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ABSTRACT
As universities face the ongoing challenge to recruit and retain students, the demand for a quality
education has become increasingly important; however, the definition of a quality education
remains nebulous. While there is disagreement on who or what the focus for the definition of a
quality education should be, many agree on the importance of a quality education at the
university level and believe that students should be the key focus when defining what is a quality
education. The purpose of this pragmatic study was to focus on students’ perspectives on how
campus environmental factors affect the way current students experience and interpret their
university’s environment and ultimately determine what is a quality education. Using an
exploratory, descriptive approach that incorporated utilization-focused evaluation methodology,
this research was guided by the following overarching research question: What is the influence
of the university environment as defined by Strange and Banning (2001, 2015) on business
students’ perspectives of a quality education at a Central United States Private Liberal Arts
University? Participants were students with a declared major within the School of Business at a
Central United States Private Liberal Arts University. Data were collected online through an
anonymous student open-ended questionnaire. Ten themes emerged from data analysis that led to
recommendations for universities to consider: (1) focusing a higher percentage of their overall
resources on the physical environment, (2) students’ comfort on campus and in the classroom,
(3) students’ ease of accessibility to: classrooms, professors’ offices, study spaces, and
technology, (4) diversity and its effects on inclusion, (5) promoting positive professor/student
and student/student relationships, (6) learning/teaching styles, (7) effective student support
systems, (8) promoting a dynamic environment, (9) effective formal and informal campus
organizations, and (10) students’ needs for belonging. Findings from this study imply: all four of
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Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) environments (physical, human aggregate, organizational, &
constructed) are important for recruiting students, all four become even more important for
retention, and the physical environment is the most important of the four environments. Proposed
future research could: explore the primary themes in this study in more detail to develop more
narrowly focused actionable results, replicate this study in different content areas (e.g., art,
education, math, sciences) and at different types of institutions to determine whether the themes
remain consistent, and replicate this study to further explore the implications from this study that
universities should spend more of their limited resources on the physical environment.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The importance of a quality education is recognized by leaders from countless walks of
life. In 1988, Vice President Dan Quayle stated “We will invest in our people, quality education,
job opportunity, family, neighborhood, and yes, a thing we call America.” (Anvari, 2017, p. 1).
In the 2009 article, America can do better on education, former United States Secretary of
Education Richard Riley and former Majority Leader of the United States Senate Bill Frist stated
that “Americans across party lines agree that a quality education is indispensable to the future of
each child, our competitiveness, and our country” (Riley & Frist, 2009, p. 1). Speaking at the
United Nations General Assembly, Pakistan education advocate Malala Yousafzai who was shot
in 2012 by the Taliban for attending classes, asked world leaders to “… promise that every child
would have the right to safe, free and quality … education.” (UN News Centre, 2015, p. 1).
When discussing her philanthropic work, music star Shakira stated that her goal was for every
child to have a chance to live up to his or her potential, which “… means our work won’t be
done until every child has access to quality education from early childhood to adulthood”
(Andre, 2010, p. 1). Music star, John Legend, while speaking to students at Penn State
University in 2013 stated that “Having a quality education helps to give people control of their
destinies” (Moore, 2013, p. 1). In a November 2015 interview with Rolling Stone magazine,
Presidential candidate and Senator from Vermont Bernie Sanders stated that one of the keys to
addressing America’s economic imbalance is to provide high-quality education from preschool
through graduate school (Dickinson, 2015). Lumina Foundation, the nation’s largest private
foundation focused exclusively on getting more Americans into higher education, “has set a goal
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that 60% of Americans should attain a “high-quality” postsecondary degree or credential by
2025” (Selingo, 2016, p. 14).
Numerous other individuals and organizations agree that a quality education at the
university level is important for various reasons ranging from economic competitiveness,
government requirements, assessment, faculty philosophies and concepts, students’ thoughts and
satisfaction while in school, and student success after graduation (Altbach, Reisberg, &
Rumbley, 2009; Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges, 2014; Baxen,
Nsubuga, & Botha, 2014; Dew, 2009; Ewell, 2006; Freed, Klugman, & Fife, 1997; Freeland,
2015; Gbelewala, 2015; Green, 2011; Harvey & Green, 1993; Henard & Leprince-Ringuet,
2008; Higher Learning Commission, 2016a; Iyamu, 2005; Kassim, Bogari, & Zain, 2015;
Kayani, 2012; Lumina Foundation, 2013b; Matthews & Lumina Foundation, 2010; Nelson,
2015; Pavel, 2012; Ruppert, 1994; Talukdar, Aspland, & Datta, 2013; Taylor et al., 2011; U.S.
Department of Education, 2015b; von Prondzynski, 2008; Westerheijden, 2005; World
Conference on Higher Education, 1998; World Conference on Higher Education, 2009).
Problem of Practice
Even though many believe a quality education at the university level is important, a
common concern today is the value of a college degree. A Pew Research Center (PRC) survey
found that “a majority of Americans (57%) say the higher education system in the United States
fails to provide good value for the money” (Taylor et al., 2011, p. 5). U.S. Secretary of Education
Arne Duncan, discussing the quality of higher education in his vision of the future of America’s
higher education system, stated that “the nation’s higher education system isn’t delivering what
students’ need and deserve” (U.S. Department of Education, 2015b, p. 1). The National Survey
of Student Engagement (2013) annual results support this as well and state that “high demand,
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combined with pressure to reduce the cost of higher education, poses an ethical challenge to
institutions and a danger to the unsophisticated student” (p. 2). College tuition has grown 1,225%
since 1978 (Jamrisko & Kolet, 2014) and many see the combination of dramatically increasing
costs and poorer student performance on standardized tests as a system that is headed in the
wrong direction (Brown & Megan, 2015; Freed et al., 1997; Johnston & Long, 2010; Taylor et
al., 2011; U.S. Department of Education, 2016).
The importance of a quality education at the university level is agreed on by many
(Altbach et al., 2009; Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges, 2014; Dew,
2009; Ewell, 2006; Freed et al., 1997; Gbelewala, 2015; Green, 2011; Harvey & Green, 1993;
Henard & Leprince-Ringuet, 2008; Higher Learning Commission, 2016a; Iyamu, 2005; Kayani,
2012; Lumina Foundation, 2013b; Matthews & Lumina Foundation, 2010; Ruppert, 1994;
Talukdar et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2011; U.S. Department of Education, 2015b; von
Prondzynski, 2008; Westerheijden, 2005) and defining a quality education has been a significant
topic of discussion (Bosch et al., 2008; Dew, 2009; Dhanuja, 2012; Elena, Roxana, & Daniela,
2013; Freed et al., 1997; Henard & Leprince-Ringuet, 2008; Hunley & Schaller, 2009; Sinha &
Subramanian, 2013; Uka, 2014; World Conference on Higher Education, 1998; World
Conference on Higher Education, 2009). Some argue that a quality education cannot be defined
(Altbach et al., 2009; Freed et al., 1997; Reeves & Bednar, 1994; Sower & Fair, 2005;
Westerheijden, 2005). Of those who believe a quality education can be defined, there is much
disagreement on how to define or measure a quality education (Bosch et al., 2008; Dew, 2009;
Dhanuja, 2012; Elena et al., 2013; Freed et al., 1997; Henard & Leprince-Ringuet, 2008; Hunley
& Schaller, 2009; Shear, 2015; Sinha & Subramanian, 2013; U.S. Department of Education,
2015a).
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Myriad research on a quality education at the university level focuses on economic
competitiveness, college presidents’ opinions, integrating national, regional and international
efforts, government requirements, assessment, student success after graduation including
employment rates and higher salaries than those without a degree, the dramatic increase in the
cost of education vs income after graduation, the focus of higher education on enrolling students
(inputs) vs graduating (outcomes), and even the lack of data and rigorous evaluation (Altbach et
al., 2009; Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges, 2014; Baxen et al.,
2014; Dew, 2009; Freed et al., 1997; Gbelewala, 2015; Green, 2011; Harvey & Green, 1993;
Henard & Leprince-Ringuet, 2008; Higher Learning Commission, 2016b; Iyamu, 2005; Kayani,
2012; Lumina Foundation, 2013b; Matthews & Lumina Foundation, 2010; Ruppert, 1994;
Talukdar et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2011; UNESCO, 2005; U.S. Department of Education,
2015b; von Prondzynski, 2008; Westerheijden, 2005). This study moves the quality focus from
requirements and dollars to the students’ perspectives as influenced by their environmental
surroundings. Many agree that in higher education, the student is the customer and therefore the
student should be the key focus when looking at the quality of the education provided (Boyd,
2012; Dhanuja, 2012; Harvey, 2003; Nell & Cant, 2014; Sedaghatnia, Lamit, Abdullah, &
Ghahramanpouri, 2015; Seeman & O'Hara, 2006; Sopon, Ilies, & Petean, 2013; Trow, 1976;
Zhang, & An, 2010). Shifting the view to the students and their environment will provide a
valuable perspective that has had limited study. Khaldi and Khatib (2014) and Chavan et al.
(2014) agree and state that most of the current literature about the learning environment at the
university level reflects the perspective of the educator with little focus on the perspective of the
student. It should be noted that there is research from the students’ perspectives on other areas
such as engagement by CIRP and NSSE (Cooperative Institutional Research Program, 2017;
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Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA, 2017); however, this study will focus on
environmental influences.
A key student perspective where there is a noticeable lack of empirical research is on
how campus environmental factors affect the way current students experience and interpret their
university’s environment and ultimately determine what is a quality education. Investigating
these issues will enable a better understanding of the experiences of current students in a campus
environment. The exploration of campus environmental factors and their effects on current
students’ perceptions of what is a quality education will provide significant assistance for various
university departments in their continuing challenge to increase the value of a college degree and
ultimately recruit, retain and graduate more students.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study is to add to the research on what is a quality education at the
university level with a focus on the influence of the university campus environment on business
students’ perspectives of a quality education at a Central United States Private Liberal Arts
University.
Research Question
Using an exploratory, descriptive approach, this research was guided by the following
overarching research question: What is the influence of the university environment as defined by
Strange and Banning (2001, 2015) on business students’ perspectives of a quality education at a
Central United States Private Liberal Arts University?
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Significance of the Study
A quality education is imperative and it can be argued that understanding what is a
quality education from the students’ perspectives is significant (Altbach et al., 2009; Dhanuja,
2012; Harvey, 2003; Kalayci & Basaran, 2014; Lumina Foundation, 2013a; National Survey of
Student Engagement, 2013; Nell & Cant, 2014; Sedaghatnia et al., 2015; Sopon et al., 2013;
World Conference on Higher Education, 1998). The students’ perspectives of their physical
environment have importance for many stakeholders of the university ranging from admissions
to buildings and grounds to faculty and it can affect both prospective and current students. The
human aggregate environment has great importance for retention at universities as it influences
how well the student feels that they fit into the campus environment, the quality of their
experience, and ultimately whether they stay. The organizational environment can either affect
student moral positively or negatively with lower moral typically leading to a decrease in
graduation rates. The organizational environment has great significance for retention and is
influenced by virtually every department at the university. The constructed environment, which
in this case focuses on the students’ views of their environment, can also have either a positive or
a negative influence on students. Like the organizational environment, it too has great
importance for retention. Examining students’ perspectives on their collegiate environment will
assist universities to better understand what students expect and can lead to the development of a
joint university and student co-creation of the educational experience (Chavan et al., 2014;
Kalayci & Basaran, 2014; Nell & Cant, 2014).
Exploring what is a quality education at the university level can ultimately help support
an improved standardized assessment process, drive a more focused and uniform continuous
improvement process, grow the student value proposition, and improve overall university
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profitability which ultimately will benefit all stakeholders. Implementation of new studentfocused processes should drive increased customer loyalty and differentiation in terms of quality,
which can lead to an increase in the university’s market share, profitability, and ultimately,
chances for survival (Ansary, Jayashree, & Malarvizhi, 2014). This research provides data that
helps to determine what is a quality education at the university level through the real-world
environmental experiences of business students in the Liberal Arts University environment.
Findings from this study should have significance for numerous areas of higher education
including admissions, student life, curriculum, facilities, departments, administration, Higher
Learning Commission (HLC), and donors.
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework is “the underlying structure, the scaffolding or frame of your
study” (Merriam, 2009, pp. 64 & 66). The conceptual framework incorporated in this study is
based on Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) model and provides a guide for exploring the
quality educational experience at the university level.
As nationally recognized experts on campus environments, Strange and Banning’s (2001,
2015) comprehensive model for creating student-friendly and learning-supportive campus
environments defines effective person-environment interactions through four different
environmental components: physical, human aggregate, organizational, and socially constructed.
Each environment is presented below and discussed as it relates to this study.
Physical Environment
The campus physical environment encompasses physical features that can be either
natural or synthetic. Natural features include “geographic location, terrain, climate, and weather”
and synthetic features including “architectural design, spatial arrangements, amenities, and

8

layouts” (Strange, 2003, pp. 299-300). The physical environment of the campus can influence
both prospective and current students. Locating classes for a specific major in an old poorly
maintained building may send a signal to current students that the major is not highly valued.
Poor signage or roads filled with holes leading to the university may give a bad first impression
to a potential student. Boyer (1987b) stresses the importance of the appearance of the campus
during prospective students’ visits by stating that “when it comes to recruiting students, the
director of buildings and grounds may be more important than the academic dean” (p. 17). The
physical environment can provide many non-verbal communications that impact student learning
and behavior and is “an important feature that influences students’ attraction to and satisfaction
with a particular institution” (Strange & Banning, 2001, p. 12). The physical element of the
environment was examined in this study by surveying current students about the nature of the
physical aspects of their university and the impact it has on their educational experiences.
Human Aggregate Environment
The human aggregate environment addresses the impact of human characteristics on the
campus environment. These characteristics can be demographic such as age, gender or ethnicity,
or psychosocial such as personality type or learning style (Strange & Banning, 2001). “Personto-environment congruence” or how well a student fits into the collective characteristics of the
human aggregate environment is key for determining the quality of the student’s experience and
whether they are likely to adapt to it, leave it, or try to change it (Strange, 2003, p. 302). The
human aggregate element of the environment was examined in this study by surveying current
students about the demographics of their university, such as age, gender and race, and the impact
of the similarities and differences on their educational experiences.
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Organizational Environment
The organizational environment is the structure created to support the goals the university
pursues. This structure includes faculty syllabi, department procedural guidelines, degree
requirements, and campus administration all of which are organized to achieve specific goals
(Strange, 2003). Elements of the organizational environment include degree of complexity,
centralization of power, formalization of rules and regulations, degree of stratification, level of
production, efficiency, morale and the distinction between static and dynamic environments.
According to Strange and Banning (2001, 2015), organizational complexity is concerned with
the quantity of occupational units and subunits in the organization and how they are arranged.
Centralization of power ranges from highly centralized with few individuals at the top with all
the decision making power to decentralized where many in the organization share the decision
making power. Formalization of rules and regulations refers to the importance of rules and
regulations in an organization. Degree of stratification is the “differential distribution of rewards
in a system” where there are multiple levels of status with reward structures to maintain current
status distinctions (Strange, 2003, p. 304; Strange & Banning, 2001, pp. 66-67). Level of
production, according to Strange (2003), “refers to the relative emphasis on quantity or quality of
an organization’s products or services” (p. 304). Efficiency focuses primarily on the cost
reduction of products or services but the use of cost reduction may raise questions about what is
the most efficient use of resources (Strange & Banning, 2001). Morale can be affected by
organizational designs and according to Strange and Banning (2001), “it is usually reflected in
the rate of turnover in the system” (p. 71). They go on to state that “higher morale is usually
associated with lower turnover” (Strange & Banning, 2001, p. 71). Dynamic environments tend
to be more flexible and ready to change where static environments typically resist change with
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either having the potential of being appropriate depending on the situation (Strange, 2003). The
organizational element of the environment was examined in this study by surveying current
students about the nature of the organizational aspects of their university and the impact it has on
their educational experiences.
Constructed Environment
The constructed environment focuses on the “collective views and experiences of
participants in an environment” and how they are likely to react to that environment (Strange &
Banning, 2001, p. 86). Strange (2003) explains that “a consensus of how participants
subjectively perceive and characterize their environment offers a measure of environmental
press, social climate, or culture” (p. 306). For example, if students report that they are
encouraged by faculty to participate in an annual Scholars’ Showcase event on campus, this
would demonstrate a significant environmental press towards academic achievement and
scholarly works.
The following three social climate dimensions guide the understanding and assessment of
key aspects of any social environment.
(1) relationship dimensions, reflecting participants’ involvement, mutual support, and
expressiveness in the setting; (2) personal growth and development dimensions,
identifying areas of personal achievement related to the setting’s underlying purpose; and
(3) system maintenance and change dimensions, reflecting the setting’s clarity, control,
and responsiveness to change. (Strange, 2003, p. 307)
Culture is the assumptions, beliefs and values of the group that determine how it
interprets and reacts to its environment (Schein, 1996; Strange & Banning, 2001). The literature
shows three or four levels of culture depending on the author. Strange (2003) using references
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primarily from the 1980’s states that there are four levels: artifacts, perspectives, values, and
assumptions while Kinicki and Fugate (2016) have now condensed the number of levels to three:
artifacts, values, and basic underlying assumptions. Artifacts consist of the physical
manifestation of an organization’s culture and can include buildings, myths, awards, stories,
ceremonies, and manner of dress (Kinicki & Fugate, 2016; Strange & Banning, 2001). Values
can be espoused or enacted with the difference being that espoused values are the explicitly
stated values and norms that are preferred by an organization while enacted values are the ones
that are actually exhibited or converted into actual employee behavior (Kinicki & Fugate, 2016;
Strange & Banning, 2001). Assumptions are organizational values that have become so taken for
granted over time that they become assumptions that guide organizational behavior (Kinicki &
Fugate, 2016). Examples could be a focus on sustainability and “being green.” The constructed
element of the environment was examined in this study by surveying current students about the
nature of the constructed components of their university and the impact it has on their
educational experiences.
Researcher Positionality Statement
I grew up with my father instilling in us that you should always do your best and I have
been fortunate to work for several high-quality companies over the years where doing your best
made a difference. With the help of my father, I started my own lawn mowing company when I
was 10. I ended up with more yards to mow than I could keep up with for one simple reason; I
provided a high quality service. I trimmed around everything with hand clippers long before they
had invented power trimmers and weed eaters and I mowed the lawns when and how the
customers’ wanted them done. I had no trouble finding jobs all through high school and college
because I always did my best to provide the highest quality service. My first job after college
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was with The Maytag Company, a corporation well known for its high-quality household and
commercial appliances. I started in their management-training program and because of my work
ethic and drive for high quality; I was promoted several times in just a few years and ultimately
was responsible for their commercial service division. Next, I went to work for Dexter, a
company that built commercial laundry appliances and became known for building the longest
lasting products in the commercial laundry industry. It was 1992 and computers were becoming
more main stream in the business world; however everything at Dexter was still being done on
paper. I received the company’s first IBM Pentium 100 computer and with my ambition and
drive for high quality, I proceeded to write their very first forecasting program with the goal of
improving the quality and accuracy of the monthly assembly line forecast. After a side-by-side
test, the old manual forecasting process was shelved after the very first month and my new
forecasting program took its place. After Dexter, I moved into management at Pella Corporation,
one of the leading window and door manufacturers in the world, where I led their customer
support and field service departments to record customer satisfaction levels. At each of these
companies, I earned the opportunity to lead and improve high-quality customer service teams
which enabled me to experience the positive feedback from many happy customers.
After Pella, and being used to working at corporations that understood the need for
customer satisfaction and high quality, I went to work teaching at a university. I was a little
surprised to find out that some employees in various areas of the school didn’t seem to
understand how their job tied into the overall goal of providing a high-quality education. My first
year at the university, I was involved in starting a Scholars’ Showcase program to provide a
platform for students to demonstrate their high-quality scholarly works. I led this program for 8
years and it became the largest one-day event on campus. I also recognized the demand and
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developed a new major in social media marketing to help students find good jobs in a growing
field when they graduated. I’ve continued to push for high quality and for the last few years
served on the new Quality Initiative committee that focused on increasing the quality of both
faculty and staff. In summary, I have believed in and focused on providing quality in all I do for
most of my life, so I come from a position of believing that high-quality does make a difference.
Definitions of Key Terms and Acronyms
The following terms are significant to this study and are defined below.
Accreditation – A process of external quality review created and used by higher education for
quality assurance and quality improvement (Eaton, 2012).
Assessment – Program aimed at advancing and accelerating an institution’s efforts to assess
student learning (Higher Learning Commission, 2016b).
CIRP – Cooperative Institutional Research Program. “The survey, created by Dr. Alexander
“Sandy” Astin in 1966, has resided at the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA
since 1973. To date, over 15 million students at over 1,900 institutions have participated
in the survey” (Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA, 2017).
CPI - Continuous Process Improvement. “Is a particular bundle of routines which can help an
organization improve what it currently does. It was strongly influenced by experience in
Japan of what is often termed ‘kaizen’ and which has generally been translated in
Western parlance as ‘continuous improvement’” (Bessant, Caffyn, & Gallagher, 2001, p.
68).
CRM – Customer Relationship Management is a consolidated, integrated view of customers
across all areas of the university to help ensure a customer-focused strategy with a key
focus on driving increased customer satisfaction and loyalty. CRM systems accomplish
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this task by consolidating information from all customer touch points into a central
repository. In higher education, students are the customers (Seeman & O’Hara, 2012).
GDP – Gross domestic product (GDP) is a broad measure of a nation’s overall economic
activity. More specifically, it is the monetary value of all the finished goods and services
produced within a country's borders in a specific time period. GDP is usually calculated
on an annual basis and includes all private and public consumption, government outlays,
investments and exports minus imports that occur within a defined territory
(Investopedia, 2016).
HLC – Higher Learning Commission. “The Higher Learning Commission (HLC) is an
independent corporation that was founded in 1895 as one of six regional institutional
accreditors in the United States. HLC accredits degree-granting post-secondary
educational institutions in the North Central region” (Higher Learning Commission,
2016c).
ISO 9000 – International Organization for Standardization. The ISO 9000 family of standards
address various aspects of quality management. The standards provide guidance for
organizations who want to ensure that their products and services consistently meet
customer’s requirements and that quality is consistently improved (ISO, 2015).
Kaizen – Japanese philosophy of continuous improvement used by major companies worldwide
that comprises constant small daily improvements with an emphasis on process-oriented
thinking (McElroy, 2008).
NSSE – National Survey of Student Engagement. “NSSE annually collects information at
hundreds of four-year colleges and universities about first-year and senior students'
participation in programs and activities that institutions provide for their learning and
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personal development. The results provide an estimate of how undergraduates spend their
time and what they gain from attending college (National Survey of Student Engagement.
(2017).
Quality assurance – “Policies, processes, and actions to maintain quality” (Campbell &
Rozsnyai, 2002, p. 133).
Total Quality Management (TQM) – TQM is a management philosophy that seeks to integrate
all organizational functions (marketing, finance, design, engineering, and production,
customer service, etc.) to focus on meeting customer needs and organizational objectives
(Hashmi, 2016).
UNESCO – United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO,
2017).
Summary
Many agree on the importance of a quality education at the university level and that
students should be the key focus when defining what is a quality education; however, there is a
lack of empirical research on how campus environmental factors affect the way current students
interpret their environment and ultimately define what is a quality education. Grayson,
Iacobucci, and Ostrom (1994) remark that “The literature is not short on conceptualization; but it
is much shorter on testing” (p. 59) and go on to mention that measuring how consumers evaluate
the quality experience “enables us to determine what areas we are doing well on and what areas
to focus on for improvement” (p. 39). Many agree that each institution should conduct their own
assessment to provide greater control and to account for local differences (Borden, 2001; Hunley
& Schaller, 2006).
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This study investigated the experiences of current business students in a campus
environment to better understand how quality in their educational experience measured through
their perspectives. The exploration of Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) campus
environmental factors and the effects on current students’ perception of what is a quality
education provides valuable assistance for various university departments as they continue the
challenge to drive more focused continuous improvement processes and grow the student value
proposition. The results of this study has significance for numerous areas of higher education
including admissions, student life, curriculum, facilities, departments, administration, HLC, and
donors with the ultimate goal being the improved recruitment, retention and graduation of
students.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
A review of the literature related to a quality education at the university level is provided
in this chapter and served as the theoretical framework for this study. The chapter begins with a
historical overview and follows with sections on the importance of a quality education, the
myriad definitions of a quality education, various perspectives incorporated in the definition
process including business, and government and students. The chapter concludes with a review
of the literature related to Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) four components of the learning
environment.
History of Quality Education
The concept of quality in education has been around for centuries and is continuously
evolving. Sower and Fair (2005) discuss how quality in the sense of true excellence can be
traced back to the time of the Greeks and give Plato credit for inventing the word quality.
From 1636 through 1769, nine colleges (Harvard University, College of William & Mary, Yale
University, Princeton University, Columbia University, Brown University, Dartmouth College
and Rutgers University) that still operate today were started in the United States (Is a College
Education Worth It?, 2016). Prior to the Civil War, a quality education at the university level
was monitored and certified by outside examiners who were experts in their field. Instructors
were only responsible for teaching. After the Civil War, professors increasingly gained
responsibility for setting standards and testing students, eliminating the use of outside examiners
(Boyer, 1987a). At this point in history, primary and secondary school systems were not yet
developed.
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Moving forward several centuries, the one room schools with one teacher for all subjects
became an improvement over home schooling in the majority of cases. Towards the end of the
19th century, the quality of university level education improved as one teacher for all subjects
was replaced by one teacher for each discipline. During that time, a quality education
emphasized that behavior and moral qualities mattered at least as much as intellect. The
emphasis on behavior and moral qualities pertained to both the education of students and the
selection of teachers. In the early 1900’s, children often disliked school intensely as shown in a
survey by Todd (as cited in Kantor & Lowe, 2004) in Chicago with 412 of 500 children
preferring labor to school. It is no wonder that about 80% to 90% of the school age children in
1900 left school before the ninth grade (Kantor & Lowe, 2004). As one can see, this left a very
small minority of students to graduate from high school and even fewer to go on to college.
Those few that did have the opportunity to attend a university were there primarily for the social
skills and athletics and most important to them was the social status and economic advantage it
conferred (Kanter & Lowe, 2004).
Until World War II, accountability for quality appeared to be primarily up to the
universities and faculty. In 1931, quality expert Walter Shewhart tackled defining quality and
suggested that it had both objective and subjective aspects (Sower & Fair, 2005). Building on
Shewhart’s work, leading quality expert Joseph Juran defined quality as “fitness for use” (Juran,
1992, p. 9). This definition was expanded to define quality as meeting customer expectations
which led W. Edwards Deming, another leading quality expert, to state that “Just to have the
customer satisfied is not enough…You have to do better than that.” (Sower & Fair, 2005, p. 9).
Quality education for the masses really started after World War II with increased funding
from the governments in many countries. Westerheijden (2005) states that "…governments were
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willing to invest much more in higher education and to widen access in order to have a large
well-educated work force" (p. 54). In the United States “it was the GI Bill of 1944, which led to
massive new enrollments and opened institutions to a less elite student body” (Hoffman, 2013, p.
49). It seemed that since the government was funding the education they wanted to hold
universities accountable, but not much happened initially. “The push for greater scientific and
technical expertise in the mid-century twentieth century led to federal research funding through
such agencies as the National Science Foundation and the rise of the great research institutions”
(Hoffman, 2013, p. 49).
In the 1950's and 1960's "quality was based on institutional reputation, which was often a
reflection of admission test scores, size of endowment and percentage of Ph.D.’s on the faculty"
(Freed et al., 1997, p. 16). By the late 1960’s, history showed much more inequality than quality
as African Americans struggle with power relationships and curricula of schools (Kantor &
Lowe, 2004). During this same time period, social pressures started driving academia towards
diversity in both curriculum and personnel (Hoffman, 2013).
Fast forward to the 1970’s and 1980’s when the economy took a serious downturn. In the
1970’s, Pell Grants and student loans were introduced to help increase the number of students
with access to higher education (Is a College Education Worth It?, 2016). Because universities
were focused on reducing their budgets, quality including new courses and interdisciplinary
majors were not on their radar. Government funding grew tougher and the need for higher
accountability for a quality education grew (Westerheijden, 2005). Accountability was addressed
by the Federal Government in 1986 with the publication of reports by the Education Commission
of the States and the National Governors Association promoting assessment as a process to
“make institutions accountable to the public” (Freed et al., 1997, p. 47).
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Up until the early 1990’s, the quality movement in higher education still was not a major
focus and many questioned whether it was appropriate for higher education. Education did not
have long to wait as everything from books and articles to criticism and encouragement from
businesses, legislative and public demands for accountability to reduced support from the
government, as well as declining enrollments, all pushed higher education to join the quality
movement. In response to the pressure, many institutions developed assessment programs. It
should be noted that often times when pressured into something, there will be push back and
assessment was no different as some developed negative attitudes towards it.
By the late 1990’s, quality in higher education was becoming recognized as a world-wide
challenge. This challenge led to the first World Conference on Higher Education in Paris that
included over 180 countries. The objective was to transform higher education and resulted in the
development of the World Declaration on Higher Education for the Twenty-first Century: Vision
and Action guide which defined quality in higher education as a multidimensional concept
(World Conference on Higher Education, 1998). At the second World Conference on Higher
Education in 2009, quality was one of the three key themes. Private higher education, e-learning,
and the internet were listed as growing trends in the changing global landscape in higher
education and subsequently key drivers for an increased need to focus on quality (World
Conference on Higher Education, 2009). Measuring quality in higher education has come full
circle. Currently in the U.S., just as it was prior to the Civil War, quality in higher education is
assessed by an independent third party to confirm institutional accreditation
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Importance of a Quality Education
The importance of a high-quality education is acknowledged by many and has become a
major phenomenon worldwide (Altbach et al., 2009; Association of Governing Boards of
Universities and Colleges, 2014; Aud et al., 2013; Baxen et al., 2014; Bennett, Agostinho, &
Lockyer, 2015; Borden, 2001; Borgen, 2015; Boyd, 2012; Brown & Megan, 2015; Campbell &
Rozsnyai, 2002; Cooke, 2002; Dew, 2009; Dill, 2007; Ewell, 2006; Freed et al., 1997; Freeland,
2015; Gbelewala, 2015; Grayson et al., 1994; Green, 2011; Harvey & Green, 1993; Henard &
Leprince-Ringuet, 2008; Higher Learning Commission, 2016a; Icli & Anil, 2014; Iyamu, 2005;
Kalayci & Basaran, 2013; Kassim et al., 2015; Kayani, 2012; Kena et al., 2014; Kena et al.,
2015; Lumina Foundation, 2013b; MacTaggart, 2017; Madsen, 2014; Massaro, 2010; Matthews
& Lumina Foundation, 2010; National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013; Nelson, 2015;
Nilsson, 2015; Pavel, 2012; Pfeffer, 2014; Pitman, Koshy, & Phillimore, 2015; Ruppert, 1994;
Sanyal, & Martin, 2007; Schroeder, 2013; Selingo, 2016; Singh, 2010; Skolnik, 2010; Talukdar
et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2011; Trow, 1976; Uka, 2014; UNESCO, 2005; UNESCO, 2015; U.S.
Department of Education, 2015b; von Prondzynski, 2008; Weinrib, & Jones, 2014;
Westerheijden, 2005; World Conference on Higher Education, 1998; World Conference on
Higher Education, 2009; Wygal & Stout, 2015). However, many question the current quality and
value (Brown & Megan, 2015; Freed et al., 1997; Johnston & Long, 2010; MacTaggart, 2017;
Taylor et al., 2011). In their study Student Expectations and Perceptions of Higher Education,
Kandiko and Mawer (2013) found that students want value-for-money and recommend that
institutions need to do a better job explaining the relationship between fees and the value of their
degree. The U.S. Department of Education (2015b) believed that that the nation’s higher
education system was not delivering what students’ need or deserve and 57% of Americans
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agreed saying that the higher education system in the United States fails to provide students with
good value for the money they and their families spend (Is a College Education Worth It?, 2016).
Even 38% of college presidents, in a Survey of College Presidents by Pew Research Center, said
that the system of higher education was headed in the wrong direction (Taylor et al., 2011).
The increasing cost of higher education (see Figure 2.1) is a key factor in driving the
growing focus on the quality of the education received by students. Freed et al. (1997) state “the
increasing costs of attending an institution … has led to a growing dissatisfaction with higher
education in America" (p. 19). Retired Senator Tom Harkin, an Iowa Democrat and former
Chairman of the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee stated “For millions
of young people, rising college costs are putting the American dream on hold, or out of reach”
(Jamrisko & Kolet, 2014, p. 1).
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Figure 2.1 Increase in College Tuition Compared to Consumer Prices 1978 - 2014. Reprinted
from College Tuition Costs Soar: Chart of the day, by Jamrisko & Kolet, 2014, Bloomberg
News, Retrieved from http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-08-18/college-tuitioncosts-soar-chart-of-the-day.
In an analysis of a Pew Research Center Survey of the General Public, Taylor et al.
(2011) found that 75% of the adult respondents ages 18 and over said that college is too
expensive for most Americans to afford. More specifically, they found that the cost of a college
education at both private and public institutions had roughly tripled (see Figure 2.2) since 1980
in inflation-adjusted dollars (Taylor et al., 2011). Many agree that personal debt arising from
student loans has risen steadily in recent years with the national total surpassing $1 trillion
(Altbach et al., 2009; Is a College Education Worth It?, 2016; Walsemann, Gee, & Gentile,
2015; Webber, 2015).
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Figure 2.2 Increase in College Tuition 1980 - 2009. Reprinted from “Is College Worth It?
College Presidents, Public Assess Value, Quality and Mission of Higher Education,” by Taylor
et al., 2011, p. 8. Copyright 2011 by the Pew Research Center.

It should be no surprise that many college students are concerned about receiving the
quality of education they pay for and its usefulness. The Higher Education Research Institute at
UCLA (2014) reports that the majority of the college seniors responding to the 2014 College
Senior Survey said they were not confident in their preparation for post-college careers and were
very concerned about their ability to find a job. The Association of Governing Boards of
Universities and Colleges (AGB), which serves more than 1,250 boards, was equally concerned
about students receiving the quality of education they pay for and understands that as the cost of
college tuition has grown, so too has the need for greater accountability for quality (Johnston &
Long, 2010).
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Westerheijden (2005) believed that the topic of quality in higher education “arose as an
issue in policy because of a breakdown of traditional relationships of trust between higher
education and politicians …" (p. 53). Green (2011) and Hazelkorn (2013) agreed and said that
key quality-education drivers are governments looking for greater accountability on their
investments and politicians worrying about education quality rankings that are used to measure
nations’ economic strengths; however, they go on to argue that families who have to pay more
tuition and students who use these quality rankings to determine what university to attend are
equally important drivers for a quality education. In addition to what students and their families
spend on education. Brown and Megan (2015) stated that the federal government spends $126
billion in student aid at institutions of higher education each year. They go on to state that “For
that level of involvement, it does shockingly little to evaluate and improve the quality of
undergraduate education” (Brown & Megan, 2015, p. 18). Even the validity of public
information on academic quality has become a controversial issue in higher education (Dill,
2007). McCormick (2008) agrees and gives the example of U.S. News and World Report basing
its annual “America’s Best Colleges” ranking primarily on inputs such as reputation and
resources with no attention to outputs.
With the increasing cost of a college education and the subsequent increase in student
loan debt, some question the value of a college degree in general (Webber, 2015). Rox and
Penzo (2015) are more than doubtful about the value of a college degree and expand their
skepticism into downright denial of the importance of a college degree especially if one plans to
be an entrepreneur. Reeves (2012) agreed that for writers and others with entrepreneurial
prospects that getting a college degree is not helpful in the job search and goes on to state “That
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piece of paper you just picked up doesn’t matter. Neither does your major, your GPA or any
honors you graduated with. From here on out, the only thing that matters is your work” (p. 1).
Even with the concerns about costs, value, and quality in higher education, the vast
majority believed that college is important. In fact, 94% of parents surveyed in a General Public
Survey by Pew Research Center said “they expect their child to attend college” (Taylor et al.,
2011, p. 16). A survey by Expect More Arizona, found similar results, reporting that 94% of
Arizona voters believed that all students are entitled to a “great education” (Nickel, 2016). Most
college graduates agree that college was very useful (see Figure 2.3). In fact, “an overwhelming
majority of college graduates—86%—say that college has been a good investment for them
personally” (Taylor et al., 2011, p. 1). This is not a new concept. Back in late 1980’s, Boyer
(1987b) while discussing the undergraduate experience, quoted a student as saying "I want a
better life for myself. That means college” (p. 2).

Figure 2.3 How Useful Was College For You?. Reprinted from “Is College Worth It? College
Presidents, Public Assess Value, Quality and Mission of Higher Education,” by Taylor et al.,
2011, p. 6. Copyright 2011 by the Pew Research Center.
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This high-quality experience is not just about what is best for students; it is also in the
university’s best long-term interest. Implementation of new student-focused processes should
give a university a competitive advantage and drive increased customer loyalty and
differentiation in terms of quality, which should lead to an increase in the university’s market
share, profitability, and ultimately, chances for survival (Ansary et al., 2014; Essary, 2014;
Kassim et al., 2015). Kalsbeek (2013) and Stinson and Zhao (2011) agreed and state that when a
student’s experience falls short of their expectations, it can be discouraging and erode their
commitment to the institution resulting in early attrition.
High-quality tertiary education is also a major driver of economic competitiveness
globally, nationally, and personally (Pavel, 2012; UNESCO, 2005). More and more jobs require
a college degree and the college graduates performing these jobs make more money, have better
benefit plans, and live longer and healthier than those without a degree (Is a College Education
Worth It?, 2016; Lumina Foundation, 2013a; Webber, 2015). Since the early 1980’s, the
financial returns on a college degree compared to a high school diploma have grown
significantly. According to the Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland, in 1980 the college wage
premium was 40%, but by 2009 it had surpassed 80% (James, 2012). That premium has resulted
in a surge in enrollment on college campuses in the past four decades. The number of
undergraduates has grown by 8 million since the early 1980’s because Americans increasingly
see a college degree as the only ticket to financial success (Selingo, 2016). Adults who graduated
from a four-year college reported that, on average, they believe they are earning $20,000 more a
year as a result of having gotten that degree (Taylor et al., 2011; Is a College Education Worth
It?, 2016).
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Higher education is one of the most rapid growing service sectors in the world and due to
increased competition, institutions that understand, manage, and ultimately provide a highquality education will be successful (Ansary et al., 2014; Chavan et al., 2014). So one can see
that not only is a quality education important, but the definition of a quality education is
important as it is a key variable in determining many major decisions at both the personal and
governmental levels. The results of this study has significance for supporting an improved
standardized assessment process, driving a more focused and uniform continuous improvement
process, growing the student value proposition, and improving overall university profitability
which in the end will benefit all stakeholders.
Quality Education Defined
While most agree that quality in higher education is important, many argue that it cannot
be defined or measured and at best may only be recognized through experience (Campbell &
Rozsnyai, 2002; Freed et al., 1997; Icli & Anil, 2014; Reeves & Bednar, 1994; Sower & Fair,
2005; Trow, 1976; UNESCO, 2005; Weinrib, & Jones, 2014). Dhanuja (2012) stated that a
“quality education refers to learning situations in which knowledge, skills, and abilities are
developed in the best possible ways” but doesn’t go on to explain what are even the best possible
ways (p. 1). Sanyal and Martin (2007) agreed that quality in higher education is difficult to
measure as data on student learning outcomes is often unavailable and employability statistics
and information on the social usefulness of an education are difficult to collect. The Association
of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges (2014) provided a blurry definition of
educational quality stating that “the central mission of any college or university is to educate”
and that “educational quality can be defined as the extent to which a university fulfills that
mission well” (p. 1).
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Westerheijden (2005), while discussing the challenge of defining quality, referred to
Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motor Cycle Maintenance and stated "Quality ... you know what it is,
yet you don't know what it is." … “But if you can’t say what Quality is, how do you know what
it is or how do you know that it even exists?" (p. 57). Seymour (as cited in Freed et al., 1997)
wraps up defining quality by stating "What is quality? People are willing to pay for it,
organizations are driven to invest in it, workers are exhorted to produce it, and advertisers feel
compelled to communicate it. Everyone wants it but what is it" (p. 38)?
Quality Education Can Be Defined
Others believe that quality in higher education can be defined; however, research shows
that there are a myriad of definitions such as: best in class, excellence, zero errors, fitness of
purpose, fitness for purpose, transformation, threshold, value for money, enhancement or
improvement, endurance, luxury and prestige, conformance to requirements, continuous
improvement, value added, inputs such as academic scores of enrolling students, process such as
progress (or lack of) through the academic program, student retention and completion rate for the
program, post-schooling measures of capabilities, graduate earnings, advanced degrees earned by
graduates, faculty credentials, how well an organization achieves its mission, exceeding various
stakeholders’ expectations, whatever the customers say it is and perceive it to be, response to
civil needs, peer mentorship, peer evaluation, student performance, student engagement, degree
in which students’ perceptions and expectations (explicit and implicit) are met, gap between
what a customer expects and what they actually experience, and student outcomes (Association
of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges, 2014; Baxen et al., 2014; Blašková et al.,
2014; Buzzell & Gale, 1987; Campbell & Rozsnyai, 2002; Dew, 2009; Domnica & Talmacean,
2013; Freed et al., 1997; Grayson et al., 1994; Icli & Anil, 2014; Jess, 1977; Kassim et al., 2015;
Kuh, 1999; Lumina Foundation, 2013b; National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013; Nell &
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Cant, 2014; Pfeffer, 2014; Pitman et al., 2015; Raj, 2011; Sanyal, & Martin, 2007; Schroeder,
2013; Sousha, 2015; Uka, 2014; UNESCO, 2015). To add to the already substantial quantity of
definitions for quality in higher education, Thoma et al. (2015) described a total of 151 quality
indicators for online higher education resources and Sanyal and Martin (2007) identified 10
quality definitions depending on the stakeholder. UNESCO (2005) believed that equity or gender
equality and an absence of discrimination are key measures for high-quality education systems;
which is a topic that few others include in their definition of quality. The World Conference on
Higher Education (2009) focused on teachers in the definition of quality in higher education and
believed that teachers should be recognized as “key actors in education systems,” which means
that these teachers need appropriate training, working conditions, and career paths to be effective
in driving a quality education (p. 115). Cooke (2002) agreed that teaching quality is one of
several key factors in a quality education. Boyer (1987a) saw the definition of a quality
education at the university level as a much broader definition and believed the focus should be
on the overall experience of the undergraduate experience including academic matters and
commitment to community.
No Single Definition
Numerous researchers agree that in higher education there is no one clear agreed upon
definition of quality or method to measure it (Ardelean, Titan, & Druica, 2015; Baxen et al.,
2014; Bosch et al., 2008; Campbell & Rozsnyai, 2002; Dew, 2009; Dhanuja, 2012; Dill, 2000;
Domnica & Talmacean, 2013; Elena et al., 2013; Freed et al.; Gospodinov, 2010; Grayson et al.,
1994; Green, 2011; Hazelkorn, 2013; Henard & Leprince-Ringuet, 2008; Hunley & Schaller,
2009; Kalayci & Basaran, 2013; Madsen, 2015; Massaro, 2010; National Survey of Student
Engagement, 2013; Reeves & Bednar, 1994; Sanyal, & Martin, 2007; Shear, 2015; Sinha &
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Subramanian, 2013; Skolnik, 2010; U.S. Department of Education, 2015a; Van Damme, 2002).
There are six regional accrediting bodies for postsecondary institutions in the United States.
According to Altbach et al. (2009), each of the six regional accrediting bodies operates
independently and determines their own standards. They go on to state “At some point, every
essay that is written about quality assurance addresses the challenge of defining what quality
actually means in higher education” (Altbach et al., 2009, p. 53).
Singh (2010) agreed that there is no one clear agreed upon definition of quality in higher
education and argued that the definition depends on how broadly or narrowly the social purposes
such as “Social accountability, academic improvement, institutional performance efficiency and
effectiveness, ‘value for money’, and ‘consumer’ protection” are interpreted (p. 192). Even the
World Conference on Higher Education (2009) is somewhat vague on the specifics of what is a
quality education at the university level and states “quality is not an absolute, it should be
measured by its degree of appropriateness, in terms of set objectives and local conditions” (p.
63). Others believe that the definition of quality in higher education is dynamic largely due to the
increasing and changing demands of students, which may be partially due to their different
backgrounds, personalities, and motivation (Dhanuja, 2012; Grayson et al., 1994; Pavel, 2012;).
The thought is that if a student receives good quality service, that becomes the norm and to
impress that same student in the future, the university will have to provide even better quality
service. To stay current on what students’ expect, Grayson et al. (1994) suggest that quality
“definitions and measures must repeatedly be tested and updated as the consumers expectations
change” (pp. 19-20).
To address the lack of a quality definition in higher education, many believe that there
needs to be much more discourse on the topic (McCormick, 2008; World Conference on Higher
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Education, 2009). Dew (2009) agreed that there is little coordinated work on defining quality and
states that "At the moment … we are experiencing more of a cacophony of speech rather than a
conversation about quality" (p. 1). He went on to add to the dissonance by asking "Is it possible,
however, to establish a uniform set of quality measures that will work throughout the entire
higher education community? At one level, the answer is probably yes, and at another level, the
answer is probably no" (Dew, 2009, p. 3). Van Damme (2002) believed a key driver for the lack
of coordinated effort on defining quality in higher education comes from many institutions and
countries unwillingness to engage in arrangements that would expose their own relative quality.
Kuh (1999) summed up the importance of defining a quality education by stating that without a
definition and subsequent measures, it cannot be determined if the quality of undergraduate
education is increasing or decreasing.
Business Quality Practices in Education
Some believe that business industry quality practices such as Continuous Program
Improvement (CPI) and International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 9000 should be
incorporated by higher education to improve quality (Campbell & Rozsnyai, 2002; Ellis &
Castle, 2010; Sanyal & Martin, 2007). CPI typically has two sets of participants, management
and production workers and has an overall objective of producing a quality product for the
consumer at a reasonable cost to the manufacturer (Ellis & Castle, 2010). Hoffman (2013) agreed
with the business world approach and believed that quality in education should be measured
focusing on innovation and excellence “something equivalent to the well-known Baldridge
Awards in which programs focus on evidence of quality, innovation, and continuous program
improvement” (p.54). In their quality study of teacher research and CPI, Ellis and Castle (2010)
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stated that there are a number of parallels or common themes as both have the overall goal of
improving the quality of the end product.
Many quality assurance specialists believe that the starting point for improving the
performance of a university is the implementation of an ISO 9000 quality management system
(Elena et al., 2013). ISO standards provide guidance for organizations who want to ensure that
their products and services consistently meet customer’s requirements and that quality is
consistently improved (ISO, 2015). Although ISO initially started accrediting business
enterprises, it now covers educational institutions as well. According to Sanyal and Martin
(2007), “The ISO 9000 standard was created to ensure that the higher education provided by a
country is globally recognized and accepted” (p. 7).
Other successful business processes such as Servant Leadership have been proposed to
improve quality in general. Servant Leadership assumes that if the leadership provides highquality internal services to employees that those employees will then in turn provide high-quality
services to the customers increasing satisfaction (Ling, Lin, & Wu, 2016). A business quality
process implemented by some universities in developed countries such as the U.S., U.K., and
Japan involves continuous improvement based on Total Quality Management (TQM) principles
(Campbell & Rozsnyai, 2002; Raj, 2011). TQM is a management philosophy that seeks to
integrate all organizational functions (marketing, finance, design, engineering, and production,
customer service, etc.) to focus on meeting customer needs and organizational objectives
(Hashmi, 2016). Customer Relationship Management (CRM) is another business quality concept
being implemented in the college setting to drive increased student loyalty, retention and
satisfaction (Seeman & O’Hara, 2012). CRM is a system that enables a consolidated, integrated
view of customers across all areas of the university to help ensure a customer-focused strategy
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with a key focus on driving increased customer satisfaction and loyalty (van Vugt, & Knasys,
2017). DeShields, Kara, and Kaynak (2005) sum it up well stating that “the changing nature of
the higher education marketplace” should encourage college administrators “to apply the
customer-oriented principles that are used by profit-making organizations” (p. 137).
Government’s Role in Quality Education
Some say the U.S. Federal Government could do more to ensure a quality education at
the university level. At the K-12 level, there is rigorous testing to assess student progress;
however, no system like this exists in higher education (Brown & Megan, 2015). To be eligible
for loans and grants, federal law requires universities to be accredited. The problem is that the
Department of Education places few guidelines on accreditors. Dill (2007) agreed and believes
that U.S.-style accreditation is inadequate for assuring the quality of student learning.
The HLC, a body that accredits degree-granting post-secondary educational institutions
in the North Central region of the United States and lists as their purpose to provide
comprehensive evaluations and comprehensive quality reviews, does not define quality in their
Criteria for Accreditation Glossary (Higher Learning Commission, 2016b). Instead, HLC relies
on assessment and continuous improvement to define quality education. In the HLC Federal
Compliance Program, documents outline requirements to assure compliance with federal
regulations. According to an HLC evaluator, the federal regulations are the bare minimum to
maintain accreditation and not the definition of a quality education (K. Bash, HLC Evaluator,
personal communication, October 30, 2013). Another practice of interest that demonstrates the
lack of definition for a quality education is HLC’s Quality Initiative for universities that are on
the open pathway. HLC defines the open pathway as a more lenient approach for schools that are
in compliance and have been accredited for a minimum of 10 years (Higher Learning
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Commission, 2016b). Schools on the open pathway are only required to designate one major
improvement effort they have undertaken as their quality initiative and the initiative should suit
the institutions’ present concerns or aspirations (Higher Learning Commission, 2016b). What’s
more, accreditation reviews do not have to be made public, which Brown and Megan (2015)
believe is a waste of the largest lever the federal government has to ensure that colleges offer a
quality education.
Research performance seems to be a current measure for educational standards
incorporated by the U.S. Federal Government. Massaro (2010) argued that this measure
(research rankings) is easier to develop but unfortunately is not rational, doesn’t measure
important academic standards, and skews the focus of institutions towards research. Brown and
Megan (2015) agreed and stated that the U.S. Federal Government spends at a 400 to 1 ratio on
research vs. quality teaching. Massaro (2010) summed it up best stating “This is an absurd way
to deal with the quality and performance of higher education institutions” (p. 19). It has also been
argued that other readily available measures such as student grades and graduations rates may be
unreliable as indicators of academic quality because they can easily be manipulated by lowering
academic standards (Dill, 2007).
Canada has its challenges in defining and measuring quality in higher education too.
According to Weinrib and Jones (2014), quality assurance is the responsibility of each university
and there is no national quality assurance mechanism in Canada.
The U.S. and the world must continue to move forward with the work to identify, define,
and measure a quality education at the university level. Brown and Megan (2015) suggest using
the nine principles developed by the European Union in 2013 as a model to improve the quality
of teaching and learning in higher education institutions and go on to state:
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Imagine a system in which every college and university can effectively measure and
evaluate how much students are learning. Parents would actually know the value of their
investment. They would have the ability to recognize the highest-performing institutions,
and low-performing schools would see a decrease in demand for their product—
incentivizing improvements in quality. Unfortunately, right now that is only a dream. (p.
13)
President Obama attempted to address this dream by having the government create a system that
rated the quality of all colleges and universities in the U.S. This two-year project, though well
intentioned, was abandoned in 2015 and instead the government unveiled a website that provided
the easy-to-access metrics of annual costs and graduation rates (Brown & Megan, 2015; Shear,
2015).
Students’ Perspectives
While numerous students see the importance in attaining a college degree and the
subsequent value of a college education, others struggle to understand the value. A primary
component of the value package is the quality of the education received and it can be argued that
understanding what is a quality education from the students’ perspectives is significant (Altbach
et al., 2009; Dhanuja, 2012; Gonyea et al., 2003; Harvey, 2003; Kandiko & Mawer, 2013;
Lumina Foundation, 2013a; Lungu, & Moraru, 2014; Phelan & Mejia, 2015; Sopon et al., 2013;
Suárez, Cervantes, & García, 2015).
Many agree that students are the most important stakeholders of Higher Education
Institutions and are therefore key in understanding, defining and measuring what is a quality
education at these institutions (Chavan et al., 2014; Dhanuja, 2012; Kassim et al., 2015; Lomas
& Oblinger, 2006; Milne, 2006; Nell & Cant, 2014; Sedaghatnia et al., 2015). More specifically,
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several believe that a quality education at the university level is grounded in the personal
expectations, experiences, and perceptions of these student stakeholders (Chavan et al., 2014;
Kandiko & Mawer, 2013; Lomas & Oblinger, 2006; Nell & Cant, 2014; Skolnik 2010) and that
universities should collaborate with student stakeholders in the development of the learning
environment (Brown & Long, 2006; Holtham, 2006; Lombardi & Wall, 2006; Oblinger, 2006b).
A review of several case studies on learning spaces found that many institutions still rely on
“experts” to design the space for students and make no mention of student involvement in the
design process (Beichner, 2006; Francisco, 2006: Long, 2006; Lynch, 2006; Meeks, 2006;
Urbanek, 2006). Although in the minority, there are detractors who believe that students are not
competent enough or old enough to make accurate assessments of their education (Ardelean et
al., 2015).
Unfortunately, the experiences actually reported by students are not living up to their
expectations. Almost 50% of the students in the national College Senior Survey from the Higher
Education Research Institute at UCLA (2014) said they were “treated like a number in a book”
(p. 4). In the same survey, 40% of the students reported that they “do not feel a sense of
community at the institution,” two-thirds felt “that they cannot discuss personal matters with
professors,” and the majority report “feeling overwhelmed” (Higher Education Research Institute
at UCLA, 2014, p. 4). To capitalize on the importance of student stakeholders, universities must
acknowledge that students’ experiences are key opportunities and strive to become more studentcentered in their decision making processes (Bennett et al., 2015; Icli & Anil, 2014; Schroeder,
2013). An example was found in a study of UK higher education students by Kandiko & Mawer
(2013) where it was determined that students value face-to-face interactions for learning and do
not value technology as a substitute for face-to-face collaboration.
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In the 1980’s, student feedback about their experiences in higher education was a rarity
(Harvey, 2003). In recent years, this has changed, as student participation has become a major
component of quality assessment systems (Cardoso, Santiago, & Sarrico, 2012). Currently there
are national (National Survey of Student Engagement and College Senior Survey) and
international (Student Expectations and Perceptions of Higher Education) student surveys in
place. While these surveys obtain student information, limited data are collected that focuses on
the student environment examined by this study. To ensure long-term success, tertiary
institutions must work with students to ensure a quality education process. Kandiko and Mawer
(2013) sum it up well stating, “There is much work to be done across the higher education sector
to support students, staff and institutions in this endeavour, working with not for students” (p.
14).
Learning Environments
Many agree that post-secondary learning environments are key factors in attracting,
satisfying, and retaining students; and ultimately do matter in the success of the students
(Gonyea et al., 2003; Kalleberg & Dunn, 2015; Strange, 2003; Wetzel, O’Toole, & Peterson,
1999). Interestingly, although deemed important, research into tertiary learning environments is
in its infancy; however, it is considered by many to be an emerging field (Beery, Shell, Gillespie,
& Werdman, 2013; Strange, 2003; Zandvliet, 2014; Zandvliet, Ashby, & Ormond, 2009).
There are multiple views on what should be considered to be a part of students’ learning
environment. Gee (2006) argued that “People are at the center of learning, so their needs should
be at the heart of the … design process” (p. 10.2). According to Kandiko and Mawer (2013),
students in higher education expect the learning environment to go beyond traditional
experiences and include internships, work experience, extra‐curricular activities,
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accommodation, facilities, a sense of community and transition. Rankin and Reason’s (2005)
study of over 7,000 college students suggests that a positive campus racial climate along with the
understanding that different groups of students experience the campus climate differently will
improve the quality of educational experiences for all students. Antunes, Almeida, Rodrigues,
Faria, and Abreu (2015), discussed the need to address inclusion of disabilities as part of the
learning strategy to ensure a quality education.
Interestingly, the Survey of College Presidents by Pew Research Center showed that
college presidents do not agree that components of the learning environment such as campus
location and student amenities are important (Taylor et al., 2011). Chavan et al. (2014) disagreed
and argued that student amenities such as a “high-quality technology infrastructure; a modern
library; well-maintained classrooms; convenient access to public transport; food courts with
tasty, affordable selections; campus well-being services; local shops; and gym” were all relevant
to the student learning environment and were key drivers in students’ perceptions of a highquality tertiary experience (p. 163). Zandvliet (2012) summed it up well discussing the
importance of understanding the learning environment and students’ perceptions of their
environment stating “…if we don’t know the nature of the environment that surrounds us, we run
the risk of ‘filling in the blanks’ with assumptions about both the environment and the people
within” (p. 126).
Physical Environment
The Physical Environment can be defined as campus architecture that includes synthetic
features such as light, noise, temperature, air quality, layout, accessibility, and colors; and natural
features such as geographic location, weather, climate, and terrain (Strange, 2003; Strange &
Banning, 2001; Strange & Banning, 2015). Physical Environments can have a significant impact
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on student learning (Chism, 2006a; Gee, 2006; Kok, Mobach, & Omta, 2015; Oblinger, 2006a;
Strange & Banning, 2015) and a physical environment that focuses on safety and inclusion is
deemed an important precursor to the student learning process (Demby & Monaco, 2010; JISC,
2006). The physical environment is also one of the most important factors for recruiting new
students (Boyer, 1987b; Demby & Monaco, 2010; Strange & Banning, 2015) and is seen by
current students as a symbol of the quality of their education experience (Kandiko & Mawer,
2013). Chism (2006a) adds that when evaluating the physical environment, “universities must
think of the entire campus as a learning space – not just classrooms” (p. 2.7).
It can be argued that well-designed learning spaces encourage students to spend more
time on campus, which can increase engagement, and ultimately improve retention (Johnson,
2006b; Lomas & Oblinger, 2006). Although many agree on the importance of well-designed
learning spaces, it requires significant investments from higher education (Hunley & Schaller,
2006) and many institutions haven’t adopted changes due to tight fiscal conditions and the
occasional unwilling faculty (Chism, 2006a). Even after universities manage to make the
investment in new learning spaces, an ongoing challenge involves the funding for continued
support and maintenance of these areas (Johnson, 2006a; Siddall, 2006). While many agree on
the importance of the physical environment, they also agree that there is a lack of data in the
study of higher education learning spaces (Gray, 2003; Hunley & Schaller, 2009; Jessop, Gubby,
& Smith, 2012; Temple, 2008).
Interestingly, the physical environment also has an effect on individual’s health.
According to van den Berg, et al. (2015) in their review of literature on green spaces and health,
there is strong evidence for a relationship between the quantity of green space in people’s living
environment and general health and mortality. Renovating the physical environment with a focus

41

on student learning can also increase efficiency and reduce costs. When Virginia Polytechnic
Institute and State University renovated their math program with the addition of a new space
called Math Emporium, they found improvements in student learning and that courses converted
to Emporium reduced cost about 75 percent (Robinson & Moore, 2006).
In addition to the impact on one’s health, the physical environment affects campus social
conditions in many different ways. It can project an image of support, inclusion, safety,
collaboration, and community, which ultimately improves student learning and success (Bickford
& Wright, 2006; Brown & Long, 2006; Chism, 2006a; Dittoe, 2006; JISC, 2006: Lomas &
Oblinger, 2006; Oblinger, 2006a; Sedaghatnia et al., 2015; Stewart, 2012; Strange & Banning,
2015; UNESCO, 2005). Newly designed social spaces on the Indiana University-Purdue
University Indianapolis campus led to increased socialization and group work, which improved
both campus pride and relationship building; ultimately driving student success (Chism, 2006b, p
21.7).
Alternatively, when the physical environment, including traditional classrooms, is not a
focus, the unspoken message can be “silence and disconnectedness” (Oblinger, 2006a, p. 1.1).
Hunley and Schaller (2009) agreed and found that traditional classrooms which include “poor air
circulation, uncomfortable temperatures, distractions, and noninteractive pedagogical practices
all discouraged engagement” (p. 29).
Many argue that academic engagement is encouraged by learning spaces that are
comfortable, open, flexible, and support a diversity of learning styles (Chism, 2006a; de Castell
et al., 2010; Hunley & Schaller, 2009; Lopez & Gee, 2006; Siddall, 2006). More specifically,
successful learning spaces should be healthful and stimulating with a sensitivity to ambiance
which includes items such as paint colors, carpeting, lighting, and ergonomics (Chism, 2006a;
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Chism, 2006b; Gee, 2006; Hunley & Schaller 2009; Siddall, 2006). Chism (2006a) sums up the
importance of learning space design stating “Choosing chairs should receive the same kind of
attention to learning as choosing textbooks; decisions on building layouts should be made with
the same focus on learning as developing curricula” (p. 2.10-2.11).
According to Watson (2006), “We spend a lot of time trying to change people. The thing
to do is to change the environment and people will change themselves” (p. 24). Watson’s
statement is supported by Duke University’s approach to its latest library renovation which
recognized that the design of a physical space would influence how people acted in those spaces,
encouraging some activities while constraining others (Lombardi & Wall, 2006). Hunley and
Schaller (2009) agreed and stated that “physical characteristics are extremely important; the
emotional reaction related to the environment encourages or discourages engagement for both
faculty and students” (p. 28). Zandvliet et al., (2009) sum it up well, stating
The built environment of campuses and schools … affects how we move through space,
how we gather with peers, and how we feel in a space. Campus rooms and buildings have
the potential to move beyond supporting our daily needs; they can enhance educational
pedagogy in critical ways. (p. 3)
Human Aggregate Environment
The Human Aggregate Environment can be defined as the collective characteristics of
participants in an environment and includes interests, activities, and behaviors, as well as
demographics, personality types, and learning styles (Strange, 2003; Strange & Banning, 2001;
Strange & Banning, 2015). To evaluate the fit between student and environment, Astin (1993)
pioneered the development of seven student typologies using Cooperative Institutional Research
Program (CIRP) data: The Scholar, The Social Activist, The Artist, The Hedonist, The Leader,
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The Status Striver, and the Uncommitted. More recently, the National Survey of Student
Engagement (2013) incorporated four themes to assess the educational experience in higher
education and three of the themes (Learning with Peers, Experiences with Faculty, and Campus
Environment) help describe the importance of the human aggregate environment. Interestingly,
in a study of UK higher education, Kandiko & Mawer (2013) found results very similar to the
National Survey of Student Engagement in the United States.
The first theme, Learning with Peers involves collaborating to solve problems and
working on group projects; both of which help prepare students “to deal with the messy,
unscripted problems” they’ll “encounter after college” (National Survey of Student Engagement,
2013, p. 40). Students want and need opportunities to meet, interact, and collaborate with other
students both socially and academically and the social aspect of higher education shouldn’t be
underestimated. Boyer (1987b) agrees and states, “The evidence is overwhelming that the
effectiveness of the undergraduate experience is dramatically shaped by life outside the
classroom” (p. 28). Chavan et al. (2014) also believed the social aspect of higher education was
important stating that “social networks facilitate the educational process and also offer a personal
support network with which to manage the challenges of tertiary life” (p. 165).
Collaboration at many universities can be enhanced through actions that range from
simply not having required classes scheduled at the same time to student clubs and social
activities that promote new interactions with others who have different backgrounds and life
experiences (Kandiko & Mawer, 2013). These interactions across difference, combined with a
positive campus racial climate, can improve educational experiences and student satisfaction,
and help prepare students for future civic participation in a diverse world (National Survey of
Student Engagement, 2013; Rankin & Reason, 2005). Stewart (2012) reminded us that the
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discussion of difference and social interactions must include considerations to minimize
privilege and marginalization.
In the second theme, Experiences with Faculty, students wanted more positive
experiences, both formal and informal, which can help increase engagement and influence
students to make connections between their studies and their future (Kandiko & Mawer, 2013;
National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013). Effective faculty teaching practices that include
structure, explanations, examples, real-world experience, enthusiasm, and feedback help promote
student learning (Kandiko & Mawer, 2013; National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013). In a
study with award-winning accounting educators, Wygal and Stout (2015) found that these
educators agreed that experiences with faculty are a critical ingredient for student success. They
found that faculty believe having a caring attitude, being accessible, respecting students, and
having empathy were key best practices (Wygal & Stout, 2015). An interesting study by Liu &
Tomasi (2015) reinforced that even physical appearance has an effect on faculty and student
interactions and more specifically that an attractive appearance affects the relationship positively.
The third theme discussed how a Campus Environment that supported positive
interpersonal relations and a sense of belonging drove increased student engagement, helped
students to be better able to find assistance when needed, and promoted student learning and
success (Fleming, 2015; Kandiko & Mawer, 2013; National Survey of Student Engagement,
2013). Some argue that when this supportive environment cuts across cognitive, social, and
physical domains, higher levels of student performance, satisfaction and quality of learning occur
(National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013; Wetzel et al., 1999; Zandvliet, 2012). The pros
and cons of fraternities & sororities and their effect on student engagement, learning, and success
have long been a discussion in higher education. In a study of 4,193 students from 17
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institutions, Hevel, Martin, Weeden, and Pascarella (2015) explored the influence of fraternal
memberships on students’ educational outcomes and found that although these fraternal
organizations are supported by universities, there is no direct effect on educational outcomes.
Organizational Environment
The Organizational Environment can be defined as the system by which the environment
operates, achieves goals, and allocates resources; and considers how dynamic or static the
environment is including the appreciation of individual differences, personal interactions, and
encouragement of risk taking (Strange, 2003; Strange & Banning, 2001; Strange & Banning,
2015). Agreeing with Strange and Banning’s definition of the organizational environment,
Stewart (2012) emphasized that different social groups require different approaches. Schein
(1996) agreed and reminded us that when “dealing with other cultures,” it should recognize that
researchers “are imposing our own cultural biases on them” (p. 239).
In the evaluation of student satisfaction and retention in higher education, it has been
contended that there is a correlation between the organizational environment of faculty, students,
and classes, and students’ college experience. DeShields et al. (2005) found that when the
organizational environment correlation led to a positive college experience, students had
increased satisfaction. In an Australian study of retention in higher education, Coates (2014)
agreed finding that a lack of support from fellow students, staff and faculty influenced students’
decisions to withdraw. More recently, it has been maintained that web interactive multimedia
technology (WIM-T) and social media such as Twitter should also be considered as a component
of the organizational environment to drive effective teaching and learning interactions outside of
the physical classroom (Ali & Richardson, 2015; Suárez et al., 2015).
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A negative factor in the organizational environment that demonstrates a lack of
appreciation for individual differences is bullying. In a phenomenological study on bullying,
Sedivy-Benton, Strohschen, Cavazos, and Boden-McGill (2015) found that bullying in higher
education was increasing and had a negative effect on both the organizational climate and
students’ educational experiences. Interestingly, other than information published by Strange and
Banning (2001, 2005), a very limited number of studies were found with a focus on the
organizational environment in higher education as defined by these authors.
Constructed Environment
The Constructed Environment assumes that environments are best understood through the
opinions of the individuals in the environment and focuses on the collective views and
experiences of participant observers (Strange & Banning 2015). Hunley and Schaller (2009)
believe that “academic programs that encourage integration, faculty communication, respect for
the student, and innovation with scheduling, space use, and time are most likely to engage
students and faculty and to positively influence learning” (p. 28). An example comes from a
study by Moser, Berlie, Salinitri, McCuistion, and Slaughter (2015) where they found that
pharmacy students participating in a learning community had an improved progression through
their program; in addition, the student peer mentors reported significant benefits in their own
personal development.
Viewing the environment through the eyes of university accounting professors, Wygal
and Stout (2015) found that being an effective teacher required in-depth knowledge including
previous work experience, keeping skills and knowledge current, incorporating real-word
examples, and teaching skills. Similar effective-teacher findings occurred in a study on graduate
students’ perceptions of educational methodology in Spain (Palomino, 2015).
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Interestingly, in a study on class size and students’ evaluation of teaching, Palmer and
Hall (2015) found that increasing course enrollment led to a statistically significant reduction in
the students’ evaluations of teaching even when the class was taught the same as smaller classes
by the same professor. So according to students, size does matter.
Many agree that students are most engaged, inside and outside the classroom, through
interpersonal interactions with peers and faculty (Hunley & Schaller, 2009). Further refining this,
Lundberg’s (2014) study of college students found that while peer-to-peer relationships were
important, student-to-faculty interaction was the most important factor in driving learning
outcomes. Others suggest that universities consider the constructed climate in campus activities
through the lens of multicultural competence and when applying this lens, personnel in charge of
campus activities should be conscious of the university’s legacy of dealing with issues of
exclusion and inclusion on campus (Stewart, 2012). Summing it up well, the National Survey of
Student Engagement (2013) found that “in addition to high quality classroom instruction,
institutions should strive to provide an atmosphere that encourages student growth in multiple
areas with sufficient resources and engagement opportunities” (p. 18).
Summary
The purpose of this study was to determine what is a quality education at the university
level as perceived through student stakeholders’ viewpoints incorporating Strange and Banning’s
(2001, 2015) comprehensive model for creating student-friendly and learning-supportive campus
environments. As a foundation, the following categories of literature on quality were reviewed:
historical overview, can it be defined, myriad ways it is defined, business quality practices and
their application to quality in higher education, the government’s role, and students’
perspectives. Finally, literature on quality as viewed through Strange and Banning’s (2001,
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2015) four learning environments (physical, human aggregate, organizational, and constructed)
was reviewed. Chapter Three provides details regarding the methodology for this study.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
This chapter provides a summary of the research design incorporated in this study to
explore Business students’ perspectives on the quality of their education framed through the four
environments described by Strange and Banning (2001, 2015). First reviewed in this chapter is
the overarching research design followed by a discussion of the pragmatic philosophical
worldview and assumptions that guide this investigation. Next, is a description of the evaluation
methodology approach used to guide data collection and analysis. Subsequent, is a description of
the participants and sampling methods followed by the data collection process using qualitative
methods, ethical considerations, and data analysis techniques. Finally, strategies for goodness
and trustworthiness are addressed, and delimitations, and limitations are acknowledged.
Research Design
The focus of this study was to explore “what is a quality education” at the university level
from the perspective of current undergraduate students pursuing degrees in the School of
Business. An overarching evaluation design incorporating a qualitative data collection method
was incorporated to learn about students’ experiences. While there are many definitions of
evaluation, guidelines from Flagg (2013), Kahan (2008), Kahan and Goodstadt (2005), Ritchie
and Spencer (2002), and Rutman (1984), were incorporated into an applied qualitative research
design for the purposes of understanding what is a quality education from the students’
perspectives and identifying potential areas for improvement.
Qualitative examinations are about exploring and understanding how people interpret
their own experiences with the analysis building inductively from details and specifics to more
general themes or theories (Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009; Moustakas, 1994). Furthermore,
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according to Patten (2014) and Ritchie and Spencer (2002), qualitative methods are appropriate
for applied research and have been growing in use for this type of inquiry. Because of the lack of
agreement on what is a quality education at the university level as viewed through the students’
lens, this type of approach is appropriate for exploring and understanding the students’ view on
what is a quality education at the university level.
Philosophical Lens
The epistemological lens guiding this study was a pragmatic worldview or pragmatic
philosophical lens. According to Mertens and Wilson (2012), pragmatism was created in the
second half of the 19th century by James, Dewey, Mead, and Bentley. Researchers incorporating
this lens have the flexibility to choose the best method for their particular study with the focus
being on the practical use of the evaluation findings (Mertens & Wilson, 2012; Creswell, 2013).
Mertens and Wilson (2012) list the four key pragmatic philosophical assumptions as:
o Axiology (Ethics) – Gaining knowledge in pursuit of desired ends and valuing the
evaluation for how it is used and the results of that use.
o Ontology (Reality) – There is a single reality and all individuals have their own
interpretation.
o Epistemology (Knowledge) – Relationships between evaluator and stakeholders are
determined by what the researcher believes will best achieve the purpose in the
evaluation.
o Methodology (Systematic Inquiry) – Match method to the purposes of the research.
(pp. 90-91)
Pragmatism is “real-world practice oriented” (Creswell, 2014, p. 6) and the four key
pragmatic philosophical assumptions of the pragmatic lens aligned well with the goals of this
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study, which were to explore what is a quality education at the university level from the
undergraduate students’ points of view and to assimilate the findings to help improve the quality
of the education provided at the university level, ultimately benefiting both student stakeholders
and the universities they attend.
Methodological Approach
The methodological approach for this study was an evaluation methodology. Caro (1977)
believed that there is a strong argument for emphasizing evaluative research because the country
spends enormous amounts of money for education yet the effectiveness of programs is seriously
questioned. Evaluation methodology is diverse and can be mixed and matched with different
philosophical lenses as well as qualitative and quantitative studies depending on what the
researcher is trying to answer (Briedenhann & Butts, 2005; Mabry, 2003; Mertens & Wilson,
2012; Patton, 2011; Shadish, Cook, & Leviton, 1991; Weiss, 2005). According to Scriven (1980)
and more recently Markiewicz and Patrick (2016), the purpose of an evaluation is summative or
formative. Summative evaluation typically occurs at the end of a project or program to measure
results, is associated with quantitative methods, and is therefore not used to improve existing
programs while formative evaluation is done during the project to provide feedback to improve
something and lends itself to qualitative methods of inquiry (Briedenhann & Butts, 2005; Caro,
1977; Clark, 2017; Chyung, 2015; Kahan, 2008; Pritchard, 2010). This study included a
formative purpose, as the educational process is ongoing and the goal of the study was to
ultimately provide information that can improve the quality of the education process.
For this study, the evaluation methodology enabled the researcher to make judgements on
what is a quality education and formulate recommendations for improvements. Evaluation
methodology fit this study quite well because, according to Baehr (2004), Chyung (2015),
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Davidson (2005), Markiewicz and Patrick (2016), and Weiss (2005), it enables the researcher to
draw evaluative inferences from the data that say something about the quality of that which is
being studied.
There are many approaches to evaluation methodology. Utilization-focused evaluation
was the specific approach incorporated in this study, as the goal of the study was to use the
results to determine what is a quality education and ultimately drive improvement in the quality
of the educational process. Patton (2011) described a utilization-focused evaluation as one with
great flexibility that can include “any evaluative purpose, any kind of data, any kind of design,
and any kind of focus” (p. 6). Utilization-focused evaluation is based on utility and the actual use
of the data (Kahan, 2008; Patton, 2011; Rogers, 2017). Use of evaluation findings aligns closely
with the pragmatic paradigm incorporated in this study according to Mertens and Wilson (2012).
Kahan (2008) agreed and stated that “the obvious strengths of this approach are its pragmatic
flexibility and the greatly increased likelihood that evaluation results will be followed up on” (p.
39).
Incorporating Patton’s (2011) utilization-focused evaluation checklist, Table 3.1 below
describes the primary steps that were implemented in this study and the key positions & details
involved in each step.
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Table 3.1
Steps in the Utilization-Focused Evaluation Approach as Applied to this Study
Step
Description
1
Identify, organize, and engage primary
intended users

Key Positions/Details
VP of Enrollment Management,
VP of Assessment & Accreditation, &
Dean of School of Business
Determine what is a quality education at the
university level and use results to improve
the quality of education
Open ended questionnaire (APPENDIX C)
Strange & Banning (2001, 2015)

2

Identify and prioritize primary intended
uses by determining priority purposes

3
4

Focus priority evaluation questions
Determine what intervention model or
theory of change is being evaluated
Make sure intended users understand
Described in Dissertation & reviewed with:
potential methods controversies and their VP of Enrollment Management,
implications
VP of Assessment and Accreditation, &
Dean of School of Business
Gather data with ongoing attention to use Described in Dissertation
Organize and present the data for
Dissertation findings will be reviewed with:
interpretation and use by primary
VP of Enrollment Management,
intended users
VP of Assessment and Accreditation, &
Dean of School of Business
Prepare an evaluation report to facilitate Dissertation
use and disseminate significant findings
to expand influence

5

6
7

8

Step 1 involves meeting with the management listed to ensure that they are engaged as
Patton (2011) states that the “evaluation is more likely to be used if the intended users care about
the findings” (p. 408). Step 2 involves determining priority purposes and intended uses which in
this study are defining what is a quality education at the university level and then using the
results to improve the quality of education. Steps 3 and 4 were accomplished by incorporating
Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) campus environments model in the development of an openended questionnaire. Step 5 was reviewed with the intended users. Step 6 was completed via the
process described in the Data Collection section of this dissertation. Step 7 was accomplished
through the development of a PowerPoint presentation for key management listed. And finally,
step 8 was concluded through the completion of this dissertation.
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Caro (1977) believed that it was key for the evaluation’s research results to be
implemented, but argued “Since the evaluator is an advisor, the policy makers are under no
obligation to accept his recommendations” (pp. 15-16). This researcher maintains that his interest
and direct involvement in the evaluation will help ensure that the evaluation is much more likely
to be used. Patton (2003) described this as the person factor and added that “where individuals
take personal responsibility, evaluations have an impact” (pp. 225-226). Caro (1977) agreed and
stated “Findings of research done by insiders were more often used in decision making that
studies conducted by outside researchers” (p. 21). Evaluation methodology incorporated in this
study enabled a well-planned systematic formative process that provided high-quality results and
ultimately justified confidence in the decision making process.
Research Question
Using an exploratory, descriptive approach, this research was guided by the following
overarching research question: What is the influence of the university environment as defined by
Strange and Banning (2001, 2015) on business students’ perspectives of a quality education at a
Central United States Private Liberal Arts University?
Participants & Sampling
A typical purposeful sampling strategy was incorporated to discover, understand, and
gain insight into business students’ perceptions of what is a quality education and then identify
areas for improvement. Discussing purposeful sampling, Merriam (2009), states “a typical
sample would be one that is selected because it reflects the average person, situation, or instance
of the phenomenon of interest” (p. 79). A typical purposeful sampling strategy was appropriate
for this study as the goal was to research business students’ perceptions of what is a quality
education.
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Participants were students with a declared major within the School of Business at a
Central United States Private Liberal Arts University. Participants were current students that
range from freshmen thru senior year. Students were contacted through a list of email addresses
acquired from the university’s registrar. An email with a weblink to the online questionnaire
including an explanation of the study and elements of consent (see Appendix A) was sent to
invite students to participate in the open-ended questionnaire. The open-ended questionnaire
responses were anonymous with no possibility of tracking results back to the respondents.
Participant Demographics
Anonymous participant demographics are listed to describe the participants in this study.
Demographics of the 53 participants include: age, gender, US citizen, parental combined income,
race, student classification, and first generation.
Age
Table 3.2 provides the age distribution of participants in this study. Over 60% of the
participants were 20-22 years old. Most of these students were junior and senior age and would
have been old enough to have declared a major in the school of business and were therefore
included in the questionnaire. Less than 10% of the participants were under 20 years old. Many
of these students would be freshmen and sophomores that may not have declared a major yet so
they would not have been included in the questionnaire.
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Table 3.2
Age of Participants
Ages
18 yrs old
19 yrs old
20 yrs old
21 yrs old
22 yrs old
23 yrs old
47 yrs old
Missing response
Total

n
2
3
8
15
9
1
1
14
53

% of sample
3.8
5.7
15.1
28.3
17.0
1.9
1.9
26.4
100

Gender
Table 3.3 provides the gender distribution of participants in this study. Approximately
54.7% of the participants reported being male and 18.9% reported being female. Over 26% of the
participants chose not to answer this question.
Table 3.3
Gender of Participants
Gender
Male
Female
Other
Missing response
Total

n
29
10
0
14
53

% of sample
54.7
18.9
0.0
28.3
100

U.S. Citizenship
Table 3.4 provides a frequency distribution for participants in this study based on U.S.
Citizenship. Approximately 60.4% of the participants reported being U.S. citizens and 11.3%
reporting not being U.S. citizens. One student reported being a permanent resident and
approximately 26.4% chose not to answer this question.
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Table 3.4
U.S. Citizenship of Participants
U.S. Citizenship
Yes
No
Permanent Resident
Missing response
Total

n
32
6
1
14
53

% of sample
60.4
11.3
1.9
26.4
100

Parental Combined Income
Table 3.5 provides a frequency distribution of the participants’ combined parental
income. Students reported a wide range of parental combined income and approximately 30.2%
chose not to answer the question. One could propose that both the wide range and the high
percentage not reporting could be due to students not having a good idea what their parents
actually earn. Over 9% of the participants reported parental combined income of less than
$25,000 with 5.7% reporting parental combined parental income of less than $10,000. At the
other end of the scale, over 9% of the participants reported parental combined income of
$150,000 or more. The category with the highest percentage reported was $100,000-$149,000
with almost 19%.
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Table 3.5
Parental Combined Income of Participants
Income
n
< $10,000
3
$10,000-$14,999
1
$15,000-$19,999
0
$20,000-$24,999
1
$25,000-$29,999
1
$30,000-$39,999
4
$40,000-$49,999
2
$50,000-$59,999
3
$60,000-$74,999
2
$75,000-$99,999
5
$100,000-$149,999
10
$150,000-$199,999
2
$200,000-$249,999
2
$250,000 or more
1
Missing response
16
Total
53

% of sample
5.7
1.9
0.0
1.9
1.9
7.5
3.8
5.7
3.8
9.4
18.9
3.8
3.8
1.9
30.2
100

Race/Ethnicity
Table 3.6 provides a frequency distribution for the participants’ self-identified
race/ethnicity. Over 50% of the participants reported being White/Caucasian with all other
reporting categories totaling approximately 22.6%. Over 26% of the participants chose not to
answer the question.
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Table 3.6
Race/Ethnicity of Participants
Race/Ethnicity
White/Caucasian
Black/African American
American Indian / Alaskan Native
Asian American/Asian
Native Hawaiian / Pacific Islander
Mexican American / Chicano
Puerto Rican
Other Latino
Other
Missing response
Total

n
27
4
0
1
1
4
0
0
2
14
53

% of sample
50.9
7.5
0.0
1.9
1.9
7.5
0.0
0.0
3.8
26.4
100

Student Classification
Table 3.7 provides a frequency distribution for the participants’ student classification.
Over 62% of the participants reported being either a junior or a senior and about 11% of the
participants reported being a freshman or a sophomore. This was a school of business
questionnaire and most of these students would have been junior and senior age to have declared
a major. Less than 4% of the participants were freshmen and less than 8% were sophomores.
Over 26% of the participants chose not to answer the question.
Table 3.7
Student Classification of Participants
Classification
n
Freshman
2
Sophomore
4
Junior
19
Senior
14
Missing response
14
Total
53

% of sample
3.8
7.5
35.8
26.4
26.4
100
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First Generation
Table 3.8 provides a frequency distribution for participants in this study based on first
generation. Almost 25% of the participants reported being first generation and approximately
49.1% reported that they were not. Over 26% chose not to answer this question.
Table 3.8
First Generation of Participants
First Generation
n
Yes
13
No
26
Missing response
14
Total
53

% of sample
24.5
49.1
26.4
100

Research Setting
The research setting for this study was a Private Liberal Arts University located in the
Central United States. Typical enrollment is around 2,000 and includes diverse undergraduate
and graduate students from most states in the United States as well as over 20 other countries.
The university has a religious affiliation, a focus on sustainability, and multiple campuses that
are coed. The university vision and mission, much like many other liberal arts universities,
includes inspiration and empowerment of well-rounded students through a broad range of studies
in a supportive learning community with a focus on development of meaningful and productive
lives. Faculty gender distribution was approximately 50/50 and the majority of students lived on
campus. The university is accredited by appropriate commissions for its various degree programs
and was ranked by Forbes as one of the top 200 best-loved colleges (Schifrin, 2017).
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Data Collection
A student open-ended questionnaire was appropriate for this study as pragmatic
researchers focus on practical implications and choose the method that best meets the needs of
the study and the particular stakeholder group (Creswell, 2013; Mertens & Wilson, 2012).
Open-Ended Questionnaire
Data were collected through an anonymous student open-ended questionnaire using
Qualtrics Survey software for online data collection. No identifiers were collected and the
settings in the qualtrics questionnaire were set to anonymize responses. The questionnaire was
emailed to the student participants through an email that included information explaining the
study, elements of consent, and a weblink to the study (see Appendix A). A list of students’
email addresses was obtained from the university registrar’s office. To ensure that all the
participants were age 18 or older so that no parental consent was required, the registrar was
asked to remove any students under the age of 18 from the email list.
The questionnaire developed by the researcher comprised 12 questions (see Appendix C).
The first four questions incorporated Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) conceptual framework
for creating student-friendly and learning-supportive campus environments and included openended questions based on the four different environmental components: physical, human
aggregate, organizational, and constructed. These first four questions were designed to explore
the students’ views and values on learning, the decision of which college/university to attend,
and retention. When discussing evaluation methodology, Davidson (2005) agrees with this
approach and states that most questions are about the value to the recipients. There were seven
questions on the following demographics: age, gender, U.S. citizen, parental combined income,
race, student classification (year in school), and first generation status. The final question was a
general overall open-ended question about their educational experience.
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The open-ended questionnaire was emailed to 243 participants and allowed an overall
three-week window to collect data. To help ensure participation, a follow up reminder email was
developed and was sent out twice, one week and two weeks after the initial email (see Appendix
B). Professors and instructors at the institution in the business department were also contacted
personally about the importance of the open-ended questionnaire so that they could promote
participation in their classes. The open-ended questionnaire had 53 respondents out of the 243
total for a 22% response rate.
Data collected from the online open-ended questionnaire was stored in a passwordprotected computer, and backed up on an external hard drive to which no one has access except
the researcher. Creswell (2013) agrees with the importance of a backup file and states “always
develop backup copies of computer files” (p. 175). Data will be kept for a minimum of three
years and destroyed once it is deemed no longer useful for research purposes.
Ethical Considerations
It was important to maintain ethical guidelines throughout the research process.
Pragmatists emphasize “caring” and “gaining knowledge in the pursuit of desired ends” when
discussing their ethical assumptions (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, p. 90). Creswell (2014), states
that it is important to identify a problem that will benefit those being studied and that the
problem should be meaningful to “others besides the researcher” (p. 97). Missing from the
quality education literature was the students’ perspectives about the environment that surrounds
them at their chosen institution and how that impacted students’ views on the quality of their
education. Investigating students’ perspectives should enable a better understanding of how
students’ experiences in a campus environment impact their interpretation of the quality of
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education and provide significant assistance for various university departments in their
continuing challenge to increase the value of a college degree.
Letting participants know the purpose of the study and that there was no pressure to be a
part of the study were important ethical steps at the beginning of the study (Creswell, 2013,
2014). Therefore, prior to the beginning of this study, all participants received an explanation of
the study and an email containing elements of consent to enlist their participation in the study
(see Appendix A).
Anonymity of the students was maintained through the incorporation of an anonymous
open-ended questionnaire instrument. As a result of the anonymous nature of the data no
pseudonyms were needed for the dissemination of the study’s findings. Merriam (2009) sums up
ethics by stating that “the best a researcher can do is to be conscious of the ethical issues that
pervade the research process and to examine his or her own philosophical orientation vis-a-vis
these issues” (p. 235).
Institutional Review Board
Studies that incorporate participants, “regardless of the approach to inquiry” need
permission “from a human subjects review board” (Creswell, 2013, p. 152). Before collecting
data, an application to conduct the study using human participants along with details of this study
were submitted to the Central United States Private Liberal Arts University’s and Drake
University’s Institutional Review Boards (IRB) for approval to insure proper procedures were
followed, and safety measures for participants were conducted. As part of the IRB application
process, the researcher was required to complete the online training course through the National
Institute of Health, Protecting Human Research Participants which reviewed rules and
regulations on human subjects’ research. All IRB recommendations were implemented to
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minimize any possible risk to student participants and data collection was implemented only
after approval was given.
Informed Consent
All participants received an explanation of the study in an email containing elements of
consent to enlist their participation in the study (see Appendix A). At the bottom of the email
there was a statement, which prompted the participant to indicate their consent to voluntarily
participate in the study; specifically, the statement said “Clicking on the link below indicates
your voluntary agreement to participate in the study.” Additionally, at the bottom of the email,
there was researcher contact information for students’ questions, concerns, or to request a copy
of the consent form. Contact information for the dissertation advisor and the Drake University
IRB was also listed. No signed consent documents can be linked to participants as this was an
anonymous open-ended questionnaire.
Confidentiality
Open-ended questionnaire results and all analysis were kept in a password-protected
computer owned by the researcher. Any potentially identifying information such as age, gender,
race, student classification, etc. was anonymous so that the identity of the participants cannot be
ascertained.
Data Analysis Procedures
Analysis of qualitative data involves organizing the data, coding and reducing the data
into themes, representing the data, and forming an interpretation of them (Creswell, 2013).
Creswell (2013) goes on to state that “the analysis process conforms to a general contour” and
that “the contour is best represented in a spiral image” (p. 182). Figure 3.1 shows Creswell’s data
analysis spiral as it begins with data collection, moves through data evaluation, and ends with an
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account or narrative. Saldana (2013) agrees and suggests that “the qualitative analytic process is
cyclical rather than linear” (p. 58).

Figure 3.1 The Data Analysis Spiral. Reprinted from Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design (p.
183), by Creswell, 2013, California: Sage. Copyright 2013 by Sage Publications, Inc.
With qualitative methods, “the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection
and analysis” (Merriam, 2009, p. 15). Saldana (2013) discusses the importance of the researcher
in qualitative studies and states that there are seven personal attributes all qualitative researchers
should have for the coding process:
1. You need to be organized
2. You need to exercise perseverance
3. You need to be able to deal with ambiguity
4. You will need to exercise flexibility
5. You need to be creative
6. You need to be rigorously ethical
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7. You need an extensive vocabulary (pp. 36-37)
Another important component that was considered when using qualitative methods was
the researcher’s ability to incorporate bracketing or epoche with their thoughts and feelings to
maintain an unbiased position and limit their capacity to bias the data. Moustakas (1994) states
that the researcher should engage in:
disciplined and systematic efforts to set aside prejudgments regarding the phenomenon
being investigated (known as epoche process) in order to launch the study as far as
possible free of preconceptions, beliefs, and knowledge of the phenomenon from prior
experience and professional studies—to be completely open, receptive, and naïve. (p. 22)
Merriam (2009) agrees and adds that epoche is “a Greek word meaning to refrain from
judgment” (p. 25).
Evaluation methodology, incorporated in this study, is diverse and supports many choices
for strategy and procedures to analyze the data. Data analysis for this study integrated Strange
and Banning’s (2001, 2015) four environmental components as the underpinning for
examination. The four environmental components were incorporated as a guide to organize the
codes and the subsequent themes identified during the investigative process. Evaluation
methodology utilizing formative evaluation was incorporated to explore and interpret the
meaning of the data as it applied to the four environmental components.
Data analysis in this study occurred after data were collected from the open-ended
questionnaire. Using the framework of the questionnaire, the data were first categorized by
Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) four environmental components and then sorted by whether
participants’ responses indicated the components promoted learning or detracted from learning.
Next, the individual responses were coded incorporating first cycle coding or “those processes
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that happen during the initial coding of data” (Saldana, 2013, p. 58). Initial coding is sometimes
referred to as open coding and is described by Saldana (2013) and Merriam (2009) as appropriate
for qualitative methods and is a good starting point because the researcher is open to anything.
After the initial open coding, constant comparative analysis, a coding method that works
alongside open coding was incorporated in this study. Constant comparative analysis
incorporates the initial steps of open coding by reading the entire data set and chunking the data
into smaller parts; however, incorporating constant comparison analysis requires the researcher
to compare each chunk of data to previous codes so that similar data will have the same code
(Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). The data were recoded several times using constant comparative
analysis to ensure that similar data had the same code. Finally, the coded data were sorted by
quantity using classic content analysis.
Next, the participant data showing how important each of the four environmental
components were to participants when deciding on a college/university and how important they
are now were analyzed using descriptive statistics. Results from the final open-ended question in
the questionnaire, “Is there anything else you would like to for us to know about your
educational experience at your University?” were coded incorporating first cycle coding and
recoded using constant comparative analysis to ensure that similar data had the same code. Then
the coded data were sorted by quantity using classic content analysis. Finally, anonymous
participant demographics were listed to provide a description of the participants in this study.
This study incorporated an open-ended questionnaire so all data would be collected at the
same time, which Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2007) say works with constant comparison analysis
as it “has been modified to be used to analyze data collected in one round” (p. 565). Classical
content analysis was also incorporated in this research to help improve the rigor of the analysis.
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Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2007) state this type of analysis works well with constant comparison
analysis and state that classical content analysis comprises counting “the number of times each
code is utilized” (p. 569).
The final decision on the appropriate coding processes for the analysis was determined
after the initial review of the data. Saldana (2013) suggests waiting until after the initial review
and calls this his “pragmatic eclecticism” approach and states that it is “appropriate and the most
likely to yield a substantive analysis” (p. 60).
Goodness and Trustworthiness
“All research is concerned with producing valid and reliable knowledge” (Merriam,
2009, p. 209). The terms for describing valid research using qualitative methods and data have
been much debated. Rigor has emerged as a key term for discussing validity in qualitative
methods (Anfara Jr, Brown, & Mangione, 2002). “Without rigor, research is worthless, becomes
fiction, and loses its utility” (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002, p. 14). To describe
rigor in qualitative methods, Lincoln and Guba (1985) developed the term trustworthiness, which
Creswell (2013) finds “still popular today” in qualitative research (p. 246). Trustworthiness is
described by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as “persuading the audience that the findings are worth
paying attention to” (p. 290). They specifically refer to the terms credibility, transferability,
dependability and confirmability as criteria for assuring the trustworthiness of a study. Creswell
(2013) describes eight strategies that are frequently used to address validation that tie in well
with Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) trustworthiness terms: Prolonged engagement and persistent
observation, Triangulation, Peer review or debriefing, Negative case analysis, Clarifying
researcher bias, Member checking, Rich, thick description, and External audits. Creswell (2013)
recommends that researchers engage in at least two of the eight strategies. Three of these

69

strategies were incorporated in this study to ensure trustworthiness: triangulation, clarifying
researcher bias, and thick, rich description.
One type of triangulation called “methodological triangulation” incorporates the use of
more than one type of analysis to reinforce the rigor and trustworthiness of the findings (Leech &
Onwuegbuzie, 2007, p. 575). Following their suggestion, this study incorporated three types of
analysis: initial or open coding, constant comparative analysis, and classical content analysis.
Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2007) state that the concept of “triangulation also should be extended
to data analysis tools” and that “we contend that researchers need to utilize at least two, if not
more, types of data analysis tools in order to triangulate results” (p. 579).
Clarifying researcher bias by explaining assumptions and experiences assists the reader to
understand the researcher’s position and allows the reader to better understand how the
researcher might have interpreted the data (Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 2013; Creswell, 2014).
This researcher, through bracketing, worked to be non-partisan and unbiased which Hofstetter
and Alkin (2003) say increases evaluation credibility. In this study, clarifying the researcher’s
position, bias, and assumptions can be found in chapter 1 under the heading of Researcher
Positionality Statement.
Thick, rich description provides “abundant interconnected details” with more realistic
results which add validity to the findings (Creswell, 2014, p. 202). Such detailed description
enables readers to determine whether the findings can be transferred to other settings (Creswell,
2013). Merriam (2009) agrees stating that another type of validity is “transferability,” or “can the
findings of the study be applied to other situations” (pp. 223-225) and goes on to state that to
enhance the possibility of the results of a qualitative study transferring to another setting, “rich
thick descriptions of the setting and the findings of the study should be used” (p. 227).
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Interestingly, Merriam (2009) adds that qualitative validation is about “how the research findings
match reality,” but argues that because one can never really capture reality, “validity is a goal
and can never be proven” (pp. 213-214). Adding to the description of transferability in
qualitative research, Butin (2010) sees the goal as not to enable another researcher to replicate
your findings; instead the goal is to enhance the trustworthiness of one’s research and states “you
can only do this by being clear about what you did, why you did it, and the limits and value of
your methods” (pp.102-103). To ensure trustworthiness, the researcher in this study explained
the assumptions and theory underlying the research, and incorporated triangulation, researcher
bias clarification, and thick, rich description.
The key determining factors of utilization-focused evaluation incorporated in this study
were the utility and the actual use of the data, which leaves the study open to great flexibility in
design (Patton, 2011). Patton (2011) goes on to state that “the integrity of an evaluation depends
of its … commitment to systematic and credible data collection and reporting” (pp. 239-240),
which in this study incorporated an open-ended questionnaire (see Appendix C) and is discussed
in detail in the Data Collection section in this chapter. Baehr (2004) states that evaluation
methodology consists of four main steps: 1. Define the parameters of the evaluation (see Table
3.1), 2. Design the methods used for the evaluation (described in Methodological Approach in
this chapter), 3. Collect evidence (described in Data Collection section in this chapter), and 4.
Report and make decisions (see Table 3.1) (p. 1). Overall, the steps listed in Table 3.1 were
followed to help ensure trustworthiness, including credible data collection and reporting, and
usage of the data.
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Delimitations
The scope of this study was delimited to freshmen thru seniors that were registered for
the Fall 2017 semester with majors in the School of Business at a Central United States Private
Liberal Arts University. Creswell (2014) states that “delimitations help to further define the
parameters of the research study” (p. 125). This study focused on these students’ experiences at
the university and their perceptions of the university environment as defined by Strange and
Banning (2001, 2015). Factors external to the university environment were not explored although
they may have been mentioned by participants in the open-ended questionnaire.
Limitations
While many strategies were in place to support research design and trustworthiness of
this study, there were three identifiable potential limitations. The first potential limitation was
time. At this university, more than 50% of the students were involved in athletics of some type.
Athletics, combined with their normal schoolwork, limited some students’ time to participate in
the questionnaire. There were also surveys from other areas of the university being circulated at
the same time this researcher’s questionnaire was emailed to the participants so the additional
time to complete multiple surveys may have reduced participation. The questionnaire was sent to
students two and a half weeks before Thanksgiving break, which may have affected the number
of students participating as many of them had projects due prior to the break. Open-ended
questions, like the ones incorporated in this questionnaire, typically take more time to answer
than true or false questions which may have deterred some students from participating or at least
from finishing the questionnaire.
The second potential limitation was distribution. Due to the large number of possible
participants, an electronic questionnaire was sent out to participants via email. A challenge with
email was that students today prefer text messages or Snap Chat over email so some students
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may not have even looked at their email with the questionnaire link. Creswell (2014), states that
surveys “may limit the amount of data collected from any one individual” (p. 222). Another
challenge with email was that the university software security settings put the questionnaire
emails into the students’ junk email folder because of the inclusion of the link to the
questionnaire. A second email had to be sent out without the questionnaire link requesting that
the students look in their junk mail folder for the email with the questionnaire.
The third limitation was the students’ potential knowledge of the researcher’s position at
the university. The researcher was a senior faculty member in the school of business and even
though the questionnaire was totally anonymous, some students may not trust that. This concern
could have affected the student participation rate as well as their honesty in answering the
questionnaire.
Summary
This study implemented a qualitative evaluation research design as viewed through a
pragmatic philosophical lens. Data were collected through an anonymous online open-ended
questionnaire and were analyzed through evaluation methodology incorporating a formative
evaluation process to explore ways of improving an existing program. Purposeful sampling was
incorporated to determine participants and all participants indicated their voluntary agreement to
participate in the online open-ended questionnaire. Institutional Review Board approval was
sought prior to commencement of the study and other ethical standards recommended for
collecting qualitative data were discussed in this chapter. Key processes to validate the accuracy
of the findings and ensure the approach to reliability was consistent were implemented.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
The conceptual framework of Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) comprehensive model
for creating student-friendly and learning-supportive campus environments was incorporated as a
guide to explore and interpret the meaning of the data as it applied to the four environmental
components: physical, human aggregate, organizational, and socially constructed to better
understand what is a quality education from university students’ perspectives. This chapter
describes the findings of the study’s open-ended questionnaire.
Overarching Themes
Based on Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2005) four environmental components several
overarching themes emerged from the data analysis for each environment. Within each
environment, themes were then divided into those themes that supported learning and those
themes that detracted from learning. All overarching themes are presented next followed by an
in-depth review of the themes in each environment.
Physical Environment Themes
Theme P1: Comfort
Theme P2: Accessibility
Theme P3: Technology
Theme P4: Location
Human Aggregate Environment Themes
Theme A1: Diversity
Theme A2: Demographics
Theme A3: Relationships
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Theme A4: Personality Types
Theme A5: Learning/Teaching Styles
Organizational Environment Themes
Theme O1: Effective Support System
Theme O2: Dynamic Environment
Constructed Environment Themes
Theme C1: Formal Campus Organizations
Theme C2: Belonging
Theme C3: Informal Student Groups
Theme C4: Atmosphere
Physical Environment Themes
Participants were asked when thinking of their educational experience at their university
and the quality with respect to the physical environment at their university, what components in
the physical environment did they feel/believe promoted learning and what components
detracted from learning. A summary of the overarching themes related to the physical
environment and respective subthemes is provided in Table 4.1. Each theme is delineated by
whether students indicated it had a positive or negative impact on their learning. Following the
table, each individual theme is explained in more detail. Themes are ranked by the number of
responses they received with the theme having the most responses listed first.
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Table 4.1
Physical Environment –Themes and Subthemes
Promoted Learning
Themes
Subthemes
n
P1: Comfort
Clean
15
Classrooms
9
Comfort in General
6
Buildings/Interior
7
Quiet
4
Weather
4
Other
5

P2: Accessibility Accessibility in General
Study Spaces
Closeness
Size of Campus/Layout
P3: Technology Up to Date
The Basics
P4: Location
Geographical
Isolated

Detracted from Learning
Subthemes
Buildings (Poor)/Interior
Unclean
Uncomfortable/Broken Furniture
Weather
Heating/Air Conditioning (poor)
Noise
Cramped/Crowded
Air Quality (poor)
Other
8 Spatial Arrangement (poor)
7 Lack of Accessibility in General
3 Not Close
2
3 Not Up to Date
3 Lack of the Basics
3 Geographical
1 Location in General

n
16
11
7
6
5
4
3
2
2
4
2
1
3
3
2
1

Theme P1: Comfort
The comfort theme received the most comments (refer to Table 4.1) and included
promoted-learning subthemes of: clean, classrooms, comfort in general, buildings/interior, quiet,
weather, and other. Detracted-from-learning subthemes included comments related to: buildings
(poor), unclean, uncomfortable/broken furniture, weather, heating/air conditioning (poor), noise,
cramped/crowded, air quality (poor), interior, and other.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported comfort as part of the
physical environment that promoted learning, student participants mentioned the importance of
cleanliness several times with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned “the
cleanliness of the campus,” “clean classrooms,,” and a “clean workspace.” One student stated
“there is cleanliness in the school of business building which is appreciated.” “Clean air” and
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“air quality” were also deemed important. Classrooms were mentioned several times by
participants with some liking the “small classroom sizes,” while others appreciated classrooms
that were “non-cramped” and “spacious.” Some students reported that the newer buildings with
“up-to-date classrooms” that were “well lit” and had “white boards” promoted learning for them.
The school of business building was specifically mentioned by one student as not being a good
example. When reporting comfort in general as part of the physical environment that promoted
learning, participants stated that “comfortable chairs” and “enough table space” were important.
Students also reported that they needed areas that were comfortable where they could go unwind
and specifically stated the need for “a comfortable area so you can relax somewhat yet stay
focused” and “places where students can go to relax and let go of their worries.”
When participants’ reported comfort as part of the physical environment that promoted
learning, some student participants mentioned the importance of buildings and residence halls
with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned the condition and appearance of
buildings. Some participants expanded on this theme with one stating that “the nice buildings
like science and theater” enhanced their learning while another stated “I believe that the science
building especially does with the way it looks and how new it is.” With no specific buildings
listed, interior in general including “brighter walls” and “color schemes” was reported as being a
key contributor in the physical environment that promoted student learning. Student participants
mentioned the importance of quiet areas with “low noise level” that had minimal surrounding
activity “where you can think without loud disruptions.” The need for “quiet heat and air
conditioning” was specifically mentioned as helping promote learning. When participants’
reported comfort as part of the physical environment that promoted learning, some student
participants mentioned the weather with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned
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getting “a feel for all of the weather seasons” and “nice weather” helped promote learning. Other
subthemes included the importance of the heating and air conditioning systems with participants
stating that “having air and heat” and especially having “quiet” air conditioning were key
physical environment factors that promoted learning. Some participants reported that the
“beautiful view,” “art work” and “motivational messages” promoted learning.
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported a lack of comfort as
part of the physical environment that detracted from learning, student participants mentioned the
importance of buildings overall as well as classrooms. The school of business building was listed
the most with examples such as “needs renovation,” “old and outdated,” “not good at all in any
way,” “worst building on campus,” “poor lighting,” and “the outside of the building as well as
the inside of the classrooms – it’s an eyesore.” The education building and residence halls were
also specifically mentioned as being “poor.” Interior was reported as detracting from students’
learning and specifically participants stated that the “interior color schemes” and “having too
much interior design in classrooms” detracted from their learning. Student participants
mentioned a general messiness and “old aesthetics in the classroom” as well as “clutter” and
more specifically, “lots of different things on the wall” detracted from their learning. Other
participants reported that classrooms that were “dirty,” had “moldy old walls,” “ragged stained
ceilings,” and “old paint on walls” detracted from their learning. Participants’ reported
uncomfortable/broken furniture as part of the physical environment that detracted from learning
and specifically that the furniture was “poor,” “wobbly,” “uncomfortable,” and “broken.” The
participants also mentioned that areas that “are uncomfortable and lead to distractions” and
“don’t allow students to relax” detracted from their learning.
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When participants’ reported a lack of comfort as part of the physical environment that
detracted from learning, some student participants mentioned the importance of weather with no
additional detail while others specifically mentioned that “weather change” and “weather being
rainy or cloudy” hindered their learning experience. Participants reported that poor heating and
air conditioning detracted from their learning and overwhelmingly mentioned the school of
business building. Participants specifically stated that the “lack of heat and air,” “bad heat and air
conditioning,” “heating and cooling is annoying” and “a/c units in the school of business
building” detracted from the learning experience. One participant stated that “cold rooms” in the
art building detracted from their learning experience.
When participants’ reported a lack of comfort as part of the physical environment that
detracted from learning, some student participants mentioned loud noises, overcrowding, and air
quality. “Loud noises” in general were reported along with topics specific to the school of
business building such as “noisy classrooms” and “loud building.” Crowding and too little space
in general were reported as detracting from the participants learning experience. Again, the
school of business building was mentioned by a student participant stating “many of the
classrooms in the school of business seem cramped.” Air quality in general was reported as
detracting from the participants learning experience. “The smell constantly emanating from the
bathrooms in the school of business” was specifically mentioned as a distraction to the studentlearning environment. Other subthemes included a student athlete stating the need for a “fueling
station” and one participant stating that the classrooms were “too comfortable” and had too much
of a “home setting.”
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Theme P2: Accessibility
The accessibility theme received the second most comments (refer to Table 4.1) and
included promoted-learning subthemes of: accessibility in general, study spaces, closeness, size
of campus, and layout; and detracted-from-learning subthemes of: spatial arrangement (poor),
lack of accessibility in general, and not close.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported accessibility as part of the
physical environment that promoted learning, student participants mentioned the importance of
accessibility in general several times with no additional detail while others specifically
mentioned “buildings being open and available all day” and “access to desks.” One student
stated “the location of the professor’s offices; it is nice to have them so accessible.” Student
participants reported that in addition to accessibility, closeness was important stating, “close
buildings so students do not have to walk long distances to class” and “most buildings are pretty
close together which helps promote learning.” When reporting the importance of the location of
professors’ offices, a participant stated “it is nice to have them so close.” Some participants
mentioned the “size of the campus” with no additional details as key to their learning experience.
One student stated “This is such a small campus that there isn’t much that detracts from learning.
Only thing to do here is learn.” Participants also mentioned the layout of the campus in general
as promoting their learning experience with one student specifically focusing on the school of
business building stating, “The layout of the school of business building is convenient except for
the stairs.”
When participants’ reported accessibility as part of the physical environment that
promoted learning, student participants mentioned the importance of study spaces several times
with spatial arrangement in general being important to several students. The campus overall was
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mentioned by participants as enhancing their learning experience by having multiple open study
spaces. Students specifically stated that they appreciated the “many study areas in the library,
internet café, performing arts building, and the student center” with one student stating “I think
that open areas, where students can engage in conversation over subjects, helps.”
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported a lack of accessibility
as part of the physical environment that detracted from learning, some student participants
mentioned the importance of spatial arrangement, accessibility in general, and closeness with no
additional detail. One student stated that they “couldn’t see the board in the school of business
building.” The school of business and the school of education buildings were mentioned as
having “poor to no access for disabled.” One student stated that “the layout of some of the older
buildings isn’t the best” and went on to state that “for someone with a disability, the school of
business building would be a challenge.” Student participants mentioned the importance of
having everything on campus being close. One student stated “how far the dorms are from the
classrooms” was a concern and detracted from their learning.
Theme P3: Technology
The technology theme received the third most comments (refer to Table 4.1) and included
promoted-learning subthemes of: up to date and the basics; and detracted-from-learning
subthemes of: not up to date and lack of basics.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported technology as part of the
physical environment that promoted learning, student participants specifically mentioned the
importance of technology being “up to date” and that “classrooms with new technology” and
“good technology” helped promote learning. Others stated the importance of a basic need for
“access to the internet,” “laptops,” and “computers, video projectors, printers, etc.”
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Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported technology as part of
the physical environment that detracted from learning, student participants specifically
mentioned the importance of technology being up to date. Students reported the following
descriptors for the current technology in the classrooms as “no access to internet,” “lack of,”
using “chalkboards,” “poor technology,” “not having new technology,” and “outdated
equipment.”
Theme P4: Location
The location theme received the fewest comments (refer to Table 4.1) and included
promoted-learning subthemes of: geographical and isolated; and detracted-from-learning
subthemes of: geographical and location in general.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported location as part of the
physical environment that promoted learning, student participants mentioned the importance of
geographic location several times with no additional detail. One student specifically mentioned
“The isolated location makes it so there’s less to distract yourself with.”
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported location as part of the
physical environment that detracted from learning, some student participants mentioned the
importance of geographic location with no additional detail. One participant just reported
location in general with no additional details.
Human Aggregate Environment Themes
Participants were asked when thinking of their educational experience at their university
and the quality with respect to the human aggregate environment at their university, what
components in the human aggregate environment did they feel/believe promoted learning and
what components detracted from learning. A summary of the overarching themes and respective
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subthemes are provided in Table 4.2. Each theme is delineated by whether students indicated it
had a positive or negative impact on their learning. Following the table, each individual theme is
explained in more detail. Themes are ranked by the number of responses they received with the
theme having the most responses listed first.
Table 4.2
Human Aggregate Environment –Themes and Subthemes
Promoted Learning
Themes
Subthemes
n
A1: Diversity
Diversity in General
11
Individual Differences
7
Culture
3
Race
3
A2: Demographics Age
9
Ethnicity
5
Gender
3
A3: Relationships Good Professor/Student
Relationships
5
Similar Interests
3
Sense of Community
1
A4: Personality
Personality Type in General
6
Types
Psychosocial
1
Friendly Faces
1
A5:
Learning Styles
Learning/Teaching Teaching Styles
Styles
Motivated People

Detracted from Learning
Subthemes
Appearance/Social Group
Lack of Diversity
Language Barrier

n
3
3
1

Age
Gender
Ethnicity

3
3
2

Bad Professors
Friends

2
1

Personality Type in General
6
Suspicion & Mistrust
5
Liberal Atmosphere
1
Smoking on Campus
1
3 Disrespectful/Disruptive Students 10
3 Unmotivated People
7
2 Cell Phones
4
Learning Styles
2
Audio/Visual Learners
1

Theme A1: Diversity
The diversity theme received the most comments (refer to Table 4.2) and included
promoted-learning subthemes of: diversity in general, individual differences, and race; and
detracted-from-learning subthemes of: appearance/social group, lack of diversity, and language
barrier.
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Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported diversity as part of the
human aggregate environment that promoted learning, some student participants mentioned the
importance of diversity in general with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned
diversity “in the classroom,” “in the school,” “in political stance,” and “in religious beliefs.” One
participant reported that “the university’s small population allows its diversity to be more
evident” while another participant stated “we have a very diverse group of students – I believe it
works well.” Some students were more specific about how diversity helped their learning
experience stating “you get to know how other people learn and do things,” “it expands your
knowledge,” “it creates more variation in viewpoints,” and “the diverse group of students helps
promote acceptance.”
When participants’ reported diversity as part of the human aggregate environment that
promoted learning, student participants mentioned the importance of culture, race, and individual
differences stating that “learning about different cultures” and “having a sense of understanding
of different cultures” was important. Participants reported that “diversity between races” and
“having the different races between students” enhanced their learning experience. When
reporting on individual differences some participants were less specific stating, “individual
differences are appreciated” and “having a variety of different types of students” promoted
learning. Other participants were more specific reporting that individual differences were key to
their learning stating “everyone has a different life experience which can be useful when
teaching other students in the environment,” “different perspectives and different backgrounds,”
and “I feel like people at this university promote individuality.”
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Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported a lack of diversity as
part of the human aggregate environment that detracted from learning, some student participants
mentioned the lack of diversity with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned that
“being one in the same” and “having the same people with no differences in personalities”
detracted from their learning. Student participants reported that appearance/social group and
language barrier were detrimental to their learning experience. One participant stated, “I feel like
some people are left out due to their appearance or social group they associate with.”
Theme A2: Demographics
The demographics theme received the second most comments (refer to Table 4.2) and
included promoted-learning subthemes of: age, ethnicity, and gender; and detracted-fromlearning subthemes of: age, gender, and ethnicity.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported demographics as part of the
human aggregate environment that promoted learning, some student participants mentioned the
importance of age with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned “age diversity”
and “similar age.” Students also reported that “ethnicity” was important to their learning
experience with no additional detail. Some student participants mentioned the importance of
gender with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned “diversity between genders”
and “diversity in sex” promoted their learning experience.
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported demographics as part
of the human aggregate environment that detracted from learning, some student participants
mentioned that not having similar ages detracted from their learning and specifically mentioned
“age differences” and “a big age range.” Some students reported that “ethnicity” detracted from
their learning experience with no additional detail while one participant stated “ethnicity can
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derail learning at times with conflicting issues.” Students also reported that “gender” detracted
from their learning experience with no additional detail.
Theme A3: Relationships
The relationships theme received the third most comments (refer to Table 4.2) and
included promoted-learning subthemes of: good professor/student relationships, similar interests,
and sense of community; and detracted-from-learning subthemes of: bad professors and friends.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported relationships as part of the
human aggregate environment that promoted learning, student participants stated the importance
of good professor/student relationships. Participants reported that “a good relationship between
professor and student” was key to promoting learning. Students specifically stated “having
faculty that actually listen to students concerns regardless of if the student is from the right
family or is legacy or has a title on campus,” “good professors that really care about students,”
and “working with teachers that work easily with students” promoted learning.
Participants reported that having similar interests with other students was important to
students’ learning experience. One student stated, “I feel like I fit in because I am an athlete”
while another stated that there was an advantage to having “people that have things in common
with you and can help you out when you need it.” A sense of community was mentioned the
least by students as promoting learning and no additional details were provided.
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported a lack of
relationships as part of the human aggregate environment that detracted from learning, some
student participants mentioned bad professors with no additional details while others specifically
mentioned “professors that bring too many personal political views to the classroom” and
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“professors that aren’t interactive with their students”. Friends was mentioned the least by
students as detracting from student learning and no additional details were provided.
Theme A4: Personality Types
The personality types theme received the fourth most comments (refer to Table 4.2) and
included promoted-learning subthemes of: personality type in general, psychosocial, and friendly
faces; and detracted-from-learning subthemes of: personality type in general, suspicion and
mistrust, liberal atmosphere, and smoking on campus.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported personality types as part of
the human aggregate environment that promoted learning, some student participants mentioned
the importance of personality type with no additional detail while one student specifically stated
that they believed “different personalities” promoted learning. Psychosocial was mentioned as
promoting learning by one student with no additional details while another participant stated that
“the friendly faces and approachable people” helped them learn.
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported personality types as
part of the human aggregate environment that detracted from learning, some student participants
mentioned personality type with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned that not
having similar personality types detracted from their learning. Participants specifically stated that
“individual differences,” “personal differences that cause conflict,” and “personality types –
especially the stupid ones” negatively affected their learning. Suspicion and mistrust including
“closed minds and hearts” were mentioned by participants as detracting from their learning.
Students stated that diversity “could be destructing” and people who think differently “can cause
more trouble.” One student stated that “how easily everyone is offended” and “how big of babies
people are when they do not get their way” negatively affected their learning. A liberal
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atmosphere and smoking on campus were reported once each by participants as detracting from
their learning with one student stating “Smoking on campus” with no additional information and
another student more specifically stating that the “liberal student body and atmosphere leads to
more one-sided conversations on issues.”
Theme A5: Learning/Teaching Styles
The learning/teaching styles theme received the least comments (refer to Table 4.2) for
the promoted-learning subthemes of: learning styles, teaching styles, and motivated people;
however, it received the most comments for the detracted-from-learning subthemes of:
disrespectful/disruptive students, unmotivated people, cell phones, learning styles, and
audio/visual learners.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported learning/teaching styles as
part of the human aggregate environment that promoted learning, some student participants
mentioned the importance of learning styles with no additional detail while others specifically
mentioned that “interesting teaching styles” and having the “professor prepared for class”
promoted learning. One student stated that overall, “The biggest component would be the
teachers.” Motivation was reported as a key component in promoting student learning.
Participants stated that “motivated people” overall and “students interested in the subject
material” were key to the student learning process.
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported learning/teaching
style as part of the human aggregate environment that detracted from learning, some student
participants mentioned learning styles with no additional detail while others specifically
mentioned disrespectful/disruptive students. Participants felt strongly about
disrespectful/disruptive students and reported a higher volume of detailed information stating
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that “distracting classmates,” “disruptive students,” “students coming in late to class,” and
“people who do not pay attention in class” all detracted from their learning. Participants reported
that “students who do not care about academics and waste the teacher’s time” had a negative
effect on their learning. Some students stated “crudeness” and “illegal activities,” with no
additional explanation as detracting from their education. Other students provided specific
examples stating that “having girls to hit on in class” and “dramatic displays between students”
detracted from their learning. Participants felt strongly that unmotivated students detracted from
their learning stating that “laziness,” “unmotivated people (energy suckers),” “students that do
not put in effort to learn,” “unwillingness to learn,” and their students “that don’t care about
grades as much as you do” and “that are way behind in class and slow the entire class down”
negatively affected their learning. Another area of concern for participants was cell phones with
some students reporting “cell phones” with no additional details while others were more specific
stating that students “having cell phones out” and “texting your friends” in class detracted from
their learning.
Organizational Environment Themes
Participants were asked when thinking of their educational experience at their university
and the quality with respect to the organizational environment at their university, what
components in the organizational environment did they feel/believe promoted learning and what
components detracted from learning. A summary of the overarching themes and respective
subthemes are provided in Table 4.3. Each theme is delineated by whether students indicated it
had a positive or negative impact on their learning. Following the table, each individual theme is
explained in more detail. Themes are ranked by the number of responses they received with the
theme having the most responses listed first.
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Table 4.3
Organizational Environment –Themes and Subthemes
Promoted Learning
Themes
Subthemes
n
O1: Effective Classes/People
18
Support
Student Government/
System
Organizations/Clubs
11
Hands On/Visual
4
Housing System
2

O2: Dynamic
Environment

Dynamic Environment in General
Entertainment

Detracted from Learning
Subthemes
Events/Meetings/Clubs

n

Lectures
Neglected
Sports
Homework
Other
4 Rigid Rules
2 Static Environment in General
Focus on Learning vs Grades
Too Much Change

Theme O1: Effective Support System
The effective support system theme received the most comments (refer to Table 4.3) and
included promoted-learning subthemes of: classes/people, student
government/organizations/clubs, hands on/visual, and housing system; and detracted-fromlearning subthemes of: events/meetings/clubs, lectures, neglected, sports, homework, and other.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported effective support system as
part of the organizational environment that promoted learning, some student participants
mentioned the importance of classes/people with no additional detail while others specifically
mentioned “small class size.” Participants felt that working in groups promoted learning stating
that, “sitting in groups that promote discussions” and “being able to learn in groups” was
beneficial. Many positive student responses were about how people enhanced the students’
learning and included the following statements “peer tutoring,” “good people and good ideas,”
“taking the extra step,” “personal interactions,” and “the majority of the people are super
helpful.”

6
4
3
2
2
2
4
2
1
1
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When participants’ reported effective support system as part of the organizational
environment that promoted learning, participants stated the importance of “student groups and
organizations” multiple times with “Enactus” being specifically mentioned. Student clubs was
specifically mentioned with the participants stating that “having different clubs” and “plenty of
clubs” enhanced their learning experience. Participants reported that student government helped
promote learning and specifically mentioned, “Student government helps promote people to put
school first before anything else” and that the extensive “leadership opportunities” on campus,
due to all the various organizations and clubs. Participants reported that the housing system at the
university promoted student learning and specifically mentioned the “housing system” and
“house council.”
Participants reported that hands on/visual was also important to the student learning
experience. Students specifically stated that “internships,” “active learning,” “hands on,” and
“visual examples to see” promoted learning for them.
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported a lack of an effective
support system as part of the organizational environment that detracted from learning, some
student participants mentioned events/meetings/clubs with no additional detail while others
specifically mentioned “having too many clubs,” “having events every weekend,” and “an
overabundance of activities during homecoming.” The amount of time it took to participate in
various organizations was a negative for some students with participants specifically stating
“how often they meet,” and “house council takes quite a bit of time.” A lack of diversity in
student leadership positions was reported by participants as negatively affecting their learning
experience with students stating, “student government tends to be mainly white, athletic, and
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popular students” and “no LGBT club.” One student reported that it was “harder to connect with
on-campus life when one does not live on campus.”
When participants’ reported a lack of an effective support system as part of the
organizational environment that detracted from learning, some student participants mentioned
lectures, neglected programs, and sports with no additional detail, while others specifically stated
that “wordy” and “long lectures” detracted from their learning. Students mentioned neglected
programs and specifically stated, “in order to better our majors we need to spend more money on
hiring more professors” and “hearing the same problems being told now as they were years ago.”
Sports was mentioned by students as detracting from their learning with one participant
specifically stating, “Sports take away a lot of time from students that they could use to study.”
Homework was also mentioned by students as hindering their learning. One participant
stated that too much “reading” negatively affected their learning. Another student wanted fewer
handouts and specifically stated that “more than five handouts at once” detracted from their
learning.
Theme O2: Dynamic Environment
The dynamic environment theme received the second most comments (refer to Table 4.3)
and included promoted-learning subthemes of: dynamic environment in general and
entertainment; and detracted-from-learning subthemes of: rigid rules, static environment in
general, focus on learning vs grades, and too much change.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported dynamic environment as
part of the organizational environment that promoted learning, some student participants
mentioned dynamic environment with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned an
environment that promoted “risk taking” and “incorporated student ideas.” One participant stated
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that pop quizzes were important as they “hold people accountable.” Entertainment, or a lack of,
was seen by some participants as important to the learning experience. One student stated that
“entertainment and fun” helped promote learning for them while another student reported, “It’s
tough to be distracted here. There aren’t any frats or crazy party life.”
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported a lack of a dynamic
environment as part of the organizational environment that detracted from learning, some student
participants mentioned rigid rules with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned
“residence life rules are too strict and outdated.” Other participants reported that rigid rules
negatively affected “risk taking” and the ability to “protest.” Students stated that a static
environment detracted from their learning with one participant specifically mentioning that
“useless activities” hindered their learning process. At the other end of the spectrum, one
participant reported “changing things so much within the school” detracted from their learning.
One participant stated that students who focus “less on learning and more on getting grades”
negatively affected their learning.
Constructed Environment Themes
Participants were asked when thinking of their educational experience at their university
and the quality with respect to the constructed environment at their university, what components
in the constructed environment did they feel/believe promoted learning and what components
detracted from learning. A summary of the overarching themes and respective subthemes are
provided in Table 4.4. Each theme is delineated by whether students indicated it had a positive or
negative impact on their learning. Following the table, each individual theme is explained in
more detail. Themes are ranked by the number of responses they received with the theme having
the most responses listed first.
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Table 4.4
Constructed Environment –Themes and Subthemes
Promoted Learning
Themes
Subthemes
C1: Formal Campus Formal Campus Organizations
Organizations
House System/Residence Halls
C2: Belonging

Relationships
Clubs/Events

C3: Informal
Student Groups
C4: Atmosphere

Informal Student Groups
Studying/Knowledge
Morals/Values
Positive Atmosphere
Stories

Detracted from Learning
n
Subthemes
8 Too Many Activities
7 House System/Residence Halls
Formal Campus Organizations
12 Assumptions
2 Relationships (Toxic)
More Time on Campus
5 Discourage Studying
5
3 Myths/Stories
1 Negative Atmosphere
1

n
5
4
1
7
7
1
3
5
1

Theme C1: Formal Campus Organizations
The formal campus organizations theme received the most comments (refer to Table 4.4)
and included promoted-learning subthemes of: formal campus organizations and house
system/residence halls; and detracted-from-learning subthemes of: too many activities, house
system/residence halls, and formal campus organizations.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported formal campus
organizations as part of the constructed environment that promoted learning, some student
participants mentioned formal campus organizations, clubs, sporting events, intramurals, and
student events with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned “air band” and that
student organizations “promote learning and a good community.” When participants’ reported
formal campus organizations as part of the constructed environment that promoted learning,
some student participants mentioned residence hall life and residence halls with no additional
detail while others specifically mentioned that the “intentional placement on residence halls” and
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“the house structure” including “house presidents” improved their learning. One participant was
more specific stating that hall functions like “candle passing” helped enhance their learning.
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported formal campus
organizations as part of the constructed environment that detracted from learning, some student
participants mentioned formal campus organizations and too many activities with no additional
detail while others specifically mentioned “athletics.” Students struggled finding a healthy
balance between activities and class work with students stating that “picking going to an event
over studying” and “the extremity of homecoming activities” detracted from their learning.
Residence halls and the house system overall were reported to detract from some
students’ learning. One student who lived off-campus and was not involved in the house system
stated that it was “kind of just annoying.” Residence hall rules and non-coed dorms were
reported by some participants as hindering their education with one student stating “Residence
hall rules make me feel like a child rather than an adult.”
Theme C2: Belonging
The belonging theme received the second most comments (refer to Table 4.4) and
included promoted-learning subthemes of: relationships and clubs/events; and detracted-fromlearning subthemes of: assumptions, relationships, and more time on campus.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported belonging as part of the
constructed environment that promoted learning, some student participants mentioned
relationships with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned that “student-faculty
relationships that build strong mentor relations” and “employees that are easy to talk to and get
help from” gave them “a sense of belonging and a support system.” Participants reported that
having “friends” and participating in clubs and events enabled them to “connect with different

95

people” and provided a good environment for enhanced learning. “Intramurals” and “Enactus”
were specifically mentioned as being great for making connections. One participant reported that
having “teachers involved” in campus events was a plus for them.
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported a lack of belonging
as part of the constructed environment that detracted from learning, some student participants
mentioned assumptions with no additional detail while others specifically mentioned people “not
understanding” and “who are one sided,” and “criticisms based on where we came from.” Some
student participants mentioned problem relationships with no additional detail while others
specifically mentioned “not willing to help,” “toxic relationships,” and even “hostility.” One
participant, reporting the problem of building relationships while living off campus stated “I
wish I could spend more time on campus since their isn’t much to do off campus”
Theme C3: Informal Student Groups
The informal student groups theme received the third most comments (refer to Table 4.4)
and included promoted-learning subthemes of: informal student groups and studying/knowledge;
and the detracted-from-learning subtheme of: discourage studying.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported informal student groups as
part of the constructed environment that promoted learning, some student participants mentioned
informal student groups with no additional detail while one student specifically mentioned
“informal study groups” helped them learn. Studying and knowledge were mentioned by
multiple participants as key to their learning experience. Students specifically stated that they
“can get help with tutors and help with classes” and because of a “studying comes first”
environment, they were “pushed to their full potentials.” One participant specifically reported
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that “hearing classmate’s responses” helped them learn while another summed it up stating “the
atmosphere is full of knowledge and wisdom.”
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported informal groups as
part of the constructed environment that detracted from learning, some student participants
mentioned an environment that discouraged studying with no additional detail while others
specifically mentioned “partying scenes” and “loud dorms.” One student stated that
“organizations that discourage studying” negatively affected their learning.
Theme C4: Atmosphere
The atmosphere theme received the fewest comments (refer to Table 4.4) and included
promoted-learning subthemes of: morals/values, positive atmosphere, and stories; and the
detracted-from-learning subthemes of: myths/stories and negative atmosphere.
Promoted-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported atmosphere as part of the
constructed environment that promoted learning, some student participants mentioned morals
and values with no additional detail while other students mentioned just values. Participants
specifically reported that a “positive atmosphere,” “traditions,” and “stories” were key to student
learning.
Detracted-from-learning subthemes. When participants’ reported atmosphere as part of
the constructed environment that detracted from learning, some student participants mentioned
myths/stories with no additional detail. One student specifically mentioned that “ghost stories”
were detrimental to their learning while another participant reported that “boring negative
atmospheres” had a negative effect on their learning.
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Importance of Each Environment
Participants were asked to rank the importance of each of Strange and Banning’s (2001,
2015) four environmental components: physical, human aggregate, organizational, and socially
constructed on their decision to attend a college/university and then on how it affected them
currently as a student. Ranking options were: very important, important, somewhat important,
and not important.
Physical Environment
Participants were asked how important the components of the physical environment were
when they were deciding on a college/university and then how important they were now (refer to
Figure 4.1). Over 66% of the students reported that the physical environment was important or
very important when they were deciding on a school. This is no surprise as Boyer (1987b)
stresses the importance of the appearance of the campus during prospective students’ visits.
Interestingly, the importance of the physical environment increased after students started school
as almost 72% of the participants reported that the physical environment was important or very
important now. The students ranking the physical environment as not important dropped from
over 22% when deciding on a school to only 7.5% now. This indicates that the students believe
the physical environment is important when deciding on a school but even more important after
they are attending the school. This is consistent with Strange and Banning’s (2001) statement
that the physical environment is “an important feature that influences students’ attraction to and
satisfaction with a particular institution” (p. 12).
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How important to you were the components of the physical environment when you were deciding on a
college/university?
How important are the components of the physical environment to you now?

Figure 4.1 Importance of Physical Environment Ranking
Human Aggregate Environment
Participants were then asked how important the components of the human aggregate
environment were when they were deciding on a college/university and then how important they
were now (refer to Figure 4.2). Over 53% of the students reported that the human aggregate
environment was important or very important when they were deciding on a school.
Interestingly, like the physical environment, the importance of the human aggregate environment
increased after students started school as almost 72% of the participants reported that the human
aggregate environment was important or very important now. The students ranking the human
aggregate environment as not important dropped from almost 17% when deciding on a school to
only 5.5% now. This indicates that the students believe the human aggregate environment is
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important when deciding on a school but even more important after they are attending the school.
This finding is consistent with Strange’s (2003) statement that how well a student fits into the
collective characteristics of the human aggregate environment is key for determining the quality
of the student’s experience (p. 302).
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Figure 4.2 Importance of Human Aggregate Environment Ranking
Organizational Environment
Participants were then asked how important the components of the organizational
environment were when they were deciding on a college/university and then how important they
were now (refer to Figure 4.3). Over 45% of the students reported that the organizational
environment was important or very important when they were deciding on a school.
Interestingly, like the physical and human aggregate environments, the importance of the
organizational environment increased after students started school as almost 55% of the
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participants reported that the organizational environment was important or very important now.
The students ranking the organizational environment as not important dropped from a little more
than 11% when deciding on a school to 7.5% now. This illustrates that the students believe the
organizational environment is important when deciding on a school but even more important
after they are attending the school. This is consistent with evaluations of student satisfaction and
retention in higher education where it has been contended that there is a correlation between the
organizational environment of faculty, students, and classes, and students’ college experiences.
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Figure 4.3 Importance of Organizational Environment Ranking
Constructed environment
Participants were then asked how important the components of the constructed
environment were when they were deciding on a college/university and then how important they
were now (refer to Figure 4.4). Over 41% of the students reported that the constructed
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environment was important or very important when they were deciding on a school.
Interestingly, like the physical, human aggregate, and organizational environments, the
importance of the constructed environment increased after students started school as over 56% of
the participants reported that the constructed environment was important or very important now.
The students ranking the constructed environment as not important dropped from over 11%
when deciding on a school to 0.0% now. This shows that the students believe the constructed
environment is important when deciding on a school but even more important after they’re
attending the school. This is consistent with Strange and Banning’s (2001) views that the
constructed environment focuses on views and experiences of participants that are in the
environment.
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Summary
This chapter presented the findings from the data analysis of the study’s student openended questionnaire to better understand what is a quality education at a Central United States
Private Liberal Arts University from business students’ perspectives. The data were first
analyzed and presented incorporating each of Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) four
environmental components: Physical, Human Aggregate, Organizational, and Constructed. Next,
data were presented ranking the importance of Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) four
environmental components: Physical, Human Aggregate, Organizational, and Constructed on the
participants’ decisions to attend a college/university and on how it currently affected the
participants as students. The following chapter provides a discussion and recommendations as
well as suggestions for further research.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of this qualitative pragmatic study was to add to the research on what is a
quality education at the university level. This study addressed a gap in the literature by focusing
on the influence of Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) campus environmental factors on
business students’ perspectives of a quality education at a Central United States Private Liberal
Arts University. Numerous studies agree on the overall importance of a quality education and
many more studies address specific areas of importance that ensure a quality education; however,
many of these studies do not agree. Some of this study’s findings reinforce previous study’s
findings; however, additional findings from this study fill a gap in the research addressing
specifics in Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) comprehensive model for creating studentfriendly and learning-supportive campus environments.
Evaluation methodology was incorporated in this study to enable the researcher to make
judgements on what is a quality education and formulate recommendations for improvements
and more specifically, utilization-focused evaluation was used in this study, as the goal of the
study was to use the results. Kahan (2008), Patton (2011), and Rogers (2017) all believe that
utilization-focused evaluation is based on utility and the actual use of the data. Because of the
lack of empirical research, the results should provide significant assistance for various university
departments in their continuing challenge to increase the value of a college degree and ultimately
recruit, retain and graduate more students. This study provided data from 53 student participants
within the School of Business at a Central United States Private Liberal Arts University.
Participant data were collected via an anonymous open-ended questionnaire.

104

Summary Answer to Research Question with Discussion of Themes
The overarching question that guided this research was: What is the influence of the
university environment as defined by Strange and Banning (2001, 2015) on business students’
perspectives of a quality education at a Central United States Private Liberal Arts University?
Incorporating the framework of Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) four environments, the
following themes emerged from the data analysis to help provide understanding into how the
data addressed the research question.
Physical Environment Themes
The campus physical environment includes natural features such as “geographic location,
terrain, climate, and weather” and synthetic features such as “architectural design, spatial
arrangements, amenities, and layouts” (Strange, 2003, pp. 299-300). The physical environment
can provide many non-verbal communications that impact student learning and behavior and is
“an important feature that influences students’ attraction to and satisfaction with a particular
institution” (Strange & Banning, 2001, p. 12). The physical element of the environment was
examined in this study by surveying current students about the nature of the physical aspects of
their university and the impact it had on their university selection and educational experiences.
Importance of the Physical Environment. The physical environment is considered one
of the most important factors for recruiting new students (Boyer, 1987b; Demby & Monaco,
2010; Strange & Banning, 2015) and is seen by current students as a symbol of the quality of
their education experience (Kandiko & Mawer, 2013). In this study, over 66% of the students
reported that the physical environment was important or very important when they were deciding
on a school. The importance of the physical environment increased after students started school
as almost 72% of the participants reported that the physical environment was important or very
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important now. Per a discussion with the school of business faculty at the Central United States
Private Liberal Arts University (school of business faculty, personal communication, April 16,
2018), the consensus was that the physical environment was important to get students to select
their university, but after the student arrived, the physical environment was less important than
the other three environments which included clubs, housing system, and teachers. The faculty’s
logic was that after students were at the university for a while, they got used to their physical
surroundings and focused more on the other three environments. Students in this study reported
that this was not the case. While the literature supports the importance of the physical
environment (Gray, 2003; Hunley & Schaller, 2009; Jessop et al., 2012; Temple, 2008), the
finding in this study, that the physical environment becomes more important after a student is in
attendance, extends the current literature.
Hunley and Schaller (2009) believe that physical characteristics of the environment are
extremely important and drive emotional reactions that either encourage or discourage student
engagement and learning. Primary physical characteristics that affected student learning in this
study involved feeling comfortable with the interior and exterior of buildings. While there was
limited discussion of the exterior, students focused most on comfort as it pertained to the interior
of buildings and specifically their classrooms. The condition of their classrooms was important
to participants, especially “poor” classrooms that detracted from student learning. Oblinger
(2006a) believes that when classrooms are not the focus, the message is that the university
doesn’t care. Poor classroom items in this study included bad lighting, being dirty, and old paint
as well as bad air quality, and heating and air conditioning issues. Hunley and Schaller (2009)
found that classrooms with heating and air conditioning issues along with uncomfortable
temperatures discouraged student engagement. An additional finding about classrooms in this
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study was the negative effect that uncomfortable and broken furniture had on students’ learning.
This finding was comparable to that of Chism (2006a) who believes that the selection of quality
furniture in a classroom is as important as the selection of textbooks.
Conversely, “good” classrooms can project an image of support which ultimately
improves student learning and success (Bickford & Wright, 2006; Brown & Long, 2006; Chism,
2006a; Dittoe, 2006; JISC, 2006: Lomas & Oblinger, 2006; Oblinger, 2006a; Sedaghatnia et al.,
2015; Stewart, 2012; Strange & Banning, 2015; UNESCO, 2005). Agreeing with the participants
in this study, (Chism, 2006a; Chism, 2006b; Gee, 2006; Hunley & Schaller 2009; Siddall, 2006)
confirm that successful learning spaces should be healthy and motivating with a sensitivity to
atmosphere that includes items such as paint, carpeting, and lighting. Chavan et al. (2014) add
that well-maintained classrooms are relevant to the student-learning environment and enhance
students’ perceptions of a high-quality tertiary experience.
A small campus size, including the closeness of the buildings and the professors’ offices,
provided the students with easy access and promoted learning. The literature agrees that
decisions on building layouts and the layout of the entire campus are important (Chism, 2006a)
and affect how students feel in the space (Zandvliet et al., 2009). Easy access to multiple open
study spaces was appreciated by students and deemed important for enhancing their learning.
Having poor to no access for the disabled in some older buildings was reported as detracting
from some students learning. Antunes et al. (2015) discussed the need to address inclusion of
disabilities as part of the learning strategy to ensure a quality education.
Student participants mentioned the importance of technology and classrooms being “up
to date” and specifically mentioned the significance of having basic access to the internet and
printers. Students reported that the current situation in their classrooms (little or no access to

107

internet, chalkboards being used, poor/outdated technology) detracted from their learning.
Chavan et al. (2014) agree that student amenities such as a high-quality technology infrastructure
are significant to the student learning environment and are a key driver in students’ perceptions
of the quality of their educational experience.
According to Gray (2003), Hunley and Schaller (2009), Jessop et al. (2012), and Temple
(2008), there is a lack of data in the study of higher education learning spaces. Because of this, it
makes sense to get students involved in the design process; however, many institutions still rely
on “experts” to design student spaces with no student involvement (Beichner, 2006; Francisco,
2006: Long, 2006; Lynch, 2006; Meeks, 2006; Urbanek, 2006).
Human Aggregate Environment Themes
The campus human aggregate environment includes participants’ interests, activities,
behaviors, demographics, personality types, and learning styles (Strange, 2003; Strange &
Banning, 2001; Strange & Banning, 2015). Students want occasions to meet, interact, and work
together with other students both socially and academically. Boyer (1987b) believes that life
outside the classroom is important and shapes the undergraduate experience. Campus
environments that support positive interpersonal relations and a feeling of fitting in promote
learning and have been found to drive increased student engagement and success (Fleming,
2015; Kandiko & Mawer, 2013; National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013). The human
aggregate element of the environment was examined in this study by surveying current students
about the nature of the human aggregate aspects of their university and the impact it had on their
university selection and educational experiences.
Importance of the Human Aggregate Environment. Studies find that learning with
peers, experiences with faculty, and the campus environment are key themes for the human
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aggregate environment (National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013; Kandiko & Mawer,
2013) and when these themes are positive, interpersonal relations and a sense of belonging drive
increased student engagement (Fleming, 2015; Kandiko & Mawer, 2013; National Survey of
Student Engagement, 2013). In this study, over 53% of the students reported that the human
aggregate environment was important or very important when they were deciding on a school.
Similar to the physical environment, the importance of the human aggregate environment
increased after students started school as almost 72% of the participants reported that the human
aggregate environment was important or very important now.
Participants reported that diversity in demographics (age, gender, and ethnicity) was
important with most mentioning that diversity had a positive effect on their learning. Students
said that diversity created a variation in viewpoints from all the different life experiences,
cultures, and races and ultimately promoted individuality and acceptance. In a study that
specifically included University of Michigan students and was then expanded to a national study
of college students overall, P. Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, and G. Gurin (2002) found that a diverse
student body who engaged with their peers, both formally in the classroom and informally out of
the classroom, fostered a learning environment that enabled higher education to achieve its
educational goals. The National Survey of Student Engagement (2013) and Rankin and Reason
(2005) found that exchanges across difference, combined with a positive campus racial climate,
can improve student satisfaction. The finding in this study that gender diversity had a positive
effect on students’ learning and a quality education adds to the limited literature. When
evaluating measures of high-quality educational systems, UNESCO (2005) found that gender
and the absence of discrimination were key measures; however, they found that few others
included the topic in their definition of quality.
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Confirming current literature, participants described relationships, and more specifically
positive student/faculty relationships that were driven by faculty that listened, cared, and were
eager to work with students, as being important to their learning. Wygal and Stout (2015), in a
study of award-winning accounting educators, found that the faculty believed having a caring
attitude, being accessible, respecting students, and having empathy were key best practices and
critical ingredient for student success. The World Conference on Higher Education (2009)
reported that teachers should be recognized as key participants in the definition of quality in
higher education. There were few comments on negative professor/student relationships with
participants reporting that professors who did not interact with their students and who held strong
political views detracted from their learning.
Participants also discussed how different student personality types could negatively affect
their learning environment. Students specifically mentioned that people who think differently
and who have different personality types increased suspicion, mistrust, and detracted from their
learning. Strange (2003) believes that how well a student fits into the human aggregate
environment helps determine whether they will leave or stay. Coates (2014) found that when
students had a lack of support from their fellow students, that lack of support affected students’
decisions to withdraw.
When participants’ reported learning/teaching styles as part of the human aggregate
environment, the positive comments focused on professors and them being prepared for class and
having interesting teaching styles. The literature confirms that effective faculty teaching
practices are a significant factor in a quality education and, when combined with positive student
experiences and interactions, engage students and help promote student learning. (Cooke, 2002,
Kandiko & Mawer, 2013; National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013). Negative
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learning/teaching styles comments did not mention professors; however, participants did report
that their peers being disrespectful/disruptive and unmotivated detracted from their learning
specifically mentioning topics ranging from illegal activities, hitting on girls in class, coming to
class late, not caring, cell phones out in class, and just being lazy.
Organizational Environment Themes
The campus organizational environment considers how dynamic or static the
environment is including the appreciation of individual differences, personal interactions, and
encouragement of risk taking; and can be defined overall as the system by which the
environment operates, achieves goals, and allocates resources (Strange, 2003; Strange &
Banning, 2001; Strange & Banning, 2015). It has been contended that there is a correlation
between the organizational environment of faculty, students, and classes, and students’ college
experience. If the students’ college experience is positive, they stay in school and if their
experience is negative, they drop out. In an Australian study of retention in higher education,
Coates (2014) agreed finding that a lack of support from fellow students, staff and faculty
influenced students’ decisions to withdraw. The organizational element of the environment was
examined in this study by surveying current students about the nature of the organizational
aspects of their university and the impact it had on their university selection and educational
experiences.
Importance of the Organizational Environment. The organizational environment is
considered an important factor in students’ college experience, satisfaction, and retention.
DeShields et al. (2005) found that when the organizational environment correlation led to a
positive college experience, students had increased satisfaction. In this study, over 45% of the
students reported that the organizational environment was important or very important when they
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were deciding on a school. Similar to the physical and human aggregate environments, the
importance of the organizational environment increased after students started school as almost
55% of the participants reported that the organizational environment was important or very
important now.
Participants reported that an effective support system with a dynamic environment was
important to their learning. Some student participants mentioned the positive effect that small
class sizes, personal interactions, and being able to work with “good” people in groups had on
their learning experience. The social aspect of higher education, including collaborating with
peers to solve problems and working on group projects, can offer a personal support network
during school as well as prepare students for the challenges they’ll encounter after college
(National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013; Chavan et al., 2014). Other participants found
that being involved with student groups and campus organizations that promoted risk taking and
incorporated student ideas helped enhance their educational experience and provided leadership
opportunities. Internships were specifically mentioned by students as enhancing their learning
and according to Kandiko and Mawer (2013), students in higher education today expect the
learning environment to include additional opportunities like internships and extra‐curricular
activities. A few participants mentioned that having too many activities was a problem due to the
amount of time it took to participate while others focused on how rigid outdated rules negatively
affected risk taking.
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Constructed Environment Themes
The constructed environment is based on the belief that environments are best understood
through the opinions of the individuals in the environment and focuses on the combined views
and experiences of participant observers (Strange & Banning 2015). Campus culture is a key
framework of the constructed environment that assists students in making meaning of their
college experience through their experiences and interpretation of artifacts (buildings, myths,
awards, stories, and ceremonies), values (espoused or enacted), and assumptions (values)
(Kinicki & Fugate, 2016). Essentially, students’ perceptions are their reality. The constructed
element of the environment was examined in this study by surveying current students about the
nature of the constructed aspects of their university and the impact it had on their university
selection and educational experiences.
Importance of the Constructed Environment. The constructed environment has great
importance for retention. Examining students’ perspectives about their collegiate environment
will assist universities to better understand what students expect and can lead to the development
of a joint university and student co-creation of the educational experience (Chavan et al., 2014;
Kalayci & Basaran, 2014; Nell & Cant, 2014). In this study, over 41% of the students reported
that the constructed environment was important or very important when they were deciding on a
school. Like the physical, aggregate, and organizational environments, the importance of the
constructed environment increased after students started school as over 56% of the participants
reported that the constructed environment was important or very important now.
Formal campus organizations (student government, clubs, sports teams, and intramurals)
and informal campus organizations (study groups, the availability of tutors, and an environment
that prioritizes studying) were reported by most students as enhancing their learning. Making
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connections in organizations was deemed a key component for student learning with participants
noting the importance of relationships and specifically student-faculty and student-employee
relationships. Hunley and Schaller (2009) agree that students are most engaged, both in and
outside the classroom, through interpersonal relations with both fellow students and faculty.
Lundberg’s (2014) study of college students found that while peer-to-peer relationships were
important, student-to-faculty interaction was the most important factor in promoting learning.
Although positive interpersonal relations and a sense of belonging drive increased student
engagement and promote learning (Fleming, 2015; Kandiko & Mawer, 2013; National Survey of
Student Engagement, 2013), some participants in this study reported that a lack of relationships
that led to a feeling of not belonging challenged their learning. In the national College Senior
Survey from the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA (2014), 40% of the students
reported that they didn’t feel a sense of community at their university. Interestingly, when
commenting on their relationship problems in this study, students’ primary focus was on their
fellow students and not faculty. Participants also struggled to find a healthy balance between
activities, sports, and schoolwork. To assist these students, universities need to acknowledge that
each and every student experience is a key opportunity to become more student-centered.
(Bennett et al., 2015; Icli & Anil, 2014; Schroeder, 2013).
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Implications and Recommendations for Practice based on Environment
As competition to recruit and retain students continues to increase, understanding the
students’ perspectives on Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) four environments has increasing
importance for many stakeholders of the university including admissions, facilities, student life,
administration, and faculty. Ansary et al, (2014) state that the implementation of student-focused
quality procedures will increase student loyalty that can lead to an increase in the university’s
market share and profitability. In this study, four different environmental components: physical,
human aggregate, organizational, and socially constructed were explored from the students’
points of view. Following are recommendations to address each specific environment.
Physical Environment
The physical environment at any university is an important factor for recruiting students.
At this specific Central United States Private Liberal Arts University, the physical environment
was important for recruiting with over 66% of the students reporting that the physical
environment was important or very important when they were deciding on a school.
1. Universities should consider focusing a higher percentage of their overall
resources on the physical environment. In this study, the physical environment was arguably
the most important of the four environments with participants reporting a significantly higher
percentage (31% to 84% depending on the environment) of comments on the physical
environment vs the aggregate, organizational, or constructed environments. The participant
comments about the physical environment were a higher percentage for both promoting and
detracting from learning. The physical environment also has implications for retention as the
importance of the physical environment increased after students started school with almost 72%
of the participants reporting that the physical environment was important or very important now.
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2. Universities should consider students’ comfort in the classroom. Student sensitivity
to classroom comfort was a key topic when discussing the physical environment and its impact
on learning. Environmental items that were important for comfort included paint, lighting,
comfortable furniture, cleanliness, good air quality, and comfortable room temperature. Many
agree that well-maintained classrooms enhance students’ perceptions of the quality of their
education and can increase retention. Retention metrics provided by IPEDS (The Integrated
Postsecondary Education Data System) for the Central United States Private Liberal Arts
University in this study showed that when compared to peer institutions, incoming freshmen
retained at a lower rate (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017). Although there are many
variables for recruiting and retention, the negative reporting on student comfort in this study may
be a key driver for the lower retention rates. The student comfort findings in this study have
implications for universities and especially the facilities teams to ensure that the comfort of the
students is a priority to drive improvement in both the recruitment and retention of students.
3. Universities should consider students’ ease of accessibility to: classrooms,
professor’s offices, study spaces, and technology. Access in general including a small campus
enhanced student learning. Students appreciated having professors’ offices close to their
classrooms and multiple study areas that were close and handy. Older buildings that were not
handicapped accessible were seen as problem and negatively affected some students learning.
The importance of having easy access has implications for university’s facilities planning teams
as students don’t like to walk long distances to class, to see their instructors/advisors, or to study.
Having the basics of access to printers and the internet along with up-to-date technology
was key to students’ learning experience. When discussing their current situation, some students
mentioned that they had no access to internet and had poor technology in classrooms including

116

chalkboards and outdated equipment. Access to the latest technology has implications for all
university’s technology teams as students expect internet access and up-to-date technology on
campus and in the classroom to enhance their learning experience. Scholars remind us that
students should be involved in designing their learning spaces.
Human Aggregate Environment
The human aggregate environment at any university is an important factor in retaining
current students. At this specific Central United States Private Liberal Arts University, the
human aggregate environment was significant for recruiting with over 53% of the students
reporting that the human aggregate environment was important or very important when they
were deciding on a school. In this study, the human aggregate environment has even larger
implications for retention as the importance of the human aggregate environment increased after
students started school with almost 72% of the participants reporting that the human aggregate
environment was important or very important now. The human aggregate environment has great
importance for retention at universities as it influences how well the student feels that they fit
into the campus environment, the quality of their experience, and ultimately whether they stay.
4. Universities should consider diversity and its effects on inclusion. Participants
mentioned a wide variety of topics when reporting on diversity with the vast majority of topics
being positive and supportive of their learning experience. While diversity in general was
reported by participants, the students that expanded on the topic specifically mentioned that the
university had a racially, culturally, and individually diverse population. This diverse population
provided students with the opportunity to learn how others do things and expanded their
knowledge through a variation of viewpoints. Participants conveyed that having a diverse group
of students (age, gender, and ethnicity) helped promote individuality and acceptance.
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A focus on diversity has implications for universities as most participants appreciated
diversity and connected it to a positive learning experience; however, a few students reported
that everyone being the same, certain social groups, and language barriers negatively affected
their learning experience and these students felt left out. A sense of belonging was important as it
drives increased student engagement, helps students to be better able to find assistance when
needed, and promotes student learning and success (Fleming, 2015; Kandiko & Mawer, 2013;
National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013).
5. Universities should promote positive professor/student and student/student
relationships. Many agree that students are most engaged, inside and outside the classroom,
through interpersonal interactions with peers and faculty (Hunley & Schaller, 2009). Student
participants felt strongly that good professor/student relationships positively affected their
learning process specifically mentioning faculty that were willing to listen to student concerns
and that really cared about the students. Faculty implications are that to promote learning,
professors must make time to listen, interact, and truly care about their students.
Student participants also felt strongly that good student/student relationships positively
affected their learning process. Having things in common, including similar interests and
personality types helped students feel like they fit in and was reported by participants as
promoting their learning. Not having similar personality types was reported as detracting from
some students’ learning with participants mentioning that differences caused conflict, suspicion,
and mistrust. Student Life implications are that to promote learning, student life leaders must
work to promote the positives of diversity and student/student relationships to help all students
remain engaged.
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6. Universities should consider learning/teaching styles. Teachers were important to
student learning and specifically professors who were prepared for class and had interesting
teaching styles. Fellow students who were motivated and interested in the material encouraged
learning. Participants felt strongly about disrespectful/disruptive students and their negative
effect on learning. The importance of learning/teaching styles has implications for both
professors and admissions as professors should be prepared for class and maintain a high-quality
learning environment in the classroom and admissions should focus their recruiting efforts on
students that are a good fit for their university’s campus climate.
Organizational Environment
The organizational environment at any university is an important factor for student
satisfaction and retention. At this specific Central United States Private Liberal Arts University,
the organizational environment was important for recruiting with over 45% of the students
reporting that the organizational environment was important or very important when they were
deciding on a school. Similar to the physical and human aggregate environments, the importance
of the organizational environment increased after students started school as almost 55% of the
participants reported that the organizational environment was important or very important now.
The organizational environment has importance for retention at universities as it influences
student satisfaction and ultimately students’ decisions on whether to persist or withdraw.
7. Universities should consider effective student support systems. Key components of
an effective support system included small class sizes, student groups, organizations, clubs, and
internships. Student government’s and the housing system’s promotion of “school first” along
with the many leadership opportunities, enhanced student learning. Participants mentioned the
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importance of the social aspect of higher education, including collaborating with peers to solve
problems, risk taking, and working on group projects.
There are implications for university administrators to work on maintaining smaller class
sizes that enable students to work in smaller groups. In a study on class size, Palmer and Hall
(2015) found that as course enrollment increased, there was a statistically significant decrease in
students’ evaluations of teaching. A few participants mentioned that having too many activities
and the amount of time the activities took, detracted from their learning which has implications
for the student life leaders at universities to manage extracurricular activities so that students can
feel like they are a part of the school without being overwhelmed with too little time to study.
8. Universities should consider promoting a dynamic environment. A dynamic
environment that included support for risk taking and the implementation of student ideas
enhanced participants learning. Conversely, rigid rules and specifically residence life rules that
were too strict and outdated, detracted from student learning. There are implications here for
university administrators to incorporate risk taking and student ideas to continuously improve
residence life processes.
Constructed Environment
The constructed environment at any university is an important factor for student
retention. At this specific Central United States Private Liberal Arts University, the constructed
environment was important for recruiting with over 41% of the students reporting that the
constructed environment was important or very important when they were deciding on a school.
Like the physical, human aggregate, and organizational environments, the importance of the
constructed environment increased after students started school as over 56% of the participants
reported that the constructed environment was important or very important now. The constructed
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environment has importance for retention at universities as it focuses on the views and
experiences of participants, their satisfaction with their experience, and ultimately their decision
to remain.
9. Universities should consider effective formal and informal campus organizations.
Formal and informal campus organizations including clubs, sports, intramurals, study groups,
and student events promoted learning for most students; however, too many activities did detract
from some students learning. Rigid, strict, and outdated residence life rules negatively affected
some students’ learning and were also reported by participants in the organizational theme 7.
Universities should consider effective student support systems and 8. Universities should
consider promoting a dynamic environment. In addition to the organizational environment
implications on effective student support systems, there are implications in the constructed
environment for university administrators to: 1. Maintain positive student organizations and
activities to ensure that students feel like they are a part of the university without being
overwhelmed with too little time to study, and 2. Continuously update and improve residence life
rules and processes.
10. Universities should consider students’ needs for belonging. Positive studentfaculty and student-student relationships helped students feel like they belonged and was
important to their learning. Clubs, intramurals, and specifically Enactus were mentioned by
participants as helping students to make connections. The availability of tutors and a “studying
comes first” environment helped push students to their full potential and promoted a sense of
connection. The importance of belonging was also reported by participants in the human
aggregate themes of 4. Universities should consider diversity overall and its effects on inclusion
and 5. Universities should promote positive professor/student and student/student relationships.
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Problem/toxic relationships with fellow students in general, and specifically a lack of support for
students’ goals based on the students’ origins or beliefs, detracted from student learning. The
importance of the sense of belonging has implications for student life leaders and faculty to
promote positive activities that enable students to work together, bond, and feel accepted as a
part of the university.
All Environments
To increase student retention, university administrators, professors, and retention leaders
must recognize the importance of all 4 environments. Students in this study valued all four
environments more after they were attending a university than when they were initially looking
for a school to attend. This finding has strong implications that, although all four environments
are important for both recruiting and retention, the sum of the four environments has the most
significant effect on retention.
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Implications for Future Research
As mentioned in the Problem of Practice section in chapter 1, there is countless research
on a quality education with myriad focuses. This study moved the quality focus from
requirements and dollars to a key perspective where there is a noticeable lack of empirical
research; specifically, how campus environmental factors affect the way current students
experience and interpret their university’s environment and ultimately determine what is a
quality education. This study focused on the perspectives of students from a school of business at
a Central United States Private Liberal Arts University through a lens of Strange and Banning’s
(2001, 2015) environmental model. Based on the findings of this study, the following
recommendations are made for future research:
Recommendation 1
Incorporate the findings from this study to develop a survey instrument to explore the
primary themes in more detail to gain students’ perceptions that are more narrowly focused,
detailed, and actionable. Findings from this study enabled the researcher to develop key themes
for universities to explore, but more depth and detail would help define specific actionable items.
Recommendation 2
Replicate this study in different content areas (e.g., art, education, math, sciences) to
determine whether the themes remain consistent across all content areas. Findings from this
study are only from students in a school of business and a study of students in different content
areas may provide different themes and priorities.
Recommendation 3
Replicate the study with a focus on undergraduate composition at different types of
educational institutions (e.g., community colleges, public, for profit) to see whether the themes
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remain constant across institution type. Findings from this study enabled the researcher to
develop key themes from school of business students at a Central United States Private Liberal
Arts University. A study of students at different types of educational institutions may provide
different themes and priorities.
Recommendation 4
Replicate the study with a focus on different content areas and types of institutions to
further explore the implications from this study that universities should spend more of their
limited resources on the physical environment as the physical environment is more important
than the other three (human aggregate, organizational, and constructed). While the literature
supports the importance of all four environments, ranking the different environments for their
importance on recruiting and retention is not in the literature and should be a project for future
study.
Final Thoughts
Small liberal arts universities are not only struggling to increase enrollment in a highly
competitive market place, many are just trying to stay in business. A quality education is agreed
by many as the key to success for universities but may hold special meaning for struggling small
liberal arts universities. The primary challenge found during this study was that while much of
the literature agreed that a quality education was important; there were literally hundreds of
different definitions of what is a quality education. That led to the pursuit of a definition that
many universities, including my own, could use to improve the quality of the education provided
and increase enrollment.
Although there is some disagreement on who the ultimate customer is in higher
education, it is arguable that students are important because without them, universities could not
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stay in business. Incorporating Strange and Banning’s (2001, 2015) environmental model, and
focusing on university students as customers, enabled a process to learn what students thought
was important to provide a quality education. A detailed report will be shared with the
administration of my university to help drive an increase in both the retention of current students
and the recruitment of future students to ensure that the university continues to be here providing
an outstanding education for years to come.
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APPENDIX A
Explanation and Consent Email
Dear Student,
My name is Jeff McElroy. I am a current doctoral candidate in Educational Leadership at
Drake University. This email is to serve as an invitation for you to participate in my doctoral
research dissertation study. My study is entitled: Quality Education Defined: Business Students’
Perspectives at a Central United States Liberal Arts University.
This open-ended questionnaire is being sent to students in all declared majors in the
School of Business at your University and at all levels (freshmen thru seniors). You are being
invited to take this open-ended questionnaire because you have declared a major in the School of
Business.
There may be no direct benefit to you for completing the open-ended questionnaire;
however the information from this study may serve to inform universities on what is a quality
education as understood from the students’ point of view and how best to drive improvement in
university education programs and processes.
There are no anticipated risks for participating in this open-ended questionnaire. You
may choose to skip any questions in the open-ended questionnaire that you would prefer not to
answer. You may also choose to stop taking the open-ended questionnaire at any time for any
reason. Participation in this open-ended questionnaire should take approximately 15 minutes.
Your participation is anonymous and there will be no way of linking your responses back to you.
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the
Drake University Institutional Review Board (IRB), which is concerned with the protection of
volunteers in research projects. You can contact the Drake University Institutional Review Board
(IRB) at (515) 271-3472 or by email at irb@drake.edu.
The results of the open-ended questionnaire will be included in my dissertation
document, which will be publicly available upon completion through the Drake University
Cowles Library and may later be submitted for journal publication or conference presentations.
If you have any questions about the open-ended questionnaire, please contact me at any of the
following:
Drake email: jeffery.mcelroy@drake.edu
Personal email: jeff@mcrockers.com
Cell phone/text: (641) 780-8951
For further information about the study, please contact:
Dr. Robyn Cooper, PhD
School of Education Doctoral Program Director
Email: robyn.cooper@drake.edu
Phone: (515) 271-4535
If you would like a copy of this explanation and consent form, please email me at
jeff@mcrockers.com.
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Clicking on the link below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate in the study.
The open-ended questionnaire link is: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
I truly appreciate your time.
Thanks!
Jeff McElroy

153

APPENDIX B
Follow up Email – Reminder with Instructions and Link to Open-ended questionnaire
Dear Student,
Recently you received an email from me inviting you to participate in an anonymous
online open-ended questionnaire that is part of my dissertation research at Drake University. The
email contained information regarding informed consent and a link to the open-ended
questionnaire that has been included again below.
Because completion of the open-ended questionnaire is strictly anonymous, this reminder
email is being sent to all potential participants. If you have already completed the open-ended
questionnaire, please disregard this email. If you have not yet done so and you wish to
participate, please complete the open-ended questionnaire. Your participation is greatly
appreciated. As a reminder, the questionnaire should take you about 15 minutes to complete.
If you have any questions about the open-ended questionnaire, please contact me at any of the
following:
Drake email: jeffery.mcelroy@drake.edu
Personal email: jeff@mcrockers.com
Cell phone/text: (641) 780-8951
For further information about the study, please contact:
Dr. Robyn Cooper, PhD
School of Education Doctoral Program Director
Email: robyn.cooper@drake.edu
Phone: (515) 271-4535
If you would like a copy of this explanation and consent form, please email me at
jeff@mcrockers.com.
Clicking on the link below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate in the study.
The open-ended questionnaire link is: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
I truly appreciate your time.
Thanks!
Jeff McElroy
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APPENDIX C
Student Open-ended questionnaire
1. When you think of your educational experience at your University and the quality with
respect to the Physical Environment at your University (defined as campus architecture,
layout, spatial arrangements, geographical location, weather, accessibility, cleanliness,
interior color schemes, air quality, etc.)
a. What components in the physical environment do you feel/believe promote
learning?
b. What components in the physical environment do you feel/believe detract from
learning?
c. How important to you were the components of the physical environment when
you were deciding on a college/university?
1 = not important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = important, 4 = very important
d. How important are the components of the physical environment to you now?
1 = not important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = important, 4 = very important
2. When you think of your educational experience and the quality with respect to the
Aggregate Environment at your institution (defined as the collective characteristics of the
University students including demographics – age, gender, ethnicity, or psychosocial –
personality types and learning styles – think about what the “norm” is at your University
and how well you fit in with the other students - similarities and differences)
a. What components in the aggregate environment do you feel/believe promote
learning?
b. What components in the aggregate environment do you feel/believe detract from
learning?
c. How important to you were the components of the aggregate environment when
you were deciding on a college/university?
1 = not important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = important, 4 = very important
d. How important are the components of the aggregate environment to you now?
1 = not important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = important, 4 = very important
3. When you think of your educational experience at your University and the quality with
respect to the Organizational Environment (defined as how various campus units or
departments and student led organizations are organized to achieve specific goals – are
individual differences appreciated, interactions personal, and is risk taking encouraged?
Does the Organizational Environment seem dynamic or static where dynamic
environments are flexible and open to change and static environments are more rigid and
rules based and resist change?)
a. What components in the organizational environment do you feel/believe promote
learning?
b. What components in the organizational environment do you feel/believe detract
from learning?
c. How important to you were the components of the organizational environment
when you were deciding on a college/university?
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1 = not important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = important, 4 = very important
d. How important are the components of the organizational environment to you
now?
1 = not important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = important, 4 = very important
4. When you think of your educational experience at your University and the quality with
respect to the Constructed Environment (defined as cultures that assist students in
making meaning of the college experience – Ex: Residence halls & buildings, classes,
stories, myths, assumptions, ceremonies, relationships, values, informal student groups,
and formal campus organizations)
a. What components in the constructed environment do you feel/believe promote
learning?
b. What components in the constructed environment do you feel/believe detract from
learning?
c. How important to you were the components of the constructed environment when
you were deciding on a college/university?
1 = not important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = important, 4 = very important
d. How important are the components of the constructed environment to you now?
1 = not important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = important, 4 = very important
5. Age

_______

6. Gender
Male, Female, Other
7. US Citizen
Yes, No, Permanent Resident
8. Parental Combined Income
Less than $10,000, $10,000 to $14,999, $15,000 to $19,999, $20,000 to $24,999, $25,000
to $29,999, $30,000 to $39,999, $40,000 to $49,999, $50,000 to $59,999, $60,000 to
$74,999, $75,000 to $99,999, $100,000 to $149,999, $150,000 to $199,999, $200,00 to
$249,999, $250,000 or more
9. Race
White/Caucasian, Black/African American, American Indian/Alaskan Native, Asian
American/Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto
Rican, Other Latino, Other
10. Student Classification
Freshman, Sophomore, Junior, Senior
11. First Generation to attend college (Neither parent has attended college)
Yes, No
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12.

Is there anything else you would like for us to know about your educational experience at
your University? Please write your answer below:

