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Graduating senior exit surveys are valuable assessment tools and have an 

important role in quality assurance and improvement processes for higher 

education programs. Development and implementation of such surveys are often 

resource and time intensive and require detailed design to address accuracy and 

confidentiality issues. When paper based survey tools are used, the manual 

processing of the collected information also becomes a challenge. This paper 

describes the development and implementation of a non-web based digital data 

collection method that uses standards Microsoft Office programs. The 

development of the survey form, data processing, and analysis procedures are 
described in detail including a discussion of the important issues to be addressed 

in distribution of the forms and reporting of the results.      

 

Keywords: construction education, outcome assessment, performance metrics, 

graduating senior exit surveys, academic quality plans 
 

 

Introduction and Background 
 

Quality assurance and continuous quality improvement have become dominant management emphases for 

universities and academic programs.  National and regional accrediting bodies are emphasizing quality 

improvement, and outcome assessment programs have become routine for most universities.  .For example, The 

American Council for Construction Education, the accrediting body for programs of construction higher education, 

defines quality assurance and improvement requirements under “Program Quality and Outcome Assessment” 

section of its standards as [ACCE, 2006]:   

 

“The construction education unit must have an academic quality plan identifying the process used for the continuous 

improvement of the construction education program…The construction education unit’s academic quality plan will 

form the basis of empirically assessing the stated outcomes of the program. Assessment input should be obtained 

from the unit’s constituencies, including students, graduates, employers, benefactors, the construction industry, and 
the program planners (faculty, staff, and administrators). The plan/process should define the quality assessment 

cyclic process….The planning and evaluation process of the academic quality plan must contain measurable 

outcomes; a systematic means of collecting, quantifying, and analyzing data relevant to those outcomes; 

development of conclusions based on the data collected; and program modifications, when deemed appropriate to 

improve the program.”  

 

Given this requirement for an “Academic Quality Plan” and a systematic “Outcome Assessment” process, programs 

must utilize a set of data collection tools to enable gathering the data necessary which will lead to program 

improvement decisions and implementation. These may include tools such as alumni surveys, individual course 

instructor evaluations, advisory council feedback, graduating senior exit surveys, certification or competency 

examination, accreditation visit reports, faculty annual reviews, tenure and promotion procedures, student chapter 
feedback, career fair feedback, and college/program surveys (for facilities, space allocation, etc.).  

 

This paper focuses on one of the Outcome Assessment tools; the graduating senior exit survey.  In this paper, 

development and implementation of a digital data collection method is described and illustrated that uses a non-web-



 

 

based system with standard Microsoft Office programs. The development of the survey form, data processing, and 

analysis procedures are described in detail including a discussion of the important issues to be addressed in 

distribution of the forms and reporting of the results.      

 

 

Graduating Seniors Exit Surveys 
 

The graduating student exit surveys are valuable assessment tools, as they contain the views of students who are 

about to complete the program with their observations on curriculum, faculty, facilities and career placement fresh 

in their minds. For smaller programs, with modest numbers of graduating seniors, it is possible to conduct personal, 

face-to-face exit interviews in a very detailed manner. However, for larger programs, this becomes a resource 

intensive task and these programs may need to use a paper based survey tool or perhaps some combination of the 

two.   
 

There are two special challenges that have to be considered and addressed carefully for any survey tool insuring 

accurate and meaningful responses and maintaining confidentiality of the responses and the survey tool. With 

graduation in sight, students tend to lose focus and often do not provide meaningful and complete responses. It may 

help improve the quality of responses if the exit surveys are implemented as a part of a graduation checklist or a 

requirement of a final class. At the same time, the students have to be comfortable that the information provided will 

be kept in strictest confidence such as the starting salaries, student loans and evaluation of faculty. Selection and 

design of the survey tools become very critical to address these issues properly.  

 

The Department of Construction Science at Texas A&M University has been conducting exit surveys for graduating 

seniors for a decade. The data collection and analysis tools for the survey have been evolving over time from paper-
based survey forms to digital files as an email attachment.  In the last few years, blank survey forms were provided 

by email as a class assignment in a graduating senior seminar. Seniors were coached on the importance of the data 

provided and urged to provide a complete and thoughtful response. To establish an anonymous and confidential 

system, students filled out the survey forms using a word processor and provided a printout as their response without 

any personal information. The responses were then processed manually where spreadsheets were populated using 

the received data as accurate as possible. Several reports were generated based on these spreadsheets.   

 

This method, however, is very labor intensive in terms of data processing. Since the survey forms are not fully 

controlled for input, the responses often lack the desired level of detail or include several errors. To address these 

problems and improve the accuracy, level of detail and speed of data collection and processing, a non-web based 

digital data collection method was developed and implemented in Spring 2006 semester.    

 
It should be noted here that there are several web-based survey tools that can be utilized for this purpose (for 

example [Mak, Yoo, and Frezza, 2003] and [Zoomerang, 2006] ). Although the web-based tools provide advantages 

in terms of data collection and analysis, they also present several application challenges for distribution, design and 

management. If a third party service provider is used, the survey design tools are limited to the service provider’s 

portfolio and often are difficult to customize. The distribution may also be problematic since the email messages that 

request survey information could end up in “Junk Mail” directories. If an in-house system is used, dedicated 

resources are needed for maintaining the server system and creating user IDs and password for the students in 

addition to the distribution and design challenges.  The digital data collection tool described in this paper utilizes 

standard Microsoft Office package programs (Word and Access) and the entire application can be handled on a 

regular personal computer. 

 
 

Data Collection and Analysis Methodology  
 

The non-web based digital method utilizes password protected Microsoft Words Forms for data collection and a 

Microsoft Access database for processing and analysis. Figure 1 illustrates the process flow for the graduating exit 

survey method.  
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Figure 1. Graduating Senior Exit Survey Process Flow  

 

The exit survey process starts with the development of the survey form. The forms are then emailed to the students 

using an anonymous email account (exitsurvey@**********.edu) as an attachment. The students are asked to 
complete and email back their responses as an attachment to the same address. The attached files are then transferred 

into an access database for processing and analysis. The processed data is used to prepare two summary reports as 

well as a former student contact information database.   

 

Survey Structure  
 
The exit survey form is a dynamic document in terms of its contents and level of detail. The changes in the program 

structure, curriculum, strategic plan and academic quality plan dictate the modifications to the exit survey form to 

collect different data or to reformat the data for analysis. The current exit survey structure consists of five primary 

sections including: 

 

1. Contact Information 

2. Educational Experience 

3. Work Experience and Financial Support 

4. Job Placement 

5. Additional Comments and Suggestions 

mailto:exitsurvey@**********.edu


 

 

 

The first section of the survey aims to create a database to maintain contact with the graduates. In the previous 

paper-based survey methods, this was a separate and challenging task since the survey forms were collected without 

any personal information because of the confidentiality reasons. In the new survey method, the personal information 

is separated from the response data automatically before the data is processed therefore creating an confidential 

environment.  
 

The second section of the survey focuses on the educational experience including student GPA, program entry 

(important for recruiting and enrollment management), strengths and weaknesses of the program, feedback for the 

internship program, department administration, course evaluations for importance and effectiveness (critical 

comparative data for curriculum review), faculty evaluations for effectiveness (important data point for overall 

faculty evaluation), and student organizations.  

 

The third section provides information about the work experience and financial support. The financial information is 

the focus of this section that has impact on class scheduling, scholarship generation, and work placement. It is also 

useful in soliciting monetary support from the industry and potential donors. 

 

The fourth section includes the job placement information with specific feedback on interviews, job offers, 
placement and important factors in making their final decision. This information enables improvement to Career 

Fairs and other placement activities.  

 

The students are also provided with an open comments and suggestion section. This section provides a platform for 

the students to express any feedback that may not be covered in any other section or a overall observation about the 

program.  

 

It should be noted that the survey structure utilizes several formats for data input including specific questions, five-

point scale ratings and comment sections to control the responses and the level of detail. A five-page sample survey 

form is included in Appendix A.  

 

Development of Survey Form  
 

Based on the five sections of the survey structure, the survey form is developed in Microsoft Word using the form 

field tools. The form tools in Microsoft Word includes textbox fields, checkbox fields, drop-down menu fields, 

labels, radio buttons, slider boxes, combo menus, push buttons and toggle buttons [Microsoft, 2006]. The form 

developed for the exit survey uses only two of these options; textbox and checkbox fields.  

 
The reason for this limited selection is two-fold. The first reason is to keep the fields visible at all times with a 

uniform structure throughout the survey. Using fields that require more than one click, such as the dropdown menus, 

often result in poor response from the survey participants. The second reason is to avoid any macros within the 

document. When certain elements, such as button structures, are included in the document, a macro is automatically 

created to define the action when the button is pressed. Under controlled network systems, macros are often disabled 

because of the security and virus protection reason and the user often do not have administrative privileges to 

overwrite this control.  

 

Once the survey for is developed using textbox and checkbox fields, the document is password protected. The 

password protection option locks the entire document other than the defined fields. In other words, users can fill the 

survey form, save it to their computer as a word file but cannot change the structure, format or the wording of the 
textual information within the document. Figure 2 shows a screenshot of the survey form as it is opened in Microsoft 

Word.  
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Figure 2. Password Protected Survey Form Data Fields 

 

The fields that are editable are marked with gray shades and the users can move from one field to another using the 
tab button. In Figure 2, the GPA field is created as a textbox using a numerical format with two decimals. The other 

textbox fields are formatted for “all caps” option with black fonts to distinguish between the labels and user input. 

The checkbox fields are marked with a single mouse click. Each form field is assigned a “bookmark” to identify the 

data field and transfer into a database.  

 

Data Collection and Processing  
 
The password protected survey form is emailed to graduating seniors as an attachment. A senior seminar class is 

utilized for the distribution of the survey which enables an additional control measure for higher percentage of 

response. The students complete the document, save it to their computers and email a copy to the address created for 

the survey. The Microsoft Outlook Exchange Server system maintained by the university is used for the collection 

of the email responses.  

 

To process and analyze the responses, a Microsoft Access database is designed to retrieve and maintain the survey 

data.  A Visual Basic macro within the database is developed to retrieve the survey data for the Microsoft Word 

files. The macro separates the personal information from the survey data to secure the confidentiality of the survey 

process.   The macro uses Word.Application and doc.FormFields functions to open the document and transfer the 

data into data tables based on the “bookmarks” defined in the survey form. For example, to retrieve the data from 
Word field bookmarked as “gpa” into the Access data field “gpa” the following code can be used:  

 

.AddNew 

!gpa = doc.FormFields("gpa").Result 

.Update 

 

Once the survey data is placed in tables, the information takes a flexible and portable format. There a several options 

for data analysis using the tables including defining report structures within the database, exporting data into 

spreadsheets or word documents. This survey method utilizes the export option because of the dynamic nature of the 

survey form. It is not practical to prepare structured reports within the database since the survey form and contents 

change every semester. A combination of spreadsheet and word export proved to be satisfactory for this application.  
 

Summary Analysis and Documentation 
 

The information retrieved from the survey forms are used for creating a contact information database and two 

analysis documents. The first document is an employment summary report that includes descriptive statistics on 

number of graduates and starting salaries. This report also includes the names of the companies and number of 

students hired by that company. Primary use for this report is providing information for companies willing to recruit 
our students as well as a comparative track of the job market. When this report is presented, the starting salary data 

is summarized for multiple years and simply making this data available to employers creates an adjustment for 

starting salaries offers; most companies choose to offer something better than the average starting salary from the 

previous semester. A sample employment summary report can be found in Appendix  B. 



 

 

 

The second summary report is a detailed analysis of all the information retrieved from the survey forms. This report 

is made available to program leadership which also serves as input to other assessment tools. It should be noted that 

this report includes all of the comments from the students without any modifications which creates a direct reflection 

of the responses. Although, not grouping or summarizing the comments result in a lengthy report, the emphasis of 

the feedback is preserved. For example, if the student answers the question for “four areas that the program can 
improve” as “1. More computer applications, 2. More computer applications, 3. More Computer Applications, 4. 

More Computer Applications”, keeping the response without modification will have a more powerful effect than a 

simple statement of  “More Computer Applications.” A sample analysis summary report is shown in Appendix C.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 
Graduating senior exit surveys are powerful outcome assessment tools that need to be tailored to the program’s 

needs and constantly revised and updated. Implementation of such surveys are challenging in terms of required 

resources and time, especially for larger programs with considerable number of students. The collection and 

processing of data also presents time consuming tasks. It becomes difficult to maintain the level of detail and 

accuracy of the information as well as the proving confidentiality. This paper describes a non-web based digital data 

collection method for exit surveys that automates the data collection and processing tasks.   

 

There are several advantages of utilizing this method. First of all, the distribution and retrieval of the survey forms 

are done through a simple email communication using an anonymous address. Unlike the web based systems, this 

procedure does not require any server applications or assignment/maintenance of user IDs and passwords. The 

students can save the form to their computers and are able to edit and modify their responses over time. When they 
complete the survey, they send a copy back to the anonymous address.    

 

The form is designed as a password protected Microsoft Word file which makes it possible to create compact and 

highly controlled surveys. With the fields defined the form the data input is minimized to simple point and click 

functions and basic typing. The survey information received from the students are then transferred into a database 

where the personal information is separated from the evaluations. Once the information is placed in data tables, there 

are several analysis options available including database reports and export functions.  

 

The retrieval and analysis of data only requires a few hours once the student responses are received through emails. 

Compared to a paper based survey method, this provides considerable advantages in terms of time and resources. 

The data storage and analysis are performed on a regular personal computer which is an important advantage for 

security reasons. Other than the email communication, the data set is exposed to any online platform that may be 
vulnerable.   
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Appendix A 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Sample Graduating Senior Exit Survey – Page 1  



 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Sample Graduating Senior Exit Survey – Page 2 

 



 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Sample Graduating Senior Exit Survey – Page 3  

 



 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Sample Graduating Senior Exit Survey – Page 4  

 



 

 

 
 

Figure 7. Sample Graduating Senior Exit Survey – Page 5  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix B 
 

 
 

Figure 8. Sample Employment Summary Report  

 

 



 

 

Appendix C 
 

 

 
 

Figure 9. Sample Survey Summary Analysis Report – Page 1  

 



 

 

 
 

Figure 10. Sample Survey Summary Analysis Report – Page 2  

 

 



 

 

 
 

Figure 11. Sample Survey Summary Analysis Report – Page 3 

 



 

 

 
 

Figure 12. Sample Survey Summary Analysis Report – Page 4  

 



 

 

 
 

Figure 13. Sample Survey Summary Analysis Report – Page 5  

 


