This chapter describes how campuses can use longitudinal data to
investigate and improve the experiences and engagement patterns of
their first-year students.
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Students enter our campuses with a variety of high school academic and
co-curricular experiences, family backgrounds, and other factors that
influence and shape their expectations and attitudes toward college, as
well as their actual experiences and success in college (Kuh and others,
2005; Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005). Therefore, to better understand
first-year student engagement, it makes sense to consider the background
and precollege characteristics of entering college students. To do this
effectively, however, requires access to longitudinal data that comnect
student-level precollege information with actual first-year experiences.

This chapter has two-goals. The first is to briefly describe the relation-
ship between precollege student characteristics such as their high school
engagement and their engagement expectations for the first year of college
with their subsequent first-year engagement and experiences. The second
is to present concrete examples of how campuses can use longitudinal
data to better understand the experiences and engagement patterns of
their first-year students.

Using Longitudinal Data to Assess
the Student Experience

There is growing internal and external pressure for institutions to expand
their assessment activities to improve student .success. Although use of
one-time surveys that give a cross-sectional view of the student experience
is common, the value is somewhat limited (Astin and Lee, 2003). For
instance, cross-sectional data can answer the question, “How many times
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do students meet with an advisor?” Longitudinal data can answer this
same question, but also potentially furnish important information regard-.
ing student characteristics and prior experiences that'may help in under-
standing why some students meet with their advisor more frequently than
others. Precollege assessment data regarding student characteristics and
experiences supply important baseline mfonnauon Lhat can' be used to
document the effectiveness of program-level as well : nstif uonal initia-
tives (see Cole, Kennedy, and Ben-Avie, 2009). :
There are many assessment and suryey inst
tutions to use. This chapter employs longitud
that participated in the Beginning College Surv
(BCSSE) and- the companion” National ‘Surve
(NSSE). BCSSE collects information from entering.
to the start of their fall class. The survey include,
school engagemenﬁ, co-curricular experiences,
school educational experiences. The survey als
expectations of being engaged and other import
‘upcoming first year of college. NSSE asks stude i

and pa1uc1pauon in a vauety of 1mporLanL ed cationa exp
the:

Veys) ‘For thlS chaptel we report two NSSE ‘bénx
demic engagemem (a) level of academic challenge (L
the amount of writing, reading, and higher orde
(b) as measured by active and collaborative lear
by class discussions, presentations, and Workmg : ,

The examples presented in this chapter represent ‘real, longltudmal
data from the BCSSE 2008 and NSSE 2009 admixistration. The data do
not represent one specific institution, but instead results from fifteen hun-
dred randomly selected first-year students who. cdmpleted both BCSSE
and NSSE from baccalaureate-granting institutions across the United
States. For the purposes of this chapter, these students 1epresenL ‘the enter-
ing first-year class of “BCSSEville State University.”

There are a multitude of important potential assessment activities on
any campus. For this exercise, campus leaders at- BCSSEville” State are
interested in using BCSSE-NSSE data in three specific ways: One is to
inform faculty development initiatives. The director of their Center for
Teaching and Learning wants to present the results from these’ surveys to.
faculty, particularly those who teach first-year classes. In.addition to fac-
ulty development, the provost is particularly mLeresLed in. evaluaung the
learning communities and service learning pro grams

Faculty Development
After meeting with the institutional research office, the ‘ditector of
the Center for Teaching and Learning requested @ report containing
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information regarding the characteristics of the incoming first-year class
and the students’ high school academic engagement and subsequent
expectations of being engaged in their first year. The director was also
interested in finding out more about those students who feel somewhat
alienated from the faculty. The institutional research office put together
the results shown here, with comments and interpretation.

Past, Expected, and Current Engagement Patterns of Entering
First-Year Students. As expected; students who report a lower level of
high school engagement and lower expectations of being engaged in their
first year are more likely to be less engaged during-their first year -of col-
lege. For instance, of the entering first-year students who reported high
school engagement in the lower one-third, 54.percent of them reported
ACL scores in the lower one-third near the end of the first year (see Table
4.1). Only 16 percent of students in the lower one-third of high school
engagement reported ACL engagement in the upper one-third in their first
year of college. The same pattern-existed for the more engaged high school
students (top ome-third) in the. opposite . direction; only 17 percent
reported first year college engagement in LAC and ACL in the bottom one-
third while around half of them:reported engagement in the top one-third
for both LAC and ACL. .

A similar pattern was found regaldmg students expectations of being
engaged. Half of those who expected being less engaged in their first year
of college reported lower engagement in ACL and LAC. Around 16 per-
cent of the studernts in the lower-expectations group actually reported
engagement in the top one-third for ACL, and 19 percent in LAC. Stu-
dents in the higher-expectations group showed a similar trend; almost half
of the higher-expectations students reported more engagement in ACL
and LAC, while only 18 percent reported less engagement in these two
measures. However, out of all this analysis, the faculty were interested par-
ticularly in the less-engaged first-year students.

Why is it that some students who were engaged less in high school
end up being highly engaged in college? What types of engagement distin-
guish these highly engaged students fron_x their peers who remain less
engaged? These are important questions to ask in that their answers offer
critical information regarding what types of edUC’ll.lon’lI experiences and
teaching practices may have the, _greatest 11npact on engagement. Though
important, these are not easy quesuons to answer, given that this requires
access to longitudinal data.

‘To answer these questions, the institutional 1esea1ch office recoded
engagemenl items from NSSE such that the 1esponse thegorles “often”
and “very often” were colhpsed Logethel They then ran analysis compar-
ing the pelcentage of less-engaged high scliool sLudents who became less-
engaged first-year students (aka “less-less™) Wlth less-engaged high school
-students who became mou—: engaged. first- -year studems ('1ka “less-more”)
who mchcated often or Vely often to Lwelve achelmc engagement items.
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Of course, the ins tim’,tioﬁjalj1:éseafch_e,1’ 'é'»'gq'jecﬁtéda't_h
‘be highet on all items.”

is to identify
11-the groups.
ps:was 50

However, the-goal. of thi
i '-'the,_hl__argf‘e_s{ il

. those items. (behavit
* There were five items > the differén ) groups:y
percent or greater; with..the ‘greatesi’. di ce.being: “discussed grades
or assignments- with -an. instructor”" iffererice”of 63 percent). For this
behavior, of those students who. were' less engaged in high school and
maintained lower engagement in college, only 18 percent indicated they
discussed grades or assigniments with an instructor: This was in stark con-
trast to the 81 percent less:engaged high ‘sehool studerit peers who subse-
quently reported higher-engagement during' théir first year. The faculty
members were not so surprised (o'see that there'was a big distinction (55
percent difference) between less-less and less-more students regarding
classroom engagement (asked. questions in class and made a class presen-
tation). Working with other students outside the class (53 percent differ-
ence) and discussing ideas from readings with others outside of class (50
percent difference) were similarly very different for these two types of stu-
dents. However, the faculty were quite surprised to see that less-less
engaged students and less-more engaged students were not that different
regarding the number of books read and number of papers written. They
were also surprised to see that the less-more students spent approximately
six more hours studying per week than the less-less students.

Overall, the report confirmed what a number of faculty suspected:
many studénits who were:1éss éngaged in-high school:con nued to be less
" engaged in college. The report also yielded imporiant-eontextual informa-
tion that supported practical and meaningful change. It pointed to areas
where faculty may be able to intervene and raise the engagement level of
these less-engaged students. One thing the faculty learned was the com-
pensatory effect of student-faculty interaction for these less-engaged stu-
dents. Less-engaged high school students, who, then reported being more
engaged in their first year of ¢ollege, were muc more likely to report that
- they “often” or “very. often”. ‘discussed grades. or.assignments with an
instructor. " Therefore; " the report led to recommendations’ that. faculty
. should not only make themselves readily available“to meet with first-year
students but.should also find ways. Lo encotrdge such engagement. The
faculty discovered as.well that'the amoun( of reading and writing doés not
distinguish ‘the less-engaged high “school students and their subsequent
first-year engagement, but rather their in-class participation.(asking ques-
tions, making a presentation) as well‘as working with other students out
of class distinguishes these two groups.- The director- of the Center for

Teaching and Learning saw these results’as, an opportunity to work with
faculty on developing curriculum that encourages more in-class engage-
ment and use of effective $tudent group work assignments.
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the importance of student academic and social integration, especially the
need to connect with faculty, to increase student success and persistence
(see Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005). To do this analysis, the institutional
research office looked at the results from the NSSE item asking students to
1nd1cate Lhe quahty of 1elat10nsh1ps with faculty altheir 1nsutuuon (f01

thelr sophomore year the duector and the 1nsL1tutional leéealcll ofﬁce--ﬁj
used BCSSE NSS]Z data 1o dlS[lngUlSh how Lhese ahen’tted students are dif- -

chalacLeusucs oo : .
One Lhmg Lhey dlscoveled was that ahenated'studems were signifi-

-cantly more likely ‘to_enter college expecting that:, “interacting with fac-

dn-effect size -

ulty” would be:difficult: The difference was significant;-wi
of .57. These same students were also less likely to indicate that they were

certain. they would ask instructors for help when; they ‘were-struggling.
with coutse aSSLgnmean Again, this difference was sLatlstlcaHy signifi- -
cant, with an effect size of .47. Collectlvely, this indicated to faculty that
many of the students who reported feeling alienated from the faculty

started college already believing that it would be difficult {6 iriteract with -

faculty. The report also suggested that many students who feel alienated
from faculty expected a certain level of alienation and difficulty before the
school year even began. This led to the important information that faculty
and the orientation staff on campus needed to make improvements. _

These improvements included asking faculty and other campus staff
to talk explicitly about the availability of faculty assistance and the posi-
tive benefits of such assistance early on in the first year. It also convinced
the faculty that they needed to “tear down” the barriers that discourage
interaction between first-year students and faculty. One way the faculty
chose to demonstrate their approachability was to host a series of student-
faculty cookouts during Welcome Week, complete with games and other
interactive activities. The cookouts were organized by mdjor. The goal was
to foster a fun atmosphere where students could get to know faculty posi-
tively and meaningfully early on in the academic year.

Program Evaluation

In addition to presenting important information' to faculty and staff,
BCSSE-NSSE longitudinal data can also be used to evaluate specific pro-
grams implemented on a campus. Again, there are many examples that
could be used, but this section will use BCSSE-NSSE data to evaluate
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learning communities and service learning. Both of these examples are
designed to provide important information to campus-leacders in a succinct
report. S ; o
Learning Communities. The provost at BCSSEville State supported
creation of a learning community three years ago. Since then, there has
only been anecdotal evidence yegarding its impact on student experience
and success. Given the positive benefits ol academic engagement for a
variety of student outcomes (e.g., persistence and achievement), the pro-
vost was particularly interested in the extent to which participation in a
learning community fosters student academic engagement.

The institutional research, office:felt the ‘best-way to approach exam-
ining the influence of par pation-in a learning community on academic

- engagement would ‘be to tiséa 1'@g1’:¢5§$f01ﬁ~ médel ithat:included precollege

characteristics known to relate to-academic -engagement. Given the con-
over i, it 15 reast assuimie’ that many past
engagement behaviors will persist” through’ the first year of college
(Funder and Colvin,; 1991). Though .past behavior does not necessarily
“cause” future behavior (in other words, time 1 and time 2 behaviors are
most likely spurious correlations that share common causal factors; Ban-
dura, 1986; Pedhazur, 1997), it is 1'easonab__1‘e,‘to treat these past behaviors
as controls that-allow an institution to better.isolate the unique contribu-
tion of learning ‘communities: on studeént engagement. As with previous
examples, this question could be answered only with access to longitudi-
nal data such as. those available to: insLiLLLtib1}s- that participate in BCSSE
and NSSE. L S R

To be better aligned with the high school academic engagement scale
used in BCSSE, the institutional research office created a new academic
engagement scale using the similar NSSE items. For instance, an item in
the high school academic engagement scale asks students how often they
“asked questions in class or contributed to class discussions.” On NSSE,
this same item is asked but in the context of the first year of college. This
newly created first-year academic engagement scale was used as the depen-
dent variable in the learning community and service learning examples
below. : S o
" According to the BCSSEville State data, the student sample was com-
posed of 37 percent first-generation college students, 33 percent men, and
27 percent minority students. In addition, 18 percent indicated they par-
ticipated in a learning community. They iricluded ‘first-generation college
student status, gender, race and ethnicity, high school grades, high school
academic engagement, and participation in a learning community into the
regression model predicting first-yéar acadeinic engagement. This model
explained. 20 percent ol vaj iange in, first-year-academic engagement. As
expected, prior high schobl engagement accodiiied [or thié Targest percent-
age of variation explained:in first-year: ’ agement; with a stan-
dardized effect’size of :41.:What v he
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was the unique contribution of participation in 2 .learning community
engagement (.15 effect size). In other words, after one took into.account
first-generation status (not significant), gender (not 51gn1ﬁcant) race and
ethnicity (not significant), high school grades, and prior high school aca-

demlc engagement parL1c1pat10n in a 1earn1ng Communuy still signifi-
6 coengagement.

mities were

~To the institution, this lent evidence that learnf
11np10v1ng student engagement. The results also shg
for improving the. learning communlty experlenc

Though thele is an annual evaluation of this progia
service learning office, with support from the proves
to use BCSSE:NSSE longitudinal data to promote
the effecllveness of the service learmng program

trols in place participation in service learning was then! lncluded in the
model. As with the learning community analy51s Lhe dependem Vallable
was first-year dcademic engagement. o '

This model explained 22 percent of variance'in- ﬁrst yea1 academlc
engagement. Similar to the learning community ana1y31s prior hlgh school
engagement accounted for the largest percentage of variation in first-year
engagement ‘with a standardized effect size of .42. The unique ‘contribu-
tion of participation in service learning (.21 effect size) on ‘academic
engagement was particularly important. In other words, after taking into
account first-generation status (not significant), gender (not significant),
race and ethnicity (not significant), high school grades, and prior high
school academic engagement, participation in service learning still signifi-
cantly contributed to the explanation of sLudean first- yeal acaclemic
engagement.

At BCSSEville SLaLe only a small percentage of first-year studems par-
ticipate in service learning. However, these results presented evidence that
service learning was improving first-year student engagenient: To increase
the number of students who participate in service learning, the director of
service learning and the provost decided that more resources and incen-
tives should be given to {aculty who integrate a service learning compo-
nent into their curriculum. They also decided to conduct a follow-up
assessment in two years, again using the longuudmal data supphed by

BCSSE and NSSE.

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCHT * DOL: 10.1002/r




USING LONGITUDINAL DATA TO IMPROVE THE EXPERIENCE OF FIRST-YEAR STUDENTS 51

Summary

The primary goal of this chapter was to demonstrate how longitudinal
data can supply important precollege characteristics that would otherwise
be missing in a report generated from pypical-cross—sectional survey data.
We hope that this chapter has highlighted ways in which an institution
" can use longitudiha‘l-data'tO' generate important. information for faculty,
staff, and campus leaders. Though “cliapter .used data provided by
. BCSSE and NSSE, many -other sury {ata sources could be used in
- similar ways. Whatever the data 50 hope this chapter provides -
“impetus for readers to think of how ‘effectively use longitudinal”
“'ddta on their campus. "= T PACEREEEIE
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