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ABSTRACT 

 
The purpose of this study was to compare the areas of satisfaction and levels of 

importance within their college environment by students from various pre-college 

backgrounds.  Research questions were developed to examine if a relationship existed for 

first-year students between pre-college characteristics of parental educational attainment 

and household income and the levels of satisfaction with and importance of services 

provided at the studied institution.  Specifically, the researcher reviewed collected data 

based on students’ membership within the created status groups of advantaged, moderate, 

or disadvantaged. Survey results were explored to determine if differences existed 

between groups.   

Student satisfaction is an effective determinant of the areas in which resources 

and efforts should be concentrated when strategic planning, specifically with regard to 

student retention.  When a student expresses satisfaction with their collegiate 

experiences, administrators can identify that their efforts to provide quality and 

meaningful services are justified. Students who are satisfied with the college environment 

are more likely to remain enrolled and, ultimately, persist through graduation.  

Additionally, satisfied students often have higher academic performance than their peers 

who are dissatisfied with their college environment. Through determining the factors 

which most affect the satisfaction of students, programs can be intentionally designed to 

target the specific needs of today’s changing college student. 

For this study, data were collected from students who entered the institution in the 

fall of 2005 and enrolled full-time.  Students were included in the sample through the 

completion of the Student Satisfaction Inventory, developed by Noel Levitz.  Using 

descriptive statistics and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) the researcher determined 

the degree to which a relationship existed between pre-college characteristics and 

satisfaction and between pre-college characteristics and levels of importance students 

placed upon measured areas of college life.   

For most of the SSI subscales, students reported satisfaction scores between 

neutral and somewhat satisfied.  Students within the sample were neither satisfied nor 

very satisfied with any area of college life.  These low satisfaction scores, coupled with 

higher importance scores on most scales, indicated that there was a need to increase the 
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quality and level of support programs that were being provided to students in the nine 

measured areas.   

When evaluating satisfaction based on status, significant differences between 

groups was found within the campus life scale.  Within this scale, students from the 

moderate group reported significantly higher satisfaction scores than those from the 

disadvantaged group.  Advantaged students reported higher satisfaction within the 

instructional effectiveness scale and lower satisfaction with their feelings of safety and 

security on campus than their moderate or disadvantaged peers.  These differences were 

not, however, statistically significant.  Additionally, students from the disadvantaged 

group reported higher satisfaction with the academic components of their college 

environment than their peers from the advantaged and moderate groups.   

The overall sample for this study reported that most of the measured scales were 

important to very important to their college environment.  As with the satisfaction 

measurements, significance was found only in the campus life scale.  As with the 

satisfaction measurements, students from the moderate group reported higher levels of 

importance than their disadvantaged peers. Other differences among importance scores, 

though not significant, were found within the safety and security scale as well as the 

campus climate scale.  Within the nine subscales, across all three status groups, the level 

of importance that students reported for the measured areas of the SSI were higher than 

the level of satisfaction that students reported for the corresponding areas.  



 1 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Satisfaction with the college environment is an important outcome of higher 

education.  Many institutions use student satisfaction responses as an indicator of 

institutional effectiveness.  In Four Critical Years, Astin (1977) stated that it is “difficult 

to argue that student satisfaction can be…subordinated to any other educational outcome” 

(p. 164).  As colleges and universities explore student satisfaction and the effects that 

satisfaction has on learning outcomes, administrators and researchers must make 

themselves aware of the changing demographics of today’s college students and gain an 

understanding of how satisfaction relates to various student populations, specifically 

those from diverse pre-college backgrounds. 

As higher education becomes more accessible for people of all backgrounds, the 

face of today’s college student is changing.  As a result of efforts to increase accessibility 

to higher education, students represent a variety of socioeconomic backgrounds, are 

older, from diverse cultural lifestyles, and are more consumer minded (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1996).  Students are coming to campus with different needs than the 

traditionally studied, upper-class, 18-22 year old population.   

This study will seek to identify those areas in which students are satisfied with 

their college environment as well as the areas which students feel are important to their 

college experience, with a special focus on the influence of student background 

characteristics. 

Student Satisfaction 

 
Satisfaction as it Relates to Retention 

 

One major area in which student satisfaction has a critical influence is in student 

retention.  Molnar (1996) wrote that “a view pervasive in much of the retention research 

is that student satisfaction is at the core of student retention” (p. 2).  Student satisfaction 

levels correlate with persistence from one semester to the next as well as the likelihood to 

persist through a bachelors education. Levitz, Noel and Richter (1999) supported this and 

wrote, “student persistence to the completion of educational goals is a key indicator of 
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student satisfaction and success. Persistence is an individual performance indicator and it 

is measurable” (p. 31).

Retention models developed by researchers such as Vincent Tinto (1982, 1996) 

and John Bean (1986, 1990) claimed that integrated approaches were the most effective 

methods for estimating retention for all student populations.  Tinto (1982) compared the 

withdrawal behaviors of college students and determined that the more connected a 

student felt to the college environment, the more likely they were to persist through 

graduation. Tinto (1997, 1993) also found that this connectedness was paramount in the 

satisfaction of students, especially students belonging to small, supportive groups of 

peers. Bean and Vesper (1994) developed a model which identified three constructs 

which affected student retention:  “the student’s background, the academic and 

institutional environment, and the social environment” (p. 8).  Each of these realms 

influenced student satisfaction. This study sought to identify which areas of the 

institutional environment were most important to students and how those areas of 

importance differed based on student background characteristics.  

Research supports that student persistence in college depends on a number of 

factors that are both student background and institution related (Astin, 1977, 1985, 1993; 

Bean, 1990; Pascarella, et. al., 2004).  Research surrounding background characteristics 

of disadvantaged students suggests a negative trend in persistence in college.  With 

regard to student background, income and parental attainment are major predictors of 

student retention in college.  Students from low-income families or who do not have a 

parental figure with at least a bachelor’s degree are less likely to attend college (Astin, 

1985).  When they do attend, it is less likely that they will attend highly selective 

institutions.  These students are also less likely than their peers from higher income 

backgrounds with degree earning parents to persist to graduation or to enroll in post 

graduate programs (Walpole, 2003).   

  The likelihood that disadvantaged students will graduate from college depends on 

the support services that they are provided during their college career (Thomas, Farrow, 

& Martinez, 1998).  Many first-generation students enter college with financial burdens 

and a limited understanding of higher education culture. Disadvantaged students often 

lack confidence in their ability to perform academically and are concerned about financial 
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difficulties and the burden that their college education places upon their family (Bean, 

1990).  First-generation students  with no parental figure with at least a bachelor’s degree 

are less likely to have support from their families or encouragement in their college 

endeavors.  They receive less information prior to college about experiences and 

expectations prior to their arrival on-campus and are less likely to have information 

concerning success skills such as time management, financial responsibility, and the 

operations of a college campus (Richardson & Skinner, 1992).  Transitioning from a 

familiar home environment to a college environment that is unfamiliar to the student as 

well as their family members can be a traumatic experience for first-generation students.  

Finding a fit can be more difficult for first-generation students than for those who have 

heard the positive college experiences of their parents and family members (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991).   

 
Student Satisfaction as it Relates to Institutional Success 

 

Satisfaction levels of students can be used to measure the success of an institution 

as well as the success of individual students (Danielson, 1998; Jullierat & Schreiner, 

1999).  Institutions use satisfaction levels to provide information about their own 

accountability and to develop programs which would increase the satisfaction level of the 

student population.  Since students from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to 

persist through their undergraduate education and further to complete graduate degrees, 

programs and initiatives which focus on increasing the satisfaction levels of these 

students may contribute to their overall academic achievement and persistence. 

In addition to the retention rates of students, institutions often measure student 

satisfaction with their academic, social and overall experiences at the institution. Several 

factors are considered when determining the success of an institution.  Student 

satisfaction is one of the most critical variables in determining the effectiveness of an 

institution.  Wince and Borden (1995) encouraged administrators and campus public 

relations officials to give special attention to student satisfaction levels.  Dissatisfied 

students may “not represent the university well to other potential students with whom 

they come in contact” (p. 25).  Some researchers argue that student satisfaction levels are 
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the most important determinant of institutional success (Astin, 1977; Danielson, 1998; 

Jullierat & Schreiner, 1999). 

One of the characteristics that contribute to students’ satisfaction is the campus 

environment.  Insel and Moos (1974), found that environmental characteristics affected 

students’self-esteem, mood and satisfaction.  Students who are more satisfied with their 

environment are more likely to remain enrolled at their institution.  Researchers such as 

Astin (1977) and Light (2001) have suggested that student satisfaction can be increased 

through involvement in activities outside of academic studies.  Further, students who 

have meaningful interactions with faculty in non classroom settings are more likely to 

report a positive level of satisfaction with their college environment.  Therefore, 

administrators must focus their attention on the factors which most affect student 

satisfaction.  Determining what those factors are is an integral part of determining how 

colleges and universities can best develop programs and provide resources to assist 

students of all backgrounds, specifically those who are at risk of dropping out due to their 

socioeconomic backgrounds.   

Student satisfaction is a variable that can be influenced by institutions.  Student 

surveys often produce feedback that can be interpreted by administration and faculty and 

used to create or improve programs which can help increase satisfaction levels.  Students 

may report many factors which contribute to their satisfaction levels such as:  housing 

options, financial aid resources, academic course selection, selectivity of the institution, 

and opportunities for campus involvement.  Through the recognition of areas in which 

students are dissatisfied, as well as which areas of campus life are most important to 

students, higher education administrators can work deliberately to increase satisfaction 

and, thus, institutional effectiveness. 

 

Low-Income Students 

  
The United States Census Bureau reported in 2004 that individuals without a high 

school degree had median earnings of $21,760 per year for males and $13,280 for 

women. For those with a high school degree, the median incomes were $31,183 and 

$19,821 for men and women respectively.  These amounts increased to $52,242 and 
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$35,195 for men and women, respectively, when earning a bachelor’s degree (United 

States Census Bureau, 2004). Higher education researchers have supported that attaining 

a college degree had a positive correlation with economic achievement throughout life 

(Tinto, 1982; Astin, 1977).  In researching the economic context of higher education, 

Johnstone (1997) wrote that while obtaining a degree of postsecondary education will not 

guarantee elevated employment, “the lack of any postsecondary education creates a 

likelihood of marginal income and status” (p. 2).   

When examining the social context of higher education, Johnstone (1997) defined 

American higher education as the “gatekeeper” to socioeconomic status.  “Access to, and 

especially success in, college and university [is] highly correlated with socioeconomic 

class” (p. 2).   Johnstone’s study pointed out that as federal and state financial support of 

college costs decreased, for many students the only method to afford college was to 

borrow from future earnings.  This put low-income students at a greater level of debt 

upon completion of college because these students were less likely to supplement their 

college costs with family contributions. As higher education is becoming increasingly 

more expensive, low-income students may become resistant to apply or attend 

postsecondary education institutions for fear of accruing debt that they may not be able to 

repay.  Terenzini, Cabrera and Bernal (2001) used the American Freshman Surveys of 

first-year, full-time college students to determine the differences in enrollment trends 

among students from various income levels.  They found that students from lower income 

families (less than $25,000 household income) were less likely than their more affluent 

peers to enroll in college post high school graduation.  In their study, the lowest income 

students enrolled in college at 71%, followed by their moderate peers ($25,000-$75,000 

household income) at 76%, and 88% of the most affluent group (more than $75,000 

household income) (Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal).   

Administrators must give particular attention to low-income students because the 

success of these students often depends on the support programs that are in place to aid in 

their access to and retention within postsecondary education. For low-income students, 

“when [their] experiences are positive, they are more likely to accept greater financial 

burdens in order to continue attendance than when experiences are unsatisfactory” (Tinto, 

1982, p. 690).  Recognition of these differences and intentional efforts to provide 
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experiences that engage students will discourage withdrawal and are critical for the 

retention of disadvantaged students.    It is imperative that low-income students who 

enroll in college find that the resources and experiences available to them meet their 

expectations. Students who are satisfied with their college experience are more likely to 

persist through degree completion (Astin, 1977) and for many low-income students, 

attaining a college degree is a critical tool for improving their social and economic status.  

Therefore, understanding the satisfaction of students from low-income backgrounds is 

imperative to improving the retention and, ultimately, the social advancement of this 

group of students.   

First-Generation Students 

 

Less research is available concerning the effects of parental educational 

attainment than that concerning the effects of household income levels. Hahs-Vaughn 

(2004) found that “parents’ education has been noted as one of the very best predictors of 

students’ educational attainment” (p. 486).   For many first-generation students, 

expectations for college attendance are lower than those for their peers who have at least 

one parent with a college degree.  Non degree earning parents are less likely to see a 

college degree as a necessity (McElroy & Armesto, 1998; Pascarella, et. al., 2004).  

Research surrounding first-generation college students indicates that first-generation 

students’ parents are more likely to view a high school diploma as the norm while parents 

who have a college degree consider at least a bachelor’s degree, if not an advanced 

degree, to be the norm (Lareau, 1987, 1993; MacLeod, 1987; Walpole, 2003).  For 

students from families from more affluent socioeconomic backgrounds, success is 

defined in conjunction with college attendance.  For those from less affluent 

backgrounds, success may be considered full-time employment immediately following 

high school graduation (Walpole).  

Since first-generation students receive less support and encouragement from their 

families, “what happens once they get to college (within and outside of the classroom) is 

a crucial predictor for postsecondary outcomes” (Hahs-Vaughn, p. 494).  First-generation 

students are more likely to come from low-income families than students who have at 

least one parent with at least a bachelor’s degree.  Additionally, these students are more 
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likely to have dependent children when they arrive at college and less likely to have been 

encouraged by their parents to attend college (Terenzini, Springer, Pascarella, & Nora, 

1995).  It is imperative for these students to have meaningful relationships with faculty, 

staff and peers because they are less likely to have parents who understand the structure 

and challenges of college life.   

Students who have higher academic achievement are more satisfied with their 

college experience and are more likely to remain enrolled through graduation.  First-

generation students, however, receive lower grades than their peers who have at least one 

parent with a bachelor’s degree (Pascarella et al., 2004).  First-generation students who 

do persist through the bachelor’s degree are just as likely as students with higher parental 

education attainment to enroll in master’s degree programs (United States Department of 

Education, 2001).  In general, first-generation students are less likely to attend college 

than students who have bachelor’s degree earning parents.  However, if students do enroll 

in college and are able to overcome the academic challenges that face this population, 

they are able to persist beyond the bachelor’s degree and, ultimately, have the necessary 

academic preparation to achieve increased economic and social status.   

Various researchers have defined first-generation dependant on the population 

being studied.  Billson and Terry (1982) defined first-generation college students as those 

students whose parents have had no college experience. In a study by Bean and Metzner 

(1985), first-generation students were defined as students from blue-collar backgrounds 

whose parents had low levels of formal education.  Retention programs also have various 

definitions for which students are considered first-generation.  At California State 

University at Monterey Bay, if a student is the first in their family to attend college, they 

are considered first-generation and, therefore, eligible for retention programs aimed at 

this particular student group (Kuh et.al., 2005).  Further, the United States Department of 

Education conducted a study (Chen, 2005) in which any student who had parents who did 

not go to college was considered first-generation and, thus, eligible for federally funded 

support programs.  For the purpose of this study, students will be considered first-

generation when no parental figure within the household earned at least a bachelor’s 

degree.   
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Purpose of the Study 

 

The purpose of this study was to compare the level of satisfaction with and areas 

of importance within their college environment for students from various pre-college 

backgrounds. Low-income and first-generation students have not received equitable 

attention among policy makers regarding access to higher education as their higher 

income peers, with more highly educated parents (Altbach, Lomotey & Kyle, 1998; 

Hoffman, 1993). Walpole (2003) wrote that “low SES students have not received 

sufficient attention from policymakers because of a lack of group identity and political 

mobilization” (p. 46). Students and their families from lower socioeconomic backgrounds 

have less knowledge about the processes of college application and financial aid 

procedures.  For those students who do overcome the obstacles that hinder their access to 

college, they face emotional and social obstacles that outweigh those of their more 

traditionally studied peers.    

Many unique challenges exist for low-income and first-generation students.  In 

addition to the transition issues that affect most college students, the challenges for these 

populations are compounded by financial, emotional and academic concerns.  Terenzini 

et. al (1995) found that these students differed from their traditional peers in that they 

were more likely to come from poverty stricken areas and school districts, more likely to 

be racial minorities, most often had weaker cognitive skills, and had lower aspirations for 

college attendance and degree completion.  Existing research supports that students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds have lower academic aspirations, lower confidence in their 

academic ability, and lower educational attainment than their peers from advantaged 

backgrounds before and during their college experiences (Astin, 1993; Knox, Lindsay, & 

Kolb, 1992; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1997, 1996, 1993).   

Programs designed to enhance student success are being established on campuses 

nationwide in an effort to help students who are likely to need additional assistance 

accommodating their specific needs or help bridge the deficit between the skills that are 

obtained in high-school and the skills needed for college-level work.  In addition to 

measuring students’ level of satisfaction with their college environment, this study will 
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identify areas which most impact students’ satisfaction with their college environment 

and, in turn, areas in which program creation or improvement can be most effective.   

 

Research Questions 

 

The researcher explored the following research questions through data analyses of 

first-year student responses on a satisfaction inventory.   

 

1. Is there a difference in satisfaction levels, as measured by the Noel Levitz 

Student Satisfaction Inventory (2006), between advantaged, moderate, and 

disadvantaged first-year students?  

2. Is there a difference between advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged 

groups in which areas students considered important to their college 

environment, as measured through the importance scale on the Noel 

Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (2006)? 

 

Significance of Study 

 

A review of the existing literature suggested that retention was directly affected 

by student satisfaction. The findings of this study will be used to determine if there are 

differences between advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged student groups and in 

which areas those differences occur.  These findings will assist campus administrators in 

developing programs and providing resources that will most effectively serve students.  

College and university administrators need to identify what areas of the college 

environment are important to students as well as what satisfies them.   

Attaining a college degree is positively correlated with economic achievement 

throughout life.  Astin (1993) wrote “one promising way to reduce an institution’s 

dropout rate is to focus more attention on student satisfaction as an ‘intermediate 

outcome’” (p. 278).  For many low-income students, attaining a college degree is a 

critical tool for improving their social and economic status.  Students who are from low-

income families are less likely to enroll in college than those from middle or upper-class 

homes.  For those who do enroll, they are less likely to attend full-time and persist 

through graduation (Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001).  Lower income students are 
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more likely to enroll in two-year colleges and less likely to enroll in four-year universities 

than any other income group.  It is imperative that low-income students who do enroll in 

college find resources and experiences available that meet their expectations.   

Students selected to participate in this study were first-year students because of 

the transition issues that are present for most students during their initial adjustment to 

college.  Walpole (2003) confirmed previous findings (Pascarella, Whitt, Nora, & 

Hagedorn, 1994) that “low SES first-year students engage in different activities than their 

high SES peers while in college” (p. 54).  For example, students from lower SES 

backgrounds spend less time participating in clubs and organizations than their peers 

from advantaged backgrounds.  Another example of different behaviors between these 

two groups of first-year students can be seen in their work trends. Over half of the 

disadvantaged students surveyed reported working while in school while less than 40 % 

of advantaged students report working (Walpole).   

 
Conceptual Definitions 

 
Extensive research exists with regard to first-year students and their college 

environments.  There is not, however, universality among researchers with regard to the 

terms used in these studies.  In order to provide clarity for this study, the researcher 

presented the following terms and corresponding definitions for this study. Following are 

operational definitions of each variable used in the data analysis.  

 First-Generation.  Students were considered first-generation if neither of their 

parents attained at least a bachelor’s degree.   

Intent to Return.  For this study, retention was measured based on students’ 

intent to return to their same institution for a second year.  The sample for this study was 

comprised of students who began their studies in the fall 2005 semester.  Retention was 

determined based on their response to the item: “Do you plan to enroll here in the fall 

2006?”  Students could respond with either yes, no, or undecided.   

Independent Variable 

Student Status.  A status classification of advantaged, moderate, or 

disadvantaged, was determined through student responses to questions included in the 

university admissions application. Income ranges were based on previous research 
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surrounding student pre-college characteristics and satisfaction (Terenzini, Cabrera, & 

Bernal, 2001; Choy & Ottinger, 1998; Berkner & Chavez, 1997; St. John, et al., 1994).   

Low-Income:  Students who came from a household with a total income of less 

than $80,000 were considered low-income. 

High-Income:  A student was considered high-income if they came from a 

household with higher than $80,000 total income.   

Advantaged:  Students whose responses to income items indicated income greater 

than $80,000 and reported at least one parent earned at least a bachelor’s degree.   

Moderate:  Students whose responses to income and parental education items 

were determined to be either low-income and at least one parent with at least a bachelor’s 

degree or high income and neither parent earned a bachelor’s degree.   

Disadvantaged:  Students whose responses to income items fell in the lowest 

ranges of the total sample and reported neither parent earned at least a bachelor’s degree. 

 
 

Dependent Variables 

 

Student Satisfaction.   Satisfaction was determined by student responses to the 

Noel Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (2006) (2006).  Satisfaction was measured on 

nine subscales for various areas of student life. Two scores were determined for each 

respondent in each of the nine areas measured; one for the level of satisfaction a student 

reported in each area and a second score of how important each area was to the student.  

Areas of Importance.   This study collected information from students and then 

reviewed the success with which the institution met the expectations of students, based on 

responses to questions regarding how important an area was to a student.  Using the Noel 

Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (2006), students expressed their expectations 

though rating the level of importance statements.  Importance was measured in the same 

nine scales of student life as satisfaction.   

Overall Student Satisfaction. The SSI does not produce a satisfaction score for 

individual responders.  The instrument is designed to provide satisfaction mean scores for 

the overall sample.  In order to determine a score for individual responders or groups of 

responders, the researcher evaluated a satisfaction summary item.  Responses to this 
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individual item (Rate your overall satisfaction with your experience here thus far.) were 

used to determine the overall student satisfaction, rather than satisfaction as measured on 

a particular scale.   

 

Summary 

 
The percentage of low-income and first-generation students who are enrolling in 

colleges and universities is decreasing (Hoffman, 1993).  To retain disadvantaged 

students who pursue postsecondary education, services must be in place to support them 

academically as well as personally and to ensure that they are satisfied with the areas that 

are of greatest importance to them. By committing to assisting students from at risk 

backgrounds, campus administrators may be able to identify strategies that can be 

implemented campus wide.    

Bean’s (1990) model suggested that students with low self-confidence upon 

arrival to college were more likely to exhibit behaviors of dropping out than students who 

arrived with confidence and an attitude for success.  Retention programs are being 

established on-campuses nationwide in an effort to help students who are likely to need 

additional assistance to accommodate their specific needs or help bridge the deficit 

between the skills that are obtained in high school and the skills needed for college level 

work.  As resources decrease and accountability increases, retention programs will be 

pressured to provide evidence of positive outcomes if they are to continue receiving 

funding.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 
 

This literature review will explore the existing research surrounding student 

satisfaction and the specific needs of first-year students from various backgrounds.   

 

Student Satisfaction 

 
Bean and Bradley (1986) defined student satisfaction as “a pleasurable emotional 

state resulting from a person’s enactment of the role of being a student” (p. 398).  

Markham and Hagan (2005) defined satisfaction as “a consequence of the expectations 

and experiences”  (para. 6) that a student has during their college experience.   Danielson 

(1998) in Is Satisfying College Students the Same as Decreasing their Dissatisfaction? 

defined student satisfaction as the report of “pleasure or pride with the college 

experience” (p. 6).  Danielson concluded that students who express a feeling of pleasure 

with their college experience are more engaged in their learning experiences and, 

therefore, more likely to be retained through degree completion.  Spady (1970) found that 

“essentially satisfaction depends directly on one’s social integration, grade performance, 

and intellectual development” (p. 42).   

Student satisfaction is often affected by the subjective experiences which occur 

during the college years and is often based on how a student perceives their experience 

(Astin, 1993).  Many factors external to the college environment contribute to the 

satisfaction and persistence of college students.  Pascarella et. al (1994) found that pre-

college characteristics relate to the outcomes of college not only directly, such as lack of 

support from family and unfamiliarity with college processes, but also indirectly through 

college course-taking activities, formal classroom experiences, and out-of-class 

experiences.  These internal factors are not easily controlled by the institution and 

include:  confidence in academic ability, aspirations for degree achievement, personal 

goals, the expectation students have that they will be successful and the desire for 

acknowledgment of academic and personal achievement (Danielson, 1998). Kuh and 

Associates (2005) wrote that the indicators identified by Chickering and Gamson (1987), 

were “positively related to student satisfaction” (p. 9).  These indicators included 
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“student-faculty contact, cooperation among students, active learning, prompt feedback, 

time on task, high expectations, and respect for diverse talents and ways of learning” (as 

cited in Kuh, et. al., 2005, p.8). 

 

Related Satisfaction Studies 

 
Astin (1993) conducted a study in which the college environment was analyzed 

based on six areas:  relationships with faculty, curriculum and instruction, student life, 

individual support services, facilities, and overall satisfaction.  Astin’s study reviewed the 

effects that institutional variables had on students’ satisfaction with their college 

environment and raised the question of whether student satisfaction is more a function of 

individual characteristics or if it is the factors within a college environment which most 

affect satisfaction.  This study will focus on the effects that student background 

characteristics have on satisfaction and which factors most affect satisfaction when 

students are compared based on household income and parental education attainment.  

Astin concluded that leaving home to attend college positively affected overall college 

satisfaction.  Leaving home also increased the likelihood that students would report 

satisfaction with their faculty and student life in general.  Astin’s work also explored the 

effect that employment had on satisfaction.  He found that students who held off-campus 

jobs were less satisfied with their college experience than students who worked on-

campus.  Further, Astin concluded that full-time employment more likely led to student 

withdrawal while on-campus part-time employment facilitated student retention.   

Pascarella, Duby and Iverson (1983) supported that social and academic 

integration most affected student satisfaction.  The more integrated into their community 

students felt, the greater their satisfaction with their college environment.  Additionally, 

students were more likely to withdrawal from their classes if they were dissatisfied with 

their experience.  Therefore, a sense of belonging is essential, especially to first-year 

students, if they are to remain enrolled in and satisfied with their college environment.  A 

sense of community has been found to be a significant factor in determining the retention 

and satisfaction of all students (Baker & Pomerantz, 2000).  This concept was supported 

by Robbins and Fredendall (2001) who reported that cohesiveness with learning groups 

positively affected satisfaction.  For example, group work with classroom assignments 
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caused greater integration into the academic process and, therefore, a greater likelihood 

for overall satisfaction. 

 

Satisfaction as it Relates to Academics  

 
Bean and Bradley (1986) hypothesized a reciprocal relationship between 

academic achievement and satisfaction.  They conducted a study to explore the question 

of whether increased satisfaction affected academic performance or positive academic 

performance had a positive affect on student satisfaction.  Bean and Bradley identified 

seven factors which may affect student satisfaction:  “institutional fit, academic 

integration, utility, academic difficulty, social life, memberships in campus organizations, 

and class level” (p. 394).  Using regression methods, they sought to determine which of 

these factors most affected satisfaction and academic performance.   

The theoretical framework for Bean and Bradley’s study was based on the 

relationship between business employees and their work environment.  The researchers 

designed this study under the assumptions that students were similar to employees 

because both were subject to sanctions from their organization and both groups 

considered themselves members of their organization and interacted extensively with 

other members of the organization.  Based on the research surrounding job satisfaction, 

they expected that students who were satisfied with their college experience would have 

higher academic performance. They also expected that students who had high academic 

achievement would report high satisfaction with their college experience.  

From this study, satisfaction was reported as being the most significant influence 

of student academic achievement.  Bean and Bradley also found that “satisfaction had a 

greater influence on performance than performance had on satisfaction” (p. 403).  These 

findings were confirmed by Pike (1997) who reported that satisfaction and academic 

performance influenced one another.  In Pike’s study, students who had high academic 

achievement reported higher satisfaction with their college experience.   

Knox, Lindsay and Kolb (1992) found that students’ grades were the number one 

predictor of academic satisfaction.  Students who were satisfied with their grades were 

more often satisfied with their overall academic experience at the institution.   Grades 

were usually highest among White students followed by Asian students and multicultural 
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students.  Through the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), African 

American students reported getting lower grades than White students even though they 

reported exerting the same amount of effort toward their studies (Kuh, 2003). Latino and 

Native -American ethnic groups reported the lowest grades among college students 

(Kuh).    

An important factor in student achievement is student interaction with faculty 

(Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005).  When students feel that “faculty [care] about 

them” (p. 209) they report pushing themselves to excel academically.  However, this 

presents a challenge for first-generation students who perceive faculty members as “being 

unconcerned with students…and report encountering instances of overt racial/ethnic 

discrimination” (Pascarella, Whitt, Nora, & Hagedorn, 1994, p.9). Additionally, first-

generation students are less likely to find college to be a welcoming environment.  These 

students are just as likely to have gains in critical thinking skills and cognitive 

development as their more advantaged peers, however, they are less likely to voluntarily 

attend programs designed to increase retention, such as orientation,  and are less likely to 

use campus resources such as the library (Pascarella, Whitt, Nora, & Hagedorn).  It is 

imperative that institutions provide intentional resources for first-generation students to 

feel engaged early in their college career.   

 

Satisfaction as it Relates to Disadvantaged Students 

 
Satisfaction with their college experience is a indicator of a student’s likelihood to 

persist through graduation and pursue further education (Astin, 1993).  Positive attitudes 

about college, both educational and social, result not only in retention through an 

undergraduate degree but are often an indicator of further education after the bachelor’s 

degree.  Regardless of student characteristics, satisfaction with college experiences is 

contingent upon many factors including: faculty interaction, cooperation with other 

students, high expectations for academic and personal success, and interaction with 

students with diverse views and ideas (Hu & Kuh, 2001).  Students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds who attend four-year colleges, “work more, study less, are less involved and 

report lower GPAs than their advantaged peers” (Walpole, 2003, p. 63).  This disconnect 
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between the activities that have been identified as increasing student satisfaction in 

college and the behaviors of disadvantaged students, provides justification for this study 

and for intentional review of current campus resources directed at enhancing the student 

experience.    

Astin (1985) determined that family income level was positively related to 

students’ level of satisfaction with their college experience.  Students who came from 

higher income families were more likely to report high satisfaction levels with their 

college experience.  Additionally, Chicano and American Indian students who entered 

college with concerns about finances were likely to have lower satisfaction levels than 

students who did not have financial concerns (Astin).  

Some of Astin’s research was contradicted by the findings of Knox, Lindsay and 

Kolb (1992) who found that satisfaction levels did not differ among factors of race, 

gender nor socioeconomic background.  They suggested, however, that researchers 

should continue to control for these variables and that studies should consider each of 

these background factors when determining the causes of differences among student 

satisfaction levels.  The National Study of Student Learning (NSSL) collected data from 

4,000 students regarding their college experiences during a four-year period (Terenzini, 

Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001).  From this data, researchers found that among students who 

attended public institutions, those from lower-income families (less than $30,000 

household income), reported satisfaction (84%) with the instructional effectiveness of 

their academic experience.  This is compared to their peers from middle- and upper-

income families in which 86% and 90% respectively, reported satisfaction with their 

instructors’ teaching (Choy & Ottinger, 1998).   

Astin (1985) also found that satisfaction with the college experience was 

positively related to leaving home to attend college.  Residential students reported higher 

satisfaction with their college experience than those who lived off-campus (Astin). Many 

low-income students, however, do not leave home but rather attend local area community 

colleges because of the lower costs.  Of those who do attend four-year institutions, many 

low-income students do not live on-campus (Astin).   
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Areas of Importance and Student Expectations 

 
 Student values are often expressed through their expectations for their college 

experiences.  The greater value a student places on an area of college life (i.e. campus 

life, academic advising, campus safety, financial aid) the greater their expectations are for 

this area.  Additionally, the values of the institution can be expressed through 

expectations.  The higher value an institution places on an area, the higher the expectation 

the institution has for the student (Low, 2000).  This reciprocal relationship can lead to 

success for both the institution and the student.  When institutions meet the expectations 

of the attending students, the result is higher satisfaction with the institution.  Therefore, 

when students respond to a satisfaction instrument, the responses are a reflection of the 

degree to which students feel their institution has met their expectation with the areas of 

student life included in the instrument.  

This study collected information from students and then reviewed the success 

with which the institution met the expectations of students, based on student background 

characteristics.  Using the Noel Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (2006), students 

expressed their expectations though rating the level of importance survey items.  Students 

responded to the question: “How important is it to you that your institution meet this 

expectation?” Responses reflected how strongly students felt about the statement, with 

higher scores reflecting greater student expectations (Noel Levitz, 2002).  

 

First-Year Students 

 
Research supports that the most critical years for students to engage in the campus 

culture are during the first two years (Astin, 1975, 1977; Bean, 1990; Knox, Lindsay, & 

Kolb, 1992; Matthews, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1996, 1993, 1982).  

Twenty-five percent of freshmen drop out of college before their sophomore year 

(Matthews).  First-year students suffer the shock of campus life as they adjust to new 

independence, homesickness, adjustment to a new class schedule and integrating into a 

new peer group.  For this population, satisfaction with their college experience highly 

depends on whether they feel that their expectations of college are being met, both 
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academically and socially (Astin, 1993).  This study will focus on first-year students 

because early intervention is the most effective way to influence student satisfaction.   

When first-year students enter a university, they search for satisfaction on many 

levels.  First, students must feel that they are safe and have the necessary means for 

survival. Using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as a framework, one must satisfy basic 

needs before higher level needs can be actualized. There are four types of needs within 

Maslow’s theory:  physiological; safety and security; love and belonging; and esteem 

(Boeree, 2005).  Physiological needs include food, water, shelter, and sleep. Until these 

basic needs are met, individuals can not satisfy their needs for safety and security which 

are primarily identified through feelings of stability, feelings of safety in their 

surroundings and an orderly life.  Again, the next level of feelings of love and belonging 

cannot be reached until safety and security needs are identified. Often, disadvantaged 

students are less able to become integrated into their college environment because they 

are trying to provide for their basic needs (Boeree).  

As students progress through Maslow’s hierarchy, feelings of belonging and 

security become paramount. These needs are met through involvement and interaction 

with those around them (Boeree, 2005).  Therefore, the role of the university is critical in 

helping students to recognize their needs on each level of Maslow’s hierarchy.  Through 

the provision of climates in which students feel safety and a sense of belonging, 

institutions can help facilitate movement toward the highest of needs actualization which 

are feelings of independence, high esteem and confidence (Boeree).  If the mission of 

higher education is to provide opportunities for student development into helping create a 

“good society” then there is an ethical obligation for campus administrators to recognize 

the process of needs achievement among humans and to make a concentrated effort to 

provide for students on all levels (Bellah, et. al., 1991).    

The cognitive and personal development of first-year students is critical if 

students are to persist through graduation.  Bauer and Liang (2003) examined how first-

year activities affected academic performance among students with various personality 

and background characteristics.  Their findings supported the findings of Kuh (1991) that 

“out of class experiences are positively linked to college satisfaction” (Bauer & Liang, p. 

279).  The most effective way for students to feel that they are connected to the culture of 
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higher education is to first develop a social network.  Until freshmen feel that they are 

acclimated socially, they are unable to focus on academic development (Kuh, 1991).  

When fulfilling the need for love and belonging, individuals begin to realize their need to 

have friends, feel that they are part of a community, and to receive affection through 

relationships. The highest level of needs are those of self-esteem.  Once the first three 

levels of needs are satisfied, humans begin to look for respect from others, recognition 

and praise, confidence in their work, and a sense of independence (Bauer & Liang). 

  
First-Generation Students 

 
 First-generation students, those who come from households where neither parent 

has at least a four-year degree, are more likely to arrive on a college campus with a series 

of factors that put them at a greater risk of academic and personal defeat than their peers 

who have parents who have at least a bachelor’s degree.  Billson and Terry (1982) 

reported that first-generation students have lower pre-college critical thinking abilities 

than their peers from higher educated families.  Also, these students are more likely to 

have parents who work in blue-collar vocations and, therefore, come from lower-income 

families (Billson & Terry).   

Another difference between first-generation students and their peers is that this 

group of students are more likely to report being encouraged to attend college by 

someone other than their parents; for example, a school counselor.  This group of 

students is the most likely to be of Hispanic or Latino background (Terenzini, Springer, 

Pascarella, & Nora, 1995).  There are fundamental differences between traditional college 

students and first-generation students in the level of family support that the student 

receives.  The level of family support is much greater for students who have parents who 

have attended college.  This leaves first-generation students, specifically those who in 

their first-year of college and are experiencing great levels of transition, at a disadvantage 

for college success (York-Anderson & Bowman, 1992).     

 Student persistence has been associated with parental educational attainment for 

many years.  As early as 1973, Haller and Portes claimed that “education, and to a lesser 

extent, occupational attainment, in turn are viewed as causally dependent on parental 

status” (p. 62). Evidence during this time period also illustrated that students who left 
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college before degree completion were more likely to be identified with first-generation 

status than any other pre-college characteristic (Stanfiel, 1973).  The National Center for 

Education Statistics’ reported through the National Education Longitudinal Study  that of 

the low socioeconomic students who entered college in 1993, only .2% had a parent with 

at least a college degree.  Of these students, 35.3% came from households where neither 

parent finished high school and 40.5% had parents with a high school degree (Terenzini, 

Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001).  These figures appear much more disadvantageous when 

compared with the population of higher socioeconomic peers who reported 0% of parents 

without a high school degree and 85.2% with a bachelor’s degree or higher (Terenzini, 

Cabrera, & Bernal).   

The factors which contribute to the attrition of first-generation students have been 

studied extensively (Spady, 1970; Bean & Bradley, 1986; Bean, 1990; Tinto, 1993).  

Factors which challenge first-generation students include social integration, lessened 

amounts of affiliation or involvement with campus life, difficulty with integration into 

the academic community, negative attitude toward academics, and lack of support from 

significant others.  First-generation students who do not persist through graduation 

reported substantial work loads as a determining factor in their decision to withdraw 

(Tinto, 1993).  When challenged with choosing time for studying over time for working, 

first-generation students were much more likely to give their job priority.  Additionally, 

first-generation students are less likely to receive emotional or financial support from 

their parents than those who have parents with a college degree (Astin, 1993).  Parents 

who have attended college have a better understanding of the demands of college life.  

Billson and Terry (1982) reported that “since first-generation students are less likely to 

live on-campus, be involved in campus organizations, meet or pursue their most 

important friendships on-campus, or work on-campus, they suffer from a lower level of 

structural integrations.  And, because they are far more likely than second-generation to 

work long hours, their chances of increasing structural integration are noncomitantly 

lowered” (p. 15).   
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Low-Income Students 

 
 Researchers have found evidence that family income is a major determining 

factor of student enrollment as well as students’ persistence to graduation (Astin, 1985; 

Bean, 1990; Chaney, et. al., 1997; Hoffman, 1993; Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001) 

and that family income level and student retention are positively related (Astin, 1985).  

Manski (1992) found that of all high school seniors who graduated in 1980, only 11% of 

those from the lowest income category had graduated from a four-year college after five 

and a half years. Comparatively, 39% of students in the highest income category and 24% 

of the middle-income category had completed a degree in the same time period.  From 

this research, Manski derived that “between 54 % and 71% of…students in the lowest 

income quintile who enter post-secondary education fail to graduate” (p. 4).   

Even when controlling for academic ability, students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds are less likely to attain a bachelor’s degree than students of equal academic 

ability from high-income backgrounds (Ottinger, 1991). Students who are from low-

income families are less likely to enroll in college than those from middle- or upper-class 

homes.  For those who do enroll, they are less likely to attend full-time and to persist 

through graduation (Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001).  Additionally, lower income 

students are more likely to enroll in two-year colleges and less likely to enroll in four-

year universities than any other income group (Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal).   

  Students from low-income areas are less likely to be academically prepared for 

college –level work.  Students who grew up in low-income areas may have attended 

lower quality high school institutions.  Additionally, many of these students are the first 

generation in their family to aspire to attend college.  When parents have not attended 

college, there is less likelihood that students receive at home help with their studies, 

therefore, decreasing the amount of academic encouragement that they receive.  Parents 

are also less likely to stress the importance of a college degree (Astin, 1985).  Students 

who are from low-income families and are in the first generation in their family to attend 

college have multiple negative effects on academic attainment.  When compared to first 

generation peers who are from middle or upper income families, low-income students 

face  “obstacles between college entry and degree attainment [which] are compounded” 

(Rendon, 1995, p.8).   
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Another cause of low-income student non-completion is the financial burden that 

college presents for these students and their families.  Each year qualified high school 

graduates choose not to enter postsecondary education because of the perceived costs of 

attendance (Kirst & Venezia, 2004).  California students of low socioeconomic status 

overestimated the costs of education by as much as 60 percent (Kirst & Venezia).  With 

this type of disparity between what education costs and what low-income students 

perceive to be the cost, many low-income students have low educational aspirations or 

are steered away from education before they get through the application phase.  For those 

students who do get admitted to college, many will receive tuition assistance through the 

form of grants or discounting.  These measures are not enough, however, to provide for 

the full costs of education including:  books, board, room, opportunity cost of lost 

employment, lost contributions to family income, etc.  Low-income students are 

apprehensive about requesting loans to help supplement costs (Manski, 1992).  They are 

not confident that their degree will be a guarantee for solid employment post graduation 

and fear being faced with loans to pay back.   

Similarly to first-generation students, low-income students who feel that their 

college experiences may contribute to a greater economic life post degree completion are 

more likely to persist (Astin, 1985).  Therefore, it is important that college administrators 

be aware of the issues surrounding the areas of college life that are most important to this 

group of students.  Additionally, understanding which areas of campus life low-income 

students are most satisfied with can help increase the persistence and ultimately the 

success of these students.   

 

Residential Students 

 
 Previous research has supported that students who lived on-campus were more 

successful academically as well as had more positive social development compared to 

their peers who lived off-campus (Astin, 1977; Blimling, 1993;  Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1991).  As early as 1958 (Drasgow), researchers reported that students who lived on-

campus were more likely to stay in college longer than their peers who lived at home 

with their parents or family members.   Residential students have greater access to 

campus resources and are more likely to encounter peers from diverse backgrounds 
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because of the amount of time they spend on-campus (Robinson, 1999).  Living on-

campus has shown to have positive affects on students academic, psychological and 

emotional development.  However, students from first-generation and low-income 

families are less likely to live on-campus than their more affluent peers (Robinson; 

George, 1971; Chickering & Kuper, 1971).   

 Pre-college characteristics have been found to play a role in students’ decisions to 

live on- or off-campus.  Chickering and Kuper (1971) determined that students who 

chose to live in on-campus residence halls had higher academic credentials prior to 

college. Additionally, they found that students who lived on-campus were more likely to 

come from affluent families than their peers who chose off-campus housing options 

(Chickering & Kuper).  Chickering (1974) furthered this research and reported that 

residential students were “…more supported by parental aid and repayable loans” (p. 53).  

Additionally, Chickering found that residential students were more likely to be involved 

in campus activities, such as fraternities and sororities and intramural athletics than those 

students who lived off-campus.  This study found that students who commuted to campus 

rather than lived in the residence halls  “…[had] less frequent exchanges with [faculty] 

and were least frequently tutored by or studied with another student” (p. 82). Commuters 

reported fewer close friends at their college.  

First-year students may find additional benefits from living on-campus.  Astin 

(1977) concluded, “the first-year residence hall experience is the single most important 

factor associated with graduation rates” (p. 41).  This finding was supported in later 

research by Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) and Blimling (1993) who reported that the 

greatest determinant of educational impact within the campus environment for first-year 

students was residential living.  Chickering (1974) also found that, specifically with first-

year students, commuter students had lower self esteem than those students who lived on-

campus, were less likely to attend social or academic events at a faculty member’s home 

and failed to complete homework assignments more frequently.  “Commuters less 

frequently [planned] to return to college and less frequently planned to [attend] full-time 

in their second year” (p.85). 
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 A variety of contributors to student success are associated with living on-campus.  

These include those found by Pascarella, et al. (1994).  Students who live on-campus are 

more likely to:   

1. Participate in a greater number of extracurricular, social, and cultural events on-

campus. 

2. Interact more frequently with faculty and peers in informal settings. 

3. Are significantly more satisfied with college and are more positive about the 

social and interpersonal environment of their campus.   

4. Are more likely to persist and graduate from college. 

5. Show significantly greater positive gains in such areas of psychosocial 

development as autonomy, inner-directedness, intellectual orientation and self-

concept. 

6. Demonstrate significantly greater increases in aesthetic, cultural, and intellectual 

values, social and political liberalism, and secularism (Pascarella, 1994, p. 39).   

With such positive outcomes resulting from living on-campus, and a likelihood that 

students with pre-college characteristics of low-income and low parental educational 

attainment are less likely to choose to live on-campus, there is need for concern regarding 

the success of the disadvantaged student population.  Considering the literature that 

supports residence as a determinant of student satisfaction, the researcher will control for 

this variable in this study.  Residence information for each status group was collected and 

reported through descriptive statistics. 

 

Related Income and Parental Education Studies 

 

For many low-income students, getting accepted to college does not denote 

financial distress, however, remaining enrolled is an enormous financial burden.  Many 

low-income students rely on grant programs, such as the Federal Pell Grant Program, to 

supplement the costs of higher education (Stedman, 2003).  In 1999, 45% of Pell Grant 

recipients had a household income of less than $20,000.  Over 90% came from 

households with a total income of less than $40,000 (Stedman).  Stedman reported that a 

large percentage of low-income students did not apply, and therefore did not receive, Pell 
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Grant monies in 1999.  He explained that low-income students often falsely perceive that 

they are not eligible for aid and that “very low-income students in particular find the 

federal financial aid process too complex to pursue or that such students are more likely 

not to know that aid is available” (p. CRS-18).  This deception of eligibility and lack of 

knowledge regarding application processes is compounded for first-generation, low-

income students who’s parents are unfamiliar with the financial aid application process 

and, thus, have vague or no knowledge of the allocation process.  

 

Status Group Development 

 

For the purpose of this study, a student was considered high-income if they came 

from a household with higher than $80,000 total income.  Those with less than $80,000 in 

income were considered low-income.  When determining the income levels used for this 

study, a review of previous studies which focused on the effects of family income on 

student success was conducted.  In 1997, Berkner and Chavez researched the effects of 

income on rate of graduation.  They evaluated the extent to which a high school senior’s 

plans to enroll in a four-year institution were fulfilled.  Using a high-income level of 

$75,000 or over, they found that only 7.5% of high-income students enrolled in a two-

year institution while 17% of low-income students, defined as having less than $25,000 

household income, enrolled in a two-year institution (Berkner & Chavez, 1997).   They 

also found that 77 and 89% of middle and high income students, respectively, enrolled in 

a  four-year institution within two years of graduating from high school while 72% of 

low-income students achieved this goal.  Berkner and Chavez defined middle-income 

students as those with household income between $25,000 and $75,000. 

Hearn (1991) reported that “students with less educated or lower-income 

parents…were especially likely to attend lower-selectivity institutions even if their 

academic ability and achievements were high” (p. 164).  Hearn found that in the lowest 

SES category of his study, there were the lowest percentage of students who enrolled at a 

four-year institution.  In Hearn’s study, the odds of college participation favored students 

whose parents were either college educated or had high incomes with enrollment 

percentages of 93.5 and 91.8% , respectively.  Hearn’s study used socioeconomic status 

as the basis for grouping students.  Socioeconomic status was defined using a variety of  
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factors including parental education, parental occupation, household income, and lifestyle 

artifacts which identified wealth (ie. books and appliances in the home, home ownership).   

Choy and Ottinger (1998) defined income among college students as less than 

$30,000 in the family household indicating low-income, $30,000-$69,000 identifying 

middle-income and $70,000 or more identifying high-income.  Using these groups, they 

determined that students from lower-income families were more satisfied with the 

effectiveness of their academic instruction than their higher level peers.  Additionally, 

students from the low-income group reported lower satisfaction with their social life on-

campus.   In a study which examined college choice and persistence based on income and 

parental education, St. John et al. (1994) used the income levels of low, middle, upper-

middle, and high by grouping students with household incomes of less than $11,000, 

$11,000-$29,000, $30,000-$59,000 and $60,000, respectively.  This study reported 

financial considerations and sensitivity to academic preparation as the most influential 

factors for college selection for students from low parental income and low educational 

backgrounds (St. John, et al.). This finding was supported by other studies which reported 

that low-income students’ decisions to attend college were positively related to financial 

aid levels and negatively related to tuition costs (Heller, 1997; Hossler, Hu, & Schmidt, 

1998).  Low-income students were more compelled to restrict their attendance to more 

affordable institutions, regardless of their academic record or predictors of academic 

success.   

Using the precedent research of Hearn (1991), Choy and Ottinger (1998), and St. 

John et al. (1994) the researcher of this study crated the following parameters with regard 

to income and parental education level to define whether a student was considered 

advantaged, moderate, or disadvantaged.  Respondents were classified as advantaged if 

they had at least one parent with a bachelor’s degree or higher and fell in the income 

level identified as high income (over $80,000).  Respondents were classified as 

disadvantaged if they did not have any parent with at least a bachelor’s degree and 

reported income in the lower categories of income (less than $80,000 total household 

income).  Students who met one but not both of the criteria for the advantaged or 

disadvantaged groups were classified as moderate. 
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Scales of Measurement 

 
This study measured the dependent variable, student satisfaction, through 

evaluation of the levels of satisfaction between student populations.  Importance was 

measured based on the evaluation of student responses between the status groups.  This 

was done using nine scales of the college environment developed by Noel Levitz.  

Research surrounding each of these scales and how they relate to student satisfaction and 

importance are presented below.   

 
Student Centeredness 

 
Satisfaction with attitudes toward students and the extent to which students felt 

they were welcomed and valued on-campus were measured through the student 

centeredness scale (Noel Levitz, 2002).  Research supports that student learning is 

greatest in an environment that is perceived as “inclusive and affirming” (Kuh, Kinzie, 

Schuh, & Whitt, 2005, p. 8).   

 Research supported that students who felt a sense of belonging within their 

college environment were generally healthier students. There are also findings which 

indicated that ”a sense of connection to a group of others is a key support component for 

the physical health of college students” (Hale, Hannum, & Espelage, 2005, p. 53).  Lee 

and Davis (2000) defined belongingness as “a subjective feeling of interpersonal 

closeness within a given social context” (p. 110).  Encouraging student involvement and 

providing opportunities for students to interact with their peers outside of the classroom 

is necessary for students to experience feelings of pride and belonging with their 

institution.   

Blimling, Whitt and Associates (1999) identified several factors which increased 

students’ pride in their institution.  These included faculty accomplishments, athletic 

success and other national recognition that made “students feel good about having 

selected an institution and encouraged them to feel a part of its accomplishments” (p. 

184).  Students also built loyalty in their institution through activities such as 

homecoming, pep rallies, and family weekend events. This study will add to the 

understanding of this construct by evaluating satisfaction with regard to family income 

and parental education.   
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Campus Life 

 

Bean and Bradley (1986) found that students who viewed their social lives 

positively were more satisfied with their college experience.  They defined social life as 

the sense of control and confidence a student had in his or her social groups.  Bean and 

Bradley also expected that students integration into their out of class life would result in a 

feeling of “memberships.”  These memberships could be positively related to student 

satisfaction, however, they found only indirect support for this hypothesis.  Kuh, Kinzie, 

Schuh, Whitt and Associates (2005) reported that students who felt socially isolated were 

less satisfied with their college experience and had a higher risk of dropping out than 

their peers who felt socially integrated into their university.  Kuh, et. al. suggested one 

way of social integration was to connect students to the university through the use of 

traditions and rituals.  “Rituals and traditions can bond students to one another and to the 

institution [and create] feelings of belonging that, in turn, are associated with persistence 

and satisfaction” (p. 119). 

Astin (1993) reported that student satisfaction was positively affected by the 

distance in which a student left home to attend college.  Additionally, socioeconomic 

status and the socioeconomic status of a students’ peers positively affected satisfaction.  

Satisfaction with student life was negatively affected by a lack of student community and 

the percentage of faculty in the fields of science and math.  Astin also found that while 

satisfaction with faculty was negatively affected by institution size, satisfaction with 

student life was positively affected by institution size.  This can be explained because 

larger institutions have more resources to provide opportunities for student social life, 

cultural event attendance, co-curricular activities and opportunities for governance, all 

which positively affect satisfaction with campus life.  Also, larger institutions tend to 

have a more diverse student body and fewer regulations governing campus life.   

 
Instructional Effectiveness 

 

“Instructional effectiveness measures students' academic experiences, the 

curriculum, and the campus's commitment to academic excellence” (Noel Levitz, 2002, 

para. 2).  Students need to be able to interpret meaning from their college experiences.  
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Participants responded to items regarding faculty consideration of student differences, 

fairness, unbiased treatment of students, faculty knowledge of their field and timely 

feedback.  National data collected through the Cooperative Institutional Research 

Program (CIRP) presented that more than 80% of college students were satisfied with the 

courses offered within their major.  However, less than 60% were satisfied with the 

relevance of their course work to the application of everyday life or career work (Astin, 

1993).  Fewer than 60% of these students were satisfied with the with amount of contact 

that they had with faculty although they did report greater satisfaction when they were 

able to discuss their coursework with faculty (Astin).   

Instructional factors which have a positive relationship with student satisfaction 

include curriculum design, hours spent outside of class, being a guest in a professor’s 

home, grade point average, writing skills courses, and hours spent doing homework 

(Helmich, 1999).  Students’ perceptions and out of class interactions with faculty are 

often found to impact student satisfaction as well as student retention.  Wilson, Wood and 

Gaff (1974) found that one of the differences between faculty who were rated as effective 

by students and those who were considered ineffective is that effective faculty were 

available to students out of class.  Many students reported satisfaction with faculty 

members who extended their relationships with students beyond the classroom into areas 

of research and advising or informal relationships.  

  Pascarella and Terenzini have conducted extensive research on this relationship 

(1976; 1977; 1979; 1980; 1991) and have consistently found that “the extent to which a 

student had developed a friendly, informal, influential relationship with at least one 

faculty member was a statistically significant positive predictor of perceived gains in 

academic skill development” (1991, p. 102).  Faculty who interact with students outside 

of class can contribute to the academic success, social integration and, therefore, 

satisfaction and retention of college students.  Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) reported 

that at risk students, including those who were the first-generation in their family to go to 

college, had the most gain from faculty interactions.  Faculty interaction was also 

identified as one of the greatest contributors to students’ decisions to depart from an 

institution.   
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Some researchers have challenged colleges and universities to examine the 

inadequacies of undergraduate education (Gaff, 1991).  Faculty held that students needed 

to increase their knowledge in the areas of history, science, culture and societal issues.  

Gaff, however, found that faculty were effective at developing students skills and abilities 

in the areas of critical thinking, communication, mathematical analysis and sensitivity to 

global and societal diversity.  Comprehensive orientation to the university and 

individualized advising were identified as the most influential in the development of 

student skills and knowledge (Forrest, 1987).  These two variables were measured based 

on student academic performance and students’ satisfaction with their college experience. 

Astin (1993) further supported the critical role played by faculty in influencing student 

satisfaction.  He reported “the most important factor [influencing student satisfaction] to 

be the amount of personal contact between faculty and students, but the quality of that 

contact also appears to be of substantial importance” (Astin, 1993, p. 426).   

 

Recruitment and Financial Aid 

 
“The competence of admissions counselors, along with students' perceptions of 

the financial aid programs” is measured through items within the admissions and 

financial aid effectiveness scale (Noel Levitz, 2006, para. 2). Student satisfaction and 

retention are impacted by whether an institution was a student’s first, second or third 

choice for attendance (Villella & Hu, 1990).  Therefore, the process of recruitment can 

impact student satisfaction.  Students who find admissions staff knowledgeable and 

competent are more likely to enroll in an institution.  Additionally, students who feel that 

financial aid staff are concerned with meeting their financial needs are more satisfied 

with their enrollment decision.  Especially for disadvantaged students, it is important that 

admissions and financial aid staff are perceived as caring individuals who are committed 

to meeting the needs of students.   

Admissions decisions are important to establishing the culture of a university.  

Each new class of students brings unique attributes to the campus community and, the 

ability of admissions staff to predict student success based on academic performance and 

background characteristics affects the climate of the campus.  Admissions decisions that 

are based solely on academic achievement may deprive disadvantaged students from 
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admission as well as deprive the campus culture of the talents of these potential students 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  Traditional students and disadvantaged students may be 

looking for different things when choosing an institution.  It is important that campus 

recruiters are aware of the factors that most affect the decisions of various student 

populations.  When researching students’ reasons for selecting an institution, Coccari and 

Javalgi (1995) found that Hispanic, Asian-Pacific and White students ranked quality 

faculty as their most influential determinant.  Black students, however, were most 

influenced by the degree programs offered and class schedules.   

Perhaps in disadvantaged students more than any other population, financial aid 

decisions affect enrollment.  Sommers (1994) reiterated findings by Astin (1975) when 

she found that female students from low and middle-income families were more likely to 

enroll in an institution when they were offered financial aid.  For students who were 

Black or Hispanic, financial aid type was also a determining factor of enrollment 

decisions.  Grants and scholarships were more likely to encourage enrollment for these 

groups than financial aid packages that encouraged students to use loan monies to fund 

their education. As higher education is becoming increasingly expensive, and financial 

aid programs begin to suggest student loans over grant monies, low-income students may 

become resistant to apply or attend postsecondary education institutions. 

The percentage of students from low-income families who apply to college is 

substantially lower than those from other backgrounds.  Additionally, a high percentage 

of low-income students who do enter postsecondary education do not persist through 

college graduation (Stinebrickner & Stinebrickner, 2003).    Federal monies are being 

shifted from grant aid to loans, thus discouraging low-income students from attending 

more expensive institutions (Paulsen & St. John, 2002).  Also, funding reform efforts are 

shifting the focus of aid from low-income individuals to middle class students and 

families.  This evidence presents an opportunity for development in the area of access for 

disadvantaged students.  If students cannot get into college, then they will not be able to 

obtain a degree.  Administrators must give particular attention to low-income students 

because the success of these students often depends on the support programs that are in 

place to aid in their access to and retention within postsecondary education.  Mechanisms 

must be in place that will encourage low-income students to participate in higher 
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education.  Students must be intentionally recruited and assured that their investment of 

time and money will be justified through the outcomes of a college education.    

 
Campus Services 
 

The construct of campus support services “assesses the quality of support 

programs and services” (Noel Levitz, 2002, p. 4). An institutional commitment to treat 

students with respect and to provide resources for the individual development of students 

is essential to ensure student success.  Among these services are counseling services, 

academic advising, and faculty support.  Institutions that commit large expenditures to 

the support services provided for students have students who report greater satisfaction 

with these services (Astin, 1993).  This is one of the few areas in which a resource 

measure (finance) actually affects an education outcome (satisfaction).  Therefore, it is 

important that institutions commit resources to the development and maintenance of 

student support services.    

Assisting students with their personal development and everyday challenges and 

adjustments to college life is eased by effective counseling services (Komives, 1996).  

Since the early 1980’s there has been an increase in the severity of mental and emotional 

health problems which plague college students (Kitzrow, 2003; Murray, 1996; Sharf, 

1989).  Students reported being anxious, depressed, and conflicted about their personal 

and academic lives.   Over 80% of campus counseling centers reported increased 

intensity in the psychological troubles of college students (Kitzrow).  Mental health 

problems in college students affect the individual student’s success as well as the 

institutional community.  For the individual student, mental health problems can distract 

from academics and affect the physical, emotional, cognitive and social functioning of 

the student.  For the institution, mental health can affect retention as well as adversely 

affecting those who must interact with the disturbed student including classmates, 

roommates, faculty and staff (Kitzrow).   

Much of the reason that counseling centers have seen an increase in the number of 

students who seek services for mental or emotional counseling is because seeking 

counseling is more acceptable to the current generation of students than students in 
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previous generations.   Additionally, many counseling centers are now providing services 

at no additional charge to students (Murray, 1996).   

Another necessary support service for students is career advising.  Counseling 

students toward career decisions requires many of the same skills used in personal 

counseling.  Effective career counseling occurs when students are assisted in becoming 

aware not only of their interests and strengths but also in understanding how many facets 

of their lives relate to potential occupations (Komives, 1996).  Students who select 

majors based solely on the results of a career or personality assessment are not as likely 

to be satisfied with their decision.  Course curricula, personal interests, individual 

strengths and an understanding of life experiences all shape students’ career decisions. 

Because of the many factors affecting career choice, some argue that the undergraduate 

curricula should focus less on specific training for a career and, instead, strive to provide 

“sufficient self-understanding [and] a sense of direction and purpose in life” (Rayman, 

1993 as cited in Komives, p. 351).   

Other factors that are measured through this construct include academic advising 

and faculty support.  Both of these areas are detailed through the discussion of the 

constructs academic advising effectiveness and instructional effectiveness. 

 
Academic Advising Effectiveness 

 
Academic advising effectiveness “assesses the academic advising program, 

evaluating advisors and counselors on their knowledge, competence, approachability, and 

personal concern for students” (Noel Levitz, 2002, p.4).  Student satisfaction research 

indicates that students are less satisfied with their advising experiences than any other 

aspect of their educational experience (Low, 2000).  King (1993) wrote that academic 

“advising can be viewed as the hub of the student services wheel…advisors play a key 

role in helping students become integrated within the academic and social systems on-

campus, which in turn contributes to student growth, satisfaction and persistence” (p. 21-

22).  Chickering (1994) confirmed these findings reporting that “the fundamental purpose 

of academic advising is to help students become effective agents for their own lifelong 

learning and personal development.  [Advisors] relationships with students, the questions 

[they] raise, the perspectives [they] share, the resources [they] suggest, the short-term 



 35 

decisions and long-range plans [advisors] help [students] think through, all should aim to 

increase [students’] capacity to take charge of their own existence" (p.51).   

Effective academic advising helps to increase the educational attainment of the 

whole student.  Additionally, academic advising impacts retention and satisfaction with 

college  (Winston, Enders, & Miller, 1982).  Winston et al. believed faculty and 

administrators as well as students valued academic advising more than any other support 

mechanism designed to increase student retention.  Dunker and Belcastro (1993) 

cautioned university advising personnel that many of the advising systems in place are 

based on traditional college students and do not focus on the unique needs of 

disadvantaged populations.   

As colleges and universities are admitting more first-generation and low-income 

students, it is important that advising staff understand the specific issues associated with 

these students and how their satisfaction with their advising experience impacts their 

academic and personal development.  Academic advisors are challenged to be an 

information source, a referral agent and a personal mentor to students.  The impact that 

advising has upon students’ decisions is greater than the impact student peer groups have 

on their decisions.  This relationship can be developed by establishing trust and rapport 

between the advisor and the student (Wade & Yoder, 1995).  Students are most 

responsive when they feel their individual needs and development are the focus of the 

advisor’s attention.  This study will evaluate student satisfaction with academic advising 

as well as the importance of advising and how these factors vary based on student 

characteristics.   

 

Registration Effectiveness 

 
Registration effectiveness “assesses issues associated with registration and billing 

and the extent to which the registration process is smooth and effective” (Noel Levitz, 

2002, p. 4).   The primary responsibility for this construct will come from the Office of 

the Registrar.  The “office of the registrar is charged with keeping the official academic 

records of current and former students” (Komives, 1996, p. 438).   

Registrars are concerned with several areas of the registration process which 

could contribute to student satisfaction.  Komives (1996) identified two areas: effective 
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use of technology to benefit both students and administrators and the legal protection and 

confidentiality of students’ records.   Students’ satisfaction is affected mostly by the 

process of registration and availability of classes.  Lucas (1980) researched student 

satisfaction with telephone registration at William Rainey Harper College.  Using a 

random sample of over 350 students, Lucas found that 89% of students were satisfied 

with their registration process.  Satisfaction was considered achieved if students were 

able to register for the classes they wanted.  Additionally, 79% percent of students were 

satisfied with the times of the classes for which they registered.  A second study, 

conducted by McClain and Sartwell (1983) was conducted with students who withdrew 

from the university.  Some first-year students who withdrew cited dissatisfaction with the 

registration process as their reason for leaving.  This occurred most frequently with 

students who were undecided about their major.   

Students in this study registered for classes primarily through an online system.  

The institution’s  “on-line registration system allows [students] to add or remove courses 

from [their] individual schedule… [students] may also view [their] fees or schedule, and 

search for additional course offerings” (Office of Registrar, 2005, para. 1).   

 

Safety and Security 

 
The satisfaction that students had with their campus' responsiveness to students' 

personal safety and security was measured through the scale of safety and security. (Noel 

Levitz, 2006).  Institutions have an obligation to provide a safe environment for students. 

As violent behavior in America continues to increase, students and parents are giving 

greater consideration to the safety mechanisms in place at colleges and universities when 

making their college decisions. Reports of violent crimes on college and university 

campuses have increased by 17 % from 1989-1993 (Nichols, 1997).  Campus safety 

assessments often consider issues such as access to public and residential spaces, class 

attendance, and safety at social, cultural and athletic events.  Smith and Smith (1990) 

identified the following issues as primary concerns for campus administrators: rape, 

robberies, burglaries, alcohol and other drug use, guns, hazing, and racial tensions.  

In response to the increasing reports of violence on college campuses, the US 

Congress passed the Campus Security and Right to Know Act of 1990 known as the 
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Clery Act.  This act requires colleges and universities to “disclose campus crime 

information that before it was enacted many schools had been able to keep secret. It is a 

federal law that applies to all institutions of higher education, both public and private, in 

the United States which participate in federal student aid programs” (Security on-campus, 

2005, para. 1).  Noel Levitz’s Annual National Student Satisfaction Report (2006) 

identified safety and security as an area in which students are the least satisfied.  This is 

most often true when there has been a recent act of violence or high profile misconduct 

on-campus.    

 
Campus Climate 

 
The scale that assesses campus climate is used to evaluate “how the institution 

promotes a sense of campus pride and belonging” (Noel Levitz, 2006, para. 2).  Students 

who report satisfaction within this measurement believe the institution has a good 

reputation and that the institution is committed to academic excellence (Noel Levitz).  

When students participate in college activities and engage in the culture of their campus 

community, they are more likely to succeed academically.  Specifically with regard to 

disadvantaged students, programming in which students are integrated into the college 

environment through a supportive process, “increases one’s commitment to and 

likelihood of persisting at the institution and completing one’s degree” (Pascarella and 

Terenzini, 1991).   

Students’ perceptions of campus climate can be affected by many factors.  Astin 

(1993) found that students’ socioeconomic status and students’ intellectual self-esteem 

were positively related to students’ reporting satisfaction with their campus climate.  One 

way to promote a positive campus climate is to include students in campus governance.  

Students are more satisfied with the policy decisions of institutional administrators when 

they feel that they have been a part of the decision making processes (Kuh, Kinzie, 

Schuh, Whitt & Associates, 2005).  In addition to gaining student support of decisions, 

involvement in campus governance can aid in student retention.   

Campus and class size are negatively related to student satisfaction in this area 

(Astin, 1993).  It is imperative then, especially for larger institutions, that students find a 

community in which they feel that they belong.  When students are able to interact with 
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faculty and administrators, they are more likely to feel integrated into the college 

community.  This can be especially important for first-generation students who benefit 

when they feel that they belong to a smaller community within a large university setting.   

 

Summary of Literature Review 

 
Continual support should be provided for disadvantaged populations because 

first-generation, low-income students make up an increasing number of the students 

entering  higher education. Through an understanding of the factors which lead to a high 

level of satisfaction with the college experience, university administrators can plan more 

intentionally when creating and implementing programs which seek to increase the 

satisfaction levels of students from a variety of socioeconomic backgrounds.   

 Students who are more satisfied with their college experience are more likely to 

remain enrolled at their institution.  Therefore, provisions must be made to increase 

student satisfaction that will, in turn, increase retention rates.  Specifically with 

disadvantaged populations, there should be an understanding of the factors that influence 

student behavior and development of programs and resources should reflect a 

commitment to increasing the support provided to this particular population.  Tinto 

(1993) and Bean (1990) developed models which identified the factors which most 

influenced student behaviors and available research provides further suggestions for the 

development of resources that specifically address the needs of at-risk students. 

This research study sought to discover which areas of the college environment 

were most important to students from various backgrounds and the level of satisfaction 

students reported within these areas.  Survey results were explored to determine if 

differences existed between status groups.  This study was critical to ensuring the most 

effective administration of retention programs at the studied institution. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 
 

The purpose of this study was to compare levels of satisfaction and areas of 

importance within the college environment for first-year students.  Collected data were 

analyzed based on various pre-college characteristics and status groups were created 

based on household income and parental education attainment.  By examining the 

constructs of the college experience, measured on nine scales, the analysis of data 

provided valuable information regarding the perceptions of students from differing 

backgrounds about their college experience.  This chapter presents a detailed overview 

and discussion of the research design used in this study. The research design, study site, 

subjects, instrument, data collection, and method of analysis are presented.   

This study utilized a quantitative, non-experimental design of data collection.  

The researcher utilized a survey method to answer the research questions presented 

above.  Utilizing questionnaires and instruments is a commonly practiced method of 

collecting data from a large number of participants.  Survey research was found in existing 

literature to be the most popular method of collecting information from student 

participants concerning their attitudes and opinions on particular issues (Ary, et. al., 

1996).  Assessment tools, such as satisfaction survey instruments, assist institutions in 

identifying the areas in which programs and resources most support students’ outcomes 

and the areas in which there is opportunity for improvement.  Noel Levitz (1997) 

surveyed over 500 institutions which were, at the time, using student satisfaction 

inventories to determine student needs.  Participating administrators cited their purpose 

for using these assessments and included:  determining retention agendas, providing 

feedback to faculty, staff and students, and identifying the specific needs of student 

subgroups (Noel Levitz). 

Study Participants 

 
Population   

 
The unit of analysis for this study was the individual student.  This study sought 

to determine whether the way in which individuals perceived their college environment 
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differed by pre-college characteristics with regard to family income level and parental 

educational attainment.  Students surveyed for this study had completed at least one 

semester at the main campus of the study site institution and had completed at least 12 

but fewer than 30 total hours of college credit. All subjects were first time in college 

students (FTIC) of traditional age who entered for the summer or fall semester of 2005, 

no more than six months after completing high school.  Additionally, all participants 

were United States citizens. The population for this study was identified with the 

assistance of the Office of Institutional Research and the Office of Undergraduate 

Admissions.  Permission to access all data was granted by the University Institutional 

Review Board for Research Involving Human Subjects.  The approval letter can be found 

in Appendix B.  Additionally, the Letter of Informed Consent, electronically accepted by 

all participants, can be found in Appendix C.  

The university undergraduate admissions application invites applicants to 

optionally report demographic information which includs parents’ education and family 

income level.  A segment of the undergraduate admissions application, including these 

items, can be found in Appendix E.  In the 2005-2006 admissions cohort, 5,750 FTIC 

students were admitted who graduated high school less than six months prior to 

enrollment and were United States citizens.  Of those students, 4,728 responded to the 

optional information regarding both parental education attainment and family income 

level.  These 4,728 were identified as the population for this study.  The Office of 

Undergraduate Admissions assisted in the identification of these students and provided 

the researcher with their respective responses to relevant admissions application items.    

Study Site. The study site was a public, four-year, doctoral granting institution in 

the southeast region of the United States. In fall 2005, the enrollment at the institution 

included 39,652 students. Undergraduate students accounted for 30,418 of the student 

body. Of these students, 6,912 were full-time, first-year students (Fact Book, 2005). Over 

80 % of students who attended this institution at the time of data collection were enrolled 

full-time. The undergraduate student population consisted of 43.4 % males and 56.6 % 

females. The racial diversity of the student body included 70.8 % White students, 11.3 % 

Black students, and 9.5 % Hispanic students. 
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Sample  

 
The sample for this study was identified through random sampling from the 

population of 4,728 students who met the criteria for this study within the cohort of first-

year students who reported information regarding parental education attainment and 

family income level.  Following the principles of simple random sampling, the invited 

participants were chosen entirely by chance.  Each of the students within the population 

had an equal chance of being selected to the sample (Easton & McColl, 1997). Using 

random selection, 2,000 students (approximately 42 % of the population) were invited to 

participate in this study.  Of those who were invited to participate in the study, 266 

completed the survey for a 13.4% response rate.   

Data were collected from this sample using the Noel Levitz Student Satisfaction 

Instrument (SSI).  Students selected to participate in the study were contacted via their 

campus email accounts and were provided with an Internet link and personal 

identification number to access the survey.  Additionally, this email included a letter of 

informed consent that explained the purpose of the study and the rights of the student as a 

voluntary participant.  Non-responding participants were sent two email-reminders, each 

including the Internet link and personal identification number to access the survey, seven 

days after the initial request and again on the fourteenth day after the initial email.  The 

email invitation and reminders can be found in Appendix C.   

Since 2002, the university required all students to have a campus email address.  

Email distribution was the standard delivery method of assessment at the institution being 

studied.  Students were provided with the option for a paper survey if they preferred.  

Paper formats were available through the Student Disability Resource Center on-campus.  

Of the 2,000 students invited to participate in the study, no students contacted the 

researcher nor the disability resource center staff to request an alternate format.  

 

Instrumentation 

 
Student Satisfaction Inventory 

 
The instrument used for this study, the Noel Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory 

(2006) (SSI), is a “nationally standardized and recognized instrument” (Upcraft & Schuh, 
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1996, p. 162).  The SSI was selected because it is a comprehensive instrument measuring 

student experiences both within and outside of the classroom. A complete copy of the 

instrument can be found in Appendix D.  The SSI was developed based on the principles 

of consumer satisfaction.  The SSI is a unique instrument in that it was the first 

instrument designed to use a two-tiered analysis to collect information concerning both 

how satisfied student respondents were with their college experience and also which of 

these experiences were important to them (Noel Levitz, 2006).    

Schreiner and Jullierat created the SSI in 1993 in an effort to provide a survey 

instrument that fulfilled “the current need to assess and then meet students’ expectations” 

(Jullierat, 1995, p.6).  The instrument was designed through a variety of methods 

including an initial phase of interviews with students and higher education administrators 

to determine what was important to students’ and to gain a sense of how their satisfaction 

was affected by various elements of their college experience.  Based on these interviews, 

Schreiner and Jullierat developed an instrument that consisted of 248 items.  This early 

version of the instrument was piloted to 100 student participants and analyzed using 

means, standard deviations, item-total correlations, inter-item correlations, and 

correlations with criterion variables.  Items were eliminated if they were determined to be 

either highly-correlated or had insufficient item-total correlations. Additionally, higher 

education experts were asked to review the instrument and suggest items to remove thus 

developing a shorter, 167-item instrument.  This second version of the instrument was 

piloted with a larger sample of 5,000 students from 27 institutions.  Again, the responses 

were analyzed and, after analysis of the second version, a 116-item instrument was 

developed.  Since the development of this instrument, Noel Levitz has developed a 

shorter version that consists of either 72 items on a written survey or the 45 item online 

survey (Jullierat; Noel Levitz, 2006) that was used in this study.   

With the exception of demographic and pre-college characteristic information 

collected by the researcher, the Student Satisfaction Inventory used a Likert-type scale 

for all responses.  The importance measurement asked respondents to choose on a scale 

of one through seven with one indicating not important at all and seven indicating very 

important. The responses in the level of satisfaction measure also consisted of a seven 

level scale with one indicating not satisfied at all and seven indicating very satisfied.  The 
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numeration assigned to each response was used as the basis for constructing scores for 

each subscale for each of the independent groups of advantaged, moderate, or 

disadvantaged. A composite score for each of the nine subscales was used in the analysis 

of data.  These scores were analyzed using SPSS, version 10.0. 

The form of the Student Satisfaction Inventory that was used for this study 

consisted of 45 Likert scale response items, each based on some construct area in which a 

student may have had an expectation about an aspect of college.  Respondents were asked 

to rate “how important each expectation [was] to them (which generated an importance 

score), as well as how satisfied they [were] that the expectation [was] currently being met 

(which generated a satisfaction score)” (Jullierat & Schreiner, 1999, p.4).  Additionally, 

the instrument included three summary items as well as a series of demographic items.  

Responses to one of the summary items, “Rate your overall satisfaction with your 

experience here thus far” were used to quantify individual students’ overall satisfaction 

score.   

Reliability and Validity. The current version of the SSI was tested for reliability 

and validity in 1995.  Jullierat (1995) assessed the internal consistency of the importance 

scales as well as the satisfaction scales.  From Jullierat’s analysis, Cronbach coefficient 

alpha values of .97 for the importance scale and .98 for the satisfaction scale were 

determined and reported.  The researcher also performed reliability analyses for the two 

scales and, with a sample of 226 and found the satisfaction scale to have a coefficient of 

.90.  For the importance scale, the researcher found a coefficient of .93, using a sample of  

226. These values indicated a reliable instrument.  Jullierat also determined reliability 

coefficients using a test-retest method over a three-week period.  The correlating values 

for the reliability test were .85 for importance and .84 for satisfaction.  Again, Jullierat 

found evidence that the SSI was a reliable instrument.   

 There was also evidence to support the validity of the Student Satisfaction 

Inventory.  Convergent validity was assessed by correlating satisfaction scores from the 

SSI with satisfaction scores from the College Student Satisfaction Questionnaire (CSSQ), 

another statistically reliable instrument which measured students' satisfaction with their 

college experience.  The Pearson correlation between these two instruments (r = .71; 

p<.001) was high enough to indicate that the SSI's satisfaction scores measured the same 
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satisfaction construct as the CSSQ's scores, and yet the correlation was low enough to 

indicate that there were distinct differences between the two instruments. 

 
Procedures 

 

  This study used the Student Satisfaction Inventory to assess the satisfaction level 

and areas of importance for study participants.  Using satisfaction instruments to 

quantify college student attitudes and needs was reported to be an increasingly common 

method of assessment among college administrators (Astin, 1993).  Juillerat and Schreiner 

(1999) supported that campuses interested in identifying how committed students were 

to their university and student intent to remain enrolled should measure student 

satisfaction.  They stated, “If a student perceives the college or university as ineffective, 

any number of consequences may occur, including, but certainly not limited to, student 

attrition” (Juillerat & Schreiner, 1999, p. 8).  For this research project, data was collected 

using a cross-sectional method of surveying.  The sample being surveyed was “drawn 

from a predetermined population…information [was] collected at just one point in time” 

(Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003, p.397) and the results evaluated.   

 

Web-Based Surveys 

 
When sending an invitation to complete a web-based study, including an email 

"cover letter" was found to be more likely to draw an effective and efficient response rate 

than one without any introductory information (Solomon, 2001).  To ensure the greatest 

response rate possible, the invitation to the survey for this study clearly identified the 

goals of the project as well as presented the prospective survey completers with an 

electronic consent form that defined the parameters of the study and included a clause 

that the student could, at any time, withdraw from the study with no repercussions. 

Additionally, students were assured of a high level of confidentiality for their responses 

to the demographic items as well as survey items.  These stipulations have been found to 

increase the likelihood that students would respond to a web-based survey format 

(Tomsic, Hendel, & Matross, 2000). 
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Online surveys are used by researchers due to the popularity of the Internet usage 

among college students.  When compared to paper and postage costs associated with 

paper surveys, World Wide Web surveys were a cost efficient method of collecting 

information.  Research suggested that students’ responses to Web-based or other 

electronic survey formats were dependant on their comfort with the instructions provided, 

their familiarity with the Internet, confidentiality issues surrounding gender, age, race, 

education and family education and income levels (Coates & Fansher, 1997, Saunders, et. 

al, 1998).  Tomsic, Hendel and Matross (2000) found that men were more likely to 

respond to the Web-based format of a survey than women when given the option between 

web-based surveying or a paper-pencil format.  When comparing web respondents based 

on income, low-income students were not found to have any significant difference in 

their response rate than higher income students (Tomsic, Hendel & Matross). 

Researchers have used the World Wide Web (or Internet) since the early 1990s.  

Web-based surveys were found to be a viable option for researchers because of the 

benefits presented by this distribution mode.  Online surveys allowed access to a wide 

range of respondents as well as minimized cost and time associated with data collection 

(Schmidt, 1997).   Respondents were more motivated to provide accurate and thoughtful 

responses on web-based surveys than on mail or paper distributed surveys (Schmidt).   

The speeds at which surveys were transmitted via email were also more efficient than 

paper based surveys (Tse, 1998) and were more environmentally friendly than paper 

surveys.   

 In research surrounding web-based data collection, one disadvantage found was 

access.  Coverage error (Stanton, 1998) was the possibility that persons who were not 

part of the sampled group may have had access to the survey.  Surveys which used a url 

or www address were found to be available to anyone who may come across the 

information via a web search (Stanton).  In an effort to reduce the error in this study, 

students were invited to participate in the survey through an email invitation sent to their 

personal email account.  This email invitation provided the respondents with a link to the 

survey and an individual identification number and unique password to access the survey.  

This link was not published in the public domain, thus limiting the possibility for 
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coverage error.  Other issues associated with online surveys included incomplete 

responses, unacceptable responses, and multiple submissions (Schmidt, 1997). These 

issues, however, were consistent with those found in paper and pencil data collection 

methods.  

Hancock and Flowers (2001) studied survey response rates and found no 

difference in the response rate between pencil and paper surveys and online surveys 

administered to undergraduate students. Factors that did affect whether or not a person 

was more likely to respond to a paper survey versus a web-based survey included 

knowledge about computers, perceptions about security of the information, the ease of 

using the instrument, relevance of the survey topic, perceptions of the project sponsor, as 

well as the use of pre-notices, reminders, and incentives (Ramos et al., 1998).  This study 

used web-based surveys because the respondents were undergraduate students at a 

public-four year, research institution in which technology was emphasized in classroom 

learning as well as out of classroom student involvement.  Students at this institution 

were expected to have a considerable level of comfort with technology including Internet 

browsing.  Beginning in the fall of 2006, all first-year students were required to use laptop 

computers that were issued by the institution and were to be utilized in classroom and 

out of classroom activities.   

 In a study conducted by Tse, (1998) the speed with which respondents returned 

surveys was faster when using online surveys than with paper based surveys.  

Additionally, the quality of online surveys has been found to be higher than the quality of 

paper surveys. In his study, Stanton (1998) found that the data collected via the Internet 

had fewer missing data points. Based on existing research surrounding the use of web-

based surveys, the researcher in this study assumed that there would be little to no 

difference in the responses received from web-based respondents than if the survey were 

conducted via a paper survey.  To maximize responses, special consideration was given to 

obtaining consent from all respondents and ensuring the confidentiality and security of all 

collected data.   
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Self-Reported Data 

The demographic information that was used to identify students’ placement into a 

status group was gathered from information provided on the undergraduate admissions 

application.  Students are required to sign this document as verification that all included 

information is accurate.  Failure to provide accurate information on an admissions 

application is grounds for dismissal from the institution.  Therefore, the researcher relied 

on this information as being accurate, although self reported by the participants.  Further, 

in an effort to maximize the validity of student responses within this study, the researcher 

clearly explained the purpose of the study and the importance of honest responses in the 

collection of demographic information, as well as survey questions. 

Pace (1985) who coordinated the data collection for the College Student 

Engagement Questionnaire acknowledged that self-reports lack the internal validity of a 

pre and post test design, however, maintains that if questions are phrased clearly, validity 

increases. Further, if students feel that the information being collected is relevant to the 

research being collected, they will provide a more thoughtful response (Pace).  

Researchers such as Thornberry and Krohn (2000) who have conducted extensive 

research surrounding the validity of self response data collection found that categorical 

responses encourage more accurate self-reporting.  Additionally, the use of computerized 

questioning and providing respondents with multiple categories from which to select 

increase the accuracy of responses. By not having the interviewer read the questions or be 

involved in the recording of answers reduces the insecurity that respondents may feel.   

 

Data Collection Procedure 

 

Prior to the data collection for this study, the researcher petitioned the university’s 

Institutional Review Board.  Approval was granted on March 23, 2006.  A copy of the 

Institutional Review Board’s Approval Memorandum can be found in Appendix A. 

For the purpose of this study, an online distribution method was selected in an 

effort to maximize the response rate for the study.  A total of 2,000 potential participants 

were sent an initial email message (Appendix C) on  Friday, March 31, 2006, describing 

the study and its implications, requesting their participation, and a description of 
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incentive prizes offered by the researcher for participation in the study.  Subjects were 

given a link in the email message connecting them to the online survey and instructed 

that in order to be eligible for incentive prizes they must complete the survey no later 

than Friday, April 21, 2006. One week into the data collection period, Friday, April 7, 

2006, subjects who had not yet completed the survey were sent a second email message 

(Appendix C) reminding them of their opportunity to participate in the study.  Subjects 

who had not yet completed the online survey were sent a third and final email (Appendix 

C) on Friday, April 14, 2006, announcing an extension in the project and giving them a 

final opportunity to participate in the study.  Subjects were instructed in the third email 

message that in order to participate in the study and be eligible for incentive prizes they 

should complete the online survey by the extended deadline of Friday, April 28, 2006.   

Of the 2,000 emails sent to students, 15 were returned with error messages.  

Additionally, four students contacted the researcher and asked to be removed from the 

invitee list.  A final population of 1,981 subjects was invited to complete the survey after 

removing those with unusable email addresses and those who asked to be removed from 

the study mailing list.  Of those, 266 subjects responded to the survey for a 13.4% 

response rate.  The use of an online survey proved to be a reasonable data collection 

method. The online survey allowed the researcher to minimize the time needed for data 

collection by eliminating the need for mailing delays or scheduling survey sessions.  

Additionally, this method reduced the number of errors and missing values for survey 

responses since any survey not completed was not included in the 266-response count. 

 

Variables 

Dependent Variables 

 
The survey used for this study measured the dependent variables of satisfaction 

level and areas of importance based on responses to survey questions on nine different 

scales. These constructs were consistent with the research surrounding theories of student 

involvement and integration.  Additionally, these constructs were areas that affected 

students from advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged backgrounds. Evaluating both 

importance and satisfaction level within each of the nine scales produced 18 outcome 

variables.  Outcomes were determined for each scale in both satisfaction level and 
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importance of the area to the respondents.  The created variables are defined below and 

can be found in Table 1. 

Importance Scales. Reponses to importance items were:  0 = does not apply; 1 = 

not important at all; 2 = not very important; 3 = somewhat unimportant; 4 = neutral; 5 

= somewhat important; 6 = important; and 7 = very important.    

Student Centeredness Importance Scale: STCNTIMP, the sum of student 

responses to level of importance to the four items that corresponded to the student 

centeredness scale.    

Campus Life Importance Scale: CMPLFIMP, the sum of student responses to 

level of importance to the five items that corresponded to the campus life scale.  

Instructional Effectiveness Importance Scale: INEFFIMP, the sum of student 

responses to level of importance to the seven items which corresponded to the 

instructional effectiveness scale.   

Recruitment and Financial Aid Importance Scale: RCFADIMP, the sum of 

student responses to level of importance to the five items that corresponded to the 

recruitment and financial aid scale.   

Campus Services Importance Scale: CMPSVIMP, the sum of student responses to 

level of importance to the seven items that corresponded to the campus services scale.   

Academic Advising Effectiveness Importance Scale: ADEFFIMP, the sum of 

student responses to level of importance to the five items that corresponded to the 

academic advising scale.   

Registration Effectiveness Importance Scale: RGEFFIMP, the sum of student 

responses to level of importance to the four items that corresponded to the registration 

effectiveness scale. 

Safety and Security Importance Scale: SFSECIMP, the sum of student responses 

to level of importance to the four items that corresponded to the safety and security scale. 

Campus Climate Importance Scale: CMPCLIMP, the sum of student responses to 

level of importance to the eight items which corresponded to the campus climate scale. 

Satisfaction Scales.  Reponses to satisfaction items were:  0 = not available/not 

used; 1 = not satisfied at all; 2 = not very satisfied; 3 = somewhat dissatisfied; 4 = 

neutral; 5 = somewhat satisfied; 6 = satisfied; and 7 = very satisfied.    
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Student Centeredness Satisfaction Scale: STCNTSAT, the sum of student 

responses to level of satisfaction to the four items that corresponded to the student 

centeredness scale.   

Campus Life Satisfaction Scale: CMPLFSAT, the sum of student responses to 

level of satisfaction to the five items that corresponded to the campus life scale. 

Instructional Effectiveness Satisfaction Scale: INEFFSAT, the sum of student 

responses to level of satisfaction to the seven items that corresponded to the instructional 

effectiveness scale. 

Recruitment and Financial Aid Satisfaction Scale: RCFADSAT, the sum of 

student responses to level of satisfaction to the five items that corresponded to the 

recruitment and financial aid scale. 

Campus Services Satisfaction Scale: CMPSVSAT, the sum of student responses 

to level of satisfaction to the seven items that corresponded to the campus services scale. 

Academic Advising Satisfaction Scale: ADEFFSAT, the sum of student responses 

to level of satisfaction to the five items that corresponded to the academic advising scale. 

Registration Effectiveness Satisfaction Scale: RGEFFSAT, the sum of student 

responses to level of satisfaction to the four items that corresponded to the registration 

effectiveness scale. 

Safety and Security Satisfaction Scale: SFSECSAT, the sum of student responses 

to level of satisfaction to the four items that corresponded to the safety and security scale. 

Campus Climate Satisfaction Scale: CMPSLSAT, the sum of student responses to 

level of satisfaction to the eight items that corresponded to the campus climate scale. 

Overall Satisfaction Scale:  SATSUM, determined from the individual item “Rate 

your overall satisfaction with your experience here thus far” were used to determine the 

overall student satisfaction for participants. 

 

Independent Variables 

 
The independent variable was the assigned status group of student participants 

based on their pre-college characteristics of income and parental educational attainment. 

Student responses to income and educational attainment items on the undergraduate 

admissions application determined whether students were considered to come from high-
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income, low-income or moderate-income families. The income intervals were the same 

as those used by the university undergraduate admissions application. Students included 

in the population responded to the item:  Family Income:  (Please Select:  $20,000-

39,000; $40,000-59,000; $60,000-79,000; more than $80,000).  Parental educational 

attainment was determined based on student responses to the item: Indicate the highest 

level of your parents’ or guardians’ educational background:  Father/Guardian; 

Mother/Guardian (Please select: High School Diploma; AA; AS; Bachelors; Masters; 

Doctorate; Medicine; Specialist; NA; No Degree).  Students responded to this question 

for each parental figure that lived in their home during their adolescent years.  Responses 

to the items concerning parental education were considered in determining whether 

students were from highly educated, moderately educated or low educated families.   

The independent variables for this study were the created categories of 

advantaged, moderate, or disadvantaged based on student respondents’ individual 

characteristics including household income level and parental educational attainment.  

High- and low-income levels were determined based on those used in precedence studies 

(Choy & Ottinger, 1998; St. John, et al., 1994; Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001;).  

Respondents were classified as advantaged if they had at least one parent with a 

bachelor’s degree or higher and fell within the income level identified as high income 

(over $80,000).  Respondents were classified as disadvantaged if they did not have any 

parent with at least a bachelor’s degree and reported income in the lower categories of 

income (less than $80,000 total household income).   Remaining respondents were 

classified as moderate when responses indicated that one parent had at least a bachelor’s 

degree yet they were in a low-income interval or when in a high-income interval yet no 

parent had at least a bachelor’s degree.  The grouping process for each of the 266 

members of the collected sample is illustrated in Figure 1.   

 

Measurement and Coding of Variables  

 
Based on the review of literature and previous student satisfaction studies, the 

covariates that may have been predictive of the outcomes regarding satisfaction levels 

were race, gender and housing status (living on- or off-campus).  For areas of importance, 

these same covariates were identified and controlled. Race and gender categories were 
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determined through student responses on the undergraduate admissions application.  

Sample participants were able to select only one from the following list identifying their 

race/national origin:  American Indian or Native Alaskan; Asian or Pacific Islander; 

Black (not of Hispanic Origin); Hispanic or Latino; White (not of Hispanic Origin).  

Within the sample, only 3 participants identified as American Indian or Native Alaskan.  

Only 9 students reported their race as Asian or Pacific Islander. Because of the small 

percentage of students from each of these race/national origin groups, these two groups 

were combined to form the group of “other ethnicity.” With regard to gender, participants 

identified as either female or male.  

Students reported their housing status through their response to the SSI item:    

Housing Classification (select one):  Residence hall; Fraternity/Sorority; Own house; 

Rent room or apartment off-campus; Parent’s home; Other.  From these responses, 

dichotomous categories of on-campus, coded as zero or off-campus, coded as one, were 

created.  Only a response of residence hall was considered as living on-campus since the 

fraternity and sorority living arrangements on this campus are privately owned and 

managed and do not receive any of the services or resources provide by the office of 

University Housing.  Specific demographics from students in each of status categories 

can be found in Table 3. 

 

  

Figure 1.  Two-by-two Table for Participant Grouping 
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Label      Variable Description SSI Items 

STCNTIMP Student Centeredness Importance 
 

STCNTSAT Student Centeredness Satisfaction  

 
1,5, 31, 35 
 

CMPLFIMP Campus Life Importance 

CMPLFSAT Campus Life Satisfaction 
13, 19, 30, 39, 45 

INEFFIMP Instructional Effectiveness Importance 

INEFFSAT Instructional Effectiveness Satisfaction 
4, 14, 17, 29, 32, 36, 40 

RCFADIMP Recruitment and Financial Aid Importance 

RCFADSAT Recruitment and Financial Aid Satisfaction 
7, 8, 11, 27, 33 

CMPSVIMP Campus Services Importance 

CMPSVSAT Campus Services Satisfaction 
9, 15, 20, 22, 24, 26, 34 

ADEFFIMP Academic Advising Effectiveness Importance 

ADEFFSAT Academic Advising Effectiveness 

Satisfaction 

10, 16, 21, 28, 43 

RGEFFIMP Registration Effectiveness Importance 

RGEFFSAT Registration Effectiveness Satisfaction 
2, 6, 23, 25 

SFSECIMP Safety and Security Importance 

SFSECSAT Safety and Security Satisfaction 
3, 12, 18, 28 

CMPCLIMP Campus Climate Importance 

CMPCLSAT Campus Climate Satisfaction 

3, 5, 31, 35, 37, 41, 42, 

44 

 

 

 

 
TABLE 1.   
 
Created Variables for Satisfaction and Importance Scales  
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Method of Analysis 

 
 The analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was used to test group differences in both 

student satisfaction and areas of importance responses.  ANCOVA was an appropriate 

statistical model for this study because using ANCOVA “two or more groups differing on 

some characteristic can be studied to discover whether or not there is a significant 

difference among the groups on the dependent variable” (Glass & Hopkins, 1996, p. 

605).  For this study, the researcher wanted to measure the effect of  pre-college 

characteristics of family income and parental educational attainment (defined as status) to 

answer research question one:   Was there a difference between satisfaction levels for 

advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged students? In the data analysis, the researcher 

removed the effects of the covariates gender, race and housing status and analyzed the 

differences among the advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged participants with regard 

to satisfaction with the college experience in each of the nine construct areas. ANCOVA 

method was also used to answer research question two, Is there a difference between 

advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged groups in which areas students considered 

important to their college experience? For this question, the researcher determined the 

levels of importance placed upon each of the nine scales measured by the SSI.  

 This study was unique in that it reviewed the effects of satisfaction as the 

dependent variable upon individual characteristics where most current studies have 

explored how satisfaction was affected by college environment.  This study contributed 

to the literature surrounding student satisfaction because it helped determine the diverse 

ways in which different students were affected by the same college environment.  This 

study used satisfaction with the college environment and importance measures within 

each of the nine subscales as the dependent variables.  It was important to focus on the 

individual characteristics of students in order to understand how to best create a college 

environment which would foster satisfaction in diverse student groups (Astin, 1975; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  

The analysis of collected data covered each of the nine constructs of student life.  

Each construct: academic advising effectiveness, campus climate, campus support 

services, instructional effectiveness, recruitment and financial aid effectiveness, 
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registration effectiveness, safety and security, student centeredness, and campus life, was 

evaluated in the areas of student satisfaction level and the level of importance of each 

area.  In an effort to answer the research questions, descriptive and inferential statistical 

methods were used to determine if there was any difference between created status 

groups based on student background characteristics. Through the use of summated 

scores, satisfaction levels and levels of importance were determined for each group, 

advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged.   These results provided information 

concerning the interactions between the dummy variables for race and gender and the 

independent variables of advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged status.   

 

Summary 

 
 A non-experimental survey design was used in this study.  In an effort to answer 

the research questions, data was collected from 266 first-year college students.  Research 

questions were designed to determine whether any differences existed with regard to 

student satisfaction with their college experience based on pre-college characteristics.  

Also, questions were designed to determine which areas of the campus environment were 

most important to students based on the pre-college characteristics of these students. 

 First-year students at a large, public, four-year university were invited, through a 

sampling process, to participate in this study.  Subjects were given a three-week time 

period to complete the online distributed survey.  Reminder emails were sent to invited 

participants seven and fourteen days into the three-week period.  The responses of those 

who participate were then matched, by the researcher, with their reported demographic 

information and grouped into either an advantaged, moderate, or disadvantaged category.   

 Research questions were analyzed using descriptive statistics as well as Analysis 

of Covariance (ANCOVA).  This study helped to determine if there are differences 

between advantaged and disadvantaged student groups and in which areas those 

differences occurred.  These findings may assist campus administrators in developing 

programs and providing resources that will most effectively serve students.   
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between pre-college 

characteristics and student satisfaction and the areas of the college environment that 

students identified as important.  Specifically, the researcher compared the level of 

satisfaction with their college environment reported by students from various pre-college 

backgrounds, identified through status groups of advantaged, moderate, or disadvantaged.  

This research study also sought to discover which areas of the college environment were 

most important to students and the level of satisfaction students reported within these 

areas.  Survey results were explored to determine if differences existed between groups.   

This chapter presents the analysis of quantitative data through mean score 

computations, and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) tests using SPSS software.  The 

data presented will assist the researcher in discussing the differences and relationships 

between satisfaction with the college environment and individual student characteristics.  

Additionally, presented data will report the areas identified as important among each 

student group.  Through the analysis of data the researcher will answer the research 

questions that guided this study. 

 

Research Questions 

 

1. Is there a difference in satisfaction levels, as measured by the Noel Levitz Student 

Satisfaction Inventory (2006) (2006), between advantaged, moderate, and 

disadvantaged first-year students?  

2. Is there a difference between advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged groups in 

which areas students considered important to their college environment, as 

measured through the importance scale on the Noel Levitz Student Satisfaction 

Inventory (2006) (2006)? 
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Sample Characteristics 

 
 There were 266 student participants which made up the sample for this study. All 

members of this sample completed an online version of the Noel Levitz Student 

Satisfaction Inventory (2006) (SSI) (2006).  Student respondents were placed into status 

groups of advantaged, moderate, or disadvantaged based on two individual 

characteristics: household income and level of education completed by parents.  The 

response rates and percentages of the sample of each group are illustrated in Table 2.   

 

Table 2. 
 
Survey Response Rate by Status Group 
 
 
Group   Number of Survey % of Total  
   Completers  Sample 
 
Advantaged   104  39.10    
 
Moderate   93  34.96 
 
Disadvantaged   69  25.94 
 
Total    266  100 

 

Women comprised 72.6 % of the sample.  Seventy-seven percent were White, 

with the next largest group, Hispanic or Latino students, composing 9.8 percent.  Thirty-

eight percent of students in the study reported having a father in their household who had 

only a high school degree or no degree at all.  The same percentage applied to mother’s 

educational attainment with regard to high school degree or less.  The largest percentage 

of students who reported working did so part-time, off-campus at 19.2 percent.  Most of 

the students in this sample, 67.3 %, reported that they were not employed.  Additional 

specific demographic information for each status group can be found in Table 3.   
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Table 3.   

Participant Demographics by Status Group 

 
Variable   Advantaged  Moderate  Disadvantaged 
 
    N %    N %     N    % 
 
Race   
 White   94 90.4  69 74.2  44    63.76 
 Black   2 1.9  6 6.5  13   18.84 
 Hispanic/Latino 7 6.7  11 11.8  8 11.59 
 Other Ethnicity 1 1.0  7 7.5  4 5.79 
 Total   104 100  93 100  69 100 
 
Gender  
 Male   25 24  29 31.2  19 27.53 
 Female   79 76  64 68.8  50 72.46  
 Total   104 100  93 100  69 100 
 
Income Range 
 Below $20,000    21 22.6  13 18.84 
 $20,000-$39,000    21 22.6  22 31.88 
 $40,000-$59,000    31 33.3  16 23.18 
 $60,000-$79,000    5 5.4  18 26.08 
 Over $80,000  104 100  15 16.1  
 
Employment 
 Full-Time Off-Campus 1 1  2 2.15  1 1.44 
 Full-Time On-Campus   15 16.13  1 1.44 
 Part-Time Off-Campus 20 19.2  2 2.15  16 23.18 
 Part-Time On-Campus  5 4.8  12 12.90  2 2.90 
 Not Employed    66 74  61 65.59  8 11.59 
 Did Not Report    1 1.07 
 
Residence 
 On-Campus  76 73.1  70 75.3  37 53.62 
 Off-Campus  28 26.9  23 24.7  19 27.53 
  
Highest Education, Father 
 Less than Bachelor’s  15 14.4  40 43.01  69 100 
 Bachelor’s or Higher 89 85.6  53 56.99 
 
Highest Education, Mother 
 Less than Bachelor’s   32 30.8  38 40.86  69 100 

Bachelor’s or Higher 72 69.2  55 59.14 
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Table 4. 
 
Residency by Status Group 

 

Advantaged Moderate Disadvantaged 
 

N % of Status Group N % of Status Group N % of Status Group 

On-Campus  76 73.1 70 75.3 37 53.6 

Off-Campus 28 26.9 23 24.7 32 46.4 

Total 104 100 93 100 69 100 

 

 
The majority of first-year students at the studied institution lived on-campus.  Of 

the 266 students who completed the survey, 68% reported living on-campus in a 

university supported residence hall.  The university policy does not require first-year 

students to live on-campus; however, approximately 52% of first-year students chose to 

live in university sponsored housing. Within the sample of this study, students in the 

moderate group reported the largest percentage of students living on-campus at 75.3% 

while only 53.6% of disadvantaged students lived in university housing.  A summary of 

the residency population by status group is provided in Table 4.    

Of the 266 respondents, 193 (72.6 %) were female and 73 (27.4%) were male.  

The percentage of first-year female students at the institution being studied was 58.4 % 

and males accounted for 41.6 percent.  The racial distribution of the respondents was 

77.8% White or Caucasian, 7.9% Black, 9.8% Hispanic/Latino, and 4.5% other 

ethnicities.  Specific numbers of respondents by race were included in Table 3.  These 

numbers were comparable with the racial representation of the general population of first-

year students at the institution being studied which reported race for the cohort being 

studied in the following quantities:  73.2% White, 10.4% Black, 12.0% Hispanic/Latino, 

and 4.3% other ethnicities.   

The sample for this study was somewhat representative of the full population of 

first-year students. In most demographic areas, the 266 students who responded to the 

SSI were comparable to the full population of first-year students at the studied institution.  

With regard to race and parental educational attainment, the sample was closely matched 
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with the full population.  For example, the full first-year cohort was 73.2% White, while 

the studied sample contained 77.8% White students.  Additionally, the full population 

reported that 40.7% of their fathers had less than a bachelor’s degree and 59.3% had a 

bachelor’s degree or higher.  For the studied sample, these figures were 46.5% and 

53.5%, respectively.  

Discrepancies existed between the sample and the population in the areas of 

gender, income range, and residence.  While 41.6% of the population of first-year 

students was male, only 27.4% of the sample was male students.  Additionally, while 

only 52.6% of first-year students lived on-campus, 73.1% of the sample reported that 

they lived in university-supported housing. These figures are presented in Table 5. The 

researcher used a random sampling method to determine the sample in an effort to survey 

a sample that would allow for the conclusions based on this sample to be generalizable to 

the full population of first-year students at the studied institution, from which the sample 

was drawn.  However, given the differences between the studied sample and the full 

population, specifically with regard to gender and residence, these results may not be 

generalizable to the full population.  

 

Descriptive Results 

 
Satisfaction 

 
The overall satisfaction level for the full sample was a mean score of 5.73 on a 

possible 7.0 scale.  This score indicated that, as a whole, the sample of 266 students were 

between somewhat satisfied and satisfied with their college environment.  When the 

researcher separated this score for the three status groups, the values were 5.71, 5.74, and 

5.74 for the advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged groups, respectively.  These scores 

were comparable to one another as well as to the sample as a whole.   

The highest mean score given by any group on any of the nine subscales was a 

value of 5.49 from the disadvantaged group in the area of instructional effectiveness.  The 

advantaged and moderate groups also ranked this subscale as the aspect of their college 

environment with which they were most satisfied.  This information indicated that while 

students were not as satisfied as they could have been, the researcher could not conclude 
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that the pre-college characteristics of household income and parental educational 

attainment had affected satisfaction levels.   There was no significant difference between 

the overall satisfaction levels of the status groups that were created based on these pre-

college characteristics.   

When analyzing the results of the nine subscales of satisfaction, a significant 

difference existed between status groups in only one area, campus life.  On this subscale, 

there was a significant difference in the satisfaction reported by the moderate group 

(mean score 4.46) and the disadvantaged group (mean score 3.80).  These scores 

indicated that students in the disadvantaged group were somewhat dissatisfied with 

campus life at the studied institution.  Moderate students, in this same subscale, reported 

a mean that indicated that they were neutral to somewhat satisfied with campus life.    

This subscale was made up of the responses to the following items: 

13. Living conditions in the residence halls are comfortable 
19.  Residence hall staff are concerned about me as an individual 
30.  There is an adequate selection of food available on-campus 
39.  Student disciplinary procedures are fair 
45.  Student activity fess are put to good use   

 
Importance  

 
The overall importance level for all nine measured subscales, for the 266 students 

who participated in the study, was a mean score of 6.38.  This score indicated that the full 

sample found the measured aspects of their college environment to be between important 

and very important.  When identifying exactly which areas were identified as important, 

student responses indicated very similar opinions in their scoring of the three subscales 

they identified as most important.  All three groups identified instructional effectiveness 

and registration effectiveness as the two areas of college life that they thought were most 

important to their experience.  Advantaged students gave the third highest importance 

score on the student centeredness subscale.  Moderate students, however, identified 

academic advising effectiveness as important ranking it third among the nine subscales.  

Campus climate was identified as the third most important aspect of the college 

environment for students in the disadvantaged group.   

A significant difference was found between the moderate and disadvantaged 

groups within the campus life importance subscale.  This subscale, the only subscale with 
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any significant differences of the nine measured areas, was also the area of the campus 

environment in which a significant difference was found among the student satisfaction 

mean scores. Students reported, on the campus life importance subscale, mean scores of 

5.58 among the moderate group and 4.94 among the disadvantaged group.   The items 

that made up this subscale were reported within the satisfaction findings.   

When further examining the areas of importance, the researcher found similarities 

in the areas which students thought were the least important as well.  All three groups 

indicated that campus life was the least important aspect of their college environment.  

Additionally, the researcher found that there were some differences among groups 

beyond the areas in which they indicated were most or least important.  The middle 

rankings of the importance areas were as follows: 

 Advantaged:  4th campus climate; 5th academic advising effectiveness; 6th safety 

and security; 7th campus services; 8th recruitment and financial aid. 

 Moderate:  4th campus climate; 5th student centeredness; 6th safety and security; 

7th recruitment and financial aid; 8th campus services. 

 Disadvantaged:  4th student centeredness; 5th academic advising 

effectiveness; 6th safety and security; 7th recruitment and financial aid; 8th campus 

services.   

The findings among the three groups with regard to the levels of importance they 

placed upon each subscale were similar.  There was little discrepancy between the 

rankings from group to group, especially between the advantaged and disadvantaged 

groups.  Between these two status groups, three of the groups were identified as having 

the same ranking of importance and of the remaining six subscales, the only difference in 

rank was, at most, one (ex.  student centeredness was identified as the 3rd most important 

area for advantaged and the 4th most important for disadvantaged; conversely, 

disadvantaged students identified campus climate as 3rd and the advantaged group ranked 

this subscale 4th).    

Summary of Descriptive Results 

 
 Overall, reports of the full sample identified instructional effectiveness and 

campus climate as the two subscales in which students reported the highest levels of 

satisfaction, with overall mean scores on a scale of 1.0-7.0 of 5.45 and 5.38, respectively.  
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The lowest area of satisfaction was within the subscale of safety and security.  Students 

from the full sample reported an average satisfaction level of 4.03 with this area.  The 

overall mean score for satisfaction with campus life, the only subscale with significant 

differences between the means for the three status groups, was 4.17,  the next to lowest 

overall means score among the satisfaction scales. The highest scored individual items 

reported the highest level of satisfaction for students overall, regardless of status, were:  

“This campus provides online access to services I need,” with a reported mean score of 

6.06; “Faculty are usually available to students outside of class (during office hours, by 

phone or by e-mail),” with a reported mean score of 6.03; “This campus provides online 

access to services I need,” with a reported mean score of 5.96; “Students are free to 

express their ideas on this campus,” with a reported mean score of 5.93 and “On the 

whole, the campus is well-maintained,” with a reported mean score of 5.87.   

Students identified registration effectiveness and instructional effectiveness to be 

the two most important categories with total mean scores of 6.35 and 6.34, respectively.  

While students reported these two areas to be the most important university services, no 

category identified within the instrument reported a mean score lower than a 5.32.  This 

indicated that students overall saw all areas to be, at minimum, somewhat important to 

their college environment.  The lowest importance score was reported for the scale of 

campus life.  The top five individually asked items reported to be important to students 

overall, regardless of status, were:  “I am able to register for classes I need with few 

conflicts,” with a reported mean score of 6.63; “The content of the courses within my 

major is valuable,” with a reported mean score of 6.63; “The quality of instruction I 

receive in most of my classes is excellent,” with a reported mean score of 6.60; “There 

are sufficient courses within my program of study available each term,” with a reported 

mean score of 6.59; and “My academic advisor is knowledgeable about requirements in 

my major,” with a reported mean score of 6.55. 

Research Questions 

 
The following section reports the responses for the proposed research questions for 

this study.  Research questions were analyzed using descriptive statistics, mean scores, 

and ANCOVA method of analysis.  The ANCOVA method was selected in order to 

control for the covariates of gender, race and residence.  By controlling for these 
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covariates, the researcher could be more assured that results were truly based on 

differences among student status, advantaged, moderate, or disadvantaged, rather than 

other factors.   

 

Research Question 1 

 
Is there a difference in satisfaction levels, as measured by the Noel Levitz Student 

Satisfaction Inventory (2006) (2006), between advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged 

first-year students?  

Using the data provided from the Student Satisfaction Inventory, the overall level of 

satisfaction for the full sample was a mean score of 5.32.  This mean score indicated that 

the students reported a level of satisfaction between somewhat satisfied and satisfied with 

the first year of their college environment.  Additionally, a single question in the 

inventory asked:  “Rate your overall satisfaction with your experience here thus far.”  

The mean response to this item, for the full sample, was 5.73 and indicated students’ 

satisfaction when looking at their college environment as a whole rather than in a 

particular area as measured by the nine SSI scales.  Again, this mean score demonstrated 

an overall satisfaction level between somewhat satisfied and satisfied.  Having a similar 

score on these two measurements, both the overall mean satisfaction score and the mean 

of the sample responses to the overall satisfaction item, supported the validity and 

reliability of this instrument in that the students provided comparable responses to the 

individual survey items, such as the overall satisfaction item, as well as the nine compiled 

scales for satisfaction.  Specific responses to this item, based on status group can be 

found in Table 6. 

  When reviewing the responses between status groups of advantaged, moderate, and 

disadvantaged, the researcher found that students had a mean response score to the 

overall satisfaction item, “Rate your overall satisfaction with your experience here thus 

far” of 5.71, 5.74, and 5.74, respectively.  The significance level of .987 illustrated in 

Table 7 indicated that there was no significance in the differences between the means of 

the three status groups with regard to their overall satisfaction with their college 
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environment, as reported through the satisfaction summary item on the Student 

Satisfaction Inventory. 

The researcher further examined the means scores for each of the nine satisfaction 

scales measured by the SSI. Upon review of the ANCOVA analysis, while controlling for 

background characteristics of race and gender as well as residence, there was one 

satisfaction scale in which the means were significantly different:  campus life. The 

significance level of .008 for status found in Table 8 indicated that there were significant 

differences between groups within this scale of measurement.  

The researcher used Tukey post hoc analysis to identify the specific relationships 

between the status groups and to confirm that significant group differences (p-value of 

.015) in this scale existed.  The results of this test revealed a significant difference 

between the moderate group and the disadvantaged group, but not between the 

advantaged and disadvantaged groups. Post hoc results are presented in Table 9. 

Other differences between groups, though not significant, were found within other 

satisfaction scales.  Students in the advantaged group reported the highest mean level of 

satisfaction in the area of instructional effectiveness (5.455).  This group identified 

satisfaction within the safety and security as the lowest area of satisfaction with a mean 

value of 4.00.  For the moderate group, the highest level of satisfaction (5.406) was also 

reported for the instructional effectiveness scale.   As with the advantaged group, the 

moderate group reported the lowest mean for a satisfaction scale in the area of safety and 

security with a mean value of 4.073.  The disadvantaged group means followed suit in the 

scale of instructional effectiveness with the highest mean value for the three groups at 

5.487.  However, the disadvantaged group reported the lowest mean value in the area of 

campus life.  This difference was also the only significant difference between any of the 

three groups with a p-value of .015 between the disadvantaged and moderate groups. 

On six of the nine satisfaction scales, disadvantaged students reported the highest 

level of satisfaction.  These scales included student centeredness, instructional 

effectiveness, recruitment and financial aid, campus services, academic advising, and 

campus climate.  Students in the advantaged group did not report the highest level of 

satisfaction in any of the nine satisfaction scales.  An illustration of the means scores in 

each of the nine satisfaction scales for each status group can be found in Table 10.   
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TABLE 5.   

 

Sample Demographics Compared to Population 
 
 
Variable    % of Sample  % of Total    

Population 
        
Race 

White    77.8   73.2 
 Black    7.9   10.4 
 Hispanic/Latino  9.8   12.1 
 Other Ethnicity  4.5   4.3 
 Total    100   100 
 
Gender  
 Male    27.4   41.6 
 Female    72.6   58.4 
 Total    100   100 
 
Income Range 
 Below $20,000  16.2   5.5 
 $20,000-$39,000  13.9   13.0 
 $40,000-$59,000  18.4   15.1 
 $60,000-$79,000  6.8   16.2 
 Over $80,000   44.7   50.2  
 Total    100   100    
 
Residence 
 On-Campus   73.1   52.6 
 Off-Campus   26.9   47.4 
 Total    100   100 
 
Highest Education, Father 
 Less than Bachelor’s   46.5   40.7  
 Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 53.5   59.3 
 Total    100   100 
 
Highest Education, Mother 
 Less than Bachelor’s Degree 52.5   48.7 
 Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 47.5   51.3 
 Total    100   100 
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Table 6. 
 
Responses to Overall Satisfaction Item by Status Group 
 

Question:  Rate your overall satisfaction with your experience here thus far 
 

Advantaged Moderate Disadvantaged 
Item Response 

N % N % N % 

Not Satisfied at All 1 1.0 2 2.2 1  

Not Very Satisfied 4 3.8 1 1.1 5 1.4 

Somewhat Dissatisfied 8 7.7 7 7.5 4 7.2 

Neutral 2 1.9 2 2.2 13 5.8 

Somewhat Satisfied 13 12.5 11 11.8 23 18.8 

Satisfied 44 42.3 44 47.3 22 33.3 

Very Satisfied 32 30.8 26 28.0 68 31.9 

Did Not Respond     1 1.4 

Total 104 100 93 100 69 100 

   

 

 

 

 

Table 7. 

ANCOVA Results by Status Group to Satisfaction Summary Item 

Source  DF  Type III SS  Mean Square  F Value  Sig 

Status 2 4.984E-02 4.984E-02 .014 .987 

Intercept 1 8423.736 8423.736 4594.243 .000 
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Table 8. 
 
ANCOVA Results in Campus Life Satisfaction Scale 
 

Source  DF  Type III SS  Mean Square  F Value  Sig

Black  1  5.452  5.452 2.529 .113

Hispanic 1 2.699E-02 2.699E-02 .013 .911

Others 1  6.652E-04 6.652E-04 .000 .986

Gender 1 .312 .312 .145 .704

Residence 1 .547 .547 .254 .615

Status 2 21.231 10.616 4.925 .008

Intercept 1 195.559 195.559 90.725 .000

 
 
 
 
Table 9. 
 
Post Hoc Results (Tukey HSD) Campus Life Satisfaction Scale 
 
Status (I)  Status (J)  Mean    Sig 

Difference  
 
Advantaged  Moderate  -.2214   .551 
   Disadvantaged   .4429   .137 
 
Moderate  Advantaged   .2214   .551 
   Disadvantaged   .6643   .015 
 
Disadvantaged  Advantaged  -.4429   .137 
   Moderate  -.6643   .015 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 69 

Table 10. 

Descriptive Statistics of Dependent Variables-Satisfaction-by Group 

 

Advantaged Moderate Disadvantaged 
Outcome Variables 

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. 

Student Centeredness Satisfaction Scale 5.086 1.158 5.060 1.413 5.257 1.021 

Campus Life Satisfaction Scale 4.246 1.425 4.467 1.416 3.803 1.565 

Instructional Effectiveness Satisfaction Scale 5.455 1.019 5.406 1.059 5.487 .684 

Recruitment and Financial Aid Satisfaction Scale 4.462 1.469 4.721 1.596 4.945 1.141 

Campus Services Satisfaction Scale 4.906 1.262 4.686 1.394 4.917 1.149 

Academic Advising Satisfaction Scale 5.098 1.328 5.233 1.388 5.267 1.192 

Registration Effectiveness Satisfaction Scale 5.034 1.124 5.252 1.106 5.242 1.028 

Safety and Security Satisfaction Scale 4.000 1.218 4.073 1.318 4.030 1.147 

Campus Climate Satisfaction Scale 5.350 1.022 5.377 1.094 5.423 .898 

 

 

Research Question 2  

 

Is there a difference between advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged groups in 

which areas students considered important to their college environment, as measured 

through the importance scale on the Noel Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (2006)? 

 

The overall importance level for students who participated in this study was a 

mean score of 6.28.  This mean score demonstrated that the sample reported aspects of 

their college environment to be between important and very important.  The researcher 

used ANCOVA analysis to determine the levels of importance placed upon each of the 

nine importance scales measured by the SSI.  Upon review of the ANCOVA analysis 

there were significant differences (p=.011) found among the means for the three status 

groups as measured by the campus life importance scale. Results of the ANCOVA 

analysis for this scale can be seen in Table 11.   
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Once again, the researcher used Tukey post hoc tests and confirmed that 

significant group differences (p-value of .021) in this scale existed between the moderate 

group and the disadvantaged group, but not between the advantaged and disadvantaged 

groups.  Post hot results can be seen in Table 12.   

 
Table 11. 
 
ANCOVA Results Dependent Variable:  Campus Life Importance Scale 
 

Source  DF  Type III SS  Mean Square  F Value  Sig

Black  1  2.303 2.303 1.076 .301

Hispanic 1 .676 .676 .316 .575

Others 1  .911 .911 .426 .515

Gender 1 2.565 2.565 1.198 .275

Residence 1 .396 .396 .185 .668

Status 2 19.682 9.841 4.598 .011

Intercept 1 335.259 335.259 156.639 .000

 
 
Table 12. 
 
Post Hoc Results (Tukey HSD) Campus Life Importance Scale 
 
Status (I)  Status (J)  Mean    Sig 

Difference  
 
Advantaged  Moderate  -.1413   .786 
   Disadvantaged   .4897   .086 
 
Moderate  Advantaged   .1413   .786 
   Disadvantaged   .6310   .021 
 
Disadvantaged  Advantaged  -.4897   .086 
   Moderate  -.6310   .021 
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The area found to be of greatest importance for students in the advantaged and 

moderate status groups was registration effectiveness.  These groups reported the 

importance of this area through mean values of 6.40 and 6.29, respectively.  The 

disadvantaged group identified, through their responses on survey items, the highest 

importance value in the area of instructional effectiveness with a mean score of 6.43.  

Registration effectiveness was the second highest importance score for the disadvantaged 

group with a value of 6.36.  Both the advantaged and moderate groups identified 

instructional effectiveness as the second most important area of their college environment 

with mean scores of 6.34 and 6.23, respectively.   The areas of importance for each status 

group are illustrated in Table 13. 

Using the results of the ANCOVA analysis, the researcher determined the levels of 

importance placed upon each of the nine scales measured by the SSI.  Significant 

differences were found among the means for the three status groups as measured by the 

campus life importance scale.  In this scale, student responses from the moderate group 

were significantly different from those in the disadvantaged group at a level of .021.  An 

illustration of the means scores for the importance scales for each group are presented in 

Table 13.    

On just one scale, campus services, disadvantaged students reported the lowest levels 

of importance, preceded by the moderate group which was preceded by the advantaged 

group.  One subscale, recruitment and financial aid, reflected quite the opposite with 

mean scores in which disadvantaged students reported the highest level of importance, 

followed by moderate students with advantaged students reporting the lowest importance 

level. The recruitment and financial aid subscale had the same results when measured for 

student satisfaction (See Table 10). 

 

Residence 

 
 
 Based on the literature review presented in Chapter 2 and significant differences 

found within the campus life subscales, the researcher conducted additional data analysis 

for the purpose of observing any relationships between residence, whether a student lived 

on- or off-campus, and status group.  When investigating this relationship, satisfaction 
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was measured using the variable of overall satisfaction.  This variable was measured by 

individual student responses to the summary item:  “Rate your overall satisfaction with 

your experience here thus far.”  All three status groups reported means indicating overall 

satisfaction levels between somewhat satisfied and satisfied.   

Specifically, the advantaged group reported a mean score of 5.71, and both the 

moderate and disadvantaged groups reported mean scores of 5.74.  The student responses 

to the satisfaction summary item, based on residence, are presented in Table 14.  For the 

advantaged group, 85.53% of on-campus students reported that they were satisfied with 

their overall college environment.  Only 14.47% of advantaged students living on-

campus reported a satisfaction level of dissatisfaction.  Advantaged students who lived 

off-campus also reported high satisfaction levels.  A large percentage of students in this 

group, 85.71%, reported that they were satisfied.   

 First, the researcher explored the reports of overall satisfaction and the effect of 

living on- or off-campus, without regard to status groups.  The researcher used cross 

tabulation and ANOVA analyses to determine the overall satisfaction for each residence 

group, based on their responses to the overall satisfaction summary item.  The researcher 

reviewed overall satisfaction based on residence for the 265 students who responded to 

the overall satisfaction item.  Of those who responded, 182 lived on-campus and 83 lived 

in off-campus housing.  The mean score for the on-campus group was 5.78 and the 

largest percentage of this group (45.05%) indicated a rating of satisfied.   A mean score 

of 5.61 was determined for the off-campus group.  The ANOVA results revealed a 

significance level of .355 which indicated no significant difference between the overall 

satisfaction level reported by students who live on-campus and those who live off-

campus.   

 The researcher further explored satisfaction with regard to residence based on 

status group.  In order to compare these groups based on status, cross tabulations were 

explored for each status group, advantaged, moderate and disadvantaged. In order to 

group satisfaction and dissatisfaction responses, students were considered satisfied if they 

responded to the overall satisfaction item with somewhat satisfied, satisfied, or very 

satisfied and responses of either somewhat dissatisfied, not very satisfied or not satisfied 

at all indicated dissatisfaction.  Those we identified neutral as their response to the 
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overall satisfaction item were not calculated into either the satisfied or dissatisfied 

groups. 

Students in the advantaged group who lived on-campus indicated overall 

satisfaction with 90% of students reporting satisfaction and 8.57% reporting 

dissatisfaction.  Students in the advantaged group who lived off-campus reported 78.26% 

satisfaction.  Off-campus students in the moderate group reported dissatisfaction at 

17.39%.  The disadvantaged on-campus group had 88.88% of students report satisfaction 

and 8.33% of students reported dissatisfaction. For those who lived off-campus, 81.25% 

of disadvantaged students reported satisfaction with their overall college environment 

while 9.38% reported dissatisfaction.  These results were further illustrated in Table 15.    

 

 

Table 13. 

 
Descriptive Statistics of Dependent Variables-Importance-by Group 
 

Advantaged Moderate Disadvantaged 
Outcome Variables 

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. 

Student Centeredness Importance Subscale 6.274 .923 6.052 1.086 6.182 .771 

Campus Life Importance Subscale 5.436 1.451 5.577 1.383 4.946 1.576 

Instructional Effectiveness Importance Subscale 6.339 .918 6.232 .981 6.435 .507 

Recruitment and Financial Aid Importance Subscale 5.622 1.446 5.873 1.254 5.873 1.144 

Campus Services Importance Subscale 5.827 1.231 5.765 1.285 5.709 .939 

Academic Advising Effectiveness Importance Subscale 6.126 1.042 6.143 1.153 6.104 1.085 

Registration Effectiveness Importance Subscale 6.404 .801 6.286 .960 6.359 .672 

Safety and Security Importance Subscale 6.054 1.202 5.902 1.319 5.935 1.167 

Campus Climate Importance Subscale 6.250 .943 6.087 1.014 6.225 .666 
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Table 14.   

Overall Satisfaction by Residence  

 

On Campus Off Campus Responses to Summary Item:   
Rate your overall satisfaction with  
your experience here thus far N % N % 

Not satisfied at all 2 1.10 1 1.20 

Not very satisfied 3 1.65 3 3.61 

Somewhat dissatisfied 14 7.7 6 7.23 

Neutral 3 1.65 5 6.02 

Somewhat satisfied 24 13.18 13 15.67 

Satisfied 82 45.05 29 34.94 

Very satisfied 54 29.67 26 31.33 

Total 182 100 83 100 

Mean Score for Residence Group 5.78  5.61  

 

Table 15 
 

Overall Satisfaction by Status Group and Residence 
 

Advantaged Moderate Disadvantaged 

On-Campus Off-Campus 
On-

Campus 

Off-

Campus 

On-

Campus 

Off-

Campus 

    

N     % N    % N      % N    % N    % N    % 

Very Satisfied 22     28.95 10   35.71 21  30.00 5    21.74 11  30.56 11   34.37 

Satisfied 33     43.42 11   39.29 34  48.57 10  43.48 15  41.67 8     25.00 

Somewhat Satisfied 10     13.16 3     10.72 8   11.43 3   13.04 6  16.66 7     21.88 

Neutral 1       1.32 1     3.57 1    1.43 1    4.35   1   2.78 3     9.38 

Somewhat Dissatisfied 6       7.88 2     7.14 5     7.14 2   8.69  3   8.33 2     6.24   

Not Very Satisfied 3       3.95 1     3.57  1   4.35   

Not Satisfied at All 1       1.32  1    1.43 1   4.35  1     3.13 

Total 76     100 28    100 70   100 23  100 36   100 32   100 
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Summary 

 
 This chapter presented the results of the data analysis obtained from 266 first-year 

students who responded to the Student Satisfaction Inventory at the conclusion of their 

first year in college.  Student responses with regard to their satisfaction with services 

provided by the university as well as the importance of services were explored.   

Research questions were addressed through statistical analyses and demographic 

information about the sample was presented for both the full sample as well as created 

status groups based on pre-college characteristics of household income and parental 

educational attainment. 

 Overall, first-year students reported that they were between somewhat satisfied 

and satisfied with their college environment.  No significant differences were found 

between groups with regard to the reported overall satisfaction scores.  Significance 

between groups was found within the campus life subscale.  The items that composed the 

campus life subscale measured students’ satisfaction with regard to their connection to 

the campus community and their sense of belonging at the institution.  Within this 

subscale, students from the moderate group reported significantly higher satisfaction 

scores than those from the disadvantaged group.  Other differences between groups, 

though not significant, were that advantaged students reported higher satisfaction within 

the instructional effectiveness subscale and lower satisfaction with their feelings of safety 

and security on campus than their moderate or disadvantaged peers.  Students from the 

disadvantaged group were more satisfied with the academic components of their college 

environment than their peers from the advantaged and moderate groups.  Disadvantaged 

students reported the highest satisfaction scores of the three groups for both the 

instructional effectiveness subscale and the academic advising subscale.   

 With regard to importance scores, the overall sample results indicated that most of 

the measured areas were important to very important to the participants’ college 

environment.  As with the satisfaction measurements, significance was found in only one 

subscale, campus life.  Again, students from the moderate group reported higher 

importance subscales than their disadvantaged peers.  Students from the disadvantaged 

group reported low satisfaction levels within the campus life subscale as well as low 

recognition of the importance of this area to their college environment.  Other differences 
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among importance scores, though not significant, were found within the safety and 

security subscale as well as the campus climate subscale.  Within all subscales, across the 

three status groups, the level of importance that students reported for the nine measured 

areas of the SSI were higher than the levels of satisfaction that students reported within 

the corresponding areas.   
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION, DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
 

Introduction 

 
The purpose of this study was to better understand the specific needs and 

expectations of students from various economic and parental educational backgrounds.  

From these results, the researcher suggests strategies to increase student satisfaction and 

increase the retention of first-year students in college.  This chapter presents the 

conclusions drawn from the data analysis of this study as well as limitations.  This 

chapter also provides implications for future practice as well as recommendations for 

future research.     

 Accessibility to higher education has allowed students representing a variety of 

socioeconomic backgrounds to attend college.  As a result, today’s college students are 

older than the traditionally studied 18-22 year old student. Students are more consumer 

minded as they enter college, bringing with them a wide variety of cultural lifestyles and 

backgrounds (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1996).  Institutions of higher education have 

become increasingly more complex and specialized in an effort to meet the demands of 

today’s college students.  The consumer mindedness of current college students has 

forced college administrators and governing bodies to strive to meet the expectations of 

these students.  Students who are not satisfied with the resources and services provided 

by an institution, are less likely to remain enrolled than their satisfied peers.  Part of 

cultivating a more satisfied campus and, ultimately, a greater retention effort, is to 

improve the services provided (Noel, Levitz, & Saluri, 1985).   

In order to make suggestions for improved services the researcher evaluated 

satisfaction levels as well as importance ratings from 266 first-year students.  Two 

research questions were presented relating to the satisfaction levels of first-year students 

and importance of university services.  In order to compare students based on similar pre-

college characteristics, the researcher developed three status groups; advantaged, 

moderate, and disadvantaged. Students were assigned to a status group based on their 

responses to two demographic items regarding household income and parental 

educational attainment. The results of the data analyses were reported on these status 
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groups rather than on individual student responses.  Conclusions were also made based 

on group differences. 

 

Limitations 

 
 This study invited students to participate by completing an online survey.  The 

population that the sample was drawn from was not stratified.  The researcher chose to 

categorize students into status groups after the data collection period was complete.  This 

made it difficult for the researcher to control for the varied experiences students may 

have had both inside and outside of the classroom.  While the factors of gender, race, and 

residence were controlled, other factors such as major, course enrollment, GPA, and level 

of co-curricular involvement, which have been shown to affect student satisfaction, were 

not controlled.   

 The response rate to the survey was lower than the researcher anticipated (13.2%).  

Considering the large number of students who met the criteria for participation in the 

study, 1,948, the researcher was hopeful for a 30-40 % response rate.  The researcher 

recognized that this low rate was likely a result of the timing of the data collection.  In 

order to capture student opinions at the completion of their first academic year, the 

researcher chose to collect data at the end of the semester.  This timeline, however, 

conflicted with major academic responsibilities, such as final exams.   

The results of this study can only be generalized to this particular institution.  

Since student satisfaction is based primarily on the services and resources provided by an 

institution, it is difficult to compare student satisfaction from one institution to another. 

To control for this, only those native students who began their college environment at this 

institution and had not attended any other institution of higher education were asked to 

participate.  Transfer students, even those who met the other stipulations of having 

graduated from high school less than six months prior to enrollment at this institution, 

were excluded from the population.   

While this sample was comparable to the studied population within several 

demographic areas, the sample did not accurately represent the population with regard to 

gender or residence.  Discrepancies existed between the sample and the population in the 

areas of gender, income range and residence.  Race and residence were found in previous 
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studies to have a significant impact on a student’s satisfaction with their college 

environment.  Given the differences between the sample and the population within these 

areas, these results may not be generalizable to the full population.  

 

 
Significance of Study 

 
 This study contributes to the existing literature regarding student satisfaction and 

how satisfaction can be viewed as an important outcome variable when planning and 

developing programs aimed at maintaining student enrollment.  There is minimal existing 

research in which satisfaction is evaluated as a result of student pre-college 

characteristics rather than a result of external environmental factors.  While it is 

important that college and university administrators identify the effects that resources, 

programs, and campus environments have on student satisfaction, it is also imperative 

that they identify which areas of the college environment are important to students from 

various backgrounds, as well as what satisfies them.  Administrators can use that 

information to direct them through the process of providing the most effective resources, 

aimed at the specific needs of varying student populations.   

As stated in the review of literature, low-income and first-generation students, in 

particular, are less likely to enroll in college than their more affluent peers (Terenzini, 

Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001).  If institutions are to maintain the enrollment of these students,  

it is imperative that students be provided with resources and experiences that meet their 

expectations and focus on the areas that they identify as having the highest importance in 

their overall college environment.  Student satisfaction is a function of student retention 

(Astin, 1993) and a variable that can be influenced by institutions.  Satisfaction 

assessments are a key indicator of  the current situation for the institution. The data from 

the these type of studies can provide direction for the campus and a clear identification of 

the areas in which improvements can be made which would matter most to students.  

Through the use of surveys, students will often provide feedback that can be used to 

directly impact satisfaction levels through the development of specific and intentional 

programs or provision of resources.  Once administrators recognize the areas in which 
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students are satisfied and dissatisfied, they can work deliberately to increase satisfaction 

and, thus, student retention.    

Satisfaction is also a measurement of institutional effectiveness (Danielson, 1998; 

Jullierat & Schreiner, 1999).  Institutions can use satisfaction levels to provide 

information about their own accountability and to develop programs to increase the 

satisfaction level of the student population.  Conclusions made from this study are 

specifically useful for the studied institution since the participants had experiences that 

were equal with regard to time spent at the institution.  The researcher suggested that key 

constituencies on campus including but not limited to key academic administrators; deans 

and directors; student life personnel; admissions and financial aid personnel; and 

members of the student leadership body or student government review the data.  These 

results and conclusions are specifically directed at the studied institution and cannot 

likely be generalized to other institutions without further examination and analysis.  

 

Discussion of Research Findings 

Satisfaction 

 
The researcher evaluated the significant difference within the campus life scale 

between the moderate and disadvantaged status groups and estimated that the reason for 

this difference could be because the majority of the items included in this subscale were 

specific to students who lived on-campus.  Of the 93 students in the moderate group, 75.3 

% reported living on-campus.  The disadvantaged group had only 53.6 % of the 69 

participants who reported living on-campus.  This information indicated that moderate 

students were significantly more satisfied with campus life follows suit with the literature 

surrounding living on- or off-campus (Astin, 1993; Blimling, 1993).   

 One subscale in which the researcher expected to find low satisfaction scores 

from the disadvantaged status group was campus climate.  Since this subscale measured 

how the institution promoted a sense of belonging among students and, previous research 

reported findings that students from disadvantaged backgrounds felt less engaged in their 

college environment than their peers, these students could be expected to report 

dissatisfaction with the efforts of the university to reach out to this group.   All three 

groups reported mean scores that fell between somewhat satisfied and satisfied with the 
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campus climate at the studied institution.  Students from the disadvantaged group, 

however, reported the highest level of satisfaction in this area, though not at a significant 

difference from either of the other two status groups.  Students from all three groups 

identified this area as important to very important to their college environment.  Based on 

these findings, administrators may consider inviting students to participate in campus 

governance.  Students who are part of the decision making process of university 

administration are more likely to report satisfaction within the campus climate subscale. 

 Students’ satisfaction with the campus services subscale was also lower than the 

level of importance placed upon this area by all three groups.  Students in each status 

group reported neutrality within this subscale, but recognized this as an important area of 

their college life.  Satisfaction within the campus services subscale, which measured 

students’ satisfaction with counseling centers, career advising resources, and faculty 

support, could be enhanced with some attention to students’ responses in this area.  The 

low satisfaction levels within this subscale may come from students’ unawareness of the 

resources available to them rather than their dissatisfaction with the resources.  Marketing 

of these areas to students and ensuring that students are aware of the services provided by 

the counseling center, for example, could increase students’ satisfaction within these 

areas.  Additionally, many students from disadvantaged backgrounds specifically, may 

not recognize that services provided by these offices are at no additional charge to 

students.  By promoting campus resources in a positive light and informing students of 

the variety of resources available to them, students’ satisfaction in this area could 

increase with little or no change to the current services.    

 

Importance 

   

The researcher determined reasons for the significant difference between groups 

within the campus life importance subscale could be that students from lower income 

groups are less likely to attend college for the holistic experience that their higher income 

peers may indicate.  Many lower income students have to make significant sacrifices and 

experience more extreme opportunity costs to attend college than their more affluent 

peers.  These students are often working to supplement their tuition costs and, therefore, 

are less likely to engage in out-of-class learning experiences.  As a result, they may not 
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place the same amount of importance upon being satisfied with their campus life.  This 

assumption is supported by the results of the disadvantaged group in other areas of 

importance.  For example, the disadvantaged group placed the highest level of 

importance upon the instructional effectiveness of their faculty.  They also indicated a 

higher mean score of importance than their moderate peers on the registration 

effectiveness subscale.   

Another possible explanation for the difference between the level of importance 

that these two groups placed upon the campus life subscale could be that the 

disadvantaged group was made up entirely of first-generation college students. First-

generation college students are less likely to have preconceived notions regarding campus 

life.  They are not likely to have heard stories about college experiences from their 

parents and are not as likely to have visited a college campus in their younger years as 

their peers who have parents with four-year degrees.  Additionally, only 53.6% of the 

students in the disadvantaged group lived on-campus.  This is much less than their more 

affluent peers in the advantaged group in which 73.1% reported living on-campus.  

Students who live off-campus are less likely to engage in co-curricular or extra-curricular 

activities and, thus, may not see this as an important component of their college 

experience.   

Conclusions 
Satisfaction 

 

 Student satisfaction is an educational outcome that is both measurable and can be 

influenced by postsecondary institutions (Knox, Lindsay, & Kolb, 1992).  Data, like that 

used for this study, can be collected periodically, and should be considered when 

determining the specific needs of a population of students.  Results of student satisfaction 

studies can indicate specifically which areas should be addressed and with what level of 

immediacy.  The satisfaction data collected for this study represented the current state of 

the university as perceived by a specific group of students.  Students identified 

satisfaction scores for most of the subscales between neutral and somewhat satisfied.  

Students within the sample were neither satisfied nor very satisfied with any area of 

college life.  These moderate satisfaction scores, coupled with higher importance scores 
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on most subscales, indicated to the researcher that there is a need to increase the quality 

and level of support programs that are being provided to students in the measured areas.   

Previous studies (Astin, 1993; Bean & Bradley, 1986) indicate that students from 

less affluent homes are less likely to choose on-campus housing and students who live 

off-campus may be less satisfied with their college environment.  Students who lived off-

campus may have not had enough information to answer items, such as those included in 

the campus life subscale, with the same knowledge as their moderate peers who lived on-

campus and had interaction with residence hall staff and dining facilities more regularly. 

 

Importance 

 

 The researcher found it interesting that while a significant difference existed 

between the moderate and disadvantaged groups on the campus life subscale, all three 

groups reported the lowest importance score in this subscale.  Students in this study 

ranked academic elements of their overall experience as more important than non-

academic components, regardless of their pre-college characteristics.   

The researcher expected to find that the groups comprised of lower income 

students would place a higher level of importance upon the recruitment and financial aid 

subscale. Based on the findings in the review of literature, low-income students were 

apprehensive to request student loans for fear of post graduation debt (Manski, 1992) 

and, therefore, relied more upon grants and scholarships than their higher income peers 

(Kirst & Venezia, 2004).  However, both the moderate and disadvantaged groups 

reported mean scores for this area as seventh of the nine importance areas.  The 

advantaged group indicated that this was the eighth most important area within their 

college environment.  The researcher suspected that the reason for this low ranking was 

that the questions were not geared toward the availability of financial resources but rather 

the personnel who counsel students and administer aid. Students in lower income groups 

would have likely placed higher levels of importance upon the availability of aid than the 

helpfulness of financial aid and admissions personnel.   

The items that made up this subscale were: 

7.  Admissions staff provides personalized attention prior to enrollment; 
8.  Financial aid awards are announced in time to be helpful in college planning; 
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11.  Financial aid counseling is available if I need it; 
27.  This institution helps me identify resources to finance my education; and 
33.  Admissions counselors accurately portray the campus in their recruiting 
practices. 

 

Academics 

The researcher evaluated the data looking for congruence or incongruence with 

the literature with regard to the importance students placed upon their academic advising 

experiences.  King (1993) found that advising was the hub for connecting students with 

the multiple systems of campus including social systems, academic integration and 

holistic student growth.  Additionally, Light (2001) reported that the single most 

underestimated characteristic of a successful college experience was a good academic 

advising experience.  He supported this claim with the idea that students who had a 

meaningful relationship with a faculty member outside of class were more likely to be 

satisfied with their college environment than those who did not.  Given these findings 

regarding academic advising, the researcher expected to find that students of all three 

groups would indicate that academic advising was an important element of their college 

experience.  As expected, all three status groups had mean scores on the academic 

advising effectiveness subscale that fell between important and very important.  In 

relation to the other eight subscales, however, the moderate group scored academic 

advising effectiveness as the third most important subscale and both the advantaged and 

disadvantaged groups scored it fifth among the nine.   

Reasons for this discrepancy could include that findings from researchers such as 

King (1993) and Light (2001) were based on students of all classifications and, since this 

study focused solely on first-year students, these students may not have recognized the 

level of importance involved in the relationship between students and their advisors at 

this early point in their academic career. Another explanation for the scoring given to the 

academic advising subscale from all three groups is the lack of student understanding of 

the difference between advising and registration.  Often, college students see the advising 

process as a means for having their class scheduling plan approved.  They do not take 

advantage of the opportunity to work with an advisor create a long-term plan of study or 

to consult their advisor for career or academic counseling.    
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Noel Levitz (2002) defined the academic advising effectiveness construct as an 

assessment of  “the academic advising program, evaluating advisors and counselors on 

their knowledge, competence, approachability, and personal concern for students” (p. 4).  

For this study, registration effectiveness was the construct that assessed “issues 

associated with registration and billing and the extent to which the registration process is 

smooth and effective” (Noel Levitz, p. 4).   The scores for the registration effectiveness 

subscale supported the idea that students may have identified the scheduling process as 

being more important than the advising process.  Each of the three groups indicated that 

registration effectiveness was between important and very important.  Both the 

advantaged and moderate groups scored registration effectiveness first among the nine 

subscales and the disadvantaged group scored this second, only behind instructional 

effectiveness. 

 

Recommendations for Practice 

Prioritizing Action 

 
When prioritizing the areas in which action should be taken, based on student 

satisfaction and areas of importance data analyses, the highest priority should be given to 

those areas in which students have indicated high levels of importance but low 

satisfaction.  These areas clearly pinpointed the top challenges for the institution with 

regard to the group of students being studied.  These areas should receive the first level of 

attention in any efforts to increase students’ satisfaction and, ultimately, retention.  Areas 

where students identified low importance and low satisfaction indicated areas in which 

there may be opportunities to examine why students do not see these areas as important 

and to investigate the efficiency of the resources being dedicated to these areas.  The third 

group of results were those in which students identified high satisfaction but placed a low 

level of importance.  These are the areas in which it might be beneficial to redirect 

institutional resources to areas where students have indicated higher levels of importance.  

Finally, the areas in which students have indicated high importance to their college 

environment but also high levels of satisfaction with those areas indicated the strengths of 

the institution.  The researcher recommends that these areas receive continued 
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maintenance when developing strategic planning; however, these results do not 

necessarily indicate a need to develop new initiatives or programs. 

The researcher identified, for each of the three status groups, the areas in which 

campus administrators should focus the most immediate attention.  

Advantaged. Advantaged students indicated that registration effectiveness was 

the most important subscale measured by the SSI with a mean score of 6.05, indicating an 

average response of important.  However, students ranked this subscale fifth among the 

nine satisfaction subscales.  Students in the advantaged group reported a score of 5.03, or 

an average of somewhat satisfied, within the items that made up this subscale.   

The mean score of importance for the safety and security subscale from 

advantaged students was 6.05, also indicating a mean response of important.  However, 

this area received a satisfaction score of only 4.0 from this status group.  Clearly, students 

were concerned about their safety and security and saw this as an important part of the 

services provided by the institution; however, they did not indicate that they were 

satisfied with the current resources.  Since 73.1% of students in the advantaged status 

group lived on-campus, this may have contributed to the low satisfaction within the 

safety and security subscale.  Students who live on campus are more likely to be within 

the campus environment in the evening and on weekends when crimes have a higher rate 

of occurrence.  These lower satisfaction levels should be addressed with some urgency 

since students in this group identified these as important elements of their college 

environment.   

Moderate.  Like the advantaged group, moderate students scored the registration 

effectiveness subscale highest of the nine presented subscales.  The mean score from this 

group indicated that this subscale was between important and very important to their 

college environment.  The satisfaction score in this area, however, was the fifth score 

among the mean scores for the nine subscales.  Students in the moderate group were only 

somewhat satisfied to satisfied with this area.   

With regard to safety and security, moderate students reported a mean score of 

4.07, to indicate that they were neutral to somewhat satisfied with this area of college 

life.  However, students indicated that this was an important area in their college 

environment with a score of 5.90, on the high end of somewhat important to important.   
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Disadvantaged.  The third status group, the disadvantaged students, reported the 

lowest mean score for any satisfaction subscale among the three groups.  This group 

indicated that they were somewhat dissatisfied within the campus life subscale.  

However, this group indicated campus life as being the area least important to their 

college environment.  While these students indicated dissatisfaction in this area, since the 

subscale is the least important of the nine subscales, this subscale may not include the 

most urgent areas to be addressed in order to increase the satisfaction of this status group.   

Disadvantaged students also reported the highest satisfaction score of the three 

groups.  These students indicated that they were somewhat satisfied to satisfied (5.49) in 

the area of instructional effectiveness.  This score was paired with the same subscale 

being identified as the most important of the nine subscales with students indicating 

scores between important and very important.  With regard to the area of instructional 

effectiveness, disadvantaged students felt this was the most important area of their 

college environment and also indicated the highest level of satisfaction within this area.   

 

Residence 

 
 This study found support for previous studies that student satisfaction with their 

college environment was positively affected by living on-campus (Astin, 1993). Further, 

satisfaction with student life, specifically, was negatively affected by a lack of student 

community.  Since a significant difference was identified with regard to student status 

and satisfaction with campus life, the researcher suggests that the university focus on 

methods to encourage disadvantaged students to live on-campus. This can be done 

through incentive processes such as decreased room and board rates for these student 

groups or increased grant or scholarship incentives for students who select on-campus 

housing.  This problem may have been compounded on this campus since there were 

fewer housing spaces available than the first-year class needed.  In the fall of 2005, the 

year the studied cohort entered the university, there were approximately 5,700 first-year 

students admitted.  The university only had 4,200 residence hall spaces available for first-

, second-, third- and fourth- year students.  The university is in the process of new 

construction in an effort to accommodate more students with on-campus housing.   
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 It is also possible that first generation students, like those in the disadvantaged 

group, applied to the university later than those from more affluent homes.  Students who 

are the first-generation in their family to attend college have less familiarity with 

university processes and may have not been aware of the multiple steps involved to 

secure on-campus housing once they were accepted to the institution.  Since university 

sponsored housing was allocated on a first come, first served basis, these students may 

have been eliminated from the pool because of their late decision to apply. Once students 

were admitted to the university, a separate application had to be completed and a 

financial deposit secured in order to be considered for on-campus housing.  Those 

students with financial difficulty or who were unfamiliar with campus procedures may 

have been neglected from securing on-campus housing at a greater rate than their more 

affluent peers.  In addition to construction of new residence halls to increase the capacity 

of on-campus housing, the researcher suggests that the university review these policies 

and determine if housing is, in fact, being offered in the most fair manner to all first-year 

students, regardless of financial ability and that the process is clearly explained to all 

students during the application process.   

 

Development of Campus Resources Based on Satisfaction Inventory Results 

 
Students in this study from all three status groups identified most of the nine 

subscales within the study as important or somewhat important to their college 

environment.  Yet, the areas they identified did not completely match their level of 

satisfaction with those areas.  As the studied institution continues to develop retention 

programs and plan for future goals, it would be beneficial to address those areas in which 

a gap existed between the students reported satisfaction and importance in these areas of 

the college environment.  Additionally, identifying specific items in which students 

reported strong dissatisfaction or high importance may help to identify methods through 

which the measured services can be improved or adapted to better suit student 

expectations.  Including students in the strategic planning of the university, especially 

with regard to student satisfaction and identification of areas of importance, will increase 

the efficiency of planning efforts and resources as well as increase student buy-in for new 

campus initiatives.   
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Low satisfaction scores in areas in which the university considers itself to be 

strong may indicate that students are not aware of services that are provided for them in 

the areas they identified as important.  First-year students, specifically those from 

disadvantaged backgrounds, may arrive on-campus and, while they are aware of their 

own needs, they may not be as aware of the services available to assist them in meeting 

those needs.  Millennial students, especially, are more reliant on their parents and may 

not have the confidence or independence to seek assistance with academic or social 

challenges they may incur during their time at the university.  If these millennial students 

are also first-generation students, they may receive little or incorrect information from 

their parents regarding campus structure and environment. Helping students identify 

services and support programs, at the onset of their college environment, may help to 

increase the satisfaction levels of these students later in their college career.   

One method of delivery for this type of information is through first-year student 

seminars.  In a nationwide study the majority of first-year seminar administrators 

reported that their programs increased the likelihood that students would persist to their 

sophomore year.  Additionally, these seminars increased students’ use of campus services 

and interaction with faculty and peers outside of classroom environments  (Tobolowsky, 

2005).  First-year seminar courses can assist students in obtaining a variety of learning 

objectives, one of which is exposure to campus resources and, ultimately, a more 

satisfying college experience. 

 Previous research surrounding student satisfaction (;Chickering, 1994; Crockett, 

1985; King, 1993; Low, 2000) supported that academic advising and student satisfaction 

had positive affects upon one another.    Student advising is an opportunity for one-on-

one contact between a faculty or staff member and student.  Building this relationship can 

have a positive impact upon students’ satisfaction with their college environment and 

may increase their feelings that they are cared for by a member of the university staff.  

These significant interactions can positively impact student satisfaction and retention 

(Crockett).   

Students from all status groups in this study indicated that academic advising was 

important to very important to them. As the affluence among the groups decreased, the 

level of importance placed upon this area increased. When comparing the high level of 
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importance students placed upon this subscale to their satisfaction with their academic 

advising experience, the researcher found some room for improvement.  Students in the 

advantaged, moderate, and disadvantaged groups reported that while this subscale was 

highly important to them, they were only somewhat satisfied with their experiences.  

Again, the differences among groups with regard to the mean scores were not significant; 

however, the advantaged students reported being the least satisfied of the three groups.   

 Since academic advising has been identified as a positive influence upon student 

satisfaction and student retention (Chickering, 1994; Winston, Enders, & Miller, 1982), 

administrators may want to focus on the campus resources which made up this particular 

subscale among the three groups.  Academic advising for first-year students at the studied 

university is conducted in a general advising center rather than with major specific 

advisors.  Students are typically served through the central office of academic advising or 

at a satellite location throughout campus.  When advising is needed, students must visit 

one of these locations and are served on a first-come, first-served basis.  Students are not 

assigned to a specific advisor until they have been admitted into their particular school or 

college, at which time advising is decentralized and major specific.  This is typically late 

in a student’s second year or prior to his or her third year of academic course work.  

Identifying a specific advisor who will support students through their selection of a major 

and assignment to a related advisor, could help to build relationships between students 

and their advisor.  If a first-year student was introduced to their specific academic advisor 

earlier in their college experience, or as part of their pre-enrollment orientation, they may 

feel more comfortable contacting this advisor for future needs and have a greater 

connection and sense of belonging to the university.   

 Previous researchers have found that first-generation students are less likely to 

have encouragement from their families to persist with their academic endeavors (Hahs-

Vaughn, 2004; Terenzini, Springer, Pascarella, & Nora, 1995) and are more likely to 

report feelings of loneliness or isolation than their peers who are not the first-generation 

in their family to attend college.  When these students also come from low-income 

families, the likelihood that they will feel a disconnect from the campus community is 

compounded (Terenzini, Springer, Pascarella, & Nora).  In this study, students from the 

disadvantaged status group were identified as both first-generation and low-income.  This 
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group reported that the elements which created the campus life scale were unimportant to 

their college environment.   In an effort to engage students from the disadvantaged status 

group and to help them feel connected to the campus environment, administrators should 

direct efforts toward generating meaningful relationships between disadvantaged students 

and faculty, staff and peers within the campus community.   

One suggestion would be a mentor program through which successful upper class 

students were paired with first-year students from similar backgrounds to assist them with 

their transition from high school to college.  This same type of mentoring could be done 

between first-year students and a member of the student affairs staff or a member of the 

faculty.  Efforts to reach out to this student group and assist them in identifying areas of 

campus life outside of the classroom environment in which learning may occur, could 

help to elevate their expectations of campus life, how important they recognize this area 

as being, and their satisfaction within this scale.   

  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 
 Bean and Bradley (1986) reported that students who were more satisfied with 

their college experience had higher academic performance.  This study did not examine 

the academic performance of the participants, however, the researcher recommends that 

future studies take academic outcomes, such as GPA or pre-college test scores, into 

consideration and identify whether there is a relationship between student satisfaction and 

academic achievement.   

 Another factor that was revealed in the examination of existing literature was the 

effect that residence may have on student satisfaction.  Chickering (1974) found that 

students who lived off-campus had less frequent exchanges with faculty and were less 

likely to attend out of class academic support or tutoring sessions.  Pascarella, et al. 

(1994) reported that students who lived on-campus were more likely to participate in 

extracurricular activities and were more satisfied with college than their peers who lived 

off-campus.  Additionally, his study reported that students living on-campus were more 

likely to persist through graduation. Previous research supported that students from lower 

income families are more likely to live off-campus than those from more affluent 

backgrounds.  Those findings, coupled with the findings that living on-campus has a 
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positive effect on student satisfaction, may indicate that disadvantaged students would 

more likely have lower satisfaction levels. Students in this study were identified as living 

either on-campus, in university supported housing, or off-campus.  The variable of 

residence was controlled for, using residence as a covariate in the ANCOVA analysis, in 

order to ensure that there was no effect on the results from the difference in student 

residence. Given the relationships identified between satisfaction, retention, and 

residence, this variable should be explored in future studies rather than controlled. 

 Students at the affluent end of the socioeconomic scale have been studied 

extensively and the research surrounding lower socioeconomic groups has increased 

significantly in the past three decades.  In the review of existing literature, little research 

was found in which moderate students were studied.  The findings in this study indicated 

only two areas in which there were significant differences among status groups and these 

differences were both found between the moderate and disadvantaged groups and both 

occurred within the campus life scale.  Future studies may investigate why more 

difference was not found between the advantaged and disadvantaged groups. These two 

groups were separated by income and parental education at the extreme ends of the  

subscales.  Differences between these two groups, however, were not found to be 

significant.  Second, studies focusing on the middle group of students, those not 

considered advantaged nor disadvantaged, may produce results that can better assist 

higher education professionals with developing programs specifically targeted at this 

student group.    

 A final suggestion for future research is to consider students intent to return.  This 

study was designed to identify differences among status groups in the areas of campus 

life that they felt were important to their experience and their satisfaction within those 

areas.  These findings guided the researchers suggestions for future practice to increase 

student satisfaction and, ultimately, retention at the university.  Retention was not studied 

directly, although students did respond to a survey item regarding their intent to return to 

the institution in the following semester.  Future studies should review this information to 

determine if, in fact, the satisfaction levels reported by the participants had any 

relationship with the students’ intent to return to the university.    
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Summary 

 
 Student satisfaction is an effective determinant of the areas in which resources 

and efforts should be concentrated when strategic planning, specifically with regard to 

student retention.  When a student expresses satisfaction with their collegiate 

experiences, administrators can identify that their efforts to provide quality and 

meaningful services are justified. Students who are satisfied with the college environment 

are more likely to remain enrolled and, ultimately, persist through graduation.  

Additionally, satisfied students often have higher academic performance than their peers 

who are dissatisfied with their college environment.    

Satisfaction is a subjective outcome in that it is an emotion based on individual 

students’ perceptions of their environment and their experience.  Multiple factors both 

pre-college; family income, parent’s education, high school experiences, self-confidence; 

and those within the college environment; classroom experiences, interactions with peers, 

feelings of belonging and acceptance; can affect students’ satisfaction with their college 

environment.  Through determining the factors that most affect the satisfaction of 

students, programs can be intentionally designed to target the specific needs of today’s 

changing college student.  Support programs must provide a mechanism for students that 

will enhance their experiences and raise their confidence in their ability to persist.  By 

doing so, students attitudes and behavior will be more positively related to their success.  

Conducting frequent studies, such as this, which measure student satisfaction while 

taking into account the diverse needs of today’s changing college student, will assure that 

universities are allocating increasingly scarce resources to the most effective areas of the 

college environment.   
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

 

You have been randomly selected to participate in an important research project being 
conducted by a Florida State University doctoral student.  The purpose of this research 
project is to enhance knowledge regarding student satisfaction and whether pre-college 
characteristics affect the college experience.   
 
If you choose to participate in this important research study, you will be asked to 
complete an online survey that should take about 20 minutes.  On this survey you will be 
asked questions pertaining to your college experiences and attitudes.   
 

• All information collected during this study will be kept confidential to the extent 
allowed by law.  Reports and presentations on the study will be based on grouped 
data and will not reveal your identity.  Data will be collected by an independent 
contractor specializing in survey collection.   

• There are no known risks associated with your participation in this study.   

• Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you are free to withdraw from 
participation at any time. Failure to participate will not result in the loss of any 
benefit from your institution. 

• The research is not designed to help you personally, but the benefits of 
participation include contributing to research on an important topic.   

 
 
If you have any questions about participating in this study, please contact Jennifer A. 
Latino, the principal researcher, at jlatino@admin.fsu.edu or 850-645-2608.   
 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or wish to report a research-
related injury, please contact the campus Institutional Review Board Office at 2035 E. 
Paul Dirac Drive, Box 16, 100 Sliger Bldg., Innovation Park, Tallahassee, FL 32310 or 
by phone at 850-644-8673.   
 
Clicking below to begin the survey will be considered your affirmation of the following 

statements:   

• you are at least 18 years of age; 

• the research has been explained to you; 

• your questions have been fully answered; and  

• you freely and voluntarily choose to participate in this research project. 
 
 

Internet Link to Survey [Inserted here] 
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Hello %first%, 
 
You have been randomly selected to participate in an important research project being 
conducted by a Florida State University doctoral student.  The purpose of this research 
project is to enhance knowledge regarding student satisfaction and whether pre-college 
characteristics affect the college experience.   
 
Just by completing the survey you will automatically be entered into a raffle for 
numerous prizes including:  an iPod shuffle, dining gift certificates and book store gift 

certificates. 
 
If you choose to participate in this important research study, you will be asked to 
complete an online survey that should take about 20 minutes.  On this survey you will be 
asked questions pertaining to your college experiences and attitudes.   
 

• All information collected during this study will be kept confidential to the extent 
allowed by law.  Reports and presentations on the study will be based on grouped 
data and will not reveal your identity.  Data will be collected by an independent 
contractor specializing in survey collection.   

• There are no known risks associated with your participation in this study.   

• Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you are free to withdraw from 
participation at any time. Failure to participate will not result in the loss of any 
benefit from your institution. 

• The research is not designed to help you personally, but the benefits of 
participation include contributing to research on an important topic.   

 
If you have any questions about participating in this study, please contact Jennifer A. 
Latino, the principal researcher, at jlatino@admin.fsu.edu or 850-645-2608.   
 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or wish to report a research-
related injury, please contact the campus Institutional Review Board Office at 2035 E. 
Paul Dirac Drive, Box 16, 100 Sliger Bldg., Innovation Park, Tallahassee, FL 32310 or 
by phone at 850-644-8673.   
 
Clicking below to begin the survey will be considered your affirmation of the following 

statements:   

• you are at least 18 years of age; 

• the research has been explained to you; 

• your questions have been fully answered; and  

• you freely and voluntarily choose to participate in this research project. 
 
This survey is available for online completion.  Please enter your unique passcode of 
%passcode% at this Website:  
 
http://survey.noellevitz.com/ 
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2 of 3) First reminder:  Subject:  Reminder:  Student Satisfaction Inventory 

 

Hello %first%. 

 

Recently I sent an invitation to you to participate in a research study being conducted by a fellow FSU 

student.  I would appreciate your taking 20 minutes to complete this survey at your earliest convenience.  

 

Just by completing the survey you will automatically be entered into a raffle for numerous prizes including:  

an iPod shuffle, dining gift certificates and book store gift certificates.   

 

I encourage you now to click on the link below to indicate your consent to participate in the survey.  If you 
have any questions, please contact Jennifer Latino, 850-645-2608 or jlatino@admin.fsu.edu. 

 

As a reminder, you need to enter your unique passcode of %passcode% at this Website:  

 

http://survey.noellevitz.com/ 

 

Please complete the survey by no later than Friday, April 21, 2006. The survey must be completed in one 

sitting and should take you no longer than 20 minutes.  Remember, your responses will be kept 

confidential. 

 

Jennifer Latino 
Student, Florida State University 

 

If you choose to participate in this important research study, you will be asked to complete an online survey 

that should take about 20 minutes.  On this survey you will be asked questions pertaining to your college 

experiences and attitudes.   

 

• All information collected during this study will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law.  
Reports and presentations on the study will be based on grouped data and will not reveal your 

identity.  Data will be collected by an independent contractor specializing in survey collection.   

• There are no known risks associated with your participation in this study.   

• Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you are free to withdraw from participation at any 

time. Failure to participate will not result in the loss of any benefit from your institution. 

• The research is not designed to help you personally, but the benefits of participation include 

contributing to research on an important topic.   

 

If you have any questions about participating in this study, please contact Jennifer A. Latino, the principal 
researcher, at jlatino@admin.fsu.edu or 850-645-2608.   

 

If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or wish to report a research-related injury, 

please contact the campus Institutional Review Board Office at 2035 E. Paul Dirac Drive, Box 16, 100 

Sliger Bldg., Innovation Park, Tallahassee, FL 32310 or by phone at 850-644-8673.   

 

Clicking below to begin the survey will be considered your affirmation of the following statements:   

• you are at least 18 years of age; 

• the research has been explained to you; 

• your questions have been fully answered; and 

• you freely and voluntarily choose to participate in this research project.
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3 of 3) Last reminder: 

 

Subject:  Survey Extended:  Student Satisfaction Inventory 

 

Hello %first%. 

 

Your input is valued, so I have extended the availability of the institution survey to Friday, April 28, 2006 

to give you a chance to complete the survey.   

 

Just by completing the survey you will automatically be entered into a raffle for numerous prizes including:  

an iPod shuffle, dining gift certificates and book store gift certificates.   

 

I encourage you now to click on the link below to indicate your consent to participate in the survey.  If you 

have any questions, please contact Jennifer Latino, 850-645-2608 or jlatino@admin.fsu.edu. 

 

As a reminder, you need to enter your unique passcode of %passcode% at this Website: 

http://survey.noellevitz.com/ 

 

The survey must be completed in one sitting and should take you no longer than 20 minutes.  Your 

responses will be kept confidential. 

  

This is your last opportunity to share your priorities and concerns through this survey.  I would appreciate 

your taking the time to complete this information today!   
 

Jennifer Latino 

Student, Florida State University 

 

If you choose to participate in this important research study, you will be asked to complete an online survey 

that should take about 20 minutes.  On this survey you will be asked questions pertaining to your college 

experiences and attitudes.   

• All information collected during this study will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law.  
Reports and presentations on the study will be based on grouped data and will not reveal your 

identity.  Data will be collected by an independent contractor specializing in survey collection.   

• There are no known risks associated with your participation in this study.   

• Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you are free to withdraw from participation at any 
time. Failure to participate will not result in the loss of any benefit from your institution. 

• The research is not designed to help you personally, but the benefits of participation include 

contributing to research on an important topic.   

 
If you have any questions about participating in this study, please contact Jennifer A. Latino, the principal 

researcher, at jlatino@admin.fsu.edu or 850-645-2608.   

 

If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or wish to report a research-related injury, 

please contact the campus Institutional Review Board Office at 2035 E. Paul Dirac Drive, Box 16, 100 

Sliger Bldg., Innovation Park, Tallahassee, FL 32310 or by phone at 850-644-8673.   

 

Clicking below to begin the survey will be considered your affirmation of the following statements:   

• you are at least 18 years of age; 

• the research has been explained to you; 

• your questions have been fully answered; and  

• you freely and voluntarily choose to participate in this research project. 
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