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The process of becoming an engineer involves having access
to the people of an engineering community. By working with
other engineers, students can see what engineering is, who
they might become, & to what extent they belong. This talk
addresses the following questions: How do engineering
students access help from others & gain (or lose) a sense of
belonging? How does access to help vary over time & across
student subgroups? How much is students’ perceived
belonging associated with retention (i.e., graduation rates)?

We will examine results from a longitudinal network
analysis, field experiment, & interview study with
engineering students. The first study follows undergraduate
& masters students in a 10-week introductory design &
manufacturing course. We found that students who had few
prior relationships in the course or identified as first-
generation college or low-income reported receiving
significantly less help than their socially or economically
advantaged peers. This gap in help-received widened with
time & may be self-reinforcing. The second study follows
engineering Ph.D. students over seven years from program
entry to exit. We found that, among a sample of students who
identified as Black, Latinx, Native, or Pacific Islander, those
who began the doctoral program with low versus high
perceived belonging were associated with a 7% versus 60%
probability of completing their Ph.D., respectively.

Taken together, these studies suggest that help from others is
not equally accessible across engineering students & that
disparities in perceived belonging & access to help are tied to
important outcomes like graduation. These findings have
implications for how engineering learning environments may
be designed to facilitate more equitable access to learning
resources & engineering pathways for all.
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