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Abstract

The Expanding Role of College Student Surveys and Institutional Research (IR)
in U.S. Higher Education

Jillian Kinzie, PhD

Since the 1980s, U.S. colleges and universities have been under increased pressure to demonstrate accountability
and assessment for student learning and educational effectiveness. A proliferation of national surveys of institutional
quality has emerged in response to these demands. Many colleges and universities employ surveys of student
experiences and self-reports of their learning and personal development to gain insight into the quality of the
undergraduate experience. Since 2000, the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) — composed of about
70 items that assess the extent to which students devote time and energy to educationally purposeful activities — has
been widely used by about 1000 different four-year institutions to provide process indicators, or measures of the
overall quality of the student experience. Such surveys have become one of the most common activities in
institutional research. Offices of institutional research developed in many U.S. colleges and universities as early as
the mid 1950s to respond to calls for public accountability for institutions’ functions and performance. Although
institutional research activities continue to expand, the role generally encompasses research conducted within an
institution of higher education in order to provide information to support planning, policy formation, and decision
making. Today, institutional researchers play a vital role in accounting for results to inform campus planning and

institutional improvement initiatives and demonstrate effectiveness
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