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ABSTRACT Research suggests that student learning is enhanced when students are engaged
through active learning strategies. In studying public opinion and polling, challenges include
the provision of meaningful active learning environments when resources are limited. In
this article, I discuss the design and implementation of telephone surveys as a teaching
tool for use in introductory American politics as well as upper-level public opinion courses.
I emphasize polling situations in which there are limited resources or no established sur-
vey research center is available. Topics include student involvement in survey design and
implementation, logistics, and budgeting. Student satisfaction with participation in the
survey process is also discussed.

Teaching undergraduates about public opinion and
polling is one part theory and one part application.
Student learning of an applied topic, such as poll-
ing or survey research, is seemingly best accom-
plished when classroom discussion of how polling

works is combined with actual student participation in the poll-
ing process. Involving students in the design and implementa-
tion of survey research offers them practical experience in myriad
subject areas covered in a typical course. However, the question
underlying this article is: in the absence of an established (and
funded) survey-research center on campus, how can an instruc-
tor of a public opinion and polling course implement a survey
research component into his or her course using only limited
resources?

The limited prior literature on the use of polling in the class-
room largely focuses on student participation in exit polls (Cole
2003; Evans and Lagergren 2007; Lelieveldt and Rossen 2009). It
is easy to understand why. The technological challenges of con-
ducting exit polls on a limited budget are more easily overcome
than those involved in conducting telephone polling. While exit
polling requires surmounting significant administrative hurdles—
namely transportation—it can be executed with few more techno-
logical resources than those to which the typical faculty member
has access in his or her office or in a campus computer lab. How-
ever, conducting exit polls is dependent on the election calendar
and only exposes students to one less-common type of survey
research.

Other survey modes also have limited use in the classroom
setting. Mail surveys have well-documented and inherent limita-
tions (Weisberg 2005). In addition, the timeline for implement-
ing a mail survey does not generally fit within the allotted time of
a semester when factoring in survey design, printing, mailing,
efforts to improve response rates, data entry, and analysis. Simi-
larly, the logistics of in-person survey design (excluding exit poll-
ing) require resources that are far beyond the reach of most
class-based polling. While Internet polling is an emerging possi-
bility, technological challenges continue to provide steep hurdles
for one-off projects.

In light of these challenges, the remaining survey mode is tele-
phone interviewing. As I will discuss later, the telephone inter-
viewing timeline works well with the academic calendar and, most
importantly, is the predominant mode used in the field. Students
who are learning applied concepts of public opinion research must
understand the issues related to telephone survey methodology.
The question remains, however: how can a faculty member with-
out access to an established campus call center lead students in
designing and implementing a telephone survey?

Beyond research about exit polling as a teaching tool, other
articles on polling in the classroom offer little in the way of sug-
gestions on how to overcome the logistical problems associated
with telephone surveys, because either the authors work at an
institution with an established survey research center (Hauss 2001),
or because the work’s primary concern is other than providing
guidance on such issues (Jones and Meinhold 1999). Indeed, the
sagest advice I could find on the subject came from a source
(McBride 1994) that was so dated technologically as to be of lim-
ited practical use.

In each case, authors made the argument that students could
learn better about the electoral process (Cole 2003; Evans and
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Lagergren 2007; Lelieveldt and Rossen 2009), research methods
(Hauss 2001; McBride 1994; Winn 1995), or civic engagement
(Evans and Lagergren 2007) by participating in the survey research
process. The lone naysayer argued that participation in survey
interviewing does not reap benefits to citizenship, but the authors
did not question the value of student participation in polling when
teaching students about survey research or, more broadly, mat-
ters of public opinion (Jones and Meinhold 1999).

Indeed, professors who use polling in their courses generally
agree with a litany of scholars who suggest that learning can be
enhanced through practical experience. Some simply identify their
given classroom activities as “active learning,” a broad category
that includes traditional in-class activities such as “instructor-led
discussion” and role-playing (Powner and Allendoerfer 2008;
Wilson, Pollock, and Hamann 2007), debate (Bell, Mattern, and
Telin 2007; Omelicheva 2007; Omelicheva and Avdeyeva 2008; Oros
2007), and simulation (Shellman and Turan 2006). Others pursue
more specific forms of active learning, such as experiential learn-
ing (Bennion 2006), community-action learning (Bell, Mattern,
and Telin 2007), and service learning (Smith 2006; Van Assendelft
2008). In each case, they advocate supplementing or replacing
traditional lecture-oriented, passive-learning models with active
models that require students to put into practice what they are
studying.

POLLING AT LYCOMING COLLEGE

I have conducted polling projects with students at Lycoming Col-
lege since 2003. Most of the polling described here is carried out
in conjunction with two courses I offer each fall: an upper-level
course entitled “Public Opinion and Polling” and two sections of
the introductory “U.S. Government and Politics” course.1 These
courses are scheduled each fall, so the polling that we conduct
mostly pertains to elections at the congressional, state legislative,
or local levels.

I, like many faculty members teaching such courses, do not
have access to a computer-assisted telephone interviewing (CATI)
lab for conducting surveys. In the long run, I hope to set up such
a lab, but in the meantime, I have developed a process that enables
my students to complete quality polling without the use of signif-
icant new-technology resources, which would require an up-front
investment approaching $100,000 for the software, hardware, fur-
niture, and infrastructure.2

Absent such an investment, the most critical need for this type
of endeavor is access to a phone bank. At my institution, two
phone banks existed when I began the project. One was set up in
the conference room adjacent to the college’s development office
and was used for fundraising phone-a-thons; the other was located
adjacent to the career services office and was used for periodic
surveys of alumni. In the first few years of our polling, we relied
on access to these rooms to conduct our polls, which worked ade-
quately, except for two significant problems. Because these rooms
were multi-purpose, we were required to break down our phones
and survey materials at the completion of each night to make the
room available for the next day’s use. An even larger inconve-
nience was the challenge of reserving the rooms for five evenings
at a time for each survey. The best time to call people to gauge
public opinion is also the best time to call to ask for money. Keep-
ing money rolling into the college proved a higher priority than
our polling, so access to the development office’s phone bank was
limited. As well, the room near career services was frequently

reserved in the evenings by student organizations, and there was
again some reluctance to allow us to tie up the room for signifi-
cant periods of time.

Fortunately, with the help of a supportive dean and the conve-
nient timing of new construction, vacant space became available
that could be allocated to us on a full-time basis. The dean’s office
paid the limited costs required to establish a phone board that
would support 24 lines, and we had access to as many phones as
needed because the college still had a stock from when it had once
supplied phones in each dormitory room. While temporary oppor-
tunities may exist on most campuses for using existing facilities
for calling purposes, a permanent home is helpful for logistical
purposes. Even if that location is simply outfitted with tables,
chairs, and telephones, such a space is enough to field a survey.

On my campus, departments are charged for phone calls on
a minimal per-call basis. This procedure serves to spread the
campus’s telephone costs across the various campus constituents.
This per-call costing model usually works well, but given the
incredibly large number of calls required to complete even a mod-
estly sized survey, it places a large burden on the political science
department’s budget. Thus far, we have cobbled together a series
of solutions whereby the costs are covered by the dean’s budget or
by using funding generated from outside commissioned research
projects. Eventually, our goal is to build the annual average charges
into the department’s telephone budget, or, preferably, to elimi-
nate the per-call costing model altogether, as it is simply an
accounting shell-game.

The manpower for fielding the survey comes from the stu-
dents in both my polling course and my introductory “U.S. Gov-
ernment and Politics” course. Enrollment for the polling course
typically runs from five to 15 students, and each section of the
introductory course generally enrolls 20 to 35 students. We usu-
ally arrange for 15 total hours of calling time for each survey and
generally schedule these hours between 5:30 and 8:30 PM, Sun-
day through Thursday.3 Upper-level students are required to com-
plete eight hours of calling for each of two surveys for the semester,
and completion of these hours makes up 15% of their course grades.
Introductory-level students are required to complete four hours
of calling in one of the two surveys, the completion of which
accounts for 5% of their grade. (With two introductory-level sec-
tions, I generally assign the students from each section to one or
the other survey for simplicity’s sake.) Students who do not com-
plete the assigned time receive a proportional reduction in that
part of their overall grade.

In the absence of CATI capabilities, the students use old-
fashioned written surveys. Prospective respondent names, phone
numbers, genders (to help callers overcome the ubiquitous “Pat”),
and other identifying information are printed on adhesive labels.
When called, non-respondents are coded on these labels based on
refusals, non-answers, answering machines, bad numbers, and so
on. When a respondent begins answering questions, the student
transfers the relevant label to the written survey and begins to
mark responses.

There are three major problems with printed surveys com-
pared to computer-aided interviewing. First, with written sur-
veys, there is simply more opportunity for error. Because
interviewers must mark down responses and those doing data
entry must code those entries into statistical software (SPSS),
there is added opportunity for error (in comparison to a single-
step process), not to mention significant extra time expended. In
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addition, interviewers can introduce error by not accurately fol-
lowing the flow of conditional responses through the survey.
Finally, student interviewers often have difficulty understanding
that with close-ended responses, only single-response options
may be marked. In each of these cases, computer-aided interview-
ing is superior. Even given funding realities, each of these prob-
lems can be overcome with careful attention to training and
supervision.

Each year, I select two trusted students from among those who
have previously taken the course to serve as student supervisors.
The supervisors’ primary task is to supervise the call center dur-
ing times I cannot be there. I am fortunate to live close to my
institution, so I often get the students started in the evening, go
home to my family, and return to wrap up the night’s calling.
During the calling shift, the student supervisor is charged with
follow-up training of callers on any issues that emerge, answering
any questions that interviewers or respondents might have, and
generally ensuring that interviewers stay on task and not become
distracted by their peers. In addition, student supervisors are often
paid to enter data as necessary.

Final costs for the survey process include printing, telephone
charges, the call list, the adhesive labels, and the student super-
visors’ wages, as well as other miscellaneous expenses. Printing
charges primarily consist of the costs of printing the survey scripts.
On my campus, the printing department will print 600 copies of a
four-page script for about $60. Telephone charges can run $600 to
$900 (the most expensive cost yet encountered) per survey, but as
mentioned, this is an internal campus charge; the actually mar-
ginal cost to the college is much lower.The list we purchase for reg-
istered voters or a subset of voters in a congressional district costs
us $190 for 14,000 names, enough to give us a fresh sample for two
surveys.While adhesive labels may sound like a miscellaneous cost,
a box of 6,000 labels costs about $55. Finally, if the student super-
visors total 15 hours in call center work and 10 hours in data entry
work, their wages would total approximately $180 at the campus
student employee pay rate of $7.25 per hour. Depending on how a
campus calculates telephone charges, the remaining costs can often
be borne by a department’s budget. In our case, I have sought sup-
plemental funding directly from the dean of the college and have
also used money from outside commissioned research.

As for the process of designing and implementing the surveys,
each fall, we conduct two surveys timed to the academic and elec-
tion calendar. The first survey usually falls around the fifth week
of the semester. For my public opinion and polling class, I sched-
ule the first poll after we have addressed the definitions for and
the sources and foundations of public opinion on a theoretical
level and have begun to discuss methods for measuring public
opinion. Immediately following the implementation of the first
survey, we delve into the technical aspects of survey design, includ-
ing topics such as sampling and questionnaire design. The first
survey gives upper-level students a foundation upon which to build
these more technical concepts.

Timing of the first survey around the fifth week of the semes-
ter also works well for the introductory students. By the time of
the first survey, these students have dealt with a range of subjects
including elections, voter turnout, political parties, and public opin-
ion. The lessons they learn in the classroom are then reinforced
with the practical experience afforded by the telephone interviews.

The timing of the second survey falls approximately one month
after the first survey, usually in mid-October, about three weeks

prior to election week. The gap between the two surveys allows
time for the upper-level students to design the second poll.
Although I write the first survey, the second survey is a collabo-
rative effort. We begin with an assignment in which students are
required to submit ten questions they have written and think
should be included in the survey. The questions should be differ-
ent than those in the first survey; having previously administered
that instrument, the students generally have a decent idea of how
the questions should read. I ask students to turn in their ques-
tions electronically and then create a file of all the questions, orga-
nized by subject area. The next two weeks of class are spent
narrowing down and rewriting the questions. In a class of 15 stu-
dents, we start with 150 questions and whittle the list down to 15
to 20 questions—this length of poll works well for the type of
survey we usually administer, given that we always include a base
set of questions from the prior survey. Although writing a survey
“by committee” is generally not advisable, I have found that work-
ing with the class to determine the wording of each question,
establishing question ordering, and setting up exhaustive and
exclusive response categories conveys the multitude of concepts
involved in survey design much better than traditional lecture or
discussion techniques.

I also use class time for training the students in both courses.
The training becomes an opportunity to discuss such topics as
interviewer-introduced measurement error (Weisberg 2005) in the
upper-level course or question wording (which has already been
covered in more depth in the upper-level course) in the introduc-
tory course. As a class, we read through the survey script, role
play, discuss appropriate procedures and expectations, and spend
time helping students overcome their reservations about calling
strangers.

On the issue of sampling, I initiate a discussion in the public
opinion class about the strengths and weaknesses of choosing
random digit dialing (RDD) samples versus registration-based
sampling (RBS). I have typically chosen RBS for our polls to extend
our limited resources further. With RBS, incidence rates (Green
and Gerber 2006) are higher and fewer questions are needed,
because the data come with not only names and phone numbers,
but also location information, party registration (when avail-
able), voting history, and other demographic information. Such
lists are readily available from professional organizations and are
surprisingly inexpensive, especially if an academic rate is available.

Once the calling is complete, we spend time in both courses
reviewing how the process went. Students enjoy focusing on the
“war stories” of their time on the phones: how some respondents
were rude and others lonely, what they thought about respon-
dents’ patterns of answers, or how many respondents they were
able to interview. I encourage those conversations in class so that
I can draw out several broader lessons that are relevant to the
course, such as what factors affect response rates, the implica-
tions of different types of people responding at different rates, the
level of sophistication or consistency in responses, and the rela-
tionship between core beliefs and opinions.

The next step is data entry. For the first survey, my student
supervisors and I enter the data as quickly as possible. Generally,
we can complete data entry by the Monday following the last
night of calling on Thursday. I then clean the data and establish
weights in time for a discussion of the results in class on Tuesday
or Wednesday, a process that is by no means quick by profes-
sional standards but is doable, even with limited resources. By the
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time of the second survey, I have exposed the upper-level students
to topics such as data management and coding, so they partici-
pate in the data entry process during class time to reinforce those
lessons.

Finally, in both courses, we spend time analyzing the results at
a level appropriate to the particular course. In the introductory
course, I generally must walk through frequencies for each ques-
tion and demonstrate the usefulness of cross-tabulations on key
results. In the upper-level course, we spend significantly more time
looking at the results. These students have a vested interest in the
outcome and usually drive the analysis. They usually do not have
a background in statistical software packages other than the data
entry process we have just completed, so I conduct data analysis
in class to demonstrate how their questions about the results can
be translated into data analysis and how to interpret the results.
Once again, we rarely go beyond descriptive statistics and cross-
tabulations, but for some students, that process sparks an interest
in pursuing additional training in quantitative analysis. When
the survey results have broad public interest, I like to produce a
press release, which the college’s public relations office distrib-
utes to the appropriate media.4 I keep the students informed about
where their work appears in the media to reinforce the lesson that
polling can be a powerful tool and plays a critical role in the inter-
play between candidates, elected officials, the public, and the media
in modern American political society.

STUDENT SATISFACTION

What do the students think of their polling experience? At the
end of the fall 2008 semester, both groups of students were given
short surveys that asked them to reflect on the polling section of
the course. In addition to asking students what aspects of the
polling and public opinion section of the course were especially
good and what they would change, students were asked to rate
the polling in terms of whether it enhanced their understanding
of public opinion, their understanding of the 2008 election, and
their interest in the election. They were also asked whether they
enjoyed participating in the polling and whether polling should
be a component of the course in the future.

Among the introductory students, the majority of responses
to the question about what they saw as particularly good about
the polling section of the course fell into three broad categories.
The most common response indicated an appreciation for the
opportunity to talk to respondents and hear the range of opinions
existing on the polled topics. A typical response was, “I enjoyed
understanding the differences between people and having the abil-
ity to learn about various people’s beliefs” or “[I enjoyed] inter-
acting with the community about politics.” Other responses
expressed that the polling process helped them to understand the
election more broadly: “The section helps supplement understand-
ing of the whole process, especially during election time.” A few
indicated that they enjoyed the entire process: “The polling was a
lot of fun and the results were interesting to analyze afterwards.”
Although a few students did not like the polling at all: “[I enjoyed]
nothing” and “[I] didn’t really enjoy it,” others pointed out less
academic but still positive impressions of the involvement: “[It
was] fun listening to rude people” and “[It was good to] learn to
deal with crazy people on the phone. Also to know how it feels to
be yelled at, and to not yell at telemarketers.”

Students in the public opinion course reiterated what the intro-
ductory students said about finding the process interesting and
their enjoyment of learning directly from the public about the
range of opinions that exist. Because the upper-level students were
also involved in the design and analysis of the survey, they also
had comments about those areas. Typical responses included, “I
liked the analysis of the polls. It was interesting to look at people’s
opinions and really look at the crosstabs,” and “[I enjoyed] the
making of the second poll and the people actually answer[ing]
the polls we wrote.”

When asked what changes could be made in the polling sec-
tion of each course, students’ most common response, interest-
ingly, was “nothing.” Both groups of students groused about the
number of calling hours required. Among the introductory stu-
dents, other less-common suggestions included eliminating poll-
ing in lieu of some other subject or activity, providing more time
to analyze the data, and offering different questions or changed
wording on the survey. Students also expressed concerns about

Ta b l e 1
Student Survey Responses, by Percent
QUESTION CLASS 1 2 3 4 5 AVG.

Overall, how much did the polling experience enhance your understanding of
public opinion?

Introduction 2.5 12.5 32.5 40.0 12.5 3.5

Public Opinion 0.0 0.0 0.0 42.9 57.1 4.6

How much did the polling experience enhance your understanding of the election? Introduction 2.5 7.5 25.0 57.5 7.5 3.6

Public Opinion 14.3 0.0 14.3 42.9 28.6 3.7

How much did the polling experience enhance your interest in the election? Introduction 0.0 15.0 35.0 42.5 7.5 3.4

Public Opinion 14.3 14.3 0.0 28.6 42.9 3.7

How much did you enjoy the polling section of the course? Introduction 7.5 17.5 37.5 30.0 7.5 3.1

Public Opinion 14.3 0.0 42.9 28.6 14.3 3.3

Yes No

Do you recommend using the polling experience as a teaching tool in future classes? Introduction 85.0 15.0

Public Opinion 85.7 14.3

Note. For Introduction class, n = 40; for public opinion class, n = 7. For survey responses, 1 = low, 5 = high.
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the level of cooperation from prospective respondents. Upper-
level students frequently expressed a desire to do more polling
work and less theoretical work, or to make changes in particular
procedural areas.

Table 1 indicates the results of the quantitative questions. Gen-
erally, both groups were positive about the experience, with the
upper-level students predictably more consistently enthusiastic
than the introductory students. More specifically, majorities of
each class gave high ratings to the polling for its ability to enhance
their understanding of public opinion, their understanding of the
election, and their interest in the election. All classes were more
evenly divided in terms of whether students enjoyed the polling
section of the course, but an overwhelming majority of students
expressed that the polling should continue to be a part of the
course in the future.

CONCLUSION

I have taught each of these courses without this active learning
component. Students exposed to the polling process not only gain
a much better grasp of the concepts underlying the process, but
they also have a better feel for public opinion from participating
in the survey research process. When I discuss ideas like ideolog-
ical inconsistency in public opinion, they now have an opportu-
nity to connect that concept to “that little old lady that wanted to
talk my ear off, but just didn’t get it.” In sum, I have found that
students required to participate in the survey research process
have (1) a better understanding of the polling process, (2) a better
understanding of how the opinion of a limited number of respon-
dents can reflect the opinions of a related population, and (3) a
richer understanding of the role of public opinion in the Ameri-
can political system.

Resources are tight at every institution. I have demonstrated
here that it is possible to translate what a professional or other-
wise well-funded organization would be able to accomplish into
an academic setting on a shoestring budget. The result of doing
so not only improves student learning and engagement, but also
carries broader benefits to the institution. To the degree possible,
choosing issues or campaigns that might garner media attention
to the institution through press releases or interviews is a good
idea. The appeal of that institutional attention just may be the
argument that is required to set up the shoestring budget in the
first place. �

N O T E S

1. In addition to this class-based polling, I have periodically conducted polls as
part of commissioned projects through the college’s Center for the Study of
Community and the Economy, which I founded with a colleague from the busi-
ness department. We complete commissioned research projects on behalf of
local governments or nonprofit agencies devoted to community and economic
development. When this research requires the use of telephone surveys, we use
the polling facilities described in this article. Most of these projects include
hiring students, who are further exposed to research experience, and the fund-
ing from these projects helps to supplement the limited funding I receive to
conduct the class-based polling.

2. While open-source software packages such as queXS are available as a substi-
tute for otherwise expensive closed-source options, the costs of hardware and
other infrastructure have kept the call center out of budgetary reach. Use of an
established campus computer lab for a call center is also impractical, because
the lab would be unavailable for other uses for extended periods of time. While

online survey tools, including open-source options like Limesurvey or low-cost
options like Survey Monkey, could serve as a substitute for some parts of the
learning experience, students benefit greatly from directly interacting with
respondents by telephone.

3. Ideally, for the purposes of sampling, a survey organization would staff the call
center throughout the day and evening to facilitate connection with a broad
array of respondents who might not be available during the traditional evening
calling hours. However, given our limited resources and the restrictions on how
much time callers can be supervised, we only call during the evening hours.
Many professional survey organizations also deviate from the ideal with time-
sensitive polling.

4. We have benefited from two sequential, highly contentious races for the U.S.
House of Representatives for which our poll was one of only two publically
available surveys. Students were enthused by the media attention that our
results received not only locally, but also nationally.
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Religion and Politics, intellectual breadth and depth, an entrepreneurial approach to attracting and soliciting quality 
manuscripts, authors, and reviewers, and excellent administrative, organizational, and interpersonal skills.

Information for Candidates

Politics and Religion is the flagship journal for the subfield of Religion and Politics, published by Cambridge University 
Press. Since its inception in 2005, P&R has received over 100 submissions per year, with a 21% acceptance rate. R
As a result, serving as editor requires substantial commitments of time, intellectual effort, and management skill.

The P&R editor reports to the Executive Committee of the Religion and Politics Section of APSA and to the Managing 
Editor at Cambridge University Press Journals. The editor will appoint book review editors and journal editorial 
board members in consultation with the section’s executive committee. The editor is required to provide at least one
written report per year on the state of the journal, in addition to frequent informal consultation with the section and
CUPJ. Cambridge University Press provides a stipend to the editor each year to defray some of the administration
costs of the journal.

To Apply

Candidates should e-mail (as a PDF attachment)
a letter of intent or proposal that specifically disc
for the journal, particularly addressing the challe
international politics, American politics, compar
and political philosophy in an outlet for Religion
research; experiences directly relevant to the pos
editor; plans for management, and organization o
journal’s workflow; and statements of financial su
commitments from the host university(ies).
Applications should be sent to Ahmet Kuru 
(akuru@mail.sdsu.edu), Religion and Politics
section chair, and must be received no later 
than 5:00 p.m. on Tuesday, March 15, 2011.
All applicants will receive an e-mail confirmation.

Nominations and Questions: If you wish to n
person to serve as editor, you may contact Ahme
will contact the nominee. If you have questions a
serving as editor of Politics and Religion you ar
of the Religion and Politics section committee.
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