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Executive Committee of the Senate
October 10, 2003
3:00pm to 5:00pm

PRESENT: Yatin Bhagwat, Douglas Chung, Jay Cooper, Gayle Davis {ex officio), Rob Franciosi (vice chair),

Richard Hall, Robert Hendersen, Harold Larson, Paul Leidig, George Lundskow, Jean Nagetkerk
(chair), Allison Reynolds (student, for Rachael Voorhees), Lisa Rigsby (for Robert Beasecker), Ellen
Schendel

GUESTS: Agnes Britton

6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

6.5

6.6

6.7

Approval of Agenda

The agenda was approved as submitted

Approval of Minutes

There were no minutes for approval

Repeort from the Chair
» It was unanimously agreed that effective immediately, the ECS members will receive all documents,

including the meeting agenda and minutes, electronically. All documents will continue to be posted on
the Faculty Governance website and builetin board.

» At the next ECS meeting (October 17) the ECS members are asked to have a summary of their
divisions response(s) to reorganization.

Report from the Provost
e A revenue shortfall is expected again in the State Budget, so Grand Valley anticipates another round of

cuts in December; the committee was assured that GVSU is prepared for the cuts and ne layofTs are
expected.

o The Provost reported that there was a demonstration on campus protesting “National Coming Out”
day.

Report from the Student Senate President

s Allison Reynolds reported in the absence of the Student Senate chair, that a thank-you dinner was held
with two state senators thanking them for their support.

o "Battle of the Valleys” is underway, which is a fund raiser for Big Brothers/Big Sisters. All are invited to
participate.

« Parking Forums have been scheduled for both campuses for a presentation by Tim Schad, Vice
President for Finance and Administration, to discuss how to ease the shortage of parking.

» An Educational Cultural Forum is scheduled for October 23, 2003.

Report from Standing Committees
No Reports

QOld Business NO DISCUSSION
a. Strategic Planning Goals: Steps to Enhance Quality Education
1. Advising
2. Freshman Seminar and Orientation (input from student services)
b. Workload Equity - Release time equity - Accountability re: release time, unit projections, sabbaticals,
administration promises
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£ ¢. Visioning the "next level"
d. Crisis preparation to avoid "reduction in force™; establishing a "rainy day" fund (being fiscally
— responsible)}
f ' e. Discuss faculty representation on Deans Councii and Budget Committee
6.8 New Business
a. Library Statement — Ao Discussion
b. Asynchronous Teaching Technology Task Force — Wil be discussed at future meeting
¢. Domestic Partner Benefits Presentation at June 13, 2003 Board of Trustees meeting
+ The Chair reported that she and the vice chair met with President Murray, who reaffirmed his
position on Domestic Partner Benefits.
d. Admission Criteria
Ideas for Future Fora
=  Workioad Equity and Enlarging Regular Faculty
= The “Next Level. Whatis it?
Reorganization
= Compilation of Departmental Feedback
The Provost distributed a summary of responses to reorganization. The needs of administration and
individual departments will be studied to develop processes and new questions for the next ECS
meeting on October 17.
The newly emerging reorganization model will be updated and offered for reaction and individual
feedback. ECS is invited to make a recommendation on the new emerging model,
P The Provost met with the COT leadership to discuss scenarios.
Members should read the FPPC, FSBC, and UCC documents.

Meeting adjourned at 5:00pm
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DRAFT

Executive Committee of the Senate
October 10, 2003
3:00pm to 5:00pm
Room 204 Kirkhof Center, Alfendale Campus
Pro enda
1. Approval of Agenda
2. Approval of Minutes (9/19/03)
3. Report from the Chair
4, Report from the Provost
5. Report from the Student Senate President
6. Reports from Standing committees
7. Old Business
a. Strategic Planning Goals: Steps to Enhance Quality Education
i. Advising
ii. Freshman Seminar and Orientation {input from student services)
e b. Waorkload Equity - Release time equity - Accountability re: release time, unit projections,
{ sabbaticals, administration promises

c.  Visioning the "next level”

d. Crisis preparation to avoid “reduction in force™ establishing a "rainy day" fund (being fiscally
responsible)

e. Discuss faculty representation on Deans Council and Budget Committee

8. New Business

a. Library Statement
b. Asynchronous Teaching Technology Task Force
c. Domestic Partner Benefits Presentation at June 13, 2003 Board of Trustees meeting
d. Admission Criteria
Ideas for Future Fora

= Workload Equity and Enlarging Regular Faculty

= The “Next Level”: What is it?

Reorganizaton
= Compitation of Departmental Feedback

= Reorganization Activities & Process
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already admitted. For instance, at Grinnell College, in Iowa,
the admissions process this year was unusually competitive,
and the yield was high. Jim Swmner, Grinnell’s dean of ad-
missions and financial aid, told me in July that he hadnt
encouraged any late applications for the fall of 2003. But
the previous year the yield was lower, and he was therefore
willing to seriously consider late applications.

Grinnell is also part of the Associated Colleges of the
Midwest, & fourteen-school group including Carleton,
Macalester, and the University of Chicagp, that has a refer-
ral program whereby students denied at one school are
invited to apply to another. “It’s an attempt to distribute the
wealth” Sumner says. About twenty-five students apply
through the referral program each year. '

n other words, there is a safety net of sorts to catch
those who get in nowhere in the spring. But these appli-

cants could also have avoided the situation entirely—by”

applying to an appropriate safety school. The problem is
that most schools—and certainly selective ones—are now
' recelving more app]ic‘ations than ever before, which makes it
somewhat harder to assess which schools may be considered
safeties, Counselors at Walt Whitman High School, in
Bethesda, Maryland, say that they now advocate Towson
University as a safety school for students to whom they
would once have recommended the University of Maryland.
Scott White, a counselor at Montclair High School, in

New Jersey, advises using internal school data to idenafy
potential safeties: some high schools maintain records that
show, for example, the average high school GPA for grad-
uates who went on to attend specific colleges. This is “real
data” White says, more reliable than the profiles collegis
themselves publish, because it places college-specific sta-
tistics in the cofitext of the student’s own high school. (Of
course, an enterprising student from a high school that
doesn’t keep such records could probably obtain them
from colleges themselves.)

When she applied to college, the student from Massa-
chuseits didn’t fully understand the intricacies of the college
process—in particular, the necessity of applying to a safety
school After receiving the last of her rejection letters, she
and her family turned to the Internet and the NACAC space-
availability survey, and identified Rutgers and Purdue as
possibilities, Within a week of her application to Rutgers
she was offered a place in the freshman class.

As the Massachusetts student learned, in the late-
admission process the elaborate courting ritual of the adrmis-
sions office is abandoned, revealing the barest bones of the
system. But it’s a system.tha.f still works, even in the eleventh
‘hour. The memory of spring’s rejections is no longer so
painful. This past August the student moved to New Jersey
and enrolled at Rutgers as part of the class of 2007 /%

¥ ¥ Ganeshanantharn, formerly an aditgrial rerearcher ar The Aflantic Monthly, ir
a gradunte student i fievion at the Joroa Witers” Workstup and o freclance journalist,

WHAT MAKES A COLLEGE GOOD?

A new survey seeks to get beyond the well-publicized—and much criticized—college rankings
and measure schools by how good a job they do of actually educating their students

BY NIGHOLAS CONFESSORE

apply to one of the thousands of accredited colleges

and universities in the United States, It will prove to
be the most daunting, anxiety-inducing experience many of
them have yet had. The fact that most colleges today are
more sclective than they were a decade ago has filled the
college-admissions process with a sense of risk and scarcity
—and that in turn has driven a steady increase in the
number of schools to which seniors typically apply. Ever
rising prices mean that a college education can be as ex-
pensive as a starter home. But instead of bricks and mortar
one is buying something that is intangible and yet, seem-
ingly at least, life-determining: among some parents there’s
a stwong belief that failure to attend a name-brand school
will cut their children off from a bright future. So students
are under great pressure to find—and get into—the “right”

This fall some two million high school seniors will

schools. With the average public school college counselor
laboring under a workload of about 500 students, con-
sumers of higher education must rely on word of mouth,

.on their impressions from college visits, on name recogni-

tion—and on-some of the hundred or more college guides
and rankings that are published each year, from the ency-
dopedic Fiske Cuide 2o Colleges to the Princeton Review’s
The Best 351 Colleges. ‘

The most widely read of these is U.S. News & World
Reports“America’s Best Colleges,” a regular issue of the mag-
azine that was first published in 1983 and today reaches an
audience of nearly 11 million people. I.S. News pioneered
and largely legitimated the idea of “objective” comparative
measures of a school’s quality—an idea that has come to
permeate the higher-education culture. Colleges pay atten-
tion to rankings because a higher ranking one yeé.r can
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bring a flood of new applicants the next, whereas a lower
ranking can cause a falloff. Prospective students and their
parents pay attention becanse U.S. News-style rank seems a
fair way to gauge whether a school would give them their
money’s worth. As Steve Goodman, a private education
consultant based in Washirgton, D.C, told me recently,
“They say, Tm willing to take a second mortgage out for a
school Tye heard about that I presume is of good quality,
" but not for one that Tve never heard of that may or may not
offer a quality education™
For education analysts, teachers, and a handful of out-
spoken university presidents, however, the growing

influence of college rankings has for years been a source of '

deep concern, They believe that rankings not only have dis-
torted the admissions process but are symptomatic of a
broader corruption of American universiti¢s: administra-
tors, they say, have reshaped
their institutions to pursue
goals that may not aid—in
fact, may actively subvert—
the purpose of higher educa-
tion. Not until the 1990s,
when college puides became
a growth industry, did it real-
Iy dawn on critics that college
rankings were also providing
kids and their parents with
something desirable: reliable
hard data that could be used
to compare a wide array of
schools and pick one out of
the dutter. To reduce the rel-
evance of one sort of ranking
the critics would have to pro-
vide another: an alternative
measure of educational quality based on a new standard to
which institutions could aspire. They would, in other
words, have to find a different way to answer the basic

question faced by so many high school seniors and their

families each year: What makes a college good?

hanges in the U.S. News ranking system since Its

origin twenty years ago suggest how powerful the

demand for hard data about colleges has become.
The first U.S. News ranking divided schools into broad éat-
egories and asked university presidents to rate the best
schools within their peer group. That is, it was basically a
popularity contest—or, as the magazine called it, a “reputa-
tional survey” Most colleges ignored the results, but the issue
was snatched up from newsstands, and U.S. Mews published
the rankings again in 1985 and 1987 The following year the
magazine decided to launch them as an annual feature,
bundled with stories about higher education and titled

COLLEGE-ADMISSIONS SURVEY. .~ ~ 77
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“America’s Best Colleges” To make the rankings less sub-
jective, U.8: News also began to gather a wide varlety of
figures. For the past fifteen years the areas in which colleges
are measured have remained roughly constant: along with -
peer assessment they include retention, which counts both
a college’s graduation rate and the percentage of freshmen
who return the following year; faculty resources, including
such statistics as stadent-faculty ratio and average faculty
salaries; student selectivity, which factors in a school’s ac-
ceptance rate along with the SAT or ACT scores and high
school class ranks of the students who enroll; an instita-
tion’s per-student spending; and the ahumni-giving rate.
Another measure, called graduation-rate performance
(which compares a school’s expected and actual graduation
rates), was added in 1996.

All told, “America’s Best Colleges™ offers a wealth of
factual, specific, and objective
information about more than
1,400 colleges and universities
—a nice departure from the
bland, cheery, and vaguely
propagandistic brochures
and videos that most of those
institutions send out through
the mail Until U.S. News be-
gan publishing the rankings,
in fact, many schools didn’t
collect this kind of informa-
tion systematically; and even
if they did, few were willing
to make it public. By creating
an incentive for institutions
to provide reliable data about
graduaton rates, selectivity,
 and the like, U.S. Mews has
helped to demystify the admissions process and to create
a common vocabulary for parents, applicants, college
counselors, and universities themselves. ({ndeed, it’s 2
testament to I.8. News’s influence that the Department of
Education now actually mandates that schools report to
the federal government much of the data that the maga-
zine requires for its rankings.) Rankings can help many
high school seniors gauge their chances with certain
schools, and may even lead them to discover institutions
that they or their 6verworked gnidance counselors had
never heard of. Brian Kelly, the magazine's executive edi-
tor, says that U5, News “levels the playing field for akid in
EI Paso, who's heard of Rice but never knew that his SAT

- scores were good enough to get into Amherst” Of all the

college-guide publishers, .5, News is arguably the one
that collects data the most rigorously and is most open
about how it arrives at its final numbers.

But for most critics of rankingg, the integrity of the data
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from U8, News and its imitators is not the issue. What they
object to is how colleges, along with students and parents,
put the data to use. Kelly explains that the rankings are mere-
ly a “way for people to make a preliminary selection of
schools they think might be appropriate for them™However,
although the magazine does take care to remind readers that
the college experience “cannot be reduced to mere num-
bers? it also insists that the statistics it provides are “widely
accepted indieators of excellence” According to critics, what
U8, News—style dara actually measure is something different:
an institntion’s wealth in resources—Erom smart students to
accomplished faculty members to large endowments. The
logic is that “lots of resources, plus selective admissions,
equals ‘excellence’ in undergraduate education;” as Ernest T.
Pascarella, a professor and education researcher at the Uni-
versity of Iowa, wrote in one widely read 2001 critique,
published in Change magazine. Rather than talking of Amer-
ica’s “Best Colleges? he suggested, college rankings should
be called “America’s Most Advantaged Colleges”

The distinction may not seem immediately meaningful
(if a school is more advantaged, iso’t my kid?), so it’s worth

Tooking riore closely at some of the spetitic measures. Take ™
faculty resources, which for national universities and liberal-

the work to graduate students. Not surprisingly, Astin’s
research shows that students at the larger and more elite
institutions—that is, the institutions better able to fure
high-priced academic talent—tend to have “less satisfacton
with relationships with faculty and less satisfaction with
teaching” In other words, a university may well be rich in
faculty resources and poor in actual teaching,

How about schools that are rich in talented students?
Student selectivity counts for 15 percent of a school's 778,
News tank, and to some extent this is justified. Broadly
speaking, SAT or ACT scores and high school class rank—
which account for most of this category—are together a good
indicator of the academic ability of an incoming student.
Other things being equal, educators say, it’s better to go to
a school with lots of smart people—and a more selective
school will generally provide a more enriching peer group
than a less selective one. But a school’s selectivity does not
necessarily reflect the quality of the education it offers.

-Research on learning shows that the highest-achieving

students—the ones who have proved over a lifetime that
they are “good at school”—will probably thrive intellectually
tegardless of Hiew effective their school's teachersare or -
how much money the school spends, so it’s hard to tease

.S, News insists that its statistics are “widely accepted indicators of excellence? But

according to critics, what such data really measure is a school’s wealth in resources
—from smart students to accomplished faculty members to large endowments.

arts colleges account far 20 percent of an institution’s total
score. (T've referred throughout to the 2003 edition) Under
the U8, News formula z school that primarily hires full-time
professors with the highest degrees in their fields and pays
them handsomely scores above a school that relies more on
lower-paid, part-time professors without the highest degrees.
The thinking here seems plausible enough: the higher-paid
professor is more likely than the lower-paid one to have an
tmpressive curriculum vitae and be a good teacher, and a
full-time professor has more time to teach and prepare for
classes than a harried adjunct.

But in practice the things that make a professor well
known in his field—published articles, groundbreaking re-
search—must compete for his time and attention with
teaching obligations. Few schools reward their faculty
members for being good classroom teachers; it is universal,
however, that a scholar’s prospects for tenure and other
advancement suffer if he or she doesn’t publish frequently
enough. Consequently, notes Alexander Astin, a widely re-
spected scholar of learning and the longtime head of
UCLA's Higher Education Research Institute, there’s actually
“an inverse relationship between how much contact students
have with faculty and how much professors publish” In
fact, famous professors may not teach much at &ll, leaving
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out how much credit an institation deserves for its students’
college achievement. To use a medical analogy, judging the
educational excellence of an institution that admits enly
high-achieving students is rather like judging the compe-
tence of a doctor who sees only robustly healthy patients.
How about schools that are rich, period? On the whole,
such schools can spend more money on their students
and score better in the “financial resources” category—
which measures spending on things such as faculty salaries,
Ebraries and other forms of academic support, and student
counseling—than schools with tiny endowments. The catch
is that a high level of per-student spending does not neces-
sarily translate into, say, a high level of per-student learning,
Just as a more highly paid faculty member may not be a
better teacher, a more highly paid student counseclor may
not be a better adviser. It’s the difference between having &
well-stocked library and knowing whether your students
actually read a lot of books; that is, how often and how effec-
tively do students use the resources provided? Researchers
say that the existence of resources—library resources, lab
resources, human resources—is a necessary but not, in
and of itself, a sufficient condition for learning. “Dona-
tions and endowments and the like are a tremendous asset
for institutiors,” says Gary Pike, who runs the office of
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institutional research at Mississippi State University. “But
the link between that and the quality of a student’s educa-
tion is pretty tenuous.” . :

"Then, too, the schoals that can spend the most per studeént

are generally the ones that raise the most money. But a
school’s proficiency at “growing” its endowment or attract-
ing grants does not automatically lead to better teaching
and more learning. The alumni-giving rate, for example, is
often used in rankings as a rough measure of how well a
school meets the needs of its students: if the alumni donate
to their 2lma mater at a high rate, the thinking goes, they
must be pretty well satisfied with the education and services
the school provided. But the opinion of people years or
even decades past graduation day doesn’t tell us much
about how today’s students are doing, and may weil be
more closely related to the football tearn’s current win-loss
record than to satisfaction :
with the educational experi-
ence. In.practice the schools.
with the best alumni-giving
rates are usually those with
the most aggressive develop-
ment offices. Princeton, which
has the highest alumni-giving
rate of any college in the
country (64 percent, according
to the 2003 rankings), is
probably the only one that
hosts annual reunions for
every class and publishes an
_aluﬁmi magazine every other
week during the school year.
Although organizéd annual
giving campaigns are com-
mon at elite private schools, :
they are less so at public universities or local colleges—and
this may or may not reflect on the quality of the education
offered by the latter institutions.

The fact that faculty, student, and financial resources
don’t necessarily correlate with high levels of learning also
undercuts the most important of the I8, News measures:
peer assessment, which, at 25 percent, is the single largest
component of a school's overall score. In contrast with the
other elements of the ranking formula, peer assessment is
purely subjective: university presidents, provosts, and ad-
imissions officers are simply asked to rate each school on a
scale of 1 to 5. In one sense, then, rankings have merely
made explicit the perceptions of prestige and quality that
existed among educators long before anyone tried to
record them, But it turns out that university officials tend
to base their assessment of “reputation” on an mstitution’s
wealth in resources. Writing in The ashington Monthly
two years ago, Nicholas Thompson, a journalist, and Amy
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Graham, 7.8, News's former director of data research, found
that a high reputation score in U.S. News correlated “rouch
more closely with high per-faculty federal research and
development cxpenditures than with high faculty-student
ratios or good graduation-rate performance, the magazine’s
best measures of undergraduate learning” '

'On the wheole, rich, prestigious, research-oriented uni-
versities are assumed, rightly or wrongly, to provide a better
education than other schools. Therefore, university admin-
istrators, especially those at middle-tier schools looking to
build a better reputation, are devoting increasing amounts
of time and money to improving the things that baild pres-
tige, whether or not those things improve the educational
experience of the undergraduates the institution is meant
to-serve. Department chairs work to lure well-known research
scientists, becaiise a “hot” department attracts other stars,

along with a bigger cut of

. research funding and talented
graduate students. Financial-
aid offices shift money from
need-based to merit scholar-
ships, hoping to tempt a few
elite students to attend their
institutions—thereby improv-

* ing selectivity. (And a higher
selectivity ranking tends to
boost applications, raising
next year’s score even high-
er.) Some schools may even
spend millions of dollars to
build a more competitive
athletics program. If the
gamble pays off, they’ll end
up with a winning football

" o A team, which in turn can help
build 2 school’s buzz, attract more applications, and inspire

alummni to open their wallets. But a high-priced coach, a

brand-new stadium, and a state-of-the-art weight room

won’t help students learn. “The pursuit of prestige is ex-

pensive and risky” the economists Charles A. Goldman, .

Susan M. Gates, and Dominic J. Brewer concluded in a

landmark RAND Corporation study published in 2001. “A

college may make large investments, often placing tremen-

dous strain on its financial health, yet neglect the needs of
undergraduate students and other ‘customers’ ... who don't
contribute to its prestige”

or several years now there has been a strong consensus
among top education researchers that many colleges,
partly because of rankings, are focusing too litde on
what really matters—what goes on in the classroom. Russell
Edgerton, who served as the president of the American
Association of Higher Education for nineteen years and is
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now the director of the Pew Forum on Undergraduate
Learning, recently summarized it for me this way: “We
knew that who students were and where they went to col-
lege mattered less than what they did when they got there”
To put it in academic terms, much of what the rankings
measure is “inputs” or the resources that lay a foundation
for a student’s education—things such as class size, per-
student spending, and a student’s own achievement level.
The closest the rankings come to gauging what happens
during college is to measure a handful of “outputs™—that is,
what comes out at the other end of the college experience.
One example of this is graduaton rate performance. Bat
that category, which measures the effects of a college’s pro-
grams and policies on its students’ graduation rate, counts
for only five percent of a school’s score, whereas input-related
measures are worth almost half. In fairness, part of the rea-
son that college guides focus so much on inputs is that
measuring students’ experience once they get to college—
especially inside the classroom~is a much subtler and more
invasive process; and for many years the infrastructure and
resources needed to do it simply didn’t exist. An intemal
critique, commissioned by U.S. News in 1997 and per-
formed by the National Opinion Research Center, concluded

THE AULANTIY

tvely students use the resources at their disposal. Decades’
worth of research had suggested that certain behaviors
promoted higher levels of engagement, and several studies
published in the late 1980s and early 1990s had synthesized
and distilled that research into a set of recommendlations for
specific institutional practices that would help encourage
those behaviors. (Ernest T. Pascarella and Patrick T. Teren-
zini’s 1991 report How College Affects Studenzs, for instance,
reviewed more than 2,600 studies spanning twenty years.)
But Fdgerton and his group realized that to reform or
replace existing rankings—notably U.S. News's—they would
have to surmount two practical challenges. One was to
design a methodologically sound survey that would elicit
reliable data about whether schools were engaged in the
right practices, without costing much for those schools to
take part in. The other challenge was to find enough money
to launch the survey nationally—that is, to be as compre-
hensive about measuring learning as I.8. News already was
about measuring resources. The first problem was solved
through a pair of pilot projects led by Peter Ewell. an expert
on institutional assessment, and conducted during the
spring and fall of 1999, with help from experts in survey
research. The second problem was solved by Pew, which

A school’s selectivity does not necessarily reflect the quality of the education it
offers. Students who over a lifetime have proved that they are “good at school”
will probably thrive intellectually regardless of how effective their professors are.

as much: although the magazine should find some way to
measure “student experiences and curriculum,” the center
reported, there was “no way in which such data could be
collected at a scale that would be statistically defensible but
not at the same time bankrupt IS, Vews?”

Tt was in an effort to solve the difficulties of measuring
students’ college experience that in February of 1993
Edgerton invited a dozen or so college presidents and
leading education analysts to meet in Philadelphia. Soft-
spoken, articulate, and widely respected within the higher-
education community, Edgerton had long been concerned
about what he calls “the ground rules of higher educa-
tion"—the set of incentives, including but not limited to
college rankings, that were driving colleges and universities
to compete for prestige. During the following months his
. working group discussed how it could improve the existing

rankings or, if that failed, create 2 new, more meaningful
" standard of quality. “We felt that if we could open up a new
source of evidence.” he told me recently, “not about re-
sources and reputation but about whether or not universiies
were using those resources to improve student learning, we
could make something happen” .

There was already a vast empirical literature on “student
engagement.” which, broadly speaking, means how effec-

awarded Indiana University’s Center for Postsecondary
Planning and Research, headed by George Kuh, a $3.3
million grant to get the project off the ground.

the National Survey of Student Engagement. Research

indicated that “engagement” could be reliably mea-
sured by surveying students themselves. So instead of be-
ing sent to college presidents, provosts, and admissions
offices, NSSE (pronounced Nessy) is distributed to students.
Part of the survey is devoted simply to finding out how
often students perform certain tasks. NSSE asks how often
students write papers and how long those papers are, so the
answers reflect not only the overall amount that students
are writing but also whether teachers at a school tend to
assign one big paper at the end of a course or a series of
shorter papers spread throughout the semester. It asks
students how often they talk with faculty members inside
and outside of class, and about what (grades? assignments?
career plans?). And, yes, it asks how often students read
books—not only for class but also “for personal enjoyment
or academic enrichment” :

NSSE also questions students directly about particular
services their institutions offer. Instead of stmply measuring

i{n 2000 Euh and his staff launched what was dubbed
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how much a school spends on advising, for instance, it asks
students how much they benefit from it. In a similar vein,
one set of questions asks whether students have done or
plan to do ‘certain things before graduation, such as take
an internship, study abroad, or work on a research project
with a professor; studies show that participation in one or
more of them has a variety of desirable effects on engage-
ment, Other questions relate to how students divide their
week among different tasks. Not surprisingly, preparing for
class, working on campus, and taking part in extracurrieclar
activities all tend to improve engagement, whereas time
spent working off campus, commuting, or caring for de-
pendents does not. Certain parts of NSSE seck to delve into
deeper kinds of engagement. One series of questions, for
instance, measures what educators call “integration™—
whether students are applying the knowledge they've
learned. Students are asked how often they have worked
on a paper or a project that required incorporating ideas
or information from different sources; how often they've
acknowledged diverse perspectives—different racial view-
points, political beliefs, and so forth—in class discussions
or writing assignments; and how often they’ve discussed
ideas from readings or classes with people outside of class.

The more students do these things, the better they learn
and the greater the likelihood that what they're learning is
transferable to other settings,

NSSE has caught on quickly. In the first year 276 insti-
tutions took part in the survey; this year the number was
up to 431. NSSE encourages institutions to participate in
the survey every few years. Today more than 730 schools,
representing 58 percent of undergraduate enroliment at
four-year institutions in the United States, are in the NSSE
database. 'This year NSSE has surveyed about 150,600
students—by most standards an extraordinarily large sam-
ple size. (A major Gallup poll, by comparison, surveys
about 5,000 people.) Schools taking part in the survey run
the gamut from big to small, public to private, urban to
suburban, selective to less selective. Even U.S. News has
shown interest in the work of Kuh’s center. For last year's
edition of “America’s Best Colleges” the magazine pub-

" lished some NSSE data (provided by a small selection of

schoals) on its Web site and in a section of the spinoff col-
lege guide, under the title “Seniors Have Their Say” The
main holdouts, unsurprisingly, are the few dozen most se-
lective and prestigious schools in the United States—thatis,
the ones that already do well on measures of reputation
and resources. (Some of them no doubt worry about
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whether they would also do well on measures of engage-
ment. A recent study by Gary Pike of fourteen research

universities that ere in the NSSE database found almost ng",

correlation between the institutions’ scores on NSSE._
measures and their scores on U.S. News’s “indicators of
excellence™) ' -
Part of what accounts for NSSE’s growth 15 that the survey
is actually useful to schools. Taken together, the survey
questions elicit information about five proven “benchmarks
of effective educational practices™ how academically chal-
Jenging a school is, how much students interact with faculty
members, how suppertive of learning the campus envi-
ronment is, how well the institation promotes “active and
collaborative learning” and whether the school offers
“eririching educational experiences” Kuh and his team plug
in a particular institution’s characteristics (its size, the
academic ability of its incoming students, and the propor-

. tion who attend full time), to calenlate how well it should
do on those benchmarks, and provide schools with a report

that grades them on bow well they actually do. Schools that
underperform in one area or another then have some sense
of where they need to improve. Kuh also lets each institu-
tion pick a small group of other schools it considers peers;

o The researchers behind the National Survey of Student Engagement realized that A
to reform or replace existing rankings they would have to be as comprehensive
about measuring learning as U.S. News already was about measuring resources. _

NSSE then shoots back the aggregate scores of that peer
group. (Some schools also swap their survey results directly.)
The idea is to get schools to reorient themselves toward im-
provements that can make a measurable difference in the
education. of their undergraduates. “Comparing almost any
institution against a national number isn’t very helpful”
Kuh says, “especially if you're trying to mobilize a set of
faculty members around thinking about how they might
improve the undergraduate program.” '

Although the vast majority of schools cannot easily im-
prove their performance in terms of input measures (they
can’t build endowments from scratch, or simply attract twice

“as many National Merit Scholars for next year’s freshman
- class), they can influence the experiences of their students.

Among, the several college presidents [ spoke with about
WSSE was Peter Smith, a higher-education veteran {(and one-
time member of Congress) who in 1994 helped to launch 2
branch of the California State University system in Monterey
Bay. As schools go, CSUMB is relatively small, unselective,
and unknown. “So when we started.” Smith told me recently,
“one of the first questions we were faced with was "How is
anyone going to know if you're good?” He saw NSSE as ~
way to answer that question, and when the survey wa,
launched three years ago, he eagerly signed up.
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Today, NSSE measures the school both against its own
past performance and against other state universities in
California, and the results have already helped Smith and
his colleagues to identify areas needing improvement.

_One problem, they discovered, was the campus environ-
ment. Situated on 2 former military base, the college
“looks like the set of On the Beack after the bomb
dropped,” as Smith put it. “It’s a pretty lonely place” So
the school set out to improve its physical amenities; it has
built an aquatic center and plans to knock down some of
the abandoned and unused buildingg that give the campus
its ghost-town feel. The survey also confirmed something
that administrators had suspected but weren’t previously

able to measure: despite a generally challenging and re-

warding academic environment, freshmen and sopho-
mores weren’t connecting with those faculty members
who would serve as advisers after the students declared a
major. As a result students were having trouble making
the transition from sophomore to junior year; and some were
leaving school. These days, students must investigate vari-
ous areas of study during their freshman year and plan a
course of study that will qualify them for a major; during
sophomore year everyone is assigned a major adviser to
track his or her progress. “The single most important
thing about the NSSE data” Smith said, “is that it takes im-
portant elements of your operations and it gives you hard
data, very clear information, about how you’re doing—re-
moving it from hunch, opinion, and philosophy, all the
lenses through which most conversations about higher
education are conducted. It changes everything” Today
CSUMB is the rare college that actually posts its NSSE re-
sults on the Web. “Good news or bad, we want people to
know it? Smith said. “Because that’s going to spur us to
do better”

made by, among others, UCLA’s Alexander Astin,
who sits on NSSE’s board as what he calls a “friend-
ly critic®—is that the survey doesn’t really measure “added
value” NSSFE is-administered to the freshmen and seniors at

That said, NSSE isn’t perfect. The chief complaint—

a given institution in a given yeas, rather than longitudi-

nally, to the same set of students over time. So although it
does measure whether a school is generally doing the right
things, it's hard to tell from the results how much a school
is helping students to learn. “NSSE is certainly 2 step above
what IS, News provides as far as what matters;” says Linda
‘Sax, a YCLA professor who runs the nationwide Gollege
Freshman Survey. “Tt descriptively tells us how engaged
students are at an institution. But it doesn’t allow us to
assess institutional effectiveness. It doesn’t tell the whole
story” George Kuh and Peter Ewell both acknowledge that
this is a drawback in NSSE's approach, one that they hope
to address over time. A NSSE-size survey done longitudi-

nally, they point out, would have been even harder to get
off the ground, so they opted for something simpler, if less
comprehensive.

A more practical drawback is that NSSE doesn’t make its
results available to the public. Although the survey was
originally conceived as the basis for an alternative to the
rankingg, schools proved unwilling to take part in it unless
they alone could decide whether to reveal their results. This
means that although it can be a useful self-improvement

tool for institutions, applicants and parents don’t have

access to N3SE data from most schools. Neither does US.
News. For this fall’s edition only about seven percent of
the schools rated by the magazine allowed it to use their
NSSE data—which is one reason why “America’s Best Gol-
leges” doesn’t integrate the survey data into the rankings
proper. And U.S. News uses what NSSE data it does get
from colleges only sparingly: of the ninety-plus questions
on the survey, the 2003 college guide included responses
to fifteen.

Still, there is a way for college applicants and their
parents to become familiar with the kinds of information
NSSE is designed to measure. They can, for instance, ask
admissions offices and campus tour guides the same
kinds of questions that Kuh and his team put to insti-
tutions as a whole: How much contact do students have
with professors? How often do they write papers? How
do students receive help selecting classes? What do stu-
dents like about the campus? How many undergraduates
study abroad? (The survey helpfully publishes a pocket-
guide checldist of questions to ask while visiting campuses.)
As schools begin to sense a demand from their customers
for NSSE-type information, they’ll feel pressure to start
providing it. Indeed, a similar sort of process is already
under way within the higher-education community. A
growing number of accreditation organizations now en-
courage schools to take part in surveys like NSSE and
report back the results; likewise, state university systems
have begun to use NSSE to assess their constituent

- schools. Over time, as its influence grows, the survey can

become what Edgerton calls a tool of “soft accountability,”
pushmg schools to cultivate practlces that are known to
improve education.

Kuh and his colleagues may never get elite schools to
participate in NSSE But in a certain sense they don’t really
need to. Whereas the smartest, highest-ability students are
not all that dependent on institutions to get them to learn,
colleges can make a great difference for students of average
or lower academic ability. Inevitably, the vast majority of
such students will attend institutions lacking the prestige .
and wealth of a Harvard or a Yale. But if NSSE succeeds,
those students will not lack for a good education. |

HNicholas Confossore is an editor of The Washington Monthly and e senior
correspondent for The American Prospect.
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