and first year college student sense of 

belonging. Within each block, some predictor variables were found to have statistically 

significant relationships with actual sense of belonging. Those predictors include the independent 

variables desired sense of belonging, perceived institutional support, and planning to attend week 

of welcome events. Desired sense of belonging continued to be the single strongest predictor of 

actual sense of belonging, controlling for all other variables in the model.  

These results demonstrate that students who planned to attend more welcome week events 

felt a stronger sense of belonging, concluding that planned involvement has a strong association 

with sense of belonging. This finding aligns with what the literature suggests in regard to the 

theory of planned behavior. The theory of planned behavior indicates that attitude, subject 

norms, and perceived behavioral control shape an individual's behavioral intentions, which have 

been found to be significantly related to behavior (Ajzen, 1991). According to the theory of 

planned behavior, the likelihood that someone will engage in an action depends on their intention 

to perform it (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). The application of this theory could 

demonstrate that when students think about and therefore plan to participate in the week of 

welcome program and intend to make time for the activity, their actual sense of belonging 

increases. This finding further aligns with previous literature regarding planned involvement in 

college. Kuh, Gonyea, and Williams (2005) noted that students who expected to be involved in 
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college activities were more likely to become involved. This finding demonstrates the 

importance and value of university strategy surrounding the encouragement of involvement 

activities prior to students stepping foot on campus. A further discussion of this finding is 

provided below in the implications for practice section.  

RQ4) Accounting for college student input characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 

residency status, living status, generational status, level of high school involvement, 

perceived institutional support, and desired sense of belonging, what is the unique 

relationship between actual level of participation in a week of welcome program and 

college student sense of belonging, controlling for planned level of participation?  

Three unique OLS Regressions were employed to understand the relationship between 

students’ actual level of participation in the week of welcome program and their sense of 

belonging. The first regression looked for a relationship between actual level of participation and 

actual student sense of belonging. A statistically significant positive relationship was found. The 

next regression added year as a control variable, desired sense of belonging, and the student 

background characteristics to the model to understand when accounting for these variables if the 

relationship between actual level of participation in the week of welcome program and student 

sense of belonging still had a relationship, and it did. This result demonstrates that even when 

accounting for the varied backgrounds of the students, the positive relationship between actual 

participation and sense of belonging remained. The third and final model included level of high 

school involvement has a covariate. As described in chapter 4, level of high school involvement 

was not included in the first model because data were only collected on this variable for two 

years, reducing the size of the overall sample significantly. The third model had a decreased 
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sample size (n=377). This model demonstrated that actual participation continues to associate 

with first year college student sense of belonging even when controlling for level of high school 

involvement.  

The OLS regressions demonstrated that all three models were significant in predicting 

actual sense of belonging. These initial results describe the global effect of students’ actual level 

of participation in the week of welcome program and first year college student sense of 

belonging. Within each block, some predictor variables were found to have statistically 

significant relationships with actual sense of belonging. Those predictors include the independent 

variables desired sense of belonging, and actual level of participation in the week of welcome 

events. Desired sense of belonging continued to be the single highest predictor of actual sense of 

belonging, controlling for all other variables in the model.  

These results demonstrate that students who attended more welcome week events, felt a 

stronger sense of belonging, indicating that the more students engaged in week of welcome 

activities, the greater sense of belonging they reported. This finding strongly aligns with the 

literature regarding college student involvement and sense of belonging. Research suggests that 

getting involved in college enhances student sense of belonging (Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 

2007; Strayhorn, 2012). This finding further illuminates the link between college student 

involvement in a week of welcome program and first year college student sense of belonging.  

RQ5) Is there a difference between college student desired sense of belonging and actual sense 

of belonging following a week of welcome program? How does the relationship between 

desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging change when accounting for 

student input characteristics? 
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This study demonstrated that desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging 

had a positive relationship. Students’ desired sense of belonging was measured prior to 

participating in the week of welcome program and students’ actual sense of belonging was 

measured following week of welcome program participation. The results suggest that when 

students have a desire to belong, this positively correlates with their actual feelings of 

belongingness. When controlling for student background characteristics, desired sense of 

belonging and actual sense of belonging continued to have a statistically significant positive 

relationship. It is imperative to note that there are countless things that could contribute to a 

students’ sense of belonging, outside of the intervention program (i.e. student clubs and 

organizations, residence hall communities, faculty interactions, a sense of freedom being away 

from home for the first time, etc.). This aligns what was found in the literature by Hausmann, 

Schofield, and Woods (2007). They found that perceptions of campus belonging predicted actual 

sense of belonging and the intent to persist for freshmen college students, at the beginning of the 

academic year. 

Limitations and Recommendations for Further Research 

 The limitations of this study warrant recommendations for future research. Several issues 

limit the interpretation and generalizability of these findings. First, the survey results were 

limited to a sample of first year college students from one predominately white institution. In 

order to determine whether these findings apply beyond the context of this institution, this 

research should be tested with data from students at other institutions and institutional types. 

Findings from one institution may not be representative of student experiences and perspectives 

in other institutional contexts. Each institution of higher education has its own distinct mission, 
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goals and priorities, organizational and financial structure, and resources. Institutional type may 

shape student experiences and outcomes. Future studies should include diverse institutions that 

vary in size and type, including but not limited to: public, private, for-profit, not-for-profit, 

commuter, residential, community college, single-sex, tribal, and historically black colleges and 

universities. Due to the lack of racial and ethnic diversity at the institution the intervention 

program was conducted, the data analyses were constrained which led to the combining of races 

and ethnicities other than White (Black or African American, Asian, American Indian or Alaska 

Native, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, Multi-Racial) into one group (students of 

color) for analytic purposes. Disaggregating by race and ethnicity would be useful in future 

research to further explore and understand the relationship that race and ethnicity may have with 

student involvement and sense of belonging. Another limitation to note is that the sample 

included only first time, full time students, meaning transfer students in their first year were not 

included in the analysis, although they most likely participated in the program. This is simply 

because the institution that the research was collected at suggested using first time, full time 

students to align with the way the institution collects and reports information on retention 

outcomes. Future research should include transfer students in their analysis. Last, results were 

provided from self-reported data. It is known that self-reported data requires the respondent to 

have the knowledge and memory to answer the questions accurately (Bowman & Herzog, 2011). 

Insights to be gained by this analysis cannot be more reliable than the accuracy of self-reporting 

participation.   
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Future Research 

 
Additional Analysis – Retention and Graduation Rates. The most apparent next step would 

include examining the retention and graduation rates of students who participated in the welcome 

week program to understand how the program associates with retention and success. Students 

who were invited to participate in the research and responded to both the pre and post survey can 

be identified via email and the researcher could partner with the university planning and analysis 

office to examine both retention and graduation rates of the students who were part of the sample. 

Welcome week retention and graduation rates could then be compared to those of the overall 

institution. This would provide further insight on the relationship that this week of welcome 

program has with first to second semester retention, fall to fall (year one to year two) retention, 

and graduation.  

 
Additional Analysis – Mediation and Moderation. In addition to the additional research 

ideas listed above, future research may employee mediation and moderation techniques to the 

data analysis. Mediation and moderation analyses use correlation and regression to assess 

specific types of relationships. Building on correlation and multiple regression, one can combine 

mediation and moderation to have mediated moderation or moderated mediation (Leech, Barrett, 

& Morgan, 2015). Mediation occurs when the observed relationship between two variables (i.e. 

actual participation in a week of welcome program and first year college student sense of 

belonging) is due, at least in part, to a third variable (i.e. friendships developed). Mediation 

occurs when a variable such as the mediating variable (i.e. friendships developed) reduces the 

magnitude of the relationship between two other variables (i.e. actual participation in a week of 

welcome program and first year college student sense of belonging). Essentially, mediation 
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investigates if the effect of x on y is operating through a third variable (Leech, Barrett, & 

Morgan, 2015). This would further support the results of this study by explaining the causal 

relationship between the two variables or more specifically, how the relationship works.  

Moderation occurs when the relationship between two variables is different depending on 

the level of the third variable (Leech, Barrett, & Morgan, 2015). Perhaps the relationship 

between actual level of participation in the week of welcome program and first year college 

student sense of belonging may be greater for students who have a stronger perception of 

institutional support than for students who had a weaker perception of institutional support. 

Essentially, moderation investigates how the interaction between two or more independent 

variables affects the relationship of these variables to the outcome variable (Leech, Barrett, & 

Morgan, 2015).  

Both mediation and moderation methods assume that the dependent variable did not cause 

the mediator or moderator (Leech, Barrett, & Morgan, 2015). Employing mediation and 

moderation to the data analysis can be done in SPSS and may provide further insight to the effect 

or size of the relationship between both planned and actual level of participation in a week of 

welcome program and first year college student sense of belonging.  

 
Additional Analysis – Events and Belonging. In an effort to understand which welcome 

week events have a statistically significant relationship with first year college student sense of 

belonging, it would be worthwhile to investigate the relationship between individual welcome 

week events and first year college student sense of belonging. This would allow administrators to 

target resources and efforts to the events and areas that are most effective. This level of event-

specific analysis could be examined further by including a moderating analysis. For example, 
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does X event have a stronger relationship with sense of belonging for male students as for female 

students? Like the other results in this study, it is important to note that what works for one 

individual campus may not mirror the same results at another institution. Another consideration 

would be to examine different ways to group the events instead of simply examining overall or 

individual event participation. Rather than taking the rate of participation for all of the events, 

they could be considered temporally or conceptually to yield more nuanced dependent variables. 

Examples include grouping events that yield the best student outcomes such as high impact 

events, size of events, or nature of events. By doing this, it may shed light on those activities that 

are most influential in cultivating student sense of belonging. 

 
Additional Variables – Academic Factors and Outcomes. This study did not attempt to 

understand the relationship between students’ involvement and academic factors or outcomes. 

For example, did participating in the week of welcome program have a relationship with first 

semester or first year grade point average? Exploring academic performance factors (i.e. GPA, 

hours spent studying, frequency of correspondence with faculty) and outcome measures (i.e. 

student preparedness, retention rates, and graduation rates) is a highly recommend next step. This 

would provide insight to the relationship that the week of welcome program has with student 

success. A follow up qualitative study could include focus groups or interview questions that 

illuminate if and how the program prepares students for their college journey and college 

success.  

 
Additional Variables – Engaging with Faculty and Staff. As discussed in the literature 

review, given the importance of student and faculty connections outside of the classroom, 
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another recommendation for further research would be to understand the relationship that the 

week of welcome program has with student and faculty connections. Do students notice that 

faculty and staff are there to connect with them in an authentic and meaningful way? Does it 

make asking questions in the classroom easier? Do students feel a bond or sense of alignment 

with the university staff as a result of the welcome week activities?  

Future Study – Qualitative Research   

Further, it would be of value for future research to consider a follow-up qualitative approach 

to provide a richer and deeper understanding of how the welcome week program associates with 

belonging. For example, one-on-one interviews or focus groups with first year students might be 

useful to inform strategies for understanding student involvement in the week of welcome 

program, learning more about involvement’s relationship with student sense of belonging, how 

the events and the program made students feel, and the impact that they felt it had on their first 

year and beyond.  

Future Study – Faculty and Staff Engagement and Belonging   

An additional recommendation includes the assessment of the program’s relationship with 

faculty and staff belonging/engagement. As described in chapter 3, this intervention program was 

designed to encourage faculty and staff participation in the program for two reasons: to 

authentically connect with students in a meaningful way outside of normal business (class 

lectures, collecting student payments, advising and counseling students, etc.) and to support the 

university strategic priorities of faculty and staff engaging in campus activities that further the 

mission of the institution. In the spirit of understanding student sense of belonging, exploration 

on the program’s relationship with faculty and staff sense of belonging is warranted. Does a 
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week of welcome program foster a culture of belonging and engagement for faculty and staff, 

too? Does volunteering in a week of welcome program foster a sense of place and commitment 

to their workplace?  

Future Study – Follow Up with Cohort  

The last and final recommendation would be to employ follow up studies with the same 

cohort of students, year three or four of their enrollment at the institution to assess the 

relationship between the week of welcome program and overall college satisfaction and 

commitment to the institution.   

Implications for Practice 

This study’s limitations should be taken into consideration before applying the general 

results to policy development or professional practice. Results from this study could contribute to 

the body of knowledge on first year college student sense of belonging. This study could inform 

policy and practice at the institution the research was conducted while also providing insights to 

other institutions across the United States. Further, this study could inform university 

administrators on the value of week of welcome programs, specifically used as an intervention 

tool to support and elevate college student sense of belonging and potentially student persistence 

and success. The results from this study point to a host of recommendations for administrators. 

Last, the results have implications for faculty and staff on college campuses, as well as college 

students. The implications for practice presented in this section are based on this study’s 

findings.  
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Welcome Week Participation Associates with Sense of Belonging  

The findings that level of participation in a week of welcome program is a significant 

predictor of first year college student sense of belonging suggests that colleges should make 

programs as such a priority. This study found that level of participation in a week of welcome 

program had a significant relationship with first year student sense of belonging. This result 

demonstrates not only the importance of institutions prioritizing week of welcome programs but 

encouraging student involvement in the program, especially if the institution’s goal or priority is 

to build and enhance student belonging. If institutions do not currently offer a welcome week 

program, they should consider hosting one. Hosting a week of welcome program does not 

necessarily mean that the institution has to start from scratch. They can start by taking an 

inventory of programs and events that already exist on campus during the welcome week time 

period. For example, residence life might host floor programs and the student government office 

might host a comedy show or movie viewing. If there are already traditional programs and events 

that take place, the institution could package the events together and market them as a welcome 

week program. This would be an easy way to get a week of welcome program initiated if one 

does not exist. In addition, it would help build lateral communities and cross-promote pre-

existing events and programs. If there are no campus events or programs happening during the 

welcome week time period, the institution should consider creating a campus committee to 

oversee the implementation of a welcome week program. A full discussion of how the institution 

of discussion built a welcome week committee and program can be found in chapter 3.  



 144 

Living on Campus Associates with Sense of Belonging   

Second, this study found that living status was the single student background characteristic 

that had a significant relationship with level of participation in the week of welcome program. 

Students who lived off campus participated in the week of welcome program at a significantly 

lower rate than their on-campus peers. No other student input characteristics had a significant 

association with level of participation in the program. This result aligns with years of studies that 

have examined the value of on-campus living. One of the clear distinctions between residential 

and commuter freshman is that commuters are afforded fewer opportunities to interact with their 

collegiate peers in informal ways (Upcraft & Gardner, 1990; Kuh, 2003; Lowe & Gayle, 2007). 

Additionally, students who commute to campus are less likely to commute back for an evening 

event or program (Upcraft & Gardner, 1990). Kuh’s (2001) analysis of national survey data on 

more than 100,000 students across 470 colleges and universities found that commuter students 

reported lower levels of interaction with faculty and less engagement in co-curricular activities 

than their peers who live on campus, both of which have been linked to greater sense of 

belonging (Hurtado & Carter, 1997). The results of this study demonstrate two clear concepts: 

the importance of the institution connecting with students who live off campus, and the valuable 

role that residence life professionals have in connecting with on-campus residents and promoting 

student involvement events and activities.  

Engaging students who live off campus matters. Commuter students may encounter 

difficulties in finding their fit on campus or in building relationships with peers, faculty and staff 

(Hatch et al., 2017). Institutions should generate targeted communications for students who live 

off campus, extolling the importance of the campus community and the ways in which commuter 

students can get involved on campus, while living off. Although students who live off-campus 



 145 

may not want to commute back to campus for an evening program or event, there are other ways 

that institutions can promote engagement with commuter students. For instance, institutions 

should support off-campus students by encouraging them to get a job on campus, join a campus 

club or community, and/or utilize on-campus resources such as help centers, etc. Institutions 

should engage with first year students who live off campus early and often, checking in with 

them via email, phone calls, text messages, etc. Perhaps there could be peer mentors, much like 

residential advisors who are responsible for engaging with first year off-campus residents. This 

concept could be built into the residential education curriculum or could perhaps be an extension 

of the university seminar curriculum. As a part of the university seminar curriculum, there could 

be a group of peer mentors or leaders who facilitate weekly meetings with off-campus first year 

students. Both the first year students and the peer mentors could potentially earn college credit 

for the additional curriculum component that would incorporate professional development 

opportunities along with both cocurricular and extracurricular activities. Ultimately, institutions 

need to identify ways to help first year commuter students form an identity and affiliation with 

the institution. In addition to the ideas listed above, another way to promote off-campus first year 

student involvement could be a commuter social event at the beginning of each semester with the 

university president, faculty and staff, and peer group mentors. A social event would allow 

commuter students to meet and connect with other commuter students and would introduce them 

to the benefits of engaging on campus. An important note here is that an institution’s 

development with commuter students should be nurtured and shaped over time, meaning that 

there cannot be a one and done philosophy. Events as such should be offered throughout the 

academic semester or year.  
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Planned Behavior Associates with Sense of Belonging 

Olsen et al (1998) found that new students who indicated a desire to participate in a wide 

range of intellectual, social, and cultural activities during the first year of college were more 

likely to do so. Aligning with the literature, this study found that planned level of participation in 

a week of welcome program has an association with first year college student sense of belonging. 

If students planned to attend the welcome week events, they felt a stronger sense of belonging. 

This aligns with the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen,1991) discussed above. The theory of 

planned behavior indicates that attitude, subject norms, and perceived behavioral control shape 

an individual's behavioral intentions, which have been found to be significantly related to actual 

behavior (Ajzen,1991). In this example, when students planned to participate in the week of 

welcome program, they had a stronger sense of belonging. Kuh, Gonyea, and Williams (2005) 

noted that college students who expected to be involved in college activities were more likely to 

become involved. This finding demonstrates the importance of institutions sharing information 

about the welcome week program with incoming students before they arrive to campus, so 

students have an opportunity to plan to attend the events. Examples include email 

communications informing students about the welcome week program. 

Desired Sense of Belonging Associates with Actual Sense of Belonging  

This study found that the desired sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging have a 

statistically significant relationship. In fact, in the OLS regression models, desired sense of 

belonging continued to be the strongest predictor of actual first year college student sense of 

belonging. Hausmann, Schofield, and Woods (2007) found that perceptions of campus belonging 

predicted intent to persist for freshmen college students, at the beginning of the academic year. 
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Controlling for background variables such as race/ethnicity, gender, financial difficulty, and 

standardized test scores, they found a relation between perceived sense of belonging and intent to 

student persistence. Much like a desire to belong, institutional commitment has demonstrated to 

have a positive relationship with college student sense of belonging and success (Donovan, 1984; 

Tinto, 1987, 1993; Mayo, Murguia, and Padilla, 1995; Moores and Klas, 1989; Munro, 1981; 

Pascarella, Duby, and Iverson, 1983; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1980; Pascarella, Terenzini, and 

Wolfle 1986). Additionally, Bean’s (1985) student persistence model identified institutional 

commitment to have a relationship with persistence. This finding suggests that in relation to 

helping incoming students identify a desire to belong, it is imperative that institutions work to 

increase student institutional commitment and affiliation. Beyond relating to sense of belonging, 

research suggests that when students feel a sense of commitment or affiliation to their institution, 

they obtain higher grades and are more likely to graduate than are less committed students (Nora 

& Cabrera, 1993; Robbins et al., 2004; Woosley & Miller, 2009).  

Perceived Institutional Support Predicts Sense of Belonging  

Following desired sense of belonging, perceived institutional support was the second 

strongest predictor of actual sense of belonging, holding all other variables constant. This 

indicates that when students know that their institution cares about their success and they feel as 

though they will be supported by their institution, there is a direct relationship with feelings of 

belongingness. This aligns with what previous literature has found. Morrow & Ackermann 

(2012) found that how connected students feel to their university is an important construct to 

consider when looking at why students persist at an institution. This is important for institutions 

to know and understand. Before students even step foot on campus, institutions should be 
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communicating that they are happy the student will be joining their community and sharing the 

diverse programs and support centers in place to support students.  

Comprehensive Response  

The extensive literature review conducted for this study, coupled with the results of this 

study should motivate, encourage, and empower higher education professionals to implement 

week of welcome programs on their campus, if they do not already exist. If they do exist, more 

time, energy, efforts, and possibly funding should be allocated to support the effort as this study 

demonstrates the value that the programs bring. It is further recommended that higher education 

administrators implement belonging plans at their institutions. Much like a strategic plan, a 

belonging plan should be at the forefront of our minds. A belonging plan should encompass the 

myriad of curricular, co-curricular and extra-curricular activities and programs that occur on a 

campus and contribute to belonging, with ideas of new interventions, too. With the intention of 

increasing student sense of belonging and connectedness to the institution, a campus belonging 

plan should involve diverse stakeholders from across the institution to envision, plan, implement, 

support and assess the campus-wide belonging plan. It should be an ongoing effort that is 

continuously reviewed and measured.  

The belonging plan should be available to all departments across campuses so they can 

understand institutional priorities and see how their work fits in to the collective effort. 

Belonging does not solely transpire from fun events and programs such as a welcome week. The 

daily functions of an institution have the ability to contribute to a student’s sense of belonging. 

Recalling the work of Strayhorn (2018) and Museus et al (2017), the everyday climate and 

culture of a college campus has the ability to impact college student sense of belonging. For 
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example, if female students find the STEM classrooms chilly and unwelcoming, their sense of 

belonging will likely be compromised. If Black students experience daily microaggressions 

toward them because of pervasive racism, they too will experience a compromised sense of 

belonging. Further thoughts worth noting are the simplicity but importance of daily interactions 

that college students have with faculty, staff, and their peers and how those interactions may 

contribute to their sense of belonging. When each individual campus employee and unit takes the 

time to understand their role in the lives of college students, it is easier for them to understand 

how they contribute to the larger institutional effort of enhancing student sense of belonging and 

success. 

Individual academic colleges should review the campus-wide belonging plan to 

understand the institutional goals surrounding belonging and then implement interventions at the 

college level. For example, an individual college may consider prioritizing belonging efforts by 

instituting weekly coffee chats with the Dean for students to have authentic and meaningful 

conversations about curriculum, their professors, ideation for new concepts and research, etc.  

In addition to a campus belonging plan, institutions should prioritize campus programs 

and events year-round. Additionally, institutions should continue to shape specific messages to 

students regarding student involvement opportunities - not just during the first six weeks, but the 

entire year. Once the welcome week events are over, it is important that students have ways to 

continue engaging in activities that will further cultivate and promote their sense of belonging. 

Recalling the discussion on Schlossberg’s transition theory in chapter 2, “moving through” is an 

important stage of transition for college students. Once the welcome week activities end, it is 

important that the institution continue to provide opportunities for students to engage in 
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meaningful co-curricular and extra-curricular activities outside of the classroom to support 

students as they are “moving through” in their continued development of sense of belonging, 

affiliation, and success. Last, institutions should consider hosting welcome week programs not 

just during the fall term, but for spring term as well, since some first year students begin their 

college journey in the spring. 

Contributions to the Literature 

“A comprehensive understanding of the elements of campus environments that affect 

sense of belonging among college students remains elusive. Therefore, further research that 

increases understandings of the relationship between campus environments and sense of 

belonging is warranted” (Museus, Yi, & Saelua, 2017, p. 191). Answering the call from Museus 

& Saelua (2017), this study contributes to the gap in the literature and demonstrates the 

importance of week of welcome programs in higher education. This study makes an important 

contribution to the literature on first year college student sense of belonging. An extensive 

review of the literature demonstrates that this study is only the second to investigate the 

relationship between a week of welcome program and first year college student sense of 

belonging. While only two studies have examined week of welcome programs specifically, like 

the study conducted by Soria et al., (2013), this study found a positive relationship between week 

of welcome attendance and first year college student sense of belonging. It is of value to note 

that both studies were conducted at large flagship research universities, as this may be of value to 

large institutions considering placing resources to such efforts.  

Results from this study help build an introductory understanding regarding the 

relationship that exists between involvement in a week of welcome program and first year 
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college student sense of belonging, including the relationship between student background 

characteristics and involvement levels, planned participation, and actual participation. Further, 

this study produces a foundation for others to investigate and launch additional research 

regarding week of welcome programs, further exploring their relationship with sense of 

belonging and student success. This study found that generally, student background 

characteristics do not have a relationship with level of participation in a week of welcome 

program. This is an important discovery as findings from other research studies present mixed 

conclusions. It demonstrates to college administrators that the student variables they have no 

control over may have a limited relationship with involvement in a week of welcome program, 

which should allow more focused time and energy on variables the institution can control, such 

as perceived institutional support. Further importance of this finding might suggest that because 

of the way this welcome week was so well marketed, coupled with the diverse offerings of 

programs and events, and a shared responsibility for all campus stakeholders to support the 

effort, student participation across varying background characteristics was similar. Perceived 

institutional support was found to have a statistically significant positive relationship with first 

year college student sense of belonging. After desired sense of belonging, this was the second 

strongest predictor of actual sense of belonging. Because there are few studies that discuss the 

importance of perceived institutional support and college student sense of belonging, this will 

add a valuable contribution to the field on this topic.  

Conclusions 

Approximately seventy five percent of first year college students are retained their second 

year (NSC Research Center, 2020). Students leave college for a variety of reasons: they may 
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experience financial difficulties, have family obligations, trouble seeking a support community 

in school, experience academic adjustment issues, lack of student involvement, and poor 

institutional fit (Tinto, 2001). Students stay in college when they find a sense of place or 

community. Researchers (Astin, 1984; Milem & Berger, 1997; Beil, Reisen, Zea, & Caplan, 

1999; Cadet, 2008; Strayhorn, 2012) have presented evidence that student involvement in 

campus activities, both social and academic, are strongly related to student sense of belonging 

and retention. How can campuses cultivate a sense of belonging among first year students? 

Strayhorn (2012) states that educators must create conditions that foster belonging among 

students. The week of welcome program evaluated in this study served as a condition to foster 

first year college student sense of belonging. Results from this study show that this program 

successfully welcomed first year college students to its university community and helped 

cultivate a sense of belonging among its first year students.  

The overarching conclusion from this study is that participation in a week of welcome 

program significantly associates with first year college student sense of belonging. This 

demonstrates the importance and value of week of welcome programs for college administrators 

interested in cultivating a sense of belong among first year students. This study further 

illuminated that student involvement does not vary by most student input characteristics, 

providing positive insight to university administration that student involvement does not relate to 

characteristics that are uncontrollable by the institution (i.e. gender, race/ethnicity, residency 

status, generational status, level of high school involvement). It provides further insight that if 

the week of welcome program is designed and launched correctly, with institutional buy-in and 

support from the university community, it may encourage greater participation from students of 
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various backgrounds. When the entire campus community believes in and promotes a program to 

its students in many ways, it creates a buy-in among diverse students in regard to their 

participation. Both planned level of participation and actual level of participation in a week of 

welcome program associate with first year college student sense of belonging, implying the 

importance and value of institutions promoting the week of welcome program before students 

even step foot on campus, during their arrival to campus, and throughout the length of the 

intervention program. It further demonstrates the importance of campuses encouraging student 

participation in these intervention programs. Last, this study demonstrated that students’ desired 

sense of belonging and actual sense of belonging related to one another, indicating that first year 

students who had a desire to belong, had a significantly positive relationship with actual sense of 

belonging, post intervention program. This study demonstrates that this work matters. Fostering 

a sense of belonging among first year students attributes to a number of positive student 

outcomes, including their long-term success and over-arching goal of obtaining a college degree 

(Kuh, 2009).  
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Hello ${m://FirstName}, 
  
As an incoming student to University X, we have randomly selected you to participate in a 
survey about your expectations for the upcoming semester. Your confidential responses will be 
used to help us as we look to improve the ways we welcome new students to University X. 
  
Our survey will only take about 5-6 minutes to complete. When ready to begin, you can click the 
link at the bottom of this email. 
 
After you complete the survey, you will be asked to click a link for a separate site where we will 
ask you for your email address and name. This information is kept entirely separate from your 
responses (hence the link to the second site). You will receive directions on how to receive a free 
popcorn or soda from University X, and can choose to be entered into a drawing for 
a $100 Amazon gift card. 
  
Finally, keep your eyes on your email inbox because in early October, we will send you an 
invitation for a second survey. If you complete both this survey and that next survey, you will 
be entered into a second drawing for a $200 Amazon gift card. We will announce the 
winners of both gift cards in October. 
  
We encourage you to ${l://SurveyLink?d=Take%20the%20Survey} now if possible, but you can 
come back to this email and take it any time before 8/21/19. 
  
Thank you! 
 
Chelsey Wilson, M.Ed. 
Director, Week of Welcome Program 
University X 
researchers email 

 
${l://SurveyLink?d=Take%20the%20Survey} 

Follow the link to opt out of future emails: 
${l://OptOutLink?d=Click here to unsubscribe} 
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 184 

Hello ${m://FirstName}! 
  
As a first-year student at University X, we have randomly selected you to participate in a survey 
about your experiences and expectations for this semester. Your confidential responses will be 
used to help us as we look to improve the ways we welcome new students to University X. 
  
This survey will only take 4-5 minutes to complete. When ready to begin, you can click the 
link at the bottom of this email. 
 
In return for completing the survey, 

• You can receive a FREE Bag of Popcorn or Soda from University X Food Services. 
• You will receive directions on how you can choose to be entered into a drawing for 

a $100 Amazon gift card. 
• As you may remember, we invited you to do a previous survey in August. If you 

completed that survey as well, thank you! Your name has already been entered for the 
$100 gift card, but if you complete this survey too, you will be eligible for a $200 gift 
card in a separate drawing.  

We will announce the winners of both gift cards in late October. 
 
After you complete the survey, you will be asked to click a link for a separate site where we will 
ask you for your email address and name. This will enter you in to win the Amazon gift 
cards. This information is kept entirely separate from your responses (hence the link to the 
second site). 
  
We encourage you to ${l://SurveyLink?d=Take%20the%20Survey} now if possible, but you can 
come back to this email and take it any time before 10/17/2019. 
 
Thank you! 
 
Chelsey Wilson, M.Ed. 
Director, Week of Welcome Program 
University X  
researcher’s email  
Follow this link to the Survey:  
${l://SurveyLink?d=Take the Survey} 
Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser: 
${l://SurveyURL} 

Follow the link to opt out of future emails: 
${l://OptOutLink?d=Click here to unsubscribe}  
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SUBJECT CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN HUMAN RESEARCH AT X 
UNIVERSITY: You are being asked to participate in a research study to assess engagement, 
preparedness, belonging, and self-efficacy of incoming freshman during the first few weeks of 
the semester. This assessment will help us develop intentional strategies to empower students to 
optimize their signature experience at X. As you know, you have been randomly selected to 
participate in the survey.  
 
Participation is voluntary and you can stop the survey at any time. 
 
If you agree to participate and continue with the survey, you will be asked to fill out an online 
survey that will take approximately 7-8 minutes.  
 
Participation or non-participation will not affect your grade or class standing. There are no 
foreseen risks. Your email will be used only for organizing data and eliminating duplication. 
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MSU Debut 2019 Pre Survey FINAL 

 
 

Start of Block: Consent 
 
Q1 SUBJECT CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN HUMAN RESEARCH AT 
MONTANA STATE UNIVERSITY: You are being asked to participate in a research study to 
assess engagement, preparedness, and belonging of incoming freshman during the first few 
weeks of the semester. This assessment will help us develop intentional strategies to empower 
students to optimize their signature experience at MSU. As you know, you have been randomly 
selected to participate in the survey.  
Participation is voluntary and you can stop the survey at any time. 
If you agree to participate and continue with the survey, you will be asked to fill out an online 
survey that will take approximately 7-8 minutes.  
Participation or non-participation will not affect your grade or class standing. There are no 
foreseen risks. Your email will be used only for organizing data and eliminating duplication. 
 
 
 
Q2 Are you 18 years or older? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
 
End of Block: Consent 
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Start of Block: Demographics 
 
Q3 What is your age? 

o Under 18  (1)  

o 18  (2)  

o 19  (3)  

o 20  (4)  

o 21 - 24  (5)  

o 25 - 34  (6)  

o 35 - 44  (7)  

o 45 - 54  (8)  

o 55 - 64  (9)  

o 65 or older  (10)  
 
 
 
Q4 Which gender do you most identify with? 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Transgender (includes gender queer & gender nonconforming)  (3)  

o Prefer not to answer  (4)  
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Q5 Please indicate whether you are: 

o Hispanic or Latino  (1)  

o Not Hispanic or Latino  (2)  

o Prefer not to Answer  (3)  
 
 
 
Q6 Select one or more of the following races that you identify with? 

▢ American Indian or Alaska Native  (1)  

▢ Asian  (2)  

▢ Black or African American  (3)  

▢ Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  (4)  

▢ White  (5)  

▢ Prefer not to answer  (6)  
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Q7 What is the highest level of education achieved by either of your parents? 

o High school graduate  (1)  

o GED/HiSet  (2)  

o Some college  (3)  

o Associate's degree  (4)  

o Bachelor's degree  (5)  

o Master's degree  (6)  

o Doctoral degree  (7)  

o I am unsure  (8)  
 
 
 
Q8 Will you be living on campus for the Fall 2019 semester at MSU? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o I don't know  (3)  
 
 
 
Q9 Are you a Montana Resident? (Choose the best answer) 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o No, I'm an international student  (3)  
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Q10 Will this be your first semester at MSU? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
 
 
 
Q26 Have you previously visited MSU's campus? 

o The first time I stepped foot on campus was for orientation  (1)  

o Yes, I did a campus visit prior to attending orientation  (2)  

o No, I have never stepped foot on MSU's campus  (3)  
 
 
 
Q27 Why did you decide to attend Montana State University? 

o My parents made me.  (1)  

o I wanted to go here.  (2)  

o Other (Please explain in the following text box)  (3) 
________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
Q11 Have you already attended an orientation this summer, 2019? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
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Display This Question: 
If Have you already attended an orientation this summer, 2019? = Yes 

 
Q12 Which orientation did you attend? 

o June 10-12  (1)  

o June 24-26  (2)  

o July 15-17  (3)  

o I attended an alternative orientation (Veterans, nontraditional, international, etc)  (4)  
 
 
Display This Question: 

If Have you already attended an orientation this summer, 2019? = No 
 
Q13 Are you going to attend the orientation on Aug. 21-23? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o I don't know  (3)  
 
 
 
Q14 I plan to graduate from MSU. 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o No, I will transfer and graduate somewhere else.  (3)  
 
End of Block: Demographics 
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Start of Block: 4 Elements and Mission Statement 
 
Q31 Please indicate the number of extracurricular activities in which you were involved during 
your last year in high school. Involvement includes organized sports, student council, student 
clubs, music, performing arts, social events and activities at school, and community service. 

o 4 or more extracurricular activities  (1)  

o 3 extracurricular activities  (2)  

o 2 extracurricular activities  (3)  

o 1 extracurricular activity  (4)  

o 0 extracurricular activities  (5)  
 
 
 
Q15 Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement:  

 Strongly 
disagree (1) Disagree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 
Agree (4) Strongly 

Agree (5) 

MSU will 
support me 

while I am at 
the 

University 
(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q16 Please indicate how confident you are that you can do each of the following: 

 
Very 

unconfident 
(1) 

Unconfident 
(2) 

Neither 
confident nor 
unconfident 

(3) 

Confident (4) Very 
Confident (5) 

I can succeed 
as a student at 

MSU. (1)  o  o  o  o  o  
I have the 

tools I need 
to succeed at 

MSU. (2)  
o  o  o  o  o  

I can make 
connections 
with other 
students at 
MSU. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I can 

customize my 
college 

experience to 
fit my unique 

interests, 
strengths, and 

goals. (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I understand 
what is 

expected of 
me in college 
academically, 

and know 
how I should 
prepare. (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I know that 
there are 
resources 

available on 
campus that 

will help 
prepare me 

o  o  o  o  o  
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for success at 
MSU. (6)  

I can utilize 
on-campus 
resources to 

help me 
overcome 

challenges. 
(7)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I can be 
involved in 
shaping my 

college 
experience. 

(8)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I can use my 
time as an 

MSU student 
as an 

opportunity 
for growth. 

(9)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I can achieve 
academic and 

personal 
goals that are 
meaningful to 

me. (10)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q17 Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement:  

 Strongly 
disagree (1) Disagree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 
Agree (4) Strongly 

agree (5) 

I want to 
connect with 
other students 
at MSU. (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I want to 

connect with 
other students 
in my classes. 

(2)  
o  o  o  o  o  

I want to 
connect with 
other students 

by 
participating 

in activities at 
MSU. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I want to 
attend 

campus 
programs and 

events. (4)  
o  o  o  o  o  

I want to 
contribute to 
at least one 

club or social 
group at 

MSU. (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I am 
interested in 

exploring 
ways to get 
involved at 
MSU. (6)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q18 Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement:  

 Strongly 
disagree (1) Disagree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 
Agree (4) Strongly 

agree (5) 

I will connect 
with other 
students at 
MSU. (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I will connect 

with other 
students in 
my classes. 

(2)  
o  o  o  o  o  

I will connect 
with other 
students by 

participating 
in activities at 

MSU. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I will 
contribute to 
at least one 

club or social 
group at 

MSU. (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q19 Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement:  

 Strongly 
disagree (1) Disagree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 
Agree (4) Strongly 

agree (5) 

I will strive to 
have 

meaningful 
connections 

with others at 
MSU. (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I will strive to 
have enough 

friends at 
MSU. (2)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I will strive to 
feel included 
at MSU. (3)  o  o  o  o  o  
I will desire 

to feel 
accepted by 

others at 
MSU. (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  
When I am 
with other 
people at 

MSU, I don't 
want to feel 

like a 
stranger. (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I don't want 
to feel 

isolated from 
others at 
MSU. (6)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I desire to 

contribute to 
conversations 

about the 
student 

o  o  o  o  o  
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experience at 
MSU. (7)  

I don't want 
to feel like an 

outsider at 
MSU. (8)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I want to feel 

as though 
faculty and 

staff 
members at 
MSU care 
about me. 

(10)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I want to feel 
as though 

other students 
at MSU care 

about me. 
(11)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I have a 
desire to feel 
connected to 
something 

greater than 
myself at 

MSU. (12)  

o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
End of Block: 4 Elements and Mission Statement 
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Start of Block: MSU Debut 

 
 
Q20 What is MSU Debut? 

o A ceremony the day before classes where Champ and the President walk down the center 
of Campus to make students feel welcome.  (1)  

o The first day of classes and the time when professors go over the syllabus.  (2)  

o A series of events during the first six weeks of school that are designed to help students 
find their place at MSU.  (3)  

o I don't know.  (4)  
 
 

 
 
Q23 I plan to attend the following events during MSU Debut. (Check all that apply) 
www.montana.edu/msudebut 

▢ Welcome BBQ (Aug. 21)  (1)  

▢ Hypnotist (Aug. 21)  (2)  

▢ Catapalooza (Aug. 22 & 23)  (3)  

▢ Convocation (Aug. 22)  (4)  

▢ Bookstore Blitz (Aug. 22)  (5)  

▢ Movie on the Lawn (Aug. 23)  (6)  

▢ Subtacular (Aug. 24)  (7)  

▢ The M Photo (Aug. 24)  (8)  
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▢ Bobcat Block Party (Aug. 24)  (9)  

▢ Welcome Tents & Pancake Breakfast (Aug. 26)  (10)  

▢ Trivia Night (Aug. 29)  (11)  

▢ Comedy Night (Sept. 5)  (12)  

▢ Convocation Service Saturday (Sept. 7)  (13)  

▢ Gold Rush Football Game (Sept. 7)  (14)  

▢ Glow Zumba (Sept. 11)  (15)  

▢ Rec Center Rumble (Sept. 13)  (16)  

▢ Volleyball (Sept. 17)  (17)  

▢ Magician Nash Fund (Sept. 18)  (18)  

▢ Rockin the M (Sept. 21)  (19)  

▢ Stripe the Stadium Football Game (Sept. 21)  (20)  

▢ Involvement & Study Abroad Fair (Sept. 25)  (21)  

▢ I do not plan to attend any of the events  (22)  
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Display This Question: 
If I plan to attend the following events during MSU Debut. (Check all that apply) 

www.montana.edu/ms... = I do not plan to attend any of the events 

 
 
Q24 Would you tell us why you don't plan to attend any of the events of MSU Debut? (Check 
any that apply) 

▢ I don't know anything about them.  (1)  

▢ I won't have time.  (2)  

▢ They don't sound fun.  (3)  

▢ They don't sound useful to me.  (4)  

▢ I don't like large social events.  (5)  

▢ I just don't know for sure.  (6)  

▢ I don't have anyone to go with.  (7)  

▢ I don't know when or where they're happening.  (8)  

▢ I'd rather do something else or I have other plans.  (9)  

▢ Other  (10)  
 
 
Display This Question: 

If Would you tell us why you don't plan to attend any of the events of MSU Debut? (Check 
any that ap... = Other 
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Q25 You selected "Other," as a reason why you don't plan to attend MSU Debut. Please provide 
a short statement about your reason(s) for not attending: 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
End of Block: MSU Debut 
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MSU Debut Post Survey 2019 FINAL 

 
 

Start of Block: Consent 
 
Q1 SUBJECT CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN HUMAN RESEARCH AT 
MONTANA STATE UNIVERSITY: You are being asked to participate in a research study to 
assess engagement, preparedness, and belonging of incoming freshman during the first few 
weeks of the semester. This assessment will help us develop intentional strategies to empower 
students to optimize their signature experience at MSU. As you know, you have been randomly 
selected to participate in the survey.  
Participation is voluntary and you can stop the survey at any time. 
If you agree to participate and continue with the survey, you will be asked to fill out an online 
survey that will take approximately 4-5 minutes.  
 
If you took the pre-survey, you may see some similar questions, that's ok! 
Participation or non-participation will not affect your grade or class standing. There are no 
foreseen risks. Your email will be used only for organizing data and eliminating duplication. 
 
 
 
Q2 Are you 18 years or older? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
 
End of Block: Consent 
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Start of Block: Demographics 
 
Q3 What is your age? 

o Under 18  (1)  

o 18  (2)  

o 19  (3)  

o 20  (4)  

o 21 - 24  (5)  

o 25 - 34  (6)  

o 35 - 44  (7)  

o 45 - 54  (8)  

o 55 - 64  (9)  

o 65 or older  (10)  
 
 
 
Q4 With which gender do you most identify with? 
 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Transgender (includes gender queer & gender nonconforming)  (3)  

o Prefer not to answer  (4)  
 
 
 



 208 

Q5 Please indicate whether you are: 

o Hispanic or Latino  (1)  

o Not Hispanic or Latino  (2)  

o Prefer not to answer  (3)  
 
 
 
Q6 Select one or more of the following races that you identify with? 

▢ American Indian or Alaska Native  (3)  

▢ Asian  (4)  

▢ Black or African American  (2)  

▢ Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  (5)  

▢ White  (1)  

▢ Prefer not to answer  (7)  
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Q7 What is the highest level of education achieved by either of your parents? 

o High school graduate  (1)  

o GED/HiSet  (2)  

o Some college  (3)  

o Associate's degree  (4)  

o Bachelor's degree  (5)  

o Master's degree  (6)  

o Doctoral degree  (7)  

o I am unsure  (8)  
 
 
 
Q8 Are you living on campus for the Fall 2019 semester at MSU? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o I don't know  (3)  
 
 
 
Q9 Are you a Montana Resident? (Choose the best answer) 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o No, I'm an international student  (3)  
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Q10 Is this your first semester at MSU? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
 
 
 
Q235 When did you first visit MSU's campus? 

o The first time I stepped foot on campus was when I moved in  (3)  

o The first time I stepped foot on campus was when I went to my first class  (4)  

o The first time I stepped foot on campus was for orientation  (1)  

o I did a campus visit prior to attending orientation  (2)  
 
 
 
Q236 Why did you decide to attend Montana State University? 

o My parents made me.  (1)  

o I wanted to go here.  (2)  

o Other (please explain in the following text box)  (3) 
________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
Q11 Did you attend an orientation during summer 2019? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
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Display This Question: 
If Did you attend an orientation during summer 2019? = Yes 

 
Q12 Which orientation did you attend? 

o June 10-12  (1)  

o June 24-26  (2)  

o July 15-17  (3)  

o August 21-23  (5)  

o I attended a make-up orientation session after Aug. 23  (6)  

o I attended an alternative orientation (Veterans, nontraditional, international, etc)  (4)  
 
 
 
Q14 I plan to graduate from MSU. 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o No, I will transfer and graduate somewhere else.  (3)  
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Q263 Please indicate the number of extracurricular activities in which you are involved in at 
MSU. Involvement includes organized sports, student government, student clubs, music, 
performing arts, social events and activities at school, and community service. 

o 4 or more extracurricular activities  (1)  

o 3 extracurricular activities  (2)  

o 2 extracurricular activities  (3)  

o 1 extracurricular activity  (4)  

o 0 extracurricular activities  (5)  
 
End of Block: Demographics 

 
Start of Block: 4 Elements and Mission Statement 
 
Q15 Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement:  

 Strongly 
disagree (1) Disagree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 
Agree (4) Strongly 

Agree (5) 

MSU will 
support me 

while I am at 
the 

University 
(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q16 Please indicate how confident you are that you can do each of the following: 

 
Very 

unconfident 
(1) 

Unconfident 
(2) 

Neither 
confident nor 
unconfident 

(3) 

Confident (4) Very 
Confident (5) 

I can succeed 
as a student at 

MSU. (1)  o  o  o  o  o  
I have the 

tools I need 
to succeed at 

MSU. (2)  
o  o  o  o  o  

I can make 
connections 
with other 
students at 
MSU. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I can 

customize my 
college 

experience to 
fit my unique 

interests, 
strengths, and 

goals. (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I understand 
what is 

expected of 
me in college 
academically, 

and know 
how I should 
prepare. (9)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I know that 
there are 
resources 

available on 
campus that 

will help 
prepare me 

o  o  o  o  o  
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for success at 
MSU. (10)  

I can utilize 
on-campus 
resources to 

help me 
overcome 

challenges. 
(5)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I can be 
involved in 
shaping my 

college 
experience. 

(6)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I can use my 
time as an 

MSU student 
as an 

opportunity 
for growth. 

(7)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I can achieve 
academic and 

personal 
goals that are 
meaningful to 

me. (8)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q17 Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement:  

 Strongly 
disagree (1) Disagree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 
Agree (4) Strongly 

agree (5) 

I want to 
connect with 
other students 
at MSU. (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I want to 

connect with 
other students 
in my classes. 

(2)  
o  o  o  o  o  

I want to 
connect with 
other students 

by 
participating 

in activities at 
MSU. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I want to 
attend 

campus 
programs or 
events. (6)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I want to 

contribute to 
at least one 

club or social 
group at 

MSU. (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I am 
interested in 

exploring 
ways to get 
involved at 
MSU. (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q18 Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement:  

 Strongly 
disagree (1) Disagree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 
Agree (4) Strongly 

agree (5) 

I will connect 
with other 
students at 
MSU. (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I will connect 

with other 
students in 
my classes. 

(2)  
o  o  o  o  o  

I will connect 
with other 
students by 

participating 
in activities at 

MSU. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I will 
contribute to 
at least one 

club or social 
group at 

MSU. (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q19 Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement:  

 Strongly 
disagree (1) Disagree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 
Agree (4) Strongly 

agree (5) 

I have 
meaningful 
connections 

with others at 
MSU. (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I have enough 

friends at 
MSU. (3)  o  o  o  o  o  

When I am 
with other 
people at 

MSU, I feel 
included. (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I feel 

accepted by 
others at 
MSU. (6)  

o  o  o  o  o  
When I am 
with other 
people at 

MSU, I feel 
like a 

stranger. (7)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I feel isolated 
from others at 

MSU. (9)  o  o  o  o  o  
I feel like I 

can 
contribute to 
conversations 

about the 
student 

experience at 
MSU. (10)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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I feel like an 
outsider at 
MSU. (11)  o  o  o  o  o  

I feel as if the 
faculty and 

staff 
members at 
MSU care 
about me. 

(13)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I feel as if 
other students 
at MSU care 

about me. 
(16)  

o  o  o  o  o  
At MSU, I 

feel 
connected to 
something 

greater than 
myself. (17)  

o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
End of Block: 4 Elements and Mission Statement 
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Start of Block: P.T. 
 
Q60 Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement:  

 Strongly 
disagree (1) Disagree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 
Agree (4) Strongly 

agree (5) 

I have made 
connections 
with other 
students at 
MSU. (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I have 

connected 
with other 
students in 
my classes. 

(2)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I have 
connected 
with other 
students by 

participating 
in activities at 

MSU. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I have joined 
at least one 

club or social 
group at 

MSU. (4)  
o  o  o  o  o  

I have 
attended a 

campus 
program or 
event. (10)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I am 

interested in 
exploring 

ways to get 
involved at 
MSU. (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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I have 
utilized on-

campus 
resources to 

help me 
overcome 

challenges. 
(7)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I have been 
involved in 
shaping my 

college 
experience. 

(8)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I have 
achieved 

academic and 
personal 

goals that are 
meaningful to 

me. (9)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q237 Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement:  

 Strongly 
disagree (1) Disagree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor Disagree 

(3) 
Agree (7) Strongly 

agree (8) 

I feel like 
MSU 

provides 
enough 

events for 
students to 
attend the 
first six 

weeks of 
school. (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I feel like 
MSU 

provides 
events that 
may appeal 
to a variety 
of student 

interests. (2)  

o  o  o  o  o  

I feel like the 
events that 

MSU 
provides help 
me connect 
with other 
people. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

There were 
too many 
events to 

attend during 
the first six 
weeks of 

school. (7)  

o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
End of Block: P.T. 
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Start of Block: MSU Debut 
Q23 I attended the following events during MSU Debut. (Check all that apply) 
 www.montana.edu/msudebut 

▢ Welcome BBQ (Aug 21)  (1)  

▢ Hypnotist (Aug 21)  (2)  

▢ Catapalooza (Aug 22 & 23)  (3)  

▢ Convocation (Aug 22)  (11)  

▢ Bookstore Blitz (Aug 22)  (4)  

▢ Movie on the Lawn (Aug 23)  (5)  

▢ SUBTACULAR (Aug 24)  (6)  

▢ The M Photo (Aug 24)  (7)  

▢ Bobcat Block Party (Aug 24)  (8)  

▢ Welcome Tents & Pancake Breakfast (Aug 26)  (9)  

▢ Trivia Night (Aug 29)  (10)  

▢ Comedy Night (Sept 5)  (13)  

▢ Convocation Service Saturday (Sept 7)  (12)  

▢ Gold Rush Football Game (Sept 7)  (15)  

▢ Glow Zumba (Sept 11)  (17)  

▢ Rec Center Rumble (Sept 13)  (18)  

http://www.montana.edu/msudebut
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▢ Volleyball (Sept 17)  (19)  

▢ Magician Nash Fung (Sept 18)  (20)  

▢ Rockin the M (Sept 21)  (21)  

▢ Stripe the Stadium (Sept 21)  (22)  

▢ Involvement and Study Abroad Fair (Sept 25)  (25)  

▢ I did not attend any of the events.  (24)  
 
 
Display This Question: 

If I attended the following events during MSU Debut. (Check all that 
apply)www.montana.edu/msudebut = I did not attend any of the events. 
 



 224 

Q24 Please tell us why you didn't  attend any of the events of MSU Debut: (Select all that apply) 

▢ I didn't know anything about them.  (1)  

▢ I didn't have time.  (2)  

▢ They didn't sound fun.  (3)  

▢ They didn't sound useful to me.  (8)  

▢ I don't like large social events.  (4)  

▢ I just don't know for sure.  (5)  

▢ I didn't have anyone to go with.  (7)  

▢ I didn't know when or where they were happening.  (9)  

▢ I chose to do something else or I had other plans.  (10)  
 
 
 
Q20 What is MSU Debut? 

o A ceremony the day before classes where Champ and the President walk down the center 
of Campus to make students feel welcome.  (5)  

o The first day of classes and the time when professors go over the syllabus.  (2)  

o A series of events during the first six weeks of school that are designed to help students 
find their place at MSU.  (3)  

o I don't know.  (4)  
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Q142 Please select the following statements in which you agree. Select ALL that apply. 

▢ MSU Debut events helped me get involved and connected on campus.  (1)  

▢ I would recommend MSU Debut to future incoming freshman.  (2)  

▢ I met new friends through the MSU Debut events.  (3)  

▢ MSU Debut events were a waste of my time.  (4)  

▢ There were too many MSU Debut events.  (11)  

▢ The MSU Debut events offered something for everyone.  (12)  

▢ MSU Debut events make me proud to be a Bobcat.  (5)  

▢ MSU Debut events helped me feel like I belong here at MSU.  (6)  

▢ MSU Debut events were fun.  (7)  

▢ I learned something helpful through MSU Debut.  (8)  

▢ MSU Debut made my transition to college easier.  (9)  

▢ MSU Debut helped me feel prepared for my first semester in college.  (10)  

▢ I want to continue to be involved  (13)  
 
End of Block: MSU Debut 
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Start of Block: MSU Debut Recommendations 
 
Q26 Please use the space below to provide any additional feedback about the MSU Debut 
program.  We are open to ideas to make the program better and would love to hear your thoughts 
on anything that was not covered in the survey.  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
End of Block: MSU Debut Recommendations 
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