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ABSTRACT 
 
The benefits of student pretests as an experiential learning 
exercise are discussed with an illustration. Positive results 
were noted from implementation of the suggested method. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Many researchers turn to students to pretest their 
questionnaire instruments and even to obtain actual data for 
their studies. Evaluations of students as surrogates in 
experimental and survey research were discussed 
extensively in Cunningham, Anderson and Murphy [1]; 
Dunne, Lund and Luchsinger [3); and Lamb and Stem [5). 
Those articles focused mainly on the validity of research 
results. There are yet ethical issues related to using students. 
Such as, what can be done to make students also benefit 
(learn from the research? And, how should the students’ 
rights related to participating in the instructor’s research be 
protected? Tybout and Zaltman [6] stated that subjects have 
the same rights as those of the consumer: right to choose, 
right to safety, right to be informed, and right to redress. In 
many cases, if the instructor is sensitive about these issues 
and plans ahead, he or she can build his (her) study into the 
course schedule, and thus minimize ethical problems. 
 
This paper discusses how a questionnaire pretest can be a 
good learning instrument for students while providing the 
instructor with high quality feedback from those students. 
The research/teaching interface method suggested here was 
used successfully at a large mid-western university. The 
procedures for implementation, assessment, and conditions 
under which the method would be most useful are discussed. 
 

BENEFITS OF USING STUDENTS FOR PRETESTING 
 
While pretesting has been highly recommended as a part of 
questionnaire design, it is often under-utilized or conducted 
haphazardly by researchers. A pretest is often conducted 
with subjects not representative of the actual sample (i.e. 
student or housewives). However, student pretesting can 
offer several advantages for both research and instructional 
objectives. Using students is more convenient and less 
expensive than using a subsample of the population. In 
addition, it is usually difficult to obtain a sample of 
respondents from certain populations (i.e. business 
executives). In situations where the population is limited, the 
researcher may not wish to chance losing valuable data by 
pretesting the instrument with his or her limited sample. 
Dillman [2] has suggested using colleagues, subsamples of 
the actual population, or potential “users” of the data for 

pretesting measurement instruments. Students may be 
treated as potential “users” if they are provided with 
adequate knowledge of the relevant research topics and are 
prepared to play the role of “users” such as business 
executives or administrators. Through the experiential 
exercise, students are able to become acquainted with such 
knowledge and information. They may also act as surrogates 
for individuals who might otherwise be considered potential 
“users” of the data or research results. Not only will the 
pretest yield high quality results, but it can also become an 
effective learning instrument in the classroom. An approach 
to maximize benefits of student pretesting, for both the 
researcher as well as to the student is discussed in the next 
section. 
 

TURNING A PRETEST INTO EXPERIENTIAL 
LEARNING 

 
A common practice in getting students to participate in a 
researcher’s study is to pass out questionnaires in a 
classroom with little effort devoted to discussion of the topic 
or content of the study. This practice is often necessary for 
research that requires avoiding potential external biases (i.e. 
experimental research). Unfortunately, in studies where 
these external biases are not very critical, researchers and/or 
instructors often fail to consider how much their students can 
and should learn from the study. Instead of simply handing 
out the researcher’s questionnaire instruments for students to 
complete in a hurry, a better alternative is suggested. The 
method includes three functions: 
 

1) prior discussion or lecture on the topic related to 
the pretest, 

 
2) a scenario or case development to lead students 

into a familiar situation and task, and 
 

3) filling out the questionnaire (in class or outside) 
while playing a role stated in the scenario. 

 
According to Sewall [5], protection of human subjects 
becomes important whenever experiential learning for 
research or classroom instruction is used due to potential 
social and psychological effects. This approach attempts to 
minimize ethical problems. Not only do the students gain 
knowledge, but there is less stress than what might occur if 
students had to respond to questions that they could not 
answer. To protect their right to choose, we suggest making 
it a voluntary assignment for extra credit. Their familiarity 
with the topic, involvement through role-playing, and the 
opportunity to receive extra 
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credit should be significant motivating factors for most 
students to participate and to do a good job on a voluntary 
basis. Furthermore, it would be ideal if the instructor and/or 
researcher plans his (her) research timetable in such a 
manner that the findings are ready to be shared, at least 
briefly or tentatively, with the students by the end of the 
course. 
 

To describe the detailed activities and tasks involved in 
the approach, the following section reports how the method 
was implemented in the spring semester of 1984. 
 

AN ILLUSTRATION 
 
To clarify our previous discussion, an example is provided 
in this section. A pretest was conducted with students taking 
International Marketing in spring 1984 at a large mid-
western state university. One of the authors had drafts of two 
sets of questionnaires to survey firms regarding their use of 
foreign trade zoned in their international logistics systems. 
 
Student pretesting was extremely useful in the present 
situation for a variety of reasons. First, there exist only a 
limited number of foreign trade zone users, therefore the 
population of interest was quite small. Secondly, it is often 
difficult to obtain acceptable response rates from business 
organizations. Therefore, to avoid using up this limited 
population and perhaps losing valuable data, pretesting with 
students appeared quite attractive. 
 
Essentially, three tasks were performed by the students: 1) 
learning about the concept of foreign trade zones as a type of 
facilitating service in international logistics systems; 2) 
playing the role of manager in filling out the questionnaire; 
and, 3) providing detailed feedback on the cover letter as 
well as on the research instrument. 
 
Prior to issuing the questionnaire instruments, the class had a 
brief discussion on foreign trade zone operations and their 
benefits. In addition, students were also given a two-page 
description of a foreign trade zone. Two days later, they 
were issued a packet containing a scenario, a cover letter, the 
questionnaire and a feedback sheet related to the 
questionnaire format and design. Each student received only 
one of the two scenarios. The first scenario described a 
hypothetical company which had been using a foreign trade 
zone, while the second company was considering whether to 
use a zone. Students assumed the role of a distribution 
manager who was asked to participate in this task. They 
were asked to respond to the questionnaire, using the 
information included in the scenario along with the 
previously issued foreign trade zone description handouts. 
Half of the class received the non-user scenario and 
questionnaire; the other half played the role of the manager 
of a zone-using firm. Students worked on this as an extra 
credit assignment outside the classroom, which yielded a 
response process more similar to the actual setting for 
managers. Two days later, 28 out of 32 students returned the 
questionnaire and the feedback sheet on how the instrument 
could be improved. A maximum of thirty possible points 
was allocated to this extra credit assignment. If a student 

only filled out the questionnaire, he or she received no more 
than five points. The feedback sheet and comments were 
worth up to the maximum of 25 points, depending upon their 
extent and depth. 
 
The instruction sheet also stressed what they would learn 
from this assignment. Specifically, they would better 
understand the foreign trade zone operations and their vital 
role in import and export processes. In addition, they would 
become more familiar with activities related to the primary 
data collection procedure used in the area of international 
marketing and logistics. The Questionnaire included 
questions concerning the firm’s characteristics, the 
manager’s attitude toward, and perception and knowledge of 
foreign trade zone operations. The measures consisted of 
categorical scales, five-point semantic differential scales, 
and absolute values (e.g. sales, dutiable inventory). An 
attempt was made to make the scenario sufficiently 
informative for students to respond to the questionnaire with 
knowledge instead of guessing. The two scenarios are shown 
in the appendix. Changes in the questionnaire itself were 
made based on the actual responses as well as on the detailed 
question-by-question feedback provided by the students. 
 

ASSESSMENT OF THE APPROACH 
 
One case is not sufficient for assessing the real value of this 
research/teaching method. However. this approach appeared 
to be successful in this particular situation. Clearly, from the 
authors experience, students who participated in the pretest 
grasped the concept and gained insight about factors 
important to international marketing and logistics decisions. 
It is an interesting and a more “real world” way of learning 
about the business environment. Students are also offered 
the opportunity to begin developing managerial decision 
making skills. At the same time, the researcher obtained very 
fruitful results on how to improve upon the questionnaire, 
both in terms of clarity and content. 
 
Limitations exist, however. The approach is very time 
consuming for the student and for the researcher. First, if 
students have no prior case method experience, they may be 
confused, discouraged and less likely to assist in the 
accomplishment of your goal. In such cases, the researcher 
may need to expose them to the case method prior to 
pretesting. Secondly, the instructor needs to spend extra time 
preparing the necessary information for students to respond 
knowledgeably to the instrument. This involves developing a 
more tailored lecture and writing up realistic scenarios. 
However, the researcher should be careful not to focus only 
on the relevant pieces of information or the task may 
become oversimplified. If this occurs, the task is no longer 
comparable to that of the managers and the role-playing 
exercise loses its original intent and value. Lastly, the 
opportunities for developing decision making skills may be 
lessened and research biases may result. Therefore, the 
greatest difficulty in implementing this approach is 
developing a student pretest that is both useful as a learning 
tool and useful to the researcher in evaluating questionnaire 
design. 



Developments in Business Simulation & Experiential Exercises, Volume 13, 1986 

 237

CONDITIONS WHERE THE APPROACH IS MORE 
APPROPRIATE 

 
Due to the high degree of time and effort involved, this 
approach may have the best results in smaller, upper-
division courses. It may also be more effective when the 
researcher is actually the instructor of the class so that he or 
she can build this assignment into the course schedule more 
naturally and more appropriately. In addition, students 
pretesting may be useful whenever the population of interest 
is limited in size or access and/or associated with lower 
response rates (e.g. business executive). In these situations, 
having students pretest the research instrument may lessen 
the chance of losing valuable respondents and data. 
 

SUMMARY 
 
This paper discussed the benefits of student pretests as an 
experiential learning exercise. The importance of pretesting 
is well documented in the marketing research literature. 
However, it is often conducted with students in a haphazard 
fashion where students do not receive substantial benefits 
from the pretesting experience. If planned properly, student 
pretesting can provide benefits to both researcher and 
student. A discussion and illustration of student pretesting 
was provided. Positive results were noted from 
implementation of this method and situations where student 
pretesting is most useful were indicated. 
 

APPENDIX 
 
Scenario A 
 
You are an international marketing manager for 
Chemscreen, a division of International Chemical 
Corporation. Chemscreen manufactures a line of industrial 
filters used in the chemical industry. Chemscreen’s annual 
sales last year were $22 million. It currently employs 245 
employees. 
 
Most of the filters are manufactured in the U.S. Seventy 
percent of these products are sold in the U.S. while 30% are 
exported to South American countries and Canada. The 
production and materials cost of these filters could be cut by 
15% (after deductions of shipping costs) if Chemscreen 
orders a component from Taiwan. This component is subject 
to a tariff rate of 20% of its imported price. A foreign freight 
forwarder advised you that it might be wise to source the 
component from Taiwan and bring them into the U.S. 
through a foreign trade zone. Its foreign subsidiary in 
Venezuela also felt that the use of an FTZ would simplify 
the customs procedure when the finished goods are 
distributed through South America. So the decision was 
made 3 years ago to use an FTZ in its distribution system. 
Since Chemscreen is a large-scale manufacturer, you 
decided to obtain permission to operate a subzone within the 
company’s plant in Tulsa, Oklahoma. The subzone is 
regarded as a part of the Tulsa FTZ #53. The annual volume 
of raw materials and components that were brought in from 
domestic sources was $1,000,000 and $1,500,000 in 1983 
and 1984 respectively. Meanwhile, $500,000 and $700,000 
worth of components were brought in from Taiwan during 
these last two years. Of all merchandise shipped out of the 
zone to the market, merchandise valued at $1,700,000 are 
shipped to domestic markets compared with $900,000 to 
South America and Canada. 
 
Scenario B 
 
Universal Electronics, Inc. (UEI) is a wholesaler for 
electronic equipment within the U.S. market. Some of the 
products are made domestically while others are imported. 

Its annual sales last year were $15,000,000 and the firm 
employed 178 people. Recently, UEI began to do more light 
assembling and repacking of its imported goods from Japan, 
South Korea, Singapore, and West Germany. The value of 
imports in 1984 was $1,000,000. Meanwhile, it wants to 
bring in some domestic-made products to be packed with 
imported items and distribute them to different customers 
throughout the United States. 
 
The company has been using a bonded warehouse to store its 
imports for several years. This bonded warehouse provides 
excellent warehousing facilities but it does not have enough 
space for any assembly. You, as the distribution manager 
responsible for the import function, are considering whether 
to use an FTZ. There are nearly 100 zones throughout the 
U.S. to choose from if UEI decides to use one. The larger 
markets are concentrated along the East Coast, while most of 
EDI’s imports come in through Los Angeles. 
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