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THINKING CRITICALLY 

Probability Sampling 

Why This Course is Important 

 After completing this course, you will: 

• Be more familiar with sampling terminology. 
• Be able to understand sources of error associated with sampling. 
• Know how to specify survey objectives to select a sample design. 
• Understand the use of weights. 
• Be able to identify sources of error associated with surveys. 
• Know how to convey the results of probability sampling. 

Participants in this course learn the differences between probability and 
nonprobability samples and why you would choose a probability sample to collect 
and analyze engagement data. Discussion on the specific types of probability 
samples, including simple random sampling, stratified random sampling, and 
cluster sampling, provide the participant with a variety of examples from GAO 
products.   

Course participants will learn how sample size, precision, and confidence interact 
in probability sampling.  For example, they will learn the factors that affect the 
size of the sample and how higher levels of precision require larger sample sizes.  
These concepts are discussed using both performance and financial audit 
examples. 

Participants will also learn how sample weights are used to take into account 
different chances of selection and to make sure that, when aggregating the 
sample data together, they properly reflect the population from which they were 
sampled.  Finally, sampling and nonsampling errors are discussed. 

 

Questions to Ask the Learner 
after Class 

 How does probability 
sampling fit into GAO’s work 
and when should we 
consider conducting it? 

 Why might it make sense to 
use probability sampling?  
What would be the 
population?  What attributes 
of a population would be 
selected?  

 What limitations might we 
face if we conducted such 
analyses? 

 

Sampling can be a powerful tool for 
estimating the characteristics of a 
population.  Well designed 
probability samples give analysts 
the ability to gather information from 
relatively few members of a 
population and accurately 
generalize the results to the entire 
population. 

 

The Knowledge and Skills This Course Covers 

For more information, contact Training at 
training@gao.gov.  

_____________________________________________United States Government Accountability Office 
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GAO Learning Center ⋅ Probability Sampling   

This course is designed to provide an overview of probability 
sampling, a commonly used approach that allows us to 
generalize from a sample to a large population. The course 
addresses the GAO competency of critical thinking. The course 
can be delivered in a team-dedicated format or open 
enrollment. 

Open to all who wish to learn about the principles and 
practices of probability sampling, and to understand when it is 
appropriate. 

None 

None 

 

Non-Probability Sampling, Commonly Used Statistical Tests 

 

After completing this course, you will: 

• Be more familiar with sampling terminology. 

• Be able to discuss pros and cons of sample designs. 

• Know how to specify survey objectives to select a sample 
design. 

• Understand the use of weights. 

• Be able to identify sources of error associated with surveys. 

• Know how to convey the results of probability sampling. 

 
Thinking Critically 

Classroom 

2 hours 

2 (1 government-related) 

 

Probability Sampling 
(COAN904) 

Who Should Enroll 

Prerequisite 

Advanced 
Preparation 

Recommended 
Related Courses 

Course Objectives 

Competencies 

Instructional Method 

Length 

CPE Credits 



 

 
 
 
 

GAO Learning Center ⋅ Probability Sampling   

Linda Hawkins, (202) 512-3094 

The first business day after the class ends, participants will 
receive an electronic evaluation. The first question on the 
evaluation asks whether or not the participant attended and 
completed the entire course. Marking “yes” and going on to 
complete the course evaluation will automatically update 
training records to reflect completion data and CPE credit.  
Note: Participants must attend and participate in the entire 
class to be eligible for CPE credit. 
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Appendix 1 Confidence Intervals Example 
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The following graph shows 60 confidence intervals from 60 
different samples of the same size from the same population. 

“E” denotes the sample estimate from each sample.  It varies 
from one sample to another. 

“P” denotes the population value.  It is in bold if the confidence 
interval does not contain the population value. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Confidence Interval 
Graph 
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