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The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) documents
dimensions of quality in undergraduate education and provides
information and assistance to colleges, universities, and other
organizations to improve student learning. Its primary activity
is annually surveying college students to assess the extent to
which they engage in educational practices associated with
high levels of learning and development.

Delaware Valley College



Foreword

The Power of a Big Idea

Like the speaker who “needs no introduction,” NSSE may well
have achieved an eminence that requires no foreword. The
acronym is everywhere: on institutional Web sites and the lips

of parents and students selecting a college; the pages of USA
TODAY, the Chronicle of Higher Education, Change magazine,
and The New York Times; the 2006 report from the National
Commission on the Future of Higher Education, and now on

the template for the Voluntary System of Accountability being
developed by several education associations. In fact, go to Google
and you’ll find “about 299,000 entries that deal with NSSE.

Reading back over reports from the past decade, as I did

when invited to write this piece, is downright dizzying. In
1998, the idea of a tool that would provide a new lens on the
undergraduate experience was a gleam in the eye of a planning
group convened by The Pew Charitable Trusts. By 2000, after
a smaller pilot-study year, 276 campuses had signed on. Since
then, the original instrument has not only been refined and
supplemented, it has spawned a substantial family tree: the
Community College Survey of Student Engagement, another
focused on law students, a newer one examining the experience
of beginning college students, and—my favorite for reasons that
will be clear below—a survey of faculty.

In addition, an incredibly hard-working staff has produced two
major volumes based on NSSE use and data, made scores of
presentations, consulted with hundreds of campuses, and written
a long list of research and psychometric studies. As reported

in the pages that follow, 769 institutions participated in 2008,

Alma College
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bringing the total to more than 1,300 colleges and universities
since NSSE’s inception. In short, in an enterprise—I mean higher
education—famous for its molasses-like pace in adopting new
ways, NSSE is an amazing success story.

Stepping back from this rush of activity and development, it’s
worth remembering that NSSE is also a story about the power
of a big idea to change the way we think and talk, to alter

our expectations and our practices. To put this in a personal
context, I sometimes find myself reflecting back on my own
undergraduate years several decades ago. They were great.

The teachers were eloquent and often charismatic; my fellow
students were smart and stimulating. I loved my courses, I loved
the campus, I practically lived in the library, and, well, I think I
turned out all right. But the questions on NSSE would have been
from Mars for me. I was never asked to write multiple drafts

of a paper, to do a collaborative research project, make a class
presentation, connect themes from one course with what I was
learning in another, engage in service-learning or undergraduate

Stepping back from this rush of activity
and development, it's worth remembering
that NSSE is also a story about the power
of a big idea to change the way we think
and talk, to alter our expectations and
our practices.

research... experiences that are, increasingly (though still not
sufficiently) part of the landscape of undergraduate education
on many campuses. Of course this sea change has many sources,
and many people, projects, movements, and organizations have
contributed to it. But NSSE has made a special contribution by
taking the general concept of student engagement and giving it
legs and language. Oh, yes, and scores.

Students aren’t the only ones who benefit from engagement. If
NSSE is to be a vehicle for improvement—not just a source of
alternative data—institutions of higher education, and especially
faculty (by which I mean the full range of professionals involved
in instruction, including student affairs staff and librarians as
well as discipline-based faculty) need to be engaged. In fact, it’s
intriguing to think about how the NSSE benchmarks—Academic
Challenge, Active and Collaborative Learning, Student-Faculty
Interaction, Enriching Educational Experiences, and Supportive
Campus Environment—might apply not only to students but

to faculty and institutions. For instance, an engaged campus

(or department or program) would be one in which everyone
embraces the challenge of continually doing better for students.
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Radford University

An engaged campus is one in which people actively collaborate to
understand more about the student experience and work together
to design better approaches and programs. It’s one where faculty
seek out student perspectives on their own learning, and see them
as critical voices in the ongoing conversation about quality.

Summing up, engagement means creating habits of mind. It
requires a campus environment in which educators are actively
involved in asking questions about the experience of their
students, talking together about the impact of that experience
on what students know and can do, demanding more of
themselves and their students, digging deeper, trying new
approaches, asking why and how, and always learning from
their own experience as educators.

Happily, this kind of engagement among educators is on the

rise. In the circles I run in, it often comes flying the flag of

the scholarship of teaching and learning. Faculty from a wide
range of disciplines and fields in all kinds of institutions are

now treating their classrooms as sites for inquiry, consulting the
pedagogical literature, systematically exploring their students’
learning, and doing so in ways that not only improve their own
classrooms, but can inform the work of colleagues as well. In this
context, one might see NSSE as an instance of the scholarship of
teaching and learning beyond the level of the classroom—part

of a larger commitment to improvement driven by evidence
and understanding.

In both higher education and K-12 settings, the view that
evidence should guide reform is, in fact, commonplace today.
But reform turns out not to be so easy. Even the best informa-
tion (begging the question of what “best” looks like) does not
create change all by itself. Data from studies of how people
learn may feel too far afield and too general to catalyze local
action. Institution-level data, though closer to home, may not
easily connect with what faculty care about in their departments
or programs or with the methods and questions valued by their
field. And at the same time, faculty exploring their own students’
learning in their own classrooms may lack the sense of larger
context (such as: what happens to those students when they move
to the next course in the sequence) needed to make meaning

of what they’re seeing and to think about what might be done
differently or better.

And here is where NSSE can be so helpful—in filling out what
Pll call “the missing middle” between general, aggregate data and
findings and particular classroom-based evidence and insights.
Especially when catalyzed by the use of the Faculty Survey of
Student Engagement—which brings into view in a very concrete,
immediate way the extent to which faculty promote the activities
through which students can be effectively engaged. NSSE findings

And here is where NSSE can be so helpful—
in filling out what I'll call “the missing
middle” between general, aggregate data
and findings and particular classroom-
based evidence and insights.

are grist for educators to come together around issues and
opportunities at the often missing but powerful middle level of
the program, department, or cluster of courses (like learning
communities). Indeed, this year’s annual NSSE report focuses on
questions about variations in the kind and degree of engagement
across the campus that are perfect prompts for this kind of
deliberation and initiative.

Again, gathering data is not enough to make this happen.
Campuses must create occasions where people can (yes) engage
with the data and with one another, and ask what this or that
new finding tells them about what to do in their own setting,
how the first-year experience can be strengthened, whether it
makes sense to add further service-learning opportunities, and
so forth. The beauty of NSSE is that it provides a window into

National Survey of Student Engagement | 2008 Results 4



Foreword (continued)

local practice in ways that people can act on together to make
a larger difference.

In this spirit, I’d like to argue for a special opportunity where
NSSE and the scholarship of teaching and learning come
together. During the past decade the Carnegie Academy for the
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (CASTL) has involved
more than 200 campuses; a good number of those overlap with
the NSSE-user universe. But it’s not at all clear that the two

The beauty of NSSE is that it provides a
window into local practice in ways that
people can act on together to make a
larger difference.

conversations have found one another. Thus, I like to imagine
what might happen when individuals studying their own
classrooms are invited to join others who are looking at larger
patterns in the student experience as captured through NSSE
and its family of instruments. And, of course, their deliberations
are likely to be even better if informed by work going on in the

Hamline University
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“There is often a gap between how much college
faculty think students are studying and what
they are actually doing. NSSE combined with
FSSE points to steps institutions can take to
ensure that student performance and faculty
expectations align.”

— Carol A. Twigg, President and CEO, National Center for
Academic Transformation

growing “teaching commons” of educators sharing and building
knowledge with a whole range of tools and methods. Indeed,
this is precisely what higher education needs: more people using
a wider range of good tools and methods to understand more
deeply how to help all learners learn.

This point was prefigured in the foreword to NSSE’s first full
annual report in 2000 by Lee S. Shulman, then president of The
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, and
Russ Edgerton, then director of education programs at The Pew
Charitable Trusts. Describing a lake at the center of the campus
at Beijing University, they say, “To see [the whole lake], one must
move from one vantage point to another, looking carefully, taking
note, and moving on. So it is with what universities teach, learn,
and investigate: those matters worth knowing well are rarely
understandable from a single perspective.” NSSE, as they point
out, is a huge step forward in providing a new perspective, and 1
would add that it’s all the better because the supply of tools for
achieving different perspectives is quickly growing.

As many readers will know, Lee Shulman recently retired from
Carnegie, and the Foundation has a new president, Anthony S.
Bryk. Under his leadership, Carnegie will continue to be a co-
sponsor of NSSE and a vigorous advocate for the big idea behind
it. If anything, our enthusiasm for the enterprise has deepened
over the years, a fact made evident in our ultimate sacrifice this
last year: saying good-bye to long-time Carnegie senior scholar,
Alex McCormick, as he went off to assume the directorship of
NSSE. We wish him and his staff and the many users of NSSE
all the best and look forward to learning from the many levels
of engagement their work makes possible.

Pat Hutchings
Vice President
The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching
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Toward a Nuanced View of Institutional Quality

I vividly recall my introduction to NSSE. It was 1999. George
Kuh was visiting The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement
of Teaching to present tantalizing findings from NSSE’s pilot
study involving some 13 institutions. All of us around the

table felt great enthusiasm for a project that showed such
promise for advancing the assessment and improvement of
undergraduate education, while also refocusing the discussion
of college quality squarely on teaching and learning (and away
from reputation, resources, and the characteristics of entering
students). Enthusiasm and promise notwithstanding, in those
early days there were serious doubts as to whether NSSE would
catch on and prove sustainable. In retrospect, it’s hard to believe
there could ever have been any doubt. From today’s vantage
point NSSE is a remarkable success story, with more than 1,300
institutions having participated since 2000. That success reflects
in equal measure the tireless efforts of Kuh and the NSSE staff,
the wise counsel of the National Advisory Board, as well as
genuine commitment to evidence-based improvement on the
part of many hundreds of institutional personnel—presidents,
provosts, deans, faculty members, institutional researchers,
student affairs staff, admissions staff, and others.

Texas A&M University—Corpus Christi

In both my previous and present work, I have frequently been
reminded of the strong tendency in higher education to focus
attention at the institutional level and to make comparisons
between institutions. But we need to remember the complexity of
our institutions and of the individuals who make them up, and in
so doing we must resist reductionism. We must look within.

The Imperative to Look Within

U.S. higher education is marked by a pronounced diversity of
institutional types, missions, programs, and student populations.
Reflecting this diversity, viewbooks, Web sites, admission

letters, and convocation addresses frequently call attention to
and dramatize institutional distinctiveness. Thus it is perhaps

not surprising that we tend to think of educational quality

as an institutional attribute, and of one college as offering a
uniformly better or worse education than another. This is of
course reinforced by national rankings of “best colleges” and
their illusory precision: if one school stands at number 70 among
national universities, for example, we are tempted to believe that
all who attend will enjoy a superior education to those attending
number 71, 75, 80, or 100. The current policy discourse about
accountability and transparency, with calls for standard measures
of institutional performance and tools to facilitate comparisons,
comports with and encourages the conception of quality as a
uniform institutional attribute.

Though it may be appealing, both research and individual
experience belie this notion of uniform quality. A robust finding
from decades of research on college students holds that student
experiences and outcomes are more varied among students within
institutions than among institutions. The statistical explanation

is a bit complex, but almost anyone who attended college has
first-hand experience that bears this out. Ask a college graduate if
she experienced the same level of quality throughout her college
career—between departments, between instructors, or from one
week, month, or semester to the next. Ask as well whether all

of her peers experienced the institution the same way that she
did, with respect to quality of undergraduate education, sense of
support or belonging, and so on. Without hesitation, most if not
all will report that quality was variable. This is the experiential
analogue of the generalized research finding: college quality is not
uniform within institutions—it’s uneven and variable. It’s lumpy.

The point is not that measuring institutional performance is
pointless or that institutional comparisons are meaningless, but
that we must take care about the inferences we draw from the
observed differences. To be sure, some institutions outperform
others with respect to various aggregate quality measures—
including the NSSE benchmarks—and differences in institutional
averages are meaningful. The inferential mistake is to assume that
the differences observed between (hypothetical) average students
apply to all students.

In the pages that follow, we illustrate this phenomenon using
NSSE’s five Benchmarks of Effective Educational Practice. We
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Director’s Message (continued)

show that for almost all of the benchmarks, less than 10% of the
total variation in effective educational practices is attributable to
institutions. The lion’s share of the variation is among students,
within institutions. What this means is that restricting attention
to the institutional differences overlooks most of the variation,
and amounts to studying the tip of the iceberg. In urging NSSE
users and other readers of this report to “look within,” we call
attention to the rest of the iceberg.

What does it mean to look at the rest
of the iceberg? It means examining
variation in the student experience
within an institution.

What does it mean to look at the rest of the iceberg? It means
examining variation in the student experience within an
institution. How do experiences differ by major or by groups of
related majors? By demographic or enrollment subgroups? Or
to look at it another way, who are the least engaged students
(for example, the bottom quarter of the distribution within an
institution), and what can be done to improve their experience
50 as to narrow the gap between an institution’s least and most
engaged students?

Another implication of looking within is that even high-
performing institutions as identified by average benchmark scores
have work to do to improve the experience of all students. This
point is clearly illustrated by examining the bottom quartile
benchmark scores for students at institutions that NSSE has

identified as “Top 10%” performers based on institutional
averages. With only one exception, the 25th percentile
benchmark score (that is, the highest score among students in the
bottom quarter) at these top performing institutions matches or
trails the median for all students in NSSE 2008 (see Table 1).

Albright College
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Promoting Success in the First Year of College

Another important aspect of looking within involves careful
analysis of entering students to identify those who may

need special intervention to ensure engagement and success.
Information from the Beginning College Survey of Student
Engagement (BCSSE), which is typically administered to entering
students before classes begin, can be used to assess students’
propensity for engagement in college with an eye to early
identification of those who may be at risk for low engagement.
Similarly, previous findings of compensatory effects of
engagement for underprepared students mean that special efforts
should be made to promote educationally effective activities

for this population. Illustrations of these analyses appear in the
Selected Results section.

Writing Matters

Looking within also involves focusing attention on particular
domains of teaching and learning. Developing students’ writing
ability is a goal shared by virtually all colleges and universities.
A collaboration between NSSE and The Council of Writing
Program Administrators resulted in a set of supplemental

“Using NSSE and FSSE can be an important
element in developing strategies to help all
students achieve learning outcomes essential for
them to address the challenges of a 2T century,
globally interdependent world.”

— Alma R. Clayton-Pedersen, Vice President, Office of

Education and Institutional Renewal, Association of
American Colleges and Universities



National Survey
of Student Engagement

questions about how writing is taught and how students
approach the task of writing, and we asked these questions of

a subset of NSSE respondents. As reported in detail in Selected
Results, the findings reveal both the widespread use of a number
of best practices in the teaching of writing, as well as several
areas where there is room for improvement. We also document
systematic relationships between good practices in writing
instruction and NSSE measures of deep learning. These are
important findings that can be used to improve the development
of written expression on all campuses.

Concluding Thoughts

As I write this message, nearly nine months have passed since I
succeeded George Kuh as NSSE’s director. Assuming leadership
of a successful project is a mixed blessing. On the plus side,
the really hard work has already been done: systems have been
developed to ensure the smooth operation of a very complex
enterprise, a capable and dedicated staff is in place, the quality
of our work is well-established, and we have a solid base of
committed users as well as a steady stream of newcomers. On
the other side, I face the challenge of sustaining our record of
innovation, advancing our work without sacrificing our core
strengths. Mindful of the adage “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” 1
am spending much of my first year observing how we do what
we do and learning from the NSSE staff. That said, some ideas

about future directions are beginning to take shape. More on this
in the Looking Abead section of this report.

NSSE is a powerful and increasingly important tool for assessing
and improving the quality of undergraduate education and
enriching the national discourse about college quality. As we
enter our second decade of this important work, I welcome
suggestions and feedback from NSSE veterans as well as novices.

Alexander C. McCormick
Director, National Survey of Student Engagement
Associate Professor, Indiana University School of Education

“I think one of the most important aspects of
Buffalo State College is that | was a person
to so many people, not a number. Being a
friend, a colleague, a tutor, a confidant, a team
member, etc., helped me become an individual
and get to know myself and grow as an adult.
Having a name is key to having a willingness
and ambition to learn.”

— Senior student, Buffalo State College (SUNY)

Table 1: Bottom Quartile Benchmark Scores for Students at Top-Performing
Institutions Compared with Median Scores for All NSSE 2008* Students

Benchmark

Bottom Quartile at
Top 10% Institutions

NSSE 2008 Median

Level of Academic Challenge

First-Year 52 < 53

Senior 54 < 57
Active and Collaborative Learning

First-Year 38 < 42

Senior 48 = 48
Student-Faculty Interaction

First-Year 28 < 33

Senior 39 = 39
Enriching Educational Experiences

First-Year 23 < 26

Senior 43 > 40
Supportive Campus Environment

First-Year 56 < 61

Senior 56 < 58

2 Limited to U.S. NSSE institutions

National Survey of Student Engagement | 2008 Results 8



Survey

The NSSE survey is available in paper and Web versions and
takes about 15 minutes to complete. To view the survey, go to:
www.nsse.iub.edu/html/survey_instruments_2008.cfm.

Obijectives

Provide data to colleges and universities to assess and improve
undergraduate education, inform state accountability and
accreditation efforts, and facilitate national and sector
benchmarking efforts, among others.

Partners

Established in 2000 with a grant from The Pew Charitable Trusts
and sponsored by The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement
of Teaching. Support for research and development projects from
Lumina Foundation for Education, the Center of Inquiry in the
Liberal Arts at Wabash College, Teagle Foundation, and the
National Postsecondary Education Cooperative.

Figure 1: NSSE 2008 Participating Colleges and Universities

30%
NSSE 2008 M National

25%

o

20%

15%

10%
Al
0%

RU/VH RU/H DRU Master'sL Master'sM Master'sS Bac/A&S Bac/Div

Carnegie 2005 Basic Classifications

RU/VH Research Universities (very high research activity)
RU/H Research Universities (high research activity)
DRU Doctoral/Research Universities

Master's L Master’s Colleges and Universities (larger programs)
Master's M Master’s Colleges and Universities (medium programs)
Master’s S
Bac/A&S

Bac/Div

Master’s Colleges and Universities (smaller programs)
Baccalaureate Colleges-Arts & Sciences
Baccalaureate Colleges-Diverse Fields

Percentages are based on U.S. institutions that belong to one of the
eight Carnegie classifications above.

www.carnegiefoundation.org/classifications/

9 National Survey of Student Engagement | 2008 Results

Audiences

College and university administrators, faculty members,
advisors, student life staff, students, governing boards,
institutional researchers, higher education scholars, accreditors,
government agencies, prospective students and their families,
high school counselors, and journalists.

Participating Colleges & Universities

Since its launch in 2000, more than 1,300 four-year colleges
and universities have participated in NSSE, with 769 in

2008. Participating institutions generally mirror the national
distribution of the 2005 Basic Carnegie Classification (Figure 1).

Participation Agreement

Participating colleges and universities agree that NSSE will use the
data in the aggregate for national and sector reporting purposes
and other undergraduate improvement initiatives. Colleges and
universities can use their own data for institutional purposes.
Results specific to each college or university and identified as such
will not be made public except by mutual agreement.

Administration

Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research in cooperation
with the Indiana University Center for Survey Research.

Data Sources

Randomly selected first-year and senior students from hundreds
of baccalaureate-granting institutions. Supplemented by other
information such as institutional records, results from other
surveys, and data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education
Data System (IPEDS).

Validity & Reliability

The NSSE survey was designed by experts and extensively tested
to ensure validity and reliability and to minimize nonresponse
bias and mode effects. For more information visit the NSSE Web
site at www.nsse.iub.edu/2008_Institutional_Report/index.cfm.

Response Rates

In 2008, the average institutional response rate was 37%.
The average for Web-only institutions (39%) exceeded that of
institutions that used the paper administration mode (32%).



Consortia & State or University Systems
2000-2008

American Association of State Colleges & Universities
American Democracy Project

Arts Consortium

Associated New American Colleges

Association of American Universities Data Exchange

Association of Independent Colleges of Art and Design

Association of Independent Technical Universities

Bringing Theory to Practice

California State University

Canadian Consortium

Canadian Research Universities

Catholic Colleges & Universities

City University of New York

Colleges That Change Lives

Committee on Institutional Cooperation

Concordia Universities

Connecticut State Universities

Council for Christian Colleges & Universities

Council of Independent Colleges

Council of Public Liberal Arts Colleges

Flashlight Group

Hispanic Serving Institutions

Historically Black Colleges and Universities

Indiana University

Information Literacy Consortium

Jesuit Colleges and Universities

Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education

Lutheran Colleges and Universities

Mid-Atlantic Private Colleges

Military Academy Consortium

Mission Engagement Consortium for Independent Colleges

New Jersey Public Universities

North Dakota University System

Online Educators Consortium

Ontario Universities

Penn State University System

Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education

Private Liberal Arts Colleges and Universities

South Dakota Public Universities

State University of New York

Teagle Grant Consortium

Teagle Integrated Learning Consortium

Tennessee Publics

Texan A&M University System

Texas Six

University of Hawai'i

University of Maine

University of Maryland

University of Massachusetts

University of Missouri

University of North Carolina

University of Texas

University of Wisconsin Comprehensives

University System of Georgia

Urban Universities

Women's Colleges

Work Colleges

Consortia & State or University Systems

Groups of institutions and state and university systems may add
additional custom questions and receive group comparisons.
Some groups agree to share student-level responses among
member institutions.

Participation Cost & Benefits

The annual NSSE survey is supported by institutional
participation fees. Institutions pay a fee ranging from $1,800 to
$7,800 determined by undergraduate enrollment. Participation
benefits include: uniform third-party survey administration;
customizable survey recruiting materials; a student-level data
file of all survey respondents; comprehensive reporting of
results with frequencies, means, and benchmark scores using
three self-selected comparison groups; special reports for
executive leadership and prospective students; and resources for
interpreting data and translating them into practice.

Current Initiatives

The NSSE Institute for Effective Educational Practice is
collaborating with the Center of Inquiry in the Liberal Arts,
Wabash National Study of Liberal Arts Education, Penn State’s
Spencer Foundation-funded “Parsing the First Year of College”
project, the Council of Independent Colleges Collegiate Learning
Assessment consortium, and Teagle Foundation initiatives to
advance “Value-Added Assessment of Student Learning” and
explore the relationships between measures of student engagement
from NSSE and a wide range of indicators of student learning.

Benchmarks of Effective Educational Practice

H Level of Academic Challenge

B Active and Collaborative Learning

B Student-Faculty Interaction

B Enriching Educational Experiences

B Supportive Campus Environment
www.nsse.iub.edu/pdf/nsse_benchmarks.pdf

Other Programs & Services

Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE),
Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (FSSE), Law School Survey
of Student Engagement (LSSSE), NSSE Institute workshops and
Webinars, faculty and staff retreats, consulting, state system
reports, data sharing, and special analyses.

National Survey of Student Engagement | 2008 Results 10



Selected Results: Looking Within
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The selected results reported in this section are based on

almost 380,000 randomly sampled students attending 722 U.S.
baccalaureate-granting institutions who completed NSSE in

Indiana State University

spring 2008. We also draw upon several sets of experimental
questions appended to the Web version of the survey and given to
a subset of the 2008 respondents. We feature three themes.

The first theme—Looking Within—examines the large and often
unexamined variation that exists among students, even those
attending the same institution. We show how little difference
actually exists between institutions and illustrate variation among
students by way of case studies using real data from two NSSE
institutions. Then we analyze two important current issues, the
experiences of transfer students and the engagement of students
taking courses delivered primarily online.

The second theme—Promoting Success in the First Year—draws
from the BCSSE survey, including the valuable BCSSE-NSSE
longitudinal data, and a set of experimental questions about a
student’s plans to persist at the institution. It also examines the
experiences of underprepared students, i.e., those assigned to
developmental or basic skills courses in their first year.

The third theme—Writing Matters—draws on core survey items
and a promising new set of questions about the writing process
administered experimentally in 2008. While NSSE measures the
quantity of student writing, the additional questions assessed
the quality of the writing process, including best practices in
student writing and in the ways faculty assign and teach writing
in their courses.

“At Spring Arbor University, our NSSE results
have forced us to face hard facts we sometimes
didn’t like. But they have also pointed the
direction to effective change.”

— Betty J. Overton-Adkins, Vice President for Academic
Affairs, Spring Arbor University
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Promising/Disappointing Findings

Promising Findings
e Currently, 85% of entering first-year students intend to
graduate from the institution at which they are currently
enrolled.

® Nearly two-thirds of first-year students and three-fourths
of seniors at least sometimes discussed ideas from their
readings or classes with faculty members outside of class.

® More than 40% of first-year students and 60% of seniors
report having done community service or volunteer work.

® Writing more in college is positively related to active and
collaborative learning, student-faculty interaction, and deep
learning. It is also positively related to students’ gains in
learning and development.

e Faculty who encourage writing multiple drafts are also likely
to emphasize deep approaches to learning.

* Courses delivered primarily online seem to stimulate
students’ level of intellectual challenge and educational
gains.

Disappointing Findings
® Only about one-half (56%) of first-year students who
expected to frequently! discuss grades/assignments with an
instructor reported doing so.

¢ One out of five first-year students and seniors reported that
they frequently' came to class without completing readings
or assignments.’

* Only 57% of first-year students and half of seniors receive
substantial® encouragement from their institutions to
interact with students of different economic, social, and
racial or ethnic backgrounds.

¢ Seniors who transferred to their current institution were
less engaged on four out of five benchmarks.

* Just half of engineering students (53%) reported frequently!
receiving prompt feedback from faculty compared to well
over 60% in other fields.

¢ Among first-generation students, about half of both
first-year students and seniors did not participate in any
co-curricular activities (such as campus organizations or
publications, student government, etc.).

Notes
'Frequently = “Often” or “Very often”
2 Sentence revised November 14, 2008

3Substantial = “Quite a bit” or “Very much”
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To Understand Student Engagement, Look Within

Consider the spread of a group of student scores such as NSSE
benchmarks or item responses. Scores that span a wide range of
values have more variation than scores that are bunched close
together. NSSE collects responses from individual students who
attend different institutions. So with these two levels of data,
student and institution, the total variation of NSSE scores has
two components:

(1) Within-institution variation is how much student scores
vary within institutions, and

(2) Between-institution variation is how much average
institutional scores differ from one another.

Consistent with past research, NSSE has found that within-
institution variation far exceeds between-institution variation,
meaning that students attending the same institution differ from
each other a lot more than the average student at that institution
differs from those at other institutions. To illustrate, Figure 2
shows that most of the difference in engagement scores is at

the student level. Indeed, with one exception, the amount of
between-institution variation is from 4% to 8% of the

total variation.

“As we enter a new era focused on learning
outcomes, NSSE will become even more important
as a critical tool for diagnosis and improvement.”

— George L. Mehaffy, Vice President for Academic
Leadership and Change, American Association of State
Colleges and Universities

Figure 2: Between- and Within-Institution Share of
Total Variation for NSSE Benchmarks by Class
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The chart in Figure 3 displays the distribution level of academic
challenge scores for first-year students enrolled at 10 Master’s-L
institutions (see page 32 for details on this type of chart). The
institutions are arranged left to right by their median score, from
a low of 48 to a high of 62—a between-institution range of 14
points. Yet, the size of the boxes (representing the middle 50%
of scores at an institution) and the span of the whiskers (90%
of scores at an institution) tell an additional story. First, it’s clear
by the span of these figures that the level of academic challenge
varies considerably within each institution, and that the dispersion
is greater at some institutions than others. For example, compare
institutions C and D. Their median scores show a mere one
point difference, but institution D has a much greater range than
institution C. The lowest scoring students at D are well below
those at C, but the highest scoring students at D are also far
above those at C.

Figure 3: First-Year Level of Academic Challenge
Percentile Distributions for Ten Master's-L Institutions
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Institution
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N 280 324 135 439 262 134 229 202 101 81
95th 70 73 69 81 71 72 72 73 86 77
75th 56 59 56 62 61 61 63 62 66 67

Median 48 49 50 51 52 52 53 57 60 62
25th 40 40 44 41 42 44 41 46 42 50
5th 25 25 31 26 32 30 31 34 29 37

NSSE data make it possible to consider the experiences of all
students, not just the average student. So in this section we
emphasize the importance of disaggregating an institution’s data
to examine the patterns of engagement. In the following pages
we present two case studies using real data to illustrate how an
institution might go about analyzing the variation in student
engagement. These are followed by two brief studies on the 2008
data, bringing to light additional variables that are worth a look
when examining institutional results, including transfer students
and students taking a higher proportion of courses online.

National Survey of Student Engagement | 2008 Results 12



Selected Results: Looking Within (continued)

Case Studies

This part of the Looking Within story features two case studies
based on real data from two NSSE 2008 institutions given
fictitious names, Constitution University and Homestate College.
These cases demonstrate how institutions might examine variation
among students with subgroup analysis, and consider how the
quality of learning experiences differs among their students. In the
first case, we compare students’ views of the campus environment
within two valuable first-year programs. In the second, we show
how enriching educational experiences may be unremarkable

in comparison to the institution’s peers, but look quite different
among seniors majoring in different fields.

Case #1 — Supportive Environment at “Constitution University”

We analyzed views of the campus environment among 360
first-year students at a large doctoral institution we call
Constitution University. The students were affiliated with one
of three groups: 15% in the Honors Program, 14% in the
Educational Opportunity Program (EOP) for underrepresented
and economically disadvantaged students, and 71% labeled
“All Other Students.”

As expected, SAT scores for Honors program students were
higher than for the other groups and these students were most
likely to live on campus (Table 2). EOP students were more
ethnically diverse and more were first-generation (i.e., neither
parent had a baccalaureate degree).

Table 2: First-Year Student Characteristics
by Affiliation at Constitution University

Characteristics Honors Educatioqal All Other
Opportunity Students
Percent first-generation 25% 50% 39%
Percent students of color 54% 81% 56%
Percent living on campus 71% 56% 41%
Median SAT 1950 1510 1590

Figure 4 shows the distribution of supportive campus
environment (SCE) scores for each of the three groups in

“box and whiskers” format. Clearly, EOP students were more
favorable about the campus environment, suggesting that they
were well supported at Constitution University. Notice that the
25th percentile score for EOP students equals the median score
for Honors students (line A), and the median for EOP nears the
75th percentile for the Other group (line B). In other words, 75%
of EOP students scored higher than half of the Honors students,
and nearly half of EOP students scored as well as the top quarter
of the Other group.
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Figure 4: First-Year Supportive Campus
Environment Distribution by Affiliation
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Table 3 shows how the three groups responded to the questions

that make up the Supportive Campus Environment score. EOP

students reported substantially more academic, non-academic,
and social support, and also claimed better relationships with
other students and with administrative personnel. Relationships

with faculty were comparable for the three groups.

Table 3: Differences in Supportive Campus
Environment Items by Affiliation

Educational  All Other
HES R Opportunity  Students
Campus'prowdes substantial® 75% 85% 70%
academic support
Campus provides substantial®
support to help you cope
with your non-academic 33% 65% 30%
responsibilities (work,
family, etc.)
Campus prowde_.-s substantial® 39% 70% 38%
support for social needs
Very positive® relationships o o o
with other students 50 e sl
Very positive® relationships o o o
with faculty members SEH i S0
Very positive® relationships
with administrative 23% 43% 24%

personnel and offices

2 “Very much” or “Quite a bit"”
b Rated at least a 6 on the 7-point scale

This portrayal of within-institution variation of a benchmark

score can be replicated with other benchmarks and scales to

improve understanding of the experiences of different student

groups and the effect of different programs.



National Survey
of Student Engagement

Case #2 - Enriching Activities at “Homestate College”

Next, we examined the enriching educational experiences (EEE)
of 460 seniors attending a public institution we call Homestate
College (HC). Although Homestate College’s average EEE score
is comparable to that of its peers, considerable variation exists
among their students. For example, disciplinary differences

in engagement are common, and opportunities for some
enriching experiences (e.g., study abroad, internships) may vary
by major. For purposes of illustration, we examined seniors
majoring in engineering and business, though differences existed
among other fields (Figure 5). Not only are these two majors’
distributions dissimilar (engineers being more dispersed), but
many business students appear to be less engaged in enriching
experiences than their engineering counterparts.

Figure 5: Homestate College Seniors’ Enriching
Educational Experiences Among Selected Majors
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For a deeper understanding of the lower results for business
majors, it helps to examine the individual items that make
up the benchmark (Table 4). For instance, business students
at HC participated less in internships, learning communities,
and culminating senior experiences, and had less frequent
serious conversations with ethnically diverse students. These
findings could generate useful discussions about new policies
or programs at the business school.

Table 4: Participation in Selected
Enriching Activities by Major

Engineering Business

Had frequent? serious conversations with

students of another ethnicity S 0
Practicum, internship, field experience, etc. 65% 46%
Participated in a learning community® 22% 4%
Culminating senior experience® 40% 21%

2 Percent responding “Often” or “Very often”
b percent responding “Done”

It turns out that business and engineering students at HC
differed in terms of gender, living in a residence hall, and
transfer status (Table 5), differences which can be related to

the benchmark scores. While business majors participated

less often in enriching activities than engineering majors, this
difference was no longer significant after controlling for student
background characteristics. However, this does not mean that
the business school should not consider expanding opportunities
for enriching experiences, in recognition of the needs of its
distinctive student population.

Table 5: Background Characteristics by
Major at Homestate College

On-Campus
Female Transfer Residence
Business 46% 58% 17%
Engineering 23% 32% 44%

On average, senior business majors at all 2008 NSSE institutions
reported fewer enriching activities than majors in several

other academic disciplines, including engineering—though the
differences between business and engineering appear to be
smaller when examined across all institutions. Although major

is the lens used to view engagement results in this analysis,
campuses should consider their own educational contexts before
embarking on a study of their own. Many factors besides major
could be important to understanding variability in benchmark

results in a given institution.

e —————
Grand View College
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Selected Results: Looking Within (continued)

Transfer Students

This section explores the experiences of transfer students from all
NSSE 2008 U.S. institutions. Transfers are an often overlooked
group, and attending more than one institution is increasingly
common. Indeed, more than 40% of seniors responding to NSSE
started at a different institution. Understanding the experiences
of this large subpopulation should be of keen interest to faculty
and administrators.

Compared to “native” seniors, transfers were older, less likely to
live on campus, more likely to work off campus and to care for
dependents. In general, senior transfers differ in engagement from
their peers in notable ways (Figure 6), for example:

e Senior transfers talked less frequently with faculty about their
future plans.

® More than half of senior transfers frequently prepared two or
more drafts of an assignment before turning it in, compared to
only two-fifths of their peers.

* Senior transfers were less likely than their peers to work with
their classmates on assignments outside of class.

¢ Half as many senior transfers participated in co-curricular
activities compared to their non-transfer counterparts.

Figure 6: Selected Engagement® Items by Transfer Status

Frequently prepared two or more drafts

. nore a W Transfer
of an assignment before turning it in

Non-Transfer
Frequently worked with other classmates
on assignments outside of class

Frequently discussed ideas from readings
or class with faculty outside of class

Frequently discussed grades or
assignments with an instructor

Frequently talked about career plans
with a faculty member or advisor

Spent more than one hour per week
involved in co-curricular activities

Spent more than 5 hours per week
preparing for class

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

2 Frequently = “Often” or “Very often”

Still, Figure 6 also shows that transfer students did not differ
from their peers on several key measures, including time spent
preparing for class and discussing grades or course ideas with
faculty outside of the classroom.
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Controlling for students’ precollege characteristics and the
institutions they attend, transfer status was negatively related to
seniors’ scores on four of the five NSSE benchmarks (Table 6).
Seniors who transferred were on par with their peers in the level
of challenging coursework, but they were less involved in active
and collaborative learning, student-faculty interaction, and
enriching educational experiences, and they viewed their campus
environments as less supportive. Perhaps transfer students
missed out on some early experiences in their college career that
facilitate engagement and connection with the institution. These
findings suggest that institutions of all types need to consider
early and ongoing programs to engage their transfer students.
In addition, the major department and associated clubs and
organizations provide important opportunities to welcome

and support transfer students.

Table 6: Net Effects® of Transfer Status
on Senior Benchmark Scores

Effect of

Benchmarks of Effective Educational Practice Transfer Status®

Level of Academic Challenge

Active and Collaborative Learning -
Student-Faculty Interaction -—
Enriching Educational Experiences -——=

Supportive Campus Environment -—

2 Table reports results from five multiple regression models (one per row). Institution-level
controls included Carnegie type and control; Student-level controls included gender,
enrollment status, parents’ education, grades, age, membership in fraternity/sorority,
race-ethnicity, U.S. citizenship, and living on campus.

5. p<.001, - p<.001 and unstandardized B < -0.1, --- p<.001 and unstandardized B < -0.2

Online Learners

An increasing number of colleges and universities deliver course
content using online technology (e.g., course management systems,
discussion boards, video conferences), offering convenient ways for
students to achieve their learning goals. In 2008, NSSE explored
the experiences of online learners through a set of additional
questions given to more than 22,000 students from 47 institutions.

To distinguish between the experiences of classroom-based
and online learners, respondents were asked how many of
their current year’s courses were delivered primarily using
the Internet. Of all respondents who received the additional
questions, 1,128 (12%) first-year students and 1,637 (14%)
seniors indicated that at least 75% of their courses were
delivered online. We compared these online learners with
5,421 (56%) first-year students and 6,296 (52%) seniors who
indicated that none of their courses in the current school year
were primarily delivered via the Internet (Table 7).
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For both first-year and senior students, online learners were more . . .
y ’ Figure 7: Deep Learning® for Online and

likely than classroom-based learners to: Classroom-Based First-Year Students
100
¢ Be older, transfer, and first-generation students. Classroom-Based Learners
Il Online Learners
e Very often participate in course activities that challenged » 67 69 62
: 58 59
them intellectually. “ =
¢ Very often participate in discussions that enhanced their
understanding of different cultures. %
e Very often discuss topics of importance to their major. 0
Higher-Order Integrative Reflective
Thinking Learning Learning

For both first-year and senior students, online learners were as .
) Deep Learning Scales

likely as classroom-based learners to:
? For more information about the deep learning measures, see Nelson Laird, Shoup, & Kuh (2006).

o Spend at least 10 hours per week preparing for class. ] o o
Controlling for student and institutional characteristics, the

* Very often participate in discussions that enhanced their percent of first-year courses primarily delivered online was
understanding of social responsibility. positively related to active and collaborative learning. Though
* Believe the campus environment is very supportive of their this result seems counterintuitive, the online setting may offer

academic success. more opportunities for collaboration and faculty who teach

) ) ) online courses may be more intentional about fostering active
Relative to classroom-based learners, both first-year and senior . . . . S
learning experiences, such as asking questions or participating

in discussions. For both first-year students and seniors, the
percent of courses delivered primarily online was significantly
related to level of academic challenge. Online courses seem to

stimulate more intellectual challenge and educational gains.

online learners reported more deep approaches to learning in their
coursework (Figure 7). It may be that students who pursue online
courses—such as older students for whom the flexibility and
convenience of the medium may be particularly important, given
work or family commitments—are those who embrace the spirit This suggests that integrating technology-enhanced courses
of independent, student-centered, intellectually engaging learning into the curriculum for all students might have some salutary
benefits. On the other hand, it is also possible that faculty who
that professors who teach online courses make more intentional are incorporating new technologies are inherently more inclined
use of deep approaches to learning in their lesson plans. to provide engaging experiences for their students, regardless

of how content is delivered.

as captured by the deep learning measures. It may also be the case

Table 7: Difference between Online and Classroom-Based Learners’ Characteristics and Activities

First-Year Senior

Classroom-Based Online Classroom-Based Online
D|scu§sed_ or completed an assignment using a synchronous 506 16% 4% 22%
tool like instant messenger, online chat, video conference, etc.?
[.)lscussed. or ?omp!eted an asggnment using an “asynchronous” tool 13% 43% 18% 539%
like e-mail, discussion boards, listserv, etc.?
Parfuap.ated in cysgus.smns about important topics related to your 14% 28% 28% 41%
major field or discipline?
Participated in course activities that challenged you intellectually® 24% 37% 35% 45%
Participated in a study group outside of those required as a class activity? 12% 10% 12% 1%
Par.thpated in (':illscussmns that enhance your understanding of 10% 17% 13% 19%
social responsibility?
(Pj?f;teligpnitsjlézr(ilsicussmns that enhance your understanding of 10% 22% 13% 23%
Campus environment provides the support you need to help you 36% 37% 30% 33%

succeed academically®

2 Percentage of respondents who answered “Very often”
b percentage of respondents who answered “Very much”
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Selected Results: Promoting Success in the First Year

Students enter college with a variety of backgrounds and Engagement Disposition and Academic Engagement
experiences. Some students were highly engaged in high school,

’ ) ’ As expected, engagement dispositions are related to engagement
while others were less engaged. Some students set high academic

in educationally purposeful activities as measured by three

expectations for their first year, while others do not. Students NSSE benchmarks: Level of Academic Challenge, Active and
also arrive on campus with varied levels of academic preparation. ’

In this section, we combine results from NSSE and BCSSE to
explore connections among first-year students’ past, expected,

Collaborative Learning, and Student-Faculty Interaction (the
remaining NSSE benchmarks are less closely related to the
elements that make up the disposition measure). For example, half
and actual engagement, and their preparation for college. of those with low or high first-year academic challenge scores had
low or high engagement dispositions (Figure 8). Yet many students
First-Year Students’ Engagement Disposition reported levels of engagement that were not congruent with their
engagement disposition. For instance, of those students with high
levels of student-faculty interaction in the first year, 14% and 34%
had low and moderate engagement disposition, respectively. In
other words, more than half of these students achieved patterns

of engagement with faculty in their first year of college that

Myriad high school and other life experiences shape students’
expectations for what college will be like and what will be required
of them. Some students were highly engaged in the learning

and extracurricular activities of their high schools, and intend
to continue such involvement, while others come to college less
inclined toward engagement. Similarly, some students have built
high expectations for their collegiate experience based on the

exceeded what their high school engagement and expectations for
engagement in college predicted. A comparable pattern was also

. . . . seen for academic challenge and active and collaborative learning.
stories of family, friends, and teachers, while others have not. & &

These varied experiences and expectations influence students’ On the other hand, some students who entered with high
willingness to take on and engage in various academic experiences. disposition for engagement did not achieve it. This exposes a
worrisome gap and end result, wherein some students come to
campus with promise to be highly engaged but fall short. Thus,
institutions need to find ways to not only increase, but also
sustain, engagement with different student populations. They must
work to understand the unique engagement patterns within their

Using high school academic engagement and student expectations
for their engagement during the first year of college collected

on BCSSE, an index was created that identified students’ overall
engagement disposition. A disposition is a “general inclination to
approach and think about a task in a particular way” (Ormrod,
2006, p. 410). Thus, the engagement disposition of an entering
first-year student is the general inclination of that student to be

campus context and direct resources toward creating educational
environments that engage all students at high levels in activities
associated with learning and development, not just those deemed

engaged in the academic environment. ] ) ) ) )
at risk for less engagement in academic and co-curricular life.
Three levels of engagement disposition—low, moderate, and

high—were created for this analysis. Approximately one-third of

students were assigned to each of these categories.

These results demonstrate that disposition is not destiny. Because
engagement disposition is not a perfect predictor of future
engagement, actual engagement can be responsive to personal
and environmental factors such as family and peer influences, as

Figure 8: Engagement Disposition b
g ) ; U well as academic experiences, advising, and other institutionally

Level of First-Year Engagement

B High disposition M Moderate disposition [l Low disposition structured opportunities. These results affirm that well-crafted

100% 100% 100%

80% 80% 80%

“NSSE, like its two-year counterpart CCSSE, has
provided researchers a powerful tool to better
understand the ways in which colleges impact
students. As importantly, it has given institutions
a vehicle to better assess their own actions in
order to enhance the success of their students.”

60% 60% 60%

40% 40% 40%

20% 20% 20%

0% 0% 0%

Low High Low High Low High

Eetrearlevel . TERE sy — Vincent Tinto, Distinguished Professor of Education,
of Academic Active and Collaborative Student-Faculty . .
Challenge® Learning® Interaction’ Syracuse UmverSIty

? Low and High categories include the bottom and upper one-third of benchmark scores. To highlight
differences, the middle third of benchmark scores was excluded from this analysis.
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first-year experience programs and individual effort can allow
students to exceed expectations and should be encouraging for
faculty and student affairs staff working with new students.

Engagement Disposition, Academic Engagement, and Persistence

Are engagement disposition and actual level of engagement
associated with students’ intent to return to the same institution?
Our results confirm current theories of student retention: when
students are invested in learning at high levels they are more
likely to persist. Highly engaged students were more likely to
report intentions to re-enroll the following year than students
who were less engaged.

Interestingly, adding entering students’ engagement disposition
to the analysis did not change the relationship between
engagement and intention to persist. Regardless of precollege
engagement disposition, higher scores on Level of Academic
Challenge, Active and Collaborative Learning, and Student-
Faculty Interaction were related to higher rates of intention to
return the following year (Table 8, shown in bold). In other
words, actual engagement trumps engagement disposition in
predicting intent to return. However, the relationship between
disposition and engagement means that information about
engagement disposition can be used to target interventions for
students who may be at risk for low engagement.

Table 8: Engagement Disposition, First-Year
Engagement, and Intent to Return?®

Precollege Percent Planning
Engagement Benchmark to Return the
Disposition Following Fall®
Level of Academic Challenge
High High 91%
Low High 88%
High Low 79%
Low Low 83%
Active and Collaborative Learning
High High 90%
Low High 92%
High Low 79%
Low Low 80%
Student-Faculty Interaction
High High 90%
Low High 89%
High Low 84%
Low Low 84%

2 Low and High categories include the bottom and upper one-third of disposition or
benchmark scores. To highlight differences, the middle third was excluded from this analysis.

5 Intent to return is generally high because the NSSE survey is administered during the
spring, when some student attrition has already taken place.

Underprepared Students

Students enter college with varying levels of academic preparation.
Recent studies indicate that 40% of all undergraduate students will
complete at least one developmental education course as part of
their undergraduate curriculum, an indicator that developmental
courses serve the academic needs of a large and diverse group of
students today (Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006). In this
section, we explore first-year students’ academic preparation and
the relationship between preparation and academic engagement
and outcomes.

More than 10,000 full-time, first-year students who completed
NSSE 2008 were included in this analysis. Using experimental
items added to NSSE 2008 at 48 institutions, we created two
groups: underprepared students and highly prepared students.
Underprepared students were identified as those who did not pass
any high level mathematics, composition, or literature courses
while in high school and who took at least one developmental
education course in college. Highly prepared students were
identified as those who passed at least one high level (e.g.,
honors) high school course in mathematics, composition, or
literature and took no developmental courses in college. Using
this classification system, 22% of respondents were identified as
highly prepared and 27% as underprepared.

Characteristics of underprepared and highly prepared first-
year students

Underprepared first-year students:

* Completed on average two developmental education courses
in college.

¢ Had a mean combined SAT (or converted ACT) score of
995, compared to 1217 for highly prepared students.

® Represented 65% of first-generation students, and 46% of
students with college-educated parents.

“I'm very impressed by the tutoring/learning
assistance programs here. Although | believe they
are underutilized, | know they provide a valuable
service for students who really need and want it.
| have been a student tutor for three years. | find
it very rewarding to have the opportunity to help
students with a desire to succeed, but who need
a little extra help.”

— Senior student, Alfred State College (SUNY)
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Selected Results: Promoting Success in the First Year (continued)

Differences in level of engagement between underprepared and
highly prepared students

Underprepared students were significantly less engaged than
highly prepared students in both academically challenging
activities and active and collaborative learning, but there were
no significant differences in level of student-faculty interaction
(Figure 9). Though underprepared students were generally
less engaged than highly prepared students, they were more
likely to indicate that they “often” or “very often” asked
instructors or teaching assistants for help with assignments and
more frequently used campus learning centers for help related
to specific courses and to improve general academic skills
(studying, note-taking, etc.) (Figure 10).

Opverall, the results indicate that underprepared students are less
engaged than their highly prepared peers, but at the same time
they are more likely to use campus resources and seek help for
the unique challenges they face.

Figure 9: Selected Benchmark Scores for
Underprepared and Highly Prepared Students®

Highly Prepared Il Underprepared

Level of Academic Challenge

54.1
42.
Active and Collaborative Learning _ l
44.5
Student-Faculty Interaction
35.7
0 25 50 75 100

2Values in Figure 9 are adjusted to control for institutional factors related to engagement.
The means are adjusted using Barron’s Selectivity Index, undergraduate enrollment size, and
institutional control (private/public).

Figure 10: Percent of Underprepared and Highly Prepared
Students Indicating “Often” or “Very Often”

100%
Highly Prepared
l Underprepared
75%

54%

50% 45%
38%

35%

9
25% 20% 24%

0%

Asked an instructor
for help on an
assignment

Used a campus
learning lab or center
to improve general
academic skills

Used a campus
learning lab or center
to get tutoring help
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Differences between underprepared and highly prepared students on
educational outcomes

Underprepared students reported mostly Bs in the first year,
compared with mostly A- grades for highly prepared students.
More specifically, underprepared students were three times
more likely to report average grades of ‘C’ compared to highly
prepared students. In addition, only 65% of underprepared
students believed they were very likely to earn their degree
from the institution where they were enrolled, compared to
76% of highly prepared students. In contrast to their grades,
underprepared students reported significantly greater gains

in personal and social development during their first year. At
the same time, they were significantly less satisfied with their
institution than highly prepared students.

As institutions respond to the diverse learning needs of new
students, it is important to keep in mind the differences

between underprepared and highly prepared students. Notably,
the combination of low entering ACT/SAT scores and the
overrepresentation of first-generation students within the
underprepared population signals that these students might
have limited relevant experiences to support their transition to
college. Thus, they may need more explicit direction about what
they must do to succeed. More intentional emphasis to promote
academic challenge and active and collaborative learning among
underprepared students would also be productive. One approach
is to build on their tendency to take advantage of the support
offered by faculty and learning resources. For example, faculty
and other academic support personnel could arrange more
academic support activities that involve students in collaborative
learning. In addition, previous analyses have shown that high-
impact educational practices, such as learning communities,
have particularly positive benefits for underprepared students
(Kuh, 2008). Finally, given underprepared students’ low
satisfaction level and reduced certainty that they will complete
their degree at their current institution, it seems important to be
more intentional about regularly checking in with these students
about their degree progress.

“NSSE complements our existing data sources
to provide a more complete picture, and has
been a catalyst on our campus for rethinking
and reimagining the undergraduate learning
experience.”

— Brian D. Pettigrew, Assistant Vice President (Institutional

Research and Planning) & Registrar, University of Guelph,
Ontario, Canada
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FSSE and BCSSE

Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (FSSE)

The Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (FSSE,
pronounced “fessie”) measures faculty members’ expectations
and practices related to student engagement in educational
activities that are empirically linked with high levels

of learning and development. The survey also collects
information about how faculty members spend their time on
professorial activities and the level of importance faculty place
on various areas of learning and development (Figure 11).
FSSE results, especially when used in combination with NSSE
findings, can identify areas of institutional strength as well

as aspects of the undergraduate experience that may warrant
attention. The information is intended to be a catalyst for
productive discussions related to teaching, learning, and the
quality of students’ educational experiences.

FSSE Facts
o First national administration in 2003.
o Administered online.

* Average institutional response rate of about 50%
each year.

® More than 120,000 faculty responding from 530
different institutions since 2003.

® 23,385 faculty respondents from 160 institutions in 2008.

* 148 of the 160 institutions also administered NSSE
in 2008.

Find out more about FSSE at: www.fsse.iub.edu.

Beginning College Survey of Student
Engagement (BCSSE)

The Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE,
pronounced “bessie”) measures entering first-year students’
high school academic and co-curricular experiences as well as
their expectations for participating in educationally purposeful
activities during the first year of college. BCSSE administration
takes place prior to the start of fall classes so it can be paired
with a NSSE administration in the spring.

BCSSE data can aid the design of pre-college orientation
programs, student service initiatives, and other programmatic
efforts aimed at improving student learning during the first year
of college. BCSSE results, especially when linked with NSSE data,
can be used to shape initiatives that align the first-year experience
with recognized effective educational practices.

Figure 11: Percentage of Faculty Who Believe Selected
High-Impact Practices are Important for Students
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“NSSE and FSSE results were instrumental in
developing two very successful faculty workshop
series, one to address factors to improve
undergraduate writing and the second on ways
to enhance undergraduate students’ participation
in research and other experiential learning
opportunities.”

— Jan M. Murphy, Associate Provost, lllinois State University

BCSSE was officially launched in 2007. More than 67,000 first-
year students enrolled at 126 higher education institutions across
the United States and Canada completed the survey. Of the 126
institutions, 94 also participated in NSSE 2008 and received a
BCSSE 2007-NSSE 2008 Combined Report.

BCSSE 2007-NSSE 2008 Facts
® More than 15,000 first-year students enrolled at 94
participating colleges and universities completed both
BCSSE and NSSE.

» Approximately 38% of the institutions were public and
62% were private.

* Just over one-third of the BCSSE-NSSE institutions were
Baccalaureate level institutions, 46% Master’s level, 15%
Doctoral, and 5% other or Canadian.

Find out more about BCSSE at: www.bcsse.iub.edu.
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Increasingly, institutions are dedicating resources to help faculty
infuse writing throughout their courses. This curricular movement
has been inspired by the age-old adage that “writing is thinking,”
which suggests that writing activities increase students’ engagement
and learning, and that becoming proficient in writing prepares
students to meet the complex demands for effective communication

in the 21% century global economy (AAC&U, 2008).

How much do students write?

NSSE asks how many papers of varying lengths a student wrote,
understanding that high expectations and promoting writing
throughout the curriculum produce more writing. NSSE esti-
mated the number of pages written by each student using the
midpoints of three items that ask how many short (1-4 pages),
medium (5-19 pages) and long (20+ pages) papers were written
during the current academic year. For an individual student this
calculation is imprecise, but in the aggregate it approximates the
amount of student writing within and across institutions fairly
well. Results indicated:

¢ First-year students wrote 92 pages and seniors wrote 146
pages on average during the academic year.

¢ Among seniors, the amount of writing varied considerably
by major (Figure 12). Those majoring in the social sciences
and arts and humanities wrote considerably more than many
of their peers. Students studying the physical and biological
sciences wrote less.

® The amount of writing was positively correlated with
engagement, i.e., the more students wrote, the more they
engaged in active and collaborative learning, student-faculty
interaction, enriching experiences, and deep learning.

Enough about quantity, how do students learn to
write well?

NSSE and The Council of Writing Program Administrators
(WPA) developed 27 questions about teaching writing. In 2008
these were given as additional NSSE questions to 23,000 students
attending 82 U.S. colleges and universities. Selected results show
that while a majority of students usually talked with instructors
to develop ideas and received feedback about drafts from faculty
and others, less than a third of first-year students and only one
in five seniors regularly sought help from writing centers (Table
9). The most common writing tasks were to analyze something
or argue a position, while writing about numerical data was less
common. Finally, most students said their instructors explained
their learning objectives and grading criteria in advance, but fewer
reported short writing assignments that were not graded or the
use of peer review, particularly in the senior year.
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“I have absolutely loved my experience at
Ambherst. | have developed my writing, speaking,
and analytical skills in very stimulating and
engaqing classes. Professors have been very
helpful and willing to donate time and extra
help. My athletic experience has been a great
source of satisfaction and happiness. | have
also been privileged to get involved in various
community engagement projects and other
extracurricular activities that have been very
special and gratifying.”

— Senior student, Amherst College

Figure 12: Average Number of Pages Written
by Seniors in Major Groupings
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Teaching Practices and Student Writing

The amount of writing students do depends on the degree
to which faculty members set high expectations for student
performance and assign challenging work. FSSE 2008
results show:

® Opver half of faculty assigned more than 25 pages of writing
in their senior course sections.

e Faculty teaching smaller classes assigned more writing than
their peers.

o About 47% of faculty members teaching lower division
courses and 54% of those teaching upper courses thought it
was important or very important for their students to write
more than one draft of a paper.

¢ The more importance a faculty member placed on
preparing multiple drafts of a paper, the more likely they
were to emphasize deep approaches to learning,



Table 9: Percent Responding “Some} “Most;’ or “All”
Assignments to Selected Writing Items?

First-Year Senior
For how many writing assignments have you:
Talked with instructor to develop ideas
before drafting G G
zt-i’cg}_lted feedback from instructor about 75% 63%
Received feedback from classmate, friend,
family about a draft % B
Visited campus-based writing center to
get help 31% 19%
In how many writing assignments did you:
Analyze or evaluate something you read,
researched, observed i 2
Argue a position using evidence and reasoning 80% 73%
Explain in writing the meaning of numerical
or statistical data “a e
Create the project with multimedia
(web page, poster, etc.) Sk Gk
In how many writing assignments has your instructor:
Explained in advance what he or she wanted
you TO LEARN 84% 82%
Explained in advance the grading criteria he
or she would use e e
Asked you to do short pieces of writing that
were not graded S S
Asked you to give feedback to a classmate 65% 38%

about a draft

2 Response options included 1 = no assignments, 2 = few assignments, 3 = some
assignments, 4 = most assignments, and 5 = all assignments. To view all 27 questions
and their exact wording visit www.nsse.iub.edu/pdf/Writing_Questions_2008.pdf.

NSSE grouped the additional writing items into five scales that
help describe the quality of undergraduate writing:

¢ Pre-Writing Activities: How much students got feedback from
faculty and others about their writing ideas and drafts

¢ Clear Expectations: How much instructors provided clear
explanations of the goals and criteria of the writing assignments

¢ Higher-Order Writing: How much students wrote
assignments involving summarization, analysis, and argument

¢ Good Instructor Practices: How much students collaborated
with classmates, reviewed sample writing, and assigned
practice writing tasks

¢ Integrated Media: How much students included numerical
data, multimedia, and visual content in their writing

Controlling for student characteristics, these good writing practices
were substantially related to NSSE’s deep learning subscales,
especially higher-order thinking and integrative learning, and to

Juniata College

the three self-reported gains scales (Table 10). Results affirmed that
when institutions provided students with extensive, intellectually
challenging writing activities, the students engaged in more deep
learning activities such as analysis, synthesis, integration of ideas
from various sources, and grappled more with course ideas both in
and out of the classroom. In turn, students whose faculty assigned
projects with these same characteristics reported greater personal,
social, practical, and academic learning and development. Taken
together, these findings provide further support for the movement
to infuse quality writing experiences throughout the curriculum.

Table 10: Effects of Good Practices in Writing
on Deep Learning and Gains for Seniors?

(2
&
& o
& é"\ ¢ &S
RGN\ N B
X O 2
& &
& ° & N >
& & O & &
AN A G
& i QQ 3) .&Q
SRS & &
Higher Order
Thinking 4+ ++ 4+ ++ 4+
DeeP Intergrative
Learning Learning At ++ o+ At
Scales
Reflective
Learning +* + + + ++
Personal
and Social A+ +++ +++ A+
Development
Gains Practical
et ++ +H+
Scales Competence
General
Education 4+ +++ 4+ ++ ++

2 Table reports results from six multiple regression models (one per row). Controls included
gender, transfer status, first-generation status, living on campus, age, race, and major.
All variables were standardized before being entered into the models.
+ p<.001 and unstandardized B > .1, ++ p<.001 and unstandardized B > .2, +++ p<.001 and
unstandardized B > .3, ++++ p<.001 and unstandardized B > .4
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Using NSSE Data

NSSE provides information that faculty, staff and others can use
almost immediately to improve the quality of the undergraduate
experience. This section offers a sampling of different
applications and interventions based on engagement results.

Measuring Organizational Performance
Clemson University (SC)

Clemson University has administered NSSE for five consecutive
years, beginning in 2004. A campus NSSE team was formed to
provide faculty and administrative staff with resources on how to
use NSSE in practice, and how to enhance survey administration.
Recently, renewed efforts to share NSSE results across campus
and have meaningful conversations about putting the results into
practice have begun.

In addition to individual campus goals, the South Carolina State
Budget and Control Board requires that all higher education
institutions apply the Baldrige Criteria (Education Criteria for
Performance Excellence, 2008) reporting guidelines used to measure
organizational performance. The Board uses national criteria for
educational quality and adapts them to address the Baldrige Criteria.
In its accountability report to the State Board, each institution
must benchmark its performance against these criteria. Clemson
accomplishes this task by integrating NSSE, Voluntary System of
Accountability (VSA), and other institutional data.

Presented with NSSE data, Clemson faculty members expressed
concern over student reports of too few in-class discussions that
address issues of diversity. Preserving the classroom as a safe
space for conversations on diversity is very important to the
University and faculty have been offered opportunities to learn
more about teaching methods to engage students in these types of
discussions. In addition, workshops on other types of pedagogical
strategies have been developed and offered to faculty members.

Over the past three years, Clemson has also initiated Creative
Inquiry projects—undergraduate research activities where faculty
members guide small groups of students through a multi-semester
project in various disciplines. Projects are designed to help
students develop problem solving and critical thinking skills, as

“We use NSSE data to inform staffing decisions
and to determine student satisfaction levels and
the quality of services and experiences (academic
and social) students have—particularly in regards
to diversity matters.”

— Caroline Miller, Senior Associate Vice President and

Associate Provost for Enrollment Management,
University of Cincinnati
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well as the abilities to work on teams and express themselves
effectively in written and verbal communication.

Reformulating the General Education Experience
Morehead State University (KY)

Morehead State University (MSU) uses NSSE results as key
indicators on several of its general education goals as part of
an initiative to re-think and reformulate the general education
experience. The University fosters continuing discussion on
how to promote student engagement as a means to increase
retention and learning, using NSSE to guide analysis and
planning. For example, NSSE results identify the characteristics
of incoming first-year students, and MSU staff members then
assess whether existing programs and services address students’
needs. Additionally, MSU uses NSSE results to prepare reports
related to meeting institutional goals for the Kentucky Council
on Postsecondary Education.

In 2006, MSU applied for and received designation as a
Carnegie “engaged campus,” using NSSE results to prepare

the application. The University considers the use of NSSE as

a critical component of its “stewardship of place” activities

and assessment. University staff members are in the process of
expanding a stewardship of place initiative within their Institute
of Regional Analysis and Public Policy that will direct and
further these activities related to service-learning. They anticipate
changes will be made to the General Education program as a
result of analyzing NSSE and FSSE data sets such as the revisions
made to MSU 101 to increase student engagement.

Examining Results at the Departmental Level
The College at Brockport, State University of New York

After receiving NSSE results annually since 2004, department
chairs at The College at Brockport, State University of New
York, began to express interest in the survey and ask about the
responses of their students. To better help faculty serve students,
the director of institutional research utilized the group variable
columns in the population file to identify the academic majors
of students. Binders were created for each department, which
included NSSE mean comparisons and frequency distributions
reports for students in that department compared to the entire
Brockport sample over a span of four years. In addition, the
institutional research (IR) team wrote a one-page summary
detailing specific results that department chairs should pay special
attention to in both highlighting and improving their efforts.

IR staff continued to work with department chairs and faculty
following the distribution of binders. Brockport had also
participated annually in FSSE from 2006-2008. Through
presentations and discussions with school deans, IR staff
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addressed differences or mismatches in faculty and student
perceptions revealed by comparing FSSE and NSSE results.
For example, the amount of time faculty indicated students
should invest in class was very different from the amount of
time students actually reported. These discussions will help
in the development of several action plans to improve the
undergraduate experience at Brockport.

The IR team also provided reports to the Educational
Opportunity Program (EOP), Honors program, and the

Delta College program, an alternative to the traditional
General Education program. Delta College offers students an
interdisciplinary approach to required courses with a special
focus on career preparation. Students work closely with faculty
and take up to 10 classes together as a cohort.

Identifying Trends over Time
University of Dayton (OH)

Results from its participation in NSSE in 2004, 2005, and

2007 will allow the University of Dayton to identify student
engagement trends over time and support evaluation of responses
by subgroups of students who completed the survey both in

their first year and senior year. NSSE results along with other
assessment data will help the University draw a more complete
picture of its students and program.

Academic divisions and departments have used NSSE analyses
to identify areas of strength and possible areas of concern.
Divisional deans received reports of student engagement

results in specific colleges as compared to all other students

at the institution and for individual departments compared to
other students in the division. By drilling down into the data,
institutional leaders gained a profile of their students in various
majors as well as a comparison to students in other departments
and divisions. For example, the institution compared the level
of engagement for first-year students who persisted at the
university with that of those who withdrew. The findings were
not surprising—students who persisted at the institution spent
more time with instructors, felt they got more feedback on
assignments, and participated more frequently in classes. These
data helped define a basic core of experiences that contributed
to students’ success.

A Collaborative Approach to Promoting
Student Engagement

Wittenberg University (OH)

Wittenberg University promotes student engagement through
shared leadership and collaboration. The President’s Task Force
was created to study student engagement in the academic and

Ryerson University

co-curricular environments on campus. Along with the task force,
three other committees were formed to focus on the long-term
institutional goals of education and communication, social context
and values, and community standards and compliance.

The Wittenberg task force targeted efforts on student learning
and academic growth. The student engagement committee
developed action plans based on the Inventory for Student
Engagement and Success (ISES) (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt,
2005), a self-guided framework for conducting a comprehensive,
systematic, institution-wide analysis; carried out more in-depth
analyses of their NSSE data; and followed-up these activities
with a climate study. It is hoped that such efforts will provide
evidence to show that Wittenberg has increased levels of student
engagement. The institution also intends to study engagement
trends over time, to compare their NSSE results with selected
peers, and to consider how other colleges engaged faculty as key
partners in the assessment process.

A challenge Wittenberg faced was encouraging faculty investment
in the student engagement concept. Leaders of the student
engagement committee carefully chose faculty representatives from
across the campus who had a strong commitment to students and
to service. As they began to understand that student engage