Pragmatic Measurement

BALANCING BREVITY AND PRECISION
Motivate Lab

Because researchers can't directly observe students' thoughts and feelings, they
measure it by asking many different questions in surveys. The problem is that
completing long surveys can take up valuable time that could otherwise be spent on
instruction or other types of enrichment.
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Takes longer to A teacher wants to survey his students in order
complete to better understand their motivation. He can

either distribute a short survey that won't take
up much class time, but won't lead to a deep

understanding of their motivation OR a longer

survey that will provide more in-depth insights

into his students, but will take 30+ minutes of

class time to complete. He wants to know what
motivates his students, but he can't give up

valuable class time.
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If your doctor wants to know if you have a healthy heart, he or
she could take your blood pressure and pulse. Although these
measures are less expensive and time consuming compared to an
EKG or ultrasound, they are not as good at detecting serious
issues. The more costly measures take much more time but
produce more focused and precise information about your heart.

The pragmatic measurement approach tries to strike a balance between the brevity of short
measures and the precision of longer ones by systematically identifying items that best represent an
overall scale. Items are often selected because they are most strongly related to outcomes or

sensitive to change. For instance, we created a 10-item scale of students’ expectancy, value, and cost
that could be administered to middle school students in under seven minutes. Pragmatic
measurement can help make surveys more realistic to implement in real-world settings and help us
draw valid conclusions.
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