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Introduction & Literature Review 

Surveying students, faculty, and alumni on-line has become an important data collection method 
for many higher education scholars, researchers, and institutional assessment professionals. Web 
surveys are relatively easy to design and cheap to produce, and in some cases, it is the only 
available option for data collection. However, this data collection method’s popularity has led to 
respondents ignoring requests to complete surveys, and when they do respond they often do not 
answer all survey items.  
 
When survey respondents decide to not answer questions, item non-response rates increase and 
survey statistics can be inaccurate (Groves, Fowler, Couper, Lepkowski, Singer, & Touramgeau, 
2009). Significant item non-response can be caused by survey breakoff, a situation where 
respondents begin a survey but do not complete it (Peytchev, 2009). There are reasons to believe 
that survey length and progress indicators affect survey breakoff. For example, Groves et al. 
(2009) mentions respondent burden and survey length as one reason for survey nonresponse (p. 
206) and cites two old studies (Heberlein & Baumgartner, 1978; Goyder, 1985) that demonstrate 
one additional page of a paper questionnaire reduces the response rate by 0.4 percent. Dillman, 
Tortora and Bowker (1999) recommend creating a sense of survey completion progress with web 
surveys because, in contrast to paper survey respondents, they do not necessarily know how long 
a survey will take to complete. Heerwegh (2004) in an experimental survey administered to a 
sample of 2,520 first-year college students in Belgium with a response rate of 57.3 percent 
(1,421 completions) reported that a progress bar was associated with decreased breakoff  
behavior though statistically insignificant. Missing data levels did decrease from 4.4% (reference 
group) to 3.2%, which may have been the result of the cumulative effect of reduced respondent 
breakoff. 
 
More recent studies looking at the effect of online survey progress indicators reveal mixed 
results. The use of progress indicators do not always lead to higher item completion rates, and in 
some cases they lead to survey breakoff. Yan, Conrad, Tourangeau, and Couper (2010) found the 
presence of progress bars only had a positive effect on breakoff rates when it was placed on a 
short survey, but no effect was seen with longer surveys. Conrad, Couper, Tourangeau, and 
Peytchev (2010) found that progress indicators do provide feedback to survey users about their 
progress through the survey but that information can lead to both higher survey completion rates 
and higher survey abandonment rates. Overall, studies show progress indicators and survey 
length can have positive, negative or no effect on breakoff and item completion behavior. 
 
Above and beyond determining survey length, another major question survey developers need to 
answer is how many survey items should be presented on each online survey page. In other 
words, does requiring respondents to scroll down a survey page come at a cost to data quality? 
Several studies have investigated this question. Based on a survey of 21,000 undergraduate 
students from a single U.S. institution (with about a 43% response rate), Peytchev, Couper, 
McCabe and Crawford (2006) found very few differences between scrolling and non-scrolling 
survey formats. No difference was found in terms of response rates, the percentage of 
respondents that did not complete the survey, and breakoff rates. Item nonresponse was found to 
be negligible with the scrolling version. In contrast, using a 40-item survey in the Netherlands, 
Toepoel, Das and Van Soest (2009) did find statistically significant differences in item response 
between different survey versions that varied in the number of items per page (i.e., 1 item per 
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page, 4 items per page, 10 items per page, and 40 items per page), though the differences were 
very modest. Survey versions with fewer items per page were associated with less item 
nonresponse. The one page survey for instance yielded on average about .1 more items 
completed than the survey version with 40 items on one page.  
 
 
Purpose 
 
The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) is annually administered to first-year and 
senior students at several hundred institutions in the United States and Canada.  The standard 
online version of the NSSE instrument is 26 pages with 16 pages addressing 85 core engagement 
survey items that ask respondents about their college experience. Most core items ask about the 
frequency of certain behaviors, but others relate to student perceptions of the campus 
environment as well as their self-reported learning and development.  The remaining eleven 
pages of the survey include demographic-related questions (15 items), and one additional page is 
left for any comments respondents may have about their college experience or the survey itself.  
Other pages are devoted to the informed consent statement and general survey information. See 
http://nsse.iub.edu/html/survey_instruments_2009.cfm for copies of the standard paper and 
online NSSE instruments. The paper instrument is also included in the Appendix. 
 
In 2009, NSSE conducted several experiments to investigate the effects of two different types of 
progress indicators (progress bar and page number options) and the inclusion of more survey 
items on each page of the online instrument, requiring respondents to scroll down in order to 
view all survey items. With this in mind, staff created six types of NSSE online surveys and 
recruited nine institutions to administer them as part of their standard administration. The 
primary reason for these experiments was to investigate their effect on different data quality 
indicators, namely response rates, partial nonresponse (or survey breakoffs), influence on scale 
properties, and item nonresponse (the focus of this study). The six types of experiments included 
the following page and progress indicator survey formats (see Appendix B and C for screenshots 
demonstrating the use of progress indicators): 

 
1. Four-page with no progress indicator; 
2. Four-page with progress bar; 
3. Four-page with page number  (e.g., 1 of 4 pages); 
4. Eight-page with no progress indicator; 
5. Eight-page with progress bar; and 
6. Eight-page with page number (e.g., 1 of 8 pages). 

The primary research question guiding this study was whether the total number of survey items 
respondents answer is affected by the presence of progress indicators and the number of survey 
items on each page of the online survey.  More specifically, this study intends to answer the 
following questions: 

 
1) Using the standard online instrument as a reference, does the total number of survey 

items completed appear to be influenced by the six different experimental formats?  
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2) Do progress indicators appear to be effective at increasing the number of items 
completed? 

3) Is one form of progress indicator more effective than another at increasing the number of 
items completed?  

4) Above and beyond the experimental conditions, are there any student- or institution-level 
characteristics that appear to be statistically significant predictors of aggregate item 
completion levels?  
 

Methods 
 
Sample. The sample for this study includes 615 schools and 339,156 first-year and senior 
respondents. 47% of the respondent sample was classified as first-year students at the time of 
survey completion, 89% were enrolled full-time, and 63% were female. The institutional sample 
represented all major Carnegie classification groups with 23% belonging to master’s 
colleges/universities – large programs, 17% baccalaureate colleges – diverse fields, 15% 
baccalaureate colleges – arts & sciences, and 11% master’s colleges/universities – medium 
programs. The three doctoral research universities classifications represented less than 20% of 
the sample, which reflects national proportions.   
 
Experimental survey versions were administered at nine of the 615 schools, all of which were 
large doctoral-research institutions with average undergraduate student enrollment of about 
22,000. NSSE recruited large institutions intentionally because only these institutions had 
enough first-year and senior students to spare for the experiment without sacrificing data quality 
for the standard survey. Each school used all six experimental NSSE versions in addition to the 
standard 26-page version. The sample size for each experimental survey version, the standard 
survey version, and the standard paper version are included in Table 1 along with the mean 
number of completed items for each group.   
 

--------------------- 
Insert Table 1 here. 
--------------------- 

 
Dependent Variables. To test whether any experimental survey format related to differences in 
the total number of items completed, we explored the use of two different outcome variables: one 
based on all core engagement items with a range of 1 to 85, and another based on core and 
background items with a range of 1 to 100. We found results for the two different outcome 
variables followed the same pattern. That is, general findings and implications of the results did 
not vary based on whether we used core engagement items completed or a count that also 
included demographic items. Consequently, this paper uses the number of completed 
engagement items only. The mean number of completed engagement items for the entire student-
level sample was 78.5 (out of 85) with a median of 85. At the institution level, the mean, 
minimum and maximum institution-level items completed were 78.7 (standard deviation equals 
2.7), 63.4 and 84.5, respectively.  



Survey Page Length, Progress Indicators, and Item Completion	
  	
  5	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  

 
Independent Variables. We used both student-level and institution-level independent variables. 
Included among the student-level variables are student class level (first-year or senior status), 
enrollment status (full-time versus part-time enrollment status), gender, and seven dummy-coded 
variables reflecting completion of one of the eight different survey versions. Historically, full-
time students and female students have responded to NSSE at higher rates than part-time or male 
students (NSSE, 2011), and we therefore hypothesize they will complete more survey items than 
their peers.  
 
At the institution level, we were interested in whether different types of institutions varied in the 
average number of items completed. We used a series of dummy coded variables to represent 
Carnegie classification type (also viewed as a rough proxy for institutional size) and institution 
selectivity using Barron’s Profile of American Colleges (2009). Our “least selective” category 
combines Barron’s noncompetitive and less competitive categories; “selective” uses schools 
deemed competitive; “more selective” uses competitive plus and very competitive categories; 
and “most selective” uses very competitive plus, highly competitive, highly competitive plus, 
and most competitive. Other variables of interest that we controlled for include the proportion of 
the undergraduate population that was female, enrolled full-time, African-American, and Latino. 
Historically, NSSE has seen lower response rates for males, part-time students, and these two 
minority populations. We hypothesize that item completion will also vary based on these same 
characteristics. These proportional variables have been rescaled so that a one increment change 
reflects a ten-percentage point shift to aid with interpreting the rather small model coefficients 
for these variables. For the full list of variables and their descriptive statistics, see Table 2.  

 
--------------------- 

Insert Table 2 here. 
--------------------- 

 
Models. Since the final outcome variables of interest are student-level responses inherently 
nested within institutions, we applied a multi-level modeling approach using HLM 6.0 to 
examine whether item completion relates to the different experimental survey formats.  
 
We fit several two-level models with our data in order to answer the research question of 
whether the experimental conditions affected the completion rates, and to assess the amount of 
variation between and within institutions. To accomplish this, we started by developing a null 
model: 

 
Model 1,  Level  1:          !"#$%&'('!" = !!! + !!" 
 

where !"#$%&'('!" is the number of completed items for student i in institution j;  !!! is the 
intercept for institution j; and !!" is the level one residual for i=1,…,  !! (where !! is the number 
of students in institution j).  At level two (the institution-level), the model is of this form:  

 
Model 1,  Level  2:          !!! = !!! + !!! 
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where !!!, the institution intercept, is a function of the institution-level average intercept term, 
!!!, and a random institution term or level-two residual !!!. Based on this model, the total 
variance in the outcome is:  

 
Var(!"#$%&'('!") = var(!!!)+ var !!" = τ!! + σ! 

 
These variance components are used to measure the variance in the outcome that can be 
attributed to between and within institutions.  
 
To fit a model to the data to answer our specific research questions, the full model was designed 
as follows:  
 
Level  1:  !"#$%&'('!" = !!! +   !!!(Page4!")+   !!!(Page4!"!")+ !!!(Page4_PB!")   +
  !!!(Page8!")+ !!!(Page8!"!")+ !!!(Page8!"!")   + !!!(PaperSurvey!")   +
  !!!   (FirstYear!")  +    !!!(FullTime!")+ !!"!(Female!")+ !!"  

       
Level  2:  !!! = !!! + !!"(DRU_H!)+ !!"(DRU!)+   !!" MST_L!   +   !!"(MST_M!)   +
  !!"(MST_S!)+ !!"(BAC_AS!)+ !!"(BAC_DIV!)+ !!"(OtherCarnegie!)+
!!"(Female_Prcntg!)+ !!"!(Fulltime_Prcntg!)   +   !!!(AA_Prcntg!)+
!!"(Latino_Prcntg!)+ !!"(Select_NA!)+ !!"(Select!)   + !!"(Select_Comp!)+
!!"(Select_More!)+ !!"  
 
   !!! = !!" 
   !!! = !!" 
   !!! = !!" 

  !!! = !!" 
  !!! = !!" 
  !!! = !!" 

   !!! = !!" 
   !!! = !!" 

  !!! = !!" 
  !!"! = !!"" 
   

where the outcome variable is the number of items completed, and fixed level-one effects 
include four-page survey with no progress indicator (!!"), four-page survey with page number 
indicator (!!"), four-page survey with progress bar (!!"), eight-page survey with no progress 
indicator (!!"), eight-page survey with page number indicator (!!"), eight-page survey with  
progress bar indicator (!!"), standard paper survey (!!"), first-year student (!!"), full-time 
student (!!"), and female student (!!"")  status.   
 
Fixed level-two effects include doctoral research university with high research activity (!!"), 
doctoral research university (!!"), master’s college/university – large programs (!!"), master’s 
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college/university – medium programs (!!"), master’s college/university – small programs (!!") 
baccalaureate college – arts & sciences (!!"), baccalaureate college – diverse fields (!!"), other 
Carnegie class (!!"), female student percentage (!!"), full-time student percentage (!!"!), 
African-American student percentage (!!!), Latino student percentage (!!"), selectivity category 
of “not available” (!!"), selectivity category of “selective” (!!"), selectivity category of 
“competitive” (!!"), selectivity category of “more selective” (!!"). 
  
In the full model described above, reference groups included doctoral research universities with 
very high research activity, institutions from the most selective category; the 26-page standard 
survey version; senior students; part-time students; and male students. In addition to running the 
full model, we estimated four additional models by modifying the survey version reference group 
so that all research questions could be answered. 
 
Results 
 
Results for model 1 indicated statistically significant differences between the institutions’ 
average number of completed questions. The intra-class correlation for this model based on the 
covariance parameter estimates was 0.02. Though this result indicates that the vast majority of 
variance is explained at the student level (98%), we estimated model 2 with several level-2 
variables since they could theoretically relate to the average number of completed questions for 
each institution.  

 
With regard to the first research question, we found that three experimental survey formats 
yielded statistically significant different item completion results compared to the standard online 
version:  eight-page with no progress indicator; eight-page with page number indicator; and 
eight-page with progress bar (see Table 3).  Holding all other independent variables equal, 
coefficients for these three eight-page survey formats indicate respondents completed less items 
than the standard 26-page version by 2.1 (no progress indicator), 3.2 (page number), and 3.5 
(progress bar) items. The three other four-page survey versions showed no statistically 
significant difference with the standard survey, though the one version without any progress 
indicator appeared to yield slightly fewer item completions (approximately by 1 item). Finally, 
the paper survey format had on average almost six more items completed than the standard 26-
page survey.  

--------------------- 
Insert Table 3 here. 
--------------------- 

 
Results also showed no statistically significant difference between either the four-page or eight-
page progress indicator survey formats compared to four-page or eight-page without progress 
indicator surveys (see Table 4). We also found no statistically significant difference when we 
compared the four-page with page number format to the four-page with progress bar survey 
format; similar results were found with the eight-page survey format as well.  
 

---------------------- 
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Insert Table 4 here. 
--------------------- 

 
As seen in Table 3, we found some statistically significant predictors for item completion among 
the other controls used in these models. At the student level, first-year students answer 
approximately three fewer items than senior students while female students answer about one 
more item than male students, holding all else equal. No difference was seen between full-time 
and part-time students. 
 
Several institution-level characteristics appear to relate to item completion. Compared to doctoral 
research universities with very high research activity, master’s colleges and universities with 
small programs, and both types of baccalaureate colleges showed a greater number of items 
completed on average, ranging from one to about 1.5 more items. Institutional student body 
composition appears to relate to item completion, too.  The greater percentage of fulltime and 
minority students on campus, the lower the average number of items completed at institutions on 
average. For instance, for every ten percent increase in the campus proportion of African-
American students, the average number of items completed at institutions decrease by about .4 
items. The proportion of female students on campus was not found to be a statistically significant 
predictor.  
 
Limitations  
 
This study has several limitations. First, not having a 26-page survey version with either progress 
indicator type prevented us from investigating whether, and to what extent, progress indicators 
might influence item completion for the standard NSSE version. Second, the study could have 
benefitted from other survey page-length formats, in addition to the four- and eight-page survey 
versions. The gap between the eight-page and 26-page format is quite substantial. Having at least 
one more survey version with between 12 and 18 pages could have provided additional insights. 
  
Other limitations relate to several potentially influential, uncontrolled factors in our statistical 
model. We do not know, for instance, how any campus incentives offered to students or general 
survey promotion efforts influence this study’s results. We also do not know whether survey 
respondents paid attention to progress indicators. As shown in Appendix A and B, the format of 
the progress indicators were not particularly conspicuous, especially in the case of the page 
number format. Conducting interviews with potential respondents and gathering their 
impressions about the placement of progress indicators may be worthwhile.  
 
 
Discussion 
 
If NSSE were to redesign its online survey instrument, what might be the most effective way to 
increase the total number of items completed? Of course, the number of items completed is just 
one of several factors NSSE developers would want to consider, but these results suggest that 
dividing the survey up into eight online survey pages would decrease the overall number of items 
completed. On the other hand, results indicate that survey items could be captured on four pages, 
requiring significantly more scrolling, with no substantial affect on the number of items 
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completed. Reviewed separately, the six four- and eight-page experimental formats might lead 
one to conclude that additional scrolling could either have no effect on item completion or be a 
detriment when compared to the 26-page version. This finding suggests a non-linear, U-shaped 
relationship between the amount of scrolling required and item completion. Reasons for this 
relationship are unclear at this point.  
 
The standard four-page paper version of NSSE clearly shows the greatest amount of item 
completion compared to other formats. This may indicate that respondents are more likely to 
complete the survey when they can easily discern survey length. However, a more probable 
explanation is that students who are not interested in completing the entire survey and decide to 
breakoff at some point, do not bother to return the survey in the mail, thus inflating this version’s 
average number of items completed.  
 
Our results related to progress indicators mirror findings from Yan, Conrad, Tourangeau and 
Couper (2010) where the presence of progress indicators with a long survey did not appear to 
affect survey completion. Even though our model did not show any statistically significant 
difference between the four- and eight-page survey format without any progress indicator and the 
two progress indicator versions (see Table 4), coefficients suggest that progress indicators may 
still have some very modest influence on item completion and that progress indicators interact 
with the number of items per page. The positive coefficients for both four-page progress 
indicator surveys compared to the negative coefficient of the four-page survey with no progress 
indicator may suggest benefits for using progress indicators. By making similar comparisons 
between the two eight-page progress indicator formats and the eight-page format without 
progress indicator, progress indicators appear to reduce item completion. If the coefficients for 
these sets of progress indicator survey formats suggested contradictory conclusions one might 
not give these statistically insignificant results a second thought, but the consistency of results 
within the set of four- and eight-page formats makes one think twice before concluding progress 
indicators have no influence whatsoever on this particular outcome. Yan et al. (2010) concluded 
that one of their findings emphasized “the idea that progress indicators can help or can hurt, 
depending on whether they convey positive/encouraging or negative/discouraging information 
about movement through the task” (p. 145) of survey completion. Their view may also explain 
our progress indicator results whereby progress indicators in conjunction with very few long 
pages might convey a more encouraging feeling about moving through the NSSE survey relative 
to the eight-page format with progress indicator versions.      
 
Another interesting finding from this study is that first-year students on average complete about 
three fewer survey items than seniors, a sizeable number in relation to other model variables. 
This is somewhat unexpected given that first-year students have not taken, presumably, as many 
surveys as seniors, and would come to the NSSE survey generally less fatigued and therefore 
more likely to complete the survey. Of course, one might assume that seniors, being close to 
graduation and having invested significant resources in their education, feel a greater need to 
give back to their institution by completing NSSE, an instrument that some campuses describe to 
students as being important to their efforts with bettering the institution. Unsurprisingly, female 
students appear to answer more items than male students, which is consistent with their greater 
willingness to respond to NSSE in the first place.    
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As far as institution-level predictors, this study also found that smaller institutions (based on 
Carnegie classification) see slightly greater item completion rates on average. This finding is 
consistent with our understanding of the college experience at smaller institutions where students 
generally have closer personal ties to faculty and staff, and therefore might be more likely to 
assist campus assessment efforts by completing surveys. Results related to full-time enrollment 
status at both the student- and institution-level appear to suggest a very modest, counterintuitive 
effect. Given the greater likelihood of full-time students responding to NSSE, we expected they 
would also respond to more items. However, we found that the greater the proportion of full-time 
students on campus the lower the average number of items completed (albeit modestly lower). 
This might be explained by campuses with more full-time students surveying more often, thus 
tiring their students slightly more than those campuses with higher proportions of part-time 
students.  
 
The findings of this study contribute to the growing body of literature focused on improving 
survey data quality. Given the wide spread use of NSSE among higher education assessment 
professionals, more research needs to be done that explores different survey formats for 
increasing item completion, as well as other data quality indicators.     
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thanks to Louis Rocconi, CPR research analyst, for his technical guidance with running the 
multi-level model using HLM.  
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Table 1.  Average Items Completed by Survey Version

Mean n
Standard 26-page online survey 78.4 329,033
Four-page survey with no progress indicator 77.3 570
Four-page survey with page number indicator 78.3 584
Four-page survey with progress bar 78.4 560
Eight-page survey with no progress indicator 76.2 639
Eight-page survey with page number indicator 75.2 585
Eight-page survey with progress bar 76.3 1,534
Standard paper survey 84.4 5,651
Total 78.5 339,156



Table 2.  Descriptive Statistics for Institution and Student-Level Characteristics

Variables Min Max Mean St. Dev.
Student Level (n = 339,156)

Number of items completed 1 85 78.5 18.4
Survey Versions

Standard 26-page online survey 0 1 0.97 0.2
Four-page survey with no progress indicator 0 1 0.00 0.0
Four-page survey with page number indicator 0 1 0.00 0.0
Four-page survey with progress bar 0 1 0.00 0.0
Eight-page survey with no progress indicator 0 1 0.00 0.0
Eight-page survey with page number indicator 0 1 0.00 0.0
Eight-page survey with progress bar 0 1 0.00 0.1
Standard paper survey 0 1 0.02 0.1

Student Characteristics
First-year student 0 1 0.47 0.5
Full-time student 0 1 0.89 0.3
Female student 0 1 0.64 0.5

Institution Level (n = 615)
Number of items completed 63.4 84.7 78.7 2.7
Instituional Type based on Carnegie Classification 

Doctoral Research Universities - very high research activity 0 1 0.05 0.2
Doctoral Research Universities - high research activity 0 1 0.09 0.3
Doctoral/Research Universities 0 1 0.05 0.2
Master's Colleges and Universities - large programs 0 1 0.23 0.4
Master's Colleges and Universities - medium programs 0 1 0.11 0.3
Master's Colleges and Universities - small programs 0 1 0.07 0.3
Baccalaureate Colleges - arts & sciences 0 1 0.15 0.4
Baccalaureate Colleges - diverse fields 0 1 0.18 0.4
Other Carnegie Classes 0 1 0.06 0.2

Student Body Composition
Percentage of female students (in ten percentage points) 0 10 5.8 1.3
Percentage of full-time students (in ten percentage points) 1 10 8.5 1.4
Percentage of black students (in ten percentage points) 0 10 1.2 1.8
Percentage of latino students (in ten percentage points) 0 10 0.7 1.2

Institution Selectivity
Not available 0 1 0.10 0.3
Least selective 0 1 0.16 0.4
Selective 0 1 0.41 0.5
More selective 0 1 0.20 0.4
Most selective 0 1 0.14 0.3



Table 3.  Multi-Level Model Results Predicting Item Completion

St. Error Sig.
Intercept 80.36 1.07 ***

Student-Level Variables
Survey Versions

Four-page survey with no progress indicator -1.01 0.78
Four-page survey with page number indicator 0.06 0.78
Four-page survey with progress bar 0.03 0.79
Eight-page survey with no progress indicator -2.15 0.74 **
Eight-page survey with page number indicator -3.17 0.78 ***
Eight-page survey with progress bar -3.49 0.53 ***
Standard paper survey 5.97 0.28 ***

Reference Group: Standard 26-page online survey
Student Characteristics

First-year student -2.84 0.06 ***
Full-time student -0.11 0.11
Female student 1.13 0.07 ***

Institution-Level Variables
Doctoral Research Universities - high research activity 0.38 0.51
Doctoral/Research Universities -0.54 0.60
Master's Colleges and Universities - large programs 0.03 0.47
Master's Colleges and Universities - medium programs 0.69 0.53
Master's Colleges and Universities - small programs 1.00 0.54 +
Baccalaureate Colleges - arts & sciences 1.41 0.50 **
Baccalaureate Colleges - diverse fields 1.35 0.51 **
Other Carnegie Classes 0.38 0.77

Reference Group: Doctoral Research Universities - very high research activity
Percentage of female students (in ten percentage points) 0.07 0.07
Percentage of full-time students (in ten percentage points) -0.19 0.08 *
Percentage of black students (in ten percentage points) -0.39 0.07 ***
Percentage of Latino students (in ten percentage points) -0.24 0.09 **

Reference Group: Percentage of white students (in ten percentage points)
Not available 0.36 0.61
Least selective -0.34 0.44
Selective 0.16 0.34
More selective 0.21 0.34

Reference Group: Most selective
 + p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001



Coefficient Sig. Coefficient Sig.
Standard 26-page online survey 1.0 2.1 **
Four-page survey with no progress indicator Reference group 1.1
Four-page survey with page number indicator 1.1 2.2 *
Four-page survey with progress bar 1.0 2.2 *
Eight-page survey with no progress indicator -1.1 Reference group
Eight-page survey with page number indicator -2.2 * -1.0
Eight-page survey with progress bar -2.5 ** -1.3
Standard paper survey 6.0 *** 6.0 ***

* All results control for the same set of institution and student characteristics shown in Table 3.
 + p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

Table 4.  Item Completion Model Results Using Different Reference Groups*
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National Survey of Student Engagement 2009
The College Student Report

1

Very 
often Often

Some-
times Never

a. Asked questions in class or 
contributed to class discussions

b. Made a class presentation

c. Prepared two or more drafts
of a paper or assignment
before turning it in

d. Worked on a paper or project that 
required integrating ideas or
information from various sources

e. Included diverse perspectives
(different races, religions, genders, 
political beliefs, etc.) in class
discussions or writing assignments

f. Come to class without completing 
readings or assignments

g. Worked with other students on 
projects during class

h. Worked with classmates
outside of class to prepare
class assignments

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

j. Tutored or taught other
students (paid or voluntary)

k. Participated in a community-based 
project (e.g., service learning) as 
part of a regular course

l. Used an electronic medium
(listserv, chat group, Internet,
instant messaging, etc.) to discuss 
or complete an assignment

m. Used e-mail to communicate
with an instructor

n. Discussed grades or assignments 
with an instructor

o. Talked about career plans with
a faculty member or advisor

p. Discussed ideas from your
readings or classes with faculty 
members outside of class

q. Received prompt written or oral 
feedback from faculty on your 
academic performance

Very 
often Often

Some-
times Never

r. Worked harder than you thought 
you could to meet an instructor’s 
standards or expectations

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

t. Discussed ideas from your
readings or classes with others 
outside of class (students,
family members, co-workers, etc.)

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

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

2 During the current school year, how much has 
your coursework emphasized the following
mental activities?

Very 
much

Quite
a bit Some

Very 
little

a. Memorizing facts, ideas, or
methods from your courses and 
readings so you can repeat them
in pretty much the same form

b. Analyzing the basic elements of 
an idea, experience, or theory,
such as examining a particular
case or situation in depth and
considering its components

c. Synthesizing and organizing 
ideas, information, or experiences 
into new, more complex
interpretations and relationships

d. Making judgments about the 
value of information, arguments,
or methods, such as examining
how others gathered and
interpreted data and assessing
the soundness of their conclusions

e. Applying theories or concepts to 
practical problems or in new
situations

In your experience at your institution during the current school year, about how often have you done each 
of the following? Mark your answers in the boxes. Examples:      or 
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3 During the current school year, about how much 
reading and writing have you done?

a. Number of assigned textbooks, books, or book-length packs of 
course readings

None 1-4 5-10 11-20 More than 20

b. Number of books read on your own (not assigned) for personal 
enjoyment or academic enrichment

None 1-4 5-10 11-20 More than 20

c. Number of written papers or reports of 20 pages or more

None 1-4 5-10 11-20 More than 20

d. Number of written papers or reports between 5 and 19 pages

None 1-4 5-10 11-20 More than 20

e. Number of written papers or reports of fewer than 5 pages

None 1-4 5-10 11-20 More than 20

4 In a typical week, how many homework problem 
sets do you complete?

1-2 3-4 5-6
More 

than 6None

a. Number of problem sets that 
take you more than an hour 
to complete

b. Number of problem sets that 
take you less than an hour
to complete

5 Mark the box that best represents the extent to 
which your examinations during the current school 
year have challenged you to do your best work.
Very little Very much

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Very 
often Often

Some-
times Never

a. Attended an art exhibit, play, dance, 
music, theater, or other performance

6 During the current school year, about how often 
have you done each of the following?

b. Exercised or participated in

c. Participated in activities to
enhance your spirituality
(worship, meditation, prayer, etc.)

d. Examined the strengths and
weaknesses of your own
views on a topic or issue

e. Tried to better understand someone 
else’s views by imagining how an 
issue looks from his or her perspective 

f. Learned something that changed
the way you understand an issue
or concept

Done
Plan 
to do

Do not 
plan
to do

Have
not

decided

a. Practicum, internship,

experience, or clinical
assignment

7 Which of the following have you done or do
you plan to do before you graduate from your
institution?

b. Community service or
volunteer work

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

d. Work on a research project
with a faculty member 
outside of course or
program requirements

e. Foreign language
coursework

f. Study abroad

g. Independent study or
self-designed major

h. Culminating senior
experience (capstone
course, senior project or
thesis, comprehensive
exam, etc.)

8 Mark the box that best represents the quality of 
your relationships with people at your institution.

a. Relationships with other students

Unfriendly,
Unsupportive,

Sense of alienation

Friendly,
Supportive,

Sense of belonging

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

b. Relationships with faculty members

Unavailable,
Unhelpful,

Unsympathetic

Available,
Helpful,

Sympathetic

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

c. Relationships with 

Unhelpful,
Inconsiderate,

Rigid

Helpful,
Considerate,

Flexible

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Appendix A. NSSE 2009 Paper Instrument



SAM
PLE

9 About how many hours do you spend in a typical 
7-day week doing each of the following?

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

0 1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 More 
than 30Hours per week

b. Working for pay on campus

c. Working for pay off campus

Hours per week

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

Hours per week

e. Relaxing and socializing (watching TV, partying, etc.)

Hours per week

f. Providing care for dependents living with you (parents, 
children, spouse, etc.)

Hours per week

g. Commuting to class (driving, walking, etc.)

Hours per week

Very 
much

Quite 
a bit Some

Very 
little

10 To what extent does your institution emphasize 
each of the following?

a.  
time studying and on academic
work

b. Providing the support you need
to help you succeed academically

c. Encouraging contact among
students from different economic, 
social, and racial or ethnic
backgrounds

d. Helping you cope with your non-
academic responsibilities (work, 
family, etc.)

e. Providing the support you need
to thrive socially

f. Attending campus events and 
activities (special speakers, cultural 
performances, athletic events, etc.)

g. Using computers in academic work

Very 
much

Quite 
a bit Some

Very 
little

11 To what extent has your experience at this 
institution contributed to your knowledge, skills, 
and personal development in the following
areas?

a. Acquiring a broad general
education

b. Acquiring job or work-related 
knowledge and skills

c. Writing clearly and effectively

d. Speaking clearly and effectively

e. Thinking critically and analytically

f. Analyzing quantitative problems

g. Using computing and information 
technology

h. Working effectively with others

i. Voting in local, state, or
national elections

j. Learning effectively on your own

k. Understanding yourself

l. Understanding people of other
racial and ethnic backgrounds

m. Solving complex real-world
problems

p. Developing a deepened sense
of spirituality

o. Contributing to the welfare of
your community

n. Developing a personal code of
values and ethics

12 Overall, how would you evaluate the quality of 
academic advising you have received at your
institution?

Excellent

Good

Fair

Poor

13 How would you evaluate your entire educational 
experience at this institution?

Excellent

Good

Fair

Poor

14 If you could start over again, would you go to the 
same institution you are now attending?

Probably yes

Probably no

0 1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 More 
than 30

0 1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 More 
than 30

0 1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 More 
than 30

0 1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 More 
than 30

0 1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 More 
than 30

0 1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 More 
than 30

Hours per week
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Male

16 Your sex:

Female

17 Are you an international student or foreign
national?

Yes No

American Indian or other Native American

18
(Mark only one.)

Black or African American

White (non-Hispanic)

Mexican or Mexican American

Puerto Rican

Other Hispanic or Latino

Multiracial

Other

I prefer not to respond

19

Sophomore

Junior

Senior

20 Did you begin college at your current
institution or elsewhere?

Started here Started elsewhere

Vocational or technical school

21 Since graduating from high school, which of
the following types of schools have you
attended other than the one you are
attending now? (Mark all that apply.)

Community or junior college

4-year college other than this one

None

Other

22 Thinking about this current academic term, 
how would you characterize your enrollment?

Full-time Less than full-time

23 Are you a member of a social fraternity or
sorority?

Yes No

24 Are you a student-athlete on a team sponsored
by your institution’s athletics department?

Yes No  (Go to question 25.)

25 What have most of your grades been up to now
at this institution?

A

A-

B+

B

B-

C+

C

C- or lower

Dormitory or other campus housing (not fraternity/
sorority house)

26 Which of the following best describes where
you are living now while attending college?

Residence (house, apartment, etc.) within
walking distance of the institution
Residence (house, apartment, etc.) within
driving distance of the institution
Fraternity or sorority house

None of the above

27 What is the highest level of education that your
parent(s) completed? (Mark one box per column.)
Father Mother

Graduated from high school

Attended college but did not complete 
degree
Completed an associate’s degree (A.A.,
A.S., etc.)
Completed a bachelor’s degree (B.A.,
B.S., etc.)
Completed a master’s degree (M.A.,
M.S., etc.)
Completed a doctoral degree (Ph.D.,
J.D., M.D., etc.)

28 Please print your major(s) or your expected 
major(s).

a. Primary major (Print only one.):

b. If applicable, second major (not minor, concentration, etc.):

THANKS FOR SHARING YOUR RESPONSES!
After completing the survey, please put it in the enclosed postage-paid envelope and deposit it in any U.S.
Postal Service mailbox. Questions or comments? Contact the National Survey of Student Engagement,
Indiana University, 1900 East Tenth Street, Suite 419, Bloomington IN 47406-7512 or 
nsse@indiana.edu or www.nsse.iub.edu. Copyright © 2008 Indiana University.

15 Write in your year of birth: 1 9

On what team(s) are you an athlete (e.g.,
football, swimming)? Please answer below:
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