
LESSONS FROM THE FIELD—VOLUME 4

Digging Deeper to  
Focus and Extend
Data Use

Andrews University

Biola University 

Bowling Green State University

Bucknell University

California State University, San Bernardino

California State University San Marcos

Carlow University

Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis

University of Houston–Victoria

University of Mary Washington

University of Minnesota Duluth

University of Nebraska–Lincoln

University of San Diego

University of Toronto

William Jewell College

FEATURING EXAMPLES OF NSSE DATA USE BY:

Keuka College

North Central College

The Ohio State University 

Oklahoma State University 

Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology

Southern Connecticut State University

St. Olaf College

University of Hawai'i at M noa



Table of Contents

Suggested citation: National Survey of Student Engagement. (2017). Lessons from the 
. Bloomington, IN: Center for 

Postsecondary Research, Indiana University School of Education.

Cover photo credit: 
California State University San Marcos

 Introduction 

Featured Institutional Uses 

Andrews University 
 

Bucknell University
 

St. Olaf College 

University of Mary Washington
 

California State University, San Bernardino

University of San Diego
 

William Jewell College 

Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis

Biola University

Southern Connecticut State University

Carlow University 

Oklahoma State University

Bowling Green State University 
 

California State University San Marcos

Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology
 

University of Toronto

University of Minnesota Duluth 
 

University of Nebraska–Lincoln 
 

University of Houston–Victoria 
 

The Ohio State University
 

Keuka College
 

North Central College

Concluding Thoughts

Resources and References

Overview of NSSE
The National Survey of Student Engagement 

students at participating baccalaureate-

granting colleges and universities to 

measure the extent to which they engage 

in and are exposed to proven educational 

practices that correspond to desired learning 

outcomes. Institutions use these reliable, 

actionable survey results to develop, assess, 

and improve programs and practices that 

promote student engagement on their 

campuses. Administered in the spring term, 

the survey is short and easy to complete, 

with questions for undergraduates about: 

• Students’ exposure to and participation 

in effective educational practices;

•  Their use of time in and outside of class;

•  The quality of their interactions with 

faculty, staff, and other students; 

•  The supportiveness of their institution’s 

environment; and

•  Their perceived gains from the 

educational experience at their 

institution. 

Institutions participating in NSSE receive 

a detailed report with customized 

comparisons to selected peer institutions, 

supporting materials and resources, and a 

1,600 colleges and universities in the US 

and Canada have participated.

The NSSE Institute for Effective Educational 

Practice was created to provide user 

resources and to respond to requests for 

assistance in using student engagement 

results to improve student learning and 

institutional effectiveness.

Since the NSSE Institute’s inception, in 

2003, the work of its staff and associates 

has helped numerous institutions enhance 

student success on their campuses and 

has yielded a major national study of 

high-performing colleges and universities; 

dozens of presentations at national and 

regional meetings; and multiple user 

resources including workshops, webinars, 

Accreditation Toolkits, and the NSSE Data 

User’s Guide.
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All of these efforts 

of putting NSSE 

data into users’ 

hands and linking 

data with program 

improvements 

provides the 

with a better 

understanding and 

appreciation of the 

importance and 

usefulness of  NSSE 

results.

U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  H AWA I ' I 

how investing in student buy-in to raise 
response rates and creating innovative tools to 
inform and engage users enable an institution 
to get the most out of its National Survey of 

from its past supporting role in producing NSSE 
reports to a proactive role in leading campus 

support improvements in key areas. As part of 
MIRO’s follow-up research and the creation of an 

the second annual National Institute for Teaching 
and Learning, where participating campus 
teams will develop evidence-based action plans 
aimed at improving instructional practices, 
student engagement, and student learning and 

hands of those who can use the information 
to inform decision making, MIRO has reached 
out to campus units through strategies such 
as customized reports, online interactive data 
reporting tools, video tutorials, and face-to-face 
discussions and training.

For NSSE 2015, MIRO carried out a 
comprehensive marketing strategy that 
included several key steps to promote survey 

wide advertisements for the survey on dozens 
of banners and boards as well as hundreds of 

Second, based on research on the relationship 
between the use of incentives and increases in 
response rates, rewards for participants were 

iPad Air 2 and 20 bookstore gift cards. Third, 
student resources with information about the 
survey were provided, including a landing page 
on the MIRO website featuring frequently asked 
questions such as: “What is the National Survey 
of Student Engagement (NSSE)?” and “Why 

present information about the survey and to 
encourage participation.

On days when the survey was being 

around campus—a service coordinated by 
student members of the American Marketing 
Association. With the currency of social 
exchange as the guiding principle, students were 

notes as they gained awareness about the survey. 
Prior to the survey administration, MIRO 
presented its marketing plans to the academic 

advertising the survey in their buildings, hosting 
survey administration parties, doing their 
own tabling for the survey, and encouraging 
faculty to promote the survey. Finally, during 
administration, advertisements were updated 
to include the end date of the survey period, 
thereby reminding students to complete the 

MIRO entered survey response rate data on a 
daily basis and used the NSSE interface to track 
changes in response rates.

response rates for NSSE 2015 doubled from 
16% to 32%. Closing the loop on this project, 
MIRO posted an online video showing the 
steps taken to improve survey participation 
and the university’s favorable response rate 
compared with those of other institutions. 
MIRO also compared NSSE responses with 
enrollment data to demonstrate that the survey 
sample adequately represented the overall 
student population along the characteristics 

comparison can (a) persuade skeptics of the 
representativeness of information derived from 
NSSE and (b) provide strong evidence of the 
success of campus partners in promoting the 

MIRO to expand access to NSSE data.

MIRO has also created innovative ways to 

capacity for data-based decision making. 

data tools to help departments and academic 
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University of Hawai'i at M noa

The university’s 

institutional 

serves as an 

excellent resource 

in assuring that the 

educational practice 

and policy decisions 

of individual units 

are informed by 

NSSE information 

and data.

units access NSSE data and conduct data 

about student engagement. Central to the 
design and functionality of the web apps that 
MIRO developed for NSSE data is the ability to 
“slice and dice” the data based on one or more 
variables (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, college, 
department and many others). The visually 
appealing report designs enable users to quickly 

customized presentations and video reports 

focus on three aspects of student engagement: 
supportive environment, diverse perspectives 
and student accountability. In addition, MIRO 
hosted face-to-face training sessions on how to 
use NSSE data (eight sessions in one semester) 
and developed virtual tools that include video 
tutorials, scenarios for use, and follow-up 
surveys. These tools and data sharing strategies 
have garnered positive feedback from various 

hands, creative ways of using data to drive 
decisions have become possible.

administered a follow-up survey, in July 2016, 

Nearly 1,800 students responded, generating 
nearly 9,000 total responses. MIRO created 
an interactive online reporting tool allowing 
decision makers to quickly locate students’ 

qualitative results provided critical and 
meaningful information from student voices. 
To generate real campus change using NSSE 
results, in August 2016, MIRO’s director led a 

Institute for Teaching and Learning, where 
they used data from NSSE and the supportive 
environment survey to develop an action 
plan to enhance the university’s supportive 
environment for student success. 

users’ hands and to link data with program 

the importance and usefulness of NSSE results. 
With increased awareness, the University of 

more desirable NSSE response rate in the next 
administration period, which will bring more 
NSSE data to use for campus decision makers. 
This healthy and sustainable process works and 
can be replicated at other institutions.  

While recognizing that individual units are in 
charge of making changes in their educational 
practice and policy, the institutional research 

serves as an excellent resource in assuring 
these decisions are informed by NSSE data. Its 
investment in both the participation and the 
data use aspects of survey research provides a 
blueprint for how users can maximize NSSE data 


