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If you do not ask the 
right questions, you 
do not get the right 
answers. 


– Edward Hodnett, 20th 
century poet and writer 



“ 



WHY? 
 

Mutual frustration 
 

Desire to improve 
 

Co-creation 





WHAT?

 

Explore




Increase confidence




Develop new resource 
 





NOT…

 

Evaluation questions




All the answers




Details of validity/ reliability 
testing, or analysis of 

responses 
 





HOW? 
 
Share what we’ve learned 
 
Engage in design challenges 
 
Discuss key challenges & tips




The importance of survey 
question design




The Quiz

 

Reflections? 




Why this is so painful.




A Tale Of Two Polls	
  

PDK/Gallup
 Education Next




	
   

Do you favor or oppose having the 
teachers in your community use the 
Common Core State Standards to guide 
what they teach?


PDK/Gallup




of respondents said 
they oppose


PDK/Gallup


60%




	
  As you may know, in the last few years 
states have been deciding whether or not 
to use the Common Core, which are 
standards for reading and math that are 
the same across the states. In the states 
that have these standards, they will be 
used to hold public schools accountable 
for their performance. Do you support or 
oppose the use of the Common Core 
standards in your state?


Education Next




	
  As you may know, in the last few years 
states have been deciding whether or not 
to use the Common Core, which are 
standards for reading and math that are 
the same across the states. In the states 
that have these standards, they will be 
used to hold public schools accountable 
for their performance. Do you support or 
oppose the use of the Common Core 
standards in your state?


Education Next




of respondents said 
they oppose
47%


Education Next




Common Core


Education Next


15 points




	
  

The first thing you learn is that there 
is no right way to ask a question.



- Paul Peterson, editor-in-chief, Education Next


“ 



More examples!




But	
  I	
  haven’t	
  been	
  
going	
  to	
  this	
  provider!	
  



Huh?	
  



Huh?	
  



How evaluators ask a 
question can dramatically 
influence the answers they 
receive.




 

Minor changes in question 
wording, format, or order 
can profoundly affect 
results.






In posing a behavioral question, researchers implicitly 
hope that participants will… 

1.  Understand the question 
2.  Identify the behavior of interest 
3.  Retrieve relevant instances of the behavior from memory 
4.  Correctly identify the relevant reference period 
5.  Search this reference period to retrieve all relevant 

instances of the behavior 
6.  Correctly date the recalled instances of the behavior to 

arrive at a frequency report 
7.  Correctly add up all the instances to determine whether 

they fall within the reference period 
8.  Map this frequency onto the response alternatives 
9.  Candidly provide the result of their recall effort to the 

researcher  



 
Respondents’ Tasks in 
Responding to a Question 

1


Understanding 
the question


3

Inference & 
estimation


2

Recalling 
relevant 
behavior


4

Mapping the 
answer onto 
the response 
format


5

“editing” the 
answers for 
reasons of 
social 
desirability


? C
A
B
C
D	
  

✔	
  
✔	
  

23+16 
=40ish




 
Respondents’ Tasks in 
Responding to a Question 

1


Understanding 
the question


Pragmatic	
  inferences	
  
	
  	
  

Open	
  vs.	
  closed	
  question	
  formats	
  
Frequency	
  scales	
  
Reference	
  periods	
  
Question	
  context	
  
Researcher’s	
  affiliation	
  

	
  



 
Respondents’ Tasks in 
Responding to a Question 

 2


Recalling 
relevant 
behavior


? 

Autobiographical	
  memory	
  
Facilitating	
  recall	
  
	
  

Reference	
  periods	
  	
  
Time	
  &	
  motivation	
  	
  
Decomposition	
  strategies:	
  
Recall	
  cues	
  
Estimation	
  strategies	
  
Temporal	
  direction	
  of	
  search	
  
Dating	
  recalled	
  instances	
  

	
  



 
Respondents’ Tasks in 
Responding to a Question 

 3


Inference & 
estimation


23+16 
=40ish


Inferences	
  Based	
  
on	
  Partial	
  Recall	
  
	
  
Inferences	
  Based	
  
on	
  Subjective	
  
Theories	
  
	
  
Inferences	
  Based	
  
on	
  the	
  Research	
  
Instrument	
  

	
  	
  



 
Respondents’ Tasks in 
Responding to a Question 

 4


Mapping the 
answer onto 
the response 
format


C
A
B
C
D	
  

Rating	
  scales	
  
	
  
Response	
  order	
  effect	
  
	
  



 
Respondents’ Tasks in 
Responding to a Question 

 5


“editing” the 
answers for 
reasons of 
social 
desirability


✔	
  
✔	
  

Social	
  Desirability	
  and	
  Self-­‐Presentation	
  
	
  



Goal:  
Write questions your 
respondents will easily 
understand without having to 
reread them.




General guidelines




Fowler’s Characteristics


1.  Questions are consistently 
understandable




2.  Both questions AND answer 

options are consistently 
communicated




3.  Respondents are able and willing 

to answer said questions




Dillman (et al) guidelines

1.  Make sure the question applies to the respondent

2.  Make sure the question is technically accurate

3.  Ask one question at a time

4.  Use simple and familiar words

5.  Use as few words as possible to post the 

question

6.  Use complete sentences with simple sentence 

structures

7.  Make sure “yes” means yes, and “no” means no

8.  Be sure the question specifies the response task




Consider question 
purpose




1. How would you rate your experience with our 
services today?



Excellent 

Good 
 
Fair 
Poor 



2. How would you rate the quality of the services 
you received today?



Excellent 
Good 
 
Fair 
Poor 




3. How would you rate the amount of time you 
waited for service today?



Excellent 
Good 
 
Fair 
Poor 





Question purpose: 
Determine if a 
family is financially 
secure




How well are you 
doing financially?


	
  



How well are you doing 
financially?




A. Very well

B. Pretty well

C. Just OK

D. Not too well




Are you employed?




A. Yes

B. No 

	
  



How often are you able 
to cover your daily 
living expenses?




A. Always

B. Most of the time

C. Sometimes

D. Not very often

E. Never


	
  



The extreme 
importance of 

context




Consul4ng	
  
Pilo4ng	
  



Other guidelines or 
advice?




One next step – a checklist




Creative Question Design!




How many words did 
you write?




Question vs Question

Group 1:


What did you learn?


Group 2:


Part I: How did you feel? 
(Choose all that apply)


–  Energized

–  Renewed

–  Bored

–  Inspired

–  Overwhelmed

–  Angry

–  Other


Part II: Please explain why 
you chose the word(s) you 
did:




Draft a Question!


OPTIONS:



1.  Provided scenario


2.  Fix bad survey quiz questions


3.  Or related to topic of your 
choice


	
  



Scenario

•  evaluation of a middle school 

youth development program

•  survey teachers 

•  To learn about the students’ 

academic challenges, and 
their familiarity with the 
program


•  results will inform program 
improvement




Tensions




The Odds & Evens Debate




Are open-
ended 
questions like 
women? 

	
  



Other Tensions? 



Balancing 
Tensions




Survey 
fatigue




One last caveat




•  Check out the resources we’ve 
shared


•  Watch for more from us

– Checklist!?


•  Interested in further work on 
this? 

– Sheila: 

sheilabethrobinson@gmail.com 

– Kim: kfirthleonard@gmail.com 


•  We’d like your feedback -- A 
survey for you! 



