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Purpose The purpose of this activity is to lay out the steps in designing a questionnaire.

Materials Paper and pens, or computer and projector, examples of other questionnaires.

Good questionnaires have the following features:

Overview

Target Audience Committee, who will take the draft product to staff for review and approval.

Time It will take at least a week of solid work for a committee to design questionnaires.
The draft questionnaire will then need to be reviewed by staff, rewritten and
reviewed again until the questionnaire contains all that staff want it to contain.

♦ A strong purpose so participants will want to complete the
questionnaire.

♦ Short and to the point (both questions and questionnaire).

♦ Questions that everyone can understand in the same way.

♦ Questions that proceed from general statements to more
specific statements.

♦ Response options that make sense for the questions.

Whatever type of questionnaire you decide to use for data gathering, the
questionnaire must be based upon the underlying assumption that the
respondents will give truthful answers. To this end, you must ask questions
that are—

♦ valid—ask the right questions.

♦ reliable—will result in the same answers if given more than once.

♦ understandable—respondents know what you are asking.

♦ quick to complete—brain-compatible, designed well, and short.

♦ able to get the first response from the respondent—quality
administration and setup.

♦ justifiable—based on a solid foundation.

Figure C1–1
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Process Protocol

Step 1. Outline Content. Begin by thinking about what you want to know and by pulling together
concepts or key theories that you want to test through the questionnaire. For example, the
Education for the Future student questionnaires were suggested by teachers who wanted this
questionnaire to be about what they wanted their students to be able to say by the time they had
implemented their vision—that they feel safe at school, have freedom, fun, and like school. Once
you determine what you want to know, outline the key points and jot down ideas related to the
key points. (See Education for the Future questionnaire resources:

http://eff.csuchico.edu/html/questionnaire_resources.html)

Step 2. Draft the Questions. Look first for existing questionnaires. If there is no existing questionnaire to
adapt, formulate questions that address issues based upon what you want to know. There are many
different ways to ask questions. Figure C1-2, at the end of this activity, describes different types of
questions, advantages and disadvantages for each type, and when it is appropriate to use each type
of question. You can create forms that will allow you to use different types of questions; however,
it is probably not wise to use more than two or three different types of questions in a form. The
key to successful questionnaires is to make them interesting, easy, and quick to complete. Be sure to:

♦ Ask purposeful questions—don’t just ask questions for the sake of asking questions.

♦ Make sure the questions will be interpreted the same way by many different people.

Think about the impact of every question on your respondents. Will it offend anyone? Hints in
developing the questions are summarized below.

Helpful hints include—

♦ Simple is best.

♦ Phrase all questions positively. Movement up the scale indicates a more positive result;
respondents will not be required to constantly reorient themselves as to how the
question relates to the scale, and results can be analyzed and graphed.

♦ Ask all questions in the same way (e.g., all positive so double negatives are not
possible).

♦ Keep items and the questions short (definitely less than 20 words).

♦ Eliminate all jargon and bureaucratic wording.

♦ Spell out abbreviations and acronyms.

♦ Be sure that phrasing does not suggest a response.

♦ Use a logical sequence in asking questions (general to specific).

♦ Ask questions that everyone understands in the same way.

♦ Make sure that, if necessary, your questions will allow you to disaggregate responses in
your analyses.

♦ List question first and response options second (left-to-right is brain-compatible for
most of the world).

♦ List response options from left (least positive) to right (most positive).
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Avoid—

♦ Trying to assess a little bit of everything.

♦ Conjunctions (and, or) in questions.

♦ Adverbs such as “sometimes,” “nearly,” and “always” in the questions—let the
response options discriminate responses.

♦ Leading questions.

♦ Jumping around, content-wise.

♦ Showing response options first and then the question—you are asking respondents
to skip a part of the process and then come back to it—not efficient.

♦ Asking the same question more than once.

Step 3. Determine the Scales. Questionnaires are collections of items or questions intended to reveal levels
of information not readily observable. Scales are used with items so responses can describe
phenomena more specifically. Most questionnaires that utilize scales have a question or statement
and then a series of response options. Those response options are types of scales. If you want to
notice subtle differences in your analyses, you will want to use some sort of scale.

Many types of scales can be used with questionnaires. What type is used depends on the purpose
of the questionnaire item and how the results will be used. General terms related to scales include
nominal, ordinal, interval, and ratio.

If you want to notice subtle differences in your analyses, your item options will need to discriminate
among responses. Consider these questions about the items you put together:

♦ How many response options does it take to discriminate meaningfully?

♦ How many response options will confuse or bore respondents?

♦ Presented with many response options, will respondents use only those responses that
are multiples of five, for instance, reducing the number of options anyway?

There are several kinds of response options. The response option chosen depends upon the
purpose for using the questionnaire and the types of questions desired. For the majority of
questionnaires, five-point options are adequate. Possible labels include—

♦ Endorsement: strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree.

♦ Frequency: never, almost never, sometimes, very often, always.

♦ Intensity: really apprehensive, somewhat apprehensive, mixed feelings, somewhat
excited, really excited.

♦ Influence: big problem, moderate problem, small problem, very small problem, no
problem.

♦ Comparison: much less than others, less than others, about the same as others, more
than others, much more than others; much worse than others, worse than others, no
difference, better than others, much better than others.

Process Protocol (Continued)
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Each scale implies how it can be analyzed. Equal interval scales can be averaged. The others must
be displayed as frequency distributions or summed in bar graphs. Please note that if more than one
scale is used in a questionnaire, the results will need to be analyzed separately—in other words,
questions with different scales will probably need to be graphed separately. An often-neglected, but
very important, factor that must be taken into consideration when establishing a scale and format
for a questionnaire is the age and attention span of the respondent. Young children do best with
two or three response options—smiling faces versus frowning faces. Adults will not finish a
questionnaire that requires over thirty minutes of their time.

The Education for the Future questionnaires utilize a five-point endorsement scale. Each item is
presented as a declarative sentence, followed by response options that indicate varying degrees of
agreement with the statement—from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The questionnaires go
from strongly disagree to strongly agree because it is our opinion that this direction is left-to-right—
the way our western brains work. That is also why our response options are to the right of the
questions.

People often ask about the center option. They worry that most individuals will use the middle
response option if it is made available. Education for the Future’s experience with thousands of
questionnaires shows that people do not automatically choose the middle response. If participants
commit to responding to a questionnaire, they will typically respond with precision. When
responses on a questionnaire do appear in the middle, the questionnaire constructor needs to
examine the questions to determine if it is causing indecision, if the response option and the
statement do not go well together, or if, indeed, the respondent does not have a definite response
to the question. One of the first things to check is whether there is a conjunction or an adverb in
the statement that would cause people to say: Well, I agree with this part of the question, and I
disagree with that part of the question. Researchers often add the middle response to give
respondents a legitimate response option for opinions that are divided or neutral, and to make the
scale an equal interval scale. If you prefer to force your respondents to make a decision, you can
always use an even-point scale that has no middle point. You will not be able to be average the
responses if you do this because you will no longer have an equal interval scale. We add that
middle-response option because we think it is a reasonable response option, and because it creates
an interval scale giving us the ability to average. We want to graph all the item averages together to
show relationships.

Education for the Future has piloted many different scales, including 100, 10, 7, 6, 5, 4, and 3-point
scales. We ultimately and easily chose a 5-point scale. Any scale that had more than 5 points upset
the respondents—it was too fine a distinction, too hard for participants to respond. Respondents
give us less information and do not complete the questionnaire when they do not like the response
options. The even-numbered scales did not allow us to average the responses. Averaging provides
the easiest understanding of the relationship of the responses to each other. The even-numbered
scales did not allow respondents to give a response that indicated half the time “yes” and half the
time “no,” or “just do not have an opinion at this time.” The 3-point scale did not discriminate
enough.

What about offering “don’t know” or “not applicable” as a response option? Some researchers say
that “don’t know” does not affect the proportion of responses. Depending upon the question, a
“not applicable” response might give you more information than getting no response. We tend to
stay away from both these response options.

Process Protocol (Continued)
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Step 4. Create the Form. Appearance and arrangement of the questionnaire frequently determine whether
respondents will complete it. In fact, research shows that individuals determine within five seconds
whether or not they will respond to a questionnaire. Think about what would get you to
psychologically commit to completing a questionnaire, and build in those same considerations for
your respondents. The good news is that once respondents take the effort to read a
questionnaire, they make a psychological commitment to complete it.

Upon first glance, we definitely want the questionnaire to be appealing to the eye. We want to have
white space. We want to keep the questionnaire consistent. Never split questions, instructions, or
the responses from the questions between pages. Use an easy-to-read, equally spaced font for the
questions themselves. Avoid italics. Make the questionnaire look professional. We typically want to
end the questionnaire by giving each respondent a chance to comment on the topic as a paper
questionnaire. Figure C1-3 offers tips to consider when creating the paper form (as a paper
questionnaire). Figure C1-4 offers tips to consider when writing and placing open-ended questions
in a questionnaire. Take the time to make the appearance pleasing and the instructions clear to the
respondent. Also, take the time to make the questionnaire brain-compatible. Written in a common
sense, logical fashion like our western brains work, i.e., left-to-right, top-to-bottom.

Step 5. Review and Revise Your Instrument. Examine the content in relation to the other steps in the
process: type of questions, scaling, respondents, the potential data analysis and presentation of
results. Revise to the best of your abilities. Figure C1-5 describes design considerations for online
questionnaires.

Step 6. Pilot the Questionnaire. No matter how many times you review the questionnaire after your
construct it, you won’t know how the questions will actually be interpreted until you administer
them to a small number of respondents in your target group as a pilot test. We highly recommend
piloting the questionnaire and analyzing the data to understand if you are asking questions that
respondents understand and questions that provide responses that lead to your purpose. We also
recommend piloting an already developed questionnaire that you might decide to use to make sure
it is doing what you want it to do.

To pilot the questionnaire, you can use one of two approaches. One, organize a small group of
respondents who are similar to the larger target group. Administer the questionnaire and analyze
the results. Include questions on the pilot questionnaire to help you know if the pilot group
understood everything on the questionnaire, if they thought the questions were relevant, if there
are other questions they feel you should be asking, if they feel the questionnaire was easy to respond
to, and to solicit their general overall comments. Another approach would be to administer the
questionnaire individually to two or three people from each major demographic subgroup. Have
each person read the items aloud, offer responses, and tell you orally what she/he thinks the
question is asking, and what her/his responses mean. This is a very powerful information gatherer
and quicker than traditional pilot tests. If you are going to use open-ended responses on your
questionnaire, be sure to include them as part of the pilot.

Step 7. Analyze Pilot Results. After you have piloted the questionnaire, look at each of the questions with
responses to see if each item was understandable. Look at the open-ended responses for clues to
responses that may not seem logical. If respondents are available, ask them to tell you why
particular questions were hard to understand.

Process Protocol (Continued)
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Step 8. Revise, Review Again, and Finalize. After you study the responses from the pilot group, revise the
questionnaire to reflect what you have learned. If you feel that the questions need to be piloted
again, do so. It is much better to try out a questionnaire on a different, small group again than to
administer a poor questionnaire to a large group. Have several people review the final version of
the questionnaire to ensure there are no typographical errors and to ensure that the content flow
is as you intend. When you feel that all of the bases have been covered, print the forms and post
them online for the “real” questionnaire administration.

Process Protocol (Continued)

Comments to the Facilitator
Creating a questionnaire can be an arduous task. Many people who want to design questionnaires often
stop when it comes to writing the questions. It is definitely one of those tasks that looks much easier than
it actually is. However, questionnaires provide us with valuable information that is well worth the effort.
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Figure C1–2
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Figure C1–2 (Continued)
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Figure C1–3
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Figure C1–4
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Figure C1–5
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Figure C1–5 (Continued)

Reference: Excerpts taken from from V.L. Bernhardt & B.J. Geise (2009). Questions to Actions: Using Questionnaire Data for Continuous School
Improvement. Larchmont, NY: Eye On Education, Inc.




