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HSLS:09 was the first of these NCES studies to administer the student 
questionnaire and assessment in a school setting via the web. Previously, 
students completed paper and pencil questionnaires. The computerized student 
questionnaire in HSLS:09 allowed for new approaches to maximize completions 
and minimize item nonresponse near the end of the questionnaire. 

Maximizing Questionnaire Completions

Students were administered a questionnaire and a mathematics assessment in 
the 90 minute period. They logged in to the computer once and completed both 
components in a single integrated session. The questionnaire was administered 
first because the 9th graders had to partially complete it to be considered a 
respondent. The instrument automatically switched to the assessment when the 
student reached the end of the questionnaire or after 35 minutes, whichever 
came first. Students were then given up to 40 minutes for the assessment. If 
time remained in the in-school session after the assessment, the instrument 
automatically returned to the questionnaire at the point at which it had broken off. 

As a direct result of the automatic resumption of the questionnaire after the 
assessment, an additional 14.3% of students were able to reach the end of the 
questionnaire. Another 0.7% returned to the questionnaire but did not reach the 
last question by the time the survey session had ended. 

Minimizing Item Nonresponse

Despite the mechanism which returned students to the questionnaire after 
the assessment, 3.2% of students were still unable to reach the end of the 
questionnaire in the 90 minute in-school session. Sections of the instrument were 
administered in two different sequences so the unreached questions would vary. 
Students were randomly assigned in equal numbers to one of the two sequences.

Content Areas

Sequence A Sequence B

Section 1 Contacting information Contacting information

Section 2 Demographic information and language use Demographic information and language use

Section 3 Previous school experiences Previous school experiences

Section 4 Attitudes about math and math courses Attitudes about science and science courses

Section 5 Attitudes about science and science courses Attitudes about math and math courses

Section 6 Attitudes about school, planning, friends, time use Life after high school

Section 7 Preparation for postsecondary education Preparation for postsecondary education

Section 8 Life after high school Attitudes about school, planning, friends, time use

Section 9 Additional contacting information Additional contacting information

Education surveys of high school students rely on 
time-limited sessions during regular school hours 
to administer questionnaires and assessments. Over 
the years, the session-length for these studies has 
decreased due to increasing competition with other 
non-instructional initiatives during school hours such as 
standardized testing. This has presented a challenge to 
survey instrument developers whose goal is to collect 
as much quality data as possible in these strictly timed 
sessions. High item nonresponse rates may result in 
biased estimates if the item nonrespondents differ from 
respondents on characteristics that are related to the data 
being collected. 

The use of a web survey allowed for new approaches 
to maximize questionnaire completions and minimize 
item nonresponse rates. First, students who did not 
reach the end of the questionnaire in the allotted time 
at the beginning of the session were redirected to the 
questionnaire after an assessment had been completed. 
Second, sections of the questionnaire were administered 
in two different sequences so that the questions that were 
at the end would vary. The effectiveness of these methods 
is evaluated.

The High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09), 
conducted for the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) by RTI International, tracks a nationally 
representative sample of more than 21,000 U.S. 9th 
graders in 944 schools through their high school years and 
beyond. The purpose of HSLS:09 is to understand students’ 
academic goal-setting and decision-making and their 
transition into further education and/or occupations. The 
study emphasizes the science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics (STEM) areas of study. The base year 
study took place in the fall term of the 2009-2010 school 
year. 

HSLS:09 is the 5th in a series of similar studies conducted 
by NCES; most recently, the Education Longitudinal 
Study of 2002 (ELS:2002) and the National Education 
Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88). 

HSLS:09, ELS:2002, and NELS:88 have all administered questionnaires and 
assessments to high school students during the regular school day, but the session 
length has decreased with each study:

In ELS:2002, the result of the shorter session was increasingly high rates of item 
nonresponse near the end of the questionnaire with the final item having a 33.7% 
item nonresponse rate.1 

“Item nonresponse bias analyses found that whites were disproportionately 
likely to answer the high nonresponse questionnaire items, as were students in 
the highest math or highest reading quartile. On the other hand, students in the 
lowest math or lowest reading quartile were the groups most likely to be item 
nonrespondents.

“This pattern suggests that poor readers, in particular, and students with low 
tested achievement in reading or mathematics, generally, were the least likely to 
respond to high nonresponse items, presumably in part because they were unable 
to complete the student questionnaire within the set time limits.”2 (NCES, 2004.)

1 All statistics presented are unweighted.
2 Students with certain disabilities were given extra time to work on the questionnaire and assessment.

4. Innovation1. Introduction

2. HSLS:09 Background

3. Challenge

The goal was to moderate nonresponse rates for items in the last sections in both 
sequences. In contrast to ELS:2002, HSLS:09 item nonresponse rates were relatively 
stable throughout the length of the questionnaire. The last substantive item for 
sequence A (end of section 8) had a 2.5% nonresponse rate. For sequence B, the 
rate was higher at 5.2%, but still much less than the 15% threshold beyond which 
item nonresponse bias analyses are generally necessary. 

Notes: The item nonresponse rates shown are based on the response patterns of all in-school student participants in sequence A and 
sequence B. The item position shown is for Sequence A. However,  the graph using the Sequence B item position (not shown) also 
demonstrates that low item nonresponse rates were achieved throughout the questionnaire. Variables suppressed on the public use 
data file are excluded from the analysis. In addition, three variables that had high rates of nonresponse due to the omission of an 
explicit “don’t know” response option are excluded. Including these variables would not have changed the conclusions presented.

The methods presented may be used when a web survey is administered in any 
time-limited setting. They effectively increased the rate of questionnaire completions 
and moderated item nonresponse rates. While the potential for differential question 
order effects is a consideration, randomly assigning sample members to sequences 
mitigates any association between sample member characteristics and estimates. 

5. Applications and Further Consideration
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