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I. Introduction

Completing a survey is often a novel experience Education Statistics.  The self-administered Teacher
for respondents.  In interviewer- administered surveys, a Listing Form (TLF) is the first in the SASS sequence.  It
trained interviewer leads respondents through the set of is designed to obtain a list of teachers at the school who
questions.  However, in a self-administered mail meet certain criteria.  The TLF conducted in 1993
questionnaire, instructions serve as a compass that helps consisted of a set of screening questions followed by  a
respondents navigate through a survey.  To efficiently set of instructions for completing the matrix.  These
guide respondents through the response task, the instructions were followed by a list of whom to include
instructions must be clear and understandable to and whom to omit from the list.  For example, itinerant
respondents from a wide variety of backgrounds. teachers were to be included but student teachers were to

 A great deal of research has focused on be excluded.  These two pages of instructions were
pretesting questionnaire wording to ensure it is understood followed by a matrix in which respondents were asked to
by respondents (Presser and Blair, 1994; Fowler, 1992). list all in-scope teachers who teach at  their school.  The
Less attention has been paid to the layout and formatting matrix also asked several questions about work and
of instructions.  Much of the work that has been done in demographic characteristics of the teachers, including
this area has produced rather vague guidelines such as, subject matter taught and race/ethnicity.  The matrix was
cluttered pages should be avoided (Babbie, 1973, Sanders repeated for the remainder of the form. 
et al, 1983) or use a lot of white space (Jenkins and Since the TLF is used to generate a sample of
Dillman, 1993, 1995; Lagarce and Washburn, 1995). teachers to participate in the subsequent Teacher Survey,
While this is informative on a theoretical level, error introduced at the TLF stage can affect the quality of
questionnaire designers are left with little practical the teacher survey data.  The Teacher List Validity Study
guidelines on what constitutes a cluttered page or maximal (TLVS) (Waite, 1994) revealed that some respondents
white space.  Attempting to design a questionnaire which erroneously included or excluded teachers on the TLF.
meets many of the theoretical criteria can lead to the Furthermore, in a previous round of cognitive interviews
violation of other guidelines.  For example, reducing a conducted to improve the TLF, Jenkins and Von Thurn
question’s ambiguity often requires adding words, either (1995) found several other problems with the form that
to the question itself, or in the form of additional resulted in misreporting.  Many respondents perceived
instructions.  However, if the question or instructions the instructions to be burdensome and this negatively
become too long, respondents may not fully attend to them affected their desire and ability to complete the task.
or ignore them completely.  By not reading the questions Jenkins and Von Thurn (1995) further report that
or instructions carefully respondents may  commit errors information on the TLF was arranged in an illogical
which could increase the total survey error. manner that proved to be confusing and distracting for

Gower and Dibbs (1989) report that on the 1986 respondents, and that many instructions were not well
Canadian Census, respondents had a tendency to start defined.  The lack of  clear definitions left many
answering the questions without reading the initial respondents wondering if they should list certain
instructions.  This increased undercoverage and teachers, such as speech therapists and  librarians.  
jeopardized response rates.  They conclude,  “The research   
provided many specific examples of the general principle
that respondents usually do not read the instructions and Twenty cognitive interviews were conducted in
definitions that have been designed to help them (p. 261).” three waves.  Revisions to the test TLF instrument were

This paper will report on a practical experience made after the first and second waves. 
in which several aspects of questionnaire formatting were Interviews were conducted by two experienced
manipulated to create a form which was less burdensome researchers from the Census Bureau’s Center for Survey
and more attractive to respondents.  First, we describe the Methods Research, using concurrent think aloud and
methodology used in our study.  Next, we report our debriefing techniques.  Respondents were asked to read
findings, followed by a discussion of the questionnaire and think aloud.  Interviewers probed as respondents
design issues and tradeoffs that are implicit in these completed the form.  A series of debriefing questions
findings.  The paper concludes with suggestions for future were administered after the respondent completed the
research.       survey.    

II. Background

Staffing Survey (SASS) for the National Center for

III. Research Design



Administrative staff from 7 private and 13 public raised in the previous cognitive interviews.  But, despite
schools were interviewed. As is often the case in our best intentions the obvious fact was we had created a
establishment surveys, the person with whom the beast more unwieldy than its predecessor. 
interview was scheduled was not always the person who Not only were the instructions long, but not all
completed the entire form.  Therefore, multiple of the instructions are applicable to all respondents.  For
respondents were interviewed at the same school in some example, a small school with just a couple of general
cases.  School size varied widely, ranging from 10 to 142 elementary teachers would have to wade through many
teachers.  Schools were selected from six counties more lines of irrelevant instructions than the number of
surrounding Washington, DC. teachers they need to list.  On the other hand, larger or

The results reported here are based on a small non-mainstream schools are likely to need the extra
non-probability sample, using qualitative techniques. instructions.  For many respondents the instructions
Therefore caution should be used in interpreting the made the task look more difficult than it actually was.
results.        Often respondents did not recognize this until after they

IV. Findings
The previous reinterview  and cognitive interview turn out to be as bad as first glance.  But that is a real

studies demonstrated that many of the problems with the intimidating form.”  Clearly there was a need to improve
original form increased the total survey error (Waite, the instruction page so that respondents were not turned
1994, Jenkins and Von Thurn, 1995).  These results off.
indicated that many aspects of the questionnaire needed to We took a three pronged approach to address
be simplified. the problem.  First, we reviewed every instruction,

We implemented many of the recommendations looking for places where we could trim even a word or
generated  by  previous cognitive research.  We rearranged two without compromising the meaning of the
the form so that respondents could navigate through it in instruction.  For example the definition of special ed
a vertical manner.  The instructions were numbered to teacher was changed to “Meaning those who teach
encourage respondents to read them.  We used bolding to special education classes to students with disabilities.”
draw respondents’ attention to important terms.  We Next, we focused on formatting the instructions.  Our
added apple-shaped bullets to draw respondents’ attention goals were to maximize the benefit of trimming words
to the categories under the instruction headings. and use as many visual manipulations as possible to help

The previous  TLF was vague in many of its respondents focus only on the relevant information.  The
instructions about whom to include or exclude.  We first two headings were combined into one listing that
provided definitions and examples in the instructions to consisted of all the teachers who should be included.
help reduce the confusion respondents experienced in The list was indented to increase white space.  The
deciding whether to list some teachers.  For example, we headings were changed from black text to blue, to make
added a definition of special education teachers: “Meaning it easier for respondents to refer to.   Subcategories were
those who are trained to teach the emotionally disturbed, indented to draw attention to them.  Additional bolding
mentally retarded, speech/ language impaired, hearing was added.    Finally, we resorted to gently persuading
impaired, visually handicapped, orthopedically impaired, respondents to read the instructions by removing the first
mildly and severely handicapped, and learning disabled.” line of the table and replacing it with a large font, bolded
We were confident that the revised form provided reminder to read the instructions before proceeding.
respondents with all of the information they would need to Appendix B shows the results of these revisions to the
complete the form.  As a result of adding this information, instruction page.
the instructions for our initial set of cognitive interviews The changes appeared to work better. 
expanded significantly.  Appendix A shows the instruction Although not every respondent read the instructions
tested in the first round of interviews. throughly, all at least skimmed them in a more detailed

Unfortunately, but perhaps not surprisingly, manner than in the first round.  Even though many
respondents were overwhelmed by the length of the respondents did not read the instructions carefully, most
instruction page.  When respondents turned to that page referred back to them when they had a question and were
they made comments like, “Holey moley,” “Oh god, this able to find the answer they sought.
is a lot,” and “Wow.”  Other respondents gave nonverbal
indications of the burden imposed by the task, such as not
reading the instructions or quickly skimming them.  This
was disconcerting to us.  We had carefully crafted the
instructions to address coverage problems respondents

had completed the task.  One respondent said, “Life got
better.  I thought that’s a brutal form.  Well it doesn’t

V. Instruction Placement   
We wanted to place the instructions as close to

the response task as possible.  To achieve this goal, we



tested two different placements of the instructions.  The have little control over what respondents do with the
first version had the instructions attached as part of the form.  Evidence shows that respondents often do not read
form (the “attached” version).  The second version of the the instructions fully or carefully (Gower and Dibbs,
questionnaire had a loose instruction card inserted into the 1989).  This is especially problematic for a matrix based
booklet.  The card was printed on a thick card stock with form like the TLF.  Our small qualitative research study
the include / exclude list on front and the instructions on clearly showed that respondents were not always reading
how to complete the table on the reverse side.  This format the instructions.   Faced with the alarming prospect early
is referred to as the “card” version.  We alternated in our interviews, we set out to revise the form with the
between administering respondents the attached and the specific aim of not only improving comprehension, but
card versions of the form.  During the debriefing, we increasing respondent reading of instructions. 
asked respondents which instruction format they would Previous work showed that completing the TLF
prefer.  Thirteen respondents preferred the instruction was burdensome for some respondents, especially
card, while six preferred the instructions to be attached to because of the quantity of irrelevant information they had
the booklet.  One respondent did not state a preference.  to wade through.  At the same time, research showed that

Several respondents were extremely enthusiastic many respondents needed more instructions and
about the loose instruction card.  Many of these information than the form provided.  We were left with
respondents liked the idea of not having to flip the pages the unenviable task of providing all of the information
back and forth to refer to the instructions while they were respondents need without overwhelming them with too
completing the table.  much information or turning respondents off.  We did

However, many respondents expressed concern not succeed entirely, but during the process we gained
over the ease with which a loose card could be lost. In valuable insight on how respondents handle the form.
fact, in one of our interviews, the instruction card was This information has spurred some ideas for new ways to
misplaced when it was handed back and forth between two approach the design of this form.
respondents.   The first is a concession that we will never get

We hypothesized that the loose instruction card all respondents to read the entire set of directions on
would make the instructions more accessible to whom to include and omit.  Our analysis of the cognitive
respondents when they completed the task and that interviews showed that in the best cases, respondents
respondents would refer to them more frequently.  We read all or most of the instructions and knew to refer
tried to gauge how often respondents referred to the back to them when they had a question.  This lead us to
instructions.  While we do not have any conclusive think about treating the include or omit instructions more
evidence one way or the other on this matter, we do know as a reference than a set of instructions to be read
that for both versions, respondents did refer to the thoroughly before completing the form.  However, it is
instructions.  still important that respondents see the include / exclude

The matrix of the TLF contains seven columns. list before filling out the table to get a sense of who we
Each column asks about a demographic trait or other want reported and who we do not want reported.  If
variable.  In an attempt to bring the instructions closer to respondents see the task as merely listing the teachers at
the task, we placed some instructions on the column their school, they may think that the instructions are
headings.  We noticed early on that respondents were unnecessary and ignore them altogether.  So, we  propose
attending to the heading labels more than to the a couple of ways to focus respondents on the include /
instructions on the previous page or on the column exclude list. 
headings.  To take advantage of this we revised the labels One is to treat the include / exclude list as a
to provide as much instruction as possible.  However, reference card.  Currently, the list contains teachers who,
these labels were still not a substitute for the instructions, to our knowledge respondents have not had any
especially in some of the more complex columns.  For uncertainty about whether to include, such as math
example, the column ‘3 years or less’ was labeled ‘New’ teachers.  Removing them from the list will make the list
on the original TLF.  This was misleading since the shorter and a better reference for ‘special cases.’
definition of ‘New’ was a teacher in their 1 , 2 , or 3 Another way to focus respondent attention is tost  nd   rd

year.  We renamed the column ‘3 years or less’ to provide further reduce the length of the instruction page.  All
a more informative label.  However, respondents still need respondents read the column labels and many skimmed
to read beyond the heading to see that they were to include the contents of the column headings on the matrix itself.
experience at ‘all schools and school districts’. We realized this early on and adjusted the column labels

VI. Discussion
In a self-administered mail survey researchers out the column to the matrix.  By moving the bulk of the

to be as self-explanatory as possible.  We are now
considering moving more of the instructions about filling



instructions for completing the table onto the actual table Lyberg, P. Biemer, M. Collins, E. DeLeeuw, C. Dippo,
we accomplish two goals: 1) we bring the instructions N. Schwarz, and D. Trewin (Eds.), Survey Measurement
closer to the task 2) we reduce the amount of instructions and Process Quality, New York: Wiley-Interscience.  
on the instruction page.  Accomplishing these goals could
make respondents more likely to read the include and omit Jenkins, C.R. and D. Von Thurn. (1995). “Cognitive
instructions.  However, this is also a risky move because Research on the Teacher Listing Form for the Schools
it increases the amount of instructions on the form itself. and Staffing Survey.”  Washington: U.S. Bureau of the
This could result in reduced reading of the instructions. Census.
Additionally, to incorporate this added information we  
will most likely need to increase the size of the survey Lagarce, R. and Washburn, J.  (1995).  “An Investigation
from an 8 ½ x 11 booklet to an 8 ½ x 14 booklet.  The Into the Effects of Questionnaire Format and Color
added size of the form may further reduce respondents’ Variations on Mail Survey Response Rates.”  Journal of
desire to cooperate or reduce respondent reading of the Technical Writing and Communication, 25(1):57-70.
column headings.  

We found the literature on questionnaire Sanders, W.B, and Pinhey, T.K.  (1974).  The Conduct
formatting to be vague, containing suggestions like “As a of Social Research.  New York: Holt, Rinehart and
general rule, the questionnaire should be spread out and Winston.
uncluttered”. (Babbie, 1973)   Since every survey is
unique, it is understandable that others have been vague Presser, S. and Johnny Blair (1994). “Survey Pretesting:
in their reports.  Striking a balance between providing Do Different Methods Produce Different Results?”
respondents with the necessary information and not Sociological Methodology,  2(12):73-104 .  
overburdening them is not a new problem; however, the
literature lacks clear solutions.  We manipulated visual Fowler, F.  (1992).  “How Unclear Terms Affect Survey
elements and saw that this had an influence on how Data.”  Public Opinion Quarterly, 56:218-231.
respondents handle a self-administered questionnaire.
Even minor adjustments in formatting could lead to Waite, P. (1994) “Teacher Listing Reinterview Survey.”
improved reading of the instructions.  We suggest that Report: U.S. Bureau of the Census.
further research be conducted that manipulates visual
elements.  Furthermore, we suggest these manipulations The views expressed in this paper are the authors’, and
be conducted in a controlled environment, so that do not necessarily represent the official views or
individual effects can be detected. positions of the U.S. Bureau of the Census.
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