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National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE): 

 A Comparison of UH Hilo 2003 and 2005 Benchmark Reports 
Brendan Hennessey, UH Hilo Institutional Research Analyst 

The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) is administered each Spring Term at participating post-
secondary institutions to assess the extent to which freshman year and senior year students are engaged by 
those institutions in a variety of academic and non-academic activities that are empirically linked to high levels 
of learning and personal development. To further facilitate dialogue about student learning and institutional 
improvement, NSSE aggregates survey item responses under one of five “Benchmarks of Effective 
Educational Practice”. These are: 1) Level of Academic Challenge, 2) Active and Collaborative Learning, 3) 
Student-Faculty Interaction, 4) Enriching Educational Experiences, and 5) Supportive Campus Environment.  
 
UH Hilo freshman and senior year students were administered the NSSE in the years 2001, 2002, 2003, and 
2005.  Results of the 2001 and 2002 survey have been treated in a comparative manner previously.  The 
findings of that comparison report demonstrated that in each of the first three benchmarks--Academic 
Challenge, Active/Collaborative Learning, and Student/Faculty Interaction—UH Hilo Freshman Year scores 
rise slightly compared to the prior year, while Senior Year scores drop slightly more (FY net increase=5.5; SY 
net decrease=8.7) between the 2001 and 2002 NSSE. With respect to the last two benchmarks, Enriching 
Educational Experiences, and Supportive Campus Environment, both Freshman and Senior Year scores at UH 
Hilo dropped between the 2001 and 2002 NSSE. In that report, recommendations for improving the freshman 
experience were floated, though it’s unclear at this time which moved to implementation. 
 
This report primarily compares results of the 2003 survey with those from the most recent NSSE administered 
at UH Hilo in Spring 2005.  The comparison presented here is now two-fold: to monitor benchmark results 
internally across time…and to monitor the gap between response means for each benchmark at UH Hilo and 
those at Baccalaureate-Granting Liberal Arts Peer Institutions. Preceding the display of benchmark scores and 
gaps is the theoretical grounding for the particular benchmark, and an exhaustive listing of the specific survey 
items aggregated under it. Following the score and peer gap comparison for each benchmark is a table 
displaying score differentials for UH Hilo relative to the BAC—LA, National NSSE Sample, top-performing 50%, 
and top-performing 10% of participating institutions for the 2005 NSSE. Part Two of this report (pg.4) brings 
forward Hilo’s NSSE results and peer comparisons from all participating years—both for purposes of internal 
report validation, as well as to lend deeper insight before conclusions are drawn and action plans drafted. 
 
NOTE: Throughout this report, the symbols > or < mean raw scores are up or down respectively; for peer gap comparisons, the symbols < or – mean 
UH Hilo below peers, and symbols > or + mean UH Hilo above peers by the increment noted. 

 
Summary 2003-2005 UH Hilo Benchmark Score Comparisons: 

• Benchmark scores decrease for both freshman and senior year students in: 
Level of Academic Challenge  <3.8  (Freshman & Senior Combined) 
Student/Faculty Interaction  <4.8  (Freshman & Senior Combined) 
 

• Benchmark scores increase for both freshman and senior year students in: 
Active & Collaborative Learning >3.32  (Freshman & Senior Combined) 
 

• Benchmark scores are split for freshman and senior year students in: 
Supportive Campus Environment   (Freshman >.1     Senior <5.8) 
 

• Benchmark score comparisons are invalid because of instrument changes in: 
Enriching Educational Experiences 

Summary 2003-2005 UH Hilo Benchmark Gap Comparisons: 

• For Freshman, the gap between UH Hilo and BAC-LA peers has narrowed in all benchmarks except 
“Level of Academic Challenge”. 

 

• For Seniors, the gap between UH Hilo and BAC-LA peers has widened in all benchmarks. 
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I. LEVEL OF ACADEMIC CHALLENGE 
Challenging intellectual and creative work is central to student learning and collegiate quality.  Colleges and universities 
promote high levels of student achievement by emphasizing the importance of academic effort and setting high 
expectations for student performance. 
●  Preparing for class (studying, reading, writing, rehearsing, etc. related to academic program)  
●  Number of assigned textbooks, books, or book-length packs of course readings 
●  Number of written papers or reports of 20 pages or more;  number of written papers or reports of between 5 and 19 
pages; and number of written papers or reports of fewer than 5 pages 
●  Coursework emphasizing analysis of the basic elements of an idea, experience or theory  
●  Coursework emphasizing synthesis and organizing of ideas, information, or experiences into new, more complex 
interpretations and relationships 
●  Coursework emphasizing the making of judgments about the value of information, arguments, or methods 
●  Coursework emphasizing application of theories or concepts to practical problems or in new situations  
●  Working harder than you thought you could to meet an instructor's standards or expectations 
●  Campus environment emphasizing time studying and on academic work 
 
UH Hilo 2003-2005 Benchmark SCORE Comparison (Page 4, Table 1): 
Freshman <1.8  from 48.9 to 47.1 
Senior  <1.8 from 54.6 to 52.8 
 
BAC-LA Peer 2003-2005 Benchmark GAP Comparison (see below; also page 5, Table 3):   
Freshman was <9 is now <10 
Senior  was <6.5 is now <8.4 

Comparison Group Freshman Mean Score Comparison Senior Mean Score Comparison 
Bac-LA -10.0 -8.4 
NSSE 2005 -5.6 -3.7 
Top 50% -9.0 -6.7 
Top 10% -13.5 -11.2 

 
II. ACTIVE AND COLLABORATIVE LEARNING 
Students learn more when they are intensely involved in their education and asked to think about what they are learning in 
different settings.  Collaborating with others in solving problems or mastering difficult material prepares students for the 
messy, unscripted problems they will encounter daily during and after college. 
●  Asked questions in class or contributed to class discussions  
●  Made a class presentation 
●  Worked with other students on projects during class 
●  Worked with classmates outside of class to prepare class assignments 
●  Tutored or taught other students 
●  Participated in a community-based project as part of a regular course 
●  Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with others outside of class (students, family members, co-workers, 
etc.) 

 
UH Hilo 2003-2005 Benchmark SCORE Comparison (Page 4, Table 1): 
Freshman >2.6  from 38.3 to 40.9  
Senior  >.7 from 49.5 to 50.2 
 
BAC-LA Peer 2003-2005 Benchmark GAP Comparison (see below; also page 5, Table 3):   
Freshman was <5.9 is now <3.5 
Senior  was <2.3 is now <3.3 

Comparison Group Freshman Mean Score Comparison Senior Mean Score Comparison 
Bac-LA -3.5 -3.3 
NSSE 2005 -1.5 -1.3 
Top 50% -5.4 -5.0 
Top 10% -9.7 -9.3 
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III. STUDENT-FACULTY INTERACTION 

Students learn firsthand how experts think about and solve practical problems by interacting with faculty members inside 
and outside the classroom.  As a result, their teachers become role models, mentors, and guides for continuous, life-long 
learning. 
●  Discussed grades or assignments with an instructor 
●  Talked about career plans with a faculty member or advisor 
●  Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with faculty members outside of class 
●  Worked with faculty members on activities other than coursework (committees, orientation, student-life activities, etc.) 
●  Received prompt feedback from faculty on your academic performance (written or oral) 
●  Worked with a faculty member on a research project outside of course or program requirement 

 
UH Hilo 2003-2005 Benchmark SCORE Comparison (Page 4, Table 1): 
Freshman <.9 from 33.3 to 32.4  
Senior  <3.9 from 46.9 to 43.0 
 
BAC-LA Peer 2003-2005 Benchmark GAP Comparison (see below; also page 5, Table 3):   
Freshman was <9.1 is now <4.3 
Senior  was <4.6 is now <8.4 

Comparison Group Freshman Mean Score Comparison Senior Mean Score Comparison 
Bac-LA -4.3 -8.4 
NSSE 2005 -1.6 -1.1 
Top 50% -5.4 -6.6 
Top 10% -10.0 -13.9 

 

 

IV. ENRICHING EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES 
Complementary learning opportunities in and out of class augment academic programs.  Diversity experiences teach 
students valuable things about themselves and others.  Technology facilitates collaboration between peers and 
instructors.  Internships, community service, and senior capstone courses provide opportunities to integrate and apply 
knowledge. 
●  Participating in co-curricular activities (organizations, publications, student government, sports, etc.) 
●  Practicum, internship, field experience, co-op experience, or clinical assignment 
●  Community service or volunteer work 
●  Foreign language coursework & study abroad 
●  Independent study or self-designed major 
●  Culminating senior experience (comprehensive exam, capstone course, thesis, project, etc.) 
●  Serious conversations with students of different religious beliefs, political opinions, or personal values 
●  Serious conversations with students of a different race or ethnicity 
●  Using electronic technology to discuss or complete an assignment 
●  Campus environment encouraging contact among students from different economic, social, and racial or ethnic 
backgrounds 
●  Participate in a learning community or some other formal program where groups of students take two or more classes 
together 

 
UH Hilo 2003-2005 Benchmark SCORE Comparison (Page 4, Table 1): 
Survey instrument and benchmark calculation changes make 03-05 score comparisons invalid.  
 
BAC-LA Peer 2003-2005 Benchmark GAP Comparison (see below; also page 5, Table 3):   
Freshman was <6.8 is now <2.8 
Senior  was <1.1 is now <10.4 

Comparison Group Freshman Mean Score Comparison Senior Mean Score Comparison 
Bac-LA -2.8 -10.4 
NSSE 2005 .0 -1.1 
Top 50% -2.6 -6.8 
Top 10% -6.1 -15.0 
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V. SUPPORTIVE CAMPUS ENVIRONMENT 
Students perform better and are more satisfied at colleges that are committed to their success and cultivate positive 
working and social relations among different groups on campus. 
●  Campus environment provides the support you need to help you succeed academically 
●  Campus environment helps you cope with your non-academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.) 
●  Campus environment provides the support you need to thrive socially 
●  Quality of relationships with other students 
●  Quality of relationships with faculty members 
●  Quality of relationships with administrative personnel and offices 

 
UH Hilo 2003-2005 Benchmark SCORE Comparison (Page 4, Table 1): 
Freshman >.1 from 58.4 to 58.5  
Senior  <5.8 from 61.5 to 55.7 
 
BAC-LA Peer 2003-2005 Benchmark GAP Comparison (see below; also page 5, Table 3):   
Freshman was <7.2 is now <6 
Senior  was <1.1 is now <5.8 

Comparison Group Freshman Mean Score Comparison Senior Mean Score Comparison 
Bac-LA -6.0 -5.8 
NSSE 2005 -1.6 -1.8 
Top 50% -6.0 -6.8 
Top 10% -11.0 -11.3 

 
PART TWO: A Longer View of UH Hilo Benchmark Scores and Peer Gaps 
  
As this report has focused primarily on highlighting benchmark gaps between ourselves and peer institutions 
and less so upon the raw scores for each benchmark measure--Tables 1 and 2 below recapture and juxtapose 
respectively the UH Hilo Freshman and Senior year benchmark scores and the benchmark mean scores for 
Freshman and Seniors at BAC-LA peer institutions in NSSE years 2001-2005. 

 

Table 1  
UH HILO Benchmark Scores for All Years of  NSSE Participation 

Benchmark Class 2001 2002 2003 2004
b
 2005

b
 

FY 46.6 47.3 48.9  47.1 
Level of Academic Challenge 

SR 57.0 54.6 54.6  52.8 

FY 38.2 39.6 38.3  40.9 
Active and Collaborative Learning 

SR 50.3 47.5 49.5  50.2 

FY 31.1 34.5 33.3  32.4 Student-Faculty  
Interaction SR 46.9 43.4 46.9  43.0 

FY 58.7 55.7 58.9  27.9d 
Enriching Educational Experiencesd 

SR 53.5 51.1 52.8  41.0d 

FY 58.7 55.0 58.4  58.5 
Supportive Campus Environment 

SR 62.4 60.5 61.5  55.7 

Note: Due to changes in the response set for survey items that comprise the Enriching Educational Experiencesd benchmark, 
it is not possible to compare 2004 and 2005 results to earlier years. 
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Table 2  
BAC-LA Mean Benchmark Scores for All Years of  UH HILO NSSE Participation 

Benchmark Class 2001 2002 2003 2004
b
 2005

b
 

FY 57.2 57.7 57.9  57.1 Level of Academic Challenge 
SR 60.5 61.0 61.1  61.2 
FY 44.0 44.0 44.2  44.4 Active and Collaborative Learning 
SR 52.1 51.7 51.8  53.5 
FY 39.7 41.1 42.4  36.7 Student-Faculty  

Interaction SR 50.6 50.9 51.5  51.4 
FY 64.0 64.4 65.7  30.7d Enriching Educational Experiencesd 
SR 56.0 56.2 57.3  51.4d 
FY 64.3 64.5 65.6  64.5 Supportive Campus Environment 
SR 61.7 61.8 62.6  61.5 

Note: Due to changes in the response set for survey items that comprise the Enriching Educational Experiencesd benchmark, 
it is not possible to compare 2004 and 2005 results to earlier years. 

 
The pattern of narrowing Freshman and widening Senior year benchmark score gaps when 
comparing UH Hilo with BAC-LA peers between the 2003 and 2005 NSSE has been noted previously 
in this document. Making meaning of this warrants looking deeper within the context of the 2001 and 
2002 benchmark score gaps. Table 3 below reflects UH Hilo Freshman and Senior year student 
benchmark gaps, benchmark cumulative gaps, and Academic Year gap sums for  the academic years 
2001-2005 in which UH Hilo was a NSSE participating institution. 
 

Table 3 
UH Hilo/BAC-LA Freshman & Senior Benchmark Score Gap, Cumulative Gaps, and Gap Sums 

2001 2002 2003 2005 NSSE Benchmark 

Class Gap CumGap Class Gap CumGap Class Gap CumGap Class Gap CumGap 

FY <10.6 FY <10.4 FY <9 FY <10 Academic Challenge 

SY <3.5 

 
<14.1 SY <6.4 

 
<16.8 SY <6.5 

 
<15.5 SY <8.4 

 
<18.4 

FY <5.8 FY <4.4 FY <5.9 FY <3.5 Active/Collaborative. 
Learning SY <1.8 

 
<7.6 SY <4.2 

 
<8.6 SY <2.3 

 
<8.2 SY <3.3 

 
<6.8 

FY <8.6 FY <6.6 FY <9.1 FY <4.3 Student/Faculty. 
Interaction SY <3.8 

 
<12.4 SY <7.5 

 
<14.1 SY <4.6 

 
<13.7 SY <8.4 

 
<12.7 

FY <5.3 FY <8.7 FY <6.8 FY <2.8 Enriching Ed. 
Experiences SY <2.5 

 
<7.8 SY <5.1 

 
<13.8 SY <1.1 

 
<7.9 SY <10.4 

 
<13.2 

FY <5.6 FY <9.5 FY <7.2 FY <6 Supportive Campus 
Environment. SY >.7 

 
<4.9 SY <1.3 

 
<10.8 SY <1.1 

 
<8.3 SY <5.8 

 
<11.8 

FY <35.9 FY <39.6 FY <38 FY <26.6 Cumulative Gap 
Sums SY <10.9 

 
<46.8 SY <24.5 

 
<64.1 SY <15.6 

 
<53.6 SY <36.3 

 
<62.9 

 
In this light, leaving out NSSE 2002 and 2003 and comparing just the Hilo/peer gaps between NSSE 
2001 and 2005—it can be seen that virtually the same pattern is borne out with one small exception. 
For Senior Year students, the gap on all benchmark scores between Hilo and BAC-LA peers has 
indeed widened; and for Freshman Year students the gap has narrowed on all benchmarks--except 
counter-intuitively, in the perception of a supportive campus environment.  
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