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ABSTRACT. Under various guises, the concept of the quality of student life (QSL) has 
received much attention in the higher education literature. Unfortunately, its various 
uses have in common that they all lack conceptual coherence. In an effort to remedy 
this situation, and render QSL useful for researchers, administrators and student 
services personnel, this paper does three things. First, a conceptual framework is used 
as a means of organizing a wide-ranging review of relevant literatures across several 
disciplines. Integration of the inferences derived yields a new formal definition of QSL. 
Next, building on a critique of four theoretical models of QSL, a new ecological 
formulation is advanced which stresses the need to consider various on- and off- 
campus contexts if efforts to assess student satisfaction and happiness are to be 
meaningful. Third, a number of salient methodological issues are examined in light of 
this formulation. To the extent that these approaches collectively yield a more coherent 
conceptualization of QSL, it is concluded that the idea of QSL deserves much greater 
prominence than it now enjoys. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Ideas in higher education,  like those in o ther  areas of  inquiry (Tweney 

and Doher ty ,  1982), rise and fall in prominence .  The  "quality o f  

s tudent  life" ( Q S L )  is one  such notion. The  late 1970s  and early 1980s  

saw a string of  articles on the topic (Austin, 1982;  B r o d y  and Hanson ,  

! 9 7 9 ;  Campbel l  et at., 1980;  Brown,  1982;  Kuh,  1982;  Pace,  1984). 

For  almost  the next decade,  the literature was silent, interest in Q S L  

having declined. The  same decade,  however ,  saw heightened interest in  

attrition ~ i n t o ,  1987)  and the rise of  what  some  have called the "new 

accountabil i ty" ~ w e l l  and Jones,  1991;  see also Erwin,  1991;  Ewetl, 

1988,  1991;  Kells, 1991;  Rober t s  and Ctifton, 1991;  Smith, 1991),  

with at least 40 Amer i can  state jurisdictions, fo r  example,  now using 

some fo rm of  s tudent  ou t com e  assessment (Task Force  on  Universi ty 
Accountabi l i ty ,  1993: 21). 

No t  coincidentally,  the last several years have seen a renewed, even 

intense, interest in Q S L  covering a wide range of  issues, 1 including the 
quality of: 

Social Indicators Research 31: 205--.264, 1994. 
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(1) student experience (Center for Instructional Development, 
1992; Clifton et aL, in press; Hendershott et al., 1992; Roberts 
and Clifton, 1991, 1992a, 1992b; Shalinsky and Knapper, 
1988), well-being (Michalos, 1991a, 1991b, 1993a, 1993b), 
effort (Kaufman and Creamer, 1992; Pace, 1990), housing 
(Lane, 1992), and community (Boyer, 1987); 

(2) teaching (Center for Higher Education Studies, 1992; Goodwin 
and Stevens, 1993; Heichberger, 1991) and faculty-student 
relations (University of Texas [Austin], 1988); 

(3) program standards (Braxton, 1991; CVCP, 1991; Hanson and 
Price, 1992; Pilot Quality Assessment, 1992) and quality assur- 
ance (Craft, 1992; Banta et al., 1991; Butters et al., 1991); 

(4) institutional effectiveness (Finifter et al., 1991; Kuh et al., 1991; 
Levitz, 1992b; Ontario Council on University Affairs, 1992; 
Smith, 1991; Task Force on University Accountability, 1993; 
University of Strathelyde, 1992) and procedures for its assess- 
ment (Bogue and Saunders, 1992; Economic Council of Canada, 
1992; MacLean's Magazine, 1991; Queen's University, 1992; 
Task Force on University Accountability, 1993: Appendix G; 
Webster, 1992); 

(5) management of student services (Heverley, t992; Keller, 1992; 
Seymour, 1992; Sherr and Tetter, 1991); 

(6) the learning environment (Katz and West, 1992; Smith, 1990); 
and, 

(7) higher education in general (Marshall et al., 1991; Mayhew et 
al., 1990). 

The result is paradoxical. On the one hand, QSL seems intuitively 
appealing as a factor related to such important student outcomes as 
academic performance, time to graduation, student satisfaction, and 
institutional persistance (Mow and Nettles, 1990; Roberts and Clifton, 
1991). 2 It may also be associated with other tess obvious but equally 
important processes, such as classroom conduct, social relations, extra- 
curricular involvement, parent-student interaction, aud roommate con- 
flict. 

On the other hand, to date, QSL has rarely been used in any of these 
ways. For example, the index to Erwin's (1991) monograph concerning 
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institutional assessment does not list any variant of QSL nor is it 
discussed in Ewell's (1988) review of the student outcomes literature. 
This does not seem unreasonable, for current ways of thinking about 
QSL are, at best, only weakly coherent (see Stull, 1987). A coherent 
notion would include: (1) a clear definition of the concept; (2) ration- 
alization in the context of a theoretical model; and (3) concurrent 
indication of its measurement. 

Virtually none of these components exist at present. Of the sources 
cited above, all but one assume a shared understanding of the term, and 
thus provide no formal definition. While Mayhew et aL (1990: 29) is 
the exception, their definition ("Quality undergraduate education con- 
sists in preparing learners through the use of words, numbers, and 
abstract concepts to understand, cope with, and positively influence the 
environment.") is not particularly useful; despite high quality instruc- 
tion, students may stilt report feeling miserable (Nettles et aL, 1986). 
Further, with few exceptions (see below, 6.0), empirical studies have 
been driven by pragmatic concerns, and have thus been atheoreticaL In 
turn, measurement efforts have, in the tradition of much higher educa- 
tion research (Stage and Russell, 1992), relied almost exclusively on 
survey methods, often importing instruments from studies of subjective 
well-being in adults, and thus with uncertain validity for student 
populations. 

The following paper will address each of these deficiencies in turn. 
The main aim will be the development of a definition of QSL that is 
clear and coherent. In turn, this definition will be located within the 
context of a theoretical model of QSL. A handful of salient methodo- 
logical issues will also be addressed. More generally, this paper will 
argue that knowledge of the contexts within which students operate is 
critical to the meaningful interpretation of student current reports of 
satisfaction and happiness at university. In turn, such an interpretation 
is of practical value to university administrators and managers, offering 
a strategic advantage to universities with a "high" QSL, while providing 
programmatic opportunities for targeted changes in cases of "low" QSL. 
Finally, throughout, the paper will rely on selective reviews of available 
literatures across a range of disciplines, although original data will be 
reported from a pilot study at the University of Guelph (Canada). 
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QSL: THE ELEMENTS OF A DEFINITION 

The first step is to (1) identify and (2) integrate those elements 
necessary to a formal definition of QSL. Towards these ends, available 
ideas and information may be usefully organized in six categories, 
based on the interaction between approach to inquiry and domain of 
inquiry, as in Figure 1, below: 

Domain of Inquiry 

Approach to 
Inquiry SOCIETAL INSTITUTIONAL STUDENT 

OUTSIDER 1 3 5 

INSIDER 2 4 6 

Fig, i. Conceptual framework for the study of QSL. 

Thus, researchers may adopt either an outsider or an insider ap- 
proach to inquity, a distinction that turns on observabilio~ (rather than 
measurement per se). Outsider approaches examine those aspects of a 
population that are directly observable and thus involve a minimum of 
inference, such as the number of students with an "A" grade. Insider 
approaches concentrate on those aspects of a population that are not 
directly observable, rely on respondent self-reports (of experience, 
perception and/or response) and thus involve considerable inference, 
such as reports of study satisfaction or dissatisfaction. 

In contrast, as used here, domain of inquiry turns on two issues: 
substantive domain and the intent of inquiry. Studies in the "societal" 
domain do not directly concern higher education. Rather, such studies: 
recognize the sociological reality that students in higher education are 
necessarily embedded in a larger and more complex society; act to 
overcome the parochial character of much of the literature in higher 
education (Pascaretla and Terenzini, 1991); and, provide data without 
which a thorough understanding of QSL would not be possible. Studies 
in the institutional or students domains are specific to higher education, 
but reflect divergent intents or agendas, the former concerning adminis- 
trative and/or managerial matters, the latter concerning student percep- 
tions. Taken together, they yield a "binocular vision" (Bateson, 1979: 
70, 132), one in which the differences in perception add "depth" to our 

thinking about QSL. 



THE Q U A L I T Y  OF S T U D E N T  LIFE 209 

More generally, studies in each category have something valuable to 
say about QSL, in turn supporting inferences whose integration will 
yield a formal definition of the concept. 

1. Outsider: Societal 

Interest in the incidence and prevalence of va~ous objective states and 
conditions -- that is, peoples "objective well-being" (Zautra and Good- 
hart, 1979) -- dates at least to the middle of the 19th century and, with 
regard to disease, back to the ancient Greeks (A~ntonovsky, 1988). In 
the case of disease, for example, such efforts make two things abun- 
dantly clear: (1) illness is virtually ubiquitous in all human populations 
(Antonovsky, 1988), and (2) illness is not evenly or randomly dis- 
tributed in those populations (Bronfenbrenner et al., 1984; Schwartz 
and Link, 1991), with some groups systematically and consistently 
more prone than others to illness and other negative outcomes. The 
poor, for example, is perhaps the social group that has the received the 
most intense research scrutiny in this regard (Chalfant, 1985; Ryerse, 
1990). 

1.1. Poverty. Compared to their more affluent counterparts, lower- 
income individuals and families are more often ill (Anson, 1988; Avaro 
and Hanley, 19989; Williams and Kornblum, 1985) and have a shorter 
average life span (Blum et at., 1988; Handal and Moore, 1987; Offord 
and Boyle, 1987; Weiner, 1981a, 1981b). Social class is also strongly 
associated with various forms of family disorder, including psychiatric 
disorder (Fails and Dunham, 1939; Hollinghead and Redlich, 1958) -- 
especially schizophrenia (Kohn, 1972; Wheaton, 1983) and depression 
(Brown and Harris, 1978; Weissman and Myers, 1978) -- as well as 
family violence (Connelly and Straus, 1992; Trickett el aI., 1991). Poor 
families are likely to differ from their more affluent counterparts in 
other ways as well. They are, for example, less likely to be stronged 
connected to supportive social networks (Argyle and Henderson, 
1985). They are more likely to marry early (%owe and Witt, 1984) but 
are subsequently more likely to separate and/or divorce (Ambert, 
1990; Zinn and Eitzen, 1990). When employed, they arc more likely to 
have jobs characterized by tow intellectual flexibility and low substan- 
tive complexity (Kohn, 1983), and, in turn, are more likely to rely as 
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parents on punitive and instrumental disciplinary methods (Colon, 
1980; Gecas, 1979; Hines, 1988; Newson and Newson, 1976). Further, 
their children (especially their daughters [Cohen, 1987]) are much less 
likely to aspire to higher education (Anisef et al., 1986; Kohn, 1983; 
Sewell and Hauser, 1980; Smith, 1982), thus significantly limiting their 
life chances (McLanahan, 1992; Parsons, 1990) and creating a family 
life cycle much different than that of more affluent families (Colon, 
1980; Fulmer, 1988). 

On the basis of her review of the Canadian literature, Ryerse (1990: 
4) draws the following conclusion likely applicable to all industrialized 
nations: "The quality of life is greatly diminished for those individuals 
and families who are denied access to basic requirements and oppor- 
tunities in our society. They become powerless and alienated. The 
social structure of Canadian society, in this sense, 'excludes' poor 
people from full participation and citizenship." 

1.2. Inferences. These data support a simple inference, namely, that 
objective circumstances are likely to play an important role in QSL, 
since variations in social status correspond to significant differences in 
individual attitudes, values, expectations, and aspirations as well as 
available resources and existing handicaps. 

2. Insider: Societal 

Discussion and research concerning subjective or intrapsychic responses 
to objective circumstances and events encompasses an immense litera- 
ture whose thorough review is beyond the purview of this paper. 
Instead, five topic areas, selected for their relevance to QSL, will be 
briefly examined. 

2.1. Subjective Well-Being (SWB). If, as noted above, concern with 
objective well-being dates back well over a century, concern with its 
subjective counterpart is much more recent, dating from about the mid- 
1960s and originating in the United States (Davis and Fine-Davis, 
1991). Interest in SWB has subsequently spread around the world and 
currently represents a large and complex literature, although Andrews 
(1986) notes that government interest in the topic has recently de- 



THE QUALITY OF STUDENT LIFE 21I 

clined. Since the literature in question has been thoroughly reviewed 
elsewhere (Andrews & Robinson, 1991; Argyle, 1987; Diener, 1984; 
Larson, 1978; Michalos, 1986, 1993b; Strack el aL, 1991; Stull, 1987; 
Wheeler, 1991; Zautra and Goodhart, 1979), I will focus here on those 
observations about which there is substamial agreement and that are 
relevant to QSL, namely: 

(1) SWB is a multidimensional concept in which cognitive (satis- 
faction) and affective (happiness) components can reliably be 
distinguished; 3 these components show substantial overlap, with 
Veenhoven (1984) estimating their intercorrelation at about 
+O.60; 

(2) indicators of objective well-being are significantly related to 
SWB (Douthitt et aL, 1992; Inglehart and Rabier, 1986; Jackson 
et aL, 1986; Mullis, 1992), but only account for about 10%-- 
15% of the variance; in contrast, between five and 15 specific 
life domains 4 account for 40%--60% of the variance in a simple 
additive model (Andrews and Robinson, 1991); 

(3) all life domains, however, are not equally associated with SWB; 
rather, they distribute on a continum (Andrews and Robinson, 
1991; Argyle, 1987: 143), with those closest to self and family 
displaying the highest correlations (see Shapiro and Shapiro, 
1983); 

(4) SWB is also related to a series of psychosocial factors, such as 
stress and its management, self-esteem, social support and the 
perception of control over the situation (Abbey and Andrews, 
1986; Gottlieb, 1987; House, 1986; House et aL, 1988; Sutton 
and Kahn, 1986); and, 

(5) time is important, with SWB most influenced by negative events 
in the immediate past (Chamberlain and Zika, 1992; Ingelhart 
and Rabier, 1986; Landau, 1992); put differently, this is to 
suggest that short- (for example, less than six months) and long- 
term (for example, five years or more.) measures appear to tap 
different aspects of SWB (Lazarus, 1991: 407). 

2.2. Stress. The study of stress has come a long way since the seminal 
work of Selye in 1936. The result is a voluminous literature (:for 
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reviews, see Goldberger and Breznitz, 1993; Hobfoll, 1988; Lazarus, 
1991). While the literature involves many contentious issues, in relation 
to QSL there is one finding about which there is agreement: response to 
stressful life experience varies widely, piimarily dependent on how such 
experiences are perceived, understood and interpreted -- in short, what 
such experiences m e a n  to the individuals in question (Lazarus, 1991: 
10). 

Thus, there is much natural and experimental evidence that across a 
group of individuals, exposure to the same objective event does n o t  

produce uniform physiological or psychological responses; rather, such 
responses vaD ~ widely as a function of how that event is perceived or 
interpreted (Frankenhauser, 1979). Similarly, events that vary widely in 
objective terms (from getting married to getting fired from a job) can 
produce virtually the same responses because they appear to have the 
same meanings for those involved (Frankenhauser, 1975a, 1975b; 
Mason, 1971). Such variation applies in the face of even major life 
stresses, such as combat or natural disaster (Green, 1982), although 
collapsing under stress is more likely here than under less severe condi- 
tions (Hobfoll and Walfisch, 1986). 

Response to stressful events, then, is only partly a function of the 
events themselves; rather, it is largely related to what such events mean 
to the people involved, a complex process referred to in this literature 
as "appraisal" (Lazarus, 1991: 10; Lazarus and Folkman, 1987). In 
turn, the meaning systems which underpin appraisal processes are 
commonly thought to arise within the context of family patterns, 
personality characteristics, cognitive styles and life experiences, includ- 
ing the situational attributes of event(s) (Antonovsky, 1988: 132--137; 
Hobfoll, 1988; see Thomas and Duszynski, 1973) (see also below, 2.5). 

In recognition of these processes the stress literature has been 
marked by increasing prominence of contextual models of stress 
(Cohen et  al., 1986; Dohrenwend et  al., 1993; Graig, 1993). Such 
models include concern for on-going life circumstances (such as the 
quality and extent of social support [Hobfoll and Vaux, 1993]), the 
character of life events (especially "daily hassles and uplifts" as opposed 
to major life events [Kanner et  al., 1981; Delongis et  al., 1982]), and 
personality attributes (such as "hardiness" [Kobasa, 1979; Ouellette, 
1993] or "sense of coherence" [Antonovsky, 1988]). 
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2.3. Valued life experience and euthanasia. At first glance, ~'euthanasia" 
or doctor-assisted suicide, appears utterly removed from QSL. Closer 
examination suggests otherwise. The term "euthanasia" was coined by 
the Romans to refer to a "good death" in combat (Gilton, 1986). 
Having since fallen into disuse, it was resmrected in the late 19th 
century, and has become a controversial issue represented by a large 
literature (see Triche and Triche, 1975). A part of that literature is 
relevant to QSL, and is captured well in the following observation: "The 
prolongation of life becomes senseless, if that life has no value . . .  In 
my view the life of a human being has value if and only if he can have 
experiences which are valuable for himself. It is not important whether 
these experiences are simple and superficial, or complex and deep." 
(Musschenga, 1990: 84--85). 

This suggests two things: first, it reaffirms the importance of indi- 
vidual meaning systems in the assessment of QSL; but, second, and 
more important, that the quality of an individual's life involves three 
considerations: the value that person attributes to the experiences they 
can have, the value they attribute to the experiences that they can no 
longer have, and the manner in which valuable past experiences 
heighten or intensify the current absence or loss of valued experience. 
With respect to QSL, this suggests that it should refer to: (1) a range of 
current life domains in terms of experiences seen as valuable or mean- 
ingful; (2) opportunities for valued experience across these domains 
that are restricted or entirely missing; and (3) the affect of valued past 
experiences, whether seen as positive or negative at the time, to shape 
perception of current experience. 5 

2.4. Ethnicity. Ethnicity is another area of study that encompasses a 
large body of work (for reviews, see Devote and Schlesinger, 1987; 
McGoldrick, 1982, 1988). Its relevance to QSL is again related to 
meaning. Membership in a given ethnic community -- and we all belong 
to some such community -- brings with it a shared system of meanings 
which potently shape how one perceives, interprets and interacts with 
the world (D'Andrade, 1984: 100; Segal et al., 1966). Thus, variations 
in ethnicity correspond to variations in: the use of health services 
(Kleinman, 1983; Tseng and McDermott, 1981); child rearing methods 
(Colman, 1986; Miyake et al., 1986); the psychological symptoms used 
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to express distress (Singer and Opler, 1956; Schwartz and Wiggins, 
1986); and, even whether or not one is able to experience particular 
feelings in particular contexts (Averill, 1983). Ethnicity, then, repre- 
sents a particular context which cannot fail to shape individual percep- 
tions of life experience, including QSL (see below. 6.0). 

2.5. Meaning. Membership in an ethnic community is only one of 
several social contexts which form our meaning systems, for without 
some system of meanings we would literally be unable to operate in the 
world (Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Luhmann, 1982; Schutz and 
Luckmann, 1973). Similarly, situations characterized as meaningless 
(anomie) or in which meanings become less and less coherent (aliena- 
tion) are typically experienced as intensely aversive (Mitchell, 1988; 
Seeman, 1991). 

Another context which supplies us with meanings with which to 
make sense of experience is that of society-at-large (Berger and Luck- 
mann, 1967; Gergen, 1985; Hochschild, 1979). In effect, through our 
experience in various societal institutions, including the family and the 
school system, society presents its members with a rich array- of implicit 
but consensually understood rules of feeling and action. Ranging from 
modes of conduct in public places (in North America, strangers pass 
each other On the right) to appropriate feelings between persons that 
differ in status (such as professors and students), members of every 
society are embued from birth with an extraordinary variety of mean- 
ings that define any given culture and are taken for granted by its 
members. In turn, they typically regard such meanings as objective 
features of the world rather than a social construction of their society. 
Moreover, these meanings or rules vary, not only by ethnicity, but also 
by class, age and gender (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981: 
106). 

Much the same might be said about family meaning systems (Breun- 
lin, 1989), Indeed, Berger and Kellner (1964) argue that the creation of 
shared meaning system is a necessary part of any dyadic relationship, 
while Denzin (1984: 54, 131) makes nearly the same point regarding 
the experience of emotions. Similarly, Schwartz and Wiggins, following 
Luhmann (1982; see Bednarz, 1984) and Engel (1977), argue that 
in all social systems, "meaning-structures" provide members with the 
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critical means to be selective in responding to extraordinary environ- 
mental complexity. Thus, how to behave and/or what to feel in any 
given situation appears profoundly related to the meaning system of the 
people in that context. Empirical evidence supportive of such a view 
has been reported by various researchers (see Reiss, 1981, 1989; 
Shapiro and Shapiro, 1983; Thomas and Duszvnski, 1973). 

Thus, at the level of society, of the community and of the family, 6 
reality is socially constructed (Gergen, 1985). Even so, following 
Csikszentmihalyi (1988a), this does not deny that individuals may 
consciously choose to contradict conventional forces. Studies of prac- 
tical intelligence, for example, demonstrate how individuals may choose 
to deviate in order to exploit an unusual talent (Sternberg and Wagner, 
1986). Similarly, Geulen's (1986) "switch point" model of human 
development highlights the active response of individuals to change 
events. That said, the facts suggest that most people chose to live within 
conventional rules most of the time (Mitchell, 1988). There is every 
reason to believe that this is as true for university students as for other 
adults, and thus that the particular meaning systems they bring with 
them will significantly affect their QSL. 

2.6. Inferences. This wide-ranging exploration across a range of litera- 
tures supports a short series of inferences regarding QSL. First, QSL 
will involve both cognitive and affective components. Second, it will be 
most useful when referring to current experiences rather than events in 
the far past, although the latter may well affect the interpretation of the 
former. Third, it will need to differentiate between various life domains, 
not merely those on campus. Fourth, it will also need to distinguish 
between valued experiences perceived as present as well as those seen 
as meaningfully absent. Finally, QSL should be concerned with the 
various context with which students typically operate. Their objective 
circumstances, noted above (1.2), is one such context. Another con- 
cerns a range of potentially stressful life events, while a third context 
concerns their "meaning structures", that is, personal or idiosyncratic, 
interpersonal (associated with family, friends, romantic partners, and 
others), community (associated with ethnicity); and, societal (associated 
with social class, age and gender), 
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3. Outsider: Institutional 

Institutions of higher education necessarily seek to achieve at least two 
goals. First, they seek to change students (Weidman, 1989) on several 
levels: their values (for example, respect for academic knowledge), 
attitudes (for example, respect for cultural diversity and individual 
differences), store of knowledge (for example, in chemistry), and 
patterns of thought (for example, critical thinking). Indicators of success 
in this objective include graduation rates and academic grades. Second, 
colleges and universities wish to compete successfully for a share of the 
student population, and to retain the students who initially enrol. 
Relevant indicators include "market share" (Solomon and La Porte, 
1986), application rates and attrition rates. 

This concern with competing successfully, coupled with the "new 
accountability" (Ewell and Jones, 1991), explains an emphasis in the 
institutional literature on measurement procedures, performance indi- 
cators ~ a n s o n  and Price, 1992; Levitz, 1992b) and comparative 
institutional ranking (Webster, 1992). It also explains organizational 
mechanisms geared to sorting and selecting eligible students, for 
example, Clark's (1960, 1980) "cooling-out function". However, most 
germane to QSL will be data concerning the dual outcomes of perform- 
ance and retention. 

3.1. Performance. The grading system constitutes the main currency- 
used by universities to recognize and reward the academic conduct of 
their students (Becker et al., 1968). It follows that research interest in 
predictors of undergraduate academic performance has been longstand- 
ing (Mathiasen, 1984). However, two very different approaches to 
performance can be identified. 

As the review by Mathiasen (1984) makes clear, researchers in 
higher education have sought to explain student performance almost 
entirely in terms of an array of undimensional indicators (Stage, 1989). 
These have included indicators associated with students (personality, 
study habits, social skills) (Bauer, 1992; Kinney and Miller, 1988; 
Capella et al., 1982), grading systems (high school grades, university 
GPA) (Aleamoni and Oboler, 1978; Allan et al., 1983), testing proce- 
dures (University entrance examination scores) (Noble and Sawyer, 
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1989) and/or living environments (residence life) (Blimling, 1989). 
More recently, multidimensional studies have emphasized the predic- 
tive value of student typologies (Pedrini et aL, 1984; Stage, 1988, 
1989). 

The alternative approach used by researchers in sociology (Becker et 
aL, 1968; Meyers, 1979; Lewis, 1984; see Pike, 1981) has emphasized 
the organizational context of student efforts. By placing so much 
emphasis on grades, the institution induces students to approach educa- 
tion strategically, focusing on maximizing their GPA at the expense of 
the quality and depth of their learning. In particular, students strive 
hard to decipher and manipulate the "hidden curriculum", a term 
coined by Synder (1966, 1971) to describe the implicit assumptions, 
rules and cues faculty use as their basis for assigning grades. In practice, 
this differentiates among students on grounds other than academic 
competence, as some students are "cue-consciousness" while others are 
"cue-seekers" or even "cue-deaf" (Miller and Parlett, 1976). 

This and other components of academic performance are strongly 
related to social class (Carnoy, 1974; Bowles, 1977 Levine and 
Havighurst, 1984 Colclough and Beck, 1986). Not only are students 
from lower as opposed to higher-income fanlilies much less likely to 
aspire to higher education, but holding ability constant, they achieve 
lower grades in high school and acquire fewer academic skills (Rossides, 
1976). Low-income students are thus less likely to gain admission to 
university (Baird, 1984; Cookson and Persell, 1985), in part because 
they are more likely to enter by way of "contest" rather than "spon- 
sor[ship]" (Babbit and Burback, 1985). Further, those that do gain 
admission typically come less academically and socially prepared for 
university, and so do less well, both in attainment and achievement. In 
the words of Parelius and Parelius (1987: 265), "Whatever the measure, 
however, socioeconomic status is positively correlated with both educa- 
tional attainment and achievement: The higher a student's socioeco- 
nomic status, the greater his or her educational accomplishment is 
likely to be." 

One explanation of these differences in outcome concerns differ- 
ences in family socialization (Bourdieu, 1977; Persell et aL, 1992; 
Zweigenhaft, 1993). Affluent students have the benefit of their parent's 
wealth ("economic capital") as well as their knowledge, dispositions, 
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skills ("cultural capital") and connections ("social capital"). Less privi- 
leged students have no such advantages. For these students, entering 
university means not only struggling with a difficult curriculum, but 
seeking to join a foreign culture, with success often at the cost of aliena- 
tion from family and friends (Baker, 1989), and sometimes psycho- 
logical crisis (Baker, 1989; Held and Bellows, 1983; see Benjamin, 
1988a). 

3.2. Attrition. Attrition is a second institutional concern that has 
garnered great interest (for reviews, see Beatty-Guenter, 1992; Noel 
et al., 1985; Guppy and Bednarski, 1992). At present, there is no 
consensus in the literature concerning a definitive model of attrition 
(Clotfelter et aL, 1991). However, Billson and Brooks Terry's (1987) 
approach is particularly useful here. By distinguishing between eight 
stages in student's college career, they make three things clear: (1) 
attrition is retated to time, the risk of leaving declining with duration of 
enrolment in a give institution; (2) attribution is commonly associated 
with multiple sources of student dissatisfaction (see below, 4.1), and 
thus appears crudely related to QSL; and (3) some students are at 
greater risk of attrition than others. 

With regard to the last point, much of the research in this area 
(Astin, 1984; Astin et aL, 1987; Tinto, 1987) is psychological in 
character, emphasizing student response to the university environment 
(for example, boredom versus excitement) and especially their degree 
of social and academic integration. In contrast, other research explores 
variables related to social class, placing first generation (Billson and 
Terry, 1982; Brooks Terry, 1988), and Black and Hispanic (but not 
White or Asian) students at higher risk of attrition (Alexander et aL, 
1982; Mow and Nettles, 1990; Nagasawa and Espinsosa, 1992; Nieve 
and Valle, 1982; Ong, 1989; Terrell and Wright, 1988; Tierney, 1992a, 
1992b, in press). While it is certainly possible to think about these 
group's higher risk of attrition in terms of some deficit in their "integra- 
tion" or "involvement", class-based differences in culture is, in Tierney's 
(1992b) judgment, a fairer assessment. 

3.3. Inferences. The relevance of these data to QSL is threefold. First, 
they affirm the role of objective circumstances in the experience of 
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students in higher education. While studies of subjective well-being, 
examined above (2.1), suggest that social class should explain only a 
small portion of the variance, thinking about class in cultural terms -- 
as associated with a range of attitudes, values, aspirations and assump- 
tions -- makes this an empirical matter. Second, these data begin to 
flesh out the academic domain and highlight the importance of grades. 
Third, and most important, these data emphasize yet another context 
which may shape student perceptions but in ways that are typically 
invisible to them (Benjamin, 1990), namely, the university as complex 
organization. While this aspect of the institution has previously been 
noted (Birnbaum, 1988; Kuh, 1989), it is more typically ignored in the 
literature (Kuh, 1989), a fact that is especially unfortunate since univer- 
sities presumably vary in the extent to which their orgm~izational 
influence is positive or otherwise (Kuh et al., 1991). 

4. Insider: Institutional 

Studies in this section reflect an insider perspective insofar as they 
depend on the self-reported responses of individual students. They are 
institutional in that issues and response categories are selected a priori, 
without student input, and tile results used to serve institutional 
agendas. To the extent that such agendas, however benign, may diverge 
from student concerns, such studies may be described as "adultocen- 
tric" (Benjamin, 1990). 

Of the many topics that might be examined, discussion will focus on 
only one, student satisfaction, because of its dual salience to subjective 
well-being (2.1) and higher education. Indeed, Astin (1977: 164) 
observes that " . . .  it is difficult to argue that student satisfaction can be 
legitimately subordinated to any other educational outcome." 

4.1. Student satisfaction. Three aspects of this literature (for reviews, 
see Bean and Bradley, 1986; DeVore, 1983; Pascarelli and Terrenzini, 
1991) and relevant to QSL, First, unlike studies of subjective well-being 
in which it is seen as a cognitive variable, in higher education student 
satisfaction ("a pleasurable emotional state resulting from a person's 
enactment of the role of being a student" Dean and Bradley, 1986: 
398]) is explicitly seen as an affective variable (cf. Knox et aL, 1992). 
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Moreover, it is left unclear how satisfaction is to be distinguished from 
related variables, such as "happiness", also defined in affective terms 
(see Booth et aL, 1992). 

Second, satisfaction, treated as a dependent variable, is correlated 
with a host of independent measures, including: gender (Light, 1990, 
1992); quality of academic effort (Kaufman and Creamer, 1992; Pace, 
1984, 1990); educational attainment (Witter et aL, 1984); the quality of 
learning (Remsden and Entwhistle, 1981); the nature of the curriculum 
(Hendel, 1985); the level of psychological distress (Benjamin et aL, 
1986); various " . . .  characteristics of the institution and the student's 
involvement in the institutional environment." (Astin, 1977: 168); 
student-faculty interaction (University of Texas (Austin), 1988); adjust- 
ment and social support at university (Robbins et al., 1993); and living 
arrangement, that is, living on- or off-campus (Benjamin, 1988b). 

Finally, Bean and Bradley (1886: 393) argue that satisfaction " . . .  as 
a substantive area of investigation has received scant attention over the 
past decade . . . "  This is not especially surprising. While much of the 
research in psychology and educational sociology uses student respond- 
ents, its adultocentric character also means that it is only rarely seen as 
being about  student experience. Two exceptions are the work of Bean 
and Bradley (1986) and Knox el at (1992). The former found that 
among women only, satisfaction and grades were reciprocally related. 
However, students achieved good grades because they were satisfied, 
not  satisfied because they received good grades. In turn, their satisfac- 
tion was most strongly related with the degree to which they felt they 
belonged at the university they were attending. Knox et al. (1992), who 
focused on "academic satisfaction", found that it was weakly related to 
college characteristics and student gender, and strongly related to 
student experience (especially grades and residence living) and educa- 
tional attainment. 

4.2. Inferences. These data are relevant to QSL in three ways. First, 
they help flesh out those domains especially relevant to students, 
including social relations, student-faculty relations, academic experi- 
ence, and living arrangements. Second, they leave ambiguous the matter 
of whether student satisfaction should be viewed as a cognitive or an 
affective variable, and call attention to a related issue, namely, whether 
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psychological stress should be included and, if so, whether, it should be 
examined globally or only in relation to specific domains. Finally, it 
confirms that satisfaction appears to be an important facet of QSL, just 
as it was central to subjective well-being. 

That said a caveat is in order having to do with student development. 
University education is deliberately intended to promote and enhance 
student development (Boyer, 1987), and there is good evidence that it 
does so, albeit in qualitatively different forms for men and women 
(Baxter Magolda, 1992). In this context, Csikszentmihalyi (1988b: 377) 
suggests that satisfaction may be a problematic indicator of QSL, for 
" . . .  just being satisfied with current conditions cannot be a good 
indicator of positive experience in the long run. Optimal experience 
requires increasing challenges and the development of skills apace. Life 
is meaningful only when people feel that the psychic energy they 
expend in the course of daily life strengthens their growth. Growth must 
be factored into the question of a good life." I will return to this issue in 
later sections (6.0, methods). 

5. Outsider: Student 

Studies in this and a previous section (3.0) are both concerned with 
institutional competition for student and other resources. The two 
sections are different in that those in the present section are more 
concerned with student attributes and management practices. 

5.1. Student attributes. Successful competition among institutions de- 
pends, in part, on student enrolment, while subsequent policy and 
practice concerns student attributes. Studies in both areas suggest that 
the student population in higher education is changing. Over the past 
decade, for example, students entering higher education across North 
America are gradually getting older, include an increasing proportion of 
females, and involve a changing ethnic mix, that is, a stable majority of 
Whites, an increasing proportion of Asians (especially Chinese, Japanese 
and Koreans [Endo 1990], and a decreasing proportion of Blacks, 
Hispanics and Native Indians (Finifter et al., 1991; Levine et al., 1989; 
Levitz, 1992a; Managan, 1992; Mow and Nettles, 1990; Nettles, 1990; 
Terrell and Wright, 1988). Such changes provide support for typo- 
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logical approaches to understanding college student behavior and 
outcomes (Astin, 1993; Carter and Parks, 1992; Stages, 1989). 

5.2. Management practices. Such changes raise important questions 
about how institutions might best respond. One approach that has 
recently received increasing attention is that of Total Quality Manage- 
ment (TQM) (Heverly, 1992; Keller, 1992; Seymour, 1992; Sheer and 
Teeter, 1991). TQM is basically a technology for continuously moni- 
toring and improving the quality of service to students, including regis- 
tration, payroll, freshman orientation, building maintenance, garbage 
collection and housing assignment. To date, a number of American and 
Canadian universities have had some experience with TQM, with mixed 
results. 

5.3. Inferences. These data have been reviewed very briefly since their 
contribution to QSL are modest. They reaffirm the importance of both 
objective circumstances and the institution as a complex organization. 
Perhaps they are most valuable for a linkage that is here only implied 
and which is absent from the subjective well-being literature, namely, 
the relationship between QSL and the quality of life of other non- 
student groups on campus. The fact that managers and administrators 
struggle to provide service while responding to changing demands from 
a changing student population has clear implications about their quality 
of life, and speaks indirectly to the experiences of faculty and other 
staff. Indeed, Clark and Lewis (1988: 282) have recently observed that 
"Significant . . .  changes in society have affected the academic profes- 
sion . . .  adversely, resulting in a perceived current and increasingly 
problematic decline in faculty vitality.", the latter defined in terms of 
faculty satisfaction and morale. In this context, it seems reasonable to 
speculate that the quality of life of institutional staff cannot fail to 
impact on QSL, with the relationship between the two likely a recip- 
rocal one. I will return to this issue in later sections (6.2, theory). 

6. Insider: Student 

This final section will briefly summarize the literature explicitly con- 
cerned with QSL, including a pilot study at the University of Guelph 
(Canada), and a handful of related studies. The fact that there are few 
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studies to be discussed here should come as no surprise in light of 
Moffat's (1991: 44--45) observation tha t , " . . ,  contemporary outside- 
the-classroom college [life] . . .  is almost entirely ignored in serious 
research on American colleges and universities." 

6.1. Quality o f  student life. The handful of studies of QSL (Brody and 
Hanson, 1979; Campbell et al., 1980; Center for Instructional Devel- 
opment, 1992; Clifton et al., in press; Hendershott et aL, 1992; 
Michalos, 1991a, 1991b, 1993a, 1993b; Roberts and Clifton, 1991, 
1992a, 1992b; Shalinsky and Knapper, 1988; University of Texas 
[Austin 1, 198 8) 7 may be characterized in terms of five observations: 

First, the majority of available studies are purely descriptive, while 
the remainder are theoretically based. However, compared to the 
theoretical character of much of the literature on student outcomes 
(Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991), the theoretical emphasis among QSL 
studies is unusual. 

Second, most studies distinguish between various domains. Hender- 
shott et al. (1992), for example, recognize five domains (academic, 
social, housing, student services and friendship) while Michalos (1993b) 
recognizes 12 (health, finances, family, job, friends, housing, parmer, 
recreation, religion, self-esteem, transport, education). In most cases, 
choice of domains is based on either intuition (Hendershott, personal 
communication, 1993) or previous research in subjective well-being 
(Michalos, 1993b). Campbell et al. (1980) and Roberts and Clifton 
(1991) are exceptions, having derived theirs based on theory. Further, 
they argue that, " . . .  in assessing the quality of student life, it is 
reasonable to focus on the domains that the institution is attempting to 
promote." 

Third, most of the studies cited above have used satisfaction as a 
cognitive variable, the remainder having failed to address this issue 
explicitly. While Michalos (1993b) and Roberts and Clifton (1991), in 
the tradition of subjective well-being, distinguish between life satisfac- 
tion and happiness, the remainder focus exclusively on satisfaction. 
Hendershott et al. (1992), however, differentiate between global satis- 
faction and two variations based on semantic differential questions 
("interesting-boring" and "rewarding-disappointing"). In a similar vein, 
Brody and Hanson (1979) explore satisfaction in terms of both per- 
ceptual (evaluative) and behavioral (frequency) indicators. 
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Fourth, all studies inctuded some demographic information, while 
most focused exclusively on student experience on campus. Campbell et 
al. (1980) and Michalos (1993b) were exceptions, exploring off-campus 
domains. Campbell et al. (1980) are unusual in another way, having 
included information on psychosocial factors, including stress and the 
respondent's stage in the process of transition to the university. 

Finally, in nearly all studies cited, the majority of the students were 
satisfied with their university experience; the study by Roberts and 
Clifron (Roberts, personal communication, 1993) was an exception, the 
majority of their respondents (in the Faculty of Education) reporting 
high levels of alienation (see Clifton et al.). However, results varied 
across domains. Of the five domains examined by Hendershott et al. 
(1991), two, student services and housing, were unrelated to satis- 
faction. Brody and Hanson (1979) reported that their method of 
measuring satisfaction was reliable but that perceptual and behavioral 
measures were poorly correlated. Similarly, Roberts and Clifton (1991) 
found that while their affective scales generalized well, their cognitive 
scales were only applicable to education students. 8 Campbell et aL 
(1980) found that student satisfaction was significantly related to stress 
(life events) and academic performance, and further varied by student 
type based both on their position in the transition process and their 
pattern of time use. Finally, both Hendershott et al. (1992) and 
Michalos (1993b) note that women were slightly more positive than 
men, while the former study found that among women about half of the 
effect was indirect based on their experience in the social and academic 
domains. 

6.2. University of' Guleph (Canada). In an effort to examine the QSL of 
students at the University of Guelph, Brian Pettigrew, Peggy Patterson 
and myself conducted a pilot study whose primary focus was construc- 
tion of a taxonomy of student life domains and subdomains relevant to 
QSL  Accordingly, through the period October, 1992 to February, 
1993, five focus groups were convened, organized around the question, 
"What sorts of things do you think affect your quality of life as students 
at the University of Guelph?"? Four of these groups involve a total of 
26 undergraduate students, the majority of them female and on average 
20 years of age. Of these, three groups involved undergraduates in 
either arts or science, while the fourth involved students enroled in a 
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professional program (veterinary medicine). The fifth group consisted 
of 10 faculty members (predominately male) most of whom were 
recipients of a national prize for teaching excellence, i° 

The results may be summarized as follows: 
First, context analysis of students responses indicated (see Figure 2) 

that QSL was related to nine major life domains and 66 subdomains; 
specific variables mentioned totaJed well over 300. Consistent with 
Campbell et al. (1980), this included both on-campus and off-campus 
life domains, including subdomains indicating the salience of both stress 
and transition (both entry and exit). 

Second, and particularly noteworthy was consistent mention of a 
subdomain we called "link", that is, none of these life domains operated 
independently. Rather, evidence suggested high levels of interaction, 
both across domains as well as within domains. For example, student 
finances and parent-student relations were linked, since parents often 
paid much or all of their son or daughter's costs while at university. 
Consequently, the extent to which parent-student relations were cordial 
or conflictual had a direct bearing on student finances. Indeed, several 
students stressed that their abject poverty derived from the fact that 
they absolutely refused to accept parental financial support, either due 
to on-going conflict or as a symbolic expression of their adult inde- 
pendence. Their poverty negatively affected their  academic work. 
Conversely, several professional students noted their on-going financial 
dependence on this parents, a status about which they felt ambivalent 
but which was unavoidable given the high costs associated with their 
program. As for within-domain interaction, most respondents noted, for 
example, that workload varied considerably as a function of the interac- 
tion between year and program of study, the quality of instruction, 
faculty accessibility outside of the classroom, and the quality of avail- 
able facilities. Virtually identical findings concerning "link" were a 
prominent part of a recent study of entering students at the University 
of Guelph based on daily diaries (Benjamin, 1990). 

Third, entering and graduating students, in particular, noted the 
absence of experience as impacting on their QSL. Emering students, 
especially females, for example, suffered from the daily absence of their 
parents, especially their mothers. (Similarly, Hanson (personal commu- 
nication, 1993), at the University of Texas (Austin), reports that each 
year several Hispanic female students suffer homesickness of such 
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i ,  Social  

- -  P a r e n t s / F a m i l y  
- -  F r i e n d s  
- -  R o m a n t i c  P a r t n e r  
- -  S u p p o r t / A c c e p t a n c e  
- -  D e m a n d / C o n f l i c t  
- -  O t h e r  
- -  L i n k  (*) 

3. I n d i v i d u a l  

- -  I d e n t i t y  
- -  M o t i v a t i o n / A s p i r a t i o n  
- -  Va lues  
- -  A t t i t u d e s  
- -  S e l f - E s t e e m / C o n f i d e n c e  
- -  S t r e s s / P r e s s u r e  
- -  B a c k g r o u n d / E x p e r i e n c e  
- -  V o c a t i o n a l  G o a l s  
- -  O t h e r  
- -  L i n k  (*) 

5. A c a d e m i c  

- -  W o r k l o a d  
- -  F a c u l t y / T A s  
- -  G r a d e s / E v a l u a t i o n  
- -  St ruc tu re  
- -  P r o g r a m  
- -  LeveL /Yea r  
- -  F a c i l i t i e s / E q u i p m e n t  
- -  Af fec t ive  R e s p o n s e / T i m e  
- -  S k i l l / K n o w l e d g e  
- -  P ro f e s s iona l  Schoo l  (**) 
- -  T i m e  U s e / M a n a g e m e n t  
- -  O t h e r  
- -  L i n k ( * )  

7. G e n d e r  

- -  Safe ty /Secu r i t y  
- -  D i f f e r e n c e  
- -  R o l e  M o d e l s  
- -  O t h e r  
- -  L i n k  (*) 

9. O t h e r  

- -  H e a l t h  
- -  Si tua t ion  
- -  A d j u s t m e n t / E n t r y / E x i t  
- -  O t h e r  
- -  L i n k  (*) 

2. F i n a n c e s  

- -  E m p l o y m e n t  
- -  O p t i o n s  
- -  A w a r d s / S c h o l a r s h i p  
- -  O t h e r  
- -  L i n k  (*) 

4. L iv ing  A r r a n g e m e n t s  

- -  A d v a n t a g e s  
- -  D i s a d v a n t a g e s  

- -  St ruc tu re  
- -  G e n d e r  Mix  
- -  M a t u r a t i o n  
- -  L o c a t i o n  
- -  G r o u p  M e m b e r s h i p  
- -  O t h e r  
- -  L i n k  (*) 

6. U n i v e r s i t y  Serv ices  

- -  A c c e s s  
- -  Uti l i ty  
- -  E x t r a c u r r i c u l a r  
- -  O t h e r  
- -  L i n k  (*) 

8. U n i v e r s i t y  A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  

- -  C o u r s e s  
- -  B u r e a u c r a c y  
- -  C o m p l e x i t y  
- -  S t u d e n t  O r g a n i z a t i o n s  
- -  Schedu l ing  
- -  O t h e r  
- -  L i n k  (*) 

* Iden t i f i e s  a l i nk  b e t w e e n  two  o r  m o r e  life d o m a i n s / s u b d o m a i n s .  
** Refe r s  to a r a n g e  of  d i f fe rences  b e t w e e n  " regu la r"  u n d e r g r a d u a t e s  and  those  in a 
P ro f e s s iona l  School .  

Fig. 2. L i fe  d o m a i n s  and  m a j o r  s u b d o m a i n s  a m o n g  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  s tudents ,  
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severity as to require temporary hospitalization.) In contrast, graduating 
students complained of the absence of programs designed to ease their 
transition into the work world. 

Finally, comparison of student and faculty responses highlight a 
sharp and consistent difference in perspective between the two groups. 
Only about a third of all faculty responses resembled those of under- 
graduate students. Faculty responses differed in their concern for such 
things as: faculty rewards and incentives; faculty class size preferences; 
administrative impediments; government education policy; student 
feedback to faculty; student classroom misconduct; and, departmental 
politics (especially, the role of chairperson). In short, faculty responses 
appear to reflect faculty quality of life. That faculty quality of life affects 
their teaching practices, career plans, and collegial relations, respond- 
ents lift no doubt. How it many impact on student's QSL remains 
unclear; as the above review (6.1) makes clear, I know of no empirical 
study of this matter. 

6.3. Related studies. Finally, a handful of studies touch on related 
issues. One example involves a series of studies by Csikszentmihalyi 
and his colleagues (Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; 
Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984; Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg- 
Halton, 1981) concerning "flow", a term their respondents often used 
to describe what it felt like to engage in an activity that they experi- 
enced as intensely pleasurable. These studies showed that: (1) flow is 
characterized by a balance between high levels of skill and challenge, 
with both necessarily increasing if flow is to be maintained; (2) among 
high school students, one course out of every five includes the experi- 
ence of "flow", although, "In a typical 50-minute high school lecture, 
the average student is awake, staring more or less eagerly at the teacher 
who is passing on the information, yet at least half the time the student 
is not really thinking about anything remotely related to the lecture or 
to the subject matter. Typical thoughts in the classroom cover the 
weather outside, prospects for the weekend, and the state of one's 
digestive system." (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984: 257); (3) flow is 
strongly associated w~th academic achievement (both grades, and the 
quality of the work) holding student ability (GPA) constant; (4) flow, 
academic achievement and family life are all interrelated; and (5) flow 
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necessarily involves an activity in which individuals engage on a 
voluntary basis, including the perception that they, and they alone, 
control their own behavior. 

Other related studies are qualitative, and thus still rather rare in the 
higher education literature (Manning, 1992). Komarovsky (1985), for 
example, demonstrates the on-going importance of the relationship 
between students and their parents (for a review, see Benjamin, 1988a). 
Baxter Magolda (1992) shows that females and males think in system- 
atically different ways although they tend to converge in their final year 
in university. Finally, Holland and Eisenhart (1990) highlight the 
safience of romantic relations for college women and how such rela- 
tions, along with other processes, discourage women from an academic 
career in science. 

6.4. Inferences. These data are helpful in a number of ways. First, 
Roberts and Clifton's (1991) objection notwithstanding, these data 
make clear that a variety of domains need to be distinguished, both on 
and off campus. Second, they reaffirm the importance of time, with the 
accent on student perceptions of current experience. Finally, they raise 
a series of theoretical and methodological issues to be addressed in 
later sections. 

7. QSL: A Formal Definition 

The foregoing discussion of literatures across a range of discipfines 
suggests that QSL involves at least 8 distinct facets or components: 

(1) satisfaction (cognitive) 
(2) happiness (affective) 
(3) multiple life domains (on and off campus) 
(4) short-term past 
(5) objective circumstances (context t) 
(6) institutional circumstances (context 2) 
(7) psychosocial factors (context 3) 
(8) meaning structures (context 4) 

Taken together, this is to suggest that QSL may be formally defined 
as~ 
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Student short-term perception of satisfaction and happiness with multiple life domains 
in light of salient psychosocial and contextual factors, and personal meaning structures. 

The time frame would focus on the immediate past, say, the past 
two weeks. Recognized life domains would be those cited in Figure 2 
(above), although this list is seen as open-ended. Objective circum- 
stances would include a range of demographic indicators, including age, 
gender, social class and ethnicity, as well as indicators of current 
physical health. Similarly, institutional circumstances would include 
indicators such as academic year, program, number of courses, and so 
on. Psychosocial factors would distinguish between situational events 
(stress) and prevailing emotional states (depression, anxiety). Finally, 
personal meaning structures would include: prevailing family interaction 
patterns; student goals and expectations; and, student identity, espe- 
cially self-esteem and self-perception of competence. 

This is a complex formulation, and is not fully intelligible without 
first being placed in theoretical and methodological contexts. It is to 
these contexts that I turn next. 

QSL: THEORETICAL REFORMULATION 

Research in subjective well-being is necessarily embedded in a theo- 
retical context (if not necessarily reflecting a formal theory [Michalos, 
1986]). Indeed, it could not  be otherwise, for as Bateson (1977) 
explains, "All descriptions are based on theories of how to make 
descriptions. You cannot claim to have no epistemology. Those who so 
claim have nothing but a bad epistemology. And every description is 
based upon, and contains implicitly, a theory of how to describe." 

In this context, SWB research involves a variety of theoretical 
models. Zautra and Goodhart (1979), for example, list five theories, 
while Diener (1984) identifies seven (see Headley et al., 1991). 
Detailed exploration of each of these models is beyond the purview of 
this paper, both in terms of space and because there is good reason to 
believe that models of SWB and QSL need not be identical. Instead, 
two classes of theory (exclusionary and inclusionary perspectives) will 
be distinguished, two models briefly examined in each class, then an 
alternate inclusionary model of QSL advanced. 
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Exclusion and inclusion. Proponents of exclusionary theories t~ search 
for universal mechanisms, insist on the use of objective data gathering 
methods, and adopt an "either/or" approach to the selection of vari- 
ables, that is, they recognize a single unit of analysis and focus on a 
very narrow band of explanatory variables. 

In contrast, proponents of inclusionary theories argue that all 
phenomena necessarily operate within a specific context, and that 
theories which disregard contextual matters are, at best, incomplete. 
Similarly, they recognize the legitimacy of both qualitative and quantita- 
tive methods, and stress that key features of all social phenomena only 
emerge through the interaction between levels (individual, family, 
community, society). In turn, this means that at best prediction can only 
be probabilistic. Accordingly, proponents typically adopt a "both/and" 
approach, recognizing multiple units of analysis and including a broad 
range of explanatory variables. 

QSL: exclusionaty models. Two models of QSL are exclusionary in the 
above sense: Michalos's (1985, 1986, 1991a, 1991b, 1993a, 1993b) 
multiple discrepancies theory, and Roberts and Clifton's (1991, 1992a, 
1992b) academic challenge/support theory. 

Michalos. Multiple discrepancies theory is a cogitive model which rests 
on the premise that a universal human attribute is the tendency to 
continuously compare one's current situation against some set of ideals, 
for example, one's aspirations, what one considers ideal, what one 
expects to be the case, the best one has achieved in the past, what one 
believes is true of one's reference group, and so on. 1~ Subjective well- 
being is thus determined on the basis of the gap or discrepancy between 
the real and the ideal: positive if the gap is small, closing or non- 
existent, negative if the gap is large or growing. Using a convenience 
sample of over 17,000 undergraduate students in 39 countries, demog- 
raphic variables together w~th seven "discrepancy" variables were able 
to account for 50% of the variance in student life satisfaction, although 
this varied (44%--71%) across life domains. 

The strengths of this model are its specificity and simplicity. These 
advantages notwithstanding, the model still fails to account for various 
psychosocial factors (House, 1986; Stull, 1987), the determinants of 
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and variations in aspiration (Abbey and Andrews, 1986) and the affec- 
tive processes which contribute to subjective welt-being (Lazarus, 
1991). More generally, it is the acontextual character of the model that 
renders it incomplete; it says that students make cognitive comparisons 
-- an observation that has intuitive appeal -- but it does not say why 
they do so, what determines variation in the meaning attributed to such 
comparisons, whether any other psychological or behavioral processes 
play a role in their subjective well-being and, if so, what that role might 
be. 

Roberls and Clifton. The authors seek to elaborate a model of academic 
performance familiar in higher education, namely, the balance of chal- 
lenge and support (Rogers, 1980; Sanford, 1962; Widick and Simpson, 
1978). Building on the work of Bloom et al. (1956) and Williams and 
Batten (1981), Roberts and Clifton advance a model to explain QSL in 
the academic domain, especially classroom experience. Accordingly, 
they distinguish between cognitive ~3 and affective 14 dimensions, with 
the former intended to reflect the level of intellectual challenge, the 
latter the level of faculty support. Positive QSL would thus suggest an 
optimum balance between the two. To date, their published efforts have 
focused on the construction of a valid instrument, their results pro- 
riding support for three cognitive ~5 and four affective ~6 dimensions. As 
previous noted (6.1), only the affective domain proved generalizable 
(cf. note 9, above). 

The strengths of this model are its specificity, testability, and particu- 
larly its attempt to elaborate on what in other models is simply called 
the "academic" domain. Nevertheless, it remains problematic in at least 
four respects. First, there is some conceptual confusion between 
"domains" and "dimensions". In most subjective well-being research, 
cognitive and affective dimensions are distinguished within each of 
several life domains. Consequently, one would normally regard "inter- 
action with professors" as a domain whereas Roberts and Clifton treat 
it as an affective dimension. Second, the authors concentrate on a 
narrow range of "dimensions" further restricted to the campuse setting. 
The work of others (see above, 6.2) suggests that a broader array of 
domains is probably relevant. Third, the authors disregard the self- 
selected character of university populations. For example, m a study 
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of subjective well-being and marriage, White (1992) compared two 
hypotheses: that marriage "causes" people to be happy versus happy 
people "select" marriage. The results favored the latter view. Given 
what has been said above regarding university aspirations, selection and 
attainment, there is every reason to expect that self-selection will play 
an important role in QSL. Finally, in a similar vein, the authors ignore 
the university as complex organization. For example, in the process of 
registration, students are routinely forced to take courses in which they 
have no particular interest 0rlendricks, 1975), a fact likely to dramati- 
cally change the meaning of their subsequent effort, including the 
definition of "challenge" and "support". In general, then, the model 
remains incomplete in light of the multiple contexts of student experi- 
ence relevant to QSL. 

QSL: inclusionary models. Two models of QSL are inclusionary in the 
above sense: Csikszentmihalyi's (1988a) flow theory, and Campbell et 
al.'s (1980) ecological theory of student s atisfaction. 

Csikszentmihalyi.. Within the context of SWB research, the leading 
activity-based theory is Csikszentmihalyi's flow model (Diener, 1984). 
As noted above, "flow" is used to describe the feelings (of happiness) 
and associated mental states (including ego loss, focused concentration, 
competence, and timelessness) experienced when engaging in activities 
as diverse as climbing a mountain, painting a picture, tilling a field, 
hanging out with "the guys", or working on a school project. Such 
happiness is intrinsically rewarding, with activities associated with flow 
likely to be repeated. Moreover, the key to the experience of flow is a 
clearly structured activity that is perceived as highly challenging and is 
matched by the respondent's equally high skill level, with both increas- 
ing if flow is to be maintained. In essence, what emerges is an ecological 
model of self, in which the latter is seen as the point of intersection and 
integration of multiple domains of experience, especially family, friends, 
work and school. Major results are reported above (6.3). 

The strengths of this model are its ecological validity, conceptual 
clarity and its multileveled structure. That is, unlike other models, it 
clearly recognizes that individual behavior emerges from within a 
complex ecological context. This said, it too remains problematic in 
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several ways. First, while Csikszentmihalyi recognizes the influence of 
genetic, cultural and, to a lesser extent, familial and peer group influ- 
ences, the focus of the model is on the self as transcendent. TbSs 
person-centered perspective is curious, for while the author acknowl- 
edges that most people's goal hierarchies and meaning systems are 
socially derived, he chooses to highlight the exception, namely, con- 
scious, individual choices which challenge the conventional, and in turn 
de-emphasize the socially constructed character of reality. Second, 
while the author's concern with behavior is a useful counterweight to 
the overwhelming emphasis on cognitive processes in other models, 
there is no necessary contradiction between the two approaches; flow 
and discrepancy may coexist, even coincide. For example, Campbell et 
aL (1976) and Andrews and Withey (1976) propose and Inglehart and 
Rabier (1986) confirm that, through time, aspirations adapt to enduring 
reality. Similarly, the author himself cites a study of two groups of 
highly talented mathematics students, one of which found mathematics 
exciting while the other found it boring. Csikszentmihaiyi argues that 
the answer lies in flow, but that supplies the what, not the why. Finally, 
while the model is explicitly dynamic in a developmental sense -- 
unless both the level of challenge and skill increase through time, flow 
gradually ceases -- the model is otherwise static. Flow is a uniquely 
individual experience, and only applies to specific activities, thus 
leaving much about QSL unexamined. Put differently, this is to suggest 
that the model is unevently sensitive to the contexts within which 
individuals are likely to make judgments regarding their QSL. 

Campbell, Wilson and Hanson. For a study of mature entering students 
at the University of Texas (Austin), Campbell et at. developed an 
advanced model of QSL. This suggests that QSL is the interactive 
consequence of student type, situational events (stress), stage of transi- 
tion, and person-environment fit across six life domains concerning 
experience both on- and off-campus. Moreover, the model is explicitly 
ecological in accord with the thinking of Bronfenbrenner (1979) and 
Lewin (1936). The results indicated that QSL was independent of 
student background but was strongly related to academic performance 
and situational stress. In turn, stress and fit were only moderately 
related; while most respondents quickly resolved the stress associated 
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with university entry, some experienced no or little stress despite 
displaying manifestly poor fit. Thus, fit not only included academic and 
non-academic life domains, but was mediated by both situational 
factors and student type. 

The models' complexity is both its major strength and its major 
weakness. On the one hand, the authors recognize the multidimensional 
character of QSL, especially the salience of context and time. They 
recognize too that different people can respond to roughly the same life 
circumstance in quite different ways, and that such responses need not 
be logical or indeed even rational. On the other hand, in light of the 
preceding discussion of definitional elements, the model is not complex 
enough to capture QSL. For example, QSL is conceived in terms of 
student satisfaction, and thus stands in contrast to notions of cognitive 
discrepancy or the contextual character of patterns of affective expres- 
sion (Denzin, 1984; Lazarus, 1991). Similarly, the author's notion of 
student type is based on time use, a choice that while convenient and 
apparently valid, is theoretically uninformative as regards the bases 
upon which students interpret experience and thus feel high or low 
stress. Further, as a metaphor, the idea of "fit" is appealing. However, it 
lacks specificity (Nadler and Tushman [1980], for example, distinguish 
between six types of fit), is too simple (by failing to deal with "multiple 
fits" [Baird, 1988: 43]), and is passive (something people experience) 
rather than active (something people do) (Hobfoll, 1988: 130), the 
latter weakness captured by Hobfoll and Vaux's (1993: 697) observa- 
tion tha t , " . . .  We can learn more from how a poor single mother lives 
reasonably than by how a rich man lives well." In contrast, Riegel's 
(1975) transactional notion of "synchrony" is probably more useful. 
Finally, the author's choice of life domains was based on a factor 
analysis of items listed in Andrews and Withey's (1976) study of adults. 
It thus appears less sensitive to student perceptions that the pilot study 
summarized above (6.2). More generally, then, while Campbell et al.'s is 
an excellent effort, it appears unevenly contextual. 

An  alternate model  Having found four of the leading models of QSL 
creative and useful but incomplete, an alternate model is advanced in 
their place. In the spirit of the "both/and" thinking characteristic of 
inclusive models, this will build on the strengths, of the models 
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reviewed above as well as the preceding discussion of definitional 
elements. The result is pictured below in Figures 3 and 4, the former 
providing a conceptual overview, the latter a more specific operational 
description. 

This is an ecological model of QSL and as such is grounded in three 
assumptions. The first, in the words of Miller (1989: 428) is that, "The 
critical unit of analysis is the transaction between the organism and its 
context (social, historical, and physical)." (emphasis in original). This 
rejects the traditional either/or distinction between the individual and 
the environment, assuming instead, with Dewey and Bentley (1949), 
that "the actor and the situation are indivisible as a unit" (Forgas, 1982: 
61). The second is that all actors see their own behavior as meaningful, 
and that meaning is always attached to some specific context. Conse- 
quently, to understand an actor's behavior will always involve some 
attention to the context(s) within which it occurred. Finally, for human 
actors reality is socially constructed, that is, behavior necessarily arises 
out of some meaning system which, in turn, is created, maintained and 
changed through on-going social interaction. This implies replacing the 
traditional view of the "self", as apart from the environment, with a 
social self, in which self and other are connected. In the words of 
Minuchin (1984: 2), "We are a culture that has enthroned the indi- 
vidual. We have an extraordinarily rich literature of individual psy- 
chology, but our insight has focused on the being inside the self. This is 
an extraordinary feat of the imagination because "disconnected" indi- 
viduals do not exist. Life consists of growing, mixing, cooperating, 
sharing, and competing with others. Surely, most of us have had our 
most significant experiences within some form of the complex social 
unit we call a family." 

In this context, the model depicted in Figure 3 proceeds from left to 
right. It begins with the family conceived here as a nested series of 
contexts: the family as an organized pattern of interaction, a particular 
meaning structure, a demographic structure and a particular place in 
the life cycle; the family as a member of a particular ethnic community 
as well as living in a particular geographic location; and, the family in 
society, having a particular social status and work history. In turn, this 
implies the importance of student finances and generational status. 
Similarly, "current living arrangement" and "other" describes the possi- 
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bility of social influences other than familial, and implicitly calls atten- 
tion to whether or not students live in residence or live off-campus and 
commute to university. 

Next, the university is similarly described as a series of nested 
contexts: the individual or "self" in terms of identity (academic and 
social confidence, self-esteem, gender, and enduring affective state), 
meaning structure (expectations, goals, values), discrepancies (between 
aspirations and reality), patterns of thought and action (carried over 
from their family or changed in some way), and health (both physical 
and mental); the university as social context, including on-going rela- 
tions with friends and, for those who live on campus, with roommates; 
the university as academia, including relations with faculty, choice of 
program, and experience of academic work (grades, number of courses, 
classroom sizes, and so on); and, university as complex organization, 
including structural (size, semester system, and so on [see Kuh, 1982]) 
and programmatic features (administrative complexity, course availa- 
bility, extracurricular activities, student services, and so on). Further, all 
of the latter may be affected, either positively or negatively, by a range 
of possible situational events. 

Together, the interaction of these various processes accounts for 
QSL, which in turn feeds back to affect both familial and university 
processes, that is, QSL is here conceived as both an independent and a 
dependent variable, depending on time and context. Thus, a positive 
QSL will increase the likelihood of academic and social success, 
whereas a negative QSL will decrease that likelihood, including the 
possibility of attrition. 

Finally, QSL is seen as a time-dependent variable. In cross-sectional 
terms, this means that time at a given institution will either give 
different weight or meaning to the factors already listed and/or will 
suggest the operation of additional domains for different groups of 
students. For example, transition adjustment is relevant to the QSL of 
entering students, whereas employment opportunities affect the QSL of 
graduating students. In contrast, in lon~tudinal terms, this becomes a 
model of student development, in which QSL is seen as an important 
component in promoting or inhibiting cognitive and social transfor- 
mation. 

More generally, then, Figure 3 does three things: It specifies relevant 
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variables, indicates their locations (on or off campus), and, most 
importantly, underscores the extent to which strident evaluations about 
their quality of life is necessarily and simultaneously embedded in a 
variety of contexts. This depiction, however, is limited, first, by the 
constraints of a two-dimensional model -- it should really involve a 
three-dimensional animated sequence moving through time -- and, 
second, by the deliberate omission of a detailed description of how 
specific variables interact. 

For the latter, turn to Figure 4, below. This takes the form of a 
traditional path model, read for left to right. However, in the interests 
of simplicity, it has been altered in three ways: first, it has been 
simplified to omit the dense network of interactions implied by Figure 
3, including the interactions among variable within variable-set boxes 
(in boldface), for example, between grades and instruction within the 
academic box; second, it has been modified to allow for the depiction 
of feedback processes in keeping with an ecological perspective but not 
permitted within path modelling conventions; and, to avoid "overdefin- 
ing", several variable-set boxed (family is the sole exception), such as 
living arrangements, only appear once, although the arrows emerging 
from the box will indicate that it operates conceptually as both an 
independent and a mediating variable, based on variation in context 
and time. 

The model begins by highlighting .four sets of independent variables: 
(1) family (especially family 2), (2) social relations, (3) (stressful) life 
events, and (4)cognitive discrepancies. A commonplace observation is 
that relations with significant others -- especially family members and 
poors, but also romantic partners, faculty members and others (for 
example, a favoured physician or a minister or rabbi) -- are a primary 
source of conflict and distress but also of pleasure and support. Such 
relations are thus seen here as strongly associated with QSL. Next, life 
events, particularly negative events, are a primary sources of stress (see 
Miller, 1993). These may range from minor daily hassles to major life 
events. Irrespective of its source(s), a student's prevailing level of stress 
is likely to significantly colour their judgment of their QSL. Finally, 
emphasis by the university on academic achievement is such as to 
identify academic matters as another independent variable-set. Here, 
the notion of multiple discrepancies is espedatly apt, since student 
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reports typically depict academic life as mixed, for example, good 
grades but poor facilities and a heavy course load (Benjamin, 1990). 
However, discrepancies imply comparisons, hence the importance of 
student goals and expectations. It is only in relation to such goals that 
academic experience may or may not give rise to discrepancies, with 
the latter directly impacting on QSL. 

To this point, the model resembles conventional models of SWB, 
only modified to apply to university students. Where this model 
diverges, however, is in the view that these independent variable-sets 
are likely mediated by a range of additional variables. These are used to 
represent the various contexts in which students operate on a day-to- 
day basis. This model specifies nine mediating variables or variable- 
sets. However, towards greater conceptual clarity, two subsets of these 
variables are distinguished, based on their variability. Mediating vari- 
ables are those that are themselves subject to considerable variation 
through time. In contrast, conditioning variables exhibit much slower 
rates of change, so that for all intents and purposes they may be 
regarded as invariant. 

For that reason, the effects of the latter will typically be less potent 
and more indirect than their mediating counterparts. The conditioning 
effects of family 1 variables are readily apparent. For example, the 
likelihood of stressful life events appears related to family social class 
(based on family resources and parental educational history) and 
ethnicity, including such things as the death of a member, or of separa- 
tion and divorce. Family social class also affects student status as 
regards employment, generation (that is, whether or not they are the 
first person in their family to have attended university), and health, each 
of which may, in turn, mitigate or exacerbate student stress. Further, the 
family is a major source of student goals and expectations. Thus, 
student expectations may well vary on the basis of family social class 
and this, in turn, suggests variation in the likelihood and magnitude of 
any discrepancies between, for example, expectations and year-end 
achievement. Similarly, social class and especially ethnicity suggests 
considerable variation in preferred patterns of intrafamilial relating, 
and, in turn, may impact on institution, with poor and/or visible 
minority students on affluent, all-white compus a prime example. 
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Finally, family social class also impacts on social expectations, and thus 
acts to condition student social relations. 

As to institution, this includes a range of variables whose influence 
should not be underestimated. While student alienation, for example, 
can occur at any institution, it is more typically directly related to 
institutional size and complexity; as size and complexity rise, so too 
does the likelihood of student alienation. Thus, institution may affect a 
range of choices, both academic (such as program of study, quality of 
instruction, and so on) and non-academic (such as the range and 
availability of student services). Related effects may reflect the size and 
complexity of institutional bureaucracy, especially if this means that 
desired courses are unavailable. Finally, institutional alientation is also 
likely to impact on family interaction and student perceptions of self, 
with high alienation perhaps associated with decreased self-esteem and 
increased student demands for familial support (which may or may not 
be forthcoming [see below]). 

Turning to the mediating variables, these include Family 2, self, 
living arrangements, meaning structure and support, with health and 
employment status having already been noted. Family 2 refers to those 
patterns of interaction which characterize the families of students. 
Available evidence (see Benjamin, 1988a) shows that such patterns 
va D, widely, both in functionality and cordiality'. Accordingly-, inter- 
action between students and their families may play a major role in 
mitigating or exacerbating stress associated, for example, with conflict 
between peers or student reaction associated with one or more academ- 
ically-related cognitive discrepancies. In similar faskion, family-student 
interaction is likely associated with variation in level of social support 
together with student meaning structure and perceptions of self. 

The variable-set self seeks to capture both dispositional and situa- 
tional processes. Age is an example of the latter: it typically reflects a 
student's level of educational and life experience, while denoting status 
(for example, as freshman or senior) in the university system. As such, 
it may mitigate the impact, for example, of negative relational events 
(such as the disruption of a romantic relationship); what may be experi- 
enced as devastating for a naive t 8-year-old may be taken in stride by 
an experienced 24-year-old. Similarly, student goals and expectations, 
and their response to cognitive discrepancies will likely vary by age. 
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Esteem and gender are examples of the former. Self-confidence and a 
positive or coherent view of the world, for example, may significantly 
mitigate the effects of the stress associated with the transition from high 
school to university. Indeed, some students adjust to the transition in a 
matter of weeks, others require months to reach the same place (see 
Benjamin, 1990), while a small proportion never adjust, dropping-out 
after days, weeks, months or even years of university experience. 

Living on or off campus is another important mediating context 
(Benjamin, 1988b). To start with, the self-selecting character of living 
arrangements must be emphasized. Thus, the decision whether to live in 
residence or off-campus may itself be multiply determined, including: 
institutional policy (universities may or may not require residence living 
among entering students) and resources (by definition, commuter 
colleges have no residential facilities); student preferences (in turn 
based, for example, on personality attributes, life experience and the 
identity of peers); and, family resources and interaction patterns. In 
addition, through time, living arrangements may or may not capture 
changing contexts. Some universities allow and some students prefer 
to remain in the same residence location throughout their university 
career. In other cases, residence living is used to buffer the transition 
from high school to university, with student moving off campus in 
subsequent years. In turn, living arrangements are known to shape 
student social relations in important ways. Compared to their counter- 
parts off campus, students who live on campus have access to a much 
wider range of others who, in turn, can be a critical source of support, 
both academic and personal. Such students also report much greater 
convenience in accessing campus resources and, as a function of their 
experience and program, interaction with faculty. In general, then, 
where students live represents a context which shapes much of their 
subsequent academic and social development, including evolution of 
their meaning structure. However, the likelihood that on campus living 
arrangements, for example, will mitigate negative academic experience 
is itself only probabilistic. Conflict between roommates, for example, 
can itself be a major source of stress and may, in certain cases, under- 
mine academic achievement. 

Finally, student meaning structure is seen here to arise from multiple 
sources, including self, family, living arrangements, academic experience 
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and life events. Family processes help define for their members how the 
larger world is to be seen and interpreted, and who each member is, 
both to each other in the family per se, and in their relations with the 
outside world. Such definitions are enormously influential, but may or 
may not be consistent with how each member views themselves, both in 
the family and in the larger world beyond. Indeed, students may hold 
mutually contradictory views, seeing themselves as one sort of person 
in the family but quite another with their friends or their romantic 
partner (see Benjamin, 1990). Further, as noted above, the larger world 
of the university may, to a substantial degree, be subsumed by their 
living arrangements. The latter is especially true for students who live in 
residence where they typically spend most of their free time out of 
class. By contrast, this wilt be much tess so for students who live at 
home or who make their own home with a partner, which those who 
live independently off campus (either alone or with peers) in some 
intermediate position. Whatever the source, this model suggests that 
meaning structure will significantly influence the interpretation of life 
events and cognitive discrepancies. That is, given similar objective 
circumstances, variation in meaning structures will correspond to 
significant differences in the perception of both stress and cognitive 
discrepancies. 

Taken together, the mediating and conditioning variables listed here 
are likely to significantly affect student's interpretation of academic, 
familial, relational and life events. 

In turn, the interaction of independent, conditioning and mediating 
variable sets will predict the status of student satisfaction, the key 
dependent variable-set. Overall student satisfaction is seen here as a 
single composite score, likely derived by combining domain satisfaction 
and happiness ratings. In contrast, domain satisfaction involves a series 
of satisfaction and happiness scores specific to the nine domains 
examined in Figure 2. More generally, this mode1 argues that student 
satisfaction is multiply determined, with 11 predictor variables listed, 
that is, four independent variables (academic, cognitive discrepancy, 
social relations, life events) and seven mediating variables (meaning 
structure, support, employment status, health status, family, self and 
living arrangements). 

However, the status of satisfaction is complicated by the additional 
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variable of time. Given the view that QSL be seen as a response to 
experience in the immediate or short-term past, its status at time 1 -- 
for example, the end of semester 1 -- is likely to affect the status of 
QSL at time 2, says, at year-end. Thus, QSL may be seen as effect in 
one context but cause in another (Veenhaven, 1984). That is, QSL, like 
family, is likely to shift status as a function of context, changing from 
dependent variable at time 1 to independent variable at time 2. For 
illustrative purposes only, the model indicates that QSL scores at time 
2 influences cognitive discrepancies and life events. In fact, many more 
such loops might have been added, for example, regarding living 
arrangements, self, social relations, and so on. Moreover, this assumes 
continued enrolment, thus raising an alternative possibility, that poor 
QSL at time 1 may contribute to attrition. Indeed, in a sense, this model 
clarifies the extent to which there is likely to be predictable overlap 
between models of QSL and attrition. 

Thus, more generally, the thrust of Figure 4 is to portray QSL as a 
dynamic multidimensional construct which operates as a barometer 
sensitive to the changing flux of student experience. Further, by specify- 
ing the status and interaction sequence among relevant variables, this 
Figure renders this model of QSL amenable to empirical test. Since this 
raises a host of methodological issues, it is to these that I turn in 

closing. 

QSL: M E T H O D O L O G I C A L  ISSUES 

Finally, a coherent approach to QSL would be incomplete without 
some consideration of methodological issues. QSL research raises con- 
cerns about a range of such issues. Unfortunately, detailed exploration 
of all of them is beyond the purview of this paper. Instead, discussion 
will be limited to the three methodological issues regarded as most 

salient. 

Perspective. The first issue is not so much methodological as it is 
philosophical. It concerns whose perspective should prevail in the 
selection of study methods: the researchers or the respondents. The 
former has been described as "adultocentric" (Benjamin, 1990) because 
it imposes adult assumptions and perspectives on student respondents 
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(Patton, 1991). For example, by coming to data collection with a fixed 
set of questions, researchers assume that they know what the right 
questions are, and thus have, by implication, omitted alternative ques- 
tions they might have selected but did not. Similarly, by presenting 
respondents with a fixed set of alternatives for any given question -- 
responses such as "other", "don't know" or "not sure" are typically 
omitted in subsequent analysis --  researchers necessarily present 
respondents with a particular view of the issue in question, one with 
which they may or may not agree but can do nothing to change. 

The alternative, a student-centered or qualitative perspective, is only 
now becoming more popular in higher education (Manning, 1992; 
Whitt, 1991), recognition that Kuh and Andreas (1991) regard as long 
overdue. This too builds on certain assumptions and perspectives. For 
example, it assumes that we, adult researchers, do not know, indeed 
cannot know, in advance what students think or feel; this can only be 
discovered by asking them. The same is true for response options 
applied to any given question. Once student subjective responses are 
known, then fixed question formats become both useful and ecologi- 
cally valid, although even then some room for variation from the norm 
is called for. Moreover, the issue of perspective becomes more impor- 
tant with regards some issues than others. It is legitimate for researcher 
to pursue some aspect of students experience or behavior, though that 
may not parallel any similar student interest in the issue. Conversely, 
when researchers purport to represent student views, then the impor- 
tance of student-centered data becomes more important. 

QSL appears as just such a topic, such that any effort at instrument 
construction should begin with she unstructured subjective response of 
students. The pilot study, reported above (6.2), reflects this approach. 

Time J~'ame: present versus retrospective. Another issue concerns time 
frame, that is, whether students should be asked about their experience 
in the past or the present. Traditionally known as the problem of 
"retrospection", it has received considerable study in the methodo- 
logical literature (see Creed, 1993; Rabkin, 1993). The thrust of this 
work is that retrospective accounts are subject to various forms of 
distortion. For example, in a study of entering students, Benjamin 
(1990) was able to compare retrospective accounts taken at the end of 
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the semester against diary accounts provided daily throughout the 
semester. The results showed considerable retrospective distortion 
based on student outcome: satisfied students remembered the semester 
as satisfying throughout, dissatisfied students the reverse, when in fact 
their daily diary reports indicated that both groups had experienced 
many ups and downs. Similarly, Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984) 
followed up a group of high school students two years after their initial 
involvement in a study of flow. This involved both interview and on- 
the-spot reports using experience sampling. In interview, students 
reported steady and consistent improvement across all life domains. 
On-the-spot data showed positive change in some domains but not 
others. The authors interpreted the difference as reflecting a change in 
the meanings these students attributed to their experience. In other 
words, different methods measured different things. 

With regard to QSL, these data recommend measures which are as 
close to student's immediate experience as possible rather than relying, 
for example, on student's ability to summarize their experience over an 
entire semester. Moreover, where change in QSL is of concern, this 
reasoning would favor repeated measures, particularly given Larson 
and Csikszentmihalyi's (1983) view that, "One-time assessments appear 
to reflect response sets and cultural stereotypes as much as they do 
anything else." In addition, repeated measures would allow exploration 
of the possibility that past experiences (including QSL) have influenced 
the interpretation of current perceptions. 

Data type: survey versus interview. The final issue concerns the type of 
data to be collected. Specifically, quantitative data using student surveys 
or qualitative data based on student interviews. At present, nearly all 
QSL studies rely on quantitative data in the form of standardized self- 
report surveys. Their advantages are numerous (Roberts and Clifton, 
1991): They provide useful information at low cost, are more reliable 
(because more global) when compared to a single observer, include 
multiple student perspective (in large samples), and take account of 
data an observer might otherwise miss. Conversely, such methods are 
also problematic (Stage and Russell, 1992), for example, survey 
methods are vulnerable to social desirability response bias effects 
(Diener, 1984; Zautra and Goodhart, 1979), only apply at the indi- 
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vidual (as opposed to the community-) level (Larson, 1978), and the 
views expressed do not necessarily (or even frequently) reflect how 
people actually behave (Deutscher, 1973), typically without recognizing 
any discrepancy between the two. Furthermore, such methods have 
typically been used to acquire interindividual or intraindividuat data, 
but not both. In Lazarus's (1991: 409) view, this is an error, since " . . .  
people who often feel bad often feel good, too (interindividual com- 
parison), [while] at the moment they feel bad they are not also likely to 
feel good (intraindividual comparison.. .)" (parenthesis in original). 

The alternative, student interviews, involve a mix of pros and cons 
(Manning, 1992; McCracken, 1988; Patton, 1990). Advantages include 
the following: they involve a creative collaboration between researchers 
and respondents, and so give the latter an opportunity to shape the 
research in a way not open to survey respondents; they provided richly 
detailed descriptive accounts which include nuances omitted using 
other methods; they provide the opportunity for unanticipated findings 
that are deliberately excluded using standardized measures; they are 
faithful to student's perspective, and more ecologically valid that other 
methods; and they contribute to the production of fundamental knowl- 
edge, and so may provide the basis for subsequent efforts at survey 
construction. Conversely, these advantages can only be gained at some 
risk, including problems associated with validity and trustworthiness, 
the fact that interviews are expensive in time and effort, that they are 
dependent on the interviewers' expertise and so may vary in quality, 
yield voluminous results that are difficult to disseminate in concise 
form, and, insofar as they are necessarily obtrusive, may unintentionally 
do psychological harm to respondents, especially if the topic of inquiry 
is emotionally charged for them (Webb et al., 1981). 

In the end, the choice of SUla, ey or interview cannot be resolved in 
any definitive way. Integral to both (indeed, all) methods are strengths 
and weaknesses. Consequently, the choice of method must ultimately 
turn on the objectives, concerns and circumstances of the study in 
question. 

Integration: triangulation. Available QSL studies have, in light of an 
exclusive or "either/or" perspective on theory, responded by selecting 
one solution and rejecting all others. Thus, typical have been studies 
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that are "adultocentric" in design, relying on standardized self-report 
measures to collect retrospective data. The bias favored here, toward an 
inclusive or "both/and" approach to theory, suggests an alternative 
response involving "method triangulation" (Denzin, 1978; Webb et at., 

1981) that has only recently begun to gain some recognition in higher 
education (Stage and Russell, 1992). Given the strengths and weak- 
nesses of all methods, triangulation involves the use of multiple methods 
in the study of a single phenomenon in the hope of maximizing study 
validity. Indeed, their combination builds on their combined strengths, 
for example, by constructing the questions and response categories in 
a widely disseminated survey instrument to reflect student interviews. 
Similarly, different methods might be used to reflect varying time 
intervals: observations and/or interviews to capture the immediate 
present, surveys to explore the near past, and registrarial and diary data 
to construct time series data. Finally, triangulation suggests the need for 
a complex sampling frame, especially as regards the need to capture the 
diversity of student types and circumstances. Thus, selection variables 
might include: academic year (1), gender (2), program (3), ethnicity (4). 
In turn, a sampling frame containing 96 cells would require a large 
sample of respondents, easily m excess of 2,000, and thus would be 
more appropriate for large as opposed to small institutions. 

C O N C L U S I O N  

Undergraduate students lead complex lives. They struggle to meet the 
academic requirements of their program of study, while simultaneously 
coping with competing demands of parents, friends, romantic partners, 
employers and others. They may further confront acute and/or chronic 
problems with health and finances as well as unexpected life events. 
Moreover, their capacity to juggle those various concerns successfully, 
and the extent to which they view the stress this places on them as 
manageable, will vary. Separately, and in combination, these experi- 
ences contribute to QSL, which then feeds back, to mediate subsequent 
student coping efforts, including the decision to carry on to graduation 
or to cut short their education and seek an alternative life course. 

This suggests that QSL is likely to play an salient role in the lives of 
undergraduate students, and thus should be included as an important 
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variable in efforts to understand student experiences and outcomes. At 
present, that is not the case in higher education, and deservedly so 
given the conceptual confusion which now characterized QSL. By 
suggesthlg several ways to bring coherence to this notion, this paper has 
sought to give QSL the prominence it deserves. 

As noted in the introduction, such prominence should not be merely 
theoretical, but pragmatic as well. For university administrators and 
managers, a coherent use of QSL offers a strategic advantage in attract- 
ing and retaining students in light of data indicating "high" QSL. 
Similarly, data indicating a "low" QSL, either overall or more likely in 
specific domains and/or among specific students groups, provides the 
opportunity for targeted or focused programmatic efforts at change and 
improvement. This potentially represents an increase in efficiency 
compared to the generic interventions more typical of the field. Finally, 
QSL offers a complex but soplfisticated and sensitive means of moni- 
toring changing student sensibilities through time, both at the institu- 
tional level but more importantly among key student groups. 

N O T E S  

There is a similar diversity of interest in "quality" in literatures concerned with paid 
work (Lawler, 1977; Lawler etal., 1980) and retail business (Lane, 1992). 
2 The Task Force on University Accountability (1993: Appendix G) lists 25 perform- 
ance indicators. 
3 Some theorists would include a third dimension concerned with disposition or 
personality (Stull, 1987). 
4 For example: health, finances, family, job, friends, housing, partner, recreation, 
religion, self-esteem, transportation, and education (Michalos, t993b). 
5 Indeed, the opposite is also implied, that is, current experience may retroactively 
alter the perception of past experiences. For example, on completion students may 
experience a given course negatively, saying that it was excessively difficult, unreason- 
ably demanding or unconnected with their program of study. In light of subsequent 
experience, however, that evaluation may change, the students now saying that they 
learned much that they can only now make good use of. 
6 Recent evidence in a new field of study, psychonenroimmunology (Ramey, 1989; 
Stein and Miller, 1993), comes to the same conclusion on the physiological level. 
7 Additional studies have examined the quality of experience -- usually negative -- of 
minority students enrolled in institutions in which most students are white (AlleaL 1981, 
1985, 1988; Burbach and Thompson, 1971; Madrazo-Peterson and Rodriguez, 1978; 
Nettles and Johnsons, 1987; Peterson et aL, 1978; Smith, 1980). They are excluded 
from consideration in this section because their concern with QSL is indirect rather 
than explicit. 
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8 In more recent work, Roberts (personal communication, t993) reports generalizable 
findings with regard to two cognitive dimensions. 
9 Faculty respondents were asked a similar question: "What sorts of things do you 
think affect the quality of life of students at the University of Guelph?" 
i0 The 3M Teaching Award. 
11 This follows a related distinction between mechanistic and contextuafist theoretical 
perspectives (Lazarus, 1991: 174-- 176). 
~2 The central place of discrepancy between aspirations and achievement is hardly 
unique to Michalos. It is also at the heart of exchange theory (see especially Sabatelli's 
[1984] model of marital relations) as well as models of person-environment congruence 
or fit (Baird, 1988; Holt, 1993), child development (Lerner, 1989) and occupational 
burnout (Pines, 1993). 
13 Specifically: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evalua- 
tion. 
14 Specifically, positive affect, negative affect, status, identity, opportunity, and pro- 
fessors. 
is Specifically, teaching method, pupil development, and subject expertise. 
16 Specifically, positive affect, negative affect, interaction with students, and interaction 
with professors. 
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