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Effective Strategies for Assessing Bullying, Violence, and Substance Abuse
QUESTION AND ANSWER SUMMARY

On June 12 and 13, 2013, the National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments (NCSSLE) hosted a School Climate Series webinar to review strategies to design and conduct surveys to measure bullying, violence, and substance abuse. During the session, the presenters (Dr. Lina Guzman, Senior Research Scientist and Program Area Director, Child Trends; Dr. Greg Austin, Program Director of Health and Human Development, WestEd; Ms. Hilva Chan, S3 Project Director, California Department of Education) received several questions from the audience.  Because the presenters could not answer all of the questions submitted during the event, the Center has prepared the following Webinar Q/A Summary with responses to each question. Dr. Lance Segars, one of the Center’s Higher Education specialists, has also provided additional information for the higher education community. For additional information, please email or call the Center (ncssle@air.org; 1-800-258-8413).
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Q1. How common is school climate measurement in elementary through post-secondary education settings across the country today? 

Austin: Most of the school climate research being done now is at the secondary level, in particular high schools, because of the Safe and Supportive Schools initiative. However, we are measuring school climate as early as fifth grade in California. 
Chan: In California, school districts used to administer the California Healthy Kids Survey at 5th, 7th, 9th and 11th grades. With the end of Title IV Safe and Drug-Free Schools program in 2010, the survey became voluntary. Most of the districts that continue the survey administration are middle and high schools. We saw a lot of elementary schools dropping out. 

Segars: At the higher education level the term used is “campus climate” and there is a long history of measurement. Measures of aspects of campus climate such as alcohol and drug use, violence and personal safety, and mental health are included in instruments such as the ACHA- National College Health Assessment (NCHA, http://www.acha-ncha.org/overview.html). Other factors such as diversity, interactions with peers and faculty, and engagement are included in surveys from the Higher Education Research Institute (http://www.heri.ucla.edu/index.php).
Q2. Can you provide guidance/resources/best practices for measuring climate in higher education settings?
Segars: There are resources available for higher education. [See Question 1 above.] Some of these resources include the surveys themselves, as mentioned by Greg during the presentation. As for best practices, certainly one needs to recruit the school administration to facilitate the administration of the survey with the targeted populations. One of the advantages of colleges and universities is that by working through the registrar's office, for example, you can develop random samples of students. Most students have Internet access and e-mail access that will allow you to contact them for surveys. 
Q3. How do we know that the reported rates of gun carrying and other risky behaviors are accurate? Is there any evidence that the YRBS items yield accurate rates?
Guzman: While there is no way to know with absolute certainty whether or not a respondent is being accurate, measures can be taken to improve accuracy of estimates. A social desirability scale can help identify respondents who are not accurately reporting behaviors but telling the researchers what they want to hear.  Another strategy, for example with substance use, is to include question about the use of a fake drug.  If a respondent indicates that he or she uses that drug, he or she can be identified as lying. For sensitive or risky behaviors, providing assurance of confidentiality or anonymity can help improve reporting of these behaviors. Lastly, benchmarking against other surveys can help “confirm” findings.

Austin: It's an anonymous survey. We do have questions on it to get at people that are consistently lying or overestimating. We have ways that we look at the data for patterns of use. As an anonymous survey, I've been involved in both surveys with kids and where schools report their own level of violence and safety and weapons. I tend to believe we get more accurate data from the kids than we do from the schools’ indicators.

Chan: We just have to trust the students, same as we trust the schools submitting similar data to the State. Doing the survey anonymously help, plus the students are always voluntary for students. They can skip or not answer any questions they don’t feel comfortable. This eliminates the social desirability factor. 
Q4. What kind of validity screening do you recommend to identify students who may be misreporting on survey instruments? 

Guzman: In the past, we have used social desirability scales to help us get a sense of the extent to which students are reporting accurately and that is one technique that can be used to possibly detect misreporting. Another technique that has been used in these types of surveys is to include items about the use of “fake drugs”, for example. Another good way to triangulate and get a sense of how well your survey estimates align with those with national or state surveys– unless there's a good reason for your numbers to look very different, they should look like national or local or state level.
Q5. What confidentiality issues arise when surveying students about drug use?

Guzman: Respondents may be hesitant to admit to drug use or other illegal behaviors. Ensuring students’ confidentiality or anonymity may help students feel more at ease about reporting about illegal or illicit activitiesreporting these actions. In the case of drug use, anonymity may be especially important to students, as their names are never associated with their responses.  The survey setting is also important here.  A student may be hesitant to report illegal behaviors on a survey while his or her teacher is walking around the classroom, for instance.  The same student, on the other hand, may feel comfortable reporting about his/her drug use while answering questions in a computer lab using a computer assisted survey instrument.  As mentioned in the presentation, respondents report higher levels of risk behaviors on self-administered surveys.

Chan: The California Healthy Kids Survey is an anonymous survey, so the schools won’t know who is indicating drug use or not. To protect student confidentiality, we have security measures to not provide schools with data when they have fewer than 10 student responses. Schools with fewer than 25 student responses will receive the data but have general identifiers such as gender, grade and ethnicity removed. 
Q6. What are some strategies for adjusting dramatically different points of view or perspectives coming from various respondent groups? 
Guzman: I consider who the best respondent is for that item. For example, if I am interested in how often types of bullying taking place, the students’ perspectives may be more useful because much of this behavior could be happening outside the eyes of the adults. On the other hand, if we want to understand fiscal policies, services, and support, unless students have been in touch with those services or supports, parents or staff may have greater knowledge of the available resources. 

Q7. Can you provide information providing acceptable response rates?
Guzman: The Department of Education standards for response rates, as Greg  mentioned during the webinar, can be found here: http://nces.ed.gov/statprog/2002/std2_2.asp.

Austin:  I think that will vary. The Department of Education has standards and we can provide those to you. In addition to overall response rates, I always want to see whether different subgroups are responding at different rates. The response rate is just one indicator of data quality and not the only or best indicator. You can have a relatively low response rate but if you see that different subgroups are responding at different rates and you see no reason to detect response bias, a low response rate survey can yield high data quality. It's not an easy answer. 

Chan: In the California Safe and Supportive Schools program, we require a minimum 60% student and staff response rate. 
Q8. Can you suggest some resources that address the appropriate use of computer surveys versus traditional surveys? When one may be more appropriate than the other?
Guzman: There are a few citations included in the presentation that address this question.  Asking Questions: The Definitive Guide to Questionnaire Design-For Market Research, Political Polls, and Social and Health Questionnaires by Bradburn et al., is a comprehensive, user-friendly resource for survey development in general.
Austin: The CA Healthy Kids Survey website (http://chks.wested.org/) includes a guidebook for survey administration which includes a discussion of the use of computer surveys versus paper surveys and the appropriate use of each. The main consideration is that online surveys are more cost-effective and easier to administer which is why more schools choose the online option. The main problem is that large schools don't have the capacity to survey all their students online. Common Core standards may change this landscape because it requires online assessments, so in the future, online surveying maybe more and more feasible.     

Chan: It is less costly to administer surveys online as long as schools have the capacity to do it. I think students nowadays like to do online surveys online rather than using paper and pencil. 
Q9. What are the most powerful outcomes that you have seen from the student listening circles and the process of involving students in that way?  

Chan:  I see a lot of changes from the school administrations. In one instance, there was actually some conflict during the process between student and staff. The principal was able to use the listening circle as a chance to explain school rules and the reasons behind them. I've also seen in some schools the principal and vice principals meet with parents biweekly in a similar manner or meet with student groups at lunch. And by hearing from students, they implement different strategies, sometimes small things like putting out additional trash cans, increased school spirit activities, or more clubs. Once you start listening to students and you start doing things that make a difference for them - it could be things as small as additional trash cans to clean up the bathroom areas - it makes students feel empowered and makes them want to obey the school rules.  
Q10. Does the data use training California provides to grantees include information on how to communicate to external stakeholders, parents in particular? 
Austin: The CA Healthy Kids Survey website (http://chks.wested.org/) also includes a guidebook for data use and dissemination. The YRBS also has resources. They're very strong strategies for communicating to the public in a positive way (e.g., do press releases); they are pretty generic and can be used for any survey.  

Chan: This past school year, the focus is actually on data dissemination. There is so much information collected. We encourage schools and districts to take a few key messages from the data and work on how you would communicate those to your different stakeholder groups. Then pick a medium. Is it to a school bulletin or a website? Use this to move from data to action. Go beyond the data and say, “We have this problem at school. We have to address this. This is how we can help.” Bring stakeholders into the process collectively.

Q11. Is there a good source of sample questions for a school-based survey? 

NCSSLE: To assist educators and education agencies in locating a valid and reliable assessments that suit their needs, the National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments is developing a compendium of student, staff, and family surveys that can be used as part of a school climate needs assessment. This compendium will be updated regularly as additional surveys are identified and approved for inclusion. You can access an initial list of school climate survey batteries at: http://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/index.php?id=133.   

Please note the content of this summary was prepared under a contract from the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Safe and Healthy Students and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration to the American Institutes for Research (AIR). This Q/A summary does not necessarily represent the policy or views of the U.S. Departments of Education or Health and Human Services, nor do they imply endorsement by the U.S. Department of Education.
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