
Obtaining precollege student data, including attitudes,
academic performance, past and expected engagement,
and family and student characteristics, is important for
institutions to gain a better understanding of the first-
year experience.

The Role of Precollege Data in
Assessing and Understanding 
Student Engagement in College

James S. Cole, Marianne Kennedy, Michael Ben-Avie

Students do not enter college tabula rasa. They come with a variety of high
school academic experiences, exposure to college information, and family
socioeconomic and educational influences, all of which help shape expec-
tations and attitudes of what it is like to be an enrolled college student.
Research studies show that high school experiences, engagement, and aca-
demic achievement, as well as entering expectations and attitudes, are
important predictors of student success. Therefore, to better understand
first-year student engagement, it makes sense to consider the backgrounds
and precollege characteristics of entering college students.

This chapter has two goals. The first is to clarify conceptually the rela-
tionship between precollege characteristics and high school engagement,
first-year student engagement expectations, and subsequent first-year
engagement and experience. The second is to provide examples of how aca-
demic affairs and student affairs use data on precollege student characteris-
tics and student expectations to enhance student learning and personal
development. We provide examples from institutions that have used the
Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE), the precollege
companion to the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE).
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Student High School Experiences, Expectations, and
Attitudes about College

Many studies show that high school academic achievement and precollege
behaviors and attributes are related to behaviors while in college, academic
performance, and experiences in college. For instance, Cole and Kinzie (2007)
found that 85 percent of the students who reported average grades of B in high
school and expected overall grades of B in college actually earned overall
grades of B by the end of their first year. In other words, high school grades
and grade expectations predicted the first-year grades of many of these stu-
dents. A number of other studies have also described the relationship of high
school and college experiences and academic performance. Murtaugh, Burns,
and Schuster (1999) reported that the higher the high school grade point aver-
age (GPA), the less likely the student will leave college before earning a degree.
Bauer and Liang (2003) found that beyond the traditional predictors of col-
lege behaviors, such as high school GPA, standardized test scores, and gender,
such personality traits as neuroticism were also important predictors of qual-
ity of effort in college, first-year college grades, and performance on a critical
thinking exam. In a meta-analysis of 109 studies, Robbins and others (2004)
found that socioeconomic status (SES), high school GPA, and ACT or SAT
scores were all significant predictors of retention and first-year GPA. Astin and
Lee (2003) found that precollege characteristics of hours spent studying in
high school, academic ability, leadership ability, and developing a meaningful
philosophy of life predict 61 percent of the variance in time spent studying in
college. Given these results, these researchers questioned, “How much of the
level of engagement observed among students at a given institution should be
attributed to institutional policies and practices, and how much should
be attributed to the characteristics of the students when they enroll?” (p. 670).

To the extent that an individual has a disposition to be engaged, we
should expect a continuity of behavior and experiences between high school
and college. Researchers (Ormrod, 2006; Schneider, 1996) define a dispo-
sition as an inclination to approach and think about a task and to behave in
a particular way. At the same time, past behavior is not a perfect predictor
of future behavior. The environment has an important inhibitory or facili-
tatory role in shaping behavior. From the social-cognitive view, this is
referred to as reciprocal causation (Bandura, 1997). According to Bandura
(1986), “People are neither driven by inner forces nor automatically shaped
and controlled by external stimuli. Rather, human functioning is explained
in terms of a model of triadic reciprocity in which behavior, cognitive and
other personal factors, and environment events all operate as interacting
determinants of each other” (p. 18). What this generally means is that stu-
dent behaviors, such as interacting with faculty members, and personal fac-
tors, like motivation, and environment, such as the climate for learning
inside and outside of class, are inextricably linked. In this view, high school
engagement is not a disposition but the result of the reciprocal causation
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between the high school environment, personal characteristics, and the
unfolding high school engagement itself over the course of the year. So 
the fact that high school engagement is often moderately predictive of col-
lege engagement does not necessarily represent a student’s disposition;
rather it represents the interaction of environment and personal character-
istics that are often similar in college as in high school.

Of the many personal characteristics students have when they start col-
lege, some are for all practical purposes immutable, such as age, gender, and
race. Other characteristics are open to influence, such as motivations, expec-
tations, and aspirations, as a result of students interacting with the environ-
ment (Pintrich and Schunk, 2002). One such characteristic that has received
attention of late are students’ expectations regarding their first year of col-
lege (Miller, Bender, Schuh, and Associates, 2005).

What Are Expectations?

Expectations are the result of the interaction of our experiences with our
anticipated environment (Olson, Roese, and Zanna, 1996). Expectations may
also reflect what we expect to experience based on what others have experi-
enced. In this sense, expectations are based not only on similar direct expe-
riences but also on what we have learned from the experiences of others.

That expectations matter, the central premise for collecting data from
students prior to starting fall semester classes, is also grounded in educa-
tional research. We have expectations for just about every situation we
encounter, regardless of whether the situation is new or very familiar. Imag-
ine, for example, your first day on campus as a first-year college student.
Though you have never been a college student, you likely have many expec-
tations about your first year of college. Your probably formed those ex-
pectations from your own personal high school experiences in and out of
the classroom. For instance, you realize that your shyness to speak up in
high school classes will likely still exist during your first year of college. You
also believe that your interest in math and chemistry in high school will stay
with you in college. Your expectations are formed from the information you
glean from others. You create your expectations by talking to others who
have attended college, from admissions materials you have received, cam-
pus visits, parents, a high school counselor, and others. Collectively all this
information leads you to have expectations about your classroom experi-
ences, your levels of engagement, social interactions, and out-of-class expe-
riences during your first year of college.

These expectations also influence the upcoming choices you will make
as your first year of college progresses. As Konings, Brand-Gruwel, van Mer-
rienboer, and Broers (2008) claimed, “Expectations affect students’ motiva-
tion, engagement, and investment of effort in learning” (p. 536). These
authors describe three ways that expectations influence our perception, inter-
pretation, and subsequent behavior. First, expectations bias perceptions by
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directing students’ attention to choices that are consistent with the expec-
tations themselves. Second, they bias students’ interpretation of events to
favor consistency with expectations rather than inconsistency. Third, they
bias subsequent behaviors, in that students will tend to engage in a man-
ner consistent with their expectations. In other words, “people tend to
behave in such a way that their behavior optimally matches their expecta-
tions, and thus, they create what they expect, a phenomena known as a
self-fulfilling prophecy” (Konings, et al., p. 536). The idea that student
expectations have a confirmation bias that causes individuals to wittingly
and unwittingly choose experiences that are likely to confirm their beliefs
may explain some research that demonstrates the link joining behaviors in
high school, expectations for college, and subsequent behaviors in college
(Kirschner, Meester, Middelbeek, and Hermans, 1993; Nickerson, 1998).
For instance, Konings, et al. (2008) found that students’ expected dissat-
isfaction with school was highly correlated with their actual dissatisfaction
after one and two years in college. Kuh, Gonyea, and Williams (2005)
found that many student expectations, including expectations for writing,
course learning, and student-faculty interaction, during the first year of col-
lege were significantly and moderately correlated with the students’ actual
experiences in college.

In contrast, many studies have reported that students’ expectations are
not well aligned with their experiences. The “freshman myth” describes
expectations of incoming first-year students that exceed their actual behav-
iors in college. The result of this misalignment is often increased dissatisfac-
tion with school, decreased academic and social integration, and overall
decreased student performance (Braxton, Hossler, and Vesper, 1995; Howard,
2005). For instance, Baker, McNeil, and Siryk (1985) found that the expecta-
tions for social and academic adjustment of first-year students at two colleges
significantly exceeded their actual reported social and academic adjustment.
In a multi-institutional study of first-year students, Braxton, Hossler, and Ves-
per (1995) found that the more congruent experiences were, the more likely
the student was to be satisfied. Level of congruence was also positively related
to the likelihood of persisting to graduation.

Overall, research suggests a tendency for continuity between expecta-
tions and experiences and a tendency for students to overestimate their
expectations in relation to their actual experiences. These results suggest
that it is not enough to collect only student expectations data if we want to
gain a better understanding of first-year engagement. In the context of re-
ciprocal causation, we also need to know about the personal characteristics
of the student and the role of the environment. We know that “expectations
are always in flux and continuously revised in the face of new experiences”
(Howard, 2005, p. 23). In the first-year student context, these new experi-
ences are the interactions and engagement of the student in and out of the
classroom during the course of his or her first year of college. These new
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experiences can also be thought of as the “environment” in Astin’s input-
environment-output (I-E-O) model (Astin, 1993).

According to Astin, in order to better understand the impact of college
on students, we first need to assess the “inputs,” or the relevant character-
istics of students on entry to college. The “environment” is the educational
experiences of the student: interaction with faculty, peers, and program
policies that concern the student experience, for example. The “outcome,”
or impact, is the result of student inputs mixing with the environment.
Because “students generally display a good deal of consistency in their level
of academic and nonacademic engagement between high school and col-
lege” (Astin and Lee, 2003, p. 669), the I-E-O model helps us to better
understand how inputs and environment relate to student outcomes.

The I-E-O model can also help us to make sense of student expecta-
tions. In this model, first-year-student expectations can be thought of as
inputs in that they are the personal characteristics that students bring with
them to campus. However, new experiences (environment) are also influ-
enced by expectations, and therefore expectations continue to change as the
year progresses. These environmental factors are largely the result of insti-
tutional policies and activities, campus climate, social life, and the class-
room and academic environment created by faculty and staff. Therefore, 
to understand the impact of the environment on the output, we must first
understand the inputs and how they relate to the environment.

A model of first-year engagement therefore should recognize the inputs
as being both traitlike or stable (gender, race, SES) and situational (for exam-
ple, high school engagement, college expectations, academic motivation).
This parsing of inputs into two types is an important first step before using
these variables as controls or covariates in any analysis. Failure to do so can
result in the researcher’s merely observing spurious correlations: when two
variables are correlated as a result of a common cause (Pedhazur, 1997). For
example, high school academic engagement is often moderately to highly cor-
related with first-year academic engagement (Astin and Lee, 2003). However,
it may not be that high school engagement causes first-year engagement, but
rather that they share some common causal agents. The students’ high school
engagement is likely “caused” by a mix of dispositions, gender, and other sta-
ble characteristics, along with the high school environment. These stable char-
acteristics are also likely to be causal factors in first-year engagement. In other
words, some of what causes first-year engagement are the same factors that
cause high school engagement. Of course, the environment and other per-
sonal factors are different between high school and college. Thus, there is
ambiguity as to how colleges affect student engagement on campuses. Expec-
tations can clarify some of this conceptual ambiguity. Given how expectations
are grounded in our experiences and influence our perceptions and behav-
iors, they provide a link between inputs and environment in a way that helps
us understand the linkages between past experiences and the interaction with
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the current environment (Figure 4.1). The proposed model in Figure 4.1
reflects the reciprocal causation of person, environment, and behavior and
indicates the I-E-O relationships. It also displays the continuous influence of
stable, fixed characteristics of the individual on engagement across time and
settings.

Using Precollege Data to Improve 
the Student Experience

As institutions of higher education move to expand assessment activities in
order to improve students’ learning and experiences and to comply with
external accountability requirements, the need for more and better student
data continues to increase. Assessment is undertaken not only in traditional
academic programs, but in institution-wide programs such as general edu-
cation and first-year experiences (Swing, 2004) and in cocurricular and stu-
dent services areas (Gordon, Habley, and Associates, 2000). Collecting
information from students before starting college, or during the first few
weeks of classes, can be a useful source of information for many of these
program-level and institution-level assessment efforts. For example, Tinto
(1993) stressed the importance of gathering information on entering stu-
dents in order to assess and understand retention systems adequately (Pas-
carella, 2001). Precollege information could help us understand the prior
educational experiences of entering students as well as their attitudes
toward and expectations for their first college year. Precollege assessment
data provide important baseline information to document the effectiveness
of program-level as well as institutional initiatives.

Many instruments are available to survey students at the beginning of
their college experience. A comprehensive database and description of these
instruments can be found on the Web site of the National Resource Center
for the First-Experience and Students in Transition. Precollege assessments
are typically administered during new student orientation or before fall
classes begin. Students respond to a myriad of questions about their high
school grades, test scores, courses completed, and other important academic
indicators of high school success, as well as their involvement in extracur-
ricular activities. Other surveys collect data on students’ expectations for
engagement during their first year of college, aspirations, motivations, and
attitudes regarding academic preparedness. Some of these precollege sur-
veys include the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) Fresh-
man Survey coordinated by the Higher Education Research Institute  at the
University of California at Los Angeles,  which has been in use since 1966.
More recent additions include the Retention Management System/College
Student Inventory published by Noel-Levitz, the Beginning College Survey
of Student Engagement (BCSSE), and the College Student Expectations
Questionnaire (CSXQ). All of these surveys have companion surveys that
can be administered later in the students’ academic career.
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Information gleaned from precollege survey assessments, coupled with
students’ responses to subsequent surveys administered toward the end of
the first year and their academic records, can provide institutions with infor-
mation about mismatches between their expectations of college, perceptions
of their actual experiences, and performance in the classroom. Precollege
assessments can supply important information to inform planning processes
and baseline data for panel and longitudinal studies. In this section, we dis-
cuss and illustrate some ways that these data may be useful to institutions.

Strategic Planning. An effective strategic plan reflects consideration of
an objective and comprehensive look at the institution’s current status. Most
planning processes incorporate some variation of an environmental scan,
including examination of internal and external forces affecting the univer-
sity. During the strategic planning process, an institution would benefit from
a realistic look at who its current students are, asking whether there are
intentional ways in which the institution might want to change the compo-
sition of the student body. For example, an institution may seek to expose
students to various forms and dimensions of human diversity. Assessing pre-
college educational experiences and expectations as one part of the environ-
mental scanning process can yield enlightening information about the
characteristics of entering students beyond the demographic information typ-
ically presented in admissions reports. Subsequent results from precollege
assessments can also serve as a metric documenting whether new recruit-
ment and enrollment management initiatives have achieved their targets.

First-Year Experience Programs. Many studies have documented the
positive effects of first-year experience seminars on college persistence and
academic achievement (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005). In fact, most colleges
and universities currently offer some variation of a first-year program to assist
students in making a successful transition from high school to college. Mean-
ingful measurement of the impact of first-year experience programs requires
the collection of baseline data. Barefoot and others (2005) presented the case
studies of thirteen institutions recognized as Institutions of Excellence in the
design and implementation of first-year programs. One of the major conclu-
sions of the study was that ongoing assessment was an essential component
of excellent first-year programs. Several of the institutions profiled in the
study used the precollege CIRP Freshman Survey to better understand who
their students were and later used these data in combination with follow-up
surveys such as the Your First College Year survey and locally designed instru-
ments as part of program evaluation.

Swing (2004) asserted that students’ introduction to assessment early
in college may have an impact on the way they regard subsequent assess-
ment activities. Providing feedback to participants about the results of the
precollege assessment could have a positive impact on future assessment
initiatives. That is, because colleges and universities ask first-year students
to participate in other assessment activities during their time in college,
engendering in them a feeling that they have a stake in these activities and
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that their survey results will be used to improve the experience of those who
follow them may increase their motivation to complete future surveys. Pre-
college surveys are tools that can be helpful for both of these functions.

Faculty Development. To promote effective learning and employ
effective instructional strategies, faculty members need to have an accurate
picture of the students they are teaching. In a study of successful college
teachers, Bain (2004) concluded that “part of being a good teacher (not all)
is knowing that you always have something new to learn—not so much
about teaching techniques but about these particular students at this partic-
ular time and their particular set of aspirations, confusions, misconceptions,
and ignorance” (p. 174). Collecting precollege assessment data as a baseline
provides an evidence-based description of the characteristics, perceptions,
and expectations of students. Many schools use these data during new-
faculty orientations and other faculty development activities in order to 
help faculty better understand the students they teach. For example, Kala-
mazoo College offers a workshop for faculty teaching a first-year seminar in
which CIRP and other national and locally obtained data provide rich
insights into the characteristics of their first-year students. The college used
results from this survey to guide discussions about how best to respond to
changing student needs and expectations (Barefoot and others, 2005).

Student Affairs Programs and Related Services. Astin (1993) pointed
out the necessity of focusing on both the cognitive and the affective devel-
opment of college students. In addition, extensive research (Kuh, 1995; Pas-
carella and Terenzini, 2005) has documented the benefits of cocurricular and
extracurricular activities for college student development. This highlights
the need for collaboration between those in student affairs and academic
affairs. Precollege assessment can supply a common data set that informs
both “sides of the house” about the characteristics of entering students. Stu-
dent life and residence life professionals, disability resource officers, tutor-
ing center staff, and registrars are potential consumers of these data.

Outreach and Admissions. Rigorous academic experiences before
college are strongly correlated with success in college; thus, many have
called for changes in high school curricula (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges,
and Hayek, 2006). Tinto and Pusser (2006) made a number of suggestions
to increase student success in college, including establishing linked P–16
systems, creating databases to follow students throughout their education,
developing outreach programs for students from underrepresented groups,
providing educational development for underprepared students, and “con-
ducting early and continuous evaluation and assessment of student prepa-
ration for postsecondary access and success” (p. 20). A number of states
have mandated increased alignment between K–12 standards and curricula
and higher education to better match colleges’ expectations. The report of
the Secretary of Education’s Commission on the Future of Higher Educa-
tion, commonly referred to as the Spellings Commission, also recommended
that all states provide incentives to institutions of higher education to work
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actively with K–12 schools in this endeavor. Increased numbers of dual-
enrollment programs, early college, advanced placement courses, as well as
other collaborative projects are likely to result from this emphasis. Precol-
lege engagement data can be useful not only as a baseline for longitudinal
study of the entering students, but in determining whether entering stu-
dents’ characteristics have changed over time. Precollege assessment results
can serve as an important tool to set enrollment management goals as well
as to ascertain whether those goals have been achieved.

Academic Advising. Researchers (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005) sug-
gest that academic advising plays a role in student persistence and graduation.
Effective academic advising involves a teaching component; advisors not only
help students decide which courses to take but should help students clarify
their educational goals, identify knowledge and skills they will need, and help
them reach a realistic understanding of their strengths and weaknesses (Erick-
son, Peters, and Strommer, 2006). BCSSE results made available to participat-
ing institutions include advising reports and individual summaries for each
student (identified by student identification number) that can be printed out
for advisement purposes. The College Student Expectations Questionnaire
also supplies a student advisement reporting option that allows comparison
of individual students’ responses to those of the institution. These reports offer
a wealth of information to start a conversation between advisor and advisee.

Merging Precollege Data with Other Sources. Using precollege
assessment data to triangulate with other sources of data presents fuller
information for data-based decision making and allows campuses to better
understand the full experience of their students. These survey data, in com-
bination with academic records of students, can serve as powerful documen-
tation regarding the impact of various institutional programs.

Institutional Examples

Below are several examples of how institutions have used BCSSE data for
advising, faculty development, strategic planning, and other activities.

Southern Connecticut State University. One such example of how
an institution used precollege assessments for strategic planning, evaluation
of first-year experience programs, faculty development, student affairs, and
advising is at Southern Connecticut State University (SCSU).

SCSU was one of twenty-eight four-year colleges to participate in the
original BCSSE pilot in 2004, and the university now has three years of
BCSSE data. The campus community has engaged in an eighteen-month
strategic planning process, during which leaders shared data from BCSSE,
NSSE, and other sources with the steering committee and many of the work
groups assigned to develop specific initiatives. SCSU’s new mission state-
ment clearly identifies student success as its top priority, and the vision
statement describes the university as a student-centered institution. The
campus identified a number of strategic initiatives dealing with student suc-
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cess, including development and implementation of a first-year experience
(FYE) program, recruitment and retention of a larger percentage of highly
qualified students, and improvement in the undergraduate advisement
process.

Use of BCSSE data has been important to SCSU in the development and
implementation of its pilot FYE program. SCSU has been following two
cohorts of students who entered the university in fall 2004 and fall 2005.
With BCSSE scores as the baseline measure, the cohorts consist of students
who completed the NSSE during the second semester of their first year. The
cohorts are a representative sample of the entering classes.

One of the findings from the study of the first two BCSSE-NSSE cohorts
was that students seemed to continue to engage in behaviors that were suc-
cessful for them in high school. However, these behaviors met only varying
levels of success and often simply did not work well in college. For example,
a large number of students who reported frequently asking questions in class
and contributing to class discussions when they were in high school also
reported doing the same in their first year of college. Conversely, students who
tended not to ask questions or contribute to class discussions in high school
did not do so during their first year at college. While the faculty knew this
anecdotally, these data gave them confirmation that a targeted first-year pro-
gram that would assist students in making a successful transition to college
was absolutely crucial for SCSU students. The presentation of this evidence
led to discussions about the optimal structure of an FYE program and ulti-
mately to the pilot first-year-seminar program. The university also used BCSSE
as a baseline in the subsequent program evaluation of the pilot seminar.

SCSU also used BCSSE and NSSE data for faculty development. Faculty
were surprised and disturbed by some of the disconnects between students’
expectations of college, as demonstrated by BCSSE results, and their actual
first-year experience reported in NSSE results. For example, 59 percent of
students in the BCSSE pilot expected to spend eleven to twenty-five hours
per seven-day week preparing for class; in actuality, only 39 percent reported
doing so in their first year of college. Although many faculty already sus-
pected this, it was shocking to learn that 58 percent reported spending ten
hours or less per week on studying.

Students’ expectations and reality were more evenly matched in terms
of the number of hours per week spent working for pay on or off campus.
As part of SCSU’s FYE Academy (training for faculty who were instructing
seminars in the new pilot FYE program), faculty reviewed and discussed
BCSSE (and NSSE) results, giving faculty participants more insight into the
high school experiences and college expectations of first-year students. Pro-
gram organizers asked a panel consisting of upper-class students who
attended the discussion to comment on some of the findings. This resulted
in a productive, revealing discussion between students and faculty, some-
thing that does not happen often enough. Faculty commented that they
thought they knew their students, but seeing the data gave them new insight
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into understanding students’ experiences and presented provocative chal-
lenges for pedagogy.

By understanding the experiences and expectations of entering students,
student affairs staff can better tailor programs and services to the needs and
interests of these students. In some cases, this means following up on find-
ings through interviews or focus groups with students. For example, most
entering SCSU students reported on the BCSSE that they expected to spend
some time participating in cocurricular activities, yet more than half had not
done so by the second semester of freshman year as indicated by NSSE results.

SCSU also creates a BCSSE advising report, “Anticipated Difficulties,”
that has been particularly informative for the advising process in the first-
year cohort study. For example, while most students anticipated having dif-
ficulty managing their time, students who expected to have difficulty
keeping up with schoolwork completed the first year with lower GPAs than
other students. In fact, all of the students with GPAs in the lowest quartile
expected to have difficulty keeping up with schoolwork. SCSU plans to dis-
tribute BCSSE advisement summaries early in the fall semester to first-year-
seminar instructors because they are also serving as academic advisors.

University of Wisconsin–Green Bay. The University of Wisconsin–
Green Bay (UWGB) plans to use precollege assessment data to support the
need for its large and dynamic outreach program for middle and high school
students called Phuture Phoenix (www.uwgb.edu/phuturephoenix/). The
program relies on UWBG peer mentors to develop college awareness and
increase educational aspirations in the Green Bay community.

In analyzing its BCSSE data, UWGB found that entering first-year stu-
dents from the Green Bay Public Schools talked less often with school per-
sonnel about their college or career plans, were less certain about whether
they will graduate from UWGB and about the highest degree they plan to
obtain, and were less sure about what their major will be than all other
entering first-year students at UWGB. The mentoring program can target
these behaviors. Results from these items in future entering classes can help
document the effectiveness of the mentoring program. Program leaders will
also use summaries of BCSSE results in the training of student mentors
around engagement-related themes, such as, “What does it mean to be a col-
lege student?” (with information about time use and important behaviors),
and “How is college different from high school?” UWGB also prepares a
report on BCSSE results for the campus on student expectations of college
compared to their high school experiences and how they perceive college.
It disseminates these results to chairpersons, deans, and offices directly
involved with student registration and resources.

University of Maine at Farmington. University of Maine at Farming-
ton (UMF) is another institution that uses precollege data effectively. By tri-
angulating data from BCSSE, NSSE, and the Faculty Survey of Student
Engagement (FSSE), UMF established a baseline for assessing the impact of
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its shift in 2006–2007 from a three-credit to a four-credit model for full-
semester courses. The results from the bundle of student engagement sur-
veys will help UMF identify concerns that may emerge in implementing the
four-credit model; administrators will assess the effectiveness of these efforts
on the intended outcomes of enhancing academic rigor, raising performance
expectations, and involving students in more writing and research.

Brigham Young University. Brigham Young University (BYU) com-
pares students’ descriptions of their academic experiences from their NSSE
results with the expectations they described prior to starting classes on their
BCSSE results. FSSE responses make it possible to examine faculty percep-
tions alongside student experiences. BYU’s Faculty Center will report these
findings during new-faculty training and internal workshops.

Illinois State University. Illinois State University (ISU) plans to draw
on BCSSE, NSSE, and FSSE findings to guide campus conversations among
current students, prospective students, faculty, student affairs personnel, and
other key stakeholders about the differences between the nature of student
engagement in high school and what is expected at the university. By integrat-
ing faculty perceptions of student engagement into the mix, they hope to
understand how engaged learning can be further enhanced through current
campus initiatives, such as civic and political engagement, the first-year expe-
rience, general education outcomes, and partnerships for student learning.
The university will also use the combined data to assess the impact of these
and related efforts to increase the quality of the undergraduate experience.

Conclusion

Precollege student engagement and expectations data are instructive, as
illustrated by the examples in this chapter. Specifically, precollege data can
be profitably used in these ways:

• Understanding student backgrounds, experiences, and expectations so
that institutions can minimize unmet expectations and increase student
engagement, learning, satisfaction, and persistence

• Contextualizing strategic plans with entering student characteristics that
are relevant for designing effective teaching and learning practices

• Designing and evaluating first-year programs to more effectively align
them with student background characteristics and expectations

• Helping faculty better understand who their students are in order to mod-
ify curriculum materials and teaching practices

• Informing advisors about students’ prior academic and extracurricular
experiences, academic preparation, attitudes, and expectations to best
advise the student

• Merging with other data sources to provide a richer understanding of the
first-year experience
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