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Abstract

Student engagement has received considerable attention in higher education research
because of the link between increased student knowledge, greater student satisfaction with
educational experience, and increased student retention and persistence. The National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE) has been used since 2000 to assess engagement in undergraduate
college students. NSSE results have been used to gain an understanding about levels of
academic engagement for freshman and senior college students. Institutions use NSSE results to
make changes in policies and practices to improve undergraduate education.

This comparative descriptive study examined levels of undergraduate nursing students’
engagement during college by conducting a secondary analysis of NSSE data. The overall aim of
this study was to gain a better understanding of nursing students’ levels of engagement at two
points in time and comparing two geographic regions, and how they spent their time while in
college. Ina 2007 report, the National Leadership Council for Liberal Education and America’s
Promise (LEAP) identified ten innovative high-impact practices in higher education. Since then,
these practices have been implemented across the nation and have been associated with gains in
student learning and personal development (Kuh, 2008). This study compared senior nursing
students’ levels of engagement before and after these high-impact practices were recommended
to see if engagement levels in senior nursing students differed between 2003 and 2010.

Astin’s student involvement theory was used as a guiding framework for this study to
examine how nursing students engage in the learning process and what educational resources
nursing students use to become involved in the learning process. Astin’s theory focuses on what
the college student does to be an active participant in the learning process and describes the

environmental influences on college student development.



Although statistically significant, the differences between the 2003 and 2010 nationwide
cohorts of nursing students for the Level of Academic Challenge and Student-Faculty Interaction
benchmarks were trivial. Senior nursing students were equally as engaged in 2010 as they were
in 2003. This finding suggests consistency and stability in nursing education with regard to the
Level of Academic Challenge and Student-Faculty Interaction benchmarks.

Senior nursing students from Kansas and Missouri were compared to senior nursing
students from all other states. Senior nursing students from KS/MO were similar to students
from all other states in relation to Level of Academic Challenge and Active and Collaborative
Learning benchmarks and how they spent their time in a typical 7-day week. Although
statistically significant, the difference between the KS/MO cohort of nursing students and cohort
of nursing students from other states for the Student-Faculty Interaction benchmark was trivial.

In general, senior nursing students in 2010 were as engaged in their education as they
were in 2003, reflecting stability in nursing education during this same time period. Senior
nursing students from KS/MO were as engaged and spent their time in a similar manner as senior
nursing students from all other states. This indicates that nursing students from these Midwest
states have similar educational engagement as nursing students from other states and nursing
education in the Midwest is consistent with the rest of the country. These findings of stability
and consistency over time and across regions of the US are encouraging for nursing education.
Nurse educators and higher-education administrators can build upon this strong foundation and

make concerted efforts to further increase engagement in nursing students.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Student engagement, also known as academic engagement, academic learning time, or
academic involvement, is receiving considerable attention by higher education scholars.
Student engagement represents “both the time and energy students invest in educationally
purposeful activities and the effort institutions devote to using effective educational practices”
(Axelson & Flick, 2011, p. 41). Researchers have linked student engagement to increased
student knowledge and greater student satisfaction with educational experience (Carini, Kuh, &
Klein, 2006), as well as increased student retention and persistence (Tinto, 2012). The National
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) is used to measure levels of student engagement in
higher education. In 1998, the Pew Charitable Trusts selected the National Center for Higher
Education Management Systems (NCHEMS) to coordinate the development of what would
eventually become the NSSE. After pilot administration in 1999, administration of the survey
started in 2000 as a joint venture between the Indiana University Center for Postsecondary
Research, the Indiana University Center for Survey Research, and the National Center for Higher
Education Management Systems. The NSSE is a self-reporting instrument consisting of five
benchmarks of effective educational practice (level of academic challenge, active and
collaborative learning, student-faculty interaction, enriching educational experiences, and
supportive campus environment) as well as three deep learning subscales (higher-order learning,
integrative learning, and reflective learning). NSSE results have been used to identify features+
of the undergraduate experience that could be improved upon through changes in policies and
practices that are consistent with good practices in undergraduate education (NSSE, 2014).

In the 2007 Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) report, titled

College Learning for a New Global Century, the National Leadership Council for Liberal



Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) identified ten innovative high-impact practices in
higher education. Since then, these practices have been implemented across the nation and have
been associated with gains in student learning and personal development (Kuh, 2008). The
NSSE has been used to evaluate the effects of participating in the LEAP high-impact activities.

The ten practices include first-year seminars, common intellectual experiences, learning
communities, service learning, undergraduate research, study abroad, and other experiences with
diversity, internships, and capstone courses and projects. In a follow-up AAC&U report, Kuh
(2008) described strong positive effects of participating in high-impact activities as measured by
the NSSE. In particular, students who participated in learning communities, service learning,
study abroad, student-faculty research, and senior culminating experiences reported greater gains
in learning and personal development.

Examining levels of engagement in undergraduate nursing students can provide valuable
information about nursing student behavior and institutional practices that contribute to student
success. This information has the potential to shape teaching practices as well as institutional
policies and procedures related to educational resources for nursing students. In the current
study, levels of engagement in senior year nursing students in the years 2003 and 2010 are
described. In addition, levels of engagement of senior nursing students in Kansas and Missouri
(KS/MO) are compared to senior nursing students from other states. Since LEAP identified the
high-impact educational practices in 2007 and Kuh reported strong positive effects of the
practices on student engagement scores in 2008, this study sought to identify if the
implementation of high-impact practices had an effect on engagement scores of nursing students

over time.



Background and Significance

Educational research has shown the amount of time and energy that college students
devote to educationally purposeful activities is related to student learning and personal
development. Carini, Kuh, and Klein (2006) found positive relationships between engagement
as measured by the NSSE and both critical thinking and grades. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991)
found that the interactions between students and faculty had a significant positive impact on
learning. In 1987, Chickering and Gamson published an article on the seven principles for good
practice in undergraduate education. These seven practices include: encourages contact between
students and faculty, develops reciprocity and cooperation among students, encourages active
learning, gives prompt feedback, emphasizes time on task, communicates high expectations, and
respects diverse talents and ways of learning (Chickering & Gamson, 1987). These principles
were based on 50 years of educational research that supported student/faculty interaction in
college being related to positive student outcomes and satisfaction with educational experience.
Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (2005) studied 20 four-year colleges for two years and found
students with high levels of engagement as measured by the NSSE had higher than predicted
graduation rates given their student and institutional characteristics. The literature supports the
link between educational best practices, student engagement, and student outcomes; however, the
discipline of nursing lacks evidence that evaluates student characteristics and engagement and
their role in successful academic outcomes.

Instruments such as the NSSE have been used to assess the extent to which students are
engaged in sound educational practices and what they derive from their collegiate experience
(Kuh, 2001a). Results from the NSSE have been used to make institutional changes as well as

changes in teaching strategies in efforts to improve student outcomes. For example, in Halifax



(Nova Scotia), Dalhousie University’s 2008 NSSE results indicated a need for more active and
collaborative learning in computer science. More hands-on, project-driven first-year classes
were implemented to help students link theory with everyday applications. As a result,
engagement scores increased and the department saw an increase in second-year retention rates
(NSSE, 2012a).

Since the NSSE’s inception in 2000, which has allowed measurement of student
engagement, levels of engagement in undergraduate students have increased nationwide. These
higher levels of engagement could be related to individual schools’ practice modifications,
combined with a growing national emphasis on improving undergraduate education. In an
analysis of data from over 200 institutions who administered the NSSE at least four times
between the years 2004 and 2009, and in a more recent analysis of the NSSE data involving
more than 400 institutions between the years 2004 and 2012, the majority of institutions either
showed a positive trend or stayed the same on engagement scores (NSSE, 2009; NSSE, 2012).

Follow-up investigations suggest that the positive trends might be a result of several
factors: intentional efforts by institutions to engage students in at least two high-impact practices
during college, institutional commitment to improving undergraduate education, attention to data
that reveal a need for improvement, as well as faculty interest in improving undergraduate
education (McCormick, Gonyea, & Kinzie, 2013). McCormick, Kinzie, and Korkmaz (2011)
surveyed 142 institutions that had used the NSSE at least four times between the years 2001-
2009 and had positive trends in engagement scores. Nearly all respondents identified one of the
motivators behind the change efforts as an institutional commitment to improving undergraduate
education. The second most frequent response revealed concerns about undergraduate education

including unfulfilled aspirations and dissatisfaction with performance (McCormick et al., 2011).



The 2012 NSSE Annual Report suggests that the increase in first-year student engagement scores
could be attributed to concerted efforts nationwide to strengthen first-year programs, such as
early-alert systems, freshman experience courses, and learning communities as strategies to
increase student retention.

The NCHEMS (2014) reported that the national retention rate of first-time college
freshmen returning for their second year of college from the years 2009-2010 was 77.1%. The
NCHEMS defines this retention as the rate at which entering freshmen in a fall semester enroll
the following fall semester and includes only students who begin full-time study in associate and
baccalaureate programs. The NCHEMS (2014) reported that students were more likely to drop
out of postsecondary education during the first year than any other time. This report also showed
that if a state can implement policies that help to increase retention rates either within institutions
or through transfer, the likelihood of students persisting to graduation is far greater (NCHEMS,
2014).

The attrition rate for the second year may be a result of a lack of student support during
the first year of college; therefore, many higher education institutions have implemented first
year student success programs (Tinto, 2012). Efforts to increase levels of engagement in students
with educational opportunities (faculty, resources such as tutoring programs, and writing centers)
are crucial in order to promote student success and retain students to graduation. Completing an
educational program can benefit a person and society in a number of ways. Baum and Ma (2007)
found a positive correlation between higher levels of education and higher earning for all
racial/ethnic groups for both men and women as well as the fact that college graduates are more

likely than others to enjoy employer-provided health insurance and benefits. Higher levels of



education correspond to lower unemployment and poverty rates and decrease demand on public
assistance budgets (Baum & Ma, 2007; Carnevale & Rose, 2011).

Hunt (2006) describes the challenge of the emergence of a global and highly competitive
new knowledge-based economy, which requires large numbers of workers with education and
training beyond high school. Options for this education and training include career and technical
education pathways, employer-based training, industry-based certifications, apprenticeships,
postsecondary certificates, and a college education. Selingo (2012) states that if America is to
improve its standing in the world in terms of an educated work force and strong economy,
colleges and universities must see themselves as part of the larger education system to train and
prepare individuals after a high school education.

There can be substantial personal, national, and global financial benefits when students
complete a bachelor’s degree as compared to completing an associate’s degree or no college
degree at all. According to Baum and Ma (2007), people who earn an associate’s degree earn
about $650,000 less over their working lifetime than graduates with a baccalaureate degree, who
earn over a million dollars more during their lifetime, compared to those who do not go to
college (Baum & Ma, 2007; Baum & Payea, 2004). These economic gains represent just one of
the benefits to completing a college education, especially a bachelor’s degree.

When more citizens are college graduates, the benefits to a nation as a whole include
improved health, increased school readiness of children, higher rates of volunteerism as well as
lower rates of unemployment, poverty, and incarceration (Baum & Payee, 2004; Baum & Ma,
2007; Carnevale & Rose, 2011). Having a college-educated workforce also improves a nation’s
ability to be competitive globally (Pusser et al., 2007). In spite of these benefits, the United

States is falling behind many other nations in its ability to produce college graduates (National



Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2006; Tierney, 2006). Overall, the US must do a
better job of retaining students in college to graduation to remain a global competitor (Tinto,
2012). Keeping students engaged in their studies and the college experience may be key aspects
of this solution.

There is a gap in the literature related to specific college majors and the levels of
engagement as measured by the NSSE. Additionally, there is little in the literature documenting
the effects of implementation of high-impact educational practices on engagement in higher
education, particularly in nursing students. This study adds to the body of knowledge on
engagement of nursing students before and after high-impact educational practices were
identified in 2007. Understanding engagement as an indicator of student learning potential is
important to understanding teaching strategies, institutional resources, and learning outcomes.
Theoretical Framework

The student involvement theory focuses on what the college student does in order to be
an active participant in the learning process (Astin, 1984). Active participation could include:
interacting with faculty and peers, participating in campus organizations, attending campus
events, working, studying, and volunteering are all ways in which Astin saw that students could
be involved in their learning process (Astin, 1984). The use of the term “engagement” in the
NSSE is very similar to Astin’s term “involvement.” Astin defined student involvement as “the
amount of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic
experience” (Astin, 1984, p. 297).

Astin’s theory, originally published in 1984, describes the environmental influences on
college student development. In 1996, Astin suggested that levels of involvement occur along a

continuum, vary in intensity for each student, and differ between students. Astin (1996) also



found negative outcomes associated with forms of involvement that either isolated students from
their peers or removed students physically from campus. In 1999, Astin stated that involvement
can be measured both quantitatively and qualitatively through measurement of students’ physical
engagements (participating through observable behaviors) and mental applications (such as
concentration, commitment, and motivation).

The core concepts of the theory are based on the three elements of inputs,
environments, and outputs, as well as five postulates about involvement. The first element,
Inputs, refers to the student’s demographics, background, and previous experiences.
Environment, the second element, accounts for all of the experiences a student has during
college. The third element, Outputs, refers to the student's characteristics, knowledge, attitudes,
beliefs, and values that exist after a student has graduated from college. Outputs include
outcome indicators such as grade point average, student retention, course performance, and
degree completion (Astin, 1984).

Astin’s student involvement theory advances three assumptions: (a) involvement is the
investment of physical and psychological energy in tasks, people, or activities, (b) involvement
occurs along a continuum, and (c) involvement has both quantitative and qualitative features.
The following propositions of the theory provide direction for designing more educational
programs for students: a) amount of student learning and personal development associated with
any educational program is directly proportional to the quality and quantity of student
involvement, and b) the effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is directly related to
the capacity of that policy or practice to increase student involvement (Astin, 1984). This theory
directs attention away from the subject matter and toward the motivation and behavior of the

student by viewing the student’s time and energy as institutional resources. This theory suggests



that the more students are involved with a variety of people and activities in their academic
institutions, the more likely it is the student will graduate.

Research findings based on Astin’s theory can be used for both researchers to guide the
study of student development as well as for college administrators and faculty to design effective
learning environments (Astin, 1984). Many studies have used Astin’s student involvement
theory. Thurmond and Popkess-Vawter (2003) applied the theory to web-based instruction and
found student satisfaction can be attributed to what happened in the virtual classroom
(environment) and not to student characteristics (input). Pike and Kuh (2005) found that student
involvement in co-curricular activities such as activity in campus residence halls, leadership
positions, and student organizations was positively correlated with student retention and
academics. Rust, Dhanatya, Furuto, and Kheiltash (2008) investigated student involvement in
study abroad as part of the collegiate experience and found a positive correlation between
students who reported active participation in social, academic, community, political, and
diversity activities were much more likely to study abroad than those who were not as active
participants. Popkess (2010) found that student engagement in the learning process may have
been positively influenced by an active learning environment in the classroom. In a secondary
analysis of NSSE data, Popkess and McDaniel (2011) found that although nursing students are
engaged in rigorous curricula, they do not perceive themselves to be engaged in student-centered
and interactive pedagogies. Sharkness and DeAngelo (2011) also used Astin’s theory in their
comparison of the psychometric utility of Classical Test Theory and Item Response Theory for
scale construction with data from higher education student surveys. In summary, the application
and use of the student involvement theory in these studies provided support for the theory’s

assumptions and propositions.
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Astin’s student involvement theory was selected for this research study as a guiding
framework to examine how nursing students engage in the learning process, what educational
resources nursing students use to become involved in the learning process, and if student
demographics have an effect on levels of engagement. The current study focused on the input
element (student demographics) and the environment element (experiences during college) of the
student involvement theory. Outputs were not measured in this study and are suggested as an
area for future research in Chapter 5.

Purpose of the Study

This comparative descriptive study examined issues related to undergraduate nursing
students’ engagement during college by conducting a secondary analysis of NSSE data. The
purpose of this study was to describe and compare levels of engagement in senior year nursing
students in the years 2003 and 2010 as well as to compare levels of engagement of senior nursing
students in KS/MO to senior nursing students from other states.

Over the past decade, there has been a push in nursing education to move toward more
active learning strategies and away from traditional classroom lectures (Benner, Sutphen,
Leonard, & Day, 2009). Active teaching strategies recommended by Benner et al. (2009) have
been implemented in nursing education and have resulted in improved test scores and critical
thinking scores. The years 2003 and 2010 were chosen to be able to examine levels of
engagement before and after high-impact practices in higher education were identified by LEAP
in 2007 (AAC&U, 2007) and before and after Benner et al. (2009) emphasized active teaching
strategies in nursing education. Since NSSE data are made available no sooner than three years
after institutional reports are mailed to participating institutions, the most recent report available

when the current study was proposed was from 2010.
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Another reason the 2003 NSSE dataset was chosen as a year to study is it is based on a
pilot study by Popkess and McDaniel (2011). In that study, the authors used the NSSE 2003
dataset to describe differences in student engagement as measured by the NSSE between nursing
students and other pre-professional groups. The current study is similar to the Popkess and
McDaniel study as it uses the same theoretical framework, the same year the dataset came from
(2003), and some of the same statistical analyses. The studies differed from one another because
the current study only examined nursing students where Popkess and McDaniel (2003) compared
nursing students to other majors. In addition, this study compared levels of engagement in two
different years, as well as two different regions in the US, as well as the interaction between year
and state and levels of engagement. Another difference between the two studies is Popkess and
McDaniel (2003) examined all five NSSE benchmarks and this current study examined three
benchmarks. Some of the results of each study are compared to one another in Chapter 5.

The three benchmarks examined in this study: Level of Academic Challenge, Active and
Collaborative Learning, and Student-Faculty Interaction were selected for this study because the
items within these benchmarks are affected more by instructors’ actions and expectations than
the Supportive Campus Environments and Enriching Educational Experiences benchmarks.
Since the researcher is a nurse educator, the three benchmarks most affected by educators were
examined in this study.

Information about how nursing students spend their time in a typical 7-day week also was
examined to better understand how nursing students prioritize and use their time. Nursing
students from Kansas/Missouri (KS/MO) were compared to nursing students from the rest of the
country. These states were used in this study for a few reasons. Only 59 senior nursing students

from KS completed the survey in 2003 and 120 senior nursing students from KS completed it in



12

2010. Senior nursing students from MO that completed the NSSE were added to the group to
increase the sample size and because of the similarities of nursing education in KS and MO and
the collaboration that exists among nursing programs in these states.
Statement of Research Hypotheses
The aim of this study was to examine levels of engagement in senior year nursing
students as measured by the NSSE. First, the levels of engagement on three of the benchmarks
in nursing students were compared between the years 2003 and 2010. Second, student
engagement levels on three of the benchmarks for KS/MO nursing students were compared to
senior nursing students from all other states. Third, nursing students were examined as to how
they spent their time while in college in 2003 and 2010 and how nursing students from KS/MO
spent their time compared to students from other states.
The following hypotheses were tested:
1. The mean scores for the NSSE benchmarks Level of Academic Challenge, Active and
Collaborative Learning, and Student-Faculty Interaction will be higher for the 2010
nationwide cohort of senior nursing students as compared to the 2003 nationwide cohort
of senior nursing students.
2. The mean scores for the NSSE benchmarks Level of Academic Challenge, Active and
Collaborative Learning, and Student-Faculty Interaction will not differ between senior
nursing students in KS/MO schools and senior nursing students in non-KS/MO schools.
3. Changes from 2003 to 2010 in the mean scores for the NSSE benchmarks of Level of
Academic Challenge, Active and Collaborative Learning, and Student-Faculty
Interaction will not differ between senior nursing students in KS/MO schools and senior

nursing students enrolled in non-KS/MO schools.
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Hypothesis 1 was posed to examine if the recent national emphasis on active learning has
had an effect on engagement scores in senior nursing students in the US. National
recommendations to increase opportunities for active learning may result in an increase in
engagement scores. Hypothesis 2 was posed to explore whether senior nursing students enrolled
in KS/MO schools differ on engagement scores from senior nursing students enrolled in schools
located in other states. Since baccalaureate programs in the US prepare graduates for the
National Council Licensing Exam for Registered Nurses (NCLEX-RN) and are held to similar
accreditation standards, the similarity in program requirements likely will result in similar
experiences by nursing students nationwide. It was expected that the mean scores for the
benchmarks would be similar for nursing students from KS/MO compared to scores for stude<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>