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ABSTRACT 
 

 
This report documents a study of cognitive interviews with recent Chinese immigrants 

using the Census 2000 long form (English form and the Chinese translation of the 2000 long 
form). It aims to identify issues associated with language use, cultural and literacy practices that 
immigrants bring with them from their home culture that can cause problems in filling out a 
census questionnaire. Results from cognitive interviews indicate that because of lack of the 
social context of survey practice in their home culture and lack of familiarity with filling out a 
questionnaire, recent Chinese immigrants exhibit most difficulties in form navigation and in 
interpretation of census key concepts. This study has also identified issues in the Chinese 
translation of the census form and language obstacles in the choice of writing system for Chinese 
translation. It highly recommends cognitive pretesting for the translation of census and survey 
instruments and supporting documents.  
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
 

The foreign-born population in the United States increased from 9.6 million in 1970 to 
almost 29 million in March 2000. It represents a little over 10 percent of the total population, up 
from 7.9 percent in 1990. Moreover, European nations are no longer the dominant point of origin 
for most members of this population. Latin American countries along with the nations of Asia 
are the point of origin for slightly over 75 percent of the foreign-born population. Additionally, 
the Census 2000 Supplementary Survey1 revealed that, nation-wide, there are about 45 million 
people aged 5 years and older who speak a language other than English at home. This represents 
about 18 percent of persons in this age group. Of these 45 million people, over 10.5 million 
either speak English "not well" or "not at all."2

 
With the increase of linguistic and cultural diversity in the United States, the US Census 

Bureau recognized the necessity for data collection instruments in languages other than English, 
and is making efforts to reduce language and cultural barriers for non-English speaking 
respondents to participate in decennial census and demographic surveys. In Census 2000, the 
Census Bureau provided translations of the census questionnaire in five languages other than 
English, including Chinese. In addition, there are language assistance guides in 49 languages 
(Briggs, 2003). Chinese is one of the five languages for the translation of the census 
questionnaire.  

 
Obtaining high quality data from households where English is not the native language 

and where some or all of its residents have a limited knowledge of English requires more than 
just having a correctly translated data collection instrument. Recent research on the Spanish 
language American Community Survey computer assisted personal interview instrument 
indicated that some correctly translated questions still pose conceptual problems and other 
difficulties for Spanish speaking respondents (Carrasco, 2003). Research findings point to the 
need for conducting cognitive testing on all translated data collection instruments (de la Puente 
& Pan, 2003).  

 
Filling out a census form or a government survey questionnaire is a social action that 

involves many factors, linguistic as well as sociocultural. Immigrants from other countries may 
not share the same behavior norms when they approach a survey questionnaire (Pan, 2003; Pan 
and Scollon, 2004). In order to provide effective language assistance to non-English speaking 
respondents, we need to understand what language and cultural barriers non-English speaking 
respondents encounter when filling out a census form or a government survey either in English 
or in their native language, how respondents perceive and fill out a translated questionnaire, and 
how the translated questionnaire works in the target language. 

 
 
 

                                                      
1 The Census 2000 Supplementary Survey universe is limited to the household population and does not include the 
population living in institutions, college dormitories, and other group quarters. 
2 Li R.M., McCardle, P., Clark, R.L., Kinsella K. and Berch, D. eds. Diverse Voices- Inclusion of Language-
Minority Populations in National Studies: Challenges and Opportunities. National Institute on Aging and National 
Institute of Child Health and Human Development. Bethesda, MD: 2001. 
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2. PURPOSE OF THE CURRENT STUDY 
 
The current study focuses on the investigation of how recent Chinese immigrants interact 

with the census form (either the English or the Chinese form) and how they interpret key 
questions on the census form. This study addresses the following research questions.  

 
1. What language barriers do Chinese respondents encounter when filling out a census 

form, either in English or in Chinese? 
2. Are there any navigation problems Chinese respondents encounter when completing a 

census form, either in English or in Chinese? If so, what are these navigation 
problems? 

3. What translation issues hinder Chinese respondents’ comprehension of key census 
questions? 

 
This study aims to identify issues associated with language use, cultural and literacy 

practices that immigrants bring with them from their home culture that can cause problems in 
filling out a census questionnaire. We also take into consideration the role of language (English 
vs. Chinese) in form navigation. Thus we studied one group of Chinese respondents filling out 
the English census form and another group of Chinese respondents filling out the Chinese census 
form. In this way, we can identify issues with language use and literacy level in English and 
Chinese.  

 
The purpose of the cognitive interviews in this project is two-fold. One is to evaluate the 

understanding of some key census concepts and questions by respondents who speak languages 
other than English and who are recent immigrants. The other is to assess the cognitive processes 
through which respondents of languages other than English fill out a census form and the issues 
they encounter in form navigation. 
 

 In addition to the aforementioned goals, this study also looks into the appropriateness of 
Chinese translation of the census 2000 long form. The English census form has received 
vigorous cognitive testing before it is finalized, but no prior cognitive testing was conducted to 
test the translations of the census form in non-English languages. The current study is the first 
attempt to conduct Chinese cognitive testing on the Chinese translation of the census form. We 
hope to identify translation issues as well as methodological issues associated with conducting 
cognitive interviews in languages other than English in this exploratory study. 
 
 
3. ASSUMPTIONS AND LIMITATIONS 
 
 This study is exploratory in nature. It has the following assumptions:  
 
1. This study focuses on how Chinese-speaking respondents behave when they fill out an English 
census form or a Chinese translated census form, whether their interpretation of key census 
questions and perception of government surveys are influenced by their cultural background, and 
what problems they encounter in filling out a census questionnaire. 
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2. It aims at gathering information rather than comparing behavioral patterns between the two 
groups of respondents. 
  

Because of the difficulties in recruiting recent Chinese immigrants (Section 4.2), and the 
complicated linguistic situation with the Chinese language (Section 5.1.1), this study has certain 
limitations, including: 
 
1. Respondents are not selected to be representative of the population. Instead, they are selected 
based on particular characteristics of interest, for example, whether they are recent immigrants, 
and whether they are proficient in reading English or not.  
 
2. Respondents are not randomly assigned into each group. They are assigned into the two 
groups based on their self-report of ability to read English. The group that filled out the English 
form is younger in age while the group that filled out the Chinese form is older. This is because: 
1) the younger people are more likely than the older people to be proficient in English; and 2) the 
older people are more likely than the younger people to be proficient in reading traditional 
Chinese (see Section 5.1.1 for a full discussion on this issue). This reflects the language situation 
in recent Chinese immigrant communities in the United States. 
 
 
4. METHODOLOGY 
 
 This section describes our approach in recruiting respondents, issues and challenges that 
we encountered during the conduct of our research, and the cognitive interview process.  
 
4.1 Research team 
 
 The research team consists of three researchers and two research assistants. All three 
researchers are trained sociolinguists and have rich experience of working with immigrants. The 
first researcher is a first generation Chinese immigrant and is a native speaker of three Chinese 
dialects. The second researcher has conversant ability in Mandarin Chinese and has years of ESL 
(English as second language) teaching experience to immigrants. She has also taught Chinese 
students in Taiwan. The third researcher is a third generation Chinese immigrant with conversant 
ability in Mandarin and Cantonese, with teaching experience in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and 
Mainland.  
  
 The two research assistants are native speakers of Chinese. The first research assistant is 
a free-lance editor for a local Chinese newspaper. He speaks Mandarin only. The second research 
assistant is a graduate student at Georgetown University. She speaks Mandarin and Cantonese.  
 
4.2 Respondent recruitment 
 

In this project we focused on studying recent immigrants and recruited respondents who had 
been in the U.S. for less than 16 years. Respondents with an elementary school education up to a 
master’s degree were recruited for the study, with a range in age from 20-70.  We also made an 
effort to recruit respondents who are with different occupations and who speak different Chinese 
dialects. Most respondents speak Mandarin Chinese, the national standard language of China, but 
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some speak one of the eight Chinese dialects, such as Cantonese, Shanghainese, or Fukienese. 
There are eight mutually unintelligible dialects spoken in China, but all these dialects share the 
same writing system. We believe it is important to include respondents who speak different 
Chinese dialects in this project to investigate if speakers of different Chinese dialects understand 
the Chinese translation of the census form.   

 
 In summary, we considered the following demographic characteristics when recruiting 

respondents from local Chinese communities in the Greater Washington, DC area:  
 

1) Gender        (male/female) 
2) Age        (20 to 70+ years) 
3) Educational attainment    (6 to 14 years) 
4) Years of stay in the U.S.  (newly arrived to 16 years) 
5) Occupation        (not employed, trades, professions, retired, etc.) 
6) Chinese dialects at home  (Mandarin, Cantonese, Fukienese, Shanghainese, etc.) 

 
 

It should be mentioned that it is extremely difficult to recruit Chinese respondents. The 
difficulties in recruitment come from three sources: social practice, cultural practice, and 
sociohistorical circumstances. As a social practice, many Chinese people lack the experience of 
participating in civic duties, especially responding to a government survey. Using written self-
report surveys as a data collection method is a foreign concept to ordinary Chinese people. 
Almost all our respondents in this project had never seen a survey form before.  In China and in 
Taiwan, census data is collected through administrative channels, such as work units (e.g., 
companies, organizations or schools) and neighborhood committees.  There is also a system of 
household registration in which local police departments keep records of household 
demographics, or go door-to-door in neighborhoods interviewing residents. Individual citizens 
are not aware of the need or the procedures for collecting data through surveys. When asked to 
complete a survey, the immediate reaction from ordinary Chinese people is “What is this?” “This 
is too much trouble,” or “What’s in it for me?” 
 
 At a cultural level, Chinese people make a clear distinction between inside and outside 
relations. Inside relationships refer to those within the family or between people who have 
frequent and longstanding relationships with each other. Outside relationships refer to the brief 
contacts between strangers in a given social setting, such as service encounters, buying a ticket, 
getting a meal in a restaurant. This distinction affects every aspect of communication in many 
Asian cultures, including Chinese (Pan, 2000; Scollon and Scollon, 2001). In cultures where the 
distinction between inside and outside relationships is strong, many people will not speak with 
strangers.  As our research assistant asserted, because of their reticence to talk with strangers, 
Chinese people only approach unknown people through an introduction from a mutual 
acquaintance.   
 
 Sociohistorical circumstances and life experiences also affect potential respondents 
willingness to grant an interview.  Recruiting Chinese respondents was further complicated by 
two main factors, time pressures and distrust of government.  Though at home in China they had 
heard much about the wonderful life in America, on arrival they were faced with the shock of 
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having to cope with a new language and way of life.  If they had jobs they had to work long 
hours for little pay.  If they had no jobs they had to spend all their time looking for work.  Either 
finding employment or finding a better job required mastering English, so nobody had the time 
to try to understand and fill out a survey form, especially if it was in English.  Recent immigrants 
from China were also influenced to some extent by their experience with the household 
population registration system instituted in China in 1958.  Under this system, citizens are 
registered in a household and cannot work in a different location.  Millions of people in cities 
like Beijing and Shanghai are registered in rural locales and do not have the documents 
necessary to legally work in the city.  Known as the ‘floating population,’ they are in many ways 
analogous to undocumented immigrants in the United States.  Given this background, it is not 
surprising that people were hesitant to respond to a government survey and expressed fear of 
losing their residence rights. 
 

In recruiting respondents, members of the research team began with their acquaintances 
in local Chinese communities to get an introduction to other immigrant families. We also used a 
method of snowball sampling to recruit respondents. This was done for three reasons:  first, as 
we were not using a random or representative sampling method, it was possible to use a 
‘convenience sample.’  Second, Chinese sociocultural interaction norms favor the use of one’s 
in-group network when asking for assistance, so asking one’s friends to respond to the Census 
form in cognitive interviews, or to discuss their immigration experiences in the in-depth personal 
interviews, was perfectly reasonable to Chinese immigrants.  Third, friends would often 
introduce or recruit their friends for interviews, thus acting as intermediaries in drawing upon 
their own extended networks. This recruitment method worked well because with a proper 
introduction from someone within the social network of the Chinese immigrant community, we 
were able to get to recruit respondents with a variety of characteristics. 
 
 Despite our success at recruiting acquaintances, we were aware that we needed to move 
out of our personal social networks to reach different types of respondents, so we decided to vary 
our recruiting efforts in order to get a more broadly stratified sample in terms of social 
demographics. The real challenge of recruitment lay in recruiting respondents with whom we had 
no former contact. We first tried to recruit respondents at Chinese grocery stores and restaurants 
where there is a high concentration of Chinese immigrants. Initially, we found that people were 
willing to talk with us on the basis of a casual chat. Once we introduced the topic of 
interviewing, however, they withdrew completely. We only recruited one respondent through 
this method. 
 

Next we contacted a variety of centers providing services to Chinese immigrants, 
including a social services center in Washington, DC’s Chinatown, a local adult education 
program in Arlington, Virginia, and a state-supported community college in Annandale, 
Virginia.  With the help of the contact persons at these local adult learning centers, we were able 
to recruit some of their students to be interviewed.  Even with help from these centers, though, 
we found it challenging to gain trust and cooperation from respondents.  In an English class at 
Chinatown Service Center, students initially agreed to be interviewed.  But when we were ready 
to conduct the interviews, many students changed their minds.  Our research team then 
volunteered to teach an English class at the Center in order to build rapport with the students 
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there. After one class, some students agreed to be interviewed. Thus by recruiting widely and 
creatively, we were able to find a sufficiently varied group of respondents.  
 
4.3 Respondent characteristics 
 

Altogether, we recruited 20 respondents for the cognitive interview.  Ten respondents 
filled out the Census 2000 English form (long form), and ten respondents filled out the Census 
2000 Chinese form (long form). We made an effort to keep some social characteristics, such as 
education, years in the U.S. and occupation, comparable for these two groups, but due to the 
difficulties we encountered in recruiting respondents, sometimes we had to take whoever was 
willing to be interviewed without strictly following our guidelines for social characteristics. 

 
Table 1 and Table 2 are summaries of respondent characteristics. 

 
 

6



 
 

Table 1. Characteristics of respondents in cognitive interview: Chinese form 
 
Resp
onde
nt ID 

Gender Age Education Yea
rs in 
USA 

Occupati
on 

Chinese 
dialect 

Language 
in interview

R1   Male 51 MA   16 Language 
Instructor 

Mandarin Mandarin 

R2 Male 47 College    14  Editor Mandarin Mandarin 
R3  Female 47 High school    1   Nanny Shanghai 

dialect 
Mandarin 

R4  Female 47 High school > 1 
year  

Nanny Shanghai 
dialect 

Mandarin 

R5  Female 45 High school   5   Nanny Shangdong 
dialect 

Mandarin 

R6 Male 60+ College > 1  Retired 
professor 

Cantonese Mandarin 

R7 Female 48 Some 
college 

  13  Social 
worker 

Shanghai 
dialect 

Mandarin 

R8  Female 52 College    4 Language 
instructor 

Shanghai 
dialect 

Mandarin 

R9 Female 28 MA    1  Student Mandarin Mandarin 
R10 Female  40+ College    3  Unemploy

ed 
Shangdong 
dialect 

Mandarin 
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Table 2. Characteristics of respondents in cognitive interview: English form 
 
Respond
ent ID 

Gender Age Educat
ion 

Years in 
USA 

Occupation Chinese 
dialect 

Language 
in 
interview 

R1 Male 24 BA 12  Student Mandarin English 
R2 Female 39 MA  16   Engineer Cantonese English 
R3 Female 31 BA   6  Government 

employee 
Cantonese Cantonese 

(mixed 
with 
English) 

R4 Male 46 MD  10  Technician Shangdong 
dialect 

Mandarin 

R5 Female 45 College 12  Teacher  Mandarin Mandarin 
R6 Female 40 MA  10  Engineer Cantonese Mandarin 
R7 Female 30 Some 

College 
 4  Librarian  Mandarin Mandarin 

R8 Female 24 High 
school  

 5  Student  Taiwanese English 

R9 Female 34 High 
school  

 5  Student Taiwanese English 

R10 Male 55 BA 6 Language 
instructor 

Shanghai 
dialect 

Mandarin 

 
 
 

4.4 Cognitive interviews 
 

We conducted 20 cognitive interviews, 10 interviews using the Census 2000 English 
form (the long form), and 10 interviews using the Census 2000 Chinese translation form (long 
form). We placed respondents in the two groups of cognitive interviews (one filling out the 
English form, and the other filling out the Chinese form) based on their self-report of their 
English proficiency.  
 

At the initial contact with our respondents, we asked each of them if they were proficient 
in reading English. If so, they were given the English form to fill out. If not, they were given the 
Chinese form to fill out.  The cognitive interviews were conducted in Chinese with the 
respondents who filled out the Chinese form, while respondents filling out the English form were 
given a choice of reporting their thoughts in either English or Chinese. Most of them chose to 
report their thoughts in Chinese while filling out the English form, but a few used a mix of 
Chinese and English responses.  
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We selected questions 1- 20 for Person 1 and questions 1- 2 for Person 2 for the cognitive 
interviews because we wanted to find out the respondents’ understanding of key census 
questions, including:  

– Race, ancestry and ethnic origin questions (how respondent interpret race, ancestry 
and ethnic origin questions 

– The education question (how respondents answer the education question) 
– nativity questions (how respondents refer to the year of entry, citizenship, language 

usage) 
– The language question (how respondents respond to the language question and their 

self-evaluation of language proficiency) 
– The relationship question (how respondents understand the terms in relationship 

questions) 
 
These questions are closely related to immigrants’ migration and acculturation 

experiences. They serve as a starting point of our further investigation on immigrants’ perception 
of and reaction to government surveys that we conducted in the subsequent research (see our 
report on “Immigrants’ acculturation experiences and participation in Census interviews” -- 
forthcoming). 

 
The interviewing phase took place from October 2002 to February 2003. In total, we 

conducted 20 cognitive interviews; each interview lasted from 60 to 90 minutes.  Interviews 
were conducted using the concurrent and retrospective think-aloud methods with a paper-and-
pencil instrument. All interviews were tape-recorded, with the participants' permission, to 
facilitate transcription and summary of the results. A copy of the interview protocol and a copy 
of questions 1-20 for person 1 and questions 1-2 for person 2 in English and a copy of Chinese of 
these questions are attached as Appendices A, B, and C. 

 
Interviews were summarized based on the topics outlined in the cognitive interview 

protocol. The analysis focuses on two aspects: issues related to form navigation and those related 
to the respondents’ understanding of key census questions. For form navigation, we coded our 
observation of the respondents’ interaction with the form, including how they started filling out 
the form, how they marked their answers and how they followed the instructions. Instructions for 
observation are included in the interview protocol (see Appendix A). For the comprehension of 
key census questions, we categorized and examined the respondents’ answers to the probes in 
cognitive interviews and their narration in reporting their thoughts. In doing so, we identified 
some problems associated with cultural and literacy practices that Chinese immigrants bring with 
them from their home culture. 
 
 
5. RESULTS 
 
 This section reports the results from the cognitive interviews, summarizing language 
barriers, translation problems, and form navigation issues noted in the cognitive interviews. The 
results reported here combined the findings from cognitive interviews with both English and 
Chinese forms unless it is specifically indicated that the findings relate to just English or Chinese 
language census forms. 
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5.1  Language barriers 
  
 The Census 2000 Chinese long form is a direct translation from the Census 2000 English 
long form with the same form layout and conventions. The translation is in traditional Chinese 
characters and was completed by contractors outside of the Census Bureau. There was no 
cognitive testing conducted to pretest the translation.  
 From the cognitive interviews, we identified two main language problems for the 
respondents: orthography as a language barrier and translation issues.  
 
 
5.1.1  Orthography as a language barrier for the Chinese form 
 

Orthography refers to the representation of the sounds of a language by written symbols, that 
is, the writing system of a language. There are two versions of the Chinese writing system: a 
system of traditional characters and one of simplified characters. Traditional characters are used 
in Taiwan and Hong Kong, and are widely used in many overseas Chinese communities. The 
simplified characters were adopted in Mainland China in the late 1950s and have been in use in 
Mainland China and Singapore since then.  

 
The Chinese translations of Census Bureau documents and survey instruments are all in 

traditional characters because of the historical trend that early Chinese immigrants came from 
pre-Communist China, Taiwan, or Hong Kong and were literate in traditional characters. Over 
the last two decades, however, Mainland China has become the dominant point of origin for 
Chinese immigrants. The younger generation of Chinese immigrants received their education in 
simplified characters. Many of them cannot read traditional characters at all. Those who can read 
traditional characters are middle-aged or older, or are highly-educated people. 

 
For this reason, we had trouble finding young respondents who could complete the Census 

2000 Chinese form. For older people with less education, reading traditional characters is a 
problem, too. Many people declined to participate in the project simply because they couldn’t 
read traditional characters. 

 
Another issue that needs attention is that language choice is always related to social group 

membership and self-identity. As previous studies (Pan, 1998; Scollon and Pan, 1997; Scollon 
and Scollon 1998) show, the choice of a writing system indicates an ideological position and a 
claim of identity. The use of traditional characters presupposes that the implied readers and 
intended audience are people from Taiwan and Hong Kong and thus people from Mainland 
China are excluded.  In our project, many mainland Chinese-born respondents felt that they were 
not supposed to fill out the form because the use of traditional characters in the Chinese 
translation suggested to them that the form was meant for people from Taiwan or Hong Kong. 
They commented that the Chinese form looked strange to them and that if they received a form 
in traditional characters, they would not want to complete it.  

 
This poses a new challenge for the Census Bureau. If the Bureau intends to have its 

translated questionnaires reach the target immigrant population, it needs to take into 
consideration the social implications to respondents of adopting a certain writing system for 
translating its survey instruments.  
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5.1.2 Translation issues 

 
Researchers in survey development have long advocated the use of simple language in 

writing survey questions (e.g. Converse and Presser, 1986). The English Census survey 
instruments have to go through vigorous pre-testing procedures to ensure that the content and 
language are appropriate for the research goals. The current versions of translated documents, 
however, have not been pre-tested. Research efforts at the Census Bureau (e.g. de la Puente, 
2002, Carrasco, 2003) call for the establishment of a pre-testing policy and procedures to test 
translated documents. The Census Bureau’s revised pre-testing standard (reference here) 
includes the requirement to pretest translated materials in all languages. The findings in our 
project support the need for standardized pre-testing procedures for translated documents.   

 
Following are a summary of translation problems identified in our project: 

 
• Syntactic structure (question vs. statement) 

 
The Chinese translation of the census form lacks consistency in translating the questions. The 

20 questions under study in this project are all in question format in the English original. But in 
the Chinese form, some questions are translated into a question format, while other questions are 
translated into an incomplete statement format or a phrase. For example, the English form asks, 
“What is this person’s name?” “What is this person’s race?” The Chinese translation is “This 
person’s name:” “The ethnicity/race that this person belongs to:” The respondent has to complete 
the sentence by choosing an answer. It poses more burden on the respondent. Respondents first 
had to convert the incomplete statement format into a question form, and then they understood 
what they were supposed to do. Some respondents hesitated for some time before they could 
proceed with the process. 

 
• Word choice 

 
Some key words in the English questionnaire were mistranslated. The Chinese translation 

either uses a word that differs in its semantic coverage from the original English word or 
collapses two concepts into one word. For example, the word “house” in the English form was 
translated into “residence”, which has a broader semantic coverage – the meaning is not as 
specific as “house”. Many Chinese respondents interpreted it as referring to the residential area 
where they lived, such as their neighborhood or district. The Chinese term used for “apartment” 
is also ambiguous. It could mean one apartment unit or an apartment building. Some respondents 
interpreted it as referring to an apartment building and put down the number of residents in the 
whole building. And some respondents simply said “I don’t know how many people live in my 
apartment building. I’ll just write the number for my own family then.” 

 
The Chinese form uses the same word for “race” and “ethnic origin” in translation.  

Because of this, the respondents found it redundant to answer the race question and the ethnic 
origin question.   
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• Registers (classical Chinese vs. vernacular Chinese) 
 
The written form of a language is always considered more formal than the spoken form. But 

for some languages, the written and the spoken form have a diglossic relationship. That is, the 
written form is the high form of the language used for formal occasions and the spoken form is 
the low form for daily life situations. In these languages, the written form is significantly 
different from the spoken form. The written and spoken forms of the Chinese language have the 
elements of diglossia. The Chinese translation of the Census 2000 questionnaire employs many 
terms from classical Chinese which are not used in modern spoken Chinese. For example:  

 
         ci –zhe   (this)    

        此 – 這     

 

        fei – bu  (not) 

         非 – 不 

 

fou – bu  (no)     

          否 – 不         

 

zhi – de  (possessive particle) 

之  –  的  

 

 heshi – shenme shihou (when, what time) 

 何時 – 什麼時候 

 

 The first character (or first set of characters) in each pair is a classical Chinese character 
while the second character is more commonly used in speaking. The first set of characters are 
present on the Census 2000 Chinese form. For example: 
 

Q1. 此人的姓名﹕ 
Q1: This person’s name: 

 
 

Highly educated Chinese can read both versions without any problem, but for less-literate 
respondents, classical Chinese characters present problems in their comprehension of the 
questions. Some respondents misinterpreted these words or the questions that use these words. 
Some stopped and pondered over these terms for a long time. The following is an example. 
 
e.g., Q13 此人是否美國公民？ (Is this person a CITIZEN of the United States?”) 
 □ 

□ 
□ 
□ 
□ 否，非美國公民  (No, not a citizen of the United States) 
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This question asks if the person is a citizen of the United States. The last response option is “No, 
not a citizen of the United States.” In this response option, two classical Chinese characters “否” 
(“no” ) and “非” (“not”) are used instead of commonly used characters for “no” (不) and “not” 
(不是). One respondent could not figure out the meaning of this response option. She interpreted 
it as “illegal immigrant” because the character “非” (not) is often used in combination of “非法” 
(illegal). She read the question and response options over and over. Finally she said: “I’m not a 
citizen of the United States, but I have permanent residency. That is, I’m a legal immigrant. I’m 
NOT an illegal immigrant. There is NO place for me to mark the answer.”  
 
 
• Concepts  

 
Some concepts are difficult to convey in another language because the target culture  

may not have that phenomenon or system. For example, “foster child”, and “Hispanic” are 
difficult concepts for Chinese-born respondents because there is no foster child system in China 
and many Chinese have never heard the term “Hispanic”. Some respondents interpreted 
“Hispanic” as “western language speakers” because the Chinese word used in translation is 
literally “west” “language” “origin”.  
  

The translation problems identified in this project are not unique to the Chinese language. 
They can be present in translations of all languages. The important issue here is that the 
translation of a survey instrument is not merely a reproduction of the English original. Many 
linguistic and cultural considerations are involved in the selection of words and sentence 
structures to convey the original meaning to a target audience. Translation is essentially the 
creation of a new document. Therefore, a translation should go through a careful review process 
and vigorous pre-testing procedures to check its validity and cultural appropriateness (de la 
Puente, Pan and Rose, 2003). The Census Bureau issued its translation guideline last year to have 
the pre-testing procedures in place for all translated materials.   
 
  
5.2  Form literacy as a new cultural practice 
 
 The ability to fill out a questionnaire is a special form of literacy not universal even 
among English-literate populations. Gerber and Wellens (1995) demonstrate that less-literate 
English-speaking respondents are confronted with difficulties in processing self-administered 
questionnaires. These difficulties include unfamiliarity with the conventions of filling out 
surveys and forms, and an inability to deal with ambiguity in lexical items and phrases.  For 
foreign-born respondents, the challenge can be even greater not only because of language 
barriers, but also because form literacy may be a new cultural practice in their life experience. In 
this section we discuss issues associated with language and cultural barriers that Chinese 
immigrants in our study encountered when they were trying to complete a census form. 
 



 From a linguistic point of view, there are two basic requirements governing answering 
questions in a questionnaire. First is the performance requirement, and second is the inscription3 
requirement. The performance requirement stipulates that the respondent perform a certain task 
with each question in the questionnaire. Thus every question requires an action in using the 
language: first to comprehend the words and sentence structure in a question, and then either to 
mark a given choice, or to write in the answer in the write-in box, according to the format 
provided.  

 
At the same time, visual symbols of images, graphics, font size and color contain 

important communicative functions. Questionnaire design follows graphical design principles to 
motivate respondents to attempt the task presented to them and to aid respondents to accurately 
answer the questionnaire once they are motivated to do so (Jenkins and Dillman, 2002). 
Therefore the inscription requirement assumes that the respondent knows how to interpret these 
visual symbols and how to act accordingly. The respondent needs to follow the inscription 
practices presented in a form, such as format, layout, font, and page orientation. The inscription 
practices have structural information, such as instructing the respondent where to go and what to 
look for in a form. They also function to convey content meaning; for example, questions are 
presented in a different font from that of the response options or instructions.  
 
 Understanding the performance and inscription requirements in filling out a questionnaire 
is a literacy skill acquired during one’s educational and life experience. For respondents coming 
from a different educational environment and cultural background, navigating a form can be as 
difficult as reading a foreign language.  
 
 
5.2.1  Difficulties with answering a questionnaire 

 
From the cognitive interviews with our respondents in this study, we identified two main 

difficulties in the task of answering questions on a questionnaire. One is how to deal with 
questions with multiple response options; the other is how to deal with questions that are not 
relevant to a respondent’s situation. These difficulties are most obvious with respondents who 
filled out the Chinese form. It is less troublesome for the group of respondents to fill out the 
English form, but the group of respondents that filled out the English form did experience some 
of the problems listed below.  
 

Because many of the respondents in this project have never seen a questionnaire before, they 
relied heavily on conversation norms in answering the questions. That is, they expected items to 
follow the question-answer sequence; questions that follow this sequence are relatively easy for 
the respondents to handle.  
 
 
                                                      

3 The distinction between performance and inscription is borrowed from van Leeuwen, who 
proposes that genres of speech and writing are in fact multimodal: speech genres combine language and 
action in an integrated whole, written genres combine language, image and graphics in an integrated 
whole. Speech genres should therefore be renamed “performed” genres and written genres “inscribed 
genre.” (2003).  
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e.g.,  A: Question  
        B: Write-in box or line 

 
Or  
A: Question 
B:  Yes 
      No 
 
These questions follow the sequence of an adjacency pair: Question – answer. The 

respondent can proceed with these questions by assuming that he is taking a turn in a 
conversation to answer a question. 

 
Questions that have multiple response options, such as the following, are most problematic 

for the respondents, because the adjacency pair sequence is interrupted by the multiple response 
options. 

 
A: Question 
B:  Option 1 
 Option2 
 Option3 
 Option 4 
 Option 5 
 … 
 … 
 During our interviews, respondents appeared to be busy processing the response options 

and often forgot about the question. Sometimes they even forgot that they were supposed to mark 
an answer. They just read all the response options and then moved on to the next question. Some 
of them were obviously confused by the multiple response categories. One respondent even 
asked: “Why are there so many answers to one question?  What should I do?” 

 
Another problem arose with questions that are not relevant to the respondent’s 

situation. When respondents encountered questions that were not applicable to their situation, 
they tended to skip the questions, not marking any response options to those questions. They 
read the question and response options, and then moved to the next question.  Sometimes they 
answered the question verbally, but didn’t mark the answer on the questionnaire.  
 
e.g., Q16.  “Does this person have any of the following long-lasting conditions?” 
 
The respondent answered verbally “No, she doesn’t have these problems. She is in good health, 
so I’m not marking any answers” and then went on to the next question. This shows that the 
respondent is not very clear about the expectations for answering a questionnaire. That is, they 
were unaware that they are supposed to mark one answer for each question, unless they are 
instructed to do otherwise. 
 
 
 

 
 

15



 
 

16

5.2.2 Difficulties with form navigation 
 
 In our study, the group of respondents that filled out the Chinese form showed difficulties 
in form navigation in the following areas: format and layout, font, skip pattern, and marking a 
response option. 
 
• Format and layout  

 
This group of respondents seemed to be puzzled by the format of the questionnaire, such as 

where to start. Some started by reading the fine print on the top of the first page, some turned the 
front page over and started with the roster page, and some started with the page of Person 1.  
 

Another issue associated with the format is the ‘forced-choice’ format of a questionnaire. 
That is, for many questions, response options are provided for a question and respondents have 
to choose one of the given response options. This is based on a form of data collection geared to 
statistical analysis.  This format may be too direct for a Chinese respondent, as it leaves no 
‘wiggle room’ for a ‘maybe’ answer.  We found some support for this view during the cognitive 
interviews.  Two young women from Taiwan didn’t always choose from among the listed items 
and checkboxes.  Sometimes they wrote in an answer, sometimes they left an item blank if they 
didn’t see the answer they liked.  Even when they did check off one answer, they often wrote it 
in again on the blank line, or wrote something to expand or clarify why they had checked a box 
(e.g. checking ‘husband/wife’ for Person 1’s relationship to Person 2, and then writing in ‘wife’ 
on the line below). 
 
• Font (how to interpret different fonts) 

 
On survey forms, font size and shape have instructional functions. In the Census 2000 

form, questions are in boldface, response options are in regular font, and instructions are in italic 
font. Skilled readers can quickly identify the meanings and functions of different fonts and 
identify questions and spaces for answers effortlessly. Many respondents in our project showed a 
lack of that skill. Some of them read all the printed text on the form, including the fine print for 
office use or promotional text and read all explanations and instructions.  

 
• Skip pattern 

 
Research has shown that skip patterns in questionnaires can be problematic even for 

English-literate respondents. Skip instructions may pose a problem for a number of reasons, 
including the location of skip instructions, the respondent’s attention focus, and respondent’s 
expectations in reading questions (Redline, Dillman, Smiley, Carley-Baxter and Jackson, 1999). 
For respondents who have never dealt with a self-administered survey form, the skip pattern 
causes enormous confusion, especially for those respondents with less education.   
 
 The most obvious error occurred when the respondent answered every question without 
any skipping. They saw and actually read out the skip instruction, but didn’t know what to do 
with them. They assumed that they had to answer each and every question on the questionnaire. 



 
 

17

The word “skip” did not register in their scheme of reference. When probed, they said: “It says 
here “Skip to Q9.”  Why do I need to skip to Q9?” 

 
• How to mark a response option 
 

It is important to be aware that the same symbol can have different meanings in different 
cultures. For example, in American culture, marking an “x” in a form has a value of being true. It 
means “yes’. But in Chinese culture, an “x” means “no”. It has the value of being false, while a 
check “√” means “yes”. This causes a lot of confusion for Chinese-speaking respondents. Many 
respondents used a check to mark their answers. One interesting phenomenon is that they marked 
an “x” for those response options that do not apply to them and marked a check for those that 
apply.  

 
e.g.,  Q9. “What is the highest degree or level of school this person has COMPLETED?” 
 
 :    No schooling completed 
         : Nursery school to 4 P

th
P grade  

  ; 5P

th
P grade or 6P

th
P grade 

 : 7P

th
P grade or 8P

th
P grade 

  : 9P

th
P grade 

 
      

In this example, the respondent completed 6 years of schooling. She marked an “x” for 
all the options that are not true for her situation, and marked a check “√” for the option that 
applies to her. 

 
The following example shows a second problem in marking a response option. Some 

respondents in our study do not know only one option should be marked for the “Yes” or “No” 
response category. They marked all the options, using “x” to indicate a value of being false and a 
check “√” to indicate a value of being true.  
 
e.g.,  Q16.  Does this person have any of the following long-lasting conditions: 

       Yes  No 
a. Blindness, deafness, or a severe  

   vision or hearing impairment?  :  ; 

  
b. A condition that substantially limits  

one or more basic physical activities 
such as walking, climbing stairs, 

   reaching, lifting, or carrying?                          :  ; 

 
 

 In this case, the respondent marked an “x” to mean: “It is not true that I have this 
condition,” and marked a check “√” to mean: “It is true that I don’t have this condition.” 
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 When examples are given in a question, some respondents simply checked one item from 
the example list that applied to their situation without marking the appropriate option or writing 
in the box provided.  

 
Example 3. 

Q18. What is this person’s ancestry or ethnic origin? 
           □□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□ 
   □□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□□ 

      
                                                                   √  
       (For example, Italian, Jamaican, …Chinese, Taiwanese)  

 
In this example, it is required that respondents write in the answer in the write-in boxes. 

Some respondents in our study just made a check “√” over the term Chinese without writing in 
anything in the write-in boxes.  
 
 
5.2.3 The role of English proficiency 
 

Because of different approaches to information gathering in China, most Chinese-born 
respondents have never had the experience of completing a survey questionnaire. Of the ten 
respondents who filled out the Chinese form in our cognitive interviews, only one had filled out 
a census 2000 short form. One respondent had experience in filling out government forms for 
Chinese immigrants at a service center in Washington, DC’s Chinatown. Most respondents had 
never seen a survey questionnaire in their lifetime, nor had they participated in any kind of 
survey. It turned out that the group of respondents that filled out the Chinese form had more 
problems with the process than the group of respondents that filled out the English form despite 
the fact that neither group had experience filling out questionnaires.  
 

In this study, respondents whose English proficiency was good enough to complete the 
form could follow the performance and inscription requirements in answering the questionnaire, 
although some of them skipped questions that did not apply to them. One possible explanation 
for their ease in completing the form is that they received a portion of their education in English 
either in China or in the U.S., when many of them came to the U.S. as foreign students. While 
learning a foreign language, students learn not only the language skills, but also the literacy 
practices of the target culture. Foreign language education is a socialization process of learning a 
new culture and a new set of literacy skills, as well as a new language.  

 
Many of respondents who filled out the English form commented that filling out a 

questionnaire is like taking the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language), which means 
you have to pick one answer out of multiple choices and go through all the questions. Most of 
them used an X to mark the answer except one respondent. She commented that she was 
following the Chinese practice in using a check to mark her answers. She was well aware that the 
two languages have different practices in using the symbols to mark a choice. This finding 
suggests that there is a close relationship between socialization and literacy practices and that the 



socialization process is an important factor to consider when dealing with foreign-born 
respondents. 

 
Another possible explanation is that the English census form does not have the flaws or 

shortcomings that we identified with the Chinese form. The English census form has been 
through careful and vigorous cognitive pre-testing and revision. The Chinese translation of 
Census 2000 form is intended for respondents who are fluent in Chinese but do not understand 
English and consequently are unable to complete the English language census form. The 
assumption is that providing translations in respondents’ native languages will ease the process 
of filling out a form, and thus encourage more people to respond. But if the translation does not 
go through cognitive pre-testing, it will not be an effective tool to collect data. The findings from 
cognitive interviews in our project showed that respondents who filled out the Chinese Census 
questionnaire had more problems than those who filled out the English questionnaire. The above-
mentioned problems identified with performance tasks and form literacy mainly occurred in 
cognitive interviews with respondents filling out the Chinese form.  
 
 
5.3   Interpretation of key questions on the census form  

  
This section discusses how Chinese-born respondents interpreted some key  

census questions. The findings reported in this section pertain to both English and Chinese forms 
unless stated otherwise. In this section, we focus on the analysis of questions that are related to 
Chinese immigrants’ life experiences. These questions include race, ancestry or ethnic origin, 
education, language, nativity and relationship. 
 
 
5.3.1 Questions on race, ancestry and ethnic origin 
 
 The cognitive interviews clearly showed that Chinese-speaking respondents do not make 
a distinction between race and ethnic origin. This finding is similar to that of other studies on 
race and ethnic origin conducted by Census staff (e.g. Crowley et. al. 2002). Respondents in our 
project interpreted race and ethnicity as two interchangeable terms. The Chinese translation 
makes it even more problematic, because the translation uses the same word for race and ethnic 
origin.  
 
The Hispanic origin question:  
 
 Q5. Is this person Spanish/Hispanic/Latino? 
  
 For the two groups of respondents, this question was interpreted as asking about one’s 
race with a focus on Hispanic or Spanish-speaking populations. Obviously it excludes Asians. 
Respondents found it strange and discriminating, because this question does not include all 
categories of races. They asked why this question stands out focusing on Spanish-speaking 
populations and doesn’t ask about Asian races. Some respondents wrote in “Asian” in the “other 
Spanish/Hispanic/Latino” category.  
 Many respondents do not understand the word “Hispanic”. The Chinese translation 
doesn’t help much, because the word for “Hispanic” is translated as “western language 
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descendant”.  Some respondents interpreted it to mean western language speakers or English 
speakers. 
 
The race question  
 
 Q6. What is this person’s race? 
 
 The race question was interpreted as asking more general information about one’s race. It 
is the same question as Hispanic origin but is more inclusive and has more categories. For these 
respondents, “race” is interpreted as bloodline, skin color, and biological characteristics. They 
showed confusion over the combination of skin color (e.g. white, black), nationalities (e.g. 
Japanese, Vietnamese), and ethnicities (e.g. Asian Indian, Chinese) in the response categories. 
They didn’t have any problems in marking their race because Chinese is listed as one of the 
categories. But they asked why the question doesn’t have a category for ‘yellow skin color’.  
 
The question on ancestry and ethnic origin 
 
            Q10. What is this person’s ancestry or ethnic origin? 
 
          In the Census Bureau’s notion, “ancestry” and “ethnic origin” are synonyms. To many 
Chinese speaking respondents, however, these are two distinct concepts. “Ancestry” has a very 
specific connotation, particularly in the Chinese context. It means one’s hometown, a specific 
birthplace of one’s father or ancestors, or the specific place one’s ancestors come from. Some 
respondents picked the answer “Chinese” because it is provided in the example4. Some 
respondents put down the name of the city or province where they came from.               
 
          Our respondents interpreted the term “ethnic origin” to mean different ethnic groups inside 
of China, such as Han, Manchurian or Korean. This happened more with the Chinese form since 
the respondents could logically think it was designed to refer to their frame of reference. This 
supports the notion that respondents can only interpret the meaning of terms within their own 
context or frame of reference. 

 
 

5.3.2  The education question 
 
 Q9. What is the highest degree or level of school this person has COMPLETED? 
 
 This question is based on the U.S. education system. Respondents who received their 
education in countries other than the United States find it hard to match their schooling to the 
categories provided in the response options. For example, Chinese immigrants categorize their 
schooling as elementary school (1st  to 6th grade), middle school (1st  to 3rd grade), high school 
(1st to 3rd grade), college degree, master’s degree, and doctoral degree. If they have 7 years of 
schooling, they would report that they had completed 1st grade of middle school. Many 
respondents don’t know how to translate their schooling into the American system. Some feel 
                                                      
4 It should be noted that the English form doesn’t list Chinese as an example in the list of examples for ancestry and 
ethnic origin question, but the Chinese translation lists Chinese as one of the examples.  
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that there are no right categories for them due to differences in the education systems of China 
and the United States. They are not sure if they should count their education in China and if so, 
how to mark that in the response categories provided in this question. Some of them just picked 
one category and said that “this looks closest to my situation.” Some of them simply left it blank 
without marking any categories.  
 
5.3.3  The Language question 
 
 Q11.  a. Does this person speak a language other than English at home? 
           b. What is this language? 
           c. How well does this person speak English 
 
 The language question asks about a person’s ability to speak a language other than 
English at home and his or her English proficiency. Respondents demonstrated a good 
understanding of the question, but were not sure about the answers they provided. The definition 
of a language is not always clear and language use is always contextualized by whom a person 
speaks to and what the situation is. Even in the home domain, language use is not as easy to 
define as one would think. For example, one respondent put down “Mandarin” for the language 
she speaks at home and commented that: 
 

“I only speak Mandarin to my son. I speak Hunan dialect to my parents and English to 
my husband. I didn’t put down Chinese because I speak Mandarin, Hunan dialect, and 
Cantonese. It can be quite confusing. I put down Mandarin because that’s the language I decided 
that my son should speak.”  

 
In this case, the designation of Mandarin as her home language is her wish about the 

language that her son should speak. It does not represent her linguistic ability in Mandarin or her 
total linguistic repertoire.  

 
Another respondent shared a similar situation but put down Chinese as her home language. 

She explained that: “I speak both Cantonese and Mandarin at home, sometimes English to my 
children. I think Chinese can include the two languages (Cantonese and Mandarin) here.”  As 
these examples show, because of the variety of languages and dialects covered by the English 
term “Chinese,” there is no easy way to interpret Chinese speakers’ written responses to the 
language question on the US Census form without the context supplied by their oral 
explanations.              
 

 Another issue related to the language question is that this question does not ask whether the 
person knows another language, uses another language in their daily life, or speaks another 
language in some other domain, such as work. The way this question is formulated and formatted 
embeds an assumption that a person would speak only one language in the home.  The person 
cited above regularly speaks at least two Chinese languages at home and is fully competent in 
another Chinese language as well as English.   

 
For the sub-question on English proficiency level (“How well does this person speak 

English?”), respondents stated that the four response categories “Very well, well, not well, not at 
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all” forced them to choose between two opposites, “well” and “not well”. They would like to see 
a middle category of “average”. One view is that if Chinese people tend to be modest in 
assessing their English ability, they would think that their level is not up to the “well” category, 
but not as bad as “not well”. Since there is no middle category, they have to choose “not well”. 
That would put many people in the “not well” category, who may actually have average 
proficiency (or above).   

 
 

5.3.4   Nativity questions 
 
 Q12. Where was this person born? 
 Q13. Is this person a CITIZEN of the United States? 
 Q14. When did this person come to live in the United States? 
 
 The nativity questions ask about place of birth, citizenship, and the year a respondent 
began living in the United States. Immigration is one of the most salient events in an immigrant’s 
life experience. Chinese immigrants in our project recalled very well the year of their entry into 
the United States, the process of getting a US visa, and the process of becoming a US citizen. 
Naturalization is one of the main goals in their life as an immigrant.  
 The concept of “naturalization” is difficult in both English and Chinese. But those 
respondents who immigrated to the US in the first place or those who were naturalized after 
having stayed in the US for some years demonstrated a remarkable knowledge of naturalization 
procedures and the process of becoming a US citizen. They were aware of immigration 
requirements, including the length of stay in the United States necessary before one can apply for 
citizenship. They were also aware of the specific steps in being naturalized, such as interviewing 
with an INS officer and taking the oath of allegiance. Those respondents who are on student 
visas and are still studying at colleges showed a lack of understanding of the word 
“naturalization”. This shows that if a concept is related to the respondent’s life experience, it is 
easier to process the question.  

However, respondents felt that the format of the question is misleading and confusing. 
The question is simple and straightforward, but the response options are too complicated. 
Another problem is that this question does not ask whether the respondent has permanent 
residency status, which represents a large number of immigrants.  Many respondents who are 
permanent residents of the United States feel that if they check “No, not a citizen of the United 
States”, they are grouped in the same category as those who a hold student visa or a visitor visa 
or who are undocumented immigrants. Thus the response options for this question may actually 
encourage inaccurate reporting by Chinese immigrants who are permanent residents because 
they may refrain from answering at all or they won’t choose the “NO, not a citizen of the United 
States” option.  

 
 

5.3.5  The Relationship question 
 
 [On Person 2 page] 
         Q2. How is this person related to Person 1? 
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 The relationship question lists many relationship terms, many of which are in pairs (e.g. 
husband/wife, natural-born son/daughter). Respondents tended to choose one response option 
and also write something on the write-in line to specify their choice and to specify the gender of 
the reported person. For example, one respondent marked “husband/wife” and wrote in “wife” 
on the write-in line for the category of  “other relative”.  
 
 Some relationship terms are problematic to respondents. The group of respondents that  
filled out the Chinese census form interpreted adopted son/daughter and foster child as the same 
construct because there is no foster child system in their home culture and they are not familiar 
with that system in the United States. The Chinese form even uses the term “adopted 
son/daughter” for the construct of “foster son/daughter”. On the other hand, respondents filling 
out the English census form did not demonstrate much problem with the ‘foster child’ 
terminology. 
 
 Translation creates some problems for relationship terms. The term “stepson” or 
“stepdaughter” is not a common term in Chinese. Due to the cultural stigma attached to divorce 
and re-marriage, Chinese people tend to use an indirect expression to talk about 
“stepson/stepdaughter”, such as “my husband’s child” or “my wife’s child”. In most cases, 
Chinese people avoid saying it at all. As a result, the Chinese language does not have an 
equivalent term for “stepson” or “stepdaughter”. The Chinese translation creates a new term for 
stepson and stepdaughter by combining the first character “step” from “stepfather” or 
“stepmother” and the characters of “son” and “girl”. More-literate respondents can guess the 
meaning of the coined word by understanding the meaning of each individual character. Less-
literate respondents rely more on reading aloud the characters to understand their meaning. 
Unfortunately, the pronunciation of “stepdaughter” is exactly the same as “prostitute”, which is a 
common word in the Chinese language. Respondents burst into laughter when they read aloud 
the term “stepdaughter”. Some respondents said: “I understand the meaning of this word, but it 
just doesn’t sound right.” 
 
 The term “roomer, boarder” is difficult for respondents to interpret in both the English 
and Chinese forms. Many said that they did not understand the term. They also commented that 
they would only include on the census form family members or extended family residing in their 
households.  They thought that persons in the categories of roomer, boarder, housemate, 
roommate and non-relative should fill out their own census forms.  
 
 
6.  CONCLUSIONS 
 

From the cognitive interviews, we identified some language and cultural problems that arise 
in the process of answering a census questionnaire. Language obstacles are evident in the choice 
of writing system and translation problems. The writing system of traditional characters in the 
Census 2000 Chinese form prevents certain groups of respondents from even making an attempt 
at responding to the census questionnaire.  

 
The cognitive interviews also show that many Chinese-born respondents lack the training in 

literacy skills that are required for answering a census questionnaire even in Chinese. The 
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Chinese-born respondents brought with them the literacy practices they acquired from their home 
culture, which differ from the practices in American culture. This suggests that the literacy skills 
required to fill out census survey forms could be a potential problem for foreign-born 
populations.  

 
         Cognitive interview findings further indicate that Chinese-born respondents’ understanding 
of census concepts and questions depends on their degree of familiarity with American society. 
This applies to the group of respondents who filled out the English form as well as who filled out 
the Chinese form. Thus the willingness of Chinese immigrants to respond to a survey or 
interview is directly influenced by the degree to which they have become acculturated to and feel 
a part of American society. In addition, the better their English proficiency is, the better prepared 
they are to meet the challenges of responding to English survey questionnaires. 
 
 For the segment of Chinese-speaking (and non-English speaking) immigrant population 
that has not acculturated to American society, the use of self-administered census form may not 
be feasible. It would be more effective to arrange for them to be enumerated through face-to-face 
interviews at a public place, as they are already accustomed to being counted this way in China5. 
Moreover, many immigrants regularly avail themselves of translation and health services at local 
community social service centers, or attend adult English as a second language classes.  
Providing a mechanism for enumeration of immigrants at such locations would increase access 
to these respondents and help ensure the accuracy of the data collected. The Census Bureau 
partnership program will play an essential role in this effort.   
 

 
7.  RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Our recommendations are based on the findings and conclusions detailed above.  In order to gain 
access to Chinese immigrants, increase trust between respondents and enumerators, and improve 
the accuracy of response data, we present the following recommendations for consideration 
when translating the decennial census and demographic survey instruments and supporting 
documents into Chinese: 
 
1. Prepare Chinese translations of census survey instruments and questionnaires in both 
simplified and traditional characters.  The current practice at the Census Bureau is to provide 
Chinese translation in traditional characters. We recommend adopting two writing systems in 
Chinese translation. If a choice must be made between the two forms of writing (based on the 
expense of creating and using two versions of the Chinese census form), we recommend that the 
simplified writing system be adopted instead of the traditional writing system currently in use on 
the Chinese translation of the census form, because most recent immigrants who need language 
assistance came from Mainland China in which the simplified version of Chinese characters is 
used. 
 

                                                      
5 See SRD report “Immigrants’ Acculturation experiences and participation in census interviews.” (forthcoming) 
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This research has inspired the DMD Language R&D Working Group to adopt two versions of 
Chinese writing system for the translation of decennial census materials for the 2010 Census, 
including the language assistance guides for the 2004 and 2006 Census Tests.  
 
2. Provide clear instructions on how to fill out a census form or a questionnaire. We 
recommend that the translated census form should include simple and clear instructions 
appropriate in the target language and tailored to the needs of the target population. The 
instructions should include how to go through the questionnaire and how to mark a response 
option. The instructions can be in a separate cover sheet as additional information to respondents. 
 
3. Pretest all translations for validity, accuracy and cultural appropriateness before 
sending them to the field.  Due to the variety of spoken forms of Chinese languages employed 
by the recent immigrant population, pretesting current and newly translated forms is absolutely 
essential.  This is especially important in order to prevent the use of word forms which are 
pronounced differently in different varieties and may result in embarrassing or culturally 
inappropriate expressions.   
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Appendix A  
 
 

  Cognitive Interview Protocol 
Census 2000 Long Form (self-administered) 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Hi, I’m Yuling Pan, and I work for the Census Bureau. The Census Bureau develops news 
survey questionnaires every year. And we interview people like you to test new questionnaires. 
Today, we are asking for your help in testing a census form which asks for some general 
information about the people in your household. We have found that the best way for me to do 
this is to have people fill out the questionnaire, to see how the questions work for them. What I 
would like you to do is fill out the form exactly the way you would if you had received it at 
home in the mail, but with a couple of differences. 
 
First, I would like you to think aloud as you fill it out. I am interested in your answers, but I am 
also interested in the process you go through in your mind when you answer the questions. I 
would like you to tell me what you are thinking and feeling as you fill it out, just sort of talk it 
out for me. From time to time, I’ll ask you some questions about your answers, or about the 
questions themselves. Remember, there are no right or wrong answers, because only you know 
what you are thinking. 
 
Also, just so that I can tell where you are in the questionnaire, I’d like to ask you to read it aloud 
to me. Don’t make any special effort to read things you don’t think you’d have read at home. But 
if you find yourself reading something, read it out loud to me.  
 
Consent Form 
Another thing is that I would like to ask you for your permission to record this interview, so I 
don’t have to rely on my memory later on.  It will be audio-taped, if that’s all right with you. The 
tapes are used for research purpose only. If that’s all right with you, I’d like you to sign this 
consent form.  
 
Your answers are completely confidential. Your name, and any names you put on this form will 
never be used in any of our reports. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and 
you can decline to answer any particular question you don’t want to answer.  
 
Let me turn on the tape-recorder and ask you again: 
 
“Do I have your permission to record this interview?” 
Here is the form. I should mention that when the form mentions “here”, that will be the place you 
are currently living, not this office. Also I should remind you that this form is for Census 2000. 
So please make necessary changes when it asks about dates. 
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General probes (use as appropriate): 
 
Tell me what you are doing. 
Tell me what you are thinking. 
How did you arrive at that answer? 
What does that mean to you? 
Can you tell me more about that? 
If you are reading something, will you read it aloud? 
 
 
FRONT PAGE 
 
By observation: What does the respondent read? 
 
Step 1  
 
“Can you tell me in your own words what Step 1 is asking you to do?” 
 
Step 2 
 
“Can you tell me in your own words what this step is asking you to do?” 
 
Note: Do not probe foster children/roomers/housemates, living/staying here. 
 
ROSTER PAGE 
 
By observation: Where do they start? 
 
“Can you tell me why you chose these people?” “ Who are they?” 
 
PERSON 1 
 
Ask the following probes in retrospect for questions 1-4: 
 
Q1 
 
Can you tell me what you were thinking when you filled out Question 1? 
 
Why did you choose to put down that person? 
 
Q2 
 
By observation: Does the respondent read the explanation? 
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Q3 
 
No probing 
 
Q4 
By observation: Does the respondent seem to be confused with the American way of writing 
down dates (mm/dd/yy) 
 
How did you arrive at that answer?  
 
 
Ask the following probes in retrospect for questions 5-7: 
 
By observation: Does the respondent read the NOTE for Q 5 &6? 
 
Q5 
Can you tell me in your own words what this question is asking you? 
 
What does the word “Spanish/Hispanic/Latino” mean to you? 
 
Q6 
 
Can you tell me in your own words what this question is asking you? 
 
How did you choose that answer?  
 
Did you notice that you can choose more than one race for this question? 
 
Q7 
 
What is this question asking you? 
 
What would the word “separated” mean to you in this question? 
 
 
Ask the following probes in retrospect for questions 8-10: 
 
Q8 
 
How did you arrive at that answer? 
 
What is troubling you? 
 
By observation: Does the respondent read the instruction?  
 
    Does the respondent follow the skip pattern? 
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Q9 
 
Can you tell me in your own words what this question is asking you? 
 
How did you choose that answer?  
 
By observation: Does the respondent read the instruction? 
 
 
Q10 
 
How did you arrive at that answer? 
 
What does the word “ancestor or ethnic origin” mean to you in this question? 
 
By observation: Does the respondent read the example? 
 
 
Ask the following probes in retrospect for questions 11-14:  
 
Q11 
 
In your own words, what is this question asking you? 
 
How did you choose that answer? 
 
What would “very well” mean to you in this question? 
 
How would “very well” be different from “well”? 
 
Can you give an example of how somebody speaks English very well, well, not well, not at 
all? 
 
 
Q12 
 
What is this question asking you? 
 
How did you arrive at that answer? 
 
By observation: any narratives given for this question? 
 
 
 

 
 

32



Q13 
 
In your own words, what is this question asking you? 
 
How did you arrive at that answer? 
 
What does the phrase “citizen of the United States” mean to you in this question? 
 
What does “born abroad of American parent or parents” mean to you here? 
 
What does “citizen by naturalization” mean here? 
 
By observation: Does the respondent follow the skip pattern? 
 
 
Q14 
 
Can you tell me in your own words what this question is asking you? 
 
How did you arrive at that answer? 
 
 
Ask the following probes for questions 15-19 
 
Q15 
  
What is this question asking you to do? 
 
How did you arrive at that answer? 
 
By observation: Does the respondent follow the skip pattern? 
 
 
Q16 
 
Tell me in your own words, what is this question asking you? 
 
How did you choose that answer? 
 
What does “long-lasting conditions” mean to you in this question? 
 
What does “blindness” mean to you in this question? 
 
What does “substantially limits” mean to you in this question? 
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Q17 
 
Can you tell me in your own words what this question is asking about? 
 
What does “physical, mental, or emotional condition” mean to you here? 
 
How did you arrive at that answer? 
 
 
Q18 
 
By observation: Does the respondent follow the skip pattern? 
 
 
Q19 
 
In your own words, what is this question asking you? 
 
How did you choose that answer? 
 
What does “currently responsible for” mean to you in this question? 
 
By observation:  Does the respondent read the instruction? 
                            Does the respondent follow the skip pattern? 
 
 
Q20 
 
In your own words, what is this question asking you? 
 
What does “active duty” mean to you in this question? 
 
How did you arrive at that answer? 
 
By observation: What does the respondent read?  
 

  Does the respondent follow the skip pattern? 
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DEBRIEFING 
 
Pretest protocol for sociolinguistic interviews here.   
 

1. Is it easy or difficult to fill out this form? 
2. Is the instruction easy to follow? 
3. Did you read the notes and instructions while filling out forms? 
4. How many people are there living in your house? Who are they? 
5. You mentioned that you have ____ number of years of schooling. Was that in the United 

States or somewhere else?  
6. You mentioned that you speak _________ language at home. Is that standard ______ or a 

dialect of ___________? 
7. You mentioned that you came to live in the United States in the year of _________. Was 

that the year you first came to the US to live? Did you go back to live in your home 
country since then? 

8. Under what conditions did you come to the US? 
9. Are there any sensitive questions to other people in this form? 
10. Are there any difficult questions to other people in this form? 
11. Do you have any questions for me? 

  
 
Ask about Person 2 after debriefing. Decide whether to focus on relationship terms or nativity 
questions after debriefing. If person 2’s experience is very different from Person 1, ask nativity 
questions about Person 2. 
 
PERSON 2 
 
Q1 
 
By observation: What does the respondent read? 
 
Q2 
 
In your own words, what is this question asking you? 
 
How did you choose that answer? 
 
What does this phrase mean to you? 
 
What does “foster child” mean to you?  
 
By observation: Read some phrases out or point to some phrases (e.g. natural-born  

son/daughter, stepson/stepdaughter, roomer, boarder) and then ask “what  are 
you thinking?” Watch the respondent’s reaction/behavior. 

 
 

35



 
Appendix B 
 
 
Census 2000 Long Form (English form): 
 
Questions 1-20 for Person 1 and questions 1-2 for Person 2 
 

 
 



U.S. Department of Commerce
Bureau of the Census DC

This is the official form for all the people at this address.
It is quick and easy, and your answers are protected by
law. Complete the Census and help your community get
what it needs — today and in the future!

OMB No. 0607-0856: Approval Expires 12/31/2000

Start Here Please use a black or
blue pen.

How many people were living or staying in this house,
apartment, or mobile home on April 1, 2000?

Number of people

1

Please turn the page and print the names of all the
people living or staying here on April 1, 2000.

INCLUDE in this number:
• foster children, roomers, or housemates
• people staying here on April 1, 2000 who

have no other permanent place to stay
• people living here most of the time while

working, even if they have another place to live

DO NOT INCLUDE in this number:
• college students living away while 

attending college
• people in a correctional facility, nursing home,

or mental hospital on April 1, 2000
• Armed Forces personnel living somewhere else
• people who live or stay at another place most 

of the time

The Census Bureau estimates that, for the average household, this form will take about 
38 minutes to complete, including the time for reviewing the instructions and answers.
Comments about the estimate should be directed to the Associate Director for Finance and
Administration, Attn: Paperwork Reduction Project 0607-0856, Room 3104, Federal 
Building 3, Bureau of the Census, Washington, DC 20233.
Respondents are not required to respond to any information collection unless it displays a
valid approval number from the Office of Management and Budget.

Form D-2

➜

If you need help completing this form, call 1–800–471–9424 between 8:00 a.m. and
9:00 p.m., 7 days a week. The telephone call is free.

TDD – Telephone display device for the hearing impaired. Call 1–800–582–8330 between
8:00 a.m. and 9:00 p.m., 7 days a week. The telephone call is free.

¿NECESITA AYUDA? Si usted necesita ayuda para completar este cuestionario llame al
1–800–471–8642 entre las 8:00 a.m. y las 9:00 p.m., 7 días a la semana. La llamada
telefónica es gratis.



Person 8 — Last Name

Example — Last Name

First Name MI

➜

2 Please print the names of all the people who you
indicated in question 1 were living or staying here
on April 1, 2000.

Start with the person, or one of the people living
here who owns, is buying, or rents this house,
apartment, or mobile home. If there is no such
person, start with any adult living or staying here.

Person 1 — Last Name

First Name

Person 2 — Last Name

First Name

Person 3 — Last Name

First Name

Person 4 — Last Name

First Name

J

R J

Person 9 — Last Name

First Name

First Name

Person 11 — Last Name

First Name

Person 12 — Last Name

First Name

Person 5 — Last Name

Person 6 — Last Name

Person 7 — Last Name

O H N S O

O B I N

N

MI

MI

MI

MI

Person 10 — Last Name

MI

MI

MI

MI

First Name

First Name

First Name

First Name

MI

MI

MI

MI

Next, answer questions about Person 1.

Form D-2

2

List of Persons
➜ Please be sure you answered question 1 on the front

page before continuing.

FOR OFFICE USE ONLY

A. JIC1 B. JIC2 C. JIC3 D. JIC4



What is this person’s race? Mark  one or
more races to indicate what this person considers
himself/herself to be.

1 What is this person’s name? Print the name of
Person 1 from page 2.

6

Person

1 Your answers
are important!

Every person in the
Census counts.

Male

Last Name

First Name MI

What is this person’s telephone number? We may
contact this person if we don’t understand an answer.

2

Area Code + Number

- -

What is this person’s sex? Mark  ONE box.3

Female

What is this person’s age and what is this person’s
date of birth?

4

Age on April 1, 2000

Month

➜ NOTE: Please answer BOTH Questions 5 and 6.

No, not Spanish/Hispanic /Latino

Is this person Spanish/Hispanic/Latino? Mark 
the "No" box if not Spanish/Hispanic /Latino.

5

Yes, Mexican, Mexican Am., Chicano
Yes, Puerto Rican
Yes, Cuban
Yes, other Spanish/Hispanic /Latino — Print group.

Day Year of birth

White
Black, African Am., or Negro
American Indian or Alaska Native — Print name
of enrolled or principal tribe.

Native Hawaiian
Guamanian or
Chamorro
Samoan
Other Pacific
Islander — 
Print race.

Asian Indian
Chinese
Filipino
Japanese
Korean
Vietnamese
Other Asian — Print race.

Some other race — Print race.

What is this person’s marital status?7

Now married
Widowed
Divorced
Separated
Never married

a. At any time since February 1, 2000, has this
person attended regular school or college?
Include only nursery school or preschool,
kindergarten, elementary school, and schooling which
leads to a high school diploma or a college degree.

8

No, has not attended since February 1 → Skip to 9
Yes, public school, public college
Yes, private school, private college

3
Form D-2

Print numbers in boxes.

2043 §5L¨

✗

✗

✗



No, outside the United States — Print name of
foreign country, or Puerto Rico, Guam, etc., below;
then skip to 16.

8

Year

Form D-2

4

11

Nursery school, preschool

b. What grade or level was this person attending? 
Mark  ONE box.

Kindergarten
Grade 1 to grade 4
Grade 5 to grade 8
Grade 9 to grade 12
College undergraduate years (freshman to senior)
Graduate or professional school (for example: medical,
dental, or law school)

9 What is the highest degree or level of school
this person has COMPLETED? Mark  ONE box.
If currently enrolled, mark the previous grade or highest
degree received.

No schooling completed
Nursery school to 4th grade
5th grade or 6th grade
7th grade or 8th grade
9th grade
10th grade
11th grade

Some college credit, but less than 1 year

12th grade, NO DIPLOMA
HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATE — high school DIPLOMA
or the equivalent (for example: GED)

1 or more years of college, no degree
Associate degree (for example: AA, AS)
Bachelor’s degree (for example: BA, AB, BS)
Master’s degree (for example: MA, MS, MEng, MEd,
MSW, MBA)
Professional degree (for example: MD, DDS, DVM,
LLB, JD)
Doctorate degree (for example: PhD, EdD)

What is this person’s ancestry or ethnic origin?10

(For example: Italian, Jamaican, African Am., Cambodian,
Cape Verdean, Norwegian, Dominican, French Canadian,
Haitian, Korean, Lebanese, Polish, Nigerian, Mexican,
Taiwanese, Ukrainian, and so on.)

a. Does this person speak a language other than
English at home?

Yes
No → Skip to 12

b. What is this language?

(For example: Korean, Italian, Spanish, Vietnamese)

c. How well does this person speak English?

Very well
Well
Not well
Not at all

Where was this person born?12

In the United States — Print name of state.

Outside the United States — Print name of foreign
country, or Puerto Rico, Guam, etc.

Is this person a CITIZEN of the United States?13

Yes, born in the United States → Skip to 15a
Yes, born in Puerto Rico, Guam, the U.S. Virgin Islands,
or Northern Marianas
Yes, born abroad of American parent or parents
Yes, a U.S. citizen by naturalization
No, not a citizen of the United States

When did this person come to live in the
United States? Print numbers in boxes.

14

15

Person is under 5 years old → Skip to 33
Yes, this house → Skip to 16

No, different house in the United States

a. Did this person live in this house or apartment
5 years ago (on April 1, 1995)?

Person 1 (continued)

✗

✗



15 b. Where did this person live 5 years ago? 19 a. Does this person have any of his/her own
grandchildren under the age of 18 living in this
house or apartment?

Yes

Name of city, town, or post office

5

Did this person live inside the limits of the
city or town?

No, outside the city/town limits

Name of county

Name of state

ZIP Code

16 Does this person have any of the following
long-lasting conditions:

a. Blindness, deafness, or a severe
vision or hearing impairment?

b. A condition that substantially limits
one or more basic physical activities
such as walking, climbing stairs,
reaching, lifting, or carrying?

Yes No

17 Because of a physical, mental, or emotional
condition lasting 6 months or more, does
this person have any difficulty in doing any of
the following activities:

a. Learning, remembering, or
concentrating?

Yes No

b. Dressing, bathing, or getting around
inside the home?

c. (Answer if this person is 16 YEARS OLD
OR OVER.) Going outside the home
alone to shop or visit a doctor’s office?

d. (Answer if this person is 16 YEARS OLD
OR OVER.) Working at a job or business?

18 Was this person under 15 years of age on
April 1, 2000?

Yes → Skip to 33
No

Yes
No → Skip to 20a

b. Is this grandparent currently responsible for
most of the basic needs of any grandchild(ren)
under the age of 18 who live(s) in this house
or apartment?

Yes
No → Skip to 20a

c. How long has this grandparent been responsible
for the(se) grandchild(ren)? If the grandparent is
financially responsible for more than one grandchild, answer
the question for the grandchild for whom the grandparent
has been responsible for the longest period of time.

Less than 6 months
6 to 11 months
1 or 2 years
3 or 4 years
5 years or more

20 a. Has this person ever served on active duty in
the U.S. Armed Forces, military Reserves, or
National Guard? Active duty does not include training
for the Reserves or National Guard, but DOES include
activation, for example, for the Persian Gulf War.

Yes, now on active duty
Yes, on active duty in past, but not now
No, training for Reserves or National 
Guard only → Skip to 21
No, never served in the military → Skip to 21

b. When did this person serve on active duty 
in the U.S. Armed Forces? Mark  a box for
EACH period in which this person served.

April 1995 or later

Some other time
World War II (September 1940—July 1947)
Korean conflict (June 1950—January 1955)
February 1955 to July 1964
Vietnam era (August 1964—April 1975)

May 1975 to August 1980
September 1980 to July 1990
August 1990 to March 1995 (including Persian Gulf War)

c. In total, how many years of active-duty military
service has this person had?

Less than 2 years
2 years or more

Person 1 (continued)
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What is this person’s race? Mark  one or
more races to indicate what this person considers
himself/herself to be.

1 What is this person’s name? Print the name of
Person 2 from page 2.

6

Person

Male

Last Name

First Name MI

What is this person’s sex? Mark  ONE box.3

Female

What is this person’s age and what is this person’s
date of birth?

4

Age on April 1, 2000

Month

➜ NOTE: Please answer BOTH Questions 5 and 6.

No, not Spanish/Hispanic /Latino

Is this person Spanish/Hispanic/Latino? Mark  the
"No" box if not Spanish/Hispanic /Latino.

5

Yes, Mexican, Mexican Am., Chicano
Yes, Puerto Rican
Yes, Cuban
Yes, other Spanish/Hispanic /Latino — Print group.

Day Year of birth

White
Black, African Am., or Negro
American Indian or Alaska Native — Print name of
enrolled or principal tribe.

Native Hawaiian
Guamanian or
Chamorro
Samoan
Other Pacific
Islander —
Print race.

Asian Indian
Chinese
Filipino
Japanese
Korean
Vietnamese
Other Asian — Print race.

Some other race — Print race.

What is this person’s marital status?7

Now married
Widowed
Divorced
Separated
Never married

11

Census information 
helps your community 
get financial assistance 

for roads, hospitals,
schools and more.2

Husband/wife
Natural-born son/daughter
Adopted son/daughter
Stepson/stepdaughter
Brother /sister
Father /mother
Grandchild
Parent-in-law
Son-in-law/daughter-in-law

Roomer, boarder
Housemate, roommate
Unmarried partner
Foster child
Other nonrelative

If NOT RELATED to Person 1:

Other relative — Print exact relationship.

2 How is this person related to Person 1? 
Mark  ONE box.

Form D-2

Print numbers in boxes.
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Appendix C 
 
 
Census 2000 Long Form (Chinese form): 
 
Questions 1-20 for Person 1 and questions 1-2 for Person 2 
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