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Questionnaires and interviews
in teacher research

1. Introduction

Questionnaires (also known as surveys and sheets) belong to the most
widespread tools of collecting research data perhaps because ‘asking
questions is one of the most natural ways of gathering information’
(Dérnyei 2003: 5). Questionnaires may be conducted orally in the form
of an interview. The primary focus of this chapter, however, is on the
printed form for data collection, or so-called pen-and-pencil, questionnaires.
Although most of the comments on questionnaires presented here is also
valid for constructing oral interviews, additional information on oral
interviews is also included in the final part of this chapter.

There are several justifications for the continuing popularity of
questionnaires as research instruments. Apart from their relatively little
time consuming administration, they are useful in gathering information
about phenomena which are not straightforwardly observed, such as
attitudes, propensities and self-concepts. They are also convenient to
collect data on personal, social and linguistic background (Seliger and
Shohamy 1989: 172). Interviewing the same number of people orally
would require far more time and personal engagement on the part of
a researcher. In comparison, written questionnaires gather large amounts
of information, which can be obtained in a short period of time, the results
can be relatively easy to calculate, and the costs of the questionnaires’
production and administration may be kept low. The data are more standard
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and accurate because the same questionnaire format is administered to
all the informants at the same time. In addition to that, questionnaires
are suitable for various groups of people in different situations and they
may cover a number of issues, i.e. they are extremely versatile. Despite
these early advantages, certain limitations of questionnaires must be
recognised. First of all, they are not a suitable device to measure the depth
of a problem. This is dictated by the fact that respondents (also known
as participants, subjects or informants) are generally not interested in
completing lengthy surveys with complex statements. Sophisticated
questions may trigger misinterpretations and misunderstandings and,
as a consequence, contribute to the collection of unreliable data. For this
reason, questionnaires should be straightforward and user-friendly. Yet
another pitfall that a researcher may fall into is potentially caused by the
psycholinguistic phenomena, to which subjects may be susceptible when
producing their answers. It must not escape notice that some informants
will intentionally provide misleading answers, and others will attempt
to compensate for their lacks of knowledge by responding to questions to
which they do not know the answer. Dérnyei (2003: 12—14) enumerates
further disadvantages of the questionnaire as a research device stemming

from the psychological considerations on the part of the respondents, i.e.:

- Social desirability/prestige bias is a tendency to provide false statements
about oneself, e.g. one’s education, social background, race, bad habits,
etc., so that to present oneself in a positive light to the researcher.

« Transparent questionnaire items leave the respondent with an exact idea
of what answers are desired or expected by the researcher.

- Acquiescence bias is a tendency to agree with the questionnaire entries
which are ambivalent or sound correct.

- Halo effect refers to the respondents’ positive or negative impression of
the topic, or the researcher’s personality, which may influence the type
of response, e.g. over-generalized positive or negative reactions.

- Fatigue effect is the feeling of monotony, especially when completing the
final sections of questionnaires, which contributes to inaccurate answers,
neglecting statements, missing things out, etc.

Furthermore, as Nunan (1992) points out, researchers should be
careful to avoid culturally biased questions, for example, when the cultural
backgrounds of the researcher and the informants are different. Thus, the
researcher must consider factors such as:

— the willingness of respondents to make critical statements and to
discuss personal topics, for example, salary, age, social and political
issues,
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— the shared values and attitudes which can be assumed, such as the
concept of freedom of the press (Nunan 1992: 145).

Finally, questionnaires are not to be used with people who have low
proficiency in the language in which the questionnaire is composed
for obvious reasons, such as inability to comprehend and provide
accurate responses. As may be concluded, questionnaire design ought
to be knowledge-driven since it may be quite simple to construct
a questionnaire in search for answers to absorbing research questions and
end up with dubious results. Therefore, apart from a careful planning of the
questionnaire construction, it is strongly advised to combine questionnaires
with other research methods described in this volume, depending on the
research subject and the intended depth of problem analysis.

2. Description of the tool

Despite its name, a questionnaire rarely consists of solely standard
questions with a question mark at the end but, more often than not, of a
variety of statements either to mark or evaluate according to the provided
scale. Nevertheless, these questionnaire items are, partially for the
sake of brevity, referred to as ‘questions’. According to Dérnyei (2003),
questionnaires elicit three kinds of information:

1. Factual data reveal who the informants are, i.e. age, education, social
background, language learning history, etc.

2. Behavioural data deal with the respondents’ actions, habits, experiences,
learning strategies, etc.

3. Attitudinal data refer to attitudes, opinions, beliefs, interests and values
(Dérnyei 2003: 8).

The researcher must consider a number of factors during questionnaire
design, such as length, layout, content, structure, sequencing, instructions,
etc. As previously stated, the primary premise of questionnaire construction
is to keep it relatively short, as it is not a proper device for elicitation of
lengthy personal insights. No matter how tempting it may be for the
researcher to ask more, it must be remembered that ‘in questionnaire
design less is often more because long questionnaires can become
counterproductive’ (Dérnyei 2003: 18). Dérnyei (2003) suggests that the
length of a questionnaire depends on the degree of relevance of the topic
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to the respondents, however, in general terms it should not be longer than
4—6 pages and should not take more than 30 minutes to complete.

Any research tool, questionnaire included, has to be checked for its
validity and reliability. The former means that it ought to measure what
it has been designed to measure. For example, if a test is supposed to
measure receptive skills but in fact focuses only on reading (while ignoring
the listening aspects), the results may not be regarded as valid. The tool is
reliable when it is free from errors of measurement. Questionnaires provide
three types of data for analysis: nominal (categorical), ordinal and interval
(metric). Nominal data help to categorize subjects or pieces of information
according to some attribute, for instance, according to gender, nationality
and other subject characteristics (e.g. type of motivation to learn). Nominal
data may not be subject to mathematical manipulation, such as computing
averages because it is impossible to talk about the sample in terms of
average gender or average nationality. Ordinal data, similarly to nominal
data, divide the sample into groups, however, according to the ranking
order. This means that some hierarchical system exists, such as a level of
proficiency, according to which the data are ranked. Finally, the interval
data are measurements, which may be mathematically manipulated, such
as e.g. proficiency test scores (cf. Seliger and Shohamy 1989, Nunan
1992, Dérnyei 2003).

3. Questionnaire design

The questionnaire design, apart from some differences in the order
of item organization that different researchers introduce, consists of at
least three broad sections: introduction, main body and closing part. The
introduction is the source of basic information about the questionnaire
for the respondent. It consists of several elements:

The opening greeting or general instruction should address such
issues as (cf. Gruszczyniski 2001, Dérnyei 2003):

1. The purpose of the study (the reasons for which it is so important).

2. Assuring confidentiality. Anonymous questionnaires invite more sincere
statements, especially when they concern sensitive issues, such as
evaluation of a FL teacher. However, if anonymity may not be preserved
for the purposes of, for instance, longitudinal study, it is worthwhile
to confirm the confidentiality of the contents and names by enclosing
a notice, such as:
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The contents of this form are absolutely confidential. Information
identifying the respondent will not be disclosed under any circumstances
(Dérnyei 2003: 23).

3. Reasons for which the particular group of respondents was chosen for
the study.

4. Instruction how to deal with the questionnaire items if the researcher
does not plan to enclose separate instructions to every single
questionnaire item.

5. Appeal for serious and sincere answers.

6. Assuring respondents that there is no one correct answer (all honest
answers are correct).

7. The way the questionnaire should be returned if it is not self-
administered.

8. Expressing appreciation, e.g. saying ‘Thank you’ for the participation.

Finally, the title of the questionnaire should identify the area of
investigation and activate the respondents’ schemata, i.e. the existing
knowledge about the topic. The title is usually highlighted with the aid of
various font styles and sizes and separated by spaces.

The main body contains a variety of closed and open questionnaire
items and specific instructions, which explain and illustrate how to use
the different scales and criteria when dealing with the content questions.
According to Gruszczyniski (2001), the main body should include the
personal information section. Dérnyei (2003), however, recommends
to attach it after the main body of items, for reasons such as seeking
information on sensitive topics, which are reluctantly approached by the
majority of respondents, may inhibit answers to the remaining items.
Whatever the decision, the items enquiring about the personal background
must be planned with the utmost caution.

The closing part may contain a request to the respondent to check
whether all the fields have been completed. Some questionnaires close
with additional space for further remarks concerning the questionnaire.
It must not escape notice that the questionnaire design is not fixed but
depends on the author to a large degree. For instance, Dérnyei (2003),
unlike Gruszczyndski (2001), suggests that it is the last part of the
questionnaire that should include additional information, such as contact
details, instructions on how to return the questionnaire, an invitation to
participate in similar surveys, and/or, what is considered a kind gesture —
a promise to send the summary of the obtained results to the respondent
if they are interested in the outcomes of the study. Gruszczyniski (2001),
on the other hand, advises to place the contact details at the top left corner
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of the sheet. A clearly indicated institution or person responsible for
conducting the study gives the survey credibility. Last but not least, the
final Thank You for the co-operation should not be overlooked.

4. Questionnaire construction

It is probably common among inexperienced researchers to have a rough
idea of the questionnaire design, but still be uncertain of how to commence
its construction. The procedure of questionnaire production takes four basic
steps outlined below. Let us take a closer look at them.

Step 1. Content specification

The very first element which must be regarded when constructing
a questionnaire is its content. The procedure adopted by the researcher
must consist of specifying the primary focus/problem and selecting the
areas of the problem which the questionnaire is supposed to measure. For
example, if the general research focus is on the successful FL teacher, what
still needs to be identified is what critical areas of the research problem will
be addressed by the questionnaire, e.g. the teacher’s personality, teaching
style, knowledge, attitudes to learners, etc. Initially, one may create an
item pool, which is simply a collection of the researcher’s own ideas as
well as ideas retrieved from one’s observation notes, group brainstorming,
discussions, interviews, etc., and items which have often/always been used
in the similar questionnaires so far.

Step 2. Production of questionnaire items

Once the content is clarified, we may move on to designing the
questionnaire items. The questions employed to elicit the data may be of
varied types; however the broadest typology distinguishes between open-
ended questions and closed-ended questions (Nunan 1992: 143), also known
as open and closed, which differ in the degree of control the researcher
decides to maintain over the results. Open questions invite respondents
to produce longer answers of their own, whereas closed questions ask
for specific information, such as age, or provide a respondent with ready
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options to choose from. There are various types of both open and closed
questions (which are discussed below in this section). Questionnaires
can be constructed with the aid of entirely open or closed questions or
a combination of both. Closed questions are subject to quantitative analysis,
i.e. they may be statistically calculated. Open-ended questionnaire
items provide qualitative data, which are subject to the researcher’s
individual and subjective interpretation. It must not escape notice here,
that the requests for lengthy answers may have a counterproductive
effect. Demands for long and detailed answers discourage the majority
of respondents from providing comments and even from completing
the questionnaire at all. Therefore, if the researcher is interested in
retrieving personal insights, other, ‘supporting’ research method(s)
need to be employed apart from a questionnaire. Yet, the questionnaire
should be constructed with thought and care so that its completion is
not a monotonous task but engages the informants’ interest as much as
possible. Let us now consider the different varieties of open-ended and
closed-ended questions that are of particular use when producing the
questionnaire:

A. Open questions

Open questions do not provide the respondent with a series of options
ready to choose from but invite individual statements. An open-ended
question may be easily recognised by the blank spaces, usually marked
with regular or dotted lines which are to be filled in with the informants’
ideas. Yet, keeping in mind the fact that the completion of the questionnaire
should be minimally time consuming and because of the risk of obtaining
unreliable and hard to interpret data, professional questionnaires
rarely include truly open questions at all. Or, if they are included in
the questionnaire, there are no more than a few. It may be thoughtful
to conclude the questionnaire with open-ended questions rather than
commencing it with them. If the respondents are short of time or unwilling
to provide their own insights, the unanswered open questions will not
impact the previous quantitative items. What is more, some respondents
may put more effort to completing open questions knowing that it is the
last task in the questionnaire. Dérnyei (2003) also suggests making use
of guided open questions, such as:

- Specific open questions elicit short and concrete data, e.g. foreign
languages learnt so far, range of subjects within a language course, etc.

- Clarification questions are employed whenever there is a need for
explanation or specification of the previous answer. Such questions ask
why the respondent chose the particular option.
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- Sentence completion items refer to the incomplete sentences where
only the beginning of the sentence is supplied and the remaining part is
left to be finished by the respondent.

- Short-answer questions ask for responses not longer than a paragraph
and not shorter than a phrase. The focus is still not general but reduced
to certain aspects. Short answer questions are usually exploited when
designing an evaluative questionnaire regarding a course, course book,
teacher or particular lessons. For instance, short-answer questions may
ask about activities the learners found particularly motivating in the
course book, or activities which were the least absorbing, how they would
change the book design to make it more attractive, etc.

B. Closed questions

In contrast to open questions, closed questions do not invite free
writing on the part of the respondent. Closed questionnaire items contain
a set of answer options either to tick, cross or circle. A slight exception
may be seen in the ‘other’ option which is often included in case the
subjects have other ideas than those devised by the researcher. However,
such options do not require writing longer than a single phrase. As in the
case of open questions, closed questions may take various shapes, such
as:

- Rating scales are answer options arranged in a scale according to
their intensity. For example, if the question asks about the degree of
importance of the particular concept, the rating scale may range from:
very important — quite important — rather important — not very important
— unimportant.

In a similar vein, if the question regards frequency of performing some
activity, the scale will range from always to never (or from never to
always), etc. The most widely known and applied scale is the Likert
scale, named so after its inventor. The Likert scale is a multi-item scale in
which the subjects indicate how strong their beliefs about the presented
series of statements are. The original version contains five answer options
as follows: strongly agree — agree — not sure/neither agree nor disagree —
disagree — strongly disagree.

This basic pattern of answer options may be either expanded to six or
seven options scale, contracted to three options (e.g. agree — unsure —
disagree) or altered (e.g. in some scales the middle ‘unsure’ response
is eliminated and in surveys for children the answer options may
be replaced with smiley signs) depending on the research needs. For
statistical analysis, the answer options may be coded with numbers
1—s5, e.g. 1 for strongly disagree and 5 for strongly agree. Then, the
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scores concerning the same content area may be calculated and
averaged.

- Semantic differential scales are a variation of the standard rating
scales. Here, the researcher provides only two opposite directions and the
respondents are asked to mark their feelings between the two extremes,
just like in the example:

Important /........ A [0 G A A / Unimportant.

- Numerical rating scales ask for evaluation of the concept in a chosen
numerical scale, e.g. in a scale from 1 to 10.

- Yes/No, True/False items evaluate ideas according to the bipolar scale.
The ideas to be assessed should not be debatable as they are to be judged
only with the two extreme options. However, because of the fact that the
respondents may feel uncomfortable with the absence of intermediate
options, some surveys also contain the I dont know or I'm not sure
option.

« Multiple-choice questions are questionnaire items with a set of ready
ideas to choose from, often marked with letters of the alphabet. The ideas
should be clearly ordered either according to their popularity or in an
alphabetical order. Multiple-choice questions may ask to mark one or
a few responses depending on the question type. Since it is sometimes
impossible to predict all the ideas to be developed by respondents, it is
common practice to include a free entry, such as the Other category or at
least leave room for some doubt in the form of I dont know/Not applicable/
No response category.

- Rank order items are one of the most challenging questionnaire items
not only for the researcher because of the difficulty of interpretation but
also for the respondent for the fact that each category has to be ‘weighed’
against the other(s). Therefore, it is not recommended to design more
than five options to be numbered from the least to the most important/
necessary/useful, etc.

- Numeric items are short-answer questions about the number (as the
name suggests) of something or instances of the occurrence of something,
e.g. age, English learning history in years, number of visits to the English
speaking countries, etc. They are regarded as closed-ended items since
theoretically the researcher might include the scale with all the necessary
numbers, however this would be highly impractical in terms of the pen-
and-pencil sheets in question.

« Checklists provide the subjects with a list of items to tick. Checklists may
be in regards to teacher characteristics, learning styles and strategies,
memorisation techniques, and the like. The conclusions are drawn upon
summing the scores for each item and comparing the most frequently
marked options with the least popular ideas.

3 Action...



34 Anna D. Biedrzyniska

The wording of questionnaire items is very important as has been
shown that the use of different vocabulary can elicit various responses
by the same subjects (Oppenheim 2004). Therefore, it is not sufficient to
measure one area of the research problem with one question only because
it will not be reliable. In other words, more than one questionnaire item
is necessary to address the same content area. Thus, a questionnaire
should consist of multi-item scales, also referred to as summative scales,
i.e. a set of differently worded questions which focus on the same target.
Dérnyei (2003: 34) claims that one should include not less than 3—4
items per each sub-area of investigation so that it is possible to collate
the answers for similar questions and obtain the average of scores. This
largely limits the problem of inconsistency of responses stemming from
the individual interpretation of questions. It is obvious that in the case of
straightforward questions concerning age, gender, education, etc., where
one questionnaire item serves its purpose, using multi-item scales is
pointless. In order to assure the quality of the questionnaire items, the
internal consistency reliability is measured. The internal consistency of
the scales indicates that the items building the various multi-item scales
within the questionnaire are homogeneous, i.e. they belong together. In
order to ensure the internal consistency reliability, the Cronbach Alpha
coefficient is obtained with the aid of modern statistical computer programs,
such as SPPS. The Cronbach Alpha coefficient is a figure ranging from o to
+1 and for short questionnaire scales made up of 3—4 items, the coefficient
should not drop below .60 (cf. Seliger and Shohamy 1989, Dérnyei
2003).

Useful tips

Here are some tips how to write good questionnaire items:

1. Design questionnaire items which will engage the respondents’ interest
in the research problem.

2. Create short and simple questions. Avoid metaphors, colloquialisms,
double-barrelled/compound questions (i.e. addressing more than one
issue/person in a question while expecting one answer, e.g. Do you read
books and like reading? Do your parents work?), negative question types (e.g.
prefixes -un, -ir, -im, etc.) ambiguous and complex statements, etc.

3. Structure the items in a logical order.

4. Use natural language (as opposed to the literary one) so that the
items sound as if they had been said by someone in order to make the
questionnaire meaningful and interesting. Refer the questions to the
subjects’ opinions, beliefs and feelings.
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10.
11.

. Avoid loaded/transparent phrases and sentences which give the

respondent a clear idea of the researcher’s expected and desired answer,
e.g. Don'’t you think that the government should spend more money on the
National Health Service?

Do not form questions which assume possessing knowledge of certain
facts/issues/affairs, etc.

Measure one content area with more than one item (3—4 items are
preferable).

. In order to reduce the incidence of respondents’ reacting with

reluctance and dishonesty when seeking confidential data, try to

reduce the number of these items to minimum and apply techniques

which allow to:

. present the tendency as common (It is a common practice to...),

- assume things instead of asking whether they actually take place
(How often do you decide to skip the pronunciation section in the course
book?),

. draw upon scientific findings and other researchers’ opinions (Do you
agree with the opinion of some scientists that...),

« formulate questions so that they seem to contain excuses for particular
behaviour (e.g. In the time of the economic crisis, can you afford buying the
new version of the English book required for the course?).

Remember to give justification for the personal questions and provide

reassurance of confidentiality of the questionnaire. Do not include

questions about private issues which are irrelevant to your study. You
may arrange the questions seeking confidential information at the end
of the questionnaire.

Ensure attractive questionnaire design.

There are a number of computer programs to use for statistical

calculation of the collected data. The on-line databases, such as the

Research Software Central database and the database of the Association

for Survey Computing for description provide listings of such programs

(Dérnyei 2003: 62).

Step 3. Organization of questionnaire items

Having decided upon the content and designed the questionnaire items,

the researcher now has to arrange all the items in a way that produces
the impression of a well-structured survey sheet with the different sections
and subsections for different clusters of question types clearly separated
and embedded with instructions. The first one or two questions should
be formulated in a way which attracts the subjects’ interest in the area of

*

3
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study. Sequencing of the questionnaire items becomes a dilemma for the
researcher. To give an example, Oppenheim (2004: 132) recommends to
arrange open questions before the structured ones as a more secure way
of not suggesting answers to the respondents. Quite contrary, Dérnyei
(2003: 133) claims that leaving the open-ended questions toward the end
of the questionnaire is less intrusive. The eventual decision depends
on the researcher. The sequence, however, must be logical and well
structured. Thus, drilling the respondents with non-applicable questions,
such as enquiring about the frequency of contacts with native speakers
of English after the respondent has already stated that he/she has no
such contacts whatsoever, misses the point. It is important to bear in
mind that the layout is an essential element contributing to the success
or failure of the survey. As well as being short in terms of the content, the
questionnaires must also be concise in appearance. Thus, they can take
the form of smaller booklets instead of full sized separate pages. The study
by Beebe et al. (2007) showed that a small questionnaire booklet in Ag
format on white paper produces higher return rates than similarly sized
booklet in blue colour or larger booklet sizes. The font styles and sizes
are used to distinguish between the different parts of the questionnaire.
So is marking the different sections and subsections of the questionnaire
with Roman numerals, Arab figures and letters of the alphabet. To obtain
more space for the questionnaire items one may decide to reduce the
margins and print the answer options horizontally next to the questions.
It is not advisable to eliminate the spaces between the instructions and
questions as it produces the impression of a careless and chaotic layout
and may work to discourage the respondent. It is rather suggested that the
instructions and questionnaire items need to be clearly separated, not only
by spaces but also by different font styles and sizes. The quality of the
paper increases the attractiveness of the questionnaire, which, coupled
with the careful design, should hopefully contribute to the compilation of
reliable data.

Step 4. Piloting

Every aspect of the questionnaire, beginning with the choice of sample
to texture of paper needs to be pre-tested before it is applied (Oppenheim
2004). Testing, or in other words, piloting the questionnaire should be
performed on a sample (i.e. a small group of people chosen to represent
the population, i.e. the larger group to which they belong) which is similar
to the target sample. The questionnaire pre-testing helps the researcher to
decide:
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- whether the investigated problem actually concerns the sample,

- which statements are ambiguous, unclear or too difficult to answer,

« which questionnaire items do not measure what they are supposed to
measure,

- which questions are too difficult for further analysis,

- what items have been missed,

- which questions are left unanswered by the majority of the res-
pondents and what implications may be drawn for the questionnaire
construction,

« the actual time needed for questionnaire administration and comple-
tion,

« the costs of the survey, and

- any other unforeseen problems concerned with the questionnaire
instructions, implementation, sample, data, etc.

Piloting of the first draft of the questionnaire may be initially conducted
on a few (3 or 4) people who are willing to help the researcher (they may
be friends, family members, colleagues). They might be a valuable source
of feedback on the questionnaire concerning its clarity, user-friendliness,
suggestions for improvement and other comments. The proper piloting
should be carried out on a larger group, which is in every aspect similar
to the target sample. The outcomes of the pilot testing should be presented
in the form of a report containing information about modifications of the
questionnaire items and their final form. According to Oppenheim (2004:
80), doing research without pre-testing the research tool is a waste of time
and effort for asking unclear questions which in turn elicit unreliable
and difficult to interpret results. Rarely does it happen that the research
instrument reaches perfection in every aspect. Nevertheless, carefully
planned piloting helps to approach such an ideal.

5. Questionnaire administration

The sample on which the questionnaire is carried out must in every
aspect resemble the target population (e.g. in terms of age, gender, social
and educational background, and other demographics). There are several
techniques of sample selection, which may be random, i.e. the researcher may
choose representatives of the population on a random basis. The researcher
may decide to classify the population according to certain criteria, e.g.
according to gender, social status, etc. and arrange the proportions of the
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sample so that they correspond to the proportions in the population, which
is known as quota sampling. The researcher may also choose a number of
representatives of the population and ask them to identify more members
of the group, which is referred to as snowball sampling. However, the easiest
technique of sample selection is dictated by convenience, which means the
researcher chooses the particular sample because of its accessibility, e.g. in
the place of work or study (cf. Dérnyei 2003: 70—73). Furthermore, the
researcher may also ask people to volunteer in the survey.

Another question concerns the sample size. It is difficult to answer
it unequivocally because it depends on how large the population is and
how the researcher is going to carry out data analysis. As claimed by
Oppenheim (2004) it is not the size of the sample that matters but its
accuracy in terms of similarity to the target population. It may be quite
roughly accepted that the minimum requirement is 30 (according to Hatch
and Lazaraton 1991, quoted in Dérnyei 2003: 74) although to calculate
the statistical significance the required minimum increases the number to
100 subjects or more.

The next issue is that of the questionnaire delivery, whether by
traditional mail, Internet websites or self-administration. It is important to
build a positive rapport with the respondents by presenting the aims of the
study and their importance as well as promising to provide feedback on the
results. Therefore, if the researcher has the opportunity to administer the
questionnaire in person, it is important that he/she uses such opportunity
to increase the positive motivation for questionnaire completion. If the
questionnaire is to be delivered via traditional mail, the researcher has to
think how to arrange sending it back (e.g. attach the addressed envelope
with pre-paid postage fee and inform of the return deadline). As has
already been mentioned one of the major drawbacks of questionnaires
is their low return rate, which in consequence places the researcher in
danger of gathering the sample data which are not representative of the
target population. Here again, there are certain strategies to resort to.
For instance, the envelope should be personally addressed so that it is not
mistaken with junk mail. Sometimes little tokens of appreciation or the
possibility to win a prize increase the return rate. Also in case of lack of
the response for two weeks after the questionnaire delivery, the reminder
mailing may be sent (Oppeheim 1992, Dérnyei 2003).
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6. Questionnaire data and presentation

Last but not least, the researcher arrives at the point where the
gathered data have to be processed. The sets of numerical data are
described statistically. To describe the sample the researcher can make use
of descriptive statistics and calculate the mean (i.e. the average set of
scores), the range (i.e. the difference between the highest and the lowest
values) and the standard deviation (i.e. the index of average dispersion
of a set of scores from the mean). To draw more general conclusions on
the basis of the results obtained from the sample, the researcher may
employ inferential statistics to measure the statistical significance of
the results. In other words, statistically significant results make it possible
to draw more generalized inferences about the particular phenomenon
observed on the sample. Results which are statistically non-significant may
only be used to describe the particular sample and are ignored in research
studies which attempt at revealing true tendencies. A more detailed
overview of descriptive and inferential calculating procedures is provided,
among others, by Nunan (1992), Brown (2001) and Oppenheim (2004).
The degree of sophistication of calculating procedures depends on the
researcher and the type the research objectives. The statistical calculation
of the research conducted by a teacher for his/her school will be different
than more scientific research about the larger population. It is, however,
essential that the researcher is able to convince the readers that the
methodology used to produce the results was appropriate. Describing
qualitative data may be problematic not only in terms of large proportions
but also in terms of interpretation, which remains highly subjective. On
the other hand, responses to open questions may supply the researcher
with illustrative comments, provide insightful information and point to the
concepts which were not considered by the researcher. In order to reduce
qualitative data to a manageable proportion, one may arrange comments
according to the categories they belong to. For example, the researcher may
group together comments referring to vocabulary learning strategies and
collate them. This will allow to present the qualitative data in a reasonable
format, e.g. in a table.

In the description of the FL/L2 research findings, it is important to
keep certain order in data presentation and describe not only the outcomes
of the study but also the study background. Thus the presentation of the
background information about the study should commence with sample
characteristics, such as age, gender, social background, language
development history and any other details relevant to the study (e.g.
number of language classes, occupation or type of studies). The sample
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selection procedures should be described in the second place and if
the sample were composed of groups, in what ways they were similar
or different. Thirdly, the rationale for the choice of the content areas to
be covered in the questionnaire as well as justification for not including
other potentially important issues should be discussed. The description
of the research instrument should cover the main sections and number
of items addressing them. It is important to account for the choice of
item types and their scoring. Since the research outcomes may be given
credibility provided that the research instrument is reliable and valid, the
research description should cover the piloting stage and any available data
concerning its validity and reliability as well as any decisions concerning
the attractiveness of the survey. The information about the questionnaire
administration is also relevant as it belongs to the factors influencing
the results. Thus, the researcher should inform readers about the person
administering the questionnaire, how the questionnaire was administered,
completion time and return rate. Next, the description of the variables
and how they were handled should be presented. Since questionnaires are
rarely if ever a perfect tool for investigation, the next step must involve
recognizing any foreseen and unforeseen factors which may have lead to
the distortion of survey results.

Table 1. Development and revisions of questionnaire items (after Spada et al. 2009: 73)

Ttem*

First version

Second version

Final version

3 ISO

I find it easier to on the
grammar point if the in-
structor teaches it on its
own

I find it easier to concen-
trate on the grammar
point if the instructor
teaches it on its own

I find it easier to learn
grammar when the in-
structor teaches it by it-
self

14 INT

I find it helpful when
the instructor teaches a
grammar point found in
that text

I find it helpful when
the instructor teaches a
grammar point while we
read the text

I find it helpful when
the instructor teaches a
grammar while we read
a text

16 INT

I can pay attention to a
grammar point being
taught while I am also
thinking

I can pay attention to
grammar while reading
or listening to a passage

I can learn grammar
while reading or listening
to a passage

20 ISO

I find it helpful if the in-
structor teaches a gram-
mar point on its own
before or after reading a
text

I find it helpful if the in-
structor teaches a gram-
mar point before reading
a text

I find it helpful to learn a
grammar point before I
read it in a text

* Item number in the final version of the questionnaire (Appendix 1). ISO = isolated, INT = integrated.

The analysed data may be presented in the form of various graphical
representations. Bar charts and line charts are useful to display
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comparisons and changes over time. Pie charts are extremely handy
when showing proportions and percentages. A description of complex
relationships may be contained in schematic representations and
statistical analyses and information summarizing the data about the
respondents may be presented in the form of tables. Table 1 illustrates an
example of the development and revisions of questionnaire items.

It is essential that the data are presented in a reader-friendly format.
Therefore, visualisations of the results in tables and figures are very
practical.

7. Interviews

As already mentioned above, interviews to some extent constitute an
oral equivalent of written questionnaires. The main difference resides
in the fact that they are one-to-one encounters of interviewer and
interviewee, as contrasted with indirect written communications in the
case of questionnaire forms. Also the contexts of use in second language
acquisition and teacher research is similar to those of questionnaires
(as discussed earlier in this chapter). Interviews are additionally used to
observe the language development of an individual learner and constitute
the main tool in examining oral fluency of FL speakers (Ingram 1984).
Interviews can also serve as an instrument for determining learner
awareness of various aspects of a learning process, motivations and
attitudes, cross-cultural competence, etc. Interviews tend to be one of
the most commonly used tools in teacher research focusing on teacher
development, his/her reflectivity and the various affective factors involved
in teacher identity perceptions (e.g. system of beliefs). An interview
is also an important tool used as a supplementary to a questionnaire
source of data (Stewart and Cash 2003), which allows the interviewer to
extend his/her questions and receive additional information in the areas
of enquiry.

An interview allows the interviewer greater flexibility in asking
questions. Irrespective of the objectives and length of the interviews, they
may differ in their degree of structure (Seliger and Shohamy 2001)
(Table 2).
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Table 2. Different types of interviews (according to their structure)

Type of

an interview

Description

Open

the main objective(s) of the interview established in advance

— no questions are constructed before hand, only a general focus of the in-
vestigation

— allows flexibility of questions and answers, questions derive from the
answers received in the course of the interview

— allows the investigation of the topic in greater depth

— used mostly in qualitative and descriptive data collection

— very difficult for inexperienced interviewers

Semi-open | — the detailed objectives are defined

— the main questions are constructed in advance but there is flexibility to
deviate from them to receive additional and more in-depth data

— used both in quantitative and qualitative research

— safe form for less experienced interviewers

Structured | — very carefully planned and precise

— all the objective(s) rigidly established

— all the questions constructed in advance

— allows the collection of hard facts

— reliable and replicable because of its rigidity of design

— used to collect personal data, facts about the interviewees, describing an
event, context, participants

Irrespective of the rigidity of the form of an interview, its structure

should follow the same stages:
a. The opening, which serves the functions of establishing the relationship

and interaction pattern between the interviewer and interviewee, in
other words, building rapport. It has a motivational function as well as
confidence-building in both parties involved in the interview; as such it
is one of the most significant factors in achieving interview success. It
also serves the purpose of informing the interviewee about the purpose
of the interview.

. The body of the interview, which is the set of topics either translated
into detailed questions (as is the case in structured interviews) or just
serving as guidelines for the researcher in the course of the interview.
Different types of questions can be employed (as described earlier in
the comments on questionnaires and types and ways of constructing
questions).

. The closing, which serves the function of terminating the interview,
summarizing it, and which is also extremely important in allowing
the interviewer to express their appreciation of the effort taken by the
interviewee (Stewart and Cash 2003).
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One important aspect of conducting interviews to be mentioned here is
the method of recording data collected, as it is different from questionnaire
administration. It can take several forms: note-taking, tape-recording or
video-filming. Each of these techniques has merits. However they equally
well have drawbacks which need to be considered when assessing the
individual situation of each interview. The choice of method will depend
on the topic focus and degree of depth of data necessary, the characteristics
of the parties involved in the interview and also on the availability of the
well-functioning equipment.

As with the case of questionnaires, each interview should be piloted
with a selected sample, similar in character to the target subject group. The
purposes of piloting (pre-testing) are:

a) to observe if the questions to be asked are understood well,

b) to determine if there is a need to expand on certain questions,

c) to observe the reactions of the respondents,

d) to see if the instructions given are clear,

e) to decide on the easiness of analysis of the data collected (Stewart and
Cash 2003).

The final post-interview stage requires establishing an appropriate
coding system and a form for presenting data (possibly both in a narrative
and in a tabulated form) from the interview before the final analysis is
performed. In the words of Stewart and Cash (2003: 160), it is advisable
to:

— Be selective. Ask “What findings are likely to be most useful?” and
“What will I do with this information once I get it?”. If you have no
idea, do not ask for it.

— Capitalize on the potential data. Subject data to comparative
breakdowns to discover differences between the subgroups.

— What is an important piece of information hidden within raw data and
simple tabulations?

— Look for what is missing. What you do not find may be as important
as or more important than what you do find. What information did
you not obtain? What information is very different from what you
predicted?

The ways of analysis will be determined by the topic and the type of data.
Interview data allow us to conduct both qualitative and quantitative
analysis, as is the case with questionnaire data discussed earlier.
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8. An overview of sample studies

Let us exemplify the process of questionnaire and interview construction
with selected sample studies. They are particularly relevant to this chapter
because they are concerned with questionnaire development and validation.

Study 1

The primary aim of this study, described by Spada et al. (2009), was
to present the process of constructing and validating a questionnaire for
use in the FL/L2 research. The research focus was on the second language
learners’ preferences for either isolated (provided separately from the
communicative activity) or integrated (provided during an ongoing
communicative activity when the primary attention is on the meaning)
form-focused instruction (FFI).

The development of the questionnaire commenced with creating an item
bank, originally containing 44 items, which were grouped according to the
isolated and integrated dichotomy and according to whether they regarded
effectiveness, preferences or beliefs. The questionnaire items were subject to
expert judgements by twelve MA and PhD students for the content validity.
Their task was to categorize the items as either isolated or integrated. They
were also given the ‘unsure’ option. The percentage agreement among the
expert judges regarding the categorization of the items was calculated and
only those items which were agreed upon by 70% or more were taken into
account. As a result some of the items were re-worded and, taking into
consideration the time required for the questionnaire completion, the item
pool was reduced from 44 to 20 items. Table 1 illustrates the evolution of the
item wording and the items are presented in Appendix 1.

The proper sample consisted of 314 ESL students from two communica-
tively oriented programs. They represented various levels of English skills
with the majority being at the intermediate level of proficiency. The subjects
were allowed the maximum of 20 minutes for the questionnaire completion
during their lesson time. The results were entered into the database. In
order to conduct the reliable analyses of the results, the questionnaires with
missing data on any one out of the 20 items, were rejected. In consequence,
the sample size was reduced to the number of 294 subjects.

The statistical procedures were applied to measure the validity of
the questionnaire items. Cronbach Alpha index was used to evaluate the
reliability of the integrated and isolated subscales. Three items which
failed to meet the criteria (no. 5, 11, 13) were not taken into account
when calculating the results of the questionnaire. In a similar vein, in
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order to assess construct validity of the remaining seventeen items that
demonstrated the acceptable levels of reliability, a principal components
analysis (PCA), which is a statistical technique used to determine if groups
of items match to form a construct or component, was carried out. As a
result, the subsequent three items (no. 2, 4, 15) were not included in the
statistical analysis. In this study the results showed that the participants
had positive opinions about both integrated and isolated FFI. The final
outcome of the research was a fourteen-item questionnaire indicated
by the study to be a valid and reliable instrument measuring learners’
preferences for FFI, ready to use in other contexts for research and
pedagogical purposes.

Study 2

In the study on language dominance and language preferences for
emotional speech, Dewaele (2004) directs his research efforts at the self-
perceived speech behaviour of multilinguals. In order to collect the self-
reported data from as large sample as possible, a web questionnaire was
used. The questionnaire was designed to provide two types of information:
quantitative and qualitative. The former type of data were obtained from
the Likert-scale type questions, and the latter — from the open items.
The objective of the questionnaire study was to investigate which of the
four language skills ((li.e. reading, comprehending, speaking, writing) are
affected by the dominant language and how the self-perceived L1 attrition
influences emotional speech.

The sample consisted of 1039 polyglot respondents of different
nationalities and different mother tongues. The respondents spoke a total
of 75 different languages and the majority of them were well educated. The
questionnaire elicited background information about the subjects’ age, sex,
education and occupation, ethnic group, spoken languages, their order of
acquisition and level of proficiency as well as their frequency of use and
typical interlocutors. The closed-ended questionnaire items measured
attitudes to different languages and self-perceived language behaviour.
They were formulated according to the following patterns:

On the scale from 1 (least proficient) to 5 (fully fluent) how do you rate yourself
in speaking, understanding, reading, writing?

Here are some subjective statements about the languages you know. Please
mark to what extent they correspond to your own perceptions (Dewaele 2004:
89).

The open-ended items referred to the emotional load attached to
certain expressions (like I love you), behaviour (such as expression of
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emotions in letters and to different interlocutors) and non-emotional
speech, such as:

If you are angry, what language do you typically use to express your anger?

The Cronbach Alpha coefficient was employed to measure the internal
consistency of the multi-item scales. Inter- and intra-group differences were
also calculated statistically. The results showed that language dominance
had a major influence on the various language skills. Figure 1 illustrates
the L1 self-rated proficiency scores. Those respondents who felt dominant
in other language (Lx) rather than their mother tongue reported the
significantly lower levels of proficiency skills than respondents dominant
in L1 or L1 + Lx. The results also show that the Lx dominance has a major
influence on the L1 writing skills, followed by reading, speaking and
finally understanding. As far as the expression of feelings is concerned,
the L1 dominant speakers used their L1 significantly more than the two
remaining groups. The study also indicated that language dominance
affects the choice of language for inner speech and mental calculation.
An interesting outcome of the study is that the attrited L1 seems to
retain the emotional connotations associated with the swear words
and perception of colourfulness, richness or poetic character of the Li.
A possible explanation may be that the neural connections established
in childhood are linked to the systems for emotional arousal. The study
demonstrates that the collection of data from a large group of informants
can provide novel information on the self-perceived L1 proficiency
(Dewaele 2004).



Questionnaires and interviews in teacher research 47

9. Discussion and tasks

Summing up, a questionnaire and an interview are instruments to
collect information about things or people as they are. That means that
the researcher is interested in eliciting data on the state of things without
manipulating the research environment as is in the case of experimental
research methods. Since it is often impossible to administer a questionnaire
(or an interview) to the entire population, the researcher has to resort to
sampling (Nunan 1992: 141). It is vital that the researcher determines the
data analysis procedures before the questionnaire (interview) administration.
One of the biggest mistakes is to collect the data which are too difficult to
analyse. Both a questionnaire and an interview need to be pre-tested before
they are applied. Finally, the gathered results are subject to interpretation
and analysis, which can be done with the aid of statistics packages. For
further discussion, please consider the following questions and tasks:

Q. 1. What are the advantages and disadvantages of using questionnaires
as a research instrument?

Q. 2. What are the merits and drawbacks of using interviews as a tool of
data collection?

Q. 3. Compare usefulness of questionnaires and interviews in classroom-
based research.

Q. 4. What is Cronbach Alpha coefficient?

Task 1. Are the following random questionnaire items appropriate?
Explain.
1. Does your family speak English as a foreign language? = Yes - No
- Unsure
2. Do you work? If yes, what is your monthly income?
3. Do you teach pronunciation because you consider it to be essential for
communicative goals? = Yes - No - Unsure
COMMENLE vttt
4. Is your perception of native English speakers positive or negative?
= Yes = No = Unsure
L0100 55 1<) o | TSR

Task 2. The questionnaire in Appendix 1 was used in the Study 1 described
in Section 6 of this chapter. Would you include any changes in its design?
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If yes, what would you change and why? Could you adapt it for your own
research?

Task 3. You were asked by your school authorities to design an interview on
the students’ motivation to learn foreign languages. Create an item pool.

Task 4. Identify one content area of the questionnaire in Section 6 and
design three to four items measuring it.

Additional reading

Gillham B., 2008: Developing a Questionnaire. London: Continuum. The
book addresses the questions of how to use questionnaires in relation to
other forms of research, how to analyse data and how to present results.

Foddy W., 1993: Constructing Questions for Interviews and Questionnaires:
Theory and Practice in Social Research. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. The book offers a pragmatic perspective on constructing valid and
reliable questions for interviews and questionnaires. The book will be
useful for students and academic researchers.

Munn P. and Drever E., 1999: Using Questionnaires in Small-scale
Research: A Beginner’s Guide. Edinburgh: Scottish Council for Research in
Education. Beginning researchers will find this book a valuable source of
the fundamentals of using questionnaires in small-scale investigations.

Saris W.E. and Gallhofer I.N., 2007: Design, Evaluation, and Analysis of
Questionnaires for Survey Research. New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. This
book is a description of questionnaire design, factors affecting the research
outcome and most importantly, it presents an instrument for measuring
the quality of questions at the outset.

Peterson R.A., 2000: Constructing Effective Questionnaires. California:
Sage Publications, Inc. The author of this publication attaches the primary
significance to testing and evaluating questionnaire items to identify
whether and why they work. It is intended for researchers who commission,
conduct, and evaluate research based on questionnaire surveys.

Swetnam, D., 2000: Writing Your Dissertation: The Bestselling Guide to
Planning, Preparing and Presenting First-Class Work. Oxford: How to Books
Ltd. The book is a comprehensive manual for students on how to plan and
write their dissertation. It also contains a section devoted to preparing
questionnaires.
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Creswell J.W,, 2003: Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and
Mixed Methods Approaches. Oaks: Sage Publications. The book contains
comparison of three research methods — qualitative, quantitative, and
mixed. Written in a straightforward manner, guides the reader from the
simple to the complex ideas.

Stewart C. and Cash W., 2003: Interviewing. Principles and Practices.
Boston: McGraw-Hill. The authors offer the most comprehensive overview
of interviewing as a data collection tool, which is supplemented with
a selection of sample interviews. The book will also be of value as a rich
source of practical activities in constructing interviews. It also offers
information on internet links devoted to this research instrument.
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Appendix 1

Student Preferences for Grammar Instruction
Please answer the following questions about your beliefs and preferences for leaming grammar. This
will help us better understand how students prefer to be taught grammar. This is not a test, so there
are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong” answers. All responses will be kept confidential,
Thank you very much for your help! &
Section 1: Personal information

First name: Family name:

Teacher's name: Level:

Age: O 18-25, 0O26-35 O36-50, O50+ Sex: M/F

Country of origin:

Home language(s):

Section 2: Preference and beliefs about grammar instruction
The following are a number of statements about preferences for learning grammar, Please indicate vour
opinion by circling a number between 1 and 5.

Strongly Strongly
Disagree

1 I like to know exactly which grammar point I am studying'. 1 2 3 4

1 believe my grammar will improve quickly if I communicate

2 using English. ' A 3 *
I find it easier to learn grammar when the instructor teaches it

3 : 1 2 3 4
by itself.
I like the teacher to correct my mistakes as soom as [ make

4 1 2 3 4
them.

5 I prefer lessons that focus on communication and teach grammar 1 a 3 4
only when necessary.

5 1'like learming grammar by seging the explanation, and doing 1 2 3 4
practice exercises.

T 1like leaming grammar by using language. 1 2 3 4

! Isolated Items: 1, 3, 6,9, 10, 11, 13, 15, 17, 20. Integrated Ttems: 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 12, 14, 16, 18, 19
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12

13

18

19

Do you have any comments about your beliels and preferences for learning grammar?

I can learn grammar during reading or speaking activities.
I like lessons that focus only on teaching grammar.

Doing grammear exercises is the best way to learn to use English
more accurately.

I find it hard to learn grammar through reading or listening
activities.

I prefer to learn grammar as T work on different skills and
activities.

Ilike learning grammar by itself,

I find it helpful when the instructor teaches grammar while we
read a text.

I like the teacher to correct my mistakes after an activity is
completed.

I can learn grammar while reading or listening to a passage.

I believe my English will improve quickly if I study and practice
ETAMIMEAT.

I like learning grammar during speaking, writing, listening or
reading activities.

Doing communicative activities is the best way to learn to use
English more accurately,

I find it helpful to learn a grammar point before I read it in a
1eXt,

Source: Spada et al. (2009).

Strongly
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Anna D. Biedrzynska
Kwestionariusz i wywiad jako narzedzia badawcze nauczyciela
Streszczenie

W niniejszym rozdziale scharakteryzowany zostal kwestionariusz jako narzedzie
badan poczatkujacego naukowca. Dodatkowo zaprezentowano réwniez informacje
dotyczgce wywiadu. Rozdzial podzieli¢ mozna na kilka gléwnych czesci. Pierwsza z nich
stanowi teoretyczne wprowadzenie do omawianego tematu. Autorka przybliza czytelnikowi
zalety i wady badan kwestionariuszowych oraz kieruje jego uwage w strone czynnikéw
wplywajacych niekorzystnie na rzetelno$é oraz wiarygodno$é badania. Nastepnie
przedstawiono budowe kwestionariusza i opisano jego czesci sktadowe, czyli wprowadzenie,
tytul, czes¢ gléwna oraz zakonczenie. W dalszej czesci rozdziatu opisana zostata procedura
tworzenia kwestionariuszy ze szczegélnym uwzglednieniem etapu precyzowania zakresu
tematycznego oraz formulowania, aranzacji i pilotazu pytan kwestionariuszowych
(doktadnej analizie poddano konstrukcje réznego typu pytan otwartych i zamknietych).
Autorka podsumowuje nastepnie (w formie wskazéwek dotyczacych gtéwnych zasad
projektowania) najwazniejsze cechy kwestionariusza. Ostatnia cze$é rozdziatu zawiera opis
dwéch przyktadowych badan, w ktérych kwestionariusz stanowil narzedzie badawcze, oraz
pytania kontrolne i tematy do dalszej dyskusji. Wywiad, jako gatunek majacy wiele cech
wspélnych z kwestionariuszem, oméwiony zostal w sposéb skrétowy. Koricowa ilustracja
zaprezentowanego tematu jest zalaczony przez autorke przyktadowy kwestionariusz.

Anna D. Biedrzyniska
Ein Fragebogen und ein Interview als Forschungsinstrumente des Lehrers
Zusammenfassung

Im vorliegenden Kapitel wird ein Fragebogen als ein Forschungsinstrument
des angehenden Wissenschaftlers charakterisiert. Das Kapitel, das auch ein paar
Informationen iiber ein Interview beinhaltet besteht aus einigen Teilen. Der erste
von ihnen ist eine theoretische Einfithrung in das Thema. Die Verfasserin bringt
uns die Vorziige und die Nachteile der Fragebogenuntersuchungen niher und zihlt
die Faktoren auf, welche die Redlichkeit und die Glaubwiirdigkeit der Untersuchung
negativ beeinflussen. Ferner beschreibt sie die Bestandteile des Fragebogens, d. i. die
Einleitung, den Titel, den Hauptteil und den Abschluss. Nachste Teile handeln iiber
die einzelnen Stufen der Fragebogenanfertigung mit besonderer Beriicksichtigung
des Themenbereichs, der Formulierung, der Bearbeitung und der Pilottage von
Fragebogenfragen (es werden verschiedenerlei offene und geschlossene Fragen analysiert).
Die Verfasserin nennt die wichtigsten charakteristischen Merkmale des Fragebogens.
Der letzte Teil des Kapitels beinhaltet die Beschreibung von zwei Musteruntersuchungen,
in denen ein Fragebogen als Forschungsinstrument angewandt wurde als auch Kon-
trollfragen und Themen zur weiteren Diskussion. Das Interview, das dem Fragebogen nahe
steht wird von der Verfasserin nur knapp besprochen. Das von ihr berithrte Thema wird
an Hand eines Musterfragebogens veranschaulicht.



	2011-002
	2011-002

