
Figuring out Data Keys
 A training seminar by Tate U. 

You’re gonna wanna look at this sheet: https://bit.ly/423kn6b



Who? - Researchers working on the research, data analysts interpreting the data, 
other researchers who wish to repeat our studies. Not participants or journals. 

What? - A document that decodes both the data sheet (csv, Excel sheet) and the 
data engine (Google Forms, Qualtrics). Links concepts in research to 
operationalization through questions to measurable data in the form of 
columns and rows.

When? - The earlier the better. A researcher who developed the question and 
experimental design, then goes on to do analysis on the data and can use infuse 
intuition. This can be made up for later on, however, and is likely the case for 
undergrads (🫵) who aren’t building research experiments from the ground up.  

Where? - Typically a pdf, sometimes an excel/sheets file. Keep it on a cloud 
where the newest version is always accessible to everyone conducting research 



But why?



How do we know that 
variable x, FirstGen, is 
categorical and not 
ordinal/ratio? 

How do we know that 
variable y, 
clim_belong_Q73_1, 
measured students’ self 
reported level of support? 

How can we tell that the 
scale of variable y, 
clim_belong_Q73_1, is 
0-100?

Jumpscare next page…



What does 
ovrltrans_Q81_4 
ask participants?

What does a 
value of ‘4’ tell 
us about that 
answer choice?

If consent_Q133 
measures 
consent, is 1 a 
yes or a no?





How do we know that 
these questions give us 
meaningful data by 
analyzing frequency? 

This statistical analysis is 
asking: what percentage 
of transfer students at 
UCSB stayed more than 
two years because it 
would enhance their 
academic experience?







Variables organized in order of occurrence in survey on Qualtrics**. Label name includes uniformed shorthand 
for question area (for instance if 5 questions come from a validated prior measure). Why are there decimals?

Get a load of this sheet: https://bit.ly/423kn6b



<- Shorthand + q #

<- Q area, usually separated by measure / assessments

Although this is 1 
question on 
Qualtrics, the csv 
it spits out 
separates 
columns by each 
data value given 
per option (on this 
question design, 
others vary)

Jumpscare next page…



An exported SPSS file (.sav) reveals that qualtrics has split them into csv’s

We must then as the data 
key makers intuit that it 
would be useful to know 
what proportion of a 
population had independent 
vs interdependent 
motivations

Even more usefully, each 
question asks about a more 
focused area. Key insights 
that could reveal theorized 
differences w/ specific 
populations/identities

Note: Qualtrics exports .sav files’ decimals as underscores, but not its .csv’s for R etc. This is 
why for the TSC I would only use .csv files exported from SPSS, which contained underscores



motiv_Q5.1

motiv_Q5.2

motiv_Q5.3

motiv_Q5.4

motiv_Q5.5

Student
view



Anecdotal Use of Data Key - We can answer questions w/ data analysis software and a data key!

● 5th grade conclusions WPA project group wants to know if Know Definition:Claim/Conclusion 
predicts Recognize Claim and Data Relationship (Conclusion is a C supported by D)

○ These are variables that are assessed on some or all of our 5th grade assessments (5)
■ Which assessments are they on?
■ Which questions measure each variable

○ Choose method of analysis - what is the question? (focus is better than broad sweeps)
■ Because we have multiple instances (repeated measures) we can determine 

which ability (each question assesses 1 or more skills) develops earlier (suggests 
directionality).

■ Student performance is variable so we can determine if these skills are closely 
correlated (& conduct path analysis which can also suggest directionality) on avg.

■ We can even simplify the question - Do SciTrek (module) interventions show 
significant improvement in any or all of these skills and which are more useful?

● If higher order skill assessment questions are rarely achievable by the 
population does this suggest a deficit or a barrier or possibly a necessary but 
unknown third variable that impacts wholistic ability to form conclusions?



Is this art?


