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Examples are provided below:

A starting point for understanding your campus 
findings — Multiple pages of survey data presented 
at the individual item level may be daunting. Where 
does one start when there are over 150 items 
addressing a variety of topics? The benchmark scores 
provide a manageable starting point for reviewing 
and understanding your CCSSE data.

For example, suppose that you have a college 
mission statement that expresses a commitment to 
faculty involvement with students. But, you note that 
the college’s student-faculty interaction benchmark 
score is lower than those for the comparison group 
and for the 2008 CCSSE Cohort. Therefore, you 
decide that this is the area you want to target for 
improvement. To help you understand more precisely 
what the differences are, CCSSE suggests that you 
drill down to the item level, look at the percentage of 
students responding in each category, and compare 
the responses to those in your comparison groups. 
This will allow you to identify the specific items that 
are problem areas, and then target these areas, 
creating appropriate initiatives to build student-faculty 
interaction.

Understanding the big picture — CCSSE reports 
data for important breakout groups for each 
benchmark, enabling college leaders to review how 
their colleges are performing overall, by part- and 
full-time attendance status, and by credit hours 
earned. This view provides the big picture of student 
engagement and involvement.

Talking points — Benchmark scores are designed 
to help colleges investigate student engagement in 
key areas that—according to research—contribute 
to effective educational practice (Chickering and 
Gamson, 1987). Colleges can use these scores to 
prompt dialogue about effective teaching and learning. 
Scores likewise can be used to focus attention 
on programs and policies that may be in need of 
improvement–and on those worthy of celebration.

Institutional comparisons — Until recently, 
community and technical colleges have had little 
opportunity to make valid and appropriate cross-
institutional comparisons, particularly with regard 
to important dimensions of teaching and learning. 
Many national surveys do not employ strict sampling 

protocols, thus making comparisons less meaningful 
and potentially inappropriate. CCSSE employs a strict 
sampling protocol which allows for appropriate cross-
institutional comparisons. CCSSE controls the sample 
selection, thereby ensuring that all class sections have 
equal chances of being selected. What this means 
is that no college has the opportunity to skew the 
results by sampling only highly engaging classes, and 
therefore, every college is on the same playing field.

Colleges can target areas that need improvement both 
by considering their own institutional aspirations and 
priorities and by comparing their benchmark scores 
with groups of similar colleges. After identifying other 
colleges that are high performers on a particular 
benchmark, a college can initiate communication 
to explore the educational practices that may be 
contributing to enhanced effectiveness at benchmark 
institutions.

Subsequent analyses — Any or all of the benchmark 
scores can be used as variables in subsequent 
analyses using the CCSSE student record data for 
your college, which was provided with your Institutional 
Report. The benchmark scores can also be used in 
conjunction with traditional institutional data, such 
as grades and demographic data, to understand the 
factors that really matter in student success.

POLICY STATEMENT ON RESPONSIBLE 
USES OF CCSSE DATA

In accessing the CCSSE database and using the 
CCSSE data search tools, the user agrees to the 
following CCSSE policy positions regarding responsible 
and appropriate uses of the survey data.

	CCSSE supports uses of survey data for 
benchmarking effective educational practices, 
for targeting and monitoring progress in quality 
improvement, and for public reporting in ways 
that serve to increase understanding of collegiate 
quality and to support institutional efforts to 
improve undergraduate student learning and 
retention. CCSSE especially supports public 
reporting of student engagement results in ways 
that enable thoughtful, responsible institutional 
comparisons while encouraging and celebrating 
institutional diversity.

	CCSSE does not support the use of student 
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engagement survey results for the purpose of 
ranking community and technical colleges. Such 
uses would obscure complex dimensions of 
institutional performance and student behavior.

	Because of differences in institutional focus, 
student characteristics, and resources, 
comparisons of survey results from two single 
institutions serve little constructive purpose and 
may in fact be wholly inappropriate. CCSSE’s 
data search tools therefore provide group 
comparisons, using aggregated data from at 
least three institutions.

	Appropriate interpretation of survey data will take 
into account the institutional context (mission, 
size, urbanicity, program mix, and so on) as well 
as the characteristics of a particular institution’s 
student population–for example, the proportions 
of full- vs. part-time students, traditional college-
age vs. non-traditional-age students, students 
who are academically under-prepared as they 
enter the institution, and students with various 
educational goals.


