DESIGNING QUESTIONNAIRES & SURVEYS


This summary guide outlines ways in which questionnaire & survey instruments may be designed to capture feedback on the student learning experience for blended learning courses. The guide sets out themes for evaluation which you may consider for your own blended course and also offers some pointers to survey design. Examples of surveys used in previous blended course evaluations are also presented in the Appendix to this guide.

Overview

Online or paper-based surveys are commonly employed at the end of a blended course to evaluate aspects of the student learning experience, but they may also be introduced at the beginning of the course to probe students’ prior experience and benchmark students’ attitudes to the study methods and learning activities.
Pre-course or entry surveys

An entry survey may be included as part of the course induction activities before or during the first contact session, helping to capture the learning profile of the cohort (e.g. perceived levels of IT literacy; prior experience of blended study methods) and expectations towards the study methods that will be used in the blended module. For example, a series of blended learning pilot projects were conducted between 2005 and 2007 at the University of York, which used entry surveys to build up a profile of the student body and their likely reception of e-learning methods using the institutional VLE, addressing the following themes:

· Computer access (on / off campus)
· IT literacy levels
· Familiarity with e-learning 
· Expectations towards the use of the VLE as a learning tool


Feedback from an entry survey may help to set a benchmark in terms of a cohort’s prior experience, familiarity with the learning methods and tools that they will be using during the course. It may also serve as a way of capturing students’ attitudes or conceptions of learning that will be explored further in the module. An example of a Health Sciences entry survey is presented in the Appendix to this guide. 
Post-course or exit surveys

An exit survey is usually issued to students for completion at the end of the teaching cycle but before the final assessment has been completed (avoiding ‘halo / horns’ bias in survey responses in relation to assessment performance), inviting respondents to review their attitudes to blended methods in the light of their learning experience. Typically the survey may address:
· Usability issues related to the online learning resources & tools employed in the course;
· Learning engagement and levels of online activity (frequency of use of online resources/tools);
· Reception of online learning methods and their contribution to learning for the course.

If an entry survey has already been completed by the cohort, then there may be scope to invite respondents to review the original question items from the entry survey in the exit instrument. By comparing responses, you may track the effect of the learning methods through a comparison of attitudes between the start and finish of the course. An example of an exit survey from an Environment blended module is presented in the Appendix to this document.

Survey themes for blended learning

Which evaluation themes should you address in the development of question items for your survey instrument? There is no blueprint for survey development and a lot will depend on your course context and the targeted learning objectives in terms of the way that you approach the survey design. However, Jara et al. (2008) have reviewed a range of institutional e-learning questionnaires and have identified a number of common themes relevant to the evaluation of the online learning experience, which you may wish to consider:
· ‘Quality, usefulness and frequency of use of course components (online activities, resources, face-to-face events, readings, online discussions/seminars, tutor support, technical support, etc.)’

This theme focuses on the reception of the learning environment by students and the usability of the hosted tools and resources. Question items may touch on the accessibility of online activities & resources and the ‘look and feel’ of the user interface – i.e.  the degree to which the course site is ‘navigable’ and resources and tasks are clearly signposted so that learners can find what they are looking for and are able to orientate themselves within the learning space. Access to computers and internet connections may be a factor worth exploring too, to see if this has affected engagement patterns with the online resources.

Touching on socialisation issues, we may also consider the degree to which students find the learning space welcoming, well laid out (design) and purposeful (clear rationale for use of tools / resources in completion of learning activities). 

Question items may also probe students’ reception to the range of media /tools / resources available to them, with questions focusing on the frequency of use of the learning resources and their contribution & perceived relevance to student learning. Open questions may also be introduced here to invite feedback from students on the tools / resources that they have used outside the ‘formal’ learning space to conduct their learning – why they may have opted for 3rd party tools rather than the official course tools that were provided for them.

· ‘How well online activities run (timing, frequency, sequence, instructions, interactions, feedback, time on task etc.)’

This evaluation theme focuses on the activity design for online courses. Question items may address the clarity of the instructions and assessment procedures for the online tasks, as well as students’ appreciation of course expectations in terms of participation levels and output for the activities.  


· ‘E-learning experience (workload, involvement, online participation..)’

Question items in this category commonly focus on student activity in relation to the course activities – i.e. levels of individual and peer engagement in the performance of tasks, and interaction patterns with peers / tutors for collaborative and discussion tasks. Question items may probe the skills required to complete the tasks (technical / learning competencies) and touch on the management of group tasks (roles & responsibilities). The sequencing of tasks and impact on students’ workload for this course and others running in parallel may also be of interest.

· ‘Role of tutors (engagement, feedback, support etc.)’
Student feedback may also be sought on the level of tutorial support  offered to them during the course and the visibility of tutors online. Items may touch on the range of support provision available to students (pedagogic / technical / administrative) for the online tasks – whether and to what degree student learning was facilitated and learning tasks scaffolded to support their engagement.  

Whilst these themes are valid for most e-learning courses, we must not lose sight of the specific properties of a blended course in the survey instrument. Question items should therefore also be directed towards the relationship between the online and face-to-face components of the course  - i.e.:
· the rationale for the pedagogic design – the degree to which the online tasks add value and extend opportunities for active learning outside the classroom; suitability of the online tasks and justification for getting students to work online rather than face-to-face;

· the extent to which the class-based and online learning activities are related and complementary, feeding into each other and supporting students in meeting the targeted objectives for the course;

· the flow, sequencing and pacing of the online tasks and class-based learning and the ‘join’ between them (e.g. degree to which the online learning is acknowledged & discussed in the class-based sessions).

Issues to think about here relate to the integrity of the overall course design. How embedded is the use of technology within the overall course design? To what extent do students view the online and class-based components as part of an integrated course offering, helping them to meet the learning objectives and assessment outcomes, or do they view them as separate and unrelated parts of the course?

Survey design: things to bear in mind

Before you get started
Some thought will be needed on the length of your survey, which may impact on response rates. Survey fatigue is a well established student ‘condition’; lengthy and complex survey instruments will run the risk of poor or partial completion rates, so thought is needed over the length and design of the instrument, as well as the timing - when it will be released to students.   It is worth considering what a valid response rate would be for the evaluation exercise and how best to achieve this. This will affect the way that you make the survey available to students. Releasing the survey online will enable students to complete their submissions in their own time and may provide richer feedback than hard copy submissions which are completed in class time, but the response rate may not be as high.
Presentation of the survey
It is good practice to begin with an introductory message, highlighting the purpose of the evaluation – why student feedback is being sought and why it is valued.
The design of your survey may be organised by themes into discrete sections, with brief introductory statements and instructions for each section highlighting the topic that is being addressed. A contextual statement or definition may be included as part of a guidance note for each section, ensuring that respondents share the same focus as you; e.g. definition of a tool, resource area or activity that you want feedback on.
Question design
Most commonly survey design is based on the selection of a series of structured or ‘closed’ question items, using one of the following methods: 
· list:  (e.g. which tools / resources did you use) – where multiple items may be selected
· category: (e.g. year group) – where one option only is selected
· ranking: (e.g. rank the value of the following online learning resources in terms of their contribution to your learning…)  
· scale: (e.g. Likert) – specifying level of (dis)agreement with a statement (e.g. Strongly Disagree; Disagree; Neither agree nor disagree (neutral); Agree; Strongly Agree)

Scaling questions require a lot of thought in terms of the wording of the interval levels (are the values clearly understood or open to interpretation?) and the number of response options that you will offer respondents. You may decide to opt for an even number of options, removing the comfort zone of a middle option.
For the purposes of data analysis, it may help to create clusters of questions which probe the same evaluation theme. When reviewing the data you will be able to cross reference student feedback to assess whether there is a consistent response to an evaluation theme, and this will help to minimize the effect of a poorly phrased question which has been misinterpreted by respondents.
You may also wish to introduce ‘open’ question items within the survey, which enable free-text responses (e.g. please explain why you agree or disagree with the statement…). Responses may offer a richer source of feedback, but will be harder to process, and will require attention effort in coding answers and classifying categories of responses.
Testing & validity of your instrument
Ideally any data-gathering instrument should be pre-tested before it is released to students to confirm its internal validity. Checks should be made to assess whether the question items clearly reflect the issues that you want feedback on. Checks should be made on the intelligibility of the question items (wording and format) and any scope for misinterpretation should be addressed before the survey is released to students. Are the questions clearly expressed? The question stems should avoid multiple constructs – such as:
‘A VLE increases opportunities for discussion and debate amongst students outside class’ 
with separate questions generated for each construct. Leading questions (Do you not agree that..) should also be avoided.
 Is the survey easy to follow and the layout clear? Are there any areas of the course evaluation which have been omitted or require further attention?
Testing will also confirm the length of time required for respondents to complete the survey and will throw up comments on the structure and flow of the questions – whether the survey needs adjusting in terms of the organisation of the sections.

[bookmark: _Toc217728473][bookmark: _Toc306360060]Further reading

Please view Appendix 6 (pp25-30) of the resource developed by Jara et al., which provides examples of module evaluation forms for e-learning and distance learning programmes. The full reference is:
Jara, M., Mohamad, F., & Cranmer, S. (2008). Evaluation of E-Learning Courses. WLE Centre Occasional Paper 4. Institute of Education, University of London. 
Available at:
http://www.wlecentre.ac.uk/cms/files/occasionalpapers/evaluation_of_online_courses_25th.pdf
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In the Appendix to this guide you will find two examples of survey instruments - an entry survey and exit survey. These are not intended to reflect best practice, but offer examples which may stimulate your own thinking on evaluation themes and question items that you can develop for your own survey instrument.

For further guidance, sign up for ‘Evaluating your online course’ workshop or contact the E-Learning Development Team for a consultation on your plans. We can advise you on how to develop your own survey instrument, presenting examples from other blended module sites to help guide your thinking. 
Blended Learning Evaluation – Designing Questionnaires & Surveys - University of York 2011
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Health Sciences Entry Survey (2005)

Please work through the survey, which should not take you more than ten minutes to complete. 
The purpose of this survey is to record student expectations towards online learning. The survey focuses on your attitudes to online learning and the use of a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE).
The first few questions focus on access issues related to your use of the VLE. Thereafter, the questions concentrate on your experience of using computers for general activities and for study purposes. The final section focuses on your expectations towards using a VLE. Many thanks in advance for your feedback, which will remain anonymous. 

Part 1: Access to Yorkshare

1. Do you have easy access to a computer terminal on campus?  
· Yes
· No
2. Do you currently use a personal computer at home / in your room on campus?  
· Yes
· No
3. What sort of network connection are you using to access Yorkshare?
· dial up
· broadband
4. Have you encountered any technical difficulties in logging on to Yorkshare?
· Yes  
· No
(Please state any technical problems that you have faced e.g. firewalls)

5.  How would you rate the training you received to access and use the VLE?
Insufficient  -  - -  Comprehensive

6. Please use the space below to comment on any other issues (non-technical) which have influenced the way that you have accessed and used Yorkshare.

Part 2: Previous experience with computers

The following categories describe your previous experience with computers:

NOVICE: I seldom or never use
OCCASIONALLY used before
FREQUENTLY used (e.g., more than 10 times; somewhat regularly)
DAILY – this use of computers is central to the way I work

7. How experienced are you in accessing information from the web?
Novice – Occasionally – Frequently – Daily

8. How experienced are you in posting messages to a discussion forum (asynchronous discussion)?
Novice – Occasionally – Frequently – Daily

9. How experienced are you in participating in synchronous discussion (e.g. using a chat box)?
Novice – Occasionally – Frequently – Daily

10. How experienced are you in uploading a file / resource to a web site?
Novice – Occasionally – Frequently – Daily

Part 3: Previous experience in using computers for learning

The following questions describe your previous experience in using computers in a course / study programme (any subject):


11. Have you followed courses which involve the use of a discussion forum?
· Yes
· No

12. Have you followed courses which involve the use of chat (synchronous discussion)?
· Yes
· No
13. Have you followed courses in which course materials and resources have been delivered online (i.e. within an integrated virtual learning environment)?
· Yes
· No
14. Have you followed courses in which you have used a self-assessment programme to test your own learning?  
· Yes
· No


Part 4: Expectations towards using a Virtual Learning Environment

This section invites you to consider how the introduction of a virtual learning environment (VLE) may impact on your learning experience and the instructional process. A VLE is a computer system which supports online learning, allowing students to interact with learning materials, fellow students and instructors. Whether you have conducted your learning using a VLE or not, we are interested in capturing your expectations towards this process and your views on how this might influence learning and teaching.

Please select a response that corresponds to the following scale for each statement:
Strongly Disagree; Disagree; Neither agree nor disagree (neutral); Agree; Strongly Agree

15. A VLE supports ideas and experience sharing amongst students

16. A VLE increases opportunities for discussion and debate amongst students outside class

17. A VLE provides flexibility to learners in terms of their study needs (offering access resources when students need them – enabling them to study when they choose to).

18. A VLE provides greater transparency for individual learning (revealing individual study time)

19. A VLE helps students to prepare well for class sessions

20. A VLE increases costs for individual students (printing)

21. A VLE increases the study workload for students

22. A VLE helps instructors to be accessible to students outside class

23. A VLE increases interaction levels between individual students and the course instructor outside class

24. A VLE enables instructors to provide a wide variety of learning resources for students

25. A VLE supports a close relationship between students and the instructor

26. A VLE helps the instructor to address individual learning needs



Thank you for taking the time to complete this pre-course questionnaire




Environment & Health module (2007): Exit Survey

Part 1: Access to VLE
Access to Yorkshare 
1. Have you been able to gain easy access to a computer on campus?   Yes / No
2. Have you accessed Yorkshare from a personal computer at home / in your room on campus?  Yes / No
3. Have you mainly used a broadband connection to access Yorkshare? Yes / No
4. Have you encountered any technical difficulties logging on to Yorkshare? Yes / No
If yes, please describe briefly any technical difficulties you have experienced.

5. Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the statement: The training I received to access and start using Blackboard was sufficient.  Strongly agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree / Not Applicable

6. Please use the space below to comment on any other issues (non-technical) which have influenced the way that you have accessed and used Blackboard.

Part 2: Experience using a Virtual Learning Environment
 
This section invites you to reconsider your attitudes towards using a virtual learning environment (VLE) such as Yorkshare for online learning. Based on your experience using the VLE in this module, please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the statements below, choosing one of the following response options: Strongly agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree / Not Applicable

7. A VLE supports ideas and experience sharing between students.  
8. A VLE increases opportunities for discussion and debate outside class.  
9. A VLE provides flexibility to learners in terms of their study needs (offering access to resources when needed and the ability to choose study times). 
10. A VLE makes individual students contributions more transparent to the instructor. 
11. A VLE helps students to prepare well before class sessions. 
12. A VLE increases costs for individual students (e.g. through additional printing). 
13. A VLE increases the study workload for students. 
14. A VLE helps instructors to be accessible to students outside of class. 
15. A VLE increases interaction levels between the course instructor and students outside of class. 
16. A VLE increases interaction levels between students on the course outside of class. 
17. A VLE enables an instructor to provide a wider variety of learning resources for students. 
18. A VLE helps the instructor to respond to individual learning needs. 

Part 3: Experience of using Library resources via the VLE

19. Did you access Library resources via the VLE during your course? Yes / No
20. If so, which Library resources did you access via the VLE? [open question]
21. Did you find access to Library resources easy via the VLE? Yes / No
22. If you answered no to the previous question please tell us what problems you encountered. [open question]
23. If it was available in your course, did you use the ‘Resource List / Bibliography’ link in the VLE, and if so please tell us your experience of using it. [open question]
24. Do you have any suggestions for improving access to Library resources via the VLE? [open question]

Part 4: Contribution of the VLE to your learning
This section invites you to reflect on the contribution of Yorkshare to your learning.

25. Please describe any benefits to your learning you experienced from using the VLE in this module. [open question]
26. Please describe any disadvantages you associate with using the VLE to support your learning. [open question]

27. Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the statement: Using the VLE complemented the class-based learning that I experienced in this module. Strongly agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree / Not Applicable
28. Please explain why you agree or disagree with the statement above, as to whether the online activities in Yorkshare complemented your class-based learning. [open question]
29. Do you have any suggestions regarding the way the VLE could be used to better support your learning? [open question]
30. Finally, please suggest any improvements to the way that we deliver Yorkshare training to students. For example, do you have any specific training needs that ought to be addressed? [open question]


