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ABSTRACT 

 
This study explores graduate student satisfaction issues facing two leading 

Montana institutions of higher education.  The study summarizes findings for a Graduate 
Student Satisfaction Survey administered to Montana State University and the University 
of Montana during the Fall 2003 semester.  The distribution of this survey was done in 
collaboration with the Offices of Graduate Studies at Montana State University and the 
University of Montana.   

The purpose of this study was to elicit opinions and feedback from graduate 
students relative to their educational satisfaction while enrolled in their graduate program.  
The research addressed the following questions:  1) Does a model based upon Tinto’s 
Theory of Departure (academic integration, social integration, and goal commitment) 
predict satisfaction in MUS graduate students; 2) Does academic integration make a 
significant unique contribution to the prediction of satisfaction after other variables have 
been statistically controlled; 3) Does social integration make a significant unique 
contribution to the prediction of satisfaction after other variables have been statistically 
controlled; 4) Does goal commitment make a significant unique contribution to the 
prediction of satisfaction after other variables have been statistically controlled; 5) Which 
variables contribute most to the satisfaction of MUS graduate students; and 6) What are 
the relative contributions of the different variables in the model to the satisfaction of 
MUS graduate students? 

The tabulation of results incorporated responses from three hundred and eighty 
three students (30.49% response rate) to achieve an overall satisfaction rate of 3.70 on a 1 
(extremely dissatisfied) to 5 (extremely satisfied) Likert Scale survey.  Descriptive 
statistics were calculated for all pertinent variables.  Two regression models were created.  
The independent variable model predicted that academic integration and goal 
commitment were significant in relation to overall satisfaction and social integration was 
not significant.  Upon further research, the independent variable subscale model predicted 
faculty, faculty development, academic development, and goal commitment to be 
significant in relation to overall satisfaction and only peer was not significant.   

The difference in the models can be explained by the close relationship between 
academic integration and social integration.  It can be inferred that faculty and goal 
commitment are the lead variables in overall student satisfaction. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

American higher education has existed, evolved, and flourished since colonial 

times, adjusting to meet the needs and challenges of a democratic society (Garland, 1986; 

Monat, 1985).  A relatively new phenomenon, arising concurrently with concerns about 

declining institutional budgets, is the issue of student persistence.  Although research on 

undergraduate persistence is extensive, very limited research exists with regard to 

graduate level attrition, retention, and student satisfaction.  In commenting on graduate 

level retention issues, Vincent Tinto, a respected retention researcher wrote: 

In most countries, the more selective the level of education, the higher the rate of 
student completion.  In the United States, the reverse is true.  The higher, the 
more selective, the level of education, the lower the rate of completion.  In 
nonselective secondary schools of America, approximately 25 percent of all 
students fail to graduate.  In more selective four-year colleges and universities, 
between 25 and 40 percent of entering students fail to obtain a degree.  In the 
most selective institutions, the graduate and first-professional schools, our best 
estimates is [sic] that up to 50 percent of all beginning students fail to complete 
their doctoral degree programs (Tinto, 1993, p. 230). 
 

In conjunction with rising attrition rates, declining high school graduation 

numbers (National Center for Educational Statistics, 1993), fiscal and budgetary 

constraints, and higher job requirements, universities are beginning to realize the 

importance of recruiting and retaining all students through degree completion.  Statistics 

released by National Student Satisfaction Survey (July, 1998) indicate undergraduate 

student satisfaction is declining, thus student persistence is waning.   
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In the early to mid-seventies, college impact models by Spady (1970), Vincent 

Tinto (1975), and Alexander Astin (1975) signaled a new approach to studying the 

retention of undergraduate college students.  These theorists attempted to identify factors 

that would promote college persistence among undergraduates.  Spady and Tinto argue 

that most of the current lack of understanding within the realm of the college dropout 

process is because the research emphasis has been of a descriptive nature rather than 

theory-based (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1980).  To introduce consistency and provide a 

common theoretical framework, Tinto integrated his theories with that of Spady to create 

a model that focuses on the academic and social integration of a student into the 

institution of their choice.   

Tinto’s model focused on a student’s background characteristics and goal 

commitments and how these attributes would help a student perform, interact, and 

participate (interact) within the social and academic constraints of an institution.  “Given 

individual characteristics, prior experiences, and commitments, it is the individual’s 

integration into the academic and social systems of the college that most directly relates 

to his continuance in that college,” (Tinto, 1975, p. 96). 

 
Graduate Education in the US 

The importance of having an advanced degree has grown over the last decade.  

Hite (1985) wrote, “Increasingly in the United States, positions of leadership and power 

require professional school or graduate study.”  Conrad, Duren, and Haworth (1998) 

believe “The master’s is the terminal degree for almost 90% of its students, whereas the 

doctoral degree is more widely accepted.”  Statistics show that average salary earnings 
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across the 25-64-year old population reinforces that the higher the degree, the higher the 

earnings (U.S. Census, 2004).  Master’s degree students, on average, earn about $10,000 

per year more than bachelor’s degree students do, an increase of 22.6% in annual income.  

Doctorate students earn 38.7% more than master’s degree students and 70.0% more than 

bachelor’s degree students (U.S. Census, 2004).  Although Census data shows the 

bachelor’s degree to be the fundamental degree for a successful career, advanced 

education will improve a person’s earning capacity.   

Educational attainment in the United States revealed the following trend for 

persisters from high school through graduate school (doctorate level) for the 2003 

calendar year (U.S. Census, 2004).   

 
Table 1.  Educational Attainment of the Population 15 Years and Over for 2003 

 High School 

Graduate 

Bachelor’s 

Degree 

Master’s 

Degree 

Doctorate 

Degree 

15 years and over 67,668 35,327 12,259 2,215 

15 to 17 years 156 6 2 2 

18 to 24 years 8,220 2,108 100 4 

25 to 64 years 46,905 29,594 10,683 1,836 

65 years and over 12,387 3,619 1,474 373 

 

Why then, are attrition rates in graduate education so high in the United States?  

In 1992, Bowen and Rudenstine estimated that nationwide 50 percent of doctoral students 

would not persist.  Upon review, Bair and Haworth (1999) stated that 40-60 percent of 
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doctoral students persist, but the national average ranges from 33 percent to 70 percent 

(Bowen and Rudenstine, 1992; Council of Graduate Schools, 2004).   

With an increasing graduate student population, some research suggests that more 

monetary assistance be used in developing programs to support and assist all students in 

being successful rather than putting so much of a university’s resources into the 

recruitment of undergraduate students (DeShields & Kara, 2003).  Logically, by 

increasing the number of retained students, less money will go towards the recruitment 

and enrollment of new students.  By reducing these funds, administrators will alleviate 

the established pattern of overlooking currently enrolled students.  By ensuring that these 

students are successful and receive support, attrition rates between 30 and 70 percent for 

graduate students (Herzig, 2002) will decline and more students will persist.   

Over the past decade, the percentage increases in state support for higher 

education have been smaller than the percentage increases in total state budgets (Hovey, 

1999).  With the significant cutbacks in state and federal funding, many universities have 

increased tuition to supplement declining institutional budgets (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2003).  In many cases, this action has discouraged many working 

professionals from pursuing advanced degrees and caused graduate students to terminate 

their studies.  Although many students are departing higher education due to current 

monetary declines, some displaced workers are pursuing advanced degrees in hopes of 

breaking out of the tough times that have fallen upon them (CNC Global, 2002).  In 

parallel, the reduction of financial contributions from private donors and the rising 

operating and technology costs bring the financial facet of higher education to the 
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forefront.  To offset increased costs and higher tuition and fees, institutions of higher 

education need to re-establish their commitment to student satisfaction.   

Many reasons have been given for the lack of graduate level attrition and 

retention studies.  Hartnett and Katz (1977) suggest that due to the self-motivation and 

task-orientation of graduate students, institutions have no compelling need to focus on 

graduate students or their degree attainment.  By fostering the study of graduate level 

retention and satisfaction, administrators will have a more detailed guideline with regard 

to budgetary allocations for graduate level education.  In addition, the nature of a 

graduate student program does not put his or her graduation on a set schedule; therefore, 

it is very difficult for administrators to track students and their satisfaction.  Due to the 

difficulty in tracking graduate students, the unidentified, at-risk students fall through the 

cracks and freely drop out of their programs with no notice to the university.  This lack of 

knowledge and inability to track retention rates inhibits a university’s ability to maintain 

statistics that can aid students in avoiding the economic and psychological ramifications 

of failure to complete their degree program (National Science Foundation, 1998). The 

rationale for this study was to see if Tinto’s Theory of Departure, originally designed for 

freshman persistence, could be applied to graduate level students whose background 

characteristics and goal commitments were of a different context. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

Detailed research on graduate student retention and satisfaction is limited.  Bowen 

and Rudenstine (1992) noted, “Surprisingly little has been written about the general 
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pattern of [graduate student] completion rates” (p.107).  Derek Bok, president-emeritus of 

Harvard University, referred to graduate education as the “soft underbelly of the research 

university” (cited in Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992).  In 1993, Isaac found that there were 

no national databases and very limited institutional specific data on retention and 

satisfaction at the graduate level.  The lack of graduate student data makes it difficult to 

understand the needs, concerns, and requirements of today’s graduate students.  To assist 

in this process, educators and administrators need to establish conceptual framework for 

retention studies that focuses on graduate students. 

 

Purpose 

In order to compete in an ever-changing academic and economic society, 

institutions need to discern what contributing factors affect retention of their current 

graduate students.  The purpose of this study was to utilize Tinto’s Theory of Departure 

to determine what factors lead to graduate student satisfaction in the Montana University 

System.   

 
Research Questions 

This study addressed the following research questions: 

1. Does a model based upon Tinto’s Theory of Departure (academic integration, 

social integration, and goal commitment) predict satisfaction in MUS graduate 

students? 

2. Does academic integration make a significant unique contribution to the 

prediction of satisfaction after other variables have been statistically controlled? 
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3. Does social integration make a significant unique contribution to the prediction of 

satisfaction after other variables have been statistically controlled? 

4. Does goal commitment make a significant unique contribution to the prediction of 

satisfaction after other variables have been statistically controlled? 

5. What are the relative contributions of the different variables in the model to the 

satisfaction of MUS graduate students? 

 
Significance of the Study 

Due to previous studies (Baird, 1990b; Cude, 1988), we know that at least half of 

those who enter graduate programs are unlikely to complete their degrees and we know 

that the reasons for this are often unrelated to students’ abilities or their degree of 

commitment.  It is apparent that institutional studies are necessary to understand the 

complexities involved in retaining satisfied graduate students.  By studying and 

understanding the scope of graduate student persistence and satisfaction, administrators, 

students, and decision makers can take the first step towards alleviating wasted resources 

and assisting student’s to successful degree attainment.   

Vincent Tinto’s (1975) conceptual model of Student Departure (Appendix A) 

identified that a student comes to a particular institution with certain background 

characteristics and goal commitments.  These characteristics and commitments shape the 

student’s educational experience.  This study will seek to test how academic and social 

integration affect graduate student satisfaction while incorporating the characteristics of 

race, gender, degree sought, college of study, and employment, family, and enrollment 

status.  These attributes will be reviewed to see if they correlate with a students’ social 
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integration - both peer and faculty, and academic integration – both faculty development 

and academic development as defined by Pascarella and Terenzini’s scales (1980).  More 

in-depth explanations are located in chapter three.  This study is unique as it focuses on 

graduate student satisfaction in Montana.  It will enhance Montana universities 

knowledge of what it takes to satisfy their graduate student population and will contribute 

to the collection of data on a national level.   

 
Definitions 

Academic Development Subscale – Targets a students’ concern for their personal 

academic development, as measured by Pascarella and Terenzini’s Academic Integration 

Scale. 

Academic Integration Scale –The quality of faculty development and academic 

development for a student, as measured by Pascarella and Terenzini’s Academic 

Integration Scale. 

Attrition – The loss of a student prior to degree or goal attainment. 

Departure – Leaving an educational institution prior to educational goal attainment. 

Dropout – Student did not re-enroll in the program in the last two semesters and has not 

received a degree. 

Faculty Development Subscale – Highlights the students’ perceptions of faculty concern 

for student development and teaching, as measured by Pascarella and Terenzini’s 

Academic Integration Scale. 
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Faculty Subscale – Focus is on faculty accessibility to student and the impact of student-

faculty informal contacts, as measured by Pascarella and Terenzini’s Academic 

Integration Scale. 

Goal Commitment/Institutional Attachment Scale – Commitment to the institution and to 

goals associated with a student’s graduation and career, as measured by Pascarella and 

Terenzini’s Academic Integration Scale. 

Graduate Student – A student who has successfully completed a bachelor’s degree and is 

currently enrolled in an advanced degree seeking program. 

Integration – The intermingling of a student into the culture of a university. 

Non-Persister – A student who does not completes their educational goals. 

Peer Subscale – Focus on interactions, accessibility and impact on one’s self with fellow 

students, as measured by Pascarella and Terenzini’s Academic Integration Scale. 

Persistence – To persevere in the achievement of a goal or degree. 

Persister – A student who attains their desired educational goals. 

Retention – Retaining students until degree or goal attainment is reached. 

Satisfaction – Pleased with the outcome or result of a chosen path or goal. 

Social Integration Scale – The quality of peer-group interactions and the quality of 

student interactions with faculty, as measured by Pascarella and Terenzini’s Academic 

Integration Scale. 

Success – Completing a chosen academic path or goal for students or faculty. 
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Plan of this Thesis 

 The next chapter presents a brief historical overview of student retention followed 

by a brief analysis of retention models and theories.  Chapter two will also review this 

study’s theoretical framework, current retention practices and factors that influence 

graduate level retention/satisfaction.  Chapter three describes the study’s methodology 

beginning with a brief synopsis and rationale for using the quantitative design element.  

The fourth chapter will present the study findings with particular attention focusing on 

detailed statistics and outcomes from hypothesis testing.  Chapter five presents a 

summary of the study as well as recommendations, conclusions, and suggestions for 

further research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Over the last twenty years, the Chronicle of Higher Education has published a 

number of articles that address the quality of faculty/student advising and mentoring, the 

overall quality of program delivery, the substantial challenges in the labor market and the 

personal constraints that affect graduate students (Magner 1994; Nelson & Berube, 1994; 

Swazey, Louis, and Anderson, 1994).  The large number of graduate students who leave 

the educational pipeline after investing several years of their lives represents a range of 

inefficiently used resources, including the waste in terms of their own lives and self-

esteem and the tremendous drain of resources to universities and their funding agencies 

(Golde, 1999; National Science Foundation, 1998).  Therefore, universities with the most 

successful programs will provide the support necessary for students to make up for 

deficiencies in their preparation for graduate education.  (National Research Council, 

1992).  

This chapter will review theories and empirical findings associated with this 

study.  An overview of undergraduate retention theories will be discussed.  Following is a 

brief summary of college student retention and an evaluation of retention theories and 

models with an emphasis on Tinto’s Model of Student Departure.  The factors that 

influence graduate students’ retention will follow a review of leading retention experts’ 

practices and assess empirical data relevant to this study.   
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Retention Overview 

Beginning in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, the increasing retention/drop out 

trends within higher education promoted the need to assess student satisfaction (Banta & 

Associates, 1993).  This negative impact on higher education prompted the creation of 

the fundamental building blocks for today’s institutional assessments on student 

satisfaction.  The abundance of retention models in higher education brings forth 

numbers, calculations, and percentage rates for student attrition, but very few models 

touch upon the reasons for student departure.   Student satisfaction, as stated above, is a 

key factor in retaining students.  To understand retention, one must understand the cause 

of student dissatisfaction and their overall educational goal.  

Numerous theories have created the theoretical framework for modern retention 

theories in higher education.  These theories include the psychological theories of 

departure, societal and economic theories, organizational theories, and interactional 

theories (Tinto, 1992).  Although the review of literature encompassing retention is 

extensive, research has centered on first to second year undergraduate retention, due to 

this being the largest population of students that depart.  Over half of all students who 

leave college do so before their second year (Consortium for Student Retention Data 

Exchange, 1999).  

Although there is an overwhelming amount of research pertaining to 

undergraduate student persistence, satisfaction, and retention, very limited research 

regarding graduate student persistence, satisfaction, and retention exists.  ACT’s annual 

survey of 2,500 two-year and four-year postsecondary institutions indicates a dropout rate 
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of 25.7% for public Master’s level institutions, and 22.7% for public Ph.D. level 

institutions (ACT, 2003).  In a review of graduate student attrition studies between 1970 

and 1998, Bair and Haworth (1999) found the following:  1)  attrition and persistence 

rates vary widely by field of study, and even more widely by program of study; 2)  

departmental culture affects student persistence; 3)  difficulties with theses and 

dissertations relate to attrition; 4)  academic achievement indicators, except for GRE 

scores, are not effective predictors of degree completion; 5)  employment and financial 

factors are poor indicators of persistence; and 6)  retention rates vary widely among 

institutions.  With such a wide array of potential variables, depicting graduate student 

satisfaction is difficult.   

However, a number of nationally known attempts have been very successful in 

assessing graduate student satisfaction and critical processes.  These surveys have been 

conducted by Golde and Dore (2001), the National Association of Graduate and 

Professional Students (1999), and the National Science Foundation (NSF, 1999), 

American Council on Education (1994).  Persistence is related to degree commitment; 

however, many graduate students do not persist for other reasons.  These reasons might 

include time of enrollment to degree completion, financial, academic, political, and 

personal concerns (Jacks, Chubin, Porter, and Connolly, 1983).   

The average time to complete a graduate degree (from baccalaureate to doctorate) 

has risen over the last twenty years to 10.5 years across all disciplines (Baird, 1990a).  

Female graduate students are older than their male counterparts upon entering graduate 

school (Farabaugh-Dorkins, 1991) and generally take longer to complete their degree 
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(Gillingham, Seneca, & Taussig, 1991).  The elongation of obtaining an advanced degree 

often leads to the depletion of many students’ monetary assets.  The National 

Commission on Student Financial Assistance (1983), confirmed this when they identified 

escalating costs of attendance and inadequate financial resources as leading causes for 

student dissatisfaction.  With graduate study being the most costly form of education 

(Baird, 1993), many students are wondering if the reward of an advanced degree is worth 

the investment (Cude, 1988).   

To help alleviate the rising costs of higher education, researchers are starting to 

review one imperative component of student retention that has only received limited 

acknowledgement.  How responsible is the institution in the retention of a student?  In 

1993, Tinto brought this lack of accountability to the forefront by stating, “That past 

theories of student departure should so underestimate, if not wholly ignore, the role the 

setting of the institution plays in the withdrawal process is surprising” (p.90).  By 

considering this perspective, the spectrum of retention and the responsibility components 

become a shared responsibility between the student and institution of higher education.  

Some of the most interesting findings from Tinto’s research on undergraduate 

attrition show evidence linking student perceptions of faculty to their decision to either 

re-enroll or depart from the institution (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1979, 1980).  Further 

research indicated that students often view faculty as the lead representatives of the 

college, thus a students perception of a university is driven by their observation of faculty 

(Schreiner, 1988).  Dissatisfaction with a faculty member or the university may be due to 

the lack of communication between the student, faculty member, or university.   
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Similarly, in the realm of graduate education, Girves & Wemmerus (1988, p. 185) 

said that faculty members “serve as a role model and become the primary socializing 

agent in the department.  It is the number of faculty members a student comes to know as 

professional colleagues that is associated with involvement in the doctoral program, 

[which in turn is ] directly related to doctoral degree progress.”  The above comments by 

Girves & Wemmerus parallel Tinto’s proclamation that persistence is obtained through 

faculty and student integration.  To promote student persistence, a university should 

“incorporate students into the departmental environment - internal and external, by 

promoting camaraderie that leads to degree completion,” (Girves & Wemmerus, 1988). 

In conjunction with faculty, Noel (1985) identified academic advisors as a vital 

contributor to the campus environment for undergraduate students.  Academic advisors 

influence the student decision-making process by assisting with the interpretation of 

program requirements, and discussing academic options that will foster student talent 

(Noel, 1985).  Well-established interpersonal relations with faculty and academic 

advisors can be a crucial link to the successful completion of a college degree (Kuh, 

Pace, & Vesper, 1997).  As Tinto (1975) expressed, “the degree to which faculty convey 

feelings of acceptance, support, and encouragement will influence feelings of belonging, 

which could influence retention. 

To some extent, persistence depends on the degree to which a student can 

successfully negotiate their competing demands, or alternatively, the way that these 

demands (personal and professional) interfere with or enhance student participation and 

integration in their programs (Tinto, 1993).  Common external communities for graduate 
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students are the constraints of marriage and family responsibilities, raising children, and 

other domestic responsibilities (Farabaugh-Dorkins, 1991; Tinto, 1993).  Family 

responsibilities can inhibit integration by limiting a student’s contact with the social 

networks of the program (Tinto, 1993).  Numerous studies have concluded that student 

fellowship and participation in college events are major contributors to perseverance in a 

degree program (Baird, 1990a; Nora, Cabrera, Hagedorn, & Pascarella, 1996).  These 

factors combined with the moral support and encouragement from family and friends are 

particularly valuable in retaining undergraduate students (Cooper, 2000). 

In their theory specific to graduate student retention, Girves and Wemmerus 

(1988), developed a model based on the empirical works of Spady (1971), Tinto (1975), 

and Bean (1980) to track graduate student degree progress.  This model tracked 

milestones with the first two milestones relating to masters students and the last three 

pertaining to doctoral students.  The five categories are 1)  courses are taken but no 

degree was earned, and 2)  the master’s degree was earned; 3)  courses beyond the 

master’s were completed, 4)  the comprehensive examination was completed, and 5)  the 

doctoral degree was earned.  This model tries to depict that graduate grades, involvement 

in one’s program, satisfaction with the department and advisor, and alienation is directly 

proportional to student attrition.   

Girves and Wemmerus’ conceptual model includes multiple direct and indirect 

variables that influence a student’s success.  The department characteristics may 

influence grades, involvement in one’s programs, satisfaction with the department, and 

alienation.  Student characteristics may influence grades, involvement, and alienation.  
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Enrollment status may have a direct correlation with degree progress.  Financial support 

may affect involvement and alienation, while student’s perceptions of their relationships 

with faculty may influence a student’s involvement, satisfaction, and alienation.   

The following section will discuss the leading undergraduate retention theories 

that have shaped today’s retention research; and helped shape the construction of Girves 

and Wemmerus’ model for graduate student retention and satisfaction.   

 

Major Retention Theories 

 As noted in NASPA Journal (2003), three theoretical models account for the 

majority of published research on undergraduate student retention:  the Student Attrition 

Model (SAM) (Bean, 1982), the Student Integration Model (SIM) (Tinto, 1975), and 

Astin’s Theory of Involvement (1975).  Through the mass of retention research, the 

classification of retention theories falls into three categories:  (1) psychological theories 

of departure; (2) societal/economic (environmental) theories; and (3) organizational 

theories.  These categories all address retention from various perspectives.  Psychological 

theories address the student on a personal level.  If a student decides to depart or persist, 

it is a personal choice based on personal attributes.  Societal/economic theories touch 

upon the impact society and economical forces have on a student’s decision to continue 

or discontinue their education.  Organizational theories suggest that the institution 

directly affects retention.  One model of departure based on Bean (1983) states the focus 

is on bureaucratic structure, size, faculty-student ratio, resources, and goals of a 

university.  Tinto (1992) emphasizes that the strength of an organization relies on the 
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university’s structure, processes, and guidance in dealing with students.  This theory 

closely follows the view of the public sector on retaining employees.  A satisfied, 

challenged, and rewarded employee will remain loyal. 

Several retention models and theories beginning in the seventies cultivated the 

insight into present day retention.  The majority of the framework for this study relies on 

the review of retention theories which focus on one of the three classifications discussed 

above; societal/economic (environmental) theories.  This category, also known as the 

“college impact models of student change,” incorporates the processes and origins of 

change more so than on internal processes or dimensions of student change (Pascarella 

and Terenzini, 1991, p.50). 

In discussing the following college impact models, several commonalities arise.  

As stated by Pascarella and Terenzini (1991), each of the following concepts assigns a 

“prominent and specific role to the context in which the student acts and thinks” 

(Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991, p.57). 

Institutional structures, policies, programs, and services (whether academic or 
nonacademic), as well as the attitudes, values, and behaviors of the people who 
occupy (and to some extent define) institutional environments, are all seen as 
potential sources of influence in students’ cognitive and affective changes” 
(Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991, p.57). 
 
Students are viewed as active participants in their own growth, but the 

environment is also seen as an active force that not only affords opportunities for change-

inducing encounters but can also on occasion require a student to respond (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991).  Although personal attributes affect a student’s decision to persist in 
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postsecondary education, the university’s environment also has a large impact on a 

student’s decision to stay. 

In 1970, Spady proposed the first widely recognized model for college student 

retention.  Spady’s sociological model grew from Durkeheim’s suicide model (1961), 

which associated group values and friendship support to the reduction of suicide rates.  

This basic theory would provide the foundations for future Spady (1971), Tinto (1975), 

and Pascarella (1980) models of student departure.  All of these models sought to prove 

that social and academic integration would influence a student’s decision to persist. 

Spady’s, 1971 model of student attrition proposed five variables – academic 

potential, normative congruence, grade performance, intellectual development, and 

friendship support – that contribute directly to social integration (ACT, 2004).  Strong 

social integration should lead to greater student satisfaction, which should affect a 

student’s institutional commitment; and ultimately would decrease a student’s dropout 

probability.  “Over a four-year period…formal academic performance is clearly the 

dominant factor in accounting for attrition among both sexes” (Spady, 1971, p.38).   

 Alexander Astin (1970a, 1970b) constructed one of the earliest college impact 

models, the “input-process-output”.  Astin’s initial theory, constructed on the basis that a 

student was solely responsible for his/her learning and environment, evolved over the 

next three decades, into the “input-environment-outcome” (I-E-O) model.  The I-E-O 

theory suggests that inputs (background characteristics) and college environments 

(participation in programs, activities, etc) equally influence student outcomes. 



 20

In 1985, Astin’s second theory, the “theory of involvement” incorporated the fact 

that students learn by becoming involved in their environment (Pascarella &Terenzini, 

1991).  Student involvement in the academic and social aspects of the college community 

is the most important predictor of retention.  In Astin’s empirical study of this model, he 

found that the three most important forms of student involvement were academic 

involvement, involvement with faulty, and involvement with student peer groups” (Astin, 

1993, p.394).  He also states that …”the student’s peer group is the single most potent 

source of influence on growth and development…” (p.398).  To accomplish this 

acclimation into the university climate, Astin suggests five “basic postulates”: 

(1) involvement requires the investment of psychological and physical energy in 

“objects” (for example, tasks, people, activities) of one sort or another, 

whether specific or highly general;  

(2) involvement is a continuous concept-different students will invest varying 

amounts of energy in different objects;  

(3) involvement has both quantitative and qualitative features;  

(4) the amount of learning or development is directly proportional to the quality 

and quantity of involvement; and  

(5) educational effectiveness of any policy or practice is related to its capacity to 

induce student involvement (Astin, 1985, pp.135-136). 

 The fourth theory is the most widely accepted (Boyle, 1989) and most often cited 

(Tinto, 1992) model in the retention field.  Tinto’s (1975) longitudinal Theory of Student 

Departure identified student and institutional characteristics that fell into the following 
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subsets:  academic integration, social integration, and goal commitment - towards 

themselves and the institution.  Rooted in sociological, economic and educational theory, 

Tinto’s (1975), theoretical model was descriptive and addressed conditions that 

contribute to early withdrawal from an institution.  Tinto believed that students brought 

personal characteristics and dispositions to the educational realm and these characteristics 

shaped a students’ commitment to their educational goals and institution.  These 

characteristics change throughout a student’s personal and educational experiences. 

Although established in 1975, updated in 1987 and 1989, and slightly modified in 1993, 

Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure laid the theoretical framework for this study.  A 

more in-depth review of Tinto’s theory and how it was utilized in this study are discussed 

below.   

In 1985, Earnest Pascarella developed a general causal model that expands on 

Tinto’s earlier studies by including “more explicit consideration of both an institution’s 

structural characteristics and its general environment but that is amenable to multi-

institution studies of collegiate impact (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991, p.53).  Pascarella 

also suggests that five major sets of variables constitute that growth is a function of direct 

and indirect effects (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991, p.53).  The contributing variables 

are:  students’ background and pre-college characteristics; structural and organizational 

features of an institution; the college or university environment; interactions with faculty, 

staff, and peers; and quality of student effort (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991).  Students’ 

background, pre-college characteristics and the structural/organizational features of an 

institution – directly affect the college student environment.  The quality of a student’s 
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effort, their background/pre-college traits, and the interaction with socialization agents 

directly influence learning and cognitive development.  Lastly, interactions with agents of 

socialization directly influence a student's learning and cognitive development.  All other 

variables in this model influence student’s learning and cognitive development through 

indirect paths.  The identified educational outcomes in this theory that were directly 

expected to influence a student’s decision to persist are academic performance, 

intellectual development, college satisfaction, and institutional integration.  Pascarella’s 

theory focused on the college student and their institutional interaction in the context of 

external societal and economical trends. 

Bean (1980) developed a psychological process model that explained the factors 

contributing to student attrition.  Beans’s Model of Student Departure, based on Price’s 

1977 public sector model pertaining to organizational turnover, emphasizes the strong 

relationship between attitudes, intentions, and behaviors of students and their intent to 

persist or depart.  Bean’s theory revealed … 

…the background characteristics of students must be taken into account in order 
to understand their interactions within the environment of the university…The 
student interacts with the institution, perceiving objective measures, such as grade 
point average or belonging to campus organizations, as well as subjective 
measures, such as the practical value of the education and the quality of the 
institution.  These variables are in turn expected to influence the degree to which 
the students is satisfied with their chosen institution.  The level of satisfaction is 
expected to increase the level of institutional commitment.  Institution 
commitment is seen as leading to a degree in the likelihood that a student will 
persist in school (Bean, 1980, pp.158-160). 
 

This model contained four categorical variables:  1)  dependent variable (non-

persister); 2)  intervening variable (satisfaction and institutional commitment); 3)  
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organizational determinants; and 4)  background variables.  These variables will increase 

a student’s level of institutional commitment and reduce student withdrawal rates.   

Other notable findings pertaining to this study was that the measurement of 

institutional satisfaction was different between genders (Bean, 1980).  “Institutional 

quality and opportunity for men and, excluding satisfaction, for women were the two 

most important variables influencing commitment.  Whereas, men left the university even 

though they were satisfied,…women who were satisfied were more committed to the 

institution and were less likely to leave (p.178).   

In a successive study, Bean (1990) improved his model by incorporating 

additional variables that influence both academic and social integration.  In this enhanced 

model, the amount of a student’s academic and social integration into his/her 

environment directly relates to a student’s attitude toward remaining in or leaving their 

chosen institution of higher education.  Along with a student’s attitude, the characteristics 

of an institution will determine a student’s level of commitment. 

Lastly, Bean and Eaton (2001-2002) explored a psychological model with 

foundation based on the psychological processes at the base of academic and social 

integration.  Four psychological theories underlie their model: 

1. Attitude-behavior theory which provided the overall structure of their model; 

2. Coping behavioral theory, the ability to assess and adapt to a new 

environment; 

3. Self-efficacy theory, and individual’s self-perception as capable of dealing 

with specific tasks or situations; and 
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4. Attribution theory, wherein an individual has a strong sense of internal locus 

of control (pp. 74-75). 

The best way to explain this theory is by utilizing the approach/avoidance test.  Confidant 

students, who take a more active approach both academically and socially, will prevail 

over a shy, non-confrontational student in academic and social settings.   

 

Theoretical Framework:  Theory of Student Departure 

 Tinto’s longitudinal Theory of Student Departure (1975, 1987) explicitly targets 

the relationship between the individual student and the institution, which may lead to 

early departure.  By utilizing previous studies and literature pertaining to student 

retention, Tinto expanded upon the key factors that identified why students dropped out.  

Students departed for numerous reasons; however, the classification of “dropout” was 

applied to all students, despite their reasons for leaving.  Tinto observed, 

…dropouts have been frequently portrayed as having a distinct personality profile 
or as lacking in a particularly important attribute needed for college completion.  
As a consequence we have been given the mistaken view that student dropouts are 
different or deviant from the rest of the student population.  Such stereotypes are 
reinforced by a language, a way of talking about student departure which labels 
individuals as failures for not having completed their course of student in an 
institution of higher education.  In this regard the label dropout is one of the more 
frequently misused terms in our lexicon of educational descriptors (Tinto, 1993, 
p3). 

  

Tinto hypothesizes that students persist individually within multiple social 

contexts.  Thus, he separated student departure into three critical areas:  1)  individual 

characteristics prior to entering college, 2)  the experiences of the individual upon entry 

into the college community, and 3)  the effect of external forces that interfere with the 
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college experience.  Each area has specific factors that contribute to the persistence or 

departure of a student.   

 Tinto believed in two central characteristics to determine student departure:  

intention, and commitment (Tinto, 1993, p.37).  The primary goal that directs all related 

educational activity defines intention.  Tinto acknowledged that the higher the 

educational goal, the more likely a student would persist.  Commitment is the level of 

motivation that drives a student to degree completion.  Tinto wrote, “These not only help 

set the boundaries of individual attainment but also serve to color the character of 

individual experiences within the institution following entry” (Tinto, 1993, p.37). 

Tinto pinpointed four circumstances that effected a student’s decision to persist or 

depart from an institution.  Adjustment, difficulty, incongruence, and isolation, the noted 

circumstances were used in describing how an individual would interact in an 

institutional environment.  Although Tinto was discussing undergraduate students when 

applying these circumstances, he pointed out that they affect students from all 

backgrounds and ages. 

 Adjustment describes the process of transitioning from one world to another.  A 

graduate student often has external responsibilities and must modify their lifestyle to be 

resilient in an academic setting.  Thus, most graduate students have an adjustment period 

where they will need to learn to manage their time and family lives to persist in their 

chosen graduate program.  Tinto (1993) describes difficulty as the student’s inability to 

meet minimal academic standards.  This lack of preparedness could be associated with 
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misconceptions of the degree program or the inability to interact with a department 

figure.   

 Tinto stresses that the degree to which a student integrates themselves into the 

formal and informal academic and social communities at the university increases their 

persistence.  Incongruence “refers in general to the mismatch or lack of fit between the 

needs, interests, and preferences of the individual and those of the institution” (Tinto, 

1993, p.50).  This characteristic occurs when a student feels disconnected from the 

university community.  This may occur either academically or socially.  Academically, a 

student may discover that their chosen discipline is not what they expected.  Tinto’s 

academic system incorporated goal commitment, grade performance and intellectual 

development.  A student’s goal commitment heightened each individual’s grade and 

intellectual development, which in turn, strengthened the student’s integration into the 

academic system.  Socially, a student needs to feel connected (possess same values or 

interests) with their fellow peers to experience the full integration of institutional life.  To 

alleviate misrepresentation of a university’s climate, institutions need to present a clear 

picture of the degree programs, faculty qualifications, and institutional requirements for 

degree completion. 

 Isolation consists of the inability for a student to establish personal connections 

that are the foundation for integration into the academic community (Tinto, 1993).  The 

absence of significant interaction and connection between graduate students and other 

affiliates of the institution lead to the feeling of isolation.  In conjunction with increased 

goal commitment from above, Tinto believed that institutional commitment would foster 
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stronger peer and faculty interaction, which would lead to greater social integration.  This 

integration reinforced a student’s institutional commitment via the social system.  Thus, 

positive personal and institutional interactions promote student persistence and negative 

personal and institutional interactions eventually lead to student departure.  The final 

cause for departure is the influence of external factors on a student.  Tinto identified 

students’ competing obligations, multiple memberships, roles, and inability to integrate 

into the external environment as factors that contribute to the withdrawal decision.  Tinto 

believes that community involvement (organizational memberships, group obligations, 

etc.) promotes the concept of retention outside the individual capacity.  However, many 

graduate students must balance the above-mentioned associations with that of home, 

family, and career, to be successful in graduate school. 

 Tinto’s theory of student departure strongly supports the necessity of integrating a 

student into their academic realm.  The interaction between the student and their 

environment and the match between individual motivation, academic ability, and their 

academic and social characteristics causes a student to stay or depart (Noel Levitz, 2004).   

 

Current Retention Practices 

Notable contributions by Noel, Levitz, Saluri and Associates ( 1985); Upcraft and 

Gardner (1989); Borland (2001-2002); Berger (2001-2002); and Kuh (2001-2002) are 

prevalent in today’s study of student retention.  Noel, Levitz, Saluri and Associates, base 

their research on one simplistic belief:  Retention is not a goal. 
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Retention is the result or by-product of improved programs and services in our 
classrooms and elsewhere on campus that contribute to student success.  If 
retention alone becomes the goal, institutions will find themselves engaged in 
trying to hold students at all costs (Noel, Levitz, Saluri and Associates, 1985, p.1). 

  

Noel Levitz believes emphasis should be placed on promoting a quality, “people-

oriented” campus culture.  The responsibility for retaining students should fall to faculty, 

staff, administrators, and the students themselves.  The focus of higher education should 

be on the student, not a stereotyped population.  This view lead to the construction of the 

following attrition themes:  1)  academic underpreparedness, 2)  transition or adjustment 

problems, 3)  unrealistic expectations, 4)  boredom or uncertainty, and 5)  incompatibility 

(Noel and Levitz, 1999). 

 Although attributed to freshman persistence, Upcraft and Gardner’s (1989) 

definition of success is relevant to graduate students.  Their working definition of success 

is a means of developing academic and intellectual aptitude, establishing and maintaining 

interpersonal relationships, developing identity and deciding on a career and life-style 

while maintaining personal health and wellness, and developing an integrated philosophy 

of life (Upcraft and Gardner, 1989).  Again, the reiteration that development of the 

“whole” student will promote retention of graduate students emerges. 

 As mentioned above, traditional retention models and theories concentrated on 

programs or services in the academic service domain, eventually combining academic 

services with student affairs divisions.  According to Borland (2001-2002), a more 

holistic approach encompassing academic affairs, student affairs, and administration has 

become the standard.   
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 Through the course of retention evolution, retention has moved from isolated 

areas to encompassing the organization as a whole.  Berger (2001-2002) proposed, 

“…that colleges and universities are organizations and subsequently that organizational 

perspective is an appropriate framework for gaining useful insights into how…retention 

can be improved” (p.3).  Although Berger (2001-2002) conducted a review on 

undergraduate persistence, his recommended organizational practices promote student 

success at all levels.  The recommendations are: 

1. Provide students with information and clear lines of communication about 

campus goals, values, policies, and procedures; 

2. Provide opportunities for students to participate in organizational decision-

making; 

3. Provide a campus environment characterized by fairness toward students; 

4. Provide balance between structure and responsiveness; 

5. Actively engage students in political activity on campus; 

6. Provide student advocates; 

7. Build shared meaning through authentic symbols that are used with integrity; 

8. Pay attention to structural and symbolic connections with the external 

environments; 

9. Understand the nature of the organizational environment on campus; and 

10. Assess student perceptions of organizational behavior on campus (pp.15-19). 
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In line with Berger’s organizational recommendations from above, Kuh (2001-

2002), a noted retention theorist feels it is necessary to cultivate student success by 

invoking the following practices: 

1. Clarify institutional values and expectations early and often to prospective and 

matriculating students; 

2. Conduct a comprehensive examination of the student experience inside and 

outside the classroom; 

3. Consistently use good practices in teaching, learning, and retention programs; 

4. Intentionally tie the curriculum to student’s lives outside the classroom to 

bring students into ongoing contact with one another and with campus 

resources; 

5. Remove obstacles to student success associated with disciplinary cultures; and 

6. Determine the effects of proximal peer groups on persistence decisions 

(pp.32-36). 

To support his practices, Kuh (2001-2002) stated: 

Just as no single experience has a profound impact on student development, the 
introduction of individual programs or policies will not by themselves change a 
campus culture and students’ perceptions of whether the institution is supportive 
and affirming.  Only a web of interlocking initiatives can over time shape an 
institutional culture that promotes student success (Kuh, 2001-2002, pp.30-31).   
 

From the original sociological and psychological models and theories that explain 

student retention, the advancement of retention practices have evolved to include 

organizational models and theories that identify and explain the many facets of student 
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retention and success.  Future research and practice will undoubtedly add new and 

insightful information, however, in the end, Tinto (1990) noted, 

…the secret of successful retention programs is no secret at all, but a 
reaffirmation of some of the important foundations of higher education.  There is 
no great secret to successful retention programs, no mystery that requires 
unraveling.  Though successful retention programming does require some skill 
and a minimal amount of effort, it does not require sophisticated machinery.  It is 
within the reach of all institutions if they only give serious attention to the 
character of their educational mission and the obligation it entails.  In short, 
successful retention is no more than, but certainly no less than, successful 
education (p.47). 

 

Graduate Student Satisfaction and Retention 

As mentioned above, very few studies have looked at student satisfaction levels at 

the graduate level.  It was found that graduate student satisfaction within the university 

environment is based equally on the ability and the opportunity for the students to take 

advantage of university attributes such as laboratories, libraries, gymnasiums, as well as, 

to have the opportunity to become acquainted with faculty and peers on a personal level 

(Dooley, 2003).  Much of the information available placed high importance on student 

satisfaction with their relationships on campus.  A large part of the graduate students’ 

satisfaction comes from their ability to connect with their campus-learning environment.  

A study conducted by Evelynn M. Ellis regarding satisfaction and socialization of 

doctoral students yielded results that students’ relationships with their advisors were 

important factors in a student’s satisfaction.  A poor advising relationship can discourage 

students from pursuing their course of study and commitment to degree completion 

(Ellis, 2001).   
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Another study revealed that the number of years that it took a student to complete 

their program had an impact on their satisfaction.  The fewer years it took a student to 

complete their program, the more satisfied they were with their experience.  (Tenenbaum, 

Crosby, and Gliner, 2001)  Students involved in mentor relationships often experienced a 

higher level of satisfaction than those who did not have mentors.  Many students who 

have a mentor have commented that having a relationship with a mentor is one of the 

most rewarding experiences (Tenenbaum, Crosby, and Gliner, 2001).  An orientation 

program for all incoming graduate students helps to familiarize students with their 

programs and the services that are available to support them, as well as familiarizing 

them with the university administrative procedures, and can make a significant difference 

in a student’s overall satisfaction (Cusworth, 2001). 

 
Chapter Summary 

Chapter 2 reviewed the theories and empirical findings associated with this study.  

A review of undergraduate retention theories was discussed.  Brief summaries of college 

student retention, evaluation of retention theories and models emphasizing Tinto’s Model 

of Student Departure, and factors influencing graduate students’ were highlighted.   

 In chapter 3, the assumptions and rationale for a quantitative design and the 

hypotheses will be stated, along with a description of the design of the research study, a 

review of the setting of Montana, Montana State University, and the University of 

Montana, and breakout of the population descriptive statistics.  Chapter 3 will also 

describe the sample, the instrument, the data collection procedures, the data analysis, and 

the limitations/delimitations of the study. 



 33

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The previous chapters introduced the purpose of this study and the corresponding 

research questions followed by a review of relevant literature and influencing factors.  

This chapter presents a brief synopsis and rationale for using the quantitative design 

element, followed by the study hypotheses, parameters, and breakdown of the instrument 

design, data collection, recording, and analysis procedures.  The analysis of data and the 

corresponding verification methods will complete this section. 

 

Assumptions and Rationale for a Quantitative Design 

Although there are two major research paradigms, this study will reflect the 

quantitative research paradigm.  Research design is a process of creating an empirical test 

to support or refute a knowledge claim (Mertens, 1998).  This study will focus on 

graduate student satisfaction utilizing a survey design.  Surveys can be thought of as 

methods used for descriptive research or as data collection methods used within other 

research designs (Mertens, 1998).   

A few assumptions that apply to positivism/post-positivism paradigms are:  

finding the outcome or product of a study, collection of data are sought through 

instruments such as surveys and questionnaires, and the hypothesis will be proven or 

disproved at the completion of the study.   
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Hypotheses 

This study assessed graduate student satisfaction at the masters and doctoral 

levels.  The purpose of this study was to utilize Tinto’s Theory of Departure, to aid in 

determining what factors lead to graduate student satisfaction in the Montana University 

System.  In the hypotheses, the dependent variable was overall student satisfaction; the 

independent variables were academic integration, social integration, and goal 

commitment.  Demographic variables consisted of:  institution, gender, ethnicity, 

enrollment status, marital status, and employment status. 

The following null hypotheses were tested: 

H1:  The linear combination of academic integration, social integration, and goal 

commitment does not account for a significant proportion of the variance in 

student satisfaction.   

H2:  Academic integration does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other variables have been taken into account.   

H3:  Social integration does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other variables have been taken into account.   

H4:  Goal commitment does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other variables have been taken into account.   

Ho5:  Goal commitment does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other independent variables have been taken into 

account.   
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Ho6:  The Peer subscale does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other subscale variables have been taken into 

account.   

Ho7:  The Faculty subscale does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other subscale variables have been taken into 

account.   

Ho8:  The Faculty development subscale does not make a significant unique 

contribution to the variance in satisfaction after other subscale variables have 

been taken into account.   

Ho9:  The Academic development subscale does not make a significant unique 

contribution to the variance in satisfaction after other subscale variables have 

been taken into account.   

Ho10:  Goal commitment does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other subscale variables have been taken into 

account.   

 
Research Design 

A casual comparative design (quantitative) best supports this study as it explores 

relationships among variables (Mertens, 1998).  Many challenging issues are prevalent 

when comparing individuals.  To avoid these fallacies, the following steps based on Lips 

(1993) were taken:   

1. Identify a research problem; 

2. Select a defined group;  
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3. Collect data on the independent and dependant variables as well as on relevant 

background characteristics; and  

4. Analyze and interpret the data. 

 This study will incorporate the Theory of Departure devised by Vincent Tinto and 

originally published in 1975.  The primary independent variables of interest in this study 

consist of the academic integration scale, the social integration scale, and a goal 

commitment scale.  Other factors integrated into the study are more consistent with 

graduate students than that of undergraduate students.  Realizing that the population of 

this survey’s experiences has led them to expand their knowledge base and responsibility 

levels, this survey also requested information on the graduate students’ age, gender, race, 

program of study, and support systems – internal and external.  These additional variables 

help identify areas that affect a student’s level of satisfaction with their program.   

 

Setting 

 In 1864, Montana became a United States territory due to a gold mining boom.  In 

1889, the 145,552 square mile territory became a state.  Through the years, Montana’s 

population has increased to 902,195 according to the 2000 census.  The population 

density is 6.2 persons per square mile.  Fifty-three percent of Montanans live in 

communities of 2,500 or more residents.  The primary industries for the state of Montana 

consist of agriculture, tourism, and mining with a service-based economy (Bozeman Area 

Chamber of Commerce, 2004).  
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Table 2.  Demographic Statistics for the State of Montana 

Category Total n Total Percent 

Total Montana Population 902,195 _____ 

          African American  0.30 

          Native American  6.20 

          Asian  0.50 

          Hispanic  1.70 

          Caucasians  90.60 

          Other  0.60 

          Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander   2.00 

          Male  49.90 

          Female  50.10 

 

 The geographical aspects of the state play a role in the breadth and positioning of 

educational facilities in the state.  The Montana Board of Regents approved a 

restructuring proposal for the Montana University System during 1994.  Under this new 

structure, Montana State University and the University of Montana were delegated as the 

parent universities.  Montana State University – Bozeman, Montana State University - 

Billings, Billings College of Technology, Montana State University – Northern, and 
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Great Falls College of Technology were positioned under the Montana State University 

name; while University of Montana – Missoula, Missoula College of Technology, 

University of Montana – Helena, Montana Tech, Montana Tech College of Technology, 

and the University of Montana – Northern were positioned under the University of 

Montana name (Bozeman Area Chamber of Commerce, 2004).  In addition to these 

institutions, Montana boasts three community colleges, seven tribal colleges, and three 

independent colleges. 

For the purpose of this study, the two public, mid-sized-doctoral, coeducational 

institutions located within the state of Montana were examined.  Montana State 

University and the University of Montana are situated in the mid-sized cities with 

national forests, trails, and rivers located nearby.  Both universities have similar 

enrollment profiles and offer a variety of master and doctoral programs.  

 

Montana State University   

 Since 1893, Montana State University-Bozeman, known originally as the 

Agricultural College of the State of Montana, has been a major provider of educational 

services to the state of Montana.  Located in Bozeman, Montana, MSU was founded as 

the state’s land-grant college, dedicated itself to serving that heritage throughout its 

history, and has reflected that history in the development of programs within both the 

scientific and humanistic research fields.  Montana State University Bozeman has a 

national and international reputation for its excellence in undergraduate and graduate 

education in the liberal arts and sciences, agriculture, architecture, education, 
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engineering, health and human development, and nursing (Montana State University, 

2002).  MSU is a public, four-year, land grant university with a Carnegie classification of 

Doctoral/Research University-Intensive. 

 

University of Montana.   

 Also establishing its foundation in 1893, the University of Montana is located in 

Missoula, Montana.  The University of Montana has nurtured a tradition of cultural and 

scientific exploration for its students and is known for its forestry program.  Students 

receive education and training for professional careers in the University’s three colleges – 

arts and sciences, forestry and conservation, and technology; and six schools – 

journalism, law, business, education, pharmacy, and the fine arts (University of Montana, 

2002).  U of M is a public, four-year university with a Carnegie classification of 

coeducational, doctoral university. 

 

Population 

 The foundation for university, campus, and graduate student statistics for the 

chosen population were obtained from the Offices of Graduate Studies at MSU and UM.  

The population met the following criteria:  Graduate students at Montana State University 

and the University of Montana, enrollment in a degree seeking graduate program, and 

attendance during the 2003 – 2004 academic year.  

 Montana State University-Bozeman had a total enrollment of 12,135 students 

during the 2003 – 2004 academic year with 1,385 graduate students.  This figure included 

488 full-time graduate students and 897 part-time graduate students.  Of those graduate 
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students, 855 are masters’ students with 371 being full-time and 484 being part-time; 283 

are doctoral students with 76 being full-time and 207 being part-time; 247 are non-degree 

students with 41 being full-time and 206 being part-time. 

Table 3.  Descriptive Statistics for Montana State University 

Category Total n Total Percent 

Total MSU Enrollment 12,135 _____ 

Graduate Population 1,385 11.41 

Full-Time Enrollment      488 35.23

Part-Time Enrollment      897 64.77

             Master 855 61.73 

     Full-Time Enrollment      371 43.39

     Part-Time Enrollment      484 56.61

             Doctoral 283 20.43 

     Full-Time Enrollment      76 26.86

     Part-Time Enrollment      207 73.14

             Non-Degree 247 17.83 

     Full-Time Enrollment      41 16.60

     Part-Time Enrollment      206 83.40
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 The University of Montana had a total enrollment of 13,352 students during the 

2003 – 2004 academic year with 2,009 graduate and professional students.  This figure 

included 1,220 full-time graduate/professional students and 789 part-time 

graduate/professional students.  Of those graduate students, 1,203 are masters’ students 

with 770 being full-time and 433 being part-time; 577 are doctoral students with 429 

being full-time and 148 being part-time; 229 are non-degree students with 81 being full-

time and 148 being part-time.  

Table 4.  Descriptive Statistics for University of Montana 

Category Total n Total Percent 

Total UM Enrollment 13,352 _____ 

Graduate Population 2,009 15.05 

Full-Time Enrollment      1,220 60.73

Part-Time Enrollment 789 39.27

             Master 1,203 59.88 

     Full-Time Enrollment 770 64.01

     Part-Time Enrollment      433 35.99

             Doctoral 577 28.72 

     Full-Time Enrollment      429 74.35

     Part-Time Enrollment      148 25.65
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             Non-Degree 229 11.40 

     Full-Time Enrollment      81 35.37

     Part-Time Enrollment      148 64.63

 

 The racial and ethnic background of MSU’s graduate students is somewhat 

diverse.  The graduate student body included 3 African Americans, 26 Native Americans, 

12 Asians, 6 Hispanic, 994 Caucasians, and 6 students who identified themselves as 

other.  In addition, there were 134 international students enrolled. 

Table 5. Descriptive Statistics for Ethnicity at Montana State University 

Category Total n Total Percent 

Total MSU Graduate Enrollment 1,385 _____ 

          African American 3 0.22 

          Native American 26 1.88 

          Asian 12 0.87 

          Hispanic 6 0.43 

          Caucasians 994 71.77 

          Other 6 0.43 

          International 134 9.68 

          No Response 204 14.73 
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 The racial and ethnic background of UM’s graduate students is somewhat diverse.  

The graduate student body included 7 African Americans, 55 Native Americans, 12 

Asians, 17 Hispanic, 1,717 Caucasians, and 20 students who identified themselves as 

other.  In addition, there were 111 international students enrolled.  

Table 6.  Descriptive Statistics for Ethnicity at University of Montana 

Category Total n Total Percent 

Total UM Graduate Enrollment 2,009 _____ 

          African American 7 0.35 

          Native American 55 2.74 

          Asian 12 0.60 

          Hispanic 17 0.85 

          Caucasians 1,717 85.47 

          Other 20 1.00 

          International 111 5.53 

          No Response 70 3.48 

 The 2003 – 2004 academic year graduate student body at MSU contained 743 

males and 642 females.  The College of Letters and Science at MSU contained the largest 

population contains 28.09 percent of the graduate student population followed by the 

College of Education/Health and Human Development with 15.60 percent.  The largest 

disciplines are Education, Health and Human Development, Architecture, Mathematics, 
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Land Resource and Environmental Science, and Physics.  These six disciplines make up 

30.76 percent of the graduate student population. 

Table 7.  Descriptive Statistics for Montana State University 

Category Total n Total Percent 

Total MSU Graduate Enrollment 1,385 _____ 

             Male 743 53.65 

             Female 642 46.35 

Colleges _____ _____ 

             Letters and Science 389 28.09 

             School of Education/HHD 216 15.60 

Options _____ _____ 

             Education 146 10.54 

             Health and Human Development 70 5.05 

             Architecture 61 4.40 

             Mathematics 58 4.19 

             Land Resource and Environmental Science 46 3.32 

             Physics 45 3.25 
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 The 2003 – 2004 academic year graduate student body at UM contained 926 

males and 1,083 females.  The College of Letters and Science at UM contained the 

largest population with 34.10 percent of the graduate student population followed by the 

School of Education with 14.44 percent.  The largest disciplines are Law, Environmental 

Studies, Curriculum and Instruction, Forestry, Business Administration, and 

Anthropology.  These six disciplines make up 33.50 percent of the graduate student 

population. 

 

Table 8.  Descriptive Statistics for University of Montana 

Category Total n Total Percent 

Total UM Graduate Enrollment 2,009 _____ 

             Male 926 46.09 

             Female 1,083 53.91 

Colleges _____ _____ 

             Letters and Science 685 34.10 

             School of Education 290 14.44 

Options _____ _____ 

             Law 243 12.10 

             Environmental Studies 98 4.88 
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             Curriculum and Instruction 92 4.58 

             Forestry 87 4.33 

             Business Administration 77 3.83 

             Anthropology 76 3.78 

 

Sample 

 Although the enrollment of graduate students at MSU was 1,385, the graduate list 

serv only contained 586 student email addresses.  The University of Montana enrollment 

was 2,009 students, and the solicited list serv accessed approximately one-third of the 

population or 670 students.  The total possible responses based upon the two graduate 

student list servs was 1,256 students.  The final sampling from this study consisted of the 

383 students who completed the survey, for a response rate of 30.49 percent.  Descriptive 

statistics for the sample are presented in Chapter 4.   

 

Instrumentation 

 A web-based survey was constructed utilizing the Academic Integration Scales 

established by Pascarella and Terenzini (1980), from their published work “Predicting 

Persistence and Voluntary Dropout Decisions from a Theoretical Model.”  Dr. Ernest 

Pascarella granted personal permission to use these scales for this study (Appendix B).  

With the assistance of Montana State University’s College of Graduate Studies and a 

faculty advisor, changes to Pascarella and Terenzini’s Academic Integration Scale were 
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completed to create a 53-question survey for graduate students.  There were fifty-two 

fixed questions and one open-ended question.  These questions were split into the 

following six sections:  1)  student demographics, 2)  academic integration, 3)  social 

integration, 4)  goal commitment, 5)  factors for why a student chose their university, and 

6)  additional comments.  Survey changes (Appendix C) were italicized for easy viewing.  

Single word changes occurred in question 7 and 17.  Phrase changes occurred in 

questions 16, 22, 29, 30, and 32.  Questions 1 through 6, 36, and 38 through 51 were 

created specifically for this survey instrument. 

Section one requested that student’s respond to specific demographic questions.  

Specific questions dealt with gender, ethnicity, enrollment, marital and child status, and 

employment type.  Participants were then asked to identify their attending university, 

degree pursued, college/school attending, major, and academic option if applicable.  All 

questions in this section were required to complete the survey. 

 Section two asks for information pertaining to a student’s social integration into 

the university.  Pascarella and Terenzini believe that “Social integration is primarily a 

function of the quality of peer-group interactions and the quality of student interactions 

with faculty,” (p. 62).  Therefore, social integration is split into two emphasis areas:  

peer-group interactions (questions 7 – 13) and interactions with faculty (questions 14 – 

18).   

 Section three, academic integration, looks at a student’s academic integration into 

the university.  “A student’s academic performance and his/her level of intellectual 

development determine academic integration,” (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1980, p. 62).  
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Although academic integration covers thirteen questions, they are split into:  faculty 

concern for student development and teaching (questions 19 – 24) and academic and 

intellectual development (questions 25 – 31).   

 Section four examined the student’ institutional and goal commitment via 

questions 32 – 39 and questions 49 – 51.  Section five listed nine factors that lead the 

student to choose their current university.  Some of the topics included: university 

reputation, cost, and location.   

 In hopes of promoting a higher response rate and eliciting truthful responses, the 

survey remained short.  Based on a five-response Likert scale, the self-reporting survey 

assigned all questions a value of one to five.  For questions in sections one through three 

and question 51, ratings were 5 equaled strongly agree and 1 equaled strongly disagree.  

The exception to the above scale are questions 12, 19, 20, 21, and 35, whereas a 1 rating 

equaled strongly disagrees while a 5 equaled strongly agree.  Section four used two 

additional rating diagrams for question 49; 5 exceeds expectations and 1 equaled failed 

all expectations; question 50 used a rating scale of 5 equals completely satisfied and 1 

equaled completely unsatisfied.  Section five followed suit with the following ratings:  5 

equaled very important and 1 equaled not important at all.  Section six was an open 

question/comment area for expanded responses.  This study will not report on the 

specifics of the open-ended question.   
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Data Collection Procedures 

 Each of the 1, 256 listserv participants received an initial e-mail notification from 

their respective graduate student list servs.  MSU received the initial e-mail in late 

August 2003 and UM received the initial e-mail in late April 2004.  The e-mail explained 

the nature of the survey and provided a live link to a consent release form implemented in 

compliance with the Institutional Review Board policies.  If participants agreed to 

partake in the survey, they were then directed to click on the, “I agree and will participate 

in this survey” link.  Due to the nature of surveying dual universities, each institution, 

MSU (Appendix D) and UM (Appendix E) were guided to a different link that was 

applicable to their specific institution.  If at any time during the survey, a participant felt 

it was necessary to speak with the survey administrators, they had the ability to do so.  

Upon completing the survey, students’ sent their anonymous responses to a data 

warehouse where the responses were assigned an id number to reinforce student 

anonymity.  In the event that any data could identify a respondent, corrective actions 

were taken to mask the student’s identity. 

 In hopes of eliciting additional responses, a second follow-up e-mail was sent to 

MSU in early November 2003 and the first week of May 2004 for UM.  This action 

encouraged non-responsive participants to respond and thank those participants who 

already responded.  If a participant chose not to respond, they were asked to reply with a 

no-comment response.  Three hundred eighty three students from Montana State 

University and the University of Montana responded. 
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Data Analysis 

 Results were analyzed using the statistical analysis program, Statistical Package 

for the Social Sciences (SPSS, 2003).  The level of significance (alpha) for hypothesis 

testing was set at .05.  This provided reasonable security against both Type I and Type II 

errors (Gay, 1992).  Student characteristics were collected in the student demographic 

section of the survey.  Institution and gender were dichotomized into two levels.  

Ethnicity sub codes were broken down into 17 categories with college sub codes ranging 

from one through sixteen, and degree equaling one through four.  To enable further 

evaluation, a student’s degree was split out into eighteen-degree types, sixty-five majors, 

and 28 study options.  Demographics specifically targeting the graduate student 

population consisted of school enrollment, employment status, and marital status.  Each 

of these categories was also assigned sub codes.  Enrollment was split into three sub 

codes, employment utilized five separate codes, and marital status used six sub codes. 

 
Variables 

 The following categorical background variables were used:  (1) institution, (2) 

gender, (3) race/ethnicity, (4) enrollment, (5) employment, (6) marital, and (7) program 

of study – degree, degree type, major, discipline, and option.  The independent variables 

as adapted from Pascarella and Terenzini’s scales are Academic Integration (X1), Social 

Integration (X2), and Goal Commitment (X3).  In addition, subscales for Faculty 

Relationships, Peer Relationships, Faculty Development and Academic Development 

were calculated.  The dependent variable for this study was Overall Graduate Student 

Satisfaction. 
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Tests 

All the above variables were used in the calculation of means and standard 

deviations.  Independent sample t-tests were used to compare the similarities and 

differences between all of the demographic groups.  Simple correlations were conducted 

to test the associations among the primary independent variables: social interaction, 

academic interaction, and commitment.  Background variables that are insignificant in 

relation to the independent variables were deleted from the final regression models.  

Stepwise multiple regression analysis was used to test the main hypotheses for in this 

study.   

Limitations/Delimitations 

 The overall focus of this study was on public, mid-sized-doctoral, coeducational 

institutions located within the state of Montana.  The findings of this study were limited 

to institutions similar in size and purpose to the institutions listed above.  Due to the 

limited research in the field of graduate student satisfaction, comparison of national 

statistics is minimal.   

 Secondly, this study used an adaptation of the questionnaire from Pascarella and 

Terenzini (1980) developed to measure undergraduate retention.  This study did not 

gather sufficient information to conclusively confirm or disconfirm the model of Student 

Departure by Vincent Tinto (1975) and its application to graduate students in the sample.  

The ability to measure variables formed from the results of the questionnaire accurately 

limited the scope of the study.  This variety could have led to difficulty in data analyses 

and pinpointing the leading cause (s) of graduate student satisfaction.   
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The selection process was limited as a whole because the graduate schools in this 

study do not require students to notify them when they cease their educational goals.  The 

sample consisted of a limited number of students who have reported their e-mail 

addresses to the Colleges of Graduate Study.  Due to this fact and a moderate response 

rate, the comparison of satisfaction for the sample may not be wholly representative of 

the population.  In addition, the validity of the gathered information was contingent on 

the honesty of the respondent and the potential misconstruing of respondents emotions.   

 The ability to measure variables formed from the results of the questionnaire 

accurately limited the scope of the study.  Due to the nature of the study, there may have 

been difficulty in incorporating a variety of responses.  This variety could have led to 

difficulty in data analyses and pinpointing the leading cause(s) of graduate student 

satisfaction.   

 Lastly, this study looked at a topic that has received limited attention.  Due to this 

lack of attention, one must ask if this was a reasonable and prudent study to pursue.  With 

such a wide scope of variables and information, this study was difficult to conduct.  

Again, one must ask; could these unknown factors have been the reason this field went 

unstudied for centuries? 

 
Summary 

 This chapter reviewed the assumptions and rationale for a quantitative design, 

stated the hypotheses, described the design of the research study, and reviewed the setting 

of Montana, Montana State University, and the University of Montana, and the 

population descriptive statistics.  This chapter also described the sample, the instrument, 
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the data collection procedures, the data analysis, and the limitations/delimitations of the 

study.  In Chapter 4, study results are presented starting with descriptive statistics of the 

study sample, followed by the hypothesis of the factors that predict satisfaction for 

graduate students. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

 The purpose of this study was to predict the overall satisfaction of graduate 

student education in the Montana University System.  This was accomplished by utilizing 

the following variables:  social integration, academic integration, and goal commitment.  

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to calculate the multiple 

regression analysis.  The data collected for this study will be explained by descriptive 

statistics, followed by multiple regression analyses designed to answer the specific 

research hypotheses, and finally the assessment of graduate student satisfaction overall. 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 Descriptive statistics provide background information on satisfied and non-

satisfied students within the sample of this study.  These descriptions will include 

breakdowns by responders versus non-responders, institution, gender, ethnicity, college, 

degree, degree type, major, major option, enrollment status, marital status, and 

employment status.  The independent variable scores, social integration, academic 

integration, and goal commitment, will follow the descriptive statistics for responders.   

 
Background Variables 

 Table 9 presents the demographic statistics of responders and non-responders by 

institution of enrollment.   
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Table 9.  Proportion of Respondents by Institution 

Category Total n Frequency  Total Percent 

 1,385 _____ 

List Serv 42.31 

MSU 

Responders 

Non-Responders 

 586 

269 

317 

45.90 

54.10 

 2,009 _____ 

List Serv 33.35 

UM 

Responders 

Non-Responders 

 670 

114 

556 

17.01 

82.99 

Sample  383 30.49 

 

The overview of Table 9 shows that the institutional responses are not overly 

representative of the institutions in number.  Low response rates are of concern for this 

survey.  MSU obtained a response rate from the sample of 45.90% and UM’s response 

was 17.01%.   

Of the sample graduate students, four categories emerged:  masters, post-master, 

doctoral, and non-degree.  The Table 10 displays the proportion of students in each 

category.   
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Table 10.  Frequency of Degree Categories in the Sample 

Category Total n Total Percent 

Total 383 _____ 

Master 310 80.94 

Post-Master 2 0.52 

Doctoral 65 16.97 

Non-Degree 6 1.57 

 

The racial and ethnic background of the sample is broken into more categories 

than the initial population, yet it is demonstrative of the whole.  The majority of the 

graduate student body (88.5%) consisted of Caucasian students.  Figure 1 clarifies the 

ethnicity responses for this study.  The marital status figures for the sample are broken 

down respectively:  2.85 percent were single parent students, 3.63 percent were 

divorced/separated students, 5.44 percent were partnered students, 16.06 percent were 

married parent students, 27.20 percent were married students, and 44.82 percent were 

single students.  The 2003 – 2004 academic year graduate student body sample contained 

37.06 percent male students and 62.40 percent female. 
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Figure 1.  Ethnicity for Respondents 
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The largest concentration of students were in the College of Letters and Science, 

followed by the College of Arts and Sciences, the College of Education and Health and 

Human Development, the College of Agriculture, the College of Engineering, and 

College of Forestry and Conservation (Table 11).  

 

Table 11.  Most Frequent Colleges Represented in the Sample 

Category   Total n Total Percent 

Letters and Science (MSU) 96 25.07 

Arts and Science (UM) 68 17.75 

Education and Health and Human Development (MSU) 52 13.58 

Agriculture (MSU) 45 11.75 

Engineering (MSU) 33 8.62 

Forestry and Conservation (UM) 26 6.79 
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 The highest concentrations of graduate students in the sample reside in the 

disciplines of Education, Anthropology, Health and Human Development, and Fish and 

Wildlife Management.  The top options within these disciplines are Adult and Higher 

Education and Curriculum and Instruction, followed by Counseling and Education 

Administration. 

Of the three hundred and eighty three students, 154 students worked full-time and 

189 students had part-time employment (see Table 12).  Sixty students were not 

employed and one blank response was received. 

 

Table 12.  Employment Status of Students in the Sample 

Category   Total n Total Percent 

Full-Time 154  38.12  

          Full-Time On-Campus  90  22.28 

          Full-Time Off-Campus  64  15.84 

Part-Time 189  46.78  

          Part-Time On-Campus  133  32.92 

          Part-Time Off Campus  56  13.86 

Not Employed 60  14.85  

No Response 1  0.25  
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Independent Variables 

 This section will provide an overview of total sample breakdowns by the primary 

independent variables for this study: social integration, academic integration, and goal 

commitment.  These three independent variables were measured using scales developed 

by Pascarella and Terenzini (1980).  The reader is referred to their original publication 

for details regarding the construct validity, factor analysis and reliability testing of these 

scales.  The scales were developed with a sample of undergraduate students and produced 

alpha reliabilities that ranged from .71 to .84.  However, since this study used a sample of 

graduate rather than undergraduate students a separate reliability analysis was conducted.  

The reliability using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged from .84 to .90 and data were 

viewed as acceptable for further analyses. Table 13 presents the results from the 

reliability analysis. 

 
Table 13.  Reliability Coefficients of Independent Variables Using Cronbach’s Alpha 

Variable Alpha Reliability 

Social .85 

     Peer  .90 

     Faculty  .86 

Academic .84 

     Faculty Dev.   .87 

     Academic Dev.  .86 

Commitment .87 
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 Scores on the scale variables ranged from .33 to 5.00 (on a 1-5 Likert scale).  The 

mean scores for the scales varied from a low of 3.42 on the social integration scale to a 

high of 4.02 on the goal commitment scale.  Table 14 provides descriptive statistics for 

the three primary scales and the four subscales.  As depicted below, faculty, faculty 

development, and academic development had minimum ranges of zero.  This minimum 

score reflects survey participants who did not complete the entire set of survey questions, 

thus leaving the sections measuring the scale blank. 

 

Table 14.  Descriptive Statistics for Independent Variables 

Variable Total n Min/Max Mean/SD 

Social 383 .33/4.58 3.42/0.54 

     Peer  383  0.57/4.71  3.25/0.54 

     Faculty  383  0.00/5.00  3.67/0.97 

Academic 383 .69/4.92 3.65/0.67 

     Faculty Dev.   383  0.00/5.00  3.68/0.89 

     Academic Dev.  383  0.00/5.00  3.62/0.61 

Commitment 383 .73/5.00 4.02/0.61 

 

 To review the demographic and descriptive statistics of each independent variable 

broken down by demographic subcategories within the sample (i.e. gender or marital 

status), refer to appendices F, G, and H.  Appendix F presents statistics on the social 

integration variable.  The mean differences for all categories on social integration range 
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from 2.79 to 3.61 and the standard deviations range from .38 to 1.  Appendix G presents 

statistics on the academic integration variable.  The mean scores for all demographic 

categories on academic integration range from 2.92 to 3.83 and the standard deviations 

range from .51 to 1.09.  Finally, Appendix H presents statistics on the goal commitment 

variable.  The mean differences for all categories on goal commitment range from 3.68 to 

4.27 and the standard deviations range from .19 to .69. 

 The demographic and descriptive statistics indicate little variation in the 

satisfaction of MUS graduate students when considering all variables:  demographic, 

descriptive and independent.  While there is some variation on the independent variable 

scale scores, this variation could be described as minimal. 

 
Research Hypothesis Test Results 

 The multiple regression results were used to test the null hypotheses for each of 

the study’s research questions.  Bivariate correlations are used to test the strength of 

relationships between the variables.  To ensure accurate output, both independent 

variables (social integration, academic integration, and goal commitment) and 

independent variable subscales (peer, faculty, faculty development, academic 

development, and goal commitment) were used for testing.  Listed below are explanatory 

definitions of independent variables and independent variable subscales followed by the 

null hypotheses, relevant tables, and study findings. 

 To ensure clarity of the independent variables and their subscales the following 

brief definitions are provided.  Social integration is the quality of peer-group interactions 

and the quality of student interactions with faculty.  The faculty subscale focused on 
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faculty accessibility to students and the impact of student-faculty informal contacts, while 

the peer subscale focused on interactions, accessibility and impact on one’s self with 

fellow students. A student’s academic performance and their level of intellectual 

development are the subscales within the academic integration independent variable.  The 

faculty development subscale highlights the students’ perceptions of faculty concern for 

student development and teaching.   The academic development subscale targets a 

students’ concern for their personal academic development.  Goal commitment is a 

measure of the level of commitment to the institution and to personal goals associated 

with graduation and career.   

 
Table 15.  Bivariate Correlations for Overall Satisfaction, Social Integration, Academic 
Integration, and Goal Commitment 
 
  Y SI AI GC 

Overall Satisfaction Y 1.00 .450** .624** .730** 

Social Integration SI .450** 1.00 .603** .483** 

Academic Integration AI .624** .603** 1.00 .683** 

Goal Commitment GC .730** .483** .683** 1.00 

**.  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

  

 Bivariate correlation coefficients were computed to examine the relationships 

among the three independent variable scales and the dependent measure.  The results of 

the correlational analyses presented in Table 15 show that the independent variables, 

academic integration and goal commitment are highly related to one another and have a 
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great deal of variance in common while social integration falls slightly below.  There is a 

strong indication of a bivariate relationship between the dependent variable and all of the 

independent variables; social integration, academic integration and goal commitment. 

 

Table 16.  Bivariate Correlations for Overall Satisfaction, Peer, Faculty, Faculty 
Development, Academic Development, and Goal Commitment 
 
  Y P F FD AD GC 

Overall Satisfaction Y 1.00 .107* .530** .531** .624** .730** 

Peer P .107* 1.00 .231** .178** .198** .198** 

Faculty F .530** .231** 1.00 .662** .686** .511** 

Faculty Development FD .531** .092 .662** 1.00 .894** .515** 

Academic Development AD .624** .178** .686** .894** 1.00 .683** 

Goal Commitment GC .730** .198** .511** .515** .683** 1.00 

*.  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
**.  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
 Correlation coefficients were computed among the six satisfaction subscales.  The 

results of the correlational analyses presented in Table 16 show that the independent 

variable subscales, faculty, faculty development, academic development, and goal 

commitment are highly related to one another and have a great deal of variance in 

common while peer falls well below.  There is a strong indication of a linear relationship 

between the dependent variable and independent variable subscales, faculty, faculty 

development, academic development, and goal commitment.  Again, peer fails to show a 

linear relationship with the dependent variable.   
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Null Hypotheses 

 The first step in the regression analysis was to determine if there was a significant 

R2 between the independent variables (social integration, academic integration, and goal 

commitment) and the dependent variable (overall student satisfaction).  The regression 

analysis indicated there was a significant R2 between the dependent variable and the 

independent variables:  academic integration and commitment; however, the independent 

variable, social integration was found to be not significant when regressed on overall 

satisfaction, when controlling for the other variables.  The results are presented in Table 

17 and 18.  The sample multiple correlation coefficient was .564.  The combined effects 

of social integration, academic integration, and goal commitment can account for about 

56% of the variance of overall graduate student satisfaction. 

 

Table 17.  Analysis of Variance Summary for a Regression Analysis of the Relationship 
Between Academic Integration, Social Integration and Goal Commitment on Overall 
Satisfaction Among Graduate Students 
 
Source DF S.S. M.S. F-value P-value 

Regression 3 208.94 69.66 163.47 .000 

Residual 379 161.45 .426 _____ _____ 

Total 382 370.41 _____ _____ _____ 

R2 = .570 
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Table 18.  Coefficients for a Regression Analysis of the Relationship Between Academic 
Integration, Social Integration and Goal Commitment on Overall Satisfaction Among 
Graduate Students 
 
Variable R-Part Std-B B SE (B) T P-Value 

Social .042 .053 .096 .078 1.229 .220 

Academic .137 .208 .304 .075 4.052 .000 

Commitment .408 .562 .910 .076 12.022 .000 

 

 A second analysis was conducted to determine how the subscales for the 

independent variables were related to the dependent variable.  When broken down into 

subscales, the faculty and faculty development subscales were significant predictors of 

overall satisfaction, controlling for the effect of the other subscales.  The regression 

analyses (see Tables 19 and 20) indicated there was a significant R2 between faculty, 

faculty development, and goal commitment, with the peer subscale being close to, but not 

quite meeting statistical significance.  However, the subscale academic development was 

found to be not significant when correlated with overall satisfaction. 

 

Table 19.  Analysis of Variance Summary for a Regression Analysis of the Relationship 
Between Subscales for Faculty, Peer, Faculty Development, Academic Development and 
Goal Commitment on Overall Satisfaction Among Graduate Students 
Source DF S.S. M.S. F-value P-value 

Regression 5 214.52 42.90 103.76 .000 

Residual 377 155.89 .413 _____ _____ 

Total 382 370.41 _____ _____ _____ 

R2 = .579 
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Table 20.  Coefficients for a Regression Analysis of the Relationship Between Subscales 
for Faculty, Peer, Faculty Development, Academic Development and Goal Commitment 
on Overall Satisfaction Among Graduate Students 
 
Variable R-Part Std-B B SE (B) T P-Value 

Peer -.058 -.124 -.061 .072 -1.739 .083 

Faculty .105 .152 .149 .048 3.142 .002 

Faculty Development .036 .095 .086 .089 1.070 .011 

Academic Development .021 .085 .058 .137 .619 .536 

Commitment .402 .941 .582 .078 12.034 .000 

  
 For the purpose of this study, utilizing the subscales of the independent variables 

and the dependent variable produced a more accurate model.  The difference in table 

accuracy is reflected by the close correlations. 

 Next, the specific research hypotheses for this study are presented individually 

followed by a series of revised hypotheses, which examine the relationship of the 

dependent variable to the subscales of the independent variables.  

 
Original Research Hypotheses 

Ho1:  The linear combination of social integration, academic integration, and goal 

commitment does account for a significant proportion of the variance in student 

satisfaction.   
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Test—The R2 for the full model is .564 indicating that a significant portion of the 

variance in the model is explained by these variables.  The F and P-value do not exceed 

the alpha of .05. 

 Decision—Ho1 is rejected.  The F value was significant.  The combinations of the 

independent variables show that satisfaction is significantly different from zero. 

Ho2:  The linear combination of peer, faculty, faculty development, academic 

development, and goal commitment does account for a significant proportion of the 

variance in student satisfaction. 

 Test—The R2 for the full model is .564 indicating that a significant portion of the 

variance in the model is explained by these variables.  The F and P-value do not exceed 

the alpha of .05. 

 Decision—Ho2 is rejected.  The F value was significant.  The combinations of the 

independent variables show that satisfaction is significantly different from zero. 

 
Individual Contributions of Independent Variables 

 The next step in the regression analysis was to determine if any single 

independent variable (social integration, academic integration, and goal commitment) 

made a significant, unique contribution to accounting for the variability of overall student 

satisfaction (Values are taken from Table 18).  This is followed by a series of tests of the 

revised research hypotheses, which examined the relative contributions of each of the 

subscales to overall satisfaction. (Values are taken from Table 20).   
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Ho3:  Social integration does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other independent variables have been taken into account.   

Test—The β weight of social integration in the full model is .096 and the P-value 

is .220.  Social integration explains 0.2% of the variability when taken in combination 

with academic integration and goal commitment.  A P-value of .220 is above the alpha of 

.05. 

Decision—Ho3 is retained.  A variable that is not significant in the full model will 

not typically be significant when the R2 of its individual contribution is determined.   

Ho4:  Academic integration does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other independent variables have been taken into account.   

Test—The β weight of academic integration in the full model is .304 and the P-

value is .000.  Academic integration explains 1.9% of the variability when taken in 

combination with social integration and goal commitment.  A P-value of .000 is below 

the alpha of .05. 

Decision—Ho4 is rejected.  The F value was significant.  This variable is 

significant due to the R2 of its individual contribution being .564. 

Ho5:  Goal commitment does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other independent variables have been taken into account.   

Test—The β weight of goal commitment in the full model is .910 and the P-value 

is .000.  Goal commitment explains 16.6% of the variability when taken in combination 

with social integration and academic integration.  A P-value of .000 is below the alpha of 

.05. 
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Decision—Ho5 is rejected.  The F value was significant.  This variable is 

significant due to the R2 of its individual contribution being .564. 

 
Revised Research Hypotheses 

Ho6:  The Peer subscale does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other subscale variables have been taken into account.   

Test—The β weight of peer in the subscale model is -.061 and the P-value is .083.  

Peer explains less that one percent (0.3%) of the variability when taken in combination 

with faculty, faculty development, academic development, and goal commitment.  A P-

value of .083 is above the alpha of .05. 

Decision—Ho6 is retained.  A variable that is not significant in the subscale model 

will not be significant when the R2 of its individual contribution is determined.   

Ho7:  The Faculty subscale does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other subscale variables have been taken into account.   

Test—The β weight of faculty in the subscale model is .149 and the P-value is 

.002.  Faculty explains 1.1% of the variability when taken in combination with peer, 

faculty development, academic development, and goal commitment.  A P-value of .002 is 

below the alpha of .05. 

Decision—Ho7 is rejected.  The F value was significant.  This variable is 

significant due to the R2 of its individual contribution being .579. 
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Ho8:  The Faculty development subscale does not make a significant unique 

contribution to the variance in satisfaction after other subscale variables have been taken 

into account.   

Test—The β weight of faculty development in the subscale model is .086 and the 

P-value is .011.  Faculty development explains 0.1% of the variability when taken in 

combination with peer, faculty, academic development, and commitment.  A P-value of 

.011 is above the alpha of .05. 

Decision—Ho8 is rejected.  The F value was significant.  This variable is 

significant due to the R2 of its individual contribution being .579.  

Ho9:  The Academic development subscale does not make a significant unique 

contribution to the variance in satisfaction after other subscale variables have been taken 

into account.   

Test—The β weight of academic development in the subscale model is .058 and 

the P-value is .536.  Academic development explains 0.04% of the variability when taken 

in combination with peer, faculty, faculty development, and goal commitment.  A P-value 

of .536 is above the alpha of .05. 

Decision—Ho9 is retained.  The F value was not significant.  A variable that is not 

significant in the subscale model will not be significant when the R2 of its individual 

contribution is determined. 

Ho10:  Goal commitment does not make a significant unique contribution to the 

variance in satisfaction after other subscale variables have been taken into account.   
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Test—The β weight of goal commitment in the subscale model is .582 and the P-

value is .000.  Goal commitment explains 16.2% of the variability when taken in 

combination with peer, faculty, faculty development, and academic development.  A P-

value of .000 is below the alpha of .05. 

Decision—Ho10 is rejected.  The F value was significant.  This variable is 

significant due to the R2 of its individual contribution being .579. 

All of the null hypotheses were examined, hypotheses Ho1, Ho2, Ho4, Ho5, Ho7, 

Ho8, and Ho10 are rejected, and Ho3, Ho6, and Ho9 are retained.  All but one (social 

integration) of the combinations of the independent variables accounted for a significant 

proportion of the variance in overall student satisfaction.  However, when the survey 

results were broken out into subscales, peer, faculty development and academic 

development did not account for a significant proportion of the variance, while faculty 

and goal commitment subscales did account for a significant proportion of the variance in 

overall student satisfaction.  The final research question for this study asked, “What are 

the relative contributions of the different variables in the model to the satisfaction of 

MUS graduate students?”  For the regression model using the primary scales to predict 

overall satisfaction, goal commitment was the strongest contributor to the model (β = 

.910) followed by academic integration (β = .304) and social integration (β = .096).  For 

the revised model including subscales of the independent variables, goal commitment 

was again the strongest contributor (β = .582) followed by the subscales for faculty (β = 

.149), faculty development (β = .086), peer (β = -.061) and academic development (β = 
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.058). The next chapter discusses the implications of these results for research and 

practice. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

 This research investigated a model that links social integration, academic 

integration, and goal commitment in order to predict overall graduate student satisfaction 

in the Montana University System.  In previous chapters, the research questions were 

stated, pertinent literature was reviewed, and the procedure and methodology of the study 

were described.  Chapter four presented the descriptive statistics of the sample, compared 

the independent variables to the dependent variables, and presented the results of the 

hypothesis testing. 

 This chapter will summarize the results of the study, discuss the implications of 

this study for the state of Montana and the Montana University System, and provide 

suggestions for future research. 

 
Summary of the Study 

This study was designed to examine the factors that lead to Montana University 

System graduate student satisfaction and test the validity of the Theory of Student 

Departure (Tinto, 1980) for graduate level education.  The importance of graduate level 

education has increased recently and will continue to increase as we look toward the 

future.  To assist graduate students in pursuing their educational goals, it is important to 

realize what factors contribute to their overall satisfaction with their educational program.  

The long-range goal of this study was to increase the number of satisfied Montana 
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University System graduate students.   

A review of literature pertaining to retention revealed common areas that may be 

overlooked in day-to-day activities of faculty, staff, or students.  Social integration, 

academic integration, and goal commitment have been shown to be primary factors 

contributing to the satisfaction of undergraduate students.  However, the literature on 

graduate student satisfaction is less complete. 

This study asked graduate students to complete a 52-question survey during the 

2003 academic year at Montana State University and the University of Montana.  Three 

hundred and eighty three of the 1,256 students replied to the on-line survey.  A multiple 

regression analysis was used to test the significance of the three independent variables on 

a student’s overall rate of satisfaction.  In the three-factor model, academic integration 

and goal commitment accounted for a significant proportion of the variability in overall 

student satisfaction.  In the five-factor model, the faculty subscale and goal commitment 

accounted for a significant proportion of the variability in overall student satisfaction.   

These two models confirmed many aspects of previous research, yet disproved 

others.  Faculty and goal commitment more than academic integration or peer relations 

influenced graduate students.  These models differ significantly in their results due to the 

close relationship between social integration and academic integration in the survey 

scales.  By splitting the social integration scale, faculty - which rates very high, was 

separated from peer - which fell below the significance level for this study. 
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Conclusions 

The variables social integration, academic integration, and goal commitment were 

measured using the theoretical foundation of Tinto’s Model of Student Departure (1975) 

and building upon Pascarella and Terenzini’s Academic Scale Survey (1980).  Unlike the 

studies that have supported Tinto’s model in the past, the sample for this study consisted 

of graduate students.  The demographic variables more appropriate for graduate students 

were included in addition to those for traditional aged students.  Sections one and five of 

the Graduate Student Survey highlighted the graduate appropriate variables.  Those 

variables consisted of employment status, marital status, enrollment status, and reasons 

for choosing an institution.  Although Tinto’s theory previously has been used to explain 

persistence in undergraduate students, based upon the results of this study it appears that, 

with the right control variables, there is excellent potential for using this theory to predict 

graduate student satisfaction.  However, Pascarella and Terenzini’s survey may not work 

for researching graduate student satisfaction.  Further studies utilizing the survey need to 

be conducted using a more heterogeneous sample of graduate students. 

The results of this study should not be generalized to all graduate students in the 

country.  One of the major limitations of the current study is the homogeneity of the 

sample population.  The majority of the responders were of Caucasian descent, so most 

ethnic groups were underrepresented in this study.  Additional research, which targets 

graduate students from underrepresented groups, is needed to understand the 

phenomenon of satisfaction with graduate education.  In addition, with limited national 

statistics for comparison purposes, it is difficult to match these results to other schools 
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nationwide. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

With the aforementioned goal; are Montana University System graduate students 

satisfied; in mind, the following recommendations are provided for administrators, 

faculty, and other individuals interested in the satisfaction of graduate students.  The 

following recommendations are based on the results found in this study.  However, 

throughout the recommendations section, references may refer to qualitative responses 

garnered from this study.  Unfortunately, due to the time constraints of this study, the 

qualitative portion of the survey data was not analyzed.  In making recommendations, the 

qualitative results were impossible to ignore and may have influenced the researcher in 

her overall recommendations.   

 
Survey Enhancements 

To increase the validity and response rate of this survey instrument, I would 

recommend using random sampling instead of haphazard selection as utilized for this 

survey.  This practice would allow universities to gain a greater statistical base and assist 

in implementing campus initiatives that would arise from this instrument. 

 During the submission of this survey, each school was done in a separate 

semester.  The highly skewed results are the effect of administering the survey in the 

spring semester versus the fall semester.  To reach a larger, more representative sample, 

the survey should be administered during the fall semester to reach students who may 

withdraw mid-year.  The inclusion of more students will provide more accurate 

information for research and future comparisons. 
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 Although the administration of this instrument via the Internet is 

convenient and fast, it is necessary to ask if it is the best way to gather valid data.  I 

believe different techniques for administering the survey should be tested to ensure the 

highest level of validity available.  Perhaps US mail, phone calls, or face-to-face 

interviews would elicit higher response and completion rates.  

Graduate students are extremely busy with research, classes, and lab testing, so 

time is of the essence.  Instead of using all 52 questions, economizing the number of 

questions per category would decrease the instrument length by one-third to one-half.  By 

shortening the survey, I expect the number of participants completing the survey will 

increase, as will the amount data collected. 

 
Descriptive/Demographic Factors 

Analyses to target specific populations of students that are less satisfied will help 

to expand our understanding of graduate student attrition.  Breaking down the selected 

sample into smaller proportions will produce statistics that are more precise.  Research, 

which takes into account different cultural beliefs and academic categories when 

calculating satisfaction would provide an improved model. This approach may address 

the needs of diverse graduate student bodies.  These demographic factors are important 

due to the increasing size and diversity of the new and upcoming student populations 

(Lively, 1997).  Additional research, which examines financial and personal 

commitments, primary stressors for graduate students, will also help to clarify factors 

related to attrition.   
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University and Program Involvement 

Astin (1993) suggested that providing a sense of community on campus and 

facilitating meaningful student-faculty and student-student interaction were among the 

greatest influences on student satisfaction. The findings from this study underscore the 

need to encourage productive faculty-student interactions at the graduate as well as 

undergraduate level.  The nature of the department, faculty attitudes and expectations, the 

activities available for student engagement and one-on-one interactions determine the 

kind of experience a student has.  Understanding patterns of graduate student engagement 

helps focus faculty, staff, students, and others on tasks and activities that increase student 

satisfaction.  “Social membership within one’s program becomes part and parcel of 

academic membership, and social interaction with one’s peers and faculty becomes 

closely linked not only to one’s intellectual development, but also to the development of 

important skills required for degree completion” (Tinto, 1993, p. 232).   

Another potential area of concern for graduate students is the ratio of 

minority/gender specific faculty members.  Goldstein (1979) reported that male graduate 

students published more if their advisors were male and female graduate students 

published more if their advisors were female.  Bean (1980) believes that incorporating 

more student/faculty interaction into a student’s educational program will not only 

promote involvement, but will also help improve a student’s educational experience.   

 
Advisor/Mentor/Student Relationships 

The perception of the faculty, especially the advisor, contributes significantly to 

graduate student satisfaction.  Girves and Wemmerus (1988) pointed out that the majority 
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of graduate students look toward their advisors as role models or mentors.  Feelings of 

alienation may be alleviated by the support, guidance, and encouragement of those 

faculty members.  As an advisor, more attention to quality, concern, and usefulness in 

preparing graduate students promotes higher satisfaction rates.  Research has shown that 

faculty/student and advisor/student roles are imperative for success at a collegial level 

and the results of the current study complement these earlier findings (Bargar & Mayo-

Chamberlain, 1983). 

The students in this study perceived their relationships with faculty as a primary 

satisfaction variable.  A problematic advising relationship in a student’s life is as 

significant as a supportive advising relationship in satisfying a student.  A strong faculty 

member is influential in moving a graduate student toward degree completion and 

ultimately, in promoting satisfaction with one’s education.  Bean (1985) and Pascarella’s 

(1980) findings support the notion that an adviser’s quality as a scholar and teacher, 

combined with concern for students, are predictors of student retention. 

 
Tracking Students for Future Research and Correspondence 

One tactic that might support future studies is to begin tracking graduate students 

at matriculation and then continue updating contact information during and after graduate 

study so that a larger, more representative population can be reached for future research.  

To ensure accurate statistics, a larger sample needs to be available.  Web-based surveys 

are a great way to tabulate responses, but stronger correspondence with the graduate 

student population needs to happen for a better response rate.  Faculty, staff, and students 

should all be encouraged to participate in record keeping and data gathering.  This 
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research will benefit everyone by providing data, statistics, and facts about what satisfies 

graduate students.  It could also be useful to coordinate with peer universities so that 

comparisons between graduate student populations could be made. 

 
Goal Commitment 

Students need know what they are getting into prior to reaching graduate school.  

Clear and accurate representations about the full graduate school experience will help 

students to clarify their own educational goals.  Nerad and Miller (1996) report that 

students cite frustration regarding program expectations as a primary reason for 

dissatisfaction.  Students may get to an institution only to discover that their interests and 

the focus of the program they chose are completely different from what they expected.  

Golde and Dore, (2001) found that the lack of mutually understood expectations created 

the greatest potential for interpersonal conflict between graduate students and faculty.  

The review of expectations, program guidelines, and university goals should take place 

during the recruitment process.  Cooke (1995) suggests that effective commitment, or a 

sense of belonging to the university community, is critical in engendering persistence 

among graduate students.  The data from this study parallel this conclusion; goal 

commitment was the strongest and most consistent predictor of graduate student 

satisfaction. 

Implications 

 The results of this research study provided a more in-depth awareness of student’s 

views regarding their experiences in Graduate School within the state of Montana.  The 

scales utilized in this survey indicated areas that required attention from administrators 
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and other responsible parties on campus to resolve or address. 

 
Faculty Interaction and Expectations 

 According to survey results, the most important aspect of a graduate student’s 

success is his/her interaction with and support from faculty members.  Faculty members 

need to reevaluate their teaching processes and incorporate more personalized 

interactions with graduate students.  The graduate student population is growing and 

changing with the times, thus faculty members need to adapt to stay competitive (Lively, 

1997). 

 Documentation provided by survey participants stated that cohort groups were the 

best way to increase student-faculty interactions.  This process allows students to 

progress through their programs of study with direct interaction with specific professors.  

At the beginning of a cohort, students receive program and faculty member expectations, 

as well as, a set timeline.  The cohort experience allows a student to become integrated 

into the college/program at a more accelerated pace and opens many avenues for 

assistance, with both faculty and peers.  The University of Maryland – College Park with 

the implementation of the Johns Hopkins University Leadership Development Program 

(LDP), utilized the learning community/cohort concept.  The outcomes of the LDP 

program resulted in a positive case study, thus supporting the thoughts and opinions of 

the Montana University System graduate students (Colombel, 1996).  

 Being able to participate in and experience a cohort program during my master’s 

degree has lead me to believe in the cohort phenomenon.  I feel that the experiences, 

knowledge, and contacts gained while in the cohort program will stay with students 



 82

throughout their professional endeavors.  The direct access and ability to interact and 

associate with professors made it easier to persist while maintaining a full-time career. 

  
Faculty Advising/Mentoring 

 In conjunction with faculty interactions and expectations, is the role faculty play 

in advising and mentoring.  Often times, specific advisors in a college carry the majority 

of the advising/mentoring load.  This over extension of selected faculty members could 

lead to poor advising, burnout of professors, and ultimately, the dissatisfaction of 

graduate students.  Departments need to reevaluate the criterion placed on tenure policies 

and incorporate more faculty advising/mentoring interactions as a required entity.       

 
Graduate School 

 Developing innovative methods to promote the Graduate School and its programs 

on these campuses is a necessity brought forth in this research.  This research also 

portrayed a strong disconnect between student’s needs and the cohesiveness and 

organization of the Graduate School’s in the Montana University System.  Many students 

expressed concern pertaining to the exceptions the Graduate School made for certain 

disciplines or students.  Students have commented on how unorganized the staff was and 

how difficult they were to work with.  Solutions to this problem include:  reorganization 

of the Graduate School into a more cohesive and team centered office, a thorough review 

and potential modification of office procedures and policies to aid in a smoother 

transition for graduate students, campus outreach efforts that regularly inform students of 

upcoming deadlines and events in the Graduate School, and more personal assistance 
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from Graduate School staff during a student’s educational career.  The research in this 

study insinuated that to regain student trust and confidence, the Graduate School needs to 

restructure their office, relay accurate information to the student body, and present a 

friendly, knowledgeable front to the campus community. 

 
Concluding Remarks 

This research study demonstrated how important the human element was in the 

satisfaction of a student’s educational experience.  Subsequent studies should test the 

results of this study with others in an attempt to isolate variables that are specific to 

graduate students.  The decentralization (at a department and discipline level) of graduate 

education will complicate future research, but eventually, data should be utilized to 

establish a structural model specific to the graduate student population. 

The challenge in today’s educational arena is to protect the time-honored tradition 

of students seeking the expertise, guidance, and wisdom of their professors.  Gaining new 

information and insight are the keys to promoting an educational haven for graduate 

students.  In 1975, Tinto had the courage to analyze the quality of higher education for 

undergraduate students; now it is 2005 and graduate education needs to be scrutinized 

with the same intensity.  
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Pascarella and Terenzini’s Academic Integration Scales 

Scale 1:  Peer-Group Interactions 

 
1. Since coming to this university, I have developed close personal relationships 

with other students. 
2. The student friendships I have developed at this university have been personally 

satisfying. 
3. My interpersonal relationships with other students have had a positive influence 

on my personal growth, attitudes, and values. 
4. My interpersonal relationships with other students have had a positive influence 

on my intellectual growth and interest in ideas. 
5. It has been difficult for me to meet and make friends with other students. 
6. Few of the students I know would be willing to listen to me and help me if I had a 

personal problem. 
7. Most students at this university have values and attitudes different from my own. 

 
Scale 2:  Faculty Concern for Student Development and Teaching 

 
8. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive influence on my 

personal growth, values, and attitudes. 
9. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive influence on my 

intellectual growth and interest in ideas. 
10. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive influence on my 

career goals and aspirations. 
11. Since coming to this university, I have developed a close, personal relationship 

with at least one faculty member. 
12. I am satisfied with the opportunities to meet and interact informally with faculty 

members. 
 
Scale 3:  Faculty Concern for Student Development and Teaching 

 
13. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are generally interested in 

students. 
14. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are generally outstanding or 

superior teachers. 
15. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are willing to spend time 

outside of class to discuss issues of interest and importance to students. 
16. Most of the faculty I have had contact with are interested in helping students grow 

in more than just academic areas. 
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17. Most faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely interested in 
teaching. 

 
Scale 4:  Academic and Intellectual Development 

 
18. I am satisfied with the extent of my intellectual development since enrolling in 

this university. 
19. My academic experience has had a positive influence on my intellectual growth 

and interest in ideas. 
20. I am satisfied with my academic experience at this university. 
21. Few of my courses this year have been intellectually stimulating. 
22. My interest in ideas and intellectual matters has increased since coming to this 

university. 
23. I am more likely to attend a cultural event (foe example, a concert, lecture, or art 

show) now than I was before coming to this university. 
24. I have performed academically as well as I anticipated I would. 

 
Scale 5:  Institutional and Goal Commitment 

 
25. It is important for me to graduate from college. 
26. I am confident that I made the right decision in choosing to attend this university. 
27. It is likely that I will register at this university next fall. 
28. It is not important to me to graduate from this university. 
29. I have no idea at all what I want to major in. 
30. Getting good grade is not important to me.
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Graduate Student Survey Academic Integration Scales 

Section 1:  Demographic Questions 

1. What is your gender? 
2. What is your Ethnicity? 
3. What are your college and major? 
4. What is your enrollment status? 
5. Marital status? 
6. Employment status? 

Section 2:  Social Integration  

Peer-Group Interactions 
7. Since coming to this University I have developed close personal interactions with 

other students. 
8. The student friendships I have developed at this university have been personally 

satisfying. 
9. My interpersonal relationships with other students have had a positive influence 

on my personal growth, attitudes, and values. 
10. My interpersonal relationships with other students have had a positive influence 

on my intellectual growth and interest in ideas. 
11. It has been difficult for me to meet and make friends with other students. 
12. Few of the students I know would be willing to listen to me and help me if I had a 

personal problem. 
13. Most students at this university have values and attitudes different from my own. 

Interactions with Faculty 
14. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive influence on my 

personal growth, values, and attitudes. 
15. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive influence on my 

intellectual growth in my area of interest. 
16. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive influence on my 

continuing career goals and aspirations. 
17. Since coming to this university I have developed a close, mentoring relationship 

with at least one faculty member. 
18. I am satisfied with the opportunities to meet and interact informally with faculty 

members. 
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Section 3:  Academic Integration 
 
Faculty Concern for Student Development and Teaching 

19.  Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely interested in 
students' growth. 

20. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are generally outstanding or 
superior teachers. 

21. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are willing to spend time 
outside of class to discuss issues of interest and importance to students. 

22. Most of the faculty members that I have had contact with are interested in helping 
students grow scholastically, professionally and personally. 

23. Most faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely interested in 
teaching. 

24. My advisor/committee is helpful and really takes an interest in my program of 
study. 

 

Academic and Intellectual Development 
25. I am satisfied with the extent of my intellectual development since enrolling in 

this university. 
26. My academic experience has had a positive influence on my intellectual growth 

and area of interest. 
27. I am satisfied with my academic experience at this university. 
28. Few of my courses this year have been intellectually stimulating. 
29. My interest in my area of study and intellectual matters has increased since 

coming to this university. 
30. I am apt to attend a cultural event related to my field of study. 
31. I have performed academically as well as I anticipated I would. 

Section 4:  Institutional and Goal Commitment 
 
32. It is important for me to obtain a graduate degree. 
33. I am confidant that I made the right decision in choosing to attend this university. 
34. It is likely that I will register at this university next semester. 
35. It is not important for me to graduate from this university. 
36. Pursuing this field of study reinforces my commitment to obtain a graduate 

degree. 
37. Getting good grades is important to me. 
38. Classes are scheduled at times that are convenient for me. 
39. My academic advisor is knowledgeable about requirements in my major. 
40. So far, how have your college experiences met your expectations (49)? 
41. Rate your overall satisfaction with your experience at (MSU/UM) thus far (50)? 
42. All in all, if you had it to do over, would you enroll here (51)? 
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Section 5:  I Chose This University For: 
 

43. Cost 
44. Financial Aid/Assistantships/Research/Fellowships 
45. Academic Reputation 
46. Size of Institution 
47. Future Employment Opportunities 
48. Recommendations from Family/Friends/Employer 
49. Campus Location (close to home/work) 
50. Availability of Evening/Weekend Courses 
51. Personalized Attention Prior to Enrollment 

 
Omitted question:  “I have no idea at all what I want to major in” from Pascarella and 
Terenzini’s scale. 



 103

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX D 
 
 
 

MONTANA STATE UNIVERSITY GRADUATE STUDENT SURVEY



 104

Informed Consent Form 
Montana State University- Bozeman 

Advanced Degree Student Satisfaction 

Master's Thesis 
Betsy Palmer, Instructor 
133 Reid Hall, 994-7573 
bpalmer@montana.edu 

The study in which you will be participating hopes to examine Advanced Degree 
student’s satisfaction with Montana State University and their programs of study. We 
hope to find out what the main factors contributing to students completing their programs 
of study are.  

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete the survey that is 
attached to the link below. At the time of completion, you will submit your results 
electronically. This survey should take about five to ten minutes to complete. Your 
participation in this survey is voluntary. You are free to stop participating in the research 
at any time, or decline to answer any specific question.  

Your participation in this research study is confidential. We will not ask for your name or 
student identification number in this survey. Results from this study will be presented in 
aggregate form. If the researchers believe this summary data could result in any student 
being personally identifiable, they will decline to disclose the information.  

 

I understand the information given to me and have received answers to any questions I 
may have had about the research procedures. I understand and agree to the conditions of 
this study as described. I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary 
and that I may withdraw from this study at any time by simply not completing the survey. 
I am 18 years of age or older, and a full or part time graduate student at Montana State 
University. I understand that the completion and return of the survey is considered my 
implied consent.  

I agree and will participate in this survey.
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Survey for Montana State University 

1. What is your gender:  
 

2. What is your Ethnicity:  
White Native Hawaiian 

Black, African Am., Negro Guamanian or Chamorro

American Indian or Alaska Native 

Name of enrolled or principal tribe: 
Samoan 

Asian Indian Other Pacific Islander 

Chinese Other Asian 

Filipino Biracial 

Japanese Multiracial 

Korean Vietnamese 

Hispanic/Latino/Latina  
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3. What is 
your 
college 
and major: 

College: Center for Native American Studies
College of Agriculture
College of Arts and Architecture
College of Business
College of Education and Health & Human Development
College of Engineering
College of Letters and Science
College of Nursing
Special Programs
Non-Degree  

Major: Master of Science in Agricultural Education
Master of Science in Animal and Range Sciences
Master of Science in Entomology
Master of Science in Land Resources and Environmental Sciences
Master of Science in Plant Pathology
Master of Science in Plant Science
Master of Science in Veterinary Molecular Biology
Doctor of Philosophy in Animal and Range Sciences
Doctor of Philosophy in Land Resources and Environmental Sciences
Doctor of Philosophy in Plant Science
Doctor of Philosophy in Veterinary Molecular Biology

Option: Plant Genetics Option
Plant Pathology Option

  

  

 
4. What is 

your 
enrollment 
status:  

Full-Time (9 credits or more) 

Part-Time (8 credits or less) 

Distance  
5. Marital 

Status:  Single 

Single 
with 
children 

Married 

Married with 
children 

Divorced/Separated

Partnered  
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5 - Strongly Agree 
4 - Agree 
3 - Indifferent 
2 - Disagree 
1 - Strongly Disagree  

  5 4 3 2 1 
7. Since coming to this University I have developed close personal 

interactions with other students.   
8. The student friendships I have developed at this university have been 

personally satisfying.   
9. My interpersonal relationships with other students have had a positive 

influence on my personal growth, attitudes, and values.   
10. My interpersonal relationships with other students have had a positive 

influence on my intellectual growth and interest in ideas.   
11. It has been difficult for me to meet and make friends with other 

students.   

6. Employment:  
Full-time off campus 

Part-time off campus 

Full-time on campus 

Part-time on campus 

Not employed  
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  Agree - Disagree 

12. Few of the students I know would be willing to listen to me and help 
me if I had a personal problem.   

13. Most students at this university have values and attitudes different 
from my own.   

14. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive 
influence on my personal growth, values, and attitudes.   

15. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive 
influence on my intellectual growth in my area of interest.   

16. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive 
influence on my continuing career goals and aspirations.   

  Agree - Disagree 

17. Since coming to this university I have developed a close, mentoring 
relationship with at least one faculty member.   

18. I am satisfied with the opportunities to meet and interact informally 
with faculty members.   

19. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely 
interested in students' growth.   

20. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are generally 
outstanding or superior teachers.   

21. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are willing to 
spend time outside of class to discuss issues of interest and 
importance to students.   
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  Agree - Disagree 

22. Most of the faculty members that I have had contact with are 
interested in helping students grow scholastically, professionally and 
personally.   

23. Most faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely 
interested in teaching.   

24. My advisor/committee is helpful and really takes an interest in my 
program of study.   

25. I am satisfied with the extent of my intellectual development since 
enrolling in this university.   

26. My academic experience has had a positive influence on my 
intellectual growth and area of interest.   

  Agree - Disagree 

27. I am satisfied with my academic experience at this university.  
 

28. Few of my courses this year have been intellectually stimulating.  
 

29. My interest in my area of study and intellectual matters has increased 
since coming to this university.   

30. I am apt to attend a cultural event related to my field of study.  
 

31. I have performed academically as well as I anticipated I would.  
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  Agree - Disagree 

32. It is important for me to obtain a graduate degree.  
 

33. I am confidant that I made the right decision in choosing to attend this 
university.   

34. It is likely that I will register at this university next semester.  
 

35. It is not important for me to graduate from this university.  
 

36. Pursuing this field of study reinforces my commitment to obtain a 
graduate degree.   

  Agree - Disagree 

37. Getting good grades is important to me.  
 

38. Classes are scheduled at times that are convenient for me.  
 

39. My academic advisor is knowledgeable about requirements in my 
major.   
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5 - Very Important 
4 - Important 
3 - Indifferent 
2 - Not Important 
1 - Not Important at All  

  5 4 3 2 1 
How important were the following factors in your decision to enroll here? 
  Important - Not Important 

40. Cost  
 

41. Financial Aid/Assistantships/Research/Fellowships  
 

42. Academic Reputation  
 

43. Size of Institution  
 

44. Future Employment Opportunities  
 

45. Recommendations from Family/Friends/Employer  
 

46. Campus Location (close to home/work)  
 

47. Availability of Evening/Weekend Courses  
 

48. Personalized Attention Prior to Enrollment  
 

  

5 - Exceeds Expectations 
4 - Meets Expectations 
3 - Indifferent 
2 - Below Expectations 
1 - Failed All Expectations  

  Exceeds - Fails 

49. So far, how have your college experiences met your expectations?  
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5 - Completely Satisfied 
4 - Satisfied 
3 - Indifferent 
2 - Unsatisfied 
1 - Completely Unsatisfied  

  Satisfied - Unsatisfied 

50. Rate your overall satisfaction with your experience at MSU thus far?  
 

  Agree - Disagree 

51. All in all, if you had it to do over, would you enroll here?  
 

52. Other Comments or Concerns Pertaining to your Satisfaction?  

 

Submit
 

By submitting this survey you are confirming your applied consent to participate in this study.  
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Informed Consent Form 
University of Montana 

Advanced Degree Student Satisfaction 

Master's Thesis 
Betsy Palmer, Instructor 
133 Reid Hall, 994-7573 
bpalmer@montana.edu 

The study in which you will be participating hopes to examine Advanced Degree 
student’s satisfaction with the University of Montana and their programs of study. We 
hope to find out what the main factors contributing to students completing their programs 
of study are.  

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete the survey that is 
attached to the link below. At the time of completion, you will submit your results 
electronically. This survey should take about five to ten minutes to complete. Your 
participation in this survey is voluntary. You are free to stop participating in the research 
at any time, or decline to answer any specific question.  

Your participation in this research study is confidential. We will not ask for your name or 
student identification number in this survey. Results from this study will be presented in 
aggregate form. If the researchers believe this summary data could result in any student 
being personally identifiable, they will decline to disclose the information.  

 

I understand the information given to me and have received answers to any questions I 
may have had about the research procedures. I understand and agree to the conditions of 
this study as described. I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary 
and that I may withdraw from this study at any time by simply not completing the survey. 
I am 18 years of age or older, and a full or part time graduate student at University of 
Montana. I understand that the completion and return of the survey is considered my 
implied consent.  

I agree and will participate in this survey. 
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Survey for University of Montana 
1. What is your 

gender:   
2. What is your 

Ethnicity:  White Native Hawaiian 

Black, African Am., Negro Guamanian or 
Chamorro 

American Indian or Alaska Native 

Name of enrolled or principal tribe: 
Samoan 

Asian Indian Other Pacific Islander 

Chinese Other Asian 

Filipino Biracial 

Japanese Multiracial 

Korean Vietnamese 

Hispanic/Latino/Latina  
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3. What is your college and 

major:  
School or 
Department: 

Anthropology
Biological Sciences, Division of
Biomedical and Pharmaceutical Sciences, Department of
Business, School of
Chemistry
Communication Studies
Computer Science
Counselor Education
Curriculum & Instruction
Economics

Program: Biochemistry M.S.
Microbiology M.S.
Microbiology (Microbial Ecology option) M.S.
Integrative Microbiology and Biochemistry Ph.D.
Organismal Biology & Ecology M.S.; Ph.D.

   
4. What is your enrollment 

status:  Full-Time (9 credits or more) 

Part-Time (8 credits or less) 

Distance  
5. Marital Status:  

Single 

Single with children

Married  

Married with children

Divorced/Separated

Partnered   
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6. Employment:  

Full-time off campus 

Part-time off campus 

Full-time on campus 

Part-time on campus 

Not employed  

  

5 - Strongly Agree 
4 - Agree 
3 - Indifferent 
2 - Disagree 
1 - Strongly Disagree  

  5 4 3 2 1 
7. Since coming to this University I have developed close personal 

interactions with other students.   
8. The student friendships I have developed at this university have been 

personally satisfying.   
9. My interpersonal relationships with other students have had a positive 

influence on my personal growth, attitudes, and values.   
10. My interpersonal relationships with other students have had a positive 

influence on my intellectual growth and interest in ideas.   
11. It has been difficult for me to meet and make friends with other 

students.   
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  Agree - Disagree 

12. Few of the students I know would be willing to listen to me and help 
me if I had a personal problem.   

13. Most students at this university have values and attitudes different 
from my own.   

14. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive 
influence on my personal growth, values, and attitudes.   

15. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive 
influence on my intellectual growth in my area of interest.   

16. My non-classroom interactions with faculty have had a positive 
influence on my continuing career goals and aspirations.   

  Agree - Disagree 

17. Since coming to this university I have developed a close, mentoring 
relationship with at least one faculty member.   

18. I am satisfied with the opportunities to meet and interact informally 
with faculty members.   

19. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely 
interested in students' growth.   

20. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are generally 
outstanding or superior teachers.   

21. Few of the faculty members I have had contact with are willing to 
spend time outside of class to discuss issues of interest and 
importance to students.   
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  Agree - Disagree 

22. Most of the faculty members that I have had contact with are 
interested in helping students grow scholastically, professionally and 
personally.   

23. Most faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely 
interested in teaching.   

24. My advisor/committee is helpful and really takes an interest in my 
program of study.   

25. I am satisfied with the extent of my intellectual development since 
enrolling in this university.   

26. My academic experience has had a positive influence on my 
intellectual growth and area of interest.   

  Agree - Disagree 

27. I am satisfied with my academic experience at this university.  
 

28. Few of my courses this year have been intellectually stimulating.  
 

29. My interest in my area of study and intellectual matters has increased 
since coming to this university.   

30. I am apt to attend a cultural event related to my field of study.  
 

31. I have performed academically as well as I anticipated I would.  
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  Agree - Disagree 

32. It is important for me to obtain a graduate degree.  
 

33. I am confidant that I made the right decision in choosing to attend this 
university.   

34. It is likely that I will register at this university next semester.  
 

35. It is not important for me to graduate from this university.  
 

36. Pursuing this field of study reinforces my commitment to obtain a 
graduate degree.   

  Agree - Disagree 

37. Getting good grades is important to me.  
 

38. Classes are scheduled at times that are convenient for me.  
 

39. My academic advisor is knowledgeable about requirements in my 
major.   
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5 - Very Important 
4 - Important 
3 - Indifferent 
2 - Not Important 
1 - Not Important at All  

  5 4 3 2 1 
How important were the following factors in your decision to enroll here? 
  Important - Not Important 

40. Cost  
 

41. Financial Aid/Assistantships/Research/Fellowships  
 

42. Academic Reputation  
 

43. Size of Institution  
 

44. Future Employment Opportunities  
 

45. Recommendations from Family/Friends/Employer  
 

46. Campus Location (close to home/work)  
 

47. Availability of Evening/Weekend Courses  
 

48. Personalized Attention Prior to Enrollment  
 

  

5 - Exceeds Expectations 
4 - Meets Expectations 
3 - Indifferent 
2 - Below Expectations 
1 - Failed All Expectations  

  Exceeds - Fails 

49. So far, how have your college experiences met your expectations?  
 



 122
 

  

5 - Completely Satisfied 
4 - Satisfied 
3 - Indifferent 
2 - Unsatisfied 
1 - Completely Unsatisfied  

  Satisfied - Unsatisfied 

50. Rate your overall satisfaction with your experience at UM thus far?  
 

  Agree - Disagree 

51. All in all, if you had it to do over, would you enroll here?  
 

52. Other Comments or Concerns Pertaining to your Satisfaction?  

 

Submit
 

By submitting this survey you are confirming your applied consent to participate in this study.  
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APPENDIX F 
 
 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS ON THE ACADEMIC INTEGRATION VARIABLE 
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Descriptive Statistics on the Social Integration Variable 
 
Variable N Maximum Minimum Mean Standard Deviation 

MSU 269 4.58 .33 3.43 .53 

UM 114 4.33 1.25 3.39 .57 

Male 144 4.58 2.00 3.48 .50 

Female 239 4.50 .33 3.39 .57 

Caucasian 339 4.58 .33 3.42 .53 

Non-Caucasian 31 4.25 1.25 3.43 .70 

Master 310 4.50 .33 3.40 .55 

Post-Master 2 3.50 2.08 2.79 1.00 

Doctoral 65 4.58 2.25 3.53 .50 

Non-Degree 6 4.25 2.75 3.61 .50 

Full-Time 199 4.58 1.25 3.45 .55 

Part-Time 149 4.42 1.92 3.43 .49 

Distance 13 3.75 .33 3.01 .94 

Single 160 4.50 1.25 3.60 .52 

Single with Children 10 4.08 2.25 3.28 .57 

Married 99 4.58 2.00 3.41 .55 
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Variable N Maximum Minimum Mean Standard Deviation 

Married with Children 59 4.42 .33 3.30 .66 

Divorced/Separated 12 4.25 3.00 3.49 .41 

Partnered 21 4.33 2.25 3.54 .48 

Full-Time Off 

Campus 

62 4.25 .33 3.29 .64 

Part-Time Off 

Campus 

38 4.50 2.00 3.23 .61 

Full-Time On Campus 85 4.33 2.67 3.62 .38 

Part-Time On Campus 117 4.58 2.00 3.44 .52 

Not Employed 59 4.42 1.25 3.36 .59 
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APPENDIX G 
 
 
 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS ON THE ACADEMIC INTEGRATION VARIABLE 
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Descriptive Statistics on the Academic Integration Variable 

Variable N Maximum Minimum Mean Standard Deviation 

MSU 269 4.69 .69 3.63 .66 

UM 114 4.92 1.54 3.40 .69 

Male 144 4.69 .69 3.60 .73 

Female 239 4.92 1.00 3.71 .63 

Caucasian 339 4.92 .69 3.65 .68 

Non-Caucasian 31 4.62 2.31 3.72 .57 

Master 310 4.77 .69 3.66 .70 

Post-Master 2 3.69 2.15 2.92 1.09 

Doctoral 65 4.92 2.00 3.63 .65 

Non-Degree 6 4.31 2.92 3.58 .51 

Full-Time 199 4.92 .69 3.62 .74 

Part-Time 149 4.77 1.00 3.68 .59 

Distance 13 4.54 1.85 3.65 .68 

Single 160 4.77 .69 3.62 .70 

Single with Children 10 4.38 1.00 3.50 .94 

Married 99 4.92 2.00 3.64 .67 
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Variable N Maximum Minimum Mean Standard Deviation 

Married with Children 59 4.69 1.85 3.66 .64 

Divorced/Separated 12 4.62 2.62 3.83 .58 

Partnered 21 4.54 2.54 3.79 .58 

Full-Time Off Campus 62 4.69 1.00 3.66 .71 

Part-Time Off Campus 38 4.62 2.00 3.59 .62 

Full-Time On Campus 85 4.77 .85 3.74 .61 

Part-Time On Campus 117 4.92 1.31 3.65 .66 

Not Employed 59 4.69 .69 3.53 .80 
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APPENDIX H 
 
 
 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS ON THE GOAL COMMITMENT VARIABLE 
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Descriptive Statistics on the Goal Commitment Variable 

Variable N Maximum Minimum Mean Standard Deviation 

MSU 269 5.00 .73 4.04 .58 

UM 114 4.91 2.09 3.97 .67 

Male 144 4.91 .73 3.94 .67 

Female 239 5.00 2.27 4.06 .57 

Caucasian 339 5.00 .73 4.01 .61 

Non-Caucasian 31 4.91 3.00 4.18 .48 

Master 310 5.00 .73 4.02 .61 

Post-Master 2 3.82 3.55 3.68 .19 

Doctoral 65 4.91 2.27 4.04 .60 

Non-Degree 6 4.45 3.09 3.77 .60 

Full-Time 199 5.00 .73 4.01 .65 

Part-Time 149 5.00 2.55 4.05 .55 

Distance 13 4.73 2.64 4.08 .61 

Single 160 5.00 .73 4.02 .62 

Single with Children 10 4.64 3.09 4.21 .47 

Married 99 5.00 2.27 3.97 .62 
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Variable N Maximum Minimum Mean Standard Deviation 

Married with Children 59 5.00 2.73 4.08 .58 

Divorced/Separated 12 4.91 2.73 4.27 .64 

Partnered 21 4.73 2.45 3.95 .60 

Full-Time Off Campus 62 4.91 2.55 4.09 .57 

Part-Time Off Campus 38 5.00 2.45 3.98 .69 

Full-Time On Campus 85 5.00 2.36 4.09 .51 

Part-Time On Campus 117 4.91 2.27 4.04 .58 

Not Employed 59 5.00 .73 3.87 .76 

 

 




