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Big Should My Sample 

Soh Kay Cheng 
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts 

is a question calling for a 
answer. Before it can be 

several questions have 
be answered. Here is a typicalconversation that 

S: What is the most important question you have 
to in your survey? 

R: I amlooking intohow teachersspend their time 
on evaluation-relatedactivities. As for themost 
important question, I believe it isthenumberof 

a spends on an 

exam paper. 

Well then, do you have any idea how many 
hours? 

R: That is exactly what I wish to find out. I knew, 
I wouldn't be conducting this survey,would I? 

Right, but you need to have an 
otherwiseyourquestion about sample sizecan-
not be answered,How about your own experi-
ence? 

Well, spend two to hours.But, I am not 
other teachers spend the same amount of 

time. 


S: Your right, Why not carry out a pilot study 
amongyour 
 to find out the range? 

my 
 I did talk about this. 
Someof usspend as much as five hours prepar-
inga paper. 

S: Good.Yourtwohours and your colleague's five 
hours ranges from 120 to minutes. So,you 
have a range of180 minutes. When w e  divide 
180minutes by six, it gives usa standard 

S: If you can settle for a moregenerous or six 
minute error, afford to have a 
sample with allowing only for two 
minutes, If you two-minute this 


the time for exam 
papers will vary withina 
Is this acceptable to you and to whoever uses 
your finding? 

OK, say I allow myself a two-minute 

S: Good, one morequestion to go before we work 
out your size. 

S: After you have conducted the survey you 
be able to make a about the average 
time on exam papers. 
W e  both know isonly art and you 
m y  be about it; you a risk in 

a isthe of play-
ing games". 


What choicesdo I have? 

S: by convention, in educational we 
take risk of 5% for wrong. More posi-
tively, you have 95%confidencein making that 
statement about time for exam pa-
pers. 

R: What if I need to be confident?Say, 1%? 

If you are with a well-researched 
that is, if there have been many studies 
yours, only 1% risk may be more reason-
able. Otherwise, you fall the "early 

trap" and do injustice to a usefularea of 
research. 1 am not familiar with,your so 

you have to make choice. 

S: Next, let's say you have conducted the survey. 
How much do you allow yourself in your 

In other words, how do you 
want youranswer to be- within a rangeof two, 
four, or eight minutes both ways? 

R: What about two minutes, plus or minus? What 
would this mean for my sample size? 

5: You need a much sample if you are 
to risk. 

R: In this case, since my area of study is rather 
perhaps I should settle for a 

5% risk. After all, this has been the convention, 
too. 

S: Good, now w e are ready to out the sample 
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size you we do that, let m e  can be a problem. Of course, it is 
to over- than under-sample. 

The deviationis30 questions in educational ask 
fox answersand the are in 

The error tolerated is two (or proportions). Then, the is 
both ways. modified 

The risk is which implies a normal 
deviate of Here, p is the proportion of respondents who 

By plugging these three bits of into chose q those who chose these 
the formula, we can calculate the sample size proportions p and q must be from 
now: ousstudiesor a pilot study. E is the error, 

n = = 
in proportion, to be say the 

the proportionof teachers who favour the 
is say, you need teachers for your use of objective tests. The actual phrasing of the 

if youcan randomlypick you were question is "Do you agree that at least three-
to a error,then the sample size quartersof the marksof exam papers should be for 
youneed objective No." Let's further assume 

= 216.09 
that, based on past studies or a pilot study, 65% of 
the teachers sampled are likely to answer and 

And, if you prepared to be even less that we want the result to be so that 
error, thenthesample will benomore than 3% error either way. Then, for 

size is much 95 confidence, the sample will be 

= = = thus: 

As you can see, every time you double the error 971.07 

size, thesample size goes down by fourtimes. More often than not, a survey involves 
Of for a sample size, your estimate of sub-groups.In thiscase,a rule-of-thumb is 

become precise. This is the trade-off in that each must have at least 100 
dents. Then, the questionof size becomesa 

As the above formula example) shows, the number of multiplied 
dependent on three factors, by For instance, if the study has four sub-

standard deviation of the estimate in the of teachers, 
population; the size of error in the to be expert-female and novice-fernale 

and,theconfidencelevel chosen. teachers, then the size for the 
Note that populationsize doesnot come the study as whole is or more. 

This, however, does not that has it that thelargerthe 
nothing to do with sample sizeat the larger the sampleshould But, common 

In when the ismore 5% of a finite sense can be wrong.Thinkof astudy onhow many 
be used noses a typical human being has.Since common 

to reduce the sample size. For instance, if the 864 observation tells us that all beingshaveone 
teachers were to be from a population of, nose, there is no variation (hence, the standard 
say, teachers teachingSecondary the deviation is In case, a sample of one is 
ple size is 14.4%of the population the to answer the research question and it 

should does not the population size 
on Contrary to common sense, the larger 

= 799.44 need takenas the sample. Thisseems to conflict 
Of course, in most cases of educational with need to consider population size in 

the reduction of subjects (or in as suggested earlier. This need 
such a case, not reduce the cost cause, in most a larger allowsfor 

the ofanadditional respondents more variation (hence, standard deviation) 
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and therefore a sample but a 
population ratio. 

This is indeed a long, complex answer to a short 
simple question "How big should my sample 
be?" And, this is not yet the end as w e  have only 
looked at the most straightforward case, the simple 
random For more complicated situations 
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a new MA in Applied Linguistics. This pro-
gramme is being conducted on a part-time basis 
over 2-3 years, during which are 

to complete three compulsory and three 
elective write 
The M A  particularly on the needs of 

teachers and other professionals in the 
language field, and is to provide a bal-
anced coverage of English Language learning and 

as well as Linguistic theory. The pro-
gramme has been designed tocater for a wide range 
of English professionals such as 
inspectors, specialists, mentor teachers, 
teacher trainers and supervisors,heads of depart-
ment, secondary and primary teachers, teachers 
with other qualifications wishing to switch to En-
glish Language teaching, and polytechnic lecturers. 
It a i m s  to enable such professionals to upgrade 
their 
 for advancementin 

MA Applied 

Dr Esther Tan 
School of Education, NIE 

such as a stratified sample, we need to consult 
advanced textson sampling Many 

have been writtenabout sample but 

doesn't seem to be a simple answer to the simple 
question. there are tables and 
graphs to be found in standard that help 

thequestionina simpleway. 

schools or to them to work in other educa-
tional institutions. 
The MA is structured into three sections. 

The first section comprises three compulsory 
courses which provide participants with a back-
groundin and acquisitiontheory 

aswellas 
 of research findings 
in 
 teaching of the English the 
second section, participants two electives 

of a set of five courses related to linguistic 
the 
 section, select an 

additional elective course of particular personal 
interest, the readingsfor which will form the basis 
for the literature review of their 

Candidates are required to complete a thesis of 
between and words in area related 
to the special elective of their choice. Two 
additional courses in research methodology and 
academic writing provide the necessary back-
ground for preparation and writing of the disserta-
tion. 

n 
 1997 The Division of Psychological 
Studies of the School of Education a 

new MA in Applied This pro-
gramme designed to provide knowl-

edge, research insights as well as skills to 
qualified teachers from schoolsand interested indi-
vidualswho have the prerequisitequalificationsto 

in the field of 

I 
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