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Community college students graduate at low rates nationwide which prevents many non-

completers from benefiting from the economic and employment advantages of a degree 

or certificate. Despite myriad strategies to address this problem, little is known about the 

impact of faculty job satisfaction on student completion. The purpose of this study was to 

determine if the two concepts are related. Through an analysis of quantitative and 

qualitative secondary data from the ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey© and 

the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, this study examined the 

relationship between institutional faculty job satisfaction and first-time, full-time 

graduation rates at 130 public, two-year colleges. While no evidence of a relationship 

was found between the two variables across all institutions, there was a statistically 

significant positive correlation among non-city colleges with greater than 1,000 students. 

This suggests that faculty job satisfaction may be linked to student graduation rates in 

certain environments. Through a qualitative analysis, noticeable differences were found 

related to two faculty job satisfaction dimensions when comparing institutions with 

higher and lower student graduation rates: faculty perception of leadership and 

administration and faculty perception of diversity, equity, and inclusion. The findings of 



 

this study provide initial empirical evidence that aspects of faculty job satisfaction may 

be associated with student graduation rates at community colleges. The implication for 

educational leaders is that improving faculty job satisfaction may present as a strategy to 

improve student success. 
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Executive Summary: Doctor of Education: Higher Education 
 

Supporting Students by Supporting Faculty: Exploring the Relationship Between Faculty 
Job Satisfaction and Student Graduation Rates at Community Colleges 

Richard A. Coladarci, Plymouth State University 
Dissertation Defense: March 25, 2022 
Executive Summary: March 25, 2022 

 
Introduction: The purpose of this study was to explore the existence and strength of the 
relationship between faculty job satisfaction and student graduation rates at community 
colleges. This foundational research was motivated by the idea that improving the faculty 
experience may also present as a supplemental strategy to improve student persistence 
and completion.  
 
Problem of Practice: Community college students notoriously graduate at low rates 
nationwide, and although there have been myriad efforts to reverse this trend, little is 
known about the impact of faculty job satisfaction on student completion.  
 
Research Method: This was a mixed methods study that analyzed quantitative and 
qualitative data from the ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey© as related to 
institutional student completion data sourced from the Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS). The study used total population sampling and included 
130 two-year, public institutions. 
 
Summary of Findings: A statistically significant positive correlation was found between 
institutional faculty job satisfaction and institutional student graduation rates among non-
city colleges with greater than 1,000 students. In addition, noticeable differences were 
found related to two faculty job satisfaction dimensions when comparing institutions with 
higher and lower student graduation rates: faculty perception of leadership and 
administration and faculty perception of diversity, equity, and inclusion.  
 
Limitation(s) of Study: There are many factors that impact student completion, and it 
was not possible to isolate, nor evaluate, a causal relationship between faculty job 
satisfaction and student graduation rates based on the available extant data and the fact 
that it was a correlation study. 
 
Implications/Significance of Study: This study provides initial empirical evidence that, 
within certain institutional environments, faculty job satisfaction is positively correlated 
to student graduation rates at community colleges. The implication is that prioritizing and 
allocating resources to improve faculty satisfaction may not only improve morale, it may 
also help meet the shared institutional priority to improve graduation rates to benefit 
students, faculty, and local communities. 
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Chapter One: The Problem of Practice 

Not even half of the students who start at a community college make it to 

graduation. According to the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, only 

about 40% community college students complete a degree or earn an educational 

credential, inclusive of those who transferred to a four-year institution (Causey et al., 

2020). For a population rife with economically-disadvantaged students, one-third of 

whom demonstrate a high level of financial need (Blumenstyk, 2015; Center for 

Community College Student Engagement, 2017), many have expended financial 

resources and do not end up with a credential of economic value. To make a bad situation 

worse, the non-completers who take out student loans are more than twice as likely to 

default than those who graduate (Miller, 2019).  

These statistics present an ethical dilemma. While community colleges have 

lower tuition than four-year public and private colleges, they are not free to attend. So, 

despite their good intentions, employees working for a community college may be 

enabling more harm than good for some students. To be fair, community college faculty 

and staff themselves are also at a disadvantage as they too operate with limited resources. 

Undergraduate public funding, which accounts for approximately 65% of revenue at 

community colleges, is well below historic levels (American Association of Community 

Colleges, 2021; Mitchell et al., 2018). In addition, by design, community colleges are 

focused on affordability, so offsetting this revenue shortfall by significantly raising 

tuition is antithetical to their mission.  

Despite these obstacles, community colleges have continued to direct resources 

toward improving student retention. This has translated into remedial programs for 
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underprepared students (Bailey et al., 2013; Crisp & Delgado, 2014; Kane et al., 2020; 

Royer & Baker, 2018) and efforts to improve student support systems (Rankin et al., 

2010). While many of these retention strategies have proven effective (Kolenovic et al., 

2013; Metzner, 1989; Miller et al., 1988; Smith et al., 1992; Yu, 2017), the potential 

positive effects of faculty influence on community college student success invites further 

inquiry. 

This study, aligned with an action research approach (Peterson & Zambo, 2017), 

explored strategies to address the immediate and practical problem of low completion 

rates at community colleges. 

Global Perspectives 

Much has changed in the nearly four centuries since the founding of America’s 

first institution of higher education. In 1636 Puritan leaders from the Massachusetts Bay 

Colony founded a college, now Harvard University, to train its clergy (Blumenstyk, 

2015). Other early Colonial colleges emerged shortly thereafter, and while not 

exclusively focused on training religious leaders, they similarly served a very small part 

of the population: economically-privileged white males. Today, almost 20 million 

students are being educated across more than 4,000 degree-granting, post-secondary 

institutions in the United States (De Brey et al., 2021). There has been remarkable 

progress with respect to gender equity, evidenced by a higher percentage of females 

having earned associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s degrees every year since the mid-

1980s (De Brey et al., 2021). With respect to race, however, excluding non-resident 

aliens, 44.8% of U.S. degree seeking students are non-white, yet they only represent 

38.5% of postsecondary degrees conferred (De Brey et al., 2021). In addition, within 
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higher education, those from underrepresented groups are disproportionately enrolled at 

community colleges, which notoriously have the lowest completion rates (De Brey et al., 

2021). This perpetuates differences in educational attainment, which help explain racial 

disparities in the poverty rate and unemployment (Brock & Slater, 2021; Ma, et al., 

2019). In fact, these differences worsened with the economic stress of the labor market 

imposed by COVID-19. Job losses most affected lower-income adults as well as Black, 

Hispanic, and Native American populations (Brock & Slater, 2021). 

These are significant and disheartening concerns, yet they also present an 

opportunity. Improving community college completion rates across the board will 

positively impact a broad and diverse student population given that community colleges 

have proven to be an affordable and effective way for students in the United States to 

obtain gainful employment (Levesque, 2018). They also offer students significant 

potential for economic mobility. Davidson (2017) characterized them as entryways to the 

middle class for many, highlighting that they rank higher than four-year colleges in their 

social mobility index, a measure that calculates the difference between the income level 

of one’s family upon entering college and the income one achieves at graduation. Further, 

median earnings for workers aged 25 and older with an associate degree are 24% greater 

than those with a high school diploma (Ma et al., 2019). This is a benefit not only to the 

students themselves, but to their families and subsequent generations. Mayer (2002) 

found that greater parental income resulted in higher economic status, educational 

outcomes, cognitive test scores, socio-emotional well-being, and measures of physical 

and mental health (Mayer, 2002).  
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Local Contexts 

Besides being a logical choice for adults to increase their employability and pay, 

community colleges, by design, are local (Brock & Slater, 2021). In fact, the median 

distance a community college student lives from home is eight miles, and the vast 

majority of community college alumni stay within their school’s county or neighboring 

counties (Hillman & Weichman, 2016; Sentz et al., 2018). This brings tremendous value 

to local employers, which benefit from local access to educated and skilled workers 

(Davidson et al., 2019). Further, community colleges embrace workforce development as 

a central part of their mission, offering training or re-training programs so that workers’ 

skills remain current and relevant (Davidson et al., 2019). 

Taxpayers also benefit from student completion, particularly related to those 

students who are on public assistance. Graduating from college results in reduced welfare 

recidivism and poverty five years after welfare exit (London, 2006). In addition, 

community college graduates historically have lower rates of unemployment compared to 

those with only a high school diploma (Ma et al., 2019).  

Finally, the health and sustainability of towns and communities often depend on 

their local community colleges. Their skilled trade programs provide a steady source of 

graduates who fill important workforce needs, like staffing local hospitals with nurses 

and graduating future police officers and firefighters. Further, unlike their four-year 

counterparts, community colleges are more agile and able to adapt to changing 

circumstances and shifts in the local economy (Barrington, 2020). 
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Community colleges are part of an integral local infrastructure, and it is critical 

they do all they can to help their students graduate. The stakeholders to implement these 

strategies are outlined below. 

Advocacy and Ethics 

There are several national organizations that are stakeholders focused on 

increasing student retention and completion within community colleges. They include 

Complete College America, Achieving the Dream, and the Community College Research 

Center at Teacher’s College, Columbia University (CCRC). CCRC (n.d.), in particular, is 

an influential trailblazer in this space, having evolved into the leading independent 

authority on community colleges. It produces working papers, research reports, 

practitioner packets, and other resources aimed at promoting student success. According 

to its mission statement, CCRC (2019) studies community colleges because they provide 

critical access to postsecondary education and are uniquely positioned to promote equity 

and social mobility in the United States.  

Particularly intriguing about CCRC is its openness to action research, its staff 

often working alongside college leaders to help them implement and measure the efficacy 

of promising student success strategies (D. Jenkins, personal communication, February 

23, 2021). In fact, CCRC researchers co-wrote the seminal book Redesigning America’s 

Community Colleges (Bailey et al., 2015a), which popularized and helped proliferate the 

guided pathways model. Guided pathways outline a holistic roadmap for a more 

structured student experience to support persistence (Bailey et al., 2015a). In the years 

immediately following the book’s release, leaders from CCRC worked directly with 

community college leaders to help introduce the model at their institutions. 
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Not unlike guided pathways, this study is similarly aimed at improving student 

success outcomes at community colleges, albeit through a different lens. Faculty job 

satisfaction is presented as another possible way to address low student retention and 

graduation rates, which opens up the possibility that further research and advocacy may 

emerge from organizations like CCRC.  

Faculty job satisfaction as a student completion strategy directly involves faculty, 

and as such, faculty themselves become both primary stakeholders and primary 

benefactors. Any outside efforts to improve their work experience directly benefit them 

personally. The focus of this study is exploring whether such efforts are also related to 

student persistence and degree completion. 

From an action research perspective, however, it remains incumbent upon 

community college leaders and administrators to advocate for change when presented 

with compelling research. They are arguably the primary stakeholders who have the 

ability and authority to allocate more resources toward improving the faculty experience. 

While improving faculty retention and morale is already an important investment, the 

added potential benefit of higher student graduation rates could be the tipping point for 

leaders to increase funding. According to Powers and Schloss (2017), within the higher 

education budget process, money should follow mission. Given that student completion is 

generally a mission-centric institutional priority, leaders should consider directing greater 

resources toward known faculty job satisfaction contributors such as salary, benefits, 

workload, and teaching support (Lyons & Akroyd, 2014). Such actions could build a 

greater connection between leadership and faculty, helping break down longstanding 
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proverbial silos in academia and shifting all employees to a shared focus on the 

institution’s mission.  

Moreover, community college leadership, and specifically presidents and 

chancellors, have the ability to set the tone for an institution. Focusing on emotional 

connections and creating a culture of belonging is not only a powerful way to increase 

learning (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2011), it promotes an ethic of care that can align faculty, 

staff, and students and create a meaningful sense of inclusion to support student 

persistence. 

It should be noted that the limited focus of this study did not include data analysis 

that specifically evaluated data across underrepresented groups, faculty or students. 

Nonetheless, topics of diversity, equity, and inclusion surfaced from open-ended faculty 

responses underscoring the importance that leaders cultivate a community that prioritizes 

diversity and inclusion.  

Apart from the above, and absent other moral or principled considerations 

relevant to the nature of this descriptive study, ethical dimensions were not the primary 

focus of this dissertation.   

Focused Problem of Practice 

Community college students graduate at low rates nationwide, preventing many 

non-completers from benefiting from the economic and employment advantages of a 

degree or certificate (Levesque, 2018). Past retention efforts have largely focused on 

addressing deficiencies in student preparation and improving institutional support 

systems, yet little is known about the impact of faculty job satisfaction on student 

completion. 
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Drawing upon my own background and experience, I believe this gap in the 

literature could be a supplemental driver to improving completion rates. My professional 

experience includes having served as chief human resources officer and part of the 

leadership team at the Community College System of New Hampshire that implemented 

the guided pathways model. It was clear that the systemic improvements worked. The 

student completion rate across the seven-college system increased from 23% in 2015, 

when the implementation was initiated, to 33% in 2020 (Community College System of 

New Hampshire, 2020). This is impressive progress by any measure. Yet, the 

recommendations by Bailey et al. (2015a) around faculty and staff engagement are 

limited largely to how faculty and staff can best be empowered and motivated to support 

the implementation. Why not have a broader focus on employee engagement? Would not 

all the retention strategies that are part of guided pathways be more effective if 

implemented by employees – specifically faculty, given their considerable student 

interaction - who are motivated, enthusiastic, and appreciated?   

The intent of this study was to explore these concepts, not only to share the 

findings among leaders and stakeholders at community colleges, but to inspire others to 

conduct further research on the topic.  

This leads to the principal concept of this study, which is that faculty job 

satisfaction can further support student completion efforts, based on the significant 

influence that faculty have on students. This is particularly true at community colleges, 

which are generally considered teaching institutions and where the classroom experience 

has been demonstrated to be more critical to institutional commitment than at four-year 

schools (Strauss & Volkwein, 2004). At community colleges, faculty teach all classes, 
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unaided by graduate teaching assistants who frequently share this responsibility at large 

research universities (Shannon et al., 1998). In addition, community college faculty are 

not required to research and publish, which could also limit their interaction with students 

(Twombly & Townsend, 2008). In fact, community college faculty often serve as 

academic advisors as well, providing for additional contact with students (Center for 

Community College Student Engagement, 2018). In a quasi-experimental study 

conducted at Atlantic Cape Community College in New Jersey, McArthur (2005) found 

that an increased outreach to encourage students to connect with their faculty advisors 

resulted in greater student satisfaction and higher rates of retention. McArthur (2005) 

speculated that it was because faculty represent the authority figure, the mentor, and the 

role model that may not appear anywhere else in a student's life. Furthermore, Corbin 

(1998) conducted a mixed methods study of faculty at a large, mid-Atlantic community 

college and concluded that faculty see their role as instrumental in helping students fulfill 

their educational goals. 

The faculty influence on students similarly extends beyond community colleges. 

Umbach and Wawrzynski (2005) suggested that faculty members may play the single-

most important role in student learning because of how profoundly their behaviors and 

attitudes affect students. This assertion followed their empirical study of 42,259 

undergraduate students and 14,336 faculty. They found that the importance that faculty 

placed on enriching educational experiences yielded some of the strongest effects on 

students. This suggests that faculty attitudes and beliefs help create an environment that 

fosters student learning. Dwyer (2017), in a mixed methods study at a commuter higher 

education institution in Ireland, concluded that student-faculty interactions influence both 
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student persistence and academic development. Furthermore, Micari and Pazos (2012) 

found that a positive relationship with the professor in an advanced undergraduate 

science course was a key component of students’ performance and confidence.  

Overall, the prevailing literature on student-faculty interaction indicates beneficial 

student outcomes such as increased student motivation and persistence to graduate 

(Dwyer, 2017; Hoffman, 2014; McArthur, 2005; Micari and Pazos, 2012; Strauss & 

Volkwein, 2004; Umbach and Wawrzynski, 2005). Beyond that, in a nationwide study of 

267 U.S. college instructors, Houser and Waldbuesser (2017) found a strong relationship 

between how faculty reported their levels of job satisfaction and students’ non-verbal 

responses. In other words, instructors with higher levels of job satisfaction indicated that 

their students were more expressive in the classroom. It follows, then, that faculty job 

satisfaction may be closely linked to other student behaviors, including those that 

contribute to student achievement, retention, and ultimately completion. Moreover, this 

relationship may be dependent on specific environments determined by institutional 

characteristics, such as institution size, student to faculty ratio, campus setting, and 

region. 

As such, this study explores this concept by answering the research questions 

outlined below.  

Research Questions 

1. What is the relationship between faculty job satisfaction and student graduation 

rates at community colleges?  

2. Which facets of faculty job satisfaction most closely align with student graduation 

rates at community colleges? 
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3. In what type of environment (defined by institutional characteristics) is faculty 

job satisfaction most closely related to student graduation rates at community 

colleges? 
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Chapter Two: Review of Knowledge for Action 

The following sections provide a foundational basis for this research study. This 

includes an overview of relevant theory upon which the study’s conceptional framework 

was designed and a focused examination of empirical studies that illustrate its context 

among related research. This chapter also provides a closer look at stakeholders’ 

perspectives, beliefs, and actions that illustrate the problem of practice and highlight the 

need and significance for this research.  

Theoretical Analysis  

The root of this study’s problem of practice are low graduation rates at 

community colleges. Accordingly, the conceptual framework in Figure 1 expands on a 

student retention theory called guided pathways to student success (GPSS). The added 

component is faculty job satisfaction, proposed as a contributor to student success based 

on emotional contagion theory.  

Figure 1 

Faculty Job Satisfaction as a Contributor to Student Success 
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Both GPSS and emotional contagion theory are further explained below. In 

addition, because there is not a widely accepted definition of faculty job satisfaction, a 

section follows that explains how the concept is defined in the context of this study. 

Guided Pathways to Student Success 

Bailey et al. (2015a) advanced the GPSS model as a whole-college, 

comprehensive reform to address historically low completion rates, particularly within 

community colleges. This is notable, given that there is significantly less student 

retention literature for community colleges than there is for four-year institutions. It 

follows, then, that the foundations for student retention research started in the four-year 

space, largely informed by Tinto (1975), who introduced his now seminal work on 

student retention. Tinto (1975, 1993) outlined an integration framework that predicted a 

greater likelihood for students’ continued enrollment if they became connected to the 

academic and social life of that institution. Subsequent researchers confirmed the validity 

of Tinto’s model in traditional four-year, residential institutions (Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1980; Terenzeni et al., 1981). Pascarella and Chapman (1983), however, concluded that 

at two- and four-year commuter institutions academic integration had a stronger influence 

than social integration on student persistence. Likewise, at community colleges, faculty-

student interaction was the primary driver of student retention (Barnett, 2010; Halpin, 

1990; Karp et al., 2010). Tinto (2012) later acknowledged this phenomenon, citing that 

social engagement has less impact on retention for those who spend less time on campus. 

Besides laying the groundwork for future research on student retention, Tinto’s 

model showed student dropout not only as an individual failure but also a failure of the 

institution (Scott-Clayton, 2011). This acknowledgement of an institution’s responsibility 
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for student success paved the way for the GPSS model. In fact, Bailey et al. (2015a) 

designed the framework solely for institutions: a roadmap to create a structured 

environment within which students can explore, choose, plan, and complete programs 

aligned with their career and educational goals. Absent such a structure, Scott-Clayton 

(2011) likened the journey of a community college student to navigating a shapeless river 

on a dark night. She proposed a “structure hypothesis,” a precursor to the guided 

pathways model, that suggested that 

community college students will be more likely to persist and succeed in 

programs that are tightly and consciously structured, with relatively little room for 

individuals to unintentionally deviate from paths toward completion, and with 

limited bureaucratic obstacles for students to circumnavigate. (Scott-Clayton, p. 

1) 

These improvements are all within an institution's control, helping to advance actionable 

strategies for community college leaders and administrators. 

The GPSS philosophy and model have been adopted widely with approximately 

400 colleges involved in formal efforts led by state and national groups (Community 

College Research Center, 2021). Its proliferation has been enhanced by advocacy groups 

like Complete College America (2017), which developed a resource titled “GPS: 

Essential Components” that outlined six specific strategies for colleges to facilitate 

student success. These strategies, described below, are incorporated into the conceptual 

framework in Figure 1.  

The first component is default pathways, which are default schedules assigned to 

students based on their degree program. Students do not need permission to take courses 
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on their schedule but need permission to take courses off their prescribed schedule 

(Complete College America, 2017). 

The second essential component is informed choice. This is the idea that students 

should explore their interests and possible career tracks early, which includes access to 

important job market data toward helping them select a meta-major (Complete College 

America, 2019). 

Meta-majors, the third GPS component, are clusters of majors that allow students 

to make a broad choice regarding their area of interest (Complete College America, 

2017). They then narrow their focus to a specific major within that cluster. Meta-majors 

also offer a safety net in the event that a student wishes to switch majors given that much 

of foundational coursework is the same (EAB, 2016). 

The fourth component are academic maps, which are sequential, prescriptive 

courses that guide students and advisors to ensure timely graduation (Van Noy et al., 

2016). They are designed by faculty as educationally coherent pathways aligned with 

requirements for further education or career advancement in the field (Bailey et al., 

2015a). 

The fifth component, milestone courses, are courses identified by faculty that are 

critical to success in the academic program (Complete College America, 2017). Poor 

performance in a milestone course triggers an intervention such as a meeting with an 

advisor (Jenkins et al., 2018). 

The final essential component identified by Complete College America (2017) is 

intrusive advising. This requires that students see their advisor before registering for 

classes in certain circumstances (e.g., they do not complete a milestone course on 
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schedule). Other intrusive advising strategies include implementing early warning 

systems for struggling students and closely monitoring student progress on academic 

plans with frequent feedback (Bailey et al., 2015b). 

The above strategies are distinct in their own right, though there is a common 

thread; they all support student momentum to complete their educational goals. 

Improving faculty job satisfaction does the same, building on research that persistence 

toward degree completion is one of the strongest outcomes associated with faculty-

student interactions (Kezar & Maxey, 2014). 

Emotional Contagion  

The other principal theory upon which this study is based is emotional contagion 

theory, defined as “the tendency to mimic the verbal, physiological and/or behavioural 

aspects of another person’s experience/expression, and thus to experience/express the 

same emotions oneself” (Hsee et al., 1990, p.328). In other words, it is the process 

through which one person’s behaviors or emotions, consciously or unconsciously, 

“infect” the behaviors or emotions of others. The earliest iterations of emotional 

contagion theory focused on the unintentional physical mirroring of movements and 

expressions. Subsequent research described how mirror neurons in the brain activate the 

same when observing an action as when performing the action oneself (Rizzolatti et al., 

2002). The concept of emotional contagion, however, has since been more broadly 

interpreted (Elfenbein, 2014). The basis of “catching” one’s emotions remains an 

important tenet; however, the effects have since been applied more broadly and within 

organizational settings (Elfenbein, 2014). Emotional contagion has been used as a lens 

for leader influence, the performance of professional sports teams, and the interplay 
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among work groups (Sy et al., 2005; Totterdell, 2000; Totterdell et al., 1998). Particularly 

relevant to this study, Hennig-Thurau et al. (2006) simulated a service encounter in which 

actors played the roles of service employees and test subjects were the customers. The 

researchers found that physical expression alone, which in this case was smiling, was not 

the main driver of emotional contagion. They found that when service employees also 

engaged in deep acting, invoking a high level of authenticity of emotions, the 

“customers” were far more likely to adopt the emotions of that employee. These findings 

suggest applicability to a college classroom over the course of a semester given the 

prolonged contact between a faculty and their students and the ample opportunity for 

authentic and rich relationships to form. 

Emotional contagion theory, alone or in conjunction with another theory, has been 

used as a framework to examine the job satisfaction of customer-facing employees and 

customer satisfaction (Zablah et al., 2016). Among this research, several empirical 

studies concluded that the two constructs are related (Grandey et. al, 2011; Homburg & 

Stock, 2004; Netemeyer et. al, 2010; Wangenheim et. al, 2007; Whitman et. al, 2010). 

It should be noted that the concept of students as customers is not widely adopted 

in higher education and thus translates to very little academic research on the topic 

(Cuthbert, 2010; Guilbault, 2016). Yet, there have been many studies outside of 

academia, particularly within healthcare and the service industry, that have explored the 

parallel relationship between employee and customer satisfaction (DiMatteo et al., 1993; 

Grandey et al., 2011; Homburg & Stock, 2004; Mendoza & Maldonado, 2014; 

Netemeyer et al., 2010; Perry et al., 2018; Perumal & Sehgal, 2003; Sengin, 2001; 

Subramony et al., 2008; Wangenheim et al., 2007).  
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Mendoza and Maldonado (2014) conducted a meta-analysis of close to 1,500 

companies and determined both a positive and significant correlation between employee 

satisfaction and customer satisfaction. They found an even stronger relationship between 

the two variables among those firms that provide personal services (e.g., medical 

services) as opposed to non-personal services (e.g., computer repair). Within healthcare 

specifically, there are empirical studies that link nurse job satisfaction and patient 

satisfaction. In a nationwide study of 1,228 nurses and 6,440 patients, Sengin (2001) 

found that the job satisfaction of nurses had a significant impact on patients’ satisfaction. 

Likewise, Parrinello (1990) found that nurses’ work satisfaction was positively related to 

patients’ satisfaction in an inpatient facility.  

Beyond research that links employee satisfaction to patient satisfaction, other 

studies in the medical field have empirically linked employee job satisfaction to patient 

outcomes. Weisman and Nathanson (1985) found that the aggregate job satisfaction level 

of nursing staff in 77 family planning clinics was the strongest determinant of client 

satisfaction, which in turn predicted the rate of client compliance with contraceptive 

prescription. Perry et al. (2018) linked nurses’ job satisfaction to patients’ perceived 

treatment of care as well as a reduction in adverse events across 206 U.S. Army medical 

treatment facilities. Finally, in a two-year longitudinal study of physicians and their 

patients, DiMatteo et al. (1993) found better adherence by patients to a recommended 

treatment if it was prescribed from physicians with higher levels of job satisfaction.  

Employee satisfaction has proven to be an important influence on both customer 

satisfaction and customer outcomes outside of higher education, particularly within 

service industries (DiMatteo et al., 1993; Grandey et al., 2011; Homburg & Stock, 2004; 
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Mendoza & Maldonado, 2014; Micari & Pazos, 2012; Netemeyer et al., 2010; Perry et 

al., 2018; Sengin, 2001; Perumal & Sehgal, 2003; Wangenheim et al., 2007; Wei et al., 

2021; Weisman and Nathanson, 1985; Whitman et al., 2010). Given that higher education 

is a service industry, the faculty-student relationship invites similar inquiry through an 

emotional contagion lens. 

Faculty Job Satisfaction 

Locke (1970) suggested that job satisfaction is a collection of value responses 

comprised of one’s appraisal of situations against the standards they consider good or 

beneficial. He also provides arguably the most widely cited definition of job satisfaction 

as “a pleasant or optimistic arousing state consequential from the evaluation of one’s job 

or job experiences” (Locke, 1976, p. 1304) representing a composite of many factors.  

 Smith (1992) poetically described the multi-faceted nature of job satisfaction as a 

“system of interrelated satisfactions, analogous to a river with small tributaries 

converging into ever-larger branches and eventually into a lake or sea” (p. 5). Locke et al. 

(1983) revisited the concept, specifically among university and college faculty and 

concluded that 

faculty members generally want the same things from their jobs as employees in 

other types of organizations, i.e., a sense of achievement from their work, work 

role clarity, fair pay and promotions, good facilities, and administrators, 

chairpersons, and co-workers who facilitate the achievement of work-related 

values and who are personally helpful, honest, and respectful. (p. 359)  

This quotation by Locke and his colleagues describes a broad applicability of the concept 

of job satisfaction, and specifically places it in the context of higher education.  
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Other theorists on job satisfaction include Herzberg et al. (1959), who proffered a 

two-factor theory on work satisfaction that distinguished between intrinsic motivation 

factors and extrinsic hygiene factors, the former that could improve job satisfaction and 

the latter that could only mitigate job dissatisfaction. While his theory has been tested in 

academic settings with mixed applicability (Castillo & Cano, 2004; Lane et al., 2010; 

Mehboob et al., 2012), it presents job satisfaction as a multidimensional measure. 

Ambrose et al. (2005) found predictors of faculty job satisfaction to include 

salary, collegiality, promotion process, and department heads. Additionally, the 

researchers reported the opportunity for mentoring, the interdisciplinary nature of the 

institution, and the geography of the institution as commonly cited reasons for job 

satisfaction. Lyons and Akroyd (2014) analyzed a national dataset of 2,308 community 

college faculty and concluded that it was important for faculty to feel supported, 

rewarded equitably, and treated fairly to feel highly satisfied in their jobs.  

The interpretation of job satisfaction among faculty further expands when 

examined in relationship to the term “morale.” Hebert (2019), in his review of relevant 

literature, opted to use these terms interchangeably, though he noted that other scholars 

suggest that job satisfaction is a component of morale. Johnsrud and Rosser (2002) used 

morale and satisfaction interchangeably and defined the concept as comprised of three 

variables: engagement in work, regard for institution, and self-reported sense of well-

being. The researchers found that work-life factors positively affect morale/job 

satisfaction, which inversely impacts intent to leave.  

In later research, researchers gravitated back toward utilizing the term faculty 

satisfaction and defined it by such contributing factors as self-reported satisfaction 



SUPPORTING STUDENTS BY SUPPORTING FACULTY  
 

21 
 

(Calkins et al., 2019; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2011; Rosser, 2004; Rosser; 2005), 

benefits and job security (Johnrud & Rosser, 2002; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 2011; 

Rosser, 2004; Rosser, 2005; Rosser & Townsend, 2006), and teaching roles, 

responsibilities, and workload (Rosser, 2004; Rosser, 2005; Rosser & Townsend, 2006). 

Rice and Austin (1988) approached faculty job satisfaction from a different angle. 

They evaluated ten liberal arts colleges that scored high in the areas of job satisfaction on 

a national survey of faculty across 140 colleges. They concluded that high levels of job 

satisfaction derived from four key features: distinctive organizational cultures, 

participatory leadership, organizational momentum, and identification with the 

institution. They also cited several other secondary elements that contributed to high 

faculty job satisfaction: faculty development programs, policies that focus on the faculty 

experience, collegiality, ties to the local community, and emphasis on scholarship and 

application in one’s discipline. 

The above research suggests that there is not one variable that determines whether 

faculty will be satisfied with their jobs, but rather that is a multi-faceted measure. And 

while there is not a consensus around the exact contributors, there does seem to be some 

agreement around some general themes that align with specific dimensions of the 

ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey©, as portrayed in Table 1. These 

dimensions are the sources of this study’s institutional faculty job satisfaction data. 
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Table 1  

Dimensions from ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey that Commonly Align 
with Faculty Job Satisfaction 
 
Collaboration - Measures the perceived 
cooperation and collegiality within 
workgroups and across the institution 
 

(Ambrose, 2005; Locke et al., 1983; Rice 

& Austin, 1988) 

Compensation, Benefits, and Work/Life 
Balance - Captures information about the 
perceived fairness of compensation and the 
effectiveness of the benefits offered 

(Ambrose, 2005 Lyons & Akroyd, 2014; 

Johnrud & Rosser, 2002; Mamiseishvili 

& Rosser, 2011; Rosser, 2004; Rosser, 

2005; Rosser & Townsend, 2006) 

Job Satisfaction/Support - Provides insight 
into the satisfaction with job fit, autonomy 
and resources 
 

(Calkins et al., 2019; Johnrud & Rosser, 

2002; Locke et al., 1983; Rosser, 2004; 

Rosser, 2005; Mamiseishvili & Rosser, 

2011; Rosser & Townsend, 2006) 

Supervisors/Department Chairs - Provides 
insight into the relationship faculty/employees 
report with their department chair or 
supervisor and assesses critical managerial 
competencies 
 

(Ambrose, 2005; Lyons & Akroyd, 2014) 

Teaching Environment - With a particular 
focus on faculty, this dimension consists of 
statements that address the balance between 
teaching, research and service; the support for 
advising/mentoring students; and recognition 
for outstanding teaching 
 

(Ambrose, 2005; Locke et al., 1983; Rice 

& Austin, 1988; Rosser, 2004; Rosser, 

2005; Rosser & Townsend, 2006) 

 

 In closing, the foundational theories upon which this study is based provide 

greater context to its action research approach. Further, the comprehensive and holistic 

perspective of the guided pathways model leaves space for additional institutional 

success strategies, as proposed in this study. Emotional Contagion Theory, also 

incorporated in this study’s conceptual framework, provides the rationale for how faculty 
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job satisfaction affects student emotions and behaviors that lead to persistence and 

completion of an academic credential.  

Empirical Analysis 

Having provided this study’s theoretical foundation, the following empirical 

studies represent recent and relevant research on emotional contagion within the teacher-

student relationship, faculty behavior as a predictor of student behavior, community 

college faculty’s role in student retention, and institutional conditions that matter to 

community college students’ success. They provide further support for the concept of this 

study, while also highlighting the literature gap on the specific topic of leveraging faculty 

satisfaction to improve student completion within community colleges. 

Emotional Contagion Within the Teacher-Student Relationship 

Moskowitz and Dewaele (2021) sought to answer the question as to whether 

teacher happiness is contagious. They did so in the context of adults enrolled in formal 

English as a Second Language (ESL) or English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classes. 

Based on emotional contagion theory, the researchers conducted a quantitative study via 

a voluntary and anonymous online questionnaire that asked participants about their 

perception of various aspects of their teachers’ happiness, and about their own attitudes 

and motivation to learn English. The study used snowball sampling, yielding 129 

participants across 28 nationalities with an age range from 18 to 60 years old. The 

questionnaire included an adapted version of the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery 

(Gardner, 1985) to measure the composite variable of overall attitude and motivation, and 

attitude toward the teacher. It also included an adapted form of the Oxford Happiness 

Inventory (Argyle et al., 1989) to assess students’ perception of the overall personal 
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happiness of their teachers. This was measured across three dimensions: teacher 

satisfaction with personal achievements, teacher vigor/good health, and teacher 

enjoyment/fun in life. 

Moskowitz and Dewaele (2021) found that the three separate measures of student 

perception of teacher happiness were all significantly and positively correlated with 

students’ overall attitude and motivation toward learning. They also found that they were 

significantly and positively correlated with students’ attitude toward the teacher. The 

strength and directionality of these relationships are depicted through the Pearson 

correlations in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Pearson Correlation Analysis Between Students’ Motivation/Attitudes and Students’ 
Perception of Teacher Happiness 
 

 Measures of students' perception of teacher happiness 

 

Teacher satisfaction 
with personal 
achievements 

Teacher vigor/good 
health 

Teacher 
enjoyment/fun 

in life 

Students' overall motivation 
and attitude toward learning 0.401 0.390 0.353 

Students' attitude toward the 
teacher 0.503 0.498 0.496 

 
Note: From “Is Teacher Happiness Contagious? A Study of the Link Between Perceptions of Language 

Teacher Happiness and Student Attitudes,” by S. Moskowitz and J.-M. Dewaele, 2021, Innovation in 

Language Learning and Teaching, 15(2), p. 117–130 (https://doi.org/10.1080/17501229.2019.1707205). 

 

Moskowitz and Dewaele (2021) also conducted multiple regression analysis and 

determined that teacher satisfaction with personal achievements was a significant 

predictor of students’ overall attitude and motivation (R2 = .161, p = .034) as well as 

students’ attitude toward the teacher (R2 = .253, p = .019). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17501229.2019.1707205
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Based on their findings, Moskowitz and Dewaele (2021) suggested that students 

feel more positively toward learning when exposed to teachers whose personal and 

professional satisfaction manifests as a high level of engagement. They speculated that 

the teachers’ behavior positively affects the atmosphere of the classroom, and by 

extension, contributes to the effectiveness of their teaching and ultimately to the 

achievement of the learners. They also interpreted their findings as further evidence that 

teachers teach better when they are happy and that their enjoyment rubs off on students. 

This reinforces the use of emotional contagion as an appropriate theoretical framework 

for educational research. The findings also emphasize the gap, and need, for a similar 

study to be conducted in additional academic settings, particularly among institutions like 

community colleges that could benefit from further strategies for student motivation and 

retention.  

The validity and reliability of the Moskowitz and Dewaele (2021) study is 

supported by the incorporation of widely accepted survey instruments appropriate to the 

research questions. The AMTB was used based on its relevance as a socio-educational 

model created for second language learning as well as its high rate of reliability and 

flexibility (Gardner, 1985). The Oxford Happiness Inventory proved to be a logical 

instrument to incorporate into the research design (SD = 1.06, Cronbach’s alpha =.90) 

given its ease of adaptability and its consistently high rate of reliability across cultures 

(Argyle et al., 1989; Moskowitz & Dewaele, 2021).  

While not acknowledged directly by Moskowitz and Dewaele (2021), noted 

limitations to the study include the self-selection bias inherent with snowball sampling as 

well as the fact that teacher happiness was measured based on students’ perception, not 
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based on how teachers themselves reported their happiness. Further, the participants only 

represented students in one discipline, and outside of higher education. Nonetheless, the 

study demonstrated that teacher happiness is contagious and likely linked to a higher 

level of engagement (Hills & Argyle, 2002; Moskowitz & Dewaele, 2021). 

Faculty Behavior as a Predictor of Student Behavior 

Wei et al. (2021) also conducted a recent study that both reinforces the 

importance of the faculty-student relationship and also suggests that subsequent student 

behavior is influenced by the positive behaviors of faculty. In a cross-sectional of 

undergraduate nursing students, 122 participants completed a voluntary and anonymous 

questionnaire that aimed to measure their satisfaction with their instructor’s teaching, 

their perceptions of their instructor’s caring behaviors, their own caring behaviors, and 

how their instructor’s caring impacted their confidence and empathy. Participants were 

sourced through convenience sampling and students’ perception of instructor caring was 

measured using the Nursing Students’ Perception of Instructor Caring (NSPIC) while 

students’ perceptions of their own caring behaviors were measured using the CBI-16 

student version (Wade & Kasper, 2006; Wolf et al., 2018).  

Wei et al. (2021) found significant correlations among the NSPIC, CBI, 

confidence, empathy, and satisfaction scores. Using multiple regression analysis, they 

also found that students’ perception of faculty caring was a significant predictor of caring 

behaviors (p = .007).  

There are limitations to the generalizability of the Wei et al. (2021) study, 

including the use of a convenience sample from one nursing program at one institution. 

The participant demographics may not be an accurate representation of other nursing 
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programs in other regions, nor representative of undergraduate students as a whole. In 

addition, a cross-sectional study takes place at a single point in time, particularly relevant 

to this study given that it was conducted during a worldwide pandemic that spotlighted 

the role of nurses as essential first responders. Lastly, because other variables can affect 

the relationship between the measured outcomes, it does not lend itself to concrete 

conclusions about causation.  

Nevertheless, Wei et al. (2021) provided compelling evidence that student 

behavior can be positively influenced by a faculty behavior in an undergraduate setting. 

The study results also showed the importance of role-modeling, and that faculty caring 

and emotions play an important role in students’ confidence and attitude toward learning.  

The Moskowitz and Dewaele (2021) study and the Wei et al. (2021) study provide 

context, relevance, and foundational support for the premise of this dissertation. They 

both, however, used students’ perceptions of their instructors’ satisfaction and caring 

behaviors, not data that came directly from the instructors themselves. In contrast, the 

research design for this study incorporates actual faculty responses, providing greater 

validity to the findings. 

Faculty Role in Student Retention 

While exploring the faculty-student relationship, it is important to also reference 

studies from the faculty perspective. Accordingly, Ellis-Davis (2020) conducted a 

replication study on how community college faculty perceive their role in student 

retention. This phenomenological, qualitative study included 11 full-time faculty within a 

large, public, metro-area community college in the northeastern United States. Like the 

original study by Graham (2017), Ellis-Davis (2020) used a semi-structured interview 
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protocol and a purposive sample of faculty who had taught or who currently utilize one or 

more of the following high-impact practices: collaborative assignments and projects; 

community-based learning; learning communities; service learning; or writing intensive 

courses. The studies differed across two structurally different settings, the original study 

conducted within a rural community college and the replication study in a metropolitan 

institution.  

Ellis-Davis (2020) confirmed many of the findings from the original study. 

Respondents in both samples viewed student retention as an outcome of good student-

faculty relationships and felt that motivating students was a significant aspect of their role 

as teaching faculty. In addition, in both studies community college faculty differentiated 

themselves as teachers rather than academics. Ellis-Davis (2020) also learned from her 

study’s participants that they believed that their impact only extends to their respective 

classrooms, and that institutional practices and policies also directly impact student 

retention efforts. In other words, community college faculty are primarily focused on 

teaching and student learning, and that their role in impacting student retention must be 

situated among other institutional retention strategies. The findings of Ellis-Davis (2020) 

comport with the conceptual framework developed for this dissertation, which places 

faculty job satisfaction among institutionally-driven components of guided pathways.   

Ellis-Davis (2020) acknowledged that her study’s greatest limitation was its 

generalizability, particularly given the small number of participants and that they were all 

full-time. However, the replication study had similar findings within a different 

institutional setting, lending support to its reliability. In addition, it should be noted that 

all faculty participants were already engaged in high impact practices, which is likely not 
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representative of that or other institutions’ professoriate. Lastly, the researcher was a 

fellow faculty member at the institution within which the study was conducted, which 

may have affected her objectivity. On the other hand, her prior relationships with the 

subjects were reported to have been advantageous, providing a base level of trust and 

rapport that lent itself to more candid interviews.  

Institutional Conditions Related to Student Success 

A final empirical study that supports the research design of this study examined 

institutional conditions that community college students perceived as contributing to 

academic success (Edenfield & McBrayer, 2021). This qualitative and explanatory, 

multi-case study incorporated several sources into its data collection to conduct an in-

depth analysis of student perceptions: semi-structured one-on-one interviews, review of 

documents, archival data, artifacts, and direct and participant observation. The use of 

triangulation to verify information and validate data helped to strengthen the study’s 

validity.   

Edenfield and McBrayer (2021) identified three themes that students felt were 

important to achieving their educational goals: institutional characteristics, an 

environment conducive for learning, and meaningful interactions with faculty staff and 

administrators.  

With respect to institutional characteristics, many students cited conditions such 

as a smaller campus, affordability, smaller class size, being closer to home, a diverse 

campus, and quality of education as providing a comfortable setting conducive to 

learning. This suggests that such preferences and institutional characteristics could also 
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affect student persistence and completion, a relevant consideration when exploring 

student graduation rates and faculty job satisfaction.   

Edenfield and McBrayer (2021) also identified that an environment conducive to 

learning was important to student success. In such an environment, they noted, was easy 

access to faculty, providing meaningful interactions to help students achieve their 

academic goals (Edenfield & McBrayer, 2021). These findings reinforce the importance 

of academic integration at community colleges, and the considerable influence that 

faculty intentionally or unintentionally have on their students (Tinto, 1993). In addition, 

this empirical data further supports the hypothesis that job satisfaction impacts student 

motivation, persistence, and degree or certificate completion. 

 There were some notable limitations to the Edenfield and McBrayer (2021) 

study. The participants were from one institution, albeit at two different locations, which 

constrains its generalizability. In addition, the purposive sampling to identify engaged 

students had inherent discretion in how engagement was assessed, further compounded 

by the fact that recommendations came from multiple sources: faculty members, 

advisors, coaches, staff, and students. 

Stakeholder and Organizational Data 

More than 40% of undergraduates in the United States are enrolled in community 

colleges, historically designed to provide an open-access education and at a lower cost 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2021; Bailey, 2015a; Edenfield & 

McBrayer, 2021). And while community colleges have delivered on improving access to 

post-secondary education, large gaps remain in terms of degree completion (Edenfield & 

McBrayer, 2021). This reality was highlighted at the highest level of U.S. government by 
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way of President Obama’s college completion agenda, designed to encourage 

transparency and the collection of data about students’ educational outcomes 

(Humphreys, 2012). Humphreys (2012) remarked, however, that this external pressure on 

higher education to increase graduation rates had been building for decades, “rooted in 

the increasingly tight linkage between educational attainment and success in the global 

economy” (para. 1). These increased pressures for accountability contributed to the 

proliferation of performance-based funding, tying state appropriations to outcomes such 

as graduation rates. As of 2020, 41 states had approved performance-based systems for 

public colleges and universities at some point in time (Ortagus et al., 2020). While 

adoption to date has been associated with null or modest positive effects on student 

outcomes, the prevalence of such funding mechanisms remains a reality for many higher 

education leaders and administrators (Ortagus et al., 2020). 

This focus on higher education continued beyond the Obama administration. 

President Biden’s platform emphasized the importance of post-secondary education 

citing that roughly six in 10 jobs will require some education beyond a high school 

diploma (Biden, n.d.; Carnevale et al., 2013a). This statistic referred to the national 

workforce, though the referenced Georgetown report also includes a state report that 

predicted similar statewide targets (Carnevale et al, 2013b). Locally, the Community 

College System of New Hampshire cited the state report as a cornerstone of its 65 by 25 

initiative for economic prosperity—a goal that 65% of NH adults 25 and over will have 

some form of post-secondary academic credential by the year 2025 (Carnevale et al., 

2013b; Gittell, 2015).  
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Biden (n.d.) further highlighted the importance of supporting community college 

student success via the “Biden Plan for Education Beyond High School,” a campaign 

platform that specifically outlined several planned initiatives to improve student success 

in community colleges:  

 provide debt free community college or high-quality training program for 

those seeking to improve their workforce relevant skills,  

 create a new grant program to assist community colleges in improving 

students’ success, 

 tackle barriers that prevent students from completing their community college 

degree or credential, 

 and invest in workforce training that includes business partnerships and 

apprenticeships. 

The prominence of these strategies within the campaign underscores their significance to 

the nation’s economy and workforce, and the breadth of the recommendations illustrates 

that there is no silver bullet to improving the nation’s low community college completion 

rates. It is promising, however, that the Biden Administration publicly committed to 

supporting community colleges that implement “evidence-based practices and innovative 

solutions to increase their students’ retention and completion of credentials” (Biden, n.d., 

para. 8). Hopefully, community college leaders will accept this invitation to apply for 

additional funding to support new student completion strategies, inclusive of an enhanced 

focus on faculty satisfaction. 

It should be noted that the body of literature to date regarding faculty job 

satisfaction has been built primarily by researchers seeking to improve the faculty 
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experience or to reduce faculty attrition (Ababneh, 2020; Calkins et al., 2019; Johnsrud & 

Rosser, 2002; O'Meara et al., 2016; Rosser, 2004; Rosser & Townsend, 2006). 

Unfortunately, neither of these objectives are explicitly focused on the customers they 

serve, students. In fact, there is scarce research that explores a relationship between 

faculty job satisfaction and student success.  

Among the few relevant studies, Corbin (1998) suggested that faculty levels of 

satisfaction were largely determined by the perceived level of students’ academic 

successes and failures. While this adds weight to the presumption of a critical 

relationship, his findings were anecdotal and not empirically-based. Also, Romine et al. 

(2018) conducted a secondary analysis on student retention and success across four-year 

institutions offering bachelor’s and advanced degrees. The intent of their study was to 

explore the relationship of student outcomes to a multi-variable measure of 

administrative services. However, as a small part of the meta-analysis, they also found 

that there was a positive relationship between average faculty pay and benefits and 

student retention and success.   

While thematically germane, these studies do not specifically explore the 

existence of a relationship between faculty job satisfaction and student success. If such a 

relationship exists, its importance cannot be overstated (Hebert, 2019). Not only would it 

suggest another potential strategy to address low community college completion rates, 

but it would also simultaneously spotlight the need to consider the faculty experience. 

Further, linking these two concepts would demonstrate that the same effect between job 

satisfaction and customer outcomes found in service industries and healthcare also exists 

in higher education. It would also imply that a faculty member’s perception of their own 
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work experience may affect, both positively and negatively, their students’ persistence to 

graduate (Hebert, 2019; Lyons & Akroyd, 2014).  
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Chapter Three: Methods and Design for Action 

To restate the study’s problem of practice, low community college graduation 

rates in the United States prevent many non-completers from benefiting from the 

economic and employment advantages of a degree (Levesque, 2018). Retention strategies 

abound, yet little has been researched about the possible impact of faculty job satisfaction 

on student completion. To address this research gap, this study sought to answer the 

following research questions: 

1. What is the relationship between faculty job satisfaction and student graduation 

rates at community colleges?  

2. Which facets of faculty job satisfaction most closely align with student graduation 

rates at community colleges? 

3. In what type of environment (defined by institutional characteristics) is faculty 

job satisfaction most closely related to student graduation rates at community 

colleges? 

This chapter outlines the design of this research study, including the research method, 

design structure, data sources, instrumentation, data analysis, and evaluation. The 

researcher also acknowledges the study’s limitations, noting strategies used to reduce the 

impact of these limitations to the study results.   

Study Purpose and Design 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between faculty job 

satisfaction and student completion, specifically within community colleges. Its premise 

is founded on existing theoretical and empirical research on two separate topics: the 
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influence of faculty on students and the influence of employee satisfaction on customer 

satisfaction (DiMatteo et al., 1993; Dwyer, 2017; Grandey et al., 2011; Hoffman, 2014; 

Homburg & Stock, 2004; McArthur, 2005; Mendoza & Maldonado, 2014; Micari & 

Pazos, 2012; Moskowitz and Dewaele, 2021; Netemeyer et al., 2010; Perry et al., 2018; 

Perumal & Sehgal, 2003; Sengin, 2001; Subramony et al., 2008; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 

2005; Wangenheim et al., 2007; Wei et al., 2021; Weisman and Nathanson, 1985; 

Whitman et al., 2010). This study uniquely brought these two concepts together and has 

done so in the context of community colleges, an environment that lends itself to 

considerable faculty/student engagement (Shannon et al., 1998; Twombly & Townsend, 

2008).  

The study aligns with an action research method, the intent to identify a new 

student success strategy that could be implemented by college leaders and administrators 

(Peterson & Zambo, 2017).  

Design 

Generally speaking, this study evaluated the relationship between two key 

variables in existing settings, as opposed to testing the impact of one variable on another 

in an experimental setting. As such, a non-experimental design was appropriate and a 

correlational research method employed (Creswell, 2014). Further, using the 

classification system encouraged by Johnson (2001) for non-experimental research, the 

study is best defined as a descriptive study meant to document and describe a 

phenomenon. It is also cross-sectional, meaning that data were collected at a single point 

in time or during a single, relatively brief period of time and then compared across 

variables of interest (Johnson, 2001). A three-year period (academic years 2016-2017, 
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2017-2018, 2018-2019) was chosen because it represents 150% of the expected time to 

complete a degree or certificate at a two-year, post-secondary degree institution, 

consistent with the reporting standard of The Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 

System (IPEDS). This institutional student graduation rate measure is a key variable in 

this study and can be calculated based on widely and uniformly reported data to IPEDS. 

IPEDS is the Department of Education database to which all institutions receiving federal 

financial aid must annually report various data.  

It should be noted that at the time this research study was conducted, there were 

graduation data available in IPEDS associated with a first-time, full-time cohort of 

students who started in the fall of 2017. However, because 150% of expected completion 

time for this cohort continued until the end of Spring 2020, I intentionally opted to use 

the prior year’s cohort to avoid variability in the data due to the COVID-19 impact.  

This study’s other key variable is institutional faculty job satisfaction, so defined 

as an aggregate measure of collaboration; compensation, benefits, and work/life balance; 

job satisfaction/support; supervisors/department chairs; and teaching environment. These 

topics represent five of the fifteen survey dimensions included in the ModernThink 

Higher Education Insight Survey© (see Appendix A).   

For broader context, from 2017 to 2019 the ModernThink Higher Education 

Insight Survey© contained 60 core belief statements (see Appendix B). While these 

questions were not grouped thematically when presented to respondents, they were 

categorized and reported by ModernThink LLC across 15 core dimensions, as follows: 

collaboration; college leadership; communication; compensation, benefits and work/life 

balance; facilities; fairness; faculty, administration and staff relations; job 
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satisfaction/support; policies, resources, and efficiency; pride; professional development; 

respect and appreciation; shared governance; supervisors/department chairs; and teaching 

environment. 

The ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey© can be used as a tool to 

measure faculty job satisfaction, however it was not exclusively designed to do so. When 

deployed, it is invariably distributed to all faculty, staff, and administrators so that 

institutions could understand the extent to which its employees are engaged in the 

organization. The survey also helps institutions measure the effectiveness of its 

organizational policies and managerial practices.  

Toward ensuring a more concise subset of questions to exclusively measure 

faculty job satisfaction, only the five aforementioned survey dimensions (collaboration; 

compensation, benefits, and work/life balance; job satisfaction/support; 

supervisors/department chairs; and teaching environment) were selected. These topics, 

and the associated survey belief statements, most closely align with the facets of faculty 

job satisfaction prevalent within academic literature. See Table 1 within chapter two for 

corresponding quantitative and qualitative research (Ambrose, 2005; Johnrud & Rosser, 

2002; Calkins et al., 2019; Lyons & Akroyd, 2014; Locke et al., 1983; Mamiseishvili & 

Rosser, 2011; Rice & Austin, 1988; Rosser, 2004; Rosser, 2005; Rosser & Townsend, 

2006).  

Participants and Data Sources 

Participants and Sampling 

This study uses total population sampling and includes community colleges (i.e., 

two-year public institutions) in the United States that administered the ModernThink 
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Higher Education Insight Survey© to their faculty in 2017, 2018, or 2019. This approach 

provides a holistic view of the population, taking most advantage of the access granted to 

a proprietary data source while eliminating the potential for biased sample selection.  

Data Sources 

Faculty job satisfaction data were sourced from a proprietary dataset from the 

ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey©. The ModernThink Higher Education 

Insight Survey© was specifically developed for higher education with input from a panel 

of higher education industry experts (R. Boyer, personal communication, July 23, 2019). 

It was adapted from the ModernThink Insight Survey, which was already successfully 

being used in several other best place to work programs (R. Boyer, personal 

communication, July 23, 2019). Research Applications, Inc., a third-party testing service, 

tested the survey and found it to be a strong and reliable instrument accounting for 69% 

of variance in the survey data with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.9863 (Dusing, 2017).   

To gain access to these data, I outreached to Rich Boyer, partner at ModernThink 

LLC. Mr. Boyer graciously authorized limited access to specific data related to this study 

toward advancing further research related to job satisfaction in higher education 

workplaces.  

Data from the 2017, 2018, and 2019 ModernThink Higher Education Insight 

Survey© were collected online anonymously and confidentially. These secondary data 

were originally collected on behalf of institutions seeking insight into the quality of the 

workplace experience from the perspective of their faculty and staff (Great Colleges to 

Work For, n.d.). Employees voluntarily completed the ModernThink Higher Education 

Insight Survey© and were assured that their responses would only be reported in the 
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aggregate and not tied to their individual responses. There were no required costs for 

institutions nor for employees to participate, however some institutions opted to purchase 

supplemental consulting services and/or reports from ModernThink LLC.  

ModernThink LLC continues to hold and store the full dataset related to the 

ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey© and provided only anonymized 

response data that were relevant to this dissertation. These data did not contain any 

identifiable properties that could connect an individual to their respective response. A 

Data Usage, Confidentiality, and Non-Disclosure Agreement was also signed to confirm 

the appropriate use and protection of the data (see Appendix C). 

The data extract provided for the study included raw survey responses by 

individual participant and to all survey questions. Responses to the belief statement were 

reported numerically coded on a 1 to 5 scale representing the following responses: 

Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Sometimes Agree/Sometimes Disagree, Agree, and 

Strongly Agree. Participants were also given the option to voluntarily provide responses 

to two additional open-ended questions, reminded not to include any personal or 

identifiable information. The two questions were: 

 What do you appreciate most about working at this institution?  

 What would make this institution a better place to work? 

These verbatim responses were also provided to the researcher, by institution and by 

individual participant. 

Student graduation rates were accessed through IPEDS, which houses the largest 

non-restricted sample of outcome measures for community colleges. This dataset was 

created beginning in 1999 due to the Student Right-to-Know and Campus Security Act 
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requiring all colleges receiving federal financial aid to report first-time, full-time student 

graduate rates.  

Data Analysis and Evaluation 

 The data analysis for this study aligned with the descriptive nature of this 

research. To better describe and explore the relationship between institutional faculty job 

satisfaction and institutional student graduation rates, approaches included exploring 

descriptive statistics such as central tendencies and measures of dispersion, employing 

data visualization methods, and measuring strength of association through correlation 

analysis. 

To be able to address the study’s research questions, an aggregate institutional 

faculty job satisfaction score was calculated for each institution from the identified subset 

of relevant survey statements included in Appendix A. If applicable, an institution’s 

participation across multiple years during the specified three-year period was also 

considered.   

For questions one and two, the aggregate institutional faculty satisfaction score 

was paired with the same institution’s first-time, full-time student graduation rate to 

explore the nature, strength, and direction of the two key variables. Data visualizations 

were used to explore the strength and direction of the relationship. This was followed by 

a correlation analysis to determine whether institutional levels of faculty job satisfaction, 

both as an aggregate measure and by specific survey dimension, were related to student 

graduation rates. Thereafter, qualitative analyses were conducted of the verbatim 

responses to determine if any themes naturally emerged that supported the quantitative 
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findings and/or provided additional insight between the relationship between faculty job 

satisfaction and student graduation rates. 

For the final research question, to understand the specific types of community 

college environments where faculty job satisfaction is most closely related to student 

completion, institutions were categorized by the following moderating variables: 

institution size, student to faculty ratio, campus setting, and region. Relationships 

between institutional faculty job satisfaction and student completion rates were again 

explored through data visualizations and correlation analysis to understand the strength 

and direction of the study’s key variables: institutional faculty job satisfaction and 

institutional student graduation rates.  

Finally, participants’ responses to the open-ended questions were again reviewed 

by institution and in relation to institutional graduation rates to explore any salient 

associations across various institutional characteristics.   

All of the above analyses were conducted using Microsoft Excel, Taguette, and 

SPSS software. 

Targets and Timeline 

To be able to conduct the data analysis for this research study, I outreached to 

ModernThink LLC in 2019 to request access to data from its Higher Education Insight 

Survey©. These data were made available by ModernThink LLC following approval of 

the research design in January 2022. Data from IPEDS were also downloaded in January 

2022. 

The above extant data were not collected specifically for this study, nor were 

there other data collected from human subjects of research. As such, the study was 
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considered exempt from a formal review of the institutional review board of Plymouth 

State University. 

Limitations 

There are several known limitations to the study, as is the case with most 

scientific research.  

First and foremost, there are myriad factors that impact student completion. These 

include not only institutional support, evident in this study’s conceptual model, but also 

students’ academic preparation, financial resources, college experiences, and socio-

cultural backgrounds (Creighton, 2007). As such, it was not possible to isolate, nor 

evaluate, a causal relationship between faculty job satisfaction and student graduation 

based on the available extant data and the study’s research design.  

Secondly, the study did not measure job satisfaction data from specific faculty 

against the completion rates of students in their respective classes. Instead, this was a 

high-level study that assessed institutional faculty job satisfaction in relation to 

institutional student completion data. In this respect, the fact that the study used 

secondary data instead of primary data made inclusion of a greater number of institutions 

more feasible, arguably strengthening the generalizability of the findings. 

In addition, while graduation rates reported at 150% of normal time for first-time, 

full-time students are most prevalent and accessible, community college students often 

take longer than three-years to complete for a variety of reasons. One such reason is that 

62% of full-time community college students and 72% of part-time community college 

students also hold a job while matriculated (American Association of Community 
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College, 2021). Nonetheless, the three-year timeframe is consistent across the sample and 

thus, not expected to significantly impact the study results.   

 Finally, it is necessary to disclose that I previously worked five years as the chief 

human resources officer for a statewide system of community colleges. This system of 

seven colleges all administered the ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey© in 

2017 and 2019, therefore these institutions were included in the total population 

sampling. While I sought to improve both faculty and staff satisfaction at these colleges 

during those years as part of my role, it bears repeating that the survey was administered 

by a third-party, the survey was completely voluntary, and strict controls were in place to 

ensure that individual responses were not tied to specific respondents.  

Summary 

Given the considerable benefits to students, communities, and the economy by 

improving community college graduation rates, the purpose of this study was to 

investigate a new strategy to supplement student completion efforts. Built upon 

theoretical and empirical research from within and outside of higher education, this 

descriptive, mixed-methods study used extant data to explore whether a relationship 

exists between levels of institutional faculty job satisfaction and student graduation rates. 

The study’s intent was to catalyze future research and discourse on the topic, as informed 

by the results.  
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Chapter Four: Description of Findings and Recommended Actions  

As informed by the previous chapters, the subsequent sections describe this 

study’s analyses and findings related to the following research questions: 

1. What is the relationship between faculty job satisfaction and student 

graduation rates at community colleges?  

2. Which facets of faculty job satisfaction most closely align with student graduation 

rates at community colleges? 

3. In what type of environment (defined by institutional characteristics) is faculty 

job satisfaction most closely related to student graduation rates at community 

colleges? 

Specifically, this chapter describes the exploration and interpretation of the 

data, followed by a commentary as to how the findings relate to the foundational 

research that framed this study. Thereafter, a broader interpretation of the results is 

presented, suggesting the implications and impact on having identified a new lens 

and strategy for addressing low graduation rates. Finally, recommendations are 

proffered as to how this study can inform further research and future educational 

leadership practices.  

Discussion of Findings 

 As previously stated, this study uses secondary data from two separate sources. 

Faculty job satisfaction was derived from a dataset provided by ModernThink and student 

graduation rates were sourced from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

(IPEDS).  
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Data from ModernThink contained raw survey response scores from faculty 

respondents (anonymized) from two-year colleges, coded on a 1 to 5 scale representing 

the following responses: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Sometimes Agree/Sometimes 

Disagree, Agree, and Strongly Agree. The data contained some question responses that 

were coded as “6,” which meant that the respondent selected “N/A,” and some responses 

coded as “0,” which indicated a non-response. To not improperly ascribe meaning to non-

applicable or skipped questions, I made an intentional decision to remove these 

responses. 

The full dataset I was provided represented 149 institutions. Because the 

population defined for this study consisted exclusively of public, two-year institutions, 

three schools that were classified as Baccalaureate/Associate institutions were removed 

as well as one private institution.  

Data were then downloaded from IPEDS for the remaining institutions to 

determine each institution’s student graduation rate. Specifically, for each school I 

divided the number of first-time, full-time students that began in the 2016-2017 academic 

year who completed a degree or certificate within 150% of normal time by the number of 

first-time, full-time degree or certificate seeking students in the adjusted cohort who 

began in 2016-2017. (“Adjusted cohort” was intentionally selected as it allows for 

exclusions due to death of a student, permanent disability, military deployment, or 

service on an official church mission or with a foreign aid service of the Federal 

government.)  

During this process, an additional 13 of these institutions did not report degree or 

certificate awards for the 2016-2017 cohort. This was because of different reporting 
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guidelines due to their classification in IPEDS as “Public, 4-year or above” institutions, 

despite many of them offering more associate degrees than baccalaureate degrees. 

Nonetheless, absent this information, it was necessary to also exclude these institutions 

from the study.  

Descriptive Statistics of Faculty Job Satisfaction Data 

Across the raw participant responses to the 21 faculty job satisfaction-related 

questions from the ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey© there were 269,622 

valid responses measured on a 5-point Likert scale of level of agreement (Median = 4, 

Mode = 5). Table 3 lists the frequency and distribution of the responses. 

Table 3  

Frequencies of Participant Responses to the ModernThink Higher Education Insight 
Survey© 

  Responses 
    N Percent 

 1 - Strongly Disagree 11,876 4.4% 
 2 - Disagree 16,301 6.0% 
 3 - Sometimes Agree/Sometimes Disagree 45,399 16.8% 
 4 - Agree 90,830 33.7% 

  5 - Strongly Agree 105,216 39.0% 
Total     269,622 100.0% 

 

To visually depict the data, the responses were plotted as a histogram and a box plot in 

figures 2 and 3, respectively. 
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Figure 2 

Histogram of Participant Responses to the ModernThink Higher Education Insight 
Survey© 

 

Figure 3 

Box Plot of Participant Responses to the ModernThink Higher Education Insight 
Survey© 

 

Clearly, the majority of responses are highly clustered around 4 and 5, corresponding 

with “Agree” and “Strongly Agree” on the survey. A similar distribution of responses 
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was also prevalent when analyzed by individual question, with few exceptions. As a 

result, I determined that utilizing the mode or median exclusively for quantitative 

analysis would prove problematic.  

In further analysis of the distribution of participant responses, skewness was 

calculated at 1.87 (SE = 0.005) resulting in a long-left tail. Given that the generally 

accepted range for a normal skewness distribution is between 0.00 and 1.00, this indicates 

a non-normal distribution (Faherty, 2008). 

 As related to the reliability and internal consistency of the questions measuring 

faculty job satisfaction, a Cronbach σ was calculated. Because there were five specific 

faculty job satisfaction dimensions identified based on this study’s literature review, a 

Cronbach σ was calculated to measure internal consistency across each dimension and 

across all questions as a whole (see Table 4).  

Table 4  

Reliability Analysis of Faculty Satisfaction within Survey Dimensions and Overall 

  
Dimension Cronbach σ 
Collaboration 0.82 
Compensation, Benefits, and Work/Life Balance 0.77 
Job Satisfaction/Support 0.79 
Supervisors/Department Chairs 0.95 
Teaching Environment 0.54 
Overall 0.96 

 

A σ-value greater than 0.7 generally suggests an acceptable level of reliability (Tavakol 

& Dennick, 2011). This standard was exceeded in all instances, suggesting high internal 

consistency. 
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Finally, Table 5 includes the frequency each institution participated in the 

ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey© between 2017 to 2019. These years 

correspond with the timeframe used for the student graduation rate for the first-time, full-

time student cohort included in this study. 

Table 5 

Two-Year Public Institutions Considered for Study that Participated in the ModernThink Higher 
Education Insight Survey© Between 2017 and 2019 

    
Participated 1 Year Participated 2 Years Participated 3 Years Total 

70 35 27 132 
  

While this inconsistency in participation may initially present as problematic, an 

examination of the data revealed similarities in the institutional data across multiple years 

(See Figure 4). 

Figure 4 

Consistency in Response Data Among Institutions that Participated Multiple Years 
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Aggregating the raw individual participant responses, by year, the median score of those 

institutions that participated in multiple years of the study was identical 77.4% of the 

time. Likewise, the mode of those institutions that participated in multiple years of the 

study was identical 75.8% of the time. Based on these analyses, there appeared to be 

general consistency of the faculty job satisfaction data, by institution, across the selected 

three-year period. Accordingly, all 132 institutions that participated in the ModernThink 

Higher Education Insight Survey© in 2017, 2018, or 2019 were considered for inclusion 

in the study’s population. 

Descriptive Statistics of Student Graduation Data 

For this study, data related to student graduation rates sourced from IPEDS were 

evaluated for normality using descriptive statistics, which included the use of mean, 

standard deviation, and visual representations (e.g., histogram, stem and leaf plot, box 

plot). The dataset contained values from .11 to .73; however, the graphical distributions 

identified two extreme outliers on the top end of the range. Those outliers were removed 

from the data, however, it still resulted in an asymmetrical, bimodal distribution of 

graduation rates despite a skewness of 0.16 (SE = .21) and a kurtosis of -.60 (SE = .42), 

both considered within normal range. The distribution of institutional student graduation 

rates is graphically represented in a histogram and box plot in Figures 5 and Figure 6, 

respectively (M = 0.32; Median = 0.32; SD = 0.09).  
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Figure 5 

Histogram Depicting Distribution of Institutional Student Graduation Rates 

 

Figure 6 

Box Plot Depicting Distribution of Institutional Student Graduation Rates 

 

Research Question 1 

With respect to the first research question that explores the relationship between 

faculty job satisfaction and student graduation rates at community colleges, both 

quantitative and qualitative analyses were conducted. 
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For the quantitative analysis, an institutional faculty job satisfaction score was 

calculated equivalent to the relative frequency of how many participant responses 

supported the survey’s belief statements. Specifically, for each institution, a count of the 

responses that were 4s and a count of the responses that were 5s were added together. 

This sum was then divided by the total count of participant responses for that institution, 

yielding an institutional faculty job satisfaction score.   

Regarding those institutions that participated in multiple years, the score was 

similarly calculated with participant responses combined across years within each survey 

question. Because the secondary source data provided was raw data, each response was 

equally weighted. 

Next, a scatterplot was used to examine the relationship between institutional 

faculty job satisfaction and institutional student graduation rates. See Figure 7. 

Figure 7 

Scatterplot Depicting Relationship Between Institutional Faculty Job Satisfaction and 
Institutional Student Graduation Rates 
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The scatterplot did not reveal an obvious pattern to the data.  Further, it revealed that the 

respective variables did not share the same scale, which presented as a limitation.    

To quantify the strength and direction of the relationship between two variables, a 

Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated. It should be noted, however, that this was 

an imperfect analysis tool given the circumstances. Both the faculty job satisfaction data 

and the student graduation rates presented as nonnormal distributions, and the Pearson 

correlation is a linear model based on a bivariate normal distribution. Noting this 

limitation, a Spearman rank correlation was also calculated as it is the nonparametric 

equivalent of the Pearson correlation appropriate to use with ordinal levels of 

measurement (Frey, 2018). This includes Likert scale data, like that which was collected 

through the ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey©  

In neither case was there a strong association between the two variables, nor were 

the results statistically significant.  See Table 6. 

Table 6 

Correlations Between Faculty Job Satisfaction and Student Graduation Rate 

        
  Institutional Student Graduation Rate 
 N  Pearson 

Correlation 
p  Spearman 

Correlation 
p 

Institutional Faculty Job Satisfaction 130  0.08 0.39  0.09 0.29 
        

Using another lens to explore the relationship between institutional faculty job 

and institutional student graduation rates, the faculty job satisfaction data was sorted into 

two groups: colleges that have higher graduation rates and colleges that have lower 

graduation rates. Thereafter, a two-tailed, independent samples t-test was conducted to 

compare faculty job satisfaction between the two population means. This calculation was 
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used to determine if there was a statistical difference between the two groups, which 

would suggest an overall difference in faculty job satisfaction between colleges with 

higher and lower student graduation rates. 

For this analysis, colleges with higher student graduation rates were classified as 

those institutions determined to have graduation rates that were in the top two quartiles of 

those included in this study. Conversely, colleges with low graduation rates were 

determined to be those institutions with graduation rates in the bottom two quartiles of 

those included in this study. This same test was then run a second time; however, it 

compared institutions with graduation rates in the top quartile to those institutions with 

graduation rates in the bottom quartile. In relation to both t-tests, the results were 

inconclusive. See Table 7 and Table 8, respectively.  

Table 7 

Results of t-test for Faculty Job Satisfaction by Institutional Graduation Rate, Two 
Quartiles 
 

                     Student Graduation Rate   
   Top Two Quartiles Bottom Two Quartiles 
 M  SD  M  SD p t df 

Faculty Job Satisfaction 0.71  0.09  0.72  0.08 0.39 -0.87 64 
           

Table 8 

Results of t-test for Faculty Job Satisfaction by Institutional Graduation Rate, One 
Quartile 
 

                     Student Graduation Rate   
       Top Quartile Bottom Quartile  
 M  SD  M  SD p t df 

Faculty Job Satisfaction 0.72  0.07  0.71  0.08 0.60 -0.52 32 
           

The above quantitative analysis did not indicate a relationship of statistical 

significance between institutional faculty job satisfaction and institutional student 
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graduation rates among the institutions included in this study. However, to further 

explore this relationship, additional analysis was performed using the available secondary 

qualitative data from the survey participants. Respondents had been invited to answer the 

following optional, open-ended questions at the end of the ModernThink Higher 

Education Insight Survey©: 

 What do you appreciate most about working at this institution?  

 What would make this institution a better place to work? 

To start processing the data, responses were divided by question and by institution 

and uploaded into Taguette, an open-source qualitative research tool. A strategy of 

inductive coding was used to characterize the topic(s) of the responses. The decision to 

use an inductive coding approach aligns with the descriptive nature of this study, 

exploring data without imposing any preconceived notions. Further, given that the two 

questions are decidedly open-ended, it allowed for descriptive codes to emerge from the 

data rather than them being imposed upon them.  From the inductive coding, twenty-two 

codes were identified, and the majority of responses were then tagged to these codes by 

question and by institution. The coded responses were then aggregated and exported to 

Microsoft Excel, which more easily allowed for review and analysis. 

After reviewing the responses within the 22 codes, 13 principal themes emerged 

(see Table 9). 
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Table 9 

Principal Themes and Codes to Qualitative Responses 

Themes Codes 
Autonomy and Academic Freedom Autonomy 
Collaboration and Shared Governance Collaboration 
Collegiality Collegiality 

 Professionalism 
Communication Communication 
Compensation and Benefits Benefits 

 Compensation 
Department Chair/Supervisor Department 

Chair/Supervisor 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Diversity 

 Equity/Fairness 
Flexibility, Workload, and Work/Life Balance Flexibility 

 Workload 
 Work/Life Balance 

Institutional Resources and Facilities Resources 
 Job Security 

Leadership and Administration Leadership 
Professional Development and Opportunities for Advancement Professional 

Development/Training 
 Opportunities for 

Advancement 
Recognition and Appreciation  Recognition 
Students and the Community  Students  

 Community  
 Reputation 
  

The principal themes that emerged generally overlapped with the five faculty job 

satisfaction dimensions identified for this study, however, the themes also extended well 

beyond. Some codes became a theme in it of itself, like communication, while others, like 

students, community, and reputation were consolidated into the theme students and the 

community.  In several instances, a code became a broader theme to better reflect the 

nature of the responses. For example, when reviewing the responses coded to autonomy, 
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the concept of academic freedom appeared frequently enough to befit the theme 

autonomy and academic freedom. 

The principal themes became the basis for a comparative thematic analysis as 

viewed in the context of institutional student graduation rates. More specifically, the 

themes and their underlying responses were compared between institutions with student 

graduation rates in the top quartile and institutions with student graduation rates in the 

bottom quartile. Two major differences were evident.  

The first was that when looking at the responses to the question “What do you 

appreciate most about working at this organization?,” responses related to the principal 

theme leadership and administration were more prevalent, and generally more effusive, 

among institutions with higher student graduation rates compared to institutions with 

lower student graduation rates. At institutions with higher student graduation rates, 

leadership and administration presented as a general theme among 23 of the 32 

institutions with higher student graduation rates and was a prominent theme among nine 

of them. Conversely, leadership and administration appeared as a general theme in 17 of 

the 32 institutions with lower student graduation rates and was a prominent theme among 

only two. Key words associated with participants’ description of leadership and 

administration included: support, communication, transparency, care, and vision. 

Representative participant responses from institutions with higher student graduation 

rates are shown in Table 10. 
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Table 10 

Participant Responses Coded as Leadership and Administration from Institutions with 
Student Graduation Rates in the Top Quartile  
  
 
There is a newfound sense of positivity here. And this is very much because of our new and very talented 
president and leadership team.  

Our current (recently changed) leadership team (president/vice president, etc.) is relational, positive, open, 
and encouraging.  
I really appreciate being able to text my administrators and feel that we have direct communication.  

The current president openly and honestly communicates with all employees. He has been a true "breath 
of fresh air" at this institution  
Administrators trust faculty to make decisions for the good of the students and the institution.  

The administration is approachable, collaborative, and open to new ideas. I feel valued as a professor and 
have the freedom to do my job well.  
  
 
Note. Responses are to the question "What do you appreciate most about working at this institution? 

 
This finding suggests that overall faculty attitude toward leadership and administration is 

a dimension of faculty job satisfaction that was not specifically included in this study, but 

that may be related to institutional student graduation rates.  

The other notable thematic difference that emerged between institutions with 

higher student graduation rates and institutions with lower student graduation rates 

related to the question “What would make this institution a better place to work?” After 

reviewing the qualitative data, the theme of diversity, equity, and inclusion was 

noticeably more prevalent among institutions with lower student graduation rates than at 

institutions with higher student graduation rates. Further, while this theme did show up 

among both groups, it was a prominent theme almost twice as much among those 

institutions with lower student graduation rates. It should be noted that while some 

responses within this principal theme referenced race and other protected classes, other 

responses were more general, referencing unfairness in such areas of hiring practices, 
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performance management, or resource allocation. Key words associated with this theme 

included: diversity, favoritism, fairness, equity, and consistency. Examples from 

institutions with lower student graduation rates are shown in Table 11. 

Table 11 

Participant Responses Coded as Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion from Institutions with 
Student Graduation Rates in the Bottom Quartile  
  
 
Consistent practices so that everyone gets the same respect, opportunities, treatment. 
Fair hiring and salary practices regardless of race. 

More differentiation between employees who simply "show up" to work and those who are fully 
committed to serving our students, our fellow employees, and our institution. 
Hire and promote people based on skills and abilities, not on connections and/or political savvy. 

Address institutional racism and cultivate a culture that is more inclusive of minorities and support 
internal advancement for these members. 
We need to continue our work towards a campus that is both more diverse and supportive of diversity. 
  
 
Note. Responses are to the question "What would make this institution a better place to work? 

 
This finding suggests that levels of faculty dissatisfaction around diversity, equity, and 

inclusion at an institution may be a distinct faculty job satisfaction dimension associated 

with institutional student graduate rates.  

 In summary, with respect to the first research question, the quantitative analysis 

did not result in a finding of statistical significance between an aggregate measure of 

faculty job satisfaction and institutional student graduation rates. However, within the 

qualitative data analysis, two specific faculty job satisfaction dimensions emerged that 

may have an associative relationship with institutional student graduation rates: faculty 

satisfaction as related to college leadership and administration and faculty dissatisfaction 

with levels of fairness, equity, and diversity at their respective institutions.  
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Research Question 2 

With respect to research question two, again noting the imperfect model given the 

non-normality of the data, correlational analyses were conducted to explore whether the 

defined faculty job satisfaction dimensions aligned with the institutional student 

graduation rates. Both the Pearson correlation and a Spearman rank correlation are 

reported in Table 12 for each comparison. 

Table 12 

Correlations Between Institutional Dimensions of Faculty Job Satisfaction and 
Institutional Student Graduation Rate 
                

  Institutional Student Graduation Rate 

Faculty Job Satisfaction Dimension 
N 

  Pearson 
Correlation p 

  Spearman 
Correlation p 

Collaboration 130  0.11 0.23  0.13 0.13 
Compensation, Benefits & Work/Life 
Balance 130  0.07 0.45  0.07 0.41 
Job Satisfaction/Support 130  0.06 0.52  0.07 0.41 
Supervisors/Department Chairs 130  0.08 0.39  0.09 0.29 
Teaching Environment 130   0.68 0.44   0.09 0.30 

 

Among the faculty job satisfaction survey dimensions, collaboration most closely aligned 

with student graduation rates at community colleges. However, absent an acceptable level 

of statistical significance among any of the correlations, there were no associations 

between the institutional faculty job satisfaction dimensions and institutional student 

graduation rates. 

 This research question did not lend itself to a qualitative analysis insomuch that 

the faculty job satisfaction dimensions were not exact matches to themes that emerged 

during the through the inductive coding process. Accordingly, based on the quantitative 
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results cited above, the specific faculty job satisfaction dimensions identified for this 

study appear did not appear to align with student graduation rates. 

Research Question 3 

To address the third and final research question, institutional characteristics were 

also factored into the correlation analysis. As previously described in Chapter Three, the 

institutional characteristic categories include region, degree of urbanization, region, 

student faculty ratio, and size of institution. The specific institutional characteristics 

within each of these categories are listed with additional detail in Table 13.  

Table 13 

Descriptions of the Institutional Characteristic Categories 
   
Institutional 
Characteristic Category 

Institutional 
Characteristic 

Institutional Characteristic Detail 

Degree of Urbanization City Includes city-large, city-midsize, and city-small 
 Rural Includes rural-fringe, rural-distant, and rural-remote 
 Suburb Includes suburb-large, suburb-midsize, and suburb-

small 
 Town Includes town-fringe, town-distant, and town-remote 

Institutional 
Characteristic Category 

Institutional 
Characteristic 

Institutional Characteristic Detail 

Region Far West AK, CA, HI, NV, OR, WA 
 Great Lakes IL, IN, MI, OH, WI 
 Mid East DE, DC, MD, NJ, NY, PA 
 New England CT, ME, MA, NH, RI, VT 
 Plains IA, KS, MN, MO, NE, ND, SD 
 Rocky Mountains CO, ID, MT, UT, WY 
 Southeast AL, AR, GL, GA, KY, LA, MS, NC, SC, TN, VA, WV 
 Southwest AZ, NM, OK, TX 

Student Faculty Ratio Student Faculty 
Ratio 

Ratio of full-time equivalent students to full-time 
equivalent instructional staff 

Size of Institution Small 500 - 2,999 students 
 Medium 3,000 - 9,999 students 
 Large 10,000 or more students 

Note. Institutional characteristics sourced from The Integrated Postsecondary Data System 
except for size of institution which was provided as part of the ModernThink dataset.  
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Correlation analysis of institutional faculty job satisfaction and institutional student 

graduation rates were conducted across various institutional characteristics and almost no 

correlations of statistical significance found. An exception was the relationship between 

institutional faculty job satisfaction and institutional student graduation rates among non-

city colleges with greater than 3,000 students. This subset was identified by removing 

city colleges within the degree of urbanization variable and removing small colleges 

within the variable size. A scatterplot representing the relationship between the remaining 

46 institutions is represented in Figure 8. 

Figure 8 

Scatterplot Depicting Relationship Between Institutional Faculty Job Satisfaction and 
Institutional Student Graduation Rates at Non-City Colleges With Greater Than 1,000 
Students 

 
Again, acknowledging the limitation based on the non-normality of the data distribution, 

a Pearson correlation coefficient was computed to assess the linear relationship between 

strong institutional faculty dissatisfaction and institutional student graduation rates. A 
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nonparametric Spearman’s rank correlation was also calculated. Both calculations 

resulted in a positive correlation of statistical significance, as depicted in Table 14 below. 

Table 14 

Correlations Between Faculty Job Satisfaction and Student Graduation Rate at Non-City 
Colleges with Greater Than 1,000 Students 

        
  Institutional Student Graduation Rate 
 N  Pearson 

Correlation 
p  Spearman 

Correlation 
p 

Institutional Faculty Job Satisfaction 46  0.32 0.03  0.36 0.01 
        

Although it was not a particularly strong correlation, there are implications to this 

finding, nonetheless. One is that despite the many other factors that affect student 

graduation rates, in certain circumstances faculty job satisfaction may be related to 

institutional student graduation rates. Another is that there may be specific conditions 

inherent to the environments of small and city-based community colleges that temper the 

impact that faculty job satisfaction has on institutional student graduation rates. Possible 

insight into these specific conditions was discovered when exploring the qualitative data 

across institutional characteristics, as noted below. 

Within the participant responses from institutions of the same size group (small, 

medium, large), there were noticeably more faculty concerns expressed about diversity, 

equity, and inclusion among colleges with student graduation rates in the bottom quartile 

compared to those in the top quartile. However, this was only true at medium and large 

colleges and included such pointed criticism of an "old boys club mentality" and the need 

to "address institutional racism and cultivate a culture that is more inclusive of 

minorities." At smaller schools, there was no appreciable difference. One plausible 
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explanation may be that at smaller institutions, a smaller workforce creates greater social 

accountability for equity and fairness that is inherently not present at larger schools. 

Likewise, within the participant responses from institutions of the same degree of 

urbanization (city, rural, suburb, town), there was noticeably more faculty dissatisfaction 

expressed about leadership and administration among institutions with student graduation 

rates in the bottom quartile compared to those with student graduations rates in the top 

quartile. Yet, this was only true at institutions in towns, suburbs, and rural areas. At city 

schools, it was the opposite. One stark difference in the physical environment of city 

colleges is that they often have less of a traditional campus feel, meaning less indoor and 

outdoor space to congregate. This may provide fewer opportunities for informal social 

interaction between faculty and administrators, irrespective of student graduation rate.   

With respect to the student faculty ratio, despite employing multiple binning 

methods to facilitate analysis, there were no notable qualitative findings to suggest that it 

affects the relationship between institutional faculty job satisfaction and institutional 

student graduation rates. And related to region, the final institutional characteristic, there 

were too few schools associated with each geographic sector and an appropriate analysis 

could not be conducted.  

Summary of Findings 

 There were several notable findings in this research study, some expected and 

some unexpected. Based on the conceptual framework for this study, improving faculty 

job satisfaction was thought to be a strategy to improve student persistence and 

completion by way of emotional contagion. Even though it is only one of several 

strategies included in the framework, it was expected that there would be a relationship 
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between institutional faculty job satisfaction and institutional student graduation rates. 

Through a quantitative analysis, when examining the two variables across all the 

institutions included in this study, no such association was found. However, when 

factoring in institutional characteristics, an environment was found within which faculty 

job satisfaction was positively correlated with student graduation rates with statistical 

significance. This initial empirical finding adds new and unique information to the body 

of research seeking to address low graduation rates at community colleges. It is a 

foothold for future researchers, the start of a conversation that faculty satisfaction may 

present as a complementary student completion strategy in certain circumstances.  

In addition, using a qualitative analysis, noticeable differences were identified 

across two distinct faculty job satisfaction dimensions when comparing institutions with 

higher and lower student graduation rates. The first was faculty satisfaction with 

leadership and administration. Faculty at institutions with higher graduation rates 

generally had a more favorable view of leadership and administration. The second was 

faculty dissatisfaction with levels of diversity, equity, and inclusion, which was more 

prevalent among institutions with lower graduation rates. Based on the literature review 

conducted for this study, neither of these job satisfaction dimensions had been identified 

as principal drivers of faculty job satisfaction. As such, related questions from the 

ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey© were not incorporated into the study 

and thus, were not isolated to determine if there were also any quantitative associations of 

significance. While unfortunate, it does provide a logical next step for future research. I 

recommend a modified replication study that incorporates these two faculty job 

satisfaction dimensions into the aggregate faculty job satisfaction measure before again 
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exploring the relationship between student graduation rates. Another recommendation, 

based on this study’s finding that institutional characteristics affect the relationship 

between faculty job satisfaction and student graduation rates, is to explore the 

relationship across different institutional characteristics than those considered in this 

study.   

Organization and Field Impacts 

This study presents initial empirical evidence that faculty job satisfaction may be 

linked to student graduation in certain environments. Accordingly, community college 

leaders should take notice. Prioritizing and appropriating resources to improve the faculty 

experience may simultaneously improve student persistence and completion. 

In addition, two faculty job satisfaction dimensions were identified that may be 

associated with student graduation rates: faculty satisfaction with leadership and 

administration and faculty dissatisfaction with the campus climate around diversity, 

equity, and inclusion. The former may be of particular importance to search committees 

and boards responsible for presidential and key leadership appointments. Candidates 

should be well vetted and have a proven track record of good relationships with faculty.  

Additionally, involvement of faculty in the process should be priority and not an 

afterthought.  

Regarding diversity, equity, and inclusion, there has been a heightened awareness 

around these topics in society, and within higher education, since these data were 

collected (McNair, 2021). This has been fueled by the high-profile tragedy of George 

Floyd, subsequent hate crimes against Asian Americans, and inequities perpetuated by 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Social justice has become a top business imperative, and many 
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organizations have begun or accelerated their efforts to review discriminatory policies 

and integrate more equitable and inclusive practices (Hasselaar et al., 2021). Community 

college leaders must also take measures to prioritize diversity, equity, and inclusion on 

their campuses.  

Recommendations for Advocacy 

During the research process for this study, there was a global pandemic that 

endures to the time this is being written. And even though an intentional decision was 

made for this study to not comingle data from before and after the emergence of COVID-

19, it is worth noting that effects of the pandemic are likely to impact both student 

graduation rates and faculty job satisfaction at community colleges. An early indication 

of this is that the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2021) has already 

reported a severe and unprecedented one-year decrease in student retention at community 

colleges. As related to faculty job satisfaction, many employees began leaving their jobs 

in droves for reasons related to job satisfaction in 2021, dubbed “The Great Resignation” 

(Sull et al., 2022). Exploring either of these areas separately, or together, would build 

upon this research and could provide indications of future workforce and completion 

trends at community colleges.  

Moreover, academics would benefit from additional research focused on defining 

faculty job satisfaction within community colleges. This study lends additional insight to 

the topic, but the lack of consensus on a widely accepted definition remains an 

outstanding concern.  

With respect to higher education leaders and administrators, these findings 

suggest several paths for advocacy. One is to prioritize the importance of the faculty 
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experience which may affect, both positively and negatively, students’ persistence to 

graduate (Hebert, 2019; Lyons & Akroyd, 2014). Another is to intentionally promote and 

nurture a culture of diversity, equity, and inclusion. Not only does faculty perception of 

these values appear to be associated to institutional student graduation rates, Edenfield 

and McBrayer (2021) found that community college students felt more likely to meet 

their educational goals among a diverse student body of students and employees.  

Reflective Summary 

 There were a number of unexpected barriers and challenges that arose during this 

research that helped guide the end product. The most salient was the non-normality of the 

job satisfaction data, which created an imperfect application of correlation analysis. 

However, having additional secondary qualitative data from the same survey participants 

provided another avenue to address the research questions. Interestingly, this was initially 

intended as a quantitative study only. Transitioning to a mixed methods research design 

resulted in a much richer and robust exploration of the topic. 

 In conclusion, the purpose of this dissertation was to determine if faculty job 

satisfaction and student graduation rates were related, indicating that improving faculty 

job may present as a strategy to improve student success. The findings indicated that, in 

certain circumstances, this is indeed the case. Given the shared interest across all 

community colleges to improve graduation rates to benefit students, faculty, and local 

communities, I am hopeful and optimistic that this study will serve as a catalyst for future 

research and positive change. 
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Appendix A 

Select Faculty Job Satisfaction Questions From ModernThink Higher Education Insight 
Survey© 

 
 
Collaboration 
  We have opportunities to contribute to important decisions in my department. 

  People in my department work well together. 

  I can count on people to cooperate across departments. 

  There's a sense that we're all on the same team at this institution. 

Compensation, Benefits & Work/Life Balance 
  I am paid fairly for my work. 

  This institution's benefits meet my needs. 

  My supervisor/department chair supports my efforts to balance my work and personal life. 

  This institution's policies and practices give me the flexibility to manage my work and personal life. 

Job Satisfaction/Support 
  My job makes good use of my skills and abilities. 

  I am given the responsibility and freedom to do my job. 

  I am provided the resources I need to be effective in my job. 

Supervisors/Department Chairs 
  My supervisor/department chair makes his/her expectations clear. 

  I receive feedback from my supervisor/department chair that helps me. 

  I believe what I am told by my supervisor/department chair. 

  My supervisor/department chair regularly models this institution's values.   

  My supervisor/department chair is consistent and fair. 

  My supervisor/department chair actively solicits my suggestions and ideas. 

  I have a good relationship with my supervisor/department chair. 

Teaching Environment 
  There is a good balance of teaching, service and research at this institution. 

  Teaching is appropriately recognized in the evaluation and promotion process. 

  There is appropriate recognition of innovative and high-quality teaching. 
 

 

 

 

 

 



SUPPORTING STUDENTS BY SUPPORTING FACULTY  
 

90 
 

Appendix B:  

ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey©  

1. My job makes good use of my skills and abilities. 
2. I am given the responsibility and freedom to do my job. 
3. My supervisor/department chair makes his/her expectations clear. 
4. I am provided the resources I need to be effective in my job. 
5. I understand how my job contributes to this institution's mission. 
6. I am given the opportunity to develop my skills at this institution. 
7. I receive feedback from my supervisor/department chair that helps me. 
8. When I offer a new idea, I believe it will be fully considered. 
9. I am regularly recognized for my contributions. 
10. I understand the necessary requirements to advance my career. 
11. I am paid fairly for my work. 
12. I believe what I am told by my supervisor/department chair. 
13. We have opportunities to contribute to important decisions in my department. 
14. I can speak up or challenge a traditional way of doing something without fear of 

harming my career. 
15. My supervisor/department chair regularly models this institution’s values. 
16. Promotions in my department are based on a person’s ability. 
17. Our review process accurately measures my job performance. 
18. Issues of low performance are addressed in my department. 
19. My supervisor/department chair is consistent and fair. 
20. My supervisor/department chair actively solicits my suggestions and ideas. 
21. In my department, we communicate openly about issues that impact each other's 

work. 
22. Changes that affect me are discussed prior to being implemented. 
23. People in my department work well together. 
24. I have a good relationship with my supervisor/department chair. 
25. Overall, my department is a good place to work. 
26. I can count on people to cooperate across departments. 
27. Senior leadership provides a clear direction for this institution's future. 
28. My department has adequate faculty/staff to achieve our goals. 
29. The institution takes reasonable steps to provide a safe and secure environment for 

the campus. 
30. Our orientation program prepares new faculty, administration and staff to be 

effective. 
31. The facilities (e.g., classrooms, offices, laboratories) adequately meet my needs. 
32. Our senior leadership has the knowledge, skills and experience necessary for 

institutional success. 
33. There is a good balance of teaching, service, and research at this institution. 
34. This institution’s benefits meet my needs. 
35. Our recognition and awards programs are meaningful to me. 
36. I am proud to be part of this institution. 
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37. Senior leadership shows a genuine interest in the well-being of faculty, administration 
and staff. 

38. The role of faculty in shared governance is clearly stated and publicized. 
39. Faculty are appropriately involved in decisions related to the education program (e.g. 

curriculum development, evaluation). 
40. Teaching is appropriately recognized in the evaluation and promotion process. 
41. Senior leadership communicates openly about important matters. 
42. Faculty, administration and staff are meaningfully involved in institutional planning. 
43. At this institution, we discuss and debate issues respectfully to get better results. 
44. This institution’s policies and practices ensure fair treatment for faculty, 

administration and staff. 
45. At this institution, people are supportive of their colleagues regardless of their 

heritage or background. 
46. Faculty, administration and staff work together to ensure the success of institution 

programs and initiatives. 
47. My supervisor/department chair supports my efforts to balance my work and personal 

life. 
48. Senior leadership regularly models this institution’s values. 
49. This institution actively contributes to the community. 
50. This institution places sufficient emphasis on having diverse faculty, administration 

and staff. 
51. There is appropriate recognition of innovative and high quality teaching. 
52. We celebrate significant milestones and important accomplishments at this institution. 
53. This institution's policies and practices give me the flexibility to manage my work 

and personal life. 
54. This institution has clear and effective procedures for dealing with discrimination. 
55. There is regular and open communication among faculty, administration and staff. 
56. I believe what I am told by senior leadership. 
57. This institution is well run. 
58. There’s a sense that we’re all on the same team at this institution. 
59. This institution’s culture is special - something you don’t find just anywhere. 
60. All things considered, this is a great place to work. 
 
1. What do you appreciate most about working at this institution?  
2. What would make this institution a better place to work? 

 

Note: These Belief Statements and Questions represent the ModernThink Higher 
Education Insight Survey© used from 2017 to 2019, which was since updated in 2021. 
This version, and all subsequent versions, remain the intellectual property of 
ModernThink, LLC and are provided here with the express permission of ModernThink, 
LLC.  
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