Tips for Survey Administrators
Protecting Your Students’ Privacy
Creating a survey environment that ensures student privacy can be difficult in school computer labs, but is absolutely essential for maintaining confidentially of student participants.  An atmosphere of privacy will minimize students’ anxieties about being asked sensitive questions concerning their behavior and increase the chances they’ll answer truthfully.  The following are some tips on how you can create an environment where your students’ privacy is protected.

· Delivering the “Script for Survey Administrators”: The survey introduction script contains important information that’ll help build students’ trust in the process and encourage them to answer honestly.  If the script is paraphrased, important information could be overlooked.  It’s better to read the complete script to students rather than try to paraphrase.  

· Assigning Computers to Students: Rather than allowing students to choose their own computers (they’re likely to sit next to friends), computers should be assigned randomly by staff when students enter the computer lab.  One suggestion is to assign students to computers by having them draw cards with computer numbers written on them as they enter the lab.  Computers would be labeled with the corresponding numbers on the cards.  Assigning computers will help discourage students from talking with friends during the survey, comparing answers or feeling pressure to respond to questions in ways they believe their friends would expect.
· Preventing Students from Seeing Each Other’s Answers: One of the challenges to ensuring privacy when conducting the survey in labs is the close proximity of computers to each other.  If possible, have students take every other computer.  If this is not an option, attach visors/blinders at either side of the monitors so that students can’t see each others’ screens.
Preventing students from seeing each others’ answers will enhance perceptions of privacy and increase the chance that students will respond honestly.  At least one school official should remain in the room at all times throughout the survey (standing well back from students’ computers) to watch for those who are looking at others’ screens or talking with neighbors.  If students are seen looking at others’ screens, a quick announcement-reminder to all students to keep their eyes on their own computers, or an individual reminder to the specific student (tapping the student’s shoulder, for instance), will usually address the problem.

· Closed Versus Open Computer Labs During Survey Sessions: In many schools, computers are a scarce resource and, understandably, school staff is reluctant to limit access to non-survey students during sessions.  Yet it’s best to keep non-survey students out of the computer lab during the survey as their presence can be distracting to survey-takers, and may compromise their privacy.  To minimize this problem, it’s best to schedule survey days during times when computer labs are in less demand.
· Assuring Survey Students That Their Answers Are Private: Convincing students that no one at their school will have access to their answers can be difficult in online survey environments as students are accustomed to having their computer use closely monitored while at school.  Even the best efforts by school staff to assure students that no one at the school will see their answers will fail if the survey environment doesn’t support these assurances.  During the survey, teachers and survey administrators should refrain from wandering around the room and should not stand within five feet of students’ computers.  If a student has a question, staff should avoid looking at the student’s screen and leave the student’s area as soon as the question is addressed.
Further technical assistance documents are available online at http://sspw.dpi.wi.gov/sspw_oyrbsindex and questions can be sent to Brenda LaRonge at brenlar@uwm.edu.
