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Editor's note:

I n May 2000, Karna Walter, then a graduate student at the Center for the Study of Higher Education at the
University of Arizona, completed her dissertation on the link between student satisfaction and persistence
rates at Christian colleges.

Entitled “ Staying or Leaving: A Multilevel Approach to Explaining Variation in Persistence Rates Among
Christian College Undergraduates’, the study examines the roles various institutional characteristics and stu-
dent characteristics (including student satisfaction) play in explaining why some students left the Christian
collegein which they were enrolled, while others stayed.

Walter, agraduate of Calvin College (Ml), has alongstanding interest in Christian higher education. Walter
conducted much of her research in collaboration with the CCCU’ s Quality/Retention Project, led by Dr. Laurie
Schreiner. We have asked her to summarize her findings here.

Exploring The Connection Between Student

Satisfaction And Persistence
by Karna Walter

A Summary of theFindings

My research focused on both student-related and institution-related predictors of student persistence at CCCU
ingtitutions. | learned that students’ individual characteristics (classlevel, employment, graduate aspirations,
etc.) and their level of satisfaction with their college (social, academic and religious satisfaction) contributed to
their decision whether to stay enrolled.

But sudent-related factors don't tell the whole story. | dso found thet three indtitutional factors seem to play arolein
sudents decisons— the size of the underclass student bodly, the tuition rate and the gender makeup of the student bodly.

This article discusses all significant predictors of persistence that emerged from my research. It concludes
with alist of 11 steps you can take to promote persistence at your CCCU institution.

A Multi-Level Approach
In conducting research for this study, | used the hierarchica linear modeling (HLM) gatigtical technique. This multilevel
gpproach is designed to examine the impact of both ingtitutional and individua data on an outcome within an individud.

My individual dataincluded student background characteristics (see Table 1, Page 4) and student satisfaction
factors (see Table 2, Page 6) created from afactor analysisof fall 1998 Student Satisfaction Inventory scoresfrom
CCCU ingtitutions. Fifty-five CCCU institutions provided follow-up persistence data reflecting whether
respondents were till enrolled in fall 1999. My final sample consisted of 8,732 students—first-year students,
sophomores and juniors—from the 55 participating institutions.
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Theinstitutional dataincluded selectivity, size, tuition
and other structural characteristics (see Table 3, Page
6). | entered these variables into HLM equations to
determinewhich characteristics had asignificant impact
on students’ enrollment decisions.
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Part 1 Results: Individual Predictors Of Student Persistence

Of the respondents in the 1998 sample, 83% returned to
their campusesin 1999 (77% of first-year students, 84% of

sophomores and 90% of juniors). But what about the 17% who
didn’'t? What variables help explain their decisions to leave?

Let'sstart with significant student char acteristics. Obviously, class
level matters: sophomores were 64% more likely to persist than
first-year students, while juniors were 42% more likely.
In addition:

» Students who were attending their third-choice institution
(or lower) were 70% lesslikely to persist.

 Studentsemployed full-time off campus were 79% less
likely to persist than their peers, while students working
part-time off campuswere 55% lesslikely to persist.

» Studentsliving on campuswere 26% morelikely to
persist than those living off campus.

» Students with graduate or professional school aspirations
were 22% more likely to persist than those without them.

Satisfaction factors also helped explain variation in persistence.
Religious satisfaction, satisfaction with the campus climate, aca-
demic satisfaction (as measured by satisfaction with course con-
tent, instruction and intell ectual atmosphere) and satisfaction with
academic advising were all positively associated with persis-
tence. Following are the rel ationships between each factor on stu-
dents’ likelihood of persisting, expressed in percentages:

 Satisfaction with campus climate - increases the odds
of persisting by 50%.

» Religious satisfaction - increases the odds of persisting
by 29%

» Academic satisfaction - increases the odds of persisting
by 27%

» Satisfaction with academic advising - increases the odd
of persisting by 7%

Two other factors, reflecting satisfaction with student
support services and with faculty, did not have a
statistically significant impact on persistence.

Editor’s Note:

Satisfaction with faculty and with student support services did
not reach statistical significance in this study, which is counter-
intuitive. However, much of thisisduetotheway theitemswere
organized on scales. For example, the student support items in-
cluded registration and assessment aswell as weekend activities,
athletics and other student life programs. As organizational psy-
chologist Herzberg has pointed out, these issues tend to be
“dissatisfiers” or maintenance factors rather than “satisfiers’ or
motivational factors. Student life issues can be a source of dissat-
isfaction because of the hassles they can create, but simply

having positive experiences in the student life area is not enough
to motivate a student to stay in school. In addition, a positive
student life program can contribute to awel coming climatein which
students feel a sense of belonging, so the campus climate items
may have absorbed many of the student life contributors. In a
similar way, satisfaction with faculty failed to reach statistical sig-
nificance because the items on the scale related to faculty being
available outside the class and caring about students, which may

have been absorbed into the climate scale.

Analysis: Understanding The
Individual - Level Results

Wat can we learn from this? Many of the findings sup-
port previous research on persistence — research conducted
at ingtitutions quite different from CCCU schools. Other findings, par-

ticularly those related to student satisfaction, represent new ways of
understanding persistence. Let's look at the results more closely.

Student Characteristics

Classlevel: That first-year students are less likely to persist than
sophomores and juniorsisno surprise. The vast majority of reten-
tion research focuses on why studentsfail to persist after their first
year. First-year studentsare morelikely to leave becausethey have
lessinvested personally, socially and financially than studentswho
have been on campus longer. But note that sophomores are also
leaving at ahigher than expected rate. Previousretention research
indicates that the sophomore to junior attrition ought to be half of
what the first-year to sophomore year attrition was. 1nthis CCCU
sample, we lost 23% of first-year students, but we lost 16% of
sophomores, when predications indicate we should have

only lost 11% of sophomores.

Graduateaspirations: Studentswho believethey will attend gradu-
ate or professional school are more likely to stay. Severa reasons
may be at work. First, such students may enter college with strong
academic preparation, aswell asthe family support that helps them
believe they can handle graduate or professional work (self-effi-
cacy). Second, studentswith graduate aspirationsare morelikely to
invest energy into their academic situation. Third, such students
may be more inclined to become academically integrated into cam-
pus life by developing close relationships with faculty.

Livingarrangements. Studentsliving oncampusaremorelikely to
persist. Again, thisisn’t surprising. Living on campus provides stu-
dents with many opportunities to integrate into the campus
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community. Such opportunities are likely to increase students
attachments to the institution. Also, studentswho live on campus
at their own expense (rather than through financial aid) arelikely to
have the financial stability to afford tuition; they are not likely to
leavefor financial reasons.

Off-campusemployment: Studentsworking off campus, either part-
timeor full-time, arelesslikely to persist than students who work
on campus. That's because students who work on campus do
more than earn a paycheck; they also have the opportunity to
build social connections with faculty, staff and other students.
Theseinterpersonal connections enhanceintegration and involve-
ment, both of which foster persistence.
Working off campus does not provide the

might believe the social atmosphere on campus is either too per-
missive or not permissive enough. In addition, if an institution is
relatively small and does not have many subenvironments, stu-
dents who do not “fit the mold” may not be inclined to stay.

Religious Satisfaction: Most studies of persistence do not con-
sider the impact of religious satisfaction on persistence. Because
of theexplicitly religious nature of CCCU institutions, such avari-
ableis necessary. And religious satisfaction certainly contributes
to students’ decisions to stay. Many students choose to attend a
Christian college because doing so reinforces their worldview.
Previous research with CCCU institutionsindicatesthat attending

a Christian college or university

same benefits, because students are not
likely meeting other members of their cam-
pus community. Their work preventsthem
from becoming more involved in campus
life.

Students employed full-time
off campus were 79% less likely
to persist than their peers.

islikely to help studentsgrow in
their faith, which contributes to
religious satisfaction.

On the other hand, students who
are less satisfied religiously are
more likely to leave. Some stu-

College Choice: Why might a student at-

tending her third-choiceinstitution bedissatisfied and, therefore,
likely to leave? She may be dissatisfied simply because shewasn’t
accepted at her first-choice institution, or she may be attending a
Christian college because of parental pressure rather than out of
personal desire. She may also continually compare her experi-
encesto her beliefs about how much better it would have been at
her first-choice institution. Students are likely to retain the im-
pressions they have about a college upon entering — whether
postitive or negative.

Student Satisfaction

Satisfaction with the Campus Climate: Thisfactor represents
socia satisfaction — whether students feel a sense of welcome
and belonging on campus, enjoy being a student on campus and
feel a sense of pride about their campus. Students who indicated
that their campus met or exceeded their expectationsin these ways
were 50% more likely to persist than their peers who were less
satisfied with the campus climate.

Students may be attracted to CCCU institutions because they be-
lieve the environment will give them the opportunity to build rela-
tionships with students who share their core beliefs. Indeed, By
Baylis, in his “Report on the 1996 First-year Entering Students’
(1997), showsthat CCCU studentsreflect adifferent social profile
than those who enter secular institutions. He found that CCCU
students were less likely to be “hedonists’ and “status strivers”
than their peers at secular institutions. It seemsfair to assert, then,
that students who enter Christian colleges are, in general, looking
for a social atmosphere that they are unlikely to find elsewhere.
When they find it, they are satisfied and stay.

Why are some students less satisfied with the campus
climate, and therefore more likely to leave? Students

dents may believe the religious
nature of the college is either too explicit or not explicit enough.
And, again, some students may be attending a Christian
college because of their parents’ wishes rather than a personal
desire. Integrating Christian faith into academics may feel
suffocating to such students.

Academic Satisfaction: Satisfactionwith theintellectual facets of
campus life — such as course content, quality of instruction and
intellectual atmosphere — is another important influence on stu-
dents' enrollment decisions. Students who are satisfied with the
level of challenge and the nature of academic lifearemorelikely to
stay than their peers who are not. Satisfied students are not likely
to believe they could receive a better education elsewhere. Per-
haps one reason for this belief isastudent’s commitment to learn-
ing through Christian lenses, which could not be done as explicitly
and regularly on a secular campus.

But why might students be less satisfied with academic
life on campus? Some may find that the relatively small
size of CCCU schools limits their choice of majors and
programs. Other reasonsfor dissatisfaction may be students’ inad-
equate academic preparation, their discomfort with faith/learning
integration or their perception of the quality of instruction.

Satisfaction With Academic Advising: Thisaspect of academic
satisfaction, while statistically significant, explained the least
amount of variation in student persistence. Students who were
satisfied with academic advising were 7% more likely to persist
than those who were less satisfied. Strong academic advisingis
characterized by assistance in goal-setting and decision-mak-
ing and the formation of abond between student and advisor. If
these things don’t happen, students may feel less connected
academically and may choose to leave.
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Results: Institutional Predictors Of Student Persistence

B ut what about the institutional factors? When individual-
level effects are held constant, how much do institution-
level variables contribute to our understanding of persistence? Quite
a bit. While individual level variables alone explain 19% of the
variance in persistence, the combination of individual-level and
institution-level variables explains 49% of the variance.

My research found that three institution-level predictors contrib-
uted the most to student persistence:

« Gender composition — institutions with higher percentages
of men had higher persistence rates

« Undergraduate enrollment —institutions with relatively high
undergraduate enrollments had higher persistence rates

« Tuition — higher tuition rates were associated with higher
persistence rates

Analysis: Understanding The
Institution-Level Results

Per centage of men students

Institutions with higher percentages of men students were
likely to have higher persistence rates — among both men and
women students. Why? An imbalance of men and women may
affect social relationships, especially dating relationships. In
addition, the nature of gender rolesin our society and on our cam-
puses may be taking its toll: male-dominated environments often
are ascribed higher status and prestige than female-dominated en-
vironments, which may affect students' enrollment decisions.

Under graduateenr ollment

Larger institutions had higher persistencerates. This seemsto con-
tradict most research on retention: larger institutions generally have
lower retention ratesthan their smaller peers. Thedifferenceinthis
caseisthe sizerange among CCCU ingtitutions. Of theinstitutions

in the sample, the smallest enrolled 457 students,while the largest
enrolled 3,935. If smaller ingtitutions offer studentsmany attractive
options— such as a psychol ogically manageabl e size and a sense of
cohesiveness and intimacy —why are studentsat small CCCU insti-
tutions more likely to leave? First, smaller institutions cannot offer
as many academic or social opportunities. Second, small campuses
might not include a well-equipped recreation center or other com-
mon “placesto hang.” In addition, smaller ingtitutions are likely to
have fewer social subenvironments for students. Students who do
not fit the dominant mold may beinclined to leave.

Tuition level

More expensiveinstitutions had higher retention rates. Why? Sev-
era factors may help explain this. Studentswho can afford the cost
of tuition are not likely to leave for financial reasons. In addition,
people with money often have other cultural advantages, such asa
family history of education. When students have
parents who attended college, they understand what collegeislike
before they set foot on campus.

Tablel
Characteristicsof Studentsin the Sample
62% women
85% Caucasian/white
41% first-year students
31% sophomores

28% juniors
78% on-campus residents
51% claimed grade point averages of 3.0 or higher
21% had earned no credit at the timethey filled out the survey
34% aspired to attend graduate or professional school
65% were employed at |east part-time
74% at first-choiceingtitution
18% at second-choice institution
8% at third-choiceinstitution or lower

Comprehensive Assessment Project (CAP) Co-directors:
Randy Bergen, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Psychology

Phone: 724-847-6773 Fax: 724-847-6101 Email:

Geneva College 3200 College Avenue Beaver Falls PA 15010-3599
rsb@geneva.edu

Laurie Schreiner, Ph.D., Associate Dean and Professor of Psychology, College of Arts and Sciences
Eastern College 1300 Eagle Road St Davids PA 19087-3696
Phone: 610-341-5868 Fax: 610-341-1460 Email: Ischrein@eastern.edu
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What About You?

Eleven Things You Can Do To Promote Persistence

These findings have important implications for how CCCU leaders can shape institutional environments in a way that promotes

persistence. Here'swhat you can do:

1. Focuson thefir st and second-year
experiencesof your students.

First-year students are often testing the
waters, knowing they can transfer if
they don't like it. One year may be all you
have to facilitate connections for these stu-
dents. Setting up mentoring relationships
between first-year students and faculty
or older students can help students become
more committed to your institution.
For sophomores, CCCU research indicates
that students find it difficult to justify the
tuition if they do not know what they are
doing with their lives. Helping sophomores
discover their strengths and a sense of their
calling can help in this process.

2. Provideopportunitiesfor all studentsto
dream about their futures.

Does your campus actively encourage stu-
dents to consider graduate school? Do you
plant seeds early in students' careers about
graduate school and nationally competitive
scholarship programs, such asthe Fulbright,
Rhodes and Marshall? Do you host staff
from university graduate and professional
school programs on your campus? Students
who see graduate or professional school in
their futuresaremorelikely to stay enrolled.

3. Think about how to connect students
wholiveoff campusto campuslife.

How do you engage students who do
not live on campus? What academic
and social programs could be created to en-
couragethem to becomeinvolved inthecam-
pus community? How might on-campus stu-
dents be partners in the process?

4. Provide job opportunitiesfor sudents
On campus.

What job opportunitiesare availablefor stu-
dentson your campus?While some students
must work off campus to afford the cost of

private education, others may do so because
few jobs are available on campus.

5. Identify studentswho consider your
ingtitution their third (or lower) choice.

How do you identify students whose first
or second-choice institutions were other
schools? Do you know students’ prefer-
ences before they begin their first year? If
so, what might you do to target these stu-
dents and intervene before they make the
decision to leave?

6. Enhance academic satisfaction.

Are your faculty knowledgeable in
their fields, capable teachers and strong
advisors? Do you encourage students
to pursue academic dreams, at the
undergraduate and graduate level?

7. Improve rdigioussatisfaction.

Does your campus regularly reevaluate
how it integratesfaith and learning? Do you
encourage spiritual questioning as a
means to spiritual growth? Do you provide
relevant opportunities for students to do
ministry, either on campus or off?

8. Focuson thecampusclimate.

Do all students on your campus feel
welcome? What are you doing to ensure
that this happens? What are your student
|eaders doing to enhance campus pride?
How are your staff and faculty identifying
students who do not seem as engaged in
campuslife? How can you intervene?

9. Highlight the strengths of your
institution’s size, and compensate for its
deficiencies.

If youwork at asmaller institution, consider
partnering with larger ingtitutions in your
area. Could you create opportunitiesfor your

students to take classes at other schools,
use larger library facilities there or perhaps
gain accessto the university fitness center?
How about strengthening study-abroad
opportunities for your students?

10. Consider your pricing policies.

What is a just tuition cost? How can
your institution cover expenses without
“pricing out” lower-income students?
Isit feasible to increase tuition without los-
ing such students, or would increasing
tuition simply cause your institution
to attract wealthier students?

11. Work towar d abalance of men and
women inyour student population.

What academic programs could you
establish that might appeal to men as
well as women? How can you target

your recruiting appeals to both genders7ill
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Comprehensive Assessment Project News

First—year Survey Results

In January, UCLA’s Higher Edu-
cation Research Ingtitute (HERI) mailed the
2000 CIRP firgt-year survey results to par-
ticipating campuses. Morethan 15,000 Chris-
tian college/university first-year students
participated in the survey — our largest
sampleever! The CCCU normsand dataset
will be available soon on the Internet at
www.gospel com.net/cccu/projects/assess
ment/#oad. Peoplewho wish to download
the datasets and norm tables must have a
username and password. If your ingtitution
paid your 2000-2001 CAPdues, you can get
your username and password from Nita
Stemmler at the CCCU office
(ntemmler@cocu.org or 202-546-8713x336).

I he CAP Assessment Web Site
is evolving thisyear. Thegoal for
this Web site is to provide useful and
timely findings, data and resources to
CCCU participating campuses. Thisyear
we have added a data and table download
section that allows individuals to copy
survey datato their own computers. We
have also added a section that allows
people to compare their own institutional
findingsto those of al other CCCU schools
involved in the survey. Look for the
“Project Findings” section to be enlarged
this spring. We intend to post numerous
findingsfrom thisyear’sfirst-year student

survey (CIRP). Thesefindingswill allow
you to quickly and accurately compare
your first-year studentsto CCCU first-year
students nationally. The assessment site
is located at www.gospelcom.net/cccu/
projects/assessment.

NCext year'sagendaisfull!

AP participants, for their dues
of $1200, will be able to use the Student
Satisfaction Inventory (SSl), the Institu-
tional Priorities Survey (IPS) and the Col-
lege Student Survey (CSS). Noel-Levitz
produces the first two surveysto help us
increase our retention rates. The CSSis
produced by the Higher Education Re-
search Institute, and gives us a snapshot
of our seniors as they are ready to gradu-
ate. Combining the CIRPfirst-year survey
results with the CSS senior results gives
us awonderful view of how our students
change in numerous domains, such as
level of altruism, professional goals and
social values. Campuses will also have
the option of participating in HERI's Fac-
ulty Survey, which is given every three
years(thisisnot included in the $1200 par-
ticipation fee). CCCU campuses have
found this a very useful tool for helping

administrators understand their faculty and
helping faculty understand how they are
similar to and different from the students
they teach.

Finally, wewill be having awinter assess-
ment conference in Florida, tentatively
scheduled for February, 2002, in Tallahas-
see. Thiswill be awarm and revitalizing
conference to help us put to use the valu-
able information wearegathering. Planon
coming and consider presenting your work
with the assessment and retention
findings.Watch for details on the CCCU
Web site at http://www.cccu.org/events.

Remember the $1200 CAP participation fee
gives your campus many benefits. These
include a price break on the Noel-Levitz
surveys, complete datasets from all HERI
surveys, CCCU norms on each of the sur-
veys, and full accessto the CCCU Assess-
ment Web Site. This siteisgrowing con-
stantly and will have awealth of support-
ing information for you asyou seek to im-
prove education on your campus. Invita-
tionsto participatein the 2001-2002 project
will bemailed out later this spring.

Table 3

Table 2

Measures of Student Satisfaction

The study examined the effects of academic, social and
religious satisfaction on persistence. A factor analysis of the
41 items on the SSI related to these areas of satisfaction
reveal ed these six measures:

1. Religioussatisfaction
2. Satisfaction with campus climate (social satisfaction

factor)

3. Sdtisfaction with student support services (social
satisfaction factor)

4,  Satisfaction with academic advising (academic satisfac-
tion factor)

5.  Satisfaction with course content, instruction, and
intellectual atmosphere (academic satisfaction factor)
6. Satisfaction with faculty (academic satisfaction factor)

Institution-Level Data

The study garnered institutional datafrom several sources. Peterson’s
Guides, the U.S. Department of Education’s IPEDS database,
college and university Web sites and official college and university
publications. The following statistics reflect the mean descriptive
characteristics of the 55 institutions in the sample:

Student composition
Women students: 59%
Minority students. 10%

Housing Status
Students living on campus: 57%

Selectivity

Applicants admitted: 80%

Firg-year sudentsin the top 10% of their high school class: 26%
Faculty with terminal degrees: 63%

Peterson’s Guide selectivity measure: 2.95

(entrance difficulty: 1=noncompetitive; 5=most difficult)

Structural characteristics

Cost of attendance: $15,591
Tuition cost: $10,947
Undergraduate enrollment: $1,375
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