
11 Collecting Quantitative Data

A fundamental objective of my teaching in this chapter is to make sure students understand the logical basis of the process of measurement, and to put them in a position to make an informed choice in research about when and when not to use measurement.

More specifically, I want students to understand:

· that measurement is the way we turn data into numbers

· that measurement models what we do in everyday life

· that it is variables we measure (or scale)

· that there are advantages and disadvantages in turning data into numbers

· that researchers often have choices about whether to measure or not

I stress that measurement, especially scaling, is not some strange foreign, mysterious process – quite the opposite, it is modeled on what we do in everyday life all the time.  I illustrate this with simple everyday scaling of things (e.g .student assignments, films, books, meals, people, etc.) along continuums of interest to us.

At the same time, there is a specialized body of measurement theory which sits on top of this logical basis of scaling.  Some academics spend their whole careers studying and contributing to this specialized body of measurement theory.  At this level, there is not scope to go too deeply into this, but it is important that students know about it.  The implication is that while the logical basis of measuring is not difficult to understand, it does not follow that good, multiple item measures for unidimensional variables are easy to construct.  This needs to feed into the point about constructing your own measure versus using an existing measure (section 11.6)

A fundamental reason for this body of advanced work is the need to add up responses to multiple items to get overall scores.  Therefore the notions of latent trait theory and unidimensionality become central.  I spend some time illustrating this with Likert summated rating scaling, today’s most commonly used measuring technique, especially for affective and behavioural variables. 

I want students to be aware of the vast pool of already existing instruments – this is why I strongly recommend some acquaintance with the Mental Measurements Yearbook.

I consider a basic logical understanding of reliability and validity to be essential – no matter what sort of research the student may eventually do.

I spend considerable class time on section 11.10, on procedures for quantitative data collection.  I work in detail through the ‘quality control of data’ issues which apply to the different methods of administering a survey questionnaire.   I stress my strong dissatisfaction with mailed questionnaires, and show students how the lack of control over the data collection procedures can compromise both the quality of the data and the response rate.  I believe insufficient attention is paid to this matter in many research situations.  Of course, there is no magic answer to these problems, but I stress the need to think carefully through the data collection procedures options, and to anticipate the issues involved in maximizing both quality of data and response rates.

Under sampling (section 11.11), I stress the distinction between samples and populations, and the logical basis behind both probability sampling (for representativeness) and deliberate or purposeful  (or purposive) sampling as dictated by the logic of the study.  The same points as made in Chapter 8 (section 8.6) apply here: 

· Quantitative sampling must be driven by a strategy, which has a logic

· The strategy and logic need to be articulated

· The strategy and logic need to fit in with the overall strategy and logic of the study

and I show the three main points which a reader will expect to see dealt with under the sampling section of a proposal.  This section also connects with statistical inference, section 12.7 in Chapter 12.  
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