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• Background: why did we start this project?
• The idea: a virtual population
• What was available? And why we needed something new?
• The SurveyLab: what is it?
• Development, preliminary evaluation
• What's next?
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Piloting

Planning Design

Implementation

Data management 
and analysis
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Active involvement in designing sampling strategies and data collection allows
students to experience difficulties and cost of obtaining quality data and the often
neglected importance of proper data management. Seeing data together with the
context they originate from allows for a deeper understanding of strengths and
limitations of the different analysis techniques and a better appreciation of the
strong interdependency between the various phases of a research project, from the
definition of the sampling strategy and sample size calculation until the
interpretation of the analysis results.
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SEMESTER COURSE??
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The idea

•No risk
•No economic cost

•Short lifecycle of ‘surveys’
•The conditions can be 

adapted to the 
teaching needs

•We know the ‘truth”



What si available? 11

https://www.lea
rner.org/wp-
content/interacti
ve/envsci/demo
graphics/demog.
html

• Demography • Ecology
https://virtualbiolo
gylab.org/populatio
n-ecology/

• Pharmacology
https://www.sciencedirect.co
m/science/article/pii/S030048
3X13001856

• Epidemiology
https://islands.smp.uq.edu.au 

https://iopscience.iop.org/arti
cle/10.1088/0031-
9155/59/18/5287

• Biology

The use of virtual populations for 
research and teaching is not new…



What was available? 12

Bulmer M, Haladyn JK. Life on an Island: a Simulated Population to Support Student Projects in Statistics. 
Technology Innovations in Statistics Education;5(1). Available from: https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2q0740hv

https://islands.smp.uq.edu.au

https://islands.smp.uq.edu.au/


What was available? 13

The Islands is amazing… but

• Geographical and contextual aspects not directly evident
• Population characteristics far from LMICs context
• Clinical/physiological variables prevalent
• True population values not directly accessible  
• Non-modifiable population characteristics
• No tools for direct survey costing

Temporal dimension (evolving population)



The SurveyLab 14

The SurveyLab

• easy to use
• integrable in 

current LMSs

• Modifiable 
characteristics

• open standards
• no proprietary 

formats/ 
technologies

• Code available 
for study and 
modifications

• ~ 40 000 individuals
• Realistic, complex enough
• LMIC -relevant

• Client-server 
architecture

• Modular

A simulated human population that can be surveyed and analysed
by students in their research projects. This environment, remotely
accessible through a web interface, will allow students to design
their research project, sample the population according to their
plan, and conduct virtual interviews to collect the data of interest
that they can then analyse and interpret. All this in a reasonable
amount of time, and in a safe and life-like, albeit simplified,
environment.
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AU
Generate virtual 
population

Code backend server
AU

Code InterfaceIT

EvaluateAU

Deploy and testIT
AU

Population 
characteristics

Environment 
characteristics

Interface 
characteristics

Health/Disease 
mapping
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https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/

https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
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https://drive.google.com/file/d
/18EdXEAC7_Wv51vCucYUBysz
CZjmtDTPr/view?usp=sharing

https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/18EdXEAC7_Wv51vCucYUByszCZjmtDTPr/view?usp=sharing
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https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
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https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
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https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
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https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
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https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
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https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
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https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
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https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
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https://surveylab.sun.ac.za/
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• Invite to test 
functionality, accessibility, ability to support students’ learning

• RedCap® form  
Adapted from: Anstey LM, Watson GPL. Rubric for eLearning Tool 
Evaluation. Centre for Teaching and Learning, Western University. 
Available at:  https://teaching.uwo.ca/pdf/elearning/Rubric-for-
eLearning-Tool-Evaluation.pdf.

• In-class exercises
• Assignments

• Focus-group discussion

https://teaching.uwo.ca/pdf/elearning/Rubric-for-eLearning-Tool-Evaluation.pdf


In preparation for a large-scale national study, you have been asked by the
Health Department to provide preliminary data on the prevalence of COPD
among the population 15 years and over, both in towns located in proximity
of a power station and towns with no power stations in their territory. The
request also asks for collecting information about potential confounders
that can affect the comparisons in order to plan adequately for future study.
As this is a preliminary study with a limited budget and a short time frame,
the Department does not require a nationally representative sample, and
you are allowed to select purposely one town with power stations in their
territory and one without. The level of precision requested for the estimates
is ±5%, with a level of significance α = 0.05. From studies in similar
populations we expect a COPD prevalence of about 20%.
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What is next 31

• Hear feedback from evaluation: improve usability
• Finalise tutorials and manuals
• Implement a “lecturer dashboard” (retrieve ‘true” population 

characteristics; modify individual propensities to refusals,…)
• Increase “question pool” and population features (individual and 

contextual)
• Implement individual ‘deep interviews’ (natural language 

interaction; interview context) 
• Introduce dynamic elements in the population 
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