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Introduction 
 
COMPASS is a longitudinal study (starting in 2012-13) designed to follow a cohort of grade 9 to 12 
students attending a convenience sample of Ontario secondary schools for four years to understand how 
changes in school environment characteristics (policies, programs, built environment) are associated 
with changes in youth health behaviours. COMPASS originated to provide school stakeholders with the 
evidence to guide and evaluate school-based interventions related to obesity, healthy eating, tobacco 
use, alcohol and marijuana use, physical activity, sedentary behaviour, school connectedness, bullying, 
and academic achievement. COMPASS has been designed to facilitate multiple large-scale school-based 
data collections and uses in-class whole-school sampling data collection methods consistent with 
previous research [1-4]. COMPASS also facilitates knowledge transfer and exchange by annually 
providing each participating school with a school-specific feedback report that highlights the school-
specific prevalence for each outcome, comparisons to provincial and national norms or guidelines, and 
provides evidence-based suggestions for school-based interventions (programs and/or policies) designed 
to address the outcomes covered in the feedback report (refer to: www.compass.uwaterloo.ca). 
 
Once schools have been successfully recruited to participate in COMPASS [5], specific data collection 
protocols are followed to ensure that data collections are well-organized in order to minimize school 
burden, meet ethical requirements, and be consistent across all participating schools. This technical 
report explains the student-level data collection procedures from the moment the school has agreed to 
participate in COMPASS until the date the survey is completed.   
 

Online Survey Implementation System (OSIS) 
 
While the school board and school recruitment procedures for the COMPASS baseline sample have been 
described elsewhere [5], it is important to note that during the school recruitment process for 
COMPASS, the COMPASS recruitment coordinator uses the Online Survey Implementation System (OSIS) 
to help guide them through the recruitment process and to store all of the school-specific information 
associated with each school’s data collection procedures. The OSIS tool is hosted on a secure server 
housed at the University of Waterloo accessed only by COMPASS staff. OSIS helps facilitate consistent, 
well-document and well-coordinated school-based data collections, and provides the COMPASS research 
team with valuable qualitative data pertaining to the implementation of each school’s data collection 
protocol. As such, once a school has been recruited for COMPASS, the data collection checklist in OSIS 
provides step by step guidelines for implementing the data collection at the school. The different 
sections detailed in this technical report correspond with the specific chronological tasks in the 
COMPASS OSIS data collection checklist.   

Data Collection Start-Up 

Scheduling a Data Collection Date 
 

Once a school has agreed to participate in COMPASS, the recruitment coordinator makes contact with 
the school administrator responsible for the study coordination (school contact) via phone or email to 

http://www.compass.uwaterloo.ca/
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determine the date the school would like to conduct the study.1  Schools are permitted to select any 
data collection date and time that fits with their school schedule, assuming the COMPASS team has a 
minimum of four weeks’ notice.  Based on our previous research experience with whole-school data 
collections [6-8], four weeks ensures sufficient time to prepare all of the necessary materials, to acquire 
parental consent, and coordinate the data collection procedures for that particular school.      

 

Class List Enrolment Information  
 
After booking a data collection date and time, the COMPASS recruitment coordinator asks the school 
contact for the total school enrolment number and class lists; specifically, teacher name, grade level, and 
class enrolment numbers are required (e.g., Mrs. Smith, grade 9, 25 students). Having total enrolment 
allows for the adequate number of permission materials and questionnaires to be shipped to the school. 
Knowing teacher names and the number of students in each class allows the materials to be 
personalized and pre-packaged with the correct number of questionnaires for each class. The school 
contact can send the information in pre-composed school lists, or can use the COMPASS Class Info 
Template that is provided upon request. 
 

School Welcome Folder 
 
After booking a data collection date, the school contact is mailed a COMPASS Welcome Folder via 
courier. The folder is promoted as an organizational tool for the school contact in order to make their 
involvement in the project as easy as possible. The folder includes a: 
 

• Welcome Letter 
• School Contact Checklist 
• Teacher Letter and Classroom Poster 
• Class Information Template (if needed) 

 

Welcome Letter 
The Welcome Letter begins by thanking the school contact for agreeing to participate in COMPASS, 
explains the purpose of the different items included in the folder, and provides the name and contact 
information of the COMPASS Recruitment Coordinator.   

School Contact Checklist 
The School Contact Checklist provides the school contact with a clear list of tasks and timelines 
associated with participating in COMPASS. The goal is to clearly lay out all of the different processes and 
milestones on one clear timeline so that the data collection process is clearly outlined and described for 
the school contact, resulting in a smooth and consistent data collection experience. For instance, the 
checklist informs the school contact when they should expect shipments of permission materials, when 
the permission materials need to be mailed to parents and when questionnaire bundles will be arriving 

                                                           
1 The school contact is usually a member of the senior administration team (principal or vice-principal), although some schools choose to 
appoint a physical education teacher, a guidance counsellor, or a student success teacher as the school contact. The school contact’s role is to 
communicate with the COMPASS recruitment coordinator and receive all shipments, handle permission materials and relay information to the 
teachers and students at their school.   
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at their school. Each step is associated with a predetermined date that corresponds to their school’s 
data collection date. Dates on this checklist are automatically populated in OSIS as soon as the data 
collection date for the school is determined. This monitoring helps to ensure that there are no 
milestones or tasks that have not been completed according to the appropriate timeline in each 
participating school. 

Teacher Letters and Classroom Posters 
Teacher letters and classroom posters are provided in the Welcome Folder to inform teachers and 
students that the COMPASS study is being conducted at their school.  The school contact is asked to 
distribute these materials to all of the teachers in the school. The teacher letter provides background 
information on the purpose of the study, why the study is important, the benefits of their school 
participating, and what the teacher can expect to have happen in their class on the day of the data 
collection. The classroom poster provides information to students pertaining to the purpose of the 
study, the benefits of participating, what to expect on the day of the survey, and contact information for 
the COMPASS study in case they have additional questions, comments, or concerns. 

Class Information Template 
In rare cases where class enrolment information is not obtained when the data collection date is set, the 
Welcome Folder would also include a Class Information Template. The Class Information Template is a 
simple resource to be completed by the school contact that collects details on the school enrolment 
numbers, class lists, and room numbers required for facilitating the data collection. The COMPASS 
recruitment coordinator contacts the school contact via phone or email within a week of sending the 
Welcome Folder to ensure that the folder has arrived and that the Class Information Template has been 
completed and returned. 
 

Permission Materials 
 
Consistent with the study protocol approved for funding from the Canadian Institutes of Health Research 
(CIHR) and the University of Waterloo Office of Research Ethics, active information passive consent 
permission (referred to as ‘passive consent’) protocols are used for all schools participating in COMPASS. 
Passive consent is a procedure whereby the parent(s) or guardian(s) of an eligible student are mailed an 
information letter about the COMPASS study and are asked to either (a) call the COMPASS recruitment 
coordinator using the 1-800 phone number provided in the information letter, or (b) email the COMPASS 
recruitment coordinator using the COMPASS email address provided in the information letter should 
they not want their child to participate. All eligible students whose parent(s) or guardian(s) do not 
contact the COMPASS team to withdraw their child are deemed eligible to participate. At any time 
during the consent process or during the data collection, an eligible student is allowed to decline to 
participate or withdraw from the study. The appropriateness and ethical considerations of passive 
consent for longitudinal school-based research (consistent with the COMPASS study methodology) have 
been described previously [9-10].  
 
Permission materials are prepared by the COMPASS team at least 4 weeks prior to a school’s data 
collection date and are based on the enrolment numbers provided by the school contact. Permission 
letters are photocopied, stuffed and sealed into pre-paid postage envelopes before being couriered to 
the school contact. The recruitment coordinator’s return mailing address is on the envelopes, should any 
need to be returned.  The school contact is provided with instructions regarding the distribution of the 
letters, timelines for distribution, instructions to affix student/parent address labels to the envelopes, 
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and instructions on when to place them in the mail (parents are required to have the letters at least 10 
days before the survey date to ensure that they have time to read the letter and respond should they 
not want their child to participate in COMPASS).  
 
Voice-relay or syner-voice has become increasingly popular at the secondary school level. This method 
of communication calls all student households with an automated message from the school. As such, 
schools are offered this method of distributing permission information if it is already an established 
communication protocol at their school. In this case, the COMPASS recruitment coordinator provides the 
school contact with a permission script rather than the posted letters. 
 
The COMPASS recruitment coordinator fields all phone calls and emails from parents. Upon receiving 
communication, the coordinator asks for the student’s name, grade and school they attend. This 
information is recorded in OSIS under “record refusal calls”. The form of refusal (phone call, email) and 
date are also recorded here. As a precaution, the recruitment coordinator’s voicemail is set with a 
specific recording to parents who wish to have their son or daughter placed on the no permission list, 
should a call be made before or after working hours. These messages are checked daily and recorded in 
OSIS immediately.  Any letters that are returned to the recruitment coordinator (wrong address, no 
longer at this address) are also recorded in OSIS under refusal calls, as the parents did not have an 
opportunity to read the letter. They are marked as “letter returned” in the form of refusal section in 
OSIS.  All student names added under the “record refusal calls” in OSIS are automatically uploaded onto 
the “no permission list” for the school.  
 

Prepare Questionnaire Bundles 
 
Two days prior to the data collection date, the school contact receives a shipment of questionnaire 
bundles from the COMPASS recruitment coordinator containing the appropriate number of copies of the 
COMPASS questionnaire (Cq) to be completed by eligible students. The shipment includes a “School 
contact questionnaire instructions” letter providing clear directions for effectively distributing the Cqs to 
the classroom teachers and information regarding data collection day.   
 
The school contact is also provided with enough copies of a “Height & Weight Teacher Memo” for each 
teacher. This memo is printed on bright green paper to get teachers’ attention. The letter explains to 
teachers that students in this age group sometimes do not know their actual height and/or weight and 
that the COMPASS team would be very appreciative if they could read a brief paragraph asking students 
to weigh themselves and measure their height the day before the survey. The letter also serves as a 
reminder to teachers that the data collection is taking place. 
 
Questionnaire bundles are provided for each participating class and are distributed to classroom 
teachers before the survey date. Each bundle is addressed to a specific teacher by a “Classroom 
Envelope Form” affixed to the front of the classroom envelope.  On data collection day, teachers will use 
this form to fill out how many students were present during class time, how many completed the Cq and 
record any comments relevant to data collection.  Each questionnaire bundle includes the following: 
 

• Teacher Instruction Questionnaire Letter 
• Classroom Instructions 
• Classroom Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) 
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• No Permission List 
• Questionnaires and Envelopes  

Teacher Instruction Questionnaire Letter 
The Teacher Instruction Questionnaire Letter is a guide to help teachers administer the Cq to eligible 
students in their class. It describes how long students have to complete the Cq, how to answer frequently 
asked questions, when to read out the classroom instructions for completing the Cq, how Cqs are 
distributed to, and collected from eligible students, and how to protect the confidentiality of students 
and their data (e.g., the teacher is not allowed to see any of the student responses on the Cq at any point 
in time or help students answer any questions).  
 
Classroom Instructions 
Before eligible students are allowed to complete the Cq, the teacher is asked to read the aloud the 
classroom instructions that have been provided by COMPASS staff. These instructions describe to 
eligible students why the study is important, why their participation is important, how to appropriately 
complete answers on the Cq, what to do if they do not understand a question, how to withdraw from 
participating at any time, and how the data they provide remain confidential and secure. These 
instructions emphasize the anonymity of all Cq responses and the need for honest, accurate reporting. 
 
Classroom Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) 
The Classroom Frequently Asked Questions document provides teachers with a list of frequently asked 
questions and the appropriate answers. These questions were selected based on our previous research 
experience with whole-school data collections [6-8]. This document helps to ensure that teachers can 
answer some general methodological or process questions about COMPASS without having detailed 
knowledge of the study, research design, or data management.   This document also helps to ensure that 
teachers do not provide inaccurate information/responses to students on questions pertaining 
confidentiality, permission to participate, and data security. 

No Permission List 
Each teacher is provided with a “No Permission List” for the COMPASS study. The list is provided to each 
classroom highlighting the names of all students in the school who are not allowed to participate based 
on parent(s) or guardian(s) withdrawing their child from the study (as described earlier in the section on 
Permission Materials). Instructions associated with this no permission list clearly describe that none of 
the students named on this list are allowed to participate in the study and that they should not receive a 
copy of the Cq.   

Questionnaires and Envelopes 
The bundle for each classroom contains the exact number of Cqs and envelopes for each student with 
permission to participate according to that class’s enrolment list provided by the school. As per the 
COMPASS study protocols designed to protect student confidentiality, the purpose of the envelopes is to 
allow each eligible student to seal his/her completed Cq in a blank envelop so that the survey can be 
handed in anonymously.  
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Immediately Before the School Data Collection 

Confirmation Call 
The day before the scheduled collection date, the COMPASS recruitment coordinator calls or emails the 
school contact. This point of contact serves several purposes:  

• to ensure questionnaire bundles have arrived; 
• to provide the school contact with the name(s) of the COMPASS data collector who will be 

coming to their school to conduct the data collection; and, 
• to inform the school contact that updated “no permission lists” will be faxed or emailed to the 

school should any parents call between the time the bundles were initially prepared and the day 
of the data collection.  

 
During this call, the COMPASS recruitment coordinator asks and answers any final questions about data 
collection day protocols that the school contact may have.  
 

Accessory Materials for the Data Collection Date 
A COMPASS Data Container (CDC) is prepared for all participating COMPASS schools. The CDC 
accompanies the COMPASS data collector to the school on the data collection day and contains school 
specific information and extra materials should the data collector need them on collection day. The CDC 
includes: the school Information form, the list of participating classes, the “No Permission” list, the Data 
Collection Feedback Form, 50 extra Cqs, 50 extra Cq envelopes, 5-10 extra frequently asked questions 
pages, and 5-10 extra teacher instruction pages.  
 
The school information form provides the data collector with the school contact’s name and school 
specific information. A list of participating classes is also provided to ensure that the data collector 
knows how many classroom questionnaire bundles should be returned to them before leaving the 
school. This list is automatically generated in OSIS from the original class list information the school 
contact provided. Although each teacher is already provided with a copy of the “No permission list” the 
data collector has a copy for their records.  
 
Data collectors are asked to complete the data collection feedback form. This form is used to make 
notes relevant to the data collection; for example if there was high absenteeism on data collection date, 
if the school had any comments about COMPASS, and generally the data collector’s overall feeling about 
the collection. This information is collected to ensure that all protocols were followed as planned and so 
the recruitment coordinator can follow up with the school if needed. Usually no immediate follow-up is 
necessary, but if a data collector has noted, for example, that one class did not complete the survey at 
the proposed time but would complete it later in the week, the recruitment coordinator would know to 
follow up with the school contact to ensure the questionnaires were completed and the bundle was 
mailed back to them.  
 
While questionnaire bundles are prepared to reflect the exact number of eligible participating students 
based on enrolment lists, additional questionnaires and student envelopes are made available in case 
extras are needed. This may occur due to a counting error, a teacher misplacing their bundle, or in times 
when eligible students on spare periods decide to complete the survey. Extra copies of all the printed 
materials found in the questionnaire bundle are provided for these reasons.  
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Procedures on the day of the Data Collection Day at the School  

Questionnaire administration 
 
The COMPASS data collector arrives at the school approximately 30 minutes prior to the start of the data 
collection and meets with the school contact. He/she confirms that all teachers have received their 
questionnaire bundles and updated “No permission lists” (if applicable). The data collector asks the 
school contact to make an announcement before the data collection begins, if this has not already been 
done. Teachers administer the Cqs in their classrooms following all directions that were provided to 
them in the classroom instructions included in their classroom questionnaire bundle. Once students in a 
classroom have completed their Cqs and sealed them in their individual envelopes, the entire class’s 
individual envelopes are collected by one student (selected by the teacher prior to starting the survey) 
and sealed in a larger classroom envelope. That student then returns his/her classroom envelope to the 
school office where they are picked up by the data collector. This process helps to maintain student 
confidentiality while also allowing the COMPASS data collector to record which classes have completed 
their data collection. As classroom bundles are brought to the office, the data collector checks off the 
classroom teacher’s name to ensure that all bundles return. Should there be any missing class bundles 
after the allocated 40 minutes, the school contact is asked to contact that class, by PA, phone or in 
person to pick up the remaining bundle or have them brought to the data collector. All classroom 
bundles are put back into the original boxes used initially to ship them for return to the University of 
Waterloo for processing.  
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