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Data Collection:

Process and Planning
Introduction

Why should you collect data on your program? Data is used to assess whether your program achieved its objectives, to measure outcomes, and to show evidence of your successes. Data collection is a process and involves a series of steps and decisions. This document describes the steps and questions to keep in mind as you design and implement a data collection plan to gather meaningful information on your program.
How to Design A Data Collection Plan

Step 1: Determine what data needs to be collected

· What questions are you trying to answer?

· Implementation questions measure the processes of the program: the when, what, who, and how many. These data are more descriptive such as:

· the number of participants, 

· amount of staff time on the project, 

· frequency of services provided, 

· tracking participation (e.g., attendance, completion rates), and

· information on the quality of program delivery. 

· Outcome questions assess changes in:

· skills , 

· knowledge , and 

· attitudes, perceptions, and/or intentions.

· Tables 1 and 2 list general questions you might want to ask about a program and examples of the types of data that would be collected.

Step 2: Determine the best source to get the data

· Where will you get the data?

· Primary sources are sources where the information collected is directly for the purpose of answering an evaluation question. For example, program participants, program staff, students and parents are primary sources for data.

· Secondary sources are pre-existing sources in which data was previously collected for other purposes. For example, pre-existing state and school survey data (e.g., school disciplinary records, state assessment scores, YRBS data) are good secondary sources of data that could be used to measure success towards program objectives.

· Examples of sources of information include:

· Local test results

· Self-report questionnaires of participants

· Interviews with participants

· School records

· Program documentation

· Program photographs and observations
Step 3: Determine how to collect the data

· What data collection method(s) is appropriate and feasible?

· Consider the following questions when selecting a data collection method:

1. Who are your respondents and what is the most practical way of getting information from them?

2. Will the method get you the information you need?

3. How accurate will the information be and will this information be credible to your audience?

4. Do you have the resources to collect the data (e.g., time, personnel, money)?

· Common data collection methods include:

· Questionnaires

· Interviews/focus groups

· Observations

· Document review

· Visual data collection (e.g., photographs, video)

· Whenever possible, use data collection instruments that are already existing.

Step 4: Determine how much data do you need to collect

· What is the sample population you are going to collect information from?

· It is sometimes difficult or not necessary to collect information from an entire population (e.g., all students in a school), and therefore a sample is chosen. The most common sampling methods are described below:

1. Random sampling can be compared to putting all the names of the population in a hat and drawing names. There are multiple procedures that can be used to identify a sample that give all members of the population an equal chance of being selected.

2. Convenience sampling is when a sample is chosen based on accessibility, convenience, or identified criteria. For example, you might choose to administer a questionnaire or test to all 3rd grade students who are at school on a given day.

Step 5: Make a data analysis plan

· How will the data be analyzed?

· What you are testing for will drive your analysis. For example, if you want to measure the difference in student attitudes by grade and gender, a gender item and a grade level item need to be collected as part of the data collection.

· Decide what descriptive information you need to collect to describe your sample (e.g., race, gender, age, locale, and/or socio-economic status).

· Determine who is interested in the results and how you will present the results (e.g., graphs, tables, narrative).

· Make sure that you have a reason to analyze the data you are collecting and that it will answer your questions.

Step 6: Determine when to collect data

· When and how often do you need to collect data?

· Consider if you need pre/post data, baseline data, or data collected at regular intervals (e.g., weekly, monthly). 

· Plan ahead for data collection to ensure that you have time to complete the data collection keeping in mind school schedules.

· Plan time to pilot new instruments and have data collectors practice using the data collection methods and instruments as needed.

· Plan for follow-up data collection. You might decide that there is additional data you need or clarification on data already collected.

Step 7: Determine data collection management and organization

· What data collection issues need to be addressed?

· Always keep the needs of your respondents in mind. Attend to privacy, permissions, ethical, cultural, and confidentiality issues as needed.

· Identify specific persons to be responsible for data collection activities.

1. Who will identify or develop the instruments or protocols?

2. Who will implement the data collection? Do you need to train data collectors? Who will train?

3. Who will track the data collection? It is important to track what has been collected, what still needs to be completed, and where the information came from (e.g., identifier codes on questionnaires).

· Determine how you will enter the data and organize the data.

1. What software will you enter data (e.g., Excel, statistical program)?

2. Who will enter the data?

3. Who will analyze the data?

Things To Remember
· Each region, district, and/ or school’s data collection plan will look different. A data collection plan is driven by the questions you want to answer related to the objectives and outcomes of the program.

· Keep your data collection efforts focused.

· Plan ahead!

· Always consider the resources available, cost, quality of data, time, and skill level of those implementing the data collection activities.

· Collecting evidence to answer questions related to the success of your program needs to be a thoughtful and systematic process.

· Share your data and the results of your program. 

· Learn from your data and use it to inform decisions, make improvements, and build support for your program.
Table 1. Types of general implementation evaluation questions and types of data

	Measuring General Evaluation Questions



	Examples of Types of General Questions
	Examples Type of information (data) collected
	Examples of Sources

	Implementation



	Is the program being implemented as designed?
	Information on level of effort: types of activities, services, resources implemented; who received them, their duration and intensity; number of services, number of recipients
	Program records and documentation, questionnaires, or interviews with program staff

	Is the target population being served?
	Information on the level of participation: characteristics of the participants (e.g., demographics), number of participants, how they were selected
	Program records and documentation, interviews, or questionnaires with program staff

	Is the program staff adequately trained to implement program components?
	Information on the level of effort: characteristics of staff, how were they selected, what training did they attend, what was their satisfaction and knowledge and skills learned
	Program records and documentation, interviews, or questionnaires with program staff, training evaluations

	What changes could the program make to better achieve its objectives?
	Information on the quality of program delivery: look across all of the above types of information
	Information about program challenges and what worked from interviews, or questionnaires with program staff, and program participants


Table 2. Types of general outcome evaluation questions and types of data 

	Measuring General Evaluation Questions



	Examples of Types of General Questions
	Examples Type of information (data) collected
	Examples of Sources

	Outcomes


	Is there a measurable difference in knowledge/skills participants gained after completion of the program?
	· Students’ tested knowledge of subject matter, and/or skills

· Student grades

· Performance assessments

· Attendance levels
	· Program questionnaire and/or test

· School records

	Is there a positive change in participants’ attitudes and perceptions about program subject matter after program participation?
	· Self-reported confidence of knowledge, skills, and abilities

· Self-reported behavior after program completion
	· Self-report questionnaires before and after program

	Did some participants change more than others (e.g., grade level, gender)?
	· Characteristics of program’s target population (e.g., demographics)
	· School records

· Demographic items on questionnaire

	Is there a measurable difference in participants’ behavior (be specific) after delivery of program services?
	· Self-reported behavior after program

· School records (e.g., referral data, cafeteria data)

· Observable behaviors
	· Self-report questionnaire and/or interviews

· School records and documentation

· Classroom observations
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