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Last spring, UK students participated in the eighth annual
adminigtration of theNationa Survey of Student Engagement
(NSSE). Thisassessment project wasoriginaly desgned as
an aternativeto mediarankingsthat rely primarily oneach
ingtitution’ sreputation and resources. Sinceitsinceptionin
2000, NSSE has fueled a national discussion about
undergraduate learning and institutional excellence. The
guestionson thissurvey instrument address best practices
that engage students, foster learning and promote academic
success. Theadministration of the survey by arespected
‘third-party’ survey organization is one of the major
advantages of thisassessment project.

Over 320,000firg-year sudentsand seniorsfrommorethan
600 institutions participated in thisyear’ ssurvey. Students
wererandomly chosen from electronic datafilesfurnished
by participating ingtitutions. Theadminigtration of thisyear’s
survey marked the fourth time that UK students have
participated in thisnational research project. A total of 709
first-year studentsand 746 seniors compl eted the survey.
All seniorsand most (79%) first-year students completed
the questionnaireontheWeb; asmal sub-sampleof freshmen
completed paper questionnaires as part of the Wabash
Nationa Study. Theresponseratefor UK studentswas 24
percent, down five percentage-points from the 2005
administration.? The sampling errorsfor UK’sfirst-year
studentsand seniorswereplusor minus 3.3 percent and 3.2

percent, respectively.

INSSE is administered by the Indiana University Center for
Postsecondary Research under the leadership of Dr. George
D. Kuh, Chancellor’s Professor at Indiana University.

2 In recent years, nationwide response rates for varioustypes
of surveys have declined considerably. The NSSE response
rate for our Carnegie peers was six percentage-points lower
than that achieved in the 2005 administration. Still, UK’s
response rate in 2007 was two percentage-points below the
overall ratefor studentsat Carnegie peer institutionsand three
percentage-points|ower than our benchmark institutionsthat
participated.

Benchmarks of Effective Practice

NSSE researchersclustered thirty-nineitemsonthe survey
into five benchmarks of effective educationa practices: 1)
level of academic challenge, 2) active and collaborative
learning, 3) student-faculty interaction, 4) enriching
educational experiences, and 5) supportive campus
environment. Thisresearch brief comparesthe benchmark
scoresachieved by UK freshmen and seniorsin 2005 and
2007 to the scores achieved by our Carnegie peers. Inthe
tablesbe ow, agatigticaly non-sgnificant difference between
UK studentsand their counterpartsissignified by alevel,
two-directional arrow (). When UK studentsachieved
benchmark scores significantly below their peers at the
p<.05leve or beyond, their performancewassignified by
a downward arrow ({). UK students did not achieve
sgnificantly greater scoresthantheir Carnegie peerson any
of the benchmarksduring 2005 and 2007.

Benchmark |: Level of Academic Challenge

The* Academic Challenge” benchmark consistsof 9items
that measurethe degreeto which studentsreport expending
academic effort and meeting high expectations in their
coursework. Theindicator examinesavariety of activities
and conditions, including:

e Students level of preparationfor class(studying,
reading, writing, etc.)
e Thenumber of assigned booksand written papers
or reportsof varying length
e Thetypes of cognitive demands emphasized by
coursework
Table 1
Level of Academic Chadlenge:
Comparison with Carnegie Peers

Class 2005 2007
First-year Students = &
Seniors o &




UK first-year students and seniors did not differ
sgnificantly fromtheir Carnegie peersintheir reported
levelsof academic challengein 2005 and 2007.

Benchmark 11: Active and Collaborative L earning
Sevenitemsassessstudents leve of involvementintheir
education on this NSSE benchmark. Examples of
guestionsfromthe* Activeand Collaborative Learning”
benchmark includethefrequency of:

e Participationinclassdiscussons
e Work with other studentson classprojects
e Discussionsabout readingswith othersoutside
of class
Table 2
Activeand CollaborativeLearning:
Comparisonwith Carnegie Peers

Class 2005 | 2007
First-year Students g 4
Seniors & &

Seniorsdid not differ sgnificantly fromther counterparts
at likeingtitutionson thisbenchmark during thelast two
survey administrations. However, first-year students
reported |essactiveand collaborativelearning than their
Carnegie peersin 2005 and 2007.

First-year studentsreported significantly lessfrequent
‘active learningonthefollowingitems:

e Madeapresentationinclass

e Worked with classmatesoutside of classto
prepare classassignments

e Tutored or taught other students

e Participated inacommunity-based project as
part of aregular course

Benchmark 111: Student-Faculty Interaction
Thisbenchmark of effectiveeducationd practiceisbased
onsix itemsthat tap sudents’ involvement with faculty
in and outside of the classroom. Questions on this
indicator ask studentsto report the frequency of their
discussionswith faculty on such variedtopicsas.

Gradesor assgnments
Career plans
|deasfrom classreadings

Table 3
Student-Faculty Interaction:
Comparisonwith Carnegie Peers

First-year Students &
Seniors &

Class 2005 | 2007
&
&

In 2005 and 2007, UK first-year studentsand seniorsdid
not differ sgnificantly intheir anount of interactionwithfaculty
from studentsat smilar Carnegieingitutions.

Benchmark IV: Enriching Educational Experiences
Thisbenchmark isbased on 11 itemsthat measure students
reported involvement and exposureto enriching experiences.
Benchmark itemsinclude self-reported involvement or plans
to participateinthefollowing:

e Community serviceor volunteer work

| nternshipsor co-op experiences

Co-curricular activities, such asstudent government,
sportsand organizations

e Seriousconversationswith groupsof diversestudents

Table 4
Enriching Educationd Experiences.
Comparisonwith Carnegie Peers

Class 2005 | 2007
First-year Students ¢ g
Seniors & 4

For the past two survey administrations, UK first-year
students have reported significantly fewer enriching
educational experiencesthan their counterpartsat similar
institutions. Our seniorsdid not differ fromtheir peerson
thisbenchmark in 2005, but reported significantly fewer
enriching educationa experiencestotheir comparison group
in2007.
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Thereatively poor performance of our first-year students
and seniorson thisbenchmark can be attributed largely to
their answerson severd diversity-related items. Relativeto
their comparison groups, freshmen and seniorsreported
sgnificantly lessfrequent:

e Seriousconversationswith studentsof adifferent
raceor ethnicity than your own

e Seriousconversationswith studentswho arevery
different fromyouintermsof their religiousbeliefs,
political opinions, or persona vaues

Freshmen and seniors also reported less institutional
encouragement “for contact among studentsfrom different
economic, social, andracial or ethnic backgrounds.” The
responsesof UK studentson these NSSE items have been
relatively congstent sincethe survey wasfirst administered
in2001.

NSSE a so asks students about which educationa activities
they have done or planned to do beforethey graduatefrom
their indtitution. Frg-year sudentsreported sgnificantly fewer
plansto participate or actual involvement in thefollowing
educationd activities

e Practicum, internship, field experience, co-op
experience, or clinica assgnment

e Participationinalearning community or someother
formal program where groups of studentstaketwo
or more classestogether

e Study abroad

e Independent study or self-designed major

e Culminating senior experience (capstone course,
senior project or thesis, comprehensiveexam, etc.)

Benchmark V: Supportive CampusEnvironment
Thefind benchmark measuresstudents perceptionsregarding
ingtitutional support for their academic and social concerns.
The six items in this cluster assess the level of support
provided by the campus environment to help students:

e  Succeed academicdly

e Copewithnon-academicresponghilities

e Thrivesocidly
Other items measurethe perceived quality of relationships
with other students, faculty members, and administrative
personnel.

Table 5
Supportive CampusEnvironment:
Comparisonwith Carnegie Peers

Class 2005 | 2007
First-year Students 4 4
Seniors & 4

In 2005 and 2007, UK first-year students' eval uations of
campussupport werebelow their counterpartsat comparable
institutions. Seniorsrated thelevel of campus support no
differently than their peersin 2005, but gave significantly
poorer eval uations on thisbenchmark in 2007.

In2007, first-year sudentsand seniorsreported significantly
lessingtitutional emphasisthantheir Carnegie peersonthe
followingdimensons

e Providingthesupport you need to hel p you succeed
academicdly

e Helping you cope with your non-academic
respong bilities(work, family, etc.)

Inaddition, freshman reported comparatively lessinditutiona
emphasis on “providing the support you need to thrive
soddly.”

Other Findings of Interest

Advisng

NSSE assessesthe qudity of academic advising students
havereceived at their ingtitutions. In 2005, first-year
studentsand seniorsat UK and comparableingtitutions
did not differ from oneanother intheir evaluation of
academic advising. In 2007, however, UK seniorsgave
lower markstothequality of academic advisingthan
sudentsattending smilar Carnegieingitutions.

Overall Sudent Satisfaction

The NSSE questionnaire asks students, “How would you
evauateyour entireeducationd experienceat thisinditution?’
Judgmentsaremadeonafour-point scaeranging from* poor’
to‘excellent.” In 2005, evaluationsgiven by our first-year
students and seniors did not differ significantly from
counterpartsat likeingtitutions. Both groupsof UK students
expressed significantly less satisfaction with their entire
education experiencethan their Carnegie peersin 2007.
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Web-based Accountability Reporting

Duringthe past few years, theU.S. Department of Education
has called upon postsecondary institutionsto demonstrate
greater accountability to students, parentsand policy makers.
In response to these demands, the National A ssociation of
State Universitiesand Land-Grant Colleges(NASULGC)
and the American Association of State Colleges and
Universities(AASCU) established apartnershipto develop
aVoluntary Accountability Sysem (VAS). Seventy-ninehigh-
leve adminigratorsfrom public collegesand universitieswere
selected to develop recommendations for this new
accountability initiative.

The primary objective of the VASisto disseminatethree
typesof information oneach participatinginditution’ swebsite:
Student and Family Information, Core Educationa Outcomes
and Campus Student Engagement. Using acommon set of
definitionsand formats, V SA will furnishinformation about
each participating university anditsprograms.  Theplanis
to havethe student and family information component posted
on university websites by mid-2008. The value-added
learning outcomesand campusengagement measuresof VSA
will,inal likelihood, takelonger to develop and present on
indtitutiona webgte.

According to arecent memo to the NASUL GC Presidents
ontheorganization’ swebgte?, participating ingditutions web
pageswill feature:

e descriptivedataabout the university, the programs
offered and characteristics of itsstudents,

e amechanism for the students to calculate their
estimated net cost of attendance,

e varioussuccess measures such asgraduation rates
and continued enrollment of studentswho transfer
into other universities,

e ameasuresof post graduation plans,

e directlearning outcome measurement of thevalue-
added by theuniversity to undergraduatesintheareas
of critical thinking, analytic reasoning and written
communicationsahility,

e indicatorsof theengagement exhibited by thecampus
studentsin several strategic areas.

3/lwww.nasulgc.org/

Presented below isatemplatefrom the NASUL GC website
that captures student experiences on campus. The
percentages mentioned in the text below are derived from
theresponsesof UK seniorsto selected itemsonthisyear’s
NSSE. Thisexamplewill givemembersof the UK community
asenseof how theresultswill appear onthe UK websitein
acoupleof years.

Sudent Experienceson Campus

Sudentswho are actively involved intheir ownlearning
and development are more likely to be successful in
college. Colleges and universities offer students a wide
variety of opportunities both inside and outside the
classroom to become engaged with new ideas, people,
and experiences. Institutions measure the effectiveness
of these opportunities in a variety of ways to better
understand what types of activities and programs
students find the most helpful. Examples of how UK
evaluates the experiences of its students can be found
by CLICKING HERE.

Following are the selected questions from the 2006-07
National Survey of Sudent Engagement (NSSE). The
guestions have been grouped together in categoriesthat
are known to contribute to student learning and
development. The results reported below are based on
the responses of UK seniors who participated in the
survey.

Sudent Satisfaction

76% of studentswould attend UK again if they started
over

80% of UK studentsratetheir educational experienceas
good or excellent

ActiveL earning Experiences

63% of studentsat UK participated in community service
or volunteer work

95% of studentsat UK made aclass presentation last year
23% of studentsat UK worked on aresearch project with
afaculty member
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Group L earning Experiences

89% of UK studentsworked with classmateson agroup
project

26% of UK students participated in alearning community
where groups of studentstaketwo or more classes
together

I ngtitutional Commitment for Sudent L ear ningand
Success

61% of studentsbelievethe UK provides“ quiteabit” of
support for student success

61% of studentsratethe quality of academic advising at

UK asgood or excellent

15% of studentsreport that UK provideshelpin coping

withwork, family and other responsibilities

Sudent I nteraction with CampusFaculty and Saff
59% of studentsreport that faculty members (often or
very often) provide prompt feedback on their academic
performance

23% of UK studentsoften discussreadingsor ideaswith
faculty membersoutsideof class

Experienceswith Diver se Groupsof Peopleand
|deas

52% of UK studentsreport that they oftentry to
understand someone else’spoint of view

42% of studentsbelievethey have abetter understanding
of peopleof other racia and ethnic background

45% of UK studentsoften have serious conversationswith
studentsof adifferent race or ethnicity

4 Statistical significance refersto the likelihood that an observed
difference between two or more groups can be attributed to
chance. The ‘effect size' refersto the“ practical significance” of
adifference between two groups. The largest effect size
between UK students and their peers was -.34, and the others
ranged from-.19to0-21. An effect size of .20isgenerally
considered ‘small’ while an effect size of .5isconsidered
‘moderate.’

5Kuh, GD. (2000, p. 1). Toolsfor assessing thefirst-year
student experience. First-Year Assessment Listserv. http:/
www.Brevard.edu/fyc/listerv/remarks/kuh.htm.

Future Seps

The 2007 NSSE resultsprovideimportant informati on about
programs and servicesthat may be needed to engage our
students and create a campus environment that fosters
academic success. Whileitisdiscouraging that UK students
lag behind their Carnegie peerson severa benchmarks, itis
important to note that the magnitude of these differencesis
generdly small.* Ever sinceNSSE wasfirst administeredto
UK studentsin 2001, the results have suggested that our
greatest chalengeisinraisingfirst-year students' scoreson
theActiveand Collaborative L earning benchmark and the
Enriching Educationa Experiencesbenchmark. Unfortunately,
thisyear’sseniorsaso reported rel atively lower participation
ineducationally enriching activities. UK freshmen needto
be encouraged to work withtheir classmatesoutside of class
on assignments. Faculty memberscan bolster activelearning
by incorporating community-based projectsasacomponent
of their regular courses. Inaddition, the entire academic
community must undertakethechallengeof creastingamore
intellectual atmosphere on campus—oneinwhich students
look forward to discussing ideas coveredin classwiththeir
classmatesat lunch or over acup of coffee. Students benefit
most when they spend moretime on task and arerequired
to meet high expectations. Shortly after NSSE was
launched, Dr. George Kuh, the Director of NSSE, forcefully
madethispoint:

“What studentsdo in college and how they usean
ingtitution’sresourcesfor learning arecritica totheir
success broadly defined . . . Students do better
academically and socially when they apportion
reasonable chunks of timeto acombination of the
right kindsof activities, such educationdly purpossful
thingsasstudying, interacting with faculty members,
advisors, and right-minded peers, performing
community service, and participaingin co-curricular
activities”®

UK can further enrich the experiences of students by
intengfying itseffortsto attract amore diverse student body.
Thefall 2006 freshman class set arecord for the number of
African American studentsenrolled at UK. Thisrecruiting
milestoneisastep forward in creating alesshomogeneous
student popul ation. Research hasshown that interactionswith
studentsfrom diverse backgrounds often produce avariety
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of positiveeducationd outcomes. Another initiativeamed at
broadening the educational experiencesof our studentsis
the Education Abroad Program. Currently, UK first-year
sudentsaresgnificantly lesslikely thantheir Carnegiepeers
to make plansto study oversess.

Thisyear’s decision to employ a web-based method of
administering NSSE resultedinfairly largesamplesizes. The
Officeof Ingtitutional Research hasaccesstotheraw survey
dataand will disaggregatetheresultsof key itemsfor each
undergraduate college. Whilethe sampling errorsfor some
colleges may be somewhat high, thefindingswill still be
informativeand could play arolein strategic planning and
policy development.

We suggest that an ad hoc committee of faculty, staff and
administrators be appointed and given the charge of
reviewing survey results. The committee should focus
primarily on educational practicesand activitieswhere UK
students perform below thelevel of our Carnegiepeersand
identify initiativesto shore up our weaknessesin both the
academic and student affairs domains. Conducting focus
groupswith studentsto review thefindings may offer new
interpretations and suggest further avenues for policy
development. Moreover, the committee should study how
other ingtitutionsarenow using their NSSE findingswith an
eyetoward identifying best practices.

The 2007 NSSE resultsreveal that our first-year students
and seniorsbelievethat thisingditutionisdoing lessto support
their academic and socia needsthan studentsat comparable
ingtitutions. This perception hasimportant implicationsfor
faculty and staff whowork inacademic unitsand in student
affairs. If UK isto achievetop 20 status, it will becritical to
developinitiativesthat addressthe shortcomingsidentified
by our studentsinthissurvey. Ultimately, our ability toretain
and graduate more studentswill depend on our ability to
provide students with the support they need to succeed
academicaly andthrivesocidly.
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