Student Survey Administration Resources
Overview and Recommendations
Care needs to be taken when surveying students about their mental health, stressors, mindsets, feelings, and demands in their lives. Schools should carefully consider the ethical, privacy, and student-support issues involved before administering such surveys.
In my own research involving high school and college students, I submitted survey protocols to a human subjects review board for review and approval. I strongly recommend that schools seek appropriate guidance or independent review when planning surveys that include potentially sensitive questions about students’ mental health and well-being. Partners in this work may include faculty at local colleges, universities, or medical schools, or organizations with expertise in student survey research and human-subjects protections.
I believe there are several critical components of responsible survey work involving students:
Protect student anonymity. Surveys should be completely anonymous, and demographic information should be limited so that small groups of students cannot be identified. For example, in my survey work, I asked about age and gender but did not ask students to identify their race or ethnicity. Schools should consider carefully whether each demographic question is necessary and whether combinations of demographic characteristics could inadvertently identify individual students.
Provide parents with clear information and an opportunity to opt their child out. Parents should receive information in advance describing the purpose of the survey, the types of questions that will be asked, how the survey will be administered, and how student privacy will be protected. They should be given a clear opportunity to opt their child out and contact information for someone who can answer questions about the survey and survey process. A sample parent information and opt-out letter is provided in the Resources section.
Make student participation voluntary. Students should understand that participation is voluntary, that they may decline to participate even if their parent has not opted them out, and that they may skip any question they do not wish to answer. A brief cover letter or introductory statement explaining the purpose of the survey, its anonymous nature, and students’ rights should be read or provided to students before the survey begins.
Administer surveys in a setting where support is available. I recommend administering surveys in class or another supervised school setting so that students who become upset can be directed to appropriate school staff for emotional support and, when necessary, additional intervention. Before survey administration, schools should identify the staff members who will be available to assist students and establish a clear process for connecting students with them.
Be clear about the limits of an anonymous survey. Because the survey is anonymous, individual students cannot be identified from their responses, including responses that indicate significant emotional distress. The survey should therefore not be presented as a way to identify individual students who may need help. Students should be told before beginning the survey that if any questions raise concerns about how they are feeling—or if they would like support for any reason—they should speak with a designated counselor, teacher, or other school staff member. Schools should ensure that these supports are readily available at the time of survey administration.
At the conclusion of the survey, students should again be reminded that support is available to them. They should be able to request to speak with someone without having to explain publicly why they are seeking help.
Choose measures thoughtfully. Surveys do not necessarily need to include measures of depression or anxiety. Depending on the purpose of the survey, schools may instead choose measures of stress, burnout, academic worry, or other factors related to student well-being. For example, the School Burnout Inventory (SBI) is a brief measure of school-related burnout. Challenge Success also assesses students’ overall stress and academic worry in its surveys.
Plan in advance how the information will be used. Schools should determine before administering a survey who will have access to the data, how the data will be stored and analyzed, how results will be reported without compromising student anonymity, and how findings will inform decisions. Surveying students creates an obligation to take their experiences seriously. The goal should not simply be to measure student distress, but to use what is learned to identify aspects of the school environment that can be improved.
Finally, it is important to distinguish an anonymous survey of student well-being from individual mental-health screening. The purpose of an anonymous survey is to identify patterns, experiences, and potential problems at the student-population level, not to screen or diagnose individual students. A school that wishes to conduct individual mental-health screening should use a different protocol that includes appropriate consent procedures and a clearly defined process for reviewing responses and responding to students who may need additional evaluation or support.
These recommendations are intended as general guidance rather than as legal or regulatory advice. Schools should ensure that their survey procedures comply with applicable federal, state, district, and institutional requirements.
