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Writing a Custom Survey

Surveys and questionnaires need a purpose, a format, survey items, an administration, and ways to
analyze the results. This guide will help you with writing items for your custom survey.

Custom Survey Flow Plan Page #

L. PUMPOSE ..o 3
e What is the purpose of the survey? What will you measure?
e What will be the specific objectives?
e What decisions or actions will likely result from the survey
data?

2.FOrmat... ..o 5
e What delivery system will be used? Scan forms? Web?
e Who will be the respondents?

3. Writing Survey Items ...........cccoceiviennnnn.. 7

e What will be your need-to-know issues regarding the survey?

e Will survey items be clustered into topics to increase the
coverage of your objectives?

e What and how many survey items will be needed to address
your purpose?

e What scales or response sets best fit your analytical needs?

e Will forced-choice items, open-ended items, or a combination
be best suited for your analysis?

e Do your selected items meet the criteria for well-crafted items?

4. Survey Administration .....................o...... 11
e Did you pilot test your survey items?
e Will the survey be a guided or independent administration?
e How will you minimize the chance for error in your data?
e What will be the logistics involved in administering, collecting,
and compiling the data?

S.Data AnalySiS.....coviiiiiiiiiiei e 12
e What type of analysis will you perform: Snapshot?
Longitudinal? Multivariable? Interaction?
e With whom will you share the results?
e How will you share the results?
e What data displays will you use to communicate the results?

© 2007 AdvancED. AdvancED is the parent organization for the North Central Association Commission on Accreditation and School
Improvement (NCA CASI), the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Council on Accreditation and School Improvement
(SACS CASI) and the National Study of School Evaluation (NSSE).



Purpose

Before you begin writing items for a survey, you may consider forming a team of stakeholders to
gather viewpoints on the types of items to include. It may be helpful to engage in research using the
Internet to find out if there are resources available to help you in your item development. Also, you
might request items from the AdvancED item bank. Call 1-800-843-6773 for more information.

The first step in designing custom items for surveys is to document the survey purpose(s). You should
be able to complete the following statement:

The purpose(s) of this survey Is . . .

Next, identify the specific topics, or categories of items that are relevant to include. For example, the
topic “Intellectual Curiosity” could have a variety of meanings to different people. Descriptors help you
to define a topic so that individual items can be created or located to measure the topic. Well-crafted
descriptors can give guidance to the type of survey items that would be important to include.

In the following example, the purpose of the survey was to gather perceptions about the effect of travel

on life skills development. This example shows how a purpose can lead to topics, and finally to
descriptors, which provide the basis for items.

Example 1

The purpose of this survey is to determine the extent to
which a travel experience affects intellectual curiosity.

Topic(s) Descriptor(s)
e Reading about/told about
destination

e  Making connections between
school learning and travel
Intellectual experiences

Curiosity
e  Gaining enthusiasm for learning
e Becoming more curious

e Sparking new interests

Use Worksheet #1 to help you structure your survey items.
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|\Norksheet #1|

The purpose of this survey is:

Your Survey

Topic(s) Descriptor(s)

Are the topic(s) related to the purpose?

Do the descriptor(s) clearly define a topic?
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Format

The Guide to Administering AdvancED Surveys contains more detailed information on strategies for
administering different types of surveys. This guide can be downloaded free of charge from the
AdvancED website www.advanc-ed.org.

A survey should consist of a number of different parts. Each part is important in providing you with
good information. The following table shows the different parts of a survey.

Example 2

Parts of a Survey

Title The title of the survey should clearly describe the topic of the survey, who is sponsoring it, and
who should complete the survey.
Write a short paragraph that explains why you are using the survey and what you plan to do with
Introductory . . . .
Paragraph the information. Also, thank the survey respondent for taking the time to complete the survey.

Tell the respondents that their responses will be anonymous. Provide the respondent with
information as to how the surveys should be returned.

Demographic
Iltems

Include some demogtaphic items that desctibe the tespondent and his/her context. The reasons
that you choose demographics are to:

e Describe the characteristics of a respondent

e  Disaggregate by important attributes of the respondent
First, determine whether the survey results will be broken down by subgroups
(e.g., experience level, degree programs). Often these subgroups are demographic groups (e.g.,
grade in school, gender, ethnicity). Write down whom you are planning to sutvey, so you can
target your items directly to the group you are surveying. Also, be sure to include all of the
possible responses for an item.

Survey ltems

Include the topic name and clusters of items related to each topic.

Instructions

At the end of the survey, thank the respondents again, and provide instructions as to
what to do next.

An example of the AdvancED Parent Opinion Inventory on the next page illustrates the different parts of a survey.
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cf:i'i; Quality of the Instructional Program
) Female 1. The education ofiered to students at our school is of high quality. ;
2. Ouwr school is doing a good job teaching language ars (reading writing, speaking, listening). 2 [ ]
Ethnicity {Select only one) 3. Our school is doing a good job teaching mathematics.
() African-American 4. Our school is doing a good job teaching science.
) Asian/Pacific Islander 5. Our school is doing a good job teaching social studies. :
) Hispanic 6. Our school is doing a good job teaching fine arts [music, visual arts, dance, drama). GE
) Multi-Racial 7. Qur school is deing a good job teaching physical education. ;
) Mative American 8. Cur school is deing 2 good job teaching health education. -
) White 9. Our school is doing a good job teaching foreign languages. g
) Other 10. Qur school is doing a good job teaching career/vocational courses. 4

. Qur school is preparing students to deal with issues and problems they will face in the future.
M; Highest Level of Education 12. Students see a relationship between what they are studying and their everyday lives.
' Less than High School 13. Teachers use a variety of teaching strategies and learning activities to help students

’? Completed High Schaol learn.

ke 446,

Do not mark unless mld to do so. leaming, such as technology, media centers, and libraries.
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i
2
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) Some College 14, Teachers challenge my student to do his'her best waork. %
) Associates Degree 15. Teachers provide a reasonable and appropriate amount of homework to help students succeed -]
) BA/BS Degres in their studies. z
) Graduate Degree ar Higher 16. Teachers hold high expectations for student learning. _‘;
iz

Oldest Child's Grade in this School R D i e L Hm
(Select anly one) 17. Teachers give students extra help in class when it is needed. i
) Pre-k. 18. Teachers are willing to give students individual help outside of class time. =
K 19. Qur school offers learning opportunities that support the full range of student abilities. a
O1 20. CQur school recognizes the achievements of students for all types of accomplishments. ‘52
02 21. The grading and evaluation of my child's schoolwork is fair. T
O3 22. Reports on my child's progress are clear and easy to understand. H
4 23. A counselor/advisor is available to help my child select classes and provide guidance in H
s planning for the future. 'E
_| 24. Effective procedures are in place to support my communication with teachers. ]
For School Use Only - 25, In our school, students have access to a variety of resources to help them succeed in their é
t
:

2&. Our school's facilities are adequate to support students' learning needs.
27. Our school provides textbooks and supplies that are current and in good condition.
23. Up-to-date computers and other technologies are used in our school to help students leamn.
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5 by i additional items, please respond
School Climate /Environment for Leamin, 5 ; s aren
i

29. Teachers at our school treat my child fairly.
30. Class sizes at our school are appropriate for effective leaming.
31. all students and staff at our school are treated with respect, regardless of race_ religion,
or gender.
12. Adequate security measures are in place at our school.
33. Cheating is strongly discouraged at our school.
24. School rules apply equally to all students.
35, Substance abuse je.g. drug/zlcohoel) is not 2 problem at our school.
38, Cur school provides a safe and erderly envinenment for leaming.
17. Safety measures are in place to protect students raveling to and from school.
38. There are no problems with bullies 2t our schoaol.
39. For the most part, | am satisfied with our school.

Parent/School nship!

40. Parent opinions are considersd when impontant school decisions are made.

41. 1 am satisfied with the quality of our school's student activities.

42. School rules are clearly communicated to parents.

43. Cur schoal provides sufficient opportunities for parent involvement.

44. Cur school uses technology wo provide parents with information about our school.
45. Parents feel welcome at our schoal.

46. Our school makes effective use of the financial resources available.

47. The quality of schools influenced my decision to live in this community.

48. Our school and grounds are clean and well maintained.

49. Adequate time, space, and facilities are provided for student activities (e.g., extracurricular,
D"‘Sl

SO Our schools have a positive impact on the community's property values.

Open-ended Items (Use @ separate sheet if additional space is needsd )

51. What do you like best about your school?

B¢

o
)

) (A
Y

52. What do vou like least about your school?

53. What is one suggestion that you would like to offer to improve your school?
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3Writing Survey Items

Survey items can be written in several different ways. The most important thing to remember in writing
an item is to match it to your purpose and a topic. There are three things to consider in writing an item.

1. What characteristic is the item measuring?
2. What type of item would be the most appropriate?
3. What type of data is the most helpful?

Item Characteristics
Items generally fall into one of three categories. An item that has characteristics of more than one
category will be difficult for a respondent to complete accurately.

e JItems that measure the attributes of a respondent:

Are you male or female?
Which high school do you attend?
Do you have Internet access at home?

e JItems that measure the behaviors that a respondent is exhibiting:
Do you go to school every Saturday?
Have you traveled outside of the United States?

e Items that measure the attitudes or beliefs of the respondent on a particular issue:
I am satisfied with the quality of education at my school.
Students at my school are treated with respect.

Item Types

In addition to the characteristics of survey items, items generally have two types of responses:

e Forced-choice — provides a set of responses to choose from
e Open ended — allows the respondent to write their response

Types of Survey Responses

Forced-Choice Open-ended
e  Tastand easy to respond
e  Quantitative data is easier to e  Hear the voices of the respondents
Advantages analyze e  Explore areas/issues of concern

e  Provides consistent information

e May miss critical issues/concerns e Time intensive to analyze
Disadvantages | e Poor construction may lead to e Inapproptiate comments may be

misleading conclusions made

Appendix A provides some examples of forced-choice response sets for different types of items.
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Item Data

Depending on the item type, the data you receive may be very different. The type of data affects the
kind of analyses that you might utilize. Surveys generally yield two types of data values.

¢ Quantitative — This is the data provided from forced-choice items.
This data is generally either categorical or interval. Categorical data are numbers that
have no order (e.g., male, female). Interval data are numbers that have order
(e.g.,a “1” is low and a “5” is high) and the distance between each number is equal.

¢ Qualitative — This is the text data provided from open-ended items.

Example 3 provides samples of different item types (forced-choice and open-ended), item characteristics

(attributes, behaviors, and attitudes/beliefs), and item data (quantitative and qualitative).

Example 3

Survey Items

Forced-choice Items

Open-ended Items

Item
Characteristics

Item Data

Sample Items

Item Data

Sample Items

Attributes

Quantitative
Category

Atre you in the special education
program at your school?
1=No 2=Yes

Qualitative

What is the primary
language spoken in your
home?

Behaviors

Quantitative
Interval

How often are you absent from
school?

1=Never, 2=almost never,
3=sometimes, 4=almost always,
5=always

Qualitative

What afternoon activities
did you participate in this
past fall?

Quantitative
Category

Did one of your family
members visit your school last
year?

1=No 2=Yes

Attitudes
or
Beliefs

Quantitative
Interval

Technology at our school is
adequate.

5=strongly agree, 4=agree,
3=neutral, 2=disagree,
1=strongly disagree

Qualitative

What is the one thing you
like least about your
school?

Quantitative
Category

A dress code at Washington

High School is important

because:

1= students choose
inappropriate clothes

2= students look sloppy

3=it encourages students to
focus on academics
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The following checklist can be used to help you evaluate your survey items.

IZ Qualities of Good Items Checklist

Guidelines for Good ltems

Examples of Poor Items

[

Does the item avoid double negatives?

No one is not using drugs at our school.

[

Does the item lack bias?

An item that implies that a person should have done something
that everyone else is doing

An item that has words that evoke emotions

Including more responses that are either negative or positive

Does the item ask only one question?

Do you think women azd children should take the first available
flu shot?

Will respondents know what the words mean?

What neighborhood do you live in?

Did you give respondents a timeframe?

Have you played baseball?

Do respondents know what you are referring to?

Do you agree with the dress code policy?

O (OO0 0 O

Are your items specific, rather than general?

Do you work part time?
Versus: Circle the number of hours per week that you work at a
paying job:

0-5 houts, 6-10 hours, 11-15 hours, 16-20 hours,

more than 20 hours

Will the order of the items influence how respondents
answet the items?

I feel that students have the right to weat what they want to class.

I agree with the current dress code which prohibits the wearing of
a hat during class.

Did you use multiple items on important topics to help
you determine the amount of bias in items?

Did you define any acronyms or abbreviations?

AMA (American Medical Association)

Are any of your items objectionable?

Have you ever stolen anything?

O Ooo g o

Did you make it clear to respondents that they must
choose only one response (if it is a single response
item)?

I like to study in:
a. the morning
b. the afternoon

c. the evening

[

Did you make any assumptions which way not be

The school dress code, which was developed by students, should be

re-examined.

accurate? a.  yes
b. no
Use worksheet #2 to help you organize your survey items.
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|\Norksheet #2|

Your Survey ltems

Topic
Response Sets*
Item 1 3 4 6
*Use these only for forced-choice items.
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Survey Administration

Review Survey Items
After you have created your survey, pilot test the items with a small group of individuals who have not
been involved in its development. Collect their feedback on:

e unclear items

e amount of time it takes to complete the survey

e order of the items

® appropriateness, interest

e difficulties in responding to the items

e any patterns in responses
(e.g., all pilot participants choosing the same response)

Determine Number of Respondents

See the Guide to Administering AdvancED Surveys tor additional tips and information on administering
surveys and sampling information. This guide can be downloaded free of charge from the AdvancED
website www.advanc-ed.org.

Methods of Administering Surveys
Two common methods of administering surveys are:

e Group administration—all respondents are gathered at a location to take the survey

e Individual administration—respondents complete the survey by themselves,
usually on their own time

See the Guide to Administering AdvancED Surveys tor additional tips and information on group and
individual administrations.

A successful survey administration depends on giving clear directions to the respondents. Care needs to
be taken in either a group or an independent administration to portray the importance of the survey.
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Data Analysis

Types of Item Response Data

Analyzing data begins by summarizing individual respondent data. The following examples are individual
case data per respondent. Individual Item Response Data provides the basic data which will need to be
summarized and then analyzed.

Example 4
Forced-choice Respondent Data
The number of During
The hours per my years
grade week I worked English at this
that I first The year I outside of as a school, I
My ethnic entered am school to earn second participa-
back- this high attending income during Basic language ted in
ground: school: 12th grade: this past Special acade- learner after-
Respon- My (choose (choose (choose school year education mic (ESL or school
dent # gender one) one) one) was: or IEP skills ELL) Other activities:
98751 1 6 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 1
98762 2 6 1 1 2 1 1
98361 1 6 1 1 2 1
87632 2 6 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 1
97632 2 6 4 1 1 2 1 2 2 1
92352 2 6 1 1 2 2 1 2 2 1
97341 1 6 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 1
98122 2 6 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 1
98322 2 6 1 1 1 1 1
97632 2 6 1 1 1 2 2 1 2 1
Example 5
Open-ended Respondent Data
Respondent # Data
98751 The staff is always willing to help students.
98762 What I like the best about my school is hanging out and doing fun activities.
98361 My school is very clean, safe, and a good overall environment for learning.
97632 I like the nice teachers.
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Using summary data helps protect the anonymity of individuals. Data that identifies the performance of

individual students or teachers should always be summarized carefully. There are three common

summaries of quantitative data:

e Frequency distribution — The distribution of the set of all values (e.g., frequency, percent)

e Central tendency — The midpoint of a set of values (e.g., mean, average/Avg,,

median, mode)

e Variation — The variation in a set of values (e.g., range, standard deviation/SD

Example 6

Forced-choice Summarized Data*

Value of My Education N Avig SD E Ni%) G N(%) F N{(%} P N{%) VP N{%)
[ The overall value of education at my high school 374 4.69 0.60 2?Ti (73.8%) 83 (22.2%) 9 (-2.4%) 2 (0.5%) 2(0.5%)
T English language aris classes T4 446 089 203 (54.3%) 144 (38.5%) 20(5.3%) 1(0.3%) 3(0.8%)
8. Mathematics classes 373 417 092 160 (42.9%) 137 (36.7%) 58 (15.5%) 8(2.1%) 8(2.1%)
9. Science classes 374 424 0.28 170 (45.5%) 146 (39.0%) 44 (11.8%) 4(1.1%) 9(2.4%)
10.  Social science classes 74 432 0.82 185 (49.5%) 138 (36.9%) 42 (11.2%) 2 (0.5%) 6{1.6%)
11.  Foreign language classes 73 412 0.49 165 (44.2%) 120 (32.2%) 61 (16.4%) 16 (4.3%) 9(2.4%)
12. E‘isual and performing aris classes such as art, music, 373 421 0.95 164 (44.0%) 1300(34.9%) 44 (11.8%) 7(1.9%) 11 (2.9%)

rama
13, Physical education classes ar2 422 0.83 139 (37.4%) 121 (32.5%) 48 (12.9%) 7(1.9%) 2(0.5%)
14.  Technical or vocational classes 387 386 1.14 65 (17.7%) 57 (15.5%) 40 (10.9%) 9 (2.5%) 11 (3.0%)
15, Preparation for education after high school 372 462 0.66 250 (67.2%) 91 (24.5%) 17 (4.6%) 2 (0.5%) 2(0.5%)
16.  Preparation for emplayment 370 388 112 104 (28.1%) 102 (27.6%) 53 (14.3%) 21(5.7%) 15 (4.1%)
TOTALS: 428 0.20 (45.9%) (31.0%) (10.6%) 11.9%) {1.9%)

Summarizing qualitative data is helpful in exploring processes and understanding human behavior.
Blending qualitative with quantitative data provides a good basis for making data-driven decisions.

Open—ended Summarized Data

Students’ “likes” about their school N %
Teachers 2 20
Clean and safe 1 10
Activities 1 10

Total n=10

Methods of Survey Analysis

Data should be analyzed for a purpose. The common purposes of analyzing survey data are to

determine strengths, weaknesses, priorities, and to find solutions.

Some generic steps for analyzing data include the following:

e Develop a first impression of the summary data (frequencies, measures
of central tendency, and variation)

e Raise questions about the data

e Examine the summarized data

e Compare data over time, across groups, and across measurements
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Some common methods of a more systematic analysis are:

e Snapshot Analysis: One survey, one respondent group, one time period
(individual response data or summary data)

e Longitudinal Analysis: One survey, one respondent group, multiple time
periods (individual response data or summary data)

e Multivariable Analysis: Multiple surveys (with common items), multiple
respondent groups, one or more time periods (individual response data)

e Interaction Analysis: Crosstabulations among survey items
(individual response data)

Using data over time, for multiple groups, and with multiple values is the strongest combination of data
from which to generate conclusions. Also, using statistical tests to find statistically significant differences
between multiple groups and/or multiple times also strengthens conclusions.

You can also download our Guide to Analyzing Your AdvancEED Survey Findings for details on survey
analysis from the AdvancED website www.advanc-ed.org.
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Appendix A

Forced-choice items or questions have response sets. Some common ordered response sets for survey
items include:

Response Sets for Survey Items Measuring Behaviors
Weight or Value
1 2 3 5
Never Almost never Sometimes Almost always Always
Rarely Occasionally In the middle Often Very often
Never Rarely Sometimes Often Almost always
Much less Less More Much more X
Almost never Seldom Sometimes Frequently Almost always
No Yes X X X
Low Medium High X X
Not often true Sometimes true Usually true Almost always true X
Below average Average Good Very good Excellent
Not helpful at all Not very helpful | Fairly helpful Very helpful X
Fail D C B A

Response Sets for Survey Items Measuring Attitudes and Beliefs
Weight or Value
1 2 3 4 5 6
Strongly disagree | Disagree Slightly Disagree | Slightly Agree Agtee Strongly
Agree
Strongly disagree | Agree Not sure Agree Strongly agree
Very dissatisfied | Somewhat Somewhat Very satisfied
dissatisfied satisfied
Not important Not very Somewhat Very important
important important
Much harder Harder Less hard Much less hard
Really false Sort of false Sort of true Really true
Very poor Poor Fair Good Excellent
Not ineffective Ineffective Neither effective | Effective Very effective
or ineffective
Below average Average Good Very good Excellent
Not helpful at all | Not very helpful | Fairly helpful Very helpful
Fail D C B A
Very boring Boring Interesting Very interesting
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