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Instrument development – what comes first
•
Instrumentation should never precede development of research or evaluation plan—and that plan should include:

–
a description of the object of your study

–
a description of the context in which that object is set

–
your research purposes 

–
contextual factors that may impede the study (including how data are collected, how data are analyzed and reported, and how findings/recommendations may actually be used)

–
development of tables or matrices that help you distinguish (among other things) your major investigative issues and likely strategies for analyzing the data

•
Instrument development is a balance between and among:

–
“most appropriate” strategies

–
the costs of data collection 

–
access to resources and respondents

–
adherence to standards … especially those associated with propriety.


A survey can meet the needs of many research designs.

Most surveys are designed to measure attitudes (opinions, preferences, reactions, beliefs, feelings) … although there are a myriad of other TYPES of data to collect

Food for thought: Stated most simplistically, a construct is an image … an idea … a schema or model. When we work with constructs, we’re working with abstractions. Constructs are tools that serve the human need to see order and consistency – but we can only measure their existence … and feelings about them … by operationalizing them.

Attitudes are like constructs in that they also focus on patterns of behaviors (what people say, think, or do). By measuring attitudes, and making inferences about them, we can “predict” (or at least anticipate) the future.

An attitude is not something we can examine and measure in the same way we can examine the cells of a person’s skin or measure the rate of a person’s heartbeat. We can only infer, through words and actions, that a person has a certain attitude.

Example: A teacher's attitudes toward the teaching profession

We find that it has many facets, including feelings and beliefs about 

· the work setting (e.g., room environment or one’s colleagues or supervisors)

· the instructional setting (e.g., the # of preps for which s/he is responsible or strategies for individual student needs)

· accountability (e.g., student performance on test scores or number of students retained)

· etc. 

We find each facet has its own host of manifestations: varying productivity levels; levels and types of interaction with others; grading or scoring mechanisms; etc.

One of the best approaches for measuring attitudes is the self-report. Information may be provided orally through the use of interviews, surveys, or polls; it can be provided in written form through questionnaires, attitude rating scales, logs, journals, or diaries. 

A second, less-satisfactory, approach is the report of others … but bear in mind that you’re getting information that is based on someone else’s assessment of a person’s feelings, beliefs, or behavior.


A caveat to keep in mind:  when collecting survey data, we generally are trying to portray groups … not individuals.  


Some researchers distinguish between the survey and the questionnaire … with the survey referring to a highly structured interview conducted in person or over the phone. Surveys force people to answer questions IN ORDER; questionnaires provide respondents with the same information but people may change their answers at will and skip ahead. For purposes of this course, we’ll use the terms synonymously.

There are many standardized instruments available … and major publishers (such as Educational Testing Service) can direct you to resources.

Before using an existing resource, ask yourself the following questions:

Does the measure seem to be doing what it says it does?

How close a fit is there between the objectives of the measure and your program or product objectives?

Is there information on the reliability of the measure and is this information persuasive?

Does the measure seem appropriate for the age and ability level of the group(s) whose attitudes you're investigating?

Can you anticipate any problems that might arise from use of the measure?

Do you have the wherewithal to do what has to be done to deploy the instrument?

Back to the Table of Contents
Characteristics of Surveys

•
All respondents answer the same questions (although branching negates this “mandate” to some extent).

•
Most questions are closed-ended, with answer categories or response sets provided. 

•
The evaluator must "think" like his or her respondents ... providing the range of "answers" they would likely give if offered the chance to answer freely.

•
Answer categories are (or certainly should be!) comprehensive, so that they cover the whole range of responses that people want to give.
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The ABCs of question construction 

•
Use simple language.

•
Ask only about things that respondents can be expected to know.

•
Make a question specific. 

POOR: Did you attend the program regularly? 

v. 

BETTER: On average, how many times a week did you attend the program?
•
Define terms that are in any way unclear. 

What do the terms Foundational, Growth, Advancing, and Accomplished actually mean? 

What does the term Occasionally mean?
•
Avoid yes/no categories (they give relatively little information), unless they lead to other more specific questions.

•
Avoid double-negatives. 
AVOID: How much did you dislike your inability to take certain classes last summer?
•
Don’t ask “double-barreled” (two in one) questions. 
AVOID: Were the materials clearly written and well organized?
•
Use wording that’s appropriate to the setting with which you are working. 
AVOID: Please circle all the constructivist elements your teacher incorporates into daily instruction.

ALSO, consult reliable resources for the best ways to list ethnic and/or racial groups, languages, dates of birth/age, etc.

•
Include enough information to jog people’s memories or to make them aware of features of a phenomenon they might otherwise overlook. 
Last week you participated in a group activity in which roles were self-selected. To what extent did the role you chose match your actual job responsibilities?

Some people refer to this as the “ice breaker” technique, where people recall incidents/situations from the past.


Also, a reference to commonly-recognized concepts can set a question in context (Compared to a year ago …).
•
Rely on second-hand opinions or ratings ONLY when first-hand information is unavailable. 
In your opinion, how confident are the recruits under your command in terms of their ability to solve problems?

In some cases, however, the gathering of second-hand opinions may be part of your overall evaluation design, e.g., you’ll use a secondary source to support or confirm data collected more directly!

•
Be sensitive to cultural differences.

•
Learn strategies for dealing with difficult respondent groups.
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But what about item types?

Likert style, unidirectional, semantic differentials, dichotomous scales, ranking, etc.

What about the benefits of scrambling items … (so positives and negatives are distributed, but your scoring system remains constant)?

Open-ended — are easy to write and require very little knowledge of the subject (on the part of the item developer).  But without appropriate cues and prompts, the answers tend to be incomplete, nonstandardized, and ambiguous … making data analysis both complex and frustrating.

STILL … they play an interesting role in elaborating on data obtained through more structured questions

Closed items

Fill-in-the-blank — are useful for obtaining key demographic information.  How old were you on your last birthday? What is the size of your house in square feet? What are the make and model of the car you drive? In what courses are you enrolled this fall?

Dichotomous pairs — are overly popular … and they are fraught with problems and few good uses (expect for branching people to other areas of your questionnaire). Common examples are yes/no, true/false, and right/wrong.

This is where people often run into trouble with “double-barreled” items, e.g., Did you get training and was it worthwhile?

If using them, don’t imply that there’s a “right” way to answer. It’s better to state “Do you or don’t you submit monthly reports?” than “Do you submit monthly reports?”

Check all that apply — can work well, if well stated, e.g.:

What health problems, if any, did the VA suggest you have? (Check all that apply)

Provide several CHOICES, including OTHER (please specify).

Pick an alternative — are useful if you clearly need to have respondents select alternatives, e.g.:

In which special education program is your child enrolled? (Check one)

-- Pull-out special ed classes

-- Special services (pull-out, but within class)

-- Total inclusion (with special services provided)

Of all the sets of materials that accompanied the software, the one set I used most was:

--the slides

--the workbooks

--the charts and graphs

--Etc.

Multiple choice (pick several alternatives) — very difficult to write because the writer MUST PROVIDE A COMPREHENSIVE range of nonoverlapping choices. The response set must be logical and fairly represent options or experiences with which respondents are familiar. 

Which of the following best describes why you tend to visit a doctor out of your health plan region? 

--The specialist I need to see does not work in my area.

--The equipment needed to treat my symptoms is not available in my area.

--The facility in my area is extremely busy and the wait time is too long.

The idea is to design alternatives that are mutually exclusive … with no overlap between or among them.  

Checklists:

In which activities did you participate during camp this summer? Check as many boxes as necessary.

--Games (list)

--Crafts (list)

--Sports (list)

--Etc.

Ranking items — work well IF the directions are clear.

One example of how to write them: 

How interested are you in the following topics? Put a “1” next to the one that you’d like to see discussed at a future staff meeting, a “2” next to the one you next prefer, and so on. Please, NO TIES.

List of topics and space for writing in numbers

Ranking can be problem when there are more than 7 items in all; people do well with the middle and the extremes … but not the items “next” to those.

LIKERT and general intensity scales — embody extreme statements, either clearly favorable or clearly unfavorable. The agreement scale achieves a wide range of scores by having respondents report the intensity of a feeling, belief, opinion, or attitude. 

In writing rating questions, try to categorize the scales in “equal” intervals and anchor the scale positions whenever possible.

There are variations on the Likert-style theme.  With questions written in the GUTTMAN format, the alternatives increase in comprehensiveness; in other words, the higher-valued alternatives subsume the lower-valued alternatives. An INTENSITY-scale format (on the other hand) measures the strength or an attitude or an opinion.

With young people you may wish to use stars, faces, or other graphic cues.

The semantic differential measures affect—people’s positive and negative feelings toward an attitude. The SD is really a set of adjective pairs, with indicator lines (5 to 7) drawn between them.

Examples of ones that work well with children (and others as well):  good/bad, pretty/ugly, fast/slow, worthless/valuable. Many researchers “transform” Likert-style/agreement scales into SDs by eliminating the “middle” response options … especially when those options make little sense semantically.

Other examples:

Boring/interesting, dully/lively, angry/calm, confusing/clear, superficial/profound, biased/objective, tense/relaxed.

Combining several items into ONE Likert or other intensity set

For each item, check the box that best represents your opinion of the following program materials:

--Suitability for your students (age/grade appropriateness)

--Suitability for your students (content)

--Their durability

--How they’re organized

--Etc.

Potential scale:  Excellent, good, fair, poor, unable to judge

Or…

How informative were the following aspects of Back-to-School night?

--Conference with teachers

--Display of class projects

--Pamphlets describing the math program

--Principal’s introduction

Potential scale:  Very, moderately, marginally, not at all

TIPS:  

Avoid jargon, slang, and words that have vague or ambiguous interpretations.

Define response options 

Determine if an odd-interval scale – in your setting – is more advantageous than one than is even-interval.

Another caveat (though it may sound convoluted on a first read): 

A good attitude measure focuses on a few basic attitude objectives. You’ll also find how important it is to ask several converging questions. 

Asking about different dimensions of a construct or exploring a construct via several different angles helps to build scale reliability and validity.

OCCASIONALLY … you can sum “like” items to yield an index of behavior (for example, about enthusiasm or about constructivism).  
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Content outline of the survey
Demographics – one’s position or job description; length of time on the job; ethnicity and gender (if appropriate); educational background (if appropriate), etc.

Why put these first?  Because people have an opportunity to “ease” into the instrument … and not immediately be jarred by/with sensitive questions. Also be selective; demographic questions are most useful when they can be correlated with other items. 

Knowledge – of rules, regulations, guidelines, operational standards, information sources, etc. (depends on the nature of the study).

Opinions/attitudes – about the training department, about how a course has met someone’s needs, about the level of managerial support one receives (again, depends on the nature of the study).

Recommendations

In other words ... it may be useful to cluster content areas together to avoid people feeling disjointed

Other tips:

–
Use language that’s easy to understand and free of jargon. (Did I already say this??)

–
Beta test the instrument before actual implementation; free it from confusing or misleading language and from unintended bias.

–
Make sure your questions ask for the information you actually seek, e.g., if you want to know the INTENSITY of someone’s feelings, it’s not enough merely to ask if the feeling exists.

–
Occasionally throw in a “filler” item – offer someone a little breathing room.
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Cover letter
–
Always prepare a cover letter.

Key components:

Statement of purpose – e.g., The purpose of this questionnaire is to ... (gather information from mid-line managers regarding...). You’ll likely repeat this on the instrument itself.

Motivator – why their responses are so important.

How the data will be used (including if responses will be held in confidence); also includes if the data will be reported in the aggregate or if you as the evaluator will release “raw” (e.g., individual) data.

Specific “return” or “submit” directions. Whether or not the survey is print-based, CLEARLY note the return date. For surveys that are administered via mail, note whether a stamped, self-addressed envelope is provided.

Professional layout – no draft quality print; as important, use higher-end paper if possible.

Brevity (greatly appreciated).

Sensitivity toward organizational culture.

–
Number of questions and time to complete are interrelated/ interdependent – e.g., it’s usually possible to get people to focus for about 20 MINUTES if they are genuinely interested in the data being collected.
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When are questionnaires “right?”
When respondents are literate

When respondents are distant

When respondents are motivated to respond

When you need (or want) to QUICKLY collect data from LARGE numbers of people

When probing responses are not necessary

When working with a content area that may make people uncomfortable in a face-to-face situation

•
While surveys are “cheaper” than interviews, you’ve never be absolutely sure (when surveys are delivered online or via mail) that the “right” person, (e.g., the one to whom the questions are actually directed) actually responds. 

•
Survey construction proceeds well when you have a sense of the RANGE of questions you’ll pose; otherwise, you may find it necessary to interview first 

It’s important to have a “feel” for the situation

•
Open-ended questions are usually answered when people feel strongly about the issue/subject under discussion

Keep in mind that open-ended questions can be extremely difficult (and time-consuming) to analyze, classify, and interpret.
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Implementation tips
The following synopsizes the process of implementing a questionnaire:

Complete the question matrix (includes data analysis strategies)

Draft instructions, questions, cover letter

Field test the instrument 

Devise a coding system

Mail (or upload) questionnaire

Follow-up 1 (might be a letter, postcard, or email)

Follow-up 2 (as appropriate)

Data analysis

Significant analytical problems may arise if your response/return rate is less than 50%. Those who chose not to participate may, in fact, share a number of unique characteristics of which you should be aware.   A large nonresponse will significantly skew your findings.

Servicing diesel engines – some examples of survey options.

Food for thought: With what other types of data would you want to triangulate your survey results?

How true is each of the following for you?

	
	Mostly true
	
	Somewhat true
	
	Not true at all

	I have access to the tools I need to service diesel engines

I have access to managers with specialized knowledge about diesel engines

I work with colleagues trained to service diesel engines
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


To which of the following do you routinely turn for assistance when working on diesel engines?

	
	Yes
	No

	Books/publications
	(
	(

	Hotline 
	(
	(

	Etc.
	(
	(


Rate the availability/accessibility of each of the following when working on diesel engines:

	
	Completely accessible
	
	Somewhat accessible
	
	Not at all accessible 

	Equipment (______________)
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	Publications (_____________)
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	Tech assistance onsite
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	Tech assistance via Hotline
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	Coaching/mentoring from _____________________
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	XXX
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(
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