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WESTERN KENTUCKY UNIVERSITY

A STUDENT PERSPECTIVE ON GENERAL EDUCATION

Much of WKU’s assessment strategy for General Education rests on course-imbedded assessment tools, but the university also collects evidence pertaining to the effectiveness of its General Education program from the Western Kentucky University Student Engagement Survey (WKUSES) and from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE).  Both instruments provide ample evidence that WKU students believe they are benefiting from our General Education curriculum.  
Western Kentucky University Student Engagement Survey (WKUSES)
Since 2002, the university has administered the WKUSES instrument annually to a sample of currently enrolled students.  (For 2008, the Office of Institutional Research mailed 7,935 questionnaires and received 3,388 responses, a 73.9% return rate.  Of the respondents, 90.4% were juniors or seniors.)  The survey asks 5 questions about the General Education experience at Western:  General Education courses contribute to acquiring a broad general education, General Education courses contribute to writing clearly and effectively, General Education courses contribute to speaking clearly and effectively, General Education courses contribute to thinking critically and analytically, and General Education courses contribute to understanding diverse cultures.  

WKUSES data suggest that student satisfaction with the General Education program is quite high.  Over the 7 years of the survey, well over 80% of students surveyed responded positively to the item, General Education courses contribute to acquiring a broad general education, and just under half of the respondents put their experience at a 4 or a 5 on a 5 point scale.  The percentage in the latter category is up substantially from the 2007 score and is the highest since 2003.  

General Education Courses Contributed to acquiring a broad general education?











	
	Do Not Know – N/A
	Not 

at All
	Very

Little
	Some
	Quite a 

Bit
	Very

Much
	Total*
	
	Quite a Bit and

Very Much Combined

	2002
	1.06%
	2.12%
	11.67%
	35.28%
	33.95%
	15.92%
	85.15%
	
	49.87%

	2003
	1.36%
	2.96%
	10.42%
	35.29%
	34.84%
	15.12%
	85.25%
	
	49.96%

	2004
	1.45%
	2.44%
	11.60%
	38.58%
	35.39%
	10.54%
	84.51%
	
	45.93%

	2005
	1.34%
	3.40%
	13.84%
	34.84%
	34.45%
	12.14%
	81.43%
	
	46.59%

	2006
	1.00%
	2.16%
	11.67%
	38.12%
	34.76%
	12.29%
	85.17%
	
	47.05%

	2007
	.90%
	2.60%
	13.01%
	38.78%
	33.02%
	11.69%
	83.49%
	
	44.71%

	2008
	1.52%
	2.80%
	11.18%
	37.15%
	34.55%
	12.80%
	84.50%
	
	47.35%


*Total is sum of “Some” + “Quite a Bit” + “Very Much”

Scores on the four items related to specific General Education goals are also very positive, although they lag a bit behind the responses on the general item.  Over the seven year period covered by the survey, more than 80% consistently respond positively to the Writing item, to the Speaking item, and to the Critical Thinking item.  The results for the Diversity item trail the other measures slightly, but they have moved upward steadily, particularly for 2008.  The Total score is the highest since the first year of WKUSES in 2002, and the percentage in the top two categories (Quite a Bit and Very Much) is the highest score ever for the Diversity measure.  (The remaining respondents are distributed among Not at All, Very Little, or Do Not Know.)  For the 2006-2007 academic year, almost 46% of the respondents put their experience at a 4 or a 5 for Writing compared with almost 44% on Speaking, 44% on Critical Thinking, and almost 44% on Diversity.  Taken collectively, this is the strongest package of scores on the WKUSES General Education measures.  

General Education Courses Contributed to writing clearly/effectively?










	
	Do Not Know - N/A
	Not 

at All
	Very

Little
	Some
	Quite a 

Bit
	Very

Much
	Total*
	
	Quite a Bit and

Very Much Combined

	2002
	1.46%
	2.65%
	13.66%
	38.20%
	30.11%
	13.93%
	82.24%
	
	44.04%

	2003
	1.29%
	2.62%
	11.51%
	38.56%
	33.00%
	13.01%
	84.57%
	
	46.01%

	2004
	1.51%
	2.44%
	12.64%
	40.45%
	33.51%
	9.55%
	83.51%
	
	43.06%

	2005
	1.41%
	3.17%
	13.54%
	38.93%
	32.97%
	9.98%
	81.88%
	
	            42.95%

	2006
	1.16%
	2.41%
	12.35%
	40.97%
	33.24%
	9.81%
	84.02%
	
	            43.05%

	 2007
	.85%
	3.03%
	12.84%
	40.44%
	32.35%
	10.58%
	83.27%
	
	            42.83%

	 2008
	1.52%
	2.50%
	11.60%
	38.64%
	33.06%
	12.68%
	84.38%
	
	            45.74%


*Total of “Some” + “Quite a Bit” + “Very Much”

General Education Courses Contributed to speaking clearly/effectively?










	
	Do Not Know – N/A
	Not 

at All
	Very

Little
	Some
	Quite a 

Bit
	Very

Much
	Total*
	
	Quite a Bit and

Very Much Combined

	2002
	1.46%
	3.71%
	14.97%
	43.18%
	25.30%
	11.39%
	79.87%
	
	36.69%

	2003
	1.43%
	3.07%
	11.71%
	39.62%
	32.45%
	11.71%
	83.78%
	
	44.16%

	2004
	1.58%
	2.77%
	12.38%
	42.08%
	31.98%
	9.21%
	83.27%
	
	41.19%

	2005
	1.44%
	3.31%
	14.52%
	40.77%
	29.86%
	10.10%
	80.73%
	
	            39.96%

	2006
	1.25%
	2.04%
	13.45%
	41.55%
	31.97%
	9.74%
	83.26%
	
	            41.71%

	2007
	.94%
	2.99%
	13.19%
	43.13%
	30.15%
	9.61%
	82.89%
	
	            39.76%

	2008
	1.66%
	2.44%
	13.15%
	39.17%
	32.12%
	11.45%
	82.74%
	
	            43.57%


*Total of “Some” + “Quite a Bit” + “Very Much”

General Education Courses Contributed to thinking critically/analytically?










	
	Do Not Know – N/A
	Not 

at All
	Very

Little
	Some
	Quite a 

Bit
	Very

Much
	Total*
	
	Quite a Bit and

Very Much Combined

	2002
	1.46%
	3.32%
	12.72%
	40.05%
	29.71%
	12.73%
	82.49%
	
	42.44%

	2003
	1.29%
	2.76%
	13.46%
	38.84%
	30.97%
	12.67%
	82.48%
	
	43.64%

	2004
	1.52%
	3.13%
	13.93%
	40.45%
	31.88%
	9.09%
	81.42%
	
	40.97%

	2005
	1.31%
	3.74%
	15.42%
	37.66%
	31.14%
	10.73%
	79.53%
	
	41.87%

	2006
	1.08%
	3.08%
	15.06%
	39.02%
	31.03%
	10.73%
	80.78%
	
	41.76%

	2007
	.85%
	3.67%
	14.86%
	41.46%
	28.10%
	11.06%
	80.62%
	
	39.16%

	2008
	1.56%
	2.67%
	14.59%
	37.44%
	31.58%
	12.15%
	81.17%
	
	43.73%


*Total of “Some” + “Quite a Bit” + “Very Much”

General Education Courses Contributed to understanding diverse cultures?










	
	Do Not Know – N/A
	Not 

at All
	Very

Little
	Some
	Quite a 

Bit
	Very

Much
	Total*
	
	Quite a Bit and

Very Much Combined

	2002
	1.59%
	4.11%
	13.77%
	38.01%
	27.68%
	14.83%
	80.52%
	
	42.51%

	2003
	1.67%
	4.46%
	15.10%
	35.34%
	29.21%
	14.21%
	78.76%
	
	43.42%

	2004
	1.71%
	3.89%
	16.45%
	37.67%
	29.33%
	10.94%
	77.94%
	
	40.27%

	2005
	1.54%
	4.65%
	17.63%
	35.35%
	28.18%
	12.65%
	76.18%
	
	40.83%

	2006
	1.34%
	3.63%
	15.48%
	37.35%
	29.59%
	12.60%
	79.54%
	
	42.19%

	2007
	.94%
	4.69%
	15.02%
	37.13%
	30.73%
	11.48%
	79.34%
	
	42.21%

	2008
	1.76%
	3.49%
	14.56%
	36.64%
	29.22%
	14.32%
	80.18%
	
	43.54%


*Total of “Some” + “Quite a Bit” + “Very Much”

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)
The university did not participate in the 2008 administration of NSSE after participating in each of the last two years.  In the future, WKU will administer the NSSE every third year.  However, the available scores from 2006 and 2007 provide strong evidence for the effectiveness of our General Education program.  Although NSSE items on writing, speaking, critical thinking, analyzing quantitative problems, and understanding people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds do not specifically reference General Education, they are closely linked with 4 of the university’s 10 General Education Goals, and our students clearly think that their courses are helping them to build basic academic skills as well as acquire a sound overall general education.  Mean scores for 2007 on the item, Acquiring a broad general education, were a very positive 3.07 for first-year students and 3.22 for seniors on a 4-point scale.  Significantly, for the first time the means for WKU seniors are above a 3.0 in all four academic skill area—writing, speaking, critical thinking, and quantitative problem solving—as well as the overall general education item.    

	National Survey of Student Engagement 

Means Comparison Report, WKU
	Class
	Mean

2001
	Mean

2003
	Mean 2006
	Mean

2007

	Acquiring a broad general education
	1st Yr.

Senior
	2.94

3.24
	3.13

3.19
	3.10

3.22
	3.07

3.22

	Writing clearly and effectively
	1st Yr.

Senior
	2.71

2.97
	2.74

3.05
	2.82

3.09
	2.86

3.12

	Speaking clearly and effectively
	1st Yr.

Senior
	2.71

2.88
	2.80

3.01
	2.88

3.05
	2.91

3.02

	Thinking critically and analytically
	1st Yr.

Senior
	2.95

3.14
	2.96

3.21
	3.05

3.33
	3.07

3.33

	Analyzing quantitative problems
	1st Yr.

Senior
	2.46

2.75
	2.50

2.79
	2.78

2.99
	2.84

3.05

	Understanding people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds
	1st Yr.

Senior
	2.59

2.74
	2.41

2.60
	2.61

2.71
	2.55

2.63


Comparing WKU means with the responses from other institutions also indicates that our General Education program is having an impact on students.  Although the mean for our first year students on acquiring a broad general education is lower than the mean for Kentucky institutions, our Carnegie peers and for NSSE institutions, the mean for our seniors is well above the mean for Kentucky seniors and virtually the same as the mean for our Carnegie peers and NSSE institutions, an indication of how far our students have come during their time at WKU.  Also, the means for WKU seniors in writing, speaking, and quantitative problem solving are above those for the other 3 groups, while in critical thinking the mean for WKU seniors exceeds the means for other Kentucky institutions and our Carnegie peers and is equal to the NSSE score overall.  The results are even more impressive because WKU scores for 1st year students lag behind those of our peers in writing, critical thinking, and quantitative problem solving and in acquiring a broad general education.

	National Survey Of Student Engagement Means Comparison

Report 2007, WKU
	Class
	WKU
	KY
	Carnegie

Peers
	NSSE

	Acquiring a broad general education 


	1st Yr.

Senior
	3.07

3.22
	3.11

3.15
	3.11

3.23
	3.13

3.24

	Writing clearly and effectively


	1st Yr.

Senior
	2.86

3.12
	2.95

3.01
	2.99

3.08
	2.95

3.06

	Speaking clearly and effectively


	1st Yr.

Senior
	2.91

3.02
	2.81

2.91
	2.83

2.99
	2.76

2.95

	Thinking critically and analytically


	1st Yr.

Senior
	3.07

3.33
	3.12

3.26
	3.14

3.30
	3.17

3.33

	Analyzing quantitative problems


	1st Yr.

Senior
	2.84

3.05
	2.89

2.99
	2.87

3.01
	2.89

3.04



Moreover, through 2007 NSSE scores for WKU seniors have increased every year in Writing clearly and effectively and in Analyzing quantitative problems.  In all four categories, WKU seniors are substantially more positive about the effectiveness of their experiences than they were when the university first administered the NSSE in 2001.  

	National Survey Of Student 

Engagement Means Comparison

Report 2007, WKU 
	  2001
	 2003
	 2005
	  2006
	2007

	Writing clearly and effectively
	  2.97
	 3.05
	 3.07
	  3.09
	 3.12

	Speaking clearly and effectively
	  2.88
	 3.01
	 2.99
	  3.05
	 3.02

	Thinking critically and analytically
	  3.14
	 3.21
	 3.27
	  3.33
	 3.33

	Analyzing quantitative problems
	  2.75
	 2.79
	 2.98
	  2.99
	 3.05



The NSSE item, Understanding people of other racial and ethnic background, is an important category for the university’s Quality Enhancement Plan as well as a General Education goal.  The results suggest that WKU is having an important impact on its students in this area.  Kentucky public institutions as a whole, for example, have a lower mean for their seniors in this category than the mean for first year students.  Our Carnegie peers reported no difference in the mean between first year students and seniors, while NSSE respondents over all saw seniors with a lower mean than first year students.  WKU means, by contrast, suggest that students here believe they are having experiences that contribute to their understanding of people from other racial and ethnic backgrounds.  WKU first year students have lower means than first year students at other Kentucky institutions, our Carnegie peers, and NSSE, generally, but the mean for our seniors is well above the mean for Kentucky seniors and above the NSSE mean.  Moreover, while WKU seniors had a higher mean than 1st year students, by contrast the means for seniors at Kentucky, Carnegie, and NSSE institutions were the same or lower than the means for 1st year students.  

	National Survey Of Student Engagement Means Comparison

Report 2007, WKU
	Class
	WKU
	KY
	Carnegie

Peers
	NSSE

	Understanding people of other racial

and ethnic backgrounds
	1stYr.

Senior
	2.55

2.63
	2.57

2.52
	2.64

2.64
	2.61

2.59


