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Background.  Obtaining high response rates, and thereby minimizing sample attrition, is always a paramount objective in longitudinal studies.   It is all the more important for the first follow-up of ELS:2002, however, for two distinct reasons.  The first special consideration is that the final base year sample size was somewhat lower than originally targeted.   The final school sample comprises about 750 schools, the goal was 800, resulting in a correspondingly smaller student sample.  A second important consideration is that historically, it has been especially difficult to obtain high response rates from students in the spring term of their senior year of high school; the modal grade of the ELS:2002 cohort at the time of the first follow-up in the spring of 2004 will be grade 12.  This experience is substantiated by consistently lower NAEP response rates for grade 12 than for grades 8 and 4, and lower response rates (particularly for the test component) in the grade 12 survey of NELS:88.  For example, in NELS:88, the base year (1988, 8th grade) saw a weighted questionnaire completion rate of 93.4 percent; of questionnaire completers, 96.5 percent also completed achievement tests.  In the first follow-up (1990, 10th grade), student participation was 91.1 percent, with 94.1 percent of student participants completing the tests as well.  In the second follow-up (1992, 12th grade), student questionnaire completion was similar to the first follow-up and of course lower than 8th grade, but a drastic decline was experienced in full participation, that is, participation that included completion of the test battery.   For the 1992 survey, 91.0 percent of students participated by completing the questionnaire, but only 76.6 percent of questionnaire completers also completed the tests.   These historical data suggest that extra measures will be needed to ensure acceptable questionnaire and test completion rates in ELS:2002 first follow-up.   The need to maximize sample yield from a smaller-than-expected sophomore cohort, coupled with the special difficulty in engaging students in the spring of senior year, were the prime motives for designing and implementing a field test incentives experiment.

In order to explore means to obtain the needed high response rates in the ELS:2002 first follow-up, a test of student-level incentives developed in consultation with OMB was implemented in the 2003 field test.  The key hypothesis to be tested was that providing a $20 cash incentive would prove more effective than a token incentive in eliciting high levels of student participation.    

Incentives Experiment:   Design.   Schools in the 2003 first follow-up field test were essentially the same schools that had participated in the base year field test in 2001.  A listing of the schools was sorted by school type (private vs. public), state, region (urban, suburban, and rural), and consent type (active vs. passive).  After sorting, systematic sampling was used to divide the field test schools into two groups: one receiving monetary incentives and one not receiving monetary incentives.  In this example of systematic sampling (an analogue of random sampling), a sample selection flag (0 vs. 1) was assigned to each school alternating between 0 and 1 until all schools had an assignment.   After the incentive assignments were made, the distributions of the sorting variables were examined to check the distributions across the several control variables.

After sampling had been completed, coordinators at schools selected for the incentive treatment were contacted by telephone to advise them of the availability of cash incentives for participating students and to confirm that it was permissible to offer a cash incentive to the students. Some schools preferred a non-cash monetary incentive (such as gift certificates) and these, and other arrangements, were allowed (further detail appears below).   In schools where incentives of any kind were approved, the type of incentive and amount were stated in the parent consent letter.  A flyer mentioning the incentive was also included in the parent consent mailing for the parent to share with the selected student.  The flyer invited the student to participate in the study and announced the incentive treatment that participating students at the school were to receive ($20 cash, $20 gift certificate, or, in one case, a pizza party).  Additionally, it was requested that the school coordinator reinforce awareness of the incentive by mentioning it to sampled students prior to the scheduled survey day. 

Survey administrators presented cash/gift certificates to each participating student immediately following completion of the questionnaire and test.  At schools that were not selected for monetary incentives, the survey administrator presented each participating student with a token incentive of relatively small monetary value (a “Class of 2003” key ring) after completing the questionnaire and test.  In both cases, participating students  received the incentive whether they participated on Survey Day or one of the scheduled Make Up Days.  

Incentives Experiment: Results.   Results of the experiment were as follows.   Of the 27 schools selected to receive monetary incentives, 16 schools allowed the students to be paid in cash, nine allowed each participating student to be given an equivalent amount ($20) in a bookstore gift certificate, and one school used the incentive money for a pizza party for the participating students.  One school refused any incentive of any kind.  This school was not included in the analysis, nor was the pizza party school.   

Of the remaining schools, 19 schools were not offered incentives and four schools, which were not statistically sampled and were not included in the experiment, were offered incentives on a special case basis.
  
To test the hypothesis that cash incentives would have a positive effect on participation, chi-squared tests were performed.  A respondent was defined as an eligible student who participated in the in-school survey by completing at least the student questionnaire.  

As shown in the table below, for both active and passive consent schools combined, there was a significant difference (p=0.0356) in the response rates for students who received a monetary incentive of either cash or a gift certificate and those students who did not receive any incentive.  When the two incentive types were examined separately, students who received cash incentives were more likely to respond than those students who did not receive any incentive (p=0.0319).  However, when students were offered only gift certificates as incentives, there was no significant difference (p=0.3068) in student response rates.

Among passive consent schools, the response rates were significantly different at .10 (p=0.06642) among those who received either a cash incentive or gift certificate and those who did not.  Similar results were found for those students receiving a cash incentive (p=0.0069).  However, when students in passive consent schools were offered only gift certificates as incentives, there was no significant difference (p=0.8908) in student response rates.

For the two active consent schools, one school received an incentive in the form of cash and one received no incentive.  Therefore, only a significance test for differences in response rates based on cash incentive could be performed.  Thus, for active consent schools, the data showed that students receiving cash incentives were more likely to respond (p=0.0001) than those students not receiving any incentive.

In addition to the issue of participation, a further issue was quality or completeness of participation, that is, whether respondents completed both the questionnaire and the test.   Overall, 94.2 percent of questionnaire completers were also test completers, with very little variation between treatment groups.

Table 1.  Results of significance tests performed

	Respondent Status for Active and Passive Parental/Student Consent Schools

	 
	Total Students
	Response Rate
	P-value

	Type of Incentive
	742
	88.41%
	

	Cash and gift certificate incentive
	415
	90.60%
	0.0356

	Token incentive
	327
	85.63%
	

	
	
	
	

	Cash incentive
	285
	91.23%
	0.0319

	Token incentive
	327
	85.63%
	

	
	
	
	

	Gift certificate incentive
	130
	89.23%
	0.3068

	Token incentive
	327
	85.63%
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Respondent Status for Passive Parental/Student Schools

	 
	Total Students
	Respondent
	P-value

	Type of Incentive
	607
	90.94%
	

	Cash and gift certificate incentive
	304
	93.09%
	0.0642

	Token incentive
	303
	88.78%
	

	
	
	
	

	Cash incentive
	174
	95.98%
	0.0069

	Token incentive
	303
	88.78%
	

	
	
	
	

	Gift certificate incentive
	130
	89.23%
	0.8908

	Token incentive
	303
	88.78%
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Respondent Status for Active Parental/Student Consent Schools

	 
	Total Students
	Respondent
	P-value

	Type of Incentive
	135
	77.04%
	

	Cash and gift certificate incentive
	111
	83.78%
	0.0001

	Token incentive
	24
	45.83%
	

	
	
	
	

	Cash incentive
	111
	83.78%
	0.0001

	Token incentive
	24
	45.83%
	

	
	
	
	

	Gift certificate incentive
	0
	
	NA

	Token incentive
	24
	45.83%
	



Non-Experimental Survey Results.    The first follow-up of ELS:2002 involves both surveys of students in an in-school setting (students who have remained in their base year school), and surveys of dropout, early graduate, and transfer students outside the school setting.  While the numbers of in-school sample members are large enough to permit meaningful experimentation as to the effects of incentives, the much smaller numbers of the out-of-school groups did not permit a test of incentives.  Recommendations for the main study can therefore be made only from a more speculative perspective that takes historical and anecdotal information into account, and that considers the adequacy of the final field test response rates achieved.  


In the field test, students surveyed outside the school setting (such as transfers and early graduates) were offered a $10 incentive.  Dropouts, in recognition of the extraordinary difficulty of gaining cooperation from this group, were offered $25.  Response rates for these groups were substantially lower than the in-school rates.  More specifically, completion rates were 54.3 percent for the transfer survey, 77.2 percent for the early graduate survey, and 49.2 percent for the dropout survey. 


Recommendations.  The field test experiment conclusively established that there was a statistically significant impact of a cash or gift certificate incentive, or, of cash when considered separately.    In light of the results of the incentives experiment, it is recommended that a $20 monetary incentive be offered to in-school students.   The incentive would be offered in the form of cash, although a $20 gift certificate would be available as an alternative for schools with a non-cash preference.
   


For the out-of-school populations, it may be more appropriate in equity terms, and more effective, to increase the incentive so that it is equal to the incentive provided for the in-school sessions (that is, the incentive would be set at $20).   Anecdotal evidence suggests that students may often be especially protective of their out-of-school time, hence parity in in-school and out-of-school incentives would seem appropriate as well as prudent.  Historical evidence from NELS:88 suggests a $20 incentive can be an effective incentive in an out-of-school context.
 

While the field test does not offer a basis for identifying precise thresholds of effectiveness for a dropout incentive, the field test results suggest that the incentive was too low to attract a high participation rate from this group.   The number of dropouts available to the study in the first follow-up depends on the size of the base year cohort and the cohort dropout rate, and is affected by the under-realization of the base year sample.  Assuming a dropout rate of around six percent, the base year sample should generate around a thousand dropouts.  Because the dropout sample is likely to be around the minimum size for effective analysis, high participation rates are critical.  

In addition, this study will provide the only longitudinal data available to the nation on a nationally representative sample of early 21st-century dropouts, data which will reflect the richness of the multilevel ELS:2002 design and the opportunity to study dropout phenomena prospectively.   At the same time, the study will have to overcome the reluctance of dropouts to participate.  Dropouts generally face a greater burden, both cognitive and emotional, in responding to surveys about educational phenomena.  

The cognitive burden can be depicted on the basis of data about NELS:88 sophomore cohort dropouts.  Some 34.4 percent of these dropouts were in the lowest decile of test scores for their cohort, and 48.7 percent had grade point averages of D and below.  Some 38 percent had repeated one or more grades, 45.1 percent had taken remedial math, and 39.5 percent remedial English.
  The psychological burden is high as well, since individuals who have disengaged from school are not likely to relish responding to detailed questions about their educational histories.   It would therefore seem a realistic and reasonable response to the need for a high response rate to the dropout survey to substantially increase the incentive.
   If the current incentive is doubled, to $50, the prospect of doing well with this population will be much increased.

� These four schools were offered an incentive due to the extra burden of either administering the survey not during the regular school day or mailing parental consent forms for student participation.  Of the four schools, two allowed cash incentives, one allowed a gift certificate, and one refused the incentive.  Again, these schools were not included in the analysis of results of the experiment.





� Although with respect to gift certificates, the experiment was inconclusive in that it was neither specifically designed to nor able to measure a specific statistically significant impact of gift certificates considered separately, schools that wish to convert the offer of cash to a gift certificate should nevertheless have that option, and are likely to expect such flexibility on the part of the data collector.  Certainly gift certificates were an explicit preference at a substantial number of field test schools.  


� NELS:88 First Follow-Up Data File User’s Manual, NCES 92-083, p. 83.


� A Comparison of High School Dropout Rates in 1982 and 1992, NCES 96-893, Table 28.


� In the successfully-conducted NELS:88 second follow-up dropout survey (the dropout questionnaire completion rate was 88 percent), dropouts could receive substantial disbursements (in the range of $50-$75) for their participation.  NELS:88 results suggest higher monetary incentives could be effective for this population in ELS:2002, although the NELS:88 case is not a pure analogue to ELS:2002.   In NELS:88, dropouts were surveyed in group sessions whenever possible, and reimbursement for transportation and costs such as babysitting were included in the disbursement.
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