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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report details the results of cognitive research conducted on the Teacher Listing Form (TLF)
of the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS). Twenty cognitive interviews were conducted in three
waves. After the first and second waves revisions were made and the form was retested. 

The TLF tested in wave one was designed following the recommendations of Jenkins and Von
Thurn (1996) based on cognitive interviews they conducted. The form was reorganized to have a
vertical flow. Color was introduced as a navigational aid and to make the survey look more
visually appealing. Definitions and examples were provided to clarify the instructions. 

Despite these efforts, wave one respondents continued to have difficulty with the matrix,
indicated by incorrectly including certain staff members, and by failing to read the instructions
before completing the matrix. 

We revised the questionnaire in wave two, trimming as much as possible from the instructions
and improving the navigational characteristics of the form. This included repeating the
instructions on later pages of the matrix and reducing the number of examples provided. A
second wave of seven interviews was conducted. Again, problems were uncovered in this round
of interviews. Definitions were sharpened and the formatting was fine tuned.

A final round of interviews was conducted. 

Remaining wording issues include: defining the burden statement, adjusting the three years or
less definition, and expanding the race/ethnicity options. Additionally, we recommend more
changes to the form, including expansion to a larger size page with more instructions on the
table. This would reduce the overwhelming appearance of the instructions, and respondents
would be able to locate the information they need.

II. BACKGROUND

The Census Bureau conducts the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) for the National Center for
Education Statistics. SASS consists of ten self-administered questionnaires designed to obtain
nationwide information on all aspects of the school system. The Teacher Listing Form (TLF) is
the first in the SASS sequence. This list is used to select teachers from schools to participate in
the Teacher Questionnaire. In order for the TLF to obtain accurate data, it is important that
respondents attend to the lengthy instructions detailing which teachers should be included and
excluded from the form. 

In a previous round of cognitive interviews, Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) reported that there
were several problems with the form that resulted in misreporting; e.g., information was arranged
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in a distracting manner that proved to be confusing for respondents, and the instructions were not
well defined which resulted in confusion for many respondents. 

Taking the recommendations of Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) into consideration, we redesigned
the TLF hoping to combat several of these problems and to make the form respondent friendly. 

First, this report will describe the methodology used. A description of revisions we made during
the three waves and the results of those revisions will follow. The report concludes with
recommendations for changes to the Teacher Listing Form.

III. METHODS

Twenty cognitive interviews were conducted in three waves. Interviewing took place between
January and March 1997. Table 1 shows the number of interviews conducted in each wave. The
first wave used a form based on the recommendations made by Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996).
The form was revised after wave one and two.

Table 1: Interviews Conducted in Each Wave

Wave Interviews

1 6

2 8

3 6

Total 20

Interviews were conducted by two experienced researchers from the Center for Survey Methods
Research. Interviews were conducted using concurrent think aloud, retrospective recall, and
debriefing techniques. Respondents were asked to read the questionnaire aloud. Respondents
were also asked to think aloud and interviewers probed as respondents completed the form.
Interviews were tape recorded with respondents’ permission. 

Seven private and thirteen public schools were interviewed. The schools were located in one of
six counties (Anne Arundel County, MD; Charles County, MD; St. Mary’s County, MD;
Alexandria County, VA; Arlington County, VA; and Fairfax County, VA). Nineteen schools
were selected from the Common Core Data (CCD). One new school, which was not on the CCD
was selected from a map of the county. School size varied widely, ranging from 10 teachers to
142 teachers. The median number of teachers was 40.5. 
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The results reported here are based on a small non-probability sample, using qualitative
techniques. Additionally, a cognitive interview alters the essential survey conditions. In this case,
an interviewer was present for a survey which is intended to be self-administered. Furthermore,
the interviewer asked questions as the survey progressed which could influence the way
respondents answer future questions. Therefore, caution should be used in interpreting the
results.

When scheduling interviews, recruiters attempted to determine who would normally fill out the
questionnaire and arranged the appointment with them. In all twenty cases this was the
headmaster, principal, vice principal, or their administrative staff. As is often the case in
establishment surveys, once the person with whom the interview was scheduled saw the form and
realized the nature of the reporting task, they realized they would not be the one who normally
fills out the questionnaire, or they would not complete it alone. Therefore, some interviews were
conducted with multiple respondents.
 
Table 2 shows the grade ranges interviewed. A larger number (seven) of middle schools were
interviewed, relative to other schools, because previous research (Jenkins and Von Thurn, 1996)
showed that respondents from middle schools were more likely to have a problem with the
overlapping grade ranges.

Table 2: Grade Range

Grade Range Number

PK - 06 1

PK - 08 1

KG - 05 2

KG - 06 2

KG - 12 1

05 - 12 1

06 - 08 7

06 - 12 1

07 - 12 2

09 - 12 1

Ungraded 1

Total 20



4

IV. FORMATTING

Substantial changes were made between the formatting of the original TLF and the revised form.
The formatting changes were evaluated and revised throughout the three waves of testing. The
changes were aimed at improving the readability of the form and ease of completing the form.
The goal was to create a questionnaire that respondents could navigate through efficiently and
accurately, as well as creating one which was more attractive to fill out, thus reducing
measurement error and increasing response rates. 

Color
Instead of using black, white, and grey as had been used on the previous TLF, we added color to
improve navigation and the overall appearance of the form. A cool blue was used as background
color on the form. A darker shade of the cool blue was used to highlight important information.
The background blue allowed us to create a contrast with the white paper. Respondents reacted
positively to the use of color. When asked to compare the new form with the original, many
respondents expressed a preference for the colorful form. A couple of respondents commented
that the revised form looked “less official” than its predecessor. Although these respondents were
quick to add that this was an improvement, it is possible that the less official look could
adversely affect response rates. The upcoming field test will be an important indicator of this
potential problem. 

Numbering
Following a recommendation by Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) all questions and instructions
were numbered. This proved to be an effective way to draw respondents’ attention to important
information. The numbering also served as a navigational tool.

Navigation
We redesigned the form so that respondents could navigate through it in a vertical manner.
Information flowed from the top of the page to the bottom in a single, organized list. Graphical
skip patterns replaced the written skip instructions used on the original TLF. These changes will
be described in greater detail later in the report.

V. FINDINGS

COVER PAGE

The cover page of the Teacher Listing Form contains vital information, such as the name and the
grade range of the school that the respondent is supposed to report on. From the previous round
of cognitive interviews, it was evident that the cover page needed to be reorganized, since many
respondents either skimmed over it, or ignored it entirely (Jenkins and Von Thurn, 1996).
Appendix 1 shows the original TLF cover page. Many respondents did not read the notice that
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appeared toward the bottom of the page instructing respondents to call the Census Bureau if the
grade range printed on the cover page was not correct. 

A concerted effort was made to prominently display important information on the cover page
(see Appendix 2). However, use of an existing mailing envelope restricted the design of the cover
page by requiring a large amount of space be devoted to the address label. Additionally, a desire
to print the return address of the nearest regional office was expressed. The current design will
allow for this. 

Appendix 2 shows that the title of the survey and the name of the sponsor were placed
horizontally across the top of the cover page. We also placed the apple icon in the top right hand
corner. Furthermore, we removed the statement from the cover page that instructs respondents to
call the Census Bureau if the grade range on the cover page is not correct. We placed this
instruction and any other questions that refer to information on the cover page in the body of the
actual survey. 

Two arrows are in reverse print in the middle of a white band on the cover page. One arrow is
labeled ‘School’ and the other is labeled ‘Grade.’ The arrows are meant to draw respondents to
this information when they are answering the screening questions. However, representatives from
Census’ Jeffersonville facility, where the forms will be labeled and mailed out, have indicated
that they may not be able to line up the labels with these arrows.

The notice ‘Please return this form within 2 weeks in the enclosed envelope’ was moved from an
inconspicuous location on page 3 of the original form, to a more prominent place toward the
bottom of the cover page. We also moved the confidentiality statement from the top right hand
corner to the bottom of the cover page. We bolded these statements and offset them with a
colored arrow that reads ‘NOTICE.’ In the last wave of interviews, we encircled both of these
messages with a white background. The contrast draws greater attention than the bolded text
alone.

When these changes were implemented, respondents read or skimmed most, if not all of the
information on the cover page. More importantly, even if respondents did not initially read the
cover page, they referred back to it when answering the screener questions. No respondents
reported difficulty identifying or understanding information on the cover page. 

BURDEN STATEMENT

The burden statement did not appear on the original TLF. However, it is now required by law
that this statement be placed on government surveys. Appendix 3 shows the burden statement.
We placed the statement on the back of the cover page, a fairly inconspicuous location. Some
respondents did read this statement entirely, while others ignored it altogether. Many respondents
only skimmed the paragraph until they saw how long it would take to complete the survey. For
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the purpose of the cognitive interview, we informed respondents that the survey would take 1
hour to complete. 

SCREENING PAGE

Screening Questions
This series of questions is intended to prevent out-of-scope units from reporting. The original
series consisted of three questions sandwiched above the instructions for completing the table.
The questions are shown in Appendix 4. 

Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) found that these questions were extremely problematic for
respondents. In fact, they report that question one was the most frequently misunderstood
question on the form. Additionally, many respondents skimmed or did not answer these
questions. 

The questions were revised and their placement changed. Appendix 5 shows that question one
was split into two questions and clarified. Question two was deleted and replaced with a new
question which verifies that the correct grade range is in our records. This series of questions was
moved from the upper left hand corner of the original form to a larger and more prominent
position on the page. To help alleviate respondents’ confusion about the purpose of these
questions, a numbered instruction explaining the questions was added. 
 
Each question was followed by a skip instruction directing respondents who answered “no” to
call the Census Bureau toll free. In the first wave of interviews, the skip pattern arrows were thin
and the skip instruction [to call the Census Bureau] was aligned with the question. Although this
was successful in most cases, one respondent did have difficulty following the skip instructions.
The skip patterns were adjusted for the second wave. The adjusted skip pattern is shown in
Appendix 5. The directional arrows were enlarged. The instruction box was indented. These
changes seemed to work, as no respondents in wave two or three showed any difficulty following
the patterns. 
 
As discussed previously, Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) reported that some respondents missed
the screener questions altogether in the original TLF. The revisions appeared to reduce this
problem. One respondent opened the form and started at page four (the page after these
questions). This respondent eventually saw the screening page, but did not answer the questions.
However, this respondent was the exception rather than the rule. 

Month and Day School Closes
This question was problematic on the original questionnaire for two reasons. First, it was not
well located, appearing at the top of the matrix (see Appendix 6). Secondly, respondents did not
understand the question. Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) reported that school closes for teachers
and students on different days. They also found that one respondent put in the day of the week
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when answering this question. To address these concerns we changed both the substance and
appearance of the question. 

Wave one respondents showed a tendency to write the year in as well as the date. To reduce this
burden and further clarify the task we wanted respondents to complete, we added a third answer
box with the year 1997 already completed. Appendix 5 shows the revised response categories.

Many respondents indicated that they did not know the exact day school would end because of
snow days. However, they were able to provide an estimate. 

Respondent Information
Item four in the original survey asked respondents to report their name, title, telephone number
and current date. The questions asking for this information were double banked next to questions
one through three. In order to establish a vertical flow, we moved these questions under question
five and dropped the request for current date. The series started with an explanation of why the
information was being requested. No problem occurred with this question. Appendix 5 shows the
revision.

INSTRUCTION PAGE

The Teacher Listing Form contains a set of lengthy instructions describing which teachers should
be included and which ones should be excluded from the form. Furthermore, there are several
instructions that explain how to complete the table which requests information about each
teacher. 

In the original form, the instructions on completing the table preceded the Include/Omit list (see
Appendix 4). We reversed this order and placed the Include/Omit instructions prior to the
instructions on completing the table. This was done in an effort to lead respondents sequentially
through the form. Operationally, respondents need to determine who to list first and then they
need to figure out how to report each one on the table. We did not want to risk having
respondents read the instructions on completing the table and then proceed directly to the table. 

Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) recommended an expansion of the instructions to address many
concerns that were uncovered in their cognitive interviews. To accommodate the increase in
length of instructions, it was necessary to change their presentation. For the first two waves of
cognitive interviews, four distinct headings were created: 1) Include On The List 2) Also,
Remember To Include And Categorize 3) Omit From The List 4) Completing The Form. Each
heading was bolded in black ink and pointed to by a numbered blue arrow. Information under the
heading was highlighted using blue apple shaped bullets. The instructions used in wave one can
be found in Appendix 7. 

It became apparent in the first wave of interviews that respondents found the instructions
overwhelming. They made statements such as “holey moley,” “oh god this is a lot,” and “wow”
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when they saw the instruction page. A couple of respondents read the instructions thoroughly.
Many respondents merely skimmed the instructions and a couple ignored them completely. This
is a significant problem since reading the instructions is clearly linked to accurate reporting.
Interestingly, almost every respondent referred back to the instructions when completing the
table. 

Some instructions on the original TLF were too vague for respondents to accurately perform the
response task. But our revisions to expand and clarify them produced instructions that were
overwhelming. We took a three pronged approach to addressing this issue. First, we attempted to
trim as many words as possible without changing the meaning of the instructions. Additionally,
we collapsed examples. In wave three, the first two headings were combined into one list that
included all the teachers that should be included. The list was indented to give the illusion of
being shorter. The headings were changed from black to blue, to make it easier for respondents to
find them when referring back to the instructions. Appendix 8 shows the revised wording and
instructions. The instructions continue to be quite long.  

INCLUDE ON THE LIST

Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) uncovered several ambiguities with the list that needed to be
clarified. Definitions and examples were added to guide respondents through the include and
omit lists. Although we added these definitions, some respondents made errors when they were
determining who to include. We made revisions throughout the three waves to improve these
definitions. Respondent errors are discussed with the item at which they occurred.

C Special Education 
In the previous round of interviews, Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) reported that some
respondents were unsure if certain teachers qualified as Special Education teachers. Jenkins and
Von Thurn (1996) partly attribute this to the fact that there was not a definition of a Special
Education teacher on the form. So, for our first wave of cognitive interviews, we added a
definition for Special Education Teachers [see Appendix 7]

However, in the first round of interviews it was apparent that respondents were not cuing in on
the fact that we were interested in teachers who teach classes specifically designed to meet the
needs of special education students. For the second round of cognitive interviews we reduced this
definition to read, 

Meaning those who teach special education classes to students with disabilities.

This shortened definition drew respondents focus to the concept of ‘special education classes.’

During the debriefing session, we asked respondents to tell us in their own words what Special
Education teachers meant to them. Based on the responses, it was apparent that most respondents
knew what was meant by a Special Education teacher. 
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A couple of respondents had difficulty categorizing the subject matter taught by special education
teachers. They marked that some teachers teach special education and then marked another
subject matter. These respondents did not consider special education to be a subject matter.
Interestingly, both of these cases occurred in special education schools. What these respondents
were actually doing was indicating what subject matter these teachers teach to special education
children. One respondent consistently reiterated his confusion during the interview as to the
intent of the subject matter column since Special Education teachers also teach other subjects.
The respondent commented, 

She teaches all of these subject areas, so I guess, I would just (respondent checked all
subjects except vo-tech and other) math, science, language arts, social studies, she doesn’t
do vocational technical, now I would go back (respondent turns to instructions) I just
wanted to verify that on ‘c’ Mark the box most taught by the teacher, if the teacher
teaches two or more. Since ‘c,’ I guess I would be confused, special education, you know
they are doing K - 6, but she is also teaching the subjects. I would probably mark them
all, but I think what you are looking for is, is it a science teacher in the secondary
program, is it a math teacher in the secondary program, so I don’t see a thing here that
would indicate to me that as a special education teacher, this teacher is also teaching all
this because they could be a resource teacher and just teach basic skills, which she is. So I
am going to check it all. 

Later in the interview the respondent was still experiencing distress over this issue. 

Well that’s something that is interesting, I can put down that she is special ed. She is not
general elementary. Now I am getting confused. I am thinking you don’t want this.
Maybe, you just want special ed. And you are not asking if she teaches general
elementary subjects. Although, that’s what she is doing and the others are teaching
resource... You know since this program is a special ed center we do focus very heavy on
instruction, I would expect that my staff would be teaching general elementary subjects.
When in fact her primary designation is a special ed. So probably what I would do is
cross these off from... because I think you are categorizing her as a science math and so
forth, but she is a special ed. I would keep it consistent with the way it looks although I
don’t find that comfortable, because I’d like to indicate the difference between a resource
and a classroom teacher teaching a full range of subject areas.

Although this respondent did eventually come to the correct conclusion, he was clearly confused
by the question.

Another respondent erroneously marked the ‘other’ subject category instead of the Special
education category for a teacher who teaches hearing impaired students. This may indicate a
second problem when respondents aren’t provided a full definition. However, the cost of
providing a full definition seems to outweigh the gains. 
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C General Elementary
This term was referred to as ‘general education’ on the original TLF. The definition changed
through the waves of the revised TLF. Originally defined as:

Meaning those who teach self-contained classes in grades K-6, i.e. teach the same 
class of students all or most of the day, unless they teach special education students, in which
case see the category above (special education). 

Include kindergarten teachers.

This definition evolved to:

Teach self-contained classes in grades K - 8, i.e. teach the same class of students all or most of
the day, unless they teach special education students, in which case see the category above.

Include Kindergarten teachers. 

During the debriefing we asked respondents how they define general elementary teachers. Most
respondents hit the key aspects of the definition, that is, teaching self-contained classes to grades
K - 8. However, a few respondents defined this term as relating to the ‘regular’ student
population. 

My feeling is general education teacher would be a teacher who is not special
education...Although I don’t know that I’ve heard that term used. I see general elementary
teachers up here but I, I don’t see anything that says general secondary teachers. I just see
something that says general elementary.

Another respondent said, “They teach the regular kids.” These respondents saw the category as a
counter to special education. Although respondents reported this in the debriefing, there is no
evidence that errors were made listing general elementary teachers. 

One respondent wondered why the subject was general elementary and not general secondary.
This did not cause any problems for this respondent since she was reporting about a middle
school. In the 1993-94 TLF [see Appendix 6] and the first two waves of the study [see Appendix
9], the grade range column for K - 6 was marked ‘Elementary’. This is a possible contributor to
respondents’ confusion over the meaning of the term in the questionnaire. Elementary was
dropped from the grade range column. Appendix 10 shows the revised column.

C Math Teachers
No problems reported.

C Science Teachers
No problems reported.
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C English / Language Arts
A couple of respondents did not know whether to include certain teachers in the
‘English/Language Arts’ category. One respondent questioned if she should mark the
‘English/Language Arts’ category for a reading teacher. The respondent said that she was going
to mark this category, but she quickly changed her mind and marked the ‘other’ box. She
explained that her school lumps the two subjects together [Language Arts and reading], but she
was not sure if that’s what the form had intended. A few other respondents debated this issue and
some decided to mark the ‘English/Language Arts’ category, while other respondents chose to
mark the ‘other’ category. Currently, the instructions do not provide guidance on this matter.

C Social Studies Teachers
No problems reported.

C Vocational/Technical Education Teacher
For the first two waves of cognitive interviews respondents were not provided with a definition
of vocational/technical teacher. This created confusion for some respondents. Two respondents in
particular described vocational/technical teachers, but marked them in the ‘other’ category for
subject matter taught. The first respondent listed a business teacher. 

It doesn’t say where to include business. I don’t consider that vocational, but if you get
into things like computer keyboarding and things like that, it seems more vocational. So
I’m just going to check ‘other’. 

Later in the debriefing session this respondent went on further to explain, 

When you get to vocational/technical education, I think you need to define that a little
more broadly. I see a vocational/technical teacher as someone who teaches shop...
Driver’s Ed I would consider vocational. I don’t consider them academic. When you get
into areas like some of the business courses, computer keyboarding maybe, computer
programming, I see as more vocational than like they are academic... I guess any of the
electives that are not academic like foreign language or ahh, what other one, PE, maybe
health, and... PE I don’t consider vocational, but any of the others could be. Art could be
vocational. 

Another respondent said that one of his teachers is a Tech Ed teacher. However, the respondent
also marked the ‘other’ subject matter category for this teacher. 

Technology education. We don’t call it shop anymore. They learn the use of machinery,
saws, sanders, metal work. But in addition to that, they have advanced technology on
computer assisted design... It would fall under the category of ‘vocational ed’. 

Although the respondent verbalized his response using the terms ‘vocational’ and ‘technical’, he
still marked the ‘other’ subject category. 
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After these interviews, it was apparent that it would be useful to provide respondents with a
definition of a vocational/technical teacher. In our third wave of interviews, we placed this
definition after the heading vocational/technical: 

Teach typing, business, agriculture, home economics as well as any other vocational or technical
classes. 

This definition appeared to satisfy respondents’ needs. 

C Other Subject Matter Teachers
Teach art, foreign languages, music, physical education, English as a Second Language, and any
other remaining subjects.

Include those who teach gifted and talented or remedial reading classes.

The category was a catch-all for teachers not covered by any of the previous categories. Most
respondents did not have any difficulty determining if a teacher should be listed under ‘other’.
There were a few incidents where respondents were hesitant to mark certain subjects in the
‘other’ box. For example, respondents seemed to think foreign language should have been a
separate category. Several respondents referred back to the instructions and reread for specific
instructions on foreign language teachers. In addition, some respondents marked the ‘other’
category for teachers who teach vocational/technical classes. However, after we added a
definition that explicitly explained what was meant by a vocational/technical teacher,
respondents did not express further difficulty.

C Teaching Principals, Teaching Guidance Counselors, Teaching Librarians,
Teaching Speech Therapists, Teaching Psychologists, and Teaching School Nurses.

In the previous round of interviews, Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) reported that some
respondents had trouble deciding whether to report principals, guidance counselors, librarians,
etc., who teach for a small percentage of their time. To clarify this ambiguity, we specified that
only Teaching Principals, Teaching Guidance Counselors, Teaching Librarians, etc., were to be
included on the form. We repeated teaching in front of all these position since teaching is usually
a minor responsibility for these teachers. 

Furthermore, we provided respondents with a definition of what we considered a teacher. 

Include any staff members who teach at least one class per week regardless of whether or not it
is the same set of students.

We also provided respondents with some examples. Over the course of the three interview
rounds, we changed the examples. 
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In the first wave of interviews our examples were:

If a Guidance Counselor teaches a time management class every Tuesday at 8am to a different
set of students each week, include her in the ‘other’ category when filling out the form.

If a librarian teaches a class in English once a week, include him in the ‘English’ category, but if
he teaches only library skills, do not include him on the form. 

If a speech therapist teaches a class in remedial reading once a week, include her in the ‘other’
category, but if she teaches an individual child or children who need extra help learning to read
do NOT include her on the form. 

In the second wave of interviews, we decided to keep only the example about the speech
therapist. However, this seemed to work against us, because some respondents were having
trouble determining whether or not their librarians should have been included on the table. So,
for the third wave of interviews, we modified the example again. We removed the speech
therapist example, and replaced it with, 

If a librarian teaches a class in math once a week, include her in the “math” category, but if she
only teaches groups of students library skills or how to use the library do NOT include her on the
form.
 
This example simplified matters. Generally, these definitions and examples worked well, but
there were some respondents who erroneously reported librarians. These errors will be discussed
in more detail later in the report.

C Itinerant, Co-op, Traveling, and Satellite Teachers
teach at more than one school

In the original TLF, itinerant teacher was listed separately from co-op, traveling, and satellite
teachers. Furthermore, the definition, ‘teach at more than one school’ was originally only paired
with itinerant. We combined these on the revised TLF since they describe similar situations.
Using the definition with the combined terms helped respondents understand the type of teacher
we were interested in. Many respondents did not know one or more of the terms in the
instruction. However, some were able to draw a definition from the context established by the
additional terms and our definition. Not all respondents were able to make this leap. One
respondent defined Co-op as: 

Cooperating teachers are two or more teachers in the classroom working together on
plans, or in some particular settings if the schedules don’t cooperate, the opportunity
where they can coordinate together and have their classes on the same target, doing the
same kind of things, maybe once or twice or whenever they can a week or more go into a
larger setting and teach together not necessarily every single day... Itinerant teachers are
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usually teachers who are dealing with students that have certain disabilities like speech,
hearing, that type of thing. 

 
A couple of respondents did not include teachers who teach at their school, but are assigned
elsewhere. One respondent said, 

The reason I did not put him on the list is because he is not technically assigned to my
school. He works with our kids, but he is assigned somewhere else. So that needs to be
made clearer. Do you want us to list all teachers who work in our building, or only
teachers who are assigned to this building? 

These respondents were thinking in administrative terms, rather than in terms of who teaches in
their building. 

C Long-term Substitute
On the original TLF, this term referred to teachers who ‘fill the role of a regular teacher for 4
weeks or more.’ On the revised survey, the definition was clarified to read ‘Currently filling the
role of a regular teacher for 4 or more continuous weeks.’ 

Cognitive interviewing uncovered some interesting problems with this item. One is that although
the term long-term substitute is a common term among schools, the definition varies. In the
cognitive interviews, some respondents reported that they were thinking in terms of their school,
or school districts’ interpretation of the term. 

Long-term sub is actually an employment term for us, because what that does is designate
what their status is in reference to pay and also in reference to seniority... It is usually a
one-week arrangement, they can let us know one week and be gone and we can give them
one week notice and have the same... So that term is more of an employment status term
than a designation of what they are doing.

A respondent reported that long-term substitutes work for “6 or more weeks, sometimes 8 or
more.” Another respondent’s district defined long-term substitutes by a period shorter than that
provided in the TLF. “In this county they must be substituting for three weeks or more to be a
long-term substitute.”

One respondent included the teachers who were absent as well as the teachers who were
substituting for them. It is unclear from the current survey if this is the appropriate way for
respondents to handle this situation. 
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OMIT FROM THE LIST

We added a definition for a few of the entries that appeared in the ‘OMIT FROM THE LIST.’ 

C Postsecondary and Adult Education Teachers
Consistent with the findings of Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996), we found that many respondents
were unfamiliar with the term ‘postsecondary’. In the original TLF, the omit instruction for these
teachers read “Postsecondary and adult education teachers who teach only postsecondary or adult
education students.” 

Respondents indicated familiarity with the term ‘adult education.’ We took advantage of this in
our wave two revision of the instructions and reversed the order. The revised item read:

Adult Education and Postsecondary Teachers
if they teach ONLY adult education and postsecondary students.

Rather than presenting respondents with an unfamiliar term first, they could use context to help
them understand the term ‘postsecondary’ by building on their understanding of ‘adult
education’. It is important to note that although respondents did not understand the term
‘postsecondary’, there is no evidence that any teachers were incorrectly included in the form as a
result. It seems that respondents who have this type of teacher in their school recognize the term
and exclude them, while others are not affected.

C Short-term Substitute Teacher
We provided respondents with a definition of a short-term substitute teacher. “Fill the role of a
regular teacher for less than 4 continuous weeks.” Respondents did not have any difficulty
understanding this term and no short-term substitutes were included on the forms.

C Student Teachers
No problems reported.

C Day Care Aids
No problems reported.

C Teacher Aids
No problems reported. However, one respondent reported that his school uses the term
‘assistants’ rather than ‘aids.’

C Library Teachers who Teach Only Library Science
Previous research identified the erroneous inclusion of librarians (Jenkins and Von Thurn, 1996).
This was one of the most problematic items in this set of cognitive interviews. There are a few
contributing explanations. First, many of the administrators we spoke to consider librarians to be
teachers. Second, we want certain librarians included, but others excluded. Finally, respondents
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did not interpret the term ‘library science’ as we had intended. These three problems are
described in greater detail below.

Since respondents thought of librarians as teaching staff, many were inclined to list them.
Respondents who did read the instructions, but perhaps not carefully, may have been confused.
Respondents are first told to include ‘teaching librarians.’ In the next instruction, respondents are
told to exclude librarians who do not teach anything but library science. Careful reading is
required to determine when to include or exclude a librarian. 

In the first two waves of cognitive interviews, we noticed that respondents who read the
instructions carefully had a tendency to include their librarian. The problem appeared to be
related to our instruction ‘do not include teachers if they teach library science.’ Some respondents
were interpreting library science as a college level class, rather than interpreting it as any type of
library skills or use class. We changed this instruction to read:

Library teachers who teach only library skills or how to use the library.

We revised the example given under the bullet ‘Teaching Principals, Teaching Guidance
Counselors, Teaching Librarians, Teaching Speech Therapists, Teaching Psychologist, and
Teaching School Nurses.’ The revision was made to emphasize the library skills concept.

The example was changed to: 

If a librarian teaches a class in math once a week, include her in the ‘math’ category, but if she
only teaches groups of students library skills or how to use the library do NOT include her on the
form.

Respondents in the third wave of cognitive interviews did not have difficulty determining when
to include or exclude a librarian. This may indicate that the instructions have been improved. 

C Other Staff Who do Not Teach Any Kind of Class
Lastly, we added an additional category to the Omit list. For wave one we added 

Principals or other staff who do not teach any kind of class. 

For the second wave of interviews we changed this statement to 

Other staff who do not teach any kind of class.

We added this category to emphasize to respondents that they should only list staff who teach.
These steps were taken to help reduce the number of respondents who questioned whether or not
to list a particular teacher. By making the Include and Omit lists as thorough as possible, we
hoped to reduce respondents’ confusion. 
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COMPLETING THE FORM

On the original Teacher Listing Form, the instructions on how to complete the table were
introduced with the title ‘HOW ARE COLUMNS (f)-(o) COMPLETED?’[see Appendix 4]. In
the previous round of interviews, many respondents expressed confusion over this title since it
was not clear what columns (f)-(o) were referring to. Furthermore, respondents had difficulty
understanding several of the instructions under this heading. In the redesign we tried to clear up
several of these ambiguities. 

As stated earlier, we rearranged the format of the original form and placed the instructions on
how to complete the table after the Include/Omit lists. We renamed this section ‘COMPLETING
THE FORM ON PAGE X.’ This gave respondents a reference point as to where they could find
the columns that were listed in the instructions under the title. Some respondents did flip ahead to
see the table. This provided them with a mental picture, so as they read the instructions, the task
made more sense. One respondent suggested putting a reduced image of the table on this page.

Appendix 8 shows that we used more bolding to emphasis key words when we redesigned the
instructions. We divided the instructions up with the word ‘column’ and then a letter. For
example, Column (a)- Name. The letter signifies which column in the table the instruction refers
to. This ‘numbering’ scheme seemed beneficial for respondents. Some used the letter at the top
of the columns as a reference if they had a question about the table and needed to refer back to
the instructions while completing the table. For example, one respondent reached a teacher that
teaches more than one subject. The respondent was not sure which box(es) to mark. This
respondent flipped back to the instructions. At first he could not find the instruction he was
looking for. “Let’s see. What column was that? That was column (c).” The respondent was then
able to quickly find the instructions he needed.

Column (a)-Name
We indicated that respondents should list each teacher only once. This instruction proved to be
extremely valuable for some respondents who did not know what to do when they came across a
teacher who taught more than one subject. One respondent in particular reached a teacher who
teaches two subject matters. The respondent was not sure how to indicate this. The respondent
contemplated writing the teacher’s name twice on the table. The respondent however,
commented that she noticed the form said to list each teacher only once. This prompted the
respondent to refer back to the instructions. In the end, the respondent correctly listed the
teacher’s name once and marked the subject matter column appropriately. 

Column (b)-Grade Range
Unlike the previous TLF, the revised TLF gave respondents the opportunity to mark more than
one grade range box. This was one of the best changes from the original TLF. The burden placed
on respondents was reduced and complaints about this task decreased considerably. Burden was
reduced because respondents no longer had to make as many judgments about what grade to
report. 
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Most respondents did not have trouble with the grade range category (Column b). When we
began our first wave of cognitive interviews we had the grade ranges designated as Elementary
K-6, and Secondary 7-12, as it had been on the 93 - 94 TLF.

Two respondents misunderstood the intent of this question, and as a result expressed some
concern. Both respondents thought they had to indicate which grade range their teachers are
certified to teach. As one respondent commented, 

The middle school has 6th grade, and that’s considered elementary, so that took a little
while to make sure I wasn’t making a mistake as to which ones were checked elementary
and which ones were checked secondary. But that does not reflect their certification. I
have some elementary certified people that I’ve checked in the secondary column because
they’re teaching mostly secondary classes according to this survey, and I have some
secondary people who I have checked off in the elementary column because they are
teaching more than 6th grade than anything else. 

The other respondent refused to mark any grade ranges for his teachers. 

... middle level education is basically 6th through 8th, and all my teachers are certified to
teach in this grade range. They may have a secondary where they have a 5 through K
certificate, and they could have a uh an elementary certificate that goes 1 through 8th... If
I put a teacher’s name on it [the form], I don’t know whether I’m going to put elementary
or secondary. And I’m not going to spend time going through all the files to see which
way they are. 

As we progressed through the interviews, it became apparent that the labels ‘Elementary’ and
‘Secondary’ were misleading. We removed the labels, and kept just the grade ranges. This still
caused some problems for a couple of respondents. A middle school respondent expressed some
concerns over the fact that there was not a category exclusively for middle schools (6-8). The
Vice-Principal consistently wrote ‘06' (the grade level) above her ‘X’s’ in the K - 06 category to
indicate that the teachers were 6  grade teachers. The respondent said it would be deceiving ifth

she only marked ‘X’ in the box. 

Another respondent commented:

This breakdown is not good, because it makes me put them into two categories because
we are a middle school and we teach 6, 7, and so that means I have to decide from my
vast knowledge whether they are sixth grade... No see we have trimesters here, so they
teach 6 , 7 , and 8  it doesn’t, I don’t know whether they teach them equally or not, butth th th 

they teach 6 , 7 , and 8 . Let’s see a total of 18 classes, so I would assume he teaches 6th th th th

and 7  equally.th
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This respondent went through numerous calculations to figure out the grade range taught. Her
task could have been simplified by a middle school category.

Lastly, in this section we provided respondents with an instruction on how to mark the
appropriate grade range for ungraded students. ‘If a teacher teaches UNGRADED students, mark
the boxes which correspond to the graded equivalent for children of that age.’ We only included
one ungraded Montessori school in our sample. This respondent did not encounter any problems
when marking the grade range for the students at her school. 

Column (c)-Subject Matter Taught
In the previous round of interviews many respondents had difficulty understanding the
instructions on how to indicate the subject matter(s) that teachers teach. According to Jenkins
and Von Thurn (1996) respondents either marked all of the subject matters that teachers were
qualified to teach, or they had a difficult time deciding on one subject matter to mark. In an effort
to combat this misunderstanding, we simplified the instructions by eliminating vague words and
combining the instructions into two sentences that read, 

Mark the box which corresponds to the subject taught MOST by the teacher. If the teacher
teaches 2 or more subjects EQUALLY, mark all of the boxes that apply. 

This definition was modified to allow respondents to choose more than one subject. When a
teacher taught two or more subjects equally, the previous TLF required the respondent to mark
the subject the teacher was most qualified to teach. The concept of ‘most qualified’ was a
difficult one for respondents to grasp, thus placing a large cognitive burden on respondents. By
allowing respondents to mark more than one box, the revised TLF reduces respondent burden
without compromising the quality of data obtained. 

Although we simplified the instructions, some respondents still experienced problems following
them. Several respondents marked more than one subject matter for some of their teachers. Upon
further probing, it was evident that respondents had not followed the instructions. Usually, the
teacher taught primarily one subject matter, but the respondent marked everything the teacher
taught. For some respondents the decision was a more deliberate one. These respondents felt that
they were doing an injustice to a teacher if they did not indicate every subject matter that he/she
teaches. 

One respondent marked ‘general elementary’ for the grade range taught. The next seven teachers
that the respondent listed also teach general elementary. Unlike other respondents who drew a
vertical line to indicate repetition of a characteristic or marked each one, this respondent left the
grade range boxes blank. This might appear as item nonresponse in a production setting.
However, this practice was not the norm in the cognitive interviews. 
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English
In the table we initially had “English” as the subject matter. However, we added ‘Language Arts’
to the column heading after wave one of the interviews. This was done because some
respondents were not sure if they should mark a teacher who taught language arts in the ‘English’
category, or in the ‘other’ category. Furthermore, the Include list instructs respondents to include
English/Language Arts Teachers. To make the table consistent with the instructions, we made the
table heading resemble the Include list.

Other
Several respondents questioned if they needed to specify what the ‘other’ subject was referring
to. Some respondents questioned if they needed to write in the specific subject in the box where
they marked ‘X.’ No respondents performed this additional task.

Column (d)-Teacher’s Race/Ethnicity
We reordered the race/ethnicity categories to have the most prevalent category, ‘White (non-
Hispanic)’ first. A respondent in the previous round of research indicated that she expected this
category to be first, as it is on most forms (Jenkins and Von Thurn, 1996). The other categories
were ordered as follows: 2) Black (non-Hispanic) 3) Hispanic (can be any race) 4 Asian or
Pacific Islander 5) American Indian or Alaska Native. 

Most respondents did fill in the race/ethnicity information for their teachers. A few however,
encountered difficulty determining what race/ethnicity to mark for certain teachers. For example,
one respondent had trouble determining what race/ethnicity to mark for a teacher from India.
Eventually, this respondent marked ‘Hispanic.’ Another respondent questioned what exactly
Hispanic meant. She commented, “American Hispanic, or what?”

Proxy reporting seemed to make some respondents feel uneasy when answering this question for
the teachers they had listed. Respondents indicated that they might not put the answer that a
particular teacher would provide if he/she were actually filling out the form. During one
interview both the Administrative Assistant and the Principal filled out the form. Neither one of
them felt comfortable answering the race questions. The Administrative Assistant commented, 

I am sorry. I don’t go on race and ethnic. I don’t have anything to do with that... I do not
know their ethnic groups. A lot of them I can make a guess, number one [white]. 

 She went on further to explain, 

...you might think of them as black. They may not, depending, I mean some Islanders
don’t. So, I may or may not have that actual knowledge. And they [teachers themselves]
determine the race, not me.



21

These respondents explained later that this information could be referenced in personnel records.
Despite expressing reservations, respondents did provide the race/ethnicity information for the
teachers at their school.

Column (e) Teachers of students with limited English Proficiency
On the ‘93 - ‘94 TLF this question was worded:

Bilingual teachers use native language to varying degrees to instruct students with limited
English proficiency. English as a Second Language (ESL) and English for Speakers of Other
Languages (ESOL) teachers provide intensive instruction in English to students who have limited
English proficiency. 

Note: Do not include regular foreign language teachers as Bilingual, ESL, or ESOL teachers. 

In wave one, we used the instruction provided on the original TLF. We immediately discovered
that it was problematic for respondents. The question seemed to be asking for two concepts 1)
students with limited English proficiency 2) teachers with bilingual ability. Respondents were not
picking up the intended concept of the question, teachers teaching classes specifically designed
for students with limited English proficiency. This problem manifested itself in a number of
ways. Some respondents went through class lists looking for classes that had students with
limited English proficiency. Other respondents focused on the language background of their
teaching staff.

We clarified the instruction to read:

Teaches classes designed for students with limited English proficiency, using approaches such as
English as a Second Language (ESL), Content ESL, bilingual education, or English for Speakers
of Other Languages (ESOL).

NOTE: Foreign language teachers should not be marked unless they teach bilingual, ESL, or
ESOL classes (as defined above).

No problems were indicated in the second or third wave of interviewing.

Column (f) 3 years or less
In the ‘93 - ‘94 TLF and in the TLF we used in the first wave of cognitive interviews, this
instruction was titled NEW and read:

Enter an “N” if the teacher’s total years in the teaching profession at all schools and school
districts (not just their current school/district) is less than 3 years, not counting this school year.

In wave one, this question was problematic for both respondents who read the instruction
carefully and those who did not read it at all. Respondents often became confused by the different
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concepts they had to keep track of; total years teaching, all schools and school districts, less than
3 years, and not counting this school year. The question was unnecessarily complex. Many
respondents did not bother reading the question. Instead they focused on the column label
‘NEW.’ This lead them to misclassify teachers who were new to their school, but had been
teaching elsewhere for many years. 

In wave two, we revised the instruction to read:

Teaching for less than three years prior to the start of this school year at all schools and school
districts

This question remained problematic throughout the second wave. Respondents had difficulty
deciding how to mark teachers in their third year. The final wording was introduced in wave
three. ‘Teacher in his/her 1st, 2nd, or 3rd year of teaching at this or any other school.’
Although it improved understanding, a couple of respondents continued to have problems with
the wording. 

An interesting situation arose in the last round of cognitive interviewing. A respondent wondered
how she should mark a teacher who taught prekindergarten for a few years prior to teaching
kindergarten. The survey does not provide guidance on this question. Ultimately, the respondent
marked the teacher as 3 years or less. 

Column (g) Teaching Status
Although this question previously appeared on other SAS surveys, it is new to the TLF. When
filling out this question, respondents were clearly looking for a definition of full and part-time.
We speculate that two factors could be causing the confusion. The first, is related to the unique
structure of the cognitive interview administration of the survey. During the interview,
respondents are asked to think aloud. If they arrived at an answer quickly, they are usually probed
about how they got there. This can lead respondents to think about items in the survey more than
they normally would. It is possible that some of the respondents who got hung up on a definition
of full and part -time did so because they were thinking about the task more than they would if
the interviewer were not present. The second possible cause could be related to the survey itself.
Throughout the TLF, we were careful to craft definitions for every term that respondents might
be unsure of. In this case, we provided respondents with a couple of examples of special cases,
but no definition of full or part-time teachers. Respondents may have been expecting a full
definition based on previous instructions. 

I am trying to find a definition here for full-time. This doesn’t really give me a clear
definition of what’s considered part-time and what’s considered full-time.

Despite the note to mark itinerant teachers as part-time, a few respondents marked itinerant
teacher’s as full-time. Often these respondents did not read the directions fully or carefully.
These respondents indicated that they were thinking in terms of the teachers contract rather than
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the time the teacher spends at their school. Since respondents did not read the instructions
carefully, it is doubtful that adding more instructions on how to mark these teachers will do more
to reduce the problem. 

Interestingly, a couple of respondents had difficulty knowing how to mark long-term substitutes
in this question. These respondents were reluctant to mark a long-term substitute teacher as a
full-time teacher, even when they were teaching for the full day. Often these respondents were
thinking in terms of contracts. For example, when probed for a definition of a full-time teacher, a
respondent replied, “contracted for 10 months.” The respondent was thinking in terms of a
‘permanent’ or a ‘temporary’ contract rather than the persons status as a long-term substitute.
Another respondent thought of full-time/part-time in terms of pay. She described a part-time
teacher at her school in this way:

Part-time teachers, I tend to think of those, I call ‘cultural’ teachers who come in part of
the week, even though like the music teacher is here everyday, all day, we kind of think of
her as a part-time teacher because she is not on a salary. 

After giving the question some more thought, the respondent appeared to head toward an hour-
based definition, but she stopped short of this.

Another principal using contract-based reasoning to answer this question said:

We have full-time contracts and part-time contracts. All of our teachers are on full-time
contracts. Now I did say that we have some teachers who work at this particular location
part-time, but they have full-time contracts, so I marked them full-time contracts so I
marked them full-time teacher.

Respondents who were reporting about a teacher who teaches both prekindergarten and
kindergarten did not know how to mark the teacher’s status. This was problematic for two
respondents. One of these respondents decided to indicate that the teacher is part-time, while the
other respondent decided to mark the teacher as full-time. Both respondents, however,
commented that these teachers are full-time, but since the form was not interested in
prekindergarten teachers, they were confused. One of these respondents commented, 

Trying to determine if a person teaches, like I said prekindergarten and kindergarten, even
though prekindergarten is not supposed to be here [on the form]. You know would you
consider a part-time teacher of kindergarten even though she is here a full day?

It is not clear from the form what the respondent is supposed to do in situations like these. This
needs to be explained to respondents. 
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Column (h) Title 1
Mark the column if the teacher is a title 1 teacher (paid in full or part by federal funds under the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act)

The majority of respondents were not familiar with the Title 1 program. Some respondents
confused it with other government programs, such as school lunches. Other respondents thought
that students were Title 1 participants, not specific teachers. Respondent misconceptions about
the program did not appear to lead to incorrect reporting. Respondents who had the program at
their school knew what it was and marked teachers correctly. Respondents who were unclear
about Title 1 recognized that they did not have it at their school, and left the column blank. 

MATRIX REVISIONS

We made both substantive and cosmetic changes to the formatting of the matrix with the goal of
easing navigation through the matrix, and reducing response error. The first was to break subject
matter and grade range into separate columns. Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) reported that
respondents could not accurately report teachers’ grade ranges and subject matters in the ’93-’94
TLF. That form only allowed elementary (K-6) teachers to be marked as special education,
general elementary or other teachers. Secondary (7 - 12) teachers were not able to mark general
education teachers. The ’93-’94 form was especially difficult for respondents in middle school
when listing teachers who crossed grade lines. The revised form made it easier for respondents to
indicate the subject matter taught and appropriate grade range (see Appendix 9). 

An alternating light blue strip was used to guide respondents down columns. While this was
beneficial, respondents in earlier waves still had difficulty distinguishing between columns. This
was especially problematic for the subject matter column, which consists of eight tightly packed
subcolumns. To reduce respondent difficulty, we replaced the first row on each second page of
the matrix with an abbreviated set of instructions. Respondents often ran their finger from the
column heading to the row they were filling out. By reducing this distance, we hoped to reduce
reporting error. Appendix 11 displays the abbreviated instructions. The abbreviated instructions
appeared successful in reducing this problem. This strategy required us to delete seven teacher
rows. We believe, however, that the improvements it will lead to justify the loss of seven lines.
Larger schools are more likely to be affected by the second page problem because they will
encounter more second pages. So, while they will be most affected by the missing seven lines,
they will also benefit from having the repeated instructions.

Respondents did not always read the instructions. We took three approaches to increase
respondent reading of instructions. The first discussed previously, was to increase the readability
of the instructions themselves. Secondly, instructions were placed directly on the matrix itself.
We used as much of the instructions from the instruction page as possible for column headings
on the table. Additionally, we found that some respondents were relying on column titles to
answer the column. We changed the labels which were slightly cryptic on the original TLF to be
more descriptive. The ’93-’94 TLF columns were labeled: Name of teacher, Race/ethnicity, New,
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Bilingual/ESL/ESOL, Elementary and Secondary. The revised TLF column headings were
labeled: Teacher’s name, Grade range, Subject matter taught, Teacher’s race/ethnicity, Teachers
of students with limited English proficiency, 3 years or less, Teaching status, and Title 1. The
final strategy was to put a reminder on the matrix itself. We removed the first teacher listing row
and replaced it with a bolded large font message reminding respondents to read the instruction
before continuing with the form (see appendix 10).

Column Order
Before handing respondents the survey, interviewers presented respondents with seven cards,
each listing one of the characteristics covered on the TLF (grade range taught, subject matter
taught, race/ethnicity, teaches students with limited English proficiency, years teaching, full-time
or part-time teacher, title 1 teacher). Respondents were asked to sort these cards in the order
these characteristics occur when thinking about a teacher. Our goal was to design the columns
around the same structure respondents used for this information in their memory. 

The results of the sorting task were strikingly similar to the layout we proposed in the revised
TLF. Respondents overwhelmingly choose subject matter first (11 respondent sorted this card
first) and grade range second (12 respondents sorted this card second). The revised form placed
grade range first, followed by subject matter (Appendix 10). Teaching status (full-time / part-
time) was spread toward the lower numbers, as respondents did not have a clear preference for it
in any of the early positions. Years teaching was ordered in every spot except first, with fourth
being most prevalent (6 sorted fourth). ESL/ESOL was spread towards the higher numbers and
most often ordered fifth (8 sorted fifth). Title one was fairly spread out with the mode at sixth (8
sorted sixth). Last was race / ethnicity (7 sorted seventh). Interviewers observed some social
desirability processes occurring with this characteristic. Respondents made statements like “I
don’t consider race” when completing this task. In part we were vague when describing the
relevance of these characteristics. Some respondents completed the task as though they were
hiring a teacher rather than filing out a form. It is possible that this influenced their decision to
place the race category last. 

After completing the form, many respondents were asked to reevaluate where they placed the
characteristics. Many echoed the principle we used when originally laying out the columns - that
is to put the columns most likely to apply to everyone first. 

VI. RESULTS OF INSTRUCTION PLACEMENT TEST

In the previous round of interviews, Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996) reported that most
respondents either read or skimmed the instructions prior to completing the table, and often
referred back to the instructions several times while they were in the process of completing the
table. However, according to Jenkins and Von Thurn (1996), many respondents perceived the
instructions as burdensome. Furthermore, some respondents had difficulty comprehending and
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executing the instructions. Therefore, we revised the instructions with the aim of reducing
response burden, which could ultimately reduce some measurement error.

We experimented with two different instruction formats. The first version (Appendix 12) had the
instructions attached as part of the form (the “attached” version). The second version (Appendix
12) of the questionnaire had a loose instruction card, printed on a thicker card stock. The list
appears on the front side of the card stock, while the instructions on how to complete the table
appear on the reverse side of the card. The instruction card was inserted into the questionnaire
booklet, just before the table. This format is referred to as the “card” version. We hypothesized
that the loose instruction card would reduce the burden by making the instructions more
accessible to respondents, whereas in the attached version respondents would have to keep
flipping the pages back and forth to consult the instructions. In our 20 cognitive interviews, we
alternated between administering respondents the attached and the card versions of the form.
Regardless of the version respondents received, during the debriefing, we asked them whether
they would prefer the instructions to be attached to the booklet, or if they would prefer them to be
loose. More respondents expressed a preference for the loose instruction card. Thirteen
respondents preferred the instruction card, six preferred the instructions to be attached to the
booklet, and one respondent did not state a preference. 

Several respondents were extremely enthusiastic about the loose instruction card. Many of these
respondents liked the idea of not having to flip the pages back and forth to refer to the
instructions while they were completing the table. One respondent commented that she would
prefer loose instructions, “Because it is easy to refer to rather than flipping back and forth. ...less
time consuming.” Another respondent commented, “I prefer them on the side so that as I change
pages, I don’t have to flip back and forth, but have it [instruction card] right next to me.” Another
respondent commented that the instruction card was “user friendly”. She made this comment
before any discussion of the instructions started.

However, one respondent who received the attached instructions commented, “It was very easy
to keep my thumb here and flip back just back one page and then flip back again.” Several of the
respondents who expressed a preference for the attached instructions indicated that it might be
easier to lose the instructions if they were on a separate sheet of paper. One respondent
commented, “The form...tells me that I’d do it when I had a chance to kind of sit down and really
go at it, rather then this is not something that you’d pull out of the mail and say, 

Oh, okay, I’m going to do it now. You’d budget some time to go ahead and do it. But
unfortunately with loose papers, if you don’t have instructions in this thing, I’d say life
would get really ugly. And so yeah, I like them attached as reference more than... 

Some respondents who said that they would prefer the loose instructions also expressed some
concern over the possibility of misplacing the loose instructions. Actually, during one interview,
the instruction card was misplaced when it was handed back and forth between two respondents.
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We asked respondents if they would prefer the instructions to be perforated. Perforated
instructions would allow those who wanted to tear them out an easy way to do so, while keeping
the instructions attached for respondents who did not want them loose. Respondents seemed
evenly divided on this issue. The respondents who said that they would like a perforated
instruction sheet focused on the fact that they could tear it out of the booklet and have the
instructions next to them while they were filling out the form. Respondents who disliked the idea
of a perforated card again focused on the notion that the instruction card may get lost once it’s
torn out of the booklet. One respondent commented that she liked the loose instruction idea, but
from a practical standpoint, she thought the instructions would be more secure if they were
attached to the booklet. Another respondent commented that she thought the perforated
instructions could be useful, but only if it had an instruction on it that informed respondents that
they could tear the sheet out if they wanted to. This respondent commented, “...because I would
think that if I were filling out a form like this that looked so official, I wouldn’t want to tear
anything out of it.”

In addition to asking for respondents’ preferences, we tried to gauge how often respondents
referred to the instructions, to see if respondents who received the loose instruction card were
more or less likely to refer to the instructions than respondents who received the attached
instructions. Due to the fact that we did not video tape these cognitive interviews, we did not
have concrete data to refer back to for analysis. Therefore, we do not have any conclusive
evidence on this matter. 

VII. VIGNETTES

During the debriefing session we presented respondents with 5 hypothetical scenarios. We then
asked the respondents a question or two about each situation. Listed below are the vignettes that
we presented, and the corresponding probes.

V1 Rick Jones is a librarian who teaches library skills to different students every Wednesday
at 8:30 am. Should Rick Jones be included in the listing?

V2 Sue Brown taught in Florida for 2 years prior to teaching at your school this year. Would
you mark Sue as a new teacher?

V3 Greg Bonde is a psychologist. Every other month he teaches a different group of students
assertiveness skills. Would he be included as a teacher?

V4 Leslie Gear teaches driver’s education Tuesdays and Thursdays after school. She is
employed by the school. Would you include her? Is she a full or part-time teacher?

V5 John Cray teaches 8th graders math. Three disabled children were recently added to his
class. Would John be considered a special education teacher?
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We presented respondents with these vignettes to gain a sense of what criteria they use to
determine if someone is a teacher. Moreover, asking respondents if they would or would not
include the teachers mentioned in the vignettes, provided us with a sense of how well
respondents attended to the Include/Omit instructions and the instruction regarding ‘new’
teachers. 

Most respondents answered the vignettes correctly. A few respondents demonstrated that they did
not have a grasp on the instructions and therefore, misreported one or more teachers when
presented with the vignettes. Vignette 1 seemed to cause respondents the most difficulty. Many
respondents said that they would list the librarian in the vignette on the form. When some
respondents were actually filling out the form, they did not include their librarians. However,
when these respondents were presented with the vignette, they stated that they would include the
librarian in the scenario. Most respondents explained that librarians are a vital part of their school
and children’s learning experiences, so they would include them on the form. This exemplifies
the fact that respondents feel they are doing an injustice to a staff member if they omit him/her
from the list. Additionally, respondents may view the task differently from what we intend. For
us the task is to get a list of teachers to draw sample from. Respondents seem to view the task as
listing all of the teachers at their school. 

This vignette highlights the fact that even if respondents read the instructions, they still have their
own thoughts about who should be included on the form. These thoughts drive respondents’
judgments. Although questionnaire designers cannot completely control respondents’ thinking, it
cannot be emphasized enough that in order to help reduce potential error, the TLF instructions
must be easily understood by respondents and presented in a way that is not bewildering or
intimidating to them. That way more respondents will be likely to read the instructions.

VIII. AUXILIARY QUESTIONS

When time permitted respondents were asked a few questions unrelated to the Teacher Listing
Form. These questions included how to get in contact with teachers at their school, the best time
of the year for the school to receive the Teacher Listing Form, and the possibility of computer
administration for this survey. 

Most respondents seemed to agree that the most efficient way to get in contact with teachers at
their school would be to either call the school directly, or to write a letter to the school. 

In order to maximize our response rate, we asked respondents what month during the school year
would be the most convenient for them to receive this form in the mail so that they would have
enough time to fill it out. The general consensus was that October, January, February and March
would be the best months. According to respondents, schools are too preoccupied with
administrative issues during the beginning and end of the school year. Schools are also busy
during holidays, grading periods, and mandated testing times. Some respondents said that any
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time of the school year would be fine, because they would probably take the form home with
them one evening to complete. 

Finally, during several interviews, respondents stated that filling out the form would have been
easier for them if they could have completed the survey on the computer. We informed our last
six respondents that it has been proposed that the Teacher Listing Form be conducted by
computer disk or over the Internet. We then asked these respondents if they would be willing and
able to complete the form this way. Respondents seemed to have mixed reactions to this
proposal. Some respondents said that they would prefer computer administration, while other
respondents said that having the survey on paper would be better, especially since they could take
it home with them to complete.

IX. RECOMMENDATIONS

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS

Sometimes a survey task appears to be straightforward when it is actually very complex. This is
especially true in the case of the Teacher Listing Form. The survey asks respondents to develop
our sample universe for us, but rather than explain why we need certain types of teachers and not
others, we just ask them to read a long and complex set of instructions. In some cases, such as for
librarians, the instructions run counter to many respondents’ instincts. When this occurs, a couple
of solutions are possible. One way to handle the situation is to allow respondents to answer
following their own rules. For example, putting in a librarian column and excluding them later. 
This eliminates the need for an instruction. However, it asks respondents to list information we
will never use, contributing to the overall burden. Another way to handle this situation is to
emphasize what we want respondents to do differently than their instinct might have them do.
This is the approach we have taken throughout the TLF. This approach relies on respondents to
read and comprehend the instructions.
 
We may never get respondents to read the entire set of directions on who to include and exclude.
However, our analysis of the cognitive interviews showed that in the best cases, respondents read
all or most of the instructions and knew to refer back to them when they had a question. This lead
us to think about treating the Include/Omit instructions more as a reference than as a set of
instructions to be read thoroughly before completing the form. However, it is still important that
respondents see the Include/Omit lists before filling out the table to get a sense of who we want
reported and who we do not. If respondents see the task as merely listing the teachers at their
school, they may think that the instructions are unnecessary and ignore them altogether. So, we
propose a couple of ways to focus respondents on the Include / Omit lists. 

The first is to further reduce the length of the instruction page. All respondents read the column
labels and many skimmed the contents of the column headings in the table. We realized this early
on and adjusted the column labels to be as self-explanatory as possible. However, we originally
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kept instructions about the column headings on the instruction page so that respondents would
have a central area with all of the instructions. Some of the instructions were repeated on the
column heading to assist respondents. We now recommend moving the bulk of the instructions
about filling out the column to the table. By moving all of the instructions for completing the
table onto the actual table we accomplish two goals: 1) we bring the instructions closer to the
task and 2) we reduce the amount of instructions on the instruction page. Accomplishing these
goals could make respondents more likely to read the Include and Omit instructions. However,
this is also a risky move because it will increase the amount of instructions on the table itself.
Additionally, to incorporate this added information we will most likely need to increase the size
of the survey from an 8 ½ x 11 booklet to an 8 ½ x 14 booklet. The added size of the form may
further reduce respondents’ desire to cooperate or it may reduce respondent reading of the
column headings. 

An additional way to increase respondent use of the Include / Omit lists is to treat it as a
reference card. Currently, the list contains teachers who respondents have not had problems
knowing to include, such as math teachers. Removing them from the list will make the list
shorter and more of a reference for ‘special cases.’ A note could be placed in the ‘teacher name’
column. The note would refer respondents to the reference card. For example,
Please see the reference card for important information about librarians, special education,
part-time and other teachers who may teach at your school.
This would be an opportunity to inform respondents about the more problematic teachers in a
place where they are more likely to read the information. 

Finally, the numbering should be made consistent with the table. The numbered arrows proved a
successful method of focusing respondent attention. Making the numbers consistent with the
columns should further improve respondent navigation through the form.

SPECIFIC ITEM RECOMMENDATIONS

C Cover Page
Switching from the envelope BC-1741 to an envelope with a smaller window would reduce the
amount of space that must be allocated to address information on the cover page. 

The arrows (school and grade) can be removed and the labels printed with the school name and
grade range. If the envelope is changed and more space is available, these arrows can be
expanded, thus yielding a greater likelihood of printing on the line. 

C Burden Statement
The time estimate needs to be determined by the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES). 
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C Include / Omit
English / Language Arts

May need to provide a definition of English/language arts which explicitly states ‘include reading
teachers’.

Itinerant, Co-op, or Satellite Teachers
This problem could be addressed by rewording the general instruction for the TLF to read: Please
read the information below, then list the full-time and part-time teachers who teach at this
school in the table on page 6.

This will reinforce to respondents that we are interested in everyone who teaches at their school.

Long-term substitute
A remedy for this problem may be to bold ‘4 or more continuous weeks’ in the definition so that
the time frame jumps out at respondents, “Currently, filling the role of a regular teacher for 4 or
more continuous weeks.”

A statement regarding whether or not to include the teacher on leave may also be necessary.

C 3 Years or Less
This item remains a concern. Expanding the definition to read, “Teacher in his/her 1 , 2 , or 3st nd rd

year of teaching at this or any other school or school district,” may draw respondents’ attention
to the any school concept.

C Teaching Status
An explanation of how to mark teachers who teach out of scope grades (prekindergarten) should
be given. Also, it may be necessary to add a definition of part-time and full-time.

To resolve the problem of itinerant teachers marked as full-time, it may be necessary to bold the
itinerant note.

C Column Order
We recommend ordering the columns in the TLF this way:

1) Grade Range 
2) Subject matter
3) Teaching Status (full or part-time)
4) Race/ethnicity
5) 3 years or less
6)Teachers of students with limited English proficiency
7) Title 1

This order puts the columns most likely to apply to all respondents first.
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C Instructions
Respondents handling of the Include / Omit list speaks strongly for the need to make the list as
accessible as possible. Although a perforated instruction card was not tested in this study, it
seems to offer both the convenience of having the instructions close at hand, with some security
against misplacing the instructions. Another option is to print the instructions on the form, but
enclose a loose instruction card for respondents to keep with them, thus preserving the strong
features of both versions. 
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