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Agenda

1. The general process of developing surveys

2. Some of the nuts and bolts in developing questions

3. Your examples and discussion

Here’s an idea!

Let’s get started by 
drafting some 
questions!

Sure! We’ll get done 
faster that way.

Wait.

Okay, let’s get started. 
Okay. Wait. Why are we 
administering a survey?

1 2

3 4



2020‐10‐28

2

Uh oh.

And, what are we asking 
about?Right. Let’s think about 

these things first.

The general process

Determine the 
intended use

Identify what to 
measure

Quantify the 
responses

Use the scores in 
the way we 
intended

Score the 
responses

At each step, we make decisions, such as what to assess, which types of 
questions to use, how to score responses, and so forth.

Develop (or find) questions 
to measure that concept

Measurement decisions

Determine the 
intended use

Identify what to 
measure

Assign numbers 
to responses on 
each task
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combine responses 
into “scores”

Maybe weight 
some items and

Use the scores

Develop (or find) questions 
to measure that concept

Y = b0 + b1X1 + … + bkXk + e

Measurement decisions

Determine the 
intended use

Identify what to 
measure

Assign numbers 
to responses on 
each task
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combine responses 
into “scores”

Maybe weight 
some items and

Use the scores

Develop (or find) questions 
to measure that concept

Y = b0 + b1X1 + … + bkXk + e
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Measurement decisions

Determine the 
intended use

Identify what to 
measure

Assign numbers 
to responses on 
each task

4

0
1
2
3

4

0
1
2
3

0
1

0
1

combine responses 
into “scores”

Maybe weight 
some items and

Use the 
scores

Develop (or find) questions 
to measure that concept

Take 
action

Don’t 
change 
things

Wrong survey 
questions

Waste of respondents’ 
time answering the 

wrong questions

Scores that don’t 
measure what we 

need them to 

What will likely happen if we create questions based on a vague idea of 
what we want to measure?

Vague or inaccurate definition 
of the concepts we seek to 

know about

Bad decisions or 
explanations

Some vague purpose 
or intended use

So first, identify our purpose and concepts

Determine the 
intended use

Identify what to 
measure

For what purpose 
or decision?

The content domain is this “what”. It’s 
the set of concept(s) or construct(s).

What behaviors (or memories thereof) 
or attitudes do we need information 
about?

Given this content domain, 
what survey questions will 
provide this information? 

Which concept features are important?

Which features can we set aside asking 
about?

Develop (or find) questions 
to measure each concept

Good questions

Responses that reflect 
respondents’ amount on 

the concept

Scores that we can 
interpret and use

Appropriate 
decisions or 
explanations

A clear definition of the 
concepts we seek to know 

about

A clear purpose or 
intended use
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How general or specific do we need to be to 
meet our evaluation or research needs? 

What concepts make up the content domain? 

What components make up each concept?

So, match your content domain to your purpose

A clear purpose or 
intended use

A clear definition of the 
concepts we seek to know 

about

Use an instrument blueprint AKA a 
table of specifications

Post hoc, this is a “code book”

And, match your questions to your content domain

Tasks that give 
observable data

A clear definition of the 
concepts we seek to know 

about

A clear purpose or 
intended use

Example: Starting with a purpose

We need to know 
whether to include 
gardening classes in our 
school program.

Great. What do we need to 
know about our students for 
us to make this decision?

Content domain with concepts

After lots of 
discussion, we 
have a list of 
concepts

Great. Let’s start 
with the 
confidence 
concept.

Content Domain Concepts

1.Perceptions about the value of  
knowing how to garden.

2.Confidence in gardening in 
O‘ahu.

3.Opportunities to garden outside 
of  school.

4. ….
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Defining this concept
If one of my stakeholders 
asks, “What do you mean 
by confidence in 
gardening?” what should 
I say?

Hm. Maybe knowing 
how much water to 
provide, and…

Confidence in gardening
1. knowing how much water to 

provide

Defining this concept

And, knowing how 
to manage the 
amount of sunlight. Right.

Confidence in gardening
1. knowing how much water to 

provide

2. managing the amount of  sunlight

Defining this concept

What about 
appreciation of 
gardening?

That’s not really part of 
confidence. That’s a 
perception of the value.

Confidence in gardening
1. knowing how much water to 

provide

2. managing the amount of  sunlight

3. appreciation of  gardening

Defining this concept
Okay. Here’s our list. We 
should check with some 
gardening education 
experts to see if we’re 
missing something.

And maybe also, we 
should see what has 
been written on this 
topic.

Confidence in gardening
1. knowing how much water to 

provide

2. managing the amount of  sunlight

3. dealing with pests and fungi

4. keeping the soil healthy

5. teaching others how to garden
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Component Questions
Confidence in…

knowing how much water to provide

managing the amount of sunlight

dealing with pests and fungi

keeping the soil healthy

providing appropriate music to plants

Concept: Confidence in gardening on O‘ahu

Let’s make a blueprint: Our first draft

Disclaimer: This is an off‐the‐cuff blueprint Disclaimer: This is an off‐the‐cuff blueprint

Component Sample of the planned questions
Confidence in…

knowing how much water to provide
How confident are you in knowing how much water to give plants? 
[Not at all confident, Slightly confident, Moderately confident, Very confident]

How confident are you in detecting if plants are waterlogged?

managing the amount of sunlight To what extent are you confident in managing the amount of 
sunlight in O‘ahu gardens?

dealing with pests and fungi
Are you confident in your ability to deal with fungus? [Yes, No, then 

branch to magnitude Q]

keeping the soil healthy Are you confident in your ability to manage soil ph? [Yes, No, then 
branch to magnitude Q]

teaching others how to garden
How confident would you be in teaching a group of novice O‘ahu 

gardeners?

Concept: Confidence in gardening on O‘ahu

Instrument blueprint: A second draft

Going from a concept to something we can measure

We draft (or find) survey questions that ask 
about each component in that context.

Tasks that give 
observable data

A clear definition of the 
concepts we seek to know 

about

A clear purpose or 
intended use

What if…
Eh, your survey does notmeasure what you say it 
measures. The questions you ask do not measure that 
concept. What if I know gardening, but I’m just a bad 
teacher?

So, before we collect data,

get people who know this concept to look at our blueprint and 
questions.

Ask them, “What’s missing? Is there more to gardening on O‘ahu 
that I should include?”

and, “Are there any components that should not be there?”

Treat the blueprint development as an iterative process. 
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Disclaimer: This is an off‐the‐cuff blueprint

Component Questions
Confidence in…

knowing how much water to provide

How confident are you in knowing how much water to give 
plants? [Not at all confident, Slightly confident, Moderately confident, Very 
confident]

How confident are you in detecting if  plants are waterlogged?

managing the amount of sunlight To what extent are you confident in managing the amount of  
sunlight in O‘ahu gardens?

dealing with pests and fungi Are you confident in your ability to deal with pests and fungi? 
[Yes, No, then branch to magnitude Q]

keeping the soil healthy Are you confident in your ability to manage soil health? [Yes, No, 
then branch to magnitude Q]

helping others who want to garden
How confident are you that you could give good advice to novice 

O‘ahu gardeners?

Concept: Confidence in gardening vegetables on O‘ahu

Instrument blueprint: A third draft What if…

Get people who are similar to the respondents to 
take our drafted survey. Afterward, 

Ask them if the questions make sense.

Are you sure people are understanding these 
questions in the way you intend? 
Can they even answer them?

Drafting questions

Imagine your respondents and how they 
will think through the questions.

Draft questions that measure our concept’s components so that Person R would likely 
answer at the low end and Person G at the high end.

Try out our questions with people at both ends of the scale. Ask them what they were 
thinking when they responded to the questions.

Drafting questions (for relative uses)

Someone who is high on the concept we wish to measure (e.g., a 
Green thumb)

Someone who would likely score low on the concept (a Red thumb?)

Imagine at least two people from our target group. These might be people 
we know.

G

R

26 27
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Draft questions that separate these two types of respondents.

Especially those people who are just above and below that conceptual cutscore.

Drafting questions (for decision uses)

Someone who is above the cut score for the 
decision

Someone who is below the cut score for 
the decision

D

N
Needs 
gardening 
instruction 
to increase 
confidence

Doesn’t need 
gardening 
instruction

Drafting questions while considering biases

Avoid confusing language
double‐barreled questions

response scales that do not match the 
concept

Careful of acquiescence bias

How easy to use were the FEAST learning kit activities?
o Excellent

o Very good

o Fair

o Poor

The FEAST learning kit activities were easy to use.
o Strongly agree

o Agree

o Neutral

o Disagree

o Strongly disagree

3
2
1
0

4
1
0
‐1
‐2

2
4
3
2
1

5

The FEAST learning kit activities were easy to use.
o Yes, they were very easy

o Yes, they were somewhat easy

o No, they were not that easy

o No, they were not easy at all

3
2
1
0
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Were the FEAST learning kit activities easy to use?
o Yes

o No

How easy were they?
o They were really easy

o They were pretty easy

It seems like they were difficult, then. 
How difficult were they?
o They were really difficult

o They were pretty difficult

0
1

3
2

Social conditions are more to blame than individuals for the high 
crime rates in the US.

Agree Disagree

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement?

Research in acquiescence bias

Research in acquiescence bias

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement?

More people tended to select agree regardless of which question (Schuman & 
Presser, 1981)

The wording of the stem can signal to the respondent which direction is 
“better”.

Individuals are more to blame than social conditions for the high 
crime rates in the US.

Agree Disagree

This is advised based on theory and some research (Krosnick & Presser, 2010; Schuman & Presser, 1981; Saris, et al., 2010), but other recent research suggests that 
agreement scales may not actually evoke this type of bias (e.g., Dykema et al., 2019; Lelkes & Weiss, 2015).

Into the matrix and translating to numbers!

An excerpt from a survey to measure teacher efficacy, from Gibson, S., & Dembo, M. H. (1984). 
Teacher efficacy: A construct validation. Journal of Educational Psychology, 76, 569–582 
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Drafting questions while considering biases

Careful with check‐all‐that‐apply formats
unless the categories are concrete, like 
number of years or place of residence

Check all that apply.
 The PD providers had enough content expertise.

 The PD providers used effective teaching approaches.

 The PD materials used family-friendly language.

 The unit and lessons were thoroughly explained.

1. Did the PD providers have enough content expertise?

2. Did the PD providers use effective teaching approaches?

3. Did the PD materials use family‐friendly language?

4. Were the unit and lessons were thoroughly explained

o Yes o No

o Yes o No

o Yes o No

o Yes o No

1. We’ll probably see a 
primacy effect.

2. Respondents consider the 
options as a set. A few
people may believe that all 
of these should be 
endorsed and a few others 
might want to endorse 
none, but for most people, 
there’s a tendency to select 
a limited set. 

A plausible anchoring contrast effect

Q1: What is the quality of education at University of 
Phoenix?

Q2: What is the quality of education at UHM? 

Q1: What is the quality of education at Stanford?

Q2: What is the quality of education UHM? 

Good
Excellent

Fair
Poor

38 39
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Drafting questions while considering biases

Respect our respondents
If this question is important for your study, show people respect for 
their status and include all “reasonable” statuses in your population.

o If you need to collapse data for the analysis, that’s your job.

 e.g., people who live with a partner but are not married can be assigned the 
same category as “married” in your analysis.

The problem item is from Robinson & Firth (2015. Crafting quality questions: The arts & science of survey design. Workshop presented at the annual 
meeting of the American Evaluation Association, Chicago, IL.

What is your marital status?
o Single

o Married

Drafting questions while considering biases

There are many more concerns in question 
development
e.g., Overlapping response categories

Misinterpreted categories
Motivation to respond concerns

e.g., Ask demographic questions 
at the end

How many years have you been 
teaching?
o 1–2

o 2–3

o 3–4

o More than 4

42 43
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Use available checklists Drafting questions

Consider this an iterative process

Frequency distributions of response scales

N = 50

Question 1 Very poorly 
executed

Not well 
executed

Adequately 
executed

Pretty well 
executed

Very well 
executed

How well was the 
content of the lesson 
plan executed?

4
(8%)

17
(34%)

8
(16%)

17
(34%)

4
(8%)

Question 2
Strongly
disagree Disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree Agree Strongly agree

The lesson’s content was 
fun, educational, and 
rigorous.

0
(0%)

1
(2%)

45
(90%)

3
(6%)

1
(2%)

What is one plausible explanation for a pattern like this?

Question 3 Not at all 
appropriate 

Weakly
appropriate

Appropriate
enough

Pretty
appropriate

Very
appropriate

To what extent was the 
activity appropriate for 
the students’ level?

2
(4%)

1
(2%)

6
(12%)

23
(46%)

18
(36%)

Question 4 No, not at all Yes, minimally Yes, partially
Yes,

moderately Yes, fully

The activity engaged 
your students, right?

0
(0%)

0
(0%)

1
(2%)

4
(8%)

45
(90%)

Frequency distributions of response scales

N = 50

Is this item well calibrated to measure the variation in the respondents?

46 47
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Frequency distributions 
of response scale 
categories

What do these patterns tell 
us about how well these 
items are functioning?

Content domain  specifications  questions
Target your target population
Keep biases in mind when developing questions

a. Imagine your respondents and how they will think through the questions.
b. Avoid confusing language

i. double‐barreled questions

ii. response scales that do not match the concept

iii. acquiescence bias

iv. matrices and numbered scales

c. Careful with check‐all‐that‐apply (unless the categories are concrete).
d. Be aware of ordering effects.
e. Respect our respondents.
f. Demographic questions go at the end.

Dillman, D. A., Smyth, J. D., & Christian, L. M. (2014). Internet, phone, mail, 
and mixed‐mode surveys: The tailored design method (4th ed.). 
Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Willis, G. B. (2005). Cognitive interviewing: A tool for improving 
questionnaire design. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Tourangeau, R., Rips, L. J., & Rasinski, K. (2000). The psychology of survey 
response. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Useful Resources

Share a screen shot (or description) of your survey blueprint or survey question 
(or block of questions).

A. What will the survey be used for?

B. What concerns will a critical colleague raise?

C. What ideas can you share for addressing those concerns?

Your survey questions
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