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NSSE is Celebrating 20 Years!
Launched in 2000, NSSE was established to serve 
two related objectives:

• Enrich the discourse about college quality by 
assessing students’ exposure to and 
participation in empirically supported effective 
educational practices

• Provide institutions with valid, reliable, 
diagnostic information to inform improvement



NSSE is Entering it 3rd Decade!
In 2020, NSSE enters its 3rd decade assessing the 
quality of undergraduate learning and success 
• The student engagement movement has 

changed notions of quality in higher education 
• Most institutions now value a culture of 

evidence, promoting deep approaches to 
learning, developing high-impact practices, 
and tracking engagement indicators



Session Agenda

• Quick Hits: Highlights from 20 years of NSSE, FSSE, & BCSSE
• Students, Institutions, Assessment Practice

• Your Reflections: What has been useful or important to you? 
To your institution?

• Your Input: What is your advice regarding 3 near-term issues
• Changing demographics
• Developments in teaching and learning 
• Approaches to assessment



A few factoids… 

1,654
NSSE invites 
2M students 

annually
77 institutions 

helped test NSSE 2.0

~90% of 
institutions 

administer NSSE 
on a regular basisSince 2013, 40+ 

experiments to improve the 
survey or response rates

FSSE est. 2003
BCSSE est. 2005

9
Topical 

Modules



NSSE’s Key Contribution to Assessment
•A practical, useful tool for institutional 
assessment activities and in particular, to 
inform improvement efforts

•Diagnostic, actionable results to inform:
• accreditation self-studies 
• benchmarking efforts 
• faculty development programs
• retention studies 

• strategic plans 
• improvement initiatives 
• recruitment materials



Many Ways to Use Results

Peer comparison
• How do we measure up 

to others?

Absolute standard
• Do we measure up 

to our ideals?

Self comparison
• Are we improving?

Internal variation
• Who is least 

engaged?



Your Reflections: 
What about student 
engagement and 
NSSE’s work has been 
useful or important to 
you? Your institution?



Practical things 
we’ve learned 

from NSSE about 
students



“Connecting the Dots” Study
 Examined the relationship 

between student engagement, 
pre-college experiences, 
college grades, and persistence 
for students from different 
racial-ethnic groups attending 
different types of institutions

 18 institutions
 NSSE results, ACT/SAT score 

report, Financial aid, 
Transcripts (credits, GPA, 
persistence)

• Positive relationships 
between engagement 
and both grades and 
persistence to the 2nd yr. 

• Engagement had 
stronger effect on first-
year grades and 
persistence for 
underprepared and 
historically underserved 
students



WNSLAE Study: Positive connection between 
engagement and learning outcomes 

• Large-scale multi-institutional, multi-method 
longitudinal study conducted by the Wabash College 
Center of Inquiry in the Liberal Arts

• Pre/post design
• Examined 6 broad outcomes: critical thinking & 

problem solving, inclination to inquire and 
orientation toward lifelong learning, intercultural 
effectiveness, leadership, moral reasoning, and 
personal well-being



High-Impact Practices (HIPs)

In 2007, NSSE identified a set 
of established, enriching 
pedagogies that make a 
substantial contribution to 
student learning and success



Disposition to (dis)Engagement is not Destiny
BCSSE – NSSE Combined Analyses

• Engagement disposition on entry is 
not a perfect predictor of 
engagement in college

• Well-crafted first-year experience 
programs and individual effort can 
help students exceed predicted 
engagement

• Actual engagement can be 
responsive to personal and 
environmental factors & 
institutional opportunities

Actual engagement 
levels in the first year 
were more important 

than engagement 
disposition in 

predicting intent to 
return the following 

year



Engagement Varies Considerably by Major



Practical things 
we’ve learned 

from NSSE 
about 

institutions



Institutions of the same size can show large differences 
in average levels of student engagement

Average Senior Effective Teaching Practices and Student-Faculty Interaction Scores by 
Institution and Enrollment Size 



Importance of Looking Within

• Most of the variability in the student 
experience occurs between students 
within institutions, not between 
institutions

• Sharp contrast with the mythology of 
college rankings

• Simply examining engagement of the 
“average student” overlooks this 
important internal variability



Project DEEP: Conditions of Educationally Effective 
Institutions 
1. “Living” Mission & “Lived” 

Educational Philosophy
2. Unshakeable Focus on 

Student Learning 
3. Environments Adapted for 

Educational Enrichment
4. Clearly Marked Pathways 

to Student Success
5. Improvement-Oriented Ethos
6. Shared Responsibility for Educational 

Quality 

Positive 
restlessness



Institutions Can Improve Student Engagement
•Positive change has 
occurred

•Improvement is not 
confined to a narrow subset 
of institutional types

•Positive trends 
outnumbered negative by 
5:1 for seniors and nearly 
7:1 for first-year students



First-year Student 
Engagement 

Correlations with 
Institutional 

Retention 
& Graduation 

Rates



Fostering Engagement Campuswide
Importance of sharing NSSE results & taking action 
on data campus-wide:

–Academic affairs
–Student affairs
–Service-Learning
–Residence Life
–Career Services
–Greek Life
–Transfer Students



Practical things 
we’ve learned 

from NSSE about 
surveys and 
assessment 

practice 



Response Rates Not the Most 
Important Consideration

NSSE research suggests that the total 
number of respondents is more important 
than response rate in assuring that 
institutional estimates are reliable. 

• As few as 25 to 75 respondents provided reliable 
institution-level estimates for most institutions

• However, institutions analyzing subpopulations of 
students generally should collect data from as many 
respondents as possible so that each subgroup is 
adequately represented.



Using Portal or LMS to Reach Sampled Students

• Some schools observed 
large response rate 
gains, while others saw 
little effect

• Many factors at play, 
but the specifics of 
embedded invitations 
(context, format) 
matter 



Lessons from the Field: Documenting Institutional 
Action on Student Engagement Results

As the Statement of Aspirational 
Practice for Institutional Research 
(Swing & Ross, 2016) asserts, 
student success must be at the 
center of a new vision of the 
decision-support system in higher 
education. NSSE’s sharp focus on 
measuring what matters to 
student learning & success can 
richly inform an essential part of 
an institution’s comprehensive 
decision-support system.

Volumes 1-4 document data use at 100 institutions!



HIPs & First Generation Status

42%

40%

18%

61%

55%

49%

28%

59%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Internships

Capstone

Research with faculty

Service-Learning

Non FG First Gen

Data source: NSSE 2017

Value of Disaggregating: Almost Every Campus Has 
Equity Gaps in HIPs



Greater focus on institutions' special interests or 
strategic priorities in NSSE Topical Modules

• Academic Advising (new module tested 
in 2019!)

• Civic Engagement
• Development of Transferable Skills
• Learning with Technology
• Experiences with Writing
• Experiences with 

Information Literacy 
• First-Year Experiences & 

Senior Transitions

• Global Learning
• Inclusiveness and Engagement with 

Cultural Diversity 



We’d Like Your Input!
•What is next for assessing quality in 
undergraduate education and 
collecting evidence for improvement?

•What should we do or think about 
regarding 3 near term issues:
• Changing demographics
• Developments in teaching and learning 
• Approaches to assessment



NSSE is Entering its 3rd Decade!

20th Anniversary Activities…. 
• Listening tours to solicit input
• Interactive timeline
• Assessment Update (Sp2020) dedicated to NSSE
• Synthesis papers
• Workshop & input sessions at AIR Forum 2020

New in 2020…. 
• Sense of belonging items added to survey
• Revised advising module
• Online learning consortium
• Lessons from the Field v. 5



Thank You!
CONTACT US

nsse@indiana.edu
nsse.indiana.edu
812-856-5824

SOCIAL MEDIA

@NSSEsurvey and @NSSEinstitute

@NSSEsurvey

Visit our blog: 
NSSEsightings.indiana.edu

Join us for NSSE’s 
3rd decade!
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