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Abstract 

This paper examines the extent to which students' evaluations of univer-
sity teaching and classroom dynamics contribute to overall satisfaction 
with their university experience. Data were collected from 1453 gradu-
ates of the University of Alberta who completed questionnaires follow-
ing the 1993 spring Convocat ion. A mult i - i tem index measur ing 
students' evaluations of university teaching and classroom experiences 
was employed as the central predictor in a multiple regression analysis 
of overall satisfaction with the university experience. Positive percep-
tions of teaching had a strong impact on satisfaction, controlling on 
gender, age, faculty of enrollment, GPA, prior postsecondary experi-
ence, assessments of skill development, satisfaction with university 
learning-related resources, and several other control variables. The find-
ings highlight the continued importance of efforts to encourage good 
teaching in universities. 

An earlier version of this paper was presented at the joint CSAA-CSSE sessions on the 
Sociology of Education at the 1995 Learned Associations Conference, Montreal, June 4, 
1995. T h e use fu l suggest ions f rom two anonymous reviewers for this journal were 
appreciated and incorporated into a revised version of this paper. 
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Résumé 

Cette étude examine dans quelle mesure les évaluations faites par les 
étudiants de l'enseignement universitaire et la dynamique de la salle de 
c lasse con t r ibuen t à la sa t i s fac t ion généra le de leur expé r i ence 
universitaire. On a recueilli des données de 1453 étudiants diplômés de 
l 'un ivers i té de 1'Alberta ayant rempli des quest ionnaires après la 
Convocation du printemps de 1993. Une grille cretérielle mesurant les 
évaluations par les étudiants de l'enseignement et de leurs expériences à 
l'université fut utilisée comme indicateur prévisionnel, sur la base d'une 
analyse de régression multiple de la satisfaction globale de l'expérience 
universitaire. Les perceptions positives de l'enseignement ont un grand 
effet sur la satisfaction. Cela est le cas en tenant compte du sexe, de 
l ' â g e , de l ' i n sc r ip t ion en facu l té , de la moyenne des notes , des 
e x p é r i e n c e s p récédan t le pos t - seconda i re , des appréc ia t ions de 
d é v e l o p p e m e n t d ' h a b i l e t é , de la s a t i s f ac t i on avec r e s s o u r c e s 
universitaires liées à l'apprentissage, et de plusieurs autres variables de 
contrôle. Les résultats mettent en lumière l ' importance continue des 
efforts pour encourager un bon enseignement dans les universités. 

Introduction 

Universities have a dual mission of teaching and conducting research 
but from the perspective of students, their primary clients, teaching is 
the primary goal. No doubt universities have always tried to emphasize 
the importance of good teaching but, in today's rapidly-changing politi-
cal and economic climate, this goal has become increasingly important. 
As Common (1987) observed a decade ago, "it is in the best interest of 
the university to have quality teaching as a goal, as central to its mis-
sion, and as an accomplishment" (p. 59). Today, we might wish to 
underline "best interest." 

Publicly funded universities in Canada have been experiencing budget 
cuts while the pressures of accountability have been increasing. Students, 
the government, the public, and the media (e.g., the Maclean's annual 
ranking of Canadian universities) have been asking more critical questions 
about the educational "product" being provided (Emberley, 1996). In par-
ticular, criticisms of the quality of teaching within universities, and of the 
perceived imbalance between teaching and research, are frequently heard. 
The 1991 Commission on Canadian University Education made the point 
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forcefully when it asked: "how can we develop measures to evaluate the 
quality of learning that will encourage universities to improve their educa-
tional programs and motivate professors to improve their teaching?" 
(Smith Commission, 1991, p. 129). Five years later, the same theme was 
echoed in a meeting of university administrators (organized by the 
Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada) who were told that: 

. . . universities need to explore such reforms as higher 
rewards for good teaching, changes in the relationship 
between professors and students, improvements in content 
and delivery of curriculum, and an increased commitment to 
find out students' needs on campus and whether they are sat-
isfied after graduation. (NBEC News & Views, 1996, p. 2) 

Graduates' satisfaction with their overall university experience may 
be a function of many factors, including their initial expectations on 
entering university, their assessments of their own performance and of 
the skills they acquired, the quality of their extracurricular experiences, 
and their evaluations of the university's facilities and services. But since 
students' main reason for attending university is to learn, their evalua-
tions of university teaching would be expected to be an important deter-
minant of their overall satisfaction with their university experience 
(Neumann & Neumann, 1981). In turn, graduates' satisfaction with their 
university experience is of critical importance to university administra-
tors seeking to convince the public and the government to continue sup-
port for the institution. 

In this paper we focus directly on this hypothesized link between 
graduates' assessments of teaching and overall satisfaction with the uni-
versity. We define the former broadly to include graduates' evaluations of 
instructors' attitudes toward students, the extent to which two-way com-
munication within the classroom was encouraged, the accessibility of 
instructors, and the apparent pride they took in their teaching. Thus, this 
is a study of the impact of graduates' assessment of the university teach-
ing environment on their satisfaction with their overall university experi-
ence. Our basic analysis strategy is to statistically control on as many 
other sources of satisfaction and dissatisfaction as possible, allowing us to 
determine the net impact of the teaching environment on satisfaction. 

'Ihe Canadian Journal of Higher Education 
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Previous Research 

A growing body of research has addressed various aspects of teaching in 
postsecondary institutions. In our review of this literature, we have identi-
fied at least three general strands of research, the first focusing on peda-
gogical practices to improve postsecondary teaching, the second on 
classroom-based teaching evaluations and what they measure, and the 
third on good teaching as one of the determinants of general satisfaction 
with the overall university experience. Since we demonstrate that good 
teaching is associated with more satisfied graduates, our study clearly fits 
within the last type. However, we briefly review studies within the other 
two categories since they offer some useful insights for our analysis. 

Over the past several decades a number of innovative pedagogical 
practices intended to improve the quality of university teaching and 
enhance the learning of students have been promoted. In both Canada 
and the United States, various universities have developed teaching cen-
tres, promoted teaching seminars and workshops, established teaching 
awards, and encouraged improved teaching practices in a variety of 
other ways (Elrick, 1990; Shore, 1974). 

However, criticisms of university teaching practices, some justified, 
some perhaps not, continue to be heard (Watkins, 1989). For example, in 
his 1991 report on university education in Canada, Stuart Smith com-
mented on the perceived undervaluing of teaching in universities and rec-
ommended, among other things, the need to recognize "technological or 
other innovations in university pedagogy," to train Ph.D. candidates in 
"modern teaching methods," and to redefine scholarship to "include much 
more than the publication of research articles" (Smith Commission, 1991, 
pp. 134-135). Donald (1986) has suggested that, despite the availability of 
various teaching resources such as instructional development centres, 
greater understanding of the learning tasks for students in individual pro-
grams is still required in order to promote more effective teaching. 

Research on teaching evaluations has typically examined students' 
assessments of specific courses and instructors (Broder & Dorfman, 1994; 
Cohen, 1981; Feldman, 1993; Marsh, 1987; Neumann & Neumann, 1981, 
1983; Shapiro, 1990; Stumpf, 1979). Some of these studies have ques-
tioned whether students' satisfaction with specific courses and instructors 
is an indicator that real learning has occurred (Brown, 1976; Howard & 
M a x w e l l , 1980, 1982; Kennedy, 1975; N i m m e r & Stone, 1991; 
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Palmer, Carliner, & Romer, 1978), or whether other factors are the main 
correlates of student satisfaction. 

Neumann and Neumann (1981), for example, identified four primary 
determinants of students' satisfaction with a course: satisfaction with 
presentations and lectures, with tests and assignments, with the human 
relations skills of professors, and with teaching techniques. Broder and 
Dorfman (1994) report that enjoyment of the learning experience trans-
lates into higher teacher ratings. Shapiro (1990) found that higher 
grades, classes taught over a shorter time-period, and smaller class size 
were associated with more positive course evaluations. However, in a 
recent literature review, Gilbert (1995) concludes that "[w]hat matters is 
not the size of the class but what goes on in the class." In short, while 
there has been useful research in this area, at the level of the individual 
course and instructor the satisfaction-equals-learning relationship has not 
been conclusively established. 

Teaching quality and effectiveness may, however, be associated with 
student retention (Beal & Noel, 1980; Hossler, Bean, & Associates, 
1990; Louis, Colten, & Demeke, 1984; Saluri, 1985). While many other 
factors including poor study skills, a lack of integration into campus life, 
limited resources, ill health, and family responsibilities may lead to attri-
tion from university programs (Johnson, 1994), dissatisfaction with 
instructors and/or course content may also have an impact. 

A third line of research employing data from surveys of continuing 
students or from "exit surveys" of graduating students has focused on 
satisfaction with specific programs, university services, or the overall 
university experience. While such "satisfaction" studies may be seen by 
some as " sof t " approaches to program evaluation, measures of 
student/graduate satisfaction can, along with other carefully chosen and 
monitored "performance indicators," be very useful for identifying pro-
gram strengths and weaknesses, and for encouraging institutions to 
change (AUCC, 1995). As Astin (1977) maintains: 

Given the considerable investment that most students make in 
attending college, the student's perception of value should be 
given substantial weight. Indeed, it is difficult to argue that 
student satisfaction can be legitimately subordinated to any 
other educational outcome (p. 164). 

Over the past few years, as more postsecondary institutions have cho-
sen (or been pushed) to develop systematic sets of performance indicators 
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(Evers & O'Hara, 1996; Gilbert, 1994), satisfaction surveys have become 
more common. However, many of these institutional studies have been 
basically descriptive, that is, reporting little more than levels of satisfac-
tion by program. A few studies have been more analytic, discussing the 
range of determinants of overall student satisfaction, including program 
and college/university characteristics, student characteristics and experi-
ences, student/faculty ratios, faculty workloads, and grades (Bare, 1980; 
Gruber, 1980; Knox, Lindsay, & Kolb, 1992; Pike, 1991, 1993). 

The specific association between students' evaluation of teaching 
and overall satisfaction with the university experience has received only 
limited research attention (Morstain, 1977; Winteler, 1981), perhaps 
because it has been taken for granted. Hearn (1985) found that stimulat-
ing course work and good teaching were more important for student sat-
isfaction than were opportunities for faculty-student interaction or 
perceptions of instructors' knowledge of their subject matter. But the 
few studies that have examined the relationship between students ' 
assessments of teaching and their overall satisfaction with the university 
experience have generally not controlled on the wide range of other pos-
sible determinants of student satisfaction. Consequently, in this paper, 
we introduce such statistical controls to highlight more clearly the strong 
and important relationship between graduates' assessments of university 
teaching and their satisfaction with their university experience. 

Sampling and Data Collection 

The data for this study were collected in the 1993 Universi ty of 
Alberta Graduand Survey, the second in an annual series of "exit sur-
veys" designed to assist the Universi ty in its on-going ef for ts to 
improve the quality of education received by students. These surveys 
of graduating students were begun to develop an over-time database 
that will allow a systematic monitoring of the University's efforts to 
achieve its teaching goals.1 

The questionnaires ask graduates about their: a) socio-demographic 
characteristics and educational history; b) motives for attending univer-
sity and the University of Alberta in particular; c) evaluations of their 
educational experiences at the University; and d) assessments of the skills 
they have acquired while attending university. Thus, each year the survey 
provides a current evaluation of the University, from the perspective 
of its most recent graduates, that is of considerable value to faculties, 
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departments, and administrative units attempting to improve the educa-
tional experience for students.2 

The 1993 survey was conducted in June in conjunction with spring 
Convocation. All students graduating from undergraduate or professional 
programs were surveyed. Students who attended Convocation (about 60 
percent of those receiving a degree) were given a package containing the 
questionnaire, a cover letter from the Vice-President (Academic), and a 
stamped, return-addressed envelope, and were asked to return the com-
pleted questionnaire to one of several designated locations on campus or 
by mail. Those who did not attend were sent the same package along with 
their diploma and asked to return the questionnaire by mail. The ques-
tionnaires were not pre-coded in any way, and graduates were instructed 
not to sign their name, in order to maintain anonymity. 

A total of 4100 undergraduate degrees were awarded at the June 
Convocation, and 1453 graduates returned a completed questionnaire.3 

This translates into a response rate of 35 percent. Respondents appeared 
to be typical of the population of graduates in terms of age and faculty of 
enrollment, although female graduates were somewhat more likely to 
respond to the survey.4 Survey respondents were typically young, single, 
and from Edmonton or elsewhere in Alberta. However, the slowly 
changing nature of the University's undergraduate population is mirrored 
in the 14 percent who identified themselves as belonging to a designated 
visible minority group, and the 15 percent who were 30 years of age and 
older at the time of graduation. 

Measurement and Analysis 

The dependent variable in this study, an index of overall student satisfac-
tion, was constructed from four separate questions about general satisfac-
tion with the University (See Table 1). For each of these four indicators, 
roughly three-quarters of the sample expressed satisfaction with the 
University. As response categories varied for each question, scores were 
standardized prior to constructing the overall satisfaction index, which 
exhibited a high degree of inter-item reliability (Alpha = 0.83). 

In an attempt to identify the various specific dimensions on which 
graduates evaluate their university experience and that might be predic-
tors of overall satisfaction, an exploratory factor analysis was conducted 
using 33 questionnaire items addressing teaching, learning, and self-
reported skill development. A total of nine factors were identified in this 
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Table 1 
Components of Indexed Student Satisfaction Variable and 
Distribution of Responses (%) 

Question Percent 

If you could choose again, would you still Yes 70 
choose the University of Alberta? Maybe 24 

No 6 

If a close friend was interested in attending university, Yes 71 
would you recommend the University of Alberta? Maybe 24 

No 5 

The University of Alberta is a university of which Agree 78 
its graduates can be proud. * Neutral 18 

Disagree 4 

Overall, how satisfied are you with the education Satisfied 75 
you received at the University of Alberta? ** Neutral 20 

Dissatisfied 5 

N = 1453 * * * 

* Respondents answered on a scale of "strongly disagree" (1) to "strongly agree" (5); 
scores of 1 and 2 are combined into "disagree," while scores of 4 and 5 form the 
"agree" category. 

** Respondents answered on a scale of "very dissatisfied" (1) to "very satisfied" (5); 
scores of 1 and 2 are combined into "dissatisfied," while scores of 4 and 5 form the 
"satisfied" category. 

*** Sub-sample sizes are slightly smaller for each question, because of small amounts of 
non-response. 

preliminary analysis. These included assessments of the teaching envi-
ronment and evaluations of the learning experience, as well as seven 
skill-development factors that we have labeled social, citizenship, inde-
pendent thinking, career-related, communication, mathematics-science, 
and arts-appreciation skills. The specific variables that make up the nine 
factors, and their factor loadings, are reported in Appendix 1. 

The teaching environment factor that became our critical indepen-
dent variable (Alpha = 0.92) is composed of nine questions asking about 
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instructors' teaching approach, accessibility, and attitude towards stu-
dents. As shown in Table 2, more students provided positive than nega-
tive responses for all nine items. The most favourable ratings were in 
response to statements that "instructors were reasonably accessible out-
side of class" (67 percent agreeing), " . . . displayed a positive attitude 
towards students" (63 percent agreeing), and " . . . treated students with 
respect" (62 percent agreeing). However, it is also apparent from Table 2 
that a substantial minority of graduates provided negative responses to 
some of these questions. Specifically, about one in four survey respon-
dents disagreed with statements that instructors provided useful feed-
back, encouraged class participation, and tried to ensure that learning 
was taking place. 

Our basic analysis strategy was to determine, with multiple regres-
sion techniques, the net effect of graduates' assessments of the teaching 
environment on overall satisfaction with the University, taking into 
account the possible effects of the many control variables that might be 
correlated with both the dependent variable (satisfaction) and the key 
independent variable (assessment of the teaching environment).5 In other 
words, our goal was to isolate the net effects of assessments of the teach-
ing environment on overall satisfaction with the university, to remove 
from the causal argument as many alternative explanations of the "good 
teaching — satisfaction" relationship as possible. 

Our control variables included the skill-development factors dis-
cussed earlier, since more positive self-assessments of skills acquired 
while attending university might be associated with higher levels of 
overall satisfaction.6 In addition, age, prior postsecondary experience, 
gender, academic performance, faculty of enrollment, reasons for attend-
ing university, and satisfaction with university learning-related resources 
were included in the multiple regression analysis as control variables. 

Age (measured in years) was controlled because older students, with 
more academic and/or labour market experience, might be more discrim-
inating in their evaluations of the University. Whether or not the respon-
dent had previously attended another postsecondary institution was 
measured as a binary variable. Again, previous experience with another 
institution might offer a potential comparison for assessments of the 
University of Alberta. Gender was controlled, not because of any prior 
expectation about gender differences in satisfaction, but because of the 
over-representation of women in the sample (see footnote 4). 
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Table 2 
Components of the "Teaching Environment" Index and Distribution 
of Responses (%) 

Question * Disagree Neutral Agree 

Instructors were reasonably accessible 
outside of class. 9 24 67 
Instructors displayed a positive attitude 
toward students. 8 29 63 
Instructors treated students with respect. 11 27 62 
My instructors took pride in their teaching. 12 32 56 
Class participation was actively encouraged. 16 28 56 
My instructors took an active interest in my learning. 16 30 54 
Instructors made an effort to verify that students 
were learning the material taught. 22 30 48 
Instructors provided helpful feedback 
throughout courses. 19 37 44 
Instructors encouraged feedback from the class 
regarding their teaching. 23 33 44 

N= 1453 ** 

* Respondents were asked to answer on a scale of "strongly disagree" (1) to "strongly 
agree" (5); scores of 1 and 2 are combined into "disagree," while scores of 4 and 5 
form the "agree" category. 

** Sub-sample sizes are slightly smaller for each question, because of small amounts of 
non-response. 

Graduates with a higher grade-point average (self-reported for their 
final year) might be more positive in their assessments of the University 
as a whole, due to their relatively greater academic success. Faculty of 
enrollment (14 separate binary variables) was controlled to reflect the 
fact that graduates of different faculties differed in their level of overall 
satisfaction with the University. The faculty of Law was omitted as the 
reference category because its graduates appeared to be least satisfied. 

Two additional control variables addressed reasons for attending 
university (for personal development/fulfillment reasons or because of 
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the influence of parents/friends).7 These variables were included as con-
trols because it is possible that initial reasons for attending university 
might influence overall satisfaction with the institution. Finally, two 
variables reflecting satisfaction with learning-related academic resources 
(classroom facilities and library resources/study space)8 were included as 
controls since they might also affect overall assessments of satisfaction. 

Results 

Results from the two-step multiple regression analysis are presented in 
Table 3. The first column contains the standardized regression coeffi-
cients (betas) for each independent variable in an equation from which 
the teaching environment index was omitted. Column two displays stan-
dardized coefficients for a second equation including the teaching envi-
ronment index. The third column presents zero-order correlations 
between each of the independent variables and the overall satisfaction 
index (Table 4 contains the zero-order correlations among all the vari-
ables in our analysis).9 Thus, comparisons across columns allow us to 
see how zero-order effects of individual variables change when the full 
range of predictors are controlled. 

Column 3 in Table 3 clearly reveals that the teaching environment 
index has the strongest zero-order impact (r = .54) on overall satisfac-
tion. When the full range of control variables is taken into account, this 
effect is reduced (beta = .37; column 2). Thus, some of the bivariate rela-
tionship between graduates' assessments of the teaching environment 
and their reports of overall satisfaction is due to variance shared between 
the teaching environment index and other independent variables (see 
Table 4). Nevertheless, the effect of the teaching environment index is 
still much stronger than that of any of the control variables included in 
the analysis (column 2). By itself, the large set of control variables 
accounts for one-third of the variation in the dependent variable (column 1). 
When the teaching environment index is added to the equation, R2 

increases significantly to 42 percent (column 2). 
In addition to the strong effect of the teaching environment index, 

eight of the control variables had weak statistically significant net 
impacts on the dependent variable. Graduates who reported a greater 
degree of improvement in their career-related skills were more likely to 
report satisfaction with their overall university experience (beta = .13), 
controlling on the other independent variables. In addition, self-reported 
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Table 3 
Regression Analysis Results: Effects on Overall Student Satisfaction 
and Zero-Order Correlations with Overall Satisfaction 

Independent Variable Beta: Beta: 
(excluding 
Teaching 

Environment 

(including 
Teaching 

Environment r 
Index) Index) 

Teaching Environment Index _ .54 
Age (years) .06* .05 .06 
Gender (male=l) .01 .01 .03 
Average GPA .04 -.01 .10 
Prior Postsecondary 

Experience (yes =1 ) .04 .02 .00 

Skill Development Indices 
Social Skills .10** .05 .35 
Citizenship Skills .09** .07* .24 
Independent Thinking Skills [ ] ** io*** .33 
Career-Related Skills j g * * * 13*** .35 
Communication Skills .07* .04 .26 
Math/Science Skills .03 .02 .15 
Arts Appreciation Skills .06 .04 .18 

Satisfaction with Resources 
Library/Study Space 12*** 09*** .27 
Classroom Facilities 19*** 12*** .29 

Reasons for Attending University 
Influence of Parents/Friends - .02 -.01 - .01 
Personal Develop./Fulfilment 0 7 * * .05* .20 

Faculty 
Agriculture/Forestry .06* .01 .02 
Arts .06 -.02 -.02 
Business - .06 -.10* - .10 
Dentistry .05 .01 .02 
Education .06 .00 .00 
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Table 3 (cont.) 

Independent Variable Beta: Beta: 
(excluding (including 
Teaching Teaching 

Environment Environment r 
Index Index) 

Faculty 
Engineering .04 .00 -.01 
Home Economics -.05 _ 07** -.06 
Medicine .09** .04 .03 
Nursing .07* .02 .08 
Pharmacy .06* .01 .07 
Physical Education .05 -.02 .02 
Rehabilitation Medicine .03 -.03 .06 
Faculté Saint-Jean .02 -.03 .04 
Science .10* .05 .01 

R2: .33 .42 
F: 26.86*** 19.06*** 

* p< .05 
** p< .01 

*** p< .001 

improvement in independent-thinking skills (beta = .10) and in citizen-
ship skills (beta = .07) were positively associated with the dependent 
variable index. 

Weak but significant net effects were also observed for satisfaction 
with academic resources on campus; graduates reporting more satisfac-
tion with library/study space (beta = .09) and with classroom facilities 
(beta = .12) were more likely to express satisfaction with the overall uni-
versity experience. Graduates who identified "personal development/ful-
fillment" reasons as important in their decision to attend university were 
more likely to be satisfied with the university experience (beta = .05), 
although the relationship was very weak. Finally, graduates from the fac-
ulties of Business (beta = - .10) and Home Economics (beta = - .07) were 
somewhat less positive (in comparison to Law graduates who constituted 
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the reference category in this regression equation) in their overall assess-
ments of the university experience. 

One might speculate about possible explanations for these eight sta-
tistically significant coefficients. However, as already noted, all were 
weak net effects and, furthermore, our interest really lies in assessments 
of the teaching environment.10 Taking into account the effects of all the 
other possibly relevant factors that we could measure, the impact of 
assessments of the teaching environment (beta = .37) was almost three 
times as large as the next largest effect, that of assessments of improve-
ment in career-relevant skills (beta = .13). 

Thus, the relationship between graduates' assessments of university 
teaching and their overall satisfaction with the university experience is 
not a function of other factors such as age, gender, GPA, skill develop-
ment, faculty of enrollment, satisfaction with university resources, prior 
postsecondary experience, and reasons for attending university. 
Repeating our main finding, controlling on all possible predictors that 
might influence overall satisfaction with the university experience, we 
find a strong, positive effect for the teaching environment index. 
Graduates who positively evaluated the teaching environment they had 
experienced while attending university were more likely to express satis-
faction with their overall university experience. 

Discussion 

As noted in our review of related research, student satisfaction has typi-
cally been one of the measures included in exit surveys that many post-
secondary institutions have begun to conduct. Most often, these 
institutional studies have simply reported descriptive results (e.g., "75 
percent of graduates were satisfied"), although a few more analytic stud-
ies (e.g., Hearn, 1985) have gone on to examine some of the sources of 
graduate satisfaction. However, our study takes into account many more 
aspects of the broader university experience and controls on a wider 
range of possibly relevant variables. Its explicit goal is to eliminate from 
the causal argument as many alternative explanations of the "good teach-
ing - satisfaction" relationship as possible. Thus, our study demonstrates 
much more conclusively that the experience of good teaching translates 
into greater satisfaction with the overall university experience. 

The analytic approach taken in multiple regression studies such as these 
emphasizes, first, the relative explanatory strength of theoretically-important 
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predictor variables, and, second, the total amount of variance one can 
explain with a full set of predictor variables. It is quite clear from the results 
of our analysis that, compared to the wide range of other predictor variables 
included in the equation, the teaching environment index has a much more 
powerful net impact on overall satisfaction. As for the combined effect of all 
the independent variables, the full equation accounted for 42 percent of the 
variation in the dependent variable. Compared to many other studies of the 
predictors of attitudes, beliefs, and other subjective states, this is a 
respectable finding but, even so, one might argue that 58 percent of the vari-
ation in graduate satisfaction remains unexplained. 

There are, no doubt, important factors missing from our study 
which, if present, might increase the amount of explained variance. As 
Feldman and Newcomb (1994) .convincingly argue, students' back-
grounds and their own personalities condition the impacts of college life 
on students, in a variety of complex ways. In addition, every student's 
university life consists of countless individualized experiences (e.g., a 
chance encounter with an influential person, a powerful book, a stubborn 
room-mate, a helpful coach, bad meals, an unpleasant relationship, a 
super apartment), any of which might come to influence their own over-
all feeling of satisfaction with the university experience. Thus, recogniz-
ing the incredible diversity of potential influences, and the important 
conditional effects of background and personality, we are satisfied with 
our ability to account for 42 percent of the variation in the dependent 
variable with a limited number of predictor variables. 

Having addressed the substantive significance of our findings, we 
should also comment on their generalizeability. One possible concern 
might be the relatively low response rate (35 percent). Perhaps the minor-
ity of graduates who responded to the 1993 exit survey over-represented 
the very satisfied or, alternatively, the least satisfied. However, our inter-
est is not in the overall level of satisfaction, an estimate that might be 
biased upward or downward by a somewhat skewed sample. Instead, we 
are interested in the relationship between assessments of the teaching 
environment and overall feelings of satisfaction after graduation. One 
should still be able to observe such a relationship, if it exists in the popu-
lation, in a sample that over-represents satisfied or dissatisfied graduates. 

Further analysis using data collected in a different exit survey con-
ducted at the University of Alberta in 1996 (see footnotes 1 and 2) which 
had a response rate of 49 percent (since it was conducted by telephone) 
support our contention. Although we were unable to completely replicate 
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our analysis, given the absence of some of the variables available in the 
1993 data, we nevertheless found a strong positive relationship (r = .381) 
between an index of overall satisfaction with the university experience 
and a teaching environment index. After controlling for as many vari-
ables as possible, the net effect of the teaching environment on satisfac-
tion remained strong (beta = .282) and over twice as large as the next 
strongest predictor." Thus, using a separate data set with a higher 
response rate and, presumably, a more representative sample, we were 
able to replicate our core finding showing that the university teaching 
environment is an extremely important predictor of overall satisfaction 
with the university experience among recent graduates.12 

This finding, along with previous research showing that good teach-
ing is associated with higher levels of student retention, reinforces calls 
for efforts to improve university teaching (e.g., NBEC News & Views, 
1996; Smith Commission, 1991). And in today's political and economic 
climate where universities are increasingly having to justify their pro-
grams to the public, the media, and politicians (Emberley, 1996), good 
teaching is critically important. Collectively, students represent the most 
important resource universities have for validating and promoting their 
educational role and academic programs. Hence, as Astin (1977) main-
tains, students' evaluations of their university experience should not be 
ignored or underestimated. More satisfied graduates allow universities to 
better justify their existence (and the continued expenditure of tax-dol-
lars on postsecondary education) and, as this study shows, graduates 
who evaluate the university teaching environment more positively are, 
ultimately, more satisfied with their university experience.^ 
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Appendix 1 
Exploratory Factor Analysis (Factor Loadings in Paranthesis) 

1. assessments of the " TEA CH1NG ENVIRONMENT" 
a) instructors made an effort to verify that students were 

learning the material taught (-776) 
b) instructors displayed a positive attitude toward students (-740) 
c) instructors treated students with respect (.736) 
d) class participation was actively encouraged (-710) 
e) my instructors took an active interest in my learning (.708) 
f) instructors provided helpful feedback throughout courses (.708) 
g) instructors encouraged feedback from the class regarding 

their teaching (.695) 
h) my instructors took pride in their teaching (.694) 
i) instructors were reasonably accessible outside of class (-691) 

2. evaluations of the "LEARNING EXPERIENCE" 
a) overall, my learning experiences were intellectually stimulating (.832) 
b) my program offered an enriching learning experience (-781) 
c) my learning experience has been enjoyable (-714) 
d) instructors stimulated me to want to learn more (.638) 
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3. development of "SOCIAL SKILLS " 
a) improvement in social skills (.790) 
b) improvement in ability to work well with others (.702) 
c) improvement in leadership skills/abilities (.686) 

4. development of "CITIZENSHIP SKILLS " 
a) improvement in awareness of the rights and responsibilities 

of citizenship (.837) 
b) improvement in political awareness (-781) 
c) improvement in awareness of ethical issues (.711) 
d) improvement in appreciation of other races, cultures 

and religions (.658) 

5. development of "INDEPENDENT THINKING SKILLS ' 
a) improvement in ability to learn on your own (.759) 
b) improvement in problem-solving skills (.606) 
c) improvement in ability to work independently (.602) 

6. development of "CAREER-RELATED SKILLS" 
a) improvement in career-related prospects (.829) 
b) development of skills employers want (.815) 
c) new ideas about career possibilities (-745) 

7. development of "COMMUNICATION SKILLS" 
a) improvement in speaking skills (-731) 
b) improvement in writing skills (.674) 

8. development of "MATH/SCIENCE SKILLS" 
a) improvement in mathematical skills (.801) 
b) improvement in computer skills (.730) 
c) improvement in understanding of science (.632) 

9. development of "ARTS APPRECIATION SKILLS" 
a) improvement in appreciation of literature (.786) 
b) improvement in appreciation of the fine arts (.763) 

Notes 
1 The fourth survey was conducted in June, 1995. In 1996, a fifth exit sur-

vey with somewhat similar questions was conducted by telephone, rather than 
via the self-administered method used in the previous four surveys. Krahn and 
Silzer (1995) discuss the history, administration, and functions of these annual 
University of Alberta exit surveys that collect information from graduates of 
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undergraduate (e.g., Arts, Science, Education, Engineering) and professional 
(e.g., Business, Medicine, Dentistry, Law) faculties. 

* In 1996, the provincial government began to request student satisfaction 
results from exit surveys as part of its Key Performance Indicators initiative. 
Measures of student satisfaction form one of 18 sets of performance indicators 
that all universities are required to report to the provincial government on a reg-
ular (annual or biannual) basis (see Lowe, et al., 1996 for additional details). 

^ Since all graduating students receive a questionnaire, this study is essen-
tially a census, not a random sample survey. Hence, significance tests are not 
really appropriate. Nevertheless, we employ significance tests, not to estimate 
confidence intervals for survey estimates, but as a general guide for identifying 
relationships in the data that are strong enough to be noteworthy. 

^ Since women are over-represented in the sample, we included gender as 
a control variable in the multivariate analysis in order to, at least, statistically 
account for this sampling bias. 

^ The learning experience factor was excluded from the multiple regression 
analysis on grounds of uncertain temporality/causality. Specifically, its compo-
nent measures (see Appendix 1) asking respondents to evaluate their learning 
experiences were difficult to distinguish conceptually from the measures of over-
all satisfaction (our dependent variable), unlike the teaching environment mea-
sures that clearly referenced specific aspects of the classroom experience. 

6 See Evers and O'Hara (1996) for a useful overview of the types of ques-
tions about skills, knowledge, and values asked in student and graduate surveys 
conducted by colleges and universities in Canada. 

1 A single item asked about personal development/fulfilment reasons, while 
responses to two items ("parents wanted me to go"; "friends were going") were 
averaged to create the second variable. Responses were measured on a scale 
ranging from "very unimportant" (1) to "very important" (5). 

® Survey respondents were asked to evaluate facilities and services on cam-
pus using a five-point "poor" to "excellent" scale. A single question asked about 
"classroom facilities" while responses to three items (library holdings, library 
hours, and study space) were averaged to create the second measure. 

^ Although some of the correlations among independent variables were of 
moderate strength, no evidence of multicolinearity problems was observed in 
our analysis. 

The fact that the positive zero-order correlation between self-reported 
grades (GPA) and overall satisfaction (r = .10) virtually disappears is interest-
ing. Other studies that have found higher grades to be associated with higher 

The Canadian Journal of Higher Education 
Volume XXVII, Nos. 2,3,1997 



Good Teaching and Satisfied University Graduates 179 

levels of overall satisfaction may not have controlled on evaluations of the 
teaching environment. 

' ' Results from this additional analysis are available from the authors on 
request. Only two of the four satisfaction items used in our 1993 dependent 
variable (the first and the last in Table 1) were available in the 1996 data. The 
1996 teaching environment index (Alpha = .89) was constructed from 15 sepa-
rate items, four almost identical in wording to equivalent 1993 items, and the 
rest quite similar. Along with gender and faculty, the 1996 data also provided a 
range of single-item measures of skill acquisition, as well as single-item mea-
sures of satisfaction with classrooms and study space, and personal develop-
ment and social ("friends were attending") reasons for attending university. 

it is interesting to observe that the 1996 telephone survey tended to 
show higher levels of satisfaction and more positive evaluations of various 
aspects of the university than did the 1995 exit survey conducted in the same 
manner as the 1993 survey analyzed in this paper. Unfortunately, differences in 
question wording, as well as in the timing of the survey (before final exams 
rather than at Convocation), along with the different data collection method 
make it impossible to conclude that the higher levels of satisfaction are due to a 
higher response rate (Lowe, et al., 1996). 
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