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Background and Context
The UW Survey of Student Activity and Engagement was implemented within the context of a wide variety of work around the area of student engagement.  This work included research into the relationship of students to assessment, ways of encouraging greater retention and, specifically, exploration of potential tools that help measure levels of engagement above course level.    

The Survey was therefore developed following extensive development in relation to the adaptation and adoption of the National Survey of Student Engagement. In particular, we focussed on developing a questionnaire that was suitable within both a UK (as opposed to US) context and, specifically, to suit the University of Worcester. Senior managers were also keen to include questions that may correlate with key satisfaction indicators as revealed through the National Student Survey and, additionally, other stakeholders wished to ensure that data was collected that would aid delivery of services.  Much of this developmental work therefore involved making changes to the original questionnaire and this evaluation therefore aims to determine the robustness of the revised scales, their consistency with the original NSSE, and the extent with which the questionnaire still accords with the students and conceptions of engagement. 

The NSSE approach, being an output questionnaire, represented a significant departure from the satisfaction, input type questions familiar to University staff and students. As such, it was important to develop an impression of how staff and students react to, and are able to utilise, these particular types of outcome.  Focus groups were therefore planned to explore outcomes with staff and students.  
Implementation

Following the development process the amended UWSAE was issued to all students during May and June.  It was issued via an email directly to the front page of the Survey on each students’ individual On-Line Environment page.  A slightly modified email was then sent to all students who had not completed the Survey three weeks after the first.  The Survey was also publicised electronically through the University’s VLE, on internal blogs and via Twitter feeds. 

In total there were 563 respondents from a potential population of 9,878, comprising 8,090 undergraduate students and 1,788 postgraduate (including research postgraduates).  Ostensibly then, the response rate was around 6%.  Many within this population however were students undertaking study on a part time basis (3,269); for many of these students this entails just one module meaning that the likelihood of such students noticing and responding to non-course related emails from the University was low. The Survey was also open to students studying at partner organisations (963) who would be expected to have varying levels of engagement with the University.  Taking these factors into account, it would be reasonable to assume that the population could have been as few as 5,646, which would mean a response rate of around 10%.

Analysis

The amended survey contained questions in five sections. These sections, broadly described, relate to: 

· the academic environment (20 questions); 

· relationship with staff and students (3 questions); 

· inclusivity (7 questions); 

· perception of phenomena the University values (10 questions);

·  perceived development and transformation (12 questions);

· overall quality and satisfaction questions (4).  

In addition there were two questions asked concerning students’ living arrangements and distance travelled to and from the University. Biographic data of the respondents was taken from the University’s student information system, thus we can relate all the data from the questionnaire to any information supplied by students for the HESA return.

The subjective questions of the survey were analysed using factor analysis. Factor analysis is used to reduce the items within a questionnaire so as to make the data generated easier to analyse. Factor analysis also produces a more holistic picture of the phenomena respondents were considering when completing questionnaires. The reliability of questionnaires can be evaluated using factor analysis, as any factors extracted should be constant when the questionnaire is used with different cohorts of respondents.  

For the initial factor analysis, factors were extracted using principal comments, the solution was then subjected to oblique rotation (Thurstone, 1947) using the promax method.  This non-orthogonal (oblique) solution assumes that not all factors are independent of each other. 

The initial solution produced 30 factors with an eigen value greater than 1.  However, only 11 of these explained more than 2% of the overall variance. Of these 8 could be described as being recognisable discrete educational phenomena (Table 1).

	Factor
	Component
	Variance Explained
	Factor’s Explanation

	1
	13.250
	24.537
	Student’s perceived development

	2
	3.032
	5.614
	Supportive Learning Environment

	3
	2.298
	4.256
	Academic Challenge

	4
	2.092
	3.874
	Relationships with academic staff

	5
	1.918
	3.553
	External community and Employability

	6
	1.605
	2.972
	Working with other students

	7
	1.454
	2.693
	Assessment

	8
	1.254
	2.323
	Inclusivity


Table 1: 

Interestingly most variation in the Survey emerges from questions that relate to how the students perceive they have developed during their periods of study. This may reflect the fact that the Survey was issued to students at all stages in their time at the University. The emergence of inclusivity as a separate factor was not surprising as we introduced this whole new scale into the survey, so that we could measure the culture of inclusivity at the University. There are questions that relate to inclusivity within the NSSE, although these are subsumed within the Student and Staff Interactions scales. 

The original NSSE scales are Academic Challenge, Active Learning, Student and Staff Interactions, Enriching Educational Experiences, Supportive Learning Environment, Work Integrated Learning, Higher Order Thinking, General Learning Outcomes, General Development Outcomes, Career Readiness, Average Overall Grade, Departure Intentions and Overall Satisfaction.  In terms of the factor analysis of our survey and the NSSE the common scales that are identified are Academic Development, Development Outcomes, and Supportive learning environment.  Other areas of commonality are student and staff interactions, although in the analysis of our questionnaire these emerge as quite distinctive factors.  Some of the scales in the original NSSE did not appear in the UW Survey as our development process removed questions relating to these areas. For example, we do not have questions relating to grades, departure intentions or work integrated learning.  Interestingly in our survey ‘Enriching Educational Experiences’ does not emerge as a strong factor and the variance explained by Development outcomes alone captures the majority of the variance explained by significant factors. 

Having subjected the whole questionnaire to factor analysis we then undertook the same statistical analysis with the following a priori sections (scales) of the questionnaire. Broadly speaking these sections are: 

1. Learning activities and challenge   

2. Relationships with others in the University community

3. Perception of  phenomena of value to the University within the learning and teaching environment

4. Student Development outcomes 

5. Satisfaction

We did not subject the inclusivity scale to further analysis as the level of variation within this scale was low, and the behaviour of the scale was more nominal than ordinal in nature. 

Factor analysis: Learning activities and challenge
The analysis of this scale produced 5 significant factors, the Crombach’s alpha for this section was 0.84. 

	
	Component weighting

	Question (see Appendix 1)
	Factors

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1
	
	
	
	
	.679

	2
	.621
	
	
	
	

	3
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	
	
	
	.802
	

	5
	
	
	
	.542
	.543

	6
	
	
	
	.720
	

	7
	
	.663
	
	
	

	8
	
	
	.708
	
	

	9
	
	
	.699
	
	

	10
	
	
	.750
	
	

	11
	
	.562
	
	
	

	12
	
	.720
	
	
	

	13
	
	.779
	
	
	

	14
	
	
	
	
	

	15
	
	.530
	
	
	

	16
	
	
	
	
	

	17
	.786
	
	
	
	

	18
	.816
	
	
	
	

	19
	.774
	.360
	
	
	

	20
	.758
	.349
	
	
	


Broadly these factors corresponded with, academic challenge, discussions with other members of the community, assessment and feedback, working with others and asking questions.  
Factor analysis: Learning activities and challenge: Relationships with others in the University community

The final questionnaire contained just 3 questions that directly asked about relationships. The factor analysis produced just one factor with very similar component weightings. This factor represents the entirety of the scale and has a Crombach’s alpha of 0.60.

Factor analysis: Perception of phenomena of value to the University within the learning and teaching environment
	
	Component weighting

	Question
	Factor

	
	1
	2

	Spending significant amounts of time studying and on academic work. 
	.610
	

	Providing the support you need to help you succeed academically. 
	.709
	.523

	Encouraging contact among students from different economic. social. racial or ethnic backgrounds.
	
	.596

	Providing library information and resources that meet my needs.
	.704
	

	Providing  timetabling that meets students’ needs.
	.709
	

	Providing teaching rooms that meet student learning needs
	.616
	

	Effective communication with its students
	.689
	.556

	Helping you cope with your non-academic responsibilities 
	
	.781

	Providing the support you need to thrive socially. 
	
	.835

	Providing opportunities to attend non-teaching events and activities 
	
	.669


This scale divided into two factors one which is more closely related to the immediate academic environment, the other to broader and more social interactions. This scale had a Crombach’s alpha of 0.80. 

Factor analysis: student development outcomes
	
	Component weighting

	Question
	Factor

	
	1
	2

	Writing clearly and effectively.
	
	.917

	Speaking clearly and effectively
	
	.698

	Thinking critically and analytically
	
	.954

	Using information and computer technology 
	
	.533

	Working effectively with others.
	
	

	Learning effectively on your own. 
	
	.793

	Self-reflection.
	
	

	Understanding people from other backgrounds
	.658
	

	Solving complex real-world problems.
	.777
	

	 Preparing you with work-related knowledge and skills.
	.839
	

	Developing a personal code of values and ethics. 
	.894
	

	Positive engagement with the community.
	.875
	


Similarly to the scale described above this scale divides into two factors. These scales correspond to development with respect to more academically related skills and development with respect to more ‘real-world skills’.  The Crombach’s alpha for this scale was 0.92.

 Factor analysis: Satisfaction 

This scale produced just 1 factor from the three items; it has a Crombach’s alpha of 0.84.

Feedback from focus groups

Four separate focus groups were held, two with students and two with academic staff.  The focus groups aimed to ascertain perceptions of this type of survey and to explore how the outcomes of the Survey could be best used across the University.  Key findings were as follows:

1. Academic staff sometimes found it difficult to disassociate the findings of an engagement survey from those of a satisfaction survey.  Over the past few years, staff have become used to identifying action that can be taken to rectify issues or enhance quality based on the understanding that they are, at least in part, providing a service to students.  This type of survey, which potentially identifies behavioural, rather than consumerist, issues, can therefore cause confusion in how to respond.

2. Staff also found it difficult to interpret how best to respond in situations where students were expressing engagement with their course and fellow students, but identified a lack of engagement and low-quality relationships with students and staff across the wider University.  The UW Survey clearly raises issues of broader University identity and it is arguable whether this can be tackled effectively at course or even departmental levels.

3. Students generally recognised the positive nature of this type of Survey, noting that unlike the NSS this could only usefully be used internally and not for external marketing (i.e. it was likely to be for their benefit).  However, they were also unsure as to what action could be taken in response, reflecting that changes to outcomes could only be brought about by students themselves.  

4. Notably, students tended to focus on why individual questions had been included in the Survey, especially upon being told that it had been adapted for use at UW.  These points ranged from specific enquiries (e.g. ‘why does it matter if I’ve spoken to foreign students?’) to more general learning and teaching points (e.g. ‘if I’m not reading, but pass my assessments, why does it matter?’). 

Conclusions

Quantitative analysis of the new engagement questionnaire suggests that it both has internal consistency and validity.  In converting the questionnaire from the original NSSE some of the original survey’s factor scales, became combined, indicating that our survey instrument was less fine grained than the original. The qualitative work indicated that the use of engagement surveys will require development work with both staff and student community such that they can have a better understanding of the nature of the survey instrument and the type of response that can be made to the survey’s results.
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Table 1: Factors and their interpretations








