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National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) – 2003  
Results for Montclair State University 

 
Introduction and Background 

 
The NSSE project asks what makes for an engaging educational experience.  NSSE explores this by 
surveying undergraduates to assess the extent to which they engage in a variety of good educational 
practices.  The project is based on a belief that the types of measures being used by NSSE are a better 
indicator of quality in education than the more traditional ones of reputation and resources used by rating 
publications such as U.S. News and World Report.  A key goal of the project is to move peoples’ 
conversations away from resources and reputations and towards actual good practices in undergraduate 
education.  NSSE stresses features such as the size of an endowment, entering SAT scores, average class 
size, etc. do not really provide direct information about whether educational programs influence student 
learning or about the quality and effectiveness of a college’s educational programs. 
 
Rather as George Kuh, professor of education at Indiana University and the project director, points out, 
“the voluminous research on college student development shows that the time and energy students devote 
to educationally purposeful activities is the single best predictor of their learning and personal 
development”.  Often referred to as “good practices” they are perhaps best recognized in the set of 
engagement indicators that have been around since 1987 known as “The Seven Principles for Good 
Practice in Undergraduate Education”.  These principles include student-faculty contact, active learning, 
cooperation among students, prompt feedback, high expectations, time on task, and respect for diverse 
talents and ways of learning.  
 
The project and its research instrument were developed with the support of a $3.3 million grant to Indiana 
University, sponsored by The Pew Charitable Trust’s Forum for Undergraduate Learning and The 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.  The 40-item survey asks students about aspects 
of their college experience that contribute to academic and personal development.  For MSU participation 
in the project is also important because it is one of the University’s first formal steps in gathering a 
“student voice” about experiences here.   
 
National assessment experts designed the NSSE instrument, called The College Student Report.  “It 
focuses squarely on the teaching and learning activities that personally … involve all types of students at 
all types of colleges and universities,” according to NSSE researchers.  For those familiar with these kinds 
of surveys the NSSE engagement survey may have a familiar ring to it because many of the questions are 
derived from existing student surveys such as the College Student Experiences Questionnaire.  This 
approach was taken so that questions on the College Student Report survey are known to successfully tap 
into a student’s academic and personal growth. 
 
The questionnaire consists of four parts:  College Activities, Educational and Personal Growth, Opinions 
About Your School, and Background Information.  An article in Assessment Update, Jan.-Feb. 2001 Vol. 
13, # 1, in the Assessment Measures section clearly explains the four parts:  
 

• “The College Activities section contains several questions about students’ activities in and out of 
class… and focuses on class activities and interaction with faculty and other students.  It also asks 
students to report on the number of textbooks read and papers written during the current school 
year.  One set of college-activity questions draws on Bloom’s taxonomy and asks students whether 
their coursework emphasizes low-level cognitive skills, such as memorization or whether it 
emphasizes higher-order skills, such as application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.  Several 
college-activity items also ask students about their involvement in co-curricular activities.   
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• The Educational and Personal Growth section of the survey asks students about their gains in a 
variety of areas, including general education, critical thinking, interpersonal competence, and civic 
involvement.    

 
• The Opinions About Your School section of the survey asks students about the extent to which 

their college or university emphasizes studying and academic work, diversity, and both academic 
and social support.   Also included in this section of the survey are questions about relationships 
with faculty, peers, and administrative staff.  Finally, the section includes two questions to assess 
students’ overall satisfaction with college.   

 
• The Background Information section collects data on gender, ethnicity, enrollment status, Greek 

affiliation, living arrangements, and academic major.”   
 
The NSSE staff clustered survey items and developed scales that focused on five national benchmarks of 
good practice in undergraduate education:  Level of Academic Challenge, Active and Collaborative 
Learning, Student Interactions with Faculty Members, Enriching Educational Experiences, and 
Supportive Campus Environment.   The results are presented in the form of national and sector 
benchmarks.  These will be available in November. 
 

Methodology:  How Was the NSSE Study Carried Out? 
 
The colleges and universities that elected to participate in the project sent the NSSE staff at the University 
of Indiana a data file.  MSU’s Institutional Research Office provided the necessary information for all 
first-time, full-time freshmen and seniors enrolled at MSU.   From this file the NSSE staff randomly 
selected an equal number of freshmen and seniors with the sample size being determined by the number 
of undergraduate students enrolled.  For MSU this is around 330 freshmen and 340 seniors.  The survey 
was sent to second semester freshmen and second semester seniors because it was reasoned, freshmen are 
at the greatest risk of leaving the university so we need to know about them because “laying the right 
foundation is critical” and seniors, among students, should be the best judges of an institution’s overall 
college experience.   
 
Students were sent the survey by the NSSE staff with a personalized cover letter from the University.  
Students were given the option of answering and returning the surveys directly to the University of 
Indiana or answering via the web.   A follow-up letter and survey were sent to those who did not respond 
to the first mailing and a final reminder letter was sent as well.  A letter to the editor, published in the 
Montclarion, explaining the survey and asking students to please respond corresponded with the first 
mailing.  Of note is the fact that MSU is not directly involved in any of the data collection process.  This 
design ensures student anonymity.  In the 2003 collection period, responses were received from 160 full-
time freshmen (48 percent) and 158 seniors (47 percent).  The overall MSU response rate was very good, 
48 percent; compared to 41 percent for comparable Masters institutions and 43 percent nationally.  About 
80 percent of MSU respondents mailed the survey in and 20 percent responded via the Web.    
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Profile of Respondents:  Who Responded to the Survey? 

 
Table 1 shows certain demographic characteristics for MSU, similar Carnegie classification (Masters 1) 
and the national (Nat’l) sample for first-time students and seniors.   
 

Table 1 Respondent Characteristics, Fall 2003 
 

 Freshmen Respondents  Senior Respondents 
 
Characteristics 

MSU 00 
N=158 

MSU 03 
N=160 

Masters 
N=18,905 

 National 
 N=45,991  

 MSU00 
N= 189 

MSU 03  
N=160 

Masters 
N=20514 

 National 
N=47,196 

Age          
   19 years or younger 92.9% 74% 56% 59%  -- -- -- -- 
   Over 20 years   7.1% 27% 43% 41%  100.0% 100% 100% 100% 
Gender          
   Male 34.9% 38% 30% 34%   31.2%   30% 30% 34% 
   Female 65.1% 62% 70% 66%   68.8%   70% 70% 66% 
Race/Ethnicity          
   African American 11.5%   15% 8%    8%     6.0%      13% 8%  8% 
   Asian   9.0%   5% 6%   6%     7.6% 9% 4% 6% 
   Latino/a 12.8% 16% 10%    8%   13.0%     16% 10%   8% 
    Native American -- 1% 3% 2%  -- 0% 2% 2% 
   White 65.4% 68% 77%  78%   68.5%    68% 79% 79% 
    International -- 4% 4% 5%  -- 21% 4% 5% 
   Other/and multiple 
          Identifications 

 
10.2% 

 
  9% 

 
7% 

 
   7% 

  
   9.8% 

  
9% 

 
7% 

  
   7% 

Residence          
     On campus/ walking 

distance 
 

43.3% 
 

40% 
 

62% 
 

71% 
 

  7.5% 
 

   9% 
 

16% 
 

23% 
Driving distance 56.7% 60% 38% 29% 92.5%    91% 84% 77% 
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NSSE suggests one way of estimating collegiate quality is by looking at the frequency with which 
students engage in good educational practices.  Good is defined as a ”substantial amount” or at least 50 
percent reporting “often” or “very often” to those questions asking students how frequently they engage in 
particular educational activities.   
 

Table 2  
      % Freshmen and Seniors Reporting They Actively (Often/Very Often) Participated in These Educational 

Activities 
 

Freshmen Percents  Senior Percents 
Nat’l Masters MSU

03 
MSU 

00 
 

Activity 
MSU 

00 
MSU 

03 
Masters Nat’l 

         
 

59 
 

57 
 

48 
 

55.7 
Discussed ideas from readings or classes w/ other 
students or family outside of class 

 
55.0 

 
58 

 
63 

 
65 

 
51 

 
47 

 
61 

 
53.8 

Had serious conversations with students of a different race 
or ethnicity than your own 

 
47.6 

 
51 

 
48 

 
50 

 
61 

 
59 

 
67 

 
51.9 

Asked questions in class or contributed to class 
discussions 

 
68.7 

 
74 

 
74 

 
73 

 
53 

 
54 

 
57 

 
50.9 

Worked harder than you thought you could to meet an 
instructor’s standards 

 
60.1 

 
62 

 
59 

 
58 

 
55 

 
53 

 
56 

 
48.4 

Received prompt feedback from faculty on academic 
performance (written or oral) 

 
51.6 

 
67 

 
66 

 
66 

38 41 43 47.7 Worked with other students on projects during class 44.6 42 48 44 
51 50 46 44.0 Discussed grades or assignments with an instructor 45.5 59 61 61 
57 58 70 38.3 Rewrote a paper or assignment several times 23.9 53 49 47 
 
 

58 

 
 

54 

 
 

56 

 
 

36.7 

Had serious conversations w/students w/religious beliefs, 
political opinions, or personal values very different from 
yours 

 
 

30.7 

 
 

47 

 
 

51 

 
 

54 
 

68 
 

63 
 

70 
 

34.2 
Using e-mail to communicate w/ instructors or other 
students 

 
 39.7 

 
76 

 
73 

 
76 

 
55 

 
53 

 
57 

 
26.0 

Used electronic medium (e-mail, list-serve, chat group, etc) 
to complete an assignment 

 
28.0 

 
57 

 
61 

 
60 

31 32 50 25.4 Made a class presentation 52.6 62 67 64 
29 29 29 24.8 Talked about career plans with a faculty member or advisor 35.5 36 43 44 
 

42 
 

38 
 

29 
 

24.7 
Worked w/ classmates outside of class to prepare class 
assignment 

 
47.4 

 
48 

 
56 

 
57 

 
76 

 
76 

 
72 

 
-- 

Worked on paper or project that required integrating ideas 
or information from various sources 

 
-- 

 
86 

 
87 

 
87 

 
58 

 
57 

 
61 

 
-- 

Included diverse perspectives (by race, religion, gender, 
political) in class discussions or assignments 

 
-- 

 
55 

 
58 

 
58 

 
45 

 
44 

 
36 

 
-- 

Put together ideas or concepts from different courses when 
completing assignments or class discussions 

 
-- 

 
62 

 
64 

 
65 

    Least Frequently Reported Activities     
 

17 
 

16 
 

16 
 

15.9 
Discussed ideas from your reading or classes with faculty 
members outside of class 

 
19.6 

 
28 

 
25 

 
27 

15 13 15 10.2 Tutored or taught other students  11.7 17 19 21 
 

12 
 

11 
 

14 
 

8.9 
Worked w/faculty members on activities other than 
coursework (committees, orientation, student-life activities) 

 
12.2 

 
14 

 
20 

 
22 

-- -- -- 5.7 Worked with a faculty member on a research project 10.6 -- -- -- 
 

10 
 

10 
 
8 

 
3.3 

Participated in community based project as part of regular 
course 

 
10.5 

 
12 

 
15 

 
14 

18 16 11 1.9 Came unprepared to class  4.7 20 18 20 
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Table 3 

 % Freshmen & Seniors Reporting This Style of Learning 
 

Freshmen Percents  Senior Percents 
Nat’l Masters MSU

03 
MSU
00 

Coursework Emphasized (Quite a 
bit/very much): 

MSU
00 

MSU
03 

Masters Nat’l 

         
 

70 
 

72 
 

69 
 

65.6 
Memorizing facts, ideas or methods from 
your courses and readings 

 
54.0 

 
65 

 
62 

 
59 

 
80 

 
78 

 
79 

 
68.8 

Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, 
experience, or theory 

 
68.8 

 
81 

 
85 

 
86 

 
67 

 
64 

 
67 

 
61.8 

Synthesizing and organizing ideas, 
information, or experiences 

 
53.5 

 
71 

 
74 

 
75 

 
64 

 
64 

 
62 

 
56.7 

Making judgments about the value of 
information, arguments or methods 

 
52.9 

 
70 

 
70 

 
70 

 
72 

 
70 

 
67 

 
63.0 

Applying theories or concepts to 
practical problems or in new situations 

 
65.5 

 
77 

 
79 

 
79 

         
 

55 
 

53 
 

44 
 

-- 
Exams challenged you to do your 
very best (very much): 

 
-- 

 
48 

 
53 

 
52 

 
 
Table 4 reports the percent of students reporting they have, or will, engage in complementary or enriching 
educational activities.   

Table 4 
% Freshmen & Seniors Reporting They Plan To or Have Participated in Complementary 

Educational Activities 
 

Freshmen Percents  Senior Percents 
 
Nat’l 

 
Masters 

 
MSU

03 

 
MSU 

00 

  
Complementary/Enriching Educational 

Activities: 

 
MSU

00 

 
MSU

03 

 
Masters 

 
Nat’l 

         
 

81 
 

80 
 

78 
 

70.3 
Practicum, internship, field experience, co-op 
experience, or clinical assignment 

 
68.1 

 
62 

 
72 

 
72 

75 74 62 49.4 Community service or volunteer work 45.7 55 64 66 
-- -- -- 24.2 Interdisciplinary coursework 32.3 -- -- -- 
48 43 62 53.2 Foreign language coursework 40.4 35 35 41 
38 33 28 22.8 Study Abroad  7.5 15 14 18 
18 17 19 18.5 Independent study or self-designed major 26.6 31 26 29 

 
 

43 

 
 

39 

 
 

33 

 
 

26.8 

Culminating senior experience (compre-
hensive exam, capstone course, thesis, project, 
etc) 

 
 

33.9 

 
 

29 

 
 

55 

 
 

60 
34 35 35 -- Participate in a learning community -- 21 27 27 
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Table 5 summarizes the survey’s several questions about how students spend their time on various 
activities that are correlated with educational and self-development.  How a student does, and can, spend 
time on school activities obviously affects what he or she gets out of the school experience.    
 

Table 5 
 % Reporting They Spent This Amount of Time in Various Activities 

 
Freshmen Percents  Senior Percents 

Nat’l Masters MSU 03 MSU 
00 

 
Activities: 

MSU 
00 

MSU 
03 

Masters Nat’l 

         
 

43 
 

48 
 

56 
 

46.8 
Spent 10 or Fewer Hrs Per Wk Preparing for 
Class 

 
54.7 

 
46.7 

 
51.6 

 
36.1 

11 15 17 23.3 Worked Off Campus 20 Hrs or More a Wk  64.3 59 35 27 
26 23 21 -- Worked for Pay On Campus -- 15 26 32 
 

7 
 

10 
 
7 

 
18.6 

Spent 10 Hrs or More Per Wk Caring for 
Dependents Living w/ Them 

 
30.1 

 
28 

 
23 

 
18 

 
29 

 
25 

 
22 

 
31.1 

Spent 6 or More Hrs Per Wk in Co-curricular 
Activities  

 
17.6 

 
10 

 
23 

 
27 

 
52 

 
52 

 
43 

 
41.7 

Spent 10 or Fewer Hrs Per Wk Relaxing and 
Socializing 

 
61.9 

 
66 

 
61 

 
60 

83 80 63 -- Commuting to class less than 5 hrs per wk  -- 63 74 77 
 
 
Of some relation to the time students spend on a task is the question of what students are being assigned 
to do in their courses.  Table 6 summarizes the questions students were asked about how much reading 
and writing they did during the school year.   
 

Table 6 
 % Reporting This Coursework Activity Was Accomplished During the School Year 

 
Freshmen Percents  Senior Percents 

Nat’l Masters MSU 
03 

MSU 
00 

 
Activity: 

MSU 
00 

MSU 
03 

Masters Nat’l 

 
49 

 
46 

 
40 

 
46.7 

Read More Than 10 Assigned Texts, Books, Book-
length Packets of Course Readings 

 
29.9 

 
31 

 
39 

 
43 

19 19 16 17.6 Read 5 or More Books on Your Own (Unassigned)  25.6 20 27 27 
83 82 78 79.5 Wrote No 20 or More Page Papers/Reports 47.3 47 49 47 
12 12 15 39.7 Wrote 11 or More Papers Between 5-19 Pages 27.8 11 19 19 
42 43 55 -- Wrote 11 or More Papers 5 or Fewer Pages -- 24 37 38 
 

16 
 

16 
 

19 
 

-- 
More Than 4 Problem Sets That Take More Than 
an Hour to Complete 

 
-- 

 
13 

 
15 

 
15 

 
21 

 
22 

 
26 

 
-- 

More Than 4 Problem Sets That Take Less Than 
an Hour to Complete 

 
-- 

 
17 

 
15 

 
14 

 
51 

 
52 

 
53 

 
-- 

4 or More Homework Problems Per Week Take 
More Than 15 Minutes Each to Complete 

 
-- 

 
53 

 
50 

 
49 
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Students were asked to what extent they felt their college education had contributed to their knowledge, 
skills and personal growth in a number of areas.  Table 7 summarizes the percent of students reporting 
their education contributed “very much” or “quite a bit” to their personal or educational growth.  
 

Table 7 
    % Reporting a Good Deal of Personal & Educational Growth Contributed by Their College Education 

 
Freshmen Percents  Senior Percents 

Nat’l Masters MSU
03 

MSU
00 

 MSU
00 

MSU
03 

Masters Nat’l 

    Areas of Growth:     
82 81 86 76.2 Acquiring a broad general education 85.6 85 85 85 
57 57 55 46.8 Acquiring job or work-related knowledge and skills 65.4 68 74 71 
73 74 79 69.2 Writing clearly and effectively 74.0 68 77 77 
59 63 68 57.7 Speaking clearly and effectively 71.8 74 73 71 
82 80 82 69.8 Thinking critically and analytically 78.2 85 85 87 
57 57 57 47.4 Analyzing quantitative problems 58.0 66 67 69 
68 68 72 56.2 Using computing and information technology 59.0 76 77 77 
66 67 70 64.9 Working effectively with others 70.7 73 78 77 
22 24 21 16.0 Voting in elections 18.6 17 23 23 
70 68 64 68.8 Learning effectively on your own 72.9 71 74 76 
61 59 54 59.2 Understanding yourself 68.6 60 62 65 
51 51 62 61.8 Understanding people of other racial & ethnic bkgds 58.8 59 50 50 

   63.7 Being honest and truthful 53.4    
41 40 29 28.2 Contributing to the welfare of your community 30.5 31 43 44 
55 54 54 -- Developing a personal code of values and ethics -- 50 58 58 
49 48 48 -- Solving complex real-world problems -- 54 56 57 

 
The last Table, 8, shows the responses to the questions asked of students about the quality of certain 
campus relationships, about the emphasis put on certain activities on campus, and then for an overall 
evaluation of their experiences at their colleges and universities.  The percents reported for the quality 
questions are for those responding with a “6” or “7” on a 7 point scale (with “7” being the highest) and for 
those responding “very much” or “quite a bit” for the emphasis questions. 
 

Table 8   % Reporting These Opinions About Their School 
 

Freshmen Percents  Senior Percents 
Nat’l Masters MSU 

03 
MSU
00 

 MSU
00 

MSU
03 

Master Nat’l 

    Quality of:     
 

66 
 

63 
 

63 
 

49.1 
Relationship w/ other students  (6,7=Friendly, 
Supportive, Sense of Belonging) 

 
43.1 

 
49 

 
67 

 
68 

 
58 

 
57 

 
51 

 
43.3 

Relationships w/ faculty members (6,7=Available, 
Helpful, Sympathetic) 

 
45.7 

 
54     

 
66 

 
65 

 
45 

 
44 

 
43 

 
21.3 

Relationships w/administrative personnel and 
offices (6,7=Helpful, considerate, flexible) 

 
19.1 

 
33 

 
39 

 
39 

    College Emphasized:      
 

78 
 

76 
 

71 
 

66.9 
Providing the support you need to help you succeed 
academically  (Very Much & Quite A Bit) 

 
49.7 

 
62 

 
71 

 
72 

 
31 

 
30 

 
28 

 
32.7 

Helping you cope with your non-academic 
responsibilities (Very Much & Quite A Bit) 

 
16.6 

 
16 

 
22 

 
22 

 
41 

 
39 

 
42 

 
42.6 

Providing the support you need to thrive socially 
(Very Much & Quite A Bit) 

 
25.8 

 
19 

 
29 

 
30 

 
82 

 
81 

 
74 

 
76.2 

Studying and academic work  (Very Much & Quite A 
Bit) 

 
77.5 

 
72 

 
80 

 
81 

 
52 

 
51 

 
61 

 
-- 

Encouraged contact between students of different 
economic, social, racial/ethnic backgrounds 

 
-- 

 
41 

 
42 

 
43 

66 62 58 -- Attending campus events and activities -- 38 49 53 
86 84 81 -- Using computers in academic work -- 81 88 88 
    Overall Evaluation:     
 

88 
 

87 
 

84 
 

85.3 
Overall Evaluation of Educational Experience is 
Good or Excellent 

 
86.1 

 
73 

 
86 

 
87 

84 83 83 82.9 Probably or Definitely Would Go To Same College  77.7 73 81 82 
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