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Background

The Computer Science department conducts regular surveys of Cal Poly CSC alumni and seniors in order to collect feedback about the program.  Although the response rate is usually around 20 to 30 percent, more responses would definitely be desirable.  The current alumni survey consists of approximately fifty questions ranging from blank fill-ins, scaled multiple-choice, and free-form comments. On paper, the survey amounts to four full pages of questions.
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Preview of original survey’s structure
Purpose

The purpose of our project is to critically evaluate and possibly redesign the current CSC alumni survey.  We intend to use what we learned in the class, the data that we gather during our team assignments, and other methods to redevelop the paper version of the survey.  This development of a new survey will translate into an exact replica of the paper version to a web-based survey.

Goals and Objectives

The goal of this project is not to determine ways to attract people to take the survey; giving gifts and prizes, for example.  Instead, our goal is to redevelop the survey so those who choose to take the survey won’t be turned off by it.  There are several things that would benefit from a nicely written and organized survey: People will be more inclined to finish the surveys, people would provide more accurate information, and people would have satisfaction that the questions asked on the survey will strongly represent their opinion.

Given the data that we collected in our data gathering lab, we have enough reason and justification to redesign the current CSC alumni survey.  The following guidelines are used while remaking the survey:
· Information is not lost.  There is probably a reason why each and every question is asked on the current survey.  We assume that each question could contribute to a statistical analysis of data.  By not removing any major details of the questions, we are not losing this critical factor so that the survey can still retain its analytical value.

· The survey’s length shouldn’t be any longer.  It seems apparent from our observation from our data gathering lab that the survey is way too long.  Making it any longer will most likely turn people away even more.

· Reduce redundancy.  Just by glancing at the survey, there seems to be a lot of redundant questions that repeat itself.  By removing redundancy, survey takers won’t experience confusion when they reencounter questions that were already asked before.

· Make it logically organized.  Grouping similar questions together will provide a more effective way of organization.  With an organized survey, people’s mind will concentrate on one aspect at a time instead of jumping around, which may cause confusion and frustration.
After developing the paper version of our survey to the best of our abilities, we will attempt to translate the paper version to a web-based survey.  We will try to include many improvements that spawn from the feedback of our data gathering lab.  The web-based survey will merely be a close replica of the paper version with possibly some improvements.

Requirements

For this assignment we were given no explicit requirements.

We used the previous stated objectives as a foundation for our requirements when redesigning the survey.
Procedures
There were three main steps involved in our process of revising the CSC Alumni Survey.  These were data collection, data analysis and the application of what we learned from the preview two steps.

A. Data collection

We had a feeling there were already some problems evident in the alumni survey. However, to verify our claims, we used the Assignment 3 opportunity to gather some user feedback on the survey.  By allowing students to take the survey and then have them provide their opinions on it, we were able to gather direct input about their concerns.  We were also able to observe the students in action, and see what kinds of behaviors were exhibited during the taking of the survey.  In addition to observing them, we used mouse tracking software as a metric to see how many mouse clicks it would take the user to finish.

B. Analyzing feedback

Once we had gathered the survey, we began to look at what the users had to say about the survey they just had taken.  Since we had given the students the options to quit anytime during the survey, we were able to observe when they quit and asked them why they quit.  From this we were able to gather that the users believed there were some length and redundancy issues apparent in the alumni survey.

C. Application of feedback

We first addressed the concerns of the survey takers by reviewing what kind of comments they had said.  The two main issues seemed to be able the length and the appearance of the same question multiple times within the survey.   So we tackled these two problems directly by attempting to shortening the survey and removing the redundant questions.  Fortunately, these two objectives coincide with each other.  Next we tried to clarify any poorly worded questions and modified any leading ones.  We revised them or removed them altogether if we found it not relevant to the survey.  

Finally we tried to organize the structure of the survey so that the questions near the beginning were more general ones about the user and it became more specific about each area later on.  We wanted to let the user “warm up” by asking them general questions about themselves.  Here they would fill in background information and etc.  Then we introduced the restructured multiple choice questions in the midpoint of the survey.  Finally, we gave the user the chance to provide direct input for the last half.  The open ended questions allowed the survey to address topics that may have not been brought prior in the survey.

Data Collection Outcomes

Although we only had about ten users, it was enough data to conclude some problems about the current survey.  The users had several common reactions. These include: the survey was too long, the survey was redundant or repeating, the survey was too wordy, and the survey became annoying and frustrating after the repetitive parts. While the goal of the survey was clear, it was presented in such a way that was unattractive to users. We did not notice much diversity in the nature of responses.  Although people were asked to participate in the survey for the purpose of class, some requested to quit the survey.

After collecting data, we decided that we wanted to stick to the original survey as much as we could.  One thing we did notice was that some of the questions were very well written.  We found very little leading questions.  The primary focus of our revisions was to try and eliminate duplicate text where applicable and figure out a way to revise the survey formatting.

Changes Based on Data Collection

Based on this redundant information, we made the following changes to the survey:

[Page 1]  Combined questions from the “How well were you prepared” and “compared to others” sections.

[Page 2] Deleted the text box with “Please go back through Items A-O and circle 3 items you feel are most important in helping you succeed in your career.”

[Page 2] Deleted the text box with “Please go back through Items A-O and circle 3 items you feel should be emphasized more in your undergraduate program.”

Based on style preferences, we made the following changes:

[Page 1] Placed Minor, Did you go on co-op, and job title on separate lines.

[Page 3] Moved the mission statement questions to the start of the survey.  We wanted to move the shorter categories to the front and have the longest section at the end of the survey.

[Page 4] We eliminated the text “Please feel free to send comments on any question in this survey, and particularly the following.”  This was pretty much self-explanatory.  We figured that participants were not going to read this text anyways.  It is also a duplicate of the following questions which prompt for comments.

To simplify/clarify the survey, we made the following changes:

[Page 1] Eliminated the letters A-E next to each of the choices.  This eliminated confusion.

[Page 1] Changed the scale from 5 – 1 to 1 – 5.  This is the survey standard and should be followed.

[Page 3] We changed participation level to a select 1 of 3 radio button rather than have them write down their response.  We did the same thing with the officer question.

Conclusion
We discovered producing and adjusting a survey is harder that we initially thought.  Due to the multiple goals and objectives that are present when creating a survey, the survey can become convoluted and take on an undesired appearance.  However, redesigning a survey is just as difficult.  It requires the process of collecting feedback and then proper analysis of the old survey.  This information is then used to redesign the survey so it increases the usability of it.  However, this step required us to keep the survey’s goals and objectives in mind while modifying the survey.  It is a delicate step to maintain the survey’s original vision while simultaneously shuffling and playing with its innards.

But at the end, we believe we have redesigned the survey with better usability. Thanks to the various assignments and presentations throughout the class, we were able to learn about the fundamental steps necessary to improve usability.  Then, in turn, we directed this freshly discovered knowledge at the CSC alumni survey and collectively funneled our insight and understanding into redesigning the survey.  After stepping through the process of collecting, analyzing, and applying the data about the survey, we feel that we’ve adjusted the survey with better usability while, at the same time, keeping the survey’s original vision intact.
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Newly modified survey

Appendix A:  Related Assignments
Class Assignments

Throughout the quarter, our group had this survey in mind.  Most of our team assignments were planned, designed, and developed around the CSC alumni survey in hopes of gathering enough data and information to help evaluate the current survey.

Assignment Two: We drew storyboards to illustrate different mediums to conduct the CSC alumni survey.  This assignment allowed us to determine whether taking surveys under certain mediums are more attractive than other types of mediums.

Assignment Three: This assignment was a major help to our final project in which we setup a data gathering station to collect naturalistic observations of the user taking the current survey under a web-based (WebSurveyor) environment.  We recorded mouse-clicks and mouse-distance in case we wanted to compare this metric with our final redesigned web-based survey.  The data that we collected served the purpose of helping us redesign the current survey.
Assignment Four: We decided to combine assignment four with our project because we thought it would be a good idea to create our own heuristic evaluation of the redesigned survey according to an evaluation form found on the internet.  This evaluation will take place after the final project portion.  We will use this evaluation to see whether our new survey fits the criteria for good user interaction and design.  This evaluation will be attached to this final report along with some general recommendations generated as the result of filling in the evaluation form.
Appendix B:   Web-Based Survey Guidelines
Web-Based Survey

A study done by Scott Crawford and others in their paper “From Mail to Web: Improving  Response Rates and Data Collection Efficiencies,” [1] indicates that the response rate for web surveys was 20 percent higher than mail surveys.  In addition to an increase response rate, the overall cost for web-based survey proved to be more efficient and cost-effective than traditional mail surveys.

The following are some guidelines that we considered when developing our web-based survey (taken from “Web Survey Guidelines,” by Malcom Conway [1]):

Writing

· Avoid leading questions that suggest an answer.

· Eliminate unnecessary questions. Keep it simple. Simplify the questions even more than on paper surveys.

· Use matrix questions sparingly. Matrix questions are questions comprising the rows of a matrix and the common scale they share is displayed as the columns of the matrix.

· Reduce response errors by restricting response choices.

· Be cautious with the meaning of words.

· Make error or warning messages specific.


Designing

· Introduce a Web survey with an interesting welcome screen that is motivational, emphasizes ease of response, and provides instructions on how to proceed and navigate through the survey.

· Make sure that questions and associated response options are visible on the same screen and not split between screens.

· Use page numbers or a progress bar graphic for long surveys.

· Limit the amount of information on a screen to minimize scrolling.

· Don’t force the respondent to answer a question before the next one is shown on the screen.

· Allow respondents to interrupt and reenter the survey, as disruptions are commonplace both at home and at work.

· Limit the use of graphic images because too many images cause delays loading Web pages.

Credit

[1] Conway, Malcom. Web Survey Guidelines

http://www.learningcircuits.org/2004/apr2004/conway.htm
Appendix C:  Usability Evaluations

See attached sheets.
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