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INTRODUCTION

Enrollments in higher education institutions have steadi-
ly increased due to utilizing different teaching modali-
ties (on-line, hybrid, face-to-face), in particular with the 
increasing of delivering courses by leveraging the Inter-
net. Many researchers have been confirming the fact of 
increasing the enrollments in higher education institutes 
as well as increasing the number of students who do not 
complete their degrees. (Swail, 2004). Therefore, even 
though there is increasing in the enrolments, still there is 
a major problem in keeping students till they finish their 
degrees. The phoneme of increasing students who do not 
finish their degree results in twofold. One is the nonposi-
tive impact on the institutes’ strategic planning due to a 
greater financial loss, high cost of recruiting new students, 
a lower rate of graduation, etc. and the other is the affect 
on the image of the institute from the students and their 
parents view (Beckett & McComb, 2004). 

Retain students has become a determining factor in re-
solving a major problem for higher education institutes, 
Therefore, the administrators of higher education insti-
tutes should identify and implement an effective program 

in order to increase the retention of qualified students. 
The program should consider several factors including 
institutes and personal factors. Examples of institutes’ 
factors are academic programs quality, technical issues, 
instructions modalities, and institutional social factors. 
Examples of personal factors are geographical area, age, 
gender, abilities, and academic skills. The program should 
provide students with a meaningful learning environ-
ment, so that students will become connected to the in-
stitution by developing a sense of belonging within the 
student body. Furthermore, the program should result in 
a higher student retention rate (Hill, 2007).

With the increased use of website to convey information, 
deliver instructional materials, and make online instruc-
tions modality more interactive in educational environ-
ment and the increased number of students with special 
needs, it becomes more vital to ensure that all students 
have equal access to institutes information and the in-
structional materials it provides. 

Most of Web contents including instructional materials 
are not available in formats that are accessible to all stu-
dents in particular for those students with special needs. 

Web Technology is a Strategic Tool for  
Administrators in Higher Education to  

Increase Students Retention

Mohammad Eyadat, Associate Professor
CIS Department 

California State University Dominguez Hills 
Carson, California

Jeff Lew, Web Developer
California State University Dominguez Hills 

Carson, California

ABSTRACT
Student retention has become a challenging problem for most of the academic institutions and it becomes more chal-
lenging with the increased use of Internet to convey information, deliver instructional materials, and make online 
instruction modality more interactive in educational environment. Even though the technologies for establishing 
a new digital educational environment to  assisting students of all abilities including those with special needs are 
improving and are becoming more available and affordable at a rapid pace. These improvements and media choices 
can provide substantial benefits for not only students with special needs; but for the general student population with 
learning styles and modalities. The dynamic nature of the technology presents a good opportunity to administrators 
of the higher education institutes to increase student retention by providing the best tools available including acces-
sible websites to their students.  This paper presents result of examined websites of one hundred universities providing 
higher education. The study investigated the accessibility level of the websites according to W3C standard guidelines. 
The paper also provides recommendations, based on this research finding, on how student retention could be increased 
by making institutions’ website accessible. 
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Inaccessible contents can stigmatize learner with special 
needs by preventing them from learning along with their 
peers, thereby limiting their educational opportunities 
(Franklin & Harmelen, 2007). Therefore, as the Web be-
comes the main open door for institutes to present their 
services and instructional materials (Klein, et al., 2003), 
students with special needs face even more challenges in 
getting the appropriate information in a time manner and 
keeping pace with their peer. 

Developing accessible website means ensuring that its 
contents and functionality are easily available and us-
able to the widest range of people, including those  with 
special needs. Therefore, accessibility, in this context, en-
ables people of all abilities to realize their full potential 
(Thompson, & et al., 2006). 

The rest of the paper is organized into three sections. Sec-
tion 2 presents the impact of Web technology on students’ 
retention and the importance of Web accessibility in 
higher education. Section 3 presents the data analysis and 
the study findings. Section 4 concludes the paper with rec-
ommendations and future research.

WEB TECHNOLOGY AND  
STUDENTS RETENTION 

Nowadays, with the great exponential growth of online 
teaching modality in most of higher educational insti-
tutes, many studies indicate that the students’ retention 
become more challenging. Even though there are some in-
stitutes who implementing the hybrid teaching modality 
and other institutes who still only offer traditional teach-
ing (face-to–face) modality, but they provide all their ser-
vices and instructional materials via the Internet. 

The variation of teaching modalities, by leveraging the 
Internet and other various technologies, has allowed a 
much broader and diverse population to enroll and pur-
sue degrees in higher education. As educators we believe 
that web accessibility is one significant mechanism that 
can be deployed by institutes to support their approach 
for increasing qualified students retention. 

Hardware and software accessibility has been mandated 
by section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act amended in 1998 
and enacted in June of 2001. Beyond legal requirements, 
ensuring that systems are accessible to all users is a con-
cern shared by all socially responsible developers (Ros-
maita, et al. 2006). According to a study conducted by 
McNeil, one in five Americans has a disability and one in 
ten has a severe disability (McNeil, 2010). The researchers 
in Microsoft Forrester Research, Inc reported that 57% of 
computer users are probable to benefit from the use of ac-
cessible technology. 

The Importance of Web Accessibility in  
Higher Education

A university’s web home page is perhaps the most impor-
tant part of their site. It is the first page students will ac-
cess, and the page that will lead to every other page and/
or element on the site. It should be accessible to all people 
regardless their abilities. Students with special needs will 
especially benefit from the use of the web site. They should 
be allowed to access key pages including but not limited to 
Admission, Disabled Student Services, Library, Financial 
Aid, Bookstore, Colleges, Departments, and Instructors 
websites (Franklin & Harmelen, 2007). 

The homepage is where students will first come to gather 
information about the institute, so it will benefit the insti-
tute to have an attractive page that will entice individuals 
seeking higher education. Hawke (2004) says Universities 
should provide users with “equal access” whether or not 
they are on campus. Institutes homepage paints an overall 
picture of the university, and if it is inaccessible then they 
will have less diversity and their reputation will suffer. The 
homepage is also where prospective high school and trans-
fer students look to gain knowledge about a potential uni-
versity. Important news and events are also listed on the 
home page in addition to campus email, admission and 
other student services. If the home page of an institute 
is not accessible, a wide range of people especially those 
with special needs will have difficult time finding specific 
web pages. Furthermore, if an institute homepage is inac-
cessible, that will render all other pages on the site such 
pages that displays grades, athletic information, and ca-
reer placement information and campus layout unreach-
able as well.

One hundred universities’ website were tested and evalu-
ated for their accessibility rate, only a single university had 
its homepage come up error free. With the exception of 
one, they all had some types of error whether it was prior-
ity one (which is required by law for all public universi-
ties to satisfy), priority two, or priority three (Wonnacott, 
2006). The results indicated that the tested websites are 
not complying with accessibility standard guidelines and 
it must be redesigned and improved their accessibility rate. 

All students body in particular those with special needs 
would require access to information regarding the services 
provided by an institute. An institute has to accommodate 
them. Besides being a federal requirement, it would be in 
an institute best interest financially to make accommoda-
tions for the broadest range of people. For example, the 
visually impaired should have information about Braille 
signs, specialized keyboards that the school has, and other 
accommodating tools that are available presented to them 
in an audible format. For visual material on a Disability 

Services Webpage such as graphs, or maps, an audio ver-
sion should be made available. If an audio version cannot 
be produced, a user should be informed of an alternative 
way of reaching the information (Klein et al., 2003).

In addition to the homepages for the offices/departments 
mentioned above, it is imperative that the library in a 
higher education institute to have an accessible website. 
The library homepage should not only inform users of the 
methods of obtaining the available data and resources on 
the campus physical site, but also it should furnish users 
with reliable and usable methods of accessing the available 
data and resources via the Web as well.

Many courses today involve research activities. While 
students may have gone physically to libraries in the 
past, there are digital libraries available today. These li-
braries may help all type of students especially students 
with special needs regardless of teaching modalities are 
implemented in their institute. Therefore, accessing re-
search material digitally is essential to facilitate students’ 
education (Raue &Lewis, 2011). Although most higher 
education institutions have library web pages, our study 
indicates that most of them do not comply with web ac-
cessibility standards, as required by law. Of the one hun-
dred institutes in our study, not a single university had a 
library web page without any errors. This means that one 
or more type of special needs students will have difficulty 
doing research, accessing material, distant learning over 
the web, or using their university’s online library.

For example, online libraries give the mobility impaired 
the opportunity to stay in a single location for their re-
search assignments. Doing so would cut down on special-
ized transportation, unnecessary equipment and risks. 
Visually impaired users would also gain advantages from 
access to online libraries from their own environment. 
This would be extremely convenient for them, as screen 
readers may or may not be located at the library’s physical 
location. Users that are completely blind would not need 
to be worry about transportation to or from an online li-
brary. 

For users who do not speak the primary language, online 
access would not only benefit them, but the university 
as well. Specialized language translation software can be 
used to interpret text from one language to another. Us-
ers would not need translators, and universities would not 
need multiple copies of the same materials in different 
languages. The speech impaired would benefit from on-
line resources, because most web pages are designed to be 
navigated using a keyboard and/or a mouse (Goette & et 
al, 2006). 

Hawke (2004) writes, “A mental impairment encompass-
es any mental or psychological disorder”. People affected 
by mental disorders such as depression, attention deficit 
disorder, or social anxiety disorder will benefit from li-
braries on the web because they can access it from a fa-
miliar environment, therefore reducing any anxiety that 
would occur if they had to physically be out at the loca-
tion. For example, someone with a social anxiety disorder 
may find it difficult to focus on learning when unfamil-
iar people are present. Or perhaps a student with atten-
tion deficit disorder may find it hard too. Students with 
hearing disabilities would benefit from online resources 
in a very similar fashion. For example, if the student is as-
signed to review certain material for a particular course 
that involves narration, music or other audio form, speech 
recognition software may be installed so a text version can 
be available for the student, very similar to the closed cap-
tioning on modern televisions (Raue & Lewis, 2011). 

Even though many learning resources are available at 
online libraries, there is often a need to purchase other 
physical learning materials as well. Campuses usually 
have bookstores available for students to purchase text-
books, supplies, and other needed materials. Bookstores, 
as well as the libraries, have web pages designed to serve 
students including purchasing books and supplies. In our 
study, only a single school had an acceptable bookstore 
page across all three priorities. The rest had one or more 
errors. Again this means that one or more type of special 
needs students will not be able to utilize the bookstore 
resources. 	 For example the mobility impaired are 
adversely affected by the lack of accessibility since they are 
forced to either look elsewhere to find the needed course 
materials, or to travel to the physical location to make 
the purchase. The vision impaired faces a similar burden. 
Possibly requiring a Seeing Eye dog or human guide, the 
visually impaired may need some type of assistive device 
to transport them in person to the location (Klein, et al., 
2003). If they choose to look online instead of taking the 
physical path, they will need to find yet another website 
that complies with Web Accessibility guidelines, and it is 
compatible with screen reader, or other type of assistive 
software the user may have.

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

This paper presents results of investigating the accessibil-
ity compliance rate of one hundred universities website. 
The purpose of the study is to determine how accessible 
the university top pages in their websites and its impact on 
students’ retention. The study done by using a tool called 
Test Accesibilidad Web (TAW). The TAW software 
scans a webpage to evaluate its compliance rate with the 
guidelines web accessibility standards (WebXac, 2006). 
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This study concerns mainly with Web Content Accessi-
bility Guidelines (WCAG). WCAG were developed by 
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines Working Group 
(WCAG WG) and became a W3C recommendation on 
May 5, 1999. They explain how to make accessible Web 
sites (W3C, W3C_a, & W3C_b, 2006). There are three 
priority levels of normative checkpoints. Priority 1 has 
17 high-priority checkpoints, Priority 2 has 33 medium-
priority checkpoints, and Priority 3 has 16 lower-priority 
checkpoints. WCAG detailed standards can be found 
at http://www.w3.org/TR/WAI-WEBCONTENT/
full-checklist.htm . Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) 
has further defined three levels of conformance. Confor-
mance Level A means all Priority 1 checkpoints are satis-
fied, Conformance Level AA means all Priority 1 and 2 
checkpoints are satisfied, and Conformance Level AAA 
means all Priority 1, 2, and 3 checkpoints are satisfied 
(WebAim, 2006). 

The study findings in the paper represent the result of 
scanning 100 universities’ websites including homepages 
for the University, Library, Bookstore, Instructors, Finan-
cial Aid, Admission, and Disabled Student Services office 
of each university. The software checked various elements, 
for example, the “ALT” tag, which web designers add to 
images, is used to aid screen readers in describing a pic-
ture for the visually impaired (Klein et al., 2003). TAW 
incorporates a visual aspect when reviewing web pages for 
accessibility issues which make it easier to distinguish dif-
ferent type of errors. For example, depending on whether 
they are warnings or errors, they are either red or orange 
question marks. A screenshot is provided below. 

The TAW software would scan a page, and would report 
the number of errors in three priorities, #1 being the high-
est and most important to Web Accessibility. The TAW 
software would then indicate the amount of manual 
checkpoints, or “warnings” that applied to the page in 

testing. Warnings are issues the software thinks could be 
potential problems based on elements that are included in 
the page, and should be manually reviewed and checked 
by a person. Much like the errors, the warnings would be 
categorized in 3 priorities with 1 being the most impor-
tant and 3 being the least. Priorities are assigned depend-
ing on its “impact on accessibility” (W3C, 1999). 

The importance of having accessible websites for the Ad-
mission, Financial Aid, and Disability Services offices is 
addressed in (Eyadat, and Lew, 2011). 

Table3 and figure2 show, when comparing the different 
pages in number of errors for the three priorities we found 
that Priority 1, Instructor2 home page has the least num-
ber of errors with average 2.15, and therefore it was the 
most accessible. On the other side, the Bookstore homep-
age has the highest number of errors with average 10.28 
and was considered the least accessible. Priority2, Library 
home page has the least number of errors with average 
53.26, while the Instructor2 homepage has the highest 
number of errors with average 151.04. Priority 3, Instruc-
tor1 homepage has the least number of errors with aver-
age 4.36, and therefore was the most accessible. Where, 

Figure 2 
Average and standard deviation of errors per priority/page
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Figure 3 
Average and standard deviation of errors per priority/page
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Figure 1 
Sample of errors and warnings

Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics for the  

Priority/Tested Page for the 100 university
Website’s  
Top Page Priority

Average Stdev Max

Number of errors

University 
Homepage

P1 3.78 10.14 75
P2 56.10 89.83 713
P3 8.18 9.95 48

Disability  
Services

P1 1.64 4.18 28
P2 51.16 63.38 359
P3 5.24 4.92 20

Admission

P1 4.97 15.97 151
P2 56.20 65.38 397
P3 8.71 12.92 93

Financial Aid

P1 5.38 13.61 106
P2 64.15 82.15 379
P3 8.44 11.17 67

Table 2 
Descriptive Statistics for the  

Priority/Tested Page for the 100 university
Website’s  
Top Page Priority

Average Stdev Max

Number of errors

University 
Homepage

P1 3.78 10.14 75
P2 56.10 89.83 713
P3 8.18 9.95 48

Library

P1 3.54 7.74 50
P2 53.20 61.70 322
P3 8.50 6.74 28

Bookstore

P1 10.28 10.28 10.28
P2 66.30 66.30 66.30
P3 12.90 12.90 12.90

Instructor1

P1 2.64 2.64 2.64
P2 100.63 100.63 100.63
P3 4.36 4.36 4.36

Instructor2

P1 2.15 2.15 2.15
P2 151.04 151.04 151.04
P3 4.75 4.75 4.75

http://www.w3.org/TR/WAI-WEBCONTENT/full-checklist.htm
http://www.w3.org/TR/WAI-WEBCONTENT/full-checklist.htm
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the Bookstore homepage has the highest number of errors 
with average 12.90.

Summary statistics indicates that the number of errors in-
stances for priorities 1, 2, and 3 are large as shown in Table 
2. Even though few campuses are in compliance with pri-
ority 1, but due to the number of error instances combin-
ing the three priorities, there are a large number of indi-
viduals who will not be able to access certain information 
from the tested top pages. This could be a critical factor 
causing students to drop their study program or leading 
them to look for other alternative. 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This paper focused in determining the impact of web ac-
cessibility on students’ retention. It investigated the com-
pliance rate of one hundred universities’ websites to the 
web accessibility standard WAI guidelines. Findings in-
dicate that the majority of the universities’ top Web pages 
are not comply to the WAI guidelines at some point. This 
indicates that there is a large number of individuals who 
will not be able to access certain information from their 
top Web pages due these error instances. 

Therefore; according to our findings along with other sta-
tistical data on the internet and government laws which 
are related to people with special needs, accessible website 
became a critical part of the core components of an in-
stitute. We believe strongly that administrators in higher 
education should consider the website accessibility issue 
as a core component of any effective approach to increase 
qualified students retention. Therefore, implementing an 
effective approach along with web accessibility will in-
crease enrollment, improve the service and enable people 
of all abilities to realize their full potential, and improve 
effectiveness and efficiency in delivering the information 
and instructional material by leveraging the Internet. 
Overall accessibility benefits everyone includes all stu-
dents with various learning styles and it will increase stu-
dents engagement, strength students ability, and build an 
interactive learning environment. 

The limitation of this research is that the tested pages were 
limited to small number of home pages for each univer-
sity. We intend to increase the number of the tested pages 
and re-examined 31 universities’ website out of the 100 
universities. The 31 universities those who integrated web 
accessibility features with their websites in order to show 
the impact of the web accessibility on students’ retention.
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INTRODUCTION

What’s in a name, a school, a graduate program? With 
the growth of the number of graduate school options, the 
choice of which program to apply to and attend has be-
come exponentially complex. The time and cost of apply-
ing to graduate school is high, so potential applicants and 
enrollees must limit their options. In addition, they are 
committing a minimum of one year and all of that time, 
funds, and substantial effort, once they commit to a single 
graduate program. So, the choice of which to attend must 
be carefully considered and the options weighed. What 
factors though are most important to potential graduate 
applicants? Which factors are weighted the most heav-
ily and how they effect graduate application and enroll-

ment choice is the topic of interest in the current research, 
Graduate schools, and for school marketers alike.

To better understand how graduate students arrive at 
their final institution of choice, a list of criteria of selec-
tion for graduate programs is compiled and examined. 
The types of questions we are trying to answer, so that 
graduate schools can better serve and market to potential 
students, are what’s in a name, a school, a graduate pro-
gram? The brand or image of the school is not built in a 
day, but carefully strategized, invested in, and constructed 
over the years (“B-Schools as Brands,” 2007). Having a 
distinct brand has become of increased interest to schools 
and programs, as they face increased national and inter-
national competition (Harsha & Shah, 2011; McKibben, 
2005). Students of today are not always buying into the 
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first ranked school and are shopping around and buy-
ing into school brands (Lockwood & Hadd, 2007). The 
brand of a school is comprised of not only its reputation 
or prestige, but also its offerings both academic and other-
wise to students that will enhance their experience (Lock-
wood & Hadd, 2007; McKibben, 2005). The more recent 
trends of adding more aesthetic and recreational experi-
ential aspects to a university brand is especially of interest 
(McKibben, 2005), as the strictly academic reputation of 
a university seems to no longer be sufficient to convince 
students to attend a school. Such changes in student crite-
ria are important for researchers and administrators alike 
to understand. The current article will examine the crite-
ria previously found to be important in the literature and 
use it as a guide to explore the factors that impact graduate 
school choice today. 

In regards to reputation as a potential factor, the literature 
provides mixed data. Although older research found sup-
port for its importance (Hooley & Lynch, 1981; Webb, 
1993), some more recent research calls this assumption 
into question. Recent findings indicate that perhaps the 
intricacies of universities make them difficult to adver-
tise using a single, cohesive brand image (Lowrie, 2007; 
Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009). Application likelihood also 
was found to increase for larger universities, when their 
ranking decreased, and to not be an important factor 
for the majority of students in the US and Europe, when 
selecting a higher education institution (Clarke, 2007; 
Drewes & Michael, 2006; LipmanHearne, 2006; Mc-
Donough, Antonio, & Horvat, 1997). Given more recent 
research such as this, we suspect that graduate students of 
the future will likely use a new set of criteria than those 
indicated in the past literature. Factors such as technology 
and campus atmosphere have been more recently intro-
duced into the literature as potentially important factors 
(Geoffrey & Julia, 2002). 

More studies, as the ones listed above, have examined 
the choice of whether to attend college and which under-
graduate institution to attend, but fewer have examined 
the choice of which graduate school to attend. Those who 
have examined graduate school attendance seem to sug-
gest that the cost of such programs is not a major factor 
in considering whether or not to attend (Montgomery & 
Powell, 2006) or which graduate school to attend. One 
study of graduate school choice found that tuition or cost 
of attendance makes very little difference in which pro-
gram is chosen (doubling the cost of the graduate school 
decreased the chance it would be chosen by only 7%) 
(Montgomery, 2002). In as separate study on college selec-
tion (not graduate specific), it was found that students in 
New Zealand do not list cost as one of the main influences 
and that they actually demonstrate a positive cost-value re-
lationship in choice of enrollment (Holdsworth & Nind, 

2005). Although we do not make predictions about the 
direction of the relationship, we believe that perhaps cost 
is no longer a main consideration of graduate students.

Another important factor from Montgomery’s study 
(2002) was the location of the graduate school; they 
found that graduate school candidates preferred schools 
that were close to or in their geographic region. More spe-
cifically, students were 98% less likely to attend a school 
if it was outside of their geographic region (pg. 478). The 
imperativeness of location seems to be a trend that holds 
true for both undergraduate school choice and graduate 
school choice for other programs (McCook & Moen, 
1992; Simõesa & Soaresa, 2010).

Previous research has also separated out marketing con-
trolled factors and non-marketing factors; for example, 
it was found that non-marketing factors of parents and 
friends were more influential than the marketing factors 
of campus visit and information about a specific major 
(Donnellan, 2002). Although the current research does 
not explicitly examine these differences, it does collect in-
formation about exposure to marketing versus non-mar-
keting influences. Based on the research cited above, we 
expect that many students will be exposed to both mar-
keting and non-marketing influences as they make their 
enrollment decisions. 

In summary, we believe the graduate students have likely 
been exposed to and guided by many sources of informa-
tion. The factors that become important are the main fo-
cus of our research and are imperative to the understand-
ing of graduate school choice. Education administrators 
and marketers alike can benefit from such knowledge. 
Administrators can utilize such information to better 
lead and shape their programs and school to fit the new 
demands of graduate students. In addition, marketers can 
better understand how to reach out to potential candi-
dates and increase enrollment potential. 

Early research on factors underlying college choice sug-
gested that financial, geographic, and academic factors 
were important to parents; while students tended to rely 
on social, cultural, and word-of-mouth influences in mak-
ing college choices (Bowers and Pugh 1973). More re-
cently, Aurand, Gorchels, and Judson (2006) found that 
the four main factors that assist a student in determining 
which college to attend are (1) image or reputation, (2) 
cost, (3) location, and (4) majors offered. Others suggest 
that additional factors may be important in the college 
selection process such as student experiences or other in-
tangibles (Lockwood and Hadd 2007) or individual char-
acteristics such as a student’s ethnic background, religion, 
age, sex, academic ability, and duration of the institution 
search process (Dawes and Brown 2002). Though most 
studies suggest that academic reputation of an institution 

is an important criterion, further exploration into what 
comprises academic reputation reveals that the ability to 
get a good job following graduation, the perceived exper-
tise of the faculty, and up-to-date technology are strongly 
associated with the academic reputation of an institution 
(Conard and Conard 2000).

PURPOSE OF RESEARCH

The current study was undertaken to explore which crite-
ria are important for graduate students in selecting a uni-
versity in Germany; how these criteria match up with stu-
dents’ views of the institution they ultimately attended; 
and how graduate students gained information about the 
colleges/universities they considered? While the literature 
offers a number of criteria that may impact the choice of 
institution for a prospective college student, institutions 
differ considerably by size, program offerings, (non-) reli-
gious affiliation, cost, amenities, and reputation. Thus, the 
focus of this study is to explore what criteria are most im-
portant to those students who selected a public university 
for their graduate education. 

Other studies have limited their exploration to only one 
type of factor or a very limited set of factors/categories 
(for a review: (Malaney, 1987; Raposo & Alves, 2007). 
In addition, models such as the one used by Raposo & 
Alves (2007), which explored the role of a few categories 
(institution’s overall reputation, education offered, previ-
ous knowledge about institution, individual factors, and 
influence of others) found that their model only explained 
10% of the variance in the data. This indicates the need 
for future studies to include more factors that will add to 
the explanatory power of such choice models. Our con-
tribution to the literature is in exploring a full range of 
potential factors that might impact graduate school selec-
tion, to create a fairer test of which factors are important 
in the selection process. 

UNIVERSITY BRANDING IN GERMANY

University students in Germany were selected for the fo-
cus of this study due the limited understanding of this 
segment, in addition to the changes made throughout the 
European higher education. We will expand upon these 
changes in the following sections.

In 1999, the Bologna Process was introduced in the mem-
ber states of the European Union in order to create a 
European Higher Education Area. The main goal of the 
Bologna Process was to introduce a homogeneous higher 
education system in Europe. More specifically, the exist-
ing national systems of higher education degrees were re-
placed by a Bachelor- and Master system and the system of 
credits (e.g., ECTS) was introduced, allowing higher edu-

cation degrees become more comparable. Additionally, 
these changes facilitated student as well as academic and 
administrative mobility (European Commission 2012; 
Wächter 2004); thus, triggering competition among uni-
versities and the international competitiveness of the Eu-
ropean system of higher education (European Commis-
sion 2012). 

In some countries, like for instance Germany, another po-
litical objective of the Bologna Process was to increase the 
number of higher education graduates. With the Bachelor 
degree, students are now able to obtain their first univer-
sity degree in a shorter period of time, which is thus less 
costly than before (at least in German states (“Länder”) 
which do not charge tuition fees) (Horstschräer and Spri-
etsma 2010). With this process, the German central of-
fice for the allocation of places in higher education has 
been disestablished for most fields of study (Stiftung für 
Hochschulzulassung 2012). The office used to assign uni-
versity places to students based on their average A-Levels 
grade. The university itself seldom had a say (Hochschul-
rahmengesetz 1976). Now, the university’s right to select 
its students is restored, which means that students send 
their application directly to the university. Many universi-
ties still rely on the average A-Levels grade, but combine 
this criterion with, for instance, interviews and admission 
tests (Stiftung für Hochschulzulassung 2012). 

As a consequence of the developments in higher education 
in Europe, German universities have to differentiate them-
selves from other universities in Europe and the United 
States of America. Importantly, German universities need 
to find ways to attract and actively recruit national as well 
as international students. University branding initiatives 
has thus become a hot topic. Whereas the United States 
has recognized the benefits of strong university brands for 
quite some time, only recently has the majority of Univer-
sity leaders in Europe realized that strong brands repre-
sent a competitive advantage in this field.

In Europe, Oxford and Cambridge in the UK are ex-
amples of strong university brands with a long and rich 
tradition (Rothblatt 2008), which are also regularly listed 
in global university rankings (Marginson and Van der 
Wende 2007). In Germany, few universities have built 
similar strong brands that are internationally recognized 
(Gerhard 2004); examples include Heidelberg University, 
LMU Munich, and the University of Mannheim.

Presumably, university students in Germany are influ-
enced by a University’s reputation and rank; however, 
other factors are likely to be considered when deciding on 
which university to attend. The literature on university 
choice models (Obermeit 2012) calls for more explorative 
research on the choice criteria and background factors 
that potentially influence the university choice decision 
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by prospective students in Germany. Thus, we attempt to 
fill this gap in the literature. 

METHOD

The study was conducted at a public university in Ger-
many. The intention was to gather opinions from college 
students during the fall semester, as the college selection 
process was most recent for this cohort. The surveys were 
distributed during class time over a two-week period. No 
incentives were offered for participating in this study. 

RESULTS

Characteristics of the respondents are shown in Table 1. 
Of the 141 respondents, 76% were female. As expected, 
most graduate students were in their early-to-mid 20s, 
with 70% in the 23-25 age range. Most (66%) had applied 
to multiple universities during the selection process and 
had obtained information about the university to which 
they were admitted from advertising (55%), word of 
mouth (46%) and by visiting the institution (36%).

Respondents were asked to rate the importance of twenty-
four criteria in the consideration of the colleges/univer-
sities to which they applied. The criteria were rated on a 
5-point scale ranging from (1) “did not consider,” (2) “not 
at all important,” (3) “not very important,” (4) “somewhat 
important,” to (5) “very important.” The respondents were 
then asked to rate these same twenty-four criteria in de-

scribing the university that they chose to attend. Table 2 
provides the mean for each statement for both the con-
sideration set and the university they now attend. Those 
criteria with a mean above 4.0 suggest that this item was 
at least somewhat important in the consideration of a col-
lege/university. The items are arrayed from most to least 
important on college/university consideration criteria. 
The top five criteria were housing, attractive campus, 
small class sizes, student services and public university. 
The bottom five criteria were scholarships, faculty/student 
ratio, low cost of education, reputation of the faculty and 
reputation of the university. In all, respondents indicated 
that six (6) criteria including housing, attractive campus, 
small class size, student services, public university and 
friendly environment were at least somewhat important 
in the consideration of the colleges/universities to which 
they applied. With the exception of friendly environment, 
these criteria continued to be at least somewhat important 
in attracting students to the university they are now at-
tending. Additionally, community involvement, latest 
technology, acceptance rate, name recognition, location, 
and faculty/student interaction were also noted as being 
at least somewhat important in attracting students to the 
university they now attend.

Paired t-tests were conducted to determine whether stu-
dents’ views of criteria for consideration set institutions 
differed from their views of the institution chosen to at-
tend. As shown in Table 2, the institution chosen received 
significantly higher marks on smaller class sizes, student 
services, public university, community involvement, latest 
technology, acceptance rate, name recognition, location, 
faculty/student interaction, faculty/student ratio, repu-
tation of the faculty, and low cost of education. Interest-
ingly, the institution chosen received significantly lower 
marks on highly-rated criteria such as living accommoda-
tions/housing, attractive campus, friendly environment, 
and athletic program as compared to the general group of 
colleges/universities considered, seemingly supporting the 
tenuous link between attitudes and actions in this con-
text. 
Principal component analysis was used to identify wheth-
er these items grouped together to form constructs of in-
terest to the prospective student in considering colleges/
universities. Six factors were identified, following the 
deletion of three items with low item-to-factor scores. As 
shown in Table 3, the factors pertained to the amenities/
facilities, university/faculty reputation, small class size/ac-
ceptance rate, location/academic programs, cost/available 
funding and public institution. These factors explained 
63% of the variance among the items. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The study reveals that while branding initiatives may 
build awareness and shape the image of a university, per-
sonal interaction during campus visits, word-of-mouth 
from friends/family, and advertising continue to play an 
important role in disseminating information about col-
leges/universities to prospective students. This study also 
reveals that public university graduate students in Ger-
many consider a wide variety of criteria when deciding on 
which colleges/universities to apply; and that their actual 
behavior in terms of enrollment may not directly reflect 
the importance they state they give to certain selection 
criteria. 

While some of the university selection criteria examined 
appear to remain consistently important over decades of 

research, amenities/facilities emerged as an important se-
lection factor in this study and would seem to reflect a 21st 
century view of the university experience. Our findings 
suggest that these amenities may be very important selec-
tion criteria to the modern graduate student when choos-
ing among higher education alternatives in Germany.

Additionally, using data from 1986, a comprehensive 
study investigating graduation school choice, particularly 
attending University of Michigan, revealed that graduate 
students considered school reputation as more important 
than social factors. Although we cannot directly com-
pare the results, these factors reveal differing results from 
the current study indicating that in the past 20-30 years 
significant changes have occurred in the criteria used by 
graduate students in selecting a school. Such results point 
to the importance of continued research in this field. 

Table 1 
Characteristics of Respondents 

n=141
Gender 

Female 
Male

 
76% 
24%

Age 
 21-22 
 23-25 
 Over 25

 
15% 
70% 
15%

Did you apply to other universities?  
 Yes 
 No

 
66.% 
34%

How did you obtain information about 
(this university)? 
 Advertisement 
 Word of Mouth (family/friends) 
 Visited the University

 
 

55% 
46% 
36%

Current University Standing 
 Graduate Student 

 
100%

Table 2 
Factors Important in Consideration and Selection of Colleges/Universities

Colleges/ 
Universities  
Considered

University  
Chosen

Comparison of  
Consideration Set  

vs.  
University Chosen

Mean Mean T-statistic p-value
Living Accommodations/Housing 4.72 4.39 5.412 <.001
Attractive Campus 4.60 4.16 5.622 <.001
Small Class Sizes 4.55 4.76 -3.826 <.001
Student Services 4.24 4.67 -5.887 <.001
Public University 4.23 4.50 -4.089 <.001
Friendly Environment 4.09 3.77 3.655 <.001
Community Involvement 3.91 4.42 -4.591 <.001
Size of the University 3.81 3.81 -.086 .932
Athletic Program 3.67 3.39 2.248 .026
Latest Technology 3.66 4.40 -7.636 <.001
Acceptance Rate 3.65 4.42 -7.085 <.001
Name Recognition 3.57 4.26 -7.938 <.001
Academic Programs 3.55 3.58 -.278 .782
Accredited University 3.35 3.19 1.201 .232
Location 3.09 4.13 -11.037 <.001
Quality Education 3.03 3.04 -.074 .941
Availability of Financial Aid 2.93 2.89 .235 .815
Facilities 2.91 3.69 -6.080 <.001
Faculty/Student Interaction 2.71 4.08 -9.547 <.001
Reputation of University 2.65 2.76 -.897 .371
Faculty/Student Ratio 2.62 3.90 -10.393 <.001
Reputation of Faculty 2.62 2.91 -2.099 .038
Low Cost of Education 2.62 2.95 -2.413 .017
Availability to get a Scholarship 2.49 2.55 -.551 .582
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In a more recent study on graduate school choice, “academ-
ic reputation, accreditation, evening classes, programs, po-
tential degree marketability, part-time programs, comple-
tion time, proximity, costs, faculty contact time, location, 
library size, reputation in the community, parking, and 
placement reputation” were found to be major factors in 
the choice of a graduate business school for a sample taken 
from Ohio schools (Webb, 1993). In this case, some of the 
factors seem to overlap with the important factors found 
in the current study, but many also seem to contradict 
current findings. It is possible that some factors remain 
stable while other factors have been in flux in the past two 
decades. It is also possible that there are cultural and/or 
national differences in choice strategies, but this question 
is beyond the scope of the current research. The current 
study, therefore, reveals that future research should con-

tinue to address cultural and generational differences in 
the graduate school selection process. 

It should also be noted that higher education institutions 
differ considerably by size, program offerings, cost, ame-
nities, and reputation. Not all students will be equally 
drawn to each type of institution. This study focused on 
the interests of those students who attend a public insti-
tution. The importance of these selection criteria might 
well have differed if the students surveyed had attended a 
private institution. Future researchers should expand on 
this study by exploring the importance of different selec-
tion criteria among different student groups and institu-
tion types.
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Out of necessity, universities in the Gulf South Region are 
forced to prepare for the damage and disruption caused 
by tropical storm activity. Hurricane Emergency plans fo-
cus on public safety and the protection of property in the 
event of an approaching storm (Nicholls State University, 
2008). However, efforts can be made to minimize the dis-

ruption of the academic workings of the institution and 
facilitate the students return to campus life. 

Still, hurricanes are very disruptive events. There are a 
number of studies documenting the effects of hurricanes 
on the psychological wellbeing of the general populace. 
For example, Kelly et al. (2010) analyzed how exposure 
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ABSTRACT
Hurricanes Gustav and Ike devastated the region that our University serves. Near the start of the semester, only one 
of the ten scheduled class days could be completed and administrators asked students and faculty to “continue the 
learning process” online via Blackboard©, our Electronic Delivery System (EDS). The Student Storm Survey© (SSS) 
examined student reaction to shifting from “ brick-and-mortar” to “online” instruction on EDS as well as other storm-
related decisions.

A small majority of the respondents reported that they wanted to work on EDS assignments, though most failed to 
complete them while the University was closed; most disagreed that such assignments helped them return to school. 
With respect to the University’s decisions about when to close and reopen, overall, students were satisfied with these 
decisions, but those whose homes suffered the most damage were the least content. Suggestions for improving EDS 
effectiveness to continue learning, and making more informed decisions about school reopenings after future emergen-
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to Hurricane Katrina contributed to negative parent-
ing practices. Weems et al. (2007) suggested that “public 
policy” differences influenced how Hurricane Katrina 
evacuees experienced the storm and its’ aftermath (e.g. 
their symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder). Phillips 
and Phillips (2008) used Hurricane Katrina as a “learn-
ing opportunity” to generate exercises for their college 
management classes. The current study concerns the ef-
fects of “University policy” on college students, and what 
occurred at Nicholls State University when students expe-
rienced two hurricanes within two weeks. Students were 
asked about the University’s policies to ensure that learn-
ing would continue on the internet while classes were 
cancelled; as well as it decisions’ about when to close and 
reopen. 

On September 1st, 2008 Hurricane Gustav made landfall 
dangerously close to our small rural University in south 
Louisiana forcing the University to cancel eight class days 
after the start of the Fall 2008 semester. The University 
was damaged and surrounding parishes (counties) were 
declared Federal Disaster Areas. Over seventeen calen-
dar days (including weekends and a holiday), the school 
lost seven class days due to Gustav, reopened, and a day 
later was forced to cancel night classes and then close for 
another full class day due to Hurricane Ike. Before the 
storms, the University instituted its Emergency Prepared-
ness Plan, and asked faculty and students to perform a 
number of activities including continuing the academic 
process via web-based instruction. The current study was 
an attempt to examine student response to this unprec-
edented sequence of events.

The Student Storm Survey© (SSS) explored student reac-
tion to the University’s Emergency Plan, in particular the 
University’s expectations for continued learning while it 
remained closed; Other aspects of the plan (i.e. the ad-
equacy of the time it remained closed) are also addressed. 

 The SSS gauges student views of the Emergency Plan’s 
effectiveness, what the University did right/wrong, and 
how students would suggest that it be modified for future 
hurricanes. A variety of descriptive statistics are reported 
and data examined for patterns based upon demograph-
ics. It is hoped that feedback from this instrument can im-
prove the University’s (and other institution’s) responses 
to future storm emergencies. What follows provides a 
brief description of the University to provide context for 
the Student Storm Survey©.

The University

The current research was conducted at a comprehensive, 
regional institution serving a southern state. It is located 
approximately 60 miles away from the nearest major ur-

ban area. In addition to baccalaureate degrees, the univer-
sity offers a number of master’s programs and one Special-
ist degree in School Psychology. At the start of the Fall 
2008 semester, there were 6926 undergraduate and gradu-
ate students (2593 men and 4933 women) (Nicholls State 
University, 2009). 

The Emergency Plan

Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans and much of 
south Louisiana in 2005. Nicholls’ experience with Ka-
trina led to its plan for “continued learning following an 
extreme emergency.”

The plan (set forth in the Policy and Procedure Manual of 
Nicholls State University) presents Student Responsibili-
ties as:

Corresponding faculty responsibilities are listed in the 
Manual, as well.

At the time, the University’s plan relied heavily on stu-
dent/professor use of Blackboard©. Blackboard© (and 
competitors such as Moodle©) are advertised as a technol-
ogy that: “improves every aspect of education . . . keeping 
students informed, involved and collaborating together” 
(Blackboard, 2008). Blackboard© and other electronic 
delivery systems (EDS) provide a website where profes-
sors can post assignments, course materials, communicate 
with students, and even test on-line.

METHOD

Participants 

A total of 91 undergraduates registered for either a 
sophomore-level Developmental Psychology course, or 
a sophomore-level Social Psychology course volunteered 
to complete the survey. Of 65 students in Developmen-
tal Psychology, 60 returned their surveys, of 36 in Social 
Psychology, 31 students returned their surveys. Students 
received extra credit for completing the survey.

Students ranged in age from 18 to 35, one female partici-
pant did not indicate her age. The mean age of the remain-
ing 20 male (22%) and 70 female (78%) participants in the 
sample was 21.6 years (SD = 12.8). Participants included 
62 Caucasian Americans (72.1%), 18 African Americans 
(22.9%), 3 Asian Americans (3.5%), 1 Native Ameri-
can (1.2%) and 2 individuals (2.3%) of mixed ethnicity, 
5 did not indicate ethnicity. A total of 77 participants 
(84.6%) were single, 11 (12.1%) were married, 1 (1.1%) 
was divorced and 2 (2.2%) were cohabiting. In addition, 
75 (82.4%) had no children, while 15 (17.6%) had one or 
more children, 1 individual did not respond to this item.

There were 11 seniors (12.1%), 26 juniors (28.6%), 48 
sophomores (52.7%) and 6 freshmen (6.6%). Participants 
had an average GPA of 3.14 (SD = .52), 8 had no/did not 
furnish a GPA. Participants reported 21 different major 
areas of study, the most common (49 students or 54.4%) 
was nursing.

In all, 7 (7.7%) of the students were employed full-time, 
44 (48.4%) were employed part-time, 40 (44.0%) were un-
employed and 4 (4.4%) reported they had lost their jobs 
due to the hurricanes. 

A total of 14 respondents (15.4%) lived on-campus with 
a roommate, 1 (1.1%) lived on-campus with a spouse; 2 
(2.2%) lived off-campus alone, 13 (14.3%) lived off-cam-
pus with a roommate, 19 (20.9%) lived off-campus with a 
spouse/significant other, and 42 (46.2%) lived off-campus 
with their parents. 

Materials 

All respondents completed The Student Storm Survey© 
between September 22nd and October 6th 2008, about 
three to five weeks after Gustav landfall and one to three 
weeks after Ike. The SSS contained demographic ques-
tions, items relevant to the students’ use of web-based in-
struction while Nicholls was closed and items concerning 
the length of school closures. A calendar with storm re-
lated events affecting the University (e.g. days of landfall, 

days the school closed/reopened) was embedded in the 
SSS to help students with chronology.

The SSS utilized fill-in-the blank, multiple-choice, and 
Likert-type items. Most SSS items contained parallel 
items for each storm; the survey had an item about Hur-
ricane Gustav, followed closely by the same item about 
Hurricane Ike.

Procedure

Surveys were distributed in class. Verbal instructions em-
phasized survey data might aid future students. Students 
were asked to complete the survey at home and return it 
as soon as possible. The vast majority (73.6%) completed 
the SSS from September 22nd through September 24th, 
though surveys were accepted until October 6th.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

An alpha level of .05 was maintained for all statistical 
tests. Since a number of students failed to complete all the 
SSS items, sample sizes will be reported for each analy-
sis. Unless otherwise noted, SSS Likert-type items ranged 
from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 10 = “strongly agree”. 
Data are organized into two sections. In the first, items 
concerning continued learning while the University was 
closed are displayed; in the second, items relevant to the 
length of closure and related issues are presented.

Continued Learning while the  
University was Closed. 

The Student Storm Survey© attempted to explore student 
opinions regarding the utility of University’s designated 
EDS in the aftermath of Hurricanes Gustav and Ike. 
Many of the remaining items treat Gustav and Ike as a 
single “event” since both resulted in emergency school clo-
sures: The following SSS items seem most germane: “Post-
ing new assignments for my classes on Blackboard© while 
Nicholls was closed helped me prepare to return to school” 
(EDS-Assignments-Helped-Return); “While Nicholls 
was closed I wanted to work on my Blackboard© course 
assignments” (Wanted-EDS-Work); “While Nicholls was 
closed I was able to complete most of the Blackboard© as-
signments professors added to make up for missed classes” 
(Completed-Most-EDS-Work); and finally, “After Nich-
olls closed I checked the Blackboard© website for new 
assignments on the following days”, days were aggregated 
into a summary statistic (Total-Days-Checked-EDS). 

When the “Total-Days-Checked-EDS” variable was com-
puted, the total contained all storm closure dates from 
08/29/08 through 09/14/08 (including a holiday and 
weekends), plus the dates of 09/10/08 and 09/11/08 when 

Continued Learning  
Following an Extreme Emergency 

In order to make continued learning possible following 
an extreme emergency, students are responsible for:

•	 reading regular emergency notifications on the 
NSU website;

•	  knowing how to use and access Blackboard© (or  
University designated electronic delivery system);

•	 being familiar with emergency guidelines;

•	 evacuating textbooks and other course materials;

•	 knowing their Blackboard (or designated system)  
student login and password;

•	 contacting faculty regarding their intentions for 
completing the course” (Nicholls State University, 
2008).
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the University briefly reopened; therefore, “Total-Days-
Checked-EDS” ranged from 0-17 days. Data for the EDS 
items are presented as Table 1.

Students’ opinions of using EDS to continue learning af-
ter the emergencies are disappointing. The majority of stu-
dents “disagreed” with the notions that EDS assignments 
helped them to return to Nicholls, or that they could 
complete most EDS assignments. The average number of 
times they checked EDS assignments was about once ev-
ery other day, but 24 students (26.37%) looked at the EDS 
3 times or less in 17 days, or 1.24 times per week. 

One student’s comments provided an explanation for why 
they did not check the EDS more frequently: “How could 
I check Blackboard© when I didn’t have power, much less 
the Internet” (Anonymous Developmental Psychology 
Student, September, 22, 2008); her comment is echoed 
by certain survey items; for example, students indicated 
that on average, they were without electricity for over 
seven days (M = 7.83, SD = 4.70, n = 88) and that some 
remained without power (or had limited generator power) 
for as many as 20 days. Data indicate that the typical stu-
dent was without Internet access for over nine days (M = 
9.54, SD = 8.02, n = 89). Some remained without for 31 
days. For comparison, cell phone service was reportedly 
down only about a day and a half on average (M = 1.61, 
SD = 2.64, n = 88). 

It should be noted that some of the same students who 
reported being without internet access for weeks indi-
cated that they checked the Nicholls EDS within days 
after Gustav while they were without internet service! It is 
possible that some checked at a friend’s house, at public 
hot-spots, via internet-enabled cell phones, or relief-orga-
nization sponsored kiosks set up for storm victims.

To investigate internet access and student satisfaction 
with the EDS further, a Spearman’s rho was computed be-
tween the: “EDS assignments helped me return to school” 
and the number of days “without internet service” items. 
The correlation was significant (rho = -3.46, p>.001, n = 

89). The longer the student reported they were without in-
ternet access, the less they “agreed” that EDS assignments 
helped them return to school. You cannot surf the web on 
cut telephone/internet cables or when wireless does not 
function.

“The Total-Days-Checked-EDS” variable aggregates the 
times a student logged-on to Blackboard© over seventeen 
days. Figure 1 presents a graph of the data partialed out 
each day from 08/29/08 (when the University closed for 
Gustav) to 09/14/08 (the day before the University re-
opened after Ike). 

The graph clearly shows dips in EDS access on the days 
of Hurricane Gustav’s landfall (September 1st, 2008) and 
Hurricane Ike’s landfall (September 13th 2008). There 
is also a “scalloped” pattern present after Gustav (a large 
dip followed by a general increase in reported EDS checks 
each day thereafter), until “checks” dropped sharply again 
for Ike. 

At first the current authors thought this “scallop” was 
entirely due to the day-by-day recovery of the local infra-
structure. As more of the local internet reconnected, more 
students had access to the EDS. 

No doubt infrastructure recovery accounts for part of 
this trend; but upon reflection, the current authors would 
suggest a “Skinnerian” (Ferster & Skinner, 1957) modi-
fication to the infrastructure explanation. The students’ 
response set may (in part) reflect a “fixed interval” rein-
forcement schedule. It is likely that the last thing most 
students wanted to think about after Gustav was school, 
they were too busy attending to their friends and loved-
ones to as they put it “deal” with it; but as the “necessity” 
(“pay-off” somehow doesn’t fit) of school reopening ap-
proached, the response of re-engaging with school via the 
EDS became more pressing and therefore, more frequent 
(more student “checks”). 

Administrators and faculty should remember this when 
planning for future hurricanes; sometimes academicians 
forget that students actually have lives. 

Speaking of academicians, we need to mention another vi-
tal determinant of students’ continued learning via EDS 
in emergencies, namely: CONTENT. Based upon infor-
mal conversations with our colleagues we would suggest 
that the main way faculty chose to continue the academic 
process after Gustav was an e-mail to: “read chapters 4-6 
in your text”. Whether or not that is appropriate and ef-
fective is a topic for later discussion.

To their credit, the majority of students (a slight major-
ity) reported that they wanted to work on their EDS as-
signments while school was closed (Wanted-EDS-Work 
M = 5.37). To explore the relationship between wanting 
to complete the work and actually completing it, Table 2 
presents the Spearman’s rho correlations between the vari-
ables presented in the previous table.

Not surprisingly the correlation between wanting to work 
on the EDS assignments (Wanted-EDS-Work) is sig-
nificantly correlated with the number of times students 
checked the EDS (Total-Days-Checked-EDS). The more 
a student self-reported that they wanted to work on the as-

signments the more they checked the EDS. The correlation 
between wanting to work on EDS (Wanted-EDS-Work) 
and completing most of the work (Completed-Most-EDS-
Work) was even stronger. The more they wanted to work 
on the assignments the more they completed them. 

The most striking correlation was between completed 
most assignments (Completed-Most-EDS-Work) and 
feeling that the Blackboard© assignments helped them 
prepare to return to school (EDS-Assignments-Helped-
Return). Recall that when rating agreement with the item: 
“Posting new assignments for my classes on Blackboard© 
while Nicholls was closed helped me prepare to return to 
school” the modal response was “strongly disagree” (36 of 
91 students or ~40%); however, the more a particular stu-
dent completed of their EDS assignments, the more likely 
they were to indicate that the assignments helped them 
return to school (rho = .729, p<.0001, n = 91). 

Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics of  Students’ Ratings of  

Nicholls’ Electronic Delivery System during the Storms

Question Mean Standard  
Deviation Median Mode

Posted EDS assignments helped me returna (n=91) 3.69   3.10 2.00   1
Wanted to work on EDS Assignmentsa (n=90) 5.37   3.62 5.00   1
Completed most EDS Assignmentsa (n=91) 3.34   2.97 2.00   1
Total days checked EDS for Assignmentsb (n=91) 7.33   4.85 7.00   3
a where 1 = “Strongly disagree” and 10 = “Strongly agree” 
b potential range for this item is 0 – 17 days including 2 days reopened after Hurricane Gustav.

 

Figure 1 
Number of student respondents checking the Electronic Delivery System  

from closure for Hurricane Gustav to day before reopening after Hurricane Ike. 

The University first closed on Friday, August 29th for Gustav, classes resumed on Wednesday, September 10th. The 
University closed again on Thursday night, September 11th for Ike, classes resumed on Monday, September 15th
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Did completing more assignments convince students the 
assignments were more valuable? Were those students al-
ready convinced of the assignments’ value more likely to 
complete their assignments than students who thought 
the work of little value? Or, is the EDS-Assignments-
Helped-Return x Completed-Most-EDS-Work correla-
tion a function of a third intervening variable. The cur-
rent data set makes deciding among these alternatives 
problematic.

The University’s Closure and Reopening. 

The most direct measure of student opinions concerning 
the University’s response to the storms was the following 
general item(s): “Overall, I am happy with how Nicholls 
reacted to Gustav” (Overall-Gustav) and the parallel item 
for Ike: “Overall, I am happy with how Nicholls reacted 
to Ike” (Overall-Ike). A related item was: “Nicholls closed 
long enough to allow me time to recover and return to 
school after Gustav” (Long-Enough-Gustav), and the par-
allel item “Nicholls closed long enough to allow me time 
to recover and return to school after Ike” (Long-Enough-
Ike). Data for these items are presented as Table 3. 

The majority of students agreed with the statement that 
Nicholls reacted well to Hurricane Gustav (Overall-Gus-
tav) and the parallel statement about Hurricane Ike (Over-
all-Ike). Similarly, more students agreed that Nicholls 
remained closed long enough for Gustav (Long-Enough-
Gustav) and for Ike (Long-Enough-Ike) than disagreed; 
however, students agreed less strongly that the Gustav 
closure was long enough (Long-Enough-Gustav Mdn = 8) 
than that the Ike closure was long enough (Long-Enough-
Ike Mdn = 9). Thus, student satisfaction with length of 
the Gustav closure (seven class days, twelve calendar days)
was less than satisfaction with the length of Ike closure 
(one session of night classes plus one entire class day and 
a weekend, about four calendar days). A Wilcoxon Signed 
Ranks test of the data indicated that the difference was 
significant z = -3.10, p <.002, n=91.

One hypothesis to explain this apparent difference is that 
Gustav made landfall much closer to Nicholls, caused 
much more damage, and affected more students/locals 
than Ike. Therefore, Gustav was a “greater threat” than 
Ike and students felt the time provided was less adequate 
even though the time off was about three times that given 
for Ike.

To test this hypothesis, two other SSS items: “My home 
received significant damage from Gustav” (M = 4.26, SD 
= 2.93, n =90) and its parallel item for “Ike” (M = 2.23, 
SD = 2.27, n =90) were analyzed. A Wilcoxon Signed 
Ranks test of the items indicated that students reported 
significantly more home damage from Gustav (Mdn = 
3.5) than from Ike (Mdn = 1.0), z = -5.67, p <.001, n = 90. 
Test results support the notion that the “Long-enough-
Gustav” “Long-enough-Ike” difference indeed may be due 
to the “greater threat” that Hurricane Gustav posed.

When the “My home received significant damage...” 
items were explored further, another issue was apparent. 
A Spearman’s rho correlation was computed between the 
“Long-enough-Gustav” and the “My home received sig-
nificant damage from Gustav” (Home-damage-Gustav) 
items. The correlation was nonsignificant (rho = -1.95, 
p>.05, n = 90); however, the Spearman’s rho between: “My 
home received significant damage from Ike” (Home-dam-
age-Ike) and its corresponding “Long-enough-Ike” item 
was significant (rho = -3.42, p<.001, n = 90). 

Students with more home damage due to Ike felt the Uni-
versity should have stayed closed longer than a little more 
than three calendar days; but this effect was not apparent 
for the Gustav closure of twelve calendar days. The addi-
tional days for Gustav may have provided students who 
suffered property loss time to better recover; the time off 
for Ike might not have been sufficient. An alternative ex-
planation might lie in “bereavement overload;” Hurricane 
Ike occurred less than two weeks after Gustav. The effects 
of Ike might have been exacerbated by Gustav. 

The patterns in the “Long-enough-...” and “Home-dam-
age...” data indicate how complex decisions to reopen after 
a disaster can be. When deciding to reopen administrators 
should consider damages on both a community-level as 
well as an individual-level, recognizing that some students 
may have suffered much more than others (e.g. the sub-
stantial number of students whose homes were devastated 
by hurricanes twice in two weeks). Perhaps there should 
be greater attention paid to these students after a disaster.

CONCLUSIONS

It is easy to conclude that in the face of a hurricane the 
educative process cannot resume until things get entirely 
back to normal. The current authors would suggest such 
reasoning is tantamount to learned helplessness and just 
as ineffective. The Student Storm Survey© suggests that 
a substantial number of students will not want to “deal” 
with school until it reopens; but a substantial number do! 
EDS instructional techniques will have to be designed to 
engage both those students wanting to continue instruc-
tion via the internet and engage those who do not. 

While we cannot offer much in the way of specific advice 
regarding when a university should close and reopen, we 
can say surveys of student opinion should not be the sole 
(or even the primary) determinant. We can however, of-
fer the following suggestion to administrators based upon 
survey data: Administrators should not reopen before the 
university community is ready, nor fail to reopen when it 
is. Make the decision after weighing community-level as 
well as individual-level factors. Be fair to all, but make al-
lowances for students who may have suffered more than 
others; these are not easy tasks, especially while trying to 
respect academic integrity. 

Make students aware of the resources available to them 
and their families. Nicholls distributed supplies shortly 
after the storms, but some students reported they could 
not attend class because they had to wait in a line to ap-
ply for government disaster aid. It would be a good idea 
to make applications for government disaster assistance 
available on campus as well as knowledgeable people to 
answer questions about the same. Make students aware of 
opportunities to volunteer to help others in their commu-
nity, and where on campus they can receive counseling if 
necessary. 

Finally, don’t forget that faculty members may have suf-
fered losses as well. Treat them with the respect that you 
expect in return; the success or failure of your efforts will 
largely depend upon their good works.

To shift focus now to what faculty members can do, the 
current authors would like to return to the subject of 
counseling again. Most educators are not psychological 
counselors, so we are ethically bound to direct troubled 
students to trained counseling professionals. We can how-
ever, definitely tell them that nothing, not even academics 
is as important as their well-being and the well-being of 
their loved ones. 

Immediately after the storms, some of our students lost 
their jobs; many others had to quit school to help their 
families. Weems et al. (2007) identified symptoms of 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in Katrina evacu-
ees. Some of our students’ experiences rivaled those of Ka-
trina evacuees, and were traumatized by their experience. 
Unfortunately, as a direct result, several tried to commit 
suicide. As faculty, we should let our students know that 
our institution is also a “community” where caring people 
will work with them to stay in school and (if necessary) 
help to put their lives back together. A recent article in 
a local newspaper reminded us of this fact by citing the 
State’s mental health needs after Hurricane Katrina and 
noting that: “. . . college and university suicide prevention 
and intervention programs are often the first line of de-
fense for those battling mental illness” (Buskey, 2013, July 
26).

Table 3 
Descriptive Statistics of Students’ Ratings of  

Nicholls’ Reaction to Storms and Length of Closurea 

Question Mean Standard 
Deviation Median Mode

Overall happy with Nicholls’ reaction to Gustav (n=90) 7.43   2.09 8.00   8
Overall happy with Nicholls’ reaction to Ike (n=90) 7.32   2.59 8.00  10
Nicholls closed long enough for Gustav (n=90) 6.79   3.20 8.00  10
Nicholls closed long enough for Ike (n=90) 7.92   2.68 9.00  10
awhere 1 = “Strongly disagree” and 10 = “Strongly agree”

Table 2 
Spearman’s Correlations between Electronic Delivery System Variables 

Question

Posted EDS 
Assignments 

helped me 
return

Wanted to 
work on EDS 
assignments

Completed 
most EDS 

assignments 

Total days 
checked  
EDS for 

assignments

Posted EDS assignments helped me return -- .413*** .729***  .430***
Wanted to work on EDS Assignments --    -- .348**  .227*
Completed most EDS Assignments --    --    --  .387***
Total days checked EDS for Assignments    --    --     -- --
 * = p <.05, ** = p<.01, *** = p<.001 
(n=91)
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We can offer the following additional suggestions to fac-
ulty based upon survey data and general observations:

1.	 The time to communicate what you want stu-
dents to do during an emergency is BEFORE the 
emergency. You can’t give students the perfect 
assignment after the school has closed and the 
internet is down. Perhaps initial assignments 
should be a printed in your syllabus at the start of 
the semester, clearly labeled “do not attempt until 
school closes due to an emergency”.

2.	 The Nicholls State Continued Learning Policy 
advises faculty to be “flexible” in the assignments 
given while the University is closed. We take 
this to mean that work should not “overwhelm” 
already stressed students; faculty should realize 
that some students may be incapable of complet-
ing the assignments; partial-credit anyone?

3.	 The Policy also suggests being “imaginative” in 
fashioning assignments. Not everyone is imagina-
tive, so we have a simple solution called “ancil-
lary materials”. A book-rep near you is just dying 
to tell you about them. Any faculty member 
who avails themselves of these mostly free (they 
come with the book) materials will improve 
their teaching. Any faculty member who lives 
in a coastal area who does not avail themselves 
of these materials (or create their own) is one 
major hurricane away from shortchanging their 
students during an extended school closure.

4.	 The current authors would suggest that faculty 
make assignments that can be accomplished 
easily without reliable electricity. If a student has 
to stay on-line to read web-pages hour after hour 
draining power from their laptop, or print out an 
assignment to complete it (duh! No power), it 
probably won’t get done. Follow the GOGOLF 
(Get-On-Get-Off-Line-Fast) principle for com-
municating assignments. Pick and choose assign-
ments using the GOGOLF principle.

5.	 Finally, a number of students went online to the 
EDS trying to continue learning only to find 
that their instructor had nothing there. Post 
something immediately, even if it’s just a message 
telling them to be safe and some simple assign-
ments easily accomplished. As far as you can, 
let students know when you expect additional 
assignments to be posted during the closure if 

you don’t have them ready, if you do, post them 
immediately. Reassure students that you will 
be flexible when classes begin again, and that 
they will be able to finish the work necessary to 
complete the course. Take into account their cir-
cumstances, lighten-up, and where possible, don’t 
leave them twisting in the wind. 
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INTRODUCTION

The number of international students worldwide rose 
from a mere 0.8 million in 1975 to 4.1 million in 2010, ac-
cording to the International Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development. (Sood, 2012). The U.S. 
is the leading destination for international students, and 
attracted 764,495 international students during the 2011-
12 school year, which is about 3.7% of the total number 
students enrolled in the U.S. and spent about US$21.81 
billion in 2011/12. United States Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement informs that their Student Exchange 
and Visitor Program (SEVP) in July 2013 already had 
894,826 registered international students. By any mea-
sure, international education makes a significant contri-
bution to the U.S. economy. In New York State for ex-
ample, the portion of this contribution was about US$2.6 
billion, which accounts for over 10% of the national total 
contribution of international students. The economic im-
pacts are not limited to the spending of these foreign stu-
dents, but also their families residing in the host country 
(NAFSA, 2012). International students can also boost a 
country’s higher education standards, with universities 
doing their best to attract the world’s best and bright-
est in their chosen fields of specialization (Sood, 2012). 

Conversely, countries that see their students study abroad 
normally hope that these students return home and con-
tribute to their home economy.

The U.S. has maintained its position as the leading desti-
nation worldwide, however its share of international stu-
dents has been shrinking, attracting 16.6% in 2010 (Mar-
molejo, 2012). Undoubtedly, China is too big to ignore as 
the second largest economy in the world; the country is 
also the heavyweight with regards to outbound interna-
tional student mobility. China has emerged as the leading 
source of international students for the U.S. schools in the 
recent years. Recent statistics from the U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (USICE) show that the num-
ber of active Chinese students on F-1 or M-1 visas at Stu-
dent and Exchange Visitor Approved schools at the end 
of 2011/2012 academic year increased by about 23% to 
nearly 194,029 versus the previous year (Choudaha and 
Chang, 2012). Educators and researchers seek to under-
stand this phenomenon and identify better ways to serve 
this population. This research, through an empirical set-
ting intends to explore the motives of Chinese students 
who choose to study in the U.S. in order to provide in-
sights and direction for both educators and university ad-
ministrators.
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ABSTRACT
This study examines the presence of Chinese students in U.S. universities and colleges.  Due to the large number of 
Chinese students in the United States this research attempts to explore the reasons why so many Chinese students 
choose to study abroad and why the United States is their preferred destination.  This population is a vital component 
of university life at many colleges and a much needed source of financial revenue.  A total of 200 students completed a 
questionnaire yielding 87 usable responses.  Specifically, the motivation behind Chinese students’ reasons for attend-
ing college in the U.S is explored.  The results indicate that Chinese students are seeking education with a world view 
and opt to break from the Chinese system of learning.  Although choosing to study in the U.S. is an academic endeavor 
the reasons behind that choice is not solely for academics.  This article seeks to offer academicians and university ad-
ministrators a deeper understanding of the motivation of these Chinese students and contribute to the knowledge area 
extant on this population.
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Education has been a high priority in China for thou-
sands of years. On average, the country’s high-net-worth 
individuals spend 170,000 yuan (about $27,000), to edu-
cate each of their children. This was the third-highest area 
of their spending, after travel and luxury goods.

American businesses, management know-how, and capi-
tal have been flowing to China for the past 30 years, but 
it is education that reverses the tide. Studies show that 
an overwhelming majority of China’s wealthiest want to 
send their children to foreign universities and the United 
States is their first choice. Ninety percent of the country’s 
richest people have plans to send their children abroad 
to study, according to independent research by China’s 
Industrial Bank Co. and the Hurun Report. Their Chi-
nese Luxury Consumer White Paper (2012) reports that 
9 of out of every 10 Chinese with assets of more than 100 
million yuan ($16 million) plan to send their children 
abroad, while 85% of those with at least $1 million said 
they would send their children overseas for education.

The first graduate from China may well have been Yung 
Wing, who had graduated from Yale in 1850. By 1880 
there were 70 Japanese and 108 Chinese students study-
ing in American universities, compared with a dozen 
Japanese and almost no Chinese in European universities 
(The Chinese-American Museum of Chicago, 1880). No-
ticeably, since then China has become the largest source 
of international student source for the U.S. schools in the 
recent years. Figure 1 shows the growth of the total num-
ber of students from China.

For Chinese students in the 2010 to 2011 term, the top 
field of study was business/management, with engineering 
following close behind. The benefits of studying abroad 
are felt both by individuals and entire nations. For this 
reason educators and researchers are interested in the 
motives and reasons that encourage Chinese students to 
study in the U.S. For thousands of years, education has 
been placed as a top priority by Chinese families and with 
China’s economic reforms during the past decade leading 
a growth in wealth and a shrinking family size (only one 
child per family) sending children to international univer-
sities has become less burdensome. Currently, more than 
92% of these students have their studies funded privately, 
according to CGG’s report (Wang, 2012). Meanwhile, 
many U.S. universities are facing an increasingly tough 
financial situation with a shortage of domestic students, 
a decrease in corporate support, and declines in govern-
ment subsidies. In such a situation, Chinese students with 
money to spend may fill that financial gap (Joseph, 2012).

Besides economic well being, many Chinese students de-
cide to study abroad because they believe there is a better 

quality education in foreign countries. (Yan, 2012; Al-
brecht, Malagueno, Holland & Sanders, 2012).

The growth in Chinese students may also reflect a conflu-
ence of factors. First, more Chinese citizens are complet-
ing college and thus eligible to apply to graduate school. 
Second, many U.S. schools are recruiting more aggressive-
ly overseas and marketing their programs to a wider tal-
ent pool. Word of mouth then fuels the trend. Once some 
students attend a program, they recommend it to friends 

back home. Many schools have set up their gateway of-
fices in China, i.e. Columbia University and Ohio State 
University. The latter saw the applications from China 
to the university’s Fisher College of Business jump 30% 
between the 2010 and 2011 academic years. Meanwhile, 
new specialized master’s programs appeal to students, par-
ticularly those from China, eager to delve deeper into a 
single subject and gain a credential to compete with the 
growing population of educated young adults, without 
taking much time out of the workforce. As previously 
stated, perhaps the most incredible figure is that some 
90% of China’s mega-rich want their children to study in 
the US, according to one recent study, not to speak of the 
top leaders’ children, including the Party Chief, Xi, whose 
daughter studies at Harvard University. (Korn, 2012; Ark 
et al 2008; Casiano, 2011; Foadi, 2006; Lee, 2012; and 
Fischer, 2012).

When looking into the Chinese applicants’ backgrounds, 
many schools find that Chinese applicants possess some 
outstanding characteristics. First, they are China’s best 
students who are probably aware that if they attend uni-
versities in China, they may not able to go to the best uni-
versities in the world. For example, the recent QS rank-
ing listed just 7 universities out of the top 100 that were 
situated within China and Hong Kong. Another recently 
published list from the Times of London has just 3 in 
the top 100. Even the best universities have been hit by 
scandals. Second, their parents are rich, and it may make 
more sense to aim for a U.S. colleges, rather than letting 

their children go through the highly competitive transi-
tion from high school to preferred universities in China 
where the road from secondary to post-secondary educa-
tion involves the dreaded hurdle of the strenuous national 
university entrance examination. Unlike U.S. institutions 
that value candidates who present themselves as unique, 
their Chinese counterparts want students who excel on 
entrance exams that require years of rote learning and 
possess a strong grasp of math and science. Some critics 
say China’s state-run education system—promoted as the 
hallmark of Communist meritocracy—are being overrun 
by bribery and cronyism. Such corruption has broadened 
the gulf between the privileged and non-privileged classes 
(Levin, 2012). Third, these young individuals are ambi-
tious and many want to go to Ivy League schools, a sym-
bol for those parents who raise their children successfully. 
Fourth, they desire to learn more about critical thinking, 
and very importantly, they want to be exposed to things 
aside from just test taking. (Mellman & Hilburn, 2012; 
Henze & Zhu, 2012; Taylor, 2012; and Zhang, 2012).

The four leading English speaking destination coun-
tries—the U.S., the UK, Australia, and Canada—all wit-
nessed sizable growth from 2002 to 2011. Figure 4 shows 
the total number of international students in these four 
countries in the 2010/11 school year. It is a surprise that 
the UK with about a fifth of the U.S. population, had 
455,600 international students compared to the 723,277 

Figure 4 
The number of international students  

in the four leading  
English speaking destination countries, 

2010/11

Source: Data from the National Center for Education 
Statistics, http://www.iie.org/Research-and-Publications/
Open-Doors/Data/Special-Reports/Economic-Impact-of-
International-Students

Figure 3 
Growth of Chinese Students  

Compared with the  
Total International Students in the U.S. 

2005-2012

Source: Data from the National Center for Education 
Statistics, http://www.iie.org/Research-and-Publications/
Open-Doors/Data/Special-Reports/Economic-Impact-of-
International-Students

Figure 1 
Total number of Chinese Students  

Studying in the U.S., 2001-2012

Source: Data from the National Center for Education 
Statistics, http://www.iie.org/Research-and-Publications/
Open-Doors/Data/Special-Reports/Economic-Impact-of-
International-Students

Figure 2 
Rapid Growth of  

Chinese Students in the U.S. 
2005-2012

Source: Data from the National Center for Education 
Statistics, http://www.iie.org/Research-and-Publications/
Open-Doors/Data/Special-Reports/Economic-Impact-of-
International-Students
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international students studying in the U.S. that same 
school year.

Despite the continued growth of international enroll-
ments in U.S. schools, the country’s share of globally mo-
bile students has been steadily declining over the last de-
cade, from the peak of 27% in 2002, to 20% in 2009, and 
a continued decline to 16.6% in 2010. Meanwhile, foreign 
students contributed more than $21.8 billion to the U.S. 
economy in the 2011/12 academic year, through living 
and educational expenses (NAFSA, 2012). Although the 
majority goes to the United States, other English-speaking 
countries such as Britain, Canada and Australia attract 
most of the rest. This has caused some concern for those 
in the U.S. who worry that the country might be losing 
its appeal among international students. Chinese students 
comprise 25.38% of all international students newly en-
rolled in American schools, or about one in every hun-
dred American college students, which means that they 
and their families contribute more than $4 billion to the 
American economy, according to the U.S. Department of 
Commerce (Mong, 2012). How can the U.S. maintain its 
leadership position in this globally competitive market? 
Do American educators understand Chinese students?

METHODOLOGY

With the focal questions in mind, this research focused 
on Chinese students’ motives for studying in the U.S. A 
survey was developed to investigate the issues related to 
the subject of this study, Chinese students’ motives to 
leave their home country and study in the U.S. The fol-
lowing variables were based on literature reviews.

Variable Selection

The following variables serve as motives that affect Chi-
nese students in their decision making for studying abroad 
from the literature review.

1.	 Gain a new perspective on my own country.

2.	 Can attend a better school overseas, but not able 
to attend the schools I want due to Gaokao.

3.	 It is easy to be admitted by a foreign school.

4.	 It is also costly if I study in my home country.

5.	 My friends have gone abroad, so I would.

6.	 I want to be away from my country.

7.	 I must study abroad because my parents’ wish.

8.	 There are more fields of studies offered by foreign 
schools.

9.	 Political easiness in programs abroad.

10.	 Better living conditions, housing, eating, and 
environmental, i.e. clean air, etc.

11.	 The educational system is better overseas.

Hypothesis, test of hypothesis, and sampling

The hypotheses for this research are to find if there are any 
significant differences in the Chinese students’ motives 
for choosing to study in the U.S.

H1	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students to gain a new perspective between 
China and the U.S.

H2	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students to attend a better school either in 
China or in the U.S.

H3	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students to be admitted by a foreign school ei-
ther in China or in the U.S.

H4	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students to attend schools either in China or 
in the U.S. as far as cost is concerned.

H5	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students to attend school either in China or in 
the U.S. because their friends have gone.

H6	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students to attend school either in China or in 
the U.S. as there is no difference between the 
two countries.

H7	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students for where their parents wish them to 
study.

H8	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students to find more fields of studies either in 
China or in the U.S.

H9	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students to find political easiness in programs 
either in China or in the U.S.

H10	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students living conditions, housing, eating, 
and environmental, i.e. clean air, etc. either in 
China or in the U.S.

H11	 There is no significant difference for Chinese 
students between the educational systems in 
China and the U.S.

Alternatively, there are significant differences in each of 
these hypotheses.

Due to the nature of this empirical study, the question-
naires were distributed to Chinese students in a large 
university campus in the Northeast of the United States 

for a convenient sampling. The respondents were asked to 
evaluate the selected variables in a five point Likert scale, 
with 5=most important, 4=important, 3=neutral, 2=not 
important, and 1=least important.

One sample Student’s t-test. A t-test is any statistical hy-
pothesis test in which the test statistic follows a Student’s 
t distribution if the null hypothesis is supported. It is most 
commonly applied when the test statistic would follow a 
normal distribution if the value of a scaling term in the test 
statistic were known. When the scaling term is unknown 
and is replaced by an estimate based on the data, the test 
statistic (under certain conditions) follows a Student’s t 
distribution. The estimate value for testing hypotheses in 
this study is 3 which are either important or not impor-
tant. The one sample t-test requires that the dependent 
variable follow a normal distribution. When the number 
of subjects in the experimental group is 30 or more, the 
central limit theorem shows a normal distribution can be 
assumed. If the number of subjects is less than 30, the re-
searcher should plot the results and examine whether they 
appear to follow a normal distribution. If the distribution 
appears to be non-normal, and/or if the number of test 
cases is significantly less than 30, then a one sample me-
dian test, which does not require a normal distribution, 
should be used to test the hypothesis. [Hamburg, 1977; 
Conover, 1980; Davis and Cosenza, 1985; SPSSX, 2002; 
Wikipedia, 2012]. Five percent of the t-tests one tailed 
probability level was selected to signify the differences be-
tween preferences.

RESULTS

Over 200 respondents were surveyed at a college campus 
in the eastern U.S., with 87 completed responded for 
analyses, representing 43.5 percent of the total surveyed. 
Table 1 presents the general background information of 
the respondents.

It is noticeable that roughly a third of the Chinese who 
took the survey has a family income over US$75K a year 
equivalent, and most of the students were born after 1978 
when one child per family policy was initiated (Source: 
http://healthland.time.com/2013/01/10/little-emper-
ors/). Over 97 percent of the respondents took College 
entrance exams and stood at the top 50 percent, while 
currently, over 50 percent of Chinese high school grad-
uates are able to go to college in China. In comparison, 
in the U.S. over 70 percent of the high school graduates 
go to college (Source:http://www.bls.gov/news.release/
hsgec.nr0.htm;Source:http://zhidao.baidu.com/ques-
tion/57277001.html). In other words, these respondents 
had alternatives for their college selections: either stay in 
China or go to the U.S.

Table 2 presents the test results of One-Sample t-Test, 
with means, t values, degrees of freedom, and significance 
of the tests.

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS AND  
RECOMMENDATIONS

The test results of One-Sample t-Test reject eight null hy-
potheses: Gain a new perspective on my own country, It 
is easy to be admitted by a foreign school, It is also cost-

Table 1 
Backgrounds of the Respondents

Variables Groups Valid 
%

1. Age
<18 9.4

18-35 90.6

2. Gender
Male 58

Female 42

3. Family annual income

<$30k 21.4
$30-50k 27.4
$50-75k 17.9
>$75k 33.3

4. Education
College 83.5

Graduate 16.5

5. Marital status
Married 8.2

Single 91.8

6. Sources of  
financial supports

Parent 57.6
Own saving 3.5

Obtained 
scholarship/GA 18.8

Combination of 
various sources 20

7. Number years studied 
in the U.S.

<1 year 17.6
1 year 9.4

1-2 years 8.2
>2 years 64.7

8. How many schools  
did you apply to?

1 school 9.5
2 schools 3.6
3 schools 15.5

>3 schools 71.4

9. If you took Gaokao,  
you stood at

top ¼ 45.5
top ½ 51.5

lower ½ 3



Chiang-nan Chao & Niall Hegarty Driving Forces Which Enthuse the Continuous Growth of Chinese Students in U.S. Colleges

32 Journal of Academic Administration in Higher Education 33Fall 2014 (Volume 10 Issue 2)

ly if I study in my home country, My friends have gone 
abroad, so I would, I want to be away from my country, 
I must study abroad because my parents’ wish, Political 
easiness in programs abroad, Better living conditions, 
housing, eating, and environmental, i.e. clean air, etc. 
In other words, these eight variables present that they are 
either more important or less important in Chinese stu-
dents’ motivations to come to the U.S.

In One variable- Gain a new perspective on my own 
country, the respondents indicate that it is significantly 
more important as a motive. This would recommend that 
researchers should focus on this motive, and further ex-
plore the issues related to it.

With regard to the other seven variables: It is easy to be 
admitted by a foreign school, It is also costly if I study 
in my home country, My friends have gone abroad, so I 
would, I want to be away from my country, I must study 

abroad because my parents’ wish, Political easiness in 
programs abroad, Better living conditions, housing, 
eating, and environmental, i.e. clean air, etc., the re-
spondents express that these are less important. The insig-
nificances of these variables should advise researchers that 
these may not be their primary research focus on Chinese 
students’ motives for studying in the U.S.

The test results of One-Sample t-Test accept three null hy-
potheses: Can attend a better school overseas, but not 
able to attend the schools I want due to Gaokao; There 
are more fields of studies offered by foreign schools; The 
educational system is better overseas. In other words, 
the acceptances of these hypotheses recommend that the 
Chinese students do not view these issues differently. 

What comes through from this search is that non-aca-
demic reasons are primarily driving Chinese students to 
study in the U.S. Cultural aspects and a desire to gain a 
non-Chinese world perspective emerge as primary mo-
tives for study in the U.S. This may be due to the under-
standing and realization by the Chinese of a global econo-
my and the need to understand the ‘internationalization’ 
of business. These attitudes could also be considered to be 
consistent with attitudes of all affluent middle classes who 
have moved beyond daily sustenance and have achieved 
long term security.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

While this study is limited by sample size and confined to 
Chinese students studying at one university in the north-
east United States it does provide direction and insight for 
future researchers to build upon. The sample size can be 
accepted as a good representation of the motives of Chi-
nese students who wish to study in the U.S. as the north-
east united States has a large number of Chinese students 
(as opposed to a state with very few Chinese students 
where such a sample would be non-representative). 

However, due to the limited sample size and issues ad-
dressed in this study, we believe that there are additional 
issues which need to be explored. Academic research on 
the motives of international student populations (4% of 
the total US college students), particularly Chinese stu-
dents (about 1% of the total US college students) in the 
U.S. is limited. While much has been written in terms of 
their numbers and how universities are accommodating 
international students there is limited primary research 
on the understanding of ‘why’ Chinese students choose to 
study in the U.S. It is imperative in servicing this popula-
tion that universities first understand the motivation be-
hind studying in the U.S. as only then can colleges and 
universities hope to build programs to cater to the long 
term facilitation of this population. 

Future empirical studies would better serve the advance-
ment of knowledge in this area by increasing the sample 
size across numerous colleges, and broadening the scope 
by examining any differences in motivation in terms of 
major, public versus private colleges, and geographic loca-
tion within the U.S. A further recommendation would be 
to look at any major differences between undergraduate 
and graduate Chinese students as well as differences be-
tween graduate Chinese who completed bachelor degrees 
in the U.S. and those who didn’t.

The growing number of the Chinese students in the U.S. 
has raised some challenging questions for both educa-
tors and researchers. In the future, researchers will need 
to know more about: what are the expectations of these 
Chinese students when they land in the U.S.? Are their 
expectations met during their studies or after their stud-
ies? If their expectations are not met, what educators in 
the U.S. schools need to do? A demographic of this size 
cannot be ignored and needs to be understood.
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Table 2 
One-Sample t-Test Results 

test value=3
Mean t df Sig.

1. Gain a new perspective 
on my own country. 3.36 2.33 83 0.02

2. Can attend a better 
school overseas, but not 
able to attend the schools 
I want due to Gaokao.

2.94 -0.38 79 0.71

3. It is easy to be admitted 
by a foreign school. 2.54 -3.44 83 0.00

4. It is also costly if I study 
in my home country. 2.46 -3.91 83 0.00

5. My friends have gone 
abroad, so I would. 2.33 -4.48 83 0.00

6. I want to be away from 
my country. 2.38 -4.12 83 0.00

7. I must study abroad be-
cause my parents’ wish. 2.23 -5.65 83 0.00

8. There are more fields of 
studies offered by foreign 
schools.

2.81 -1.24 83 0.22

9. Political easiness in pro-
grams abroad. 2.48 -3.77 82 0.00

10. Better living conditions, 
housing, eating, and 
environmental, i.e. clean 
air, etc.

2.64 -2.51 83 0.01

11. The educational system is 
better overseas. 3.07 0.45 83 0.66
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INTRODUCTION

Making the Case for Leadership offers high profile insiders’ 
assessments of higher education advancement--and the 
characteristics necessary for success--through the voices of 
10 chief advancement/development officers at prestigious 
US public and private universities and colleges. Croteau 
and Smith use a leadership competency approach to iden-
tify the knowledge, skills, abilities, and attributes of high 
performers in advancement. The authors conducted ten 
in-depth interviews with advancement leaders rated by 
their peers as successful. Fourteen leadership competen-
cies emerged, along with observations suggesting how the 
organizational design of advancement within the univer-
sity structure impacts the required leadership traits and 
fundraising/marketing strategy implementation.

 DEFINING THE TERM:  
ADVANCEMENT 

Croteau and Smith describe the growth of Advancement 
as a profession in higher education and acknowledge the 
blurring of the terms “Advancement,” “Development,” 
“Marketing,” “Communications” and “External Rela-
tions.”

Toward the end of the [20th ] century….Colleges 
and universities realized a coordinated effort was 
most effective at generating and increasing private 
support, and as a result, the functions of alumni 
relations, development, marketing and commu-
nications, government and community relations 
and public relations, and public affairs depart-
ments began merging into one advancement unit. 
(p. 14). 
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ABSTRACT
Making the Case for Leadership offers high profile insiders’ assessments of higher education advancement--and the 
characteristics necessary for success. The authors employ a leadership competency approach to identify the knowledge, 
skills, and attributes of 10 high performers from “advancement shops” at prestigious US public and private universities 
and colleges. The research findings are presented in two summary tables and limitations discussed. The link between 
development’s operating environment, characterized by multiple audiences and governance processes shared with fac-
ulty and diverse stakeholders/resource providers, and development success traits is suggested. Croteau and Smith’s as-
sumption that the terms “Advancement” and “Development” are synonymous raises a key issue for the emerging higher 
education marketing research stream. Future research into how university organizational design is moving “market-
ing” and “enrollment management” (sales) out of the “advancement shop” and into senior management is justified. 

(Croteau, Jon D. and Smith, Zachary A. (2012). Making the Case for Leadership:  Profiles of Chief Advance-
ment Officers in Higher Education. Lanham, Maryland and Plymouth, UK: Rowman and Littlefield. )
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THE RESEARCH 

The authors’ operational definition of advancement—“the 
majority of institutional external relations functions, the 
most important of which is development” (p. 17)--defines 
the focus of the interviews. The diffuse organizational re-
sponsibility for “advancement” is repeatedly emphasized: 
“shared governance and faculty tenure are the underpin-
nings of a distinctive culture that drives its operational 
processes. Few industries have these unique horizontal 
organizational characteristics” (p. 20). This discussion is 
pivotal. Of the 10 respondents, seven were chief develop-
ment officers, with no university marketing responsibil-
ity. Of the three chief advancement officers, one only has 
responsibility for “public relations.” Hence, the study in-
directly raises interesting questions for the marketing of 
higher education: who are the marketing leaders in higher 
education, where does marketing reside in the organiza-
tional structure in the 21st century and how does the role 
of marketing vary by sector? To what degree have all sec-
tors, including small privates, public comprehensives and 
for-profit providers, brought “marketing” or “enrollment 
management” to the senior executive level?

Making the Case for Leadership reports in detail a rich 
data set generated by experts in the field. The sample se-
lection and the exploratory nature of the research limit its 
contribution. No theory or model shaped the interviews; 
the interview questions were general self assessments. The 
sampling frame represents a narrow sector of higher edu-
cation: large public institutions and well known private 
institutions with strong reputations, where it may be that 
strategic marketing is less critical to institutional success 
(Table 1).

The advancement leaders interviewed were selected in 
three phases: first, by peer ratings of professional success, 
then convenience sampling and finally, self-selection, 
yielding a non-representative sample. Of the 10 advance-
ment officers interviewed, seven were female. However, 
Croteau and Smith acknowledge that males hold the 
majority of top advancement positions in the population 
sampled. 

Advancement Leadership Competencies

 The self report data yielded 14 themes, with six compe-
tencies receiving slightly more emphasis (Table 2). The au-
thors’ future research will test the competencies and their 
relative importance with a large-scale survey.

This research complements a growing stream of advance-
ment practitioner (or practitioner turned consultant) 
analysis of the advancement environment in higher edu-
cation (Haytko, Burris and Smith (2008), Hayes (2009), 

Lauer (2010), McGee (2010), McMillen (2010), Nagel 
and McGee (2012). Like many of those self-report analy-
ses, Making the Case for Leadership would benefit from 
incorporating theoretical frameworks drawn from general 
leadership studies, leadership research in business settings 
or from source fields like sociology or psychology to struc-
ture the interview questions and/or analysis. Linking 
leadership competencies to well-known leadership scales 
could support the rationale for the research and validate 
the “themes” uncovered by Crouteau and Smith. For ex-
ample, one leader interviewed noted the frequency with 
which the Meyers-Briggs indicator INTJ (introversion, 
intuition, thinking, judgment) appears in advancement 
staff members. (Pelzel, p. 151). Future research might also 
evaluate the changing role--and organizational structure-
-of the marketing and communications function in other 
higher education sectors in the US and globally. Among 
the well established, highly visible institutions sampled, 
the marketing/communications function may play a less-
er role than in smaller public comprehensives and private 
institutions. 

Call for higher education marketing research

 The authors and the interviewees call for more profession-
al training, academic degree programs and scholarship in 
advancement: 

Advancement organizations have experienced tre-
mendous change over the past few decades as they 
increase in complexity, sophistication and impor-
tance to their institutions” (Feagin, p. 75).

In the next five to ten years, all of our institutions 
will need to dedicate more resources to presenting 
the strength and distinctions of our institutions…. 
we must invest more in thinking about what 
shapes the reputation of our institution….bring in 
the very best people …to manage the communica-
tions function….there is going to be quite a change 
in the kind of professional needed to do our work 
in the next five to ten years (Pelzel, p. 156).

SUMMARY 

Making the Case for Leadership offers intriguing insights 
into the complex university advancement environment, 
characterized by multiple audiences and governance pro-
cesses shared not only with faculty, but also with diverse 
stakeholders and resource providers. The nuggets of “prac-
tical, actionable” advice the study offers practitioners also 
raise substantive marketing research questions. Drawing 
on research in areas such as services marketing, bound-
ary spanner roles and influence strategies to develop more 
robust, theory-based research in marketing leadership in 
higher education will deepen and extend understanding 
in the areas of the field that Croteau and Smith charted in 
Making the Case for Leadership.
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Table 2 
Leadership Competencies in Advancement

Strongly supported themes Additional themes

Intellectual Curiosity

Effective Communication Skills

Thoughtfulness about Organizational Culture

Belief that Talent Management is a High Priority

Strong Interpersonal Skills

Self-Awareness

Ability to Think Critically

Tenacity

Focus on Excellence

Ability to Motivate, Inspire and Influence

Ability to Tolerate Ambiguity

Passion for the Organizational Mission

Ability to Think Strategically

Ability to Accept Responsibility and  Lead by Example

Table 1 
Institutions Represented in  

Research Sample
Employing Respondents Employing Respondents
at time of interview in the past

Broad Institute  
(MIT and Harvard)

Columbia University

Dartmouth College

Indiana University

Johns Hopkins

Purdue University

Smith College

Stanford University

University of Michigan

University of Washington

Claremont McKenna 
College

Cornell University

University of Chicago

Dartmouth College

Harvard

The Ohio State University

Northwestern University

University of California 
(Berkley, Los Angeles, 
Riverside)

University of Michigan, 

University of Pennsylvania

University of Tennessee
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INTRODUCTION

Demand for premium higher education, coupled with 
globalization and an expanding middle class in develop-
ing countries have increased the number of international 
students that pursue degrees in the United States. The to-
tal number of international students increased by 8% in 
2008/2009, while new enrollments increased by 16% dur-
ing the same period. This represents the largest percentage 
increase in new enrollments since 1980. The total number 
of international students who are pursuing higher educa-
tion degrees in the United States totaled 671,616 during 
the 2008-2009 academic year; while the previous year the 
total was 623,805; this represents a 7.7% increase. The 
highest number of international students comes from 
countries like India (15.4%), China (14.5%), South Korea 
(11.2%), and Canada (4.4%) (Open Doors 2009). 

International students provide several benefits to U.S. 
universities’ classrooms. According to Lee and Rice (2007, 
p. 1), these benefits include increased diversity in college 
campuses that generate different opinions and points of 
view within the classroom, and an increased awareness of 
different cultures that domestic students gain from inter-
national students. Furthermore, international students 
also bring knowledge and expertise in technical areas such 
as engineering, technology, and sciences. 

International students have received much attention from 
academic researchers throughout the years; however, the 
fact that a good portion of international students are 
also athletes has been largely ignored. According to the 

National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), dur-
ing the year 2008-2009, 8.4% of all student-athletes in all 
divisions (divisions I, II, and III) of NCAA sanctioned 
sports are international student-athletes (NCAA Ethnic-
ity Report, 2010, p. 6). The organization reports that there 
were 420,000 student-athletes participating in 23 sports 
at 1,000 member institutions during the 2008-2009 aca-
demic year. If the proportion of international student-ath-
letes is 8.4%, then there are approximately 35,000 interna-
tional student-athletes competing in NCAA sanctioned 
sports. This number does not include other collegiate ath-
letic associations such as the NAIA (National Association 
of Intercollegiate Athletics), which also sanctions inter-
collegiate sports and which undoubtedly has internation-
al student-athletes in its ranks. These athletes represent a 
significant portion of the U.S. international student pop-
ulation who may be exposed to increased levels of stress 
related to culture shock and adaptation issues, university 
life, academic requirements, as well as on-court/on-field 
performance requirements. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Would-be international students trying to pursue an edu-
cation in the U.S. may encounter difficulties before they 
even set foot on American soil. More stringent immigra-
tion regulations make it harder to obtain student visas. In 
addition to the immigration difficulties that international 
students may encounter, social factors also affect these 
individuals ability to succeed as international students. 
Moreover, additional stress is placed on students when 
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ABSTRACT
This article explores the difficulties that international student-athletes encounter while attending an institution of 
higher education in the U.S. Most international student-athletes are able to quickly adapt to their new environment; 
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trying to determine basic academic procedures, living ar-
rangements, and forging meaningful social relationships. 
International students have to contend with daunting cul-
tural adjustments, yet the educational institutions places 
the responsibility of adapting to the new environment 
solely on the students, instead of at least attempting to ac-
commodate some of their needs (Lee & Rice).

Culture Shock

The use of the term “culture shock” is widespread amongst 
international students. Culture shock is nothing more 
than an attempt to describe the difficulties that individu-
als encounter when making the transition from one cul-
ture (their own, or one to which they are familiar) to a 
different one. This transition is characterized by feelings 
of disorientation and loss that are related to the cultural 
differences to which the individual is exposed. Addition-
ally, this transition may precipitate social isolation that 
can be caused by actual or perceived racial discrimina-
tion, lack of English proficiency, as well as conflict with 
the host culture, which the individual may not be able to 
grasp (McLachlan & Justice, 2009).

As previously stated, all new learning situations bring 
about feelings of anxiety, fear, loss, disorientation, and 
stress. For an international student, the need to adopt 
the host culture as a new way of life may just be a defense 
mechanism, as well as a strategy of adaptation and an at-
tempt to social belonging. Nonetheless, this process of ad-
aptation is not an easy one because it “demands a process 
of resocialization, involving the unlearning of old social 
patterns and their substitution by new ways of thinking 
and behaving” (Brown & Brown, p. 345, 2009). Conflict 
arises in an individual when the realization surfaces that 
there are dissimilarities in cultural values from an indi-
vidual’s home country and the host country. This con-
flict is often characterized by high levels of uncertainty 
and normlessness which will prevail until the individual 
makes proper adjustments (Brown & Brown).

Stress and Anxiety

Stress among international students

Different studies on stress have demonstrated that stress 
is felt on an individual basis rather than along the lines 
of specific cultures. What a specific individual may per-
ceive as a peril, another one may see as a challenge to seize 
on. The extent to which a student experiences stress de-
pends on a combination of different factors such as lan-
guage proficiency, level of familiarity with the academic 
system, and the length of time that the student has spent 
in the new environment (Sovic, 2008). Some issues that 

may be factors in the level of stress international students 
experience include weather differences, food differences, 
academic and social differences, feelings of homesickness, 
loneliness, pressure to perform due to academic and/or 
financial pressures, and reluctance to seek help (McLach-
lan & Justice). Other factors may be less evident, such as 
gender and age. International students can have similar 
causes of stress as local students; however, international 
students are more likely to encounter situations in which 
these stressors are compounded, making it more difficult 
to deal with such situations (Sovic). 

Some international students have reported perception of 
racism as a cause of stress. Such instances include on-cam-
pus interactions with faculty and administrators, as well 
as the denial of financial assistance, scholarships, and/or 
job opportunities. Some off-campus interactions in which 
students experienced discrimination include daily living 
experiences such as living accommodations and shopping. 
It is not possible to accurately know how much of those 
reports corresponds to actual discrimination caused by 
language barriers, foreign status, or race, and how much is 
just a case of misperception. However, it is clear that stu-
dents from Asia, India, Latin America, and the Middle 
East report considerable more discrimination instances 
than those from European countries, Canada or New 
Zealand (Lee & Rice).

According to Abbassi and Stacks, feelings of anxiety 
amongst international students are universal, meaning 
that all international students will experience these feel-
ings; however, they also suggest that the intensity of these 
feelings varies across cultures and gender (2007).

Stress among student-athletes

According to Kimball and Freysinger (2003), student-
athletes participation in collegiate sports can be distress-
ing; however, “it was also a source of positive stress and 
a means of coping, […] student-athletes constantly nego-
tiate the distress their sport participation engenders” (p. 
134). The stress that student-athletes experience is of both 
a positive (eustress) and negative (distress) nature, and 
this stress is constantly changing according to different 
situations and over time. Additionally, the capacity that 
student-athletes who effectively deal with eustress or dis-
tress rely on resources that are available to them and to 
the abilities that they have developed to deal with stress 
(Kimball & Freysinger). 

Distress in student-athletes can manifest itself due to 
highly demanding situations that act in conjunction with 
an individual’s limited emotional abilities to effectively 
cope with those situations. Although stress may not be 
acute in every single sport, it is nonetheless present in all 

sports and experienced by nearly all athletes. For athletes, 
the ability to effectively cope with stress becomes impera-
tive to achieve a high level of performance (Anshel, Wil-
liams, & Williams, 2000). 

Aside from academic requirements, student-athletes are 
required to perform at a high level on the field or court. 
However, high performance level is not the only stressor 
that these student-athletes face every time they compete; 
they constantly face the following stressors: 

•	 a physical or mental error; 
•	 a reprimand from the coach; 
•	 cheating by an opponent;
•	 an opponent’s performance success; 
•	 pain or discomfort; 
•	 an undesirable, or ”bad”, call by the official; and
•	 environmental condition 

(Anshell, et.al., p. 758). 

Previous studies have reflected that student-athletes’ hap-
piness is significantly correlated to internal personality 
factors such as self-esteem, lack of distress, and mindful-
ness. In this instance, mindfulness indicates that student-
athletes favor the ability to make adjustments to ever-
changing situations, which in turn leads to an increase in 
happiness levels that is specific to different aspects of life. 
This is significant, given that these internal personality 
factors are more significant to a student-athlete’s level of 
happiness than external factors such as scholarships and 
playing time (Denny & Steiner, 2009).

Coping With Stress

Student-athletes need to cope with stress in two different 
dimensions. These two different dimensions have to do 
with the type of stress the individual is facing: stress that 
is faced while performing in the individual’s sport, and 
the stress that is related to academic and social life. 

Successfully coping with stress while on the field or court 
requires a different mindset than coping with stress in any 
other setting. While performing on the field or court the 
individual needs to engage in “preplanned cognitive and 
motor responses” that will allow him/her to perform at 
a high level even after having experienced a coach’s repri-
mand, a bad call, or a successful attack by the individual’s 
opponent (Anshel, et. al. p. 758); whereas coping with 
other forms of stress will consist of defining the problem 
or issue that is causing distress, generating alternative solu-
tions, evaluating the alternatives, choosing the best suited 
alternative, and implementing the alternative as a solution 
to the problem. In the context of being in the field of play 

or the court, the athlete may not have the time to engage 
in such process (Anshel et. al.).

The problems that international student-athletes face are 
not new, and these students have found ways in which 
they can cope with the stresses that they face. Some of 
these coping mechanisms consist of creating a surrogate 
family; become close to faculty and finding mentors; 
make friends fast; make more American friends; develop 
confidence, independence and openness; and using uni-
versity services (McLachlan & Justice). Although these 
coping strategies work well, not all international students 
are willing to try them. Moreover, international students 
report that making American friends is a difficult, slow, 
and frustrating process while also expressing a desire to 
have more and deeper interactions American students 
(McLachlan & Justice). 

METHODOLOGY

Setting and Sample

The study took place at a public university located in 
Northeast Louisiana. The name of the student-athletes 
and the sport in which they compete are not disclosed in 
order to protect their privacy. The institution in which 
the study took place has 272 student-athletes, of which 
23 are international student-athletes. The research pro-
cess consisted of interviews with 12 out of a total of 15 
international student-athletes who are business majors. 
The decision to use business majors was made in order to 
have a more homogeneous sample that would be exposed 
to similar levels of academic stress. The sample was made 
up of 2 freshmen, 2 sophomores, 4 juniors, 2 seniors, and 
2 graduate students from a non-NCAA sanctioned sport. 

Sample descriptive statistics

The sample consists of 7 male athletes and 5 female ath-
letes; additionally, 9 different countries were represented 
in the sample, and they were distributed as follows: 3 stu-
dents came from the Czech Republic, 2 from the Repub-
lic of South Africa, and 1each from Israel, Brazil, Jamaica, 
Holland, France, Sweden and Australia. Four of the stu-
dents in the sample are native English speakers; moreover, 
four students who are not native English speakers indi-
cated that they were proficient in English when they ar-
rived to the campus. The sample also indicated that four 
students had been to the U.S. prior to their arrival to the 
University, while the rest had never been to the U.S. be-
fore. The sports represented in the sample include: tennis 
(4), water ski (3), golf (3), and track and field (2). All of 
the students joined their teams as freshmen except for one 
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student who transferred to the institution from a junior 
college.

Procedure

Prior to starting the research study, the researcher submit-
ted a proposal for the study and informed consent form 
to the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). The 
researcher did not provide any financial incentive to the 
participants of the study, and the student-athletes’ par-
ticipation in the research study was strictly voluntary. 
Student-athletes also had the option to terminate their 
participation in the study at any time they wished. The 
interviews were conducted in the researcher’s office and at 
different places located on or off campus. The interviews 
were somewhat informal and the questions that were 
asked often spurred conversations that were unique to the 
interviewee; but significant to the research study. The in-
terviews lasted 30 to 90 minutes. 

Data Collection and Analysis	

The data yielded from the interview process was codified 
and analyzed in order to develop hypotheses and theory 
as prescribed by the grounded theory method of research, 
which is an alternative to formal theory development 
that reduces ethnocentrism. Grounded theory is “derived 
from the study of the phenomenon it represents” (Strauss 
& Corbin, 1990, p 23). Through the use of this method, 
theory is generated, expanded, and corroborated through 
the collection and analysis of data that corresponds to 
the phenomenon of interest. In grounded theory, the re-
searcher does not start with a theory in mind in order to 
prove it, but, starts with a particular area of research and 
whatever is relevant to that area of research is then used 
to develop theory (Strauss & Corbin). Sampling must 
continue to be conducted until the “point of theoretical 
saturation” is reached. This saturation point means that 
sampling will continue to be performed until:

1.	 No new or relevant data seem to emerge regard-
ing a category; 

2.	 the category development is dense, insofar as 
all of the paradigm elements are accounted for, 
along with variation and process; 

3.	 the relationships between categories are well 
established and validated  
(Strauss & Corbin).

FINDINGS

The findings illustrate some of the difficulties that inter-
national student-athletes encounter when arriving to the 
campus as well as experiences gathered throughout their 
academic careers. A summary table of findings is located 
in Appendix A. 

The Journey Begins:  
Coming to School in the United States

Initial impressions of their new surroundings

The great majority of subjects reported feeling out of place 
immediately, or that the place was not very nice or just 
plain different. Some felt unhappy and lonely, while oth-
ers noticed that people in the area were “nice and caring”. 
Students noted that it was hard to be at school a week 
early when the campus is empty because they do not have 
anybody with whom they can spend time, and most if not 
all university services are closed. 

Characterizing the transition to  
their new surroundings

In terms of transitioning to their new housing accommo-
dations, campus, and community a minority of students 
reported hard and slow transitions; it is important to note 
that the students that claimed to have slow and hard tran-
sitions had a hard time integrating themselves into their 
respective athletic teams, and having difficulties trying 
to communicate with others. The great majority of those 
interviewed felt that the transition was easy and almost 
pain free. 

Preconceived ideas about the area/school

When asked about their preconceptions about the school 
and the area, most students responded that they did not 
know what to expect. However a few had been in differ-
ent areas of the United States before, and thought that life 
in Louisiana would be similar. A couple of students were 
told (while in their home countries) that the area had very 
conservative and religious views and that they should keep 
their views and opinions to themselves. 

Researching the area or school 

Most students did not heavily research the area or the 
institution prior to coming to school. Most of them did 
come to the school because other athletes that they knew 
from their own country were already there. These stu-
dents relied on personal connections over any other fac-

tors such as school or athletic program reputation, size, 
location, or team success level. Additionally, the majority 
of the students (7 out of the 12 interviewed) had other op-
tions from which to choose. 

Moreover, most students who had additional offers chose 
this institution because of the type of offer presented to 
them, while others chose the school because of the warmer 
climate that is characteristic to the area. A small number 
of students picked the school because of the description 
of the team and practice facilities that coaches provided 
to them.

Adapting to the New Environment

Biggest obstacles 

The main obstacle that students encountered when they 
got to the school was the lack of adequate public trans-
portation and the need for a car; hence the need to rely on 
teammates who already had a car. Another big obstacle 
for them was the cafeteria food, which most characterized 
as “not good”, most found that it was difficult to perform 
at a high level while undergoing abrupt changes in diet. 
Additionally, students reported time management as be-
ing a challenge, since they have to be able to successfully 
juggle academic as well as athletic requirements. 

Developing friendships

Students reported that it is very easy to make friends on 
campus. All students reported having more international 
friends than American friends; however, these friends 
tend to be international student-athletes as well. It appears 
that international student-athletes do not share meaning-
ful relationships with international students who are not 
athletes. A few international student-athletes did mention 
that they had a diverse group of friends; however, most of 
those friends were athletes. 

Factors that help students to adapt

All students reported that the team environment helped 
them adapt to their new environment. Some also men-
tioned the coach as being an important factor, as well as 
having teammates that are from the same country. A few 
students mentioned that friends who are enrolled at other 
schools also helped them to adapt to their new surround-
ings. Additionally, some of them thought school academ-
ics were less demanding than they had anticipated. 

Negative and Positive Feeling Ideation

Negative feelings experienced while transitioning

Most students reported feeling homesick; moreover, 
they reported that feelings of homesickness and loneli-
ness were more prevalent while being alone in their dorm 
room, or while doing school work. Some of them reported 
feeling overwhelmed over the amount of schoolwork they 
had to do at one time. They did specify, however, that the 
feeling of being overwhelmed was not something they 
would consider to be stressful. Yet, a couple of students 
reported second-guessing their decision to come to the 
United States to pursue a college degree when feeling 
overwhelmed with schoolwork, or when having to take 
general education classes. They mentioned experiencing 
an “identity crisis” and thinking to themselves “who am 
I, and what am I doing here?” Other students voiced their 
displeasure with the fact that they had to take general ed-
ucation classes as opposed to just classes that are related to 
their field of study.

Coping with negative feelings

When asked what they did to cope with negative feelings, 
most students replied that they would spend time with 
friends and/or teammates, do fun things to distract them-
selves, or talk to parents on the phone or internet. A small 
minority did mention that they would just “tough it out”. 

Positive experiences

Students reported competition as their top positive expe-
rience. Coupled with competition, winning awards and/
or being recognized for their efforts on the field or court 
was also highly ranked. Others commented on how well 
they felt when interacting with their friends and/or team-
mates, as well as traveling around the country and seeing 
different places. 

Experiencing adverse situations

The most common adverse situation reported was expe-
riencing conflict with coaches. Additionally, experienc-
ing conflict with teammates was also a problem for these 
students. Some students reported that coaches were tough 
during practices and during competition; this situation 
caused these students to stop enjoying practices and com-
petition. Some of the interviewees (who were not in the 
football team) reported thinking that coaches were treat-
ing them like “football players”, and felt coaches were not 
able to adequately discipline, motivate, or offer construc-
tive criticism. 
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Coping with adverse situations

Students held meetings within the team to resolve conflict 
between teammates and coaches. They also mentioned 
that a lot of the time they just ignored those teammates 
that were a negative force within the team. Some of them 
asked their parents for advice on how to deal with con-
flicts with teammates and coaches. 

Theory Development

The data collection phase yielded responses that were sim-
ilar to the findings of the literature review. After coding 
the responses from the survey participants, several com-
mon responses were found that allow the researcher to 
develop several hypotheses:

1.	 International student athletes are more likely 
to successfully adapt to their new environment 
when they are able to integrate themselves into 
their respective athletic teams. 

2.	 International student athletes tend to form 
strong relationships primarily with other inter-
national student athletes regardless of whether 
or not they are part of the same athletic team, or 
from the same country. 

3.	 Competition and practice help international 
student athletes cope with the stress of academic 
life in a foreign country. 

4.	 International student athletes believe that the 
presence of conflict within their team affects 
their performance in academic and athletic life. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE  
DIFFERENT LEVELS OF THE ORGANIZATION

The first issue that all levels of the university (especially 
coaches and athletic counselors) need to realize is that, pri-
marily, international student athletes come to the United 
States to obtain a college education. A small percentage of 
these athletes join the professional ranks after their uni-
versity career is over; however, most of these international 
student athletes’ priorities and focus are to obtain their 
college degree.

College of business and social sciences admin-
istrators and faculty

Based on the responses derived from the interviews, it was 
clear that the university’s college of business was doing a 
good job at satisfying the needs of international student-

athletes. College of business administrators, however, 
need to be cognizant of the additional stress to which in-
ternational student athletes are subjected; thus scheduling 
the classes that these athletes need to take at times when 
their practices typically take place disrupts the students’ 
ability to fulfill their commitment to their teams. 

Faculty need to be flexible in their scheduling of exams or 
major evaluations so that these students are able to make 
up major assignments and exams if they missed those 
due to travelling requirements imposed by their sport. 
Faculty members should also be cognizant of low levels 
of academic performance from international student ath-
letes, as this may be a sign of additional stress faced in the 
students’ personal life or a sign of conflict within the stu-
dents’ team. Faculty members also need to be aware that 
a lot of these student athletes’ first language is not Eng-
lish; therefore, offering additional support, explanation 
of some concepts or words that may not be clear to these 
students would help these students to be successful in the 
classroom. 

University administration and staff

University administrators need to develop systems and 
procedures that minimize stress when a new international 
student arrives on campus. International students in gen-
eral reported that being on campus a week early is very 
tough on them because the campus is empty and noth-
ing around campus is open. Moreover, most international 
student athletes are used to being part of a team. Being 
on campus alone with no teammates around may exacer-
bate feelings of loneliness and distress. Coaches need to 
make sure that they (or a teammate) are available to men-
tor these students prior to the start of the semester; this 
would minimize the feelings of stress to which interna-
tional students athletes are often subjected when they first 
arrive to their new environment. According to the survey 
participants, the registration process at this particular 
university is extremely confusing for them; thus, it is rec-
ommended that the athletic teams assign a mentor that 
could provide guidance to international student athletes 
through the initial process of registration as well as the 
other administrative procedures of which they need to 
take care upon arriving. 

Conflict resolution  
between coaches and team members

International student-athletes would like a clear under-
standing of what to do and in whom to confide when 
problems arise with their coaches. International student 
athletes are typically afraid of bringing to light conflicts 
with coaches to university administrators due to fear of 

retaliation or loss of scholarship support. Due to this fear, 
athletic counselors should be trained to listen to these ath-
letes when they complain about their coaches or assistant 
coaches. Having a coordinator that oversees the coaches’ 
performance for the university as a whole may not suffice 
if the issues are not brought up to the coordinator’s atten-
tion. Therefore, the counselors could become the point of 
contact for student athletes to voice their concerns, espe-
cially if more than one complaint has been raised against 
one specific coach or coaching staff. The coordinator can 
then launch an investigation and can protect student ath-
letes from retaliation. This type of process would better 
encourage international student athletes to come forward 
with situations that may have arisen with their coaches or 
teammates. Furthermore, these counselors should also be 
able to spot lower levels of academic and athletic perfor-
mance, as this could be a sign of increased levels of stress. 
Once lower performance levels are spotted, the athletic 
counselor can set up a meeting with the athlete in ques-
tion to determine the cause of the dip in performance. A 
high level of trust must be first developed between indi-
vidual athletes and their counselors by ensuring confiden-
tiality in all of their conversations. 

Faculty and coaches

Most of the interviewees reported not feeling stressed 
about the prospects of losing their scholarship due to their 
academic or athletic performance. Most of the stress these 
student-athletes felt was self-inflicted because they want-
ed to make a good first impression. However, not all stress 
was self-inflicted as some international student athletes 
mentioned that their coach put excessive pressure on them 
during competition and practices, making it very difficult 
for them to perform at a high level. The same group of ath-
letes mentioned that seeing one of their teammates quit 
the team during practice due to the coach’s pressure put 
additional stress on them. Most of these athletes were in 
the same team and reported instances of excessive force 
bordering on abuse, punitive practices to those who com-
plained, and favoritism towards other members of the 
team exhibited from their coaches. Some of the members 
of this team also made it clear that they do not want to 
invite friends from their home countries to play for their 
team, and firmly believe that there are better schools for 
whom to play to pursue their college education; thus, by 
conducting tough practices these coaches are hurting 
their own athletic programs and making recruiting more 
difficult for themselves.

Coaches need to be sensitive to the fact that the way in 
which they conduct their practices has an effect on the 
athletes’ motivation, academic and athletic performance, 
and in the way the team members will relate to each other. 

By engaging in the type of practices that are mentioned 
above, the team as a whole performs in a poorer manner, 
team members feel alienated, and may ultimately start to 
question their decision to pursue their education in the 
United States. 

Most student-athletes reported that when the season 
for their sport is ongoing, it is very easy to fall behind in 
their academic work; thus careful planning is a must for 
them. Most students plan on a weekly basis, a situation 
that sometimes causes them additional stress. Most inter-
national student athletes reported that their coaches were 
flexible when the athletes’ amount of academic work they 
had to complete increased, but some teams have coaches 
who are not as experienced managing a team and who may 
cause these athletes to add increased levels of stress to their 
daily lives by scheduling practices that are too long during 
the season, and by not allowing students enough time to 
take care of their academic work. Once again, sensitivity 
and empathy on the part of the coaches is important when 
scheduling practices when the season is ongoing. 

STUDY LIMITATIONS

A number of limiting factors may have affected the con-
clusions reached in this study. The total number of partici-
pants (n = 12) is not by any means ideal; however, the total 
number of student-athletes who are business majors is 15; 
thus, a sample of size 12 would be a good indicator of the 
total population. 

The sports in which most international student-athletes 
participate are not the main sports in American campuses 
(basketball, football, and baseball); therefore, the pressure 
to perform coming from the overall student body and the 
community as a whole may not be as prevalent. Addition-
ally, a great portion of the student-athletes that partici-
pated in the study were either European or from English 
speaking countries, which are notorious for having highly 
demanding high school curriculums. A more diverse sam-
ple of student-athletes may have yielded very different re-
sponses related to adaptation to the English language and 
American academic requirements. 

CONCLUSION

The process of adapting to a new way of life in American 
campuses for international students is not easy. Coping 
with language proficiency, a new culture, administrative 
hurdles, inexperienced or insensitive coaches and/or fac-
ulty, a forced change in diet and an empty campus upon 
arrival are some of the issues that these students immedi-
ately encounter. Adding the requirement (whether or not 
self-imposed) to perform on the field or court does not 
make the transition any easier. 
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Stress due to negative feelings or questioning their own 
decision to come to the United States to pursue a college 
education is something that the majority of student-ath-
letes experience during the course of their college career. 
International student-athletes mainly deal with these neg-
ative feelings by surrounding themselves with teammates 
and friends who have experienced or are going through 
the same situation. These international student-athletes 
also relieve their stress by immersing themselves in the 
practice of their respective sports. Sadly, when conflicts 
arise within the team, with their coaches, or due to in-
creased practice work load, international student-athletes 
lose an important factor that helps them to relieve some 
of the stress they feel. Coaches should be aware that most 
student-athletes find practices to have beneficial cathartic 
effects, and should be instrumental in helping students to 
release at least some of their stress during their practice 
sessions. 

The most positive experiences and main adverse situations 
to which international student-athletes were exposed 
involved their on-field or court performance, and inter-
acting with teammates and coaches; therefore, coaches 
should foster a positive team atmosphere, and be sympa-
thetic to their needs. 

Administrators should be aware that complex administra-
tive processes also have a negative effect on most, if not all 
international students. Helping these international stu-
dents navigate through all of these processes would also 
help these student-athletes minimize their stress levels. 
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Appendix A 
Summary of findings

Question Responses #

Initial impression of surroundings

Negative impressions 9
Neutral response (the place is different) 3
Campus was empty when I arrived 2
Other 8

Transitioning to new environment
Easy time adapting 9
Uncomfortable due to different factors but not a hard transition 6
Hard and slow transition 5

Preconceived ideas about the area/school
No preconceptions. Very little knowledge 12
Thought it would be like the rest of the U.S. 2
Other 3

Researching the area/school Did not research the area 9
Researched the area 3

Did student have other options? Yes 7
No 5

If options were available, why this school?

Because of the offer presented to student 3
Because of the weather in the area 2
Because of team environment and facilities 2
Other 5

Biggest obstacle to adaptation

The need for a car 5
Interpersonal communication and language 5
Cafeteria food perceived as “not good” 3
Other 15

Factors that helped students to adapt

The team 10
Easy to make friends 5
The coach 3
Other 13

Negative feelings experienced  
while adapting

Loneliness and homesickness 9
Felt overwhelmed due to having too much to do 4
Questioning decision to come to the U.S. 4
Other 6

How did students cope with  
negative feelings?

Spending time with friends 6
Talking to parents on the phone or internet 4
Doing fun things 3
Tough it out 2

Positive experiences

Competing in their sport 5
Spending time with friends and teammates 3
Achieving on the field, course or court 3
Other 6

Adverse situations experienced

Conflict with coaches 10
Conflict with teammates 3
Academic problems 2
Other 3

Coping with adverse situations

Held meetings with coaches and teammates 4
Held meetings with teammates 2
Ignored the sources of conflict 2
Other 5

Mix of friends of  
international student athletes

More international friends than American friends 6
Diverse group of friends, most of whom are athletes 5
Other 1

*Some categories show more responses than the sample size due to the fact that respondents usually had more than 
one response to each question. 

http://opendoors.iienetwork.org/?p=150649
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The practice of using student ratings to evaluate college 
teaching and studying factors which may affect the re-
sponses dates back to the early 1900s and the pioneering 
work of Remmers (1927, 1928, 1930) and his colleagues 
(Brandenburg & Remmers, 1927; Remmers & Branden-
burg, 1927; Remmers, Martin, & Elliot, 1949). The body 
of knowledge related to traditional pencil-and-paper stu-
dent evaluation of teaching (SET) ratings is broad and 
summaries of it have appeared over the years. For example, 

Centra (1993) reviewed what was known using four broad 
clusters of writing, including:

1.	 1927 to 1960 when the work of Remmers, “The 
Father of Student Evaluation Research” and his 
colleagues at Purdue University was dominant;

2.	 1960s when the use of student evaluations was 
almost entirely voluntary;
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3.	 1970s when the focus was on demonstrating the 
technical adequacy and usefulness of ratings; 
and,

4.	 1980s to the then present day when the research 
provided continued clarification and amplifica-
tion of prior findings with syntheses of extant 
studies as well as new investigations. (p. 49)

Using several articles published in the American Psycholo-
gist as a base, McKeachie (1997) summarized opinions 
and evidence related to the number of dimensions of SET 
ratings that should be used in personnel decisions, the 
validity of the ratings relative to teaching effectiveness, 
and the potential for controlling biases if they are evident 
in the ratings. More recently, Sproule (2000) reviewed 
methodological concerns related to student evaluations 
of teaching and Algozzine et al. (2004) summarized what 
was known about evaluating “…the effectiveness of in-
struction in postsecondary education and proposed areas 
for improvements, as well as considerations for future re-
search” (p. 1). The knowledge base here is presented posi-
tively by some (cf. d’Apollonia &Abrami, 1997; Gillmore, 
1984; Greenwald & Gilmore, 1997; Marsh, 1987; Marsh 
& Roche, 1997; McKeachie, 1997; Ramsden, 1991; Rus-
kai, 1996; Seldin, 1989, 1998; Shingles, 1977; Trujillo, 
1986; Wachtel, 1998) and equivocally or negatively by 
others (Algozzine, Beattie, Bray, Flowers, Gretes, Mo-
hanty, & Spooner, 2010; Centra, 1979; Damron, 1995; 
Haskell, 1997a, b, c, d; Mohanty, Gretes, Flowers, Algoz-
zine, & Spooner, 2005, 2006; Young & McCaslin, 2013). 
Regardless of arguable strengths or weaknesses, based on 
longevity alone, student ratings of instruction remain “…
an unavoidable reality of higher education and the mes-
sages communicated…in them often play a role in merit, 
promotion and tenure decisions” (Vennette, Sellnow, & 
McIntyre, 2010, p. 102). The constancy and power of this 
practice is driving new interest in the methods of deliv-
ery used to collect course evaluation ratings in both dis-
tance education and traditional campus-based courses (cf. 
Anderson, Brown, & Spaeth, 2006; Anderson, Cain, & 
Bird, 2005; Avery, Bryant, Mathios, Kang, & Bell, 2006; 
Cohen, Carbone, Beffa-Negrini, 2001; Crews & Curtis, 
2011; Dommeyer, Baum, & Hanna, 2002; Dommeyer, 
Baum, Hanna, & Chapman, 2004; Donovan, Mader, & 
Shinsky, 2006; Harrington & Reasons, 2005; Hmielseski 
& Champagne, 2000; Johnson, 2003; Kanagaretnam, 
Mathieu, & Thevaranjan, 2003; Kasiar, Schroeder, & 
Holstaad, 2001; Kuhtman, 2004; Layne, DeCristoforo, 
& McGinty, 1999; Morrison, 2011; Sorenson & John-
son, 2003; Stewart, Waight, Marcella, Norwood, & Ezell, 
2004; Venette, Sellnow, & McIntyre, 2010).

Granello and Wheaton (2004) point out that web-based 
data collection procedures offer a number of positive fea-
tures such as “…reduced response time, lower cost, ease of 
data entry, flexibility of and control over format, advances 
in technology, recipient acceptance of the format, and the 
ability to obtain additional response-set information” (p. 
388). In the developing world of online technologies, it is 
no surprise that Internet-based surveys are being consid-
ered on campuses across the country as alternatives to tra-
ditional pencil-and-paper methods when conducting end-
of-course student evaluations of instruction; but, again, 
the knowledge base is equivocal. For example, while con-
venience, completeness, efficiency, cost-effectiveness, and 
student preference are among positive features, concerns 
related to technology, higher percentage of negative re-
sponses, and lower response rates have dampened the 
ease and speed with which online assessments have been 
deemed acceptable to faculty and other decision makers 
(Anderson, Cain, & Bird, 2005; Carini, Hayek, Kuh, 
Kennedy, Ouimet, 2003; Dommeyer, 2006; Dommeyer, 
Baum, Chapman, & Hanna, 2002; Donovan, Mader, & 
Shinsky, 2005; Paolo, Bonaminio, Gibson, Partridge, & 
Kallail, 2000; Seok, DaCosta, Kinsell, & Tung, 2010; So-
renson & Johnson, 2003; Venette, Sellnow, & McIntyre, 
2010; Watt, Simpson, McKillop, & Nunn, 2002; Winer 
& Sehgal, 2006).

To address challenges associated with the ongoing imple-
mentation of student evaluations of teaching, we explored 
the use of an online alternative in a campus-wide study. 
We were interested in the extent to which response rates, 
ratings, and costs were comparable across in-class and 
on-line administrations of course evaluations. We used 
existing structures and practices within our university to 
complete the study.

METHOD

Participants and Setting

We conducted our study at a large public urban research 
university enrolling more than 25,000 students in the 
southeastern region of the United States. Each of the in-
stitution’s seven colleges (Architecture, Arts & Sciences, 
Business, Computing & Informatics, Education, Engi-
neering, Health & Human Services) participated.

Our research design sought participation from eight 
course sections (i.e., group of students taking a course at 
a particular time of day or night) from each college, in-
cluding two small (n < 30) introductory undergraduate 
sections, two large (n > =30) introductory undergraduate 
sections, two upper-level undergraduate sections (n > 10), 
and two graduate sections (n > 10). Deans for each college 

presented the opportunity to take part in the pilot study 
to all eligible faculty in their college and participation 
was voluntary. From this, prospective participants from 
sections that met specific criteria (stratified courses) were 
selected and provided with a description of the project 
and the opportunity to participate. If any of the selected 
participants chose not to be included, additional partici-
pants were randomly selected from the list of volunteers. 
Section sizes below 10 were not included as they were con-
sidered exceptional and potentially different from other 
classes. As a result of logistical issues, one college had only 
seven courses participate and another college had only one 
course participate resulting in a final sampling plan that 
included 48 course sections with 774 students randomly 
assigned to complete the course evaluations on-line and 
775 randomly assigned to complete the course evaluations 
in-class. This blocking (i.e., assigning students to groups 
within sections of courses) controlled for instructor ef-
fects and was an important strength of our design.

We received usable evaluations (n = 1198, overall response 
rate of 77%) from courses taught by 41 instructors in 25 
departments representing the following colleges: Ar-
chitecture (16.2%), Arts & Sciences (22.7%), Business 
(4.0%), Computing & Informatics (13.9%), Education 
(14.4%), Engineering (13.9%), and Health & Human Ser-
vices (14.9%). Of the usable evaluations, seven hundred 
and thirty-four (61.3%) of the evaluations were completed 
using the traditional in-class method and 464 (38.7%) 
were completed using the online administration. The dis-
tribution of responses across colleges and type of admin-
istration was not statistically significantly different, Χ2(6) 
= 4.55, p > .05.

Procedure

In-class course evaluations were conducted using instru-
ments distributed and completed during class time in the 
traditional framework for campus-based courses (i.e., dur-
ing a session near the end of the semester). Peers selected 
for the on-line evaluation participated in an electronic ad-
ministration during a two-week window near the end of 
the semester. 

The greatest challenge in converting to an on-line course 
evaluation system is the decline in student response rates 
that institutions often experience during the first year of 
transition; however, with a centrally-supported, controlled 
environment in which to administer course evaluations, 
student response rates generally return in year two to the 
previous rates (cf. Anderson, Cain, & Bird, 2005; Norris 
& Conn, 2005; Ravenscroft & Enyeart, 2009). Several 
additional potential issues requiring attention emerged 
in our study. To encourage participation, students in the 
on-line course evaluation group received up to six e-mail 

reminders, each containing a link to the evaluation in-
strument. Once students completed the survey, they did 
not receive additional reminder e-mails.

Instrumentation. Prior to implementing the study, we 
obtained current copies of course evaluation instruments 
from each participating college and department. These 
were then converted to electronic formats for the online 
evaluation group via a third-party vendor (Campus Labs). 
While there were a few university-required core evalu-
ation items (e.g., Overall, I learned a lot in this course. 
Overall, this instructor was effective.), there was no com-
mon university-adopted instrument and the number (i.e., 
7-27) and content of items varied across the participat-
ing departments and colleges; however, for this study, no 
modifications were made to the items or instruments sub-
mitted to the research team.

To reconcile data for subsequent analyses, two members 
of the research team independently identified common 
items representative of the following domains across the 
different evaluation instruments: Course purpose, posi-
tive learning environment, varied instructional methods, 
use of instructional time, material relevance, learning 
effectiveness, instructional effectiveness, instructor pre-
paredness, instructor availability, grading fairness, grad-
ing usefulness, and overall satisfaction. For example, the 
“course purpose” item (i.e., The course has clearly stated 
objectives) was item 8 on the College of Architecture in-
strument, item 6 on the Business Administration Market-
ing Department instrument, and item 7 on the College of 
Education instrument. We then compared the overall sat-
isfaction score and the 11 domain scores across web-based 
and paper-based groups.

Design and Data Analysis

The research design was a randomized controlled trial 
(RCT) of students assigned to in-class or on-line course 
evaluation administrations. Half of the students in a sec-
tion of the a course being offered at a particular time of 
day or night piloted the on-line course evaluation and the 
other half completed the traditional in-class course evalu-
ations. By doing this, we controlled for “teacher effects” in 
that every instructor was rated by students in both the on-
line and in-class group. Since students were nested within 
courses, rating comparisons between the two treatment 
conditions were completed by using multilevel model-
ing techniques (Bickel, 2007). In the cases where there 
were multiple sections for a given course, the sections 
were combined. An average of 30 students responded per 
course (minimum = 6, maximum = 109). Data analysis 
included comparisons of responses rates and ratings ob-
tained using different methods and a prospective analysis 
of the cost-benefits of using online evaluations. We used 
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the .05 level of significance; and, calculated effect sizes ad-
justed for the clustering effects of the nested design (i.e., 
ES = group differences divided by the model-estimated 
pooled within group standard deviation from HLM 
analyses) and confidence intervals (CI) to document the 
statistical and practical levels of obtained differences (cf. 
Cohen, 1988; Peugh, 2010; Roberts & Monaco, 2006; 
Thompson, 2006). 

We believe that the research design selected (i.e., random-
ly assigning participants within courses to each group 
rather than selecting entire courses to complete either the 
student course evaluation on-line or in-class) was more 
rigorous and provided us with more powerful results than 
reported in prior research. Another design concern was 
the lack of a common course evaluation instrument. In at-
tempting to reconcile the data for analysis, it was obvious 
that the content of student course evaluations from each 
college varied a great deal and was designed to measure 
very different aspects of teaching and learning. Thus, we 
had to derive common themes reflective of 12 domains of 
interest rather than use responses to the same items for 
comparisons of ratings across methods. We do not believe 
that this greatly restricted our findings given the large 
number of individual responses that contributed to our 
comparisons.

RESULTS

Response Rates

A total of 1,549 students were randomly assigned within 
the participating courses to complete their course evalua-
tions in-class using the paper-based process or to complete 
their course evaluations through the on-line system. (nIn-

class = 775, nOn-line = 774). A total of 1,171 students (nIn-class 
= 714, nOnline = 457) provided sufficient information to be 
included in the analysis. At least five students responded 
in 39 different courses; however, one course was dropped 
from the analysis as only two students responded and a 
small number of students were dropped from the analyses 
(n = 25) because of incomplete data. The response rate was 
very high for the in-class condition (92.13%) and lower 
for the on-line condition (59.04%).

A number of faculty participants cited confusion with the 
selection of the on-line participants (e.g., students were 
not sure if they received the e-mails). This may have had an 
effect on the response rates in the study, as faculty noted 
the possibility of confused students accidentally complet-
ing the in-class course evaluations, even though they were 
in the group designated to complete the on-line student 
course evaluations. Students were likewise confused by 
receiving email from Campus Labs to notify or remind 

them to complete the web-based evaluation. Since they 
were not familiar with Campus Labs, many of them may 
have treated the reminders as spam and likely never com-
pleted the evaluation. This could have had a significant 
impact on response rate, since the emails did not come 
directly from the university.

Ratings

The level-one, within-course variance, models, included 
the scale scores constructed from the course evaluation 
items as the dependent variables. A separate model was 
conducted for each outcome measure. Treatment group 
membership was entered as an uncentered predictor vari-
able in the level-one models. The level-two models, the 
between-course models, were unconditional models with 
no predictor variables. Completely unconditional models 
were calculated as the first step in the analysis and 79.1% 
of the variance in course evaluation ratings was found to 
be within courses, while 20.1% of the variance in the rat-
ings was between courses.

In general, average ratings across group and area of rat-
ing were above 4 (on the 5-point scale), reflecting positive 
evaluations. There was a small, statistically significant dif-
ference, t = 2.44, p < .05) between the groups on overall 
satisfaction; ratings for the in-class group (M = 4.43, SD 
= 0.64) were slightly higher than those for the on-line 
group (M = 4.40, SD = 0.66); however, when expressed 
as a standardized mean difference effect size based on the 
pooled within course standard deviation estimates from 
the HLM models, the practical significance of the differ-
ence was small (d = .16) and 0.00 was included in the 95% 
confidence interval. Students in both conditions were, on 
average, positive about the course experience. All scale 
score means, across both groups, were not lower than 4 on 
the 5-point scale. As shown in Table 1, a similar pattern of 
small, statistically significant differences was found for 9 
of the 12 scale scores. For the remaining three scale scores, 
there was not a statistically significant difference between 
the groups. In general, the differences between ratings ob-
tained using in-class and on-line evaluations were small 
(Range = -.07 to .09 on 5-point scale); and, for none of the 
scale scores were the between group differences exceeding 
an effect size of approximately .21. We also compared the 
distribution of very low and very high ratings across our 
groups. As illustrated in Table 2, “strong” opinions (i.e., 
ratings of 1 or 5), were similarly distributed across in-class 
and on-line evaluations. Coupling these findings with 
the possibility that the statistically significant differences 
were due in part to the large sample sizes in our analyses, 
we judged the practical and observed value of all of the 
group differences to be small (see Figure 1).

Costs

We reasoned that on-line course evaluations would gen-
erate substantial savings to the institution for materials 

and staff time (see Figure 2). Conservative estimates in-
dicate that 80 hours of departmental staff time from each 
of 80 staff members is required to complete paper-based 
course evaluations with an annual cost of $224,000 for 

Table 1 
Comparison of Student Evaluations across Administration Method

Group
95% CI

In-Class On-Line

Area of Rating M SD M SD t ES1 LL UL
Grading Fairness 4.26 0.94 4.33 0.93 1.16 .08 -.04 .19
Grading Usefulness 4.30 0.88 4.21 1.02 2.382 .17 .05 .29
Course Purpose 4.34 0.84 4.27 0.95 2.212 .15 .03 .26
Use of Instructional Time 4.35 0.89 4.30 0.93 2.852 .21 .09 .33
Instructor Availability 4.37 0.82 4.35 0.89 1.65 .12 .01 .24
Overall Satisfaction 4.43 0.64 4.40 0.66 2.442 .16 .04 .28
Material Relevance 4.46 0.76 4.37 0.89 2.752 .17 .06 .29
Learning Effectiveness 4.46 0.83 4.37 0.90 2.732 .17 .06 .29
Varied Instructional Methods 4.47 0.78 4.41 0.86 2.812 .16 .04 .27
Positive Learning Environment 4.50 0.76 4.46 0.86 2.112 .13 .01 .25
Instructional Effectiveness 4.51 0.82 4.46 0.84 2.352 .16 .04 .28
Instructor Preparedness 4.55 0.66 4.49 0.76 1.58 .15 .03 .26

1  ES (Effect Size) = d = (MIn-Class – MOn-line)/ SDPooled,  
where .20 reflects small practical difference (cf. Cohen, 1988) 
2  p < .05

Figure 1 
In-Class vs. On-Line  

Student Course Evaluation  
Ratings Comparison
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Figure 2 
Cost/Savings of In-Class vs. On-Line  

Student Course Evaluations

 

Description Qty Cost Per Total

Cost of Paper Forms [including overprint] 100,000   0.15$          15,000.00$      
Software Licensing Distance Education On‐line Course Evaluation 1                5,000.00$  5,000.00$        
Departmental Staff Processing Time 
(80 staff members @ 80 hours each for processing written comments 6,400       35.00$        224,000.00$    
Reduction (37%) in OPSCAN Availability 488           12.80$        6,246.40$        

Annual In‐Class Cost Estimate 250,246.40$    

On‐Line Software 24,500.00$      
Institutional Administration and Management 56,500.00$      
(Paper) (15,000.00)$    
(Software License) (5,000.00)$       
(Staffing) (224,000.00)$  
(OPSCAN) (6,246.40)$       

Annual On‐Line Cost/Savings Estimate (169,246.40)$  

Annual In‐Class Evaluation Costs 250,246.40$    
Annual On‐Line Cost/Savings Estimate (169,246.40)$  

Percent Reduction in Costs 68%
Five‐Year Savings Estimate (846,232.00)$  

Course Evaluation Cost Analysis

On‐Line Cost/Savings

Savings Summary

In‐Class Cost
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personnel1. Additional costs include $15,000 for custom-
ized paper forms; $5,000 in licensing costs for the existing 
web-based evaluation system currently used for distance 
education courses (i.e., this cost would be removed if the 
entire campus went to web-based student course evalua-
tions); and $6,246 in OPSCAN personnel costs (total 
annual cost is $250,246). The cost of licensing web-based 
course evaluation software for the entire university is 
$24,500 annually. Coupled with the survey administra-
tion and management costs of $56,500, we estimated that 
the university would realize a cost savings of $169,246, or 
a 68% savings in the operating costs of the student course 
evaluation process (i.e., a five-year savings of more than 
three-quarters of a million dollars).

DISCUSSION

In a recent study, Young and McCaslin (2013) compared 
student evaluations of faculty in a college of business ad-
ministration using “traditional in-class” and “online” 
methods and found no “significant differences in mean 
scores…in the majority of cases” (p. 11). A “major limita-
tion of this study was the use of only eight classes within 
one college…” and the researchers indicated that “[f]uture 

1  Personnel cost projections derive from estimates 
by departmental assistants involved in study. Variation 
across the institution can create considerable variability in 
personnel cost estimates.

research would do well to a formal study of large num-
ber of classes within the university…” (p. 16). (e.g., Liberal 
Arts and Science, Engineering, Education and instruc-
tion in more than 30 courses), there were small, statisti-
cally significant differences that slightly favored the in-
class student course evaluations; however, given the large 
sample size and the consistently low effect sizes, there was 
low practical significance in the difference in the ratings. 
The magnitude of the differences aside, variations in rat-
ings may be due to unique and different contextual oppor-
tunities created by on-line and in-class course evaluation 
administrations. For example, students may think more 
negatively given more time and distance from the instruc-
tor when evaluating a course outside the classroom. Al-
though expectations are that instructors are not present 
during in-class course evaluation administrations, the 
perception of more anonymity online may also have been 
a source of variation across scores in our study. Again, the 
obtained differences between ratings on on-line and in-
class assessments were small; however, additional random-
ized controlled trials are warranted to support future de-
cision making and policy related to this important higher 
education practice.

Because the domains selected typically resulted in the fa-
vorable ratings noted above, these small differences across 
methods should not surprise administrators or faculty. 
More important from a policy perspective, the in-class 
course evaluation method has several limitations, includ-
ing:

•	 Allocating materials escalates institutional costs 
needed for paper, printing, distribution, collection, 
scoring, reporting, and storage.

•	 Transcribing comments creates opportunities for 
subjective interpretations based on the quality of 
the handwriting, requires additional resources of 
staff time, and delays feedback to course instruc-
tors. 

•	 Administering evaluations in the classroom limits 
the amount of time students are able to dedicate to 
the evaluations, requires devoting a portion of class 
time to completing evaluations, and poses limita-
tions on the effectiveness of the evaluations (i.e., 
students complain of being unable to contribute 
thoughtful comments in a short timeframe).

Additionally, decentralized student evaluation systems 
lack uniform administrative support, which makes uni-
versity-wide data comparisons of faculty teaching dif-
ficult and unwieldy when provisions for administrative 
oversight, support, and coordination have not been con-
sidered.

The on-line course evaluation method has several benefits 
to faculty, students, and the institution, including:

•	 Shorter turnaround time to deliver feedback to 
faculty, department chairs, and deans.

•	 Increased ability to perform statistical analyses 
with course evaluation data.

•	 Improved ability to perform longitudinal compari-
sons of institutional and individual results.

•	 Improved ability for individual faculty to evaluate 
results across all their assigned courses.

•	 More substantive feedback from students on open-
ended questions.

•	 Increased efficiency from less manual manipulation 
required by administrative staff. 

•	 Better data, since errors are less likely and open-
ended responses are generally more complete.

•	 Open-and continuous- access for–students rather 
than attendance-based opportunity restricted to a 
single day in class. 

•	 Substantial savings to the institution for materials 
and staff time, including reduced printing, distri-
bution, collection, and storage costs.

Additionally, while a detailed quantitative and qualitative 
analysis of the open-ended responses is ongoing, a cursory 
review of these responses indicated that there was a signif-
icant increase in the quantity of open-ended responses on 

the online student course evaluations. This was even more 
significant, as a number of the participating departments 
omitted the open-ended responses from their pencil-and-
paper evaluation instruments. This preliminary post-hoc 
finding aligns with previous reports that cite additional 
time as a key indicator of both quality and quantity of 
open-ended responses as well as with prior findings that 
transcription and other errors are less likely and open-end-
ed responses are generally more detailed when completed 
using online evaluation methods (cf. Kasiar, Schroeder, 
& Holstaad, 2001; Layne, DeCristoforo, & McGinty, 
1999; Ravelli, 2000; Venette, Sellnow, & McIntyre, 2010; 
Young & McCaslin, 2013).

While response rate differences for in-class and on-line 
administrations in our study may be a function of the 
experimental nature of work and may disappear when a 
single option is offered, achieving adequate response rates 
and identifying strategies to improve them is a consis-
tently reported faculty concern (cf. Crews, 2011; Dom-
meyer, Baum, Chapman, & Hanna, 2002). Additional 
challenges and potential disadvantages include the need 
to obtain faculty buy-in, responding to faculty and stu-
dent concerns for anonymity and privacy, and changing 
the culture of higher education to support on-line student 
evaluation of teaching (New Jersey Institute of Technol-
ogy, 2008).

CONCLUSION

Our research was designed to examine commonly-report-
ed concerns and other issues related to the implementa-
tion of on-line student course evaluations. We believe our 
work provides guidance for faculties interested in explor-
ing the use of on-line student course evaluations as an 
alternative for in-class paper-pencil scan-sheet methods. 
More specifically, the foundations of information provid-
ed to faculty councils and other decision-making bodies 
for review, consideration, and consultation regarding fu-
ture changes in student evaluation of teaching procedures 
should include sufficient evidence of similarities and dif-
ferences in response rates between in-class and on-line 
evaluation formats; documentation of the extent to which 
ratings are comparable between in-class and on-line for-
mats; analysis of similarities and differences in qualita-
tive feedback to determine if evaluation delivery medium 
impacts results; and, support for the cost-efficiency of re-
source use between in-class and on-line formats.
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