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COVID-19 and Colleges & 
Universities



Session Agenda

● Introduction and purpose
● Highlights - what we learned 

about Student, Faculty and Staff 
experiences in CV-19

● What we learned about survey 
practice

● Considerations for our new 
future



CV-19 and College & University Surveys

To support colleges’ and universities’ 
efforts to understand students’ 
experiences and help educators 
implement effective educational 
practices, the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE) and the Higher 
Education Data Sharing Consortium 
(HEDS) implemented special survey 
offerings in 2020-21. 



Survey Purpose 
and Introductions



NSSE CV-19 Surveys and Purpose 

NSSE Pulse

● A free survey of students
● Check-in with students to gauge 

how they’re adjusting and 
managing during the pandemic

● Items most associated with 
persistence (sense of belonging, 
support and quality of interactions)

● Administered November 2020

“Coping with COVID” topical 
module option for NSSE 2021

● Module created specifically for 2021 
spring administration

● Explores the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on students’ educational 
experiences, mental wellness, and 
everyday life experiences. 

● Perceptions of faculty and institutional 
responses, disruptions to educational 
plans, living situation details, stressors 
and negative emotional experiences, and 
changes in leisure activities and time 
demands are addressed.



NSSE Pulse Details

❏ 190 institutions in U.S. & Canada 
participated

❏ 140,000+ student responses
❏ Open-ended comments (most satisfying & 

most disappointing)
❏ Survey via Qualtrics; results delivered to 

institutions via Qualtrics dashboard
❏ Aggregate report “The COVID Pivot and 

Quality of the Undergraduate Experience” 
issued March 2021



Conversation with staff to prepare for the work
➔Remind ourselves of our mission - “advance undergraduate liberal arts 

education, inclusive excellence, and student success”
➔ To enact that mission during this crisis, we’re going to move fast and 

make new things 
◆ We can’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good
◆ We will make mistakes, but we’ll have your back

➔ People at institutions will be under enormous stress. We can’t add to 
that. We need to be flexible, accommodating, and willing to bend our 
rules

HEDS CV-19 Surveys - Setting the Stage



HEDS CV-19 Surveys and Purpose

People’s stress, 
worries, and  

concerns

People’s sense of their 
institutions’ responses and 

their work environment

Use surveys to measure

Analyze survey data to determine the 
responses that helped people the most



HEDS CV-19 Surveys and Purpose

➔ Six “CV-19 Climate” surveys
◆ Faculty, staff, and student versions in Spring 2020
◆ Faculty, staff, and student versions in Fall 2020

➔Two surveys for new and returning students
◆ Connect students with their original reasons for attending college
◆ Administered in summer and early Fall 2020

➔Administered at no cost for HEDS institutions; $750 for institutions 
outside of HEDS

➔Open-sourced the survey for non-profit institutions and organizations
◆ Created comparative data for these institutions/organizations



HEDS CV-19 Survey Details

➔62,000 students, 11,000 staff, and 7,500 faculty at over 64 
institutions 

➔ For CV-19 Surveys
◆ “Real-time” reports while surveys were open
◆ Series of mixed-method summary reports as data came in that we 

distributed publicly  
● These reports included information about analytic models and scales

◆ Comparative reports, your institution vs other institutions

➔ For the New and Returning Student Surveys
◆ Students got link to these “real-time” reports
◆ Students could opt in to a conversation with a campus advisor or mentor



Highlights: What we learned 
about Student, Faculty and Staff 

Experiences in CV-19



What we learned from NSSE Pulse results

❏ The semester was tough, but most students evaluated their overall 
educational experience positively.

❏ A majority of students said their institution supported their 
academic success.

Yet, 



What we learned from NSSE Pulse results

❏ Sufficient study space 
was a challenge for 
many remote learners.

❏ Students rated their 
quality of interactions 
with advisors the 
highest, followed by 
faculty and other 
students.

They have found ways to 
make some classrooms 

available for students to sit 
in to do work because for 
some of us working from 

home can be tough or 
distracting.  Junior, Research 

University, Living in house/apt.



What we learned from NSSE Pulse results

❏ Despite physical distancing requirements and shifts to remote 
instruction, students’ sense of belonging—an expression of their 
connection to the institution and feeling valued—was strong.

❏ Student satisfaction with Internet access was lowest among students 
living on campus.

❏ The small share of students 
experiencing mostly in-person 
instruction had more favorable 
learning experiences than those in 
mostly remote or hybrid courses.

❏ Students largely believed their institution helped keep them safe and 
healthy.



Institution Use of NSSE Pulse Results

Mass College of Liberal Arts (MCLA): Shared data 
of concern about sense of belonging to launch 
conversations and action about diversity, equity 
and inclusion

Northern Michigan University: 
Created their own dashboard 
display of NSSE Pulse results

“MCLA officials are discussing ways 
to make students of color feel more 
valued on campus, based on Fall 2020 
survey results that showed just 3% of 
these students say they strongly 
agree they feel valued by the college.  
The survey also showed 21% of white 
students strongly agree that they felt 
valued by MCLA.” 



What we learned from HEDS CV-19 Surveys

➔ “...there is nothing new under the sun” 
◆ The importance of having control over your work

● The more people feel that things are “piling up so high that they cannot overcome 
them” or that they are not “on top of things,” the more they experience stress and 
worry

● The more open, clear, and honest leaders are when they communicate, even when 
they have to convey difficult information, the less people experience stress and worry

● People feel less stress and worry when their faculty (for students), bosses (for staff), 
and department chairs (for faculty) are flexible and supportive

◆ Supportive, flexible responses seen as signs of care



What we learned from HEDS CV-19 Surveys

➔Heroic responses from campuses
◆ Faculty retooling courses in days 

◆ Support from student affairs staff, IT, teaching and learning centers, faculty 
colleagues, institutional leaders 

➔ Focus on the variability of learning environments, not just “the 
average”
◆ Within institutions

◆ Within classes

◆ Within students





HEDS CV-19 Surveys and Purpose

Institutional use
➔ Institutions, including those that did not use HEDS surveys, downloaded 

and used the summary reports
➔ Institutional researchers used the information about the models and 

scales to guide their own analyses
➔We hosted webinars on findings and highlighted high-performing 

institutions
➔ Student surveys were not anonymous so people could reach out to 

students who were struggling
➔Used New and Returning Student Surveys for advising



What we Learned about Survey Practice



Lessons for survey practice

❏ To foster quick action, make data and 
results immediately available

❏ Powerful survey platforms available for 
managing a multi-institution study: NSSE 
used Qualtrics Dashboards

❏ Short, meaningful surveys can result in 
minimal missing data



Lessons for survey practice

❏ Institutions don’t always need personally identifiable data 
(though it can be very useful)

❏ There continues to be great demand for benchmarking results

❏ You can collect a lot of data without using survey incentives (not 
allowed for NSSE Pulse)



Lessons for survey practice

➔Backwards Survey Design
◆ Working backwards from use 

◆ Asking, “Given when people will use the data, how do we design the survey 
instrument and reports?”
● Simpler designs - less branching
● “Real-time” reporting

➔Value of short, simple reports
◆ Getting overall analytic and trend information into users’ hands at the same 

time they are making sense of and reporting their data to campus 
constituencies

◆ Value of qualitative information



Lessons for survey practice

➔We’re revising the production schedules of our regular surveys
➔The importance of being flexible, supportive, and showing care in 

our work with institutions  
➔The importance of framing and re-iterating the purpose of our 

team’s work in terms of our mission and our commitment to 
colleagues and students at other institutions when we make 
decisions 



What does this suggest for our new future?

Surveys of 
entering 
students

Entering Students
Entering students and 
disrupted high school. 

How can colleges 
address student 

concerns and build on 
strengths?

Need for 
quick 
data, 

more flex

Backward 
Mapping

Design with user needs 
in mind. Real-time 

reporting; immediate 
feedback. Surveys need 

more flex.

Do we need 
specialized 
surveys of 

online 
learners?

Online Learning

Has the time come to 
recognize the 

distinctiveness of online 
learning and learner 

needs?

Greater 
emphasis on 

disaggregating 
data

EQUITY

Racial reckoning and 
expectations for 

addressing DEI continue 
to be pressing issues. 



Thank you!

What questions do you have? 

Registration for the HEDS New 
and Returning Student 

Surveys is open
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