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College Student Satisfaction Typology and Its
Relationship With Engagement Patterns
Jihee Hwang   Felix Wao
College student satisfaction and engagement
are important indicators of the quality of
student learning experiences and outcomes
in higher education. Researchers have found
student satisfaction to be positively related to
student persistence and academic success (Kuh,
2009; Strahan & Credé, 2015). On the other
hand, student engagement “represents the time
and effort students devote to activities that
are empirically linked to desired outcomes
of college and what institutions do to induce
students to participate in these activities” (Kuh,
2009, p. 683). The extent to which students
express satisfaction with their educational
experience and overall success is influenced
by the extent to which they are engaged in
the college experience (Korobova & Starobin,
2015). Therefore, understanding the level
of student satisfaction and how this relates
to engagement patterns is important for
practitioners at institutes of higher education
to foster an institutional environment which
students are both engaged in and satisfied
with various aspects of their college experience
(Webber et al., 2013).
One way to achieve a better understanding
of the closely related concepts of student
satisfaction and engagement is to uncover
the dynamics between them—only partially
addressed by researchers to date (Webber et al.,
2013). Using student satisfaction as the sole
data source provides an incomplete picture of
what students experience on campus, because
student satisfaction surveys pertain only to
students’ personal perceptions and evaluations

of their experiences. Student satisfaction
should be examined as a multifaceted construct
rather than as a single dimension (Strahan
& Credé, 2015). Using a global satisfaction
measure (with questions such as “Are you
satisfied with your institution overall?”) as a
foundation for making institutional decisions
is problematic. For example, students may
have had a very poor experience with parking
spaces, which may have an unduly negative
impact on their satisfaction overall even
when their academic advising experience was
satisfactory; thus, disaggregating multifaceted
dimensions of student satisfaction is important
to better understand students’ experiences and
viewpoints (Thomas & Galambos, 2004). We
classified student satisfaction groups based
on 5 dimensions of satisfaction measured by
a home-grown Student Satisfaction Survey
(SSS) and examined students’ engagement
patterns in relation to the groups identified.
We focused on two research questions: Based
on data collected from the SSS, can students
be classified into groups that have distinctive
satisfaction patterns? How do satisfaction
groups differ in their engagement patterns?

METHOD
Data Collection and Sample
The data used in this study were drawn from
the Student Satisfaction Survey (SSS) and
the National Survey of Student Engagement
(NSSE) administered at a large research
university located in the Midwest. The SSS
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instrument consists of 25 items measured using
a 5-point Likert scale. It is administered every
spring semester via email. In Spring 2016,
3,114 undergraduate students responded,
yielding a 16% overall response rate. In the
same semester, the institution also participated
in the NSSE: 1,314 first-year students and
2,029 senior students completed that survey,
yielding an overall response rate of 28%. The
final sample for this study comprises firstyear and senior students who responded to
both the SSS and the NSSE (N = 1,185: 505
first-year students and 680 senior students).
This sample was derived in two steps. First,
of the students who responded to the SSS,
only undergraduate students were included
in order to identify clusters of undergraduate
student satisfaction. For the second stage of
the analysis, the satisfaction clusters to which
the undergraduate students belonged were
considered in relation to their NSSE responses.
The NSSE is designed to collect data from
first-year and senior undergraduate students,
as both these groups of students are regarded as
being in critical transition, that is, at a point of
entry and a point of exit, respectively (Gardner
& Van der Veer, 1998; Hurtado et al., 1996).
For this reason, we focused on the satisfaction
typology and engagement patterns of first-year
(FY) and senior students (SR).

α FY = .85, α SR = .85), academic advising
(2 items, Cronbach’s αFY = .89, αSR = .89),
campus involvement (7 items, α FY = .85,
αSR = .85), campus diversity (3 items, αFY =
.73, αSR = .76), and student support services (5
items, αFY = .84, αSR = .78). The engagement
indicators (EI) variable is our principal focus
in examining how each of the EI scales are
related to the level of student satisfaction. The
EI variable consists of items the respondents
answered to evaluate the extent to which
they had engaged in educationally purposeful
activities within and beyond the classroom.
Each of the 10 EI scales had a Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient higher than .70. The NSSE
EI scales and internal consistency coefficients
are higher-order learning (4 items, αFY = .83,
αSR = .80), reflective and integrative learning
(7 items, αFY = .87, .85 SR), learning strategies
(3 items, αFY = .72, αSR = .73), quantitative
reasoning (3 items, α FY = .84, α SR = .83),
collaborative learning (4 items, α FY = .82,
αSR = .83), discussions with diverse others
(4 items, α FY = .88, α SR = .88), student–
faculty interaction (4 items, αFY = .83 FY,
α SR = .83), effective teaching practices (5
items, α FY = .84, α SR = .83), quality of
interactions (5 items, αFY = .82, αSR = .79),
and supportive environment (8 items, αFY =
.88, αSR = .88).

Variables

Analytic Strategy

To identify student satisfaction variables, we
performed an exploratory factor analysis for the
25 items included in the SSS, which resulted in
5 scale items: academic experiences, academic
advising, campus involvement, campus diver
sity, and student support services. Each satis
faction scale item had a Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient higher than .70, thus indicating
an acceptable level of internal consistency
(Nunnally, 1978). Specifically, the internal
consistency coefficients of each satisfaction
scale are academic experiences (5 items,

We performed a k-means cluster analysis to
create the satisfaction typology. This kind of
analysis is used to identify homogenous groups
of cases based on a set of continuous variables
and is useful for data with a large sample size
(Kaufman & Rouseeuw, 2005). Because our
purpose was to examine possible differences
in undergraduate students’ engagement
patterns across satisfaction typology, only
undergraduate respondents to the SSS were
included in the k-means cluster analysis.
We did not include student demographic or
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precollege traits variables in the cluster analysis,
because research evidence shows that student
satisfaction does not differ significantly based
on gender, race/ethnicity, or student class level
(Korobova & Starobin, 2015). In performing
the k-means cluster analysis, we calculated the
mean score of each of five satisfaction scales
and transformed those scores into standardized
scores (z scores). Given that a k-means
cluster analysis depends on investigating and
evaluating the most meaningful number of
clusters (Bailey, 1994), we explored the cluster
numbers 3 through 6 based on the previous
research and institutional context. We also
considered the cluster centers and the distance
between the groups. As a result, we developed
four student satisfaction types: academically
satisfied, socially satisfied, overall satisfied,
and dissatisfied. Further, we performed a
series of analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests
to determine whether there are significant
differences in the EI mean scores based on the
four satisfaction clusters. We performed the
ANOVA tests for first-year students and senior
students separately because these two groups
of students differ from each other in relation
to their respective engagement patterns
(Kuh et al., 2006). Tukey’s honest significant
difference post hoc tests were performed for
pairwise comparisons of the mean differences
between the four satisfaction typology groups.

FINDINGS
Satisfaction Clusters
Cluster 1 is referred to as academically satisfied
because the students in this group had above
average scores on academic experiences,
academic advising, and campus involvement.
Cluster 2 is referred to as socially satisfied
because the students in this group had above
average scores on campus diversity and student
support services and below average scores on
academic experiences, academic advising,
122

and campus involvement. Cluster 3, which
scored above the average on all five scales of
satisfaction, is referred to as overall satisfied.
Cluster 4 is referred to as dissatisfied because
students had below average scores on all
five satisfaction scales. Each of four clusters
accounts for 23%, 33%, 28%, and 15% of
the sample, respectively.

Engagement Patterns Across
Satisfaction Clusters
In Tables 1 and 2, each of four satisfaction
group means are denoted with letters a
through d, respectively. The engagement
gaps are considerable between the dissatisfied
group and the overall satisfied group for both
the first-year and the senior students. In
comparison to the overall satisfied first-year
students, the dissatisfied first-year students
show significantly lower averages on all 10
EIs. The dissatisfied senior students also
show significantly lower averages than the
overall satisfied seniors on 8 of the 10 EIs. It
appears that 2 EIs—quality of interactions
and supportive environment—contribute to
the discrepancies in the EI averages across
the satisfied groups. The main effects of the
satisfaction cluster are significant for all EI
mean score differences except student–faculty
interaction for senior students. In regard
to the Tukey post hoc comparison results
for the first-year students, the academically
satisfied group and the socially satisfied
group each have a significantly lower average
on all the EIs than did the overall satisfied
group. No significant differences were found
between the academically satisfied and the
socially satisfied first-year students. Significant
differences between the academically satisfied
group and the socially satisfied group were
found only for senior students in relation to
collaborative learning and effective teaching
practices. Contrary to our expectations,
academically satisfied seniors are less likely
Journal of College Student Development
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than socially satisfied seniors to engage in
collaborative learning, whereas for effective
teaching practices the former group has a
higher average than the socially satisfied group.

DISCUSSION
The results provide evidence to support the
idea that highly satisfied students tend to
be engaged in educational activities and
vice versa, although no causal relationship
between satisfaction and engagement is
indicated. As shown by Webber et al. (2013),
this finding enriches our understanding
of the relationship between engagement
and satisfaction with empirical evidence
showing that dissatisfied students tend to
be disengaged from educational activities.
The finding showing a larger discrepancy
in institutional supports and quality of
interaction across the satisfaction clusters
reinforces the importance of social interaction
and supportive environment to fostering the
success of disengaged and dissatisfied students
(Thomas & Galambos, 2004). The finding
showing less engagement in collaborative
learning on the part of academically satisfied
senior students as compared to socially
satisfied seniors is somewhat counterintuitive.
To interpret this result, it is important to
note that the collaborative learning items
in the NSSE measure a student’s voluntary/
informal interactions with peers, such as asking
another student for help in understanding
course material. This should be understood
as very different from curriculum-embedded,
instructor-driven collaborative learning
pedagogy. Further, this finding aligns with our
finding that academically satisfied seniors are
more engaged with effective teaching and have
a higher level of satisfaction with academic
advising than are socially satisfied seniors.
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Academically satisfied seniors are those who
found their academic advising experience to
be rather satisfactory and who tended to take
courses taught by instructors who provided
prompt feedback in the context of wellorganized course sessions. For these reasons
academically satisfied seniors may not feel the
need to reach out to peers either for help or to
work together. In further studies, researchers
who use different measures for collaborative
learning may have different findings.
The findings in this study have practical
implications. For higher education faculty and
administrators it is important to recognize
that a supportive campus environment can
be instrumental in reducing engagement
gaps across the satisfaction groups. In parti
cular, students who were dissatisfied with
the academic and social aspects of their
college experience could be a top priority
for intervention, because, as we found,
they are unlikely to be strongly engaged in
either the educational or the social aspects
of college or very satisfied with either of
these, which may have a negative impact on
academic performance (Roberts & Styron,
2010). Disaggregation of the satisfaction
clusters and engagement patterns by student
demographics or academic achievement
could be beneficial in diagnosing a target
population and determining whether there
are any significant disparities between given
subpopulation groups. We acknowledge that
because our data pertain to a single institution,
this study has limitations in terms of the lack
of generalizability of the results. Researchers
may replicate and build on this study, thereby
strengthening our understanding of student
satisfaction and engagement patterns.
Correspondence concerning this article should be
addressed to Jihee Hwang, hwang@tamu.edu
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Validating a Cyberbullying Victimization
Measure Among Undergraduates
Virginia L. Byrne
Cyberbullying—the intentional, repeated
online harassment of a person with less
perceived social power (Patchin & Hinduja,
2015)—is a pervasive issue facing today’s
college students (Bauman & Baldasare, 2015;
Francisco et al., 2015; Myers & Cowie,
2019). As a result of cyberbullying, victimized
students can suffer social, psychological, and
academic consequences (Hinduja & Patchin,
2015; Juvonen & Gross, 2008). While K–12
research has been focused on developing
instruments for measuring victimization
among adolescents (e.g., Patchin & Hinduja,
2015), the higher education literature on how
to measure cyberbullying victimization among
college students is still contested terrain (e.g.,
Doane et al., 2013; DuMont, 2016). Without
a valid and usable instrument, student affairs
researchers and practitioners are unprepared

to capture the trends in cyberbullying and the
extent to which their students are experienc
ing victimization. This article reports the
psychometric validation of a cyberbullying
victimization scale determined to be a reliable
instrument to evaluate college students and
to inform evidence-based interventions and
student support services.

Literature Review
Universities have a legal responsibility to take
reasonable care to minimize the risk of injury
to students, foster a harassment-free learning
environment, and offer resources for victims
(DuMont, 2016). Increasingly, courts are hold
ing universities accountable for responding to
issues of cyberbullying; however, many college
leaders are still unaware of the scope of the
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