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Thisedition of Ingtitutional Research Reports presentsthe
resultsof UK’ sparticipation last spring in the National Sur-
vey of Student Engagement. 1n 2000, the NSSE re-kindled
the nationa conversation about undergraduatelearning and
ingtitutional excellence. Thesurvey designers envisioned
an aternative to mediarankingsthat could be used by col-
legesand universitiesto assessthe effectivenessof their un-
dergraduate programs. Mediarankingsare controversial
becausethey rely heavily onaningtitution’sreputation and
resources asthe primary indicators of collegiate quality.
Moreover, annua rankingsof the nation’sbest collegesgen-
erally disregard what students experiencein the classroom
and around campus. The content of the NSSE, however, is
firmly grounded in the student development literatureand
focuses on best practices known to engage students and
foster learning.

Sinceitsinception four yearsago, over 700 different col-
legesand universitieshave participated in thisinnovative as-
sessment project. Research has confirmed the expected
link between student engagement and academic success.
Scoresondl fivebenchmarksof effective educationa prac-
ticearepositively correlated with students' grade point av-
erages. Wenow know, for example, that students benefit
greatly when they work with faculty on projectsoutside of
class, compl ete assignmentsrequiring them to synthesize
ideas|earned in different courses, and conversewith diverse
groupsof studentsabout their readings. From thisperspec-
tive, thebest collegesand universities devel op practicesto
hel p students channd their energies—inside and outside of
the classroom— into activitiesthat enhancetheir ability to
solve complex problems, write and speak clearly, and con-
tributeto thewelfareof their communities.

UK’snew Strategic Plan, The Dream & The Challenge,
setsforth an objectiveto “ engage studentsin rigorous edu-
cational programsand providean environment conduciveto
success.” Tomeasure our successin meeting thisobjective,
the University will monitor whether itsgraduating seniors
“exceed predicted levelsof attainment” on thefive NSSE
benchmarks of effective educational practice. Thisyear’s

survey providesthefirst round of evidencefor judging how
effectively we engage undergraduatesin our academic pro-
gramsand offer worthwhile servicesthat hel p them succeed.

Selected Findings from NSSE 2003

Over 400 collegesand universitiestook part in NSSE 2003.
Aspart of aconsortium led by the Council on Postsecondary
Education, al public universitiesin Kentucky took partin
this nationwide assessment project. At UK, atotal of 626
fird-year sudentsand seniorscompl eted the survey—nearly
twice the number of studentswho participated two years
ago. UK indtitutional research staff arranged with the Indi-
anaUniversity Center for Postsecondary Research and Plan-
ning to expand thesize of UK’ ssampleto reducethemargin
of error associated with the standard sample sizesdrawn
frommost institutions. Thelarger sampleensuresthat stu-
dents’ performanceson thefive benchmarkswill be mea
sured with greater precision than thelast time UK partici-
pated inthisproject. 2

One of the strong points of thisresearch project isthe ad-
ministration of the survey by acredible, ‘ third-party’ survey
organization. Firg-year and senior sudentswererandomly
chosen from el ectronic datafilesfurnished by participating
ingtitutions. M ost students had the option of completing -
ther astandard paper survey or aWeb-based version. At
UK, alittleover half of the students completed the paper
form of thequestionnaire.

! The NSSE was developed by a team of nationally renowned
educators and researchers: Alexander Astin, Gary Barnes, Arthur
Chickering, Peter Ewell, John Gardner, George Kuh, Richard Light,
and Ted Marchese—with guidance from C. Robert Pace.

2Both the national sample and the UK sample arefairly representative
of the student populations from which they were drawn. However,
both samples contain a somewhat greater proportion of female
students than would be expected based on the gender make-up of
the respective populations. Response rates for NSSE 2003 were
43% for the overall sample, 34% for UK students, and 38% for the
consortium of eight public universities from Kentucky. At UK, the
survey's margin of error was +5.4 % for first-year students and
15.3% for seniors.




Five Benchmarks of Effective Educational Practice

NSSE researchers clustered forty itemson the survey into
fivebenchmarksof effective educational practices: 1) level
of academic challenge, 2) activeand collaborativelearning,
3) student interactionswith faculty members, 4) enriching
educational experiences, and 5) supportive collaborative
environment. Scores on the five benchmarkswere |ater
converted to aset of 100-point scales. Theresulting scores
for UK and other doctoral research extensiveinstitutions
aredepictedinthefirst fivegraphsinthisnewdetter.?

Tofacilitatecomparisonswith smilar indtitutions, NSSE staff
trandates students' raw score performances on the five
benchmarksinto ‘ rangesof percentilescores.” The percen-
tilerank of ascore denotesthe percentage of studentsinthe
comparison group who earn lower scores. Thus, ascoreat
the 60" percentileis higher than scores earned by 60 per-
cent of theingtitutionsin the comparison group. UK ingtitu-
tional research staff report percentilerangesfor UK stu-
dentsinthenarrativefor each benchmark. Readersshould
beawarethat the benchmark scoreson thefollowing graphs
reflect institutional standings on the 100-point scalesde-
scribed above; theresultsdepicted inthe graphsdo not rep-
resent percentileranks.

Finally, asasupplement to the raw scores and percentile
ranges, we report ‘ predicted scores' for each of the five
benchmarks. The NSSE staff devel oped the 2003 I nstitu-
tional Engagement Index asaway for ingtitutionsto deter-
minewhether they were doing better or worsethan antici-
pated, based upon their unique configuration of ingtitutional
and student characteristics. To be sure, research on the
NSSE hasfound asignificant correl ation between bench-
mark scoresand avariety of institutional and student char-
acteristics. For instance, thelevel of academic challenge
students experienceisassociated with the selectivity of an
ingtitution andits public/private status. 1nthe 2003 Ingtitu-
tional Engagement Index, UK’s predicted scoresare statis-
ticaly adjusted to account for avariety of institutiona char-

3 For interested readers, the Office of Institutional Research’s
website contains a variety of NSSE-related reports, including: the
2003 NSSE Institutional Benchmark Report: University of
Kentucky, a complete set of tables containing the NSSE 2003
Means Summary Report, and the 2003 Institutional Engagement
Report. The reports on the website can be accessed at:
www.uky.edu/I R/survey.html.

acteristics (e.g., selectivity, public/private status, size,
urbanicity, and Carnegie Classification) and student variables
(e.g., sex, age, racelethnicity, age, part-time/full-time status,
andmagjor). By comparing UK students’ actual and pre-
dicted scores, the reader will be ableto gauge UK’s suc-
cessinmeeting aset of key strategic indicators established
in The Dream & The Challenge.

Benchmark I: Level of Academic Challenge
The*Academic Chdlenge” benchmark consstsof 11items
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 preparation for class (studying,
reading, writing, etc.)
*  Thenumber of assigned books and written papers
or reportsof varying length
* Thetypesof cognitive demands emphasized by
coursework
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UK first-year students and seniorsreported greater levels
of academic challengethanthey didin 2001, but still scored
dightly below their counterpartsat other doctoral /research
extensiveingtitutions. Both groups scored near the 50" per-
centileon thisbenchmark. Onindividua benchmark items,
first-year studentsat UK indicated that they were assigned
agreater number of written papers or reports between 5
and 19 pages. Our freshmen also reported spending more
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time preparing two or more drafts of an assignment than
studentsat smilar universities. Relativetotheir comparison
group, UK seniorsreported fewer numbersof assigned text-
books, books, or book-length packs of course readings.

Actual vs. Predicted Scoreson the
L evel of Academic Challenge Benchmark

Students’ Actual Predicted Standardized
Class Score Score Residual Residual

First-Year 52.2* 50.5 1.7 0.6

Senior 54.4* 52.9 15 0.5

*Note: The actual scores for this benchmark may differ slightly
from the scores reported in the NSSE Benchmark Report and the
above graph. The scores in the Benchmark Report are adjusted
according to students’ enrollment status. This adjustment is not
reflected in the actual score in the above chart because it was
included in the regression model used to generate the predicted

SCOres.

In comparisons of actual and predicted scores, UK first-
year students and seniors performed better than expected
after gatidticdly controlling for indtitutional and student char-
acterigics. The‘resdud’ intheabovechartisthedifference
between the actual score and the predi cted score generated
by the NSSE staff. The' standardized residua’ conveysthe
residual scorein standard deviation unitsand providesan
indication of how well our studentsperformedinrelaionto
other NSSE ingtitutions.

A standardized residua of .5 denotesascorethat isgreater
than approximately 69 percent of all NSSE collegesand
universities. First-year students achieved a standardized
residua of 0.6, while seniorsearned astandardized residual
of 0.5. Consequently, our students outperformed roughly
seven of ten NSSE indtitutions on thisbenchmark after con-
trolling for ingtitutional and student characteritics.

Benchmark 11: Active and Collaborative Learning
Sevenitemsassessing sudents’ level of involvementintheir
education comprisethisbenchmark. Examplesof questions
fromthe* Activeand Collaborative Learning” benchmark
includethefrequency of:

e Participationinclassdiscussons

»  Work with other studentson classprojects

» Discussionsabout readingswith othersoutside of

class
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Between 2001 and 2003, the performance gap between
UK freshmen and their counterparts at other doctoral/re-
search extengveingtitutionswidened dightly onthisbench-
mark. Seniorsimproved on their performance from two
year’sago and achieved benchmark scoresidentical totheir
counterparts at other research universities. Comparedto
their peers, our freshmen scored between the 10" and 20™
percentilesand seniors scored at the 50" percentile. A few
itemsaccounted for first-year sudents' relatively low stand-
ingonthisbenchmark. Relativetother counterpartsat Smilar
ingtitutions, UK freshmen reported working lessfrequently
with classmatesoutsdeof classto prepareclassassgnments.
They werelesslikely to participatein acommunity-based
project aspart of aregular course. Andfirst-year students
werelessapt to discussideasfromtheir readingsor classes
with othersoutsideof class. Onthislatter item, UK seniors
werealsolesslikely thantheir peersat likeinstitutionsto
discusscourse-related i deaswith students, family members,
and co-workers outside of class. But UK seniors were
morelikely to report working with other studentson projects
duringclass.

Actual vs. Predicted Scoreson the
Activeand Collabor ative L ear ning Benchmark

Students’ Actual Predicted Standardized
Class Score Score Residual Residual

First-Year 35.1 37.0 -1.8 -0.5

Senior 46.2 45.8 0.4 0.1
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Onthelngtitutional Engagement Index for thisbenchmark,
our seniors performed dlightly better than expected. The
standardized residual for seniors, 0.1, indicatesthat they out
performed just over half of the NSSE institutionswhen ac-
tual and predicted scoreswere taken into account. How-
ever, first-year students performed well below their antici-
pated level of performance. The —0.5 standardized re-
sdud for thisgroup suggeststhat our first-year sudentsbetter
onthisindicator than roughly 3 of 10 NSSE ingtitutions.

Benchmark I11: Student Interaction with Faculty
Thisbenchmark isbased on six itemsthat tap students’ in-
volvement with faculty in and outside of the classroom.
Questionson thisindicator ask studentsto report thefre-
quency of their discussionswith faculty on such varied top-
icsas.

» Gradesor assgnments

o Careerplans

* |deasfrom classreadings

Student-Faculty Interaction
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Other itemsassessthefrequency of prompt feedback from
faculty and participation in research projects outside of
COurseor program requirements.

Faculty membersat UK havearight to feel proud of our
standing on thisbenchmark. Consistent with their perfor-
mance two years ago, our first-year studentsand seniors
reported somewhat gregter involvement with faculty thantheir
counterpartsat large research universities. First-year stu-
dentsand seniors scored between the 60" and 70" percen-

tileson thisperformanceindicator. On thisbenchmark,
both UK freshmen and seniorsreported having morefre-
quent discussionsof their career planswith afaculty mem-
ber or advisor than their counterpartsat other institutions.
First-year students, however, reported fewer experiences
working with faculty memberson research projectsoutside
of courseor program requirements.

Actual vs. Predicted Scoreson the
Sudent-Faculty Inter action Benchmark

Students’ Actual Predicted Standardized
Class Score Score Residual Residual

First-Year 344 331 1.3 0.3

Senior 41.5 39.1 2.4 0.6

Theactud scoresearned by freshmen and seniorsexceeded
the expected scores on this benchmark. First-year stu-
dentsand seniorsachieved standardized resduasof 0.3 and
0.6, respectively. Thesestatisticssuggest that UK freshmen
out performed approximeately 60% of NSSE ingtitutions, while
senior achieved better scores on theinstitutional engage-
ment index than gpproximately 70% of collegesand univer-
stiesparticipatinginthesurvey.

Benchmark IV: Enriching Educational Experiences
Thisbenchmark isbased on 10itemsthat measure students
reported involvement and exposureto enriching experiences.
Benchmark itemsinclude self-reported participationinthe
following:
e Community serviceor volunteer work
* Internshipsor co-op experiences
» Co-curricular activities, such asstudent government,
sportsand organizations
» Seriousconversationswith groupsof diverse stu-
dents

Asin 2001, UK first-year studentsand seniorsscored well
below their counterparts at other doctoral/research exten-
siveinstitutionson thisbenchmark. UK freshmen scored
bel ow the 10" percentile and seniors scored just below the
50" percentile. The poor performance of our first-year stu-
dents on thisbenchmark can be attributed primarily to the
way they answered severa diversity-related items. Relative
to their comparison group, freshmen reported that their in-
dtitution placed | essemphas son encouraging contact among
sudentsfrom different economic, socid, andracid or ethnic
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Enriching Educational Experiences
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backgrounds. Moreover, freshmen reported that they were
less apt to have serious conversationswith students of dif-
ferent reigiousbeliefs, political opinions, or personal values.
Finally, both first-year students and seniorsreported that
they werelesslikely to hold serious conversationswith stu-
dentsof adifferent raceor ethnicity.

Actual vs. Predicted Scoreson the
Enriching Educational ExperiencesBenchmark

Students’ Actual Predicted Standardized
Class Score Score Residual Residual

First-Year 51.4 53.7 -2.3 -0.6

Senior 46.7 45.9 0.8 0.2

Theabove chart showsthat seniors performed better than
expected on thisbenchmark, after controlling for various
institutiona and student-related factors. The standardized
residual of 0.2 indicates aperformance somewhat above
the 50" percentile. UK first-year students, however, scored
well below their anticipated level of performanceonthe En-
riching Educationa Experiencesbenchmark. Thestandard-
ized residual of —0.6 indicatesthat freshmen scored below
the 30" percentileon the I ngtitutional Engagement Index for
thisperformanceindicator.

Benchmark V: Supportive Campus Environment
Thefind benchmark measuresstudents perceptionsregarding
their ingtitution’ssupport for their academic and socid con-

cerns. Thesxitemsinthiscluster assessthelevel of support
provided by the campus environment to help students:

»  Succeed academicaly

»  Copewith non-academicresponsbilities

* Thrivesocidly
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Other itemsmeasurethe perceived quality of relationships
with other students, faculty members, and administrative
personnel.

Two yearsago, UK students’ eval uations of campus sup-
port werewell below their counterparts at other doctoral
research extensiveinstitutions. 1n 2003, both freshmen
and seniorsrated thelevel of campus support much more
favorably and surpassed theaverageratingsassigned by their
peersin the comparison group. Freshmen scored above
the 60" percentile, while seniors scored above the 50th per-
centile. UK students’ evaluationson most of theitemscom-
prising thisbenchmark did not differ significantly from stu-
dentsat likeinstitutions. The exception wastheitem that
asked studentsto evaluate the quality of their relationships
with administrative personnel and offices. Our freshmen
and seniorsassigned Sgnificantly higher ratingstothisitem

Actual vs. Predicted Scoreson the
Supportive CampusEnvironment Benchmark

Students’ Actual Predicted Standardized
Class Score Score Residual Residual

First-Year 59.0 57.6 1.4 0.4

Senior 53.7 52.7 1.0 0.2
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than studentsat other doctoral research extensiveuniversi-
ties

Our first-year studentsand seniorsachieved scoresthat ex-
ceeded the NSSE gtaff’ s predictionson the Intitutional En-
gagement Index for thisbenchmark. The standardized re-
sidualswere0.4for first-year studentsand 0.2 for seniors.
Thisplacesthe performance of freshmen on thisindicator
between the 60" and 70" percentiles and above the 50"
percentilefor seniors.

Actual vs. Predicted Benchmark Scores: A Scorecard

Theuniversty community shouldfed gratified by theprogress
our studentshave made asreflected in NSSE'sInstitutional
Engagement Index Report. The chart bel ow provides snap-
shotsof our successin exceeding the predicted scoresgen-
erated by the NSSE project staff. First-year studentstopped
their anticipated scores on two of the five benchmarksin
2001. Twoyearslater, UK freshmen exceeded their pre-
dicted scoreson threebenchmarks. Seniors' scoresshowed
amore dramatic change over time. 1n 2001, their scores
surpassed NSSE predictionson only one of thefive bench-
marks. But seniorsperformed better than their expected
level onall fivebenchmarksin 2003!

Number of Benchmarks on Which UK Sudents
Exceeded Predicted Scores

Students 2001 2003
Class Exceeded/Total | Exceeded/Total
First-Year 2/5 3/5
Seniors 1/5 5/5

Other Findings of Interest to the UK Community

I nstitutional Contributions to Personal Development
NSSE asks studentsto eval uate the extent to which their
experiencesat aningtitution have contributed to their knowl-
edge, skills, and persona development in anumber of ar-
eas. Theaccompanying graph contraststhe perceptions of
UK first-year studentsand their counterpartsinthe national
sampleon four questionsrelated to their personal growth.
Our freshmen gave significantly lower marksto UK’scon-
tributionin thesefour areasthan freshmen at likeingtitutions,

Institutional Contributionsto Personal Development
M ean Scor es of First-Year Students
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dthoughthedifferencesinratingswerefarly smdl inmagni-
tude.

Two findings presented in the above graph are consi stent
withtheresultsof other survey items. First, sudents' ratings
of UK’scontributiontotheir racial and ethnic understanding
of peopleparallel therelatively low evauationson other di-
versty-related survey items. Thebulk of thesefindingssug-
gest that UK freshmen and, to some extent, seniorsdo not
interact frequently with studentsof other racesand ethnicities.
To assesstheoverall campusclimate, the President’'sCom-
mission on\Women, in collaboration with the Office of Insti-
tutional Research, will administer auniversity-wideclimate
survey inthe spring to gather more detailed information on
the perceptions, attitudes and behaviors of undergraduate
and graduate students.

Second, theitem ng the University’srolein encour-
aging studentsto contributeto thewelfare of their commu-
nity can be viewed side-by-side with the question that as-
sesses participationin acommunity-based project aspart of
aregular course. UK freshmen reported significantly less
participationin such coursesthan their counterpartsat other
doctord research extensveingtitutions. However, thereisa
growing awareness on this campusthat service-learning
projects can produce positive academic outcomes, aswell
aspromote caring and civic responsibility in our students.
The UK FUSION project conducted earlier thisfall repre-
sentsacommitment on the part of Student Affairsstaff to
provide undergraduateswith vol unteer opportunitiesthat will
not only make L exington abetter placetolivebut dsoindtill
aspirit of civic-mindednessin those who participated.
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Student Satisfaction

The NSSE questionnaire asks students, “How would you
evaluate your entire educational experienceat thisingtitu-
tion?” Judgments are made on afour-point scaleranging
from‘poor’ to‘excellent.” Theaccompanying graph com-
parestheaverageratingsof UK freshmenand seniorswith
thelr peersat other doctoral/researchinstitutions. In 2001,
our first-year gudents eva uationsdid not differ agnificantly
from counterpartsat likeinstitutions. But UK seniorsas-
sgned sgnificantly lower ratingsto their educational experi-
encerelativeto their comparison group. 1n 2003, despite
anincreaseinthefavorability of UK students' ratings, both
groupsof sudentsreported significantly lesssatisfactionthan
studentsat other largeresearch universities. Whilediffer-

Satisfaction with One’s Entire
Educational Experience

Firg-Year Senior Firg-Year Senior
2003
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encesin satisfactionlevelsare statistically significant, the
magnitudeof therating differencesisfarly smdl (i.e., effect
Sizesunder .2).

Where do we go from here?

Aswe emphasized two years ago, NSSE deals primarily
with students' perceptionsof their own behavior and of in-
stitutional resources and practices. We should acknowl-
edge that perceptions can be as much aproduct of one's
expectationsasobjectiveredity. Evenso, it would befool-
ish not to take students’ perceptions seriously. After two
yearsof collecting in-depth survey dataon our newest stu-
dents, itisapparent that many freshmen haveunredlistic ex-
pectations about the amount of timethey need to study and

preparefor classto besuccessful. Changing academic ex-
pectationson any college campusisnot an easy task. How-
ever, theacademic climate on campusisan areaof strategic
importancethat needsto be addressed in futureyears.

GeorgeKuh (2000), Director of NSSE, succinctly expresses

thispogtion:
“What studentsdo in collegeand how they usean
indtitution’sresourcesfor learning arecriticd totheir
successbroadly defined . . . Studentsdo better aca
demically and socidly when they apportion reason-
able chunks of timeto acombination of the right
kinds of activities, such educationally purposeful
thingsasstudying, interacting with faculty members,
advisors, and right-minded peers, performing com-
munity service, and participating in co-curricular
activities”*

Clearly, the NSSE 2003 results suggest that the greatest
challengeto UK faculty and administrators over the next
twoyearswill beinraisng firs-year sudents scoresonthe
Activeand Collaborative L earning benchmark and the En-
riching Educationa Experiencesbenchmark. Our students,
particularly freshmen, need to be encouraged to work with
thelr classmates outside of classon assignments. Faculty
members can support the activelearning needs of their stu-
dentsby devel oping community-based projectsas part of
their regular courses. Moreover, collegesand departments
need to tackle the thorny issue of how to create a more
intellectual atmosphere on campus—oneinwhich students
look forward to mulling over ideasdiscussed in classwith
their classmates over acup of coffee. Research showsthat
studentsbenefit greatly when they spend moretimeon task
and arerequired to meet high expectations.

UK needsto sustain the progressit hasmadeinrecent years
inattractingamorediversestudent body. Thefal 2003 fresh-
man class set arecord for the number of African American
studentsenrolled at UK. Thisachievementisastep for-
wardindiversifying our fairly homogeneous student body.
But more successful recruiting yearswill be needed before
the campusenvironment facilitatesfrequent out-of-classcon-
tact among studentsof different socid, racid, or ethnic back-
grounds. Since contact with studentsfrom diverse back-

4 Kuh, GD. (2000, p.1). Tools for assessing the first-year student
experience. First-Year Assessment Listserv.
http://www.Brevard.edu/fyc/listserv/remarks/kuh.htm.
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groundsleadsto avariety of positive educational outcomes,
we may want to encourage more of our studentsto study
abroad and immersethemselvesin another culture. Cur-
rently, UK fird-year sudentsaresignificantly lesslikely than
their counterpartsat other researchingtitutionsto makeplans
to study abroad.

L et’sbeclear about theintent behind our recommendations.
Therationdefor modifying the curriculum and strengthening
support servicesisnot Smply to raise benchmark scoreson
the NSSE or to satisfy the University’skey strategicindica
tors. Theoverarching purposefor implementing changesin
academic programs and student servicesisto enhancethe
quality of learning and improve students' chancesfor suc-
Cess.

We recommend the appointment of aNSSE Taskforce com-
posed of faculty, staff, and administrators charged with re-
viewing survey resultsandidentifying areaswhere UK stu-
dentsfall short of thedesired performancelevel. Thetask
force should be charged withlearning how other ingtitutions
areusingtheir NSSE resultsand devel oping university-wide
initiativesto address our own shortcomings. Atthesame
time, collegesand departments should take responsibility
for *drilling down’ into the NSSE datato evaluatethelevel
of engagement of their own studentsand plan necessary im-
provementsto the curriculum.®> NSSE findings can beused
to plan avariety of programmatic changes, fromtheimple-
mentation of new living-learning communitiesto there-tool-
ing of existing capstone courses. Research on the use of
NSSE datashowsthat the survey’ spotentia for effectuating
meaningful change can be multiplied if across-section of
faculty and staff use selected findingsto support avariety of
reformactivities.

5 The UK Institutional Research Officewill arrangeto obtain UK’s
datafrom the NSSE project staff. Inaddition, the Officewill either
furnish academic units with their students' raw survey data or
analyze selected survey itemsfor them.
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