Action Research - Survey Guidelines

In an attempt to improve practices in the preK-12 classroom and to also satisfy the quality of reporting to administrators and parents, many teachers engage in some type of survey research activity.  The purpose of this worksheet is to bring to your attention a few points that you should consider so that your surveys are focused and of high quality.  This worksheet will remind you to:

Determine if the sample is representative of the population:

1. The population consists of all individuals who could reasonably be asked to participate in the survey.

2. The invited sample consists of all individuals who were asked to complete the survey.

3. The responding sample consists of all individuals who returned a usable survey.

Prepare a survey that includes the following:

1. A header that includes Name of School and Name of Survey.

2. A Purpose of the Survey statement.

3. Instructions for survey completion.

4. Questions that ask for background information.

5. Questions that focus directly on the purpose of the survey.

6. Survey processing and return information.

Prepare a summary that includes data analysis and presentation:

1. Use of a spreadsheet or specialized statistical analysis software.

2. Presentation of results in the form of tables.

3. Presentation of results in the form of graphs

Population and Sample  

You need to consider the population (all potential respondents) and the sample (the respondents who are actually asked to participate in the survey).  Ideally, the sample should represent a manageable number of subjects and it should be representative of the population.  Be sure to consider the need for adequate tracking measures, to differentiate between the invited sample (those who are asked to respond) and the responding sample (those who actually respond to the survey).

Survey Preparation

A brief survey that is well-prepared and concise will receive more attention and have a higher response rate than a confusing survey that is overly long.  As a general guide, do not send out a survey that is more than two sides of a single page, unless you have very unique needs and require an abundance of information.

As the survey is prepared, place an identifying header at the top of the 1st page, consisting of something like Name of School and Name of Survey:

Charles Babbage Middle School

Survey of Home-Based Technology Use

Immediately after the survey header, include a Purpose of This Survey statement.  This statement should be simple and it should explain why participants should engage in this activity:

Purpose of This Survey:  Charles Babbage Middle School has great expectations for students and their ability to use technology that supports various distance learning initiatives.  As part of a plan to develop an adequate base of support, we need to know if students have personal computers, fax machines, and other forms of technology available to them at home and other places away from school.  This survey has been developed to obtain responses from parents so that we can develop plans to improve the learning experience of all students at Charles Babbage Middle School.  
It is common to place instructions for completion of the survey immediately after the purpose statement.  These directions should be simple and do not assume that they are self-evident.  Even if the survey has a cover letter, include these instructions on the survey since cover letters are often misplaced when participants get around to survey completion. 

Immediately after the purpose statement and instructions for survey completion, include any background information requests that you plan to use, if indeed you plan to ask for this type of information.  Do you plan to differentiate survey results between families that have a Macintosh PC and a Windows-based PC?   Do you plan to differentiate survey results between students in one grade level and students in another grade level?  A sample follows:

What type of Personal Computer(s) do you have at home?  Please mark all choices that apply:

_____
Macintosh

_____
Windows-based

_____
Other

What is the grade level for your child(ren) at Charles Babbage Middle School?  Please mark all choices that apply:

_____
6th grade

_____
7th grade

_____
8th grade

As a hint, do not ask for any more background information than you plan to use!  Too many questions may keep participants from participation in the survey process and in turn reduce overall percentage completion rates.  Ideally, you want to have more than a 50 percent response rate so make it easy for participants to respond.

Survey statements should follow after this initial directional and background information.  These statements are very hard to construct and they take a great deal of planning and review by a broad array of teachers, administrators, and potential respondents.  

· Be sure to consider the purpose statement when survey statements are prepared.  The purpose statement should offer guidance so that extraneous and off-topic statements are eliminated.

· Equally, consider the number of survey statements you plan to include.  It is often viewed that a survey of excessive length will have a lower return rate than a survey that is more focused and of reasonable length.

What type of rating scale do you plan to use for the survey; 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree?  Or, will Yes or No responses meet your information needs.  The following sample statements present the same concept, but using two difference rating scales:

Sample Statement 1

Our family has an adequate amount of technology at home to support our child(ren) at Charles Babbage Middle School (mark one selection only from the following scale):

_____ 
1
Strongly Disagree

_____ 
2
Disagree

_____ 
3
Neither Agree nor Disagree

_____ 
4
Agree

_____
5
Strongly Agree

Sample Statement 2

Our family has an adequate amount of technology at home to support our child(ren) at Charles Babbage Middle School (mark one selection only from the following scale):

_____ 
1
Yes

_____ 
2
No

Whatever scale you plan to use, be sure to review the statements so that their wording matches the scale.  On that matter, be sure to avoid compound statements in your survey statements since they ask the participant to consider two topics, but they only allow one potential response.

The survey should end with processing and return information.  Be sure to (1) provide a specific date, contact address, and contact person for survey return and (2) identify the person who prepared the survey and the date the survey was prepared.  A sample on how to prepare this processing and return information follows: 

Please use either the enclosed envelope or ask your child(ren) to return this survey to:

Charles Babbage Middle School

123 Main Street

Anytown, Florida   33429

Attention: Ms. Smith, Technology Coordinator
Surveys should be returned by October 1, 2003

Prepared by the Technology Office, September 2003

Remember, if you use U.S. mail to distribute the survey, (1) it is expected that you will provide invited respondents with a self-addressed and postage-paid envelope for survey return and (2) special accommodations must be made for international mail (which includes Canada!), if your survey is that far-reaching.

Data Analysis and Presentation

After the surveys are returned, how do you plan to tabulate the data?  In most cases, a simple spreadsheet (Excel or Lotus 1-2-3) that reports frequency distribution and measures of central tendency (Median, Mode, Mean and Standard Deviation) should be sufficient.  If you plan to attempt any type of statistical analysis, the spreadsheet could possibly be converted to a SPSS or Minitab data file.  

References for data analysis and presentation include the following:

Data analysis tutorials
 http://www.nyx.net/~tmacfarl/STAT_TUT/stat_tut.ssi
SPSS Statistical Analysis Software http://www.spss.com 
Minitab Statistical Analysis Software (including access to a free 30-day trial download of the complete software package) http://www.minitab.com/products/13/demo/index.htm
Finally, how do you plan to report survey results?  In most cases, a simple presentation in the form of a table is adequate.  Or, you may find it best to present outcomes in the form of tables and graphs.  Review the literature for examples of tables and graphs and hints on how they are constructed.

Prepared by Dr. Thomas W. MacFarland8
Original May 1989 (  Revised March 2002

Page 4 of 5

