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SUBJECT:  VSA Student Outcome Testing Update 
 
 A number of items have been brought forward to AAC regarding the student outcome 
testing requirements for the Voluntary System of Accountability (see August 2008 & February 
2009).  Additional information has surfaced regarding the sampling requirements described by 
CAAP at a recent HLC meeting that will have an impact on a number of campuses.  In follow-up 
with ACT, they specified that at least 200 students are “recommended” on each module (Critical 
Thinking/Writing Essay), but institutions can modify their test/sample group based on student 
population size.  The CLA requires a sample of 100; and although the ACT research staff 
believes a sample size of 200 would provide more accurate data, they feel that a sample size of 
100 at smaller institutions would be warranted.  They provided information about the standard 
CAAP sample size requirements for smaller institutions who want to adjust their test sample 
accordingly (see Attachment I).  
 

The final table in Attachment I indicates that smaller institutions could sample as many as 
100 students and obtain reliable and valid results as it applies to the VSA testing requirements.  
In line with this decision, the following sampling recommendations (see Table 1) are being sent 
to AAC for review based on the number of first-time freshman and graduates native to the 
institution from the 2008-09 academic year.  Using these projections, the System Assessment 
Committee will begin to develop guidelines for sampling students in each of the respective pools 
for testing that will occur during the 2010-11 academic year.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Continued) 
   
****************************************************************************** 

RECOMMENDED ACTION 
 

 Discussion and Recommendation.     
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http://www.sdbor.edu/administration/academics/aac/documents/08-08AAC_6.N_VSA_project.pdf
http://www.sdbor.edu/administration/academics/aac/documents/02-09AAC_6.D_VSA_test_costs.pdf
http://www.sdbor.edu/administration/academics/aac/documents/02-09AAC_6.D_VSA_test_costs.pdf


 
Table 1 

Number of First-Time Freshman and Native Graduates during the 2008-09 Academic Year 
 
Institution 

First-Time 
Freshman 

Recommended 
Sample Size 

 
Graduates 

Recommended 
Sample Size 

BHSU 581 200 222 100 
DSU 283 100 132 100 
NSU 407 200 171 100 
SDSM&T 317 100 179 100 
SDSU 2,101 200 1,212 200 
USD 1,168 200 615 200 
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Attachment I 
 

Sampling Strategies 
CAAP Guide, Chapter 4 

 
“When possible, it is best for an institution to test all members of a reference group.  This 
method is less time-consuming than randomly selecting a sample of students, and it reduces the 
problems sometimes encountered when attempting to generalize findings from a sample to a 
larger reference group population.  When selecting students in this manner, it is important that all 
or nearly all of the reference group population actually take the CAAP.  If only part of the 
populations takes the CAAP, it could be considered a nonrandom sample, thus complicating the 
interpretation of results. 
 
A more practical method of sampling may be to randomly select entire classrooms in which 
members of the reference population are enrolled, and to administer the CAPP to all students in 
the class.  One problematic approach to sampling is to select students simply on the basis of 
convenience.  Let us say that, during the process of selecting a random sample of students, an 
institutional researcher finds that he or she has access to a list of sophomores who live in 
residence halls.  Should the researcher select the sample based on this incomplete list of student 
or should he or she wait until a list composed of all students be available?  Obviously, to select 
students from the first list could prevent the finds from being generalized to others at the 
institution and for this reason should not be done. 
 
Samples of students can be selected in other temptingly convenient (but equally problematic) 
ways.  For instance, it would be inadvisable to select a convenient sample of students from one 
academic major or program (e.g., nursing majors) if other programs were also being evaluated. 
 
Another problematic method of sampling is simply to ask for volunteers from the reference 
population.  This method is appealing because it typically requires less effort than random 
sampling.  Its main shortcoming is that volunteers will often differ from non-volunteers with 
respect to important characteristics (e.g., motivation), thereby preventing the results of the study 
from being generalized to all students in the reference population.” 
 
CAAP Sampling Strategies: 
 
Sampling strategies 
 

Whenever a smaller group is chosen from a larger population, 
sampling strategies must be considered.  Accurate sampling 
strategies allow the researcher to make inferences about the larger 
population based on responses of the smaller sample. 
 

Surveying the entire 
population 

In some situations where the numbers are small and the population 
is easily accessible, the entire population may be surveyed or 
tested.  For example, all sophomores who have completed one 
year of general education take second year courses.  All these 
sophomores in all these second year courses would encompass the 
population to be tested.  
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Random sampling Participant information for the sample is pulled from a list of the 

entire population in a random manner.  In this approach, every 
member of the population has an equal chance to be chosen in the 
sample.  Random sampling strengthens the argument that results 
gained through the sample represent the population as a whole. 
 

Biased sampling This occurs when the sample is predetermined by outside factors.  
Asking for volunteers from a population or surveying sections of 
courses in which faculty are willing to administer the 
questionnaire are examples of biased sampling.  In many cases, 
results can only be generalized to the specific group which was 
surveyed and not to the population as a whole.  
 

Quota sampling When faced with barriers to random sampling, researchers 
determine the characteristics known about the target population 
and select the nonrandom sample to reflect these characteristics.  
This is done to make the sample or sub-population close in make-
up to the overall population. 
 

Stratified sampling Another alternative to random sample, this approach involves 
setting strata or groups that will be studied and randomly selecting 
people for those groups.  This is done when the researcher intends 
to analyze certain sub-groups of the sample. 
 

 
 
 
ACT Statistical Support For more information on sample technique and selection, contact: 

 
Peggy Loveless 
ACT Survey Research Services 
PO Box 168 
319/337-1530 
Peggy.loveless@act.org 
 

Size of sample 
 

Sample size charts (see below) show the relationship between 
population size, sample size and probable error that the sample 
represents the entire population. 

 
 

Size of 
population  

Number in sample (completed surveys or tests) 
Probable error that the sample represents the entire population* 
+.01 +.02 +.03 +.04 +.05 

100 99 96 91 86 79 
200 196 185 168 150 132 
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300 291 267 234 200 168 
500 475 414 349 273 216 
1,000 906 706 516 375 278 
2,000 1,655 1.091 696 462 322 
5,000 3,288 1,622 879 536 357 
10,000 4,899 1,936 964 566 370 
100,000 8.762 2,345 1,056 597 383 
>100,000 9,604 2,401 1,067 600 384 

 
 
Source: Evaluation/Survey Services ESS. Steps to a Successful Survey.  Step 3: Selecting the 
Sample. 
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