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Faculty Forum
From the Faculty Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning

The results of the 2007 National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE,
pronounced "Nessie") are in, and your students gave Western high marks on all five of the
benchmark measures. In many cases, we exceeded similar measures for our Carnegie peers
and the national average for more than 500 participating colleges and universities. What
does this mean to you and why should you care about our NSSE results? The NSSE is an
attempt to reintroduce the idea that colleges and universities should be judged by how well
and to what extent our students engage in activities that we know contribute to learning
and development. This is a relatively rare notion in higher education today with university
systems, state legislatures, and state and federal bureaucracies all demanding
accountability on the one hand but proposing measures that are, at best, indirect reflections
of institutional quality on the other.

The tax-paying public and a variety of college and university constituents are
demanding more information on institutional quality and performance, but how we
conceptualize quality among our colleges and universities is shifting away from the
triumvirate notions of institutional wealth, selectivity, and prestige to that of an
institution's actual contribution to student learning and development. Examples abound
that reflect this shift. Regional accrediting agencies have moved en masse to affirm the
primacy of student learning in their standards over that of traditional institutional inputs.
University presidents and chancellors are publicly questioning the value and validity of
high-stakes ranking schemes such as the annual U.S. News & World Report college
rankings guide. And, in 2006, the U.S. Secretary of Education convened a national
Commission on the Future of Higher Education with the explicit charge to consider how
best to ensure that our colleges and universities are graduating students that are well
prepared to fulfill future workforce needs. A prominent recommendation from this group
was for more transparent mechanisms for colleges and universities to report on student
learning.

In this context, many institutions have sought standardized measures that will allow
comparisons between institutions as well as a meaningful measure that can be used within
institutions to guide programming and services. Enter the National Survey of Student
Engagement, organized conceptually around five benchmarks of effective educational
practice:

1. level of academic challenge
2. active and collaborative learning



3. student-faculty interaction
4. enriching educational experiences
5. supportive campus environment

The survey is administered to first-year and senior students only, representing points of
entry and exit from our institutions.

WCD participated in NSSE in 2001,2004,2006, and 2007. The early
administrations indicated we were performing fairly well in most benchmarks, but anemic
response rates and a general lack of interest resulted in little use of the results at an
institutional level. In 2006, however, WCD's NSSE results came to the attention of the
campus committee charged with developing our Quality Enhancement Plan. WCD's NSSE
results figured prominently in the identification of areas in which we could have a
significant impact. In 2007, a concerted effort to advertise the survey among students
resulted in a significant increase in our response rate, which increased our confidence in
the representative nature of the NSSE results for WCD.

The table below provides you a quick comparison ofWCD benchmark scores relative to
our Carnegie peers and that of the total 2007 NSSE cohort.

Total
NSSE

Benchmark WCU Peers 2007
Level of Academic Challenge 52.6 49.7 51.7

""T1
Active & Collaborative Learning 48.1 41.4 41.2;;j"•..•.
Student-Faculty Interaction 40.2 33.8 32.8-<

CD Enriching Educational Experiences 28.4 25.4 27.1Q)...,
Supportive Campus Environment 62.0 59.7 59.8

Level of Academic Challenge 55.7 54.4 55.6
CJ) Active & Collaborative Learning 54.7 51.9 50.1
CD

Student-Faculty Interaction 46.7 42.8 41.2::l
ci"..., Enriching Educational Experiences 39.8 37.9 39.9

Supportive Campus Environment 58.3 58.0 56.9

As you can see, WCD scored as well as and, in most cases, better than our peers
and the national cohort on all the benchmarks for both first year and senior students. Of
particular note is how well WCD scored on the two benchmark categories most attributable
to faculty: Active and Collaborative Learning, and Student-Faculty Interaction. Indeed,
these scores qualify WCD as a strong national performer in these benchmark categories.
And, that is something every faculty member on this campus should care about and of
which all can be proud.
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WCU on iTunes U 
 
 You may not have noticed them at first. They were introduced just a few weeks after 
September 11, 2001. Only a few hundred thousand were sold that first year. But even now with 
monthly sales in the millions, you still have to look closely to find them—they are usually tucked 
away in a pocket. However, there is always the telltale sign: those little white earbuds. It’s the 
iPod.  
 
 Apple’s iPod wasn’t the first portable music device; it wasn’t even the first MP3 player. 
It was, however, the one that changed the music industry. And, today, it is poised to help change 
the face, or at least the ears, of education. How can those little white earbuds change education? 
With the help of a technology called podcasting. 
 
 In 2005 “Podcast” was named the word of the year by The New Oxford American 
Dictionary. The term podcast is a combination of iPod and broadcast. Podcasting is the process 
of delivering an audio or video file over the internet via a subscription model. You merely 
subscribe to the feed, and when a new podcast is available it is automatically downloaded to your 
computer. In June 2005 Apple began to list podcasts inside of the iTunes Music Store, and 
iTunes soon became one of the most popular tools for subscribing to podcasts. Podcast files can 
be audio, enhanced audio (which is audio with embedded graphics), chapters and web links, or 
video.  
 
 There are many ways you could use podcasting in your course. I will give you some 
examples and I hope that you will come up with some more on your own. 
 
Record your lecture during class. This is the most basic use of podcasting for a college course. 
You just record your regular lecture and post it as a podcast for your students to download and 
review outside of class time. This gives your students the ability to go back and listen to what 
you said in class again, allowing them to focus on what you are saying, as opposed to trying to 
write everything down on the first try. Recording in the classroom also has the benefit of being 
able to capture any class discussion that might take place. Digital voice recorders are available 
for checkout from the Hunter Library Circulation Desk. 
 
Record your lecture before class. Take the time to record your lecture in your office before 
class. Your students can download the podcast and listen to it before your class begins. During 
your face to face class time, you can have a more meaningful and insightful discussion about the 
lecture material because your students have had time to think about the content. Recording can 
be done on your office or home computer using a simple USB microphone. 



Give a virtual tour. If you have been to museums lately, you may have taken an audio tour. You 
are given a device with pre-recorded audio. You walk around the exhibit in the museum and 
listen to the audio that accompanies the different displays. By using the enhanced podcast, you 
can record your audio and include pictures that are viewable on either a computer or an iPod. 
You don’t need to limit your tour to an art exhibition or other museum display; you could just as 
easily give a tour of the human body for an anatomy class or a walkthrough of a construction site 
for an engineering course. 
 
Digital Papers. Have your students create a video or enhanced podcast instead of writing an 
essay or paper. They will have to complete the same research and be able to tell an engaging 
story. They can then share the file with other students in the class and with their parents and 
friends. 
 
 Podcasting is being embraced at universities around the country using these and other 
scenarios. Students at the University of Michigan Dental School took it upon themselves, with 
the permission of the faculty, to record and then post the class lectures for further review. It is 
even beginning to catch on at WCU; there are faculty in every college creating podcasts for their 
students. How are we handling these podcasts? With a little more help from Apple.  
 
 In 2004 Apple began a pilot program with six universities to test a customized version of 
the popular iTunes Music Store geared towards the distribution of educational podcasts. This 
program grew into iTunes U and was made public in 2006. iTunes U is accessed using the 
popular iTunes software which works on both Windows and Macintosh. You can download 
podcasts for free from Universities such as Stanford, UC Berkley, MIT, Duke and many others 
by clicking on the iTunes U link inside the iTunes Music store. While you are there, be sure to 
check out all of the free content that is available in the Podcast section as well. 
 
 WCU applied for our own custom iTunes U site and we finished implementation during 
Spring of 2007. By the end of the Fall 2007 semester, there were over 620 podcast files in more 
than 60 courses available for download from WCU faculty. In fact, we had nearly 10,000 unique 
downloads during the Fall semester. Login to WCU on iTunes U by visiting 
http://itunes.wcu.edu and see what your colleagues are already creating.  
 
 If you would like to create a podcast for your course or would like a class setup in iTunes 
U, please contact me or Laura Chapman at the Coulter Faculty Center. We will create your 
accounts and help teach you the most effective methods for delivering your content to your 
students. I also invite you to join in a conversation on creating a Digital Campus, by visiting 
http://wiki2.wcu.edu/groups/digitalcampus.  
 
Neil Torda, Coulter Faculty Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning 
 
 
The opinions printed here belong solely to the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
opinions of the editorial staff or of the Faculty Center. If you would like to respond, e-mail Terry 
Nienhuis by the 20th of the month. Your responses will be published with the next issue of The 
Faculty Forum. 
















