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What we will cover 

• Purpose of SASSE data 
• Weighting Data 
• Respondent Characteristics 
• Frequency Distribution 
• Mean Comparisons 
• Benchmark Comparisons 
• Benchmark Item Frequency 
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Purpose of SASSE data 

• Provide reliable indicators of the frequency with which 
students engage in educationally effective activities 

• Problem identification in areas that institutions can do 
something about 

• Paint a picture of the institution 
• Evidence of outcomes and processes 
• Refocus the conversation on quality 
• Inform decision making 
• Mobilise action 
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Weighting Data 

• Why weight data? 
– Make the sample representative of the population 
 

• How was SASSE data weighted? 
– Applied to institutional reports to adjust respondents 

within institutions by campus enrolment 
– Between institutions to reflect the institutions’ relative 

population size. 
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Where to start?  
Approaches to your SASSE data 

1.  What do you most want to know? 
– Burning questions about  your students 
– Hot topics on your campus/strategic plan 
– What does SASSE say about these topics 

2.  Scan the results 
– Are there trends that you did not expect? 
– What is your institution doing well? 
– Where is your institution lacking? 
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Making sense of your data 

Three approaches 
• Normative – compare your students with 

students at other institutions 
• Criterion – compare your students to a 

predetermined value or level 
• Longitudinal – compare your students’ 

responses over time 
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South African Survey of Student Engagement 

Your SASSE report 
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Respondent Characteristics 

This section of the report provides a snapshot of 
how well your sample of respondents represents 
your university’s actual student population, and 
compares your sample with the sample of 
students who responded nationally and within 
your institutional type.  
 
This data is not weighted.  



Interpreting the Respondent Characteristics 

 



Studente Ontwikkeling en Sukses • Student Development and Success 
UNIVERSITEIT VAN DIE VRYSTAAT  •  UNIVERSITY OF THE FREE STATE  •  YUNIVESITHI YA FREISTATA  
Tel (051) 401 3000 • E-mail: info@ufs.ac.za • www.ufs.ac.za 

Take a look at your  
Respondent Characteristics  

• Identify on which variables your students are 
well represented 
 

• Identify on which variables your students are 
not well represented 
 

• How could your sampling have influenced this? 
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Frequency Distribution 

•  Intra-institutional data 
– No comparisons are made with other institutions  

• Unweighted counts for each item 
• Weighted percentages  
•  All survey items are reported 

– First-year and senior student split 
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Interpreting the Frequency Distribution 
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What does this data tell us? 

• Provides a focused look at your students on the 
item level 
– Examine the never responses.  

• What % are very high? 
• Do these make sense? 
• Which should you focus on eliminating? 

– Examine the “positive percents” 
• What pleasant surprises are there? 
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Take a look at your  
Frequency Distributions 

• Identify an item that you are personally 
interested in 
 

• Identify an item that is related to a hot topic on 
your campus 
 

• Identify a high never response 
 

• Identify a high positive response 
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Mean Comparisons 

• Intra-institutional comparison 
• Weighted means 
• Statistical tests and effect sizes for all items 
• Identify key differences in the behaviour of 

first-years and seniors 
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Interpreting the Means Comparison 

 



Studente Ontwikkeling en Sukses • Student Development and Success 
UNIVERSITEIT VAN DIE VRYSTAAT  •  UNIVERSITY OF THE FREE STATE  •  YUNIVESITHI YA FREISTATA  
Tel (051) 401 3000 • E-mail: info@ufs.ac.za • www.ufs.ac.za 

What is a significance test? 
• t-test for independent groups 

– Compares the mean for one group with the mean for 
another 

• Mean differences that are larger than would be 
expected by chance alone are noted with one, two, 
or three asterisks 
– Known as the significance levels  
– *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

• The smaller the significance level, the smaller the 
likelihood that the difference is due to chance. 

• Effect of large sample sizes 
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What are effect sizes? 
• Significant difference vs. Practical significance 

– “Statese” – dividing the difference between the 
means by their pooled SD 

• Cohen’s d 
– Small: d=0.2 
– Medium: d=0.5 
– Large: d=0.8 

• What does the sign mean 
– Negative (your mean is lower) 
– Positive (your mean is higher) 
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Take a look at your 
Mean Comparisons 

• Identify items that are highly significant 
– What does this tell you? 
– Is this expected? 
– Is this positive or negative? 

• Identify an item with a large effect size 
– What does this tell you? 
– Is this expected? 
– Is this positive or negative? 
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Benchmark Comparisons 

• Inter-institutional comparison 
• Results for the five benchmarks 
• Compare your institution to the rest of the 

SASSE 2009 sample, as well as students within 
institutional type (where applicable)  

• Included in the results are weighted means, 
statistical tests and effect sizes 

• A graphical representation of the results is given 
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Interpreting the Benchmark Comparison 
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Take a look at your  
Benchmark Comparison 

• Identify the significant differences 
– Overall comparison 
– Typology comparison (where applicable) 

 

• Identify the large effect sizes 
– Is this positive or negative? 
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Benchmark Item Frequency 

• Intra-institutional results 
• Grouped results for individual items on the five 

benchmarks 
• Which of the benchmark items students are 

participating in most frequently 
• Helps to identify the “positive percents” 
• Presented for overall sample, first-year 

students and senior students 
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Interpreting the Benchmark  
Item Frequency 
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Take a look at your  
Benchmark Item Frequencies 

• Active and Collaborative Learning 
– 4a: Asked questions in class or contributed to discussions 
– What % said “Often or Very often”? 

• Supportive Campus Environment  
– 11a: Quality of relationships with other students 
– What % said at least 5 on a 7-point scale  

• Level of Academic Challenge 
– 5e: Coursework emphasises applying theories or concepts 
– What % said “Very much or Quite a Bit”  
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Take a look at your  
Benchmark Item Frequencies 

• Level of Academic Challenge 
– 6c: Number of written pages/assignments 20+ pages 
– What % said “At least 5”? 

• Level of Academic Challenge 
– 12a: Preparing for class 
– What % said “At least 6 hours per week?” 

•  Enriching Educational Experiences 
– 10b: Participated in community service or volunteer work? 
– What % said “Done”? 
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Thank you 
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