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U of T NSSE Basics

First Year Senior Year Overall

Sample Size 2,356 2,127 4,483
Response Rate: 56% 51% 53%
# of Respondents 1263 1048 2311
Sample Error: 2.6% 2.8% 1.9%
Respondents under

24 years of age: 94.5% 76.4% 86.4%
Gender

Male: 42.2% 40.0% 41.2%
Female: 57.8% 60.0% 58.8%

Enrolment Status
Full-time: 87.1% 79.8% 83.8%

Place of Residence
Living off Campus: 73.1% 94.1% 82.6%

% who Identify as
Visible Minorites: 55.2% 47.9% 51.9%

About the National Survey of Student Engagement
The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) was developed by the Indiana University
Center for Postsecondary Research and is used at over 400 U.S. universities annually to assess how
well students are learning and what they get out of, and put into, their undergraduate experience.
The University of Toronto, along with 7 other Canadian research universities, participated as a
consortium in the survey for the first time in 2004.

NSSE was identified as an appropriate tool to assist the University through a process of institutional
change as we work to meet the
objectives outlined in Stepping UP.
The survey is based on decades of
research into the outcomes of a
quality education and integrates both
the curricular (in class) and co-
curricular (out of class) experiences in
ways envisioned by the academic plan.

The Canadian version of the survey
revises the terminology where
necessary and includes an additional
10 questions developed by the
Canadian consortium of participating
institutions. In February and March
2004, over 4,000 first- and senior-
year undergraduate students in all first
entry faculties at U of T were invited
to participate in NSSE. The results
give us the ability not only to
compare our performance with peer
institutions in Canada and the U.S.
but to measure, over time, our
progress in enhancing the undergraduate student experience.

The NSSE Benchmarks
NSSE provides each participating institution with a Benchmark Report (Appendix A) comparing
scores on key questions with those of other participating institutions. To determine these scores,
NSSE identifies and groups a number of questions into five broad categories – called the
benchmarks of effective educational practice: Level of Academic Challenge, Active and Collaborative
Learning, Student-Faculty Interaction, Enriching Educational Experiences and Supportive Campus
Environment.

The U of T Benchmark Report (Appendix A) provides three comparison groups: the combined
averages for (1) the G10 consortium of Canadian research universities (UBC, McGill, Alberta,
Waterloo, Western, Queen’s and McMaster), (2) the participating U.S. Doctoral-Extensive
institutions and (3) the NSSE national norms for all participating institutions.  The Benchmark
Report confirms much of what we already know – and are addressing – through Stepping UP. The
University of Toronto, broadly, provides a level of academic challenge commensurate with our peer
institutions in Canada and the U.S., particularly in the first year. We set high expectations for our
students and students work hard to meet those expectations. On the other benchmarks, there is work
to be done. The remainder of this report explores some of those areas in the context of the priorities
already established through the academic planning process.
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Measuring UP Initiative
The primary motivation in bringing the NSSE to U of T was not to compare ourselves to other
institutions but rather to help us identify and measure the results of specific and strategic initiatives
over time. To this end, staff in the Office of the Vice-Provost, Planning and Budget and the Office
of Student Affairs have been analyzing the results in the context of the University’s academic
planning framework Stepping UP.

The results presented in this report are University-wide; that is, they include the responses of
students in all first-entry faculties, all 3 campuses. This allows us to develop an overall picture of the
U of T undergraduate student experience. There are, of course, campus and divisional differences
within the results. We will work with divisions to isolate and better understand these distinctions.
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About Stepping UP
Stepping UP, U of T's new academic plan represents the next stage in the university's ongoing
growth and development. The plan sets forth U of T's vision for the coming years: to be a leader
among the world's best public teaching and research universities in the discovery, preservation and
sharing of knowledge. To this end, Stepping UP builds on the University’s commitment to
excellence, equity and outreach through five key priority objectives:

ß Enhancing the student experience
ß Interdisciplinary activity
ß Linking academic programs to research experiences
ß Outreach: local, national, global
ß Equity and diversity

The NSSE results selected as highlights for this report were chosen for their direct or indirect
relationship to the objectives outlined in Stepping UP Synthesis (November 29, 2004) and,
specifically, for their relevance to priority objective #1: Every student will have the opportunity for
an outstanding and unique experience at the University of Toronto.

The NSSE results will prove particularly useful in identifying the impact of several student
experience initiatives already in development across the University, including:

ß The recommendations of the Task Force on Student Housing

ß The recommendations of the Task Force on Orientation and Transition, including the
implementation of First-year Learning Communities in several divisions

ß Enhancements in student activity space on all three campuses providing opportunities for social
interaction, study group meetings and informal learning particularly for commuter students.

ß Efforts to enhance students’ skills and their abilities to apply what they have learned through
community outreach and other opportunities

ß Initiatives aimed at improving the quality of student advising and co-curricular support

ß Efforts to increase the number of opportunities for undergraduate research, internships and
student projects

ß Enhanced collaboration with municipal and community partners to enable student participation
in the wider community through the Centre for Community Partnerships and other initiatives.

For the most part, the NSSE results support what we already know about the strengths and
weaknesses of the undergraduate student experience at the University of Toronto and confirm that
we are on the right track with the initiatives that have emerged as a result of the Stepping UP
process. NSSE is one of several tools we will use in the coming months and years to generate
discussion, collaboration, creativity and risk-taking in our efforts to enhance the student experience
and to measure our progress toward reaching our stated goals and objectives.
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13. How would you evaluate your entire 
educational experience at this institution?

Respondents who answered 
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I. NSSE Overall Indicators
While most of the NSSE questions focus on the specific activities and perceptions of students, the
Canadian version of the survey included two overall questions that provide some insight into the
general satisfaction among undergraduates.

Questions 13 & 14 are useful in two ways. First, they allow us to compare the overall experience
against certain other factors so that we can isolate what activities on campus affect general
satisfaction. For example, by comparing students’ level of co-curricular involvement with Q.13, we
come to understand that student participation in co-curricular activities generally leads to a more
positive overall experience. As we move through the NSSE results in the coming months, it will be
important to approach each area of concern with an understanding of whether we are dealing with a
question of educational engagement, of satisfaction, or both.

Questions 13 & 14 also serve to remind us that although most undergraduate students view their
experiences here favourably, there are significant numbers of students whose expectations have not
been met. Given the challenges of funding, enrolment growth, space and the nature of our student
population, these results are not surprising. However, they are cause for concern. The results speak
to the need for a greater understanding of the barriers faced by some of our students and to the need
for more strategic interventions to address those barriers. The remainder of this report is dedicated to
exploring some of those areas.
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II. The Experience of Commuter Students
Stepping UP notes that engagement of students in the life of the University beyond the classroom
can be limited, particularly for those not living in residence. The NSSE results support that
assumption and provide us with more information about the level of engagement among that
population. The results provide a basis of comparison between the engagement of students in
residence, students who live within walking distance of the campus and students who do not live
within walking distance – the latter group being those we traditionally describe as “commuter”
students.

It is important to note the distinctions
between the level of engagement of commuter
students – what they actually do on campus –
and their general level of satisfaction with the
experience. The responses of commuter
students to questions of overall satisfaction
(Q.13&14) do not differ dramatically from
their peers on and near campus. They are
somewhat less enthusiastic in their responses
but, particularly by their senior year, are just
as likely as the students in residence to say
they would choose U of T again if given the
opportunity to start over.

Many of the other NSSE questions, however,
clearly demonstrate that commuter students
are substantially less engaged:

ß They are less likely to have worked with
faculty members on activities other than
coursework (committees, orientation,
student life activities, etc.) [Q.1s] or to
have discussed ideas from readings or
classes with others outside of class
(students, family members, co-workers,
etc.) [Q.1t]

ß 61% spend 0 hours participating in co-
curricular activities (organizations,
campus publications, student government,
social fraternity or sorority, intercollegiate
or intramural sports, etc.) [Q.9d]

ß Commuter students in first year are more
likely to see their fellow students as
unsupportive and to experience a sense of
alienation. [Q.8a]

There are many possible explanations for the apparent contradiction in the experience and attitudes
of commuter students, including: differing expectations of the University; a focus on engaging with
their home community, rather than the University community, a commitment to living with family
for economic or other reasons.
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III. Enhanced Student Services
Stepping UP identifies “enhancement of student services” as a key objective. While the NSSE results
do not help us evaluate the effectiveness of any one particular student service, the data do provide
some indicators of the general perception of institutional support for students’ academic and non-
academic needs. Questions 10b&d, below, show that students perceive the University as more
supportive in the area of academic success than in helping them cope with non-academic
responsibilities.

The NSSE results can help us to identify the particular barriers students face in the pursuit of their
undergraduate degree. More than 40% of the students surveyed spend at least some time each
week caring for dependents living with them [Q.9f]; 46% are working off-campus and almost half
spend at least 6 hours per week commuting. Students report that the biggest obstacle to their
academic progress is their own academic performance (in first year) and financial pressures or work
obligations (in fourth year). [see G10(9)]

First year Senior year
Your Academic performance at university 38.1% Financial Pressures or work obligations 23.9%
Financial Pressures or work obligations 17.6% Your Academic performance at university 21.0%
Family/personal problems or obligations 12.4% Family/personal problems or obligations 19.6%
Lack of good academic advising 5.8% Other academic or administrative obstacles 7.6%
Other academic or administrative obstacles 3.6% Lack of good academic advising 7.5%
Difficulties getting the courses you need 2.2% Difficulties getting the courses you need 4.3%
Other 9.5% Other 5.7%
Na/you have faced no obstacles 10.7% Na/you have faced no obstacles 10.5%

G10 (9). Which of the following factors poses, or has posed, 
the BIGGEST obstacle to your academic progress?

10 b. To what extent does your 
institution emphasize providing the 

support you need  to help you succeed 
academically?  

Respondents who answered 
'Quite a bit' or 'Very much'

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

First Year Senior year

Quite a bit Very Much

60.8%

45.2%

10 d. To what extent does your 
institution emphasize helping you 

cope with your non-academic 
responsibilities (work, family etc)?  

Respondents who answered 
'Quite a bit' or 'Very much'

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

First Year Senior year

Quite a bit Very Much

25%

10.0%



Measuring UP: Results of the National Survey of Student Engagement – Page 7

G10 8  How much do you agree or disagree with 
the following statement:

"At this University students have to run around 
from one place to another to get the information or 

approvals the need."
Respondents who answered 
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In addition to identifying areas for improvement in meeting student needs, NSSE can also help us to
assess the overall effectiveness of our system of student support. The G10 consortium question (8)
below provides an indication of the ease with which students navigate the administrative structure of
the University.
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Q.11. To what extent has your experience at this 
institution contributed to your knowledge, skills, and 
personal development in…

First 
Year

Senior 
Year Overall

Thinking critically and analytically 42.5% 50.9% 46.3%
Learning effectively on your own 43.2% 44.6% 43.8%
Acquiring a broad general education 34.1% 39.4% 36.5%
Analyzing quantitative problems 27.9% 30.9% 29.2%
Using computing and information technology 25.7% 31.2% 28.2%
Writing clearly and effectively 20.0% 29.9% 24.4%
Understanding yourself 20.8% 24.2% 22.4%
Working effectively with others 18.7% 22.7% 20.5%
Speaking clearly and effectively 14.6% 22.1% 18.0%
Acquiring job or work-related knowledge and skills 15.8% 19.9% 17.7%
Understanding people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds 16.4% 18.2% 17.2%
Solving complex real-world problems 15.4% 17.8% 16.5%
Developing a personal code of values and ethics 14.5% 16.6% 15.5%
Contributing to the welfare of your community 8.0% 9.2% 8.5%
Developing a deepened sense of spirituality 6.9% 5.6% 6.3%
Voting in local, provincial or federal elections 6.2% 4.5% 5.4%

Percent who responded "Very 
Much"

IV. Improving Skills Development
The Stepping UP companion paper on the student experience identifies a number of educational
outcomes associated with an undergraduate degree – including the ability to think, communicate,
collaborate, make
informed decisions, and
to act as responsible
citizens. The NSSE
results provide us with
a number of indicators
of how students feel
their university
experience has helped
them in developing the
skills and abilities
associated with these
outcomes. [Q.11, right]

Civic participation
Experimental questions
(those added to the
survey by NSSE in
2004) provide some
insight into the level of
civic participation.
Among U of T
respondents, 64% said
they had never expressed their opinion about a political or community issue in a public form (e.g.
sent a letter or email to the media, contacted a government official, made a speech or signed a
petition) and 86.6% had never attended a rally, vigil or protest about an issue important to them.

Career development
The level of engagement in opportunities related to the development of career-related skills is
reflected in several NSSE questions, two of which are presented below.
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V. Enhancing Student Involvement and Sense of Community
NSSE provides us with several useful indicators of our
progress in meeting the goals in Stepping UP related to
student involvement in the University and wider
community. Overall, less than half of U of T students
responding to the survey report spending any time
participating in co-curricular activities (Q.9d, right).
However, the level of participation varies by a number of
other factors, including campus/faculty and, as noted earlier,
by place of residence.

The NSSE results also demonstrate a strong relationship
between the level of co-curricular involvement and the level
of satisfaction with the entire educational experience. That
is, the more involved students are, the higher they rate the
entire educational experience – with the notable exception
of those students who spend more than 25 hours per week
in co-curricular activities. Students involved at that level are
less likely to rate their entire educational experience as “good” or “excellent”.

The degree of cross-cultural communication [Q.1u,
right] will also provide insight into the cohesiveness of
the University community. While the majority of
students are interacting with students of different racial
and ethnic backgrounds, the fact that some 36% report
rarely or never having such conversations warrants some
attention, particularly given the diversity of the
community.

The perception of a sense of community is also reflected
in a series of questions that ask students to rank the
quality of their relationships with other students, with
faculty members, and with staff. There are many ways
to present these results. The chart below (8a,b,c) shows
the percentage of respondents who rank their
relationships on campus with a 5 or greater, on a 7
point scale.
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VI. Participation in Community Service
Almost 70% of students surveyed report having either participated or the intention to participate in
community service or volunteer work. This is one of few areas where the level of engagement is
actually higher among commuter students than students in residence; 37% of commuter students
had already participated in community service or volunteer work versus 29% of students in
residence. [Q.7b] One possible explanation is that commuter students are involved in their home
neighbourhoods and continue to make contributions there.

One indicator of the level of institutional support for –and educational value of – community service
is reflected in the degree of integration with course work. The chart below demonstrates that much
of the community service and volunteer work performed by students at U of T is taking place
outside of the context of their academic program.
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VII. Faculty-student Interaction & Quality of Instruction
NSSE provides substantial insight into the level of faculty-student interaction that takes place both
within and outside of the classroom as well as some indicators of the quality of instruction and the
value of studying in a research institution.
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Next Steps
Broad discussion of the NSSE results will take place in each of the relevant divisions and among
faculty, staff, students, administration and governance. Those discussions will be facilitated through
a series of related initiatives:

ß Some of the results will be explored further – through interviews, focus groups, and other survey
results – and presented to the University community in a series of “Measuring UP” briefs.

ß The Office of the Vice-Provost, Students will host a one-day “Measuring UP” conference on
NSSE on Tuesday, May 3, 2005. Prof. George Kuh, Director of the Center for Postsecondary
Research at Indiana University, and Dr. Jillian Kinzie, Associate Director of the NSSE Institute,
will present workshops on using NSSE results for institutional change. The conference will be
open to faculty, staff and students with an interest in helping the University move forward on its
plans to enhance the student experience.

ß We will continue to administer NSSE every two years. The next scheduled survey would take
place in the 2005/06 winter session.

NSSE is one of several new assessment initiatives that will inform the planning process as it relates to
the student experience. The Office of the Vice-Provost, Students is currently working with a service
provider to assess and evaluate specific programs and aspects of the student experience here. We are
also working with the Higher Education Group in the Department of Theory and Policy Studies at
OISE-UT to develop more “in-house” expertise to continue to assess student learning and
development.

For More Information
The National Survey of Student Engagement is a project of the Office of the Vice-Provost, Students
with assistance from the Office of the Vice-Provost, Planning & Budget, University of Toronto.
This report was prepared by Deanne Fisher, Office of Student Affairs with the support of Corinne
Pask-Aubé of Planning & Budget.

For more information on NSSE visit: www.indiana.edu/~nsse

For more information on U of T’s participation in NSSE and the results, contact:

Deanne Fisher
Office of Student Affairs
416-978-1753
deanne.fisher@utoronto.ca


















