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Abstract 

 

Community, excellence, and diversity are three main pillars of higher education 

institutions worldwide, yet combining them is challenging as, by nature, they contain certain 

contradictions. Communities form their own understanding of quality that cannot 

adequately be captured by standardized examinations and reviews. For quality and diversity 

to coexist, quality standards may require adaptation to welcome students of all backgrounds. 

Finally, there is a potential trade-off between community and diversity—communities share 

values, which may preclude diversity. This research explores the interplay of community, 

quality, and diversity at AUC. A survey was conducted among AUC students and a 

correlation analysis performed on the answers. No correlation was found between GPA and 

perceived quality of education, illustrating that standardized assessments of quality are not 

representative of community-based understandings of quality. It was found that the higher 

a student’s GPA, the less diverse they perceive the AUC environment to be (and vice versa). 

Lastly, ethnicity, financial circumstance, and age were negatively correlated with social and 

academic belonging. In addition, interviews with members of the AUC Management Team 

were conducted, enabling triangulation of results and providing an institutional view next 

to the student one. These interviews indicated that perspectives of the students and the 

institution differed. The results of this study could be beneficial to higher education 

institutions for several reasons. Examinations that better reflect community-based 

understandings of quality could be designed, alleviating possible tensions that arise when 

standardized quality assessments are used to measure perceived quality of students. 

Additionally, admissions requirements could be adapted to promote diversity, as a perceived 

trade-off between quality and diversity may turn out to be crucially dependent on how 

quality is defined.  

 

Keywords: higher education, educational quality, excellence, diversity, equality of 

opportunity, community, community-quality-diversity conceptual triangle 
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Preface 

 

The current study was inspired by Don Milani's Barbiana School (1954–1967), an 

experimental educational setting that took place in Italy and served as an important source 

of inspiration for the ‘68 Movement of Change. Don Milani was an Italian Catholic priest 

who dedicated his life to educating students with disadvantaged backgrounds, often children 

of poor farmers living in the countryside. He believed in the vital importance of school and, 

therefore, of education as a means of social inclusion for the least advantaged by offering 

equal opportunities. In the school of Barbiana, the attention to the needs of children was 

reserved for those groups of students who, in the eyes of society, were predestined from 

birth to occupy the lowest rungs of the hierarchical social ladder characterized by 

immobility.  

The students of Barbiana wrote their book Letter to a Teacher in response to the 

Italian traditional school system, which they defined as "a hospital that treats the healthy 

and rejects the sick” and accused of being classist, not serving those in need but valuing the 

privileged with respectable family backgrounds. This is reflected in the teaching style, 

which does not start from the students' conditions, experiences, and knowledge. Rather, it 

presupposes high standards of prior knowledge, which automatically leads to excluding 

those who do not comply with such standards.  

The tension that emerges from the connection of each angle of the conceptual 

triangle (Figure 1), which will be introduced in this thesis, is what the students of the school 

of Barbiana implicitly describe in Letter to a Teacher. The students of the School of 

Barbiana had to go to the state schools as privatists to get their diplomas, and, every year, 

those teachers would fail most of them. The book clearly displays the clash between the 

community-based understanding of educational quality of the Barbiana students and the 

standardized quality assessment of the Italian school system (quality-community tension). 

This is because what educational quality meant to the students of Barbiana largely differed 

from what it meant to teachers of the traditional Italian educational system. At the School 

of Barbiana, no grading system was employed and students could not be failed. The teaching 

style was a reflection of the school’s respect for diversity: maximum effort was asked from 

everyone but was not measured the same way. The evaluation of the progress of each student 

was conducted by respecting their differences because, to their eyes, a school that levels all 

students without considering their history, their origin, their starting points, is an unjust 

school. 



 

 

 

In turn, the students of the school of Barbiana advocate for a school that is open to 

all and that brings together children of different backgrounds through the love of knowledge. 

Transferring the teachings of the School of Barbiana to a university setting, such as 

Amsterdam University College, is a challenging task. Higher education is one of the last 

phases of the full educational cycle, which means that students entering these institutions 

must have completed all prior educational stages. Therefore, the equalizing function of 

universities is limited, but this does not mean they have no function at all. One of the final 

passages of the book states: “A school that is as selective as the kind we have described 

destroys culture. It deprives the poor of the means of expressing themselves. It deprives the 

rich of the knowledge of things as they are.” The one is enriched by the other—a diversity 

of background, culture, and knowledge is what universities should aspire to. 

The teaching that echoes from Letter to a Teacher to the present times is the 

following: the School should be thought of as one of the most important places in which the 

constitutional provision is implemented, which requires us "to remove all economic and 

social obstacles which, by limiting the freedom and equality of citizens, prevent the full 

development of the individual and the participation of all workers in the political, economic, 

and social organization of the country” (article 3 of the Italian constitution). Universities do 

not have the means to remove all economic and social injustices. Still, the case study of the 

school of Barbiana demonstrates that it is indeed possible to move towards an educational 

setting that provides truly equal and quality education to students of any and all 

backgrounds.  
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1 Introduction 
 

Education is a fundamental human right protected under Article 26 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR; United Nations, 1948). Since the UDHR was 

proclaimed in 1948, the number of children with access to education has increased 

remarkably. However, other pressing concerns are now rising, and the two most urgent 

educational challenges brought forward by the World Bank (2020), UNICEF (2019), and 

UNESCO (2020) are the global learning crisis and inequitable access to education. 

Increased numbers of students attending school do not result in wide-scale learning as 

improvements need to be made in the quality of education (World Bank, 2020). 

Furthermore, inequality of opportunity remains a major inhibitor to education access as it 

appears that disadvantages such as low resources, income, and skills are transferred from 

one generation to the next, creating generationally disadvantaged groups (UNICEF, 2020). 

Higher education institutions worldwide are aware of these pressing challenges and 

therefore aim to provide high-quality education in communities that promote diversity and 

inclusiveness (Dance, 2019; Mehra, 2018; Prisacariu & Shah, 2016; UNESCO, 2020; World 

Bank, 2020). To address educational quality—generally understood in terms of academic 

excellence—higher education institutions adhere to quality assurance mechanisms that aim 

to advance educational institutions progressively and continuously (European Commission, 

2017). At the same time, diversity is a core pillar for universities worldwide for several 

reasons. Having a higher education degree is currently a significant determinant for social 

mobility and economic opportunity (Billingham, 2018). In fact, gaining access to higher 

education increases access to job opportunities, earning potential and economic stability, all 

of which contribute to quality of life. The second reason has predominantly ethical 

grounds—education is a fundamental human right from which disadvantaged groups have 

historically been deprived (Ghosh, 2012). The fight against racial discrimination in 

university admissions started in the US in the 1960s and has since evolved into a universal 

movement towards increasing diversity in higher education institutions (Foste et al., 2022). 

Nowadays, campus policies that promote diversity and fight discrimination appear in all 

universities and the variety of ideas and opinions brought by diversity is seen as an addition 

to academic programs. The third concept that colleges emphasize as being part of their 

institutional identity is community building. In education, communities commit to guiding 

principles and beliefs that drive their aspirations and academic achievements (Huffman, 
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2003). The academic and social campus experience of students improves through 

engagement in their university community (Battistich & Hom, 1997; Resnick et al., 1997; 

Solomon et al., 1996; Vieno et al., 2005). 

Individually, the ideas of community building, educational quality and diversity are 

fundamental components of higher education institutions. Nevertheless, when these are 

combined, certain contradictions emerge. The community-quality-diversity conceptual 

triangle (Figure 1) portrays the interplay of community, quality and diversity that will be 

investigated throughout the present research. All concepts are interconnected, leading to 

three sides of the conceptual triangle: quality-community, diversity-quality and community-

diversity.  Communities tend to share self-defined values based on conceptions of meaning 

(Furman, 2022; Stoll et al., 2006). This links to quality since values are determinants of 

what quality encompasses (van Kemenade et al., 2008). Because quality is defined through 

values, and values are what constitute communities, it follows that people within a 

community have an aligned understanding of quality. This community-based understanding 

of quality falls in contrast with both external and internal quality assurance mechanisms that 

follow standardized assessment procedures; standardized examinations do not adapt to what 

communities of students value in education. Tests and examinations as a measure of quality 

only capture a small fraction of students’ capabilities, and course evaluation questionnaires 

cover only part of what students value in education (Koretz, 2017).  Furthermore, 

educational quality in higher education institutions is usually associated with excellence, 

which refers to high academic standards that only ‘exceptional’ students can achieve 

(Harvey & Green, 1993). This is especially problematic when it comes to university 

admissions. To access an excellent university, specific requirements, such as high grades 

and the knowledge of languages, are usually needed. This precludes entry to all students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds who were not given the opportunity to attain prior high-

quality education in their high schools. Lastly, communities are bound by the sharing of 

specific norms and values (Furman, 2022; Stoll et al., 2006), leading to the exclusion of 

students whose values differ from those of other community members (Furman, 2002; 

Strike, 1999). This creates a tension between diversity and community, particularly relevant 

in the college setting where community is inherent to the institution’s essence.  
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  Figure 1. Illustration of the community-quality-diversity conceptual triangle. 

 

 

There is much academic discourse investigating the three concepts in the context of 

higher education separately. Educational quality (Langstrand et al., 2015; van der Bij et al., 

2016; Vernez et al., 2016), diversity (Denson et al., 2013; Foste et al., 2022; Gurin et al., 

2002; Thomas, 1996; Zuest et al., 2021), and the role of communities in higher education 

(Battistich & Hom, 1997; Furman, 2002; Solomon et al., 1996; Vieno et al., 2005) are topics 

that frequently appear in prior research. The novelty consists in combining the three and 

investigating them in relation to each other, as the role of community in forming a shared 

understanding of quality and its consequences on educational quality and diversity remains 

to be explored. Therefore, this thesis aims to create a conceptual triangle on the interplay of 

quality, community, and diversity (Figure 1) and to examine the repercussions of this 

interplay in higher education. Both qualitative and quantitative methods are employed to 

investigate the conceptual triangle. Primary data is gathered from Amsterdam University 

College (AUC) students, and several interviews with experts on the topic are incorporated 

into the analysis. AUC acts as a representation of a modern, international/global college that 

strives to form a united student community whose institution-defined mission is to be 

“excellent and diverse” (Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2020). The conceptual triangle is, 

therefore, core to AUC’s values.  

The findings of this research will be beneficial to educational institutions as new 

ways of tackling the topic of educational quality could be developed. By acknowledging 

that a common understanding of quality is formed within communities, a different approach 

Qua
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to measuring educational quality could be adopted. Moreover, finding the right balance 

between academic excellence and diversity is a critical concern for universities and should 

be further investigated. How strict should the admission requisites of a university be to 

ensure quality while simultaneously encouraging diversity? Adding to the quality-diversity 

matter, there is also a substantial clash between community values and diversity. How 

diverse and inclusive can a community that shares specific values really be? By attempting 

to answer these questions, higher education institutions could balance the interplay of 

quality, diversity and community and thereby promote quality while ensuring equal access 

to education.  

The next section will start with an introduction of the three concepts of the 

conceptual triangle that will then be related to each other to construct the research 

hypotheses. Section 3 will explain the methods employed throughout the research and 

Section 4 will describe and explore the final results by incorporating interviews with data 

findings. Lastly, the conclusion will summarize the most relevant findings in relation to the 

theory and reflect on the limitations of the study. 

 

2 Background  
  

This section will introduce the community-quality-diversity conceptual triangle and 

its components. Over time, several definitions have been developed regarding the ideas of 

community, quality, and diversity. The first subsection will therefore explore the different 

understandings of these three concepts and outline the definitions that will be taken in this 

paper. Consequently, the three concepts will be related to one another to formulate the 

current research hypotheses. 

 

2.1 The community-quality-diversity conceptual triangle 

2.1.1 Community 

Nowadays, higher education institutions strive to form diverse and inclusive 

communities that students can refer to as their ‘safe space’. University colleges such as AUC 

are perfect examples of educational communities in which students are in close contact, 

both in the academic building and in the dorms. The establishment of communities amongst 
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students provides three main positive effects: communities increase students’ sense of 

belonging, improve students’ academic achievements, and prepare students for democratic 

life after university (Furman, 2002). Furthermore, several studies found that sense of 

community (SOC) is positively correlated with greater happiness, self-esteem, social skills 

and coping efficacy, and negatively correlated with loneliness, worry, violence, substance 

abuse and antisocial behaviour (Battistich & Hom, 1997; Resnick et al., 1997; Solomon et 

al., 1996; Vieno et al., 2005)  

Although the impact of community on the academic experience of students has been 

investigated, finding a concrete definition of the term remains challenging. Defining 

educational communities is arduous as they represent complex and dynamic realities 

(Furman, 2002). Five features are generally referred to by studies examining the concept of 

community: “shared beliefs and understandings; interaction and participation; 

interdependence; concern for individual and minority views and meaningful relationships” 

(Stoll et al., 2006, p.225). Subjectivity also plays a role in defining communities, as specific 

features of communities are determined by the people that constitute them. There is a 

consensus among scholars that communities are constituted by the sharing of norms and 

values. Sergiovanni (1994) describes schools as ‘nested communities’ of people brought 

together by shared foundational values. In one of his studies on communities, Sergiovanni 

collected data on teachers, staff, students, and parents of Claremont Graduate School and 

discovered that they all valued the same aspects of the school environment such as truth, 

justice, integrity, and care. Similarly, Noddings (1996) highlights the normocentricity of 

communities by claiming that “in all strong communities, there is a significant measure of 

normocentricity. Strong communities stand for something; they share values as well as 

resources and customs” (p.254). 

In the early 1990s, the term ‘professional learning community’ (PLC) was coined in 

the context of learning organizations, namely companies that invest time and resources for 

the constant and progressive learning of their workers (Huffman, 2003). The use of the term 

then shifted to the educational setting and is generally understood as a “group of people 

sharing and critically interrogating their practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, 

inclusive, learning-oriented, growth-promoting way; operating as a collective enterprise” 

(Stoll et al., 2006, p.223). The vast literature on characteristics of PLC can be synthesized 

into five main points: PLC share values and vision, have collective responsibility, engage 

in reflective professional inquiry, collaborate, and promote group and individual learning 

(Hord, 2004; Stoll et al., 2006). PLCs have the aim of improving capacity building in school 
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communities over time. Capacity includes motivation, skills and positive learning. 

Therefore, while attaining PLC has become highly desired by educational institutions 

worldwide, this form of community that aims to create a sustainable learning environment 

is not the focus of this study.  

In turn, the present research understands communities in terms of sense of belonging 

and mattering. Hurtado and Carter (1997) define sense of belonging as “the individual’s 

view of whether he or she feels included in the college community” (p.327). Also, sense of 

mattering plays a vital role in the formation of sense of belonging as social connections are 

involved (Dueñas & Gloria, 2020). Mattering refers to feeling seen and appreciated by the 

outside world, which in turn enhances engagement with both the social and academic 

environment (France & Finney, 2010) and thereby strengthens sense of belonging (Dueñas 

& Gloria, 2020, Reynolds et al., 2010). Sense of belonging as well as sense of mattering are 

two of the components of SOC. The four-dimensional definition of SOC that most 

researchers refer to has been developed by McMillian and Chavis (1986) and consists of 

membership (feeling of belonging), influence (sense of mattering), fulfillment of needs 

(feeling that members’ needs will be met by the community), and shared emotional 

connection. In other words, SOC is “a feeling that members have of belonging and being 

important to each other, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met by the 

commitment to be together” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p.9).  

The present research does not investigate communities as single entities, but rather 

investigates communities in relation to quality and diversity. Therefore, only two of the four 

dimensions of communities by McMillian and Chavis (1986) will be applied to this 

research. Sense of belonging and sense of mattering are the two dimensions that are related 

to values and, as stated by Sergiovanni (1994) and Noddings (1996), values are the building 

blocks of communities: “a sense of belonging involves an identification with the values and 

goals of schooling as well as a feeling of connectedness to others in the school, both students 

and teachers. Thus students whose values and culture conflict with those of the institution, 

or who see schoolwork as meaningless, may also feel that they don’t belong” (National 

Research Council, 2004, p. 43). Therefore, the present research will employ the first and 

second dimensions (sense of belonging and sense of mattering) of the definition by 

McMillian and Chavis (1986) whilst maintaining that communities are constituted by the 

sharing of values and norms.  
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2.1.2 Quality 

What is quality?  

This is the underlying question that has haunted generations of scholars.  Some have 

created categorizations of quality (Garvin, 1984) whilst others concluded that looking for 

an overarching definition of quality is pointless as none can exist (Vroeijenstijn, 1991). 

There is no unique and lasting definition of quality; its meaning and understanding vary 

over time, place, and context (Harvey & Green, 1993; Reeves & Bednar, 1994; van 

Kemenade et al., 2008).  

Garvin (1984) published an influential paper that split quality into different 

understandings depending on its contextualization: these include the transcendental, the 

product-based, the user-based, and the value-based approaches to quality. Following the 

transcendental approach of philosophy, quality is understood in terms of absolutes: “even 

though quality cannot be defined, you know what it is” (Pirsig, 1975, p.184). One can know 

what quality is only after experiencing it, as with Platonic ideas (Garvin David A., 1984a; 

Reeves & Bednar, 1994a). Beauty is an example of a Platonic idea, an intelligible form that 

lies at the origin of any other representation of its attributes. Beauty cannot be taught, and 

only by being exposed to it one can learn to recognize it (Garvin, 1984). The same can be 

said about quality under the transcendental approach. In contrast, the product-based 

approach sees quality as some attribute possessed by a product or service (Garvin,1984). 

The user-based approach determines quality by how well a good or service satisfies the 

customer’s needs, and the value-based approach defines quality as an attribute combining 

good performance with accessible cost (Garvin, 1984).  Authors have encountered 

difficulties in translating the product-based, user-based, and value-based approaches, which 

are traditionally understood in economic terms, to an educational setting.  

 It is generally agreed that quality in education must be viewed as relative for two 

reasons (Harvey & Green, 1993). First, understandings of quality depend on the user of the 

term, namely, the ‘stakeholder’. In the realm of education, different ‘stakeholders’ are 

involved, such as students, teachers, employers, and non-teaching staff. Then, the concept 

of quality has a different significance for each group (L. Harvey & Green, 1993; van 

Kemenade et al., 2008). Second, there is an absolute idea of quality concerned with end 

products as well as an idea of quality focused more on the process that leads to desired 

outcomes (Harvey & Green, 1993)—depending on the approach quality takes on different 

meanings. 
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Five conceptualizations of quality are commonly referred to in the context of 

education: quality as exceptional, perfection, fitness for purpose, value for money, and 

transformative (L. Harvey & Green, 1993; van Kemenade et al., 2008).  Quality as 

exceptional refers to quality as excellence, which implies exceeding extremely ‘high’ 

standards of education. In other words, according to this conception of quality, excellence 

is associated with high grades. This conception is elitist in the sense that excellence requires 

strict standards that not everyone can adhere to. Only ‘top’ students, those with the highest 

grades, live up to the expectations of an ‘excellent’ educational institution. Quality as 

perfection refers to a ‘zero defects’ policy—as long as the final output is free of faults/flaws 

and is therefore perfect, anyone and anything can be of quality. This definition is, therefore, 

more inclusive than that of quality as exceptional.  

Quality management standards follow the quality as perfection approach. They are 

intended to safeguard quality based on a ‘zero defects’ policy by ensuring procedures are 

correct. The ISO 9000:2015 is the most widely known and used quality management 

standard globally and it provides guidelines to ensure consistent and good-quality products, 

processes, and services (ISO, 2022). Certifications provide assurance along the supply chain 

that a specific set of standards has been adopted by the buyer (Dankers, 2003). Finally, the 

labeling systems signal to the end customer that the product or service they are buying 

complies with these standards (Dankers, 2003; Riva et a., 2016; Waide et al., 2008). Since 

different stakeholders in education have different conceptions of quality, quality assurance 

mechanisms are both external and internal and might vary among countries. Large-scale 

student assessments and regional school evaluations are part of the external system, and 

classroom-based students assessment, testing of students, and staff appraisal are some of the 

internal quality-control mechanisms (European Commission, 2017).  

The fitness for purpose approach is a rather functional conception of quality 

compared to the other three: if something does the job it was ideated for, then it is of quality. 

This is also an inclusive understanding of quality as anything (or anyone) has the potential 

to be of quality as long as it fulfills its intended purpose. Finally, the value for money 

approach relates back to a populist conception that associates quality with cost-efficiency—

the highest prize possible at the lowest cost. Governmental funding for education in the US 

has followed this understanding of quality since the mid-1980s (Harvey & Green, 1993). 

The aim was to increase student capacity in schools without changing financing, thereby 

increasing the efficiency of educational institutions. Lastly, the transformative approach 

sees quality as the motor for ‘qualitative change’. Whereas in the other conceptualizations 
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something/someone provides for the consumer, in the case of the transformative approach, 

something/someone does something to the consumer. The process of learning entails an 

active influence on the student that receives and stimulates transformation. We grow and 

change in the process of learning; Pirsig described this by stating “Quality is not a thing. It 

is an event” (Prisig, 1975, p.83). 

Instead of seeing quality as distant from the user like in the conceptualizations of 

quality as exceptional, perfection, fitness for purpose, value for money, the transformative 

approach emphasizes the impact quality can have on a personal level. A good education can 

shape who we are and what we believe in. Quality is a “value-laden” term, which is 

“subjectively associated with that which is good and worthwhile” (Harvey & Green, 1993, 

p.11). In other words, “Quality education matches our values” (van Kemenade et al., 2008, 

p.178), and this is precisely why a good education has the power to influence students on 

such a deep level.  

The transformative approach is a modern way of examining quality of education, 

especially in LAS colleges worldwide. One example is Leiden University College (LUC) 

that defines excellence as follows: “excellence is not only about the standards of our 

students […]. We believe in active learning, which gives students space to develop and 

explore their own ideas and to challenge themselves, each other and the academic staff on 

their views.” (Leiden University, 2022). Active learning is the key word that most 

universities nowadays make use of when referring to the transformative approach—the act 

of learning is not passive but instead requires active engagement on the student’s side. 

Utrecht University College (UUC) also emphasizes the importance of the transformative 

approach, stating: “We give students the space to develop themselves” (Utrecht University, 

2022).  

Considering the widespread use of the transformative approach in modern 

Universities, this is the conceptualization of quality that will be employed throughout this 

research. As concluded in the previous subsection (2.1.1) communities are constituted by 

the sharing of values and norms. It follows that students that are part of the university 

community share a set of values and norms. Therefore, the understanding of quality 

employed throughout this research is the following: quality is inherently embedded in our 

value system, and therefore, what we recognize as quality is determined by our values.   
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2.1.3 Diversity 

Diversity is the third and final of the three pillars in the community-quality-diversity 

conceptual triangle.  Since the 1960s, diversity rhetoric has been emerging in institutions of 

higher education, specifically surrounding race-based university admissions in the US 

(Foste et al., 2022). When it was first introduced in educational discourse, diversity was 

understood as racial diversity, however, the decades that followed witnessed a shift in the 

meaning of the term. The market-based ideology of student enrollments appeared: the 

inequity-driven understanding of diversity was replaced by diversity perceived as a valuable 

asset to educational institutions (Foste et al., 2022). Thus, instead of associating diversity 

with the representation of traditionally underrepresented identity groups based on race, 

nationality, and gender, diversity is now understood as the ‘varied perspectives and 

approaches to work that members of different identity groups bring’ (Thomas, 1996). The 

more diverse the university campus, the more market value the institution gains. This relates 

to the theory of ‘social capital’ developed by Putnam in the early 1990s. Its core idea is that 

“like tools (physical capital) and training (human capital), social networks have value… 

first, to people who are in the networks'' (Putnam, 2007, p.137). The value of networks is 

driven by the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from connections between 

individuals (Putnam, 2000). Hence, in the 1990s, universities started to advertise diversity 

as a means to increase social capital on their campus.  

Further research has shown that international colleges promoting diversity allow 

students to explore new ideas and relationships that are key to their identity development 

(Gurin et al., 2002). This is partly due to the fact that identity formation is linked to learning, 

which improves when surrounded by a diverse environment (Gurin et al., 2002): the “value 

of diversity is reflected primarily by the learning that occurs in the presence of diverse 

educational contexts” (Foste, 2022, p. 2). Not only does diversity contribute to identity 

formation and better learning outcomes for students, it also prepares them for a democratic 

life after the completion of their studies. A diverse environment enhances students’ “racial 

and cultural understanding, and judgment of the compatibility among different groups in a 

democracy” (Gurin et al., 2002, p.334).  

In light of the positive effects of a diverse educational environment, in recent years, 

universities worldwide have placed great emphasis on promoting diversity through 

institutional diversity statements (Foste et al., 2022). This way, institutions convey their 

commitment to diversity to external stakeholders, staff, students, prospective students and 
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families. Diversity statements are relevant as they reflect the way in which universities 

assign and construct the meaning of diversity in their educational environment. In fact, 

instead of there being a single definition of diversity, Thomas (2020) adopts the notion 

‘going concern’. This understanding of diversity recognizes the existence of multiple and 

often contested meanings of diversity that are dependent on the institution’s denotation of 

the term. Thus, the way in which a university understands and deals with diversity depends 

on how the institution defines the term in the first place. 

This notion of diversity accounts for changes in the connotation of diversity over 

time. The term diversity was initially introduced to signal the underrepresentation of 

minority classes in universities. Over time, this notion changed and diversity turned into an 

added value for universities. Minority classes were not the focal point anymore, instead, this 

shifted to varied perspectives and ideas. By thinking of diversity as a ‘going concern’, the 

evolution of the term becomes part of the definition itself. Diversity is dynamic and its 

meaning changes depending on the time, culture and context in which it is used. Since this 

thesis focuses on AUC, this research will employ the definition of diversity that AUC aligns 

itself with: a community “inclusive of race, ethnicity, nationality, culture, language, gender, 

and gender expression, sexuality, religious beliefs, political beliefs, age and ability” 

(Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2020).  

 

2.2 Hypothesis development  
 

The previous subsections introduced the definitions that will be employed throughout 

this paper for the concepts of community (2.1.1), quality (2.1.2) and diversity (2.1.3). Now, 

the three concepts will be related to one another to formulate the three research hypotheses 

of this thesis.  

2.2.1 Quality-Community 

University Colleges worldwide focus on community building as part of their 

mission. Several University Colleges in the Netherlands, such as UUC, LUC and AUC, are 

a clear exemplification of universities that form a community, each even self-identifying as 

such (Leiden University, 2022; Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2020; Utrecht University, 

2022). Indeed, as mentioned above, community building in learning environments is 

important for several reasons. Sense of belonging, which is a component of SOC, has many 
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positive outcomes on students’ academic and social university experience. Also, the usually 

small size of college institutions and the close contact among students facilitates the 

formation of communities. University Colleges usually provide accommodation for 

students, thereby leading to students’ meeting both during their classes and during their free 

time at home. The previous subsection (2.1.1) defined communities as being constituted by 

the sharing of values and norms. It follows that University Colleges that form a community 

are united by a specific set of values and norms that members of the community share.  

This relates back to the definition of quality (2.1.2) that is here understood as a 

‘value-laden’ concept. Quality matches our values, which means that our values are 

determinants of what we think is quality. Therefore, if the same values are shared in a 

community, and those values lay the ground of what comprises quality, it follows that 

communities have their own understanding of educational quality. In other words, 

communities build understandings of quality depending on the values they share, and since 

different communities share different values, different conceptions of quality are formed by 

different groups. Therefore, students who feel part of a community will share a similar 

definition of quality. Part a) of the first research question aims to investigate the community-

based formation of educational quality: sense of belonging, the measurement for SOC, is 

expected to be positively correlated with perceived quality. Since students that are part of 

the college community share a common community-based understanding of quality, they 

will also experience/rate the quality of education at AUC in a similar way: 

  

Quality-Community Hypothesis a): Perceived quality1 and sense of belonging 

 (academic belonging, social belonging) are positively correlated.  

  

The previous paragraph concluded that what is considered quality varies from 

community to community, but if different colleges/educational communities all have 

different conceptions of quality, how can comparisons be made between one institution and 

another? This is where the need for quality assurance mechanisms arises. Indeed, if one 

were to stay his/her whole life in the same college community, there would be no need for 

both internal and external quality control mechanisms. The need for standardization arises 

when one moves from one community to another. For instance, if after high school a student 

applies to university the student’s grades are used to evaluate his/her educational level. 

 
1 For clarity, only actual variables used in the correlation analysis are italicized.  
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Grades are important because even though different high schools might stand for different 

values, grades are a way of translating the community’s understanding of quality into a 

standardized and universal grading system.  

Despite the standardization of grading, an A+ might mean different things for 

different universities. If, for instance, a school values precision in learning, then a student 

that diligently learned every word of the assigned chapters will get an A+. The same student 

might not get the same grade if he/she finds him/herself in a different school where they 

value creativity. This example illustrates that educational communities built their own 

conceptions of quality based on their values.  

Considering the widely differing understandings of quality, it is challenging to 

define a universal set of standards that capture the essence of what quality, in all its forms, 

entails (Boud, 2006; Reeves, 2006). To do so, specific criteria regarding what educational 

quality entails need to be developed. These criteria then turn into a standard for educational 

quality that follows a ‘ticking-the-box’ reasoning: the institution is excellent only if specific 

standards are met. Indeed, external quality assurance mechanisms such as large-scale 

student assessments and regional school evaluations are standardized ways of assessing the 

quality of an educational institution that do not take into consideration what the institution’s 

community understanding of quality is in the first place. Therefore, part b) of the first 

research question will investigate this sub-question:  Is grade point average (GPA), the 

standardized measure of quality in higher education, reflective of students’ perception of 

educational quality at AUC? 

 

Quality-Community Hypothesis b): Students’ GPA is expected to be uncorrelated 

 with students’ perceived educational quality at AUC. 

2.2.2 Diversity-Quality 

The second side of the community-quality-diversity conceptual triangle links the 

concepts of diversity and quality. AUC’s motto is “Excellence and Diversity in a Global 

City”, which clearly places importance on and links the two concepts. The word excellence 

relates back to Harvey & Green’s (1993) conceptualization of quality as exceptional—

students are excellent if they get all A’s. Excellence refers to exceedingly ‘high’ standards 

of education that only ‘top’ students can attain. This conception of quality is also present in 

AUC’s website under the section ‘Mission and Values’. Whilst defining excellence, the first 
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bullet point highlights the “commitment to demanding academic standards” for both 

students and teachers (Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2020). Overall, the points describe 

excellence as an academic achievement of high standards.  

The issue with this conception of quality is that it leads to thinking of higher 

education as elitist. If excellence requires strict standards, not everyone will be able to 

adhere to them. This is of particular relevance when it comes to university admissions. In 

fact, admissions requirements to an ‘excellent’ institution of higher education are usually 

very strict. A specific diploma grade is requested together with other requirements 

depending on the university, such as Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores, language 

certificates, entry tests, etc. On one hand, these requirements aim to promote high standards 

of educational quality—if only ‘excellent’ students are accepted to the program, courses can 

tackle advanced and more demanding topics that require prior background knowledge. On 

the other hand, by setting strict entry requirements, students with a disadvantaged 

background are excluded a priori from selection, as many may not have had the luxury of 

learning another language or graduating from a recognised school.  

In September 2020, AUC announced its Framework and Action Plan for Diversity, 

Equity and Inclusion, where one of the pillar discussions was the topic of admissions. AUC 

is tackling the diversity-quality issue by trying to reach out to “first-generation students, 

students from migration and/or refugee backgrounds, and students from lower socio-

economic backgrounds” (Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2020). Additionally, AUC will 

participate in the pre-university programmes offered at UvA and VU and will engage with 

local communities to find prospective students with disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Furthermore, to avoid exclusion from the admissions process, the criteria for admission will 

be reevaluated and the language in which the program is explained to prospective students 

will be examined.  

Overall, AUC is aware of the pressing concern of actively promoting a diverse 

student population by relaxing admissions requirements. At the same time, AUC still 

emphasizes the excellence of the program and the high standards that are required from 

prospective students. Educational quality at AUC, which is both exceptional and 

community-based, stands in contrast with the principles of diversity and inclusiveness, 

which require accessibility. Therefore, the second question that will be investigated is: Does 

the understanding of quality as excellence at AUC promote or discourage diversity and 

inclusiveness?  
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Diversity-Quality Hypothesis: Students’ GPA is expected to be negatively 

 correlated with diversity2.   

2.2.3 Community-Diversity 

Finally, the inherent tension between the idea of community and diversity must be 

investigated. As mentioned in subsection 2.1.1, sociological research has posited that 

communities are bound by the sharing of beliefs and values; only people who reflect the 

same values are truly accepted in a community (Furman, 2002; Strike, 1999). This indicates 

that communities have “symbolic boundaries and symbolic borders, which demarcate the 

inclusion or exclusion of what and who […]” (Furman, 2002, p. 3) can assimilate. Similarly, 

Bryk, Lee, and Holland (1993) emphasize that communities are defined, in large measure 

by the presence of “boundaries” (p. 128)—they researched catholic schools and noticed that 

community in such schools “implies membership in a set of traditions and mores that reflect 

the group’s purpose” (p. 128).  

The idea that communities require boundaries is a contradiction to unbounded 

diversity. As mentioned above, AUC describes itself as a community “inclusive of race, 

ethnicity, nationality, culture, language, gender and gender expression, sexuality, religious 

beliefs, political beliefs, age and ability” (Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2020). Ethnicity, 

nationality, culture and religion are all factors that determine a person’s values. For instance, 

western values entail a set of customs, belief systems, values and norms that are clearly 

distinguishable from middle eastern culture. For instance, researchers found that most 

Muslim students that wear their hijab in western schools experience maltreatment due to 

anti-Muslin bias (Taylor et al., 2014).  

Despite the apparent incompatibility of community and diversity, most university 

colleges worldwide, including AUC, still promote the two in tandem as inherent facets of 

the institution’s identity. Therefore, as a final step, this thesis will investigate whether the 

coexistence of community and diversity is truly present at AUC: Is diversity compatible 

within educational communities, such as AUC, that foster a certain set of values?  

 

 Community-Diversity Hypothesis: Diversity3 is expected to be negatively 

 correlated with sense of belonging (social belonging, academic belonging). 

 
2 Diversity itself was not measured, rather, students’ perceived diversity was as a proxy alongside 
demographic information on survey respondents. 
3 Please see footnote 2. 
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3 Methodology 
 

The present research makes use of both a quantitative and a qualitative approach. A 

systematic literature review is conducted to provide context and highlight the academic 

conversation on the topic. Subsequently, correlation analysis and interviews are combined 

to investigate the three hypotheses introduced in Section 2.2. Correlations are performed 

instead of regressions, as assuming a specific functional form for the relations described in 

the hypotheses is challenging and goes beyond the scope of this research. Correlations only 

determine the strength of an association between two variables and not their causality. This 

way, unfounded assumptions on the precise nature of the link between the variables can be 

avoided, but an indication of how the variables relate to each other can still be disclosed. 

The remaining part of this section will detail the different methods employed in this 

research. 

 

3.1 Systematic literature review  
 

First, a systematic literature review was conducted to investigate educational quality, 

diversity and community in higher education institutions. Sources were selected mainly 

from the UvaLibrary and Google Scholar since studies from all disciplines were considered. 

The study of community falls primarily under the purview of sociology and anthropology. 

Furthermore, both topics of quality and diversity are discussed in a wide range of 

disciplines, from the humanities to the social sciences. No restriction on publication year 

was determined, as most of the literature focusing on quality relates to the late 1980s and 

the early 2000s. Lastly, only papers written in English were considered. 

The research was divided into three phases. First, the search term ‘quality in higher 

education’ was used to select sources from the UvALibrary, resulting in a total of 2,570,374 

papers. Since the aim was to find papers that discussed how quality is defined in higher 

education, the search term was changed to ‘defining quality in higher education’, which 

yielded 323,861 results. Then, the papers were filtered for peer-reviewed journals and 

research fields of ‘education and educational research’ and ‘higher education’.  This 

selection narrowed down the number of papers found to 25,372. The search term ‘defining 

diversity in higher education’ was used to research the second topic, yielding 137,283 
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papers. After applying the same filters as above, the search was restricted to 13,215 papers. 

Lastly, the search term ‘the role of communities in higher education’ yielded 1,589,865 

results. The same filters were applied for this topic, leading to 28,446 papers found. Since 

the present research focuses on the intersection of the three concepts, the search terms 

‘diversity and community in higher education’, ‘community and quality in higher 

education’, and ‘quality and diversity in higher education’ were also used. Only three papers 

that were pertinent to the present research were found.  

To narrow down the number of papers for each theme, conventional methods used in 

systematic reviewing failed.  Hence, the snowballing method was employed, which led to 

the selection of twenty-four papers for the first topic, twenty-six for the second topic and 

sixteen for the third topic. After reading the abstracts and scanning the papers, thirty-two 

sources were selected. Finally, an additional twelve papers were selected by conducting 

back and forth research.  

 

3.2 Quantitative methods  

3.2.1 Data and sample selection 

Primary data was collected from a sample of 86 AUC students. To avoid sample 

bias, first, second and third-year students of all study fields (sciences, social sciences, 

humanities) participated in the study. An online survey of three dimensions—sense of 

belonging, perceived quality of education, and diversity—was designed to collect the data 

(see Appendix A). The survey was made available on students’ Facebook and WhatsApp 

groups to gather as many participants as possible. In addition, students were approached in 

person at the AUC building. Participants’ informed consent was explicitly sought (see 

Appendix A). 

To collect data on teachers, a survey similar to the one designed for students was 

distributed to AUC teachers.  However, the final sample size (N<10) was insufficient for 

data analysis. Therefore, this survey was not taken into consideration.  

3.2.2 Survey structure  

For the research design proposed in this thesis, a survey is the best method to gather 

data for several reasons. The standardized format of surveys facilitates gathering a large 

amount of information from every participant. Furthermore, given that the survey is 
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measuring three concepts that are hard to capture with standardized questions, the versatility 

of surveys is convenient as it allows for different types of answers (multiple choice or open 

question). The survey included some open questions to which respondents could choose to 

answer freely.   

Two existing surveys were merged to investigate the community-quality-diversity 

triangle at AUC. Using existing survey questions allows for greater reliability of the 

individual questions. When specific questions are known to be suitable measures of the 

concept of interest, re-using allows us to obtain data of high quality. This is the case with 

the survey used to measure sense of belonging. The survey questions were taken from a 

study by Ingram et al. (2012), where the authors investigated several dimensions of students’ 

sense of belonging. To measure diversity, questions from the Campus Climate Survey on 

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion of Michigan University were used (University of Michigan, 

2017). The questions were mostly standard questions that universities generally use to 

evaluate the student population based on age, gender, sex, religion, political views, etc. To 

capture perceived educational quality of students, no previous questionnaire has been re-

used. This is because the questions aim to identify which aspects of education AUC students 

value the most. To do so, distinguishing characteristics of AUC’s education were 

incorporated into the questions (i.e., small classes, alternating assessment methods, etc.). 

Lastly, to facilitate the analysis of the gathered data, when possible, all questions were 

converted to a 5-point Likert scale unit of measure (with values 1 to 5; 1 = ‘I strongly 

disagree’ and 5 = ‘I strongly agree’).  

3.2.3 Variable construction 

In total, the survey consisted of 33 questions. Of them, 20 questions measured 

diversity and demographic features of respondents, 7 measured sense of belonging and 6 

measured perceived educational quality. Some questions, such as Q23 (see Appendix A), 

included several statements that respondents could answer one by one, while together, these 

statements measure a concept. Hence, some sub-questions/statements within questions have 

been grouped to form new variables. The variable construction for this research will be 

explained hereafter.  

Demographic variables. First, demographic variables have been created to describe 

the demographic characteristics of respondents. These variables are major, year, age, 

international, sex, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, religion, political views, parent 
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education, high school, financial circumstance and disability. The entire frequency table 

with the groups for each variable is shown in Appendix B. Some response groups were 

recoded into ‘other’ if the responses were close to zero. Other groups were ignored in case 

there were no responses. This was the case for the variable religion (no responses to the 

group ‘Buddhism’); high school (no responses to ‘no one’ and ‘almost no one’ when asked 

for classmates going to university), and political views (no responses to ‘Christian-

democratic’, ‘Conservative’ and ‘Nationalistic’).  

Diversity variables. Here, the most direct question is Q18 providing the measure 

for  perceived diversity: ‘How diverse do you perceive the AUC environment to be?’ Further 

questions measure diversity indirectly, as respondents are asked to rate how comfortable 

they feel about several personal characteristics. These variables are called genderC (Q17a), 

sexual orientationC (Q17b), financialC (Q17c), religionC (Q17d), ethnicityC (Q17e), 

political viewsC (Q17f), opinions studentsC (Q20), opinions teachersC (Q20). These 

questions were not grouped into new variables because each one measures different aspects 

of what makes students feel un-/comfortable at AUC.  

Sense of belonging variables. A total of 7 questions were designed to measure 

students’ sense of belonging. Some of them constitute variables on their own. Q21 measures 

how welcoming students felt when first arriving at AUC, which constitutes the variable 

called welcoming. Moreover, Q24, Q25, Q26 and Q27 measure students’ involvement in 

the AUC community, which indirectly measures sense of belonging. The variable committee 

candidate (Q24) measures if respondents ever applied to an AUC committee, and the 

variable committee member (Q25) measures if respondents were accepted to the committee 

they applied to. academic events (Q26) is the variable that measures how often respondents 

participate in events that take place in the academic building, and social events (Q27) 

measures the same but concerning events that take place outside the academic building.  

The remaining questions (Q22 and Q23) were combined as they both directly 

measured sense of belonging. In total, the questions together contained 28 items that all 

measured different sides of sense of belonging. By conducting an exploratory factor analysis 

(Finch, 2020), the 28 items were reduced to 3 new variables with eigenvalues over 1.0. The 

Keiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sample adequacy was above the threshold of 0.60 (0.817) 

with a significance of <0.001 indicating the sample was adequate to conduct the factor 

analysis. A table that illustrates the factor loadings of each item assigned to the new 

variables is presented in Appendix C. The same method was used in the original research 

by Ingram et al. (2012), where the survey questions for sense of belonging were taken from. 



 

 

20 

The researchers detected three categories: general and social belonging, academic belonging 

and institutional belonging.  

The present research conducted a principal axis factoring analysis with varimax 

rotation (Finch, 2020) to identify the latent constructs for the research sample. Three factors 

were detected and grouped under the following themes: social belonging, academic 

belonging and relatability. Some differences emerged in comparison to the results of Ingram 

et al. (2012). Item 4 (‘Students at this college are friendly with me’), 6 (‘It has been difficult 

for me to meet other students on campus with whom I can relate’), 10 (‘I feel very different 

from most other students here’), 17 (‘Most students at AUC have values and attitudes 

different from my own’) and 24 (‘Other students here like me the way I am’) were dropped 

from their original variable general and social belonging. All except for item 6 were 

excluded because the factor loadings were not strong enough. Since factor loadings indicate 

the correlation of each item to the factor (new variable), all items that correlated lower than 

0.4 were excluded. Lastly, item 6 was grouped with the other two items that formed the 

variable relatability.  

Lastly, Cronbach alphas were performed to assess the reliability of the three 

variables detected through the factor analysis (see Appendix C). The alpha for one of the 

three variables, relatability, was below the minimum threshold of 0.70. This might be caused 

by the fact that only three items were grouped into the relatability variable. To avoid having 

unreliable results, this variable was not used as one of the three variables for sense of 

belonging, continuing only with social belonging and academic belonging. 

 Educational quality variables. Again for Q30, a factor analysis was performed to 

group aspects of quality students responded to (Finch, 2020). This time, the detected factor 

did not have high enough loadings and the reliability analysis with Cronbach alpha values 

indicated that the detected variables were not reliable. This might be because the items in 

Q30 all measure distinct aspects of quality of education of AUC. Even though some have 

similarities, such as items 2 (‘The variety of teaching methods used at AUC helps me to 

learn’) and 15 (‘I think the quality of teachers is higher at AUC than in other universities’), 

one related to teaching methods and the other to teachers. To avoid losing any useful insight 

from these questions by grouping them, each item will constitute a variable.  

 Item 6 of Q30 (‘I think I am getting a high-quality education at AUC’) directly 

measures the perceived quality of education and will therefore be called perceived quality. 

The variable names for the rest of the items in Q30 are shown in the full descriptives table 

in Appendix F. Additional variables for the last section of the survey are GPA (Q28), study 
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hours (Q29), mid-term evaluation (Q31) and AUC image (Q33). Mid-term evaluation 

measures students’ opinion on whether mid-term course evaluations measure the quality of 

a course and AUC image measures whether students recognize the way AUC presents itself 

on media platforms. 

 

3.3 Interviews 
 

Four interviews with experts on community, educational quality, and diversity have 

been conducted. Three interviewees hold positions on the AUC Management Team, and 

hence, these interviews not only provide an alternative viewpoint to one of the students but 

also portray the institution's perspective. Furthermore, the interviews not only discussed the 

three sides of the conceptual triangle but also revealed tensions within each angle of the 

triangle. All participants explicitly consented to their names being mentioned in the thesis 

and quotes being used. 

The interview with Dr Cor Zonneveld, the Admission Coordinator at AUC, delved 

into the community-diversity relationship in the context of admissions. The topic of 

educational quality at AUC, in particular quality assurance mechanisms that are in place, 

was discussed with the Heads of Education Dr Michiel van Drunen. Lastly, the insightful 

interview with the Dean of AUC, Dr Martin van Hees, touched upon every side of the 

community-quality-diversity triangle. The only interviewee not part of AUC is Dr Neil 

Thomson, the coordinator of the pre-master courses at the School of Business and 

Economics at the Vrije Universiteit (VU). His interest in the role of communities in pre-

master programs provided great insight for the present research, and the fact that he comes 

from a much bigger university compared to AUC, adds an additional perspective to the 

conversation. Lastly, I contacted the Diversity Coordinator of AUC, but, unfortunately, the 

interview could not be arranged on time. The full transcripts of the interviews with Dr van 

Drunen and Dr Thomson can be found in Appendix D and Appendix E respectively4. 

To analyse the interviews, no explicit qualitative method will be employed. Instead, 

the interviews serve to triangulate the findings of the data analysis. Throughout the results 

section, data findings are alternated with interview quotes. In this way, the reader can 

compare students' perspectives to those of the institution. 

 
4 The transcript of the interviews with Dr Martin van Hees and Dr Cor Zonneveld were not included in the 
appendix as consent for reproduction of the full interviews was not provided.  
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4 Results and discussion 
 

The following section will present the research findings. First, the descriptive 

statistics are explored. Then, the results of the correlation analysis will be discussed in 

relation to the three hypotheses of Section 2.2. Finally, the interviews supplement the data 

findings with in-depth analysis. 

 

4.1 Descriptive statistics 

4.1.1 Demographic variables 

A full overview of the frequency of responses to each variable of this section is 

included in Appendix B. Table 1 only includes the variables that are discussed in this 

subsection. The majority of the respondents follow the social science track (42.5%). This is 

roughly reflective of the actual proportion of social science students at AUC (Amsterdam 

University College, 2020). Another point of note is the male/female ratio at AUC. In 2020, 

73% of the student population was female (Amsterdam University College, 2020), which is 

mirrored by the percentage of survey responders who selected female/woman as their 

sex/gender (73.6%). This demonstrates that even though the sample was skewed for these 

questions, it remains representative of the actual student population at AUC. 

Concerning ethnicity, 60.9% of the respondents identified themselves as white, 

leaving the minority groups of Black (3.4%) and Asian (12.6%). Dutch was left as an 

independent group and was not included to white since being Dutch could influence one’s 

sense of belonging. Students that can frequently go back home and visit their family and/or 

non-AUC friends might feel less alone and less in need to look for a support network at 

AUC. Therefore, the way in which they experience sense of belonging might differ from 

international students whose new home after their arrival becomes AUC. Furthermore, the 

parents of most respondents either completed a higher education degree (36.8%) or 

completed a graduate degree (46.0%). Still, 2.3% of all respondents are first-generation 

students. Lastly, all respondents come from high schools where attending university and 

continuing their studies is common. 69% of respondents went to high schools where most 

of their classmates continued studying. No one selected the option ‘no one’ and ‘almost no 

one’.  
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Table 1. Sample breakdown for a selected number of demographic variables. 

Demographic Variable Groups 
N 

(% of sample) 

Major 

Sciences  28 (32.2%) 

Social scienes 37 (42.5%) 

Humanities 18 (20.7%) 

Non-responses  4 (4.6%) 

International 

No 19 (21.8%) 

Yes  64 (73.6%) 

Non-responses  4 (4.6%) 

Sex 

Male  16 (18.4%) 

Female  64 (73.6%) 

Non-binary/Third gender 2 (2.3%) 

Non-responses or other 5 (5.7%) 

Ethnicity 

White 53 (60.9%) 

Dutch 4 (4.6%) 

Black 3 (3.4%) 

Asian 11 (12.6%) 

Non-responses or other 16 (18.5%) 

Parent education 

Did not finish high school 2 (2.3%) 

Graduated from high school 5 (5.7%) 

Attended and did not complete a higher 

education degree 
4 (4.6%) 

Completed a higher education degree 32 (36.8%) 

Completed a graduate degree (M.A., M.B.A., 

Ph.D., etc.) 
40 (46.0%) 
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Non-responses  4 (4.6%) 

Amount of high school 

classmates that continued 

studying 

Some classmates  9 (10.3%) 

Most classmates  60 (69.0%) 

Everyone  14 (16.1%) 

Non-responses  4 (4.6%) 

 

4.1.2 Diversity variables 

Responses for the variables genderC (Q17a), sexual orientationC (Q17b), 

financialC (Q17c), religionC (Q17d), ethnicityC (Q17e), political viewsC (Q17f) are 

summarized in Figure 2. Gender and sexual orientation are the two aspects that, more than 

others, make students feel extremely comfortable at AUC. In turn, ‘financial circumstances’ 

is the most selected category of what makes students feel extremely uncomfortable at AUC. 

Lastly, religion is the predominant choice that makes students feel neither comfortable nor 

uncomfortable. 

 

Figure 2. Number of survey responses to the question ‘On a scale from 1 to 5, to what extent 

do the following factors make you feel more or less comfortable at AUC? (Q18)’. 
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Furthermore, as depicted In Figure 3 the majority of students who responded to the 

survey believe the AUC environment to be moderately diverse (43 out of 82). Another result 

worth noting are the responses to Q20, where about one third of the respondents (26 out of 

78) responded ‘yes’ to whether they feel restricted about the opinions they can share in class 

with their classmates. The same questions were also asked in respect to teachers and results 

show that 18 out of 71 students feel restricted about what they can share. Figure 4 

summarizes Q20 for both categories. 

 

Figure 3. Number of survey responses to the question ‘How diverse do you perceive the 

AUC environment to be? (Q19)’. 

 
 

 

Figure 4. Number of survey responses to the question ‘During one or more of your classes 

have you ever felt restricted about the opinions you could share with your 

classmates/teachers? (Q20)’. 
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4.1.3 Sense of belonging variables 

A factor analysis was performed to create the variables social belonging and 

academic belonging as described in subsection 3.2.3 of the methodology. Table 2 

summarizes the descriptive statistics for all the sense of belonging variables. The relatively 

high means (>2.5) for the variables welcoming, social belonging and academic belonging 

indicate an overall strong SOC among AUC students. In turn, the relatively high means 

(>2.5) for the variables academic events and social events indicate an overall low 

involvement of students in both academic and social events at AUC.  

 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics describing the minimum, maximum, mean and standard 

deviation for sense of belonging variables. 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Welcoming 69 2 5 3.87 .92 
Social belonging 70 2 4.86 3.67 .76 
Academic belonging 70 1.75 5 4.07 .69 
Committee candidate 66 1 2 1.68 .47 
Committee member 68 1 2 1.54 .50 
Academic events 69 2 5 3.57 .88 
Social events 69 1 5 3.23 1.03 

 

4.1.4 Educational quality variables 

Overall, the means for the educational quality variables are all relatively high (>2.5). 

Table 3 presents the variables with the lowest and the highest means. The high means for 

quality content and quality class size indicate that the majority of students think the quality 

of education at AUC is driven by the small size of classes and by the fact that they are 

challenged by what they learn. Furthermore, the majority of students think they are getting 

a high-quality education at AUC. Conversely, students also think that the stringent entry 

requirements at AUC and the diverse community do not drive the quality of education. The 

lower standard deviation for the variables with higher means indicates that the responses 

are clustered around the mean, whereas for the variables with lower means the responses 

are more spread out.  
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics describing the minimum, maximum, mean and standard 

deviation for educational variables with the highest and the lowest means. 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Quality entry requirements 66 1 5 3.00 1.18 
Quality diverse community 64 1 5 3.17 1.20 
Quality content 66 2 5 4.06 .84 
Perceived quality 65 2 5 4.11 .73 
Quality class size 66 2 5 4.45 .79 

 

Lastly, to question Q33 (‘Do you recognize the way AUC presents itself on media 

platforms (website, social media, etc.) in terms of its mission and values?’), 45% of the 

respondents selected ‘no’ and hence they do not recognize the way AUC presents itself. The 

students who selected ‘no’ were asked to explain why. A more detailed analysis that 

includes students’ comments will be conducted in later sections. 

 

4.2 Quality-community 

4.2.1 Perceived quality: students’ perspective  

A correlation analysis has been conducted to test the hypotheses presented in Section 

2. Only the most relevant findings with a significance level > 0.01 are presented below 

(Table 4). A full table of correlations can be found in Appendix G. To test whether students 

who are part of the college community experience and rate the quality of education at AUC 

in a similar way, the Quality-Community Hypothesis a) predicts perceived quality and 

sense of belonging to be correlated.  

In the empirical analysis, we find that perceived quality is positively correlated with 

both social (.466**) and academic belonging (.459**). This result supports the above 

hypothesis as it indicates that students who have a stronger feeling of belonging perceive a 

higher quality of education at AUC5. Since sense of belonging is the most important 

measurement for SOC, the more students feel part of the AUC community, the more aligned 

their perception of quality is. This supports part a) of the first hypothesis.  

 
5 Of course, we are well-aware of the fact that the analysis only reveals correlation, not causality. The causal 
interpretation of the results is based on the theoretical framework presented in Sectionr 2. 
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A further interesting finding shows which aspects of educational quality are 

positively correlated with students’ perceived quality. Students value the quality of 

teachers’ feedback (.427**), the variety of teaching methods used (.487**), the quality of 

the learning outcome for each course (.523**), the mixed testing (.326**), the small size 

of the institution (.413**), the diverse student community (.347**) and the quality of 

teachers (.331**). Lastly, AUC image has a significant and positive correlation with social 

belonging (.464**). This last result is particularly interesting, as it indicates that students 

who recognize the way AUC presents itself on media platforms as being ‘realistic’ 

(representing the true mission and values of the college) have a stronger sense of 

community. AUC thoroughly describes the mission and values of the institution on its 

website to signal to prospective students those values the AUC community cherishes. This 

finding shows that values play a key role in the building of communities: students who felt 

Table 4. Summarized correlation table of educational quality variables and sense of 

belonging variables. 

 Social belonging 
Academic 

belonging 
Perceived quality 

GPA -.141 .167 -.028 

Perceived quality .466** .459** 1 

Quality feedback .120 .184 .427** 

Quality assignments .267* .456** .487** 

Quality outcomes .298* .340** .523** 

Quality testing .415** .326** .326** 

Quality size institution .309* .289* .413** 

Quality diverse community .421** .218 .347** 

Quality teachers .137 .333** .331** 

AUC image .464** .293* .211 

Note. The results with one star (*) indicate a correlation at the 0.05 significance level 

(2-tailed) and two stars (**) indicate a significance level of 0.01 (2-tailed). Results 

with no stars ( ) are not significant. 
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that the AUC image in terms of mission and values fitted their pre-acceptance expectations 

now feel more included in the community than those who did6.    

4.2.2 Grades: students’ perspective  

To test the Quality-Community Hypothesis b), GPA was correlated with perceived 

quality and no significant correlation was found. This finding confirms the original 

hypothesis, indicating that standardized measures, such as grades, are not reflective of 

students’ perception of educational quality at AUC. GPA is also not correlated with any of 

the several aspects that are drivers of educational quality at AUC. The lack of findings 

shows that standardized measures, such as grades, are not reflective of students’ perception 

of educational quality.  

4.2.3 Perceived quality: institution’s perspective 

The interpretation of the results presented above follows from the assumption that 

communities share their own understanding of quality, a theory that not everyone at AUC 

agrees with. Dr Zonneveld, Admissions Coordinator at AUC, detected differences in the 

way that grades are given in different countries. “So basically, what students from [Eastern 

European] countries tell me is that if you listen carefully to what the teacher says, and you 

can exactly copy [it] during the exam, you will get the highest possible grades.” If such a 

student, with highest possible grades, then applies to AUC “they're not necessarily going 

to do very well at AUC because here something more needed.” Hence, Dr Zonneveld 

recognizes that values influence our perception of quality and that each culture interprets its 

maximum grade depending on what they value. Rather than single communities 

(institutions) having their own understanding of quality, Dr Zonneveld believes it is a 

national matter: “there are differences between schools, […] but they are embedded in an 

overall [national value] pattern”. On one side differences in evaluating quality are national, 

on the other side they are also individual, explains Dr Zonneveld. Talking about his personal 

experience, he points out that teachers can have discordant opinions about grades, indicating 

that individual values also play a role in assessing quality. 

 
6 Again, the causality is not inferred from the data analysis, but in this case, from the time sequencing: 
prospective students first look at the website, form expectations about the institution, that are then either 
confirmed or refuted, which impacts on their feeling of belonging (or at least is signaled by this). 
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4.2.4 Grades: institution’s perspective 

While reflecting on national and individual understandings of quality, Dr Zonneveld 

questioned the current grading system. To expand on the grading example mentioned above: 

when two teachers grade a capstone, large grading discrepancies can emerge, “but the 

interesting thing is that quite often when you look into what we write in words, we actually 

give the same evaluation”. Dr Zonneveld then continues, “there are many, many 

dimensions that define the quality of a capstone. And [when you] give a grade, you have to 

condense all those dimensions in a single or even a non-dimensional value, and you can do 

that in infinitely many possible ways”. Dr Zonneveld refers to the challenge of defining 

quality, as described in the transcendental approach (subsection 2.1.2)—the ‘I know it when 

I see it’ approach. When one tries to condense all the aspects of quality into a non-

dimensional value, complications arise.  

Furthermore, “academics are pretty narrow in what they look at. They look at things 

like your critical thinking, or your creativity. Those are the things that we value, which are 

fairly narrow, you could argue”. Not only is the grading system problematic for the reasons 

mentioned above, but the grading parameters, according to Dr. Zonneveld, are also 

insufficient. But then, why are grades so important in present times? “Our society has been 

increasingly organized to be accountable for things, to protocolize that and to put 

everything in numbers and to have contracts on the basis of these numbers,” Dr Zonneveld 

replies. The contracts Dr Zonneveld refers to are also described in subsection 2.2.1, namely, 

grades are a way of translating the community’s understanding of quality into a standardized 

and universal grading system. Communication from one community to another is only 

possible when there is an overarching system for assessing quality.   

Are there alternatives to grading? To this, Dr Zonneveld replies “for one thing, you 

are writing your capstone now. And if I read your capstone, I pretty well know what your 

quality is. I don't need your grades. Give me your capstone.” Then, instead of looking at 

grades, the quality of a student is assessed by considering his/her actual abilities. Yet, this 

is not as easy as it sounds, “I would love to experiment without grading, but it requires that 

society trusts me,” states Dr Zonneveld. The abandonment of grades “hinges on the trust in 

society, the trust that you have in the expert opinion. And if that trust is eroded, and I think 

it has eroded, you fall back on these kinds of […] pseudo-objective things like grades, 

because I don't think they are objective.” Therefore, according to Dr Zonneveld, society’s 

trust in expert opinions has been replaced with grades—incomplete and non-dimensional 
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measures of quality. Since grades are not the only standardized way in which quality is 

assessed, the next subsection will delve into the numerous internal and external quality 

assurance mechanisms employed at AUC to examine the overall quality of the institution. 

4.2.5 AUC’s quality assurance mechanisms: institution’s perspective 

A further investigation of the quality-community side of the conceptual triangle has 

been conducted by interviewing the Dean of AUC, Dr Martin van Hees. To the questions: 

“Is a questionnaire, a standardized measure, a good way of assessing quality? Is part of the 

meaning lost?”, he replied, “certain ways of trying to make sense of what the quality of an 

education is […] can at best be an approximation […], but still, that is very useful.” The 

risks of assessing quality in a distant and bureaucratic manner are clear to the Dean, but 

even if quality assessment methods are not good enough it “doesn't mean that we cannot 

assess it all. It means that we should think about how to do it better.” According to him, 

methods to improve the assessment of quality are, for example, peer-reviewing amongst 

teachers, reflection and confrontation with both teachers and students. Furthermore, Michiel 

van Drunen, Head of Education at AUC, highlights the importance of balancing 

standardized questions with open questions in midterm course evaluation. This way there is 

room for “subjectivity, and especially qualitative issues.” 

If there are risks associated with standardized measures of assessing quality, why are 

such measures in place? Dr van Drunen lists several advantages of using midterm course 

evaluations, which AUC currently employs. First, they are effective at signalling whether 

there are issues with the course. Second, they are very detailed and provide a means for 

lecturers to assess their own teaching. Lectures do not always implement the feedback they 

receive during the midterm course evaluation: “we expect them to be professionals, and that 

they make adjustments based on their professional insights. In practice, it doesn't always 

work.”, says Dr van Drunen. Survey respondents also highlighted this aspect when 

responding to the question: ‘Do you think the midterm course evaluations measure the 

quality of the course? If not, what is missing?’. Many wrote that the feedback they give is 

never implemented and/or the midterm evaluation is therefore pointless. 

Midterm course evaluations are not the only way in which AUC assesses the quality 

of its education, explains Dr van Drunen. The teacher peer review cycle aims at assessing 

the quality of the courses and “what AUC does very well is the peer review,” says Dr van 

Drunen. Teachers of similar courses in similar fields meet and go over the course 
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evaluations completed by students. They share the results of the evaluations and reflect on 

the quality of the course, also looking back on how the course was in the previous semester. 

Then, teachers share ideas and suggestions on how to make improvements for the following 

semester and write a peer review report. After reading the report, the Heads of Studies 

combine the numbers from the course evaluation forms filled in by students with the peer 

review report and the results with the Board of Studies. This cycle is conducted at the end 

of every semester. Furthermore, Dr van Drunen continues, every year AUC sends out 

surveys to alumni asking them to reflect on the quality of the AUC curriculum.  

External evaluations include the annual national survey, which provides a general 

overview of the quality of the institution. The questions regard the quality of teaching as 

well as the quality of a program in connecting students to the labor market and to graduate 

studies. Also, the quality of the infrastructure and facilities are taken into consideration. 

Then, every three years a semi external panel consisting of an educational director and a 

student from the VU visits AUC as part of the accreditation of the AUC programme. Apart 

from assessing the overall quality of the institution, the panel also asks questions about the 

future of the program, and in what direction it is going. These discussions are very helpful 

to the AUC Management Team as they can reflect on the future course of the programmes. 

Finally, every six years, an external panel visits AUC to evaluate the quality of the 

institution from an external view. All reports mentioned above, completed in the previous 

six years, are collected by the panel and assessed. The panel also speaks with the Board of 

Studies, Board of Examinations, teachers and students, and after careful consideration, they 

write a final report on the overall quality of the institution.  

4.2.6 Concluding remarks 

Overall, opinions on standardized ways of measuring quality differ amongst the 

interviewees of the AUC Management Team. Whereas Dr van Drunen recognizes the risks 

of measuring quality in a bureaucratic manner, he emphasizes the benefits as well. In 

particular, he believes the teacher peer review system is suitable for measuring the quality 

of courses at AUC since teachers can share their opinions freely. Still, following the 

insightful discussions, teachers must fill in a standardized report. By doing so, ideas of how 

to improve the quality of a course need to be narrowed down to fit boxes that may clash 

with the community-based understanding of quality described in Section 2.2. As indicated 

by Dr Zonneveld, assessing someone’s quality by reading their work (i.e., their capstone) 
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instead of by the grade they received for it would be more appropriate; i.e., a community 

could directly evaluate the quality of a student without basing their judgment solely on 

grades. Also, as noted by Dr Zonneveld, grades are dependent on both national and 

individual values. This means that, when looking at a prospective student’s diploma, each 

grade is provided based on the values of the student’s prior school/country/teacher. Hence, 

grades do not reflect the actual capabilities of students, but only whether their capabilities 

were valued by someone else. In turn, if the work of a prospective student could be assessed 

directly, each community with its own values could determine the student’s quality 

independently. AUC might value qualities in the work of a student that other communities 

do not value. This gives students the opportunity to demonstrate their qualities despite their 

grades and allows communities to assess quality based on their own values. 

 

4.3 Diversity-quality 

4.3.1 Diversity versus GPA: student’s perspective 

Following the hypothesis development of Section 2, the Diversity-Quality Hypothesis 

predicted diversity to be negatively correlated with students’ GPA. As shown in Table 5, 

perceived diversity is significantly negatively correlated with GPA (-.265*). This means that 

the higher a student’s GPA, the less diverse they perceive the AUC environment to be, and 

vice versa. Even though this does not directly relate to the existence of a tension between 

quality and diversity, it is an indication that high-scoring ‘quality’ students at AUC 

recognize, to some extent, a lack of diversity on campus. Another aspect that emerged from 

the analysis is that students link educational quality to diversity—the more diverse the AUC 

environment is deemed to be, the higher its perceived quality, and vice versa. This can be 

asserted from the positive correlation between perceived diversity and perceived quality 

(.344**). At this point, it is important to notice that nothing can be said about actual diversity 

yet, as perceived diversity only measures students’ perception. Furthermore, this finding 

does not answer the question of whether having strict entry requirements (associated with 

the perception of quality as exceptional—see Section 2) impedes the access of students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. Therefore, the next subsection will explore the institutions’ 

perspectives concerning AUC’s admissions policies. 
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4.3.2 Admission policies: institutions’ perspective 

The topic of admissions of AUC was thoroughly discussed with the Admissions 

Coordinator, Dr Cor Zonneveld. “What are aspects that AUC values the most when valuing 

an application?” “Grades are a substantial component of the application, […] which relates 

to the original interpretation of the concept of excellence, excellence as exemplified in the 

academic performance measured in grades.” Here, the manifestation of excellence through 

high grades is highlighted, and it is also clear that grades are a significant component of 

how AUC evaluates applications. Another important component of the application is that 

applicants “subscribe to the notions of AUC’s values,” hence, what AUC is also careful 

about is selecting students who respect and share the values of AUC. This aspect will be 

investigated further in the following section that focuses on the community-diversity side 

of the conceptual triangle. And what about students that come from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, students that do not meet AUC’s requirements? If someone does not have the 

necessary grades (secondary school GPA of  ≥7.5 in the Dutch system and grade 8 or higher 

in math), the various criteria can be weighted. But this is tricky, emphasizes Dr Zonneveld, 

since “we would like to be certain […] that if we invite an applicant to study at AUC, we 

don't set them up for failure.”  

For a period of time, the admissions team could flag outstanding aspects of an 

application through a star rating system, Dr Zonneveld explains. What ‘outstanding’ stood 

Table 5. Summarized correlation table of diversity variables and educational quality 

variables. 

 
Perceived 

diversity 

Political 

viewsC 
EthnitcityC ReligionC 

GPA -.265* .002 .007 .025 

Perceived quality .344** -.111 -.229 -.141 

Quality supportive network .278* -.152 -.336** -.155 

Quality diverse community .396** -.079 -.337** -.128 

Quality testing .318** .141 -.324** -.235 

Quality size institution .113 -.155 -.271* -.409** 

Note. The results with one star (*) indicate a correlation at the 0.05 significance level 

(2-tailed) and two stars (**) indicate a significance level of 0.01 (2-tailed). Results with 

no stars ( ) are not significant. 
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for was never specified, it was up to those reading the application to decide —it could be 

someone playing a sport at advanced levels, playing the piano at the conservatory, “anything 

which you say, well, this is really beyond the ordinary. I flag.” Since it was never defined 

what outstanding meant, this process of rating applications became susceptible to bias and 

was interrupted. This system could have been a first step towards restructuring the process 

of application evaluations in a more accommodating way. The idea of bias in the rating 

system relates back to the issue of trust in the expert opinion mentioned in the previous 

subsection (4.1.4). If there was enough trust, the action of flagging an application would not 

pose a threat to the reliability of the application process. Also, the problem of bias would be 

considerably smaller if the team of people reading the applications was diverse enough. 

Flagging an application does not automatically mean accepting a student, it simply brings 

attention to specific qualities of an applicant. For this reason, students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds that attended low-quality high schools could have increased their chances of 

being noticed by highlighting their outstanding and unique qualities. Without the rating 

system, the grade-based selection of students is back in place.  

AUC Next, a project run by both students and staff members that focuses on 

formulating the future mission and values of AUC by setting strategic objectives, is 

currently discussing the topic of admissions. How can AUC welcome students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds to the program? Dr Zonneveld believes that before opening up 

to such a vast pool of applicants, AUC should ask itself: “what is the kind of community we 

want to be?” He then explains that the founders of AUC envisioned the college as an 

institution of excellence that trains excellent students, the future leaders of society. Over the 

years, the answer to the question, “what does the AUC community look like?” evolved to 

integrate a diverse student population. The same question persists now and the admissions 

policies depend on the vision AUC has for its community. Dr Zonneveld made his position 

very clear by stating that “it's a nice idea, from a diversity perspective, to say ‘someone 

from a disadvantaged background may be admitted with lower grades,’ but if they then fail, 

you make things worse rather than better.” In his opinion: “if we feel that we are too 

demanding in terms of the grades, we should think about lowering the requirements for the 

grades, and not keeping the standards without using them.” A different perspective on the 

topic is expressed by Dr van Drunen, who believes that “once they're in, we have ways to 

support them. And I think the community as such is open and diverse enough to welcome 

students that come from a lower socioeconomic status or from migratory backgrounds. But 

the point is, they first have to get in.” 
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Regardless of the dissonant views on the topic, AUC is thinking of ways to 

accommodate the entry of students with diverse backgrounds. Going beyond the 

admissions, AUC is thinking of reaching out to high schools in Amsterdam “to increase 

applications from first-generation students, students from migration and/or refugee 

backgrounds, and students from lower socio-economic backgrounds” (Universiteit van 

Amsterdam, 2020). Students at AUC could also work on community projects that provide 

homework assistance and guidance to school students interested in applying to AUC, 

proposes Dr Zonneveld. But we should be realistic, he emphasizes, and acknowledge that 

“I'm not so sure whether AUC can speed up cultural integration that rapidly.” What a 

university can do has its limits; the roots of social injustice are deep and often 

generational.“I'm not sure whether the AUC is able to interfere with […] cultural 

differences [of underrepresented groups], and also, in all honesty, I don't think that is our 

job,” affirms Dr Zonneveld. Overall, he believes that something can be done to foster 

diversity, such as going to schools to “inform students [of non-Dutch background] about 

what liberal arts and sciences is and why liberal arts and sciences is a good alternative to 

studying medicine” or other disciplines that lead to usually high-paid jobs. It is clear to him 

that “admissions should not be the tool to tweak the (socioeconomic) composition” of 

students. The application process must remain neutral, choosing prospective students “on 

the basis of their merit as an applicant and not on their skin color, geographic background 

or whatever.” 

4.3.3 The notion of excellence: institutions’ perspective 

Part of the reflections conducted by AUC Next on AUC’s mission and values is 

related to the notion of excellence, a notion that also influences the way in which AUC 

assesses applications. AUC is now aware of the limitations of adopting the word excellence, 

understood in the traditional sense of quality seen through high grades. “Excellence for me 

is really about growth as a person, […] a process towards something rather than input” 

says Dr Martin van Hees. Excellent, according to Dr van Hees, is not a student who gets all 

A's, but rather a student who learns how to be the best version of themself throughout their 

time at AUC. He also questions the concept of a school of excellence and redefines it as a 

place that provides the necessary tools for students to achieve this, to excel. This 

understanding of quality relates back to the transformative approach by Harvey and Green 

(1993), a conception of quality that conceives learning as the motor for the transformation 



 

 

37 

and development of students. By leaving behind the elitist notion of excellence associated 

with students achieving the highest grades possible and by turning to excellence understood 

in terms of individual development and growth, how are the admissions affected?  

When students are selected based on their high-school grades, also known as the hard 

criteria, selecting students is simple: the ones with the highest grades are accepted. On the 

use of hard criteria, Dr van Drunen notes that “you can have very objective criteria for 

excellence, namely grades of students. But if you only select on grades, what you then get is 

a student population that is mostly white, mostly female, mostly upper-middle and upper 

class, mostly European.” Based on the data collected through the survey, this description 

fits the student population at AUC (see subsection 4.1.1 and Appendix B). If hard criteria 

are not a good way to promote the selection of a diverse student population, other methods 

of assessing the quality of a student are needed. Instead of basing the evaluation of a student 

on grades, universities can focus on the soft criteria, namely the motivational letter, personal 

experience, interview etc. This way, the grades do not override the actual experience of a 

prospective student. Dr van Drunen does not agree and believes instead that “the soft 

criteria is not going to help, it makes the situation worse.” Students of high socioeconomic 

backgrounds are supported by their usually well-educated families, who help them write 

motivational letters and teach them how to conduct interviews. Soft criteria are not always 

a way of assessing applications that encourages the acceptance of a more diverse student 

population. Another downside of adopting the soft-criteria approach is that biases in the 

application process could emerge, even more so than with hard criteria. If, for instance, 

motivational letters were the only criteria to determine the acceptance of a student, the 

admission team could involuntarily select applicants based on personal biases. This would 

go against the principle of equality of opportunities as some applicants would have an 

advantage.  

4.3.4 Educational quality and diversity: students’ perspective 

For the present research, no data was collected on admissions, therefore no assertion 

can be made on whether the use of hard criteria for the selection of students discourages 

diversity. However, the survey provides insights into how students perceive the relation 

between diversity and quality at AUC. For this, it is useful to look deeper into how different 

aspects of diversity relate to different aspects of education at AUC. Ethnicity7 shows several 

 
7 The full name of the variable is EthnicityC as presented in Table 5. 
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negative correlations with aspects of quality at AUC. The ones that are significant at  >0.01 

level are quality of supportive network (-.336**), quality of diverse community. (-.337**) 

and quality of testing (-.324**). In fact, the more uncomfortable students feel about their 

ethnicity, the less they think quality at AUC is associated with its supportive network, its 

diverse community and its way of testing. The first two findings are linked to the results of 

the next Section 4.4 (community-diversity), where it is presented that ethnicity is negatively 

correlated with academic and social belonging. Hence, students who feel uncomfortable 

about their ethnicity feel they belong less to the AUC community (and vice-versa). Since 

these students do not feel part of the community, they also think that educational quality at 

AUC is unrelated to the community. It follows that students who feel less part of the 

community, in this case due to their ethnicity, do not think educational quality at AUC is 

associated with either its diverse community or its supportive network.  

Dr Neil Thomson, the coordinator of pre-master courses at the VU School of Business 

and Economics, is interested in the role of communities in improving students' academic 

and social experiences on campus. For one, the “community aspect really helps for active 

learning”, stated Dr Thomson. He explains that sense of belonging to a community 

increases students’ apprehension of the study material because in order to learn a student 

needs to be “an active participant in the process”. The VU is much bigger compared to 

AUC, which also means that getting to know people is harder. Furthermore, students who 

attend pre-masters focus on passing their courses so they can start with their masters. Dr 

Thomson created a survey for the pre-masters students and “they said the program was 

good, but they weren't really having a fun time in doing it. And I think that that's a bit of a 

shame.” Enjoying one’s time while attending university is also important according to Dr 

Thomson, which can be achieved by feeling part of a community. What is interesting to 

note, is that the community that Dr Thomson has in mind differs from the community AUC 

believes in. He does not want to establish rigid, value-laden communities, but rather 

communities that are grounded by the sharing of an experience: “I think if they are sharing 

anything, they are sharing an identity as a pre-master student.” The point in common that 

leads to the formation of a community are not the students’ values, but the fact that they 

are sharing an experience. A community that is not bound by the sharing of values is 

‘lighter’, Dr Thomson says, “so if you're not in the pre-master community, you never went 

to an event, I don't want you to feel like you're somehow less of a student [here].”  

Probably the fact that the AUC community is more rigid is what leads to students 

feeling uncomfortable about their ethnicity, financial circumstances or even their religion. 
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In fact, a further finding shows that students who feel uncomfortable about their religion 

do not think that quality of education at AUC is driven by the size of the institution                    

(-.409**). This result is interesting since it means that AUC’s intimacy, which is driven by 

its small size, is not an aspect that students who feel uncomfortable about their religion 

value. In these instances, going to larger universities such as the UvA or VU, where there 

is more anonymity amongst students, could alleviate the unease of students, as the lower 

intensity of interaction with fellow students in and outside the classrooms would challenge 

them less to express their convictions.  

4.3.5 Concluding remarks 

Overall, AUC noticed that tensions are arising between the concepts of quality 

(excellence) and diversity, and the college is now thinking of ways to alleviate such 

tensions. Whether soft or hard criteria will prevail remains to be discussed among the AUC 

Management. Following what Dr Zonneveld said, the admissions are not what AUC should 

focus on to obtain a more diverse student population, instead, AUC could reach out to 

schools in the outskirts of Amsterdam to inform students of disadvantaged backgrounds of 

the AUC programme. Still, whether changes in the admissions policies will be incorporated 

any time soon remains uncertain. If the star rating system is reimplemented, students from 

a variety of backgrounds could potentially be admitted to AUC. As mentioned above, if an 

application is flagged, it does not imply that the student is accepted, it simply highlights 

characteristics of an applicant that go beyond the grades. Furthermore, this system could 

overcome the ‘setting up for failure’ argument by Dr Zonneveld. For instance, if a student 

had to work alongside their studies to support their family, this shows determination and 

commitment. These are values and qualities that could contribute to success at AUC, even 

if the initial grades of the students are not as high. This also relates back to the new notion 

of excellence expressed by Dr van Hees. Students like this show potential and could become 

‘excellent’ students if, throughout their years at AUC, they can become the best version of 

themselves.  
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4.4 Community-diversity  

4.4.1 Sense of belonging versus diversity: students’ perspective 

The last hypothesis is the Community-Diversity Hypothesis, which predicts 

diversity to be negatively correlated with sense of belonging. The correlation between 

perceived diversity and social belonging resulted in a significant and positive coefficient 

of .525**. This indicates that people who feel part of the community perceive AUC to be 

more diverse (and vice versa). Again, we emphasize that perceived diversity does not 

measure the actual diversity of students, only the respondents’ perception of diversity. By 

correlating the demographic variables, which measure characteristics of respondents, to 

social belonging, interesting results emerge. First, age and year are negatively correlated 

with social belonging, which means that the older the students are, the less they feel part 

of the AUC community. This is confirmed by a student’s comment on the survey for Q18, 

adding “age” in the space for “other reasons not to feel comfortable”. The topic of age also 

emerged in Q28 (social events), where students were asked to motivate their choice if they 

selected ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ to how frequently they attended social events at AUC (see 

Appendix A for the full question). Some respondents do not like the events or do not like 

the atmosphere, and others indicated that people who usually attend those events are 

“immature”. This links to the correlation found between age/year and social belonging. Of 

the students that responded to the survey, the majority were between 19-22 years old. Only 

three respondents were older than 24 and no one was in their fourth academic year or more. 

Therefore, older students may feel less part of the community as they constitute a minority 

with different interests and/or experiences.  

Another demographic variable that is significantly negatively correlated with the 

variables in the triad of belonging is financial circumstances. The correlation with social 

belonging is -.486**, with academic belonging -.424**, and with welcoming -.362**. This 

means that students with less financial means feel less at home in the community of AUC. 

Considering that most respondents selected ‘no concern’, ‘little concern’ and ‘some 

concern’ to the question ‘Please indicate the level of concern about your ability to pay for 

your college education.’ (Q15), only the minority of students attending AUC have limited 

financial capabilities. Together with financial circumstances, ethnicity is also negatively 

correlated with both academic and social belonging. This can be interpreted as students 

who feel uncomfortable because of their ethnicity also feel they belong less to the AUC 
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community. In this case, the negative correlation is reflected in the fact that the vast 

majority of students at AUC identify as ‘White’ (Table 1). Only 3.4% of respondents 

identified themselves as ‘Black’ and 12.6% as ‘Asian’. After examining the dataset, it was 

found that the students who feel uncomfortable about their ethnicity are also students that 

belong to an ethnic minority group at AUC. Therefore, ethnic minority groups at AUC feel 

less part of the AUC community. 

 

The correlation analysis also detected that social and academic belonging is 

positively correlated with the variable welcoming. This finding is relevant as it means that 

students who feel welcomed by the AUC environment when they first arrive also feel like 

they belong more to the community. This finding could be beneficial for AUC since, by 

being aware of the importance of feeling welcomed, a plan of action could be developed to 

facilitate students’ integration upon their arrival. This way, their SOC would increase 

throughout their years at AUC.  

Summing up, perceived diversity and social belonging are positively correlated, 

thereby refuting the original Community-Diversity Hypothesis. Furthermore, the 

variables age, year, financial circumstances and ethnicity are negatively correlated with 

social belonging, indicating that these characteristics make respondents feel less part of the 

AUC community (and vice versa). 

Table 6. Summarized correlation table of diversity variables and sense of belonging 

variables. 

 Social belonging Academic belonging 

Perceived diversity .525** .223 

Welcoming  .748** .437** 

EthnicityC -.385** -.330** 

Financial circumstances -.486** -.424** 

Year -.328** -.217 

Age -.302* -.198 

Note. The results with one star (*) indicate a correlation at the 0.05 significance level 

(2-tailed) and two stars (**) indicate a significance level of 0.01 (2-tailed). Results with 

no stars ( ) are not significant. 
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4.4.2 Freedom of expression: students’ perspective 

The findings presented above go against the principles of a community that cherishes 

diversity, a community “inclusive of race, ethnicity, nationality, culture, language, gender 

and gender expression, sexuality, religious beliefs, political beliefs, age and ability” 

(Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2020). According to AUC’s website, minorities should feel 

welcomed in the community. In contrast, the gathered data shows that minorities of ethnic, 

age and financial capabilities do not feel fully at home in the AUC community. A further 

aspect the website highlights is AUC’s mission to “create and nurture an environment 

where every member of [the] community feels welcome and safe, and knows their 

contribution is valued and respected.” (Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2020). The findings 

illustrated in Figure 4, which show that about one-third of the respondents selected ‘yes’ 

to whether they feel restricted about the opinions they can share in class with their 

classmates, challenges the actual implementation of this mission in practice. Using the 

option to motivate their choice, many students noted they do not feel free to speak up in 

class for fear of being judged by their classmates. Others referred to the ‘highly politically 

correct environment’ at AUC, which leads to students feeling limited by the opinions they 

can express for fear of being ‘wrong’ and going against the perceived majority view. 

Furthermore, many students feel uncomfortable expressing their political views as they 

think their opinion will not be accepted or will be criticized. Overall, of the students that 

selected ‘yes’ to Q20, the majority believe there is not enough room for discussion during 

classes at AUC and therefore feel uncomfortable externalizing their views.   

The same question was asked with respect to teachers, and 25.35% of the respondents 

confirmed they feel restricted in their views in the classroom. One student wrote that in 

order to get good grades, the student had to conform to the ideas of the teacher. In addition, 

the inflexibility of some teachers’ views on topics is highlighted by several students. This 

leads to students feeling uncomfortable expressing their views due to fear of being judged 

by the teacher. Both findings are strongly opposed to the mission of a LAS education that 

fosters critical thinking and personal development through the exchange of ideas in a 

multicultural community. The LAS program that AUC promotes is such that “people feel 

at ease to express their views,” declares the Dean. He continues by stating that “respect, 

tolerance and diversity mean that you don't try to prevent others from expressing their 

opinions. Even though you strongly disagree with them.” What if respect, tolerance, and 
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diversity are not transmitted in classrooms? Then, the Dean replies, conversation and 

confrontation are required “because that's something that I think would be problematic.” 

4.4.3 Diversity at AUC: institutions’ perspective 

The findings presented above relate to the community-diversity tension, as, in this 

case, students who do not share the same values/ideas as the majority do not think their 

contribution in class would be valued. If, as the Dean explains and the AUC website states, 

“different approaches, ideas and values are integral to the creation of a vibrant and 

challenging learning environment” (Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2020), why do one-third 

of the respondents not feel free to express their opinion during class?  

At this point, it is important to note that AUC is an institution and a community that 

adheres to specific values that are communicated to the outside world through their website. 

Since these values are inherently part of the institute’s essence, AUC asks prospective 

students to reflect on them in their application (as already mentioned in subsection 4.2.2). 

This component of the application is extremely important to AUC as prospective students 

should “be aware of, and subscribe to the notions of AUC values,” says Dr Zonneveld. 

“And what if an applicant disagrees with some values and argues against them in the 

application? Would you decline their application?,” “it would be a possibility,” Dr 

Zonneveld replies. In such cases, the application can be brought to the whole admissions 

team for more careful consideration, but if applicants fundamentally disagree with AUC’s 

values“I have serious doubts about whether this would be […] a student we would like to 

see around at AUC,” concludes Dr Zonneveld. Instances like these are very rare, because 

“if someone were totally in disagreement, they wouldn't write it down because they're smart 

enough to realize that that compromised their likelihood to get an offer.” This could be a 

potential explanation for the results presented in the previous subsection (4.3.2). It may be 

that students that do not fully share AUC’s values hide it, starting from their application 

onwards. Once they get accepted, they perceive their values to be different from the majority 

of students and therefore feel uncomfortable expressing their opinions in class. Hence on 

one side, diversity of ideas and values is promoted, and on the other side, prospective 

students should not argue against AUC’s values if they want to be accepted to the program. 

But if different ideas and values are cherished by AUC, why is it that only students who 

adhere to AUC’s values are accepted?  
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Diversity is fundamental to the AUC community, the Dean explains, and this is 

precisely why a line should be drawn when it comes to ideas that go against diversity: 

“racist views don't have a place, sexist views don't have a place, people who want to oppress 

others politically don’t have a place. I think that there's a clear line.” And what about non-

extreme ideas? Then “the boundaries become fuzzy. Is this acceptable or is it not 

acceptable? And then I think we should have discussions. We should talk about this”, the 

Dean continues, “what kind of diversity are we talking about? How far does it go? What do 

we find acceptable or not?” This relates to the notion of diversity as a “going concern” by 

Thomas (2020) previously introduced in subsection 2.1.3. If the meaning of diversity 

changes continuously depending on place, time and context, what does diversity mean to 

AUC? It appears that, for now, it means accepting differences of “race, ethnicity, 

nationality, culture, language, gender and gender expression, sexuality, religious beliefs, 

political beliefs, age and ability” (Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2020), as long as students’ 

values align with those of the institution.  

Hence, AUC fosters diversity and, at the same time, selects future students who 

match the institution’s values. Dr Zonneveld also mentioned that sometimes, prospective 

students of immigratory background are against the idea of living in the dorms (sometimes 

for religious reasons). Therefore, the Management team thought of creating two groups of 

students, one that lives in the dorms and one that does not, but “we are very much against 

that because you just totally change the nature of the institution,” says Dr Zonneveld. 

Living collectively in the same building and establishing a strong sense of community is 

part of the program’s essence, continues Dr Zonneveld. The dorms policy also prevents 

students who are physically disabled and can't live in the dorms alone from being accepted 

to AUC. This shows that diversity at AUC has boundaries; students that do not want to/can 

not live in the dorms, independently of their motivation, can not become part of the AUC 

community. Going back to the original community-diversity tension, it is now clear that 

unbounded diversity (of values, cultures and backgrounds), is not compatible with a strong 

community that shares specific values and norms. Further elaboration of what diversity 

means to AUC is required to alleviate such tension. After all, “a community that cherishes 

diversity is a community in which we have such discussions,” concludes the Dean. 
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4.4.4 Concluding remarks 

By comparing the students’ and institutions’ perspectives, discrepancies in the 

results emerge. The enriching differences in approaches, ideas and values that the AUC 

website highlights, and the Dean confirms, do not align with the responses of the students 

to the survey. Hence, a mismatch between what AUC thinks about its diverse community 

and what students perceive is currently present. What is the type of diversity AUC is striving 

for? As stated by the Dean, “respect, tolerance and diversity mean that you don't try to 

prevent others from expressing their opinions. Even though you strongly disagree with 

them.” At the moment, as presented in subsection 4.3.2, more than one-third of the 

respondents do not feel this type of respect, tolerance and diversity at AUC. Therefore, what 

AUC is now missing, is a clear definition of what diversity means to the institution and the 

community as a whole. This relates back to the question posed by Dr Zonneveld: “what is 

the kind of community we want to be?”  Both the community-diversity and diversity-quality 

tensions could be mitigated by finding an answer to this question. Solving the tensions 

clearly goes well beyond the scope of this Capstone, yet, it is important to highlight them, 

as they can inform ongoing processes of rethinking the future of AUC. 

 

4.5 Overview of results 
 

 This final section will provide an overview of the finding presented above. Table 7 

summarizes the finding of this thesis and is divided into three columns: in the first (students’ 

perspective), each hypothesis is coloured according to the correlation found between 

variables; green represents a confirmation of the original hypothesis, red a refutation, and 

orange inconclusive results. The Community-Diversity Hypothesis is the only one in the 

first column colored orange because a positive correlation was found between perceived 

diversity and social belonging, but when examining demographic variables (actual 

diversity) and social belonging, negative correlations emerged. In the second column 

(institutions’ perspective), green indicates that the interviewee agrees with the hypothesis 

and red that he disagrees. Most results from the institutions' perspective are colored red 

because their opinion rejected the original hypotheses. The color orange indicates that 

interviewees had diverging opinions on the hypothesis.  
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Overall, the correlation analyses were crucial in addressing the hypotheses as they 

provided specific numeric values to quantify the strengths of relevant relationships. 

Furthermore, the correlations capture the students’ perspectives, as they were conducted on 

a large sample of survey responses so can be believed to be representative of the AUC 

student population. The students’ view was then complemented by introducing the 

institutions’ perspective through the analysis of the interviews. The ‘final conclusion’ 

column combines the two perspectives to provide an overall indication of the extent to 

which each initial hypothesis was found to be correct.  

In this column, the Quality-Community Hypothesis a) is colored green even 

though the result for the institutions' perspective is red. In his interview, Dr Zonneveld 

argued that understandings of quality are not community-based but national or individual, 

Table 7. Summary of the findings by color coding  for each hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 
Students’ 

perspective 

Institutions’ 

perspective 

Final 

conclusion 

Quality-Community a) 

Perceived quality and sense of 

belonging are positively correlated.  

 

   

Quality-Community b) 

Students’ GPA is uncorrelated with 

students’ perceived educational quality. 

 

   

Diversity-Quality 

Students’ GPA is negatively correlated 

with diversity. 

 

   

Community-Diversity 

Diversity is negatively correlated with 

sense of belonging. 

   

Note. The color green means that the hypothesis is confirmed, the color red means the 

hypothesis is rejected and the color orange means the hypothesis is overall neither 

confirmed nor rejected. 
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hence the red color coding. Nevertheless, his argument was based on individual cases and 

did not take into consideration the more general trends in community-diversity interaction 

within the student community that the survey responses captured, so these responses are 

taken to be a more accurate representation. The findings for the correlation analysis of the 

Quality-Community Hypothesis b) confirmed the hypothesis, demonstrating that GPA 

does not fully capture the quality of students. The interview with Dr Zonneveld supported 

the findings of the correlation analysis. However, the other interviewees believed that 

standardized quality measurements can still be useful to make evaluations, hence the orange 

in this column. However, even these interviewees agreed that standardized assessments are 

not entirely representative, so the final conclusion column is colored green. 

The Diversity-Quality Hypothesis is orange because, even though a negative 

correlation was found between GPA and sense of belonging (green result for students’ 

perspective), this result only indicates that students with the highest grades—‘excellent’ 

students—perceive AUC to be the least diverse (and vice versa). However, this was the only 

trend found linking with this hypothesis, so it cannot be taken to be conclusive. Combined 

with the red result from the institutions’ perspective, orange was finally assigned.  

Lastly, the Community-Diversity Hypothesis is orange because the correlation 

analysis did not fully confirm the hypothesis (see subsection 4.4.1). Further, the 

interviewees did not recognize a tension between community and diversity at AUC. Even 

though the institution perceives AUC to be particularly diverse and respectful of different 

ideas and values (red result), the students do not always feel the same. About a third of 

respondents do not feel free to express their opinions in class with other classmates and 

about 25% of respondents feel the same but with teachers. These proportions capture that 

diversity of opinions and views, fundamental aspects of diversity, is not fully embraced at 

AUC.  

 

5 Conclusion 
 

The present study aimed to investigate the three sides of the community-quality-

diversity conceptual triangle by answering the following questions: Is GPA, the 

standardized measure of quality in higher education, reflective of students’ perception of 

educational quality at AUC? (quality-community); Does the understanding of quality at 

AUC promote or discourage diversity and inclusiveness? (diversity-quality); and Is 
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diversity compatible within educational communities, such as AUC, that foster a certain set 

of values? (community-diversity). To answer these questions, correlation analyses of survey 

responses were performed and interviews with relevant AUC officials were conducted; see 

Table 7 for a summary of the results. After combining these two approaches, this research 

conluded that the AUC community shares a common understanding of educational quality. 

This likes to the finding that standardized grading systems are not representative of AUC’s 

community-based understanding of quality. Further, it was found that tension between 

community and diversity exists; there is a defined set of community values at AUC, and 

students do not feel free to express views that do not fall within these boundaries. The only 

hypothesis that was not fully confirmed is that students’ GPA is negatively correlated with 

diversity. Instead, it was found that there are limitations as to how diverse a university can 

be while still maintaining certain educational standards. As a result of the strongly diverging 

perspectives between students and the institution, there was no conclusive finding for this 

hypothesis.  

Overall, this capstone demonstrates that there are indeed tensions between diversity, 

community and educational quality (excellence) in the context of higher education. It 

emerged from the analysis and discussion of the findings (Section 4) that AUC is currently 

in the process of reshaping its mission and values. The Dean is rethinking the notion of 

excellence and is trying to reframe it into the transformative approach by Harvey & Green 

(1993). This has implications for both diversity and community. What type of diversity will 

AUC attract by changing the notion of excellence? Will the new community's values be 

compatible with the diverse student population? Will admissions policies be affected by 

changing the notion of excellence? These are all questions that I leave open for the AUC 

Management team to address, as finding solutions to these tensions goes well beyond the 

scope of the study. 

In fact, the findings of this capstone can be really helpful to AUC: by acknowledging 

that grades are not an adequate measure of the community-based understanding of quality, 

AUC could rethink its grading system. Furthermore, this thesis demonstrated that adhering 

to excellence (high grades) precludes students of disadvantaged backgrounds from being 

accepted to AUC. The ‘star rating’ system for applications could be reintroduced as a way 

of broadening the criteria for acceptance. Lastly, results show that many students do not feel 

free to express their opinions in class and that students of ethnic minorities and those with 

financial difficulties feel like they belong less to the community. This should represent a red 
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flag to the AUC Management team, since, currently, the AUC community is not fully and 

truly diverse. 

By drawing upon the results of the present study, future research could investigate 

and assess the current policies of AUC, and changes to alleviate the three tensions could be 

suggested. Furthermore, it would be interesting to conduct the same study in other university 

colleges to investigate whether tensions between community, excellence and diversity arise 

in other institutions as well. Lastly, further research into the community-quality side of the 

conceptual triangle is required as this thesis laid the groundwork for the idea that 

communities share a common understanding of quality. Although it is acknowledged that 

communities share values, quality in particular has not been explored.  

There are some limitations to the present study. The lecturers’ perspectives were not 

included in the analysis as too few lecturers had responded to the survey. Furthermore, an 

interview with the Diversity Coordinator at AUC could have provided an additional expert 

opinion on the topic, however, she was unavailable at the time of this study. The quantitative 

correlation analysis would also have been improved with a larger sample, potentially even 

including all the students at AUC, however this was not possible in the present study. Lastly, 

interviewing some students to gather more in depth perspectives on the specific topics would 

have provided a balancing to the lecture interviews and allowed both stakeholders an 

opportunity for their views to be represented. Students were given the chance to write 

explanations for their responses to some of the questions in the survey, but interviews would 

have provided more depth. 

Although the findings of this research have demonstrated clear disparities between 

AUC’s stated values and mission and what students experience, it is important to note that 

AUC is a university of high quality. The teaching method and programme structure are 

regarded highly by students, and the institutions' efforts at community building have been 

successful. Also, as mentioned in the preface to this paper, there are limits to the effects 

universities can have in solving inequality. Still, especially because having a tertiary 

education nowadays is vital for socioeconomic mobility, the burden falls on universities to 

actively work towards ensuring equal access to education. The teachings of the school of 

Barbiana resonate once again; the message this thesis wants to transmit to all educational 

institutions, AUC and others, is the same divulged by the students of the school of Barbiana: 

“Schools have a single problem. The children they lose.” (Milani, 1988). This is a message 

that should mobilise us all to change, cherish the immense value of education, and rethink 

the fundamental scope of universities. 
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Appendix A 
 

The Community, Quality, Diversity Student Survey 
Amsterdam University College 

Academic Year 2021-2022 
 
 
You are being invited to participate in a research study for my bachelor’s thesis at AUC 
titled: “Community, quality, and diversity—can universities really have it all?”. The 
purpose of this research survey is to gather data on three dimensions of the university 
environment at AUC: quality of education, sense of belonging, and diversity. Participants 
will require approximately 15 minutes to answer all questions.  
 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary and you can withdraw at any time. 
There are no foreseeable risks in participating in this study, however, if any of the questions 
make you feel uncomfortable you are free to omit your answer. 
 
Your answers in this study will remain confidential and anonymous. No one apart from me 
will be able to access the responses to the survey and I will not share the responses with 
anyone. The gathered data only serves the end of conducting this research and will not be 
kept once the thesis is completed. If you have any further questions about the survey or the 
procedures, feel free to contact me at elisa.goppion@hotmail.it.  
 
Thank you for your participation. 
 
Sincerely,  
Elisa Goppion 
 
 
 

1. What is your major at AUC?  
� Sciences 
� Social Sciences 
� Humanities 

 
2. What is your year at AUC?  

� First 
� Second 
� Third 
� Fourth or more  

 
3. What is your current age?  

o < 18 
o 19-20 
o 21-22 
o 23-24 
o > 24 

 
 

4. Are you an international student?  
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� Yes  
� No  

 
 

5. What is your current sex?  
� Male 
� Female 
� Non-binary 
� Not listed above (please specify):  

 
6. What is your gender/gender identity? 

� Man 
� Woman 
� Transgender/Gender Non-Conforming 
� Not listed above (please specify):  

 
7. What is your sexual orientation?  

� Heterosexual 
� Bisexual 
� Gay/Lesbian 
� Queer 
� Asexual 
� Not listed above (please specify):  

  
8. Please indicate the ethnic group with which you identify:  

 
 

9.  How often in your day-to-day life at AUC do you think about your racial/ethnic 
identity?  

o Never 
o Rarely 
o Sometimes 
o Often  
o Always  

 
 

10. With what religious background, if any, do you identify?  
� Agnosticism  
� Atheism 
� Buddhism 
� Christianity 
� Hinduism 
� Islam  
� Other (Please specify): ________  
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11. Overall, how would you describe your current political views?  
� Communist 
� Greens/Progressive 
� Social-democratic 
� Christian-democratic 
� Conservative 
� Nationalistic 
� Progressive liberal 
� Conservative liberal 
� Left-wing liberal 
� Other (Please specify): ________  

12. What educational level did your parent(s)/ guardian(s) complete? 
o Did not finish high school 
o Graduated from high school 
o Attended and did not complete a higher education degree 
o Completed a higher education degree 
o Completed a graduate degree (M.A., M.B.A., Ph.D., etc.) 

 
13. How many people from your high school class continued their studies by going to 

university? 
o Everyone 
o Most of my classmates 
o Some classmates 
o Almost no one  
o No one  

 
14. Please indicate the level of concern about your ability to pay for your college 

education. 
o No concern 
o Little concern 
o Some concern 
o A lot of concern 
o Huge concern 

 
15. Do you have a form of disability? (Includes specific learning disability, other 

health impairment and emotional disturbance) 
� Yes  
� No  

 
16. If you selected ‘Yes’ in the previous question, do you experience exclusion due to 

your disability?  
� Yes  
� No  
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17. On a scale from 1 to 5, to what extent do the following factors make you feel more 
or less comfortable at AUC?  
 

 

     

Your gender 1 2 3 4 5 

Your sexual orientation 1 2 3 4 5 

Your financial circumstances 1 2 3 4 5 

Your religion 1 2 3 4 5 

Your race/ethnicity 1 2 3 4 5 

Your political views 1 2 3 4 5 

Other ________ 1 2 3 4 5 

 
 

18. How diverse do you perceive the AUC environment to be? 
o Extremely diverse  
o Very diverse  
o Quite diverse  
o Moderately diverse  
o Not at all diverse 

 
19. Of your close friends at AUC, what proportion is of the same race/ethnicity as 

you? 
o 0% 
o Around 25% 
o Around 50% 
o Around 75% 
o 100% 
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20. During one or more of your classes have you ever felt restricted about the opinions 

you could share with your classmates/teachers? If yes, please specify the 
circumstance. 
 
Classmates Yes No 

Teachers Yes No 

 
(Please specify): ________ 
 
 

 
21. How welcoming have you found AUC to be?  

o Extremely welcoming  
o Quite welcoming 
o Somewhat welcoming 
o Slightly welcoming 
o Not at all welcoming  

 
22. How ‘at home’ do you feel at AUC?  

o Extremely ‘at home’ 
o Quite ‘at home’ 
o Somewhat ‘at home’ 
o Slightly ‘at home’ 
o Not at all ‘at home’ 

 
23. From your experience at AUC during the current academic year, to what extent do 

you agree or disagree with the following statements: 
 

 

     

1. I can really be myself at this college.      

2. I feel I am a member of the college 
community. 

     

3. I am glad I attend AUC.      

4. Students at this college are friendly with me.      
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5. I would feel comfortable asking a professor 
for help if I did not understand course-related 
material. 

     

6. It has been difficult for me to meet other 
students on campus with whom I can relate. 

     

7. Students here treat me with respect.      

8. People of my race/ethnicity are more likely to 
experience discrimination on campus than 
others. 

     

9. I feel comfortable contributing to class 
discussions. 

     

10. I feel very different from most other students 
here.   

     

11. When I interact with professors at this 
college, I feel they care about how I’m doing. 

     

12. I would encourage a high school senior 
whose background, abilities, and interests are 
similar to mine to attend AUC. 

     

13. I would find it easy to join study groups with 
other students if I wanted to. 

     

14. The college’s efforts at community building 
are effective. 

     

15. I feel I belong at this college.      

16. The professors here respect me.      

17. Most students at AUC have values and 
attitudes different from my own. 

     

18. Professors make me question whether I 
should be here. 

     

19. I sense interracial tension on campus.      

20. I feel awkward in situations at AUC in which 
I am the only person of my ethnic group. 

     

21. I could call another student from class if I had 
a question about an assignment. 
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22. It has been easy for me to make friends at 
AUC. 

     

23. This college is committed to diversity.      

24. I wish I were at a different college.      

25. Other students in this college seem interested 
in my opinions, ideas, and questions related 
to coursework. 

     

26. Other students here like me the way I am.      

27. If there were a racial incident at AUC, the 
college would react quickly and 
appropriately. 

     

 
24. Did you ever apply to an AUC committee? If not, why? 

� Yes, in the past I applied to an AUC committee. 
� No, I never applied to an AUC committee. (Please specify): ________ 

 
25. Have you ever joined an AUC committee? If not, why? 

� Yes, I am currently/have been part of an AUC committee.  
� No, I have never been part of an AUC committee. (Please specify): 

________ 
 

26. How often do you attend AUC events that take place in the academic building 
(career events, guest talks, etc.)? If you select ‘Rarely’ or ‘Never’ please explain 
why? 

o Always 
o Often 
o Sometimes  
o Rarely  
o Never  
(Please specify): ________ 

 
27. How often do you attend AUC events that take place outside of the academic 

building (Dormsessions, Solace parties, Spring market, etc.)? If you select ‘Rarely’ 
or ‘Never’ please explain why. 

o Always  
o Often 
o Sometimes  
o Rarely  
o Never  
(Please specify): ________ 
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28. What is your current overall GPA?  
o < 0.7 
o 0.7-1.6 
o 1.7-2.6 
o 2.7-3.7 
o > 3.7  

 
29. About how many hours per WEEK do you typically spend doing work for your 

CLASSES outside of class time (studying, reading, writing, doing homework or 
lab work, analyzing data, rehearsing, preparing for tests, and other class-related 
work)?  

o 0 
o About 10 
o About 20 
o About 30 
o More than 30 

 
30. From your experience at AUC during the current academic year, to what extent do 

you agree or disagree with the following statemen:  
 

 

     

The feedback I get in class and assignments helps me 
to do better 

     

The variety of teaching methods used at AUC helps 
me to learn 

     

I am challenged by what I am learning      

The interactions I have with my peers have improved 
my understanding of the course material 

     

Every time I finish a course, I feel like a learned a lot      

I think I am getting a high quality education at AUC      

I think the educational quality at AUC is driven by 
the number of courses I can choose from 
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I think the educational quality at AUC is driven by 
the small group size of its classes 

     

I think the educational quality at AUC is driven by 
its stringent entry requirements  

     

I think the educational quality at AUC is driven by 
its way of testing (alternating essays, presentations, 
exams, open questions, etc.) 

     

I think the educational quality at AUC is driven by 
the size of the institution 

     

I think the educational quality at AUC is driven by 
its diverse community 

     

I think the educational quality at AUC is driven by 
its supportive community network  

     

I think AUC classes are more difficult than classes at 
regular universities (such as UvA/VU) 

     

I think the quality of teachers is higher at AUC than 
in other universities  

     

 
 

31. Do you think the mid-term course evaluations measure the quality of the course? If 
not, what is missing? 

� Yes  
� No (Please specify): ________ 

 
 

32. What would sum up quality of education for you? 
 

 
 

33. Do you recognize the way AUC presents itself on media platforms (website, social 
media, etc.) in terms of its mission and values? Think of whether the expectations 
you had of AUC before applying match your present experience. 

� Yes  
� No  

 
 
 
Thank you for participating in “The Community, Quality, Diversity Student Survey”. 
I deeply appreciate your cooperation and willingness to provide information that will help 
me develop my capstone. I hope this survey did not take up too much of your time. 
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 Appendix B  
  

Frequency table of the demographic variables 
 

Demographic Variable Groups N 
(% of sample) 

Major Sciences  28 (32.2%) 
Social scienes 37 (42.5%) 
Humanities 18 (20.7%) 
Non-responses  4 (4.6%) 

Year First 23 (26.4%) 
Second  22 (25.3%) 
Third  38 (43.7%) 
Non-responses  4 (4.6%) 

Age < 18 2 (2.3%) 
19-20 48 (55.2%) 
21-22 28 (32.2%) 
23-24 2 (2.3%) 
> 24 3 (3.4%) 
Non-responses  4 (4.6%) 

International No 19 (21.8%) 
Yes  64 (73.6%) 
Non-responses  4 (4.6%) 

Sex Male  16 (18.4%) 
Female  64 (73.6%) 
Non-binary/Third gender 2 (2.3%) 
Non-responses or other 5 (5.7%%) 

Gender Man 16 (18.4%) 
Woman 64 (73.6%) 
Transgender/gender non-conforming 3 (3.4%) 
Non-responses or other 4 (4.6%) 

Sexual orientation Heterosexual 45 (51.7%) 
Bisexual 16 (18.4%) 
Gay/lesbian 6 (6.9%) 
Queer 11 (12.6%) 
Asexual 3 (3.4%) 
Non-responses or other 6 (6.8%) 

Ethnicity White 53 (60.9%) 
Dutch 4 (4.6%) 
Black 3 (3.4%) 
Asian 11 (12.6%) 
Non-responses or other 16 (18.5%) 

Religion Agnosticism 30 (34.5%) 
Atheism  30 (34.5%) 
Christianity 12 (13.8%) 
Non-responses or other 15 (17.2%) 

Political views Greens/Progressive 35 (40.2%) 
Progressive liberals 14 (16.1%) 
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Left-wing liberal  9 (10.3%) 
Social-democratic 7 (8.0%) 
Non-responses or other 22 (25.3%) 

Parent education Did not finish high school 2 (2.3%) 
Graduated from high school 5 (5.7%) 
Attended and did not complete a higher 
education degree 4 (4.6%) 

Completed a higher education degree 32 (36.8%) 
Completed a graduate degree (M.A., 
M.B.A., Ph.D., etc.) 40 (46.0%) 

Non-responses  4 (4.6%) 
High school classmates 
that continued with 
university 

Some classmates  9 (10.3%) 
Most classmates  60 (69.0%) 
Everyone  14 (16.1%) 
Non-responses  4 (4.6%) 

Financial circumstance No concern  27 (31.0%) 
Little concern  20 (23.0%) 
Some concern  20 (23.0%) 
A lot of concern 9 (10.3%) 
Huge concern 6 (6.9%) 
Non-responses  5 (5.7%) 

Disability No  61 (70.1%) 
 Yes  21 (24.1%) 
 Non-responses 5 (5.7%) 
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Appendix C 
 

Factor loadings of the sense of belonging variables 
 

Survey Items Factor 
loadings 

a 

Social belonging 
How ‘at home’ do you feel at AUC? 
I can really be myself at this college. 
I feel I am a member of the college community. 
I am glad I attend AUC. 
Students here treat me with respect. 
I would encourage a high school senior whose background,   
abilities, and interests are similar to mine to attend AUC. 
I would find it easy to join study groups with other students if I 
wanted to. 
The college’s efforts at community building are effective. 
I feel I belong at this college. 
I could call another student from class if I had a question about an 
assignment. 
It has been easy for me to make friends at AUC. 
This college is committed to diversity. 
Other students in this college seem interested in my opinions, ideas, 
and questions related to coursework. 
Other students here like me the way I am. 

 
.919 
.725 
.782 
.670 
.408 
.705 

 
.546 

 
.538 
.870 
.429 

 
.504 
.467 
.445 

 
.666 

.924 

Academic belonging 
I would feel comfortable asking a professor for help if I did not 
understand course-related material. 
I feel comfortable contributing to class discussions. 
When I interact with professors at this college, I feel they care 
about how I’m doing. 
The professors here respect me. 

 
.596 

 
.473 
.602 

 
.580 

.730 

Relatability 
It has been difficult for me to meet other students on campus with     
whom I can relate. 
I sense interracial tension on campus. 
I feel awkward in situations at AUC in which I am the only person 
of my ethnic group. 

 
.517 

 
.520 
.717 

.548 
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Appendix D 
 

Transcript of the interview with Dr Michiel van Drunen 
 
 

Elisa: Could you introduce yourself briefly? 

 

Dr van Drunen: Yeah, I'm the director of education, Michiel van Drunen; I have done this 

for four years. One of my responsibilities is quality of education at AUC; I also supervise 

of the Heads of Studies and the senior tutors. And also the quality officer, also an Education 

Development Officer. And as a team, we are responsible for the curriculum. So the 

educational content. And in other parts, especially the senior tutor and some life officers, 

they are more for student wellbeing. And so that's the more social side of the learning. But 

we focus mostly on the curriculum. 

 

Elisa: And what aspects of the curriculum do you focus on? 

 

Dr van Drunen: Yeah, that's a difficult question. It's about coherence. It is about whether 

what we offer connects with the philosophy of Liberal Arts and Sciences, and also 

connection with the labor market, what students want, what lecturers want, and the research 

agendas of the parent universities, and they all come in, and they all play a role. And it is 

our purpose to make a kind of coherent program out of it that works for students, lecturers, 

and the Institute as a whole. And we don't do that on an island. So we are in close connection, 

for instance, with the Board of Studies, and with the student council to some extent. And 

we also talk a lot with partners at the UvA and the VU. 

 

Elisa: And how do you get the information about what students would like to have in the 

curriculum more or less? How do you get the information? 

 

Dr van Drunen: That's a good question. The former route is through the Board of Studies; 

there are four students that kind of represent the student body. But second, also our students 

vote with their fee, right? Because we offer all these options. And students choose certain 

courses, and they decide not to choose other courses. So what happens over time is that you 

see that some courses become very popular. And then we try to either expand the number 

of groups or maybe expand the number of branches of similar courses. And we did that, for 
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instance, for neurosciences and clinical neurosciences. And in case a course is 

undersubscribed sequentially, so year after year, then we discontinue these courses. And 

then we add another course with another topic. But usually, the same major to the course 

offerings. 

 

Elisa: And related to that, what do you think are aspects that make up educational quality of 

AUC? What do you think are characteristics of AUC that really define the quality of 

education? 

 

Dr van Drunen: Quality? I think it has two different meanings. The day-to-day meaning is 

what students often think is quality of education is related to student satisfaction. So whether 

students like courses, and whether they learn a lot. Technically, a course quality or a 

curriculum quality refers to quality assurance. And then there's a whole system, where we 

try to evaluate the courses consistently taking into constant evaluations, but also peer review 

by lectures. And that we close this quality assurance cycle so that we measure what's going 

on, that we make adjustments, that we implement these adjustments, and that we evaluate 

whether these adjustments have worked or not. So going through that cycle that's more the 

technical side of quality assurance. And I think both are important. So the quality of the 

courses and the students, and their interrelated to some extent, of course, but the student 

satisfaction and the fact that students meet learning outcomes that were set. I think those are 

also important, and I think the latter is maybe even more important than student satisfaction 

as such, especially for required courses. It is more about the students actually learning what 

they're supposed to learn than whether they're satisfied with the course as such. But 

hopefully, they are. 

 

Elisa: Maybe it's also connected, because when you really liked the course, and the way it 

is taught, then you learn more. 

 

Dr van Drunen: Yes, you're more motivated, you enjoy it more, and therefore in principle, 

you can learn more, but that is not always. Especially for courses like logic or the methods 

courses. Not everybody likes statistics, for instance. But statistics is very important in social 

sciences. So without a good statistics background, you wouldn't be able to graduate and do 

research in social sciences. So it's not always fun. And that's true, but we try to make it as 
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fun as possible, of course, especially some of the lectures do that. Which is of course good, 

because, as you said, if you are more motivated you learn. 

 

Elisa: and regarding quality assurance mechanisms, what are the ones that AUC complies 

with, external and internal?  

 

Dr van Drunen: Yeah, there are different cycles. So there are the semester cycles that look 

at the course. So at the course level, and I think what AUC does very well there is the peer 

review. So what we do is we look into courses with groups of lectures. So usually two or 

three, sometimes four courses, lectures with similar courses in the similar fields are put 

together. And they jointly look at their student evaluations at the assessments, and they make 

an assessment of how their courses went in the previous semester. And they ask each other 

questions, share ideas and tips, and suggestions and write them down in a peer review report. 

And they report that to the heads of studies. And what is an important element is they set a 

number of bullets where they write course adjustments, so what do they plan to do next year 

what to do? What do they plan to improve? And and the Head of Studies oversees all these 

results. And they combine these results with the numbers from the student evaluations. So 

really looking at the rough numbers where which courses performed very well, which did 

not so well, what are our points of attention, what specific points like feedback or study load 

or quality of assessments or quality of teacher, where are issues that need to be resolved. 

And and all that together is summarised in a quality report that we discussed with the Board 

of Studies. And so that is certainly is focused on the course level, and it's done every 

semester. So that's an important part of our quality cycles. Then there are curriculum 

evaluations that are done by students who graduate so they look back. After you graduate, 

you will receive an invitation to fill in a survey. And we also look at the results of those 

surveys annually. And then there's the national survey that also looks that it's done annually, 

normally, except for the corona yard, it didn't run. But that's more on the general level. So 

those are more on the curriculum level. And they say more about the connection to the labor 

market or to graduate programs. They're about the facilities also support facilities, for 

instance, the quality of the teaching quality of the lectures, the quality of the building, those 

kinds of things are assessed there. And also, those are discussed with the Board of Studies. 

And then there's the very big one every six-year as part of a national accreditation scheme. 

There's an external panel visiting AUC; they're looking for all kinds of documents, including 

these quality documents and annual reports, etc. And a self-evaluation and they speak with 
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the Board of Studies, exam boards, with students with lectures with the staff, the 

management, and they also write a report. And based on that report, we are normally 

allowed to continue as a program. If they give a negative assessment, we have to stop 

discontinuing the 

 

Elisa: So basically that's external, and there's only this one? 

 

Dr van Drunen: Well, there's another one that we called midterm evaluation. We actually 

have one in June. But that is part of the accreditation of the university. So the programs are 

accredited separately from the university itself. But the universities are also supposed to 

have an internal quality assurance system. And they delegate that partly to the programs. 

And every three years, so in between the six-year accreditation, there's a midterm 

evaluation. And that's a semi-external panel. Administratively, we follow the VU for quality 

assurance. So there is a panel that is organized by the VU that visits us with the educational 

director from the VU and a student from the VU, but not from AUC. And there are two 

external, so it's a sort of semi-external panel. And they do a bit the same as the normal 

accreditation panel. So they look into bachelor thesis and quality numbers, etc. But they also 

have the opportunity to discuss what we call development questions. So it's more like, what 

direction does the problem go? And so we can have a kind of external reflection on that. 

That is, that's a very useful tool in this midterm evaluation. 

 

Elisa: And do you think that all these quality assurance mechanisms that are a more 

standardized way of assessing quality are a good way to assess quality as a whole? Because, 

I mean, quality is quite a hard concept to put into ticking points, I would say there are many 

aspects of quality. Do you think all of them could ever be included in a questionnaire?   

 

Dr van Drunen: Yeah, you're right, the more bureaucratic you make such a process, it 

suggests a kind of thoroughness, but it is only on paper. So, what you would see if you make 

very strict criteria and try to crunch all the numbers, then it becomes a very bureaucratic 

exercise and I think, what we have tried to find, especially for the course evaluations is a 

way that also allows for discussing the subjectivity, and especially qualitative issues. We 

have over 250 courses, and they're very different discourses, so the BRMS course is very 

different from the 300-level humanities course for instance, and the way you look at quality 

for these courses is also quite different. So and the type of lecture that you need and the type 
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of activities in the class are also different. And the learning outcomes of these courses, also 

require different types of activities in the class. For BRMS, you have to exercise and follow 

the equations and try and look. For humanities classes, for instance, discussion is important 

and reflection, writing and getting feedback, etc. So, to give justice to these differences, I 

think the peer review system as we have set it up is a very valuable tool because it allows 

also us to tailor the evaluation to the learning outcomes that are associated with the courses 

that are discussed. And therefore we do not peer review with the BRMS teacher and the 

high-level humanities course teacher but we put the humanities teachers together so that so 

they can also overview the strengths and weaknesses of their of the courses that they 

consider 

 

Elisa: and you think it would be a good idea to do the same but with students, so have a 

group of students that out of the survey can just express their understanding of quality and 

how they saw that that course aligned with it or not. 

 

Dr van Drunen: Yeah, I think it would and of course, it happens indirectly through the 

surveys, which I think many of the AUC students provide very valuable input. Not only 

ticking the boxes but also as comments. So they are often very useful and not always 

formulated positively. But okay. I understand that also. But often it's quite constructive, so 

it is helpful. We try to do that in the midterm evaluation in the courses, we wanted to work 

on a large scale with these class representatives, because then at that moment, you can still 

adapt the course if needed. There is some resistance among certain lectures against that 

system, which I understand. But I'm actually quite sorry about that because I think that is a 

very valuable instrument to get direct student input. And the other side, I know that 

especially the more experienced lecturers have regular conversations with their class about 

the quality of their teaching and the quality of the course itself. And they do it so often 

halfway, certainly at the end. But in the end, of course, it's too late for the class itself. So it 

is good for the next class, hopefully, but the class itself is not specifically helped. But during 

the midterm it is. So I think that is a very valuable instrument. And we stole the idea from 

Quest College in Canada, there was an exchange student who went there, and she found it 

so exciting, that she tried to introduce it here, and especially at that time, the Board of 

Studies was very enthusiastic. But I see now that the enthusiasm is a bit decreasing, 

unfortunately, and I tried to push back, but it's very difficult actually to get it done. Which 

is a general issue in quality assurance, you run the risk of making it very bureaucratic with 
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forms, and with systems, and ticking boxes. And, so it is a delicate balance between making 

it bureaucratic and, and making it useful and but also traceable. Because I, as Director of 

Education, I want to know, of course, whether these midterm evaluations actually have 

taken place, and that that the outcomes are more or less satisfactory for students and 

lecturers. But that is not so easy if you don't make it very bureaucratic. 

 

Elisa: Well, as we said, quality means many things to different people. But as we just said, 

for the past 10 minutes, or longer, it's also important to have standardized ways of checking 

on quality, so outside and internal quality assurance mechanisms. And why do you think it's 

the case? If I mean, it's maybe an obvious question, but if we all have somewhat different 

understandings of quality, maybe it is not enough to capture the whole individual 

understanding of quality, then why do you think it's still important to have such a 

mechanism? 

 

Dr van Drunen: Yeah. If you zoom in on the student surveys, for instance, that we send out 

at the end of the course. First, if for the management, so for Heads of Studies, and for me, 

they first signal whether there are issues with the course. So, if the evaluations are very low, 

those are very high, that signals something about the course and there's something special 

going on, that requires further investigation and that can be either through looking at the 

survey itself, but also by looking at the peer review or by talking to the lecturers students 

involved. So, this is the first, the other thing is that the surveys are very detailed. So, they 

are about feedback, about the course materials, about the lecture itself. So for the lecture, 

the feedback from the students is very important because the lecturer can make all kinds of 

smaller and bigger adjustments in the course that helps students to become more motivated 

or interested or that they learn more. So in that sense, within a course, it is also important 

irrespective of what is communicated to the management, etc. So in that sense, I think 

evaluations are playing an important role. But they don't require that the Heads of Studies 

and, I as Director of Education and the Board of Studies look over the shoulders of the 

lecturers themselves. We expect that the lecturers themselves are professionals, they have 

all kinds of qualifications. And they learned a lot about their courses from the course 

materials. So we expect them to be professionals, and that they make adjustments based on 

their professional insights. In practice, it doesn't always work. And that's what you can also 

see if you monitor closely that sometimes there's an inexperienced lecturer or there were 

issues in the classroom that caused a lot of students’ dissatisfaction. And that is the moment 
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where the Heads of Studies usually start a conversation with the lecturer. And we have also 

had numerous occasions where we decided to stop at a certain lecture based on those 

conversations, never based on only the course evaluations, we don't send lectures away 

because students don’t like them. But of course, we ask what can you do about it? What is 

your plan to improve your course? And if the answer to that is unsatisfactory, then we have 

to discontinue our working relationship. 

 

Elisa: And external quality assurance mechanisms, what is the importance of those? For 

instance, the one every six years? Why do you think it's important to have those? Or do you 

think it is important to have them? 

 

Dr van Drunen: I think, it is partly a paper exercise, of course. But I think what happens in 

the year or two, before the actual visit of the panel, is that we do all kinds of checks on 

whether our quality assurance system is still in place, and where it's okay, where it meets 

the requirements. Also, we rethink what we've done with the report of six years ago and see 

whether we have properly implemented everything. So it is also a natural moment for 

introspection and self-evaluation and it forces us also to be critical of ourselves. And I think 

that such an accreditation of panel often introduces themselves as critical friends. Their 

purpose is not to cut down the program, they want to be friends that help you improve in 

your program further. So in that sense, I think it is a useful exercise. Although it is a lot of 

paperwork. 

 

Elisa: And what are the main criteria that are used in these standard quality assurance 

assessments. Maybe the most important ones that you say really play a role in the reports? 

 

Dr van Drunen: I think, by heart, the learning outcomes, so whether the learning outcomes 

are challenging enough and are suitable for the program. The quality of the lectures, so the 

quality of the staff, the teachers, the quality of the courses, the course elements, and also the 

quality of the end products, are the capstone to your case. So those are the main focus. And 

then what is covering everything is the quality assurance system. So what does this Institute 

have in place to make sure that the quality of all these elements is assured? So that is about 

the bureaucratic processes and procedures, what do we do? Of course evaluations, what do 

we do with the comments of the Board of Studies? What does the Board of Examiners do 

to check the quality of the assessments? Those kinds of things.  
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Elisa: Yes. And now, I want to jump a bit to another topic just for sake of time.  I would 

like to start off with the question I sent you if you recognize a tension between high quality 

and diversity.  

 

Dr van Drunen: Yeah, that's an issue that we especially see in the admissions. So for the 

admission of students, this is a delicate balance where you can have very objective criteria 

for excellence, namely grades of students. But if you only select on grades, what you then 

get is a student population that is mostly white, mostly female, mostly upper-middle class, 

and upper class, mostly European. And that is what we don’t want, we want diversity of 

students. So, however, the more soft criteria include like, motivation, letters, essays, support 

letters from lectures or other people, the more you benefit these groups, because they are 

very handy in getting those kinds of documents in writing, they get support, they have 

fathers and mothers and family members that help them writing an excellent essay. And 

then they are trained in having discussions at a higher level during dinner that they can apply 

in an interview. So I think the soft criteria are not going to help, it makes the situation worse. 

But then the question is what to do to make a more diverse student population? And I don't 

have the answer, and we're still struggling with that. And I don't know any Institute that has 

solved this. The only thing that we have experimented with is wildcards. So sometimes you 

get applications of students that don't meet the criteria, but they have done something 

special, they've worked in an NGO or set up an NGO, and usually, they're a bit older. They 

come from a different cultural backgrounds or from developing countries. And, and we 

could give those students kind of wildcard. We also work on scholarships. So that is also a 

way of making the path easier. But it doesn't solve the issue of the minimum criteria. And 

that is…yeah, I don't know the solution. I would love to know the solution. But I simply 

don't know. 

 

Elisa: Because I also conducted a survey. And from the responses I have. AUC is pretty 

good when it comes to maybe gender or sexual orientation, country of origin, etc. But there 

was also a question asking whether students from the respondent’s old high school, the 

majority of them, whether they continued studying or not. And basically, everyone said that 

almost every one of their old classmates continued with university. And that usually also 

signals that they came from a specific social environment where going to a university is 

common. And it might be hard to get people from high schools in which it's not common to 
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continue their studies, maybe because they have disadvantaged backgrounds of all sorts. 

Maybe students of such backgrounds do not have the requirements to enter but would like 

to enter. I also understand that if they get in and don't have the requirements, they might 

then struggle. But then at the same time, shouldn't there be a way to integrate them? 

 

Dr van Drunen: I think once they're in, we have ways to support them. And I think the 

community as such is open and diverse enough to kind of adopt also students that come 

from a lower socioeconomic status or from migratory backgrounds. But the point is, they 

first have to get in. You mentioned a good point. First, they have to decide ‘I go to 

university’, and maybe they are the first in their whole family, which is a big barrier. The 

VU and UvA now have pre-university colleges where they have special programs for 

talented kids from a lower socioeconomic background or migratory background, picked by 

their lecturers from secondary school, so they are invited into those programs, and we are 

participating in one of them ourselves, which hopefully lowers the barrier of going to 

university. There are all kinds of activities in these pre-university colleges, and we run one 

of those activities, it's called pre-master classes. And what we did is we organized last year 

for the first time, a small event for all students who received a scholarship. And those are 

usually students of lower socioeconomic status. Just to introduce them to the system, to 

introduce them to the university system, and it worked very well. Those are very small ways 

to become more inclusive, but I think the main barriers are still the entry requirements. As 

a selective program, that makes it difficult. 

 

Elisa: And would you say there is a way around this? 

 

Dr van Drunen: I think in some cases, we can be more lenient. I think the admission 

committee (the senior tutor and I and the Dean assisted by the admissions officer) has the 

authority to do so. For some of these dossiers that are reviewed by admissions reviewers, 

we can play a big role. And I think in some colleges in the US, they lift out interesting 

applications that do not entirely meet the criteria, but they bring something extra, a new 

perspective, or more diversity within the student community. So that is something that we 

want to look into. But we haven’t done it so far on a systematic basis. So that is something 

we really have to work on; it’s also part of FAPDAI.  
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Elisa: Very well, last question. Do you also recognize a tension between quality and 

community? 

 

Dr van Drunen: Yes, I thought about that. I think that is less of an issue, but maybe this is 

the kind of question you need to ask the senior tutor who is more involved in the community 

of students. I am more focused on the curriculum and the courses but not on the community. 

So, it’s difficult for me to answer that. But at first sight, I would say there is more of a 

tension between quality and diversity. 

Elisa: Do you think AUC will find a solution to this tension? 

 

Dr van Drunen: I hope so, we are working on that and that is our mission. But whether we 

will succeed I don’t know. It’s always difficult. I just completed writing a part on the math 

requirements, and I looked into some numbers. If you look at the Dutch diploma, which is 

our benchmark, we admit students in the top 20% roughly and if we decrease the 

requirements then we are more open and potentially more diverse, but then suddenly we are 

open to 50% of all the students and then our selective label is jeopardized. We are a small-

scale intensive and therefore we are allowed to select, but if we have low standards then, 

maybe we lose that. 

 

Elisa: Which is connected to the AUC motto… 

 

Dr van Drunen: Yeah, we are reviewing that motto. Excellence will be defined differently. 

We used to say excellence is that you perform excellently, but now we want to change that 

and say excellence is that you are able to fully express all your talents throughout your 

career at AUC. So, it’s more an end point than a starting point. So instead of saying all 

students are excellent when they start, we say that a student can become excellent when the 

program is completed. Excellence is not only expressed in grades but also in engagement, 

how you develop as a person, and what you contributed to the community. We want to use 

a much broader definition of what excellence is than a student with all straight A’s. 
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Appendix E 
 

Transcript of the interview with Dr Neil Thomson 
 
 

Elisa: Could you briefly introduce yourself? 

Dr Thomson: Yeah, I'm an associate professor in the management organization department 

and I study entrepreneurship, which is actually a very interesting field because it's all about 

organizing different types of projects. I have a bit of a sustainability and social dimension 

to my research. So I also look at a lot of creative, sustainable venture projects, how they get 

started, what are the motivations of not only the founders but also kind of what is the social 

environment that they're a part of that promotes these kinds of ventures, and also what are 

the barriers and challenges that they face? Because there are many and many of them that 

fail. So it's also interesting to understand how that happens. And then I also study things 

like creativity, imagination in those roles and people coming up with visions for the future, 

what could be different in the future? How can we make that happen now? 

Elisa: And I also heard you're very interested in the community aspect of university 

programs. Am I right?  

Dr Thomson: I am the pre-master faculty coordinator. So it doesn't come into my reach, 

which is about 50% of my time. The other part of my time is, teachers 25% and the other 

25% is a faculty administrator. And what I do there is administration for the pre-master’s 

for the faculty. In the pre-master’s there are students that come with international degrees 

that want to go into the master's, but they don't have the qualifications yet. So they need to 

take a six-month program to join. And I oversee that for our faculty. So I kind of make all 

the organizing happen.  

Elisa: And do you think pre-masters are useful and an efficient way to integrate students of 

different backgrounds to a specific master's?  

Dr Thomson: Yeah, I think so. I mean, we're getting better at it. And then when I took over, 

it was really functional, just about their classes. So the curriculum that the students are 

having and admissions policies and things, which are all really important, but it was not so 

much focused on the student experience of being a pre-master student. So my, I guess, 



 

 

80 

changes to the program have been more about building a community for pre-master’s 

students, so they can feel more a part of the university and that they feel like they belong at 

the VU. Because they come from really diverse backgrounds, you know? All different types 

of not only degree background, because a lot of them don't study business as a bachelor 

degree, they can study anything. But also just generational backgrounds, and geographic 

backgrounds. So it's really diverse.  

Elisa: Now you mentioned community. So what do you think is about community that is 

important in the curriculum or in programs, but also for pre-master's program? 

Dr Thomson: Well, I mean, I dug into this a little bit to justify trying to build this community 

with pre-master’s. And there's a lot of research actually that shows that people learn better 

when they have a sense of belonging, that if you feel belonged to a social group or share 

some sort of identity, it's much easier to make networks for learning and making teams. 

And, you know, you kind of get over the anxiety that maybe you don't belong there or that 

you're not in the right study program for you or something like that, which can be de-

motivating. The community aspect also really helps for active learning. There's a lot of 

research and a lot of ways that we try to make education at the VU active. You can't really 

learn anything as a passive person. I always give this example: I can stand in front of a room 

and talk about bicycling, like what a bicycle is and its history and how to do it, and show 

you. But unless you really do it yourself, you don't really learn very much, you know? I 

mean, you learn stuff, but it's not really the same. You need to be an active participant in 

the process. So we try to, we try to get students to be more active, but to be active you have 

to have a sense that it's okay to put yourself out there and that your peer group is the one 

that you're a part of. So it's okay to be experimental. And when you learn stuff, you do stuff 

wrong, you know, it can be quite a provoking experience when you learn, because you've 

kind of come up with the aspects of what you don't know. And if you're not feeling 

uncomfortable, you're probably not really learning anything. Going back to the bicycle 

example, if you just got on a bike and you were taking off and it was all good, then you 

already knew how to do it. You're not really learning, I think, but when you learn to ride a 

bicycle, you're shaky and you're trying not to fall over it can be kind of an intense 

experience, and learning, in general, is a lot like that. So, you need to have confidence that 

your peer group is going to be also open to that experience. So I think belonging is really 

foundational. And that sense of belonging and community for pre-master students was really 
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lacking. When I started, I surveyed them to ask questions about this. And although they said 

the curriculum was good, they didn't have any contact with their other students outside of 

an immediate assignment, like zero. They didn't have any contact with the university. So, 

they were hardly ever on campus, which means that you don't have that kind of serendipity 

experience. Meeting new people and having a good time, actually, was really functional. So 

they said the program was good, but they weren't really having a fun time doing it. And I 

think that that's a bit of a shame.  

Elisa: I agree completely. And do you think this diversity is, let's say, an obstacle to the 

formation of a community? Or do you think it is not? 

Dr Thomson: I don’t think it is necessarily an obstacle. People have different experiences, 

right? And they come from different backgrounds, but that doesn't necessarily mean that the 

community can't naturally form, it needs more facilitation. Since people don't know each 

other and they don't really share a lot in terms of prior experiences, it's important that we 

kind of facilitate this. Having structured events that they can join and they feel welcome to 

join. So for all pre-master students, it's available. A really opening and welcoming kind of 

convened event so that people feel like: ‘okay, well, it doesn't really matter what background 

I’m from, I'm a pre-master's student.’ That's not to say that everybody will have the same 

experience and for some people, it will be a lot easier. And some people will be more 

difficult, but I think trying to just keep the door open helps.  

Elisa: Absolutely. So by experiencing new things among a diverse population of students, 

you can say this can lead to forming an inclusive community. 

Dr Thomson: Yeah. Right. I think that's the aim, you know what I mean? That's what we're 

trying to do, the student organization and I are trying to do. Of course, it's up to the students 

as well, you know? They also need to keep kind of an open mindset when they join and seek 

out people whom they don't know. And not just form little groups immediately, but that's 

up to them as well.  

Elisa: yes, I mean, I asked you about the diverse community, because I conducted a survey 

here at AUC for my capstone to see if students fit in the community in terms of values. Do 

you think there need to be some set values at the institution? Do you think values are 
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important for community building? Do you think there is a way to foster community 

building also through the establishment of values in an institution?  

Dr Thomson: It's a good question. There's some value in having a kind of top-down 

approach, ‘these are our values’ to communicate broadly. But I think, in my experience with 

doing the pre-master community, it's kind of better that everything is bottom-up. If I said 

‘we're forming a pre-masters community because here are the values that we want you to 

have as a university’,  it's a little bit artificial in a way. Because that's just coming from me 

as a faculty coordinator. What we focused on is just having people connect with each other 

and feel that if they can build social networks, they'll feel part of the program. And there's 

no kind of top-down value. The implicit value, I guess, is that we want students to be open 

to new connections and openness to different backgrounds and open to experimentation and 

things But explicitly saying that ‘the reason we're having this event is we want you to have 

these values.’ I don't know. I kind of feel like it kills the spontaneity or the bottom-up aspect 

of it. So I understand why the university has the bigger values. Because they're projecting 

this to the whole world, they're communicating with the government and they're 

communicating with other universities and the private sector. So I think that is okay, it is a 

kind of communication aspect. So having a hard translation of that into the pre-masters, I 

think, is a little bit too top-down. 

Elisa: I had that question because I come from a college where of course it's easier to form 

a community because of its small size. So we have 300 students per year, and we all are 

here on campus, we all have the same courses, and we study here on this floor. We also 

have the dorms where we all live. And also, the university itself, for instance, AUC promotes 

a community that is diverse and excellent. You can sense what it wants to be. So prospective 

students read the website, they liked what the university said, and they want to join. So the 

community building kind of follows more naturally, I would say. So, my question is that, 

without having such a predisposition of values and beliefs, how would you say that such a 

community could form in the pre-master's, or in general, in a program at the VU where you 

have that many students with different backgrounds? With, for sure also different values 

they stand for. How, how would you see those people forming a community? 

Dr Thomson: I guess, I understand the pre-master students’ aim is primarily wanting to get 

access to the master's program. So they want to pass their pre master's program. So they're 
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very much focused on passing their courses. That's the number one orientation. I don't think 

that's a bad orientation to have, because that's the whole reason that they're doing the pre-

master’s. And I think, we're not trying to promote like a hard community, in the sense that 

people identify themselves as a community member or something. I feel this is very much 

more an opportunity for people to kind of make connections. And yes, I use the word 

community because it's for pre-master students. But I think it's very much a kind of bottom-

up networking kind of community. So we facilitate these events so they can have drinks and 

hang out and have a good time. And also maybe listen to an interesting speaker or get to 

know master students that are already doing their same program. So they can kind of get a 

sense of what their masters will be like. As well as think about life after university, because 

to be honest, it's about a year and a half from when they start until when they're done with 

their masters. Like no time at all. And then they're going to be in the working world. So it's 

not a community that these people will be a part of for 10 years. It's kind of really quick, in 

a way. So what I feel like is best is to give them opportunities to get to know each other and, 

I don't know if it would help to say, you know, here are the values and beliefs that you need 

to have to be part of this community. I would rather very much give them the opportunity 

to figure it out themselves. Our student population does have diverse backgrounds, 

especially beliefs and I think that’s a strength. So, I’d rather just give people the structure, 

a very loose structure, and then allow them to develop their own mentalities and engage 

with their program and engage with the community, how they want because some people 

will very much enjoy it and go to all the events and really have a good time. And maybe 

even, you know, start to organize events where others will just do one, maybe two things or 

none during the pre-master. And that's totally fine. And I also think that's totally fine because 

it's just supposed to be like a pragmatically useful thing. So if you're not in the pre-master 

community, you never went to an event, I don't want you to feel like you're somehow less 

of a student or something like that. 

Elisa: Yeah, no, absolutely. It's like a support system. 

Dr Thomson: Yeah. So I used the word community, but it’s a very vague way of using the 

word community. It's not a very strict way, that they need to comply with these values or 

beliefs to be part of the community and if you don't they’re outside the community or 

something.  
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Elisa: Yes, because there are different ways of defining communities and one thing usually 

authors have in common is saying that values and norms are the core of building a 

community because if you're a part of the community, you usually share some, values.  

Dr Thomson: I think if they were sharing anything, they're sharing an identity as a pre-

master student, that's new to the university. So they have that in common. And I think that's 

the main common point of connection. ‘I don't know anybody, I'm new to the VU, I didn't 

study my bachelors here and I'm doing the pre-master’s and everybody I come in contact 

with here is in the same exact position’. So in terms of identity, that's the main point of 

connection, I think. I'd rather just put them in conversation and say ‘here there's a bunch of 

other people like you, here's an event where you can get to know them, take it from there.’ 

You know what I mean? From what I gather, when I ask and do surveys, they're super 

enthusiastic about having these opportunities. But that said, I don't go to the events, and I 

don't say ‘did you feel left out our bubble, did you have any issues with the event or 

something like that?’ That kind of opens up a whole new aspect of it. Is there being people 

excluded from this? These events are for some reason that the organizers are doing or that 

the student population is doing. So, I don't know, I'd have to go into that. And then  

Elisa: Yes, I think sense of belonging is great also for pre-master’s. It's quite short, but it's 

also the first time people moved to a city, maybe it's the first months and it's nice to have a 

support group.  

Dr Thomson: And it's interesting because I let them do it. I got students to be the student 

leaders for the pre-masters cohort that they're a part of. And then they work with the rest of 

the student association to plan all the events. And I gave them access to the canvas site so 

they can post announcements to the pre-masters students, all of them. Because there are 

eight different programs in the pre-masters overall. And they're all divided. And they never 

would have an opportunity to know these other people because they get on these different 

tracks. Some of the pre-meds programs are kind of small too, but like 15 people. Whereas 

hte overall population is about 200. So, it just opens up the door for much more opportunities 

for the people in a 15-person program to meet people more generally. And that's the whole 

idea for me, I think is just to kind of open up possibilities. 
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Elisa: I guess because, the way in which maybe there are religious communities that feel 

like ‘I go to the same church and you're my religious community’, in this case, would be all 

having pre-master's, maybe being new to the city, knowing no one. And this is the ground 

for constructing the community. 

Dr Thomson: Yeah, I think that's what I think about it too. The community naturally forms 

because of the situation, the common situation that they're all in. So I wouldn't say it is so 

values driven as more of a situation that drives community. That said, it is important that 

when I talk to the student organizers, to make sure that everything is not just organized 

around alcohol, for example, because there are quite a few students that don't drink alcohol. 

So there should be events as well as for people that aren't just in it for the partying and things 

like that.  

Elisa: So you think diversity adds to this community building? 

Dr Thomson: I think diversity is just a fact. I hope that the community stays open enough 

that everybody, despite their diversity feels a sense of belonging and pre-master's that's. 

That they can find their group. That they have a sense that this program is for them and that 

they can succeed at the university and they can use this experience to succeed after the 

university. 

Elisa: So do you think that if you have very diverse people, maybe forming one group could 

be harder? Or you would say ‘no diversity is actually good because you get different 

perspectives’. Or you just say diversity is a thing and it's just there and we need to deal with 

it. 

Dr Thomson: They're going to get more in contact with each other as well as through their 

classes when they actually have to work with each other. I hope that the pre-master 

community part is just enabling them to feel that they can maybe run into somebody that's 

a lot like them in their backgrounds, so they can make friends as well as talk to people and 

not become best friends. That's okay, too. You know, that's just the reality of things, the pre-

master community, as I envision it isn’t a way to erase diversity or erase people's 

backgrounds and hide the fact that they're not a hundred percent going to get along with 

everybody they meet. It's also the hope that they find people that they get to know and get 
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to talk to that they really enjoy. So they can make those kinds of social connections, but to 

make it easier when they do their pre-master's, as well as master's program. But I mean, I'm 

totally realistic about things too. It's like if I was a pre-master student and I was invited to 

an event. I would go to the first one and then I would probably meet the people in my own 

program first, because they're the ones that I'm going to see for the rest of the six months 

and then also in the masters. So I think it's pretty important that I get to know them first, but 

then it could be that, because it's just socializing and going to these kinds of things that I 

meet, people that aren't in my program that I also think are really cool. And maybe another 

international person or somebody else that I just kind of get to know and have a nice 

connection with, and maybe see every once in a while. Although that doesn't have like a 

feed into my performance as a student directly, I'm never going to actually work on a student 

project with this friend because we're not in the same program. I still feel like there's people 

out there that are cool. And they're also pre-master students and you kind of get like an 

indirect sense that there's some nice people here. I enjoy being here and I have a sense that, 

this is kinda my people. Not everybody is my people, but there's some nice people here. 

And so I feel more, it's like a positive experience that you have. So then when you go to 

classes, you carry that kind of positive experience into your courses and you feel. I'm a 

university student. Because the opposite of that is staying with your parents, doing 

everything online in a different part of the country, not meeting any people, but only for like 

a project, very instrumentally. And then never developing any kind of positive feeling from 

your fellow students, it's just purely instrumental. So you may pass your classes and you 

may go on your masters, which was your ultimate aim, but you couldn't really enjoy the 

experience. Like you learned, but it wasn't necessarily super exciting. So that's what I'm 

trying to tackle. I think that's how I've approached things. And I know what you're getting 

at, that literature says communities form around the beliefs, shared beliefs, shared values. 

But in this sense it’s a very pragmatic community, facilitating social networking 

opportunities.  

Elisa: It's actually nice to see the community in different ways because actually, it's true. 

For instance, when I came here first, I bonded with someone at first because we both didn't 

know anyone. And that was a point for bonding. This is really plain and simple but also that 

can be also just ground to start a relationship that can expand.  
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Dr Thomson: Yeah. And even if that doesn't carry on so long, at least you still had a positive 

experience, especially when you started. And I think that kind of positive experience when 

you started with just having a nice connection with somebody really means a lot to your 

whole, how you conceptualize and how you feel about the university and how you feel about 

your classes. The first impression, I'm trying to say, like you have a nice first impression of 

meeting people that you enjoy. Then you have a really positive experience mindset that you 

carry forward into your classes, and it's just way easier to be engaged in active learning and 

things. Whereas if you're kind of on a negative step or I feel like the learning experience is 

also more challenging. As a teacher, you kind of see that people are reserved and they're not 

so engaged and they don't really have a positive, emotional experience with the program. 

It's just purely knowledge-based. And it's quite instrumental. I come from the US and in the 

states, there are a lot of extracurricular activities, so there are a lot of things focused on 

students to socialize. There's a big student life on campus. There's a lot of events, all that 

kind of stuff. It's a different social environment. It's way different from universities here, 

but still, there's a lot to say for that kind of having a positive experience as a student that 

helps a lot with your classes. And yeah, I think that's a really important aspect my previous 

colleagues at doing this role never considered, it was always purely curriculum-based. Only 

the logistical aspects. It's actually been quite fun to see how the students have developed 

this pre-master community themselves. And I just kind of follow it and then I'll meet with 

them, especially when they ask me, or when they want to do a new event, I'll just come by 

and give them insights. And then we have some money for it as well as the faculty. So that 

helps a lot.  

Elisa: It's actually really nice that it's a community that just formed spontaneously through 

just students building it. 

Dr Thomson: I kind of want to maximize this spontaneity, but knowing that unlike where 

you're at, it's a huge university. So we need to have, especially in the beginning, lots of 

organized events. The actual content I'm doing can be quite open and spontaneous, but 

they're not going to spontaneously meet each other just because they are starting university. 

It's too big, they get lost. It's in the middle of the year, they start in February, and it's in the 

middle of the academic year. So everybody would be on campus already for at least six 

months. So I think the students had a hard time just meeting people. Getting any kind of 

idea that they were actually welcomed on campus, which is a, it's a bad thing, I think.  
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Elisa: I also think that here, at AUC, it was quite easy as I already said to me meet people 

in general. But for instance, a friend of mine back in Milan that goes to a bigger university 

didn't make new friends. She just hangs out with her old friends because, well, because it's 

just hard to meet people. I also know we don’t have much time left, so let’s go to one last 

question: do you see a connection between quality and community? 

Dr Thomson: Yeah. I think it's an indirect way because, the learning happens on a day-to-

day basis in terms of their courses, their course coordinators, the content that they're learning 

and then the final assessments. And this other aspect about community is playing kind of a 

more indirect role and, facilitating that point of learning. So, that's what I think it does, 

improve the quality. It's not that the prior quality of the was bad or anything, when I was 

taking over actually the coordinator was doing quite well in terms of course evaluations and 

a performance by students that were performing well, our mass, our pre-master students 

performed better than master students that didn't do the pre-master. So they're getting a lot 

of initial knowledge that helps them perform better in the masters in terms of courses, and 

grades. So we know that it's doing a lot for them. This could be many factors. They are 

maybe learning things that are directly useful for the masters but could also be that they get 

to know their professors before everybody else does. So they already know what to expect 

and how this person teaches. And that helps a lot to give them the idea. So it's not only that 

they're just kind of getting a minimum deficiency program to carry over, but they're also 

like getting some added knowledge. But I just think that that's like the quantitative aspect if 

you look at the performance in grades. But if there's much more to education quality than 

the numbers I think it's also about your experience of being a learner on campus and the 

community directly addresses that more qualitative aspect of being a learner. So that might 

show up in the statistics, but it may not, it may be softer than that. And it's just about how 

you experience a positive experience at the university. So I don't know if I see tension. For 

me, there's not so much tension as a pre-master faculty coordinator because these things are 

organized at separate different locations and times, and I'm not asking them to do anything 

different in terms of their teaching. And teaching their course content because of the 

community. The university as a whole has more training about diversity and, has more 

training about active learning that I don't need to do that. So, the course coordinators get 

those kinds of updates. And so the combination of those two come together, I think in a 

really nice.  
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Elisa: Just to explain better what I mean with the tension between the quality and 

community. Well, I think this doesn't really apply to the pre-master's, because it builds upon 

the assumption that communities share values. And some academics, say that quality 

matches our values. So what you perceive as quality goes, hand-in-hand with what you 

value. So if you're a part of the community, it follows that that community shares values 

and has a common conception of quality. Do you see how some standardized ways of 

assessing quality, that come from outside of the community, could become problematic? 

Dr Thomson: I mean it could be that communities that have a really tightly bound idea of 

what values they share and what beliefs they share, that if there's some kind of outside 

imposition of what quality means that they can kind of reject that in a way, because this 

being imposed doesn’t really measure the value or measure the quality, it doesn't really align 

with how we see our community. I think that possibility is definitely there. I think you need 

some more context to kind of unpack it a bit because I can imagine also scenarios like the 

one I'm in, where there isn't so much of tension in the community quality aspects because 

community is conceptualized a bit differently. I wouldn't disagree with the idea that it could 

be. But I don't know how much I have to add to that conversation.  

Elisa: No worries. No worries. I was just wondering about your opinion on it. 

Thank you so much and sorry if this took more time than expected.  

Dr Thomson: It's okay. Sorry. I just got to run to the next meeting. 
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Appendix F 
 

Complete descriptives table of all variables 
 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
Major 83 1 3 1.88 .739 

Year 83 1 3 2.18 .843 
Age 83 1 5 2.47 .754 
International 83 1 2 1.77 .423 
Sex 83 1 4 1.86 .497 
Gender 83 1 3 1.84 .455 

Sexual orientation 82 1 6 1.95 1.304 
Ethnicity 2 83 1 5 2.72 .979 
Religion 80 1 4 1.98 .968 
Political views 79 1 5 4.09 1.495 

Parents education 83 1 5 4.24 .970 
High school 83 3 5 4.06 .526 
Financial 82 1 5 2.35 1.251 
Disability 82 1 2 1.26 .439 
Disability 2 35 1 2 1.17 .382 

GenderC 82 1 5 2.15 1.177 
Sexual orientationC 82 1 5 2.13 1.028 
FinancialC 82 1 5 2.83 1.284 
ReligionC 81 1 5 2.38 1.113 

EthnicityC 79 1 5 2.47 1.249 
Political viewsC 81 1 5 2.30 1.089 
OtherC 5 3 4 3.40 .548 
Percieved diversity 82 1 5 2.54 .740 
Enthnicity friends 82 1 5 3.10 1.273 

Opinions classmatesC 78 1 2 1.33 .474 
Opinions teachersC 71 1 2 1.25 .438 
Welcoming 69 2 5 3.87 .922 
Social belonging 70 2.00 4.86 3.6718 .75687 

Academic belonging 70 1.75 5.00 4.0679 .69146 
Committee candidate 66 1 2 1.68 .469 
Committee member 68 1 2 1.54 .502 
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Academic events 69 2 5 3.57 .882 

Social events 69 1 5 3.23 1.031 
GPA 66 3 5 4.47 .561 
Study hours 68 1 5 2.96 .871 
Quality feedback 66 1 5 3.76 .929 

Quality assignments 66 2 5 3.92 .865 
Quality content 66 2 5 4.06 .839 
Quality peers 66 1 5 4.03 .911 
Quality outcomes 65 1 5 3.43 1.089 
Perceived quality 65 2 5 4.11 .732 

Quality course choice 66 1 5 3.50 1.085 
Quality class size 66 2 5 4.45 .788 
Quality entry requirements 66 1 5 3.00 1.177 
Quality testing 66 1 5 3.83 .921 

Quality size institution 66 1 5 3.56 1.054 
Quality diverse community 64 1 5 3.17 1.203 
Quality supportive network 65 1 5 3.34 1.149 
Quality difficulty classes 64 1 5 3.56 .957 
Quality teachers 66 1 5 3.52 .864 

Midterm evaluation 66 1 2 1.74 .441 
AUC image 66 1 2 1.55 .502 
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Appendix G 
 

Complete correlation tables of the three hypotheses 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Quality-Diversity                           

 Major Year Age International Sex Gender 

Sexual_orientatio

n Ethnicity_2 Religion Political_views 

Parents_educatio

n High_school Financial Disability Disability_2 GenderC 

Sexual 

orientationC FinancialC ReligionC EthnicityC 

Political 

viewsC OtherC 

Percieved_divers

ity 

Enthnicity_friend

s 

Opinions_classm

ates 

Opinions_teacher

s 

GPA Pearson Correlation .006 .228 .295* -.257* .092 .071 -.295* -.012 -.114 .069 .079 -.118 .006 .062 -.082 .088 -.051 -.003 .025 .007 .002 .577 -.265* .111 .018 .079 

Sig. (2-tailed) .963 .066 .016 .037 .460 .570 .017 .925 .366 .584 .531 .344 .963 .621 .677 .482 .683 .981 .845 .958 .987 .423 .031 .374 .886 .554 

N 65 66 66 66 66 66 65 66 65 65 66 66 66 66 28 66 66 66 65 64 65 4 66 66 65 59 

Quality feedback Pearson Correlation .126 -.012 .210 -.182 .128 .135 -.121 -.100 -.075 .195 .126 -.009 .003 -.043 -.245 -.370** -.337** -.210 -.271* -.254* -.338** .333 .070 .162 -.065 .065 

Sig. (2-tailed) .317 .925 .091 .144 .304 .279 .336 .426 .552 .119 .312 .940 .983 .732 .201 .002 .006 .091 .029 .043 .006 .667 .578 .195 .608 .622 

N 65 66 66 66 66 66 65 66 65 65 66 66 66 66 29 66 66 66 65 64 65 4 66 66 65 59 

Quality assignments Pearson Correlation .152 -.103 -.079 -.048 .011 .213 -.107 .014 -.164 .074 .196 -.016 -.037 -.032 -.235 -.037 -.068 .049 -.116 -.328** -.249* -1.000** .129 .147 -.118 .154 

Sig. (2-tailed) .226 .409 .529 .703 .927 .086 .395 .909 .191 .559 .115 .900 .769 .796 .221 .766 .588 .693 .358 .008 .045 .000 .302 .240 .350 .246 

N 65 66 66 66 66 66 65 66 65 65 66 66 66 66 29 66 66 66 65 64 65 4 66 66 65 59 

Percieved quality Pearson Correlation .090 -.117 -.069 .031 -.130 .052 -.185 -.180 .024 .112 .254* -.030 -.264* -.036 -.245 -.156 -.129 -.150 -.141 -.229 -.111 .577 .344** .042 .033 .202 

Sig. (2-tailed) .479 .354 .586 .807 .300 .680 .143 .152 .851 .379 .041 .812 .034 .778 .200 .214 .304 .234 .266 .071 .380 .423 .005 .740 .791 .126 

N 64 65 65 65 65 65 64 65 64 64 65 65 65 65 29 65 65 65 64 63 64 4 65 65 65 59 

Quality entry 

requirements 

Pearson Correlation .256* -.154 -.066 .031 -.027 .060 -.010 -.094 -.039 .122 .028 .123 .047 .061 .084 -.266* -.247* -.052 -.273* -.256* -.157 -.870 .238 .089 -.188 -.008 

Sig. (2-tailed) .040 .218 .597 .805 .832 .634 .937 .455 .756 .333 .823 .324 .710 .629 .664 .031 .046 .677 .028 .041 .211 .130 .054 .478 .134 .951 

N 65 66 66 66 66 66 65 66 65 65 66 66 66 66 29 66 66 66 65 64 65 4 66 66 65 59 

Quality testing Pearson Correlation .007 -.013 -.264* -.178 -.085 .013 -.086 -.063 .011 .050 .158 .005 -.216 -.052 -.463* -.125 -.127 -.178 -.235 -.324** -.141 -.775 .318** .139 .020 .104 

Sig. (2-tailed) .955 .917 .032 .153 .499 .919 .497 .617 .930 .692 .205 .967 .082 .681 .012 .317 .309 .153 .059 .009 .261 .225 .009 .266 .876 .435 

N 65 66 66 66 66 66 65 66 65 65 66 66 66 66 29 66 66 66 65 64 65 4 66 66 65 59 

Quality size instititution Pearson Correlation .150 -.083 -.194 -.055 -.117 -.146 -.080 .194 -.043 .130 .007 -.053 -.157 .102 -.163 -.222 -.234 -.126 -.409** -.271* -.155 .333 .113 .014 -.041 .014 

Sig. (2-tailed) .232 .507 .118 .661 .349 .241 .529 .119 .736 .303 .953 .673 .209 .413 .397 .073 .059 .315 <.001 .030 .219 .667 .368 .911 .743 .916 

N 65 66 66 66 66 66 65 66 65 65 66 66 66 66 29 66 66 66 65 64 65 4 66 66 65 59 

Quality diverse 

community 

Pearson Correlation .104 -.258* -.190 -.075 -.038 .140 -.007 -.032 -.087 .278* .076 -.026 -.191 -.204 -.355 .050 -.085 -.085 -.128 -.337** -.079 -.662 .396** .183 -.114 -.043 

Sig. (2-tailed) .418 .040 .132 .557 .763 .269 .957 .800 .500 .027 .549 .839 .131 .106 .069 .696 .505 .503 .319 .007 .538 .338 .001 .148 .373 .750 

N 63 64 64 64 64 64 63 64 63 63 64 64 64 64 27 64 64 64 63 62 63 4 64 64 63 57 

Quality supportive 

network 

Pearson Correlation -.036 -.250* -.100 .066 .193 .197 -.114 -.063 .030 .030 .168 .129 -.150 -.107 -.207 -.250* -.099 -.121 -.155 -.336** -.152 -.333 .278* .064 -.369** -.228 

Sig. (2-tailed) .779 .045 .428 .599 .123 .116 .370 .616 .813 .815 .180 .304 .233 .396 .281 .044 .433 .337 .220 .007 .230 .667 .025 .612 .003 .083 

N 64 65 65 65 65 65 64 65 64 64 65 65 65 65 29 65 65 65 64 63 64 4 65 65 64 59 

AUC image Pearson Correlation .013 -.208 -.021 .086 -.130 .032 -.226 -.165 .017 -.013 .104 .126 -.390** -.228 -.268 -.269* -.368** -.282* -.118 -.335** -.035 .333 .377** .211 -.020 -.303* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .919 .093 .866 .493 .298 .800 .071 .185 .890 .920 .406 .313 .001 .066 .152 .029 .002 .022 .349 .007 .784 .667 .002 .089 .872 .020 

N 65 66 66 66 66 66 65 66 65 65 66 66 66 66 30 66 66 66 65 64 65 4 66 66 65 59 

 
 
 
 
 

Quality-Community                    

 GPA Study_hours Quality_feedback Quality_assignments 

Quality_content_cla

ss Quality_peers Quality_outcomes Percieved_quality 

Quality_course_choi

ce Quality_class_size 

Quality_entry_requir

ements Quality_testing 

Quality_size_institut

ion 

Quality_diverse_co

mmunity 

Quality_supportive_

network 

Quality_difficulty_cl

asses Quality_teachers 

Midterm_evalu

ation AUC_image 

Social belonging Pearson Correlation -.141 -.013 .120 .267* .119 .417** .298* .466** .156 .179 .136 .415** .309* .421** .583** -.140 .137 -.010 .464** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .258 .917 .336 .030 .341 <.001 .016 <.001 .212 .150 .275 <.001 .012 <.001 <.001 .269 .272 .936 <.001 

N 66 68 66 66 66 66 65 65 66 66 66 66 66 64 65 64 66 66 66 

Academic belonging Pearson Correlation .167 -.086 .184 .456** .045 .218 .340** .459** .091 .144 -.042 .326** .289* .218 .409** -.230 .333** .039 .293* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .181 .485 .139 <.001 .720 .078 .006 <.001 .470 .248 .739 .008 .018 .084 <.001 .068 .006 .758 .017 

N 66 68 66 66 66 66 65 65 66 66 66 66 66 64 65 64 66 66 66 

Percieved quality Pearson Correlation -.028 .061 .427** .487** .170 .256* .523** 1 .231 .294* .237 .326** .413** .347** .293* .160 .331** -.055 .158 

Sig. (2-tailed) .827 .627 <.001 <.001 .175 .040 <.001  .064 .018 .057 .008 <.001 .005 .019 .210 .007 .665 .211 

N 64 65 65 65 65 65 64 65 65 65 65 65 65 63 64 63 65 64 64 

Community-Diversity                               

 Major Year Age 

Internationa

l Sex Gender 

Sexual_orienta

tion 

Ethnicity_

2 Religion 

Political_vie

ws 

Parents_educat

ion 

High_scho

ol Financial Disability 

Disability_

2 GenderC 

Sexual 

orientC FinancialC ReligionC EthnicityC 

Political 

viewsC OtherC 

Percieved_dive

rsity 

Enthnicity_frie

nds 

Opinions_class

mates 

Opinions_teac

hers 

Welcomin

g 

Social_belongi

ng 

Academic_bel

onging 

EthnicityNew

Num 

 N 70 71 71 71 71 71 70 71 69 70 71 71 71 71 32 71 71 71 70 69 70 5 71 71 71 71 61 62 62 66 

Welcoming Pearson Correlation .015 -.098 -.196 -.075 -.270* -.123 -.204 -.097 .096 .059 .303* .172 -.362** -.102 -.318 -.231 -.288* -.185 -.257* -.266* -.120 .000 .351** -.043 -.122 -.032 1 .748** .437** .097 

Sig. (2-tailed) .905 .423 .107 .540 .025 .315 .095 .430 .434 .633 .011 .157 .002 .403 .087 .056 .016 .128 .034 .029 .328 1.000 .003 .724 .326 .807  <.001 <.001 .446 

N 68 69 69 69 69 69 68 69 68 67 69 69 69 69 30 69 69 69 68 67 68 4 69 69 67 61 69 69 69 64 

Social belonging Pearson Correlation -.027 -.328** -.302* -.042 -.237* -.133 -.201 -.146 -.019 .100 .218 .243* -.486** -.258* -.428* -.191 -.224 -.285* -.225 -.385** -.173 .210 .525** .060 -.117 -.162 .748** 1 .602** .067 

Sig. (2-tailed) .823 .006 .011 .732 .048 .274 .098 .229 .875 .416 .070 .043 <.001 .031 .016 .112 .062 .017 .063 .001 .154 .790 <.001 .620 .341 .208 <.001  <.001 .597 

N 69 70 70 70 70 70 69 70 69 68 70 70 70 70 31 70 70 70 69 68 69 4 70 70 68 62 69 70 70 65 

Academic_belong

ing 

Pearson Correlation .083 -.217 -.198 .054 -.153 -.012 -.289* -.037 -.030 .138 .167 .102 -.424** -.274* -.326 -.258* -.102 -.293* -.180 -.330** -.089 -.333 .223 .059 .024 -.182 .437** .602** 1 .017 

Sig. (2-tailed) .499 .071 .101 .658 .207 .921 .016 .760 .807 .262 .168 .400 <.001 .022 .073 .031 .399 .014 .139 .006 .466 .667 .063 .627 .844 .157 <.001 <.001  .893 

N 69 70 70 70 70 70 69 70 69 68 70 70 70 70 31 70 70 70 69 68 69 4 70 70 68 62 69 70 70 65 


