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Abstract 

The first year of college is unique and important for many reasons that warrant 

focused research. Students are often solely responsible for making many academic 

decisions for the first time as well as living relatively, independently away from home. 

One apparent consequence of these challenges is that this is the peak time for dropping 

out of college. Schools have designed many interventions to influence and improve the 

first-year experience, such as first-year seminars, learning communities, campus-wide 

initiatives to improve satisfaction and commitment, and different techniques used to 

enhance engagement and learning in the classroom. Therefore, it is important to examine 

the effects of many variables in this first year of college.  

Considerable research has focused on this critical first year. One thing believed to 

be important as both a dependent and an independent variable is a student’s global 

satisfaction. The first study, a meta-analysis of satisfaction correlates, addresses the 

conflicting results found in the student satisfaction literature for first-year students. This 

study provides clear evidence for the multidimensional nature of satisfaction, as 

satisfaction facets result in differential relationships with other variables. In addition, this 

meta-analysis demonstrates that satisfaction has an important relationship with a variety 

of higher education outcomes. Overall, the results of this meta-analysis have important 

implications for retention in schools as well as future research on satisfaction. 

Currently, most university administrators recognize that satisfaction, performance 

in school, and retention are important variables to monitor. One common intervention 

that many schools are currently using to manipulate students’ attitudes toward school is 
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the learning community model. This intervention is perceived as cost effective and 

having a positive effect on retention and performance. Learning communities come in 

many different forms, but all have a similar organizational goal--to create a smaller social 

community within the larger college, often linked to an increase in faculty attention. 

Study 2 examines the effects of involvement in a learning community on retention, 

grades, and satisfaction at graduation. 

Involvement in a learning community had a significant positive relationship with 

both first-year retention and retention over time. In fact, students who did not participate 

in learning communities were more prone to drop out prior to graduation, even after 

accounting for background variables. The results of this study also show that students 

who were involved in a learning community had significantly higher first-year and 

cumulative GPAs. The findings of this study did not demonstrate a relationship between 

involvement in a learning community and end of school satisfaction. Overall, these 

results indicate that some aspect of the learning community program is contributing to 

better student outcomes.  
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The transition from high school to college is a unique time for college students of 

traditional age. It often involves saying goodbye to longtime friends and family, leaving 

home, and living by oneself for the first time in a new city. It is a time of excitement 

often accompanied by anxiety because of the unknown. Previously, students will have 

been guided through academics, told exactly what classes to take, told who would teach 

the courses, and told when and how to study. College offers so many academic choices 

that are new and exciting, not to mention new social experiences. These choices and 

transitions affect academic success and failure. 

To improve the odds of success, university faculty and staff are tasked with 

helping students bridge the gap from high school to college. The cognitive, behavioral, 

and affective development of traditional students is constantly changing as they enter 

college for the first time (Pope, Miklitsch, & Weigand, 2005). The costs of student failure 

are high for universities, families, society, faculty, and the students.  It is imperative that 

we deliberately plan interventions to ease this transition and set the tone for the remaining 

years of college.  

When considering the first year, it is valuable to move beyond the view of a 

“traditional student” and acknowledge the diversity of backgrounds of today’s college 

students (Ishler, 2005; Schoch, 1980). Demographic characteristics may have important 

moderating effects on satisfaction, and interventions may be more appropriate for certain 

groups of students (an aptitude-treatment interaction). The first year of college is a unique 

experience for all students, not just the traditional students that usually come to mind 

when thinking about going to college for the first time (Edgerton, 1999). That year 
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creates a special set of circumstances that need to be considered by universities when 

planning programs, as well as by scientists who are planning studies involving first-year 

students. This thesis is focused on student satisfaction, retention, and performance during 

the first year, and both studies will consider important demographic characteristics.  

Study 1 will focus on student satisfaction during the first year of college. Study 2 will 

examine the effect of first-year learning communities on retention, grades, and 

satisfaction with college.  

Background 

There has been an explosion of research over the past 20 years focused on first-

year students and examining programs designed for first-year students (Pope et al., 2005). 

About 20 years ago, evidence that overall success in college is strongly related to success 

in the first year started to appear, and as a result, more resources have been targeted 

towards first-year students than they were in the past (Noel, Levitz, & Saluri, 1985). That 

is, it became apparent that a successful transition in the first year may have a causal 

influence on subsequent retention and performance. Although the evidence is 

correlational, it suggested that the first year is a promising point for intervention. Since 

the 1980s, efforts to help first-year students succeed have expanded in size and scope, 

become more focused on academic success, increased faculty involvement inside and 

outside the classroom, been more guided by research, included more assessment of the 

effectiveness of programs and courses, been more responsive to the diversity of students, 

and reflected an increasing use of technology. In addition, external funding for supporting 
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the first-year experience has increased (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Upcraft, Gardner, 

& Barefoot, 2005). 

A question that often appears and needs to be carefully considered in program 

planning is how we define student success in the first year. Most narrowly, it consists of 

“(1) successful completion of courses taken in the first year and (2) continuing 

enrollment into the second year” (Upcraft et al., 2005, p. 8).  A more expanded view of 

first-year success includes a daunting number of different areas of development. 

Universities often wish to develop the following: intellectual and academic skills (e.g., 

problem-solving skills and critical thinking), establishment and maintenance of 

interpersonal relationships (e.g., networking skills and interpersonal support systems), 

exploration of identity (e.g., choosing a career), maintenance of health and wellness (e.g., 

nutritional habits and physical activity), consideration of faith and spiritual dimensions of 

life (e.g., choosing to internalize religious beliefs from childhood), development of 

multicultural awareness (e.g., embracing diversity), and development of civic 

responsibility (e.g., choosing to vote and do volunteer work) (Upcraft et al., 2005). An 

overarching indicator of success that is commonly found in the literature is involvement 

in school (Astin, 1993a). Academic and social integration are measures of involvement 

and have often been related to development and learning (Astin, 1993a).  

Low involvement (a behavioral manifestation of satisfaction) is associated with 

dropout rates, which are often highest in the first year of school (ACT, 2005). Retention 

is a key focus for most universities, in part because of the extreme financial consequences 

that dropping out can have for a university and the individual (Tinto, 1993). Persistence 
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from the first year to the second is likely the most common way to measure success in the 

first year, partly because of the focus by administration on retention. Retention and 

graduation rates are also scrutinized by state legislatures and potential applicants, making 

them a publicly visible and important variable.  

Demographic Moderators and Considerations 

First-year students are generally assumed to be 18 year olds, living away from 

home for the first time, and enrolled fulltime (Flint, 2000; Ishler, 2005). However, first-

year students are actually a diverse group, some of whom are not traditional students 

(Flint, 2000; Ishler, 2005; Woodard, Love, & Komives, 2000). There are many factors 

that need to be considered when discussing who makes up the first-year student 

population. These factors include the demographic variables of age, race/ethnicity, and 

gender (Flint, 2000; Ishler, 2005; Woodard et al., 2000). In addition, there are other 

factors and categories such as enrollment status, institutional type, disabilities, sexual 

orientation, international status, and first generation students that can also play a role in 

program planning and research (Archer & Cooper, 1998; Chronicle of Higher Education, 

2003; Eyermann & Sanlo, 2002; Henderson, 1999; Upcraft et al., 2005). There are also a 

variety of characteristics that are changing, such as physical and mental health, academic 

preparation, affordability, and alcohol and drug use, that can contribute to first-year 

college student success or failure (Archer & Cooper, 1998; Chronicle of Higher 

Education, 2003; Upcraft et al., 2005; Upcraft & Stephens, 2000; Wechsler, 1996). 

The National Center for Education Statistics (1997) has identified seven 

characteristics that define nontraditional students, including delayed enrollment into 
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postsecondary education, part time attendance, financial independence from parents, 

fulltime employment while enrolled, having dependents other than a spouse, being a 

single parent, and lack of a standard high school diploma. These factors should be 

considered when planning interventions, as some schools have large populations of 

nontraditional students. 

Approximately 27% of all undergraduate students are age 25 and older (U. S. 

Census Bureau, 2007). Additionally, 24% of undergraduates are enrolled part time (U. S. 

Census Bureau, 2007). The number of minorities enrolled as undergraduates in school is 

increasing, although only 3% were Asian, 8% were African American, and 8% were 

Hispanic (U. S. Census Bureau, 2007). Until 1979, the number of men attending college 

was much greater than the number of women (Woodard et al., 2000). In 2007, 55% of all 

college students were women (U. S. Census Bureau, 2007).  

These demographics paint the picture of college students in the United States 

today. The demographic makeup of first-year students has been changing over time and 

varies widely between schools (Ishler, 2005; Schoch, 1980). While it is important to learn 

from the successes of intervention programs at other schools, it is equally important to 

consider the unique population of students at the school where the intervention is being 

designed. However, the goal of applied research in this area should be to find effective 

interventions. Doing so will require research into overall treatment effects while 

considering plausible moderating effects. As this review has demonstrated, college 

students are a highly heterogeneous group. This thesis will consider different satisfaction 

and intervention effects across groups where possible. 
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Interventions 

Overall, there have been many interventions designed to influence the first-year 

experience, such as first-year seminars, the use of learning communities, and different 

techniques used in the classroom (Astin, Keup, & Lindholm, 2002). I will review the 

range of approaches to help frame the subsequent study of learning communities. First-

year student initiatives or interventions are present at almost all colleges and universities, 

regardless of institution type (Barefoot, 2005). The most common first-year student 

initiatives are first-year seminars, developmental education, supplemental instruction, 

service learning, orientation programs, and learning communities (Barefoot, 2005). 

Although the distinctions among program types can often be subtle at best, a brief 

description of each intervention is included below. In general, the research on assessment 

of the interventions is weak, and conclusions are limited. Assessments of effectiveness 

are often conducted but are not true experiments and fail to take into consideration the 

background characteristics of students and the effect of self selection into the intervention 

program. 

First Year Seminars  

First-year seminars exist in some form at 80% of United States 4-year schools 

(National Resource Center for the First-Year Experience and Students in Transition, 

2002). The goal of a first-year seminar is to assist students in their transition to college 

(Barefoot & Fidler, 1996; Hunter & Linder, 2003, 2005; Upcraft et al., 2005). First-year 

seminars are generally limited enrollment courses, where discussion is a key point. 

Barefoot and Fidler describe a successful seminar as one that is offered for academic 
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credit, is centered in the first-year curriculum, involves faculty and student affairs staff, 

includes training and development for the instructor, compensates the seminar instructor, 

involves upper level students in the seminar instruction, and includes ways of assessing 

the seminar. Cuseo (2000) argues that first-year seminars are the most assessed of all 

curricular interventions. The majority of evidence shows positive effects of first-year 

seminars on retention, grade point average, number of credit hours completed, and 

graduation rates (Barefoot & Gardner, 1998).  

Developmental Education Programs 

Developmental education programs are designed for a specific subset of the first-

year student population. Developmental education addresses problems with academic 

preparedness, assessment and placement for courses of varying levels, and barriers to 

learning (Higbee, 2005). Generalizations from research on developmental education are 

limited (Higbee, 2005). Assessment of developmental education is often limited to a 

reading, writing, and math aptitude exam. 

Supplemental Instruction 

Supplement instruction is an intervention that involves peer-assisted academic 

support in parallel with an academic course. It is designed to reduce attrition, increase 

performance, and increase graduation rates (Martin & Hurley, 2005). In general, the 

supplemental instruction leader works with the course instructor for a traditionally 

difficult course to develop extra assignments and study time to assist with student 

learning. The supplemental instruction sessions are often held weekly throughout the 

semester, where small, collaborative student groups are encouraged. There have been 
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several studies documenting the success, as well as the cost effectiveness, of 

supplemental instruction programs (Congos, 2002; Martin & Hurley, 2005). 

Service Learning Programs 

Service learning programs create a link between the community and the 

classroom. The program pairs an organized community service activity with classroom 

learning. The class portion focuses on small group discussions, writing, and presentations 

(Zlotkowski, 2005). The service activity varies widely, depending on the local 

community organizations. The activities provide students with exposure to an 

organization and with opportunity for hands-on experience. Most research studies show 

that service learning has a positive impact on academics (Billig, 2000). 

Orientation Programs 

Orientation programs are designed to help with the transition to college. They 

vary widely among schools on several dimensions, including length of time, content, 

number of students at each session, social activities, and time when they are held. Some 

programs last for 1 or 2 days, and others try to try to bridge admission and the first year 

of school (Mullendore & Banahan, 2005). Generally, orientation programs provide 

information on academic programs, campus resources, administrative processes, 

facilities, and co curricular programs (Mullendore & Banahan, 2005). The general goals 

of orientation programs have been consistent through the years, including helping new 

students succeed academically, assisting students with their adjustment to college, 

assisting family members in understanding demands of the college environment, and 

providing opportunity to learn about students (Perigo & Upcraft, 1989). There is little 
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quantitative research on orientation programs, but Rode (2000) found an indirect positive 

effect of orientation on student retention in his review of the literature. 

Learning Communities  

A learning community is “an intentionally developed community that will 

promote and maximize learning. For learning communities to be effective, they must 

emphasize active, focused involvement in learning and collaboration that stimulates and 

promotes the groups’ and group members’ learning” (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999, p 22). 

Student learning communities differ in the dimensions of primary membership 

(characteristics that the group has in common, such as major) and primary form of 

interaction (e.g., in-person, or virtual interaction). There are a variety of different 

approaches to designing learning communities that differ on the two dimensions 

identified above. These approaches include curricular learning communities, classroom 

learning communities, residential or living-learning communities, and student-type 

learning communities. Much of the research evidence appears to support positive learning 

outcomes for students involved in learning communities (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999; 

Shapiro & Levine, 1999). In general, advocates of learning communities point to the case 

study examples of success as well as the large number of empirical studies that show 

increases in a variety of student outcomes for those who are involved in learning 

communities. However, many of these studies share methodological features that limit 

our ability to draw causal inferences. 

Barriers to Effective Research 
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When examining the first year of school, many challenges arise when considering 

academics as well as intervention planning at most colleges and universities. The 

challenges include no consensus about purpose in the first year, academic success rates 

still too low, college either far less or far more challenging than expected, and no 

programs for a diverse group of students. Additionally, the link between 

research/assessment and policy/practice is weak, assessment is still not a priority on 

many campuses, institutional efforts are often disconnected, and many efforts are solely 

focused on retention and not student learning (Upcraft et al., 2005).   

There are also several barriers that are specifically related to assessment of 

interventions at colleges and universities. These assessment barriers include lack of 

assessment expertise, lack of money, lack of professional support, and fear of results 

(Kennedy, Moran, & Upcraft, 2001; Upcraft, 2005; Upcraft et al., 2005; Upcraft & 

Schuh, 1996, 2002). In addition, measuring the effectiveness of the intervention program 

is often the goal of assessment. Upcraft et al. (2005, p 470) wisely point out that 

“Effectiveness includes not only assessing student learning outcomes, but also assessing 

other important indicators, such as cost-effectiveness, clientele satisfaction, clientele 

needs, professional standards, benchmarking, policies and practices, and outcomes such 

as student learning, academic achievement, and persistence.” Upcraft (2005) also 

describes the lack of guidance in higher education literature on assessing cost 

effectiveness. He says that most of the time the cost is just divided by the number of 

students, which often does not include indirect costs such as utilities, staff benefits, and 

building maintenance. Other issues with assessment include complaints about “too many 
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assessments”; difficulty in establishing assessment instruments that identify high and low 

performing students; unclear goals of intervention programs, making success difficult to 

measure; lack of longitudinal studies; the difficulty of collecting retention data as many 

students transfer, drop out of college, or matriculate, which makes follow up studies 

incomplete; the mandatory nature of many programs, which does not allow for control 

groups; and the general restriction of range problem of students admitted to top 

universities (Upcraft,  2005).  

Current Investigations 

The two goals of the current research are to first examine global student 

satisfaction, a central variable that is believed to occupy an important place as both a 

dependent and an independent variable and second, to pair this with a quasi-experimental 

study of a central intervention, the use of learning communities at a large university.  

Therefore, Study 1 will focus on student satisfaction during the first year of college and 

use meta-analysis to combine the information. Study 2 will examine the effect of first-

year learning communities on retention, grades and satisfaction with college. Below I 

make the case for the importance of both studies. 

Student satisfaction, especially in the first year of college, has historically been 

overlooked because dissatisfaction was attributed to the failings of the student. More 

recently, student satisfaction has been identified in some research as being an important 

correlate of retention and grades. Some research has argued that these relations are causal 

in nature and of important magnitude while other authors have been less convinced. 

Student satisfaction is of particular interest to colleges and universities because it is a 
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reflection of a student’s experiences at school, it is related to donations to a university, 

and it is related to other important outcome variables such as GPA and retention in school 

(Okun & Weir, 1990). There are many studies that examine the environmental influences 

(Hatcher, Kryter, Prus, & Fitzgerald, 1992; Keup, 1999) and individual difference 

influences (Bean & Vesper, 1994; Hull-Toye, 1995; Keup, 1999) on satisfaction and 

many more that examine the consequences of satisfaction. Unfortunately, some of this 

research is disconnected and, at times, contradictory.  

The first study, a meta-analysis of satisfaction correlates, will address the 

conflicting results found in the student satisfaction literature for first-year students. It will 

document the predictors, correlates, and outcomes of student satisfaction in the first year. 

This paper will summarize the current state of the literature and present results from 

meta-analyses of correlates and outcomes related to global student satisfaction and its 

facets during the first year of college. These results are useful, as they will quantify the 

relationship between various predictors and student satisfaction, as well as the 

relationship between student satisfaction and several important higher education 

outcomes. These results will help identify areas where satisfaction interventions may be 

most appropriate and successful.   

Currently, most university administrators recognize that satisfaction, performance 

in school, and retention are important variables to monitor. One common intervention 

that many schools are currently using to manipulate students’ attitudes toward school is 

the learning community model. This intervention is perceived as cost effective and 

having a positive effect on retention and performance. Learning communities come in 
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many different forms, but all have a similar organizational goal: to create a smaller social 

community within the larger college, often linked to an increase in faculty attention.  

Lenning and Ebbers (1999) have summarized the positive influence of learning 

communities on a variety of student outcomes: GPA, the number of students on academic 

probation, amount and quality of learning, validation of learning, retention, academic 

skills, self-esteem, satisfaction with the institution, involvement in college, educational 

experiences, increased opportunity to write and speak, greater engagement in learning, 

the ability to meet academic and social needs, greater intellectual richness, intellectual 

empowerment, more complex thinking, a more complex world view, a greater openness 

to ideas different from one’s own, increased quality and quantity of learning, the ability 

to bridge academic and social environments, and improved involvement and 

connectedness within the social and the academic realms. This list of outcomes is long, 

varied, and impressive, providing a strong case for using the learning community model. 

However, the research supporting these arguments is often based on weak qualitative 

studies, and most studies are missing many control variables that would help determine if 

the effects were due to learning community involvement or to other characteristics related 

to student self selection into learning communities.  

Longitudinal studies examining the effectiveness of learning communities are 

clearly lacking in the literature. Study 2 will provide a longitudinal analysis of the effect 

of involvement in a first-year learning community on retention. Additionally, this 

research will document characteristics of students involved in a learning community and 

consider these as potential moderator variables. Finally, I will examine whether 
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involvement in a learning community will effect overall satisfaction with school after 

graduation and such involvement’s effect on performance.  

Overall, this thesis is focused on student satisfaction, retention, and performance 

during the first year of college. The two studies will together provide a summary of the 

existing literature on the topic and allow for longitudinal data to be introduced. Finally, 

future directions will be discussed.
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Chapter 2: Predictors and Outcomes of Early College Student Satisfaction: A Meta-
analysis 
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Tremendous societal and individual resources go into a college student’s 

education. College student satisfaction and success have received decades of attention 

due to their importance and possible interconnections. Research on student satisfaction 

has ranged across topics from individual and environmental influences on satisfaction 

(e.g., Hatcher et al., 1992; Keup, 1999) to predictors and outcomes of satisfaction (e.g., 

Bean & Vesper, 1994; Hull-Toye, 1995; Keup, 2007;). Of central interest have been the 

causes (e.g., student preparedness, school environment, financial issues) and 

consequences (e.g., dropping out, future grades, institutional commitment). Satisfaction is 

of particular interest to administrators and educators because of expectations that it is 

highly malleable and open to influence by interventions inside and outside of the 

classroom. Consequently, most larger colleges and universities administer some kind of 

student satisfaction survey.  

This pro-student orientation has not always been the norm. One of the first studies 

on college student satisfaction was in 1944 (Berdie, 1944) and, during that time, student 

withdrawal from college was often perceived as an individual problem largely related to a 

student’s shortcomings (Juillerat, 1995). A broader perspective has developed since then 

that considers both individual and situational factors that may affect student satisfaction. 

Much of this research has focused on what could be considered facets of student 

satisfaction.  

Student satisfaction can be conceptualized as an emotional state resulting from 

affective reactions to and cognitive appraisals of previous college experiences. The range 

of potential experiences is vast, and this has been reflected in the literature examining a 
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range of specific experiences and facets of satisfaction. Examples include the relationship 

between student satisfaction and services, facilities, and programs (Patti, 1993), faculty 

and student interaction (Kuh & Hu, 2001), value orientation (Keup, 1999), out-of-class 

communication, the student-teacher relationship (Whitman, 1987), matriculation services 

(San Diego Mesa College, 1993), religious affiliation of the college (Endo & Harpel, 

1981), and instruction (Neumann & Neumann, 1980). 

These studies made a valuable contribution to the literature and suggest that the 

facets of student satisfaction contain attitudes toward interpersonal, extra-curricular, and 

material experiences. However, many are just measuring a subset of the potential 

dimensions of college student satisfaction and only explain a modest portion of the 

overall variance in college student satisfaction. Without understanding how these 

components fit into thelarger picture of satisfaction, their impact will be difficult to 

judge.  

Models of Student Satisfaction 

Two types of student satisfaction models can be considered: structural and 

process. Structural models describe and organize the facets or dimensions of student 

satisfaction (much like personality models, including the Five Factor Model). 

Interestingly, there is no consensus in the field on the nature of a structural model for 

student satisfaction and its facets.  

On the process side, a large number of student satisfaction models have been 

developed as a way to explain the causes and process of both attitude formation and the 

long term effects of student attitudes on school performance and retention. These models 
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of the causes and consequences of satisfaction explain or partially explain aspects of 

college student satisfaction. These models largely differ in 3 major dimensions: rational 

versus irrational attitude formation, interpretative versus accurate comparisons, and intra-

individual needs/want/input comparisons with outcomes versus outcome comparisons 

with salient others.  

Additionally, there are many other relevant ideas that are presented in the job 

satisfaction theories, which had not been included in any of the theories of college 

student satisfaction. Although I do not believe that job and student satisfaction are 

identical, they both are cognitive, affective, and behavioral reactions to organizational 

situations and have an effect on performance, turnover, and other organizational 

outcomes. Additionally, theory development in the job satisfaction literature is extensive 

and linked to considerable empirical evidence. As such, these theories may provide 

valuable sources for developing new ideas and obtaining evidence to corroborate 

satisfaction theories from education and educational psychology.  

The student satisfaction models fall into many categories, including fit models 

(Michalos, 1991; Witt & Handal, 1984), cognitive models (Hatcher et al., 1992; Okun & 

Weir, 1990), legitimating models (Knox, 1992; Meyer, 1969), ecological models 

(Benjamin & Hollings, 1995, 1997) as well as some models focusing on only one aspect 

of satisfaction (Bean & Bradley, 1986; Pike, 1991). Others view student satisfaction 

through the Total Quality Management approach (Marchese, 1991). Student retention is 

an important variable for universities’ success; therefore, its relationship with satisfaction 

has often been the key focus of model development.  
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The job satisfaction literature also has person-environment fit theories (Dawis, 

1992; Murray, 1943; Paterson & Darley, 1936; Porter, 1961; Shaffer, 1953), which are 

similar to the fit models of student satisfaction. Additionally, there are situational theories 

of job satisfaction (Hackman & Oldham, 1976; Herzberg, 1967; Herzberg, Mausner, 

Peterson, & Capwell, 1957; Herzberg, Mausner, & Snyderman, 1959; Salancik & Pfeffer, 

1978), dispositional theories (Judge, Locke, & Durham, 1997; Staw & Ross, 1985; Weitz, 

1952; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996), and interactive theories (Hulin, 1991; Locke, 1976; 

Smith, Kendall, & Hulin, 1969). The dispositional and interactive theories do not have a 

direct analog to a student satisfaction theory and provide additional ideas with empirical 

support that may novel ideas to be applied in the student satisfaction literature. 

Fit Models 

The fit models of student satisfaction view satisfaction as resulting from a fit 

between the student and his or her environment. These types of theories view satisfaction 

as a function of the discrepancy between the student’s expectations and his or her 

experiences. The underlying concept for these models is that people have specific needs, 

preferences, personality, and abilities that make them either a strong or weak match with 

a university. Satisfaction is then a function of the degree to which a person matches. 

When there is a large discrepancy, dissatisfaction results, which can negatively impact 

variables such as retention in school. Two of the discrepancy theories of student 

satisfaction are Michalos’(1991) multiple discrepancy theory and Witt and Handal’s 

(1984) person-environment fit theory. 
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Michalos’ theory is an effort to develop an exhaustive rational model in which 

students make accurate comparison with both salient others and their personal wants. 

This results in six types or sources of cognitive discrepancy, including comparison with 

others and comparisons with the best situation one has had. Witt and Handal’s (1984) 

person-environment fit model examines the relationship between a person and his or her 

environment. It specifically compares factors that may influence satisfaction: congruence, 

personality variables, or objective environment. They found that environment was the 

most strongly related to satisfaction and that congruency does not predict satisfaction 

better than environment and personality do.  

The idea of person-environment fit may be important for understanding college 

student satisfaction; however, looking at only this idea may give an incomplete picture. 

From this meta-analysis, I expect that environmental factors will be related to student 

satisfaction, although the effect sizes will be smaller than the effect sizes for some other 

potential predictors, such as involvement in school. Unfortunately, much of the literature 

on satisfaction focuses on correlates of satisfaction rather than congruence between 

student expectations and the situation. As such, the results will identify situational factors 

that globally produces satisfaction or dissatisfaction (e.g., quality of the facilities) rather 

than factors that might cause dissatisfaction in some students depending on their wants or 

needs (e.g., urban school versus small town school). Similarly, individual characteristics 

will be identified that tend to have consistent effects on satisfaction across settings. For 

example, I expect that on average, higher ability students are less likely to be dissatisfied 
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as they are less likely to be a poor match for the school. Similar results have been found 

in the job satisfaction literature. 

Cognitive Models 

The cognitive models of student satisfaction are based on the idea that satisfaction 

is a function of some cognitive process and is not a direct result of an experience. In other 

words, the relationship between an experience and the resulting satisfaction is mediated 

by a cognitive process that often results in attitudes that are quite disconnected from 

reality. The cognitive process is a key factor in determining student satisfaction in these 

models. Okun and Weir’s (1990) judgment model of student satisfaction and the 

investment model of Hatcher et al. (1992) are both examples of cognitive models of 

student satisfaction. 

Okun and Weir’s (1990) judgment model of college satisfaction included input 

(college outcomes including compensation, social life, recognition, quality of education), 

encoding and interpretation (including a standard for social comparison), identification of 

implications (locus of causal attributions for outcomes), integration of implications, 

response selection, and output (rating made on college satisfaction scale) (Okun & Weir, 

1990). The model also takes into consideration the moderation effects of attenuation and 

memory at all stages based on the idea that students who had a recent memory of a 

positive event had a higher life satisfaction than those who recalled a past negative event, 

and those that are low in need for cognition are believed to use mood as basis for their 

rating of college student satisfaction. This model, however, has not been empirically 

tested to the extent that other models have.  
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The investment model of Hatcher et al. (1992) was built on Rumbult’s (1980) 

variables, including rewards, costs, alternative value, and investment size. These 

variables were a component of satisfaction as well as commitment. Their model is based 

on the assumption that satisfaction equals rewards minus costs and that institutional 

commitment equals satisfaction minus alternatives plus investment size. The correlation 

between satisfaction and enrollment behavior, institutional commitments, rewards, costs, 

alternative value, investment size, academic development, interaction with faculty, 

interactions with peers, and race all were significant, providing some support for their 

model (Hatcher et al., 1992).  

This meta-analysis will be useful for testing key aspects of these student 

satisfaction models. For example, the Hatcher et al. model raises important issues, such 

as rewards and costs, which can be evaluated to a degree in this meta-analysis. Although 

people may consider their rewards and costs, it is unlikely that they perform a mental 

calculation of adding up all the rewards and subtracting all the costs to determine one 

satisfaction score. I will be able to determine which of the variables in the model is 

associated with satisfaction and also determine if there is enough variability for 

moderators to operate. I will not be able to determine if the variables follow the path that 

is specified in the model as described above.  

Legitimating Models 

 Other researchers have viewed student satisfaction through legitimating models. 

These models view satisfaction as resulting from the opportunities that a student’s degree 

will give him or her. A satisfied student will believe that his or her degree has given him 
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an advantage in society. Compared with other satisfaction models, this approach sets 

aside other possible goals or objectives that students may hold, including friendship, 

romance, personal growth, and self-discovery.  

This approach fundamentally views satisfaction with college as a product of 

perceived value given costs (i.e., utility). The idea that utility is at least an element of 

student satisfaction has received support. Knox (1992) examined the relative importance 

of five areas of satisfaction, including academic, social, recreation, job placement, and 

school prestige. They examined Meyer’s (1969) model that demonstrates that students 

will be more satisfied if their degree helps to give them opportunities or higher status. 

Using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of the High School class of 1972, they 

found partial support for their model. These data raise an important issue—is overall 

satisfaction the important construct to study, or should we study satisfaction at the 

individual level, such as academic satisfaction or extracurricular satisfaction?  

This meta-analysis will be able to examine the variables that are included in this 

model and determine their linear relationship with satisfaction. The meta-analysis will 

also be able to help determine if overall satisfaction should be the target of future 

research, or if the facets of satisfaction have an important effect by being differentially 

related to predictors and outcomes. Specifically, I will be able to examine the five areas 

of satisfaction that were examined in the Knox (1992) study, and determine which one of 

them has the strongest relationship with different predictors and outcomes of student 

satisfaction.  

Partial Models and Outcome Focused Models 
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Many models also focus on only one correlate of student satisfaction or are built 

around satisfaction’s relationship with a student outcome like grades or retention. The 

relationship between student satisfaction and student grades is one area that has received 

much attention. Bean and Bradley’s (1986) model and Pike’s (1991) model both examine 

the complex relationship between student satisfaction and student grades.  

In Bean and Bradley’s (1986) model, institutional fit, academic integration, 

utility, academic difficulty, social life, memberships, and class level were expected to 

influence satisfaction. Many of these components overlap and are expected to influence 

GPA. Academic integration, academic difficulty, social life, memberships, class level, 

and high school performance are all components of GPA. In their model, GPA and 

satisfaction are interrelated and affect each other. They found that satisfaction had a 

larger influence on performance than performance had on satisfaction. This effect was 

only significant for the women. Pike (1991) also addresses the interrelationship between 

grades and satisfaction. He found that satisfaction has a stronger influence on grades than 

grades have on satisfaction. This model was tested though a questionnaire that was 

administered to approximately 2000 seniors in general education (Pike, 1991).  

The important relationship between GPA and satisfaction is complex and is just 

beginning to be understood. This meta-analysis can quantify the relationship between 

student satisfaction and student grades and determine the strength of the relationship. 

However, this study will not be able to address whether grades cause satisfaction, or 

satisfaction causes grades.  

Ecological Models 



 

26 
 

Benjamin and Hollings (1997) raise criticism of these other simpler models, 

arguing that they are theoretical fragments that are too narrow and unsophisticated, 

focused on cognitive processes and focused on a single level. Benjamin and Hollings 

(1995) used the Quality of Student Life approach to argue for an ecological theory of 

satisfaction. They found that two areas of satisfaction were life satisfaction and campus 

satisfaction and that if students were satisfied with one aspect, they were mostly satisfied 

with the other area. The approach also views life and campus satisfaction as 

multidemsional (Benjamin & Hollings, 1995). Although the specification of variables is 

more extensive than in other models, its complexity makes measurement difficult and 

does not explain any more variance of overall student satisfaction than the other less 

complicated models do.  

Satisfaction as a Component of Retention Models 

Satisfaction in its role as an independent variable is also a predictive component 

of many models of retention. One of the most important applied reasons to study student 

satisfaction is its relationship with student retention. Bean (1981) investigated the 

determinants of student turnover by applying a causal model of work turnover. The Bean 

model of retention, the industrial model of student attrition, applied a causal model of 

turnover and its variables to the student attrition process. There are also several other 

theories of turnover that include satisfaction as an important variable. These studies differ 

in the other variables included in the model, which are not examined in this study (Tinto, 

1988). It is outside the scope of this project to examine the relationship between other 
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variables and student retention, but from this meta-analysis, I will be able to determine if 

satisfaction is meaningfully related to student retention. 

Other Theory Development from the Job Satisfaction Literature 

The college student satisfaction literature has lagged far behind many other 

literatures in terms of theory development. The extensive job satisfaction literature brings 

up other relevant ideas for developing an overall theory of college student satisfaction. 

Hulin and Judge’s (2003) review article compares some of the models of job satisfaction, 

which address issues that are not in the college student satisfaction models. For example, 

the Cornell model includes the effects of information on role contributions and role 

outcomes (Hulin & Judge, 2003; Hulin, 1991; Smith et. al, 1969). This idea is similar to 

the rewards and costs model; however, it takes a different approach, which may be 

significant for college satisfaction as well. Students, who put in a huge amount of work 

may be more satisfied only if they obtain a useful degree.  

Weiss and Cropanzano’s (1996) Affective Events Theory (AET) includes 

dispositions as a possible moderator between job events and job affect, an idea that may 

be applied to college student satisfaction. The job satisfaction literature has focused on 

cognitive evaluations and generally ignored the affective portion, which is similar to what 

has occurred in the college student satisfaction literature. Affect should be examined as a 

dynamic variable (Hulin & Judge, 2003).  

Other influences on satisfaction have been examined in the job satisfaction 

literature as well. Miner, Glomb, and Hulin (2005) used the experiences sampling method 

to obtain mood information. Mood and experience data were obtained by using palmtop 
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computers that administered a mood survey in the morning as well as at various times 

during the day (Miner et al., 2005). It was modeled after the affective events theory and 

allows for focus on job events, rather than an overall evaluation of the job. This would be 

valuable for the understanding of college student satisfaction, as individual events in 

students’ lives may be important, rather than just their overall satisfaction. These results, 

once again, suggest that satisfaction may be multidimensional and that an individual 

event may be significant.  

Methodological Issues 

Improving satisfaction proactively is likely to be a challenge without a clear 

knowledge of the structure and definition of college student satisfaction. Given its 

importance, it is not surprising that a variety of different standard measures of student 

satisfaction have been developed and some have been based on job satisfaction measures. 

Again, much like the job satisfaction surveys, these surveys all include measures of 

different dimensions or facets of overall satisfaction, with many shared across 

instruments. These surveys are used for a variety of reasons, ranging from the study of 

one component of satisfaction to program evaluation applications in which the measures 

are used to assess university changes on student satisfaction. The most recognized 

measures of satisfaction are the Student Opinion Survey (SOS) (ACT, 2005), the College 

Student Experience Questionnaire (CSEQ) (Indiana University, 2005), the College 

Descriptive Index (CDI) (Reed, Lahey, & Downey, 1984), the Student Satisfaction 

Inventory (SSI) (National Student Satisfaction Report, 2003), the College Student 

Satisfaction Questionnaire (CSSQ) (Betz, Betz, & Menne, 1989), and the College Student 



 

29 
 

Survey (CSS) (Higher Education Research Institute, 2005). These measures differ in 

length, format, number of questions, and content area, making subjective comparisons 

difficult.  

There have been only a few studies examining the differences among measures. 

Beltyukova and Fox (2002) examined the relationship between the College Student 

Survey and the Student Satisfaction Inventory and found that it is possible to create a 

common metric between these two instruments that have different scaling. Their most 

important findings were that the items are targeted at students with average levels of 

satisfaction and that separating satisfaction into two distinct categories is supported by 

data (Beltyukova & Fox, 2002).  

Current Study 

This meta-analysis summarizes the predictors, correlates, and outcomes of student 

satisfaction in the first year of college. The results will help clarify the existing research 

on student satisfaction and identify the predictors that are most strongly associated with 

different aspects of satisfaction, as well as help determine which theories of student 

satisfaction are most plausible. In addition, this meta-analysis demonstrates that 

satisfaction has an important relationship with a variety of higher education outcomes. 

The results for the outcomes of satisfaction are presented first to establish the importance 

of satisfaction, and then the predictors and correlates are presented. Interestingly, and 

tellingly, the results of this meta-analysis often run in parallel with those from the job 

satisfaction literature. Performance has moderate but positive correlations with overall 

satisfaction, and the correlations are even stronger for withdrawal from school. Different 
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facets of satisfaction have varying relations with the correlates and outcomes depending 

on the specific context of the facet. 

 Overall, college student satisfaction has been examined in many ways. It is agreed 

that college student satisfaction is an important variable to study; however, there is no 

agreement on which measure to use or what satisfaction actually encompasses. This 

meta-analysis helps resolve some of the disagreement and helps clarify and organize the 

literature. 

Methods 

Identification and Collection of Existing Data 
 

An initial search was done in PsychINFO (1872-2009), ERIC (1966-2009), 

Education Full Text (1994-2009), and Dissertation Abstracts International (1861-2009) to 

identify potential relevant sources. The initial searches yielded over 1,600 studies, and 

the list was screened for relevance to the topic by looking through the abstract of the 

identified articles and deleting any articles that were not focused on student satisfaction 

during the first year of college. The reduced list of high potential articles with relevant 

data contained 618 articles. The reference lists of all the articles that contained relevant 

data were also examined to include any other possible sources.  

Coding of Data 
 
 The obtained data included background information on the study; study design; 

class in school when the predictor and criterion was gathered; sample years; university 

information; demographic information of the sample; and information on the predictor, 

correlates, or outcomes. The criteria were any dimension of satisfaction as identified in 
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the literature. Examples of the dimensions of satisfaction include overall satisfaction, 

satisfaction with academics, satisfaction with social aspects of school, and satisfaction 

with administration. Information on the reliability of all variables was also coded.  

The common predictors fall into the categories of background variables, high 

school preparation, choice of major, school characteristics, and involvement in activities. 

All studies that included any of these predictors, as well as other predictors identified in 

the literature, were coded. Potential moderators were also coded, including gender, age, 

race, and major.  

Data Entry 
 
 The data were carefully entered from the coding sheets into an Excel spreadsheet. 

All the articles were double-checked for accuracy of coding and data entry. The data 

were then sorted to insure that there were no duplicate entries and that there were not two 

studies by the same author that might potentially contain the same data. 

Analysis of Data 

The data were analyzed using the Hunter and Schmidt (2004) psychometric meta-

analytic procedure. This method allowed me to quantitatively aggregate the effect sizes 

that were coded from primary studies. The sample size weighted mean of the observed 

correlation was obtained for the predictor-criterion relationships. The standard deviation 

of the observed correlations was also calculated. Corrections using artifact distributions 

were made for measurement reliability of the predictor and also the criterion when the 

necessary information was available. The credibility interval was also calculated. The 

credibility interval provides information about the possible existence of moderator effects 
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across samples and situations. Large credibility intervals suggest that effect sizes may 

vary for non artifactual reasons across situations.  

Studies were eliminated from inclusion in the meta-analysis if they only reported 

statistically significant results, which could upwardly bias the analysis. Studies were also 

eliminated if they did not report which year in school the satisfaction information was 

gathered, as the focus was on the first year of college. Additionally, studies were 

eliminated if they included multiple institutions in their analyses. The actual meta-

analytic calculations were done by a computer program developed by Schmidt, Hunter, 

Viswesvaran, and colleagues.  

Results 

I first present results on satisfaction with the outcomes of higher education, in 

order to establish the importance of studying college student satisfaction. Next, I present 

the results for satisfaction and the possible predictors and correlates, which may be areas 

where interventions can be targeted.  

The results in Table 1 demonstrate that student satisfaction in college is 

moderately to strongly related to outcome measures of higher education. In particular, 

satisfaction appears to have the strongest relationships with turnover and attitudinal 

outcomes and weaker relationships with academic performance. The results also 

demonstrate that different dimensions of satisfaction have differential relationships with 

the higher education outcomes.  
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Table 1 
Outcomes of College Student Satisfaction 

 N k robs SDobs SDres  SD 80% cred. 

Intent to Persist  

Overall Satisfaction 2,498 4 .29 .18 .18 .33 .20 .07 to .59 

Academic Satisfaction 431 2 .44 .07 .04 .44 .04 .38 to .49 

Social Satisfaction  431 2 .39 .05 .00 .39 .00 .39 to .39 

College Grades  

Overall Satisfaction  5,513 10 .17 .12 .11 .18 .12 .03 to .34 

Social Satisfaction  342 2 -.01 .05 .00 -.01 .00 -.01 to -.01 

Retention  

Overall Satisfaction  2,892 6 .26 .06 .04 .29 .04 .24 to .33 

Academic Satisfaction  561 2 .05 .01 .00 .05 .00 .05 to .05 

Social Satisfaction  305 2 .09 .04 .00 .10 .00 .10 to .10 

Satisfaction with Administration 266 2 .08 .03 .00 .08 .00 .08 to .08 

Financial Aid Satisfaction  722 2 .09 .04 .00 .09 .00 .09 to .09 

Satisfaction with Campus Facilities  477 2 .05 .02 .00 .05 .00 .05 to .05 

Satisfaction with Field of Study  563 2 .11 .04 .00 .11 .00 .11 to .11 

Satisfaction with University Procedures 527 2 .06 .01 .00 .06 .00 .06 to .06 

Institutional Commitment  

Overall Satisfaction  2,019 4 .39 .15 .15 .47 .18 .24 to .70 

Perceived Gains 

Overall Satisfaction 1,476 2 .35 .07 .07 .40 .07 .31 to .50 

Note. N = number of subjects, k = number of studies, robs = sample size weighted mean observed 
correlation, SDobs = observed standard deviation,  SDres = residual standard deviation,  =operational 
validity, SD = standard deviation of true validity, 80% cred. = 80% credibility interval. 
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Overall satisfaction, academic satisfaction, and social satisfaction are all strongly 

related to intent to persist in college, with academic satisfaction having the strongest 

relationship and a corrected correlation of .44. Arguably the most important outcome, 

student retention, is moderately correlated with all dimensions of satisfaction. It is most 

strongly correlated with overall satisfaction, yielding a corrected correlation of .29. 

Additionally, the variability around the corrected correlations between each type of 

satisfaction and student retention is very small, leaving little room for moderators. 

Student retention is also modestly correlated with social satisfaction (rc=.10).  

College grades have the strongest relationship with overall satisfaction and a 

corrected correlation of .18. The relationship between college grades and social 

satisfaction is slightly negative. College grades and social satisfaction have a corrected 

correlation equaling -.01.  

Overall satisfaction is strongly related to institutional commitment and a student's 

perceived gains from school. The corrected correlation for overall satisfaction and 

institutional commitment is .47. Finally, student perceptions of perceived gains were 

strongly related to overall satisfaction (rc =.40).  

Table 2 displays the results of the correlations between the predictors and 

correlates of satisfaction and the different dimensions of satisfaction. A student’s pre-

college ability, which consists of a test score, prior grades, or high school class rank, had 

a small to moderate predictive relationship with the different dimensions of satisfaction. 

The relationship between pre-college ability and overall satisfaction was the strongest, 

with a corrected correlation of 0.11 followed by social satisfaction, with a corrected 
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correlation of .07. Despite small relations, the results clearly indicate that ability 

assessments of students are positively associated with subsequent satisfaction in college. 

Therefore it appears to be likely that admissions decisions based on test scores will not 

result in lower student satisfaction and may, in fact, raise student satisfaction to a small 

degree.  

Students who lived further from home had slightly lower social satisfaction. Age 

was nearly unrelated to overall satisfaction. Student-teacher involvement was moderately 

related to overall satisfaction, with a corrected correlation equaling .09. Social 

involvement was moderately related to overall satisfaction (rc =.27) and social 

satisfaction (rc =.16).   

The external support a student receives is also an important correlate of overall 

satisfaction. The corrected correlation between external support and overall satisfaction is 

0.42. So, those who receive more support from their families have much higher overall 

satisfaction in school. Additionally, students who received more support from their 

school were more satisfied with the administration. Finally, employment was negatively 

related to social satisfaction, with a relationship of -.09. 
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Table 2: 
Correlates and Predictors of College Student Satisfaction 

 N k robs SDobs SDres  SD 80% cred. 

Pre-College Ability 

Overall Satisfaction  2,830 4 .10 .12 .11 .11 .13 -.05 to .27 

Social Satisfaction  288 2 .06 .04 .00 .07 .00 .07 to .07 

Distance from Home  

Social Satisfaction  301 2 -.04 .03 .00 -.05 .00 -.05 to -.05 

Age  

Overall Satisfaction  549 2 .03 .01 .00 .03 .00 .03 to .03 

Student Teacher Involvement  

Overall Satisfaction  799 2 .07 .00 .00 .09 .00 .09 to .09 

Social Involvement  

Overall Satisfaction  6,061 8 .22 .20 .20 .27 .24 -.03 to .58 

Social Satisfaction  342 2 .14 .06 .00 .16    .00 .16 to .16 

External Support  

Overall Satisfaction  1,455 3 .32 .13 .13 .42 .17 .21 to .63 

Support from the School 

Satisfaction with Administration 44 2 .31 .25 .15 .31 .15 .12 to .49 

Employment 

Social Satisfaction  172 2 -.07 .04 .00 -.09 .00 -.09 to -09 

Note. N = number of subjects, k = number of studies, robs = sample size weighted mean observed 
correlation, SDobs = observed standard deviation,  SDres = residual standard deviation,  =operational 
validity, SD = standard deviation of true validity, 80% cred. = 80% credibility interval. 
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Discussion 

The results of this study are important in many ways. First, the results provide a 

summary of the literature on college student satisfaction during the first year and allow 

for comparisons to be made with the existing data in the job satisfaction literature. They 

also allow for comparisons between some of the theories of job and student satisfaction. 

Second, the results demonstrate that satisfaction is important to study because of its 

relationship with the outcomes of higher education. Additionally, the results identify 

possible predictors of satisfaction that have a strong relationship with satisfaction, where 

interventions may be targeted. Finally, this study demonstrates that satisfaction is 

multidimensional and each dimension of student satisfaction can sometimes have 

differential relationships with higher education outcomes, as well as differential 

relationships with the predictors and correlates of satisfaction. All of these results parallel 

the results found in the job satisfaction literature. 

Universities want to retain their students, especially minorities, and to have them 

perform well; therefore, it is important to consider the relationship between satisfaction 

and the predictor, correlate, and outcome variables. Academic satisfaction is most 

strongly related to intent to persist; therefore, interventions may be designed to increase a 

student’s satisfaction with his or her academics. The correlations between actual retention 

in school and the different dimensions of student satisfaction are lower than those with 

intent to persist, although the correlation for overall satisfaction is still strong. It is 

interesting to note that intent to persist has the strongest relationship with academic 

satisfaction and that actual persistence in school is most strongly related to overall 
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satisfaction. Of course, a causal relationship cannot be assumed, but the data suggest that 

those who are not satisfied with their academic life may have thoughts of dropping out of 

school; many students, of course, actually drop out of school because they are unhappy 

with the overall experience.  

The relationship between college grades and the different dimensions of 

satisfaction is complex. In the work performance domain, a meta-analysis by Judge, 

Thoresen, Bono, and Patton (2001) has shown a moderate correlation between job 

performance and job satisfaction, and a comparable relationship appears to be true for 

college student performance and satisfaction, as well. College grades are most strongly 

correlated with overall satisfaction, which would make interventions attempting to 

influence either variable difficult to achieve.  

 Finally, student satisfaction was strongly related to institutional commitment and 

perceived gains. This finding may have important implications for the university. From a 

very pragmatic perspective, it is not unreasonable to expect students who feel that they 

gained more from their collegiate experience to be more likely to donate money to their 

school. Similarly, if students are more committed to their institution, it is more likely that 

they will donate to their school or continue to support their school in other ways, such as 

volunteering. 

 As seen in Table 2, many correlates and predictors are moderately related to 

student satisfaction. Also, some correlates have a complicated relationship with the 

different dimensions of satisfaction. Some of the most important predictors of satisfaction 
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could also be targeted to increase satisfaction. These include student teacher involvement, 

social involvement, and support from the school.  

 Involvement is an important factor in influencing satisfaction, as indicated by its 

presence in many theories of student satisfaction, as well as the results from this meta-

analysis. Student-teacher involvement was moderately related to overall satisfaction, and 

social involvement is most strongly related to overall satisfaction, as well. In general, 

administrators should pay particular attention to all types of student involvement, as they 

are related to student satisfaction and an area where interventions can be feasibly 

targeted. 

 The results of this meta-analysis demonstrate support for many theories of student 

satisfaction in that the meta-analysis establishes relationships between student attributes, 

satisfaction, and subsequent retention. Unfortunately, there was not enough data on first-

year satisfaction to examine all the possible variables that are included in the current 

theories of job satisfaction and the theories of student satisfaction, and there was not 

enough information to examine moderating effects. However, the data do support the idea 

that no one theory of satisfaction addresses all of the relevant variables that influence 

satisfaction.  

 In general, the data from this meta-analysis partially support ideas from the fit 

theories (Michalos, 1991; Witt & Handal, 1984), the investment model of Hatcher et al. 

(1992), Knox’s (1992) model, Bean and Bradley’s (1986) model, Pike’s (1991) model, 

and also all the models of student retention that include satisfaction. However, the data 

also suggest that different facets of satisfaction are important to examine, as they have 
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differential relationships with the predictors of student satisfaction, as well as the 

outcomes of student satisfaction. The Knox (1992) model takes this into consideration; 

however, most models just include satisfaction, without specifying which type of 

satisfaction. It may be important for future revisions of these theories to include 

information on the different satisfaction facets, as well as global satisfaction.  

 Similarly, institutional commitment and interactions with faculty were all 

important variables in this study and were all included in the Hatcher et al. (1992) model. 

The data on the relationship between grades and satisfaction support the importance of 

the Bean and Bradley (1986) model and the Pike (1991) model, but the results from this 

study do not help me determine if grades lead to satisfaction, satisfaction leads to grades, 

or that both satisfaction and grades influence each other. The study also supports the idea 

that satisfaction should be an important variable in the student retention models. Finally, 

the data support the conclusions that some of the information from the job satisfaction 

models that is missing from the student satisfaction models may be an important 

consideration in future theory development. The results indicate that students who 

perceive higher gains from their college experience are more satisfied, which would 

provide some support for the Cornell model of job satisfaction (Hulin, 1991; Hulin & 

Judge, 2003; Smith et. al, 1969). 

 Although this study made a significant contribution to the literature, it has its 

limitations. Many of the correlations reported in this meta-analysis are based on a 

relatively small number of studies. This information has provided me with the best 
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estimate of these relationships available and suggests areas where future research can be 

focused.  

 Overall this study has helped clarify the existing research on student satisfaction 

during the first year of college. Future research can develop satisfaction interventions and 

determine which predictors of satisfaction are most easily manipulated, resulting in the 

largest gains in satisfaction. Research can also help determine what the relationship is 

between satisfaction and other outcomes of higher education, including donations back to 

the university after graduation. Finally, meta-analytic techniques can also be applied to 

the entire student satisfaction literature to help create an understanding of student 

satisfaction throughout all 4 years of college. This larger meta-analysis will contain more 

data that will allow for moderators, such as private or public schools or gender, to be 

examined. At a minimum, this study has confirmed that student satisfaction is a terribly 

important variable to consider in higher education and has important implications for 

intervention planning to improve retention. Additionally, this study helps provide 

evidence about which theories of college student satisfaction are plausible and should be 

investigated further. 
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Chapter 3: The Effectiveness of a Learning Community: A Longitudinal Analysis
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“Everyone seems to agree--students, parents, employers, politicians among them--

that undergraduate education in this country must improve dramatically” (Lenning & 

Ebbers, 1999, p 18). This call for education reform is echoed across the country, and the 

need for education reform is further increased by budget cuts and increased 

accountability, as well as national reports that criticize the quality of education 

(Matthews, Smith, MacGregor & Gabelnick, 1997). Many universities have arguably 

returned to a historically popular learning community model as an answer to this call, 

hoping that this intervention will help increase retention, performance, satisfaction, and a 

variety of other student outcomes. There have been several qualitative reviews of the few 

empirical studies that do exist, and the reviews point out that more research needs to be 

done and that longitudinal analyses are missing. This research will provide a longitudinal 

analysis of the effect of involvement on retention in a first-year learning community. 

Additionally, this research will document characteristics of students involved in a 

learning community and consider these as potential moderator variables. Finally, this 

research will examine if involvement in a learning community affects performance in 

school and overall satisfaction with school.  

A Brief History 

 The term learning community describes “an intentionally developed community 

that will promote and maximize learning. For learning communities to be effective, they 

must emphasize active, focused involvement in learning and collaboration that stimulates 

and promotes the groups’ and group members’ learning” (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999, p. 

22).  
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The term has its roots in traditional colonial colleges, as exemplified by the 

following quotation from Coye (1997):  

The first colleges in America were places that deliberately sought to create a 

community of scholars with common values. In those days, the focus on 

community and the moral character of students was as important a part of the 

college years as academic work. (p. 25)  

The use of student learning communities can also be traced to the experimental 

undergraduate colleges, where some had students living together and taking the same 

courses, similar to the living-learning communities today (Gabelnick, MacGregor, 

Mathews, & Smith, 1990). Specifically, the “Experimental College” at the University of 

Wisconsin (Smith, 2001) shows similar ideas and programs to today’s learning 

communities. Learning communities also have parallels to the Yale Report of 1812, 

where the “future of mind” was emphasized (Brubacher & Rudy, 1997; Lenning & 

Ebbers, 1999).  

The term learning community as it is used today, however, has only been around 

since the late 1980s. The movement towards the learning community model has been 

frequently referred to as the “learning community movement in higher education” 

(Lenning & Ebbers, 1999, p. 23), partially due to the support of a few national 

organizations, such as the Washington Center for Improving the Quality of 

Undergraduate Education. There is a wide variety of learning communities discussed in 

the literature, including learning organizations, faculty learning communities, and student 

learning communities (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999). Student learning communities are the 
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focus of this research and “are relatively small groups of students (and faculty) working 

together to enhance students’ learning and to help students become well-rounded, broad-

based individuals” (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999, p 28). Student learning communities differ 

in the dimensions of primary membership (characteristics that the group has in common, 

such as major) and primary form of interaction (e.g., in-person, virtual interaction, or 

non-direct).  

There are a variety of different approaches to designing learning communities that 

differ on the two dimensions identified above. These approaches include curricular 

learning communities, classroom learning communities, residential or living-learning 

communities, and student-type learning communities. Curricular learning communities, 

which have also been called cross-curricular or entering student learning communities, 

are designed to link together courses so that student can see the links between their 

courses and generally include more general education, gateway, or basic studies courses. 

This category of learning community also includes honors programs. There are a variety 

of specific curricular learning communities that fall into this category, including 

freshman interest groups, linked courses, course clusters, federated learning communities, 

and coordinated studies that are all programs where two or more courses are linked 

together.  

Research on classroom learning communities has been primarily done at the 

elementary and secondary level. Reviews of the literature argue that there are five 

important pieces to making the classroom a true learning community. These include: (a) 

Implementing the concept and practice of democracy; (b)  Creating a caring environment 



 

46 
 

that responds to the real needs of students; (c) Mastering the art of facilitative process; (d)  

Using an innovative curriculum involving sequential and developmental activities that 

have meaning to the student; and (e) Acting as an effective change agent (Anderson, 

1995). Clear specifications for what these actually mean in practice are often non-existent 

or similarly ill-defined and specified. One theme that can be extracted is that students will 

feel more invested and connected if they are placed in situations where more direct social 

contact occurs with other students or faculty. Often this includes a participative aspect for 

identifying training needs. Additionally, many argue that instruction should include some 

evaluation of student needs and adaptation of instruction to meet those needs. Although a 

bit grandiose in presentation, this model tries to create a community of learning that 

emphasizes learning for the entire class, including elements of participative instruction. 

Under this model, each individual course has the opportunity to be its own learning 

community. 

The residential learning communities, also referred to as the living-learning 

communities, view the residence hall as an important portion of the curriculum and 

learning experience. These types of learning communities assign students to live in the 

same dorm or specific hall of a dorm and then take a variety of courses together. The 

number and type of course often vary and range from one course to all the courses 

together for a semester. It also varies in terms of length of involvement in the learning 

community. Involvement ranges from one semester to multiple years.  

Finally, student-type learning communities are designed for special populations of 

students. The five main categories include the academically under-prepared, under-
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represented groups, students with disabilities, honors students, and students with specific 

academic interests (Love & Tokuno, 1999). Each of these learning communities can also 

include designs that are described above, such as the residential community, or they may 

have linked courses.  

Summary of Benefits of Learning Communities 

Much of the research evidence appears to support positive learning outcomes for 

students involved in learning communities. In general, advocates of learning communities 

point to the case study examples of success, as well as the empirical studies that show 

increases in a variety of student outcomes for those who are involved in learning 

communities. Unfortunately, experimental design issues make unambiguous 

interpretation of findings problematic. However, learning community supporters argue 

that findings are consistent with theory and are supported by a broader literature that 

demonstrates why learning communities should increase positive student outcomes.  

A general finding in the college student literature is that “involvement” is a very 

important portion of higher education and more involvement may lead to an increase in a 

variety of student outcomes. Involvement has been operationalized a number of different 

ways across studies but is typically a measure of the degree to which students are 

engaged in activities at college or is a self-report measure of students’ perceptions of their 

involvement. Astin’s involvement model, as well as Tinto’s student departure model, 

shows the theoretical connection between involvement and positive outcomes for college 

students (Astin, 1985; 1993a; 1993b; Astin, Korn, & Green, 1987; Tinto, 1988; 1990; 
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1993; 1998). Both of these theories show how involvement in a learning community can 

lead to increases in student development, performance, and persistence.  

Lennings and Ebbers (1999) have summarized the positive influence of learning 

communities on a variety of student outcomes: GPA, the number of students on academic 

probation, amount and quality of learning, validation of learning, retention, academic 

skills, self-esteem, satisfaction with the institution, involvement in college and 

educational experiences, increased opportunity to write and speak, greater engagement in 

learning, the ability to meet academic and social needs, greater intellectual richness, 

intellectual empowerment, more complex thinking, a more complex world view, a greater 

openness to ideas different from one’s own, increased quality and quantity of learning, 

the ability to bridge academic and social environments, and improved involvement and 

connectedness within the social and the academic realms. This list of outcomes is long, 

varied, and impressive, providing a strong case for using the learning community model.  

Shapiro and Levine (1999) also present a summary of the positive effects of 

learning communities at 12 different schools, showing a diversity of school 

characteristics. These schools included extremely small and very large schools, and all 

show learning communities to be effective. Additionally, they describe the different 

methods that are used to assess learning communities and point out the common finding 

of increased student outcomes, such as retention and performance across all the methods 

of evaluation. The evaluation methods include student pre and post surveys, student 

interviews, focus group interviews, data from student files compared to a control group, 

enrolled student surveys (learning community group and control group), faculty 
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interviews at beginning and end of semester, faculty surveys, and finally an end of the 

semester interview with the parents of the students who were involved.  

One final benefit of learning communities that cannot be understated is the 

increase in student-faculty involvement and higher levels of student motivation (Stark & 

Lattuca, 1997). Members of learning communities have more interaction both inside and 

outside of the classroom. In addition, well structured and implemented learning 

communities can help solve the problem of students seeing little connection among their 

courses by helping create a big picture for student education (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999).  

In addition to the student benefits, Lennings and Ebbers (1999) identified many 

benefits for faculty that often comes from the increased interaction with students:  

Learning communities allow faculty to work together more closely and 

effectively, learning communities lead to increased continuity and integration in 

the curriculum, learning communities constitute a valuable activity for faculty 

development, learning communities help participating faculty to view their 

discipline in a more revealing light, learning communities encourage faculty to 

share knowledge with one another, participation in learning communities 

broadens faculty, faculty generally find their work with learning communities 

satisfying, faculty appreciate the results of learning communities on the amount 

and quality of students’ learning, students’ enjoyment of learning, and students 

values and satisfaction. (p. 69) 
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It is important to examine these faculty benefits as well to determine how much 

variability there is in these results.  

Research by Hotchkiss, Moore, and Pitts (2005) corroborates these findings. Their 

research also indicated that involvement in learning communities corresponded with an 

increase in performance and retention. Their study focused only on white and black 

students but indicated the strongest impact was “measured for a particularly vulnerable 

group—black males” (pp. 17-18). Baker and Pomerantz (2000) also had similar results. 

They found students who participated in learning communities had higher GPAs, were 

more satisfied with their experience, and had fewer academic probations. Courter and 

Johnson (2007) also found that first-year students who participated in learning 

communities were satisfied with their experience. Overall, the empirical support and 

diversity of studies supporting the learning community model are impressive and hard to 

dismiss. However, there is a need to examine the effects of learning communities over 

time to determine whether effects remain positive or are short lived.  

Some Concerns about Learning Communities 

In general, the research on learning communities supports improved outcomes for 

students and faculty. Rarely do any of these studies mention any negative effects or 

drawbacks of learning communities. However, there are some scholars, researchers, and 

administrators who are against implementing the learning community model at this time. 

The primary concern is cost. Learning communities can involve a significant 

commitment of resources, especially on the part of the faculty. Additionally, many are 

concerned that the large cost of implementing the learning community is not worth it 
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because other methods of instruction that are less labor intensive and costly may achieve 

comparable results. A comparison between involvement in a learning community with 

simply living on campus will help alleviate these concerns. This study attempts to 

ascertain the effect of involvement in a learning community on the retention rate of 

students at the university level, as well as on GPA and satisfaction with the college 

experience. 

Methods 

To address the lack of longitudinal research, data from a large public university 

was used to examine the relation between involvement in a learning community and a 

variety of student outcomes over time. Demographic and academic data was obtained for 

16,383 college students. The students were initially enrolled between the years 1999-

2000, and information was collected from university records on involvement in a learning 

community, retention, grades, race, gender, high school, rank, and prior ACT scores. 

Additionally, student satisfaction information was obtained from a self-report exit survey 

filled out by graduating seniors.  

The learning community involvement at this university consists of several 

academic departments in cooperation with the division of Housing and Residential Life. 

Students take a core set of classes together and live in the same dorm. The programs are 

open to all students, but there is a limit on the number of participants, which varies 

slightly depending on the dorm. Therefore, students self-select into the program, and not 

all students who want to participate are enrolled. 

Research Questions 



 

52 
 

 The main objective of the study is to determine if students who are involved in a 

learning community are more likely to stay in school, earn better grades and have higher 

satisfaction. Specifically, the following three research questions will be addressed.   

1. Does involvement in learning community increase retention in college? 

 2. Does involvement in a learning community increase performance in college? 

 3. Does involvement in a learning community increase end-of-college 

satisfaction? 

To address the issue of self selection into a learning community, high school rank 

and ACT scores will be used as control variables in all analyses. Additionally, differences 

in race and gender will be examined. For all the analyses, variables are used 

simultaneously to assess possible interaction effects between independent variables. 

Results 

In order to provide an answer to the first research question, two different analyses 

have been conducted. The first analysis uses logistic regression to examine the effect of 

involvement in a learning community on first-year retention. The second analysis uses 

Cox regression to examine the effect of involvement in a learning community over time. 

The logistic regression model is presented in Table 3. The independent variables 

used in the analysis were learning community, gender, race, ACT score and high school 

rank, and the dependent variable is dropout after the first year. The variables for this 

analysis were entered in blocks. Race and gender were examined as possible moderators 

of the learning community and retention relationship. The interactions were not 

significant, and therefore are not included in the model. 
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Table 3 

Logistic Regression Model for First-year Dropout Entering Race, Gender, High School 
Rank, ACT Score, Involvement in a Learning Community 
 B S.E. p-value Exp(B) 

Race   <.01  

African American1 -.08 .12 .54 .93 

American Indian 1 1.26 .21 <.01 3.53 

Asian1 .07 .08 .36 1.08 

Hispanic1 .58 .15 <.01 1.79 

Gender2 .10 .05 .06 1.10 

High School Rank -.02 <.01 <.01 .98 

ACT Score -.03 .01 <.01 .97 

Lack of Learning Community Involvement3 .60 .09 <.01 1.81 

Note. 1The comparison group is whites.  20=Male 1=Female  30=In a learning community 1=Not in a 
learning community B = unstandardized beta coefficient, S.E. = standard error, Exp(B) = odds ratio.   
 

The findings indicate that even after controlling for gender, race, ACT score, and 

high school rank, involvement in a learning community significantly increased the fit of 

the model predicting retention in the first year (chi-square=46.56, p<.01).  The results 

show that those who were not in a learning community are 1.81 times more likely to drop 

out of school by the end of the first year.  

Additionally, the results show that there are racial differences in first-year 

retention. African American and Asian students were not significantly more likely than 

white students to drop out of school by the end of the first year. American Indian students 

and Hispanic students were more likely than white students to drop out of school during 
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the first year.  American Indian students are 3.53 times more likely than white students to 

drop out of school by the end of the first year. Hispanic students were 1.79 times more 

likely than white students to drop out by the end of the first year.  Finally, the gender 

differences in first-year retention were not statistically significant.   

To determine whether or not involvement in a learning community has an effect 

on retention over time, a survival analysis is carried out via Cox Regression (Table 4). 

The event in this model is the participant transitioning from enrolled to not enrolled 

without graduating. Participants that withdrew from the university more than once–in 

other words, they withdrew, reenrolled, and withdrew again–were not included in this 

study, so as to avoid having more than one data point for a given student. 35.5% of the 

participants in this analysis withdrew from the university without graduating. Of the 

students who were involved in a learning community, 20.2% withdrew from the 

university, compared with the withdrawal of 37.9% of students who were not involved in 

a learning community.  
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Table 4  
Cox Regression Model for Dropout Entering Race, Gender, High School Rank, ACT 
Score, Involvement in a Learning Community   
 B SE p-value Exp(B) 

Race   .13  

African American1 -.11 .07 .15 .90 

American Indian 1 .16 .12 .18 1.18 

Asian1 -.05 .05 .29 .95 

Hispanic1 .14 .10 .18 1.15 

Gender2 .06 .03 .05 1.07 

High School Rank .00 .00 .78 1.00 

ACT score .00 .00 .86 1.00 

Involvement in a Learning Community3 .13 .06 .03 1.13 

Note. 1The comparison group is whites.  20=male 1=Female.  30=In a learning community 1=Not in a 
learning community. B = unstandardized beta coefficient, S.E. = standard error, Exp(B) = odds ratio. 
 

The results of the Cox regression showed that involvement in a learning 

community had a significant effect on retention rates over time (p = .03). Not being 

involved in a learning community increased a participant’s hazard ratio by a factor of 

1.13 (B=0.13, exp(B)=1.13), indicating that those not in a learning community are 

approximately 1.13 times more likely to have withdrawn from the university at any fixed 

time before graduation than those involved in a learning community. Gender was the only 

other significant variable in the model. Female students are approximately 1.07 times 
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more likely than males to have withdrawn from the university at any fixed time before 

graduation.  

 In order to determine whether involvement in a learning community has a 

significant effect on performance in school, a linear regression is performed on two 

different performance measures, GPA after the first year and cumulative GPA (Tables 5-

7). Again, the variables were entered in blocks. The first analysis uses the independent 

variables of involvement in a learning community, gender, race, ACT scores, and high 

school rank and the dependent variable of first-year GPA. The second analysis uses the 

same set of independent variables, and the dependent variable is cumulative GPA at 

graduation.  Once again, the interaction of race and involvement in a learning community 

as well as gender and involvement in a learning community was not significant, and, 

therefore, neither of these interactions is included in the final models.  

 Table 5 shows the results of the regression analysis using the dependent variable 

first-year GPA. The final model, which included learning community involvement, race, 

gender, high school rank, and ACT score, had an adjusted R square value of 0.13. 
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Table 5 

Regression Model Entering Race, Gender, High School Rank, ACT Score, Involvement 
in a Learning Community, and the  Dependent Variable of First-year GPA  
 B SE t p-value 

Intercept 1.83 .05 38.15 <.01 

African American1 -.07 .03 -2.32 .02 

American Indian 1 -.27 .07 -3.92 <.01 

Asian1 -.09 .02 -4.64 <.01 

Hispanic1 -.06 .05 -1.31 .192 

Gender2 .11 .01 9.83 <.01 

High School Rank .01 .00 19.29 <.01 

ACT Score .03 .00 17.88 <.01 

Involvement in a Learning Community3 .15 .02 -8.93 <.01 

Note. 1The comparison group is whites.  20=Male 1=Female  30=Not  in a learning community 1=In a 
learning community.  B = unstandardized beta coefficient, S.E. = standard error, t = t statistic. 
 

The findings shows that involvement in a learning community increases GPA 

after first year (p<0.01). After race, gender, high school rank, and ACT score are 

controlled for, those who were not involved in a learning community had a mean GPA 

that was .15 points lower at the end of the first year. Overall, the mean first-year GPA for 

those involved in a learning community was 3.30, and the mean first-year GPA for those 

who were not involved in a learning community was 2.97 (see Table 6). Also, the results 

indicate that female students are expected to have a higher first-year GPA than male 

students (p<0.01). White students are more likely to have a higher GPA after the first 

year than African-American, American Indian, and Asian students.   
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Table 6 
Mean First-year and Cumulative GPAs by Race, Gender, and Involvement in a Learning 
Community 

 

Mean First-year  

GPA N 

Mean Cumulative  

GPA N 

White 3.05 (.66) 10,790 3.00 (.66) 10,887

African American 2.75 (.76) 463 2.50 (.70) 473 

American Indian 2.62 (.93) 88 2.21 (.97) 95 

Asian 2.84 (.79) 1,286 2.65 (.80) 1,315 

Hispanic 2.88 (.78) 214 2.71 (.83) 222 

Female 3.06 (.66) 6,786 3.01 (.66) 6,854 

Male 2.96 (.72) 6,055 2.86 (.74) 6,138 

Not in a Learning Community 2.97 (.69) 11,056 2.89 (.70) 11,203

In a Learning Community 3.30 (.60) 1,785 3.26 (.60) 1,789 

Note. The standard deviations are noted in parentheses. N = number of subject  
 

Similarly, Table 7 shows the results of the regression analysis using the dependant 

variable cumulative GPA. The final model presented below has an adjusted R square 

value of 0.25. The findings show that involvement in a learning community increases the 

cumulative GPA (p < .01). After race, gender, high school rank, and ACT score are 

controlled for, those who were not involved in a learning community had a mean 

cumulative GPA that was .13 points lower. Overall, the mean cumulative GPA for those 

involved in a learning community was 3.26, and the mean first-year GPA for those who 

were not involved in a learning community was 2.89 (see Table 6). Also, the results 
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shows that female students are expected to have a higher cumulative GPA compared to 

male students. Additionally, white students are more likely to have a higher cumulative 

GPA than students of other races.  

Table 7 
Regression Model Entering Race, Gender, High School Rank, ACT Score, Involvement 
in a Learning Community, and the  Dependent Variable of Cumulative GPA  

 B S.E. t p-value 

Intercept 1.31 .05 29.20 <.01 

African American1 -.23 .03 -7.66 <.01 

American Indian 1 -.57 .06 -9.12 <.01 

Asian1 -.23 .02 -12.75 <.01 

Hispanic1 -.15 .04 -3.55 <.01 

Gender2 .15 .01 13.78 <.01 

High School Rank .01 <.01 37.96 <.01 

ACT Score .03 <.01 18.47 <.01 

Involvement in a Learning Community3 .13 .02 -8.14 <.01 

Note. 1The comparison group is whites.  20=Male 1=Female.  30=Not  in a learning community 1=In a 
learning community.  B = unstandardized beta coefficient, S.E. = standard error, t = t statistic. 
 

The third research question addresses whether end of school satisfaction is 

affected by involvement in a learning community. The findings show that involvement in 

a learning community during the first year is not significantly related to end of school 

satisfaction (Table 8).  

Table 8 
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Regression Model Entering Race, Gender, High School Rank, ACT Score, Involvement 
in a Learning Community, and the Dependent Variable of End of School Overall 
Satisfaction  

 B S.E. t p-value 

Intercept 4.75 .10 47.64 <.01 

African American1 -.10 .08 -1.26 .21 

American Indian 1 -.03 .21 -.12 .90 

Asian1 -.11 .04 -2.48 .01 

Hispanic1 .08 .11 .71 .48 

Gender2 .04 .02 1.9 .06 

High School Rank <.01 <.01 2.90 <.01 

ACT Score .01 <.01 3.36 <.01 

Involvement in a Learning Community3 .05 .03 -1.70 .09 

Note. 1The comparison group is whites. 20=Male 1=Female.  30=Not  in a learning community 1=In a 
learning community.  B = unstandardized beta coefficient, S.E. = standard error, t = t statistic. 

. 
Discussion 

Data were collected and analyzed in an effort to answer the three research 

questions regarding the effects of student involvement in a learning community. The 

research resulted in several conclusions indicating that learning communities are useful 

tools for universities. Additionally, this study extends previous findings by examining the 

effect of involvement in a learning community on dropout longitudinally.  

Involvement in a learning community had a significant positive relationship with 

both first-year retention and retention over time. In fact, students who did not participate 

in learning communities were far more prone to drop out prior to graduation, even after 
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background variables were controlled for. It is also interesting to note that different 

variables were significant in predicting first-year dropout and dropout over time.  When 

examining dropout over time, only learning community involvement and gender were 

significant in the model. These results demonstrate why it is important to do longitudinal 

analyses in addition to measuring variables at a given point in time. 

The results of this study also show that students who were involved in a learning 

community had significantly higher first-year GPAs as well as cumulative GPAs. In the 

past, many critics of learning community literature have attributed the positive effect of 

learning community involvement on GPA to the fact that students in the learning 

community were better students. However, in this study, high school rank and ACT 

scores were controlled for, and the effects remained positive.  It still remains possible that 

other, unaccounted for effects, are the source of the improvement I attribute to learning 

communities.  Research with random assignment to condition is needed to fully resolve 

this issue.  Self selection effects are still in play although steps were taken to try to 

account for them. 

The findings of this study did not show that involvement in a learning community 

affected end of school satisfaction. There were several problems with the analyses that 

may have influenced this result. In this study, satisfaction was only measured for 

graduating students. Additionally, the measure was only a one item measure of overall 

satisfaction. The relationship between learning community involvement and satisfaction 

may be much stronger with a better, multidimensional measure of satisfaction. 
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Additionally, it is important to measure satisfaction immediately after involvement in the 

learning community, and continue measuring satisfaction at multiple time points. 

Overall, these results indicate that some aspect of the learning community 

program is contributing to better student outcomes. Since we know that learning 

communities positively affect grades and retention over time, we need to address several 

important issues. The first issue is why these effects are present. What is it about the 

learning community that leads to these results?  

The learning communities examined in this study were living-learning 

communities. Students were part of a cohort, and they lived with the same students with 

whom they attended classes. Some of the classes were large lecture sections, although 

students had a smaller group to identify with because of their involvement in a learning 

community. Some of the classes were designed specifically for the learning community 

and were smaller in size and taught by a faculty member who volunteered to teach the 

course.  

It is important to examine whether it is the interaction effect of all the components 

of a learning community that is leading to positive outcomes or whether one particular 

technique is responsible. It is possible that similar positive effects on student outcomes 

could be obtained from having a smaller class with an interested faculty member who 

gets to know the students. It is equally possible that living with a group of students and 

then taking any courses with these same students will help students develop personal 

relationships leading to similarly positive results in student outcomes. These are 

questions that need to be examined through future research.  
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The results and conclusions of this study can be applied in practice. The results 

may help educators who wish to develop a learning community understand the potential 

positive outcomes. As budget cuts and increasing criticism of education occur, it is 

important to have an understanding of the positive effects of involvement in learning 

communities. The results and conclusions herein may assist in persuading administrators 

and students alike of the value of implementation of learning communities. 

Recommendations for Future Study 

The results and conclusions of this study can be used as the foundation for future 

research. This study suggests that learning communities can be useful tools for 

universities for increasing grades and retention of students. Several issues that were not 

addressed by this study need to be addressed in future studies. First, this study primarily 

examined the effects of involvement in a learning community on retention and grades. 

There are many other important outcomes, as identified by Lennings and Ebbers (1999), 

which need to be addressed longitudinally. Additionally, we now know that the results on 

dropout hold up longitudinally and have indications that they are not solely due to self 

selection based on ACT and high school rank. Future studies should address which 

components of the learning community specifically lead to the results, or if it is an 

interaction effect. Future studies could also explore the economical effects of learning 

communities to determine whether or not the implementation of such communities is 

cost-effective. Because this study was quantitative in nature, future studies could attempt 

to capture the essence of students’ experiences through research that employs a 

qualitative approach. 
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Chapter 4: Future Directions



 

65 
 

Overall, this dissertation addressed student satisfaction during the first year of 

college, as well as a common first-year intervention at colleges and universities, the 

learning community model. The first study provided a meta-analysis of the first-year 

student satisfaction literature. The second study examined the effect of first-year learning 

communities on retention, grades, and satisfaction with college. Overall, these results 

indicate that first-year student satisfaction is very important to monitor, in part because of 

its relationships with a variety of important outcomes. These results also indicate that the 

learning community model may be an important tool for intervening in the first year of 

college. However, there are still many important questions that need to be answered. 

The first-year satisfaction meta-analysis addressed the conflicting results found in 

student satisfaction literature for first-year students. It documented the predictors, 

correlates, and outcomes of student satisfaction in the first year in addition to 

summarizing the current state of the literature.  These results are useful, as they quantify 

the relationship between various predictors and student satisfaction as well as the 

relationship between student satisfaction and several important higher education 

outcomes. The results also demonstrate that satisfaction is multidimensional and each 

dimension of student satisfaction can have differential relationships with higher education 

outcomes, as well as differential relationships with the predictors and correlates of 

satisfaction.  

Overall, academic satisfaction is most strongly related to intent to persist; 

therefore interventions may be designed to increase a student’s academic satisfaction. 

College grades are most strongly correlated with overall satisfaction, which would make 
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interventions attempting to influence either variable more difficult to achieve. Student 

satisfaction was strongly related to institutional commitment and perceived gains.  

 There are also some correlates that have a complicated relationship with the 

different dimensions of satisfaction. Some of the most important predictors of satisfaction 

could also be targeted to increase satisfaction. These include student-teacher 

involvement, social involvement, and support from the school. Student-teacher 

involvement is moderately related to overall satisfaction, and social involvement is most 

strongly related to overall satisfaction, as well. In general, administrators should pay 

particular attention to all types of student involvement as they are related to student 

satisfaction and an area where interventions can be feasibly targeted. 

 The student satisfaction meta-analysis documented several important correlates of 

student satisfaction that may be influenced by the learning community model. The results 

of the meta-analysis also indicate that if student satisfaction is manipulated, gains in 

student retention and student grades may also be achieved. Study 2 extended the findings 

in the meta-analysis and examined the effects of the learning community model on 

several important outcomes. 

Learning communities come in many different forms, but all have a similar 

organizational goal: to create a smaller social community within the larger college, often 

linked to an increase in faculty attention. In Study 2, data were collected and analyzed in 

an effort to answer the three research questions regarding the effects of student 

involvement in a learning community. The outcomes examined were retention, grades, 

and satisfaction. The research resulted in several conclusions indicating that learning 
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communities are useful tools for universities. Longitudinal studies examining the 

effectiveness of learning communities are clearly lacking in the literature, and Study 2 

extends previous findings by longitudinally examining the effect on retention of 

involvement in a learning community.  

Involvement in a learning community had a significant positive relationship to 

both first-year retention and retention over time. The results of this study also show that 

students who were involved in a learning community had significantly higher first-year 

GPAs, as well as cumulative GPAs, and even after high school rank and ACT scores 

were controlled for, the effects remained positive. The findings of this study did not show 

that involvement in a learning community affected end of school satisfaction. However, if 

a multidimensional measure of student satisfaction was used at various points in time, the 

results might be different. 

The learning communities examined in this study were living-learning 

communities. Students were part of a cohort, and they lived with the same students with 

whom they attended classes. Some of the classes were large lecture sections, although 

students had a smaller group to identify with because of their involvement in a learning 

community. Some of the classes were designed specifically for the learning community 

and were smaller in size and taught by a faculty member who volunteered to teach the 

course. Overall, these results indicate that some aspect of this type of learning community 

program is contributing to better student outcomes.  

In combination, these results indicate that the learning community model may be 

an important intervention to manipulate student satisfaction in the first year of school. 
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The meta-analysis shows that student-teacher involvement, social involvement, and 

support from the school have the strongest relationships to first-year satisfaction. 

Additionally, satisfaction is strongly related to retention and performance in school, and, 

therefore, interventions that affect satisfaction will likely affect retention and 

performance as well. The learning community model is designed to influence student 

teacher involvement and social involvement and most definitely indicates support from 

the school. Therefore, it is likely that the positive effects on retention and performance 

are partly due to an increase in first-year student satisfaction. Future studies should 

examine this effect of the learning community model on first-year student satisfaction. 

Additionally, we learned that satisfaction is multidimensional and that the dimensions 

have differential relationships with outcomes of satisfaction. Therefore, it is especially 

important to use a multidimensional measure of student satisfaction. 

It is also important to examine how these result can be applied in practice.   As a 

practitioner, I would continue to use interventions designed to increase student 

satisfaction.  Likewise, I would continue to use learning community programs.  The 

evidence on learning communities indicates that they have positive results on student 

retention and student grades.  Although we do not know the reason for these results, I 

would continue to use to implement the learning community program while also doing 

research to help determine which aspects of the program is contributing to the positive 

results.   

In addition to the potential relationship between learning communities and 

satisfaction, learning communities likely have positive effects on many other outcomes, 
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as well. Most studies, including the one presented in chapter 3, have targeted the 

outcomes that are the easiest to measure--student retention, grades, and satisfaction. 

Lennings and Ebbers (199) identified many other potential positive outcomes, and efforts 

should be made to find ways to measure these outcomes and include them in future 

studies. The outcomes to be considered are: GPA, the number of students on academic 

probation, amount and quality of learning, validation of learning, retention, academic 

skills, self-esteem, satisfaction with the institution, involvement in college and 

educational experiences, increased opportunity to write and speak, greater engagement in 

learning, the ability to meet academic and social needs, greater intellectual richness, 

intellectual empowerment, more complex thinking, a more complex world view, a greater 

openness to ideas different from one’s own, increased quality and quantity of learning, 

the ability to bridge academic and social environments, and improved involvement and 

connectedness within the social and academic realms (Lennings & Ebbers, 1999).  

Studies on learning communities have constantly shown positive results on a 

number of outcomes. There are certain aspects of the learning community that are likely 

driving the positive results, although interaction effects are possible. In order to 

determine the best structure and use for learning communities, more systematic 

approaches need to be taken to document the characteristics of the learning community. 

We need to have several structural variables that are documented in all studies on the use 

of learning communities in addition to the outcomes that are measured. This 

documentation will allow for the studies to build off of one another in a more systematic 

way and allow for techniques such as meta-analysis to be used in a more effective way.  
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Additionally, studies should be done where students in a learning community are 

compared with students in other classes using a variety of techniques. These studies can 

use the same measures, control for background characteristics, and allow us to directly 

compare the results. 

There are a number of variables that could be considered when discussing the 

structure of the learning community. A standard learning community questionnaire 

should be developed and should potentially include size of institution, number of students 

in each learning community class, total number of students involved in each specific 

learning community, a measure of faculty involvement, discipline of courses taken, type 

of course taken (seminar, lab, lecture), type of learning community (freshman interest 

group, residential, linked courses, etc), number of teacher preparation hours, background 

characteristics of students, special populations of students (honors, at risk, etc), and 

finally, a description of the seminar course if it is designed especially for the learning 

community.  

Additionally, the level of integration between the courses should be measured. 

MacGregor, Koolsbergen, and van Slyck’s (2002) model of levels of integration in 

Linked or Clustered Classes is presented below in Figure 1. This model can be used as a 

starting point in the development of a measure of course integration.  
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Figure 1: MacGregor, Koolsbergen, and van Slyck (2002) Degrees of Curricular                       
Integration 

 

 

Overall, these studies have provided data to indicate that first-year student 

satisfaction is a critical variable to monitor and that the learning community model is an 
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important intervention where more research is needed. First-year student satisfaction is 

related to retention as well as grades. Additionally, student-teacher involvement, social 

involvement, and support from the school have the strongest relationships with first-year 

satisfaction, and these are all areas where learning community intervention may be 

targeted. The learning community study presented in chapter 3 showed that the learning 

community model can have an effect on retention and grades, even after control for 

background characters. However, there are still many important questions that need to be 

answered. 
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