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Universities and community colleges clearly have different goals and missions, but how
do these differences affect the experience of their students? While the extant literature is rich
with studies on student satisfaction, little has been written about how universities and community
colleges differ. This study analyzes data from two surveys, one of enrolled students and the other
of alumni graduates, from Tennessee community colleges and universities. The results test prior
research findings on the effects of college and offer explanations for differences between
community colleges and universities in the determinants of satisfaction with educational

experience.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study draws largely from two major sources of higher education literature. The first
source comes from the community college literature base on institutional mission, which offers
insight on why their students may report higher levels of satisfaction. The second deals with
studies on student satisfaction, specifically the effect of demographic and situational
characteristics of the students, including race, gender, age, employment, and full-time or part-
time status. While there are a few studies that fit in both sources, they are the exception.
Overwhelmingly, student satisfaction studies deal with four-year institutions. For instance,
Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) cite many obstacles that African Americans and women face at
predominantly white coed institutions. African Americans are more likely to feel social isolation
and personal dissatisfaction and women are less likely to benefit from women role models as

men dominate the faculty and administration (Pascarella and Terenzini 1991, 380-4).



Community college literature
Michael Scott Cain presents an overview of the effects of community colleges in his
book The Community College in the Twenty-first Century. His chapter on students is largely
dedicated to non-traditional students, which is best reflected in the following text:
1. They are older, part-time students whose level of ability might be lower and who are
likely to be predominantly female or a member of a minority.
2. Nontraditional students may or may not be interested in acquiring an associate’s
degree or moving beyond the two-year diploma.
3. The category generally includes members of the noncredit continuing education
courses as well as those enrolled in formal grade-granting classes (Cain 1999, 81).
Cain argues that non-traditional students are better served by community colleges because there
is something for everyone. He expands on this line of thought by proposing the metaphor of
community colleges as the Wal-Mart of higher education based on the image, convenient
location, good quality, low prices, convenient hours, personal service, and pragmatism (Cain
1999, 1-8). While Cain recognizes that some may be offended by this metaphor, other scholars
point to community colleges’ distinct mission as a democratizing agent (Dougherty 1994), their
orientation as “student-centered” (McGrath and Van Buskirk 1999), and their culture “aimed at
transforming students into active, empowered participants in the educational process” (Shaw,
Rhoads, and Valadez 1999). Furthermore, a more recent study by Levin (2000) indicated that the
mission of the community college is shifting from one based on the local community’s needs, to
one based on serving the economy. Ayers (2002) recognizes this trend, but also points out that
local communities differ as do the needs of the community and economy. In his study of

southern community colleges, Ayers identifies three fundamental tensions facing institutional



mission: quality versus open access, specified service area versus distance learning, and
comprehensive programming versus strategic niche (pp. 23-25). These studies appear to indicate
that not only are there differences between two-year and four-year institutions, but also
differences between two-year institutions based on the communities in which they are located.
However, noticeably absent from studies on community college literature is the refutation that
their institutions are more student-centered than universities.

Given these stark institutional differences between community colleges and universities,
it is not surprising that students’ social experience differs between institution type. Vincent Tinto
(1988).attributes students’ satisfaction with social experience to the degree to which they make a
smooth transition from high school to college. One begins to see the institutional distinctions
immediately in Tinto’s (1988) three stages of passage into college—separation, transition, and
incorporation. This theory holds that the quicker a student is incorporated into the life of the
college, the less likely they are to leave the institution, thus the more satisfied they are. So the
question becomes, do universities or community colleges more effectively incorporate students
into the life of the college.

Based on the Shaw, Rhoads, and Valadez (1999) study of community colleges as cultural
texts and the McGrath and Van Buskirk (1999) article on community colleges’ commitment to
the student, it appears that community colleges better guide students through the transition
process. However, Christie and Dinham (1991) suggest that universities may have the edge
based on the increased opportunities for participation in extra-curricular activities. In fact, their
study reveals that involvement in just one extra-curricular activity explicitly links them to their
institution and increases their social integration (Christie and Dinham 1991, 421-422). To better

resolve this question it is necessary to consider the work of other higher education scholars.



Student satisfaction literature

Alexander Astin (1993) outlines in his seminal work, What Matters in College?, all
aspects of that question. This compendium of the college experience addresses many issues
surrounding student satisfaction and student development in college. Building on Astin’s
findings regarding student satisfaction, this paper applies aspects of his framework to the 2001
Enrolled Student Survey and 2000 Alumni Survey administered by the Tennessee Higher
Education Commission (THEC). The surveys’ primary purpose is to assess the students’
experience, including academic related questions, demographic information, and a handful of
social experience based questions. The results provide an opportunity to test Astin’s findings and
the necessary data for studying the larger question—what are the differences in the determinants
of satisfaction with educational experience between community colleges and universities?

Through statistical analysis of the Enrolled Student Survey and Alumni Survey, this
study tests two of Astin’s findings. First, this study tests the findings of Astin’s factor analysis of
questions involving personality and self-concept, which yields six latent factors—social activist,
scholar, artist, status striver, leader, and hedonist (Astin 1993, 107). Second, this paper tests the
findings of a separate factor analysis on student satisfaction with various aspects of the
undergraduate experience shows five latent factors—relationships with faculty, curriculum and
instruction, student life, individual support services, and facilities (Astin 1993, 275). Again, this
study’s data does not permit replication of all factors; however, the relationships with faculty and
curriculum and instruction factors are directly applicable to surveys’ group of questions on
student experience in major field of study.

Aside from Astin’s seminal work, two other studies provide a relevant framework for this

paper—Michael Benjamin and Ann Hollings’ article Student Satisfaction: Test of an Ecological



Model and George Kuh and Shouping Hu’s article The Effects of Student-Faculty Interaction in
the 1990°s. These studies offer more applicable approaches to consider students’ self-image and
academic satisfaction respectively.

Benjamin and Hollings’ (1997) study presents a comprehensive (and complex) model for
student satisfaction that reports satisfaction is directly related to positive self-image as one of
their six major findings. Their concept of self-image offers a broader understanding of Astin’s
six factors of personality and self-concept. Based on the challenges of direct replication to either
study, this paper will draw primarily on Benjamin and Hollings’ (1997) self-image concept for
the sake of clarity.

Kuh and Hu’s (2001) article broadens the concept of satisfaction with major field of
study by focusing more intensely on student-faculty interaction. Their research shows that the
more students interact with faculty the more satisfied they are, supporting the findings of earlier
studies (Gaff and Gaff, 1981; Alberti, 1972; Kirk and Dorfman, 1983; Davis and Young, 1982;
Spady, 1971). Students who often interact with faculty out-of-class on substantive and social
bases report higher levels of satisfaction (Kuh and Hu 2001). This clarifies Astin’s research,
which focuses primarily on environmental factors surrounding student-faculty interaction, such
as place of residence, institutional expenditures in student services, the percentage of students
majoring in business fields, and peer SES (Astin 1993, 281-2).

In a rare article on student-faculty interaction at community colleges, Thompson (2001)
states that the amount of time students spend with faculty is inversely related how many hours
per week they spend at work, suggesting that faculty members should find more ways to interact
with their students, especially given the “student friendly” mission of community colleges (pp.

47-50).
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RESEARCH HYPOTHESES

To adequately address the differences between community colleges and universities, this
study tests four hypotheses based on the extant literature.

1. African Americans, women, part-time students, students who work more than 20 hours
each week, and students older than 22 will have higher levels of satisfaction at
community colleges than at universities.

2. Social and cultural experience will have a larger impact on satisfaction at universities
than at community colleges.

3. The self-image of university students will explain more of the variance in satisfaction
than the self-image of community college students.

4. Community college students’ experience in their major field of study will explain more
of the variance in satisfaction than university students’ experience in their major field of

study.

METHODS

The data for the enrolled student survey were collected from enrolled students at all
public community colleges and universities in Tennessee’s Board of Regents (TBR) and
University of Tennessee (UT) systems, while the alumni survey data were collected only from
participating institutions—five universities and seven community colleges. Both surveys are
administered annually to randomly selected students and alumni of each participating institution.
The surveys’ primary purpose is to assess students’ educational experience and compare the
results to similar institutions (i.e., community colleges to community colleges, research

universities to research universities, etc.). To accomplish this purpose, a statistical test of means



comparison is sufficient; however, this study will apply more advanced statistical measures to
address the larger research question. While the bulk of the survey deals with academic related
issues, there are a handful of social and cultural questions to account for the complete education
experience. Additionally, the survey contains demographic and employment information that is
useful for sociological study of this topic (see tables 1 and 2).

The surveys were administered by each institution and the results were sent to the
Tennessee Higher Education Commission for analysis. Because institutions submitted their data
in different formats (e.g., MS Excel, MS access, SPSS), all data were merged into one SPSS data
file. Most survey questions are ordinal on a four point scale, thus were given numeric values—
1=poor, 2=fair, 3=good, 4=excellent. To clean the data, all values outside of the 1-4 range (or
comparable scale) were coded as missing. Based on the low level of missing values (less than
three percent for all variables used in this study) and the low probability that the missing data in
the independent variables depends on the dependent variable, missing cases were excluded using
listwise deletion (Allison 2002).

Due to the research question’s comparison of community colleges and universities it was
necessary to create a new variable—institution type—Dby recoding all universities as 1 and all
community colleges as 2. The file remained split throughout the analysis to produce two outputs
of each technique allowing for cross-comparison. Recoding was also necessary to create dummy
variables for the ordinal logistic regression model. For race, recoding African American as 1 and
all other values as 0 created the variable “black”. For gender, female was coded 1 and male 0
(instead of 2). Recoding part-time status as 1 and full-time status as 0 created the “Parttime”
variable. “Older22” was created to identify students older than 22 at the time they completed the

survey. “Emp20hrs” indicates that the student is employed more than 20 hours each week.



The research question of this project requires the application of a wide range of statistical
techniques. Perhaps due to the primary purpose of the survey, the most basic statistical analysis
offers the clearest picture of the differences between community colleges and universities. The
comparison of means between these institutions presents a broad view of differences and helps to
identify variables that merit further consideration.

As suggested by many scholars (Alwin 1992; Kim and Mueller 1978), factor analysis is
used in this study to reduce data and attain parsimony. The surveys have two large sections of 10
or more questions in each that merit analysis to identify latent factors. The first section (question
6) deals primarily with skills and abilities enhanced by the institution. The second section
(question 7) is concerned with students’ experience in their major field of study. Based on the
fundamental assumption of factor analysis, that some underlying factors are responsible for the
correlation among the observed variables, this method is used to explore whether self-image
appears as a factor for question 6 and whether faculty-student interaction appears as a factor for
question 7 (Kim and Mueller 1978, 12).

Based on the work of Astin (1993) and Benjamin and Hollings (1997), this study includes
a factor analysis of the skills and abilities listed in question 6 of the survey. To test the research
hypothesis that the self-image of university students will explain more of the variance in
satisfaction with educational experience, it is first necessary to determine if self-image is a latent
factor embedded in these questions. Furthermore, the factor analysis technique sufficiently tests
for the presence of the other factors identified by Astin’s study on personality and self-concept.

Similarly, Astin’s (1993) and Kuh and Hu’s (2001) studies are best tested and emulated
by a factor analysis of the questions involving students’ major field of study. In fact, their study

provides a sound methodological approach to the question of student-faculty interaction. The

10



authors’ use of a pattern matrix (as opposed to a structure matrix) outlines a logical means of
reporting data in which the factors appear to be related to one another based on their high
correlations (Kuh and Hu 2001). For the same reasons Kuh and Hu interpreted the pattern matrix
this paper will rely on the same type factor loadings. To test Kuh and Hu’s theory of student-
faculty interaction, this study must first identify whether it is a latent factor in these questions.

It is also worth noting that in both factor analyses, principle axis factoring extracting
method with Oblimin rotation is used because of the study’s assumption of an oblique structure
(Kim and Mueller 1978, 51). This method proves useful for analysis of question 6; however,
question 7 only yielded one factor, so rotation was not necessary. Due to the exploratory nature
of the study, factors were extracted based on their eigenvalues as opposed to a pre-determined
number of factors. Factor loadings are analyzed from the pattern matrix in question 6 based
primarily on Kuh and Hu’s success in doing so and the high level of correlation between factors
within each factor analysis. For question 7, factor loadings are taken from the factor matrix.

Logistic regression is the final method applied to test the determinants of satisfaction
with educational experience. Due to the ordinal nature of the dependent variable, logistic
regression is utilized instead of linear regression as linear regression assumes the dependent
variable is measured on a continuous or interval scale (Peel et. al. 1998, 77).

To consider the determinants of a satisfactory educational experience, this study uses
ordinal logistic regression. Based on the ordinal nature of the data, logistic regression is more
appropriate than linear methods (Pampel 2000, Peel et. al. 1998). Binary logistic regression
could be used by dichotomizing the dependent variable to satisfied and dissatisfied; however,

this study uses ordered logits because of the extremely low percentage of students indicating
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dissatisfaction (less than 10% for both institution types), which yield extremely low levels of

variance explained in this dichotomous approach.

RESULTS
Survey Means Comparisons

The results of the initial means comparisons of universities and community colleges for
both surveys seem to reject this study’s second hypothesis that social and cultural experience of
university students would have a larger impact on overall satisfaction. In fact, community
colleges scored overwhelmingly better than universities across all questions. Considering the
student survey, 47 of the 57 survey questions were statistically significant at the .05 level and
only 14 of 47 statistically significant means differences were in the favor of universities (11 of
the 14 were questions regarding how often services were used rather than quality of experience).
For the alumni survey, 39 of the 57 survey questions were statistically significant at the .05 level
and only 12 of 34 statistically significant means differences were in the favor of universities (10
of the 12 were questions regarding how often services were used rather than quality of
experience). However, in both surveys community colleges scored higher on academic, social,
cultural, and overall experience. Community colleges also scored higher on practical skills
questions relating to preparation for employment, understanding and applying mathematical and
scientific concepts, and applying concepts in another setting. The final area of means comparison
that merits attention is satisfaction in major field of study. Community colleges scored higher in
terms of faculty availability, practicality of major, and quality of information. However, before
jumping to conclusions as to whether or not to reject the hypotheses based on means

comparisons, it is necessary to point out that a statistically significant difference of means does
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not address the degree to which each variable impacts the ultimate research question—

satisfaction with educational experience. See tables 1 and 2 for survey results.

Skills and Abilities Factor Analysis

The factor analyses for abilities and skills (question 6) in both surveys is promising based
on the correlation coefficient values. The high level of correlation of all variables indicates that
none of them need to be eliminated. This is also an indication that this is not an identity matrix,
which is confirmed by Bartlett’s test of sphericity significance level of p < .001. While the last
four questions have the lowest degree of correlation, eliminating them from the factor analysis
model reduces the number of factors from three to one, which goes against this study’s
exploratory nature. In fact, the structure matrix shows that one of the three factors relies almost
entirely on this last group of questions.

The communalities reported in table 3 are similar for universities and community
colleges. Some discrete differences can be seen, such as the higher level of variance explained
by a latent factor among community colleges for the abilities to grow and lead and self-
confidence. Also, for the student survey only 7 of the 19 questions have higher levels of variance
explained by latent factors for universities and only 3 of the 19 for the alumni survey.

However, the factor loadings as seen on the structure matrices are quite different between
universities and community colleges. Before reporting these differences it is necessary to point
out that this study uses structure matrices, instead of factor or pattern, because structure matrices
allows for correlation among factors, which the data would suggest since all 19 questions come
from a section dealing with skills and abilities. As for the differences between universities and

community colleges, for the first factor (self-image) the results are close between institution type
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for both surveys. The main difference is the slightly higher factor loadings from the community
colleges. However, this cannot be interpreted as rejecting the research hypothesis that university
students’ self-image would explain more of the variance in satisfaction because the factor
loadings simply illustrate how reliant the questions are on the self-image factor. This factor is
labeled self-image based primarily on the high factor loadings for the questions: Q6.3. ability to
grow; Q6.4. ability to lead; Q6.5. self-confidence; Q6.7. Planning projects; Q6.8. speaking
effectively; Q6.14 defining problems; and, Q6.15 working cooperatively in a group.

The next factor appears to be different depending on institution type and among
community colleges a different factor appears in each survey—student and alumni. The
university factor loadings in both surveys are highest for the questions that deal with academic
interests, thus explaining the scholar label. However, in both surveys the community college
factor loadings are all negative. In the student survey, only the questions that are diversity or
group related have factor loadings greater than .3, which explains the anti-social label. For the
alumni survey, however, this label does not sufficiently explain the underlying factor. Since all
factor loadings are negative and less than -.3, there appears to be a broader factor at work, which
this study labels non-traditional. While this term is a familiar one in the higher education
literature, for this study its use intends to reflect the student’s expectations rather than the
student’s age or demographic qualities. The high, negative loadings suggest that the factor likely
implies that some students attended and successfully graduated from community colleges with a
specific goal in mind, whether to transfer to a four year institution or gain skills to enter the
workforce. Therefore, in response to these questions on “the degree to which your education
aaded to your abilities...” the underlying factor is that these abilities were already well honed or

were added to after graduation by another institution or situation. Recognizing that the non-
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traditional label does not sufficiently identify this factor, hopefully it will be interpreted
differently from its common use.

Interestingly, both of the scholar and anti-social factors appear in Astin’s (1993) work on
personality and self-concept although his anti-social factor is titled hedonist. Unfortunately,
neither of the surveys has the number and range of questions to adequately identify it as such.
This factor suggests that students at both universities and community colleges may have limited
abilities interacting with others, but show sufficient ability in working on their own.

The final factor is similar to Astin’s social activist factor based on the extremely high
loadings for Q6.2. getting along with other races, Q6.6. appreciation of other cultures, and
Q6.17. understanding global environmental concerns. As seen in the self-image factor, for the
student survey all the factor loadings have values greater than .3 indicating that the variance in
all questions is explained by these two latent factors. Additionally, on the student survey these
two factors are highly correlated both at the university level (.661) and community college level
(.686). However, on the alumni survey these two factors are not as highly correlated—.582 at the
university level and .195 at the community college level, probably due to only 6 of 19 factor
loadings being greater than .3. Also, the self-image factor has a much higher eigenvalue (above 7
at both institution types on both surveys) than both the social activist factor and scholar / anti-
social / non-traditional factor (below 1.5 at both institution types on both surveys). Therefore, the
primary finding of the factor analysis on question 6 is that self-image is definitely a latent factor

among these questions.



Experience in Major Factor Analysis

The same factor analysis strategy was employed on the series of ten questions relating to
experience in major in question 7. As with the previous factor analysis the results from the
correlation table for all questions relating to major (question 7) illustrates that there is high
correlation between all variables indicating that all items should be included in the factor
analysis. The correlation levels also suggest that this is not an identity matrix and Bartlett’s test
proves this at the p <.001 level.

The communalities that are reported in table 5 are significantly higher among community
colleges in both surveys. This may appear to suggest that community college students have a
better experience in their major field of study; however, these values simply indicate that more
of the variance in these items is explained by a latent factor at the community college level than
at the university level.

The factor scores are also significantly higher at the community college level. This is
explained best by the latent factor of curriculum and instruction. This study expected to find a
student-faculty interaction factor based on the findings of Kuh and Hu (2001) and Astin (1993).
However, the factor loadings for the questions that best match this factor—Q7.1. availability of
advisor and Q7.7. availability of faculty to help students outside of class—are not among the
highest of the 10 questions. Astin (1993) does discuss the importance of curriculum and
instruction, but does not find it as a significant determinant of student satisfaction. Nevertheless,
the title still seems appropriate for this factor analysis based on the high loadings for Q7.8.
quality of instruction in major, Q7.4 clarity of objectives for courses, and Q7.3 clarity of degree
requirements. The fact that community colleges have higher factor loadings is best explained by

the literature stating that students attending community colleges are more likely to have an end
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goal in mind, which translates to the clarity of programs. Based on this information, it makes
sense that so much of the variance in these questions is explained by curriculum and instruction
because this is the primary goal of community college students, whereas university students

attend for a wider variety of reasons.

Logistic Regression Results

The ordinal logistic regression results reported on table 7 present the most complete
picture of the research question—how determinants of satisfaction differ from universities to
community colleges. The model includes the four factors—self-image, scholar / anti-social,
social activist, and curriculum & instruction—as independent variables along with three
categories of experience—academic, social, and cultural—and five dummy variables—gender,
part-time status, employment status, race, and age. The regression analysis is the only method
that adequately tests the hypotheses that consider to what extent the independent variables
explain the variance in satisfaction between institution type.

Before reporting the results, it is first necessary to state a few limitations with the ordinal
regression method. The information presented in table 7 includes both logits and odds ratios,
which are calculated with the “very satisfied” group as the default denominator and the three
other levels of satisfaction in the numerator. Therefore, when interpreting the odds ratios it
should be noted that one unit of increase in the independent variables should influence the odds
of affecting the dependent variable outcome that one would be “very satisfied.” While at first
glance this appears to be more complex than necessary (why not dichotomize the dependent
variable?), given that less than 8% of respondents in both surveys indicated dissatisfaction,

ordinal logistic regression appears to be the most appropriate method for this study.



Another note of caution is that the test for parallel lines and goodness-of-fit tests for both
institution types show that these models are significantly different from a model of good fit. This
is attributable mainly to the data problems mentioned above. With more than 73% of respondents
choosing “satisfied” for the dependent variable at the university level and 63% at the community
college level, it is to be expected that the lines for “very dissatisfied,” “dissatisfied,” and
“satisfied” would be significantly different. Recognizing these limitations, this study continues
with the ordinal logistic method because the data problem will only lead to greater problems
with other methods. Furthermore, using “very satisfied” as the default presents the clearest
effects of the independent variables on satisfaction with educational experience.

The penultimate result of the ordinal regression shows that this model explains more of
the variance at the univefsity level than the community college level according to the likelihood
ratio index (LRI). For the student survey the universities LRI is .1 higher; however, it is less than
.03 higher in the alumni survey. While part of this can be attributed to the larger sample size for
universities, the chi-square statistic shows that there is more variance in the response scores at
the university level. For both surveys the chi-square of community colleges in nearly half the
value for universities and the sample size for community colleges is almost 70% that of
universities.

The most important outcomes from the regression analysis are the effects of the
independent variables. First considering the student survey, in both universities and community
colleges all three experience variables are statistically significant with academic experience
having almost four times the effect of any other variable for community colleges and nearly six
times the effect of any other variable for universities. Social experience is significant at the .001

level for universities and at the .05 level for community colleges, which along with the higher



odds ratio suggests that hypothesis two of this study is validated. However, cultural experience
has a slightly stronger effect for community colleges, which goes against that hypothesis. More
attention to this discrepancy is given in the discussion section.

The results are slightly different for the alumni survey. While the academic experience
variable remains the most significant effect on satisfaction, again having more than four times
the effect of any other variable for both universities and community colleges, social experience
in universities is the only other variable that is statistically significant. Also of interest, cultural
experience actually has a negative effect on satisfaction at the community college level. As with
the non-traditional factor, this may suggest that these students were not expecting a significant
cultural experience, perhaps because they did not see the community college setting as
significantly different from their home community.

With regard to the effects of the four factors, in the student survey all factors have the
same direction of effect for both institution type; however, the scholar / anti-social factor is
significant at the .05 level for community colleges and not significant for universities. Self-
image and curriculum & instruction both have strong positive effects on satisfaction with a
strong impact at the university level. Interestingly, the scholar / anti-social and social activist
factors both have a negative effect at both institution types. Perhaps, the scholars / anti-socials
think too much emphasis is placed on non-academic experience or, at least, more emphasis then
than they thought before attending. The social activists may be disappointed in the dearth of
people taking up their issues and frustrated that diversity and environmental issues are not more
explicitly addressed at the post-secondary level. While both of these rationales are simply

speculations, a more important finding is that the same effect occurs at both community colleges
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and universities indicating that these factors do not effect satisfaction differently by institution
type.

The alumni survey results are quite different. The most striking difference is that
curriculum & instruction is the only factor that shows statistical significance and only at the
university level. Another surprising difference is that the social activist factor has a positive
effect on satisfaction as opposed to its negative effect in the student survey. One plausible
explanation rests on the assumption that “social activist” students may not persist to graduation
in the equitable number, thereby removing them from the pool of potential alumni survey
respondents.

The five dummy variables’ effects offer the most distinct differences on satisfaction
between university and community college students. The only Avariable that effects satisfaction in
the same direction (negative) on both surveys is age, but it is negative for the student survey and
positive for the alumni survey. This suggests that students older than 22 are less likely to be very
satisfied with their educational experience; however, if they graduate it is likely that they
perceive their “non-traditional” age as a benefit. Another important finding is that part-time
students, according to the student survey, are more likely to be very satisfied at the university
level, but according to the alumni survey, they are less likely to be very satisfied. This variable
on the student survey for universities is the only statistically significant (p < .001) item among
all dummy variables. Aside from these two differences the most significant finding is that in both
surveys four of the five variables effect satisfaction in opposite directions.

The most obvious rejection of this study’s hypotheses is that females, African Americans,
part-time students, students employed more than 20 hours per week, and students older than 22

years of age would have higher levels of satisfaction at community colleges. In fact, for the
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student survey each of these characteristics has a negative influence on satisfaction with
educational experience at the community college level and all variables with the exception of age
have a positive influence on satisfaction for university students. So, it appears that the opposite is
true—the above characteristics yield higher levels of satisfaction among university students. On
the other hand, for the alumni survey part-time status is more positively related to satisfaction for
community college students. This finding is addresses more fully in the discussion section.
Before jumping to definitive conclusions it should be noted that these variables, with the
exception of part-time status, had very little effect in either direction for both institution types. In
the student survey, race and employment had virtually no effect at the university level with odds
ratios of 1.003 and 1.002 respectively and it was only slightly higher on the alumni survey.
These values suggest the overall influence of the dummy variables is limited at best. In fact,
when the regression is run without these variables, the number of significant independent
variables does not change and the pseudo R-square value remains the same for universities and
even increases by .008 for community colleges on the student survey. This implies that
particularly for community colleges the dummy variables are superfluous to the model; however,
this study retains them to better identify and explain the difference in determinants of satisfaction

by institution type.

DISCUSSION
This study applies many theoretical assumptions based on satisfaction and community
college literature and attempts to abide by many methodological assumptions in the selected

analytic strategies. In testing these assumptions, four hypotheses guided which research



questions and methods would be explored further. Following is an examination of each

hypothesis.

Number One: African Americans, women, part-time students, students who work more than 20
each week, and students older than 22 will have higher levels of satisfaction at community
colleges than at universities. The results of this study appear to reject this hypothesis. As
reported in the results section, regression analysis shows that university students with these
characteristics are more satisfied than community college students with the same characteristics.
Perhaps the more important implication of this study is that these characteristics matter very
little. In the student survey there is a negative effect at the community college level and positive
effect at the university level, but these effects are minimal. Given the variables slight impact
perhaps the negative effect at community colleges is based on students’ expectations not being
met. The community college literature often refers to these institutions as the people’s colleges
and trumpet their “open door” mission as having something for everyone (Dougherty 1994; Cain
1999). Perhaps students with the above characteristics expected a more positive experience at
institutions that pride themselves on serving people like them. Expectations may also explain
these students’ experiences at universities, where they may have expected a lower level of
satisfaction. This rationale would explain the experience of part-time students on the student
survey who are 37% more likely to report being “very satisfied” with their educational
experience. However, the alumni survey supports the hypothesis that part-time students are more
satisfied at community colleges, which again could be attributed to the fact that these

participants graduated.



Number Two: Social and cultural experience will have a larger impact on satisfaction at
universities than at community colleges. Essentially, this hypothesis is split. In both surveys,
university students’ social experiences are statistically significant and an increase in social
experience at the university level is more likely to lead to an increase in satisfaction than at the
community college level. This finding supports the hypothesis and is possibly based on the
higher level of emphasis placed on social experience at four-year institutions. Perhaps this is a
result of the wide array of extra-curricular activities offered at four-year institutions. Scholars
suggest that involvement in just one extra-curricular activity explicitly links them to their
institution and increases their social integration (Christie and Dinham 1991).

With regard to cultural experience, in the student survey its effect is slightly higher at the
community college level, which the literature suggests, is attributable to community colleges’
emphasis on providing something for everyone (Cain 1999). However, the opposite is found in
the alumni survey with cultural experience having a negative effect on satisfaction. This
contradictory finding is perplexing. Again, the most compelling explanation lies in argument that
community college alumni have a significantly different experience than the typical community
college student.

One variable not covered in this hypothesis (or the other three), but certainly worth
consideration is academic experience. Regardless of institution type, academic experience has
the largest effect on satisfaction. In fact, the simple means comparisons in tables 1 and 2 show
that the difference in academic experience between universities and community colleges best

reflected the differences in satisfaction (question 1).
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Number Three: The self-image of university students will explain more of the variance in
satisfaction than the self-image of community college students. This hypothesis is supported
both in the literature and by the regression analysis results for both the student and alumni
studies. The self-image factor had high eigenvalues and is highly significant at both the
university and community college level indicating that this latent factor clearly affects students’
satisfaction with educational experience. The odds ratios show that university students’ self-
image has a larger effect and explains more of the variance than at the community college level.
Therefore, it can be inferred that university students with a positive self-image are more likely to
be satisfied than community college student with the same self-image. This may suggest that the
university experience requires a more confident, secure student. On the other hand, in light of the
statistically significant anti-social factor on the student survey at the community college level, a
positive self-image may be less common thereby not affecting satisfaction as strongly or explain

as much of the variance.

Number Four: Community college students’ experience in their major field of study will explain
more the variance in satisfaction than university students’ experience in their major field of
study. This hypothesis cannot be definitively accepted or rejected. The ordinal logistic
regression results show that the logits and odds ratios are higher for universities than community
colleges in both surveys; however, the factor analysis reports much higher factor scores and
loadings among community colleges. While the factor analysis considers presence of a latent
factor among 10 questions dealing with students’ experience in their major, the results do not
necessarily report how this factor affects satisfaction. So the strength of the factor undergirding

the 10 questions dealing with major experience is stronger at the community college level, but its
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effect on satisfaction is slightly less than the effect at the university level. For both institution
types on the student survey and for universities on the alumni survey, the factor is significant at
the p < .001 level, and the effect produces odds ratios of 1.613 for universities and 1.47 for
community colleges according to student survey data. These results suggest that the curriculum
and instruction factor explains more of the variance at the university level, but the factor is
stronger among community college students. Again, this could be attributed to student
expectations.

It is clear that community college students are expecting a positive experience with
curriculum and instruction based on the high communalities and factor loadings, but this factor
may not be as strong of a determinant because there is so little variance in students’ responses.
As Cain (1999) suggests, community college students arrive on campus knowing what type of
educational experience they want, so curriculum and instruction could be considered to be a
given. This is less likely to be the case for university students; therefore, it follows that the

curriculum & instruction factor explains a bit more of the variance at the university level.

Returning finally to the research question—what are the differences in determinants of
satisfaction with educational experience between community colleges and universities—the
difference in means tests suggested that just about everything leaned in favor of community
colleges. However, the more telling results from the regression analysis show that universities
have more significant determinants of satisfaction, especially on the alumni survey. From this
analysis one variable emerges as the most crucial—academic experience. Therein lies the major
difference between universities and community colleges, since community colleges have fewer

significant influences on satisfaction they are more reliant on academic experience. This is
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certainly the case in the alumni survey and in the student survey none of the other independent
variables influence satisfaction by an odds ratio of more than 1.3 with the exception of
curriculum & instruction (which is clearly aligned with academic experience).

The larger implication from these results is that the differences in satisfaction between
community college enrolled students and community college graduates merits further study. The
results of the alumni survey seem to indicate that students arrive on campus knowing what they
want—a good academic experience—and if they receive it, then they are satisfied. However, in
the student survey the community college determinants look more like the universities.
Therefore, it appears that community colleges have two audiences to satisfy: the traditional
college student seeking to transfer to a four-year institution and the non-traditional seeking a
credential. Perhaps the answer to why community college students are more satisfied lies in their
ability to appeal to both types of students.

The student satisfaction literature would also be enhanced by studies exploring student
expectations. Such research would address how reliant satisfaction is on students’ expectations
before enrolling in higher education. Surprisingly few education scholars are engaged in such
research. Borrowing from the satisfaction literature of other sectors, such as the health care
industry (Murray, Kawabata, and Valentine, 2001), may lead to a more rigorous consideration of
the role of expectations on satisfaction. Furthermore, should differences in expectations arise
between community college and university students, studies on student satisfaction would more
accurately describe experiences.

Finally, this paper suggests that future research directly comparing universities and
community colleges would lead to a better understanding of the student experience at both types

of institutions. While this paper suggests that community college students report higher levels of
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satisfaction due to the differences in the institutional missions and practices between community
colleges and universities, only as more studies begin to directly compare these two institutional
types will empirical evidence be available to answer the question posed in this study’s title—

why are community college students more satisfied?
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