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The Survey of Entering Student Engagement (SENSE) is an annual nation-wide survey 

conducted by the Center for Community College Student Engagement (CCCSE) in Austin, Texas, 

which aims at exploring institutional practices and new students’ experiences in the earliest weeks 

of college. The data collected help colleges better understand students’ early college experiences, 

assist in identifying early obstacles to student progress, and improve college practices in ways 

that can increase student success in the first year of college.  

 

The survey is comprised of six Benchmarks of Effective Practice with Entering Students. These 

benchmarks are sets of conceptually related survey items grouped together to serve as yardsticks 

to measure performance on various domains of early student engagement. The six benchmarks 

are as follows: 

 

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 

 

This Research Brief presents item-level analysis of NOVA’s performance on the SENSE 2012, 

which was administered in the Fall 2012 semester. Each item is made up of either statements or 

questions. A single item may contribute to the score of multiple benchmarks, but each statement 

or question within an item specifically corresponds to one of the six benchmarks. Respondents 

were asked to rate their level of agreement with statements on a five point scale, with options 

ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” For questions, respondents were asked 

either to select “yes” or “no,” or a frequency response such as “Never” or “Four or more times.”  

 

Benchmark scores are on a standardized scale such that the average of the 2012 cohort of 

participating colleges (referred to as the national average) for each benchmark is set equal to 50. 

Individual survey item scores are presented on their original scale and should be interpreted using 

the scale provided with the item.  
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Benchmark 1: Early Connections 

 

On the SENSE 2012, NOVA scored 42 on the Early Connections benchmark, which measures 

students’ sense of belonging. This score was below the national average of all participating 

colleges.  

 

As seen in Table 1, NOVA’s participating students slightly agreed that they felt welcome during 

their first interactions with the College (item 18a). Students were neutral on items 18i and 18p, 

which asked students whether the College provided them with adequate information about 

financial assistance (18i) and whether at least one college staff member (other than an instructor) 

learned their name during their first three weeks at NOVA (18p).  

 

Students slightly disagreed with the statement that at least one college staff member helped them 

determine whether they qualified for financial assistance (18j). On item 23, NOVA students 

overwhelmingly answered “no,” with 78% responding that they had not been assigned a specific 

person to go to for information or assistance.  

 

 

Table 1. Benchmark Scores by Item: Early Connections 

Survey Item Score 

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

18: Think about your experiences from the time of your decision to attend this college through the 
end of the first three weeks of your first semester/quarter. 

18a. The very first time I came to this college I felt welcome. 3.7 

18i. The college provided me with adequate information about financial assistance 
(scholarships, grants, loans, etc.). 

3.1 

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

2.6 

18p. At least one college staff member (other than an instructor) learned my name. 2.9 

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 21.8 

% No 78.2 

 
 

 

Benchmark 2: High Expectations and Aspirations 

 

NOVA scored below the national average of 50 on the High Expectations and Aspirations 

benchmark with a score of 40. The High Expectations and Aspirations benchmark measures 

student aspirations and goals, their perception of faculty expectations, and the amount of effort 

they put into their studies. 
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As seen in Table 2, NOVA’s participating students agreed with items 18b (The instructors at 

NOVA want me to succeed), 18t (I have the motivation to do what it takes to succeed in college), 

18u (I am prepared to academically succeed in college). In response to item 19, respondents’ 

scores indicate that, within the first three weeks of their first semester at NOVA, they had Never 

or Once did the following: turned in an assignment late (19c), not turned in an assignment (19d), 

came to class without completing readings or assignments (19f), and skipped class (19s).  

  

Table 2. Benchmark Scores by Item: High Expectations and Aspirations 

Survey Item Score 

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

18: Think about your experiences from the time of your decision to attend this college through the end 
of the first three weeks of your first semester/quarter. 

18b. The instructors at this college want me to succeed. 4.1 

18t. I have the motivation to do what it takes to succeed in college. 4.2 

18u. I am prepared to academically succeed in college. 4.2 

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

19: During the first three weeks of your first semester/quarter at this college, about how often did you 
do the following? 

19c. Turn in an assignment late. 1.6 

19d. Not turn in an assignment. 1.5 

19f. Come to class without completing readings or assignments. 1.8 

19s. Skip class. 1.5 

 

 

Benchmark 3: Clear Academic Plan and Pathway 

 

On the SENSE 2012, NOVA scored 44 on the Clear Academic Plan and Pathway benchmark. 

This score was below the national average of all participating colleges.  
 

As seen in Table 3 (next page), NOVA’s participating students were mostly neutral in response 

to the statements under item 18. There was slight agreement with items 18d (I was able to meet 

with an academic advisor at times convenient for me), 18e (An advisor helped me to select a 

course of study, program, or major), and 18g (An advisor helped me to identify the courses I need 

to take during my first semester).  

 

NOVA respondents slightly disagreed with statements 18h (A college staff member talked with 

me about my commitments outside of school [work, children, dependents, etc.] to help me figure 

out how many courses to take). The overall score for item 18f (An advisor helped me to set 

academic goals and to create a plan for achieving them) was neutral. 

 

 

 

Table 3. Benchmark Scores by Item: Clear Academic Plan and Pathway 
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Survey Item Score 

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

18: Think about your experiences from the time of your decision to attend this college through the 
end of the first three weeks of your first semester/quarter. 

18d. I was able to meet with an academic advisor at times convenient for me. 3.5 

18e. An advisor helped me to select a course of study, program, or major. 3.4 

18f. An advisor helped me to set academic goals and to create a plan for achieving them. 3.0 

18g. An advisor helped me to identify the courses I needed to take during my first semester. 3.6 

18h. A college staff member talked with me about my commitments outside of school (work, 
children, dependents, etc.) to help me figure out how many courses to take. 

2.6 

 

 

Benchmark 4: Effective Track to College Readiness 

 

NOVA scored 49 on the Effective Track to College Readiness benchmark on the SENSE 2012, 

which measures how prepared students are for college-level work. This score was below the 

national average for all participating colleges.  

 

As seen in Table 4 (next page), NOVA’s participating students overwhelmingly answered “yes” to 

both questions regarding placement testing (12a and 12b). Of the respondents, 90% reported that 

they were required to take placement tests to assess their skills in reading, writing, and/or math 

before registering for classes (12a), and 94% took a placement test (12b). Participants also 

indicated on item 14 that NOVA required 71% of them to enroll in classes indicated by their 

placement test scores during their first semester at the college.  

 

NOVA participants were neutral or in slight agreement with statements 21a, 21b, and 21c. NOVA 

students generally agreed that, within the first three weeks of their first semester, they learned to 

improve their study skills (21a) and to understand their academic strengths and weaknesses 

(21b). There was slight agreement from respondents regarding learning skills and strategies to 

improve test-taking abilities (21c) within the first three weeks of the semester. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4. Benchmark Scores by Item: Effective Track to College Readiness 
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Survey Item Score 

Response Scale – Dichotomous "YES" or "NO" Scale 

12: Think about your experiences from the time of your decision to attend this college through the end 
of the first three weeks of your first semester/quarter. 

12a. Before I could register for classes, I was required to take a placement test 
(COMPASS, ASSET, ACCUPLACER, SAT, ACT, etc.) to assess my skills in 
reading, writing, and/or math. 

% Yes 90.4 

% No 9.6 

12b. I took a placement test (COMPASS, ASSET, ACCUPLACER, SAT, ACT, etc.). 
% Yes 93.9 

% No 6.1 

14: This college required me to enroll in classes indicated by my placement test 
scores during my first semester/quarter. 

% Yes 70.6 

% No 29.4 

Response Rate – 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree 

21: Think about your experiences from the time of your decision to attend this college through the end 
of the first three weeks of your first semester/quarter. Within a class, or through another experience at 

this college: 

21a. I learned to improve my study skills (listening, note taking, highlighting readings, working 
with others, etc.). 

3.8 

21b. I learned to understand my academic strengths and weaknesses. 3.8 

21c. I learned skills and strategies to improve my test-taking ability. 3.4 

 

 

Benchmark 5: Engaged Learning 

 

On the 2012 SENSE, NOVA scored 52 on the Engaged Learning benchmark. This score was 

above the national average of all participating colleges.  

 

As seen in Table 5 (next page), NOVA students responded that they had engaged in 10 of the 16 

items on this benchmark an average of Once in the first three weeks of their first semester (items 

19b, 19e, 19h, 19k, 19l, 19m, 19n, 19q, 20.2f, and 20.2h).  

 

The remaining six items were split between responses of Never and Two or three times. Students 

reported Never participating in required study groups outside of class (19i) or student-initiated 

study groups outside of class (19j), nor did they participate in face-to-face tutoring (20.2d) during 

the first three weeks of their first semester. Several items were rated as behaviors students had 

engaged in Two or three times during their first several weeks of college. These include asking 

questions in class or contributing to class discussions (19a), working with other students on a 

project or assignment during class (19g), and students also reported receiving prompt written or 

oral feedback from instructors on their performance (19o). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5. Benchmark Scores by Item: Engaged Learning 
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Survey Item Score 

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

19: During the first three weeks of your first semester/quarter at this college, about how often did you do 
the following? 

19a. Ask questions in class or contribute to class discussions. 2.9 

19b. Prepare at least two drafts of a paper or assignment before turning it in. 2.2 

19e. Participate in supplemental instruction (extra class sessions with an instructor, tutor, or 
experienced student). 

1.5 

19g. Work with other student on a project or assignment during class. 2.6 

19h. Work with classmates outside of class on class projects or assignments. 1.6 

19i. Participate in a required study group outside of class. 1.2 

19j. Participate in a student-initiated (not required) study group outside of class. 1.3 

19k. Use an electronic tool (e-mail, text messaging, Facebook, MySpace, class Web site, 
etc.) to communicate with another student about coursework. 

2.3 

19l. Use an electronic tool (e-mail, text messaging, Facebook, MySpace, class Web site, etc.) 
to communicate with an instructor about coursework. 

2.4 

19m. Discuss an assignment or grade with an instructor. 2.1 

19n. Ask for help from an instructor regarding questions or problems related to a class. 2.4 

19o. Receive prompt written or oral feedback from instructors on your performance. 2.5 

19q. Discuss ideas from your readings or classes with instructors outside of class. 1.6 

20.2: Think about your experiences from the time of your decision to attend this college through the end 
of the first three weeks of your first semester/quarter. How often did you use the following services? 

20.2d. Face-to-Face tutoring. 1.2 

20.2f. Writing, math, or other skill lab. 1.6 

20.2h. Computer lab. 2.0 

 

Benchmark 6: Academic and Social Support 

 

On the SENSE 2012, NOVA scored 47 on the Academic and Social Support benchmark. This 

score was below the national average of all participating colleges. 

 

As seen in Table 6 (next page), NOVA’s participating students agreed with all of the statements 

associated with this benchmark, which asked students to think about their experiences from the 

time of deciding to attend the college through the end of the first three weeks of the semester.  

 

The highest level of agreement was with items 18n (All instructors clearly explained course 

syllabi), 18o (I knew how to get in touch with my instructors outside of class), 18r (at least one 

instructor learned my name), and 18s (I learned the name of at least one other student in most of 

my classes). Students agreed almost as strongly with two additional statements, All instructors 

clearly explained course grading policies (18m) and At least one other student who I didn’t 

previously know learned my name (18q). Finally, students slightly agreed with item 18l, All 

instructors clearly explained academic and student support services available at the college. 



7 
 

 

Table 6. Benchmark Scores by Item: Academic and Social Support 

Survey Item Score 

Response Rate – 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree 

18: Think about your experiences from the time of your decision to attend this college through the end of the 
first three weeks of your first semester/quarter. 

18l. All instructors clearly explained academic and student support services available at this college. 3.5 

18m. All instructors clearly explained course grading policies. 4.2 

18n. All instructors clearly explained course syllabi (syllabuses). 4.3 

18o. I knew how to get in touch with my instructors outside of class. 4.3 

18q. At least one other student who I didn't previously know learned my name. 4.2 

18r. At least one instructor learned my name. 4.3 

18s. I learned the name of at least one other student in most of my classes. 4.3 

 

Summary of Results 

 Early Connections: students slightly agreed that they felt welcome during the first three 

weeks of their first semester. Students responded that they did not receive help in 

determining financial aid eligibility and 78% responded that they were not assigned to a 

specific person who could provide assistance to them. 

 High Expectations and Aspirations: students agreed that instructors want them to 

succeed, that they are motivated and academically prepared to be successful in college. 

Students reported Never or Once engaging in behaviors that run counter to those of 

successful students (i.e., turning in assignments late or never, coming to class without 

completing work, or skipping class) during the first few weeks of their first semester. 

 Clear Academic Plan and Pathway: students were neutral or in slight agreement with 

statements regarding interactions with and availability of academic advisors. Students 

responded that college staff did not discuss commitments outside of school to help them 

(students) figure out how many courses to take. 

 Effective Track to College Readiness: students responded that, yes, they were required to 

take placement tests before registering for classes (90%), took a placement test (94%), and 

were required to register for the courses they placed into during their first semester (71%). 

Students slightly agreed that they learned to improve their study skills, understand their 

academic strengths and weaknesses, and strategies to improve their test-taking ability. 

 Engaged Learning: students most frequently engaged in academic behaviors such as 

asking questions or contributing to class discussions and working with classmates during 

class. Students reported participating in required study groups outside of class and utilizing 

face-to-face tutoring least frequently. 

 Academic and Social Support: students agreed most highly that instructors clearly 

explained course syllabi; that they knew how to get in touch with their instructors; that at 

least one instructor learned their name; and that they learned the name of at least one other 

student. 


