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by
RICHARD A. STEPHENS
(Under the Direction of Barbara J. Mallory)

ABSTRACT
The researcher’s purpose of this study was to examine the relationship of the

students’ identification of importance and satisfaction with institutional factors (those
factors that the institutions can control) of Georgia’s technical colleges and to determine
the extent of the differences between importance of and satisfaction with institutional
factors. For the study, two databases were analyzed that were comprised of data from
Georgia’s technical college students who took the Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction
Inventory questionnaire. To explain the findings from the analysis, discussion topics were
derived from the themes and trends and were presented to two, five-person focus groups
of students who attended a technical college in Georgia for discussion.

The researcher’s findings revealed that students ranked the factors of
instructional effectiveness, registration effectiveness, and academic advising/counseling
as the most important factors within the institution. The researcher found that service
excellence, safety and security issues, and campus support services were ranked by

technical college students in Georgia as factors with which they were least satisfied.



Students reported the least differences between the importance and satisfaction of the
factors in the categories of safety and security, admissions and financial aid, and
registration effectiveness reflected the greatest differences. The focus group expressed
discontent with safety and security and the student services department of the institutions.
The students are most satisfied with the faculty of the college.

Administrators and decision makers may use the information garnered by this
research to promote the areas that students feel are important and those in which students
are satisfied, while focusing on correcting the items within the institution in which
students are not satisfied. Policies and procedures can focus on factors that students feel
are important such as instructional effectiveness, registration effectives, and academic
advising and counseling. Coupled with this, policies should bolster factors that students
are satisfied with such as institutional effectiveness, student centeredness, and concern
for the individual while adding or changing policies that affect the factors that students

are not satisfied; academic services, safety and security, and campus support services.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Postsecondary institutions with the greatest educational impact are those with clear
and consistent educational goals that are shared by administration, faculty, and students
(Chickering & Reisser, 1993). The importance that students attach to particular goals shapes
the activities in which they engage and the degree of effort they expend in those activities
(Cantor, Norem, Langston, Fleeson, & Zirkel (1989). However, there is evidence of
increasing differences among the educational goals of governments, administrators, faculty
and students (Hanushek, 1997). The failure of undergraduate students to complete their
studies is a cost to a government body which funds higher education institutions and where
the government, whether state or federal, supports students through contributions to
institutions in the form of tuition fees and/or maintenance. A government's concern to keep
public spending as low as possible means that the obvious aspect of its economic agenda is
best served by minimizing non-completion and delayed completion, as these facets may be
construed as inefficiencies in the use of public finances, and hence they become political
issues (Yorke, 1999).

Nadeau, Donald, and Konrad (1992) state that college administrators seek program
completers, if for no other reason than boasting rights, as funding and other financial
incentives are based upon enrollment; not completion. Faculty, on the other hand, may have
their own goals that have remained relatively stable with highest priority given to facilitating
students' intellectual development (Trice, 2002). As a third group that makes up the
institution’s profile, the students assert that they are increasingly interested in obtaining

practical training for their future employment (Dey, Astin & Korn, 1991). If this pattern of
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differing goals and objectives continues internally, the anxiety between administration,
faculty and students is likely to lead to increased levels of frustration and dissatisfaction for
all parties. In classroom scenarios, faculty members express dissatisfaction when they
perceive that students are not committed to learning. Students find disappointment with the
academic advisement they receive because it does not respond to their needs (Alexitch,
1997). It is therefore important that administrators understand the perspective of both faculty
and students in order to identify potential areas of conflict that might diminish student
satisfaction and also steps that should be taken to improve retention and the institutional
environment.

Because different types of stakeholders in higher education--the public, employers,
funding agents, administration, faculty, and students--have their own perspectives and goals,
each assigns different values to quality and accountability. The public wants students to
graduate with general abilities, emphasizing areas such as communication skills (Cave &
Hanney, 1992). College administrators are expected to show that state and federal resources
are being used efficiently and effectively for the institution, and student completion is an
important criterion (Nadeau, Donald, & Konrad, 1992). Faculties view the colleges' primary
obligation to students to be the development of intellectual independence (Barzun, 1993)
while Dey, Astin, and Korn (1991) find that students, meanwhile, are increasingly
preoccupied with career concerns and the ability to find jobs

Institutional Enrollment and Retention

Arguably, most institutional effectiveness offices at two-year colleges focus on

enrollment management and related business functions of the college, rather than on

measuring and analyzing factors that determine student success and satisfaction (Larose,
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2003). Morest and Bailey (2005) state that two year colleges receive a portion of state funds
through formulas that are based on enrollments, not retention or graduation, and efforts to tie
state support to retention and graduation rates and other performance measures have not yet
proved effective. From the colleges' perspective, a new student who has been heavily
recruited accounts for the same amount of funding as a student who is returning well beyond
an anticipated completion time.

Generally, funds are allocated from states to post-secondary institutions within the
state. The amounts of the funds are calculated upon current enrollment based upon a formula
of a set dollar amount multiplied by the number of students-- at times called head count
(Prah, 2002). Forecasted institutional budgets are based upon current enrollment, retention
rates, and recruitment efforts, which can all be linked to the institution’s ability to meet the
needs of students. By forecasting and maximizing retention and thus revenue, an institution
may be able to strengthen its capacity for educational and administrative planning. A major
reason colleges and universities feel the pain when state revenues falter is that lawmakers
know that these institutions have other sources of revenue, including tuition, fees,
government contracts and private contributions (Prah).

In community and technical colleges, the term “enrollment” can have a myriad of
definitions. Enrollment may mean the student is interested in obtaining an associate degree, a
certificate or diploma in a particular field, multiple classes for skill training or a single class
for re-training or personal enjoyment. Approximately one quarter all of students in
community colleges considered themselves in a vocational tract while in high school
(Levesque, Lauen, Teitelbaum, Alt, & Librera, 2000). These authors suggest that this fact

may account for two-year college early leavers who may find viable employment while
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enrolled in classes. In 2005, there were 14,354 graduates with a diploma or degree from one
of Georgia’s technical colleges while there were 20,272 completers of certificate programs
within the colleges (DTAE, 2006).

Likewise, these varied definitions of enroliment add to the difficulty of defining
college retention. Once enrolled, Zwerling (1980) states that institutional factors impact
student retention in two-year colleges. He states: “two-year colleges need to shift the
attention from what is wrong with the student to what is wrong with the institution (p. 56).
According to Zwerling, institutional factors such as providing adequate advising, offering
financial aid, sponsoring orientation, and counseling at convenient times for adult students
can positively impact retention. In any definition of enrollment, the college will be funded
upon headcount whether the student is new to the system or a returning scholar.

To a large extent, arguments can be made that community college administrators base
curriculum decisions on perceptions of community wants and student needs, but these
perceptions may vary greatly from the perceptions of the students (McGovern & Hawks,
1986). Adding to this research, Sanders and Burton (1996) assert that assessments that are
performed by community colleges address outcomes of the students and do not consider the
multitude of factors that affect students’ perceptions. Various other researchers (Bristow,
1998; Sirvanci, 1996; Bristow, Mowen, & Krieger, 1994) note that college administrators,
along with researchers, are beginning to acknowledge the need to focus student satisfaction
assessments in two-year colleges with the same urgency that has been displayed at four-year
colleges and universities. A great deal of research has attempted to measure the needs and
expectations of college students, but a limited amount of research has focused on factors that

lead to student satisfaction that may transcend into retention (Chapman & Pascarella, 1983;
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Tinto,1987; Walker, 1988; Avalos, 1993; Fields, 1998; Burris-Kitchen, Der-Karabetian, &
Morrow, 2000; and Dodd, Gary, & Kling, 2004).

Elliot and Shin (2002) state that many student satisfaction assessments ask an
overarching question about total satisfaction of an institution or the college experience and
usually report the data as basic yes or no evidence of satisfaction. The authors state that when
assessing overall student/customer satisfaction, a composite satisfaction score that
incorporates multiple attributes would appear to have more diagnostic value for strategic
decision making (2002). Various instruments exist from several companies that institutions
use to gather student perceptions on institutional satisfaction. Instruments such as
Community College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CCSEQ), the Community College
Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE), the Cooperative Institutional Research Program
(CIRP), and the Noel-Levitz Student satisfaction Inventory (SSI) are a few of the commercial
instruments available for institutional use.

Two Year Students’ Satisfaction

In Fiscal Year 2005-2006, Georgia’s commissioner for the Department of Technical
and Adult Education, Mike Vollmer, listed as one of the department’s strategic priorities the
initiative of the following:

Georgia’s Technical Colleges will provide improved services to help students

achieve their educational goals, overcome educational barriers, and obtain

training for employment each year and will develop and implement a

coordinated statewide strategy for recruiting, retaining and recognizing

students and continue the strategy each year, with annual refinements, through

FY2006 (DTAE, 2005).
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To address the needs of overcoming educational barriers and retaining students, the
commissioner asked that each of Georgia’s technical colleges administer an internal survey
to students that measures satisfaction (L. Roberts, personal communication, June 8, 2006).
The technical colleges chose to implement the Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory.
Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory

The Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory was implemented in 16 of Georgia’s
34 technical colleges in 2005 (Noel-Levitz, 2006). The data was gathered from the students
who responded to 70-item survey. These 70 questions are then divided into 12 subsets or
“Institutional Factors”, and are categorized as: Academic Advising and Counseling
Effectiveness; Academic Services; Admissions and Financial Aid Effectiveness; Campus
Climate; Campus Support Services; Concern for the Individual; Institutional Effectiveness;
Registration Effectiveness; Response to Diverse Populations; Safety and Security, Service
Excellence, and Student Centeredness.

An overview of the institutional factors measured by the NLCI provides insights into
areas of the two-year institutions that may have an impact on student satisfaction.

Academic Advising and Counseling Effectiveness assesses the comprehensiveness of
the institution’s academic advising program. Academic advisors and counselors are evaluated
on the basis of their knowledge, competence and personal concern for student success, as
well as on their approachability.

Academic Services assesses services students utilize to achieve their academic goals.
These services include the library, computer labs, and tutoring and study areas.

Admissions and Financial Aid Effectiveness assesses an institution's ability to enroll

students in an effective manner. This scale covers issues such as competence and knowledge
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of admissions counselors, as well as the effectiveness and availability of financial aid
programs.

Campus Climate assesses the extent to which an institution provides experiences that
promote a sense of campus pride and feelings of belonging. This scale also assesses the
effectiveness of an institution's channels of communication for students.

Campus Support Services assesses the quality of the support programs and services
which students utilize to make their educational experiences more meaningful and
productive. This scale covers career services, orientation, child care, and special programs
such as Veterans' Services and support services for displaced homemakers.

Concern for the Individual assesses an institution's commitment to treating each
student as an individual. Those groups who frequently deal with students on a personal level
(e.q., faculty, advisors, and counselors) are included in this assessment.

Instructional Effectiveness assesses the students' academic experience, the
curriculum, and the campus's overriding commitment to academic excellence. This
comprehensive scale covers areas such as the variety of courses offered, the effectiveness of
the faculty in and out of the classroom, and the effectiveness of adjunct faculty and graduate
teaching assistants if applicable.

Registration Effectiveness assesses issues associated with registration and billing.
This scale also measures an institution's commitment to making this process as smooth and
effective as possible.

Responsiveness to Diverse Populations assesses an institution's commitment to
specific groups of students enrolled at an institution, e.g., under-represented populations,

students with disabilities, commuters, part-time students, and older, returning learners.
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Safety and Security assesses the institution's responsiveness to students' personal
safety and security on your campus. This scale measures the effectiveness of both security
personnel and campus facilities.

Service Excellence assesses the attitude of staff toward students, especially front-line
staff—those individuals who come in contact with students and potential students first. This
scale pinpoints the areas of the campus where quality service and personal concern for
students are rated most and least favorably.

Student Centeredness assesses a campus's efforts to convey to students that they are
important to the institution. This scale measures an institution's attitude toward students and
the extent to which they feel welcome and valued. Some items on the inventory contribute to
more than one scale.

Individually, each institution uses the information from the tabulated data to discern
patterns or trends that may indicate where they are best serving students and where there are
areas for improvement. Information from the Noel-Levitz 2006 National Report is stated as
follows:

Research indicates that the greater the fit between expectations of students and

reality, the greater the likelihood for persistence, student success, and stability.

The opposite effect also applies: with greater incongruence or a lack of fit

come higher attrition, poor performance, and fluctuation. Understanding this

fit between what students expect and what they experience is a primary

benefit of a satisfaction assessment (p.3).

Thus, institutions gather and analyze data that may indicate what factors students feel

are important that a college possesses and the extent that the students are satisfied with each
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of the factors. Student characteristics and perceptions can change frequently, and campus
leaders, stakeholders including students, parents, boards of trustees, and state legislatures and
agencies may want to understand these changes in order to meet the transforming needs and
circumstances of the student body.

A limited number of studies have examined student satisfaction on the community
college campus and many of these previous studies incorporated the Noel-Levitz Student
Satisfaction Inventory as does this study. Each of these studies provides insight into an
understanding of student satisfaction using the Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory
and was performed at two-year colleges.

Student Attitudes towards Institutional Factors

Given the multitude of factors that influence students’ reasoning for attending two-
year colleges and attributes of the institution that affect students once they are enrolled, a
primary concern of administrators is understanding institutional factors that students perceive
to be important and the extent that students are satisfied with these factors. If students choose
not to attend two-year colleges, then enroliment declines and attrition continues, two-year
colleges that receive appropriations based upon enrollment are destined to lose state and
federal funding Morest and Bailey (2005). Administrators need to be cognizant of the fact
that student retention is a major factor in managing enrollment, which in turn translates into
revenue planning.

Though two-year colleges may attempt to promote features that attract students to
their colleges, the correlation between these factors and student needs, once enrolled, may
vary. Accordingly, Bean and Bradley (1986) state that factors that influence students to

enroll in a chosen institution may have no bearing upon their total satisfaction once they
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begin. For example, the authors note that in a majority of studies internal to the institution,
overall college student satisfaction is associated with student-faculty interaction. Umbach
and Porter (2002) concur that while peer groups continue to be a primary source of student
satisfaction, interactions within academic departments with selected faculty members are also
significant and the strongest predictor of satisfaction is the helpful attitude of the professors.

Students attending two-year public institutions are more likely to be older, have
dependents, work full-time, attend part-time, and delay enrollment than undergraduates
enrolled in four-year institutions (Choy, 2002). Because these factors are much different than
most people’s conception of a typical college student, researchers such as Horn (1996) began
labeling these students as “non-traditional”. This new group of students refers to a change in
the education pursuit from an educational path historically thought of as traditional, that is,
participating full-time in college immediately after high school graduation. However, campus
operations and resources may not be responsive to the nontraditional students. For example,
classroom assignments, internship opportunities, and attendance policies often fail to take
into consideration the time constraints within which nontraditional students often operate.
Non-traditional students are further challenged, as they often do not possess the goal-
oriented, life situation, or academic skills that are characteristic of educational persistence
and success (Wright & 0 Neill, 2002).

There is little consistency throughout the literature in defining a non-traditional student
or elements of student’s college experience. Mancuso (2001) states that most of higher
education has been designed to meet the needs of traditional students, but as nontraditional
students comprise more than one-half of the community college and even more of technical

college population, the assessment of services, programs, and practices from a student
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perspective is needed. Profiles of nontraditional students widely maintain age as a
characteristic parallel with the definition of adulthood (Laanan, 2003; Metzner & Bean,
1987). Even though age and adulthood (25 years and older) have been used as dominant
defining characteristics for nontraditional student status, Noel-Levitz (2004) point out the
challenges and limitations in using these characteristics to distinguish one student population
from the higher education student population at large.

Cross (1981) agreed that only using age as a characteristic to distinguish student
populations was a problem. He identified a nontraditional student as an adult who returns to
school either on a full-time or part-time basis while maintaining employment, family, and
other responsibilities associated with adult life. Students, who traditionally do not qualify
legally as an adult (age 18), but take on the life responsibilities generally associated with
adulthood can be considered adults. The nontraditional student’s primary attention is placed
on employment, family, and other responsibilities. Mancuso states:

Persons who have assumed major life responsibilities and commitments such

as work, family, and community activities . . . are no longer dependent upon

parents or guardians . . . and whose principal identities have moved beyond

the role of full-time student (2001, pp. 165-166).

Horn (1996) follows this same pattern as he attempts to define the nontraditional
student. He states that nontraditional students can be characterized as students who exhibit
at least one of the following situational concerns while enrolled in higher education:

1. Delays enrollment (does not enter postsecondary education in the same
calendar year of high school completion);

2. Attends on a part-time basis for at least part of the academic year,
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3. Works full-time (35 hours or more per week) while enrolled in college
coursework;

4. s considered financially independent for purposes of determining eligibility
for financial aid,;

5. Has dependents other than a spouse (usually children, but sometimes
others);

6. Isasingle parent (either not married or married but separated with
dependents); or

7. Does not have a high school diploma (completed high school with a
General Education Diploma or other high school completion certificate or

did not finish high school). (Horn, pp. 2-3)

Much like Cross, Horn’s model does not reference to age, but instead uses terms such as
“delayed enrollment” as a nontraditional characteristic. Delayed enrollment can be viewed as
similar in nature to the age or adulthood factor of other nontraditional student characteristic
models. Horn’s definition of the single parenthood is not the same as the dependent caregiver
factor in his model as his definition of dependent caregiver is a person not living at home
with their parents.

Sirvanci (1996) states that two-year college administrators, along with faculty and
staff members, are focusing on factors, internal and external to the institution that affect
student attitudes and how the institution plays a role in shaping items that satisfy students’
desires. These, he states, are factors different than those that originally attracted students to
an institution, such as availability of classes and proximity to home, and have a lesser affect

in retaining the students once they begin attending. Malley (1998) is one of the few to
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extensively review this area and has shown that there is a need to carry out more research
into structural models which can assist in explaining the multiple facets of student
satisfaction within the institution itself. While a number of studies focus (Astin, 1984; Centra
& Rock, 1983; Dey, Astin, & Korn, 1991) on using external and personal factors to predict
student outcomes, very little research has been done that assesses perceptions of students’
attitudes of institutional factors; those that are controllable by and internal to an institution.
Statement of the Problem

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship of the students’
identification of importance and satisfaction with institutional factors of Georgia’s technical
colleges. To assure that a technical college education will remain attractive as a viable option
for students pursuing post-secondary instruction, college administrators are cognizant and
focused upon maintaining the level of enrollment within the colleges that currently exists.
Administrators also continue to seek ways to enhance enrollment while retaining current
students. Federal and state funding, initiatives and grants are dependent upon the overall
enrollment status of the two-year college. As a practical choice of post-secondary education,
two-year college administrators must continually address enrollment concerns as the colleges
receive a portion of state funds through formulas that are based on enrollments. In addition to
enrollment, researchers state that colleges also focus upon student attitudes, satisfaction, and
persistence.

Many studies have been conducted that determine factors influencing student's
decisions to choose two-year education, student satisfaction and attitudes, and student
retention. But, there have been very few studies that examine the relationships of student

satisfaction and attitudes and the importance of institutional factors within the two-year
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colleges. In the past, researchers who have focused upon student attrition and retention have
considered variables that are external to the institution, such as demographic factors,
socioeconomic variables, and other areas that pertain to the individual student. Other
researchers have examined the effects of several aspects of the college environment, such as
instructional activities and out-of-class experiences, on students' academic outcomes and
determined these as factors that divert student effort from academic involvement and tend to
be related to higher rates of school withdrawal. Conversely, there are specific activities that
are positively related to student achievement, satisfaction and retention in college.

Several studies focused upon student satisfaction in traditional four-year colleges and
universities, but the researcher found very few or dated studies that focus on two-year
institutions, especially technical colleges. Since up-to-date studies on two-year colleges
similar to studies of four-year institutions was not to be found, nor a study that focused on
technical colleges while encompassing factors that are internal to an institution, this study
attempts to fill that void. This study contributed to the literature as it relates to technical
colleges, nontraditional students, and student satisfaction research. The researcher examined
the level of importance and satisfaction of students with institutional factors within technical
colleges of Georgia.

Research Questions

What is the extent of the differences between importance of and satisfaction with
institutional factors within Georgia’s technical colleges according to students?

1. To what extent is each of the twelve institutional factors important to students?

2. To what extent are students satisfied with each of the twelve institutional factors?
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3. To what extent do satisfaction and importance differ with the twelve institutional
factors?
4. To what extent to importance and satisfaction vary by different characteristics of non-
traditional students?
5. How do students with different backgrounds explain importance and satisfaction
concerning the institutional factors?
Significance of the Study

This study added to the body of knowledge about student recruitment, satisfaction,
and retention within two-year colleges and particularly Georgia’s technical colleges. One of
the goals of the study was to inform Georgia’s technical college administrators of the levels
of satisfaction with factors that can be controlled by the institution—institutional factors—
that may assist with student retention within their institutions. Because student completion
rates are also determinants in local and regional accreditation criteria, the information may
assist administrators in developing policies and goals that assist technical colleges in meeting
established benchmarks of completion.

By utilizing the information herein, administrators may have up-to-date data of
students’ perceptions thus allowing for policy changes that strengthen bonds that students’
have with the college thus promoting retention. Administrators may form policies that reward
faculty for student advising, as students find faculty very beneficial. Administrators may also
form policies that guide counselors and financial aid administrators to develop relationships,
as well as resources to assist students as these relationships are currently challenged.

Retention strategies focus on students' long term benefits for remaining in college and

goal attainment while addressing the institution's varied needs for sustained and increased
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enrollment, retention, and completion. Though only 16 of the 34 institutions participated in
the study, the intent was to provide guidelines and procedures that may be generalized to all
of Georgia’s technical colleges and can provide useful information in combating low
satisfaction rates.

This stated, two-year college student satisfaction and retention instruments cannot
focus on the same general factors as those used to measure four-year college and university
students. This ambiguity, coupled with the recent emphasis on student commitment and
retention by accrediting agencies, results in greater attention to policies and practices that
improve student retention in two-year colleges. Researchers document that student attitudes
are shaped more from variables that directly affect the individual student and subsequent
experiences and not the overall physical characteristics of the institution, its lore, or saga,
factors that may have been an initial attraction. Hence, the need is to change the procedures
and possibly focus more research on factors that influence students to choose a two-year
college, attributes that students feel are important and are satisfied with, and retention factors
that compose the students' perspectives of the college experience.

Often referred to as "relationship marketing," the foundation of this business
philosophy is the belief that strengthening ties with existing customers heightens customer
satisfaction and retention and business' ability to serve customers--thereby avoiding the high
costs both parties may otherwise experience in the search for new clients and customers.
Personally, the researcher has worked in the corporate business world and owned a small
business and understands first hand the importance of customer relations and service after the
initial sale. The researcher has observed that colleges, much like businesses, spend time,

effort and money recruiting new students while focusing minimal time and effort on retaining
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current students. The researcher aims to link the business philosophy of customer satisfaction
and preservation and the educational tenet of student retention, while proposing a listing of
institutional factors that students feel are important along with the factors that students are
satisfied with and those in which that are not.

Procedures

In the past, studies concerning student satisfaction within higher education as a whole
had been conducted using both quantitative and qualitative nature. Furthermore, more
specific studies have been performed and information ascertained from researchers that
outlined and described the multiple facets that attract students to two-year colleges, factors
that affect student satisfaction and issues that promote retention. This researcher used a
mixed methodology that ascertained the extent of the differences between students’
perceived importance of and satisfaction with institutional factors within Georgia’s technical
colleges.

A portion of the study is quantitative in design. Quantitative research is based
primarily on deductive forms of logic, and theories and hypotheses are tested in a cause-
effect order. The goal is to develop generalizations that contribute to theory that enable the
researcher to predict, explain, and understand some phenomenon. The causal direction in a
theory, or which variable is independent and which is dependent, is completely a theoretical
and conceptual problem. The quantitative techniques cannot answer the question of what is
causing what (Dobbin, & Gatowski, 1999). Because of this fact, a qualitative approach will
also be used in an attempt to further understand students’ levels of satisfaction with the areas

individual factors that are controlled by an institution.
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A quantitative method that focuses on secondary data was chosen for this research as
the purposes of quantitative analysis is that of theory testing, prediction, and establishing
facts. The research focus uses surveys and formal instruments such as the Noel-Levitz
Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) while isolating variables and using large samples. From
the research, the data will then be presented as it was analyzed using mainly statistical,
quantitative measures and by the Noel-Levitz company.

To add to the quantitative data available, the researcher conducted two focus-group
discussions. In doing so, the researcher interacted with participants and collected data face-
to-face from participants. These groups were comprised of students who took the Noel-
Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) in 2005 at a technical college in Georgia. These
focus groups were also comprised of non-traditional students.

Data Collection

General data was obtained from the Noel-Levitz website which is publicly available
and includes an overall assessment of students who participated in the general Student
Satisfaction Inventory in 2005. The 2005 National Satisfaction and Priorities report presents
the responses to the Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) of more than 675,000
students from more than 860 four-year and two-year, public, and private institutions across
North America. From this total, approximately 125,000 of these students were from
community, junior, and technical colleges. From this general data, institutions may request
different subsets of information to be tabulated for their personal benefit as long as the
institution has previously participated in an assessment. The researcher made such requests.

To add to the quantitative data available, the researcher conducted two focus-group

discussions. In doing so, the researcher interacted with participants and collected data face-
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to-face from participants. These groups were comprised of students who took the Noel-
Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) in 2005 at a technical in Georgia. These focus
groups were comprised of students who represent the demographic profiles of nontraditional
students.

The focus group portion was in a discussion format. This format is an important part
of any action research project as it provides the opportunity for the researcher to investigate
further, to solve problems and to gather data which could not have been obtained in other
ways (Cunningham, 1993, p.93). For a focus-group study, Stewart and Shamdasani suggest
that convenience sampling can be employed, that is, the group must consist of representative
members of the larger population (1990, p.53) and this was done.

Instrument

The Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) instrument measures student satisfaction and
priorities, showing how satisfied students are as well as what issues are important to them.
The data from the instrument is gathered from the students using an instrument that employs
70 permanent questions and 15 questions that can be personalized by individual institutions.
Only the 70 questions will be used for this study. These questions are then divided into 12
factors: Academic Advising Effectiveness, Campus Climate, Campus Support Services,
Concern for the Individual, Instructional Effectiveness, Admissions and Financial Aid
Effectiveness, Registration Effectiveness, Responsiveness to Diverse Populations, Safety and
Security, Service Excellence, Student Centeredness, and Academic Services.

The Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) was used for this study because it offers the
added benefit of measuring students' sense of importance (expectations) of campus

environmental factors as well as their satisfaction of experience with these factors (Noel-
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Levitz, 2006). Comparing the students' ratings of the importance (expectations) and their
satisfaction identifies "performance gaps" for each standardized item and eleven scales of the
Inventory. Normative data from two-year public institutions including community and
technical colleges from throughout the United States about the importance, satisfaction, and
performance gaps for the standardized items and eleven scales are also provided.

The second portion of the instrument used was in the form of discussion topics that
were derived from the tabular data that was generated from research questions 1, 2, 3, and 4.
"Questions that include words such as how, why, under what conditions, and similar probes
suggest to respondents that the researcher is interested in complexity and facilitating
discussion™ (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p.65). Eight topics were formed from the data
analysis from research questions 1-4 and presented to each of the focus groups. The topics
for the discussion were derived from the variables that the overall population felt was most
important but were least satisfied.
Data Analysis

Resulting data for this research study that has been tabulated by Noel-Levitz and
descriptive statistics was used in response to research questions 1, 2 and 3: To what extent is
each of the twelve institutional factors important to students? To what extent are students
satisfied with each of the twelve institutional factors? What is the extent of the differences in
the importance of and satisfaction with institutional factors? The focus groups were used to
address these concerns and add meaning to the quantitative measures.

Research question 4 attempted to determine the attitudes of the demographically
different students and was measured in the same general manner as questions 1-3 with the

addition of a qualitative component consisting of two separate focus groups. This attempt
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was to gain a deeper insight to perceptions identified in the survey. These groups were
comprised of students who represent the demographic profiles of nontraditional students.

An additional dimension was added for question 5 that involved focus groups which
allowed the information collected from these group discussions to be raw data. The
researcher’s first step was to transcribe the entire interview and this provided a complete
record of the discussion and facilitated analysis of the data. The next step was to analyze the
content of the discussion with the aim of this analysis was to look for trends and patterns that
reappear within the focus groups.

The guided discussion for these groups was based upon questions derived from the
tabular data gathered in research questions 1-4. This data was transcribed, analyzed, evaluated
for emerging trends and then integrated into the quantitative data that was used to develop
theories and to uncover deeper understanding of the reasons that students possess different
levels of satisfaction within the institutions.

Limitations

The research was performed in Georgia. Another limitation is that by using a
secondary data source, controlling for the factor of students transferring from one institution
to another was not addressed meaning a student may be satisfied with factors at one
institution but not another. The Noel Levitz instrument, though comprised of 12 subsections,
did not employ a uniform number of questions in the instrument for each subsection. The
researcher worked primarily with secondary data that was derived by the Noel-Levitz
company that can not be manipulated. The basic Noel Levitz instrument data analysis that is

available for public perusal does not compile demographic information other than listing the
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number and categories of persons who took the survey. But, the researcher was able to have
certain demographic items analyzed from the data set for a cost and for proprietary use.
Delimitations

A delimiting factor in this study concerns the population surveyed. The population
included 13,782 students from 16 institutions in 2005, a sufficient sample. However, there
are 34 technical colleges in Georgia, but only 16 participated in the survey in 2005. In FY
2004, there were 151,535 students enrolled in certificate, diploma and associate degree
classes and 13,782 students completed the survey. The data from FY 2005 was selected for
use in this study. Data from all other years were not used for comparison or any other factor.

The Noel-Levitz survey that was used was completed by students that physically
attended a college; not those who may take classes on-line. Also, the researcher chose to use
the results from a single student satisfaction assessment tool, while many others are
available. While this assessment may be somewhat representative of other nationally
administered assessments, certain factors may be specific to this assessment in terms of its
image, focus of questions, length, and criteria that would not be representative of other
assessments.

Third, is a major consideration in dealing with items that attempt to measure levels of
student satisfaction factors is the determination of students’ personal definition and
perception of the meaning of the word “satisfaction”. In this research, low levels of
satisfaction do not mean the student is dissatisfied. The model does not involve retention or
suggest prescriptive methods per se of what institutions can or should do with the
information provided but describes the factors that have been established that may lead to

attrition.
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Fourth, the researcher chose to do focus group discussion instead of other data
gathering methods and the researcher chose two, 5 member groups instead of other group
sizes, based upon suggestions of researchers Krueger, Stewart, Shamdasani.

Summary

Federal and state governments, accrediting agencies, and local stakeholders are
increasing demanding accountability and prudence in the use of tax payer and private
funding by post-secondary educational institutions. These authoritative bodies are changing
their institutional accountability programs to include a linkage between funding and
performance. Many of the defining measures of accountability by the various groups focus
upon student completion and graduation rates from these institutions. These measures may
pose significant risks to community and technical colleges because performance may have
consequences for a college’s budget. These circumstances require that Georgia’s technical
colleges take a proactive role in managing their accountability environment and in particular,
determine institutional factors that may lead to student attrition and non-completion of their
objectives.

Researchers who have been focusing on student attrition for past two decades have
primarily concentrated on 4-year colleges and universities and their studies have qualified
many reasons that students leave college before the completion of their original objectives.
Socio-economic factors, parental influence, proximity of friends/family/and current work,
familial status, age and other factors have depicted in detail by these researchers but
conclusions based upon 4-year college and university findings can not be assumed reliable
when considering 2-year community and technical colleges. Also, these factors are beyond

the control of the institution. Factors such as availability of financial aid, concern for the
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student, campus climate, campus support services, and other institutional factors that may
lead to student attrition can be controlled by the local institution, and administrators must be
cognizant of them in order to maintain high enrollment rates.

This study (a) explored institutional factors that students feel are important at
Georgia’s technical colleges, (b) examined factors that influence student satisfaction, (c)
investigated the gaps between factors of importance and satisfaction and (d) examined how
such factors as being a non-traditional student can influence students’ goal attainment.

This work consists of five chapters: An introduction, a review of the literature, the
methodology, the data presentation, and the findings. Chapter | explains the importance of
student satisfaction with institutional (internal) factors in Georgia’s technical colleges.
Chapter I also include a discussion of the perspectives that institutions have concerning
student satisfaction and retention needs. Chapter Two is a review of the works various
authors and their work concerning factors that attract students to community colleges, factors
that influence student satisfaction and the importance of student retention measures are also
incorporated into this chapter. In Chapter Three, the researcher describes the theoretical
framework and the method of inquiry for this research. An outline of the method used for
participant selection, a profile of each student included in the study, and an explanation the
types of data that was collected are also in Chapter I1l. Chapter Four includes the data
collected from Noel-Levitz Student Survey Inventory, an individual analysis of differing
factors, and a compilation of the findings. In Chapter V, the researcher discusses the findings

uncovered in this research.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction

All too often, post-secondary education accrediting agencies and state accountability
polices require institutions to report data that are never used to guide decisions at the
institutional level, and the value of the data is more symbolic that useful. By means of this
data, programs are evaluated, strategic plans are made, and administrators take the glory or
look for someone to blame. To combat this inconsequential data, Bailey and Alfonso state
that data-based decisions must be formed from inquiry of evidence (2004). These researchers
observed that data require analysis to convey meaning, but for data collection to possess
meaning, the data—and the collection methods— must be subjective, open to interpretation,
and promote conversation.

Through the use of performance indicators, state-mandated accountability systems
emphasize performance benchmarking (Barak & Hativa, 2001). Nationally, the most
common indicators for student success for community colleges have been retention, transfer,
graduation, and placement rates (Burke & Serban, 1998). Barak and Hativa also state that
during the past twenty years, states have been attempting to create funding systems that will
prompt improved institutional performance. Particularly during the most recent budget crisis,
states have cancelled or suspended performance initiatives tied to budgeting or funding,
while others have put such plans on hold.

Survey results indicate that the perceived impact of these programs on performance
has declined and is frequently rated as minimal or moderate. Currently, 46 states required

performance reporting, but Burke (1996) notes that most of these reports for planning,
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policy-making, or decision making were only modestly used. Others describe reporting
practices as ~ symbolic policies, which appear to address problems while having little
substantive effect” (Burke & Serban, 1998, p. 14). Often, accountability policies may require
institutions to report data that is never actually used to guide decisions at the state level and
these efforts are often symbolic instead of practical.

As stated by Alford (1998), evidence never carries its own explanation and decisions
must be based on data, not intuition. Mallory (2002) suggests that data collection and data
analysis have become essential for monitoring student performance. Two-year colleges must
continuously improve and a viable method for improving may involve replicating the best
practices of others couple with implementing constructive findings of previous research
(Hurley, 2002). This study is based on the belief that data collection and data analysis is a
driving force in monitoring predictors that influence student satisfaction and attrition and
therefore goal attainment.

Background of the Study
History of Two-Year Post Secondary Institutions

Congress passed the First Morrill Act in 1862, which gave every state that remained
in the Union a grant of 30,000 acres of public land for every member of its congressional
delegation based on the 1860 census (Cross, 1999). The states were to sell this land and use
the proceeds to establish colleges that would educate people in agriculture, home economics
and mechanical arts, and other related professions.

In 1892, president William Rainey Harper of the University of Chicago was the first
to pursue a plan to differentiate universities into smaller learning communities (Baker,

Dudziak, and Tyler, 1994). He separated instruction at the University of Chicago into two
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divisions, the Junior College for freshmen and sophomores and the Senior College for juniors
and seniors. In 1900, the university granted an associate's degree, a mainstay of current
community colleges, to students who completed work at the Junior College, which in 1901
became Joliet Junior College (Vaughn, 1995).

As the junior college movement grew, the institutional leaders did not favor an
exclusively vocational curriculum. Rather, they believed that general education courses
should be a part of the vocational tracks and that preparatory, or transfer, curricula should be
an option in all colleges (Baker, Dudziak, & Tyler, 1994). The reforms they advocated were
designed to bring about a change in emphasis, not a complete change in the mission of
educational institutions. However, this change in emphasis was to be far-reaching: most
administrators of the time believed that between two-thirds and three-quarters of junior
college students should properly be enrolled in terminal occupational training programs and
did not need a four-year degree (Baker, Dudziak, & Tyler).

The Smith-Hughes Act, also known as the Vocational Act of 1917, represented the
first national approval of vocational education in the public school and it established
vocational education in the areas of agriculture, trades and industry, and home economics
(AACC, 2006). The Smith-Hughes Act created a Federal Board of VVocational Education to
establish and oversee the operation of vocational education (Scott & Sarkees-Wircenski,
1996). In addition, the act mandated the creation of state boards to work in cooperation with
the Federal Board of VVocational Education. States were required to submit plans for
vocational programs to be offered and for teacher training in specific vocational areas.

Small-town local schools emerged in an effort to train students in vocational and

technical skills. Schaeffer-Hink and Brandell (2000) state that a significant factor in this
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development was the President’'s Commission on Higher Education (The Truman
Commission), which gave way to the beginnings of educational services directed at the local
communities and states:

Hence the President’'s Commission suggests the name "community college” to

be applied to the institution designed to serve chiefly local community

educational needs. It may have various forms of organization and may have

curricula of various lengths. Its dominant feature is its intimate relations to the

life of the community it serves (President's Commission 1947, Vol. 3, 5).
During and shortly after World War 11, and as an alternative to junior colleges, vocational
schools began as a location where students could learn trades such as welding, machine
tooling or auto mechanics, with less emphasis placed on the academic aspects of the
curriculum (Ayers, 2002). In 1944, the passage of the Servicemen's Readjustment Act
(Public Law 78-346,) known as the GI Bill, provided assistance for the education of veterans.

The 1984 and subsequent 1990 Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology
Education Act authorized the largest amount of federal funds ever allocated for vocational
education (AACC, 2006). This act was to assist states and local systems in teaching the skills
necessary to work in a technologically advanced society. Another goal was to provide greater
opportunities to disadvantaged individuals. The act provided funds to develop Tech Prep
programs as well as allotted greater flexibility to state and local agencies on how to best use
funds to serve special populations. The Tech Prep programs are structured articulation and
coordination efforts between secondary and postsecondary education institutions designed to

provide vocational students with a two-year high school program that is academically
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challenging followed by a non-duplicative and sequenced two-year postsecondary vocational
program (Lewis, 1997).

Educational dissention was highlighted in 1983 with the publishing of the report, A
Nation at Risk. The report targeted the educational strife at all levels and was basis for many
institutions’ restructuring their missions. Two-year colleges transformed from being
traditional feeder institutions for 4-year colleges and universities to community and
vocational institutions that offered terminal degrees, diplomas, and certificates. Gray (1989)
states that “the 1990s brought enrollment resurgence thanks to the proliferation of technical
careers and growing partnerships between businesses and schools" (p. 2). Gray asserts that
these partnerships, supported by School-to-Work, Goals 2000, and Perkins Il initiatives,
assisted in validating the role of secondary career and technical education and emphasized its
need to work in existence with all post-secondary academic pursuits.

President George W. Bush's FY06 budget request proposed elimination of the current
Perkins structure. Despite the President's opposition to Perkins, Congress completed the
reauthorization process (Carnevale, Johnson, & Edwards, 1998). Today, community colleges
serve over 11 million students annually while offering a wide range of programs and
services, from two-year associate degrees to transf