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already knew that patterns of participation in traditional adult
learning varied by gender, age, location, employment, social class,
and prior educational attainment. Therefore, this is what our ques-
tions asked about. The temptation to include questions about the
nature of their learning experiences and other superficially interest-
ing matters was very strong. We resisted it because we added one
final question - "Would you be willing to be interviewed as part of
this project'? It was in the follow-up interviews with a sub-sample
that we decided to approach questions about attitudes, learner
identities, the nature of barriers, and possible tranformative experi-
ences,

As a result of the responses and follow-up interviews we intend
making some modifications even to this simple design. The responses
about usual occupation remain hard to classify, and the use of
equivalence levels in the question about qualifications was not a
great success. Nevertheless, I include this simple instrument to make
the point that questionnaires do not have to be complicated to be
useful to the researcher (as this one has been). The information we
requested includes key predictors of adult learning patterns derived
from our previous work. We did not need, in this instance, to ask any
more questions. We did need more responses (but that is another
story!).

COMMON PROBLEMS IN QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN

There are many potential pitfalls in the design of a survey instru-
ment, and several have been described in this chapter. Most can be
avoided by careful proof-reading followed by a full pilot study. A
selection of problems in questionnaire design includes:

® asking the research questions;

° use of leading questions;

¢ making the instrument too long;
® asking pointless questions;

¢ use of offensive language.

Asking the Research Questions

Some novices become confused between their research questions
which define what they are trying to find out, and the questions they
use in an investigation to answer the research questions. Research
questions do not generally make good test items. Suppose, as a
simple example, you wanted to know whether most teachers
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be]ievéd that boys were more likely to under-achieve at school than

girls. You could not use the following item in a questionnaire to a
sample of teachers.

Do most teachers believe that boys are more likely to under-achieve

than glIlS7 Yes
(please circle your answer) No
Don’t know

Teachers cannot answer for most teachers, only for themselves. Your
job as researcher is to aggregate the answers of many teachers to
decide what most of them believe. Even §0, you probably cannot
simply convert the beginning of the question to ‘Do you believe that
boys ...?" The question is still too much like the research question and
therefore too complex. People may want to know more about what
under-achievement is, or in what areas of school life this under-
achievement is meant to occur. People may feel resistance to answer-
ing either “Yes’ or ‘No’, sensing that it is too extreme and wanting to
assess different parts of school life differently. The proper develop-

ment of swrvey items from research questions is a complex, and
rewarding, business.

Use of Leading Questions ‘
I have regularly seen introductions to surveys which ‘give the
game away’ by leading the potential respondent to answer in a
certain way or share some. unnecessary assumptions with the
researcher. For example, I recently saw a letter addressed to heads
of schools starting: ‘I am a student researching the current shortage of
teachers ... One of the objectives of the research was to establish
whether there was a teacher shortage (although the student-
researcher clearly believed that there was).

Less common, as it is harder to spot perhaps, is where the lead is in
the question (as in the legendary ‘when did you stop beating your
wife?). I have paraphrased the following question slightly for

anonymity, but the example is a genuine one from a PhD student
whose dissertation I was examining:

How important is the quality of music teaching to you when

. assessing a new school?

1 of some importance
2 of medium importance
3 very important.
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This candidate, for whatever reason, could not conceive of someone

not caring at all about the quality of music teaching when assessing a
school.

Making the Instrument Too Long .
All of us tend to make questionnaires too long. I have seldom
managed to analyse all the questions in a piece of survey research.
* Despite planning and piloting, some of the questions simply do not
work. Working in a team makes the situation worse as each team
member tends to have ‘favourite’ questions that they wish to retain.
All these problems exist and must be faced. What is absurd, however,
is any desire for length for its own sake. One of the most ridiculous
things I have ever heard concerned a PhD student who was
repeatedly criticized during their pilot study for having an insuffi-
ciently long questionnaire. The complainants did not point out any
key issues that had been omitted, merely claiming that the current
length was only suited for a master’s project. In their opinion, a
government-funded PhD project required a more substantial instru-

ment. While clearly laughable, there is a little of this attitude in many
of us. Resist it. : .

Asking Pointless Questions

Typical problems here involve asking questions we already know the
answer to, or asking for information that we can get by other means.
One example I have seen in real studies involved questionnaires sent
to named pupils who had been selected on the basis of gender. The
first question was ‘are you a boy or a girl?". Another involved asking
teachers at named schools how many pupils there were in their
school, where this information could be more accurately obtained
from official statistics (see Chapter 3).

Perhaps the most peculiar example of 2 pointless question I have
come across occurred in a paper by Coldron and Boulton (1991). They
asked one group of people for their own views, and for their views of
the views of others and then concluded that the “two’ [sic] sets of
views were related. Even though the researchers were interested in
the views of the pupils, only “parents . .. were asked to report their
children’s reasons for wanting to g0 to a particular school’ (Coldron
and Boulton, 1991, p. 175). It is not clear, in this case, why the 11-year-
old children were not felt able to speak for themselves. It is, however,
hardly surprising that the authors concluded that “from these figures
it appears that children chose mainly on the same basis as their
parents’, since the two sets of views they were comparing were in fact
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both from the parents. A similar situation is evident in a study by
West et al. (1995), in which parents were asked about their child’s
reasons for choosing a new school, and which found that 83 per cent
stated that the child wanted the same school as themselves. The
inaccuracy of parents and children’s reports about each other has
been shown several times (e.g. Pifer and Miller, 1995), and thus the
value of findings like the two above are suspect. Even more interest-
ingly, despite the claim by Coldron and Boulton that parents and
children used the same reasons, their reported results showed this
was not actually so..For example, the most common response for
children’s reasons (56.9 per cent) was ‘because friends were going’ to
the same school. The most common for parents (31.5 per cent) was
the ‘neamess of school’. These reasons might be related but they are
not the same since friends and nearness also appear separately lower
down the respective lists. The paper is therefore doubly interesting in

askmcr pointless questions, and then not even reporting the responses
accurately.

Use of Offensive Language -
Clearly, no sensible researcher would set out to use deliberately
offensive language in a questionnaire, so all the examples I have
come across have been unintentional. Sometimes the use of offensive
language is the result of a misjudged attempt at informality and
therefore approachability. While a questionnaire should not be
pompous, or use long technical words inappropriately, it is probably
best to stick to a relatively formal style throughout to encourage a
serious frame of mind in the respondent. Sometimes the use of
offensive language is the result of naiveté or ignorance. Sometimes it
is due to cultural or national differences. I have seen a question for
teachers in the UK refer to a ‘retard’ or retarded pupil, and another
for students asking whether they were ‘low class’. In both cases
fashions in terminology had changed and made both questions seem
unpleasant in tone. Be careful. Be modern. I have seen questions use
analogies and terminology from the drinking of alcoholic beverages
in instruments for a general popula’non including Moslems. Why
take the risk? Don't turn people away by your use of language.

This chapter has concentrated on the design of a survey instru-
ment. For more on general survey design see Pay:ne (1951), Sudman
and Bradbummn (1982), Hakim (1992), Oppenheim (1992), Czaja and
Blair (1996). See Bernard (2000) for examples of more esoteric survey
designs. Chapter 6 continues by describing some simple statistical
techniques for analysing the kind of data collected from a survey."





