
This research brief presents NOVA’s performance on the Community College Survey of Student 
Engagement (CCSSE), comparing benchmark scores of students by miscellaneous 
characteristics such as family support, academic goals, source of tuition, credit hours 
completed, developmental course-taking, and first-generation college student status.  The 
results discussed are from the Spring 2011 administration of the survey.  
 

Introduction 
Each year a cohort of community colleges nation-wide participates in the CCSSE.  The survey 
results provide information on student engagement, a key indicator of learning. The survey 
includes questions about institutional practices and student behaviors that are related to student 
learning and student retention.  Based upon previous research, CCSSE has identified five 
important areas of effective educational practice: Active and Collaborative Learning, Student 
Effort, Academic Challenge, Student-Faculty Interaction, and Support for Learners.  These 
areas have been designated as benchmarks for assessing institutional performance.  Each 
benchmark corresponds to a group of conceptually related items on the survey. 
 
In this brief, NOVA students’ benchmarks scores are compared by the following miscellaneous 
characteristics: family support, academic goals, source of tuition, credit hours completed, 
developmental course-taking, and first-generation college student status.  Each section 
describes the details of the differences for one characteristic.   
 
Overall, there were patterns of differences by these characteristics which varied in size.  The 
differences by family support varied by 10-15 points with those with extremely supportive 
families scoring the highest on the benchmarks and those with not very supportive families 
scoring, for the most part, the lowest on the benchmarks.  The differences by academic goals 
varied by 4-6 points with those whose goals were self-improvement/personal enjoyment scoring 
the highest and those whose goal was transferring, for the most part, scoring the lowest.  
Differences by source of tuition varied by 7-16 points with those using public assistance scoring 
the highest and those using parent/spouse/significant other’s income/savings scoring the 
lowest.  The differences by credit hours completed varied by 4-7 points and scores were highest 
for students with 30 or more credit hours and lowest for those with 29 or fewer credit hours.  
Differences by developmental courses taken/planned to take were 6-11 points and scores were 
highest for developmental students and lowest for non-developmental students.  The 
differences by first-generation college student status were about 1-8 points and scores were 
highest for first-generation students and lowest for non first-generation students.  
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Comparison by Level of Family Support 
 

Table 1 shows the benchmark scores1

 

 of NOVA students compared by level of family support 
which ranges from not very supportive to extremely supportive.  As the data shows, NOVA 
students who indicated that their immediate families were extremely supportive had the highest 
scores for each benchmark.  Students who indicated that their families were not very supportive 
had the lowest scores in all benchmarks except Support for Learners in which they had the 
second lowest score behind students whose families were somewhat supportive.  The 
differences between the highest and lowest scores for each benchmark ranged between 10 and 
15 points. 

Table 1. CCSSE Benchmarks: NOVA Students’ Comparison by Level of Family Support: 
2011 

How supportive is your 
immediate family of 

your attending NOVA? 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning 

Student 
Effort 

Academic 
Challenge 

Student-
Faculty 

Interaction 

Support for 
Learners 

Not very 36.7 39.2 37.6 40.0 36.3 

Somewhat 43.0 43.7 42.8 47.7 33.8 

Quite a bit 43.9 41.7 43.8 46.2 42.5 

Extremely 50.2 49.2 53.0 53.1 49.7 

 
 

Comparison by Primary Academic Goal 
 

Table 2 (next page) shows the benchmark scores of NOVA students compared by primary 
academic goal such as obtaining a degree, transferring, or updating job skills.  As the data 
shows, NOVA students who indicated that their primary goal was self-improvement/personal 
enjoyment had the highest scores for each benchmark.  Students who indicated that their 
primary goal was transferring to a 4-year college had the lowest scores in all benchmarks 
except Active and Collaborative Learning in which they had the second lowest score behind 
students whose primary goal was changing careers.  The differences between the highest and 
lowest scores for each benchmark ranged between 4 and 6 points. 
  

                                                           
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 
benchmarks.  With this kind of transformation, the scores of other colleges can be viewed as relative scores; this 
provides an easy way to assess whether an individual college or a group of colleges are performing above or below 
the mean (50) on each benchmark. This standardization process was done by CCSSE. 
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Table 2. CCSSE Benchmarks: NOVA Students’ Comparison by Primary Academic Goal: 
2011 

Which is your primary 
goal for attending NOVA? 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning 
Student 
Effort 

Academic 
Challenge 

Student-
Faculty 

Interaction 
Support for 

Learners 

Complete a certificate 
program 49.1 50.4 50.3 53.1 52.0 

Obtain an associate degree 49.9 48.1 52.9 52.6 49.2 

Transfer to a 4-year college 
or university 49.0 47.7 49.1 51.5 45.8 

Obtain or update job-
related skills 50.5 50.3 53.4 53.2 50.7 

Self-improvement/personal 
enjoyment 52.0 51.9 54.5 55.1 52.1 

Change careers 48.5 48.4 52.8 53.9 46.4 

 
 

Comparison by Major Source of Tuition Payment 
 
Table 3 shows the benchmark scores of NOVA students compared by major source of tuition 
payment such as personal income/savings, employer contributions, or student loans.  As the 
data shows, NOVA students who indicated that their major source of tuition payment was public 
assistance had the highest scores for each benchmark except Academic Challenge which was 
highest for students whose main source was grants and scholarships.  Students who indicated 
that their major source of tuition payment was parent/spouse/significant other’s income or 
savings had the lowest scores in all benchmarks.  The differences between the highest and 
lowest scores for each benchmark ranged between 7 and 16 points. 

 
Table 3. CCSSE Benchmarks: NOVA Students’ Comparison by Major Source of Tuition 

Payment: 2011 
Which is a major source 

you use to pay your tuition 
at NOVA? 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning 
Student 
Effort 

Academic 
Challenge 

Student-
Faculty 

Interaction 

Support 
for 

Learners 

My own income/savings 48.0 47.2 50.2 50.3 45.0 

Parent or spouse/significant 
other's income/savings 46.1 44.0 47.6 49.2 43.8 

Employer contributions 51.9 47.1 48.3 51.8 45.5 

Grants and scholarships 52.6 52.0 54.5 55.6 56.5 

Student loans 49.7 49.0 51.6 53.4 50.7 

Public assistance 58.8 53.7 51.5 55.8 59.4 
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Comparison by Credit Hours Completed 
 

Table 4 shows the benchmark scores of NOVA students compared by number of credit hours 
completed.  As the data shows, NOVA students with 30 or more credits had the highest scores 
for each benchmark.  Students with 0-29 credits had the lowest scores in all benchmarks.  The 
differences between the highest and lowest scores for each benchmark ranged between 4 and 
7 points. 

 
Table 4. CCSSE Benchmarks: NOVA Students’ Comparison by Credit Hours Completed: 

2011 

Credit Hours 
Completed  

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning 

Student 
Effort 

Academic 
Challenge 

Student-
Faculty 

Interaction 

Support for 
Learners 

Students with 0-29 
Credits 45.7 44.7 47.2 49.4 44.6 

Students with 30 or More 
Credits 52.1 50.7 54.0 53.1 48.5 

 
Comparison by Developmental Coursework 

 
Table 5 shows the benchmark scores of NOVA students compared by whether a student has 
taken/plans to take at least one developmental course versus has not taken/does not plan to 
take any developmental courses.  As the data shows, NOVA students in the developmental 
category had the highest scores for each benchmark.  Students in the non-developmental 
category had the lowest scores in all benchmarks.  The differences between the highest and 
lowest scores for each benchmark ranged between 6 and 11 points. 
 

Table 5. CCSSE Benchmarks: NOVA Students’ Comparison by Developmental 
Coursework: 2011 

  
Active and 

Collaborative 
Learning 

Student 
Effort 

Academic 
Challenge 

Student-
Faculty 

Interaction 

Support for 
Learners 

Non-developmental 43.2 41.1 45.1 47.4 40.2 
Developmental 51.6 52.3 53.3 53.8 50.8 

 
Comparison by First-Generation College Student Status 

 
Table 6 shows the benchmark scores of NOVA students compared by whether a student is a 
first-generation college student (neither parent attended college) or not.  As the data shows, 
NOVA students who were first-generation had the highest scores for each benchmark.  
Students who were not first-generation (at least one parent attended college) had the lowest 
scores in all benchmarks.  The differences between the highest and lowest scores for each 
benchmark ranged between <1 and 8 points. 

 
Table 6. CCSSE Benchmarks: NOVA Students’ Comparison by First-Generation Status: 

2011 

  
Active and 

Collaborative 
Learning 

Student 
Effort 

Academic 
Challenge 

Student-
Faculty 

Interaction 

Support for 
Learners 

First-generation 47.6 52.1 52.6 50.5 50.7 
Not First-generation 47.3 44.2 48.0 50.0 42.8 

 


