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This research brief presents data related to the Survey of Entering Student Engagement (SENSE) 
administered at NOVA in Fall 2009. The aim of the research brief is to explore student responses on 
the six benchmarks of the survey based on students’ Orientation Attendance Status and their 
Developmental Course Placement status1

Benchmarks: 

. These six 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 followed by the 
description of the factors used to group the students. 

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 

 
Orientation Attendance Status indicates whether or not the students participated in New Student 
Orientation as they began their college life at NOVA. For the purpose of this brief, a student is 
considered to have attended orientation if he/she took part in an online or an on-campus orientation 
session (or indicated to have enrolled in an orientation course as part of their course schedule). 
 
Developmental Course Placement Status indicates whether or not the students tested into 
developmental-level course(s) based on their placement test (COMPASS, ASSET, ACCUPLACER etc.) 
scores. A student could test into any one or a combination of the developmental Reading, Writing, or 
Math courses to be considered placed in developmental course(s). 
 
Benchmark scores are standardized such that the aggregate national average (average of all the 
participating colleges) for each benchmark is 50. A score higher than 50 typically indicates performance 
better than the national average and a score lower than 50 indicates below average performance. 
However, when the data is disaggregated (for example, in this case, by orientation attendance status 
and developmental placement status) the national averages for the subgroups may deviate slightly from 
‘50’. Thus, while interpreting the data in the following tables, it should be remembered that a benchmark 
score of 50 serves only as a rough measure of national average for the subgroups.  
  
                                                           
1 The determination of students’ orientation attendance status and developmental placement status were based on their 
responses to the related questions on the survey. 
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As seen in Table 1, students who attended orientation scored higher than students who did not attend 
orientation on all six benchmarks. The difference was especially noticeable on the benchmarks Early 
Connections (46.9 vs. 35.6) and Clear Academic Plan and Pathway (45.3 vs. 35.8). Also, of the six 
benchmarks, regardless of orientation attendance, students scored the highest on the benchmark 
Effective Track to College Readiness and lowest (or close to lowest) on Clear Academic Plan and 
Pathway. In addition, students who did not attend orientation scored the lowest on the benchmark Early 
Connections. 
 

Table 1. Benchmark Scores by Orientation Attendance Status 

Benchmark Attended Orientation Did not Attend Orientation 
Early Connections 46.9 35.6 

High Expectations and Aspirations 47.3 46.9 

Clear Academic Plan and Pathway 45.3 35.8 

Effective Track to College Readiness 55.5 48.4 

Engaged Learning 51.3 46.7 

Academic and Social Support Network 51.7 43.7 
 
Table 2 shows that students who tested into developmental courses scored higher on all the 
benchmarks in comparison with students who did not test into developmental courses. The difference 
between the group scores was the greatest for the benchmark Effective Track to College Readiness 
(56.0 vs. 46.3). Also, of the various benchmarks, these two groups scored the lowest on the benchmark 
Clear Academic Plan and Pathway. 
 

Table 2. Benchmark Scores by Developmental Placement Status2

Benchmark 

 

Tested into 
Developmental 

Courses 

Did not Test into 
Developmental 

Courses 
Early Connections 42.4 35.7 

High Expectations and Aspirations 47.7 46.4 

Clear Academic Plan and Pathway 41.2 35.3 

Effective Track to College Readiness 56.0 46.3 

Engaged Learning 50.6 45.2 

Academic and Social Support Network 47.2 45.3 
 

Summary of the Results 
 

• Students, in general, scored lowest on Clear Academic Plan and Pathway. 
• Students who attended orientation scored higher on all the benchmarks than the ones who did 

not attend orientation. 
• Students who did not attend orientation scored the lowest on the benchmark Early Connections. 
• Students who tested into developmental courses scored higher on all the benchmarks when 

compared to students who did not test into developmental courses. 

                                                           
2 The data does not take into consideration the students who did not take a placement test. 


