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At the beginning of semester 2, 1997 the Faculty conducted a survey of its first year students (n=792) using an adaptation of the First Year Experience Questionnaire of McInnis and James.  The aims were to obtain baseline data on the demographics and attitudes and perceptions of first year students.  A similar survey was subsequently performed in 1998 and 1999.

In this paper we report on factors that are related to student satisfaction with their university experience.  Student satisfaction has been studied a great deal over the years because it is an important outcome in its own right, but also because of its relationship with student performance and student persistence.  Furthermore, there is increasing pressure on accountability, increasing competition between universities, and a trend towards the linking of some funding, amongst other things, to student satisfaction with course experiences.  A host of factors have been reported in the literature to impact on student satisfaction and this study aims to identify the factors relevant to student satisfaction in this Faculty.  The Faculty has eleven major undergraduate courses, most of which lead to accredited health professional qualifications and well defined career prospects.  It was felt, therefore, that students in this Faculty could have different expectations about university to students enrolled in more generalist courses.

Student satisfaction with university has received much attention in the literature over the years.  The main reasons for this are threefold.  Firstly, it can be argued that satisfaction with university is an important educational outcome in its own right (Okun and Weir, 1990).  Astin (1977) goes as far as to suggest that “… it is difficult to argue that student satisfaction can be legitimately subordinated to any other educational outcome”.  Secondly, there is evidence to suggest that satisfaction is related to student performance (Bean and Bradley, 1986; Howard and Maxwell, 1982; Pike, 1991), although it is recognised that the relationship is complex and bi-directional.  Whether satisfaction has a greater influence on performance than performance on satisfaction is still debated.  Thirdly, satisfaction is considered to be a predictor of student persistence at university (Aitken, 1982; Edwards and Waters, 1982; Pascaraella, 1985; Terenzini and Pascarella, 1977; Tinto 1993).  Recent pressures have added to this need for understanding the elements of student satisfaction at a local level. These are increasing accountability, the increasing competition for students between institutions and the increasing importance being placed by institutions and government on formal student evaluations and student ratings of courses.  In Sydney University the course rating achieved by the Graduate Careers Council of Australia Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) is to be used from 2001 as one of several teaching performance indicators that will determine the distribution of specific funding for teaching quality.  Despite the significant amount of research on student satisfaction, Benjamin and Hollings (1995, 1997) argue that student satisfaction is an important issue that has not yet been fully explained.  We would further suggest that even if the issue was well defined in global terms there is a need to understand the factors that impact on student satisfaction at a local level.

This paper reports on research carried out in the Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Sydney to assess the quality of the first year experience in the Faculty.  Numerous issues have been uncovered by this research, but the focus of this paper is particularly on the overall satisfaction of first year students with their university experience and the factors that are related to student satisfaction.

Methods

The First Year Experience Questionnaire, as developed by McInnis and James (1995), was adapted for use in the Faculty of Health Sciences following input from the Faculty's Undergraduate Studies Committee, Student Administration, Student Welfare Services, and representatives from the Student Guild.  The questionnaire was administered to 792 first year undergraduate students enrolled in full time courses within the first few weeks of semester 2, 1997. The respondents completed the questionnaire during a scheduled teaching period.  The survey was again administered to the first year students in 1998 and 1999 in a similar way. This paper reports mainly on the 1997 survey data. 

The survey item that was used to globally encapsulate student satisfaction was:

Overall, I am very satisfied with my university experience so far.

The data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). 

Results and Discussion

Selected demographics of the first year cohort in 1997 are listed here to provide a background profile of the students in the Faculty of Health Sciences.  

· 70% of students are female

· 75% of students are 20 years old or younger

· For 22% of students English is not the main language spoken at home

· 27% of students were born outside of Australia

· 52% of students have at least one parent who did a university course.

· 34% have been previously enrolled in a tertiary course.

· The UAC preference for the course in which the students are enrolled:


1st:
63%


2nd:
24%


3rd:
9%


4th:
3%

· 60% live with their family during semester.

· Program in which enrolled (see Figure 1).

Sixty one percent of students responded that they were satisfied with their university experience so far.  A similar percentage was found for both the 1998 and 1999 cohorts.  This figure is similar to that reported by McInnis and James (1995) in their study of seven representative universities across Australia.  
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Figure 1.  Number of respondents enrolled in each course

The literature has examined how satisfaction with university may be influenced by stable student characteristics such as gender.  In order to assess the relationship of such characteristics on student satisfaction in the Faculty of Health Sciences, crosstab analyses of satisfaction with student characteristics were performed (see Table 1).

Table 1.  Crosstab analyses of student satisfaction with various student characteristics

Student Characteristic
Chi-square




Gender
.757

English main language used at home
.001

Parent(s) attended university
.199

Type of secondary school attended
.513

Previously enrolled in a university course
.144

Program enrolled in
.05

UAC preference of course
      .003 (?)

Hope to change course
.000

Marks compared to expected
.002

Time to travel to university
.777

Using crosstab analyses no relationship was found between student satisfaction and characteristics such as gender, type of secondary school attended and whether or not they had been previously enrolled in a university course.  On the other hand, a significant relationship (p<0.01) was found between student satisfaction and:

· whether or not English is the main language spoken at home

· whether or not the student hopes to change course

· the students’ marks compared to what they expected

· the student’s UAC preference of the course they are enrolled in (possibly only, because of doubt over statistical significance).

67% of students whose main language at home is English were satisfied with their university experience, whereas only 50% of students whose main language at home is not English were satisfied with their university experience.

Overall, almost 13% of students indicated that they hoped to change course at the end of the year.  Of those students who hope to change course, 46% were satisfied with their university experience. Of those who don’t want to change course, 66% are satisfied.  It is obvious that while there is a relationship between satisfaction and a desire to change course, many students who want to change course are not dissatisfied with their university experience.

Table 2 shows the percentage of students who are satisfied and dissatisfied separated according to the UAC choice of the course that they are enrolled in.  It is clear that students are more likely to be satisfied with their university experience if they are in a course of their highest preference.

Table 2.  Percent of students satisfied and dissatisfied versus the UAC choice of their course

UAC choice of course
% satisfied
% dissatisfied

1
70
8

2
61
14

3
51
21

4
43
19

5
40
40

6
29
43

Table 3 shows the percentage of students that are satisfied and dissatisfied with their university experience separated according to how their marks in first semester compared to what they expected.  Clearly, students who had received marks the same or higher than expected were more likely to be satisfied than those students who had received lower than expected marks.  However, it should be noted that 51% of students that achieved lower than expected marks were nevertheless satisfied with their university experience.  The satisfaction – grades relationship is almost certainly bi-directional, but these results seem to support the suggestion of Pike (1991) that satisfaction exerts a stronger influence on grades than do grades on satisfaction.

Table 3.  Percent of students that are satisfied and dissatisfied separated according how their marks for first semester compared to what they had expected.

Marks compared to expected
% satisfied
% dissatisfied

Higher
66
10

About the same
68
9

Lower
51
20

Pearson correlations were performed between the overall satisfaction item and all other items in the survey instrument.  Relatively few items showed moderate negative or positive correlation (Pearson correlation ( 0.3) with the satisfaction item:
Most subjects are really interesting

Clear why I came to University

Enjoy intellectual challenge of subjects

Lectures stimulate my interest 

Most academics are approachable 

Really like the atmosphere of the campus

Want to discontinue - disliked course (negative)

Want to discontinue - University not what I expected (negative)

Finding course intellectually stimulating 

Teaching staff are good at explaining things

Staff try hard to make subjects interesting 

Positive attitude to learning among students 

Quality of teaching in my course is good 

University is more fulfilling than school study 

Only one item showed a strong correlation (Pearson correlation ( 0.5) with the satisfaction item:
University hasn’t lived up to my expectations (negative)

In order to further assess the relative strength of these moderate and strong correlates as predictors of satisfaction, a multiple regression analysis was performed with these correlates. The regression equation was significantly related to the satisfaction with university index

R2 = .541, adjusted R2 = .498, F = 12.36, p < .000.  The significant predictors are shown in Table 4.

Table 4.  Significant predictors from multiple regression of correlates

Significant predictors (p <= .05)
Beta
Partial correlation
 
 


 
Most subjects are really interesting
.162
.187
 
Lectures stimulate my interest
-.138
-.156
 
Most academics are approachable
.128
.159
 
University hasn't lived up to my expectations
-.325
-.358
 
The significant predictors (p < .001) using a stepwise multiple regression procedure are shown in Table 5.  Together, these predictors comprise 47.8% of the variance.

Table 5.  Significant predictors from a stepwise multiple regression of correlates

Model
Predictors


Adjusted R2 
F
 
1
University hasn't lived up to my expectations
.318
81.15
 
2
Most subjects are really interesting
.410
60.72
 
3
Quality of teaching in my course is good
.444
46.82
 
4
Want to discontinue – disliked course
.468
38.77
 
5
Really like the atmosphere of the campus
.478
32.48
 
The regression analyses indicate that the strongest predictor of student satisfaction is whether or not university has met the student’s expectations.  Other weaker predictors are the interest levels of the subjects and the perceived quality of teaching.

Conclusions

The factors that relate to student satisfaction with university life have received much attention in the literature since the late 1960’s.  Numerous factors have been studied, including peer interaction, social life, faculty-student interaction, intellectual development, academic performance, gender, age, social class and so on (Okun and Weir, 1990; Pike, 1991).  Despite this research there is still an obvious lack of consensus in how satisfaction should be defined, how it can be measured and how its determinants can be assessed.  It is clearly a very complex construct.  The determinants of satisfaction are undoubtedly multifactorial, and vary from person to person, as well as from institution to institution.  The finding of only weak correlations between individual factors and any measure of satisfaction should therefore not be surprising.  Nevertheless, studies to identify local determinants at the institutional level are justified given the importance of student satisfaction as an outcome in its own right and its linkage to other issues, particularly student grades and student retention.

In this study we have identified a number of factors that have some impact on the general satisfaction level of students within our Faculty.  It is conceded that none of these factors could be considered to be strong predictors of student satisfaction, and it is also recognised that the determinants of satisfaction vary over time (Pennington, Zvonkovic and Wilson, 1989).  However, this study does provide the Faculty with some valuable information about student satisfaction in the critical first year of student life.  Not all factors can be actively addressed, however the Faculty could clearly benefit from taking steps to better inform prospective students, prior to enrolment and during the orientation program, about what to expect at university.  It would also clearly benefit from taking steps to ensure that the most capable and interested staff are assigned to the teaching of first year students.
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