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Introduction 
 
For the past several years, Harvey Mudd College (HMC) has participated in the National Survey of 
Student Engagement (NSSE), a study designed to measure college students’ engagement in the 
classroom. In the fall of 2008, HMC also participated in the Beginning College Survey of Student 
Engagement (BCSSE), a study that serves as a counterpart to the NSSE survey in which first-year 
students assess their level of academic engagement during high school and their anticipated 
engagement during the first year of college. This report provides a comparison of the responses given on 
both surveys by first-year students who entered HMC in the fall of 2008.  
 
The first set of data presented in this report are “cross-sectional,” and based on all first-year students’ 
responses for HMC on the BCSSE 2008 and NSSE 2009 surveys. These data provide the best estimates of 
first-year students’ pre-college characteristics and their engagement during the first year of college.1  
 
The data presented in the second part of this report are “longitudinal,” and were matched (from 
common identifying numbers) from first-year students’ responses to both the BCSSE 2008 and NSSE 
2009 studies. This provides a method by which to analyze the relationships between incoming student 
characteristics and their reported engagement toward the end of the first year of college. 
 
Methodology 
 
The Office of Institutional Research at HMC, in collaboration with the Dean of Student’s Office, invited 
all incoming first-year students to participate in the 2008 BCSSE study. Of the 204 students invited to 
participate, 181 completed the on-line survey, yielding an excellent response rate of 89%.  
 
In the spring of 2009, both first-year students and seniors at HMC were invited to participate in the 2009 
National Survey of Student Engagement. Of the 204 first-year students asked to complete the NSSE 
survey, 111 (or 54%) participated.  
 
There were 168 first year students who completed the BCSSE study who were also identified within the 
NSSE population file. Of this cohort, 98 students’ responses to both surveys were correlated (or 
“matched”). 
 
 

                                                 
1
 National Survey of Student Engagement, BCSSE 2008-NSSE 2009 Combined Report, Cross-Sectional and 

Longitudinal Results, August 2009. 
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Respondent Characteristics 
 
Table 1 illustrates the gender and ethnicity of the students who participated in the 2008 BCSSE survey 
and the 2009 NSSE survey, as well as the characteristics of students who responses were matched 
between both studies. 
 

Table 1. Gender and Ethnicity of BCSSE/NSSE Respondents 

 

  

   

 

  Cross-Sectional 

 
Longitudinal 

            BCSSE
2
 NSSE

3
 

 
BCSSE-NSSE

4
 

       
 

   

  
Gender 

  

  

 

  

   
Female 

  

41% 49% 

 

47% 

      Male     59% 51% 

 

53% 

      
  

 
  

      
  

 
  

  
Ethnicity 

  

  
 

  

   
Am. Indian/Native American 1% 1% 

 
1% 

   
Asian/Asian Am./Pacific Isl. 25% 26% 

 
28% 

   
Black/African American 1% 0% 

 
0% 

   
White (non-Hispanic) 55% 61% 

 
60% 

   
Mexican/Mexican American 3% 1% 

 
1% 

   
Puerto Rican 

  

0% 0% 
 

0% 

   
Other Hispanic/Latino 3% 2% 

 
2% 

   
Multiracial 

  

5% 8% 
 

6% 

   
Other 

  

1% 0% 
 

0% 

      I prefer not to respond 6% 2% 
 

2% 

 

                                                 
2
 Student reported characteristics for all BCSSE 2008 respondents 

3
 Student reported ethnicity and institution reported gender and enrollment status for all NSSE 2009 respondents 

4
 Student reported characteristics for matched students who completed both BCSSE 2008 and NSSE 2009 
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Results: Cross-Sectional 
 
The data in Figures 1-3 (below) suggest that first-year students at HMC were consistent in the number of 
hours spent on academic and social activities during high school and in college, and also provided good 
estimates of how much time would be spent in such activities when asked at the beginning of their first 
year of college. Specifically, respondents were aligned in both their anticipated and actual hours spent 
preparing for class during their freshmen year. 
 
Figure 1: Hours spent preparing for class 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Hours spent participating in co-curricular activities 
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Figure 3. Hours spent relaxing/socializing 

 

 
 
The data in Table 2 illustrate the comparative responses that first-year students provided with regards 
to engagement in academic activities in high school, anticipated engagement during their first year of 
college, and actual engagement upon reflection at the end of their first year at HMC. 
 
Table 2. Anticipated vs. Actual Academic and Social Engagement 
 

  

BCSSE:  
High School 

(n = 175) 

BCSSE: 
Expected FY 

(n = 175) 

NSSE:  
First Year 
(n = 100) 

Ask questions in class/contribute to discussions Never/Sometimes 25% 18% 44% 

 Often/Very often 75% 82% 56% 

Make a class presentation Never/Sometimes 59% 53% 95% 

 
Often/Very often 41% 47% 5% 

Come to class without completing readings or 
assignments 

Never/Sometimes 92% NA 85% 

 
Often/Very often 8% NA 15% 

Discuss grades or assignments with a teacher/instructor Never/Sometimes 63% 48% 67% 

 
Often/Very often 37% 52% 33% 

Work with other students on projects during class Never/Sometimes 41% 44% 46% 

 
Often/Very often 59% 56% 54% 

Work with classmates outside of class to prepare class 
assignments 

Never/Sometimes 59% 10% 22% 

 
Often/Very often 41% 90% 78% 

Prepare two or more drafts of a paper or assignment 
before turning it in 

Never/Sometimes 63% NA 51% 

 
Often/Very often 37% NA 49% 
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Table 2. Anticipated vs. Actual Academic and Social Engagement (continued) 

 

  

BCSSE:  
High School 

(n = 175) 

BCSSE: 
Expected FY 

(n = 175) 

NSSE:  
First Year 
(n = 100) 

Have serious conversations with students of a different 
race or ethnicity than your own. 

Never/Sometimes 32% 15% 26% 

 
Often/Very often 68% 85% 74% 

Discuss ideas from your readings or classes with  
teacher/faculty members outside of class 

Never/Sometimes 64% 41% 80% 

 
Often/Very often 36% 59% 20% 

Discuss ideas from your readings or classes with others 
outside of class (students, family members, etc.) 

Never/Sometimes 31% 13% 31% 

 
Often/Very often 69% 87% 69% 

Talked with a counselor, teacher, or other staff member 
about college or career plans 

Never/Sometimes 53% NA 88% 

 
Often/Very often 47% 

 
12% 

Had serious conversations with students who are very 
different from you in terms of religious beliefs, political 
opinions, or values 

Never/Sometimes 35% 17% 31% 

 
Often/Very often 65% 83% 69% 

Work on a paper or project that requires integrating 
ideas or information from various sources 

Never/Sometimes NA 9% 36% 

 
Often/Very often NA 91% 64% 

     
Put together ideas or concepts from different courses 
when completing assignments or during class discussions 

Never/Sometimes NA 17% 35% 

 
Often/Very often NA 83% 65% 

     

Receive prompt feedback from faculty on your academic 
performance (written or oral) 

Never/Sometimes NA 13% 29% 

 
Often/Very often NA 87% 71% 

     
Work with faculty members on activities other than 
coursework (committees, orientation, student life 
activities, etc) 

Never/Sometimes NA 49% 90% 

 Often/Very often NA 51% 10% 

     

Try to better understand someone else's views by 
imagining how an issue looks from his or her perspective 

Never/Sometimes NA 13% 41% 

 
Often/Very often NA 87% 59% 

     
Learn something that changes the way you understand 
an issue or idea 

Never/Sometimes NA 15% 27% 

 
Often/Very often NA 85% 73% 
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During their high school years, BCSSE respondents consistently engaged in academic discourse in high 
school. The percentage of students who reported that they engaged in such activities “often” or “very 
often” was higher in the following areas: asked questions in class/contributed to discussions (75%), had 
serious conversations with students of a different race or ethnicity (68%), discussed ideas from readings 
or classes with others outside of class (69%), and had serious conversations with students of different 
religious beliefs, political opinions, or values (65%). When considering students’ anticipated engagement 
in the classroom (as reported in the BCSSE study) and actual levels of engagement (as reported in NSSE), 
there was, for the most part, consistency between each measure. However, there were negative gaps 
(of 25% or more) for the following variables for which students replied “often” or “very often:” asked 
questions in class/contribute to discussions (anticipated = 82%; actual = 56%); make a class presentation 
(anticipated = 47%; actual = 5%); discuss ideas from readings or classes with teacher/faculty outside of 
class (anticipated = 59%; actual = 20%); work on a paper or project that requires integrating ideas or 
information from various sources (anticipated = 91%; actual = 64%); work with faculty members on 
activities other than coursework (anticipated = 51%; actual = 10%). 
 
 
Results: Longitudinal 
 
Six BCSSE scales were created (from all variables included in the survey) by converting the responses for 
each item to a 0-10 range. A mean scale score was then calculated for each student. These scales were 
categorized into quartile ranges based on the lower 25 percent (Low25), the middle 50 percent (Mid50), 
and the upper 25 percent (Top25) of respondents.5 The scales are defined as follows: 
 

 High School Academic Engagement - Student engagement in educationally relevant activities during 
the last year of high school 

 Expected Academic Engagement - Expected engagement in educationally relevant behaviors during 
the first year of college 

 Expected Academic Perseverance - Student certainty that they will persist in the face of academic 
adversity 

 Expected Academic Difficulty - Expected academic difficulty during the first year of college 

 Perceived Academic Preparation - Student perception of their academic preparation 

 Importance of Campus Environment - Student-rated importance that the institution provides a 
challenging and supportive environment 

 
T-tests were then conducted to identify significant differences between the mean scores of HMC 
students and those at all other Baccalaureate institutions that measured NSSE Benchmarks of 
Educational effectiveness Indicators.6 The four benchmarks included in these T-tests were: 
 

 Level of Academic Challenge – Engagement in challenging and intellectually diverse work 

 Active and Collaborative Learning – Engagement in collaborative learning and learning in different 
settings 

                                                 
5
 National Survey of Student Engagement, BCSSE 2008-NSSE 2009 Combined Report, Cross-Sectional and 

Longitudinal Results, August 2009. 
6
 The benchmark, “Enriching Educational Experiences” is not included in these data analysis because it measure the 

participation of student in activities not normally completed by first-year students (e.g. capstone experiences, 
study abroad, etc.). 
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 Student-Faculty Interaction – Student engagement with faculty as instructors, role models, and 
mentors 

 Supportive Campus Environment – Quality of campus environment to support student success  
 
The following tables show how students’ quartile ranking within each of the BCSSE scales correlated 
with the mean scores for NSSE’s Benchmarks of Educational Effectiveness Indicators, and whether the 
differences in mean scores of HMC students and those at other campuses were statistically significant. 
 
Table 3. BCSSE Scales by NSSE Level of Academic Challenge (LAC) 
 

      Level of Academic Challenge         

BCSSE Scale 
Quartile 
Range 

  HMC (n = 95)   All Other Baccalaureate   Statistical Comparisons 

  Mean SD N   Mean SD N   Difference Sig
7
 ES

8
 

High School 
Academic 

Engagement 

Low25   55.0 10.2 21   50.8 12.5 743   4.20   .37 

Mid50   61.3 10.7 50   56.9 12.5 1383   4.37 ** .38 

Top25   59.1 10.5 24   63.5 11.8 564   -4.47 * -.40 

                            

Expected 
Academic 

Engagement 

Low25   56.9 10.4 24   52.2 12.3 1071   4.68 * .41 

Mid50   59.4 10.2 46   58.3 12.4 1149   1.14   .10 

Top25   61.5 11.8 25   62.7 13.3 454   -1.15   -.09 

                            

Expected 
Academic 

Perseverance 

Low25   57.7 10.7 30   53.1 12.3 1102   4.62 * .40 

Mid50   59.4 11.7 36   56.7 12.6 658   2.72   .22 

Top25   61.0 9.5 29   60.8 13.3 909   0.12   .01 

                            

Expected 
Academic 
Difficulty 

Low25   60.3 10.3 26   56.5 14.1 874   3.80   .31 

Mid50   59.3 11.4 31   56.4 12.4 715   2.90   .24 

Top25   58.7 10.6 38   56.8 12.8 1075   1.84   .16 

                            

Perceived 
Academic 

Preparation 

Low25   58.2 11.4 23   54.8 13.0 1343   3.49   .29 

Mid50   57.1 10.5 43   57.1 12.6 901   0.05   .00 

Top25   63.5 9.5 29   61.6 13.2 420   1.92   .17 

                            

Importance 
of Campus 

Environment 

Low25   57.0 10.1 24   52.3 13.0 571   4.71 * .41 

Mid50   59.5 10.5 40   55.3 12.4 915   4.27 * .37 

Top25   60.8 11.5 31   59.7 13.0 1179   1.14   .09 

 
The data in Table 3 suggest that there were few significant differences in the mean NSSE benchmark LAC 
scores of HMC students and those at peer institutions. That which had the most significant difference (at 
the 99% confidence level) was the LAC mean score earned by students within the mid-50th quartile 
range of high school academic engagement. The Effect Size (ES), or “practical significance” of the mean 
differences were, in most cases, positive yet small to moderate. 

                                                 
7
 * < .05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 (2-tailed) 

8
 Effect size = mean difference divided by the pooled standard deviation 
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Table 4. BCSSE Scales by NSSE Active and Collaborative Learning (ACL) 
 

BCSSE Scale 
Quartile 
Range 

  HMC (n = 98)   All Other Baccalaureate   Statistical Comparisons 

  Mean SD N   Mean SD N   Difference Sig ES 

High School 
Academic 

Engagement 

Low25   43.5 15.1 23   38.4 13.0 792   5.10   .36 

Mid50   53.5 12.3 51   45.5 13.7 1463   7.97 *** .61 

Top25   53.8 13.2 24   53.6 16.3 610   0.20   .01 

                            

Expected 
Academic 

Engagement 

Low25   46.6 13.1 25   40.0 13.1 1141   6.63 * .51 

Mid50   51.3 12.7 48   46.6 14.0 1223   4.70 * .35 

Top25   55.6 15.4 25   54.2 16.9 481   1.45   .09 

                            

Expected 
Academic 

Perseverance 

Low25   47.0 13.3 30   41.5 13.4 1166   5.47 * .41 

Mid50   50.7 13.8 39   44.7 14.6 704   6.03 ** .42 

Top25   56.3 12.9 29   50.2 15.9 970   6.17 * .43 

                            

Expected 
Academic 
Difficulty 

Low25   55.0 12.5 27   46.3 15.9 939   8.68 *** .61 

Mid50   50.7 15.2 31   45.1 14.1 751   5.63 * .38 

Top25   49.1 13.2 40   44.5 14.9 1145   4.58 * .33 

                            

Perceived 
Academic 

Preparation 

Low25   47.9 12.8 25   42.7 14.6 1430   5.23 * .38 

Mid50   48.7 13.2 44   46.4 14.5 964   2.26   .16 

Top25   57.9 13.5 29   51.1 15.8 440   6.86 ** .47 

                            

Importance 
of Campus 

Environment 

Low25   47.6 13.7 25   42.2 14.9 606   5.37   .38 

Mid50   50.4 13.1 41   44.2 13.9 976   6.15 ** .46 

Top25   55.1 14.2 32   47.5 15.7 1252   7.65 ** .51 

 
HMC students who ranked within the mid-50th quartile of high school academic engagement and in the 
lower 25th quartile of expected academic difficulty had mean scores within the ACL benchmark that were 
significantly different (at the 99.9% confidence level) than those of their peers at comparative 
institutions.  And as was the case in Table 3, the Effective Size, or practical significance of all mean 
differences within the NSSE benchmark of Active and Collaborative Learning, was small to moderate.  
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Table 5. BCSSE Scales by NSSE Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) 
 

BCSSE Scale 
Quartile 
Range 

  HMC (n = 95)   All Other Baccalaureate   Statistical Comparisons 

  Mean SD N   Mean SD N   Difference Sig ES 

High School 
Academic 

Engagement 

Low25   26.9 15.9 22   29.8 14.3 751   -2.90   -.19 

Mid50   33.1 14.4 49   36.6 16.1 1399   -3.48   -.23 

Top25   35.9 11.3 24   45.7 18.9 571   -9.81 *** -.65 

                            

Expected 
Academic 

Engagement 

Low25   27.0 9.3 25   31.0 14.6 1087   -4.03 * -.34 

Mid50   32.0 15.6 45   38.2 16.4 1162   -6.19 ** -.39 

Top25   38.4 14.2 25   46.0 19.7 455   -7.54 * -.45 

                            

Expected 
Academic 

Perseverance 

Low25   29.4 12.7 30   31.7 14.5 1113   -2.29   -.17 

Mid50   35.0 17.3 36   36.6 16.3 670   -1.56   -.09 

Top25   32.1 11.3 29   42.5 18.8 916   -10.39 *** -.69 

                            

Expected 
Academic 
Difficulty 

Low25   31.0 13.8 26   38.4 18.1 884   -7.42 ** -.46 

Mid50   32.1 10.1 31   36.0 16.1 725   -3.96 * -.30 

Top25   33.6 17.4 38   35.5 17.0 1085   -1.96   -.11 

                            

Perceived 
Academic 

Preparation 

Low25   30.8 13.3 23   34.5 16.3 1357   -3.71   -.25 

Mid50   30.4 15.7 44   36.8 17.0 915   -6.43 ** -.39 

Top25   36.8 12.0 28   42.9 18.5 422   -6.07 * -.40 

                            

Importance 
of Campus 

Environment 

Low25   30.5 16.5 25   33.0 15.7 579   -2.45   -.15 

Mid50   30.9 11.7 40   34.9 16.2 929   -4.03 * -.29 

Top25   35.9 15.3 30   39.7 18.0 1187   -3.76   -.23 

 
As shown in Table 5, HMC students whose scored within the top 25th quartile of high school academic 
engagement and expected academic perseverance had mean scores within the SFI NSSE benchmark that 
were significant different (at the 99.9% confidence level) than the mean scores of students at peer 
colleges. Within this particular NSSE benchmark, the Effect Size scores for all BCSSE scales were negative, 
albeit small to moderate. This may suggest that the amount of student-faculty interaction between first-
year students and instructors at HMC is less frequent than at peer baccalaureate institutions.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

HMC BCSSE 2008/NSSE 2009  page 10 

Table 6. BCSSE Scales by NSSE Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) 
 

BCSSE Scale 
Quartile 
Range 

  HMC (n = 94)   All Other Baccalaureate   Statistical Comparisons 

  Mean SD N   Mean SD N   Difference Sig ES 

High School 
Academic 

Engagement 

Low25   73.7 15.8 21   62.5 16.8 704   11.17 ** .69 

Mid50   76.3 15.6 50   66.1 16.8 1336   10.21 *** .63 

Top25   72.6 15.6 23   69.7 18.1 542   2.92   .17 

                            

Expected 
Academic 

Engagement 

Low25   72.5 16.8 24   62.4 16.6 1017   10.05 ** .60 

Mid50   75.8 14.9 45   67.3 16.3 1118   8.47 *** .54 

Top25   75.3 15.9 25   70.1 19.4 430   5.25   .30 

                            

Expected 
Academic 

Perseverance 

Low25   74.1 14.0 30   62.1 16.3 1061   11.94 *** .79 

Mid50   73.9 15.7 36   66.3 16.8 630   7.61 ** .47 

Top25   76.8 17.2 28   70.0 17.7 869   6.74 * .39 

                            

Expected 
Academic 
Difficulty 

Low25   76.6 13.9 25   67.8 17.8 832   8.79 ** .55 

Mid50   74.6 18.3 31   67.0 16.8 688   7.64 * .43 

Top25   73.8 14.4 38   63.6 16.7 1036   10.19 *** .65 

                            

Perceived 
Academic 

Preparation 

Low25   73.0 13.1 23   63.7 16.8 1287   9.27 *** .62 

Mid50   74.2 13.6 42   66.6 16.9 870   7.64 *** .50 

Top25   77.1 19.7 29   71.1 18.1 398   6.02   .32 

                            

Importance 
of Campus 

Environment 

Low25   73.9 14.1 24   61.0 16.7 544   12.89 *** .84 

Mid50   77.4 13.6 40   64.4 16.1 873   12.94 *** .87 

Top25   72.1 18.8 30   69.2 17.6 1138   2.90   .16 

 
The mean scores of HMC students were significantly different than those of students at peer colleges in 
several instances within the NSSE benchmark measure of Supportive Campus Environment. For example, 
students who scored within the mid-50th quartile of high school academic engagement, expected 
academic engagement, perceived academic preparation, and importance of campus environment had 
mean scores SCE scores that were significantly different (at the 99.9% confidence level) than students at 
peer baccalaureate institutions. Likewise, HMC students who scored in the top 25th quartile of expected 
academic difficulty had mean SCE scores that were significantly different (at the 99.9% confidence level) 
than other students. This data table, too, suggests that HMC students are well ahead of students at 
comparative institutions in terms of interacting in a supportive campus environment; the Effect Scores 
for all measures in this table are consistently positive, and are moderate to large. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The cross-sectional and longitudinal data presented in this report show that while the Beginning College 
Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE) might be a useful way in which to understand the academic 
engagement patterns of students coming to HMC, they are not necessarily predictive of students’ actual 
academic en engagement in the college classroom. The data also suggest that HMC students, in most 
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cases, demonstrate academic and intellectual acumen and maturity that positions them to succeed in 
college, as measured by the BCSSE scales of expected academic perseverance and perceived academic 
preparation. Perhaps more inquiry and study into the lower measures of student-faculty interaction will 
be an important component of understanding more clearly how best to ensure that HMC first-year 
students are provided with the academic, social and community support needed to succeed in a 
rigorous academic environment. 


