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This document outlines a rationale and strategy for implementing an integrated 
panel of data collection processes across the “life cycle” of our students.  Beginning 
in 2014-15, this comprehensive assessment framework will help us glean 
information about students’ motivations (plans), engagement (experiences), and 
reflections (satisfaction) which will better support institutional decision-making.  
This approach is one means of realizing the aspect of the Judicious Stewardship 
aspiration of Pro Futuris that Baylor will be characterized by “further integrating 
assessment into the decision-making processes of the university.” 
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Context 
Student-centered, data-driven decision-making has become embedded in the ethos of Baylor 
University.  One of the means of supporting this ethos is a commitment to soliciting input from 
its students in a manner that enables the institution’s decision-makers to evaluate and improve 
the effectiveness of our curricular and co-curricular programs.  As part of this commitment to 
continuous improvement we rely, in part, on what we learn from our students to better 
understand educational outcomes throughout students’ personal and intellectual journey through 
the university, to examine the learning environments that support those outcomes, and to gauge 
the degree to which students avail themselves of the resources at their disposal during their 
tenure on campus.  Deepening our knowledge and understanding of these factors will help us 
better realize our commitment to our students, faculty, staff, and alumni. 
 
While enhancing student learning and engagement is the primary focus of institutional survey 
research and analysis, the University must also be mindful of our responsibilities to external 
agencies.  The past two decades have seen a near continuous escalation of demands of higher 
education for more accountability, with a particular focus on far more transparent evidence of 
educational outcomes.  These demands have been voiced in a multiplicity of forms by federal, 
state, and local government officials; by accrediting agencies; by current and prospective 
students and their parents; as well as by the employers of our graduates, among others.   
 
There is no reason to position internal assessment and external accountability as separate 
processes.  Timely and appropriate internal assessment data should transition seamlessly into 
external accountability metrics.  At Baylor we already have elements of such a model.  In recent 
years the University has earnestly endeavored to respond to external demands, but far more 
importantly, has invested significant resources and effort to fuel a fundamental desire to be an 
institution that facilitates continuous improvement by means of evidence-based assessment and 
decision-making.  The presupposition is that Baylor must be engaged in such endeavors 
principally to do what is in the best interests of fulfilling its mission to “educate men and women 
for worldwide leadership and service by integrating academic excellence and Christian 
commitment within a caring community,” and then, as a complementary rather than additive 
outgrowth, be responsive to external needs. 
 
As Baylor has strived to improve its understanding of factors that support and/or impede student 
success, we have administered a host of student surveys.  These studies have sought to highlight 
where the institution is succeeding in its efforts and, more importantly, to suggest areas where 
there is room for improvement.  Some of these surveys have been “home grown” at Baylor.  
Others were instruments designed by leading scholars and administered nationally1 that carried 
with them the promise of normative data from relevant Baylor comparators to help us better 
understand what our own students tell us. 
 
Although our intent to enhance data-driven decision-making is laudable, our current practices in 
surveying our students encourages an uncoordinated approach, which negatively impacts 

                                                
1 Examples include the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) survey of entering students by the 
Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at UCLA; the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)  of 
enrolled students by the Center for Postsecondary Research (CPR) in the Indiana University School of Education; 
and the ACUHO-EBI Residence Life Assessment. 
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response-rates to institutional surveys.  We have been experiencing declining response rates to 
our surveys, which in turn means the accumulated “results” of these efforts are difficult, if not 
nearly impossible, to extrapolate to inform decision-making.  Baylor is certainly not unique 
among higher education institutions in experiencing this phenomenon  (Porter & Whitcomb, 
2004), commonly called “survey fatigue” (Porter, Whitcomb & Weitzer, 2004).  As but one 
example, Table 1 displays the pattern of declining response rates in Baylor’s participation in the 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) between 2010 and 2013.  Note in particular the 
sharp decline in the first-year students’ response rate for Spring 2013.  It is difficult to know 
exactly what precipitated this drop, but we do know that all first-year students were also 
requested to complete a follow-up MAP-Works survey during this semester and it seems 
reasonable to conjecture that may have been a contributing factor.  Hence, based on our own 
declining response rates, similar reports at comparator institutions, and what is being reported in 
the survey research literature, Baylor’s general lack of survey coordination, in combination with 
an explosion of non-Baylor generated requests, certainly seems to have overburdened our 
students.   
 

Table 1.  NSSE Response Rates at Baylor 
 

 Response Rate 
Overall First-year Students Seniors 

Spring 2010 41% 43% 38% 
Spring 2011 37% 38% 36% 
Spring 2012 35% 36% 34% 
Spring 2013 22% 17% 27% 

 
Even when response rates cross a minimum threshold to allow for reasonable examination and 
aggregation, the results from the various individual efforts rarely permit meaningful longitudinal 
analysis of specific cohorts of students.  The various forms of instrumentation we have been 
using to query entering students do not easily correlate with those we employ with enrolled 
students, nor with those who are near graduation, let alone with the vast stores of other 
institutionally held student data.  Hence, our ability to monitor progress or trends over time is 
greatly impeded. 
 
Despite investments by the University in national benchmarking studies – conservatively 
estimated at approximately $11,000 per year over the previous three fiscal years just for such 
surveys that are administered through the Office of Institutional Research & Testing (see 
Table 2) – the data we have collected from these efforts has provided surprisingly limited useful 
information for shaping institutional decisions.  The promise of normative comparator data is, in 
part, compromised by declining response rates.  In addition, the promise of normative 
comparator data from these national benchmark studies has proven to be a myth.  Without a 
purposefully organized consortium of institutions that serve as relevant comparators for Baylor, 
and which all agree to administer the same instruments on the same schedule we are unable to 
realize the potential benefits of benchmarking studies.  Absent such coordinated effort, 
institutions independently ebb and flow in the periodicity with which they partake of the 
administration of nationally administered surveys.  This has made it essentially impossible for 
Baylor to identify a consistent group of comparators over time in any of the nationally 
administered surveys in which we have participated during the last decade.  For example, NSSE 
permits participating institutions to identify “peer comparison groups” of at least six institutions 
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from among those who have administered the survey in a particular year.  As Table 3 depicts, 
over the three most recent administrations of NSSE in which Baylor has participated only BYU 
has always been available as a comparator. 
 

Table 2.  Direct Cost of Baylor’s Participation in National Benchmark Surveys, FY 2011 – FY 2013 
 

  FY 2011 FY 2012 FY 2013 

HERI/CIRP Freshman Survey $3,385   $2,101 
Beginning College Survey of 
Student Engagement (BCSSE)   $3,075   
National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE) $7,800 $7,500 $7,950 

TOTAL $11,185 $10,575 $10,051 
 
 

Table 3.  Baylor’s Selected NSSE Comparators 
 

2011 2012 2013 
Abilene Christian Brigham Young University Boston College 
Brigham Young University Catholic University Brigham Young University 
Catholic University Emory University Northeastern University 
DePaul University Oklahoma State University Texas Christian University 
Drexel University Syracuse University Texas Tech University 
Houston Baptist University Texas Tech University University of West Virginia 
Saint Louis University   
Seton Hall University   
St. Edwards University   
Tulane University   
University of San Francisco   
 
This combination of student-survey fatigue, low response rates, and disjointed results has led to 
an increasing inability to transform the data we have available into useful information.  This is 
the antithesis of judicious stewardship. 
 
 

The Proposal 
 
As a means of building a more robust and effectual store of information, we recommend that 
beginning with the 2014-15 academic year, Baylor deploy an integrated panel of data collection 
processes across the “life cycle” of our students in order to glean from them data about their 
motivations (plans), engagement (experiences), and reflections (satisfaction) as a means to 
generate information to contextualize institutional decision-making.  Figure 1 summarizes our 
recommended approach which is described in detail below. 
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Figure 1.  Overarching Framework 
 Primary Topics of Investigation / Content Areas 

(A) (B) (C) (D) (E) (F) (G) 

Target Group Academics 
Faculty 

Interactions Co-Curricular 

Faith 
& 

Practice 

Social & 
Emotional 

Balance 
Embracing 
Diversity 

Financing 
a Baylor 

Education 

Entering Students        

Enrolled Students        

Graduating Students        

Alumni        

 
By an “integrated panel of data collection processes” we envision a purposely selected panel of 
surveys, and other methodologies, that: 
• Allows for meaningful longitudinal analysis across instruments for specific cohorts of 

students – which in part means asking the very same questions, utilizing identical language, 
at multiple points in time; 

• Provides trend data for critical institutional indicators or measures of progress, both within 
and across student cohorts; 

• Reduces duplication of institutional effort; and 
• Explicitly respects the time and effort of our respondents in providing this information. 

 
By “life cycle” we mean capturing information from students during four key periods of their 
involvement with Baylor, denoted as the “Target Groups” in the first column of Figure 1:  
• Entering Students – The focus here is on baseline information gathered from students at or 

near matriculation.  This would include questions about their plans and expectations.  It 
would also help us better understand their academic preparation prior to their arrival at 
Baylor.  Another component would be diagnostic information to help us better understand 
how they are making the transition to life at Baylor, and simultaneously afford us 
opportunities to more effectively intervene with those who would benefit from appropriate 
intervention. 

• Enrolled Students – Information that we would collect from students during various 
periods of their enrollment – in their first-year, second-year, third-year, etc.  The main focus 
here will be formative assessment.   

• Graduating Students – While a major focus of this season of information gathering will be 
encouraging students to reflect and summatively evaluate what has transpired during their 
tenure at Baylor, we will also be keenly interested in their plans for employment and/or 
further study following graduation.  

• Alumni – The primary focus of this season of information gathering will be retrospective 
evaluation of the role their time at Baylor had in preparing them for what they are doing 
five, ten, or more years post-graduation.  That said, we will also utilize these data gathering 
efforts to better understand if, how, and why they continue to interact with their alma mater. 

 
Correspondingly, we envision gathering information, at each stage of the life-cycle, about seven 
primary topics of investigation or content areas: 
• Academics – Examining the academic capabilities, skills, experiences, and performance 

that students bring with them to Baylor, cultivate during their period of enrollment, and 
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utilize after their graduation.  These will be designed to address both engagement and 
disengagement.  

• Faculty Interactions – The frequency, means, and efficacy of student interactions with 
faculty. 

• Co-curricular – How Student Life programs contribute to holistic student development, 
with regard to building community, understanding calling, developing a sense of wholeness, 
and cultivating global citizenship.  

• Faith & Practice – The impact of students’ religious beliefs and practices on their 
collegiate experiences and personal development – academically, socially, and spiritually. 

• Social & Emotional Balance – The ways students cope with and manage various stressors 
during the collegiate experience, including the extent to which students’ social and 
emotional experiences support their college-based activities or present obstacles to their 
academic progress and personal growth.   

• Embracing Diversity – The extent to and manner in which students seek out and interact 
with those different from themselves – e.g., racially, ethnically, religiously, politically, 
socio-economically, culturally, etc. 

• Financing a Baylor Education – Knowledge and utilization of various options for funding 
their Baylor education including savings, scholarships, grants, loans, and employment.  The 
implications of these financial realities on students’ ability to progress in their chosen 
programs of study, as well as on the academic, co-curricular, and career choices they make 
while at Baylor and after graduation. 

 
We recognize that the categories described above are not mutually exclusive.  There is, and 
indeed should be, some overlap in our comprehensive approach to educating men and women for 
world-wide leadership and service.  The proposed framework is designed as a tool to help the 
university better understand achievements as well as areas for improvement among the various 
facets of the student experience. 
 
By “contextualizing institutional decision-making” we mean that: 
• It is not enough to collect data, or even to analyze and compile results.  Rather, data must be 

transformed into information and used to inform decision-making and improve our 
operations, as well as to assist in planning and developing new or revised programs, 
initiatives, etc. 

• This must be an intentionally relational exercise between the university and the student 
body.  We will need to share the aggregated results of these data collection efforts with 
those who have provided the raw data.  We will also need to be clear about when and how 
this information is brought to bear on decision-making processes.  Doing both may be a key 
element, over time, in increasing a willingness among our students to invest the time to 
participate in these data collection activities. 

 
 

Instrumentation and Periodicity 
We examined a number of national and institution-specific surveys, as well as peer-reviewed 
literature, to identify best practices and instrumentation for collecting data from students.  
Instruments and their individual items were reviewed initially to see if they fit into the 
overarching framework described above, and depicted in Figure 1 (p. 5).  Additionally, potential 
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items were examined to determine if they were a “fit” for four additional criteria:  brevity, 
objectivity, simplicity, and specificity. 
 
This examination, in combination with what we’ve learned from Baylor’s prior experience with 
several national surveys, led us to the conclusion that in order to have a truly integrated panel of 
data collection processes that would allow for meaningful longitudinal analysis across students’ 
“life cycle,” the current crop of national benchmark surveys are not a particularly good 
investment.  Our conclusion is that it would be most efficacious to build such a panel of 
instruments that is anchored on, but expands, the MAP-Works survey the university began to 
administer to entering students in Fall of 2012. 
 
In determining how often to optimally administer the various proposed institutional surveys, 
described in more detail below, several critical questions were taken into consideration:  
 
• Is it necessary to administer a particular survey on an annual basis?  In the vast 

majority of instances we believe this is overkill because (a) most of the information gathered 
is unlikely to change in a dramatic fashion in such a short period of time, and (b) annual 
collections do not allow for time to digest the results, consider their implications, and then 
implement improvements before the next round of data collection to see if the changes have 
had any effect.  The two exceptions to this, in our view, are (a) the MAP-Works survey of 
entering students which is needed as a means to monitor student’s transition to Baylor as a 
tool to indicate appropriate interventions, as well as to collect baseline information that can 
be utilized for the purpose of longitudinal analysis in conjunction with the results of 
succeeding surveys, and (b) the Post-Graduation Plans survey which should be administered 
to all prospective graduates prior to each commencement.  

• How often can we reasonably expect to ask students to respond to surveys?  We’ve 
earlier noted the reality of “survey fatigue” and its implications.  If we hope to attract 
reasonable response rates to inform institutional decision-making, and allow for longitudinal 
analysis of specific cohorts of students, we have to learn to be more judicious in how often 
we request students to invest their time to give us thoughtful feedback.  We will discuss this 
more fully beginning on page 11, but suffice it to say at this point that we propose limiting 
institutional surveying of students to approximately 120 minutes per year per student. 

• Are “representative samples” rather than “full population” surveys feasible?  Again, as 
a means of responding to “survey fatigue” we believe we will need to default to “samples” 
except for those surveys that constitute the principal components of the longitudinal analysis 
of specific cohorts of students.  We envision these to include: MAP-Works for Entering 
Students, the Enrolled Student Survey, the Senior Survey, the Post-Graduation Plans 
Survey, and the Alumni Survey. 

 
With these considerations in mind, Figure 2 depicts what is proposed for the next five academic 
years.  In addition to the instruments that will constitute the principal components of longitudinal 
analyses of specific cohorts we have also included in this table several of the surveys in the 
Student Life Assessment Plan as a means of better depicting the general volume of surveying of 
students by the institution.  Note, however, that even this depiction severely understates both the 
current reality and what will be reasonable to expect going forward.  Please see Appendix A (p. 
17) for a more encompassing sense of the Student Life Assessment Plan.  To ease interpretation, 
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the information is color-coded with each color representing the target group.  Population surveys 
are displayed in BOLD-SMALL-CAPS and surveys that will utilize stratified random samples are 
displayed in italics.   Note that with the exception of the MAP-Works and Post-Graduation Plans 
surveys all others are recommended to be administered on a three-year cycle. 

 
Figure 2.  Proposed Survey Schedule 

 
 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 
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POST-GRAD. 
PLANS 

 
 
ENROLLED 
STUDENTS 
 
POST-GRAD. 
PLANS 

Core Drug & 
Alcohol 
 
Student & 
Greek Orgs. 
POST-GRAD. 
PLANS 

 
 
 
SENIOR 
 
POST-GRAD. 
PLANS 

 
 
ENROLLED 
STUDENTS 
 
POST-GRAD. 
PLANS 

Core Drug & 
Alcohol 
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Greek Orgs.  
POST-GRAD. 
PLANS 

 
Key: Green: Entering Students BOLD-SMALL CAPS: POPULATION SURVEYS 
 Brown: Enrolled Students Italics: Stratified Random Sample Surveys 
 Blue: Graduating Students 
 Purple: Alumni 
 
• MAP-Works Survey of Entering Students –MAP-Works is a hosted student success 

platform that is designed to impact success and retention of students by identifying at risk 
students early in the term.  A critical component of the platform is a survey that consists of 
200 items arranged in modules, with some modules being optional.  For example there is a 
Fraternity/Sorority Member Module that is optional.  Hence, students are not expected to 
answer all 200 items.  After examining the MAP-Works survey to ascertain whether it fit 
into our proposed framework (see Figure 1, page 5) it was determined that either 
supplemental questions or a brief additional survey will be needed to address the Faith and 
Practice, Embracing Diversity and Faculty Interactions primary topics of 
investigation/content areas. We envision a maximum of 15 supplementary items addressing 
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these areas.  The MAP-Works survey should be administered each fall semester to all 
incoming students.2     

• Enrolled Student Survey – This survey will be designed to tap into students’ experiences 
relating to their academic and social engagement.  We envision a survey consisting of 60-70 
items centered on the seven primary topics outlined in our aforementioned overarching 
framework.  The Enrolled Student Survey will be administered to all enrolled 
undergraduates during the Spring semester once every three years.   

• Senior Survey – The Senior Survey will ask seniors to reflect on their involvement in 
campus activities, satisfaction with the undergraduate experience, and gains in knowledge 
and abilities during their tenure at Baylor.  We envision an instrument with 60-70 items 
centered on their reflections as it relates to the seven primary topics of investigation.  The 
Senior Survey will be administered during the Spring semester once every three years.   

• Post-Graduation Plans Survey – Currently, graduating students are separately surveyed by 
more than a dozen different entities at Baylor, including Career and Professional 
Development (CPD), the Graduate School, the Honors College, the Baylor Interdisciplinary 
Core (BIC), Social Work, Psychology, Philosophy, and Biology.  We are currently at work 
integrating these various surveys into a single instrument that we believe can meet the needs 
of all parties while simultaneously being more respectful of our graduating students.  We 
envision a brief (18 question maximum) instrument consisting of three parts: (1) a section 
that captures a core set of information about post-graduation plans, (2) discipline/field 
specific information (depending on a respondent’s major or majors), and (3) feedback about 
engagement with the Office of Career & Professional Development.  The instrument would 
be administered prior to each commencement, with a 90-day follow-up to gather 
information from both non-respondents and those indicating on the initial survey that they 
were still seeking employment. 

• Alumni Survey – The Alumni Survey will query alumni about their current activities and 
perceptions of Baylor University on the seven primary topics of investigation. We envision 
an instrument with 60-70 items centered on their reflections while they were Baylor 
Students.  The Alumni Survey will be administered during the Fall semester once every 
three years to graduates 5-, 10, and/or 15-years after earning their degrees.   

 
 

Practical Matters Related to the Administration of Institutional Surveys 
 

Confidential vs. Anonymous Surveys 
 
Whether to conduct survey research as “anonymous” or “confidential” is occasionally a vexing 
issue.  In fact, there are sound arguments for conducting both types of research. 
 
In some instances complete anonymity is absolutely imperative, and researchers will sacrifice 
knowing certain particulars about the respondents of a survey in order to collect the data needed.  
For example, the Core Drug and Alcohol Survey administered by the Core Institute at Southern 
Illinois University at Carbondale, which “assesses the nature, scope, and consequences of 
                                                
2 Administration to all sophomores in the fall semester was attempted in Fall 2013, but yielded only a 15.2% 
response rate.  This compares to response rates for in-coming freshmen and new transfer students of 79.7% in Fall 
2012 (the inaugural administration) and 87.5% in Fall 2013. 
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alcohol and other drug use on college campuses” as well as “students' attitudes, perceptions, and 
opinions about alcohol and drugs”3 utilizes an anonymous survey administration because of its 
focus on “risky behaviors” about which respondents may otherwise be reluctant to participate.   
 
In most situations, however, the benefit of being able to link responses from one survey to those 
from another completed at an earlier (or later) date, as well as with other institutionally held data 
associated with a particular individual, makes it just as imperative to know who the actual 
respondent is that provided a particular set of responses.  Indeed, the ability to carry out 
longitudinal analysis necessitates “confidentiality” rather than “anonymity.” 
 
We fully understand that some individual recipients of a survey will find particular questions 
perplexing, difficult to answer, or potentially offensive.  That is one reason why response rates to 
surveys rarely approach 100%.  This is why we need to be very clear that responding to Baylor 
surveys is entirely voluntary.  For those who find particular questions, or the tenor of an entire 
survey objectionable – as well as how they think we “might” end up using the data – the option 
of simply not responding to these questions, or all of a particular survey, should be fully 
operative.  In addition, participants must be explicitly notified that the information collected will 
be absolutely confidential, analysis will be carried out in an aggregated fashion, and no reference 
to individually identifiable data will be made in any written or oral reports.  
 
Hence, it is our intention that Baylor will conduct these data collection exercises confidentially, 
except in rare cases where the content of a particular survey might require anonymity in order to 
attract a meaningful response.   
 
On-line vs. Paper & Pencil Survey Administration 
 
Web-based surveys have proven to be more cost-effective, as well as less time-consuming than 
the traditional paper-and-pencil method of surveying.  With the university-wide site license to 
Qualtrics, this is the preferred method of survey administration. 
 
Analysis of Subpopulations 
 
Numerous studies have identified that social, cultural, and economic capital impact student 
learning and engagement and ultimately retention (Wells, 2008; Strayhorn, 2010).  First-
generation students, minority students, those from low socio-economic backgrounds and transfer 
students are more likely to withdraw from university than majority student populations.  Yet on 
many campuses across North America, it is still commonplace to examine and report only 
aggregated data, effectively silencing differences in student experiences.  This perpetuates a 
cycle of privileging the needs and preferences of majority students while simultaneously 
marginalizing minority populations (Strayhorn, 2010).  While this process of examining and 
using data is often subconscious, the potential consequences for our students are significant and 
the practice limits the ability of institutions to increase their overall retention rates and the 
educational enrichment of all students.  
 
                                                
3 http://core.siu.edu/surveys.html 
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The human, social, and cultural capital necessary for success at selective private institutions may 
be more prevalent among the Baylor majority population, a group of students who are not first 
generation college attendees, comparatively more affluent, and non-minority.  It is important to 
contrast this group of students with groups of students who represent traditionally 
underrepresented populations to understand the impact of each compounding stressor on college 
adjustment and eventually retention. Students not of the majority population may possess 
cultural and social capital that differs markedly from the social and cultural capital necessary for 
navigating a predominantly white, private, four-year university (Strayhorn, 2010).   
 
We propose that in the course of analyzing information we gather from our students that we 
routinely disaggregate data, whenever practical, to unpack how curricular and co-curricular 
experiences at Baylor impact student learning and engagement among diverse groups of 
students.  Doing so will provide a critical means of more effectively contextualizing decision-
making.  Building on best practices from the research literature (Pieterse & Carter, 2007; 
Neblett, Philip, Cogburn, & Sellers, 2006; Strayhorn, 2010; Hurtado & Carter, 1997) we 
recommend disaggregating large datasets into the following six groups – which are mutually-
exclusive if prioritized in this order: 

 
• Transfer: students who to transfer to Baylor from another post-secondary institution. 
• Intersection: students who identify as minority, AND first-generation, AND exhibit high 

financial need (see below).  
• Financial need: students who are in the lowest quartile for expected family contribution.  
• Minority students: students who identify as a racialized minority. 
• First-generation: where neither parent has attended college 
• Majority: white students who are not first-generation or from low socio-economic families. 

 
Combating Survey-Fatigue 
 
As was discussed earlier, we are conscious that our students are bombarded with requests to 
volunteer their time to supply information.  The vast majority of these requests come from non-
institutional sources.  However, Baylor also contributes to this volume in substantive ways.  This 
leads to survey fatigue, which in turn leads to diminished response rates and aggregated results 
from which generalizable information is difficult to derive.  If we want our students to know that 
participating in an institutional study is important, we need to limit our number of requests.  Our 
students know that not everything can be important.  Therefore, as an institution we must learn to 
be more selective in our requests and to be sensitive to both institutional and unit-level priorities.  
 
While it may not be wise to set a firm policy that absolutely limits the amount of institutional 
surveying of our students – be that by the various units of the university’s administration, the 
faculty, or other students – we believe that judicious stewardship includes respecting our students 
time and energy.  Therefore, we should strive for a practice of limiting the amount of surveying 
to approximately 120 minutes per year per student.  Put another way, an individual student 
should be asked (by the “university,” construed broadly) to complete no more than three, 20-
minute surveys, per semester.   
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Practically enforcing this will require “gatekeeping,” and there are working models from other 
institutions that Baylor could emulate.  The recommended “Student Survey Policy” below is 
adapted from one used at Duke University, 4 which has an unadvertised practice of limiting 
student surveying to 120 minutes per year.  
 

Policy Rationale.  Students are frequent targets for surveys administered by parties ranging 
from outside agencies to faculty conducting research to fellow students running opinion 
polls.  While individually most of these surveys serve valid research or administrative 
purposes, in the aggregate they take time away from core academic endeavors and cause 
“survey fatigue,” eroding survey response rates and reducing the validity of results. Lack of 
coordination in the past has resulted in multiple/similar surveys being fielded simultaneously 
to the same students, creating confusion and frustration for survey administrators and 
respondents alike. Survey fatigue is a particular danger for members of groups which need to 
be "oversampled" (in the technical statistical sense) to make sure of a valid survey sample 
size for that group. 
 
Procedures and Guidelines. For surveys proposed to be administered to more than 100 
students, a Survey Proposal Form (to be developed) should be submitted to the (yet to be 
established) University Survey Coordination Committee (USCC) for review.  Such requests 
will be evaluated in terms of the following guidelines: 
 
• All requests for samples for purposes of generalizable research and publication 

(including conference presentations) must conform to the guidelines of the Baylor 
University Committee for Protection of Human Subjects in Research – the official 
university Institutional Review Board (IRB) – and will be referred to the IRB if their 
approval has not yet been granted.  Survey participant lists will not be released prior to 
IRB approval in such cases.  Subsequent survey policy requirements still apply as well. 

• Group-email advance letters, survey invitations, and non-respondent follow-ups must 
conform to the Technology Systems Usage Policy (BU-PP 025), as well as the 
Qualtrics Terms of Use Statement. 

• Surveys should normally be administered to the smallest number of respondents 
necessary to achieve a high likelihood of statistical validity, taking response rate 
assumptions based on recent experience into consideration. 

• All requests for samples should include procedures to maintain confidentiality of survey 
respondents, to make clear to survey recipients that they are free not to participate, and 
to give survey respondents the opportunity to see the research results (basic human 
subjects research considerations). 

• Larger surveys, defined as requiring samples of more than 300 students, should be 
submitted for consideration at least three months prior to proposed administration to 
allow time for survey samples to be coordinated with other contemporaneous 
surveys.  Such coordination will be implemented by selecting prospective respondents 
who have not yet been included in other surveys' samples, to the extent possible.   

 
Decisions of the USCC may be appealed to the Vice Provost for Institutional Effectiveness. 

                                                
4 http://ir.provost.duke.edu/surveys/policy.html  
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Exclusions.  The following very common survey types do not need to be submitted for review 
and approval: 

 
• Survey instruments designed to evaluate specific programs or services by contacting 

program participants or service users in-person at the conclusion of the program or 
service.  

• Class projects surveying students only within that class. 
• Surveys to fewer than 100 students. 

 
Incentives 
The decline in the participation of Baylor students in university-wide assessment/data-collection 
exercises over the past several years poses challenges for the institution as it strives to make 
evidence-based decisions.  Declining response rates are a national phenomenon that has been 
acutely experienced at Baylor (see for example, Table 1, p. 3).  On our campus, response rates to 
institutional surveys are frequently so low that it significantly limits the university’s ability to 
draw upon this data for policymaking.  For example, participation in the National Survey of 
Student Engagement (NSSE) declined from 41% in 2010 (incentives were offered) to 22% in 
2013 (no incentives offered). 
 
To address this issue, many institutions across the nation are offering incentives to encourage a 
larger and more diverse response rate.  Research supports “the notion that incentives actually 
improve the quality of data, in that respondents are more likely to produce greater accuracy and 
have a lower level of item nonresponse” (Martin and Loes, 2010, p. 20). More specifically, 
research has suggested that unconditional incentives (of approximately $10) significantly 
reduced survey attrition, regardless of respondent characteristics.  Similarly, small incentives 
with a greater number of recipients appear to be effective in raising response rates in web-based 
surveys (Martin and Loes, 2010). 
 
Evidence-based decision-making aligns with our Pro Futuris aspiration of judicious stewardship.  
Providing an opportunity for our students to have a collective voice that informs decision-
making at Baylor seems a natural corollary.  Hence, finding ways to increase both the number of 
student respondents and the diversity of students participating in institutional data collection 
efforts is critical to Baylor’s continuous improvement efforts.   
 
Over the summer, we examined how comparator institutions use incentives to support 
institutional survey research on their campuses.  Emails were sent to a variety of institutions to 
determine their policies and practices on the use of incentives.  Information was also gathered 
from a webinar entitled “Strategies for Increasing Response Rates.”5  As we explored how other 
universities utilize incentives, three questions guided our inquiry: 
• What types of incentives are offered? 

                                                
5 Pickett, S. H. (2013, July 16). Strategies for increasing response rates. [Webinar]. In Course Evaluation Series. 
Retrieved from https://mail.baylor.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=04gsf6QVL0-iWjkuhz7-
UbdcT81smdAIf6914744TR5kPAYAzBR_hxoluM8JpQlkhbP2WgUKubY.&URL=https%3a%2f%2fwww3.gotomeetin
g.com%2fjoin%2f866465582%2f106830090 
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• How does the institution deal with the tax implications of incentives? 
• Does the institution restrict international students’ ability to receive incentives? 

 
We found that the types of incentives offered generally fall into three categories: 
• Monetary rewards – distributed in the form of cash or gift cards. Cornell offers $10 cash to 

every 10th survey respondent, SMU offered $50 Pony Money. 
• Prizes – including tickets to events, university merchandise, or electronics. UNC Charlotte 

offered an iPAD2 give away; Duke offered baccalaureate graduation tickets. 
• Experiential opportunities – examples include dinner with the institution’s President, or 

early registration. Duke offered meal points. 
 
With regard to tax implications, aggregate payments of $600 or more are to be reported on a 
Form 1099-MISC.  Payments to nonresident alien (predominantly international) students are 
governed by a separate set of IRS tax regulations in that nonresident aliens are not subject to a 
$600 annual threshold for reporting purposes.  Rather, cash or gift certificates provided to 
nonresident alien students as incentives, of any value, are to be reported to the IRS via Form 
1042-S and are also potentially subject to 30% withholding at the time of payment. 
 
It became apparent during our conversations with other universities that while some institutions 
are monitoring the distribution of incentives to individual students, others are not.  However, it is 
not uncommon practice to track and report incentives to a centralized office of cash or gift 
certificates (which are treated as cash for tax purposes).  The centralized office then issues a tax 
compliance Form 1099-MISC to any student who receives incentives totaling $600 or more in 
any given tax year or issues a Form 1042-S and withholds taxes, if required, to any nonresident 
student who receives incentives. 
 
Of the universities that we spoke with that were awarding cash or gift-certificates (e.g., Cornell, 
SMU, Duke) none were differentiating between domestic and nonresident alien students.  We 
also reviewed survey participant incentive payment policies from the University of Georgia, 
Texas A&M University, and Valdosta State University which each included explicit reference to 
the tax laws related to nonresident aliens, but provided varying guidance on implementation.  
While it is certainly not universally the case, it was not uncommon practice among institutions 
providing these sorts of small and infrequent incentives to be willing to assume some potential 
“risk” as a means of providing equal opportunities to all students on campus to ensure their 
voices are represented in university decision-making and policy development.  This seems 
especially relevant for Baylor as our nonresident alien student population is growing, and we will 
want to be able to monitor their experience to see if there are practices we need to modify to help 
ensure their success. 
 
After consultation with Baylor’s tax accounting department, it is clear that one option available 
to avoid the tax reporting obligations is to offer “de minimis” (non-cash, small value, infrequent) 
incentives.  However, the research literature and the experience of several of the institutions we 
consulted suggests that small cash incentives tend to generate higher response rates, at least in 
part because the “cash” can be used as the recipient sees fit, while predetermined “de minimis” 
incentives may or may not be of interest to as broad a range of survey recipients.  For instance, 
Baylor-logo merchandise may be particularly uninteresting to students who are, for one reason or 
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another, struggling in their Baylor experience, and as such could lead such survey recipients to 
be more likely to dismiss the opportunity to provide the very feedback the institution needs.   
 
Hence, we believe Baylor should give serious consideration to assuming the “risk” of permitting 
the use of small cash incentives to both domestic and nonresident alien students.  We recommend 
that Baylor adopt the following policy with regard to survey incentives: 
 

For participants receiving an incentive payment of $25 or less – whether paid by cash, gift 
card, check, or non-monetary item – there will be no collection of the participant’s Social 
Security (TaxID) number.  If participants receive an incentive payment over $25, the 
participant will be required to provide his/her Social Security (TaxID) number.  A listing of 
such participants and their Social Security (TaxID) numbers will then be provided to the 
University’s Tax Compliance Office for determination of any necessary tax reporting and/or 
withholding. 
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Appendix A 

Student Life Assessment Plan 
 
The Division of Student Life has adopted a three-year assessment cycle to comprehensively assess each program it 
offers. Each assessment will intentionally measure the extent to which each program meets the intended learning 
outcomes, which are outlined in the respective departmental operational plans.  
 
	   Group	  One	   Group	  Two	   Group	  Three	  
Academy	  for	  Leader	  Development	   Leadership	  Scholarships	   Leadership	  Living	  Learning	  

Center	  
Leadership	  Minor	  
Leadership	  Lecture	  Series	  

Baylor	  Missions	   Urban	  Missions	   Global	  Missions	   Missions	  Outreach	  
Campus	  Living	  &	  Learning	   Resident	  Learning	   Academic	  Initiatives	   Facilities	  &	  Operations	  

Administrative	  Services	  
Campus	  Recreation	   Club	  Sports	  

Intramurals	  
Student	  Staff	  
Outdoor	  Adventure	  

Fitness	  

Community	  Engagement	  &	  Service	   	   	   	  
Counseling	  Services	  	   Outreach	   Clinical	  Services	   Training	  and	  Consultations	  
Health	  Center	   Outreach	   Preventative	  Care	   Conversations	  
Multicultural	  Affairs	  	   Speakers	   Student	  Organization	  

Training	  
Mentoring	  
Diversity	  Initiative	  Officer	  

New	  Student	  Programs	   Line	  Camp	   Welcome	  Week	   Orientation	  
Student	  Leader	  Development	  

Pastoral	  Care	   Prompting	  Awareness	   Spiritual	  Direction	  Chapel	  
Alternatives	  

Support	  Groups	  

Spiritual	  Formation	   Youth	  Ministry	  Teams	   Retreats	  and	  Training	   Cross-‐cultural	  Ministry	  
Student	  Activities	   Campus	  Programs	  

Stu	  Productions	  
Student	  Union	  
Waco	  Hall	  

Spirit	  and	  Tradition	  
Student	  Organizations	  
Greek	  Life	  

Student	  Conduct	  Administration	   Educational	  Outreach	   Educational	  Conversations	   Educational	  Sanctions	  
Wellness	   Wellness	  Educational	  

Outreach	  
My	  Sister,	  My	  Self	   Alcoholics	  Anonymous	  	  

Peer	  Mentor	  Program	  
Worship	   Baylor	  Chapel	   Chapel	  Alternatives	   Other	  Worship	  Services	  

	  
Assessment	  Plan	  by	  Year	  and	  Program	  

Group	  1	   2013-‐14	   2016-‐17	   2019-‐20	   2022-‐23	  
Group	  2	   2014-‐15	   2017-‐18	   2020-‐21	   2023-‐24	  
Group	  3	   2015-‐16	   2018-‐19	   2021-‐22	   2024-‐25	  

	  

 


