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• Context: U.S. higher education 

• The National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE) 

• Using NSSE data 

• A look at findings for engineering 

• Discussion 

Overview 
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Context 

 

Higher education in the USA 

Poor understanding of quality 

Student engagement as a new approach 
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Higher Education in the USA 

No national system of higher education 

Autonomy of institutions 

Diversity of institutions 

 4,600 colleges and universities 

 Public and private 

 Universities 

 Colleges (undergraduate only) 
• 4-year bachelor’s degree 

• 2-year associate’s degree (community colleges) 
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What Do We Really Know About 
University Quality? 
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Quality Assessment in  
US Higher Education 

Accreditation 
 Limited public understanding 

 Traditional emphasis on capacity and resources 

 Limited attention to teaching & learning (changing) 

Newsmagazine rankings 
 Emphasize reputation, resources, other inputs 

Research rankings 
 Blind to undergraduate education 

 

 



1. The conventional 
discourse on quality is 
unacceptably narrow 

2. Any serious discussion of 
quality must include an 
explicit focus on teaching 
and learning 

National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE): 

 Founding Assumptions 
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NSSE’s Key Aims 

Enrich the impoverished discourse about 
university quality 

 Shift the focus to teaching & learning,  
through the lens of effective practices 

Provide diagnostic information that can be 
used to improve undergraduate education 

 Actionable information based on  
valid & reliable measures 

 Meaningful comparisons 
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The Big Idea 

 Ask students about 
their experience 

 Focus on behavior: 
empirically confirmed 
effective practices 
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What is Student Engagement? 

The extent to which 
students engage in and 
are exposed to effective 
educational practices 

 Activities and practices 
known to be related to 
desired outcomes 
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OK, but what is Engagement? 

Challenging academic work 

Time on task 

High expectations 

Deep approaches to learning 

Quality involvement with instructors 

Enriching learning activities 

 Examples: Service-learning, internships 

 

In a context 
that promotes  
and supports 

success 
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Conceptual & Empirical Foundations 

Time on task  (Tyler, 1930s) 

Quality of effort  (Pace, 1960s & 70s) 

Student involvement  (Astin, 1984) 

Academic & social integration  (Tinto, 1975 & 1987) 

Good practices in  
undergraduate education  (Chickering & Gamson, 1987) 

College impact  (Pascarella, 1985) 

Student engagement  (Kuh, 1991, 2005) 
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How NSSE Works 

 Web-based survey financed 

by institutional fees  

 First- & final-year 

undergraduates 

 Uniform, centralized survey 

administration 

 Institutions receive detailed 

reports and student data 

 Customizable comparison 

groups 

 Results are confidential 

 



What Do We Ask? 
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Survey Content 

 Academic activities & 
experiences 

• Academic challenge 

• Reading and writing 

• Active learning 

• Cognitive tasks in 
courses 

• Enriching educational 
experiences 

 Time use 

 Study, work, socializing… 

 Co-curricular activities 

 Institutional emphases 

 Quality of campus 
relationships 

 Cognitive and 
noncognitive gains 

 Satisfaction 

 Demographic & 
enrollment 
characteristics 
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Sample Questions 

Asked questions in class or contributed 
to class discussions? 

Made a class presentation? 

Prepared two or more drafts of a paper 
or assignment before turning it in? 

In your experience at your institution during the 
current school year, about how often have you… 
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Sample Questions 

Received prompt written or oral 
feedback from faculty on your 
academic performance? 

Worked harder than you thought you 
could to meet an instructor’s 
standards or expectations? 

In your experience at your institution during the 
current school year, about how often have you… 
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Sample Questions 

 Memorizing facts, ideas, or methods… 

 Analyzing the basic elements of an idea… 

 Synthesizing and organizing ideas, information… 

 Making judgments about the value of information… 

 Applying theories or concepts… 

During the current school year, how much 
has your coursework emphasized the following 
mental activities? 
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Sample Questions 

Examined the strengths or 
weaknesses of your own views on a 
topic or issue? 

Learned something that changed the 
way you understand an issue or 
concept? 

During the current school year, about how often 
have you done each of the following? 
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NSSE Products 

 Institutional Report 

 Comparison reports 
• Respondent characteristics 

• Means and distributions 

• Benchmarks of Effective 
Educational Practice 

User resources 
 Using NSSE Data 

 Facilitator’s Guide 

 Accreditation Toolkit 

Student data file 
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A Lot of Information!! 
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Benchmarks of  
Effective Educational Practice 

Level of  

Academic 

Challenge 

Active &  

Collaborative 

Learning 

Enriching 

Educational 

Experiences 

Supportive 

Campus 

Environment 

Student- 

Faculty 

Interaction 
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Deep Approaches to Learning 

Higher 

Order 

Thinking 

Reflective 

Learning 

Integrative

Learning 



nsse.iub.edu National Survey of Student Engagement 

Using  
NSSE  

Results 

 

How are we doing? 

 

How can we improve? 
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Many Ways to Use Results 

Peer comparisons 
 How do we measure up 

to others? 

Self comparison 
 Are we improving? 

Absolute standard 
 Do we measure up  

to our ideals? 

Internal variation 
 Who is least engaged? 

What to look at and how to look at it 



A Look at Engineering  
Relative to Other Fields 

 
~140,000 final-year students  

at ~540 U.S. institutions 



Cognitive Tasks  
in Courses 
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Coursework Emphasis: 
Memorization 
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Coursework Emphasis: Judgment 
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Coursework Emphasis: Application 
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Study Time &  
 

Challenge 
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Weekly Class Preparation Time 
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High Expectations 

Worked harder than you thought you 
could to meet an instructor’s 
standards or expectations? 

Very often / Often / Sometimes / Never 
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Worked Harder than  
Thought One Could 
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Reflective  
Learning 
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Reflective Learning 

 Examined the strengths and weaknesses of 
your views on a topic or issue? 

 Tried to better understand someone else’s 
views by imagining how an issue looks from 
his or her perspective? 

 Learned something that changed the way 
you understand an issue or concept? 
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Examined Own Views 
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Considered Another’s Views 
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Revised Own Views 
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High-Impact 
Practices 
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High Impact Practices: Internship 
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High Impact Practices:  
Research with Faculty 
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High Impact Practices:  
Culminating Senior Experience 
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Discussion 

Questions?       Comments? 



Thank You! 
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