Exercise 9.1 Discussion – Problems of Setting Questions
Exercise 9.1 in Chapter 9 of the book by Opie and Brown (2019) asks you to identify potential problems when setting questions. They have been reproduced as an exercise in the file Problems of setting questions.  Possible problems (you may see others) for each question are presented below along with ways of solving them. 

1. Without providing a list of types of schools you could not ensure ‘conformity’ of answers to this question and so make analysis straightforward. Note: such questions really require a category Other and a request for the type of school so you could code it if needed. 


2. Could you answer this – even if you had only just left primary school?  The issue here is one of ‘memory’.  Memories are notoriously fallible and so this type of question is really of limited, if any, value.

3. Think about any course you have undertaken and ask yourself could I answer this question?  It is an issue of ‘lack of knowledge’.  Again, try and avoid such questions.

4. This is a ‘double-barrelled’ question.  Break it up in to two questions and then analyse both answers separately. 

5. This is a ‘leading’ question. It is difficult to answer no to it. Your way round it is to ask if they are consulted about initiatives and then from here if this concerns them. You might also think about exploring this issue through an interview rather than a questionnaire.

6. This is ‘hypothetical’ and so any respondent might take the view why should I think about it. The solution is to try and avoid such questions. 

7. This is ‘restrictive’ since it does not allow you to take the opposite view i.e. older teachers are better than younger ones. Split it into a category question asking the respondent which type of teacher they think is best (you will probably need age ranges as well) and then an open question as to why they think this. Note: some people might find this question offensive.

8. There is an issue of ‘quantification’.  What is a great deal for one person may be just a certain amount for another.  The solution is to quantify the time as with a category question selecting sensible time periods.

9. This falls into the category ‘offensive’ and should never be asked. If you really did want to look at links between age and take up in-service courses, you’d ask these points separately and use your analysis to get an answer.

10. Did you understand the question?  This is termed a ‘highbrow’ question, which will cause the respondent to switch off.  There is no easy answer to the problem although again it would be better to develop the answer via an interview rather than a questionnaire.

11. This is a ‘complex’ question almost certain to cause confusion resulting in either no answer or, and probably worse, an erroneous one. Given the response is almost certainly going to be open ended, you also have the problem of analysis. Again, if the individual components in it are important, split it into several questions and use your analysis to get what you require. 

12. This is like the leading question above but regarded as a ‘loaded’ question i.e. everything is driving you towards supporting the latter part of it. You might also argue that abstract and academic don’t necessarily go together. Either split the question or change your procedure to an interview to ascertain answers. 
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