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Overview 
 
This report compares the performance of NOVA’s six campuses on the Community College Survey 
of Student Engagement (CCSSE), an annual nationwide survey. The results described here are 
based on the Spring 2011 administration of the survey at NOVA.  
 

Introduction 
 
Community colleges nationwide, as well as in Canada, Bermuda, and Northern Marianas, 
participate in the CCSSE survey each year. NOVA is one among the 435 colleges that took part in 
the survey in Spring 2011. The survey is aimed at assessing institutions’ effectiveness in engaging 
students in the process of learning. The survey data helps the institutions gauge their performance 
in different domains of student engagement and implement evidence-based decisions to improve 
their educational practices. 
 
Based on previous research in education, CCSSE has identified five areas that are important for 
quality educational practices: Active and Collaborative Learning, Student Effort, Academic 
Challenge, Student-Faculty Interaction, and Support for Learners. These areas are designated as 
benchmarks for assessing institutional performance. Each benchmark corresponds to a group of 
conceptually related items on the survey. In this report, NOVA’s six campuses are compared and 
contrasted on the above mentioned benchmarks and the items constituting the benchmarks.  
 
The report addresses each of the five benchmarks in sequence. Each benchmark starts with a 
brief description and a graph displaying the overall benchmark performance of the six campuses. 
This is followed by a table listing the survey questions related to the benchmark along with the 
scores of individual campuses on each item.  
 
Although it is important to look at the detailed results described in the remainder of this document, 
a few key findings are worth a brief mention here. Overall, the survey results indicate that 
performance on the benchmarks varied across NOVA’s six campuses. For the first three 
benchmarks (Active and Collaborative Learning, Student Effort, and Academic Challenge), the 
Medical Education campus scored the highest. On the last two, Student-Faculty Interaction and 
Support for Learners, the highest scores were by the Loudoun campus and the Annandale 
campus, respectively. The Medical Education campus scored higher than the NOVA average on 
the first four benchmarks and only slightly lower than the NOVA average on the fifth benchmark. 
The Alexandria and Annandale campuses remained fairly consistent with the NOVA average, each 
scoring within less than 2 points of the NOVA average on all five benchmarks. 
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2011 Benchmark Summary: Comparison of NOVA’s Six Campuses 
 
Table 1 displays the benchmark1

 

 scores of the NOVA campuses along with overall NOVA averages on the 
five benchmarks. Figure 1 presents the NOVA average scores on each of the five benchmarks. 

As seen in the table, the Medical Education campus tended to attain the highest scores on a majority of 
benchmarks (Benchmarks 1, 2, and 3), indicating that relative to other students at other campuses, students 
at the Medical Education campus participate more in active learning tasks, they rate their academic efforts 
higher, and they find their course work more challenging. With respect to Benchmark 4, Student-Faculty 
Interaction, the Loudoun campus performed the best, and for Benchmark 5, Support for Learners, Annandale 
performed the best. Woodbridge, conversely, scored the lowest in domains related to Active and 
Collaborative Learning, Student Effort, and Student-Faculty Interaction. Manassas scored the lowest in 
Academic Challenge, and Loudoun scored the lowest in Support for Learners. 
 

Table 1. Benchmark Comparisons of NOVA Campuses and NOVA Averages 
Benchmark AL AN LO MA MEC WO NOVA 

Average 
1. Active and Collaborative 
Learning 48.92 46.71 49.43 48.70 52.59 45.07 47.62 

2. Student Effort 45.50 47.20 46.51 48.41 52.72 45.26 46.85 

3. Academic Challenge 48.31 48.65 50.39 47.94 57.64 49.85 49.20 

4. Student-Faculty 
Interaction 48.91 50.17 56.46 51.35 55.56 48.66 50.56 

5. Support for Learners 44.87 47.33 41.77 43.94 45.54 46.41 45.71 

 
 

Figure 1. Benchmark Comparisons of Overall NOVA Average Scores 

  

                                                      
1 Benchmark Score: Each benchmark score was calculated by averaging the scores of items that comprise that 
benchmark. The scores were then transformed (standardized), such that the national average is always 50 for all the 
benchmarks. With this kind of transformation, the scores of participating colleges/campuses can be viewed as relative 
scores; this provides an easy way to assess whether an individual college or campus is performing above or below the 
mean (50) on each benchmark. This standardization process was done by CCSSE. 
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Benchmark 1. Active and Collaborative Learning 
 
Students learn more when they are actively involved in their education and have opportunities to think about 
and apply what they are learning in different settings. Survey items that contribute to the Active and 
Collaborative Learning benchmark address activities that students engage in both inside and outside the 
classroom, such as active participation by way of class presentations and asking questions, involvement in 
community-based projects, and collaborating with other students on in-class projects. These activities often 
promote increased willingness to carry out new and difficult tasks, improved relationships with classmates, 
and commitment to the institution, among other benefits. 
 
Figure 2 shows that among the six campuses of NOVA, the Medical Education campus scored the highest 
and Woodbridge the lowest on this benchmark. The scores indicate that students at the Medical Education 
campus engage in Active and Collaborative Learning more than students at other campuses, especially so in 
comparison with students at Woodbridge. 

 
Figure 2. Benchmark 1 – Active and Collaborative Learning 

 

 
 
Table 2 lists the survey questions related to the benchmark Active and Collaborative Learning. On most 
items, the Medical Education campus scored higher than the other campuses. Of particular interest is 
question 4i, as the variation in scores for this item is statistically significant. The numbers indicate that when 
compared to other campuses, students at the Medical Education campus participate more actively in 
community-based projects.  
 

Table 2. Active and Collaborative Learning – Means for Individual Benchmark Items 
Benchmark 1.  

Active and Collaborative Learning AL AN LO MA MEC  WO NOVA 
Average 

4a. Asked questions in class or contributed to class 
discussions 2.92 2.76 2.83 2.90 2.89 2.85 2.84 

4b. Made a class presentation 2.13 2.14 2.27 2.29 2.28 2.07 2.16 
4f. Worked with other students on projects during 
class  2.42 2.35 2.50 2.42 2.16 2.45 2.40 
4g. Worked with classmates outside of class to 
prepare class assignments 2.02 1.87 1.99 1.89 2.06 1.75 1.90 
4h. Tutored or taught other students (paid or 
voluntary) 1.30 1.33 1.30 1.28 1.39 1.29 1.31 
4i. Participated in a community-based project as a 
part of a regular course 1.25 1.31 1.23 1.24 1.67 1.17 1.27 
4r. Discussed ideas from your readings or classes 
with others outside of class (students, family 
members, coworkers, etc.) 

2.48 2.45 2.52 2.48 2.58 2.43 2.47 

Note: Shading indicates that there is a statistically significant difference among the group averages in that row. That is, 
the variation observed is unlikely to be the result of chance effects. 
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Benchmark 2. Student Effort 
 
Students' own behaviors contribute significantly to their learning and to the likelihood that they will 
successfully attain their educational goals. The survey items contributing to this benchmark tap into different 
aspects of student behavior that can determine how fulfilling their learning experience would be. These 
behaviors include course-related activities (e.g., preparing for class, etc.), as well as co-curricular 
undertakings such as leisure reading, peer tutoring, etc., all of which are related to better student learning. 
Thus, this benchmark focuses on assessing whether students are expending enough effort and if so, if it is 
channeled in the right direction. 
 
As seen in Figure 3, the Medical Education campus scored the highest on this benchmark. Manassas had 
the second highest benchmark score. The lowest score was rated by students at the Woodbridge campus. 
 
 

Figure 3. Benchmark 2 – Student Effort 
 

 
 
Table 3 lists the items related to benchmark Student Effort. As the numbers indicate, among the individual 
campuses, the Medical Education campus scored the highest on items 10a, 13d, 13e, and 13h. The 
differences found in scores on item 10a are considered statistically significant.  
 

Table 3. Student Effort – Means for Individual Benchmark Items 
Benchmark 2. Student Effort  AL AN LO MA MEC  WO NOVA 

Average 
4c. Prepared two or more drafts of a paper or 
assignment before turning it in 2.47 2.58 2.63 2.62 2.22 2.52 2.54 
4d. Worked on a paper or project that required 
integrating ideas or information from various 
sources 

2.82 2.89 3.10 2.98 2.76 2.77 2.88 

4e. Came to class without completing readings or 
assignments  1.69 1.68 1.67 1.67 1.60 1.75 1.69 
6b. Number of books read on your own (not 
assigned) for personal enjoyment or academic 
enrichment  

2.12 2.15 1.88 2.28 2.07 2.11 2.13 

10a. Preparing for class (studying, reading, 
writing, rehearsing, doing homework, or other 
activities related to your program) 

1.83 1.91 1.91 1.73 2.76 1.83 1.89 

13d. Frequency: Peer or other tutoring 1.29 1.32 1.17 1.24 1.53 1.31 1.30 
13e. Frequency: Skill labs (writing, math, etc.) 1.55 1.56 1.44 1.58 1.68 1.58 1.56 
13h. Frequency: Computer lab 1.98 1.90 1.76 2.01 2.15 1.98 1.94 

Note: Shading indicates that there is a statistically significant difference among the group averages in that row. That is, 
the variation observed is unlikely to be the result of chance effects. 
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Benchmark 3. Academic Challenge 
 
In general, students need an optimal amount of challenge in their course-work in order to maintain their 
motivation and learn effectively. How well the course is structured and whether or not it encourages critical 
thinking are the kind of factors that affect how successfully students master their material. The benchmark 
Academic Challenge consists of ten items that address the nature and amount of assigned academic work, 
the complexity of cognitive tasks presented to students, and the standards faculty members use to evaluate 
student performance. 
 
Figure 4 illustrates the performance of NOVA’s campuses on the benchmark Academic Challenge. As with 
Benchmarks 1 and 2, Medical Education campus scored the highest. Manassas scored the lowest on this 
benchmark.  
 

Figure 4. Benchmark 3 – Academic Challenge 

 
Table 4 displays the means of individual items comprising the benchmark Academic Challenge. The shaded 
row represents the item for which the results are statistically significant. The average scores indicate that the 
Medical Education campus scored highest on items 5b, 5c, 5e, 5f, 7, and 9a. Thus, Medical Education 
campus students feel that their coursework encourages them to apply their knowledge to practical situations 
and extend the information learned to new contexts, more so than the students at other campuses.  
 

Table 4. Academic Challenge – Means for Individual Benchmark Items 
Benchmark 3. Academic Challenge AL AN LO MA MEC WO NOVA 

Average 
4p. Worked harder than you thought you could to meet an 
instructor's standards or expectations 2.45 2.54 2.55 2.46 2.47 2.58 2.52 
5b. Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, experience, 
or theory 2.92 2.95 2.94 2.90 3.32 2.90 2.94 
5c. Synthesizing and organizing ideas, information, or 
experiences in new ways 2.82 2.75 2.75 2.86 3.12 2.71 2.79 
5d. Marking judgments about the value or soundness of 
information, arguments, or methods 2.63 2.60 2.60 2.73 2.68 2.62 2.63 
5e. Applying theories or concepts to practical problems or 
in new situations 2.65 2.69 2.78 2.65 2.94 2.73 2.70 
5f. Using information you have read or heard to perform a 
new skill 2.66 2.71 2.78 2.77 3.26 2.88 2.76 
6a. Number of assigned textbooks, manuals, books, or 
book-length packs of course readings 2.84 2.87 3.01 2.85 2.75 2.83 2.86 
6c. Number of written papers or reports of any length 2.87 2.96 2.96 2.77 2.46 2.74 2.86 
7. The extent to which your examinations during the 
current school year have challenged you to do your best 
work at this college 

4.95 4.73 4.91 4.77 5.51 4.97 4.86 

9a. Encouraging students to spend significant amounts of 
time studying 2.96 2.92 2.94 2.79 3.26 3.02 2.94 
Note: Shading indicates that there is a statistically significant difference among the group averages in that row. That is, 
the variation observed is unlikely to be the result of chance effects. 
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Benchmark 4. Student-Faculty Interaction 
 
Studies show that student-instructor interaction is a strong predictor of student learning. The more contact 
students have with their teachers, the more likely they are to learn effectively and persist toward achieving 
their educational goals. Associated with this benchmark are six items that relate to common types of student-
teacher interaction, their mode of contact, and teachers’ readiness to deal with students. These aspects 
inform how engaged students are in the learning process and whether measures are to be taken to enhance 
the process in some way. 
 
Figure 5 displays the benchmark scores for the six campuses of NOVA along with NOVA’s overall average. 
Scores indicate that, overall, there is greater student-faculty interaction at the Loudoun campus relative to all 
other campuses. Woodbridge ranks lowest on this benchmark. 
  

Figure 5. Benchmark 4 – Student-Faculty Interaction 
 

 
Table 5 lists the items and corresponding means related to the benchmark Student-Faculty Interaction. As 
seen in the table, the Loudoun campus scored the highest on most items on this benchmark. However, 
attention is to be focused on the scores of item 4k, as the variation among the scores for this item is 
statistically significant. The averages indicate that students at the Loudoun campus use email to 
communicate with instructors more often than students at all other campuses. 
 
 

Table 5. Student-Faculty Interaction – Means for Individual Benchmark Items 
Benchmark 4. Student-Faculty Interaction AL AN LO MA MEC WO NOVA 

Average 
4k. Used email to communicate with an instructor 3.15 3.09 3.47 3.11 3.18 2.94 3.12 
4l. Discussed grades or assignments with an 
instructor 2.59 2.50 2.75 2.60 2.75 2.47 2.56 
4m. Talked about career plans with an instructor 
or advisor 1.73 1.91 1.93 1.94 2.05 1.90 1.88 
4n. Discussed ideas from your readings or 
classes with instructors outside of class 1.67 1.73 1.80 1.70 1.94 1.69 1.72 
4o. Received prompt feedback(written or oral) 
from instructors on your performance 2.59 2.61 2.78 2.70 2.56 2.64 2.63 
4q. Worked with instructors on activities other 
than coursework 1.35 1.42 1.37 1.36 1.49 1.40 1.39 
Note: Shading indicates that there is a statistically significant difference among the group averages in that row. That is, 
the variation observed is unlikely to be the result of chance effects. 
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Benchmark 5. Support for Learners 
 
Students perform better and are more satisfied at colleges that are committed to their success and cultivate 
positive working and social relationships among different groups on campus. Community college students 
also benefit from services targeted to assist them with academic and career planning, academic skill 
development, and other issues that may affect both learning and retention. The survey items related to this 
benchmark elicit students’ perceptions of the institution’s effectiveness in addressing their academic, 
financial, and social needs and providing an atmosphere that promotes effective learning. 
 
As seen in Figure 6, among the individual campuses, the Annandale campus scored the highest and 
Loudoun scored the lowest on this benchmark. Thus, students at Annandale perceive that the college is 
committed to their success more so than students at other campuses. 
 

Figure 6. Benchmark 5 – Support for Learners 
 

 

 

Table 6 displays the means of NOVA’s six campuses on the items comprising the benchmark Support for 
Learners. Annandale had higher averages than other campuses on items 9d, 9e, and 9f..  
 

Table 6. Support for Learners - Means for Individual Benchmark Items 
Benchmark 5. Support for Learners AL AN LO MA MEC WO NOVA 

Average 
9b. Providing the support you need to help you 
succeed at this college 2.85 2.75 2.77 2.77 2.70 2.90 2.80 
9c. Encouraging contact among students from 
different economic, social, and racial or ethnic 
backgrounds 

2.57 2.65 2.47 2.48 2.72 2.51 2.58 

9d. Helping you cope with your non-academic 
responsibilities (work, family, etc.) 1.84 1.92 1.71 1.88 1.91 1.84 1.87 

9e. Providing the support you need to thrive socially 1.98 2.09 1.92 2.06 2.03 2.08 2.05 
9f. Providing the financial support you need to 
afford your education 2.30 2.39 2.17 2.21 2.38 2.30 2.32 

13a. Frequency: Academic advising/planning 1.67 1.69 1.72 1.66 1.52 1.68 1.68 
13b. Frequency: Career counseling 1.34 1.46 1.26 1.32 1.46 1.42 1.40 
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