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This research brief explores item-level results on the Survey of Entering Student Engagement 
(SENSE) 2009 survey comparing NOVA with other extra-large colleges and colleges nation-
wide. Outcomes of the SENSE survey are divided into six benchmarks. These benchmarks are 
determined by sets of conceptually related survey questions grouped together to serve as 
yardsticks to measure performance on various domains of early student engagement. Below is 
the list of the benchmarks: 

1. Early Connections 
2. High Expectations and Aspirations 
3. Clear Academic Plan and Pathway 
4. Effective Track to College Readiness 
5. Engaged Learning 
6. Academic and Social Support Network 

 
Average ratings (or frequencies, where appropriate) are provided for various items within each 
benchmark along with the information about whether or not the observed differences between 
the group means are statistically significant. The data is presented in six sections, one section 
devoted to each benchmark. Each section starts with a graph displaying the overall benchmark 
performance, followed by a table listing the items and the average ratings for each item 
comprising that benchmark. It should be noted that the NOVA data presented herein is based 
on a sample of 991 entering students surveyed at the college in Fall 2009. For each overall 
benchmark, SENSE uses standardized scores in order to make comparisons and interpretation 
of data easier. The scores are standardized such that the national average (average of all the 
participating colleges) is always 50.0. Thus, a benchmark score greater than 50.0 is indicative of 
performance better than the national average for that particular benchmark and a score less 
than 50.0 is indicative of below average performance.  
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Benchmark 1. Early Connections 

As seen in Figure 1, NOVA’s score on this benchmark is lower than the score of the extra-large 
colleges and the national average.  
 

Figure 1. Early Connections: NOVA vs. Extra-Large Colleges and National Average 

 
The item-level data in Table 1 shows that NOVA’s performance was below that of its 
comparison groups on most of the items, indicating a general need for improving students’ early 
experiences in this domain. 

Table 1. Early Connections: Performance on Individual Benchmark Items  

Item NOVA Extra-Large 
Colleges 

Colleges 
Nation-Wide 

Mean Mean Mean 
18: Response Scale – 1 =Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree 

18a. Felt welcomed at this college  3.67 3.91* 3.94* 
18i. The college provided me with adequate information 
about financial assistance  2.93 3.27* 3.32* 

18j. A college staff member helped me determine 
whether I qualified for financial assistance  2.50 2.76* 2.93* 

18p. At least one college staff member (other than an 
instructor) learned my name  2.79 2.98 3.14* 

23: Response Scale – dichotomous YES or NO scale** 
 % % % 

23. Was a specific person assigned to you so you 
could see him/her each time you needed 
information or assistance  

Yes 14.8 16.7 23.0 

No 85.2 83.3 77.0 
*The comparison group mean is statistically different from NOVA’s mean. 
**Simple frequency counts are reported for items measured on a dichotomous scale. These items were not submitted to 
tests that are based on means/averages or other statistical significance tests.  
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Benchmark 2. High Expectations and Aspirations 

Figure 2 shows that NOVA’s score on the benchmark High Expectations and Aspirations is 
close to the score of the Extra-Large colleges, but somewhat below the national average.  

 
Figure 2. High Expectations and Aspirations: NOVA vs. Extra-Large Colleges and  

National Average 

 

As seen in the item-level analysis in Table 2, when compared to their peers at other colleges, 
students at NOVA are less likely to indicate that they believe their instructors want them to 
succeed.   

Table 2. High Expectations and Aspirations: Performance on Individual Benchmark Items  

Item NOVA Extra-Large 
Colleges 

Colleges 
Nation-Wide 

Mean Mean Mean 
18: Response Scale – 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree 

18b. The instructors at this college want me to succeed  4.09 4.21 4.25* 
18t. I have the motivation to do what it takes to succeed 
in  college  4.37 4.40 4.42 

18u. I am prepared academically to succeed in college  4.27 4.23 4.28 
19: Response Scale – 1=Never, 2=Once, 3=Two or three times, 4=Four or more times 

19c. Turned in an assignment late 1.42 1.43 1.39 
19d. Did not turn in an assignment 1.40 1.38 1.32 
19f. Came to class without completing readings or 
assignments  1.67 1.66 1.59 

19s. Skipped class  1.33 1.39 1.35 
*The comparison group mean is statistically different from NOVA’s mean. 
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Benchmark 3. Clear Academic Plan and Pathway 

As seen in Figure 3, NOVA’s score on the benchmark Clear Academic Plan and Pathway is 
substantially lower than the score of the extra-large-colleges and the national average for this 
benchmark.  

Figure 3. Clear Academic Plan and Pathway: NOVA vs. Extra-Large Colleges and National 
Average 

 

The individual item results in Table 3 indicate that NOVA’s scores were below the averages of 
the comparison groups on most of the items and these differences were also statistically 
significant. Thus, NOVA can widely extend its efforts related to academic advising and help the 
students navigate through their academic life more efficiently.   

Table 3. Clear Academic Plan and Pathway: Performance on Individual Benchmark Items  

Item NOVA Extra-Large 
Colleges 

Colleges 
Nation-Wide 

Mean Mean Mean 
18: Response Scale – 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree 

18d. Able to meet with an academic advisor at times 
convenient for me 3.35 3.63* 3.69* 

18e. An advisor helped me to select a course of study, 
program, or major  3.14 3.43* 3.60* 

18f. An advisor helped me to set academic goals and to 
create a plan for achieving them  2.67 3.08* 3.13* 

18g. An advisor helped me to identify the courses I 
needed to take during my first semester/quarter 3.38 3.64* 3.81* 

18h. A college staff member talked with me about my 
commitments outside of school to help me figure out how 
many courses to take 

2.41 2.61 2.72* 

*The comparison group mean is statistically different from NOVA’s mean. 
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Benchmark 4. Effective Track to College Readiness 

As seen in Figure 4, on the benchmark Effective Track to College Readiness, NOVA’s score is a 
little lower than the score of the other extra-large colleges, but is slightly better than the national 
average.  
 

Figure 4. Effective Track to College Readiness: NOVA vs. Extra-Large Colleges and 
National Average 

 

The means of the individual items, as seen in Table 4, indicate that NOVA scores were not 
statistically different from the scores of the comparison groups on these items. 

Table 4. Effective Track to College Readiness: Performance on Individual Benchmark Items  

Item NOVA Extra-Large 
College 

Colleges 
Nation-Wide 

% % % 
12 and 14: Response Scale – dichotomous YES or NO scale* 

12a. Required to take a placement test before I could 
register for classes 

Yes 93.3 91.0 87.1 
No 6.7 9.0 12.9 

12b. Took a placement test 
Yes 94.7 93.8 90.9 
No 5.3 6.2 9.1 

14. This college required me to enroll in classes 
indicated by my placement test scores during my FIRST 
SEMESTER/QUARTER 

Yes 73.7 77.0 74.2 

No 26.3 23.0 25.8 
21: Response Scale – 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree 

 Mean Mean Mean 
21a. Learned to improve my study skills within a class, or through 
another experience at this college 3.92 3.95 3.96 

21b. Learned to understand my academic strengths and weaknesses 
within a class, or through another experience at this college 3.82 3.87 3.87 

21c. Learned skills and strategies to improve my test-taking ability 
within a class, or through another experience at this college 3.47 3.59 3.60 

*Simple frequency counts are reported for items measured on a dichotomous scale. These items were not submitted to 
tests that are based on means/averages or other statistical significance tests.  
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Benchmark 5. Engaged Learning 

Figure 5 indicates that NOVA scored lower than the extra-large colleges and the national 
average on this benchmark.  
 

Figure 5. Engaged Learning: NOVA vs. Extra-Large Colleges and National Average 

 

As seen from the item-level analysis in Table 5, two items – 19k and 20f2 – are of particular 
importance to this benchmark in terms of practical and statistical significance. NOVA scored 
higher than the comparison groups on item 19k, indicating that NOVA students used electronic 
tools to communicate with other students about coursework more frequently than their peers at 
the other extra-large colleges and colleges nation-wide. On the other hand, NOVA scored 
significantly lower than the national average on item 20f2, indicating that entering students at 
NOVA used writing, math, or other skill labs less frequently than their peers at other colleges 
nation-wide. 

Table 5. Engaged Learning: Performance on Individual Benchmark Items  

Item NOVA Extra-Large 
Colleges 

Colleges 
Nation-Wide 

Mean Mean Mean 
19: Response Scale – 1=Never, 2=Once, 3=Two or three times, 4=Four or more times 

19a. Asked questions in class or contribute to class 
discussions 2.81 2.88 2.86 

19b. Prepared at least two drafts of a paper or assignment 
before turning it in 2.19 2.18 2.17 

19e. Participated in supplemental instruction 1.38 1.52 1.51 
19g. Worked with other students on a project or assignment 2.42 2.55 2.44 
19h. Worked with classmates outside of class on class projects 
or assignments 1.47 1.46 1.52 

19i. Participated in a required study group outside of class 1.25 1.24 1.25 
19j. Participated in a student-initiated (not required) study 
group outside of class 1.24 1.23 1.25 

19k. Used an electronic tool to communicate with another 
student about coursework 2.21 1.93* 1.97* 
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Item NOVA Extra-Large 
Colleges 

Colleges 
Nation-Wide 

Mean Mean Mean 
19l. Used an electronic tool to communicate with an instructor 
about coursework 2.08 2.01 1.99 

19m. Discussed an assignment or grade with an instructor 1.98 2.03 2.01 
19n. Asked for help from an instructor regarding questions or 
problems related to a class 2.22 2.31 2.29 

19o. Received prompt written or oral feedback from instructors 
on your performance 2.19 2.27 2.30 

19q. Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with 
instructors outside of class 1.50 1.50 1.51 

20d2. Used face-to-face tutoring 1.14 1.23 1.26 
20f2. Used writing, math, or other skill lab 1.48 1.64 1.70* 
20h2. Used computer lab 2.08 1.92 2.03 
*The comparison group mean is statistically different from NOVA’s mean. 

 

Benchmark 6. Academic and Social Support Network 

Figure 6 shows that NOVA scored lower than the extra-large colleges and the national average 
on this benchmark.  
 

Figure 6. Academic and Social Support Network: NOVA vs. Extra-Large Colleges and 
National Average 

 

As seen in Table 6, although the scores are lower for NOVA when compared to the comparison 
groups on all the items, item 18l draws special attention, as it is the only item with statistically 
significant differences in the group means. Thus, when compared to their peers at the other 
colleges, entering students at NOVA are less likely to opine that their instructors clearly 
explained academic and student support services available at the college. 
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Table 6. Academic and Social Support Network: Performance on Individual Benchmark Items  

Item NOVA Extra-Large 
Colleges 

Colleges 
Nation-Wide 

Mean Mean Mean 
18: Response Scale – 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree 

18l. All instructors clearly explained academic and 
student support services available at this college 3.43 3.72* 3.75* 

18m. All instructors clearly explained course grading 
policies 4.20 4.21 4.24 

18n. All instructors clearly explained course syllabi 
(syllabuses)  4.34 4.30 4.34 

18o. I knew how to get in touch with my instructors 
outside of class 4.17 4.27 4.27 

18q. At least one other student whom I did not 
previously know learned my name 4.06 4.08 4.10 

18r. At least one instructor learned my name 4.14 4.21 4.24 
18s. I learned the name of at least one other student in 
most of my classes 4.19 4.20 4.21 

*The comparison group mean is statistically different from NOVA’s mean. 
 

Summary of Results 

1. NOVA scored lower than the other extra-large colleges and the national averages on all 
the benchmarks except the benchmark Effective Track to College Readiness. On this 
benchmark, although NOVA scored lower in comparison with the Extra-Large Colleges 
its score was slightly higher than the national average.  

2. NOVA scored significantly lower than the comparison groups on most of the items for 
the benchmarks Early Connections, and Clear Academic Plan and Pathway. 

3. For the benchmark Effective Track to College Readiness, the differences between the 
average ratings of NOVA and the comparison groups were not statistically significant for 
any of the items. 

4. NOVA scored significantly lower than one or both the comparison groups on the items 
‘The instructors at this college want me to succeed’, ‘Used writing, math, or other skill 
lab’, ‘All instructors clearly explained academic and student support services available at 
this college’ corresponding to benchmarks 2, 5, and 6, respectively. 

5. For the benchmark Engaged Learning, NOVA scored higher than the comparison groups 
on the item ‘Used an electronic tool to communicate with another student about 
coursework’. 


