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NSSE Accreditation Toolkit: Mapping to Survey Items 
Higher Learning Commission (HLC) 

 

Introduction and Rationale 
for Using NSSE in Accreditation 
One of the most common institutional uses of NSSE data is 
for accreditation. In fact, NSSE schools report that 
accrediting agencies are the primary external group with 
which they share NSSE results.  

In June 2012, the American Council on Education (ACE) 
National Task Force on Institutional Accreditation released 
a report urging the higher education community to 
strengthen and improve the quality and public 
accountability of the institutional accreditation process.  

“Voluntary accreditation has served higher education 
extremely well for more than a century. However, the 
ACE Board of Directors urged the creation of this task 
force so we could share with the academic community 
an assessment of the value of voluntary peer review in 
light of wide-ranging changes in the higher education 
landscape.” 

—Molly Corbett Broad, President 
American Council on Education 

Assuring Academic Quality in the 21st Century: Self-
Regulation in a New Era is designed to spark productive 
conversations throughout the higher education community 
to address the challenges of strengthening the system of 
voluntary self-regulation.  

The report describes current approaches to accreditation, 
addresses criticisms of the process, and offers six 
recommendations colleges, universities, and accrediting 
bodies can implement to ensure that the accreditation 
process is a meaningful guarantor of academic quality. The 
recommendations are: 

1.  Increase the transparency of accreditation and clearly 
communicate its results; 

2.  Increase the centrality of evidence about student 
success and educational quality; 

3.  Take prompt, strong, and public action against 
substandard institutions; and 

4.  Adopt a more “risk-sensitive” approach to 
accreditation. 

5.  Seek common terminology, promote cooperation, and 
expand participation. 

6.  Enhance the cost-effectiveness of accreditation. 

The second recommendation’s emphasis on evidence is 
particularly noteworthy. In response to the growing demand 
for public accountability, accrediting bodies now consider 
graduation and retention rates, student experiences and 
learning outcomes, supportive institutional resources, and 
placement data to be part of a standard comprehensive 
review that is made public. However, the report highlights 
the need to ensure these metrics are explained and qualified 
within the institution’s unique context so as to present a 
meaningful interpretation. Moreover, evidence must be 
sensitive to the institution’s mission and the characteristics 
of entering students and should reflect the educational 
benefits the institution seeks to provide. Finally, evidence 
of educational outcomes must be presented systematically 
and transparently. View the full report on the ACE website. 
www.acenet.edu/ 

NSSE results are meaningful indicators of educational 
quality and can be used in planning as well as for 
documenting institutional effectiveness, guiding 
improvements, and assessing their impact. NSSE data show 
the levels of engagement of various types of students in 
effective educational practices during their first and last 
years of college. Thus, NSSE results are a direct indicator 
of what students put into their education and an indirect 
indicator of what they get out of it.  

Inside This Toolkit 
Introduction and Rationale   1 

NSSE 2022-23 and Updated Survey Items   2 

NSSE as a Tool for Documenting Student 
Learning Outcomes   2 

NSSE and Accreditation Timelines   2 

Recent Trends in Accreditation   4 

Accreditation Tips   4 

Additional Information   4 

Mapping NSSE Items to HLC Criteria   5 

NSSE 2022-23 Survey Items Mapped to HLC Criteria 
and Core Components   6 

Institutional Examples   8 

https://www.acenet.edu/


 

NSSE ACCREDITATION TOOLKIT: HIGHER LEARNING COMMISSION •  2 

NSSE results help answer key questions related to 
institutional policies and programs associated with high 
levels of student engagement and learning. Accreditation 
bodies and program-specific accreditation standards have 
tended to encourage institutions to focus on self-evaluation 
and formative reviews that guide improvement efforts. So, 
rather than fashion self-studies as a stand-alone document 
for one-time use, these standards have begun to feature 
more elements of strategic planning and program 
evaluation that can be used to identify areas in which 
institutions wish to improve.  

NSSE results are especially valuable for this purpose 
because they are actionable. That is, NSSE data point to 
aspects of student and institutional performance that 
institutions can do something about related to the 
curriculum, pedagogy, instructional emphases, and campus 
climate. In addition, because NSSE benchmarks allow a 
school to compare itself to others, the results often point to 
areas where improvement may be desired.  

Specific applications of student engagement information 
for accreditation range from minimal use, such as including 
the results in a self-study appendix, to systematically 
incorporating results over several years to demonstrate the 
impact of improvement initiatives on student behavior and 
the efficacy of modifications of policies and practices. 

NSSE 2022-23 and Updated 
Survey Items 
After years of evidence-based and collaborative testing, the 
updated NSSE survey was administered for the first time in 
spring 2013. While survey changes range from minor 
adjustments to entirely new content, the updated instrument 
maintains NSSE’s signature focus on diagnostic and 
actionable information related to effective educational 
practice. 

How Will Comparisons with Prior-Year 
Results Be Affected? 
Even the best surveys must be periodically revised and 
updated, affecting multi-year analyses such as trend studies or 
pre/post designs. Although many NSSE survey items remain 
unchanged, others have been modified and a few have been 
dropped, limiting longitudinal comparability of individual 
questions and historical benchmarks. While some new 
results will not be directly comparable to past results, 
institutions will still be able to evaluate longitudinal 
questions with the updated NSSE. For instance, if previous 
comparison group results indicate above-average 
performance in a particular area, institutions will still be 
able to gauge whether they outperform the same or a 
similar comparison group.  

 

We are confident that the updated version will enhance 
NSSE’s value to institutions. Furthermore, NSSE will 
continue to provide useful resources and work with 
participating institutions to ensure maximum benefit from 
survey participation. 

NSSE as a Tool for Documenting 
Student Learning Outcomes 
Here are several examples of how student engagement 
information links to accreditation goals related to 
documenting student learning processes and outcomes: 

•  NSSE is a national survey that helps institutions 
measure their effectiveness in key areas of interest.  

•  Used systematically over time, NSSE provides data 
that illustrate (a) that a college or university is using 
assessment to determine the extent to which it is 
meeting its educational objectives; (b) whether 
current institutional goals remain appropriate; and (c) 
if various areas of teaching and learning need 
improvement. 

•  Institutions can benchmark their performance against 
select peer comparison groups, their Carnegie 
classification category, and NSSE national norms.  

•  Information about student engagement and 
institutional effectiveness provides evidence of 
efforts to meet accrediting standards and 
continuously improve.  

•  NSSE results can yield insights into widely held 
assumptions about the nature of students and how 
they use the institution’s resources for learning.  

•  Student engagement results are intuitively accessible 
and understandable by different groups of 
stakeholders, on and off campus. 

This toolkit provides suggestions for incorporating NSSE 
into accreditation processes and products, with an emphasis 
on mapping student engagement results to accreditation 
standards. 

NSSE and Accreditation 
Timelines 
NSSE results can be used in all components of the 
institutional accreditation process. These include but are 
not limited to: 

(a) the self-study that responds to evaluation criteria 
established by the accrediting body;   

(b) the visit by the team of peer evaluators who consider 
additional evidence; and  

(c) the response to a decision by an accreditation body 
requesting an improvement plan or additional 
evidence of student learning and related areas. 
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When and how often to collect and integrate student 
engagement data in the accreditation process are decisions 
facing all colleges and universities. The answers will vary, 
depending on several factors. Some schools want to collect 
student engagement information to establish a baseline. 
Ideally, this is done three to five years before preparing the 
self-study. This way, the institution has enough time to 
analyze, interpret, and disseminate the results to 
appropriate audiences, identify areas for improvement, take 
action in these areas, and administer the survey in 
subsequent years to demonstrate whether student and 
institutional performance are moving in the desired 
direction. 

Other institutions will establish different timelines to meet 
their self-study objectives. For this reason, some schools 
administer NSSE on an annual or biennial basis. The 
appropriate NSSE participation cycle for your school 
depends on how you intend to use your data. Many 
institutions have found it valuable to have several years of 
NSSE results to establish a reliable baseline of data. Then, 
institutions assess their students every few years to allow 
time for institutional changes to take effect. This planned 
administration cycle maximizes the use of student 
engagement data for most accreditation purposes. 

A substantial number of schools have gathered student 
engagement information multiple times, suggesting they 
may be comparing the results over time to estimate areas  

in which student performance is changing. It may also 
indicate that some of these colleges are carefully 
monitoring trends in student learning processes over time to 
make certain that institutional performance remains at the 
desired level. Because legitimate reasons vary for schools 
using NSSE at different intervals, the best answer to how 
frequently an institution should obtain student engagement 
data depends on the needs of a given college or university. 

What If Accreditation Is Around 
the Corner? 
For some institutions, a self-study or site visit review may 
be just a year away. In this case, NSSE can still provide 
valuable data to schools during even for a single year. Keep 
in mind that schools must register for NSSE by September, 
the survey is administered during the spring semester, and 
results are provided to schools in August.  

This timeline offers institutions baseline data to 
demonstrate educational strengths and weaknesses and 
results to corroborate institutional evidence. In addition, 
subsequent NSSE administrations can be used to evaluate 
institutional improvement efforts outlined in the self-study. 

The NSSE Administration Timeline below provides 
guidelines for scheduling NSSE participation for use of 
NSSE results in accreditation. 

 

 

 

 

 

NSSE Administra�on Timeline 
YEAR 1 
Summer–Fall  Create a budget for accreditation process, including NSSE administration fees 

 Register for NSSE before mid-September deadline 
 View NSSE Webinars on survey administration 
 Receive NSSE results in Institutional Report (August), Major Field Report (October), and Annual Results (November) 

Fall–Winter  Customize NSSE by choosing modules or joining consortia 
 Prepare administration and promotional materials such as population files, recruitment messages, incentives 
 Coordinate delivery of recruitment messages with campus IT staff 
 Working groups review NSSE results from previous administrations for self-study 

YEAR 2 
Winter–Early Spring  Administer NSSE survey 

 Send reminder messages to nonrespondents 
Late Spring  Customize survey reports by choosing comparison groups, major field groups, and other reporting options 

 Survey administration closes early June 
Summer–Fall  Institutional Report (August) delivery and data files available for download from NSSE Institution Interface 

 Major Field Report available for download (October) 
 Annual Results delivery (November) 
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Trends in Accreditation 
The following trends in accreditation support the use of 
student engagement results in assessment and institutional 
improvement initiatives: 

• Campuses and accrediting bodies are moving toward 
self-studies that systematically over time review 
existing processes (like strategic planning, program 
evaluation, student services, and enrollment 
management), as contrasted with one-point-in-time 
reports that have limited utility.  

• Accrediting bodies have shifted away from setting 
and holding institutions to rigid quantitative 
standards that feature inputs and resources toward 
empirically based indicators of institutional 
effectiveness and student learning.  

• Accreditation bodies and program accreditors are 
emphasizing the importance of cultivating “cultures 
of evidence” that nurture and sustain continuous 
improvement. Progressive campus leaders 
increasingly are harnessing the reaccreditation 
process as a “chariot for change.” Rather than 
viewing the process as a burden or hurdle to be 
overcome, presidents, provosts, and deans are using 
the self-study and team visit as an opportunity to 
stimulate productive dialogue and to guide 
constructive change. 

Accreditation Tips 
Tip #1:  
Student engagement results provided by NSSE are one 
direct indicator of what students put into their education 
and an indirect indicator of what they get out of it. 

Tip #2: 
NSSE items can be used to analyze the resources and 
appraise the effectiveness of the institution in fulfilling its 
mission. Two such measures included in the educational 
gains items are the extent to which students’ experiences at 
the institution have: 1) contributed to their knowledge, 
skills, and personal development in acquiring a broad 
general education; and 2) helped them develop a personal 
code of values and ethics. The measurement of these 
experiences could be used to demonstrate achievement of 
the institution’s mission and goals. 

Tip #3: 
NSSE data are actionable in that they point to aspects of 
student and institutional performance institutions can 
address related to the curriculum, pedagogy, instructional 
emphases, and campus climate. In addition, because NSSE 
benchmarks allow a school to compare itself to others, the 
results often point to areas where improvement may be 
desired.  

Tip #4: 
Share NSSE results widely to expand the audience’s view 
of the accreditation data. Spend time thinking about with 
whom you will share specific results from your data. For 
example, Oregon State University has disseminated its NSSE 
results to relevant student affairs departments, like housing 
and academic advising, who in turn can use the data to better 
understand how their students interact with available services. 

Tip #5:  
The Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (FSSE) measures 
faculty expectations of student engagement in educational 
practices empirically linked with high levels of learning and 
development. Combined, NSSE and FSSE results can help 
identify areas of strength as well as aspects of the 
undergraduate experience that may warrant attention and 
stimulate discussions on improving teaching, learning, and 
the quality of students’ educational experience. 

Tip #6: 
Share NSSE results with appropriate campus community 
members to help sharpen their reports to the accreditation 
team. For example, distribute NSSE results on the 
experience of first-generation and commuter students to 
academic support services and commuter student offices. 
Data regarding the degree to which students report the 
institution helps them cope with nonacademic 
responsibilities and succeed academically and their 
satisfaction with advising can be used to demonstrate 
adequate provision of services to meet students’ learning 
and personal development needs. 

Tip #7: 
NSSE results can help assess the degree to which the 
institution encourages contact among students from 
different economic, social, and racial or ethnic backgrounds 
and the extent to which students report that their 
experiences at the institution have contributed to their 
knowledge, skills, and personal development in 
understanding people of other racial and ethnic 
backgrounds. Results also can demonstrate institutional 
effectiveness in responding to the increasing diversity in 
society through educational and co-curricular programs. 

Additional Information 
This document, accreditation toolkits from previous 
years, examples of how institutions have used NSSE data 
for accreditation, and research reports related to NSSE 
data and accreditation are available on the NSSE Institute 
website. 
go.iu.edu/NSSE-accreditation-toolkits 
  

https://go.iu.edu/NSSE-accreditation-toolkits
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Mapping NSSE Items to 
Higher Learning Commission 
(HLC) Criteria 
A successful accreditation plan is authentic to each 
institution. An important step in developing any 
accreditation plan, however, is identifying the existing 
evaluation practices and the evidence from them that can be 
linked to accreditation standards, commitments, and/or 
criteria.  
 
A team of NSSE staff members reviewed accreditation 
standards for each accreditation organization and mapped 
NSSE survey items to those standards that we thought 
closely corresponded. Our hope is that this alignment 
encourages institutions to consider various ways to 
integrate NSSE data into accreditation processes, beyond 
simply mentioning NSSE as an element in its systematic 
assessment activities.  

This toolkit, including the table on pages 6 and 7, “NSSE 
2022-23 Survey Items Mapped to HLC Criteria”, is not 
intended as a strict formula for relating NSSE results to 
accreditation standards but, rather, as a stimulus to think 
more broadly about how these data can provide evidence to 
support specific standards. NSSE data can be used as a 
guide when designing an assessment plan or, retroactively, 
when looking back to assess the impact of a new program 
or initiative. Looking forward, institutions can look at their 
NSSE results to think critically and shape the new program. 
Looking back, if an institution has participated in NSSE 
two or more times leading up to reaffirmation, it can also 
use NSSE data longitudinally to reflect on criteria. By 
looking across data from two or three NSSE 
administrations, institutions can reflect on quality and 
improvement initiatives and their impact over time on 
seniors, first-years, or subgroups (e.g., veterans, commuter 
students). NSSE findings can support and document a 
range of institutional improvement efforts but will be most 
meaningful when coupled with other student outcome 
measures for your campus. 

NSSE and HLC Criteria 

In February 2019, HLC‘s Board of Trustees adopted 
revisions to the Criteria for Accreditation 

that went into effect on September 1, 2020. The revisions 
include some reorganization of the Criteria‘s Core 
Components. HLC offers multiple accreditation 
pathways, each of which is defined by a distinct 
schedule and series of evaluative activities for its 
institutions. All pathways are framed around the Criteria 
for Accreditation as their evaluative basis. NSSE 2022-23 
survey items have been aligned in this toolkit with the new 
Criteria for Accreditation. 
 
Several of the criteria are particularly relevant to student 
engagement results and are well-represented in the mapping: 
 
Criterion 1. Mission 
NSSE results can help demonstrate and guide the 
institutions mission. Notably, Core Component 1.C. “The 
institution provides opportunities for civic engagement in a 
diverse, multicultural society and globally connected world, 
as appropriate within its mission and for the constituencies 
it serves” maps to NSSE Engagement Indicators including 
Reflective & Integrative Learning and Discussions with 
Diverse Others. 
 
Criterion 3. Teaching and Learning: Quality, Resources, 
and Support 
Many NSSE items may offer data points as evidence that 
the institution provides quality education, wherever and 
however its offerings are delivered. Particularly Core 
Components 3.B, 3C and 3D.  
 
Criterion 4. Teaching and Learning: Evaluation and 
Improvement 
NSSE results are particularly appropriate to Criteria 4.B 
and 4.C., which focus on gathering, assessing, and 
evaluating data as evidence of learning to inform 
continuous improvement. Regular participation in NSSE is 
an important commitment to the practice of routine 
assessment and program review and action on findings and 
to build into processes for assessment in academic and co-
curricular learning, and the examination of influences on 
retention and completion.  
 
Criteria for Accreditation in Effect  
Criteria for Accreditation (2020 edition). This mapping 
reflects the latest revision of the Higher Learning 
Commission’s (HLC) Criteria for Accreditation., revised in 
February 2019, and adapted in September 2020. 

  

NSSE Demographic Items, Consor�um Ques�ons, and Topical Modules 
 In addition to the survey items shown in the following table, the updated NSSE survey contains demographic items, Questions 20–39, that may be of value for 

examining practices by student subpopulation and for exploring the influence of institutional conditions and student identities such as on-campus residence and 
student status including first-generation, student-athlete, or veteran. Institutions participating in a consortium may also have results relevant to accreditation, 
including assessment of mission effectiveness. New customization options on the updated survey include Topical Modules—short sets of questions on topics such 
as academic advising, writing, and technology use. Responses to these items may help with the assessment of particular practices and provide evidence of quality 
including, for example, quality of advising, civic engagement and relationships between writing and learning. Additional modules will be added over time. 
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NSSE 2022-23 Survey Items Mapped to HLC Criteria and Core Components 
This mapping reflects the HLC Criteria for Accreditation, revised in February 2019, and adapted in September 2020  

NSSE 2022-23 Survey Items Criteria/Core 
Components 

1.  During the current school year, about how often have you done the following?  
a. Asked questions or contributed to course discussions in other ways   3.B 
b. Asked another student to help you understand course material 3.B.3 
c. Explained course material to one or more students 3.B.3 
d. Prepared for exams by discussing or working through course material with other students 3.B 
e. Worked with other students on course projects or assignments 3.B 
f. Given a course presentation 3.B 

2. During the current school year, about how often have you done the following?  
a. Combined ideas from different courses when completing assignments 3.B 
b. Connected your learning to societal problems or issues 1.C, 3B 

c. Included diverse perspectives (political, religious, racial/ethnic, gender, etc.) in course discussions 
or assignments 

1.C, 3.B 

d. Examined the strengths and weaknesses of your own views on a topic or issue 1.C, 3.B 
e. Tried to better understand someone else’s views by imagining how an issue looks from his or her perspective 3.B 
f. Learned something that changed the way you understand an issue or concept 3.B;2.B 
g. Connected ideas from your courses to your prior experiences and knowledge 3.B;2.B 

3. During the current school year, about how often have you done the following?  
a. Talked about career plans with a faculty member 1.C, 3.C, 2.B, 3.D 
b. Worked with a faculty member on activities other than coursework (committees, student groups, etc.) 3.B, 3.C 
c. Discussed course topics, ideas, or concepts with a faculty member outside of class 3.B, 3.C 
d. Discussed your academic performance with a faculty member 3.C 

4. During the current school year, how much has your coursework emphasized the following?  
a. Memorizing course material 3.B 
b. Applying facts, theories, or methods to practical problems or new situations 3.B 
c. Analyzing an idea, experience, or line of reasoning in depth by examining its parts 3.B 
d. Evaluating a point of view, decision, or information source 3.B 
e. Forming a new idea or understanding from various pieces of information 3.b 

5. During the current school year, to what extent have your instructors done the following?  
a. Clearly explained course goals and requirements 3.C, 3.D 
b. Taught course sessions in an organized way 3.C, 3.D 
c. Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points 3.C, 3.D 
d. Provided feedback on a draft or work in progress 2.E, 3.C 
e. Provided prompt and detailed feedback on tests or completed assignments 2.E, 3.C 
f. Explained in advance the criteria for successfully completing your assignments 3.C, 3.D 
g.  Reviewed and summarized key ideas or concepts 3.C, 3.D 
h. Taught in a way that aligns with how you prefer to learn 3.C, 3.D 
i.  Enabled you to demonstrate your learning through quizzes, assignments, and other activities 3.C, 3.D 

6. During the current school year, about how often have you done the following?  
a. Reached conclusions based on your own analysis of numerical information (numbers, graphs, statistics, etc.) 3.B 
b. Used numerical information to examine a real-world problem or issue (unemployment, climate change, public health, etc.) 3.B 
c. Evaluated what others have concluded from numerical information 3.B 

7. During the current school year, about how many papers, reports, or other writing tasks of the following length have you 
been assigned? (Include those not yet completed.) 

 

a. Up to 5 pages 3.B,3.D 
b. Between 6 and 10 pages 3.B,3.D 
c. 11 pages or more 3.B,3D 

8. During the current school year, about how often have you had discussions with people from the following groups?  
a. People of a race or ethnicity other than your own 1.C, 3.B.3, 2.B 
b. People from an economic background other than your own 1.C, 3.B.3, 2.B 
c. People with religious beliefs other than your own 1.C, 3.B.3, 2.B 
d. People with political views other than your own 1.C, 3.B.3, 2.B 
e.  People with a sexual orientation other than your own 1.C, 3.B.3, 2.B 
f. People from a country other than your own 1.C, 3.B.3, 2.B 

9. During the current school year, about how often have you done the following?  
a. Identified key information from reading assignments 3.B;  
b. Reviewed your notes after class 3.B;  
c. Summarized what you learned in class or from course materials 3.B;  
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NSSE 2022-23 Survey Items Mapped to Criteria (continued) 
NSSE 2022-23 Survey Items  

10. During the current school year, to what extent have your courses challenged you to do your best work?  
11. Which of the following have you done while in college or do you plan to do before you graduate?  

a. Participate in an internship, co-op, field experience, student teaching, or clinical placement 2.B, 3.B, 4.C 
b. Hold a formal leadership role in a student organization or group 2.B 

c. Participate in a learning community or some other formal program where groups of students take two or more classes 
together 

 

d. Participate in a study abroad program 1.C, 2.B, 3.B 
e.  Work with a faculty member on a research project 2.B, 3.B 
f. Complete a culminating senior experience (capstone course, senior project or thesis, portfolio, recital, comprehensive exam etc.) 2.B, 3.B 

12. About how many of your courses at this institution have included a community-based project (service-learning)? 1.B, 3.D 
13. Indicate the quality of your interactions with the following people at your institution.  

a. Students 3.B 
b. Academic advisors 3.B, 3.D 
c. Faculty  3.B 
d. Student services staff (career services, student activities, housing, etc.) 3.B, 3.C 
e. Other administrative staff and offices (registrar, financial aid, etc.) 3.B, 3.C 

14. How much does your institution emphasize the following?  
a. Spending significant amounts of time studying and on academic work 3.B, 3.C 
b. Providing support to help students succeed academically 2.B,3.B, 3.D 
c. Using learning support services (tutoring services, writing center, etc.) 2.B,3.D 
d. Encouraging contact among students from different backgrounds (social, racial/ethnic, religious, etc.) 1.C, 3.B 
e.  Providing opportunities to be involved socially 2.B 
f. Providing support for your overall well-being (recreation, health care, counseling, etc.) 2.B, 3.D  
g. Helping you manage your non-academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.)   
h.  Attending campus activities and events (performing arts, athletic events, etc.) 2.B, 3.B  
i. Attending events that address important social, economic, or political issues 2.B 

15. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
a. I feel comfortable being myself at this institution. 1.C, 3.D 
b. I feel valued by this institution. 1.C, 3.D 
c. I feel like part of the community at this institution. 1.C, 3.D 

16. About how many hours do you spend in a typical 7-day week doing the following?  

a. Preparing for class (studying, reading, writing, doing homework or lab work, analyzing data, rehearsing, and other 
academic activities) 

3.C, 3.D 
 

b. Participating in co-curricular activities (organizations, campus publications, student government, fraternity or sorority, 
intercollegiate or intramural sports, etc.) 

3.C, 3.D 
 

c. Working for pay on campus 3.C, 3.D 
d. Working for pay off campus  
e.  Doing community service or volunteer work 1.B, 2.B, 3.B 
f. Relaxing and socializing (time with friends, video games, TV or videos, keeping up with friends online, etc.)  
g. Providing care for dependents (children, parents, etc.)  
h.  Commuting to campus (driving, walking, etc.)  

17. Of the time you spend preparing for class in a typical 7-day week, about how many hours are on assigned reading? 3.A, 3.B, 4.B, 4.C 
18. How much has your experience at this institution contributed to your knowledge, skills, and personal development in the 

following areas? 
 

a. Writing clearly and effectively 2.B, 3.B 
b. Speaking clearly and effectively 2.B, 3.B 
c. Thinking critically and analytically 2.B, 3.B 
d. Analyzing numerical and statistical information 2.B, 3.B 
e.  Acquiring job- or work-related knowledge and skills 2.B, 3.B, , 4.C 
f. Working effectively with others 2.B 
g. Developing or clarifying a personal code of values and ethics  
h.  Understanding people of other backgrounds (economic, racial/ethnic, political, religious, nationality, etc.) 1.C, 2.B, 3.B 
i. Solving complex real-world problems 2.B, 3.B 
j.  Being an informed and active citizen 2.B, 3.B 

19. How would you evaluate your entire educational experience at this institution? 1.B, 3.D 
20. If you could start over again, would you go to the same institution you are now attending?  
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Institutional Examples 
Interest in using NSSE in accreditation is growing across 
all sectors and types of institutions. Because NSSE focuses 
on student behavior and effective educational practices, 
colleges and universities have found productive ways to 
incorporate survey results in their institutional self-studies. 
In this section, we describe how selected institutions are 
using NSSE in accreditation.  

Higher Learning Commission (HLC) 
St. Cloud State University 
In its self-study, Reaching Higher, prepared in April 2007 for 
HLC, St. Cloud State University indicated that data from 
external norm-referenced instruments used at the institution, 
NSSE, and other surveys “have been collected since 2001 and 
have been used as action guides for student life and 
development staff as well as for improvements in academic 
support and academic programs.” NSSE results have been 
used as evidence for numerous criteria for St. Cloud’s self-
study.  
In Criterion Two of HLC standards, Core Component 2A, 
on an institution’s preparation for the future, St. Cloud 
states that NSSE data, with other assessment tools, have 
been discussed in academic and administrative groups 
resulting in changes in the Division of Student Life and 
the First-Year Experience, and the development of an 
early warning system for students experiencing academic 
difficulty.  
For Core Component 2C, requiring evidence of an 
effective, ongoing evaluation and assessment process, 
NSSE data along with other survey results provide a 
snapshot of the student experience: for example, how 
students are interacting and how St. Cloud might enhance 
these interactions in terms of diversity and how 
technology is used in communication and course content. 
Students report that faculty members use technology 
effectively and enhance their courses with self-paced 
electronic resources. Student responses are used to plan 
student services and have led to the creation of the First-
Year Experience program and the appointment of 
additional staff to the advising, honors, and counseling 
programs.  

For student learning and effective teaching, Criterion Three, 
NSSE results were used to support Core Component 3C, on 
effective learning environments. Scores on NSSE items 
showed that St. Cloud students participate in significantly 
more community-based projects than selected peers and the 
entire NSSE cohort. St. Cloud students also worked with 
peers inside and outside the classroom more frequently, 
“developing important skills in becoming lifelong learners.” 

University of Denver (DU) 
In support of Standard 3.A.3 of its 2010 self-study for 
HLC, the University of Denver (DU) assesses student 
learning at multiple levels using multiple methods that 
include NSSE, BCSSE, and other student satisfaction 
surveys. Multi-year analyses of benchmark scores were 
reviewed by the chancellor, provost, and other senior 
administrators. Institutional research staff conducted 
student focus groups and also, in particular, found 
concerns about the distributed nature of administrative 
services at DU reflected in lower scores on the Supportive 
Campus Environment (SCE) benchmark than DU’s peers 
and comparison groups. This led to the creation of the 
Center for Academic and Career Development, a “one-
stop” service model. Combined use of NSSE and BCSSE 
results has also provided further support for Standard 
3.A.3. In fall 2009, BCSSE was administered to the cohort 
of incoming students, who then took the NSSE survey in 
spring 2009. Longitudinal analyses of responses of this 
same cohort in their senior year to the 2012 NSSE survey 
will be used as indirect evidence to explore institutional 
factors at DU that best support student learning.  

Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education (MSCHE)  
Juniata College 
Juniata College can be described as a “data rich” 
institution, where senior administrators are firm believers 
in gathering as much data as possible to inform their 
planning efforts. NSSE results have fed Juniata’s planning 
efforts, were used in the reaccreditation process beginning 
with its 2001 self-study for MSCHE, and will be used for 
their 2012–13 review. NSSE benchmarks and high-impact 
practices are integrated into Juniata’s strategic plan, and 
results on survey items such as study abroad, internships, 
and critical and analytical skills will be monitored in its 
long-range planning. Juniata faculty have shown 
increasing interest in NSSE results, and the International 
Learning Assessment Committee has been charged with 
reviewing the impact of study abroad. Because a large 
cohort participated in study abroad in 2010, the committee 
plans to examine NSSE results for correlations between 
study abroad and levels of engagement. 

Morgan State University (MSU) 
Reaccredited by MSCHE in 2008 and designated by the 
state legislature “Maryland’s Public Urban University,” 
Morgan State University (MSU) chose a model for its 2008 
Middle States Self-Study aligning Baldrige Education 
Criteria for Performance Excellence with the 14 MSCHE 
standards for excellence. Morgan used focus groups, NSSE 
results, and other national assessment instruments as 
evidence of student and stakeholder satisfaction to support 



 

NSSE ACCREDITATION TOOLKIT: WESTERN ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOLS AND COLLEGES •  9 

MSCHE Standard 9, Student Support Services: “The 
institution provides student support services reasonably 
necessary to enable each student to achieve the institution’s 
goals for students,” which was combined with Baldrige 
Category 3, Student Stakeholder and Market Focus.  

A series of focus groups, “Opportunities for Continuous 
Improvement in Academics,” was carried out in 2007 in 
which students, faculty, and administrators offered 
suggestions to improve customer service at MSU. Results 
from NSSE, an internal first-year survey, and findings from 
an external consultant agency also addressed concerns with 
customer service, especially student registration processes. 
The university also established the Morgan Cares and 
Helping Hands programs as a result of its involvement in 
the Building Engagement and Attainment for Minority 
Students (BEAMS) project. 

For MSCHE Standard 14, Assessment of Student Learning, 
one of the two major assessment standards of MSCHE’s 
Characteristics of Excellence guidelines, Morgan linked 
Baldrige Category 7, Organizational Performance Results 
and used NSSE and Faculty Survey of Student Engagement 
(FSSE) results to measure the success of the university’s 
assessment plan. Specific NSSE items on addressing 
faculty expectations, participating in community-based 
projects, applying theories and concepts to practical 
problems, monitoring the number of papers and books read, 
and gaining work-related knowledge and skills were 
highlighted.  

The university continues to promote a strong liberal arts 
curriculum and improvement in its students’ written and 
oral communication skills through a quality General 
Education program. NSSE and FSSE provided responses 
on student engagement from both student and faculty 
perspectives. In addition to effective written and oral 
communication, survey items of particular relevance to 
Morgan’s assessment included acquiring a broad general 
education, thinking critically and analytically, analyzing 
quantitative problems, using computing and information 
technology, and solving complex real world problems.  

New Jersey Institute of Technology (NJIT) 
As described in its self-study, “A Science and Technology 
Research University for the 21st Century,” the New Jersey 
Institute of Technology (NJIT) is “an assessment-based 
university in terms of educational effectiveness.” The 
development of its Strategic Plan 2012–2015, coincided 
with the institution’s 10-year bid for reaffirmation of 
accreditation from MSCHE and provided an opportunity to 
unify assessment efforts. NJIT used first-year student results 
from 2008 and 2010 NSSE administrations related to 
classroom presentations, collaborating on projects, tutoring 
other students, diversity experiences, and development of 
ethical values as indirect measures for MSCHE Standard 14, 
Assessment of Student Learning.  

Additional results from seniors on writing 20+-page papers, 
working with classmates outside of class, serving as tutors, 
participating in discussions on ethnic diversity, and 
participating in a capstone project were used to compare 
NJIT’s performance with that of Carnegie peers. Also under 
Standard 14, NJIT highlighted results from participation in 
NSSE’s Consortium for the Study of Writing in College as 
evidence of strong competence in a variety of writing 
measures. NSSE administration was also factored into the 
new NJIT Integrated Assessment System Matrix, and 
results were charted for use by senior administration and 
department chairs for the development of curriculum and 
the allocation of resources.  

New England Commission of Higher 
Education (NECHE) (formerly NEASC) 

College of the Atlantic (COA) 
Founded in the late 1960s to incorporate the concepts of 
human ecology into a traditional liberal arts curriculum, the 
College of the Atlantic prepares students “to practically 
apply their learning to improve prospects for a sustainable, 
peaceful, and just society.” In an action-oriented 
environment, COA’s self-directed students participate in 
the construction of their own academic programs. 
Coursework is interdisciplinary and experiential. There are 
no academic departments and faculty are nonranked. “All 
members of the community were encouraged to engage in 
the institution’s governance in order to learn about 
democracy, cooperation, and leadership” (p. 2). COA 
prepared its NEASC self-study for reaffirmation in this 
spirit of participatory governance. For NEASC Standard 
Four, The Academic Program, overall survey participation 
and student responses on selected NSSE items provided 
evidence of an effective institutional assessment strategy 
and a successful academic advising program. Items related 
to making a class presentation, interacting with peers from 
different backgrounds, participating in co-curricular 
activities, and writing multiple drafts of papers were used 
for assessment. In addition, qualitative and quantitative 
evidence—NSSE results and increased retention rates, 
particularly from the first- to second-year of study—were 
used to demonstrate a successful approach to academic 
advising. 

Worcester State University 
In its 2012 self-study for NEASC reaffirmation, Worcester 
State shared data from 2008 and 2011 NSSE 
administrations via roundtable discussions and provided 
results at program and department levels. Results from a 
2012 FSSE administration will be compared with previous 
NSSE responses as indirect measures of student and faculty 
engagement indicators for Standard 4, The Academic 
Program, Assessment of Student Learning. A third survey, 
the Commuter and Off-Campus Student Experience Survey 
(COSES), administered in 2012, will provide additional 



 

NSSE ACCREDITATION TOOLKIT: WESTERN ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOLS AND COLLEGES •  10 

data on needs and experiences of commuter students. These 
three surveys will continue to be administered over time to 
identify long-term trends and patterns. Worcester State also 
plans to use combined data from NSSE and FSSE as a 
knowledge base to bolster its retention efforts. Campus-
wide discussions are planned to gather ideas on ways to 
support students both inside and outside the classroom. 

Northwest Commission on Colleges and 
Universities (NWCCU) 
Washington State University (WSU) 
To support its 2009 self-study for the Northwest 
Commission on Colleges and Universities, Washington 
State University (WSU) used NSSE scores over multiple 
years for evidence of the impact of several programs 
initiated to improve student engagement and learning. 
These programs included: 

•  A first-year living-learning community, titled 
“Freshmen Focus” 

•  Integrated residence hall programming and co-
curricular activities  

•  Implementation of a new foreign language 
requirement for the honors program as well as an 
elective for general education studies 

•  Residence hall tutoring services 
•  Increased emphasis on experiential learning 

To further support first-year initiatives and improve NSSE 
benchmark scores on student-faculty interaction and active 
and collaborative learning, WSU offered faculty curriculum 
improvement grants. “Preliminary data from the 2008 
NSSE indicate that the pilot projects introduced in 2005–07 
have begun to impact the student experience.” Built into 
WSU’s new strategic plan for 2008–2013 are goals to 
enhance the student experience and build deep learning 
experiences into curriculum at all levels. 

University of Utah (U of U) 
Based on previous accreditation visits, the University of 
Utah (U of U) knew it needed a comprehensive and 
systematic student outcomes assessment plan. To help 
prepare for a 2006 reaccreditation visit, the university 
created an assessment plan focusing on three core issues: 
student progression, student learning, and student 
engagement and university experiences. Two teams were 
formed to coordinate and direct this effort, the Student 
Outcomes Assessment Council and the Assessment 
Working Group. In terms of student progression, results 
from NSSE and other surveys have shown that U of U 
students spend more hours off-campus involved in work, 
family, and church missions. The university planned to 
increase its efforts to retain these students and to improve 
student engagement in social and academic areas so that its 
future NSSE scores compare more favorably with those of 

peer institutions. The university has also been working to 
“increase enrollments in courses with substantial amounts 
of student-faculty interaction, and to develop structures and 
events that can build social networks and create a shared 
sense of community on our urban, de-centralized, and 
largely commuter campus.” 

Southern Association of Colleges and 
Schools Commission on Colleges  
(SACSCOC) 
Auburn University 
A 30-member, campus-wide Quality Enhancement Plan 
(QEP) Exploratory Committee was formed in 2010 to 
explore potential topics for Auburn University’s 2013 QEP 
for SACSCOC. In 14 meetings over the next year, the 
committee reviewed results from an internal survey and 
short proposals for QEP concepts. Eight proposals received 
funding for further development and four of these were 
recommended to senior leadership, who selected The 
ePortfolio Project: Communicating Learning the Auburn 
Way as Auburn’s QEP topic. The QEP Development 
Committee, formed in 2011, was charged with reviewing 
research on ePortfolios; refining the scope of the project; 
developing a plan, budget, and timeline; and preparing a 
final report for SACSCOC based on review and input from 
the Auburn community. 

NSSE data along with results of Auburn’s 2010 
participation in the Consortium of Colleges Studying 
Writing (CCSW) in 2010 were used in the selection of a 
QEP topic and creation of the implementation plan. A 
number of NSSE survey items overlapped with Auburn’s 
ePortfolio Project Student Learning Outcomes including (a) 
making class presentations; (b) preparing drafts, integrating 
information from different sources; (c) synthesizing 
information or experiences; (d) making judgments; (e) 
acquiring job skills; (f) writing clearly and effectively; (g) 
thinking critically and analytically; (h) speaking clearly and 
effectively; (i) using computing and information 
technology; and (j) understanding self in relation to 
Auburn’s ePortfolio Project. The 27 additional questions 
CCSW developed as a part of NSSE asked students about 
including visual materials in documents, creating projects 
with multi-media, addressing a real audience, using 
language and genres of the discipline, and creating a 
portfolio that collects work from more than one class. As 
part of a longitudinal study by the Office of University 
Writing, the faculty version of the CCSW survey was 
administered in fall 2010 to all faculty who were teaching 
or who had taught an upper division course in the previous 
three years. Auburn planned to administer the student and 
faculty versions of the consortium questions again in 2015 
and analyze any changes in responses from 2010 to 2015 to 
key questions relevant to ePortfolio Project learning 
outcomes. Auburn plans to use these results to help assess 
student learning outcomes as well as the impact and 
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benefits of the ePortfolio Project on students, faculty, 
curriculum, and other stakeholders. 

Georgia State University (GSU) 
Georgia State University (GSU) used NSSE results in the 
preparation of its Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP) for 
reaccreditation by SACSCOC in 2008. The focus of the 
QEP was to increase undergraduate students’ critical 
thinking and writing skills in their major field of study. 
Upon review by the QEP Leadership Committee, NSSE 
data revealed that, compared to their Carnegie peers, GSU 
seniors wrote fewer short papers and felt their 
undergraduate experience did not contribute much to their 
critical thinking abilities. The committee found similar 
results from an internal survey administered each semester 
to recent graduates that measures learning outcomes and 
academic program satisfaction. These findings informed 
the final QEP, Critical Thinking Through Writing, which 
proposed targeted efforts to improve students’ critical 
thinking and writing skills in their major field of study. 

Kennesaw State University (KSU) 
The Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP) of Kennesaw State 
University (KSU) for 2007–2012, Global Learning for 
Engaged Citizenship, is a “five-year plan…to raise global 
learning to the top tier of KSU’s educational priorities and 
outcomes.” The plan relies heavily on longitudinal 
assessment of NSSE data as well as “nuggets” from 2005 
NSSE results to provide baseline evidence of KSU’s impact 
on student learning outcomes. KSU’s QEP contains ten 
goals with related action plans and strategies for assessing 
progress. For example, analyses of NSSE scores from 
2004, 2005, and 2006, indicated the KSU students did not 
report desired levels of exposure to diversity, participation 
in study abroad, and taking a foreign language to support 
KSU’s global learning goals. Goals 1–9 of the plan 
concentrate on strengthening leadership, financial, and 
infrastructure commitments “to the promotion and 
interaction of visibility and awareness of the importance of 
global learning,” and to enhancing student success 
programs. The action plan for Goal 10, “Campus-Wide 
Engagement in Global Learning Will Increase Greatly,” 
focuses on assessing the summative impact of Goals 1–9 
and includes biennial participation in NSSE through 2012. 
Survey responses of KSU seniors will be used for trend 
analysis and to show gains in targeted areas.  

The University of Texas at Tyler (UT Tyler) 
The University of Texas at Tyler (UT Tyler) participates in 
NSSE to gather evidence for strategic planning and 
accreditation. UT Tyler’s 2009–2015 strategic plan, 
Inspiring Excellence, incorporates assessment of study 
abroad and global citizenship using NSSE results. Along 
similar lines, UT Tyler’s Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP), 
“Global Awareness Through Education” (GATE), was 
submitted in 2010 for reaffirmation by SACSCOC. The 

goals of the QEP are to infuse the general education 
curriculum with global issues and topics, create new 
student learning communities centered on a study abroad 
experience, and provide greatly expanded co-curricular 
activities on campus led by the GATE learning community 
students and faculty. 

University of Tennessee at Chattanooga (UTC) 
In fall 2008, the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga 
(UTC) QEP committee, comprised of faculty, staff, and 
students from representative areas of campus, examined a 
variety of institutional student assessments, which included 
data from the 2005 and 2006 NSSE and 2005 FSSE 
administrations. Because results revealed a large 
discrepancy between student and faculty perceptions of 
higher level cognitive skills being exercised in the 
classroom, student and faculty responses on NSSE and 
FSSE were then used to help define the focus of UTC’s 
QEP. A number of faculty members believed these skills 
were being taught but that students did not fully understand 
what they were being asked to do. Results were used as a 
starting point for 15 campus-wide discussions held during 
the 2008–09 academic year. Discussions were conveniently 
scheduled to provide university representatives the 
opportunity to attend at least one session and resulted in 
identification of critical thinking as a foundation for UTC’s 
QEP, ThinkAchieve: Creating Connections, beginning with 
the following formal definition of critical thinking: 

Critical thinking is the habitual practice of raising 
questions, identifying problems, analyzing existing 
information, creating innovative solutions, and reflecting 
on the process and the product as a means of constant 
improvement. 

This definition was integrated into pre-orientation and 
orientation programming, the curriculum, and experiential 
learning programs. The programs will be phased in over a 
period of five years and will relate directly to the mission 
and strategic plan of UTC. 
Designed to meet many of the standards as outlined in 
SACS Principles of Accreditation (2008), Core 
Requirements 3.3, Institutional Effectiveness, UTC’s 
ThinkAchieve program: 

1. includes a broad-based institutional process 
identifying key issues emerging from institutional 
assessment; 

2. focuses on learning outcomes and/or the environment 
supporting student learning and accomplishing the 
mission of the institution; 

3. demonstrates institutional capability for the initiation, 
implementation, and completion of the QEP; 

4. includes broad-based involvement of institutional 
constituencies in the development and proposed 
implementation of the QEP; and 

5. identifies goals and a plan to assess their achievement  
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(ThinkAchieve: Creating Connections, p. 9) 

Funds have been budgeted for the 5-year plan beginning 
with the 2011–2012 academic year. In addition to three 
new assessment positions, funds for participation in NSSE, 
FSSE, Critical Thinking Assessment Test (CAT), and other 
survey tools, have been appropriated. Each year, NSSE and 
FSSE results will be used to assess whether student and 
faculty perceptions have begun to align and reflect the 
intended outcomes of the QEP.  

Western Association of Schools and 
Colleges (WSCUC)  
California State University Sacramento (CSUS) 
In its Educational Effectiveness Review, submitted in 
January 2009 to WASC as part of the reaccreditation 
process, California State University Sacramento (CSUS) 
used its NSSE results to support Criterion 2.10 under 
Standard 2.C, “Regardless of mode of program delivery, 
the institution regularly identifies the characteristics of its 
students and assesses their needs, experiences, and levels of 
satisfaction. This information is used to help shape a 
learning-centered environment and to actively promote 
student success.” NSSE results along with data gathered 
from student and alumni surveys, assessment surveys, and 
the learning skills and honors programs were used as 
evidence that the university gathers information about 
student needs, experiences, and satisfaction on a regular 
basis and uses this information for institutional planning 
and review. Executive summaries, respondent 
characteristics, and other reports of NSSE results from 
2011, 2014, and 2017 are displayed on CSUS’s website. 

www.csus.edu/president/institutional-research-
effectiveness-planning/survey-reports/national-survey-
student-engagement.html 

Humboldt State University (HSU) 
Humboldt State University (HSU) was able to use its 
recently completed five-year strategic plan, multi-decade 
master plan, and a comprehensive diversity plan to develop 
its WASC reaccreditation proposal. A WASC Proposal 
Steering Committee, including administrative, faculty and 
staff representatives, was created upon recommendation of 
HSU’s administration to guide the WASC proposal 
process. 

The committee made presentations and distributed a 
modified version of WASC self-review to campus-wide 
units. After analyzing the data, the committee 
recommended focusing on three themes: academic 
excellence, diversity, and retention. For the Capacity and 
Preparatory Review, the university enhanced its web-based 
data repository of materials to provide WASC teams and 
the campus community with access to reaccreditation 
materials: “data, policies, and procedures as evidence in 
support of the standards and related criteria.” NSSE results 
will be one of the assessment tools used to support 
Standard 2, Achieving Educational Objectives Through 
Core Functions, and for Standard 4, Creating an 
Organization Committed to Learning and Improvement. 

Mills College 
Mills College used results from its participation in NSSE 
2008 in its WASC Capacity and Preparatory Review 
Report. On WASC Standard One, Defining Institutional 
Purposes and Ensuring Educational Objectives, a newly 
approved strategic plan helped Mills align its mission with 
a focus on enhancing “the multicultural learning 
community, and developing programs that emphasize 
interdisciplinary and interactive learning, social justice, 
leadership skills, and global diversity” (p. 4). Mills detailed 
the use of NSSE responses of first-year and senior students 
on the levels of academic challenge, faculty support, and 
collaborative learning as part of its evidence in support of 
Criteria for Review (CFR) 1.2:   the institution “develops 
indicators for the achievement of its purposes and 
educational objectives at the institutional, program, and 
course levels” and “has a system of measuring student 
achievement, in terms of retention, completion, and student 
learning.”  

Historically, Mills has placed major emphasis on faculty 
pedagogy and scholarship. Over the past five years, full-
time faculty members have reported a significant decrease 
in the amount of their reliance on lecturing in favor of 
actively involving students in the learning process. To 
support WASC Standard Two, Achieving Educational 
Objectives through Core Functions, NSSE results on items 
related to active and collaborative learning were used to 
show that Mills students compare well against comparison 
groups and the entire NSSE cohort. 
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