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Summary 

Students at TBR community colleges complete the 
Community College Survey of Student Engagement 
(CCSSE) every two years. Results from this survey help 
colleges develop a better understanding of student 
needs and engagement. A recent study from TBR and 
UT connected students’ survey responses to academic 
outcomes. This study used survey data from 2017 and 
2019 to explore how students’ goals, college support, 
and life circumstances relate to student success.  

Through a rigorous analysisi that accounted for many 
factors that are expected to affect academic outcomes, 
this study found nuanced relationships between 
student engagement and success in three key areas:  

• The classroom experience matters, as do 
students’ personal goals. Classroom 
engagement and participation in high impact 
practices are correlated with success, but 
students’ personal goals and intent are also 
important predictors of academic outcomes.  

• Advising is essential, but its effects are 
complex. Students report widespread use of 
advising services, but not all advising services 
have the same relationship with success. 

• Students’ lives beyond the classroom are 
related to academic outcomes. Students’ 
personal and financial circumstances create 
meaningful challenges for academic success. 

 

Student Engagement & Goals 

Classroom Experiences: Students’ classroom 
experiences were correlated with several measures of 
academic success. More than two-thirds of students 
frequently contributed to class discussions, and nearly 
half said they never skipped class. However, almost 70% 
said they sometimes came to class unprepared, and 
more than a third of students said they spent fewer 
than five hours a week preparing for class.  

 
i The study used a multi-model and multivariate approach combining OLS 

and logistic regression, and Duration Analysis. 
ii “All else equal” pertains to all findings of the study and reflects the 
methodological approach used to hold other factors constant in estimating 
effects of specific variables. 
 

 

As expected, skipping classes with any frequency or 
attending class without completing assignments was 
associated with lower GPAs; students who contributed 
frequently to class discussions had higher GPAs than 
those who did it only sometimes or never.  

Student Engagement: Since 2016, Tennessee 
community colleges have engaged in a statewide effort 
to promote high impact practices at scale. This includes 
work-based learning, honors education, peer 
mentoring, and other activities.  

According to this study, students who self-reported 
participation in an honors course or an internship had 
significantly higher GPAs, all else equal.ii Additionally, 
students who reported participation in an internship or 
field experience were more likely to earn a degree or 
certificate than students who did not participate.  

Students’ Goals: Students’ personal goals are correlated 
with their success. In 2017, 83% of students said their 
goal was to obtain an associate degree; as expected, 
these students were significantly more likely to 
graduate than students with other intents.  

Nearly two-thirds of students said they wanted to 
obtain or update job-related skills. These students had 
higher GPAs, but were less likely to earn a credential. 
On the other hand, 76% of students said their goal was 
to transfer to a four-year college or university. These 
students were less likely to earn a credential but much 
more likely to successfully transfer.  

 
 
 

83%

76%

62%

34%

Obtain an Associate Degree

Transfer to a 4-Year University

Obtain or Update Job-Related Skills

Complete a Certificate

Students' Goals & Reasons for 
Attending College

https://www.tbr.edu/office-policy-and-strategy
https://www.ccsse.org/
https://www.ccsse.org/
https://www.tbr.edu/student-success/tbr-high-impact-practices
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Advising & College Support 

This study also found significant relationships between 
students’ use of college advising services and academic 
outcomes. However, these findings differed by the 
nature and frequency of advising visits.  

Academic Advising: In the 2017 survey, 60% of students 
said that they met with an academic advisor every term. 
However, the relationship between visits with academic 
advisor and success was inconsistent. Students who 
visited with an academic advisor before some terms 
were more likely to graduate than students who never 
visited with an academic advisor, but the number of 
times a student met with an academic advisor had no 
identifiable effect on the probability of graduation.  

Transfer Advising: Transfer advising was the least 
utilized advising service among students in the study 
but was most consistently correlated with success. 
Although 76% of students intended to transfer to a 
university, only 40% of students said they met with a 
transfer advisor. Notably, adult students and Pell 
eligible students visited transfer advisors at lower rates 
than other students. However, students who visited 
transfer advisors at least twice during the academic 
year had higher GPAs and were more likely to earn a 
credential and transfer than students who never visited 
with a transfer advisor. 

How often have you used these services during 
the current academic year? ii 

 Never 1 time 2+ times 

Academic Advising    

Adults (25+) 12.5% 22.5% 63.8% 

Pell Eligible 10.0% 20.4% 68.2% 

Promise Students 7.0% 18.8% 73.2% 

Transfer Advising    

Adults (25+) 66.6% 15.7% 13.6% 

Pell Eligible 57.1% 18.0% 21.2% 

Promise Students 53.2% 18.7% 24.9% 

College Support: Students’ assessments of the support 
provided by their college were also correlated with 
elevated levels of success. In 2017, 77% of students said 
their college emphasized providing support quite a bit 
or very much. Students who said that their college 
emphasized providing support had significantly higher 
GPAs, all else equal, than students who said that their 
college did little to emphasize support.  

 
ii Percentages do not add up to 100% due to missing data in responses. 

Life Circumstances 

These analyses also provided insights into students’ 
personal and financial circumstances. Among students 
from 2017, 78% of students said they worked for pay, 
and nearly half were working more than 20 hours per 
week. Additionally, 47% of students were responsible 
for providing care for dependents. GPAs were lower for 
students who spent at least 30 hours per week caring 
for dependents, and students with these responsibilities 
were also less likely to graduate and transfer. 

About the Study 

This project is a collaboration between TBR and the 
University of Tennessee’s Postsecondary Education 
Research Center. The CCSSE was developed by the Center 
for Community College Student Engagement at The 
University of Texas at Austin.  

Community colleges in Tennessee administer the CCSSE 
survey in alternating years to students who are in their 
second year. Results of the CCSSE are considered alongside 
results from the Survey of Entering Student Engagement 
(SENSE), which is administered to first-year students. Results 
from the CCSSE and SENSE are used in the state’s Quality 
Assurance Funding program.  

Students who participate in the CCSSE survey are asked to 
provide college ID numbers on their survey responses. For 
this study, those IDs were used to match students’ 
responses with academic outcomes. Since not all students 
entered valid IDs, many survey respondents are excluded. 
Matched survey responses are weighted in order to account 
for bias introduced in this process.  

The data sources for the study include TBR, National 
Student Clearinghouse, and Tennessee Higher Education 
Commission/Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation. 
The total number of survey participants in spring 2017 was 
10,663 students; this study includes 3,497 students whose 
responses could be matched to outcomes. 

0%

15%

30%

45%

60%

   None    1-5    6-10    11-20    21-30    More

than 30

How much time per week do you spend on 
each of the following activities?

Working for Pay Caring for Dependents Commuting to School

https://www.tbr.edu/office-policy-and-strategy
https://perc.utk.edu/
https://perc.utk.edu/
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3How do we measure student engagement?

Nearly 10,000 students at TBR 

community colleges complete 

the Community College Survey 

of Student Engagement 

(CCSSE) every two years.

CCSSE includes questions about:

- College support

- Student-faculty interaction

- Student effort

- Active and collaborative 
learning

- Academic challenge

- Students’ personal and 
financial circumstances



Student Engagement

Internships
17% of respondents 
completed an internship or 
field experience.

Life Circumstances

Tutoring Others
25% of respondents said they 
tutored other students.

Advising & Support

Academic Advising
62% of respondents met with an 
academic advisor at least twice 
during the year.

College Support
74% of respondents said their 
college emphasized (quite a bit 
or very much) providing the 
support they need to succeed.

Work
79% of respondents worked 
while enrolled, and 51% worked 
more than 20 hours per week. 

Family
Nearly half of respondents 
spend time each week caring for 
dependents, and one in four 
said that caring for dependents 
made them likely or very likely to 
withdraw from college. 

What did we learn from the 2019 survey?

Based on weighted results from TBR community 
colleges in spring 2019



What did we learn from the 2019 survey?

32%

20%

4%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Working for Pay

Caring for Children or Dependents

Commuting to and From Class

Preparing for Class

None 1 to 10 Hours 11-20 Hours 21 to 30 Hours More than 30 Hours

About how many hours do you spend in a typical week…?

Based on weighted results from TBR community colleges in spring 2019

11% spend more than 20 
hours preparing for class

4% spend more than 20 
hours commuting to class

24% spend more than 20 
hours providing care

51% spend more than 20 
hours working



What did we learn from the 2019 survey?

20%

12%

8%

24%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Working Full-Time

Caring for Dependents

Academically Underprepared

Lack of Finances

Not Likely Somewhat Likely Likely Very Likely

How likely is it that the following issues would cause you to withdraw 
from class or this college?

Based on weighted results from TBR community colleges in spring 2019



7How can we use student survey data?

About this study:

‒ Connected CCSSE results to students’ 
academic outcomes

‒ Accounted for other factors that influence 
outcomes, like academic preparation and 
financial aid

‒ Used the 2017 and 2019 surveys

‒ TBR collaborated with the Postsecondary 
Education Research Center at the 
University of Tennessee

Achieving the Dream & 
CCSSE

ATD encourages colleges to 
incorporate students’ perspectives 
and to create a culture of evidence 
with data. 

CCSSE plays a key role in both 
efforts. 

ATD coaches help colleges 
understand and make use of their 
CCSSE results.



Student Engagement and College Outcomes

Study design



9Analytical question

Do student engagement and characteristics affect:

- The likelihood of graduation?

- The likelihood of transfer?

- Time to a credential / transfer?

- College GPA?



10Study design

Outcomes
- Cumulative GPA, completion, transfer

Methods
- Logistic & Tobit regression, Event History Analysis

Timeframe
- 2017 & 2019 surveys

- All terms of enrollment through summer 2019

Sources
- CCSSE, TBR, NSC, TSAC



11Issues & solutions

Invalid IDs
- Leads to bias in estimates

→ Weight responses for analytic samples

Missing data
- May bias estimates

→ Examine patterns & impute missing values

Data issues
- Censoring, time dependence, 

→ Use appropriate methods



12Predictor variables

Engagement

- Goals & experiences

Advising & support

- Academic, financial & transfer

Life circumstances

- Responsibilities & sources of tuition payment

Student characteristics



13Segue into results

Cannot claim causality

- No random assignment

- Self- & external selection

→ Effects & characteristics are tangled

Statistically significant variables

- Correlation is unlikely to happen by chance



Student Engagement and College Outcomes

Select findings

2017 analytic sample



15Outcomes

Analytic sample 3,497

Graduates 1,641

Associate (with or without certificates) 92%

Certificates only 5.4%

Transfers 1,180
Non-graduates 28%

After comm. college graduation 68.1%

Before comm. college graduation 3.8%



16Change in predicted probability of graduation

Positive effect Negative effect 

Care for dependents: 21-30 hours/week

Goal: Transfer 
to university

Goal: Obtain or 
update skills

Care for dependents: 
> 30 hours/week

-0.20 -0.15 -0.10 -0.05 0.00

Family income: 
Major source

Transfer advising: 
1 time/year

Transfer advising: 
2+ times/year

Met with acad. advisor before 
some terms

Scholarship: Major source

Goal: Obtain associate degree

Have done internship

0.00 0.05 0.10 0.15 0.20



17Change in predicted probability of transfer

Positive effect    Negative effect 

Care for dependents: 11-20 hours/week

Care for dependents: 
6-10 hours/week

Goal: Obtain 
associate degree

Goal: Obtain or 
update skills

Care for depen'ts: 
1-5 hours/week

Goal: 
Certificate

-0.20 -0.15 -0.10 -0.05 0.00

Transfer advising: 
1 time/year

Academic advising: 
5+ times/year

Commute: 11-20 hours/week

Tutored others often

Transfer advising: 2+ times/year

Goal: Transfer to university

0.00 0.05 0.10 0.15 0.20 0.25



18Effect on time to graduation

Lessen time    Extend time

Skipping class 
sometimes *

Transfer advising: 
2+ times/year

Met with acad. advisor 
before some terms

Goal: Obtain associate degree

Scholarship: Major source

0 10 20 30 40

Care for dependents: 21-30 hours/week

Commute: 1-5 hours/week

Goal: Obtain or 
update skills

Student loans: 
Major source

Own income: 
Major source

-40 -30 -20 -10 0

* See the Context slides at the end for additional information



19Positive association with GPA

0.07

0.07

0.08

0.08

0.09

0.15

0.15

0.17

0.17

0.23

0.23

0.28

Goal: Obtain or update skills

Asked questions often

Preparing: 11-20 hours/week

Transfer advising: 2+ times/year

Scholarship: Major source

Tutored others sometimes

Tutored others very often

Have done honors course

College support: Some

Tutored others often

College support: Very much

College support: Quite a bit

Mean:  2.87
SD:      .77



20Negative association with GPA

* See the Context slides at the end for additional information

0.09

0.10

0.12

0.13

0.15

0.19

0.22

0.25

0.25

0.28

Financial aid advising often *

Goal: Complete certificate program

Skip class frequently

Student loans: Major source

Come unprepared sometimes

Care for dependents: > 30 hours

Student loans: Minor source

Skip class sometimes

Come unprepared very often

Come unprepared often

Mean:  2.87
SD:      .77



21Student characteristics: Direction of correlation with outcomes

Graduation Transfer First 
Award

Highest 
Award

Transfer

Age ↑ ↑
Female ↑
Asian ↑
Black ↓
Other (non-Hispanic) ↓ ↑
Pell eligible ↓ ↓
HS GPA ↑
ACT score ↑
College GPA ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑
Learning support students ↓ ↓ ↓
Full-time enrollment ↑ ↑ ↑
Promise student ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑

Final GPA
Probability of … Time to …
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- College intent & goals matter for student success.

- Student advising increases likelihood of graduation, transfer & is 

associated with higher grades.

- Class participation is correlated with student outcomes.

- Engaging in HIP increases odds of college success.

- Caring for dependents lowers probability of graduation, transfer &  

is associated with lower grades.

Key takeaways



23

- Connect findings to practice?

- Balance support to advising services?

- Help vulnerable groups?

e.g., in need of frequent fin. aid advising?

- Help students cope with life challenges?

- Improve reporting of student ID’s?

- Address selection bias?

How do we:



Student Engagement and College Outcomes

Additional context slides



While 76% of students aim to transfer to a university, only 40% use transfer advising.

However, TRANSFER ADVISING is consistently correlated with student success.

Complete a certificate 33.8% Academic 88.8%

Obtain an associate 83.1% Financial aid 65.3%

Transfer to university 75.8% Transfer 40.0%

Obtain skills 61.7%

College Intent Use of advising services

Frequent transfer advising:   Higher probability of graduation & transfer

 Reduced time to completion & transfer

 Higher cumulative GPA



Students who NEVER skip classes & skip classes SOMETIMES differ on observable characteristics.

So it is LIKELY they differ on unobservable ones too.

The former, on average,

earn more credits,*

which may explain longer time 

to graduation.

*  The difference is statistically significant:
All students:    t=4.72;   p<.001
Grads only: t=4.17; p<.001

Never
(N = 1,735)

Sometimes
(N = 1,550)

Mean cumulative credits 63.1 58.8

Mean cumul. credits for grads 77.6 73

Average age 24 y.o. 21  y.o.

Goal: Associate 84.7% 81.5%

Goal: Transfer 72.2% 79.6%

Goal: Certificate 36.5% 30.6%

Goal: Skills 65.3% 58.3%

Work: 11-20 hours 14.7% 19.2%

Work: 21-30 hours 19.9% 25.7%

Own income: Major payment 22.8% 18.8%

Scholarship: Major payment 47.9% 53.0%

Skip classes



Students using FINANCIAL AID ADVISING 2-4 times/year are more likely to be Pell-eligible, 

learning-support & first-generation students, which may explain some findings. 

They have lower levels of

high school achievement

than those who use

FA advising less often.

Never 1 time 2-4 times  5+ times Missing

Overall 32.7% 21.7% 30.6% 13.0% 2.0%

Adult 34.6% 20.9% 27.2% 14.9% 2.4%

Promise 32.5% 22.5% 32.2% 11.2% 1.6%

Pell eligible 24.2% 20.8% 35.9% 17.0% 2.1%

Learning support 28.1% 20.7% 32.3% 16.1% 2.8%

First generation 27.8% 21.8% 32.2% 15.7% 2.5%

High school GPA 3.16 3.15 3.10 3.06 2.77

ACT composite 20.5 20.1 19.7 19.2 18.8
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