
CIRP Freshman Survey: Reliability and Validity 
HERI often receives questions from outside researchers asking about the ‘reliability’ and 

‘validity’ of the CIRP surveys.  The text below clarifies those two concepts and provides 

information about how they relate to the surveys conducted by the Cooperative Institutional 

Research Program. 

 

Reliability refers to the accuracy of a given measurement.  A reliable survey question, then, 

is one that yields similar results when administered repeatedly to similar samples or populations.  

Since the CIRP Freshman Survey has been administered for nearly forty years, it is possible to 

observe the stability of survey questions administered to different cohorts year after year.  The vast 

majority of CIRP Freshman Survey questions exhibit a great deal of stability over time.  In other 

words, in repeated trials the aggregate results remain very similar (allowing for modest fluctuations 

due to sampling error).  Changes that are observed do not represent wild or random fluctuations, but 

can be linked to temporal trends or to real and meaningful exogenous shocks (the events of 

September 11th, for example).  While nothing can be done to completely eliminate fluctuations 

caused by sampling error, several factors help ensure that such effects are minimized.  Nearly 90 

percent of the institutions in the CIRP Freshman Survey sample, for example, are repeat 

participants.  This helps to ensure that the sample is highly consistent from year to year.  Secondly, 

to correct for ‘response bias’ that occurs due to fluctuations in the annual sample, the data are 

stratified and weighted by institutional type and gender.  For more information about calculating the 

margin-of-error for aggregate percentages from the CIRP Freshman Survey, please refer to the 

attached document, “The Precision of the Normative Data and Their Comparisons.” 

 

Validity, by contrast, refers to whether a given survey question actually taps into the true 

underlying concept it attempts to measure.  In other words, how well does the measure correlate 

with some unknown underlying ‘reality’?  Factor analysis is one way for researchers to test the 

validity of certain constructs.  By clustering related items together in scales or indices, for example, 

researchers can examine how well those related items ‘hold together’ in a statistical sense (this 

‘scale reliability’ is most commonly measured using Chronbach’s Alpha or measured using factor 

loadings derived from factor analyses).  While HERI has not performed in-depth factor analysis for 

every item on the CIRP Freshman Survey, several published works have investigated the matter.  In 

What Matters in College, (Astin, 1992), for example, ‘student types’ were constructed based on 



select items from the CIRP Freshman Survey (the leader, the scholar, the hedonist, etc).  Astin 

found that the ‘student types’ held together quite well with most of the scale reliability coefficients 

in excess of .70.  For more information, see also Astin’s Assessment for Excellence (Astin, 1991).  

Another article, ‘Linking Student Precollege Characteristics to College Development Outcomes: 

The Search for a Meaningful Way to Inform Institutional Practice and Policy’, by Jiali Luo and 

David Jamieson-Drake also contains several factors constructed using CIRP Freshman Survey 

items.  The article can be found at: http://airweb.org/page.asp?page=266.  HERI intends to perform 

a more in-depth factor analytical exploration of the CIRP Freshman Survey when time permits.  

However, at this time, we have not completed such analyses. 

 

The information above refers mostly to the CIRP Freshman Survey which has the longest 

history and the highest participation rate and largest sample size of all of HERI's surveys.  Our other 

surveys (the College Senior Survey and the Your First College Year survey) are administered on a 

much smaller scale and are not usually representative at the national-level.  However, despite not 

being nationally representative, a large number of the questions on these two surveys are the same 

or very similar to the CIRP Freshman Survey.  Therefore, it is safe to assume that most of the 

information provided above applies to these other surveys as well -- the primary difference being 

that the margins of error (as found in the attached document) are likely to be slightly larger due to 

the considerably smaller sample sizes. 
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