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generated by improved student retention. These analyses 
can help colleges allocate resources appropriately. For 
example:

★	 The Making Opportunity Affordable initiative’s  
Investing in Student Success project, funded by 
Lumina Foundation for Education and Wal-Mart 
Foundation, is developing an analytic tool to help 
colleges and universities determine whether pro-
grams designed to retain students are cost-effective 
investments. The project ties program-level cost data 
to student outcomes and explores the extent to which 
the additional revenue colleges and universities 
generate by increasing student retention offsets the 
additional cost of such programs. 

★	 The Basic Skills Initiative Project at Skyline College 
(CA) created a model that demonstrates the value  
of focusing on student retention. Using a return- 
on-investment (ROI) framework, the research team 
looked at real-world data for a range of nontradi-
tional and supposedly expensive developmental 
education programs. It found that, if the programs 
are successful, they often more than pay for  
themselves, including up-front costs that exceed  
the cost of traditional programs.* 

All of this happens in the context of America’s renewed 
focus on a culture of responsibility. Now is the time for 
community colleges to tackle their greatest challenge: 
not only serving students with significant need, but 
ensuring their success. 

Next Steps for SENSE		
In the coming year, SENSE will conduct its first national 
administration and introduce new online tools to help 
participating colleges and the public.

★	 First national administration in fall 2009. In early 
and mid-2009, the Center will finalize the SENSE 
survey instrument based on additional student 
interviews, data analyses, and ongoing psychometric 
analyses. The Center will conduct the first national 
administration of SENSE in fall 2009. Registration  
for this administration closes April 3, 2009.  
Colleges are encouraged to register online at  
www.enteringstudent.org.

★	 Special-focus modules. In addition to the core 
survey instrument, participating colleges may add up 
to two special-focus modules, which provide insight 
into key topics of interest. Modules available in 2009 
will include Financial Assistance, Commitment and 
Support, Student Success Courses, and Technology. 
Additional special-focus modules, including Aca-
demic Advising and Relationships on Campus, will 
be introduced for the 2010 SENSE administration.

★	 Second annual Entering Student Success Institute 
(ESSI). Teams from 20 colleges that participated in 
the 2008 SENSE field test will convene in Santa Fe, 
NM, in late April for the second ESSI. At the institute, 
colleges will dig into their SENSE results, along with 
other critical institutional data, to deepen their  
understanding of their students’ earliest college  
experiences. Through focused interaction with 
nationally recognized speakers and colleagues from 
other field test colleges, and with the assistance of 
expert resident faculty, attendees at this teams- 
only event will learn about strategies and develop  
a written action plan for improving the entering 
student experience at their colleges. 

★	 SENSE Web site. With the release of the field test 
data, SENSE launched an interactive Web site that 
allows member colleges to create customized data 
reports. This dynamic search capability will be avail-
able on the public site after the completion of the first 
national administration.

We would argue that colleges and 
universities have a moral, ethical, and 
societal obligation to focus on increasing 
achievement of student goals. The work 
we have undertaken simply suggests 
that they also have a financial incentive 
for doing so.

— Robert Johnstone, Dean, Planning, Research, and Institutional 
Effectiveness, Skyline College

“�

”

*For more information about the California Basic Skills  
Initiative, visit www.cccbsi.org.
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The 2008 SENSE field test survey was administered  
at 89 community colleges and yielded 57,547 usable 
surveys. The survey was administered in classes 
randomly selected from the population of all first 
college-level English and math courses and all 
developmental education courses (excluding ESL 
courses). 

Colleges chose to include zero, one, or two of the  
three special-focus modules in their surveys: 50 colleges 
administered the Financial Assistance special-focus 
module, 54 administered the Commitment and  
Support module, and 65 administered the Student  
Success Courses module. In all, 86 colleges administered 
special-focus modules.

Both entering students (those in their first term at the 
college) and returning students responded to the survey, 
but the preliminary findings in this report focus only on 
entering students. 

The data presented in this report represent the field test 
sample only. The following comparison of characteristics 
of entering and returning students offers a preliminary 
indication of which students may be at greatest risk of 
leaving college before starting their second year. For  
example, 43% of entering students are male, but only 
37% of returning students are male.

Overview of the 2008 SENSE Field Test 
Respondents

Characteristics of 2008 Field Test Respondents

Characteristic
Entering 
students

Returning 
students

All  
respondents

Male 43% 37% 41%

Female 57% 63% 59%

Enrolled part-time 27% 38% 31%

Enrolled full-time 73% 62% 69%

Traditional-age (18–24) 82% 63% 74%

Nontraditional-age (25 and older) 18% 37% 26%

Work more than 20 hours per week 40% 53% 45%

Report that English is their first 
language

88% 84% 87%

Married 11% 20% 15%

Have children living with them 20% 32% 25%

Race/Ethnicity of 2008 Field Test Respondents

Race/ethnicity
Entering 
students

Returning 
students

All  
respondents

Latino/Hispanic 12% 14% 13%

White 63% 58% 61%

African American 15% 17% 16%

Asian 4% 5% 4%

Native American 1% 1% 1%

Native Hawaiian <1% <1% <1%

Other 4% 5% 4%

Note: Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding. 
Source: 2008 SENSE field test data.

SENSE  Sampling Note

The results from the SENSE field test are considered preliminary because full-time students may 
be overrepresented in the pool of respondents. 

This overrepresentation may be the result of the survey’s sampling strategy: To reach the highest 
proportions of entering students at participating colleges, the SENSE survey is administered in 
a random selection of particular courses. These specific courses — developmental reading, 
writing, and mathematics sections as well as first-level college English and mathematics courses 
— often have high proportions of entering students. 

Center staff are exploring weighting strategies that would allow results to represent the proper 
proportion of full- and part-time students in the overall population of entering students. 

SENSE and Student Engagement

SENSE is one of three surveys administered by the Center for Community 
College Student Engagement. The others are the Community College  
Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) and the Community College 
Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (CCFSSE). All are tools that assess 
student engagement — how engaged students are with college faculty 
and staff, with other students, and with their studies — and help colleges 
improve their educational practice so more students will succeed.

Why student engagement? Research shows that the more actively 
engaged students are, the more likely they are to learn, to persist with their 
studies, and to attain their academic goals. Student engagement, therefore, 
is a valuable yardstick for assessing the quality of colleges’ educational 
practices and identifying ways they can help more students succeed.

CCSSE, now in its seventh national administration, surveys more 
experienced students to gather information about their overall college 
experience. SENSE focuses on the first three weeks of students’  
college experience and assesses practices that are most likely to engage 
entering students and encourage them to stay in college until they attain 
their academic goals. CCFSSE provides faculty perspectives on student 
experiences as well as their own work. Together, SENSE and CCSSE 
offer complementary pieces of the student success puzzle, with CCSSE 
providing a comprehensive look at the overall quality of all students’ 
educational experiences and SENSE offering a focused snapshot of  
new students and their earliest college experiences.
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For more information about SENSE and the 2008 survey, visit www.enteringstudent.org.

Peter Ewell, Chair
Vice President
National Center for Higher  
Education Management Systems
(NCHEMS)

David Armstrong
President
Broward College (FL)

Rose Asera
Senior Scholar
The Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching

George Boggs
President and CEO
American Association of  
Community Colleges

Walter G. Bumphus
Chairman, Department of  
Educational Administration
The University of Texas at Austin

Jacqueline Claunch
President
Northwest Vista College (TX)

Larry Ebbers
Professor, Educational Leadership  
and Policy Studies
Iowa State University

Terrence Gomes
President
Roxbury Community College (MA)

George Grainger
Senior Grant Officer
Houston Endowment Inc.

William Law
President
Tallahassee Community College (FL)

Byron N. McClenney
Program Director  
Achieving the Dream
The University of Texas at Austin

Alexander McCormick
Director  
National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE)
Indiana University Bloomington

Christine Johnson McPhail
Professor Emeritus
Morgan State University (MD)

Jan Motta
Executive Director
Massachusetts Community College 
Executive Office (MA)

John E. Roueche
Director, Community College  
Leadership Program
The University of Texas at Austin

Gerardo de los Santos
President and CEO
League for Innovation in the  
Community College

Anne Stanton
Program Director
The James Irvine Foundation

Vincent Tinto
Distinguished Professor
Syracuse University (NY)

Evelyn Waiwaiole
Director
NISOD — National Institute for Staff 
and Organizational Development

Tom Bailey
Director
Community College Research Center
Teachers College, Columbia  
University (NY)

Kimberly Coutts
Director of Institutional Research
MiraCosta Community College (CA)

Peter Ewell
Vice President
National Center for Higher 
Education Management Systems 
(NCHEMS)

Bob Gonyea
Associate Director, Center for  
Postsecondary Research
Indiana University Bloomington

George Grainger
Senior Grant Officer
Houston Endowment Inc.

Gary Hanson
Senior Research and Policy Analyst 
(Retired)
The University of Texas System

Steve Head
President
Lone Star College-North Harris (TX)

C. Nathan Marti
Manager of Consulting Services
Division of Statistics and Scientific 
Computation
The University of Texas at Austin

 
 

Alexander McCormick
Director  
National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE)
Indiana University Bloomington

Ann M. Toomey
Director 
System Research and Grants
Community College System of  
New Hampshire

Alice Villadsen
President Emeritus
Brookhaven College (TX)

Ted Wright
Special Assistant to the President 
(Retired)
Broward Community College (FL)

CCCSE National Advisory Board

SENSE Technical Advisory Panel



21          Imagine Success:  Engaging Entering Students 

Kay McClenney
Director		

Jeff Crumpley
Associate Director, Operations

Angela Oriano-Darnall
Assistant Director, Survey of Entering 
Student Engagement

Arleen Arnsparger
Project Manager, Initiative on  
Student Success

Courtney Adkins
Survey Operations Coordinator

Karla Fisher
College Relations Coordinator

Christine McLean
Senior Associate 

Chris Cosart
Web and Database Administrator

Shanna Howard 
Webmaster	

Beiyi Cai 
Research Associate

Erika Glaser 
Research Associate

Rowland Cadena 
College Liaison	

Sandra Shannon 
Project Coordinator, Initiative  
on Student Success

Kerry Mix 
Research Assistant

Judy Row 
Administrative Manager

Chris Lynch 
Accountant

Annine Miscoe 
Administrative Associate

Johna Crump 
Administrative Associate        

Marlana Rodgers 
Administrative Associate	

Michael Merck 
Administrative Associate

Chris Orozco 
Office Assistant

Editorial and design by KSA-Plus Communications, Inc.

SENSE Member Colleges
For a list of colleges that participated in the 2008 SENSE field test, visit www.enteringstudent.org.

CCCSE Staff 



Center for Community College Student Engagement

Community College Leadership Program
College of Education
The University of Texas at Austin
3316 Grandview Street
Austin, TX 78705
T: 512.471.6807    F: 512.471.4209
www.enteringstudent.org


