Data Collection Tips

Sun Associates Resources for LEAD-IT Evaluation – www.sun-assocaites.com/vtleadit

NEIRTEC Evaluation Resources - www.neirtec.org/evaluation
Overall

- http://www.sun-associates.com/eval/data.html

· Map your questions to your indicators.  Ask about what your indicator describes.  This is important regardless of what form your questions will take (survey, focus group, etc.)

· Create questions to respond to all elements of your indicator unless reliable information can be found elsewhere (inventories, budget items, etc.) All questions must tie back to at least one indicator.

Surveys

- http://www.sun-associates.com/surveyws/teacher307.html

· Keep them short – it should take no more than 10 minutes to take a survey.  For most surveys, this means no more than 15 or 20 questions; fewer if there are open-response questions.

· Include open response questions that ask participants to write their thoughts.  At minimum, include an “Anything else you want to tell us?” question.  Participants will tend to tell you more if they believe that you are interested in their true opinions rather than trying to channel their responses into existing categories.

· Ideally, surveys should be administered in a controlled environment rather than as an item to “ fill-in-and return”.  This is the case for paper as well as online surveys. Work with administrators to conduct surveys during faculty meetings and at other controlled locations in which all responses can be collected at once.

· Unless you have a strong need to do otherwise, it’s best to make surveys anonymous (gathering only basic categorizing information from respondents).  

· Online surveys are more convenient to administer and analyze than paper surveys.

(continued)

Focus Groups
 - http://www.sun-associates.com/eval/teacherfg.html

· Create focus groups in role-alike groups, and do not mix roles.  For example, do not mix “teachers” and principals.  In teacher groups, try to have separate groups for types/grades of teachers.  Never mix decision-makers with those who have to work under those decisions.

· Insure that whoever leads the focus group is in a power-neutral position to the group participants.  Ideally, the leader is an unknown individual; but if that’s not possible, s/he should at least be a peer with the participants and not in a supervisory position.

· Work from a list of prepared questions (a protocol) and do not make up questions as you go along.

· Limit discussion to the question at hand and shut down discussion (move on) when the question has been answered to the group’s and the leader’s satisfaction.

· The ideal length for a group is between 60 and 90 minutes with between 6 and 10 questions.

· The ideal size for most focus groups is no more than 8 participants.  Too large a group makes it difficult to record responses and answer questions.  Too small a group tends to inspire rambling responses by a few individuals who will dominate the discussion.

· In most cases, it is neither necessary nor desirable to record or videotape a focus group. Recording can affect  the dynamics of the group and inhibit the flow of information. Ideally, two people should conduct the focus group, with one asking questions and the other taking thorough notes. 

Interviews

- http://www.sun-associates.com/alsde/pioneer/906/sampadminq.doc

· Come prepared with questions, but you can be more flexible in terms of allowing free discussion than you would in a focus group.

· The interviewer should be a peer, outsider, or someone in a non-supervisory position to the person being interviewed.

(continued)

Classroom Observations

- http://www.sun-associates.com/eval/sample.html#obsv

· Come with an observation protocol (template) that reminds you of what you are looking to find.

· Insure that teachers understand that this observation is not a performance evaluation and that data collected will not be used against (or for) them.

· The observer should ideally be an unknown individual or at least a peer (non-supervisory)

· Ask that teachers not create a special “technology day” for you to observe. Rather, you want to see a “typical” classroom technology practice or actually just typical classroom practice (even without technology).  In general, you are looking for data on how a teacher teaches and then you can determine if this is a teaching style that fits with the technology integration practices you want to encourage.  It is not practical – or representative – to only observe technology-infused events.

Sample Sizes

· Good representation is more important than overall population percentage

· Seek higher response rates on low impact data collection (e.g., surveys) than more intensive activities (e.g., focus groups)

· A good sample is what feels right to you as the evaluator when you consider the range of opinions present in the data as compared to what you believe to be the range of opinions based on prior experience.  In other words, go with your gut.

· It is possible to statistically calculate the adequacy of a sample…but this involves much more time (e.g., time to pilot instruments and procedures) and effort than is likely worth your while. 

In general, representation is more important than the actual number of individuals or percentage of the total population sampled. It’s critical that you gather data (i.e., sample) from the range of individuals representative of all those who might hold different opinions on the issue you are researching.  For example, if you are collecting data from “teachers” it’s important to have equal representation from elementary and secondary teachers; or perhaps also from elementary teachers by building as well as secondary teachers by building.  

Consider how different situations (grades, subjects, locations) can influence responses, and  try to account for the whole range of situations while gathering information.  Doing this will help insure that you have a representative sample.
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