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This report will address the period represented by the York College Outcomes Assessment Committee’s
second Assessment Plan (2009‐2012). It reflects on its accomplishments, identifies shortfalls, and envisions
next steps with recommendations that will inform the next Assessment Plan, to begin in 2012.
I. Assessment Plan
A. Indirect Assessments (Student reports of learning/satisfaction):
 NSSE/FSSE
 CUNY Student Experience Survey
 Alumni Survey
 Local Initiatives
B. Direct Assessments (Measures of actual student performance):
 CUNY Proficiency Exam (CPE)
 General Education Assessment
 Academic Program Review
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II. Progress on Key Assessments
A. Indirect Assessment
The indirect measures of student learning include the NSSE, FSSE, CUNY Student Experience Survey,
and the Alumni Survey. Each of these instruments also includes scales that measure institutional
effectiveness.
a. NSSE/FSSE
While the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) does not directly measure student
learning, it is designed to assess the extent to which students are engaged in good educational
practices; specifically, those educational practices that are correlated with strong learning
outcomes – 1) level of academic challenge, 2) active and collaborative learning, 3)
student‐faculty interactions, 4) enriching educational experiences, and 5) supportive campus
environment.

The College participated in NSSE in 2009 and FSSE in 2010. Dr. Michael Cripps & Cheryl Adams
analyzed the NSSE 2005 & 2009 data in order to identify “areas where average responses
differed between 2005 and 2009, and comparing York student responses to the responses of
both the overall CUNY senior college and peer institution responses…” A report entitled,
“Student Engagement on the Move - York College NSSE 2005 & 2009 Comparison” was
prepared by Drs. Cripps and Adams and shared with the College community, including
presentations to the Outcomes Assessment Committee, the College Personnel and Budget
Committee and a CETL presentation. The analysis showed significant improvement on 22 of 85
items. While acknowledging that there is much room for improvement, the authors of the
report also stated that the data comparing York to other CUNY colleges and peer institutions
beyond CUNY, “situate York College’s freshman level of engagement at or just above the CUNY
average and at or just below York’s peer institution average.” This finding was felt to be
important since it “serves as an important counterweight to many other comparisons of York to
other senior colleges.” The full report can be found in Appendix A.
In response to other aspects of the last two NSSE surveys, the College has created the FirstYear Experience geared to improving first year student retention and achievement. This
program includes the Week of Welcome (WOW), mentoring, and service-learning programs as
well as an Early-Alert system “designed to connect students to campus support services to
ensure their success at the college.” The impact of these programs will be followed in the next
assessment cycle.
b. CUNY Student Experience Survey
The Student Experience Survey was administered in 2010 and again in 2012. Results are
available, but have not yet been analyzed for trends or correlations with other sources (e.g.
NSSE).
c. Alumni Survey
In Fall 2012, the college administered an alumni survey to graduates 2007-2008 through 20092010. The survey consisted of questions in four areas: Employment, Post Graduate Education,
Experiences at York, and Alumni Relations. The survey was mailed in October 2011 to 2,054
alumni and 150 completed and returned the survey (response rate 7.3%). The major with the
highest response rate was English (14.3%), followed by Occupational Therapy (13.3%), Social
Work (10.6%), and Medical Technology (10.6%).
Key Findings
Employment
 83% Currently employed; 3% unemployed but not seeking job; 14% unemployed and
seeking job
 71% are employed full-time
 Of those employed, 57% have annual salary of $40,000 or more




60% said their job requires a Baccalaureate degree or higher
94% thought their York education prepared them for their job adequately, well or very well

Post Grad. Education
 51% have earned or are currently pursuing another degree
 Of those who are currently pursuing another degree:
o 68% pursuing Master’s degree
o 3% pursuing Doctoral degree
o 7% pursuing Professional degree (MD, JD, etc.)
Experiences at York
 78% would choose York College again
 70% would choose the program again
 90% or more of the students agreed that York helped them develop the followings:
o general knowledge
o ability to write clearly and effectively
o Knowledge in field/discipline
 Areas alumni indicated York prepared them least:
o Math skills
o Leadership skills
o Ability to read graphs/tables and draw conclusions
Alumni Relations
 In the past 12 months, 61% have received information from York through traditional
mailings and 31% through emails
 39% said they are not connected to York now
 43% were not aware that York has an Alumni Affairs Office
 Alumni are most interested in activities such as career networking events, cocktail
receptions/ happy hours for networking and career panels and prefer them be held on the
weekend.
In view of these findings, the Office of Development and Alumni Affairs has increased its
outreach to York College graduates. A web page for alumni has been created with links to an
Alumni Association Facebook page, an update contact information button, and links to share
stories and read about York College alumni in the news. In order to increase the direct
connections between the College and alumni and between students and alumni, the annual
alumni reception has been augmented with discipline and profession-specific events such as
the York Alumni Law School Graduates reception, the Nursing Reception, and the York College
Alumni and Student Speed Networking event.
d. Local Initiatives (administrative/student support assessment)

Local initiatives were those assessment projects that emerged at the local or departmental
level but that generated data that could be used at the institutional level. One of the local
initiatives pursued during 2009-2012 was the development of a method for assessment of
student support and business services using Council for the Advancement of Standards in
Higher Education (CAS) standards and assessment guides for the following offices:
Financial Aid Office
The Financial Aid Office, using the Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS) in Higher
Education’s self-study, has reviewed the 13 standards and determined which standards are
currently satisfied and which required further action. Work has been done on documenting
standards currently met and implementation of corrective measures to comply with other
standards on an ongoing basis. As of Spring 2012, the Financial Aid Office meets 8 of the 13
standards. The remaining five standards will be targets for the upcoming year.
The Counseling Center
The Counseling Center completed its report on the 14 CAS standards for the Offices of
Counseling and Career Services in late Fall 2010. The Counseling Center report stated that best
practices were being met in many Standards areas. In addition two recommendations for
modification were developed: 1) a course curriculum review and credit increase for Student
Development 110 (Student Success) and 2) implementation of technology to support and
manage the work of the Behavioral Intervention Team (BIT). A team was created to work on
the first task and was due to report in Fall 2012. However, the departure of the Director of
Counseling and a reduction in staff due to resignations have stalled the follow-up on the
second task.
Office of Career Services
The Office of Career Services self-assessment using the 14 CAS standards resulted in the
identification of several areas for improvement, specifically the need to: 1) develop
internal/external partnerships, 2) increase internship opportunities, and 3) improve marketing
of services. In addition it was felt that there was a need for a survey of students’ needs and
career readiness in order to guide future initiatives. The Office has set a goal to begin work on
these tasks in the 2012-2013 academic year.
B. Direct Assessments
The direct measures of student learning assess actual performance. These include General
Education Assessments, the CUNY Proficiency Exam, Academic Program Review, and Certification
Exams. These four sets of measures occur at different transition points in a student’s college career.
1. CUNY Proficiency Exam (CPE)
In January of 2010, the data for the CPE was reviewed by a committee charged with that task.
The Pass rate for the Fall 2009 administration was 79.1% (14.7% higher than the Fall 2008

administration). Of the 149 students who received a best score on Task 2, 107 had attended a
Task 2 workshop (71.8%), suggesting that the workshops were beneficial (though it is also
possible that more motivated students take the workshops).
Some trends were noted – Of those who failed the exam, about 70% failed Task 1 (analytic
reading and writing) and approximately 89% failed Task 2 (analysis and integration of materials
from text and graphs). On Task 1, students who entered York as freshmen did slightly better
than transfer students. However, it appeared that taking classes at York did not prepare
students for Task 2 – a result consistent with the comments by York graduates on the alumni
survey. Therefore, in addition to efforts to improve student awareness of the CPE generally
and increase show rates, an initiative was designed to improve performance on Task 2 and
integrate CPE Advisory Council strategies for integrating Task 2-like activities across the Gen Ed
curriculum and in the Social Sciences.
Additional initiatives were planned, but the CPE was discontinued by CUNY as of November
2010 so it was not available for use as a direct measure of student learning beyond that point
and further interventions focused on it were abandoned. Beginning in the Fall of 2012, the
new CUNY-wide assessment of student learning, the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA) will
be introduced at York College with an initial cohort of freshman recruited in the Fall and a
cohort of senior students recruited in the Spring 2013 semester.

2. General Education Assessment
Writing assessment
The OAC continued to work with Dr. Jonathan Hall on the writing assessment analysis to
study Junior-level writing, specifically looking at how language background and student
engagements have affected student writing. Major findings on assessment of Junior-level
writing in WRI 301, 302, and 303:
 Though transfer students’ mean score at pre-test was lower than York students’ pretests scores, there was no difference on the post-test scores (at the end of WRI 303)
 Multilingual students’ scores on the Education and Language Background Survey
(designed to assess length of study and exposure to English in the US) was strongly
correlated with the pre-test scores, but the strength of this correlation was reduced
on the post-test at the end of WRI 301, 302, and 303.
A similar project was planned to assess Freshman-level writing and compare the two, but it
was abandoned due to lack of funds for reviewers.
Between the Fall of 2009 and the Spring of 2012, there was also a group of faculty looking at
pass rates in the introductory writing class, English 125. It was noted that the percentage
passing in the Fall was typically higher than in the Spring which was attributed to the fact
that the Spring course has a high percentage of repeaters who are struggling with writing.
However, both 2011-2012 cohorts did have improved pass rates:

Fall 2009
Fall 2011

% Passed
72%
79%

Spring 2010
Spring 2012

% Passed
63%
76%

While this represents progress, clearly pass rates are still too low. In response, in the Fall of
2012, the English Department applied for a grant from the CUNY Improving Outcomes in
High Enrollment Remedial and Gateway Courses initiative and launched a program of
embedded tutoring/supplemental instruction in selected English 125 sections. In addition
the department conducted an extensive series of faculty development workshops on
pedagogies demonstrated to maximize success in writing for first year students.
General Education
The York College General Education taskforce completed and developed the proposal to
revise the general education curriculum and there was initially a plan to develop
assessments for writing, quantitative literacy, and scientific literacy. However, following the
CUNY BOT Pathways resolution, our faculty and staff redirected their focus to active
participation in the CUNY Pathways Initiative. Therefore work on designing assessments for
the previously proposed Gen Ed reform plan was halted. Appropriate campus committees
have been created to design, approve, adapt courses and programs, and to promote the
implementation of the Pathways general education at York College. The York College
Pathways proposal was developed, submitted and approved as required by CUNY OAA. York
College academic and support units have been working to meet the deadline for the
Pathways introduction (Fall 2013). The next Assessment Plan will include assessment of
student learning that is in line with the CUNY Pathways as well as Middle States Standard 14.
Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA)
As mentioned above, the Collegiate Learning Assessment has also been instituted and is
intended to assess students’ critical thinking, analytical reasoning, writing, and problemsolving skills – addressing some of the areas envisioned in the goals for Gen Ed assessment.
on a college-wide basis.
3. Academic Program Review
Beginning in January 2008, a new section requesting information on assessment of student
learning was added to the Academic Program Review (APR) report template. At the end of the
2010-2011 year, data was obtained from departmental annual reports and any recently
completed APRs. This data was reviewed and a model was proposed for framing the current
state of departmental/programmatic assessment activity in the College. The 3D Model of
Program Level Assessment (©Fusco, Davidson & Marion, 2011) was intended to capture the
“developmental trajectory of departments”, placing them in one of three levels.

LEVEL ONE - Formative
Level One was a formative stage at which data was either not collected or not being used in an
effective way to drive change this formative stage was framed in the following way:
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The following departments were assessed as being at Level One in 2011 (divided into groups AC as per the grid above:
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o
o
o
o
o
Group A
o

Aviation
Business & Economics
Earth & Physical Sciences
For. Language & Humanities
Health & Physical Ed
Math and Computer Sciences
Accounting & Finance
Biology
Chemistry (APR, 2010)
Performing & Fine Arts
Social Sciences
English (APR, 2010)

LEVEL TWO - Developmental
Level Two was seen as the next step in departmental assessment development in which data
was both being collected and being used to drive decision making. Departments falling into
this category included:
 Behavioral Sciences
 Health Professions
 History and Philosophy





Social Work
Teacher Education
Library

LEVEL THREE - Sustained
Level Three was seen as the highest level assessment where changes made in response to data
collected were revisited and analyzed to determine which changes had been helpful or
unhelpful and what further change might be required. While some departments listed in Level
Two above were already engaged at this level, data was unavailable at the time of the 2011
update.

Progress in Assessment of Student Learning Reflected in the APRs
Using the3D model above as a starting point, one of the stated goals of the OAC in 2011-2012
has been to assist departments and programs in advancing in the grid to higher levels of
assessment of student learning. To that end, members of the committee have made
themselves available to departments who are preparing their APRs. In addition a special
session of the OAC was devoted to discussion of departmental assessment so that each
representative could carry this knowledge back to their respective departments. The
committee also decided to request the recently submitted APRs submitted for review by the
OAC.
The schedule of APRs was obtained from the Office of Academic Affairs:

2008-2009

2009-2010

Mathematics
& Computer
Studies
Chemistry

Foreign
Languages

2008-2009

School of Arts and Sciences
2010-2011 2011-2012
2012-2013
Earth &
Physical
Science

Biology

Performing and
Fine Arts

English

History and
Philosophy

School of Health & Behavioral Sciences
2009-2010 2010-2011 2011-2012
2012-2013
Clinical Lab
Sciences
(Initial
Accred.)

2013-2014

Occupational
Therapy
(Re-Accred.)
Nursing
(BSN Generic)
(Initial
accred.)
Teacher Educ.
Gr 1-6 & 7-12

Behavioral
Sciences
(Psychology &
Political Sci.)
Nursing (RNBSN)
(Re-accred.)

2013-2014

*Health Educ.
PK-12 &
Physical Educ.
PK-12
(Re-accred.)

*Community
Health, Health
Promotion Mgt,
& Gerontology
(Initial Accred.)
Movement
Science

Physician
Assistant
Social Sci.
(Anthropology
& Sociology)
Social Work
(Re-accred.)

2008-2009

School of Business and Information Systems
2009-2010 2010-2011 2011-2012
2012-2013
Accounting and
Finance

2013-2014
Information
Systems
Management

Business and
Economics

2008-2009

2009-2010

Office of Academic Affairs
2010-2011 2011-2012
2012-2013

2013-2014

Library

Note: 1. Community Health, Health Promotion Management, and Gerontology have begun the
initial accreditation process with the Council on Education in Public Health (CEPH).
As of this writing, the committee has been given access to APRs submitted by four departments
- Math and Computer Science (2011); Foreign Language, ESL, and Humanities (2010); Earth and
Physical Science (2011); and Biology (2012). We anticipate the opportunity to review other
APRs in the near future.
A sub-committee of 6 members reviewed the reports above and concluded the following:






Math and Computer Science has moved from Group C to Level Two. The department
has done significant analysis of student learning outcomes and has made curricular
changes in response to their findings.
Foreign Language, ESL, and Humanities remains in Group B, but has a clear and
executable plan to assess student learning going forward. Once data is collected and
analyzed, we anticipate that they will move into Level Two or Three.
Biology has taken some early steps toward collecting data on student learning and has
also done some concerted work on improving sequencing of course work and easing
access to courses in order to foster earlier completion of the major. However there is



still room for improvement in making a connection between student learning data
gathered and decisions taken so the department was assessed to be in Group B.
Earth and Physical Science has moved from Group C to Group B by virtue of its
discussion of programmatic changes. However, there is virtually no data on student
learning presented. This needs to be addressed going forward.

During the cycle of this report, two professional programs completed their self-study process
required for accreditation (which substitutes for the APR completed by non-accredited
programs). The Physician Assistant program was re-accredited by the Accreditation and
Review Commission on Education for the Physician Assistant (ARC-PA) and the Teacher
Education program was recommended for accreditation by the National Council on
Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) based on self-study reports which contained
methodical and routine assessment of student learning. Thus these two programs have
achieved Level Three assessment of Student Learning in which data is collected and analyzed,
changes are made based on the data, and there is an ongoing plan to continue the cycle.
As noted in the table above, a number of academic departments and programs are scheduled
for APRs in the near future and several professional programs have self-studies pending for
their respective accrediting bodies. These APRs and self-studies will be reviewed once
submitted.
In summary, there has been some significant progress in this area and we hope to see a
building momentum as other departments undergo the APR process.

4. Certification Exams
Discipline

Exam

Med.Tech./CLS
Nursing

ASCP
NCLEX

PA

PANCE
1st time pass rate
NBCOT
Elementary and
Secondary (ATS-W)
Liberal Arts &
Science Test (LAST)
Elementary
Education
Health Education

OT
Teacher Ed

Teacher Ed –
Content Specialty
Tests (CST)

Result
2009
2010
2011
33%
70%
50%
Not available until 1st cohort in the generic
program graduates (Spring 2014)
88%
65%
65%
89% in 2012( with 1
student still pending)
31%
63%
71%
100%
100% 95%
96%

96%

97%

92%

100%

87%

100%

100%

N/A (n=0)

Physical Education
Secondary
Mathematics
Secondary Science
Secondary Spanish







80%
100%

60%
50%

86%
90%

N/A
(n=0)
100%

N/A
(n=0)
N/A
(n=0)

100%
N/A (n=0)

The OT department has done considerable self-study to understand the low pass rates on the
NBCOT exam and has instituted a number of changes in the program which has resulted in
improved scores. These measures are still ongoing and we hope to see additional improvement in
pass rates in the next few years.
Likewise, the PA program has undertaken an analysis of factors likely to have contributed to low
pass rates and has instituted changes in curriculum and added additional preparation for the
boards in the program. Preliminary results indicate a large increase in the pass rate with one
student yet to complete the process.
The Medical Technology/CLS program has also analyzed the scores of its graduates and identified
areas of weakness. These are being addressed with additional course work in those areas and
more rigorous attention to content in deficient areas across the curriculum. We hope to see results
of these interventions in the next few years.

In addition, the School of Business and Accounting intends to begin collecting data on pass rates for the
GMAT and CPA exams respectively in the near future. This is an area where data has been collected
regularly in some programs and less consistently in other, but not collected in a single report. Progress has
been made and it seems likely that this data set will be more complete in the very near future.
III. Faculty Development
Several goals for faculty development were established in the 2009-2012 plan:
A. Increase expertise with and reporting of student learning assessment in the APR process.
Efforts to address this goal included the January 26, 2010 Workshop for Writers of Academic
Program Reviews (which featured workshops, shared success stories, and a keynote speaker,
Michael Anderson, Director of the Office of Academic Assessment at Brooklyn College), the
special session of the OAC in May 2012 on conducting an APR, the 5th Annual Day of
Assessment – “ Making Academic Program Review Easier – With Tools You Already Have”, and
the consulting efforts by members of the OAC for those writing departmental APRs. As
discussed in Section B.3 above, there has been considerable progress in this realm.
B. Continue to improve faculty classroom assessment skills.
This goal was supported by the continuing Annual Day of Assessment series which has dealt with
various aspects of classroom assessment including the 3rd Annual Day of Assessment (which was
focused on classroom assessment and co-presented with the CETL Faculty Grant Recipients
Poster Presentation) and the 4th Annual Day of Assessment – “How Do You Know What They

Know?” on formative assessment which was also attended by Teacher Education students. (And
see also next bullet).
C. Co-sponsor best practices workshops with the CETL
A number of CETL workshops were co-sponsored or presented by the OAC. Examples include:
o Creating and Using Rubrics for Effective Feedback – October 2009
o Backward Design – April 2010
o Calibrated Peer Review – March 2011
o Integrating Blogs, ePortfolio, and Assessment Into the Majors – March 2011
o Stop the Whining – Effective Grading Practices - April 2011
o Bring Your Syllabus to Lunch – November 2011
D. Support faculty in the inclusion of technology in their assessment efforts.
This goal was supported by including technology instruction in every Annual Day of Assessment
and by workshops at the CETL. These were often some of the best attended sessions.
E. Enhance students’ understanding of the assessment process via involvement of student clubs
and government.
Of all of the above goals, this one was unfortunately overlooked and is an important area for
future endeavors.
IV. Successes/Shortfalls
A. Successes
1. We are beginning to use indirect assessment such as the NSSE and the Alumni Survey to
derive meaningful data about where York College has been more or less successful in
engaging and preparing students. This data is feeding back for use in developing
initiatives to address deficiencies.
2. With the introduction of a self-study process using the Council for the Advancement of
Standards in Higher Education (CAS) standards, the administrative and student support
areas of the College are beginning to implement various stages of the ongoing
assessment process.
3. The CUNY Proficiency Examination (CPE) was abandoned in 2010, but data collected
during the last year of its implementation indicated progress.
4. Academic Program Reviews (APRs) are beginning to reflect a greater focus on direct and
indirect student learning outcomes and departments are increasingly using the data to
drive curricular and other changes for improvement.
5. Collection, analysis, and implementation of changes driven by the data has resulted in
improved passing rates on professional certification/licensing exams and continued
revision of professional programs to better prepare students/graduates.
6. There has been a gradual, but perceptible shift in developing the “culture of assessment”
at York with an expanding offering of faculty development opportunities and the
development of a core team of faculty with expertise in assessment who can consult
with those departments who are beginning to implement assessment of student
learning into their APR process.

B. Shortfalls
1. There is still a need for more direct assessment of student learning in the departments
and programs and for improved tracking of the data.
2. Some departments/programs have begun collecting data, but have not yet begun to use
the data to inform curricular or other changes
3. While there has been a very significant improvement in local initiatives in the
administrative and support units, these need further work and support. This is an area
flagged in the NSSE and the Alumni survey as lacking and may contribute as well to the
disconnect observed in the NSSE data analysis between ratings of individual areas likely
to support student engagement and the overall rating of the College.
V. New College Structure – New Opportunities to Foster Improved Assessment?
Since the re-structuring of the College into three distinct schools, perspectives regarding assessment
have both broadened and deepened. As a result, much of the conversation in the Outcomes
Assessment Committee during the past year has centered on whether the role of the College-wide OAC
needs to adapt to the new three-school structure. How the committee will be framed in future cycles
depends on how the respective schools choose to design and implement their own assessment efforts.
To this end, we envision the 2012-2013 year as a period to step back and redirect the committee’s
charge and mission.
The School of Health and Behavioral Sciences (SHBS) has developed its own SHBS Student Learning
Assessment Committee and has produced an assessment plan from every department. While the
process is still evolving, several departments or programs have posted their assessment plan, initial data,
and, in some cases, evidence of change driven by data. These are available on a shared drive
maintained by the College and are available for inspection by members of the College community,
Middle States site visitors, or other accrediting bodies.
The School of Business and Information Systems is in the process of developing its assessment plan and
will hopefully be ready to share it with the College in the near future. The School of Arts and Science has
done considerable work on strengthening the assessment of student learning in its departments and
programs, but has not yet begun development of a School-wide assessment plan.
VI. Recommendations
This year is a period of tremendous change at CUNY. Particularly relevant to assessment is the introduction
of the Pathways to Degree Completion which will have a significant impact on general education
assessment and specifically any assessment plan for the School of Arts and Science since it houses most of
the Pathways courses. Any future plan will need to account for the Pathways student learning objectives
and might also need to include assessment of such aspects as whether adequate course offerings are
available for students to complete the Pathways requirements and whether sequencing is optimal.

In this context, one model proposed for the College-wide OAC would be to move to a more oversight-based
role rather than having an implementation function – i.e. to verify that assessment of student learning is
being done at a school and department level and to correlate outcomes across these with a view toward
informing College-wide changes rather than to undertake specific initiatives by the committee itself. An
additional task might be to review the local initiatives in administrative and student support areas and
again correlate them with other sources of data – e.g. the NSSE and SES. It is not yet clear how the
Pathways Implementation Committee and the General Education Task Force will interact in assessment of
general education objectives and this is another area that needs to be examined.
The CAS review process for administrative/student support services was employed by a few units, but full
implementation was not achieved for the reasons noted above. During the 2012-2013 year, the
Foundations of Excellence (FoE) initiative will be looking at many of the same areas that were intended to
be addressed by the CAS process. In view of that upcoming process, the CAS review will be put on hold for
now pending outcomes and recommendations of the FoE initiative. The FoE process would also be a
worthwhile area of focus for the College-wide OAC in the next assessment plan.
The OAC would probably also retain its role as knowledge bank for consultation with departments or
programs that require assistance in constructing and carrying out assessment plans. In support of that goal,
it might be useful to send a team of OAC committee members to one or more of the national conferences
on outcomes assessment in order to strengthen that aspect of the OAC’s function. Whether local faculty
development in this area would be retained by the OAC or ceded to the schools remains to be discussed.
Therefore it is perhaps premature to outline specific assessment initiatives since the nature of these will be
determined by where they are to be located. The committee is scheduled to meet four times in the Spring
of 2013 to begin to discuss how assessment can be implemented in each of the schools and how
assessment of general education objectives can be designed to be most useful for the College. It will
probably also be helpful for the OAC to meet with the Pathways Implementation Committee to discuss
assessment in that context.
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Introduction
York College/CUNY students participated in the National Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE) in 2005, and again in 2009. Working with the raw data from the
2005 and 2009 administrations, we compared freshman responses to the 85 questions on
the NSSE. Looking for areas where average responses differed between 2005 and 2009,
and comparing York student responses to the responses of both the overall CUNY
senior college and peer institution responses, we found meaningful improvement from
2005 to 2009 on 25% of the NSSE items. We also found that over 90% of York freshman
responses in 2009 fit between overall CUNY senior college responses and York’s
selected peer institutions. This finding serves as an important counterweight to many
other comparisons of York to other senior colleges that often place York College in the
lower third of senior colleges on key performance measures. At the same time, it points
to the need for improvement in a number of areas to bring the York experience in line
with that of students at our peer institutions.
About NSSE
Since 2000 more than 1300 colleges and universities have participated in the National
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), a survey of undergraduates that provides a
picture of students’ academic, social, and economic practices during their college years.
NSSE is administered by the Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research at
Indiana University, Bloomington. NSSE surveys students at the beginning of their
education (freshmen) and at the end of their education (seniors), offering participating
schools a look at student behaviors at both ends of the undergraduate experience.
NSSE is an indirect assessment of undergraduate education that asks students about
activities and behaviors inside the classroom, on campus, and in their communities.
Participating institutions select relevant peer institutions from a list of NSSEparticipating schools, and reports provided by NSSE detail a school’s student responses
in comparison with those peer institutions. This comparative data make it possible for
schools to gauge how their students’ experiences relate to those of students at
comparable institutions.
Methods
We were interested in comparing York College in 2009 with York College in 2005, with
York College’s peer institutions in 2009, and with other CUNY senior colleges in 2009.
We worked with NSSE-provided data comparing York in 2009 with both peer
institutions and CUNY colleges.
In order to compare York in 2005 with York in 2009, We examined the data from the
relevant administrations of the NSSE at York, and focused solely on freshman data. We
set a 95% confidence interval (2-tailed) to examine the difference of means from
independent samples (2005 and 2009). At ∝=.05, we found mean score differences for 22
of the 85 questions, or roughly 25% of the survey items.
1
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Once we had identified those 22 questions on which York College had moved
significantly since 2005, we compared the 2009 York responses to the CUNY 2009
responses, and to the 2009 peer responses. These data are reported throughout the
report.
The Big Picture
Comparative analysis of York College’s 2005 and
2009 NSSE data show a college that has improved
significantly on 22 of the 85 survey items. And
while this finding also means that for 75% of the
items York freshman responses have not changed
significantly since 2005, the 2009 comparative data
provided by NSSE enable us to evaluate York
College in relation to both the CUNY senior
colleges and a set of peer institutions selected by
the Office of Institutional Research and Assessment
(shown at right).
These comparative data are quite revealing and
enable us to situate York College’s freshman level
of engagement at or just above the CUNY average
and at or just below York’s peer institution
average.

York’s Comparison Schools
CUNY Senior Colleges
•Brooklyn College
•College of Staten Island
•Lehman College
•Hunter College
•Medgar Evers
•Queens College
NSSE Peer Institutions
•Coppin State University
•CUNY City College
•CUNY Lehman College
•Lincoln Univ. of Pennsylvania
•Norfolk State University
•North Carolina Central Univ.
•Univ. of Maryland-Eastern Shore

We have chosen a fairly simple graphic to visually
represent this situation (below).
NSSE Benchmark Picture for Freshmen

CUNY

≤

York

≤

Peer Institutions

This positioning of York College between CUNY and York’s selected peers is most
visible in the five benchmark scores compiled by NSSE and contained in the 2009 NSSE
report for York, though the pattern also holds for 90% of the individual items in the
2009 NSSE. The following section examines this finding in greater detail by reporting
benchmark comparisons, and digging into items within each of those benchmarks
where York College has moved significantly since 2005. The remaining sections explore
key areas where we believe York College needs to improve in the coming years if it is to
close the gap with peer institutions.
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Benchmark Comparisons & Selected Items
In an effort to provide institutions with a
coherent picture of key dimensions of student
engagement, NSSE groups together multiple
related survey items into a five distinct categories
it calls benchmarks (seen at right).

NSSE Benchmarks
• Level of Academic Challenge
• Active and Collaborative Learning
• Student-Faculty Interaction
• Enriching Educational Experiences
• Supportive Campus Environment

Level of Academic Challenge
The Level of Academic Challenge (LAC) benchmark combines a total of 9 individual
items that, when taken together, offer a picture of the academic rigor of an institution.
Are students spending many hours preparing for
class? Do students work harder than they
thought they could? How many books, papers,
or reports are they assigned to read? Do their
assignments focus on analysis, synthesis,
making of judgments, and/or the application of
theories or concepts to problems? Does the
campus environment emphasize spending
significant time on academics?
LAC is a measure of the kind of academic effort,
intellectual growth, and development students
are making at an institution. The LAC mean
score differences between York, CUNY, and
peers, reported in the chart to the right, are not
statistically significant.
This is a very positive finding for York College, and is a real sign of the strength of our
academic program for freshmen.
We also looked at York responses to the items
within the LAC benchmark in order to
understand two things. First, we wanted to see
if we had made meaningful progress on LAC
items since 2005. Second, we wanted to see
whether the big picture held for selected items
in the LAC benchmark.
Two items surfaced from our comparison of
2005 and 2009. The first item, Putting together
concepts from different courses when completing
assignments or during class discussions, is a sign
that courses at the freshman level encourage (or at least permit) students to draw
connections across the various disciplinary boundaries in the general education core.
3
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This finding is consistent with the York faculty’s interest in building a portfolio of
interdisciplinary courses as the college moves to a new general education core.
The second item for which we found statistically
significant mean score differences between 2005
and 2009, Coursework emphasizes: Synthesizing and
organizing of ideas, information, or experiences into
new, more complex interpretations and relationships,
indicates that the faculty have adjusted their
pedagogy and assignments to the shifting
academic profile for freshmen at York College.
On average, freshmen at York College in 2009
entered with stronger academic records than the
2005 freshman class. As would be expected of
any engaged teachers, faculty at York have
responded by raising the expectations within
their freshman courses.
Active and Collaborative Learning
The Active and Collaborative Learning (ACL) benchmark combines 7 individual items
that together sketch the level of students’ active engagement in their studies, and the
extent to which they are engaged with others in their education. How often do students
ask questions or contribute to discussions in class? Do they regularly make
presentations in class? Are they regularly working with others on projects during class?
Do they collaborate with classmates on projects outside of class? Do they tutor other
students? Are they engaged in service learning or community-based learning? Do they
discuss ideas from class or readings with others outside of class?
The Active and Collaborative Learning chart to
the right clearly shows that York freshmen
report being engaged in ACL activities at rates
that exceed the rates of freshmen at other CUNY
senior colleges, with an effect size of 0.18. While
this effect size is small, the finding is an
important one that York should celebrate. At the
same time, York College has a way to go in order
to involve freshmen in these kinds of activities at
rates comparable to our peer institutions. There
is a statistically significant (p<.01) mean score
difference between York and the peer
institutions, with an effect size of -0.25. There is
clearly considerable room for improvement on the
ACL benchmark.
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Another positive in this benchmark can be
found in the individual items. One item in the
ACL benchmark on which we found real
change since 2005, Discussed ideas from readings
or classes with others outside of class (shown at
right), indicates that 2009 York freshmen are
more engaged in collaborative learning than in
the 2005 cohort. In fact, York freshmen report
discussing ideas outside of class at the same rate
as freshmen at peer institutions.
We do not examine the other items in the ACL
benchmark here, though there are several ACL
activities (making presentations, group work
outside of class, service learning) on which York freshmen lag behind freshmen at peer
institutions. Instead, we present these items in the following section, entitled Areas for
Improvement. It is worth noting here that there is no item in the ACL benchmark on
which the York freshman mean falls below the CUNY senior college mean. Every item
in the ACL benchmark fits the big picture.
Student-Faculty Interaction
The Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) benchmark combines 6 individual items that get
the opportunities students have to learn by working with faculty, both in and out of
class. Do students discuss grades or assignments with their teacher? Do they discuss
career plans with an advisor or instructor? Do students talk about ideas from class with
faculty outside of class? Are they working with faculty on non-course matters,
including committees and student-life activities? Do students receive prompt oral or
written feedback on their academic performance? Are students working with faculty on
research outside of a course context?
As the chart to the right shows, York’s freshman
SFI fits the big picture of our overall 2009 NSSE
results, with York being on par with CUNY and
somewhat below our peer institutions in SFI. It
is worth noting that the effect size of the
difference between York and peer institutions is
quite small (-0.18), indicating that even small
gains on this benchmark would bring York in
line with peers. We take up this issue in the
Areas for Improvement section (below).
There are three items in the SFI benchmark on
which York has improved since 2005: Talked
about career plans with a faculty member or advisor,
Discussed ideas from readings or classes with faculty members outside of class, and Worked
5
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with faculty members on activities other than coursework. Of these items, there is only one
on which the York mean score differs
significantly from either the CUNY or peer
mean, Discussed ideas from readings or classes with
faculty members, and the difference is in a
desirable direction. The effect size of the
difference is small (.18), though it is clear that
York exceeds the CUNY mean on this item.
These findings show that faculty at York make
themselves available to students outside of
class, and that freshmen at York make use of
this availability to discuss course material
outside of class.
Enriching Educational Experience
The Enriching Educational Experience (EEE) benchmark combines a total of 11
individual items that, when taken together, help an institution gauge the extent to
which students are getting a wide array of
enriching experiences. Do students participate
in co-curricular activities, or in an internship,
field experience, community service or
volunteer work? Do they complete foreign
language work or study abroad? Do they take
independent study, or have a senior capstone
course? Do they interact with students of
different religions, political opinions, personal
values, races, or ethnicities? Does the campus
environment encourage interaction between
students with different economic, social, racial,
or ethnic backgrounds? Are there learning
community opportunities for students? Do they
use electronic media in their coursework?
As with the other benchmark scores, York’s EEE mean score fits the big picture. York’s
mean is very much in line with the CUNY mean, and somewhat below the peer mean.
And as with the SFI benchmark, the effect size of the gap between York and our peers is
small (-0.19). It is likely that York can improve on key elements of the EEE benchmark
by taking advantage of our real strengths in this area and by focusing attention on those
areas where we fall short in nontrivial ways.
For example, one of York’s clear strengths is in the area of diversity. York has clearly
increased the opportunities for freshmen to interact with students from different
backgrounds, as the chart to the right shows. York’s EEE mean is helped by mean scores
that are higher than either CUNY or peer scores on this item. Strong mean scores on this
6
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and related items help offset York’s low scores
on the item about learning communities. York
cannot improve on its learning communities
mean since it does not employ that model of the
freshman experience.
An item within EEE on which York College
could benefit from a sustained effort at
improvement concerns the use of the electronic
medium to complete coursework. While York
freshmen report using technology to complete
coursework at levels comparable to freshmen at
other CUNY senior colleges, they do report
lower levels of usage than our peer institutions.
It is clear that York has made up considerable
ground in this area since 2005, as the
statistically significant mean score difference
between 2005 and 2009 shows. It is possible that
efforts to expand the college’s hybrid and online
offerings, and the continued rollout of the smart
classroom initiative will bring instructional
technology practices up to levels comparable to
our peer institutions in the next few years.
Supportive Campus Environment
The Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) benchmark combines 6 items to arrive at
an overall mean score that captures the kind of support and relationships available at an
institution. Does the campus environment offer students the support needed to succeed
academically? Does it help students cope with
non-academic responsibilities? Does the campus
provide the support students need to thrive
socially? How are the relationships with other
students, faculty, and administrative personnel?
As the chart to the right shows, the campus
environment at York College is on par with our
peer institutions, and is better than the
environment at other CUNY senior colleges.
The effect size of the difference between York
and CUNY is small (0.19), but undeniable.
When we examined York’s 2005 and 2009 mean
score differences on the items making up SCE we found that York had improved in two
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important areas: Helping you cope with your non-academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.)
and Providing the support you need to thrive socially.
Freshman in 2009 reported that the college
helped them cope with their non-academic
responsibilities at much higher levels than did
freshmen in 2005. The York College mean for
this item exceeds the CUNY mean, with a
small-to-moderate effect size of 0.24. And York
is on par with peer institutions in this area. This
item in the SCE benchmark is one of the many
important bright spots to emerge from the 2009
NSSE data.
Responses on this item (and the next) may help
York target a response to another, much more
troubling finding regarding academic advising
that emerges from the data. We take up this more troubling finding in the following
sections of our report.
Providing the support you need to thrive socially,
the other item in the SCE benchmark for which
we saw statistically significant gains between
2005 and 2009, is another encouraging result for
York College.
Like the former SCE item, we found freshmen
in 2009 reporting levels of support comparable
to freshmen at peer institutions and well above
both York freshmen in 2005 and CUNY
freshmen in 2009. The effect size of the
difference between the 2009 York response and
the CUNY response is small-to-moderate (0.25).
Areas for Improvement
The big picture for York’s freshman responses to the NSSE is a very positive one, with
York students reporting levels of engagement that meet or exceed levels of engagement
at the CUNY senior colleges overall. On many of the items, York College freshmen
report levels of engagement on par with those of freshmen in our peer institutions. In
this section we explore those areas in which York’s freshman responses are not in line
with our peer institutions. We believe these are areas where the college should focus
some attention as we seek to bring ourselves in line with our peers.
There are 22 questions on which York freshmen responded lower levels of engagement
than their counterparts at our 2009 NSSE peer institutions (see Appendix A). We focus
8
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in this section on just those questions where the mean score gap between York College
and the peer institutions is accompanied by a nontrivial small or moderate effect size
defined by NSSE as meeting or exceeding .20. This approach reduces the number of
items for which the mean score differences to 16 (see table below). Of particular
concern, we believe, are the four items for which the effect size exceeds .35 since the
practical significance of these mean score differences approaches a moderate level. We
have bolded those questions below and focus attention on the four items in the
discussion that follows.
York College student responses to the items in the Student-Faculty Interaction
benchmark indicate that mean differences between York and our peers in the area of
student-faculty contact are statistically significant, though the effect size is so small that
it is nearly trivial. For this benchmark, discussing grades with an instructor is the sole
question where we see an effect size that approaches the .5 that NSSE defines as a
moderate effect.
It is worth exploring ways that faculty might encourage students to approach them
more regularly to discuss grades and assignments. One possible approach to
encouraging such discussion would involve offering freshman students prompt written
or oral feedback on their academic progress in courses, the only other item in the StudentFaculty Interaction benchmark where we find statistically significant mean score
differences between York freshman and their peers. The effect size on this item is very
small, suggesting that any progress in this area would bring York in line with peer
institutions, and would help improve York’s overall benchmark score for StudentFaculty Interaction.
Using email to communicate with an instructor,
while not part of a benchmark, is an item that
speaks to an issue similar to discussion of grades
or assignments with an instructor. And the effect
size of the mean score difference between York
and peer institutions approaches a moderate
level. Additionally, as the chart to the right
indicates, York student responses are well
below both CUNY senior college responses. The
silver lining in this cloud is that York has made
up considerable ground since 2005.
The two other items on which the effect size of
the mean score differences between York freshmen and peer freshmen, Voting in local,
state, or national elections and Community service or volunteer work, form other areas for
possible intervention. The low numbers of York freshman who reported voting in 2008,
the year that Barack Obama was elected president, is very surprising, particularly since
voter turnout among African-Americans was very high that year. It is possible that
York College’s sizable immigrant and foreign student populations may help explain
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this counterintuitive result. And it is also important to note that York freshman reported
voting at the same level as the CUNY senior colleges.
York College and Peer College Mean Differences (with effect size)
NSSE Item

York
Mean

Peer
Mean

Effect
Size

Made a class presentation

2.27

2.48***

-0.24

Worked with classmates outside of class to prepare class
assignments

2.21

2.45***

-0.26

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

1.42

1.67***

-0.28

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

2.38

2.61**

-0.22

Used email to communicate with an instructor

2.83

3.16***

-0.39

Discussed grades or assignments with an instructor

2.51

2.82***

-0.35

Attended an art exhibit, play, dance, music, theatre, or other
performance

2.04

2.30***

-0.28

Exercised or participated in physical fitness activities

2.23

2.48**

-0.28

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

1.92

2.20**

-0.24

Community service or volunteer work

0.21

0.4***

-0.39

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

0.06

.16***

-0.26

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

1.66

2.00**

-0.23

Voting in local, state, or national elections

2.41

2.79***

-0.34

Contributing to the welfare of your community

2.32

2.53*

-0.2

Developing a deepened sense of spirituality

2.17

2.41*

-0.21

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

2.64

2.85**

-0.25

*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 (2-tailed)
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Community service or volunteer work are not activities in which many freshman report
being engaged. York freshmen report much lower levels of activity in this area than do
freshmen at peer institutions, though York students engage in such work at levels in
line with the CUNY senior colleges. This NSSE item is a component of a benchmark
(Enriching Educational Experiences). And while the effect size of the mean difference
between York’s Enriching Educational Experience benchmark score and her peers is
small (-.19), it is not trivial.
We believe that York should seek to improve the opportunities for students to have
enriching educational experiences and see the development of structured opportunities
for community service and volunteerism as one place where the college might make
gains. Other items in the benchmark where York might consider adjustments to
enhance these experiences include encouraging freshmen to engage in co-curricular
activities, re-establishing learning communities, and expanding the use of electronic
communications media in coursework.
Breaks in the Pattern
The big picture for York’s 2009 NSSE results is that York College freshmen are engaged
in their education at levels equivalent to or greater than their counterparts at other
CUNY senior colleges, and that they are on par with or just below the levels of
engagement of freshmen in York’s peer institutions. On 13% of the questions (11 of 85)
asked on the NSSE, however, this overall pattern does not hold.
On some of these questions students at York report lower levels of activity than
students at CUNY; on others, they report higher levels of activity than students at peer
institutions. We have chosen to spotlight seven of these items because we believe they
are particularly salient for the campus.
Diverse Perspectives Questions
NSSE Item

York
Mean

CUNY
Mean

Effect
Size

Peer
Mean

Effect
Size

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

3.04

2.85**

0.21

2.88

0.18

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

2.81

2.62*

0.18

2.62*

0.18

Understanding people of other racial and ethnic
backgrounds

3.03

2.80**

0.24

2.87*

0.16

*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 (2-tailed)
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York College generally prides itself on its commitment to educating a highly diverse
student body, and to cultivating and encouraging students’ understanding of and
engagement with people of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. 2009 NSSE
responses clearly show that York College’s commitment to diversity in the curriculum
is a real strength that is likely enhanced by the highly diverse student body on campus.
York College freshman responses on all three questions that tap into diversity issues
exceed both the CUNY senior college responses and York peer institution responses.
It is important to note that the effect size for each of these questions is small, likely
owing to the comparable student populations and campus missions. Nonetheless, it
seems clear that helping students engage with and understand people with diverse
backgrounds and perspectives is an important area of strength for York College.
It is well known that many of York College’s
students juggle multiple commitments in order
to make progress towards their degree. This
juggling likely helps explains the large number
of part time students, as well as the low fouryear graduation rates reported in various
reports the college prepares as part of the
Performance Management Process within
CUNY. The 2009 NSSE freshman responses
confirm what most on campus already know:
York College students work more for pay and
have greater family care responsibilities than
students at many other institutions.
The NSSE instrument concludes with three very general attitudinal questions that get at
students’ overall experience at an institution (see table below). These questions are
unusual precisely because they are attitudinal and not behavioral. On each of these
questions, York freshman responses fall outside the overall pattern that emerges from
the data. And in each case, we find cause for concern.
Freshmen are perhaps not in the best position to evaluate an “entire educational
experience” since they have only been on campus for 8 months before they complete the
NSSE. Freshmen have completed perhaps five courses and are nearing completion of up
to five more courses when they complete the NSSE. For some reason, it seems, the
overall educational experience York College offers freshmen is perceived by freshmen
as being somewhat less engaging than the experience offered at other CUNY senior
colleges and at York’s peer institutions.
We are both troubled and confused by this result. We are troubled because freshmen
who do not rate the overall educational experience of their institution very highly are
less likely to be retained than those who rate their experience more highly.
York College has long faced serious challenges in the area of one-year retention rates.

12
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Overall Evaluations of York College (CUNY and Peer Comparison)
NSSE Item

York
Mean

CUNY
Mean

Effect
Size

Peer
Mean

Effect
Size

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

2.64

2.82*

-0.21

2.85***

-0.19

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

2.8

2.96*

-0.21

2.95*

-0.19

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

2.72

3.00***

-0.33

2.88

-0.17

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

What confuses us about the response to this particular item is its apparent lack of
connection with so much of the other data in the 2009 NSSE responses. As discussed
above, benchmark scores locate the educational environment at York College
somewhere between the CUNY senior college mean and the peer institution mean. And
the vast majority of specific, targeted individual questions yield freshman responses
consistent with that overall big picture. It appears that, for some reason, students seem
to report relatively solid levels of engagement in the very activities that NSSE finds to
be associated with a vibrant educational environment. And yet these levels of
engagement are not translating into an overall a very positive overall educational
experience for York’s freshmen.
With so little of the undergraduate curriculum under their belts, and given the low
evaluation of their overall educational experience, it is perhaps not surprising that so
few York freshmen report that they would go to the same institution if they were starting
over. Particularly troubling for us is the effect size (-.33) of the mean score difference
between York College responses and CUNY senior college responses on the question
about starting over. There is a statistically significant, nontrivial gap between the York
and the CUNY freshman responses to the question about starting over at the same
institution, and this attitude is precisely what retention efforts on campus need to focus
on changing.
The question for York to consider is the origin of the response. If York College is
students’ second- or third-choice CUNY institution, there is a real possibility that
freshmen enter the college already primed to transfer. Many faculty teaching freshman
courses have certainly heard this perspective voiced by students. If, however, students’
relatively low evaluation of their overall educational experience in the first year is the
origin of their response to the question about starting over, we would do well to
interrogate the first year program of study with an eye toward maximizing student
engagement. The 16 items listed in the Areas for Improvement section above are likely
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good places to begin such an interrogation. There may be a real benefit to bringing these
items to the table as general education reform moves forward over 2010-11.
Student responses to the very specific question about the quality of academic advising is
more troubling precisely because of its specificity. Those of us with significant
responsibilities for helping students who receive poor advisement leading up to their
semester of graduation know that academic advisement within the majors remains a
major challenge for York College. Given York’s reliance on a group of professional
freshman advisors within Counseling, however, one might anticipate high marks for
freshman advising. Unfortunately, this seems not to be the case. And while the effect
sizes between York and both CUNY and peer institutions are small, the college would
be poorly served by a quick dismissal of these results. When we compared the 2005
NSSE data to the 2009 data, we found that freshman mean scores for advising are not
statistically different from those reported in the 2005 NSSE results.
Limitations
NSSE data offer but one way to understand the strength of the college. The data are an
indirect measure of student engagement that emerge from student responses to
questions about their behaviors over the previous academic year. While we believe that
the data are important for us to take seriously, we also believe that they should be used
alongside other data about the health of the college, including those metrics that CUNY
uses as part of the Performance Management Process.
Both the 2005 and 2009 NSSE responses at York have real limitations owing to the low
response rate in both administrations. The 2005 NSSE results are based on just 163
freshman responses; the 2009 freshman results are based on 190 responses. 16% of 2009
York freshmen completed the survey. This response rate, while higher than CUNY’s
13% response rate, is below the 18% response rate for peer institutions. While this
positioning of York’s response rate between the CUNY rate and the peer rate fits the
“big picture” of the overall 2009 NSSE, none of these rates are particularly solid.
Low response rates raise questions about the representativeness of the respondents,
making it potentially difficult to draw the conclusion that the results offer a good
snapshot of the freshman experience at York. Such low response rates also make it very
difficult to dig more deeply into the data.
The issue of response rates became a real issue with the data on seniors. In 2009, 155
York seniors were invited to complete the survey; only 25 seniors responded. With
such small numbers we decided not to look at the NSSE data for seniors.
Recommendations
Freshmen and seniors responded to 85 questions about their experiences at York
College over 2008-09. We would be remiss if we did not treat the results from these
student responses as an opportunity celebrate what we do well, to critically examine
14
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areas for improvement, and to explore appropriate ways institutional responses to the
findings. There are many conclusions we might draw from these data. We have chosen
to make four concrete recommendations that we believe are consistent with the NSSE
results.
Use NSSE Findings to Construct a More Nuanced Portrait of the Freshman Experience
Having explored data from both the NSSE and the Performance Management Process
(PMP) within CUNY, we recommend that the college begin to use the results from
NSSE to construct a multidimensional picture of the quality of the undergraduate
experience at York College. The addition of a student perspective through such
important benchmarks as Student Faculty Interaction, Enriching Educational
Experience, and Level of Academic Challenge adds an important additional layer to our
understand of York’s place within the CUNY system. In some instances, the picture
may even form the basis for a counternarrative that speaks back to the one offered in
the PMP.
One PMP metric, for example, paints a portrait of general education courses at York
taught predominantly by part time faculty. (“Percentage of instructional FTEs in lower
division courses delivered by full-time faculty.”) The potential negatives deriving from
this situation are many, including the possibility that part-time faculty are not as
available to work with students as are their full-time counterparts, and that students’
ability to interact with faculty suffers.
We do not dispute the value of having full time faculty teaching at all levels of
undergraduate curriculum. What we are suggesting is that a metric of this sort glosses
over other indications of quality that may matter more to students than the particular
faculty employment category.
As the Student-Faculty Interaction chart to the right suggests, relying simply on
measures that count the number of full-time
faculty in a category of courses offers a very
limited perspective. While York may sit below
most (or all) of the senior colleges in percentage
of FTEs in lower level courses taught by full
time faculty, students report a level of
engagement with York faculty very much in
line with the CUNY average.
The NSSE responses indicate even with a high
percentage of part-time faculty teaching
freshmen and sophomores, York freshmen talk
about ideas from class with their teachers
outside of class more often than do freshmen at
other CUNY senior colleges, and they do so at
rates equivalent to those at York’s 2009 NSSE
15
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peer institutions. (Chart at right.)
Our principal point here is that the NSSE results
also show that York does very well when
compared to the other CUNY senior colleges.
The NSSE portrait of York in relation to CUNY
is one that potentially complicates many of the
results one gets from the PMP data. We
recommend that York College use these data to
add some dimensionality to the PMP portrait.
CUNY funded the NSSE participation in 2009. It
would be worthwhile to press the university to
develop and share a NSSE portrait that could sit
alongside the 2009 PMP.
Develop a Plan to Improve Response Rates in the Next Round
York College’s freshman response rate (16%), like much of the NSSE data itself, sits
uncomfortably between the overall CUNY response rate (13%) and the 2009 York peer
institution response rate (18%). The gap between York senior responses (16%) and peer
institution responses (26%) is even wider. These rates are low for NSSE schools, and
reduce our confidence that the responses we received represent the range of the York
student experience. While the findings are not meaningless, they are limited.
The NSSE is administered from Indiana University, and so participating colleges do not
handle the survey itself. Fortunately, York College is not powerless in the face of low
response rates. Our examination of best practices for NSSE administration on college
campuses indicates that there are many things an institution may legitimately do to
encourage freshmen and seniors to participate in the survey.
Many schools ramp up a significant promotional campaign leading up to, and
encompassing, the period during which students are invited by NSSE to complete the
web-based survey. Letters from the president directly to students, banners on campus,
flyers, events that raise awareness of NSSE, and radio ads are among the activities that
colleges undertake to help students look for and complete the NSSE. As engaged
members of the faculty during the 2009 NSSE administration on campus, we were
somewhat surprised by the lack of publicity surrounding the 2009 administration, and
believe that much can be done to improve our student response rates. We recently
learned of one school that increased its already solid response rate by 7% through the
addition of such simple activities as including a NSSE promotional page on the front
screen of all the school’s computers and handing out free soda at a NSSE informational
event held in a common area.
As a tool for colleges, NSSE offers a comprehensive set of recommendations for schools
seeking to improve response rates in “Maximizing Your Number of Respondents
Effectively and Ethically.” Additionally, the NSSE website identifies many of the
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participating schools’ promotional practices and materials on its website. We
recommend that a small group of faculty and administrators work with the Office of
Institutional Research to develop a plan to raise awareness of the NSSE and to promote
student participation in the survey the next time York College joins the NSSE.
Do not Settle for a Favorable Comparison to CUNY Senior Colleges
The data presented here make it clear that the York freshman responses to the NSSE
show a college that compares very favorably to its sister senior colleges in the City
University system. The college has made much progress in this area since 2005, though
York also compares favorably to CUNY for those items on which York has shown little
change since 2005. And within the CUNY system, the senior colleges are considered our
comparison or peer group.
NSSE also enables York to take a broader, more ambitious view of its peers. And the
data presented here show a college that, on many fronts, is on par with this broader set
of peers. At the same time, the data surface many places where York has much room to
improve if it is to offer students a learning and engagement experience comparable to
the experience of students in this broader peer group.
As the college moves forward with general education revision over 2010, and beyond,
we recommend that these 2009 NSSE comparisons help inform the development and
use of active and collaborative learning pedagogies and appropriate adjustments in the
area of student-faculty interaction, two key benchmarks where York aspires to be in line
with our peers and over which faculty have real control.
Address the Academic Advising Issue that Emerges from NSSE
One of the “breaks” in the overall pattern for York student responses on the NSSE is on
the question about the quality of academic advising. It is perhaps not surprising that
academic advising remains a challenge for York. We regularly see graduating seniors
who report poor advisement over their academic careers. What is surprising is that
second semester freshmen at York rate advising so low. As indicated above, the York
freshman mean response on this item is below both the CUNY freshman and the peer
freshman response.
It is difficult to understand students’ low evaluation of advising. When we looked at
the Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) benchmark we found that York fared quite
well, exceeding the mean for CUNY senior colleges and meeting the mean score for
peer institutions. Students report high quality relationships with fellow students, with
faculty members, and with administrative personnel and offices, all components of SCE.
They report that the overall institution provides the support needed to succeed
academically, to cope with non-academic responsibilities, and to thrive socially. The
overall campus environment is rated quite highly by York freshmen. Still, on the
specific question about advising we find a real gap.
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We recommend some caution in interpreting the student response to this single item on
the NSSE, though we believe that it is also important not to dismiss this result. York’s
freshman responses to this advising question are no different than the responses from
2005. This item is one of the few in the survey where we see both no movement since
2005 and statistically significant mean score differences between York and both CUNY
and peers.
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Appendix A
Key Areas for Improvement
NSSE Item

York
Mean

Peer
Mean

Effect
Size

Made a class presentation

2.27

2.48***

-0.24

Worked with classmates outside of class to prepare class
assignments

2.21

2.45***

-0.26

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

1.42

1.67***

-0.28

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

2.38

2.61**

-0.22

Used email to communicate with an instructor

2.83

3.16***

-0.39

Discussed grades or assignments with an instructor

2.51

2.82***

-0.35

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

2.46

2.63*

-0.19

Attended an art exhibit, play, dance, music, theatre, or other
performance

2.04

2.30***

-0.28

Exercised or participated in physical fitness activities

2.23

2.48**

-0.28

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

1.92

2.20**

-0.24

Community service or volunteer work

0.21

0.4***

-0.39

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

0.06

.16***

-0.26

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

0.02

0.05*

-0.14

Workng for pay on campus

1.35

1.61**

-0.18

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

1.66

2.00**

-0.23

Voting in local, state, or national elections

2.41

2.79***

-0.34

Learning effectively on your own

2.91

3.08*

-0.19

Contributing to the welfare of your community

2.32

2.53*

-0.2
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NSSE Item

York
Mean

Peer
Mean

Effect
Size

Developing a deepened sense of spirituality

2.17

2.41*

-0.21

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

2.64

2.85**

-0.25

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

2.8

2.95*

-0.19

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