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Methodology 

From July 15 to October 13, 2015, Hart Research conducted an online survey 

among 325 Chief Academic Officers or designated representatives at AAC&U 
member institutions to measure the prevalence of specified learning outcomes in 

higher education institutions today and to document priorities and trends in 
undergraduate education.  The margin of error is ±4.4 percentage points for the 
entire sample, and it is larger for subgroups.  The total population for the survey 

included 1,001 AAC&U member institutions that were invited to complete the 
survey, and thus the response rate for the survey is 32%.  The sample is 

representative of AAC&U’s total membership in terms of both institution type (11% 
associates, 30% bachelor’s, 39% master’s, 19% doctoral/research, and 1% other) 
and affiliation (46% public, 28% independent, 25% religious, and 1% proprietary). 

 
Additionally, from August 4 to September 24, 2015, Hart Research conducted 14 in-

depth interviews (IDIs) with higher education leaders who completed the online 
survey.  Individuals who indicated in the survey that their institution is tracking and 
disaggregating data and setting goals related to diversity and equity were invited to 

participate in these in-depth interviews.  Respondents represented institutions from 
various states, Carnegie classifications, and included some minority-



Page 2 

 

Overview 

 Most AAC&U member institutions have a common set of learning 

outcomes that apply to all students, and their overarching focus is on 

making changes to advance success for all students.  Many institutions 

are tracking students’ achievement of learning outcomes, but few are 

disaggregating this data by various student characteristics (e.g., 

race/ethnicity, income levels, or parental education levels). 

 AAC&U member institutions are implementing a variety of evidence-

based interventions to advance all students’ success with a focus on 

those that support the successful transition to college.  These include 

several high-impact educational practices. 

 Many AAC&U member institutions are tracking and disaggregating data 

on the retention and graduation rates of students from traditionally 

underserved groups.  Far fewer institutions are disaggregating data on 

students’ participation in high-impact learning practices or on their 

achievement of institutional learning outcomes. 

 AAC&U member institutions are trying to advance success among 

students who traditionally have been underserved by higher education, 

but they are doing so primarily through strategies embedded within 

their broader efforts to advance success for all students.  Their 

strategies for closing equity gaps are still works-in-progress that they 

are continuing to expand and refine. 

 Some AAC&U member institutions are setting explicit goals for closing 

gaps in retention and/or on-time graduation rates for students from 

different racial and ethnic groups.  Far fewer are setting explicit goals 

for closing achievement gaps in student learning outcomes or 

participation in high-impact educational practices. 

 Many AAC&U member institutions are taking proactive steps to build 

faculty and staff capacity to use culturally competent teaching 

strategies and are working to expand opportunities for high-impact 

learning, especially among first-generation, low-income students, 

and/or students of color. 
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Key Findings 

Most AAC&U member institutions have a common set of learning 

outcomes for all of their students. 

Fully 85% of AAC&U member institutions report that they have a common set of 

intended learning outcomes for all undergraduate students.  This is up from 78% of 
institutions that said they had common learning outcomes in 2008.  In addition, 
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learning communities, undergraduate research, and internships are offered by 
many institutions, but few require all students to participate in them. 

 

Required 

of All 

Students 

% 

Optional 

% 

First-year experiences that support the transition to college 60 31 

First-year academic seminars 52 30 

Global or world culture studies 52 41 

Diversity studies and experiences 34 53 

Service learning in courses 14 79 

Learning communities 12 59 

Undergraduate research 9 87 

Practicums and supervised fieldwork 7 90 

Internships 6 92 

Study abroad 2 94 

 
 

Many AAC&U member institutions are tracking and disaggregating data 
on the retention and graduation rates of students from traditionally 

underserved groups.  Far fewer institutions are disaggregating data on 

participation in high-impact learning practices or on achievement of 
institutional learning outcomes.  To the extent that institutions are 

disaggregating data, many more are looking at differences by students’ 
race and ethnicity than their socioeconomic status or their parents’ level of 
educational attainment. 

Data tracking on retention and graduation rates is universal across AAC&U member 
institutions, and large majorities of institutions say they track data on participation 

in key high-impact learning experiences (78%), achievement of credit/course 
completion milestones (75%), and achievement of institutional learning outcomes 
(70%).  Fewer campuses, but majorities nonetheless, also track enrollment in 

remedial courses (63%) and successful completion of those courses (61%). 

3 
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More than four in five campuses disaggregate data on retention and graduation 
rates by at least one of three variables (race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status1, and 
parents’ level of educational attainment2).  No more than one in three 

disaggregates data in any of the other three areas, however.  For instance, while 
78% of institutions say they track participation in high-impact practices, only 31% 

disaggregate that data by at least one of the three variables.  Specifically, 30% of 
campuses say they disaggregate participation by race and ethnicity, 16% 
disaggregate by students’ socioeconomic status, and only 12% disaggregate by 

parents’ level of educational attainment.  Similarly, while 70% of institutions track 
achievement of institutional learning outcomes, just 17% say they disaggregate 

that data.  Only 16% disaggregate by race and ethnicity, 9% by socioeconomic 
status, and a mere 6% do so by parents’ level of educational attainment. 

As illustrated in the accompanying table, in each case, campuses are more likely to 

say they disaggregate data by students’ race and ethnicity than by their 
socioeconomic status or parents’ level of educational attainment. 

  

                                                           
1 In the in-depth interviews, administrators indicate that looking at Pell-eligible students vs. those who 

are not Pell-eligible is a proxy that many institutions use for disaggregating by socioeconomic status. 
2 In the in-depth interviews, respondents indicate that disaggregation by parents’ level of educational 
attainment typically involves looking at data among first-generation students. 
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Institutions’ Tracking and Disaggregation of Data in Key Areas 

 

All 

Respondents 
% 

Track retention rates 100 

  Disaggregate by race/ethnicity 80 

  Disaggregate by socioeconomic status 40 

  Disaggregate by parents’ level of educational attainment 29 

Track graduation rates 100 

  Disaggregate by race/ethnicity 80 

  Disaggregate by socioeconomic status 39 

  Disaggregate by parents’ level of educational attainment 29 

Track participation in high-impact learning experiences 78 

  Disaggregate by race/ethnicity 30 

  Disaggregate by socioeconomic status 16 

  Disaggregate by parents’ level of educational attainment 12 

Track achievement of credit/course completion milestones 75 

  Disaggregate by race/ethnicity 31 

  Disaggregate by socioeconomic status 16 

  Disaggregate by parents’ level of educational attainment 12 

Track achievement of institutional learning outcomes 70 

  Disaggregate by race/ethnicity 16 

  Disaggregate by socioeconomic status 9 

  Disaggregate by parents’ level of educational attainment 6 

Track enrollment in remedial education courses 63 

  Disaggregate by race/ethnicity 31 

  Disaggregate by socioeconomic status 17 

  Disaggregate by parents’ level of educational attainment 11 

Track successful completion of remedial education courses 61 

  Disaggregate by race/ethnicity 30 

  Disaggregate by socioeconomic status 15 

  Disaggregate by parents’ level of educational attainment 10 
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“We’re a PeopleSoft Campus, and so we keep track of most of those variables 
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students, c) the transition to early alert systems and intrusive advising, and d) the 
expansion of high-impact learning practices (most of which are optional at this 

point). 

a) Redesigning developmental education:  Administrators describe a variety of 

ways in which their campuses are redesigning developmental education to advance 
student success.  With underserved students overrepresented in remedial 
education, they believe that these efforts benefit many underserved students with 

improved retention and learning quality.  Administrators describe a wide variety of 
changes their campuses are making to redesign remedial education beyond the 

specific strategies described below. 

 Replaced developmental education with a program in which students who 
normally would need remediation are required to take a two-week session prior 

to the start of the semester that provides intensive writing and mathematics 
instruction at no extra charge.  This is supplemented by another program, which 

continues into the semester and provides intensive tutoring for students who did 
not achieve everything needed in the pre-semester session. 

 Created a free program in the summer with academic workshops in several 

areas.  Students take an evaluative test after the program and can place out of 
remedial classes. 

 Redesigned the approach to remedial math in various ways, including on-time 
remediation, a math bridge program, and modularized instruction.
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Many AAC&U member institutions are taking proactive steps to build 

faculty and staff capacity to use culturally competent teaching 
strategies and they are working to expand opportunities for high-impact 

learning among first-generation, low-income students, and/or students of 
color. 

While only one in three AAC&U member institutions says that they have specific, 

explicit equity goals that are aimed at building new opportunities for high-impact 
learning for first-generation students, low-income students, and/or students of 

color, another 37% say they are planning to develop them.  This leaves only 30% 
who do not plan to do so. 

33%

37%

30%

Does your institution have specific, explicit equity goals
aimed at building new opportunities for high-impact
learning for first-generation students, low-income students,
and/or students of color?

Have equity goals

Do not have but are planning to 

develop equity goals

Do not have and do not 

have plans to develop

 

Additionally, more than two in five (42%) member institutions have a program to 
build faculty, instructor, and staff capacity to use culturally competent teaching and 

program strategies and be more successful among underserved groups, and 
another 35% say they are planning to develop such a program.  That leaves only 

23% who have neither a program nor plans to create one. 

6 
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42%

35%

23%

Does your institution have a program to build faculty,
instructor, staff capacity to use culturally competent
teaching/program strategies and/or to be more successful
with minority, low-income, and/or first-generation college
students?

Have program to be more 

successful with minority, low-

income, first-generation 

college students

Do not have but are planning to 

develop program

Do not have and do not 

have plans to develop

 

In the in-depth interviews, many administrators indicate that a key focus of their 
campus’s faculty development efforts relating to diversity and inclusiveness is a 
strong emphasis on hiring and retaining faculty that reflect the student body.  They 

are focused particularly on efforts to hire more minority faculty, but they also talk 
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 Closely linking the Provost’s Office with the Office of Diversity  

 

While some of the training forums for faculty are required (particularly for new 
faculty), most administrators say their institutions have developed programs and 

forums that are voluntary for faculty, and they stress the importance of getting 
faculty buy-in and engagement with these efforts to ensure their success. 
 

“And part of what we're trying to do, and this is more of a communication 

strategy than it is any sort of initiative or set strategy, is to sensitize people 

to the notion that different groups do respond differently to failure in classes 

or failure on a test. 


