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Consent, Assent, and Pre-Testing to Prepare for 
Collecting Survey Data 

Organizations often want to collect information about their programs to determine whether pro-
grams are achieving their goals. Surveys can be great for this because they are an easy way to gather 
a variety of information from a large number of participants. When preparing to collect survey data, 
it is important to ensure your organization uses surveys ethically and collects information from as 
many respondents as possible, so the results accurately reflect the experiences of all program partici-
pants. The accompanying video introduced steps to prepare for survey data collection and suggested 
strategies to ensure your organization collects the necessary data from the intended respondents in 
an ethical way. Read more about these steps below, and see Table 1 for definitions of key terms and
Table 2 for descriptions of possible methods to collect parent and guardian consent. 

Draft consent forms for parents or guardians and youth older than 18 and submit to an 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) for approval. An IRB will need to approve the modes for 
collecting consent and ensure the language on the forms is accurate and appropriate, 
as well as approve all other data collection materials. The modes you select for the con-
senting process might depend on what contact information is available, such as email 
addresses, mailing addresses, or phone numbers. Because IRBs might have their own 
procedures, check with your IRB for required templates and recommended language to 
include in the consent forms. 

Collect parent or guardian consent for youth younger than 18. Consent is collected 
before you administer the survey and is an important part of preparation. To achieve a 
higher response rate and maximize the number of youth who can complete your survey, 
consider using multiple methods to collect parent or guardian consent (see Table 2).

Prepare to collect assent from youth younger than 18. Even if their parents or guard-
ians have consented, assent allows the youth to choose if they want to participate in 
the survey. Similar to preparing consent materials, an IRB must approve the mode and 
form for collecting assent and ensure language is accurate and appropriate.  

Pre-test the survey questions on a population similar to your population of interest to 
ensure the survey questions are clear and measure what they are supposed to mea-
sure. If consent and assent are required, use the same procedures described earlier. 
Make sure to include language about the survey in the consent and assent forms, such 
as estimated time to complete and an overview of content. After pre-testing, revise the 
survey based on what you learned. 
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Table 1. Key terms

Term Definition
Institutional Review Board 
(IRB)

A group that oversees research on human subjects and ensures the research follows 
ethical procedures. All IRBs must be registered with the Office for Human Research 
Protection in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.

Parent/guardian consent 
(for youth 18+)

Ensures parents or guardians and youth 18 and older are fully aware of all aspects of 
the study before agreeing to participate or allowing their child to participate. For youth 
younger than 18, parents or guardians can choose whether their youth can or cannot 
participate in a survey. Youth 18 and older may be able to consent for themselves. 

Youth assent Provides youth younger than 18 with the choice of participating or not participating in 
the study, even if their parents have given consent.

Pre-test Administering the survey to a small group of eligible respondents who are similar to 
the population of interest before collecting actual data. This process helps organiza-
tions identify whether any of the questions or instructions are confusing or require 
changes based on respondents’ feedback. 

Table 2. Methods to collect parent or guardian consent

Method Description
Distribute hard-copy forms 
by mail

Mail parents or guardians a hard-copy consent form and request they send the com-
pleted form back. Be sure to include an addressed return envelope and include post-
age, if possible. Allowing parents to sign the mailed consent form, take a photo of it, 
and send the photo via email may also be an option but must be approved by the IRB. 
Youth may also return the signed copy of the mailed consent form to their school or 
organization. Additionally, if using passive consent, youth only need to return the con-
sent form if their parent or guardian does not allow them to participate in the research.

Distribute hard-copy forms 
in person

Provide youth with a hard-copy consent form for their parents or guardians to com-
plete. Request the youth bring back the completed form. 

Distribute forms via email Email parents or guardians the consent form. Request they either email back a copy of 
the completed form or provide you with a hard copy of the completed form. Be sure to 
include instructions on how to complete and return the form electronically.

Web form Create an online consent form on a web-based platform and send the link to parents or 
guardians via email.

Verbal consent Obtain consent over the phone, via video call, or in person.
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For more on the institutional review 
board (IRB):

This web page is a resource for grantees to find an 
IRB and check if it is certified: https://ohrp.cit.nih.
gov/search/irbsearch.aspx?styp=bsc

This video describes what IRBs are and how they 
protect people who participate in research: 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?app=desktop&v=U8fme1boEbE

This web page provides guidance for working with 
IRBs: https://sraene.com/resource/Frequently%20
asked%20questions%20about%20working%20
with%20IRBs

This web page provides tips on IRBs:  
https://opa.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/irb-tip-
sheet-2020_0.pdf

This web page provides multiple webinars on 
preparing for data collection. Two webinars that  
are particularly helpful for the IRB are “Human 
Subjects and Privacy Protections for SRAE 
Performance Measures Data – January 11, 2021”  
and “Sexual Risk Avoidance Education (SRAE) 
Guidance for Obtaining Partnership Buy-In and 
Approval for Performance Measures – November 1, 
2021.”: https://www.sraepas.com/webinars/

This web page provides graphic charts to help you 
decide if an activity is research involving human 
subjects and must be reviewed by an IRB: 
https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/
decision-charts-2018/index.html 

This web page provides reasons for exemptions 
from IRB review: https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/
regulations-and-policy/regulations/45-cfr-46/
common-rule-subpart-a-46104/index.html 

For more on obtaining parent or  
guardian consent:

This web page provides guidance on the 
consenting process and IRBs: https://www.aapor.
org/Standards-Ethics/Institutional-Review-Boards/
Full-AAPOR-IRB-Statement.aspx 

This web page provides webinars on performance 
measures. Specifically, the webinar “Human 
Subjects Research and Privacy Protections for SRAE 
Performance Measures Data – January 11, 2021” and the 
materials that accompany it are helpful for obtaining 
consent: https://www.sraepas.com/webinars/

For more on survey pre-testing:

This PDF provides information on the pre-test process: 
https://ctsi.ucla.edu/patients-community/files/view/
docs/Howto_pretest_survey_questionnaire.pdf

This web page provides step-by-step instructions for 
survey pre-testing: https://www.thecompassforsbc.
org/how-to-guides/how-conduct-pretest 

About this series 
This video series, and the accompanying tip sheets on understanding and collecting high-quality data, were 
created as part of the Sexual Risk Avoidance Education National Evaluation (SRAENE). The series covers a range 
of data-related topics to help grantees understand the importance of high-quality data and provide guidance on 
how they can collect them in their program. Although some of the resources are drawn from topic areas that are 
not related to SRAE, the content on data is still relevant.

FYSB does not recommend any particular survey platform or data system that may be referenced in tip sheets.  

For more information or questions, contact the SRAENE team at SRAETA@mathematica-mpr.com.

Suggested citation: White, S., Eiffes, B., Scott, M., Eddins, K. (2022). SRAENE – Consent, Assent, and Pre-Testing to  
Prepare for Collecting Survey Data Tip Sheet (OPRE Report No. #2022-276). Washington, DC: Office of Planning,  
Research, and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
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		48		3		Tags->0->0->28		Section D: PDFs containing Images		D2. Figures Alternative text		Passed		Please verify that Alt of "Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation (OPRE) logo." is appropriate for the highlighted element.		Verification result set by user.

		49		3		Tags->0->0->29		Section D: PDFs containing Images		D2. Figures Alternative text		Passed		Please verify that Alt of "Family & Youth Services Bureau (FYSB) logo." is appropriate for the highlighted element.		Verification result set by user.

		50		3		Tags->0->0->30		Section D: PDFs containing Images		D2. Figures Alternative text		Passed		Please verify that Alt of "Mathematica logo with tagline Progress Together." is appropriate for the highlighted element.		Verification result set by user.

		51		3		Tags->0->0->31		Section D: PDFs containing Images		D2. Figures Alternative text		Passed		Please verify that Alt of "Public Strategies logo." is appropriate for the highlighted element.		Verification result set by user.

		52						Section D: PDFs containing Images		D3. Decorative Images		Passed		Paths, XObjects, Form XObjects and Shadings are included in Figures, Formula or Artifacted.		

		53		3		Tags->0->0->28,Tags->0->0->29,Tags->0->0->30,Tags->0->0->31		Section D: PDFs containing Images		D4. Complex Images		Passed		Do complex images have an alternate accessible means of understanding?		Verification result set by user.

		54		3,1,2		Tags->0->0->31->0,Artifacts->1->0,Artifacts->1->0,Artifacts->1->0		Section D: PDFs containing Images		D5. Images of text		Passed		Is this image an image of text? Fail if yes, Pass if no.		Verification result set by user.

		55						Section D: PDFs containing Images		D6. Grouped Images		Passed		No Figures with semantic value only if grouped were detected in this document.		

		56						Section E: PDFs containing Tables		E1. Table tags		Passed		All tables in this document are data tables.		

		57		2		Tags->0->0->10,Tags->0->0->12		Section E: PDFs containing Tables		E2. Table structure vs. visual layout		Passed		Does the table structure in the tag tree match the visual table layout?		Verification result set by user.

		58		2		Tags->0->0->10,Tags->0->0->12		Section E: PDFs containing Tables		E3. Table cells types		Passed		Are all header cells tagged with the TH tag? Are all data cells tagged with the TD tag?		Verification result set by user.

		59						Section E: PDFs containing Tables		E4. Empty header cells		Passed		All table header cells contain content or property set to passed.		

		60		2		Tags->0->0->10,Tags->0->0->12		Section E: PDFs containing Tables		E5. Merged Cells		Passed		Please verify that the highlighted Table does not contain any merged cells.		Verification result set by user.

		61						Section E: PDFs containing Tables		E6. Header scope		Passed		All simple tables define scope for THs		

		62		1		Tags->0->0->0->0->0,Tags->0->0->0->0->1,Tags->0->0->0->0->2,Tags->0->0->0->0->3,Tags->0->0->0->0->4,Tags->0->0->1->0->0,Tags->0->0->1->0->1,Tags->0->0->1->0->2		Section G: PDFs containing Headings		G1. Visual Headings in Heading tags		Passed		The highlighted TextRun is larger than the Mode of the text size in the document and is not within a tag indicating heading. Should this be tagged within a Heading?		Verification result set by user.

		63						Section G: PDFs containing Headings		G1. Visual Headings in Heading tags		Passed		All Visual Headings are tagged as Headings.		

		64						Section G: PDFs containing Headings		G2. Heading levels skipping		Passed		All Headings are nested correctly		

		65		1,3		Tags->0->0->3,Tags->0->0->13,Tags->0->0->21,Tags->0->0->24		Section G: PDFs containing Headings		G3 & G4. Headings mark section of contents		Passed		Is the highlighted heading tag used on text that defines a section of content and if so, does the Heading text accurately describe the sectional content?		Verification result set by user.

		66						Section H: PDFs containing Forms		H5. Tab order		Passed		All pages that contain annotations have tabbing order set to follow the logical structure.		

		67		3		Tags->0->0->14->1		Section I: PDFs containing other common elements		I3. Language for words and phrases		Passed		Unable to find IORGs in the "en" dictionary. Please verify there aren't any missing spaces between words or other formatting issues.		Verification result set by user.

		68		3		Tags->0->0->14->1		Section I: PDFs containing other common elements		I3. Language for words and phrases		Passed		Unable to find FWAs in the "en" dictionary. Please verify there aren't any missing spaces between words or other formatting issues.		Verification result set by user.

		69						Section I: PDFs containing other common elements		I4. Table of Contents		Passed		No Table of Contents (TOCs) were detected in this document.		Verification result set by user.

		70						Section A: All PDFs		A5. Is the document free from content that flashes more than 3 times per second?		Not Applicable		No elements that could cause flicker were detected in this document.		

		71						Section D: PDFs containing Images		D2. Figures Alternative text		Not Applicable		No Formula tags were detected in this document.		

		72						Section E: PDFs containing Tables		E7. Headers/IDs		Not Applicable		No complex tables were detected in this document.		

		73						Section F: PDFs containing Lists		F1. List tags		Not Applicable		No List elements were detected in this document.		

		74						Section F: PDFs containing Lists		F2. List items vs. visual layout		Not Applicable		No list tags were detected in this document		

		75						Section F: PDFs containing Lists		F3. Nested lists		Not Applicable		No list tags were detected in this document		

		76						Section H: PDFs containing Forms		H1. Tagged forms		Not Applicable		No Form Annotations were detected in this document.		

		77						Section H: PDFs containing Forms		H2. Forms tooltips		Not Applicable		No form fields were detected in this document.		

		78						Section H: PDFs containing Forms		H3. Tooltips contain requirements		Not Applicable		No Form Annotations were detected in this document.		

		79						Section H: PDFs containing Forms		H4. Required fields		Not Applicable		No Form Fields were detected in this document.		

		80						Section I: PDFs containing other common elements		I1. Nonstandard glyphs		Not Applicable		No special glyphs detected		

		81						Section I: PDFs containing other common elements		I2. OCR text		Not Applicable		No raster-based images were detected in this document.		

		82						Section I: PDFs containing other common elements		I5. TOC links		Not Applicable		No Table of Contents (TOCs) were detected in this document.		

		83						Section I: PDFs containing other common elements		I6. References and Notes		Not Applicable		No internal links were detected in this document		
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