On the Ease and Dangers of Over-Surveying
Demands for assessment and accountability, coupled with the relative ease of administering surveys online have contributed to the increased risk of respondent fatigue that in turn leads to lower response rates.  This is a serious issue as we must have representative results to properly inform policy.

Oberlin is in a particularly vulnerable position as we have had a formal survey program from admission through post-baccalaureate for the last fifteen years (admitted student surveys have been administered for almost 30 years, freshmen surveys for 35 years).  In response to federal and accreditor interest in student outcomes, several private and non-profit organizations have developed surveys that promise to provide the necessary data to meet these new demands.  Granting agencies are also increasing demand for surveys as a method to determine effectiveness of their programs.  In 2008 we are faced with such a requirement that directly competes with our Senior Survey and the annual Survey of American Freshmen, both of which play important roles in strategic planning and reporting.

While in many cases these claims and requirements are bona-fide, Oberlin’s surveys have been providing outcomes data for years and often using instruments designed specifically for highly selective, elite, private institutions.  Most of our surveys are administered in conjunction with our peers providing a manageable and highly relevant comparison group.  We are too demanding in our expectations to rely on simple national norms or groups of institutions that have different expectations.
While online surveys are undeniably easier, less costly and more efficient to administer and respond to, they still must be directed by an individual.  Monitoring responsibilities, data analysis and reporting are still required.  Indeed, electronic communication has actually increased dialogue between administrator and respondent which must be carefully balanced to provide service while not biasing the results.  Administrator fatigue is therefore also an issue requiring consideration and balance.
Oberlin should of course evaluate our current survey program and consider new survey possibilities.  The primary criteria should be weighing heavily the benefits to the institution and what opportunities may be gained and lost by incorporating new instruments into our program.  Our own goals for assessment and accountability should be the major factor in these evaluations.  No survey is without cost and some are more closely aligned with our goals than others.
Anybody wishing to conduct a survey of Oberlin constituents is strongly encouraged to contact institutional research first.  Many surveys in which we participate have room for additional questions and data being sought may already exist.
Attachment:  Regular Surveys Conducted by Oberlin College
Regular Surveys Conducted by Oberlin College

These are very brief summaries of surveys we conduct regularly, but not necessarily annually.  Reports for many of these can be found on the institutional research web site (http://oberlin.edu/instres/irhome).  Most of these surveys are done in co-operation with peer institutions.  The A&S Admitted Student Questionnaire, Survey of American Freshmen and the Faculty Survey are commercial instruments but data from the latter two is also shared among the peer group.  In addition to these, most academic departments survey their graduating seniors to gather information on achievement of specific learning goals.
Admitted Student Questionnaire – Mailed to all A&S admitted students.  Provides information on application overlap and characteristics related to college choice.
Conservatory Admitted Student Questionnaire – Same as above but mailed to Con admits.  This is the only survey written specifically by and for Oberlin.
Survey of American Freshmen – The longest running survey at Oberlin (1973), this is jointly administered by around 500 colleges and universities.  Provides information on new student characteristics, aspirations, expectations, backgrounds and experiences.  Results are cited every year in the national press.
Enrolled Student Survey – Administered to a sample of A&S enrolled students in all four classes.  Similar to the commercial National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) but provides much more information on learning, satisfaction, financial concerns, attitudes and behavior.
Senior Survey – Administered to all graduating students.  Provides information on learning, experiences, satisfaction, student debt and future plans.
Alumni Survey – Generally administered to graduates 10 and 20 years out.  In addition to reflections on the undergraduate experiences, this survey captures information on education and occupation trajectories, perceptions of the current state of the institution, and matches undergraduate learning with current skills and knowledge requirements.  Also provides information on engagement and membership with other institutions and organizations.
Parent Survey – Administered to parents of undergraduates.  Contains many questions on perceptions of their student’s experiences.  Best source of how families pay for education.  Also captures information on sources of information utilized by parents and the frequency and type of contact they have with their student and college offices.
Higher Education Research Institute Faculty Survey – Contains questions about faculty priorities, time diaries, goals for students, institutional priorities and satisfaction.  Some questions in common with the Survey of American Freshmen so comparison of faculty and student goals and perceptions is possible.

Oberlin has also participated irregularly in the Association of College and University Housing Officers (ACUHO) Housing Survey, the CORE Drug and Alcohol Survey and the College Student Experiences Questionnaire.

