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A Comparison of Academic Engagement Indicators between Female and Male Students at the University of [State]
Introduction/Theoretical Framework
Student academic engagement, one of the best predictors of learning and personal development, is defined as the time and energy that students devote to educationally productive activities (Carini, Kuh & Klein, 2006). Kuh (2003) stated that the premise of engagement is deceptively simple and even self-evident— when students study a subject more, they learn more about it. Chickering and Gamson (1987) identified seven principles of good undergraduate teaching practices: 1) student-faculty interaction is encouraged; 2) collaboration among students during learning is encouraged; 3) active learning strategies are encouraged; 4) prompt feedback is provided; 5) time on task is a priority; 6) high expectations are communicated; and 7) respect is present in diversity of talents and learning methods. The National Survey of Student Engagement uses student engagement data to discover areas where colleges and universities can improve the quality of the student experience (NSSE, 2013b; Chen et al., 2009).  This data allows institutions to investigate and act upon results from various subgroups such as gender classification, fields of study, or activities.  The purpose of this study was to describe the levels of engagement among students at the University of [State] and to determine if any significant differences (p < 0.05) exist between male students and female students. 

Methodology
This study used data collected from the 2013 NSSE administration at University of [State].  The population (N = 7,994) included the freshman and seniors enrolled at the university during the 2012-13 school year (freshman = 4,408; seniors = 3,586).  Randomly selected samples of freshman and senior students were asked to complete the NSSE assessment during the spring semester.  The university’s Office of Institutional Research reported response rates for freshman and seniors as 26% and 33%, respectively, compared to average response rates, 17% and 22%, for other institutions.

Students were assessed based on ten engagement indicators, which align with four overall themes.  Academic challenge, the first theme, included higher-order learning, reflective and integrative learning, learning strategies, and quantitative reasoning as engagement indicators.  Collaborative learning and discussions with diverse others are the indicators associated with the second theme, learning with peers.  Engagement indicators associated with experiences with faculty, the third theme, included student-faculty interaction and effective teaching practices.  Quality of interactions and supportive environment were the engagement indicators of the final theme, campus environment.  In order to make comparisons between groups of students within intuitions, engagement indicator scores are assigned to each student based on a 60-point scale (NSSE, 2013a).  The objective of this study was to determine if any significant differences existed between males and females based on their levels of engagement as indicated by the NSSE assessment. 

Results
A majority of respondents were senior females (n = 543), followed by freshman females (n = 525), senior males (n = 479), and freshman males (n = 382). At the freshman level, females received significantly higher scores than males for two engagement indicators, with males scoring higher than females in one category. Females (M = 39.56) made significantly higher scores (p = 0.0134) than males (M = 37.19) in learning strategies. NSSE (2013c) found that, on a national average, females (M = 41.8) scored higher than males (M = 38.1) in learning strategies as well. For supportive environment, females (M = 38.55) received significantly higher scores (p = 0.0055) than males (M = 36.21). Nationally, female respondents’ (M = 38.0) average scores were also higher than male average scores (M = 36.1) for the same category. The university’s male freshman (M = 33.02) scored significantly higher than females (M = 25.82) in quantitative reasoning. Similarly, male freshman (M = 29.8) across the nation received higher scores than females (M = 25.3). For the seven remaining engagement indicators, there were no other significant differences found between freshman males and females. 

At the senior level, males received significantly higher scores in two categories with females scoring higher than males in one category. Quantitative reasoning was the first category that senior males (M = 34.07) scored significantly higher (p < .0001) than their female counter parts (M = 26.51). Again, the national averages for male seniors (M = 32.5) in quantitative reasoning were higher than female seniors (M = 27.5). The second category that senior males (M = 35.92) received significantly higher scores (p = 0.0163) than females (M = 33.78) was collaborative learning. The national averages for this category showed a much smaller gap between the two groups with male seniors’ scores (M = 32.0) exceeding females’ (M = 31.5) by half a point. The final engagement indicator that showed a significant difference (p = 0.0066) was learning strategies, for which females (M = 40.46) received higher scores than males (M = 37.96). Senior females in the U.S. scored higher (M = 42.3) than males (M = 38.7) for the same engagement indicator. Respondents showed no other significant differences between males and females.

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
The intention of NSSE was for institutions to be able to identify opportunities to improve the quality of student experiences through assessment of engagement indicators.  For a majority of the engagement indicators there were no significant differences found between males and females at the university. However, the results from this study did show that female students’ scores were consistently higher than male students’ in one engagement indicator—learning strategies. Similarly, males consistently received higher scores than females in quantitative reasoning. Both findings were consistent with national averages which reflected similar findings. This suggests that educators should be encouraged to develop opportunities for male students to improve in the area of learning strategies, and for female student to improve in quantitative reasoning. As indicated by Chickering and Gamson (1987), it is important that educators respect students in diversity of talents and learning methods along with providing opportunity for challenge, and active learning strategies. 

The results showed that females at the freshman level were more likely to indicate a supportive campus environment, however, at the senior level this was no longer the case. Further institutional research should be done to determine what happens between freshman and senior year. Additionally, further research should be done to investigate the change in collaborative learning between freshman and senior year males. Senior males were more likely to indicate that they collaborated with others to master difficult material. While this result may be due to time and relationships that have been developed throughout the educational experience, this process should be encouraged among all students at the university. 
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