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1Getting Ready

Why is this Toolkit needed?

The Partnership for Kentucky Schools has a firm, long-
standing commitment to increasing the student voice in
school improvement.  This is a Toolkit for you, if you are in a
school community, share the Partnership’s vision, and have
these interests:

• You want to listen actively to students.
• You want to engage students as responsible learners.
• You want to involve students directly in the decisions that

impact their learning environment.

Educators who use this Toolkit to listen carefully to students
can use the results to improve teaching and learning.

Who should be interested in this Toolkit?

• School superintendents and members of school boards
and school councils

• Principals, teachers, guidance counselors, and other
school administrators

• Parents, business and community leaders, and students

This Toolkit is written with educators in mind.  While others
— parents, business leaders, or students themselves — may
use the Toolkit, the instructions presume that educators are
initiating this work.

I.  Getting Ready

A.  Read This First

It has taken us a while to realize that we have been expecting schools to improve
without ever listening to students talk about how they are experiencing school.
Students have essential insights into tough questions about how to strengthen
teaching and learning.  It’s time we made them full partners in figuring out what
works and what doesn’t.

Dr. Carolyn Witt Jones, Director
Partnership for Kentucky Schools
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What does this Toolkit offer?

The Turn Up the Volume Toolkit describes an inquiry method
you can use to talk with students and listen to their
experiences with school and learning.  The Toolkit includes
these features:

• A detailed guide to planning and carrying out high-
quality focus group research on the student experience

• Ready-to-use samples of forms, letters, meeting agendas,
interview questions, and much more, which will help you
conduct student focus group research

• Real-life examples and tips from school-community
groups in Kentucky that have conducted their own
research with students on a variety of topics

Why is it useful to talk with students?

• Students can disclose invaluable information on all
aspects of their school experience and suggest ways to
increase the effectiveness of specific teaching and
learning strategies.

• Students, particularly those in high school, yearn for
respect but feel it is in short supply at school.  Listening
thoughtfully and carefully to students offers them this
highly sought respect.

• Talking with students promotes everyone’s understanding
that students are responsible partners in their own
learning.

• Offering opportunities for students to talk about school
and learning can lead to early identification of troubling
situations and set in motion changes that prevent or
mitigate problems in a timely way.

How do student inquiry efforts fit with overall academic
performance goals?

• Results from student-based research can show educators
how to improve curriculum and instruction.

• Talking with students can inform a school’s Consolidated
Plan by revealing what is working and what might require
modification.

• Students can work as researchers and facilitators, which
provides them with valuable critical thinking, leadership,
communication, and analytical skills.
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What else does student inquiry offer school communities?

• Educators can strengthen their own inquiry skills, which
can then strengthen many areas of instruction.

• Focus group research can be adapted for uses with other
important groups, such as educators, parents, and
community members.

What conditions would make student inquiry efforts most
successful?

• Strong and steady support from the district’s leaders
• Plenty of time to carry out the research
• Appropriate timing
• Ample resources
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B.  Introduction to Focus Groups

“When I die, I want to
come back with real
power. I want to come
back as a member of a
focus group.”

— Media guru Roger Ailes

Imagine someone offered your school community a new tool
that would allow you see how students experience school.
Almost as if you could x-ray their thoughts, you would be
able to see how students feel and think about every aspect of
their lives at school.  This powerful tool would tell you how to
make changes in your school climate and curriculum to
improve student success and empower learners.

Would you want such a fantastic tool?  Most of us would.
Even though the tool we offer in this Toolkit — focus group
research — does not make all the needed strategic changes
for us, it provides invaluable information and makes decision
making easier and more reliable.

Focus groups are a form of inquiry or research.  They
produce information that school boards, administrators,
educators, parents, students, and businesspeople can use to
improve student achievement.  Although not a mechanical or
physical tool, focus groups, when carefully planned and
carried out, offer a powerful means of finding out how all
types of stakeholders think and feel about questions that may
now seem unanswerable.  Even better, every school
community in Kentucky and in the United States has the
natural talent, skill, and equipment necessary to carry out
successful, reliable focus group research.

You can gain a wealth of information using natural curiosity,
a willingness to listen, and basic organizing skills.  The trick
is to understand what focus groups can do and then carry
out each step in the process with care.  Strong and steady
support from your district’s leaders, plenty of time, good
timing, and ample resources will also help lead you on the
path to success.

The learning opportunities for understanding students’
experiences are significant:

• Discover why new curriculum approaches included in
your Consolidated Plan are working or failing to work
with particular groups of students.
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• Learn what holds students back from full commitment to
academic excellence in a particular school, and what
changes would make a difference.

• Listen to students as they discuss the reasons behind
lagging school spirit and offer ways to remedy the
problem.

• Hear what students consider good teaching and bad
teaching, and how both types of teaching affect their
performance in school.

• Learn about students’ responses to certain changes in
school rules or disciplinary procedures and the impact
these changes have on school climate.

• Discover how students feel about school safety and what
measures would make them feel safer.

• Explore options for students to become more involved in
school activities or functions.

• Learn how to improve relationships between teachers and
students or administrators and students.

Focus groups originated among people who viewed
gathering authentic information as a means of learning how
to help a political candidate or a commercial product thrive.
Most political campaigns and many manufacturers and
service companies today depend on the practical, accurate
insights of focus groups for survival.  From these businesslike
beginnings, focus group use has spread throughout the
world of human services and education.

During a focus group scientifically selected participants
discuss carefully crafted questions about topics that matter to
them.  Researchers ask the same set of questions to several
different small groups and make tape recordings of the
conversations.  Researchers then analyze each group’s
answers to each question, looking for similarities,
differences, and themes in the responses.  Often the research
team produces written transcripts of each focus group
session to make the analysis easier.  After researchers have
developed an understanding of the patterns and themes
related to each question and to the overall topic of the

“I can see us using focus
groups to learn more
from students about
how to improve our
curriculum and how to
improve CATS
(Commonwealth
Accountability Testing
System) performance.”
  — Tom Welch, Principal

 East Jessamine High School
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research, they produce a concise written report.  Typically
that report will include anonymous quotes from participants
that help make the main points in the research clearer and
more meaningful.

Focus groups provide you with information you can’t get in
any other way.  As stated earlier, the focus group process is
not mysterious and requires no specialized expertise.
Successfully conducting focus groups and getting the most
from your participants does require considerable time and
effort, however.  It also requires faithfully carrying out a
somewhat lengthy set of steps.

The remainder of this Toolkit will make it possible for you to
understand and carry out these steps.  The more you do
focus groups, the better you will become at managing the
“design/act/analyze and report” sequence of activities we
present on pages 13 and 14.  In addition, the more you use
focus groups, the more you will become convinced of the
power this inquiry tool wields.  We hope you find this first
section of the Toolkit insightful — as well as exciting — as
you begin your learning.

“We need to understand
the connection between
school climate and
school safety.  We
KNOW there is a
connection, but we need
to hear students talk
about it.  We need
evidence, and we need
ideas.”

    — Superintendent
Linda France, Jessamine

County Schools
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The materials in this Toolkit will help you learn to use focus
group research methods to improve outcomes for students.
The Toolkit is based primarily on the experiences of the
Jessamine County Public Schools (Nicholasville and
Wilmore, Kentucky), and, more recently, on the experiences
of five Fayette County public schools (Lexington, Kentucky).
These instructions also incorporate lessons from our many
years of focus group research with students, educators, and
other groups.  The materials include many tools that you
may use or modify to conduct this powerful inquiry process.

We encourage you to send us any newfound knowledge,
experiences, or suggestions as we continue to refine this
Toolkit to meet the needs of school communities.  (Call the
Partnership at 859-455-9595 or e-mail Carolyn Witt Jones
at cwjones@pfks.org.  See the Acknowledgments and Access
page for full contact information.)

The Jessamine County Story

In the spring of 1998, educators at the Jessamine County
Public Schools in Kentucky learned about a research effort
that uncovered how a sample of middle school and high
school students were really experiencing their schools.  The
Partnership for Kentucky Schools had just completed the
study, entitled Students Speak: How Kentucky Middle and
High School Students View School, which involved two
middle schools and two high schools in Kentucky.

Jessamine County educators told Dr. Carolyn Witt Jones,
Director of the Partnership, that they wanted to know more
about the research.  Carolyn met with them and declared,
“You can do even more than learn about it.  You can
replicate it and learn how to do it from now on in Jessamine
County.”

We fast forward a few months to September, 1998, after
Jessamine County’s installation of its new Superintendent of
Schools, Linda France, an expert on curriculum and on how
students learn.  Linda and the principal of the county’s newly
opened East Jessamine High School, Tom Welch, asked

C.  Background: Behind the Toolkit
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Carolyn to come back to Jessamine County for a
conversation about how to conduct research on the student
experience in their district.

Carolyn brought along her longtime colleagues Steve Kay
and Rona Roberts, from the research and development firm
Roberts & Kay, Inc. in Lexington, Kentucky.  Steve and Rona
had conducted the Students Speak study, as well as a
number of other qualitative studies for the Partnership,
beginning in 1991.

In that first meeting, Superintendent France described a
pressing need.  During the summer of 1998, in response to
devastating school shootings in Kentucky and around the
country, a school-community committee had met in
Jessamine County to make recommendations to the school
board about policies to improve school safety.  The
committee had completed its work and had forwarded its
recommendations, but no one knew how students would
respond to the suggested policy changes.

Linda wanted the board to have the benefit of student views
on the proposed policies.  She also wanted to know more
about students’ views regarding the climate in which they
were learning, since she views school climate and school
safety as closely interwoven.  In addition, Linda wanted the
information on climate because it would help Jessamine
County Schools move forward on its long-term commitment
to sustaining a welcoming, inviting climate for students,
educators, and members of the community.

Principal Tom Welch expressed an additional interest.  He
wanted students at East Jessamine High School to learn
highly useful life skills as part of their regular school work.
Tom had heard that students themselves could learn to
conduct the kind of focus groups that formed the basis for
the Students Speak research.  Tom wanted East Jessamine
High students to be central players in carrying out research
on school safety and school climate.

Researchers Steve Kay and Rona Roberts had just finished
teaching an intensive course on focus groups and qualitative
research to 40 rising high school seniors at Kentucky’s 1998
Governor’s Scholars Program.  They told Linda, Tom, and
Carolyn that they thought a qualitative study of school

“Our students can do
anything.  They are
going to be really good
at this.”

 — Tom Welch, Principal
 East Jessamine High School



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

9Getting Ready

climate and school safety would be productive, and they
believed high school students could learn to facilitate the
focus groups that would serve as the main research method
for the study.

Carolyn said that the Partnership would be interested in co-
sponsoring the research effort if the Jessamine County school
community would be willing for its experiences to serve as
the basis for teaching other school communities in Kentucky
and elsewhere to carry out similar research.  All present
agreed: This research opportunity could bring benefits to
many people at once.  So, they took the plunge.  The
experiences of Jessamine County and lessons learned from
that effort appear in countless examples throughout this
Toolkit and serve as a testimonial that student-based focus
group research can be done.

This second edition of the Turn Up the Volume Toolkit now
includes stories and examples from the 1999-2000 Fayette
County Public Schools focus group effort and the 1999-
2000 Jessamine County Public Schools focus group effort.
For a list of Kentucky schools that had conducted student-
based focus groups as of Spring, 2001 (and their research
topics) please see Appendix C on page 168.
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In Jessamine County, educators and administrators were
faced with an immediate issue that affected the entire district.
Under the strong leadership of the superintendent of
Jessamine County Schools, Linda France, focus groups took
place in every school in the district and informed the decision
of the Jessamine County school board.  This kind of district-
wide effort isn’t the only path that can lead to student focus
groups, though.  Here are some other reasons real people
and real schools conduct student focus group research.

Focus groups in individual schools

• Leaders in a middle school building learn that African
American student performance, compared with that of
Caucasian students, worsens with each year of middle
school.  Leaders want to get student insights into the
reasons for this achievement divide, and want to invite
students to brainstorm about strategies for working on the
problem in ways that students will enjoy and find useful.

• Students in a low-performing high school typically
perform much better on assessments related to language
arts than those involving math subjects.  School leaders
decide to involve students in focus groups to understand
more about what goes on in both language arts and
math classrooms, and what students suggest about
improvement.

Focus groups in a cluster of schools

• Parents of elementary students in a growing suburban
school district object strenuously to the overcrowding
their children experience, but disagree on ways to
address it.  School board members decide to listen to
randomly sampled groups of children in different
elementary schools to learn what they think about their
present conditions, and what matters most to them as
they imagine new school buildings.  School board
members also decide to engage randomly sampled
parents in a series of focus groups on similar questions to
broaden the information available to the board and

D.  Reasons Real People and Real Schools Produce Student
      Focus Groups
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avoid the tendency to yield to the most effective, largest
pressure group.

• Students in two high schools within a district have grown
increasingly intense in their support for their schools,
which are locked in a classic sports rivalry.   Parents and
educational leaders concerned about the potential for
real violence decide to conduct focus groups with
students from each school to involve students in
developing ways to maintain excellent school spirit
without crossing the line into dangerous behaviors.

We presume one of these paths — individual school effort,
cluster of schools effort, or district-wide effort — will apply to
you.  We also presume that your focus group effort will have
the support of the school board, the superintendent or
someone else from your district’s central office, or perhaps
all of the above.  The support of principals is also essential
to the success of student focus groups, particularly because
of the extensive amount of time involved.
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Okay, you’re ready.  You’ve read these introductory
materials and talked with other educators and school
leaders. Your school community has decided to wade into
the wonderful world of focus group research.  You know
what focus groups are and you know what they can do.  But
how do you actually do focus group research?

This Toolkit will guide you step-by-step through all of the
discussions, decisions, plans, and actions necessary for your
school community to carry out focus group research.  When
we say “school community” we mean anyone and everyone
who interacts with schools — students, educators, other staff,
parents, employers who hire graduates, and community
members.  Yet within this inclusive term, we expect educators
to be the primary organizers of student focus group research.

We have organized the remainder of this Toolkit according
to the responsibilities of the work team members.  These are
the carefully chosen, dedicated people from the school
community who will be the key to your focus group success.
We presume most of the work team members will be
educators and students.  We hope you will involve school
staff and people from the community in appropriate ways as
well.

The list below is long, but every item on it, and more, is
described in detail in later sections.  In general, the steps are
the same for an effort in an individual school, a cluster of
schools, or an entire district.  Regardless of your exact time
frame, you should follow this sequence of steps as closely as
possible.  You will find key elements of the sequence in the
timetable presented on pages 15 and 16.

E.  Preview of the Focus Group Blueprint
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A. Design

1. Identify your research topic.
2. Form a work team.
3. Designate a project manager.
4. Draft a rough timetable.  Schedule work team

meetings and draft agendas.
5. Clarify the aims of the research and draft research

questions.
6. Make decisions about focus group structure.
7. Identify the types of students to recruit for each

group.
8. Make decisions about the logistics of the

recruitment.
9. Draft and revise interview questions.
10. Make decisions about focus group facilitation.
11. Plan facilitator training.
12. Make decisions about facilitator logistics.
13. Make decisions about site management.
14. Make decisions about focus group recording and

analysis.
15. Plan your next steps.

B. Act

1. Form a logistics team.
2. Clarify the responsibilities for each logistics team

member.
3. Draw a random sample.
4. Recruit student participants.
5. Train, prepare, and manage facilitators.
6. Run your pilot group(s).
7. Collect permission forms and confirm student

participation.
8. Complete logistics planning.
9. Conduct your focus groups.

C. Analyze and Report

1. Form an analysis team.
2. Produce a record of the focus groups and draft

notes.
3. Hold a facilitator debriefing session.
4. Analyze the focus groups.
5. Prepare a report.

1.  Sequence of the
“Focus Group
Blueprint”
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6. Reconvene the entire original work team.
7. Release the report
8. Hold a final work team meeting.
9. Put the results to work.

Yes, there are a lot of steps, although no one step is
particularly difficult.  The greatest challenge for most
educators is the amount of time required to complete each
step in a way that produces high-quality results.  The next few
pages present a sample timetable and individual time
estimates for a student-based focus group effort.  This
information will help you decide if you have the necessary
time and resources to devote to this kind of effort.

If you have decided you would prefer a simpler way to turn
up the volume on the student voice in your school, we
present two alternative approaches to listening to students in
Appendix A, page 153.  We encourage you to boost student
engagement by trying all three methods, but if your school
needs to begin with Option 1 or 2, go for it.  If you decide
later to conduct focus group research with students, the
detailed instructions here will help, as will the real-life
learning of school communities that have conducted this type
of research and lived to tell all about it.

a. Timetable

Typically, it is ideal to have at least three months —
preferably four — from the first consideration of focus
groups until the final report is presented.  Two months is
tight, and less than two months, particularly if you are
new to the work, is an unwise time frame.  The next two
pages present an example of a workable timetable for a
focus group effort, which incorporates most of the steps
presented above.  This example would fit particularly well
within a school year, with planning beginning in the fall
and work completed before the testing season begins.
The starred dates indicate work team or committee
meetings.

2. Timetable and time
estimates
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b. Work team time estimates

It is difficult to estimate how much time any one person
will spend completing focus group work, since it largely
depends on what the goals of the research are and how
a work team divides responsibilities.  Here are some
rough rules of thumb that may be useful:

For the research design stage:

This phase usually involves most or all members of the
work team.  During the design stage, the work team
needs to meet at least three times, for at least two hours
each time.  In addition, most members of the work team
may carry out some duties between meetings, amounting
to perhaps five hours total per person.

For those who manage logistics:

On average, each member of an active logistics team for
one specific school should plan on attending at least
three one-hour meetings, plus carrying out six additional
hours of work per person.

For facilitation management:

Facilitator trainers will need to spend about three hours
planning a facilitator training, three hours conducting it,
two hours or more in facilitator practice sessions, and
30 - 90 minutes debriefing each pilot group or focus
group that takes place.  In addition, at least one of the
facilitator trainers will produce a facilitators’ guide, which
will take an estimated five hours, using the example
provided with this Toolkit as a base.

For transcription::

It typically takes 4 to 4.5 hours to transcribe each hour of
focus group conversation.

For analysis:

At least three or four people need to work together to
carry out the analysis once the focus groups are
complete.  The number of people can be much greater,
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depending on the size and complexity of the research
effort.  Usually each member of the core analysis group
will spend 15 - 20 hours attending at least two team
meetings, listening to tapes or reading transcripts,
identifying quotes, and determining main themes and
supporting evidence.

For report writing and presentation:

One person may be able to write the report, depending
on how the analysis is done, and how familiar the
designated writer is with all parts of the research.  In most
cases, the report will take 20 - 30 hours writing time.
That amount of time will allow the writer to produce a
succinct (10 - 15 page) report that is well-documented
with verbatim quotes.  Larger projects with more groups,
more grade levels, more research questions, or more
complexity may take longer.

This section has presented focus group basics as an
introduction for those who are not familiar with the
fundamental steps.  If you want to learn more about focus
group research and how this approach might fit with your
own research purposes, see Appendix B, page 161.  If you
want to do some research and learning about focus groups
or other student research efforts, see the learning resources
in the Annotated Bibliography, page 197.

“No, we really didn’t
know all that was
involved when we
started out to do focus
groups on school
climate and school
safety.  And yes, we will
do it again.  We expect
this kind of inquiry to
become a way of life in
Jessamine County
Schools. The quality and
depth of the results
makes it very much
worth the effort.”
   — Superintendent Linda

France, Jessamine County
Schools
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The information found in the Turn Up the Volume Toolkit will
make it possible for you to carry out high-quality student-
based focus group research from start to finish.  Here’s a
glimpse of some of the most important elements you will
encounter as you work your way through this Toolkit:

• Our primary recommendations for the best way to carry
out a particular step, along with some possible
alternative approaches

• The “essential tools” of student focus group research —
these tools are the key to a successful research effort.
Give them careful consideration during the designing
and planning stage, as well as in the action and analysis
stages.  All of the essential tools are indicated by this
icon:

• Lots and lots of samples, templates, and models that you
can use or modify

• Real-life examples, lessons, and advice from school
communities that have conducted their own student focus
groups

For the most part, the instructions in the Toolkit are the same
for all school levels and all kinds of efforts, whether you are
conducting focus groups in an individual school, in a cluster
of schools, or throughout your entire district.  Separate
instructions or suggestions for groups conducting efforts in a
cluster of schools or in an entire district will appear from time
to time, however, and will be indicated by this
icon:

In addition to the elements described above, the Toolkit has
several appendices that contain a lot of great supplementary
information about particular steps in the focus group

F.  The Nuts & Bolts of this Toolkit
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process.  Be sure to check out Appendix A, page 153 which
contains two optional methods you may want to use for
talking with students.

Last but not least, the Index, which begins on page 204, will
help you become better acquainted with the contents of the
Toolkit.
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Your very first step in conducting focus group research is to
identify what you want to find out.  (We presume you’ve
already decided where you want to concentrate your effort
— in an individual school, in a cluster of schools, or in an
entire district.)  Suggestions for your focus group topic can
come from the school board or site-based council, the
superintendent, your consolidated plan, school
administrators, teachers, students, or parents.  In Jessamine
County, for example, Superintendent Linda France wanted to
find out how students felt and thought about their schools’
learning climate and about the possibility of having a
uniformed safety officer in every school building.
Superintendent France wanted this information as one source
for helping the school board decide how to respond to a
recommendation from a school-community task force
regarding school safety measures.  The task force had
recommended that the school board place a uniformed
safety officer in each school.  Before implementing such a
measure, Superintendent France wanted to learn the views of
those who would be most directly affected — the students.

When considering a topic, bear in mind how you might use
the results.  In Jessamine County, Superintendent France
intended to use the focus group results to provide additional
information to school board members as they considered
ways to improve school safety.  (See Appendix C, page 168
for a list of all focus group topics addressed by students in
Kentucky.)

The key to your focus group success is to form a
carefully constructed group of dedicated
individuals from the school community.  These

individuals will make all the crucial decisions and carry out
the necessary steps and actions for your research effort.  The
work team will also provide the critical local knowledge and
custom tailoring necessary to adapt the information
presented in this Toolkit to your own school community.  For
the work team, you need people with an understanding of

II. The Focus Group Blueprint

A.  Design

1. Identify your research
topic.

2. Form a work team.
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“how things work around here” who can devote the required
care, consideration, and time to make the focus group
research credible, workable, and useful.

Here are a few certainties about the composition of the work
team: It needs to include a mix of educators and students.  If
you are considering focus groups with parents as well, it is
essential to include some parents on the work team.  The
work team needs to include the following kinds of members:

• one or more respected educators who represent the
variety of positions or views on the topic

• at least one educator who really knows how the system
works logistically (how schedules work, how the
permission process works, how transportation works)

• educators who respect students
• an educator, parent, or community member who has

strong analysis and writing skills
• a parent, educator, or student who is good at taking

short meeting notes; that person will need a little bit of
back up and support from some office personnel

Think in terms of diversity and availability when selecting the
student members of your work team.  Make an effort to
include students who have these kinds of qualities:

• students who represent a mix of social groups and types
• students who might not be the most high-performing,

acknowledged leaders of the school
• students who have leadership potential but are not out

front all the time
• students who have average grades but great listening

skills or particular gifts of relating across boundaries

With parents, again it is important to think in terms of “sides”
or alternative views on the issue.  If there are multiple views,
each view needs to be represented by a strong, respected
parent who will communicate accurately and fairly with other
parents.

You’re looking for 15 people or less, ideally.  Tall order, isn’t
it?  Nothing else makes as much difference as the
composition of the work team, though; that’s for sure.

The Work Team
Composition

Your work team should
include members of the
school community who
represent different interests,
and may include:

• students
• teachers (especially

resource teachers)
• counselors
• principals
• other administrators
• parents
• members of school

councils
• central office staff
• interested business

leaders or community
members
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The work team is responsible for all three stages of the
research effort, as outlined in the “Focus Group Blueprint”
(pages 13-14).  There is some flexibility in individual
members’ roles, however.  In the first stage — designing and
planning the focus groups — the entire work team should
meet at least three times, for two to three hours each.
Depending on your time frame, these meetings can take
place once a week or once every two weeks.

After the design stage of the research has been completed,
the work team can either split into two subcommittees — a
logistics team and an analysis/reporting team — or it can
continue to carry out the research as a whole group.  Those
members who participate in the logistics process should
expect to commit at least 12 hours to leading a facilitator
training session, drawing a random sample, recruiting focus
group participants, and making sure the focus groups
actually happen (the right students, facilitators, and
equipment get to the right room at the right time).  Members
who participate in the analysis and reporting process should
expect to commit 15-20 hours to reading transcripts or
listening to tapes from the focus group sessions, analyzing
the results, and preparing a report on the findings.

What Makes a Good Question?  Students Are the Experts

We underscore the valuable contributions that students can make to this early stage of the focus
group process.  Students know better than anyone else how their peers may respond to the focus
group questions and can provide significant information as to what may or may not work.  In
Jessamine County, the high school students who participated on the work team offered a great
deal of insight into all levels of focus group decisions.  Their insights were particularly useful in
framing the language of the interview questions and the structure of the focus groups.  Involving
students in planning means that you will need to accommodate their schedules.  You will probably
need to help transport them to and from the meetings as well, and you may need parental
permission for some parts of the work.  Trust us — it’s worth the effort.

“We gave our student
researchers a lot of
autonomy.  They owned
this effort from the very
beginning.”

— High School Educator,
Fayette County
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If you are conducting an effort in a cluster of schools or in an
entire district...

Primary Recommendation
Form one combined team composed of representatives from
each participating school to work on the design stage and
the analysis/reporting stage.  A workable size for the district-
wide work team is somewhere between 10-12 members,
with a maximum of 15 members.  You may have to modify
this, depending on the number of schools in your district.

Since members of the work team will be responsible for
reporting back to their schools on the progress of the
research effort, it is absolutely critical for each participating
school to have at least one representative on the work team.
In Jessamine County, Superintendent Linda France served as
the chair of the work team and asked each principal to
recommend a school representative for the team.

Create separate logistics teams in each participating school.
***

How One School District Adapted These Guidelines

In Jessamine County, elementary school counselors coordinated and facilitated the elementary
school groups.  One elementary school counselor attended all of the work team meetings and then
shared information from the meetings with the four other elementary school counselors.  This
counselor also convened a meeting during which all counselors discussed their role as facilitators,
cleared up any questions they had about the recruitment process or logistics, and worked together
to modify the focus group questions for their young participants.  Because one work team member
took responsibility for involving her colleagues in the other elementary schools, the elementary
school focus groups were a big success.

You can use this categorical representation approach with principals, resource teachers, or other
administrators who may not have the time to attend all the work team meetings but who still need
to be informed about the process.  If you need to use this approach because it is impossible to have
a key person from each school as a work team member, take special care in choosing work team
members who are willing and able to take responsibility outside of team meetings to inform others
and ensure their cooperation.
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When recruiting potential work team members...

1. Balance information about expectations with positive,
optimistic promotion of the ways the research will benefit
them and the school or whole school system.

2.  Send out a letter inviting participants to join the work
team and make personal phone calls.

We can’t overstate this: The success of your focus group
research depends on the strength, capabilities, persistence,
and savvy of the work team.  If you choose the work team
members well, it is far more likely that the rest of the work
will go smoothly, and that bumps in the road will be handled
swiftly and appropriately.

Once you have convened your work team, designate an
overall project manager.  This person will be responsible for
convening and running work team meetings, working with
others to draft agendas, and overseeing the entire effort.
The project manager will also be responsible for delegating
duties and for following up with those carrying out the work.
Ideally, your project manager should be someone who is
familiar with the focus group process, has the ability to
smooth out bureaucratic and administrative tangles, and has
the most available time (if such a thing exists among
educators!) and/or resources.

As an alternative, you could also designate a manager for
each of the three stages in the focus group process.  One
person could manage the design stage, which includes
planning and facilitating the work team meetings.  A second
person could manage the action stage, and a third person
could oversee the analysis and reporting stage.  These
positions would not take the place of an overall project
manager but would rather help to ensure success every step
of the way.

If you are conducting an effort in an entire district...

You may choose to designate a project manager for each
school level.  In this scenario, one person oversees the
elementary school focus groups (as the counselor did in
Jessamine County), another person oversees the middle
school focus groups, and a third person oversees the high

3. Designate a project
manager.
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school focus groups.  These people still do not take the
place of the overall project manager, however, since it is
important for at least one person to bring all the pieces
together and to know how the entire effort is proceeding.

***

We strongly recommend that you create a timetable and set
deadlines for each step in the process.  Pages 30-31 contain
a sample timetable.  (Note: This is the same timetable
presented in the “Getting Ready” section.)  Keep in mind that
the starred dates indicate work team or subcommittee
meetings.

We also recommend that you draft agendas for each work
team meeting.  These agendas should follow your timetable
as closely as possible.  The sample agendas on the next few
pages will give you an idea of what the team needs to
accomplish during its first three meetings.  These are tightly
packed meetings and probably can only be accomplished
with the assistance of a skilled facilitator or meeting
manager.  If your work team is operating without a
facilitator, you may want to spread the work out across four
or even five planning sessions.

4. Draft a rough
timetable.  Schedule
work team meetings
and draft agendas.
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First Work Team Session
Agenda

2:00 PM Welcome and introductions

Discuss purpose for entire effort

Define purpose for today’s meeting: Provide an orientation to
the work, and make decisions about leadership

Refine research topic, if necessary

Outline key parts of this project

Explain why the project needs a carefully constructed work
team

Decide whether to adjust the work team composition in any
way

Talk about specific topics the work team will address

Provide background, if people want it, on focus groups

Answer questions

Designate leadership roles

Schedule future meetings

5:00 Adjourn
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Second Work Team Session
Agenda

2:00 PM Welcome and introductions

Discuss purpose for entire effort

Describe purpose for today’s meeting: Make specific plans
and decisions about carrying out the focus group research

Identify types of students to be recruited for the groups

Decide how and when to recruit the students

Develop main ideas for both research and interview
questions

Decide time and place for focus groups and how sites will be
managed

Decide how to choose and train facilitators and when and
how to do the training

5:00 Adjourn
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Third Work Team Session
Agenda

2:00 PM Welcome and introductions

Define purpose for today’s meeting: Make final plans and
decisions about carrying out the focus group research

Discuss, improve, and select the interview questions for the
focus groups

Complete decisions about the recruitment process

Make final decisions about the logistics and site management
for the focus groups

Make final decisions about the facilitators for the focus
groups

Make final decisions about recording the focus groups

Complete all other decision making and planning

Split into two subcommittees: a logistics team and an
analysis/reporting team

5:00 Adjourn
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In the planning and decision-making stage, the work team
clarifies the aims of the research and sets some perimeters.
As a group, you will make decisions in response to the
following questions: What are the intended outcomes of the
research?  What questions does the research need to
answer?

In Jessamine County, educators and school board members
needed to know how students viewed their school climate
and how they responded to a variety of ideas about
increasing student safety.  Here’s one of the research
questions they developed: “How safe do Jessamine County
School students feel at school?

In Fayette County, educators and administrators at the two
technical high schools wanted to find out what caused or
prevented students from attending their programs.  Educators
and students at two other high schools needed to know how
different members of the school community could work
together to close the achievement gap between high-
performing and low-performing students.

Work toward the answers to these questions by determining
the most important thing you need to know that you do not
know now.  One possibility is to identify puzzles and
mysteries — what mystifies you about how students think,
make decisions, or act, where they get information, or what
kind of information they value and use?  For example, what
do you need to know about how students respond to various
teaching styles?  Or, what do you need to know about the
ideal relationship between teachers and students?

The main work at this point involves drafting the research
questions that will guide your inquiry. These are the
questions for which you want to obtain answers.  Research
questions are the driving force behind the research we
conduct.  Good research questions are not put in front of
participants, who would find them hard to answer.  (The
questions you ask participants are the interview questions,
and they come later.)  Research questions are those that can
be answered only after listening carefully to a significant
number of people who have the answers.  Research
questions are answered through analysis, as a result of
putting together (aggregating) information gained from
several groups and, usually, several questions.

5. Clarify the aims of the
research and draft
research questions.
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Aim for one to three research questions.  Focus groups are
usually too brief to address more.

Here are some examples of research questions for various
focus group topics:

How do students feel about the work they are asked to
do?

What qualities do middle school students most value in
their principals?

How are Kentucky high school students responding to
changes in the state’s academic assessment process?

To what extent do students think/feel there are cultural
barriers among students and between students and adults
at our middle school?  How do these barriers affect
students socially or academically?

What factors affect student enrollment in technology
programs?

Research Questions Interview Questions

State the central focus or theme of the inquiry Invite participants to speak about topics
that will lead to answering the research
questions

Are not asked in focus groups Are asked in focus groups

Maximum of four questions; fewer is better Maximum of six big question categories;
dozens of follow-up questions

Answered by aggregating information Answered directly by participants
from several groups
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As an example, here is the complete set of research
questions the 1998 Jessamine County work team developed
for use on the topic of school climate and school safety:

What are students’ perceptions about school?

Do students think of themselves as valued members of the
school community?

How safe do Jessamine County School students feel at
school?

How would the presence of uniformed safety officers
affect students’ views of their school?

Some of the most important decisions the work team must
make in this early stage of the process relate to the focus
group structure.  In order to carry out the work, your team
will need to work through answers to the following questions:

a. How do you set up the focus groups, and who should be in
them?

Identify the population.

Focus groups are a means of discovering answers to
questions that matter to you.  Who knows the answers to
your research questions, or who can generate answers
through conversations with others?   The people with the
answers form the population from which you will draw a
sample to make up each focus group you conduct.

Your work team needs to know whose views ultimately
matter most in relation to your research questions.
(Again, we assume you have already decided which
schools or school levels — elementary, middle, or high
school — to include in the focus group research.)  Here
are some examples of the potential focus group
population for specific research topics:

1. You plan to focus your research on discovering ways
to help middle school students make a successful
transition to high school.  Focus group population:
8th grade students in several middle schools and 9th
grade students in several high schools.

6. Make decisions about
focus group structure.
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2. You want to find out what would increase school spirit
at your middle school.  Focus group population: All
types of middle school students.

3. Your work team would like to find out what would
increase students’ sense of safety on the school bus.
Focus group population: Students who currently ride
the bus and students who stopped riding the bus
within the last six months.

4. You need to find out how to develop tutoring
programs that will best meet the needs of low-
performing students.  Focus group population: Low-
performing students, as well as those who have
recently improved their academic performance level.

Decide how many groups to run.

Conducting between three and ten focus groups is ideal.
Conducting at least three groups will give you more
confidence in your results, particularly when addressing
complex issues.  On the other hand, conducting more
than ten groups will make it difficult to analyze the
amount of material generated.

If you are conducting an effort in an entire district...

The work team must decide how many groups to conduct
in each school included in the study.  Depending on the
number of schools in your district, you may want to
consider conducting two to four groups per school.  If
you decide to run multiple focus groups in every school
in the district, you may of course have more than ten
sessions.  (In 1998 Jessamine County conducted 13
focus groups: one in each of five elementary schools; two
groups in each of two middle schools; and two groups in
each of two high schools.)

***

Determine the size and extent of homogeneity of the groups.

For student focus groups, we suggest you aim for six to
eight participants in each group.  This size helps to
account for students who may be more reserved or less
willing to speak in front of their peers.  It also helps
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ensure that you get enough different views and responses
to make the results credible.

To construct the groups, your work team has to make two
big decisions:

1. How can you balance the goal of creating
representative groups with the practical goal of
making the project workable?

2. Should the groups be heterogeneous or
homogeneous in nature?

Primary Recommendation
We stronglystrongly, stronglystrongly recommend that you form student
focus groups that are homogeneous by gender,
especially at the middle school and high school level.  At
this age, students are particularly concerned about
“impression management” and tend to be less
forthcoming or natural in their responses when members
of the opposite sex are in the room.  Although this
approach requires particular attention in the sampling
process, the results yield dividends that are significantly
harder to achieve in mixed-gender groups.  You may
also want to separate the groups according to other
factors — for example, grade level, academic
performance, or race/ethnic background — depending
upon your research topic.  Such separation makes
analysis easier in many cases.

We are not quite so emphatic about separating the
elementary school students by gender, partly because we
have less experience in this arena.  In Jessamine County,
the elementary school focus groups contained both male
and female 4th and 5th graders.   In a few groups, male
students were more vocal than their female counterparts,
while in other groups, participation was well-balanced
among males and females.  Your work team may want to
experiment with the homogeneity vs. heterogeneity
approach in elementary school focus groups and decide
which works best and creates the most comfortable
climate for students in that age group.

In Jessamine County, the
work team decided to create
middle and high school
focus groups that were
homogeneous by gender and
mixed on other
characteristics such as grade,
academic performance, and
race.  All participating
Fayette County schools also
conducted groups that were
homogeneous by gender.  In
addition, the Fayette
County schools created
groups that were
homogeneous according to
grade level — 6th grade
females or 10th and 11th
grade males, for example.
Participants in these groups
varied according to race/
ethnic background and
academic performance.
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Consider the pros and cons of homogeneous and
heterogeneous groups.

Homogeneous groups have these characteristics:

• They are groups in which all participants are the
same gender, race, or age, or are similar in some
other obvious way.  In a homogeneous group,
participants may be the same on several factors, for
example, all participants may be African American/
black 8th grade males.

• They make it easier to create a comfortable climate
for conversation, because students perceive that they
are surrounded by others much like themselves.

• They help in some ways with analysis, because it is
easier to understand the opinions of whole groups
(8th grade females, for example) rather than attempt
to pick out individuals’ opinions from within mixed
groups.

• They make it easier to see whether one type of
participant (middle school males, for example)
expresses opinions that match or differ from those of
another type of participant (middle school females, or
high school males, for example).  As another
example, if participants are grouped by gender it may
be easier to determine whether female students differ
from male students in their responses to particular
school disciplinary policies.

• They may require more work in the sampling and
recruitment process.

Heterogeneous groups have these characteristics:

• They are groups in which participants are mixed
according to factors such as gender, race, or age.

• They are appropriate in situations where it is
important to see how people who are somewhat
different from each other interact and influence each
other on an issue.  For example, if you want to know
how male and female students talk with each other

Homogeneous groups:
Groups in which all
participants are the same
gender, race, or age, or are
similar in some other
obvious way.  This makes
it easier to create a
comfortable climate for
conversation, because
students perceive that they
are surrounded by others
much like themselves.
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about a particular disciplinary policy and its
implementation, put them together in heterogeneous
groups.

• They make analysis more complicated.  The
complexity increases because it becomes more
difficult to pick out the views of a subgroup and tie
those views back to a particular characteristic.  For
example, in a research project involving five different
heterogeneous groups of middle school students,
mixed according to age, gender, race, and grade
performance, it would be quite challenging to
determine whether ‘C’ students’ views differed from
‘A’ students’ views, or whether female ‘A’ students’
views differed from male ‘A’ students’ views.  None of
these subgroups may matter at all to your analysis,
but the point remains: Heterogeneous groups, while
easier to set up, can be harder to analyze because
they make it harder to identify and keep track of the
views of important subgroups.

NoteNote: Impression management can also occur among
students of the same gender when groups contain
students from different social groups, for example,
students who are perceived as popular and students who
are considered not-so-popular.  In one of the female
groups at a Fayette County middle school, “popular”
girls tended to dominate the conversation, while the “not-
so-popular” girls sat together and contributed less.

Impression management is a concern with any group,
regardless of whether the group is homogeneous or
heterogeneous.  Through good planning, your work team
can minimize impression management as much as
possible in terms of the factors that matter most in your
school or to your research topic.  In the facilitator training
materials on page 188 we offer some suggestions for
dealing with impression management.

b. When, where, and at what time should you conduct the
groups?

Given your specific time frame, set the dates, times, and
locations for the focus groups as firmly as possible.
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Knowing in advance when the focus groups will occur will
help guide the rest of this planning stage.

The simplest way to conduct student focus groups is to
hold the groups during the school day, and on the school
premises.  Find a classroom, lounge, or other
appropriate space that will be available for at least two
hours during the day and that will be empty, relatively
quiet, and not subject to interruptions.  Ideally the room
should have a rectangular or circular table around which
you can fit eight to ten chairs or enough space to
arrange eight to ten desks (one for each participant plus
one for each facilitator) in a circle.  The room should be
well-lit and appropriately warm or cool (depending on
the season); it should also be possible to set up some
type of recording device in the middle of the group (we’ll
talk more about this later).  If you have a sufficient
number of facilitators and recording devices, you can run
more than one group at a time, in separate rooms.

If your work team decides to conduct student focus
groups during school hours, you will need to make sure
that students can be excused from class or other activities
at the appropriate times, and you will need to notify
teachers that students will be missing some classes.
Once you have secured the necessary permission within
the school for specific students to participate, make an
announcement at a faculty or departmental meeting or
put a note in teachers’ boxes excusing students and
explaining the reason.  Gaining the early support of
teachers will not only help your groups run smoothly, but
may also facilitate later efforts to institute changes based
on the results of the student conversations.

Ideally you should protect the identities of students who
are participating so they can feel more relaxed about
sharing their views.  For this reason it is best not to make
an announcement over the school intercom that would
compromise confidentiality.

It seems to work well to hold groups either mid to late
morning or after lunch.  Avoid conducting groups first
thing Monday morning, cautions a Fayette County
middle school teacher, since it’s generally hard to handle
all the logistics at that time.  In addition, if you are using

Finding A Room

What makes a room in a
school a good place for focus
groups?

• It’s available for two
hours.

• It’s relatively quiet.
• It’s free from

interruptions.
• It’s reasonably private.
• It has tables that make a

solid square or circle
seating up to ten people.

• It has accessible electrical
outlets for recorders.

• It has adjustable climate
controls.

• It has doors that close.
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the same student facilitators (or pairs of facilitators) in
each group, you may want to vary the times that the
groups take place so students won’t miss the same class
several times in one week.

If it is not possible to conduct the student focus groups
during the day, your work team may decide to ask
students to take part in after-school or evening groups.
Sessions that take place on Monday through Thursday
evenings will most likely attract the highest number of
participants.  The typical evening starting time is 7:00
p.m.  Keep in mind, of course, that if you schedule focus
groups outside of school hours, you will face additional
issues such as transportation and scheduling conflicts.

If you cannot conduct the groups on the school premises
(or if you just prefer not to), you need to consider such
issues as transportation, parking, safety, and liability.
Ease of parking and perceived safety of both parking and
the meeting location may affect your ability to recruit
participants.  Familiar locations are also helpful, but may
not be possible.  If you ask people to come to an
unfamiliar place, let them know what part of town it is in
and what landmarks are nearby, and send them a map
in the mail.  Make sure it is handicapped-accessible,
through and through (including the restrooms).

c. Will you offer an incentive?

An incentive is some kind of bonus, benefit, or reward for
participating in a focus group.  In public (non-school)
situations, most focus group researchers offer money as
an incentive.  If you plan to conduct the focus groups
during the school day, refreshments and the appeal of
missing class are probably enough of an incentive for
students.

An incentive may be more necessary if you plan to hold
the focus groups after school hours, since you are asking
students to give up some of their free time to participate
in a school-related activity.  Appropriate incentives
include a pizza party, T-shirts, discount coupons, movie
passes, or anything else that may have value to your
participants.

For younger students, you
may consider sitting in a
circle on the floor or some
other less formal
arrangement as a way to
increase comfort and
promote relaxed
conversation.
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Once you have decided on the structure of the focus groups
and extent of their homogeneity, your work team is ready to
identify the specific types of students to recruit for each
group.  These are largely issues of diversity and what you
want your focus groups to look like.  Consider the following
questions:

a. What kinds of diversity exist among the students at your
school (or in your district)?

You may have addressed many of these factors already
when structuring your groups, particularly if you decided
to conduct groups that are homogeneous in several
ways.  It’s likely, though, that your participants will be
mixed on at least a few factors.  Here are examples of
the kinds of characteristics that you may want to include
in some or all groups:

• race/ethnic background
• socioeconomic class
• social clique or group
• age/grade
• average academic performance
• number of years spent in the school system
• level of extracurricular involvement

Decide which factors have the most relevance in your
school community and to your specific focus group topic.
Ideally, focus group participants will closely “mirror” the
actual student population of an individual school.  For
example, if minority students make up 40 percent of your
school population and you plan to involve ten
participants in a group, a “mirroring” approach means
that you will need to recruit at least four minority students
for each group.  Since the aim of a focus group is to
acquire many different views and opinions, you generally
want to recruit a variety of students.  Keep in mind,
though, that the more diverse characteristics you
intentionally build into the sample, the more complicated
your sampling and recruiting process will be.

7. Identify the types of
students to recruit for
each group.
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b. Which of these kinds of diversity might make a difference in
how students respond to questions about your topic?

Depending on your topic, certain diversity factors may
have an impact on how students respond to your
questions.  In Jessamine County, for example, work team
members considered what kinds of diversity might make
a difference in how safe or unsafe a student felt at
school.  Members determined that length of time in a
particular building might make a difference in how safe
or unsafe a student felt at school, and they debated
whether or not first-year students (6th graders in middle
school and 9th graders in high school) should be included
in focus groups set to take place in October, only a few
weeks after the beginning of the school year.  Some
participants asserted that these first-year students’ feelings
about school safety might stem more from general
insecurities or their own “newness” than actual school
conditions, which would make a difference in how the
students responded to questions.  Other participants felt
that first-year students’ responses were still valid and
important to the results.  In the end, the Jessamine
County work team decided to include first-year students
in both the middle and high school groups.

Once you decide on the kinds of diversity to take into
account, figure out how many students reflecting each set
of diverse characteristics to include in each focus group.
For example, do you want an equal number of 6th, 7th,
and 8th graders in a middle school group or do you want
twice as many 7th graders as 6th graders?  Figure out a
ratio of students that will tell you the most.  In Jessamine
County, the work team agreed to have two students from
each grade in the high school groups, and three 6th

graders, two 7th graders, and three 8th graders in the
middle school groups.

At one middle school in Fayette County, the work team
decided to conduct separate groups of male and female
students for each grade level.  Members then recruited
two Caucasian students, two African American students,
two Hispanic students, one Asian student, and one
student from another ethnic background for each group,
in order to address their research topic of cultural
barriers.  Members of a Fayette County high school work

Comfort in Numbers

If you recruit students into
several different diversity
categories, you should
always include at least two
students for each category,
for reasons of comfort.  For
example, if you recruit
students on the basis of race,
you should always recruit at
least two students from each
race category in the group so
that no participant feels
singled out.
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team structured one focus group so that among the nine
participants, five students had a “high” socioeconomic
status and four students had a “low” socioeconomic
status, five students were at or above grade level and
four were functioning at or below grade level, four were
Caucasian students, three were African American
students, and two were Hispanic students.

c. Of the kinds of diversity that may matter, which can be
determined easily?

Because your work team, or many members on it, will
have legal access to student records, it should be
relatively easy to create groups that reflect predetermined
rough percentages based on recorded factors such as
race/ethnic background, age, and average grade
performance.  In Fayette County, Central Office staff
members conducted the random samples based on
criteria available in their school databases.  You may
want to contact someone in your district’s Central Office
who might be able to offer similar assistance with the
random samples.  In Stage B, Step 3 (page 103), we
describe the entire process of drawing a random sample
that meets certain criteria in terms of percentages.  Here
we are suggesting topics for consideration and decisions
that will shape how the sample is constructed.

Some diversity factors may not be easily determined
through school lists.  For example, school lists probably
won’t tell you if a student is involved in extracurricular
activities or rides the bus.  Though your work team is
operating without full information at this point, you still
need to make tentative decisions about whether any
additional diversity factors are crucial enough to your
research to warrant the extra work of screening student
participants.

d. Are there any students who need to be excluded from the
research?

Depending upon your topic, you may need to exclude
specific segments of the student population from the
focus group research.  For example, if your research
seeks to determine how student views about a certain
topic have changed over time, you may want to exclude
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students who are new to your school or school system or
who have only been enrolled in it a short amount of time.
In Jessamine County, the work team excluded all students
who had not been in the school system for at least one
year prior to the current school year.

You may also want to consider excluding students whose
parents are employed by the school system or serve on
the school board or school council, in order to ensure
impartiality and to encourage free responses by other
participants.

We know you wouldn’t...but we strongly discourage you
from creating exclusionary categories that rule out
students whose views you fear may be negative or
unpleasant.  It’s important for you to want to know
whatever is on students’ minds about the topic your
inquiry addresses.

When you have finalized all of these decisions about the
types of students you intend to recruit into a specific set of
focus groups, write your decisions down carefully.  They will
form the basis for the first step in drawing a random sample:
the development of the “slot sheet.”  See the next page for a
detailed example of a team’s decisions about recruitment.

Note: Don’t assume that
you automatically need to
exclude students with special
needs, such as English as a
Second Language (ESL)
students or students with
disabilities.  With a little
ingenuity, you can include
these students as
participants, should they be
selected through the random
sample.  At one Fayette
County middle school, for
example, some of the focus
group participants were ESL
students.  In order to
compensate for any language
barriers, another student sat
in on the focus groups and
served as a translator.  In
another group at the middle
school, a special education
aide accompanied a student
with disabilities who
participated.
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Here is an example of the identification of the types of students to be recruited for each group and the
information needed for random sampling.

Presume your district’s student and school assessments show weak performance in certain course work in
the grades leading up to high school.  Your work team decides to conduct focus groups in each
elementary and middle school as part of an inquiry project aimed at understanding how to create a more
positive learning climate in those grades.  Here are the decisions your work team records after considering
how best to construct the six focus groups:

• One group of eight P-3rd graders in each elementary school, mixed gender with an equal number of
boys and girls, with all grade performance levels represented about equally, with an ethnic and racial
makeup that reflects the demographics of the whole P-3 population in that particular school.
Exclusions: children of educators in our district, children who moved into the district less than a month
ago.

Information needed: List of all P-3rd graders in the school, numbered, including information about
their gender, race/ethnic background, academic performance, length of time in the district, and
whether they are children of educators in the district.

• One group of eight 4th and 5th graders in each elementary school, mixed gender with an equal
number of boys and girls, concentration of students whose academic performance is average or
worse, with an ethnic and racial makeup that reflects the demographics of the population of grades 4
and 5.  Exclusions: children who moved into the district less than a month ago, children of educators
in our district.

Information needed: List of all 4th and 5th graders, numbered, including information about their
gender, race/ethnic background, academic performance, whether they are children of educators in
the district, and length of time in district.

• One group of eight females in each middle school, equally distributed across grades 6, 7, and 8,
reflecting the ethnic and racial diversity of the middle school population, with all academic
performance levels about equally represented, with an equal mix of students involved in school
athletic programs and students who are not.  Exclusions: children of educators in our district, and
children who moved into the district less than six months ago.

Information needed: List of all middle school females, numbered, including information about their
gender, grade level, race/ethnic background, academic performance, participation in school athletic
programs or not, length of time in district, and whether they are children of educators in the district.

• One group of eight males in each middle school, equally distributed across grades 6, 7, and 8,
reflecting the ethnic and racial diversity of the middle school population, with all academic
performance levels about equally represented, with an equal mix of students involved in school
athletic programs and students who are not.  Exclusions: children of educators in our district, and
children who moved into the district less than six months ago.

Information needed: List of all middle school males, numbered, including information about their
gender, grade level, race/ethnic background, academic performance, participation in school athletic
programs or not, length of time in district, and whether they are children of educators in the district.
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You need at least three to four people to serve as recruiters.
The recruiters will serve on the logistics team and will
perform the following tasks:

• create a “slot sheet”
• obtain lists of students
• draw the random sample
• screen participants, if necessary
• recruit students and explain participation
• draft letters to parents and permission forms
• manage permission forms
• make confirmation calls

See the checklist on page 99.

This section outlines the decisions you need to make during
the design stage so that the later work of the logistics team
goes smoothly.

a. Determine how many students you will recruit.

In order to account for the possibility of student absences
on the day of the focus groups, failure to return
permission forms, or any other unforeseen factors, recruit
a few more participants than you actually need.  We
suggest that you recruit 12 students if you want 8
participants.

b. Decide who has legal access to the complete database of
students and is willing to draw the random sample.

School counselors or administrators have access to the
complete database, so you may suggest that the
recruiters collaborate with them on this step.  As stated
earlier, administrators in a district’s central office also
typically have access to student databases and may be
willing to draw samples based on the criteria you give
them.  This approach worked particularly well in Fayette
County, where administrators in the Office of Research
and Evaluation drew multiple random samples for groups
in five schools.

Complete instructions for drawing the sample appear in
Stage B, Step 3, page 103.

8. Make decisions about
the logistics of the
recruitment.
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c. Determine how much information the database will
provide.  Decide if students will need to be asked some
questions to determine if they fit the research profile.

School databases generally provide such information as
grade, gender, race/ethnic background, socioeconomic
status, and average academic performance.  If you need
additional information about potential participants —
such as whether or not students have parents employed
by the school system or how students characterize their
social “group” — your work team needs to develop a list
of questions to ask potential student participants.  This list
of questions is called a “screener.”

d. Decide who will screen students, if necessary.

If your work team decides it needs to screen student
participants for information beyond the categories the
school database provides, select one of the recruiters to
carry out the work of developing and using the screener.
This person will decide if s/he wants to collect the
additional information in personal interviews, over the
phone, or through written materials.

e. Figure out a way to explain the focus group process to
potential student participants.

Because most students (and their parents) are unfamiliar
with focus groups, we advise work team members to take
some time to explain the process to students personally.
You should support this personal explanation with written
information that is sent home to the parents of recruited
students.  Through such personal contact with the
students whose names are included in the sample, it will
be possible for you to discover in advance if a student is
absolutely opposed to participating, has a scheduling
conflict, or cannot miss class on that particular day.
Teachers, the school principal, the counselor, or anyone
else involved in the research effort can be responsible for
explaining to the randomly selected students what will be
expected of them as participants and how they have been
chosen.

In Jessamine County, elementary and middle school
counselors and high school principals pulled students out
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of class to explain the focus group process to them and
to answer their questions.  Members of the work team at
one Fayette County high school held a “pre-focus group
get-together” for the recruited participants and student
facilitators in order to warm them up to the process.  This
seemed to be particularly beneficial for the 9th grade
students.

The ideal way to inform students that they have been
chosen to participate is one-on-one, to avoid prejudicing
them in advance by exposing them to their fellow
participants.  This is time consuming, however, and may
not be feasible unless the logistics team includes some
active and willing volunteers (parents, business leaders,
community members).

On the next two pages you will find a “briefing sheet” the
Jessamine County work team developed for educators to
use when talking with potential participants.
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Briefing Sheet for Use with Recruited Student Participants, Jessamine County, 1998

Q:Q: Why am I here?
A:A: You are here because you have been invited to participate in a research effort for the

Jessamine County School System.

Q:Q: What do you want me to do?
A:A: We would like you to participate in a focus group, which is a guided conversation

about a certain topic.

Q:Q: What do you want me to talk about?
A:A: We would like you to talk about school safety and school climate.

Q:Q: Who wants to know?
A:A: A variety of people, including the Jessamine County School System, the School Board,

and the Partnership for Kentucky Schools.

Q:Q: How was my name chosen?
A:A: Your name was chosen through a process of random sampling, which means that the

researchers took a list of all students at the school and drew some random numbers,
kind of like a raffle, until they had enough students for the group.

Q:Q: Who else will be there?
A:A: For high school and middle school groups: You will be in a group with six or seven

other students of the same gender.  There will be a mix of students from different
grades, who vary on other factors as well.

For elementary school groups: You will be in a group with seven or eight other
students from grades 4 and 5.

Q:Q: Anyone else?
A:A: For high school and middle school groups: Yes, there will be two high school students

there who will be the facilitators, the people who guide the conversation and ask you
questions.  For female groups, there will be female facilitators, and male groups will
have male facilitators.  There may also be one or two adults at the site who will be
there to make sure that everything goes well.  They will stay outside the room while the
focus group takes place.

For elementary school groups: Yes, your school counselors will guide the
conversation.  There may be one or two other adults at the site who will be there to
make sure that everything goes well.



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

50Design

Briefing Sheet (Continued)

Q:Q: When will this take place?
A:A: The focus group will take place on [insert date and time], here at school in Room X,

which means that you will be excused from class.  There will be refreshments.

Q:Q: Can I say whatever I want?
A:A: Yes.  The researchers will make a tape recording of the conversation and will make a

written copy of parts of that tape, but will remove all names from the record.  Your
identity will be kept strictly confidential.

Q:Q: Do I need to bring anything?
A:A: Just your ideas, opinions, and feelings.  If you agree to participate, we need you to

return this parent permission form by [insert date] to [insert recruiter’s name].  We
need a maximum of eight students, so there’s a chance that we may not need you to
participate.  We will take students in the order in which they show up at the group.
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f. Draft letters and permission forms for parents.

Because you are going to record the sessions, it’s
imperative that you gain parental permission.  Here are
some samples of letters to parents and permission forms
for students in elementary, middle, and high school:
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Elementary School Students
Letter to Parents

October 12, 2001

Jane Doe
312 S. Main St.
Anytown, KY 40325

Dear Ms. Doe:

We in Mayflower County Schools have a firm commitment to making our schools inviting and
safe places for our students, staff, and families.  In light of this commitment, the school board will
soon consider recommendations about making our schools as safe as possible.

We are in the process of conducting some focus group research to find out whether our students
feel that school is inviting and safe.  We want to make sure that a carefully selected sample of
students in grades 4 through 12 get a chance to talk with each other and with the researchers
about what makes them feel safe or unsafe at school.  Without using any student names or
identities, we will share student views with the school board members to make sure they do not
miss any important data as they make their decision.

For this research on school safety we will be conducting two focus groups in each middle school
and high school and one focus group in each elementary school with students in grades 4 and 5.

Your daughter, Christy, has been selected as a potential participant in this research through a
random sampling process.  On October 25, 2001 at 12:30, during the school day and on the
school grounds, seven or eight students from grades 4 and 5 will spend about 45 minutes in a
guided conversation about school climate and school safety.  We will provide refreshments for the
students.  The conversation will be led by a school counselor.  The researchers will make a tape
recording of the conversation and will transcribe parts of that tape — without including any
student names — for analysis.  Researchers will prepare a final report and present it to the school
board at its regular meeting on December 3.  That is a public meeting, which you are invited to
attend.

If you agree to permit Christy to participate in this focus group, please sign the enclosed parental
permission form and return it by October 19 to Mrs. Gomez.

We appreciate your considering this request.

Sincerely,
Marianne Davidson, Superintendent
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Elementary Schools
Parental Permission Form

I, _____________________________, grant permission for my daughter Christy to

participate, if needed, in the student focus group sponsored by the Mayflower County

School System on Thursday, October 25, 2001 from 12:30 p.m. to 1:15 p.m.Thursday, October 25, 2001 from 12:30 p.m. to 1:15 p.m.  I

understand that the focus group will take place during the school day and on the school

grounds.

I am aware that the purpose of the student focus group is to get the opinions of high

school, middle school, and elementary school students about school climate and school

safety, and that these opinions will be included in a report to the Mayflower County

School Board on December 3.

I understand that a school counselor will guide the focus groups.

I am aware that the session will be tape recorded for analysis only.  I understand that my

child’s name will not appear in the written report.

Signature of parent or guardian_____________________________________
Date____________________

Please return by October 19, 2001Please return by October 19, 2001
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High School And Middle School Students
Letter to Parents

October 12, 2001

Mr. Tyrone Wallace
250 Parker Avenue
Anytown, KY 40315

Dear Mr. Wallace:

We in Mayflower County Schools have a firm commitment to making our schools inviting and
safe places for our students, staff, and families.  In light of this commitment, the school board will
soon consider recommendations about making our schools as safe as possible.

We are in the process of conducting some focus group research to find out whether our students
feel that school is inviting and safe.  We want to make sure that a carefully selected sample of
students in grades 4 to 12 get a chance to talk with each other and with the researchers about
what makes them currently feel safe or unsafe at school.  Without using any student names or
identities, we will share student views with the school board members to make sure they do not
miss any important data as they make their decision.

For this research on school safety we will be conducting two focus groups in each middle school
and high school and one focus group in each elementary school with students in grades 4 and 5.

Your son, Jamal, has been selected as a potential participant in this research through a random
sampling process.  On October 24 at 10:00 a.m, during the school day and on the school
grounds, seven or eight students of the same gender will spend about 90 minutes in a guided
conversation about school climate and school safety.  We will provide refreshments for the
students.  The conversation will be led by two trained high school facilitators.  A member of our
work team will also be present on site.  The researchers will make a tape recording of the
conversation and will transcribe parts of that tape — without including any student names — for
the purpose of analysis.  Researchers will prepare a final report and present it to the school board
at its regular meeting on December 3.  That is a public meeting, which you are invited to attend.

If you agree to permit Jamal to participate in this focus group, please sign the enclosed parental
permission form and return it by October 19 to Mr. Martin.

We appreciate your considering this request.

Sincerely,
Marianne Davidson, Superintendent
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High Schools And Middle Schools
Parental Permission Form

I, _____________________________, grant permission for my son Jamal to participate, if

needed, in the student focus group sponsored by the Mayflower County School System on

Wednesday, October 24, 2001 from 10:00 a.m to 11:30 a.m. Wednesday, October 24, 2001 from 10:00 a.m to 11:30 a.m.  I understand that the

focus group will take place during the school day and on the school grounds.

I am aware that the purpose of the student focus group is to get the opinions of high

school, middle school, and elementary school students about school climate and school

safety, and that these opinions will be included in a report to the Mayflower County

School Board on December 3.

I understand that trained high school students will facilitate the focus groups and that

there will be an adult present at the site.

I am aware that the session will be tape recorded for analysis only.  I understand that

Jamal’s name will not appear in the written report.

Signature of parent or guardian_____________________________________
Date____________________

Please return by October 19, 2001Please return by October 19, 2001
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g. Decide when you will draw the sample, explain
participation, and send home permission forms.

We suggest that you allocate at least two weeks for your
recruiters (or other logistics team members) to draw the
sample, meet with students to explain participation, send
home permission forms, and receive signed permission
forms back from students.

h. Designate someone to manage the process of collecting
signed permission forms.

Set a firm, early deadline for returning permission forms.
If forms are slow to return, establish a way to make
personal contact with parents or guardians.  The
recruiters may want to designate a contact person to call
parents or guardians at home at least three days before
the deadline to make sure that they received the form
and will consent to their child’s participation.  Some
students may require more follow-up work than others.

The contact person may also use personal calls to clarify
information or answer questions that parents have.  It
makes good sense to designate the same person to
distribute and collect the permission forms.  This way,
students will know exactly who the contact person is.

i. Determine if confirmation letters or calls are necessary and,
if so, who will do them.

In order to guarantee a full room of focus group
participants, your work team may decide to send
confirmation letters or make phone calls to students and/
or their parents to make sure that they still intend to
participate.  This is especially important if you plan to
conduct the focus groups after school hours or
somewhere other than the school premises.



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

57Design

Interview questions are the questions that
facilitators ask participants directly in each focus
group session.  Decisions about key interview

questions include how many to ask, how to arrange the
questions, what style of inquiry is appropriate, and how much
time to spend on each question.

If you are conducting an effort in an entire district...

Depending on the decisions your work team has already
made about focus group structure, you may need to develop
a set of questions for each school level or adapt the
questions as appropriate.  See the different question sets
from the 1998 Jessamine County effort, beginning on page
62, for an example.

a. Determine how many interview questions you will use.

Usually it is best to have no more than six key interview
questions.  Even fewer may be better.  These key
questions are, in a sense, categories of questions that are
intended to help answer the research questions.  For
each interview question, facilitators will typically use a
number of both pre-planned and spontaneous follow-up
questions.  The pre-planned follow-ups are called
“probes.”

Examples of sets of interview questions start on page 62.

b. Decide on the order for the questions.

Approaches differ.  It often works to begin with questions
for which each person in the group is sure to have an
answer.  This contributes to a climate of safety,
encourages participation, and reduces participants’
anxieties.  (The anxieties matter because they can prevent
full expression of opinions, and that weakens the
research.)

Try to make even the first question relate to the topic in a
general way.  Once people begin to be comfortable with
responding to the topic, move to general questions that
are open-ended, and begin to give the group some
experience with the style of work you will use for the rest
of the session.

9. Draft and revise
interview questions.
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Save the most important and “charged” questions for
last, when comfort and relaxation are likely to be
greatest.  Often there is a point, about 45 minutes into
the session, where participants appear to have stopped
monitoring their comments — they seem to have made a
judgment that it will be safe for them to express their real
thoughts.

Save questions that require people to respond in some
novel fashion for the latter part of the session.  A request
for something like drawing a picture works best after the
group has become comfortable and is responding quite
freely.

See Appendix D, page 169 for more information on how
to put the questions in good order.  Appendix D also
includes a sample set of somewhat silly interview
questions.

c. Draft interview questions, edit them, and check them out
informally until they become top-notch.

The best interview questions come from the work of a
small group.  A subcommittee or other group the work
team creates should get together, look closely at the
research questions, and then consider what questions
facilitators can ask that will help answer the research
questions.  The best interview questions seem to come
from a somewhat playful group that drafts questions, tests
them on members, edits them, tries them out again, and
repeats the process until the questions seem workable
and useful in determining the answers to the research
question(s).

Good interview questions have these attributes:

• Answerable — No specialized information needed

• Productive — Answers lead to partial answers to
research questions

• Revealing — Questions seek reasons, descriptions, or
explanations instead of simple opinions
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• Open-ended — Questions lead participants to
express themselves beyond “Yes”/“No” or specific
facts or figures

• Inviting — Participants should want to answer these
questions

Good interview questions use certain parts of our
questioning language.  Here are some preferred
openings for good focus group interview questions:

• How ...

• What is it about ...

• Tell me about ...

• What is your experience with ...

• Describe ...

• Imagine ...

• What caused/prompted/influenced/motivated you
to ...

• What features/attributes/qualities/characteristics of X
do you particularly like/dislike ...

• When/how often do you ...

• Where do you ...

Be cautious about using other parts of the usual
questioning vocabulary in focus groups.  Avoid those
questions that could put people on the defensive or seem
intrusive.  Be particularly cautious about using these
words in focus group interview questions:

• Why did, why didn’t, why do...

• To what extent/how much ...
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• Would you agree...

• Any question requiring a yes/no answer

Avoid some kinds of questions completely.  Here are
some proven no-nos:

• Questions requiring special knowledge or research

• Questions that will evoke emotions people are likely
to experience as overwhelming

• Closed-ended questions when you want open-ended
answers

• Questions likely to embarrass one or more members
of the group, or someone not present who may hear
about the conversation later

• Questions that lead participants in a particular
direction

Do Your Questions Say What You Mean?

One of the interview questions in the 1998 Jessamine County focus groups asked students to rank
a series of statements from their most important concern about school to their least important
concern about school.  The word “concern” proved to be troublesome; students in the various
focus groups interpreted it at least four different ways:

• some students interpreted the list of “concerns” as things they are worried about

• some students interpreted “concerns” as important conditions at school

• some students interpreted “concerns” as what should be important at school

• some students interpreted “concerns” as what they think about in relation to school

The findings from this question were therefore unreliable because of the different ways in which
the question was presented and interpreted and the subsequent great variation in participant
responses.

Remember that one of the
main benefits of focus
groups is the opportunity to
hear participants describe
their views and opinions in
their own words.  For this
reason, minimize your use of
questions that require a
simple show of hands, for
example, questions like
“How many of you agree
that...?”  While these kinds
of questions may be useful
in the beginning as a way to
warm participants up and
increase their comfort level,
they are less constructive
once the group is underway.
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Make sure the language of your questions appropriately
reflects that of the intended focus group population, and
that you have avoided words whose meaning may be
ambiguous or interpreted in multiple ways.

Really good questions have great power.  They can seem
almost magical in their ability to get students talking
about school.  But oral questions are not the only way to
stimulate conversation about your research questions.
Particularly with younger students, creative educators will
find many ways to engage different types of learners in
interesting conversations sparked by objects, quotations,
video clips, photographs, and more.  See Appendix D,
page 174 for some ideas about alternatives to straight
verbal or oral questions.

As “living examples,” the following pages contain sets of
interview questions that have been used in previous student
focus group work.
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Interview Questions from Jessamine County, 1998

Questions for elementary school participants:

1. [Theme: How welcoming is school?] Let’s take an imaginary trip into the future — just
until tomorrow morning.  You wake up.  It’s a school day.  You get out of bed, get
dressed, eat a breakfast:

• What kinds of things will you be looking forward to at school?
• What kinds of things do you dread about school?
• What makes you feel good about being at school or about learning?
• What kinds of things do adults in your school do that make you feel

comfortable/uncomfortable?
• How comfortable would you feel asking adults at your school for help?  Who

would you ask?

2. [Theme: How high does safety rank among students’ concerns about school?] I am
going to give each of you a set of six index cards.  Please read them and then rank
them individually from your most important concern about school (#1) to your least
important concern about school (#6).

• Having friends
• Being treated fairly and with respect by teachers, counselors, office staff,

coaches, and your principal
• Being in the popular crowd
• Feeling safe
• Keeping up with your school work
• The way your school looks, smells, and feels

Why did you rank your concerns this way?

3. [Theme: What makes your school feel safe?]  Think about your school day from the
minute you get on the bus in the morning to the minute you arrive home in the
afternoon.

• What does it mean to be safe at school?
• What kinds of things make you feel safe at school?
• What kinds of things make you feel unsafe at school?
• Describe some places at school where you feel safe.
• Describe some places at school where you feel unsafe.
• (If no student brings it up) How safe do you feel on the bus?



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

63Design

• Can you think of a time when you felt physically threatened at school?  Can
you describe that?

• Have recent news events or things that have happened to you made you have
thoughts or feelings about school safety?  Please describe some of those
thoughts or feelings.

• Have you ever seen a police officer at your school?  What was that like?
• How would you react to seeing an adult law officer in uniform at your school

every day? [If no student raises the question]  Does it make a difference if the
officer is in full uniform with a gun?

4. [Theme: Specific advice about improvements.] What advice would you like to give the
adults who have the responsibility for making school as safe and comfortable as
possible?

5. Anything else?

Questions for middle school and high school participants:

1. [Theme: How welcoming is school?] Let’s take an imaginary trip into the future — just
until tomorrow morning.  You wake up.  It’s a school day.  You get out of bed, get
dressed, maybe eat a little bit:

• What kinds of things will you be looking forward to at school?
• What will you be wishing was different at school?
• What makes you feel good about being at school or about learning?
• What kinds of things do adults in your school do that make you feel

comfortable/uncomfortable?
• How comfortable would you feel asking adults at your school for help?  Which

categories of adults?

2. [Theme: How high does safety rank among students’ concerns about school?] I am
going to give you a list of 12 concerns, written on a set of index cards.  Please work
as a group to rank these concerns, with #1 being your most important concern about
school, and #12 being your least important concern about school.  Come to some
consensus about how to rank them and why.

• Making good enough grades
• Having friends
• Being treated fairly and with respect by teachers, counselors, office staff,

coaches, and your principal
• Being in the popular crowd
• Being part of extracurricular activities (clubs, band, academic teams, all non-

sports)
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• Being prepared for life after high school
• Having the respect of your peers
• Feeling safe
• Keeping up with your school work
• Doing well in sports
• Following school rules, like dress code, tardies, excused absences, parking,

etc.
• The way your school looks, smells, and feels

Let’s talk about your top three cards — Why did you rank your concerns this way?
Why were these the most important?  What about your bottom three cards?  The cards
in the middle?

3. [Theme: What makes your school feel safe?]  Think about your school day from the
minute you get on the bus in the morning to the minute you arrive home in the
afternoon.

• What kinds of things make you feel safe at school?
• What kinds of things make you feel unsafe at school?
• Describe some places at school where you feel safe.
• Describe some places at school where you feel unsafe.
• Can you think of a time when you felt physically threatened at school?  Can

you describe that?
• When you go to school-sponsored events in the afternoons or evenings, how

safe do you feel?
• Have recent news events or things that have happened to you made you have

thoughts or feelings about school safety?  Please describe some of those
thoughts or feelings.

• Have you ever seen a police officer at your school?  What was that like?
• How would you react to seeing an adult law officer in uniform at your school

every day? [If no student raises the question]  Does it make a difference if the
officer is in full uniform with a gun?

4. [Theme: Specific advice about improvements.] What advice would you like to give the
adults who have the responsibility for making school as safe and comfortable as
possible?

5. Anything else?
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Interview Questions from Jessamine County, 1999

Research Topic: What are Jessamine County students’ perceptions about the work they do?

1. What kinds of assignments are you asked to do in school?

2. Tell me about the kinds of research you are asked to do in school.

3. What ways do you use technology at school to do your work?

4. What makes a school assignment worth doing?

5. What kind of schoolwork turns you off, or doesn’t help you learn important things?

6. Describe an assignment for students that would really be worth doing and fun.

7. What motivates you to try to do your best work?

8. What or who encourages you to keep trying when you have a difficult task or
challenge?

9. How do you evaluate, revise your work and try to make it better?

10. Besides grades, how do you know when you’ve done your best work?

11. Can you tell me about a time when you were really proud of your work?  What makes
you feel proud?
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Interview Questions from a Fayette County Middle School, 1999-2000

Research Topic: To what extent do students think/feel there are cultural barriers at our school?
How does this affect students academically and socially?

I. Hand out index cards to each participant and ask the students to write the names of
groups/cliques that exist at our school (one group on each card).

1. How familiar do you think adults at our school are with these different groups/
cliques?

2. How would you describe the relationship among these different groups?
3. How would you describe the relationship between these different groups and

adults at our school?
4. Where do these groups interact with each other?
5. Tell me some ways that they interact with each other.
6. Do students typically belong to only one group or do they hang out with lots of

different groups?
7. Can you say anything about whether these groups have changed over time?
8. When are the differences among these groups most obvious?  When are they

least obvious?

II. Tell us about your experience with tensions among these groups.

1. Can you think of a time when you observed tension among different groups?
What happened?  Where did the tension take place?  What did adults do
when this happened?

III. When do you feel pressure to act in ways to please another group?

1. Can you give an example of a time when students might feel pressured to act
in ways to please a particular group?

2. How might this pressure affect students’ grades or school work?
3. How might this pressure affect students’ social life?

IV. Describe what can be done to help you get along with different groups.

1. What should the grown-ups responsible for our school’s success do to make
sure that all groups do well at school and learn a lot in their classes?

2. What should grown-ups do to make sure that all students enjoy being part of
the school’s activities?

3. If that’s what the grown-ups should do, what should the students do?
4. From your own viewpoint and experiences, what could be done to increase

interactions among groups?
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Interview Questions from Students Speak: How Kentucky Middle and
High School Students View School, 1997

Question OneQuestion One

Imagine you are on a team that has been asked to make a movie about what
__________ School is like.  If you do an accurate job showing how it is at your school,
you will win $100,000 in a film festival.  In order to win, you must show an accurate
picture of academic life, social life, and extracurricular activities.   What has to go in
the movie in order for it to show the good and the bad of __________ School?

Question TwoQuestion Two

What do you want from high school/middle school?

Question ThreeQuestion Three

To what extent are you getting what you want at ___________ School?

Possible follow-ups, if needed:

— What grade would you give your school on academics?  On social life?
On extracurricular activities?

— (For people who are beyond the freshman year)  Have either of those
grades changed over time?

— When you think of your future life as an adult, what do you most hope
school will do to get you ready?

— How well is ____________ School meeting your academic needs?

Question FourQuestion Four

Imagine that ten years from now you are all teachers at __________ School.  You love
your school and you want to do a great job for the students.  What will your teaching
be like?

Possible follow-ups, if needed:

— Name a favorite teacher in your present school.  What specifically do
you like about his/her classes?
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— What kind of overall attitude would the ideal high/middle school have?
What would make it a place you want to be?

— What kinds of things have you learned from your present teachers that
you will definitely want to use yourself when you teach?

— What would the teachers be like in the ideal high/middle school?

— What would be the ideal way for teachers to teach?

— What would teachers need to do to make learning more fun?

— What would be the ideal relationship between students and teachers?

— What kinds of things do your present teachers do that you definitely will
not continue when you are in charge of your own classroom?

Question FiveQuestion Five

What would __________ School need to change in order for it to be the perfect
school for you?

Question SixQuestion Six

 What’s new at your school?

Possible follow-ups, if needed:

— What’s changed recently?

— Have you noticed anything different about the way teachers are
teaching?

— How do you like the changes?

Question SevenQuestion Seven

Is there anything else you would like to say about how to make __________ School a
better place for you?
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d. Arrange for pilot groups to test your interview questions.

Your work team should conduct a pilot group
or trial run to test the workability of your
interview questions.  Ideally, plan to run at

least two pilots.  The first will show you the most glaring
problems with your questions.  You will see whether
students find the questions inscrutable, or whether they
respond to some meaning in the question that was
hidden from you (for example, the different
interpretations of the word “concerns”).

After you revise the questions, try them out with a second
test group.  This will give you the opportunity to see if
your adjustments worked as you intended.  Just
remember that one pilot group is 1,000 times better than
none at all.

Example of the Importance of Pilot Groups

The work team at one Fayette County middle school ran two pilot groups, one with 7th grade
girls and one with 8th grade boys, to test questions on the topic of cultural and social barriers.
The first question asked participants to write the names of groups/cliques that exist at the school
on index cards.  When participants asked for clarification, the student facilitators in each group
(one pair of male students and one pair of female students) provided significantly different
examples that then set the tone for the rest of their groups’ conversations.  The male facilitators
named such groups as blacks, whites, and Hispanics, while the female facilitators named such
groups as cheerleaders and basketball players.  As a result, the participants’ responses to the
remainder of the questions varied widely between the two groups.

These pilot groups revealed the necessity for all of the student facilitators to get together and
determine how to best present the first question and provide all participants with the same
examples, without skewing their responses in one direction or another.  After the pilots, the
facilitators met and figured out some common language to use if they were asked to explain the
meaning of certain questions.
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Pilot groups made up of people who resemble your real
participants are ideal.  For example, work team members
from a Fayette County high school conducted a pilot
group with their own 11th grade male students before
running groups with 11th graders in other high schools.
You can conduct a random sample to recruit participants
for the pilot groups.  Another option would be to bring
together a group of about eight willing students, such as
members of an extracurricular club or students from a
particular classroom.  Once students participate in a pilot
group, however, they should be excluded from
participating in the “real” focus groups.

You should arrange the pilot group(s) in the same way as
your actual focus groups: find an available room; send
home permission forms and letters to parents; offer
refreshments; set up recording equipment; and use
trained facilitators.  Refer to the checklists for recruiters
and site managers, beginning on page 99, for a
complete list of all the steps involved in making the
groups happen.

If you absolutely do not have time to conduct a pilot
group, make sure that you receive a lot of input from the
student representatives on the work team.  They will be
able to provide significant assistance with refining the
language of the questions to reflect that of students.
They will also help determine the suitability of certain
questions and whether questions are “answerable” or
not.

As your work team begins to be able to envision
the focus group topics and questions more
clearly, you should begin thinking about

facilitation.  The first task is to consider the most appropriate
sources for facilitators for the focus groups.  Below we
present our primary recommendations for each school level,
along with the rationale behind each recommendation.
Here are our overall recommendations:

• For elementary school focus groups, designate an adult
whom the students know and feel comfortable with, such
as a guidance counselor or resource teacher.

IMPORTANT: Once you
begin running the “real”
focus groups, you shouldn’t
make any changes to the
questions.  All groups must
answer the exact same
questions in order for your
results to be credible and so
that you can truly compare
groups to each other.

10. Make decisions about
focus group
facilitation.
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• For middle school focus groups, train high school
students to serve as facilitators.

• For high school focus groups, use “outside” facilitators
— either students from other high schools in your district
or a neighboring district or students from a local college,
community college, university, or technical school.

• For both middle and high school focus groups, use co-
facilitators.  As much as possible, make sure the
facilitators reflect the participants in the room.  For
example, if you are conducting a focus group with all
male participants, use a pair of male facilitators.  If you
are conducting a focus group that contains an equal mix
of African American and Caucasian female participants,
recruit one African American female facilitator and one
Caucasian female facilitator.

a. Facilitators for elementary school focus groups

Primary Recommendation
Choose an adult — one who is either already trained or
available to be trained — whom the students know and
feel comfortable with to facilitate the sessions.  The most
likely sources of facilitators for these groups are guidance
counselors or resource teachers.  In Jessamine County,
four guidance counselors and one resource teacher
facilitated the elementary sessions with great skill and
ease.

Alternative
You may be able to bring in skilled adults from the
community to facilitate the sessions, provided you
prepare them adequately.  This kind of approach may be
worthwhile if you are concerned about neutrality and
student confidentiality or if you have a particularly
sensitive research topic.  We have not had any
experience with using outside adult facilitators at the
elementary school level, but we would be interested in
the results.

We recommend that you
form pairs of facilitators who
differ from each other on
factors such as these:

• race/ethnic background
• socioeconomic status
• academic performance

level
• level of involvement in

extracurricular activities
• social status in the

school
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b. Facilitators for middle school focus groups

Primary Recommendation
Engage students from local high schools to serve as
facilitators.  Form pairs of facilitators for each focus
group; to the greatest extent possible, make sure that the
facilitators reflect the characteristics of the student
participants.  If you are planning to conduct groups that
are homogeneous by gender (which we again underscore
as our recommendation for middle and high school
students), identify two female student facilitators for each
female focus group and two male student facilitators for
each male focus group.  Refer to the box on page 71 for
a list of other factors to consider when pairing facilitators.
If time and schedules permit, a pair of students can
facilitate more than one group.  (Remembers that if you
are relying on the same pairs of student facilitators to
conduct all the groups, you should vary the days and
times of the groups so that the students don’t miss the
same class several times in one week.)  It’s a good idea
to designate one or two alternates for each group, just in
case one of your facilitators becomes ill or is otherwise
unable to run the group.

Advantages of using high school student facilitators

• At the middle school age, students tend to be less
comfortable talking frankly with adults and more
guarded in their responses.  High school facilitators
can provide the authority necessary to keep a group
of middle school students on task and under control
and also serve as a youthful presence with which the
younger students feel comfortable.

• Using students from local high schools as facilitators
helps to ensure neutrality and confidentiality, since
presumably the facilitators are less likely to know the
participants.

• Training high school students to serve as facilitators
will develop the capacity of students in your district to
conduct their own qualitative research and to be
effective facilitators.

“You have to have
student facilitators.
Otherwise, the
participants think ,
‘Let’s tell ‘em what they
want to hear’ — or,
‘Let’s irritate them!’”

— High School Educator,
Fayette County
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Disadvantages of using high school student facilitators

• Coordinating the logistics of the focus groups is more
difficult when you are using outside facilitators.  These
logistics include transporting student facilitators to
another school site, matching schedules, and giving
facilitators a chance to practice and become familiar
with the questions.

• Student members of the work team may feel less
ownership in the process since they will not be
facilitating the groups, while outside facilitators may
have less stake in the outcome.

High school student facilitators for middle school groups
can be drawn from grades 10 through 12, though any
10th grade facilitator should be matched with an older
student counterpart.

In Jessamine County, the Beta Club advisor in each high
school recruited club members to serve as facilitators.
Roberts & Kay, Inc. trained all of the recruited students
and then randomly chose two pairs of students (one male
and one female) to serve as the facilitators for the middle
school focus groups.  See the box at the left for possible
sources of high school student facilitators.

Alternative
Train middle school students (8th graders) from your own
school to serve as facilitators.  Form pairs of facilitators
for each group; to the greatest extent possible, make sure
that the facilitators reflect the characteristics of the
student participants.  Identify two female student
facilitators for each female focus group and two male
student facilitators for each male focus group.  If time
and schedules permit, a pair of students can facilitate
more than one group.  You could either train the students
who are serving on the work team or recruit other
students with potential facilitation skills.  You should
designate one or two alternates for each group, just in
case one of the facilitators becomes ill or is otherwise
unable to run the group.

Possible Sources of High
School Student Facilitators

• Members of FFA or
other student leadership
development groups

• Beta Club or National
Honor Society members

• Student Government
officers

• Returned Governor’s
Scholars

• Students in
communication classes

• Any other members of
an extracurricular club
looking for a hands-on
project

• Any students with
leadership skills or
leadership potential
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Advantages of using “in-house” middle school student
facilitators

• Students on the work team may have more ownership
of the focus group process if they have the added
responsibility of facilitating the groups, since they will
be able to have a direct impact on the outcome.  In
addition, “in-house” facilitators will have more
familiarity with the research and interview questions,
since they probably helped frame them.

• Middle school student researchers will gain additional
communication and facilitation skills.

• It is easier to manage the logistics of facilitation if you
use “in-house” facilitators (i.e. easier to work around
facilitators’ schedules, no need for transportation,
etc.).

• “In-house” facilitators are easier to supervise.

Disadvantages of using “in-house” middle school student
facilitators

• Middle school students require more training and
practice time.

• Middle school students may have more difficulty
keeping a group of their peers on task and under
control.

• Middle school students who are facilitating a group of
their peers may have less capacity for neutrality, since
they will probably know many of the student
participants and may have preconceived notions or
biases.  Similarly, the student participants may have
their own notions about the facilitators and their
ability to maintain neutrality and confidentiality.

• Middle school students may or may not be able to
address impression management challenges (refer
back to pages 36-38).  While “in-house” student
facilitators may be more aware than outside
facilitators of the social divisions that are present in
the room, they may have difficulty overcoming these
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challenges, especially since the facilitators themselves
are likely to be perceived as belonging to one or
more social groups.

In 2000, RKI worked with 8th grade students (two males
and two females; two African American students and two
Caucasian students) at one Fayette County middle school
to prepare them to serve as facilitators.  This effort
required quite a bit more training and practice than is
typically involved with older students, but it appeared to
have been mostly successful.  The students greatly
appreciated the opportunity to gain new skills and
demonstrated a high level of professionalism when
running the focus groups.  We say more about the work
team’s efforts to prepare the student facilitators in
Appendix F, beginning on page 179.

We think it is still too early to know for certain if training
middle school students to serve as facilitators is a viable
approach, but we present it here as an alternative and
look forward to hearing about other schools’ experiences
with it.

c. Facilitators for high school focus groups

Primary Recommendation
Use “outside” facilitators, either students from other high
schools in your district or a neighboring district or
students from a local college, university, community
college, or technical school.  Form pairs of facilitators for
each group; to the extent possible, make sure that the
facilitators reflect the characteristics of the student
participants.  Identify two female student facilitators for
each female focus group and two male student
facilitators for each male focus group.  If time and
schedules permit, a team of students can facilitate more
than one group.  It’s a good idea to designate one or
two alternates for each group, just in case one of the
facilitators becomes ill or is otherwise unable to run the
group.

Sources for “outside” facilitators

• You can bring in student facilitators from other district
high schools, if students from the different high
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schools in the district do not know each other well.  If
the amount of overlap between county high schools is
so great as to affect the neutrality of student
facilitators, you will need to find other sources.  For
example, in Jessamine County we discovered that not
enough time had passed since the creation of a
second county high school and subsequent transfer of
students to provide for neutral facilitators.  So, we
looked for students from outside the district.

• You can recruit facilitators from a neighboring district.
We anticipate that as more districts implement focus
group inquiry, and as more educators engage
students in accomplishing this and other types of
qualitative research as part of the curriculum, more
students will have these skills and will be willing and
eager to use them in a sort of skills exchange.

• You can use students from a nearby college,
university, technical school, or community college.
This can be an excellent solution.  This is the option
the Jessamine County work team selected.  We
located some college students who had some
previous facilitation experience, and we trained one
college student ourselves to serve as a facilitator for
the high school groups.  We provided a lot of support
and guidance in advance of the sessions to all the
college student facilitators and we paid them for their
time and expenses.

Advantages of using “outside” student facilitators

• It is critically important for focus group facilitators to
be neutral at all times during the session.  Facilitators
must be able to create a climate of warmth and
openness that encourages students to talk about the
issues on the table.  Successful facilitators therefore
must behave as if they have no preset notions about
participants.  This is often easier when the student
facilitators do not know the participants in the group,
or at least do not know them well.

• Student participants may feel more comfortable with
an outside facilitator.
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• Facilitator neutrality and integrity require that
facilitators do not breach the confidence of the group
by talking after the groups about the specific people
and views they encountered there.  Using outside
facilitators provides a significant boost to participant
confidentiality.

• Using outside facilitators is a more professional
approach and may lend more credibility to the results
of your focus groups.

Disadvantages of using “outside” student facilitators

• Coordinating the logistics of the focus groups is more
difficult when you are using outside facilitators.  These
logistics include transporting student facilitators to
another school site, matching schedules, and giving
facilitators a chance to practice and become familiar
with the questions.

• Student members of the work team may feel less
ownership in the process since they will not be
facilitating the groups, while outside facilitators may
have less stake in the outcome overall.

• If you are using college students as facilitators, you
will probably need to provide them with an incentive,
typically money.

Alternative
Train students from your own high school to serve as “in-
house” facilitators for the focus groups.  The same
recommendations about forming pairs of facilitators for
each group still apply.  You may either train the student
members of your work team or recruit additional students
to serve as facilitators.  You should designate one or two
alternates for each group, just in case one of your
facilitators becomes ill or is otherwise unable to run the
group.  See the box at left for ideas on desirable qualities
in student facilitators or refer back to the box on page 73
for ideas on potential sources for facilitators.

Many Fayette County
educators emphasized that
almost any student could
serve as a facilitator, with the
proper training.  They
recommended that work
teams “spread the wealth” or
recognition by considering
students who may not be the
most obvious leaders to serve
as facilitators.  Educators at
one Fayette County high
school said they looked for
students who were:

• team players
• flexible, easygoing
• high performers
• self-motivated
• confident
• respected by their peers
• reflective of the diversity

of the school
• well-rounded
• from a supportive home

environment
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Advantages of using “in-house” high school student
facilitators

• Students on the work team may have more ownership
of the process if they have the added responsibility of
facilitating the groups, since they will be able to have
a direct impact on the outcome.  In addition, “in-
house” facilitators will have more familiarity with the
research and interview questions, since they probably
helped frame them.

• Student researchers will gain additional
communication and facilitation skills.

• It is easier to manage the logistics of facilitation if you
use “in-house” facilitators (i.e. easier to work around
facilitators’ schedules, no need for transportation,
etc.).

Disadvantages of using “in-house” high school student
facilitators

• High school students who are facilitating a group of
their peers may have less capacity for neutrality, since
they will probably know many of the student
participants and may have preconceived notions or
biases.  Similarly, the student participants may have
their own notions about the facilitators and their
ability to maintain neutrality and confidentiality.

• Students may or may not be able to address
impression management challenges (refer back to
pages 36-38).  While “in-house” student facilitators
may be more aware than outside facilitators of the
social divisions that are present in the room, they may
have difficulty overcoming this challenge, especially if
they are perceived as belonging to one or more of
the groups.

In 2000, four high schools in Fayette County trained the
student members of their work teams to facilitate groups
in their own schools.  A pair of female students —
typically one African American and one Caucasian —
facilitated the female focus groups, while a pair of male
students — typically one African American and one

Under some circumstances
you may train more
facilitators than you can use
in a single set of focus
groups.  If you end up with
more trained facilitators
than opportunities to use
them, you can simply select
the facilitators for the focus
groups by lot (drawing
names or numbers).  On the
plus side, choosing
facilitators by lot is a fair and
straightforward method.
On the minus side, “leaving
it to fate” may not result in
the most skilled facilitators,
nor will it give you the
opportunity to strategically
match students to serve as
co-facilitators.
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Caucasian — facilitated the male focus groups.
Educators at the high schools expressed a high level of
satisfaction with their student facilitators and the level of
professionalism they displayed.

Your work team should carefully consider the advantages
and disadvantages — particularly those regarding neutrality
— to each approach to facilitation and make a decision that
is the best fit for you.

As your work team identifies sources for facilitators, keep in
mind the amount of training involved.  We recommend that
all potential facilitators receive at least one three-hour
training.  This is minimal.  After that, the more practice, the
better.  Remember that facilitators can gain invaluable
experience running pilot groups.  Please call the Partnership
for Kentucky Schools at 859-455-9595 if you would like
skilled assistance with designing and conducting your
facilitator training.

If you are conducting an effort in a cluster of schools or in an
entire district...

You may want to train the facilitators for each school level
separately, especially if your questions vary according to
grade level.  In Jessamine County, we trained student
facilitators and counselors separately.  This seemed to work
pretty well.  It may be possible to train all facilitators
at once.  If you try it, please let us know what happens.

For Fayette County Schools, we trained student facilitators
(middle and high school students) from five schools
simultaneously.  You can view the agenda for that joint
training session in Appendix F, pages 185-187.  Students
from each participating school later held their own practice
sessions.

***

In order to give facilitators the necessary time for practice,
plan the date, time, and location of your training(s) well in
advance of the focus group dates.  At this point, you should
also designate members of the work team to prepare
materials and carry out the training(s).  Those members with
the most experience in facilitation are probably the best
people for the job.

11.  Plan facilitator
  training.
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Appendix F, page 179, contains lots of useful facilitator
training materials, including sample agendas for the first
training session and background information on facilitating
focus groups.

In addition to planning the facilitator training, the work team
must consider other facilitator logistics such as permission,
transportation, and incentives.  We recommend that you
designate a facilitator coordinator for each participating
school and make all the facilitator coordinators members of
the logistics team for their own schools.  The facilitator
coordinator will handle the permission forms and letters of
agreement for facilitators (for both the training and the focus
groups), explain their absence from class to teachers,
arrange transportation for facilitators to and from the focus
group sites if necessary, and confirm participation.  If you are
conducting focus groups in more than one school and are
using “outside” student facilitators, facilitator coordinators in
each school will need to work together to make sure that all
facilitators get to the right groups at the right time.

In order to confirm student facilitators’ participation, ask
them to sign a letter of agreement.  This is especially
important if you are going to offer students some form of
incentive for their time and effort.  We feel that an incentive
is not necessary for middle school or high school students,
but it’s at your discretion.  Incentives are likely to make a
difference in your ability to recruit good post-secondary
students, however.  Your incentive could be money, a T-shirt,
or a pizza party.  In Jessamine County college-age
facilitators received $50 per group, plus $50 for one-time
preparation costs, mileage, and lunch.

On the following pages you will find samples of a letter to
facilitators, an agreement form for facilitators, a letter to
facilitators’ parents, and a permission form.  (Note: These
forms follow the “outside” facilitator approach.)

12. Make decisions
about facilitator
logistics.
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Cover Letter for Student Facilitator Agreement

October 5, 2001

Maria Sanchez
102 Park Avenue
Anytown, KY  40506

Dear Maria:

Thank you for agreeing to serve as facilitator for the upcoming Kantapple County Schools
Student Focus Groups.  Your group is scheduled to meet at South Kantapple MiddleSouth Kantapple Middle
School on Tuesday, October 23, 2001 from 12:30 to 2:00.  School on Tuesday, October 23, 2001 from 12:30 to 2:00.  You will be picked up at
school at 11:45.  You should expect to stay at South Kantapple Middle at least 30
minutes after the group is over.  Another bus will pick you up at 2:30 to take you back to
school.

Enclosed is a Facilitator AgreementFacilitator Agreement form that must be completed and returned to me by
October 11.October 11.  The success of these focus groups depends on the commitment of
facilitators like you.  We are depending on your attendance.  If an emergency arises and
you cannot attend the session, please notify me as soon as possible.

These focus groups will provide much-needed information about Kantapple County
students’ views on school climate and school safety.  Your assistance as a peer facilitator
will be invaluable in gaining this information.  We greatly appreciate the time you are
willing to give to this study.

Sincerely,
Harold Brown
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Facilitator Agreement Form

I, _____________________________, agree to facilitate a student focus group on

October 23, 2001 at South October 23, 2001 at South Kantapple Kantapple Middle School from 12:30 p.m. to 2:00 p.m.Middle School from 12:30 p.m. to 2:00 p.m.  I

understand that a bus will pick me up at 11:45 p.m. to take me to the site, and that I will

need to stay at least 30 minutes after the completion of the session.

I agree to conduct the group in a neutral manner under the guidance of the site

manager, and I agree to keep in full confidence everything student participants say during

the session.

Signature________________________________________________

Date______________________

Please return by October 11, 2001Please return by October 11, 2001
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Letter to Facilitators’ Parents

October 5, 2001

Mrs. Felicia Sanchez
102 Park Avenue
Anytown, KY  40506

Dear Mrs. Sanchez:

Kantapple County Schools has a firm commitment to making our schools inviting and safe places for
our students, staff, and families.  In light of this commitment, we are currently working on issues of
school climate and school safety.  The findings from our study will be presented in a report to the
Kantapple County School Board, which will consider recommendations about making our schools as
safe and comfortable as possible.

We are in the process of conducting focus group research to find out whether Kantapple County
students feel that school is inviting and safe.  For this research on school safety we will be conducting
two focus groups in each Kantapple County middle school and high school in October, and one
focus group in each Kantapple County elementary school with students in grades 4 and 5.

Your daughter, Maria, has agreed to help facilitate one or more of these groups.  She will receive
training on October 13.  Maria will help facilitate a focus group of middle school students on
October 23, from 12:30 p.m. to 2:00 p.m.  The focus group will include approximately seven or eight
female middle school students from grades 6 through 8.  The focus group will be under the guidance
and supervision of adult site managers from the school community.  We will contact your daughter’s
school to arrange for her excused absence on that day.

We have extended this invitation to students like Maria for two reasons.  First, a substantial amount of
research suggests that people in focus groups are most comfortable when someone much like
themselves is conducting the group.  Consequently, we expect the focus groups to be significantly
more successful with student facilitators.  Second, the experience of conducting these focus groups
under expert supervision will further teach the students skills they can use in college and later in the
workplace.

As students arrive to take part in the focus group, the adult site manager will greet them and provide
support for the student facilitators.  Once the focus group begins, one or more adults will be in an
adjacent room listening on headphones to the conversation taking place.  A tape recording will be
made of each session for the purpose of analysis.  The tapes will be used to make a written transcript
of the session in which all names and identities are removed.  As a confidentiality measure, Maria’s
name will not be identified in the written report.

I hope you will give your consent by signing the enclosed parental permission form.  Please return it to
our office in the enclosed envelope by October 11.  Please call me if you have any further questions
or concerns.

Sincerely,
Harold Brown
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Facilitator Parental Permission Form

I, _____________________________, grant permission for my daughter Maria Sanchez to

facilitate the student focus group sponsored by the Kantapple County School System on

Tuesday, October 23 Tuesday, October 23 at South Kantapple Middle School from 12:30 p.m. to 2:00 p.m. from 12:30 p.m. to 2:00 p.m.

Maria will be transported by bus to the site at 11:45 p.m., and can expect to stay 30

minutes after the event.

I am aware that the purpose of the student focus group is to learn about high school,

middle school, and elementary school students’ opinions about school climate and school

safety.

I am aware that the session will be tape recorded for analysis only.  I understand that my

child’s name will not appear in the written report.

Signature of parent or guardian_____________________________________

Date____________________

Please return by October 11, 2001Please return by October 11, 2001
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By this point, your work team has enough information to
designate a site manager for each focus group.  The same
person could coordinate simultaneous focus groups if the
rooms are in close proximity, although it is easier to have
one person for each group.  The site manager has these
responsibilities:

• setting up the rooms in the proper arrangement
• greeting facilitators and assisting them with any last

minute preparations
• arranging for and setting up refreshments (juice, fruit,

and donuts in the morning; pizza, cookies, chips, soda,
or other snacks in the afternoon)

• checking in participants, including making sure that all
have returned a permission form

• setting up the recording equipment and checking its
functioning

• being on hand to deal with any problems, should they
arise

See the checklist on page 100.

The designated site managers should be in constant contact
with the overall project manager and with other people in
the school who have some role in the process (the recruiter,
the facilitator coordinator, etc.).  They also need to report
back upon completion of the focus group.  All site managers
will serve on the logistics team.

Although you will probably have a subcommittee
of work team members who will be responsible
for the bulk of the analysis, the entire work team

needs to be involved in some key decisions about recording
and analyzing the focus groups (especially since this is
largely an issue of $$$).

a. How will you produce a record of the conversations?

Your work team needs to figure out a way to obtain the
most complete and accurate record of the students’
conversations as possible.

13. Make decisions about
site management.

14. Make decisions about
focus group recording
and analysis.
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Primary Recommendations
Tape record the focus groups using high-qualityhigh-quality
recording equipment, including a tape recorder and a
table microphone.  Produce professional-quality verbatim
transcripts of each group.

Recording

You may be able to rent a recorder and table
microphone from a local recording studio.  Rental fees
generally run between $30 and $100 a day, depending
on the quality of the equipment.  Another alternative is to
work with any high-quality recording equipment or
technology available at your school.  If you are
considering school equipment, try it out in a
conversational setting with a few students for five minutes
or so, and then see if the resulting tape is clear enough
to use for extracting verbatim quotes.

If your school or school system plans to replicate the
focus group process many times, you might consider
investing in your own high-quality tape recorder and
table microphone.  Such high-tech equipment costs
approximately $400.  (We understand that this might not
be an affordable option for many school systems.)

Whatever recording method you choose, make sure you
can cover all the dates and times for your focus groups.
That is, if you can afford to rent only two recording
devices, make sure that you do not have more than two
focus groups scheduled at one time and that you leave
plenty of time to shuffle recording equipment from one
site to another.

Transcripts

If your work team has the time and resources, we highly
recommend that you find someone to transcribe the
tapes from the focus group sessions.  Professional
transcripts provide the best written record of the
conversations and allow researchers to capture
participants’ comments verbatim.  Transcripts also help
significantly with analysis.  A decent transcriber generally
charges $12 to $15 per hour; a two-hour tape usually
requires six to eight hours of work.

IMPORTANT: While your
recording strategy may seem
like a simple decision, it’s
really quite critical.  Much
of the value of your groups
will be lost if you do not
have an accurate record of
what transpired during the
conversations.  Since one of
the main purposes of focus
group research is to hear
students talk about issues in
their own words, you should
select a recording strategy
that will give you as much
access to verbatim quotes as
possible.
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Be sure to get verbatim transcripts from the focus groups.
This way, you will be sure to accurately quote participants
and understand the context of their responses.  Your
transcriber should remove all participants’ names and
any references to specific people or places.  This ensures
participant anonymity and removes the possibility of bias
on the part of the analysts towards one participant or
another.

The following pages contain samples of professional-
quality verbatim transcripts from two student focus
groups.  (Note: These excerpts have been pulled from
different points in the focus groups.)  In the transcripts:

• Each speaker, when possible to distinguish individual
voices from the audiotapes, has been assigned a
number indicated at the left of the page.
Indistinguishable speakers are indicated by an
underline and a colon. { __: }

• The facilitator is indicated by an { F:F: } at the left of
the page.

“Being able to quote
students word for word
probably had the
greatest impact.”

— Jessamine County
Educators
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Excerpt from Verbatim Transcript: Middle School Male Students

[Note: The focus group was already well underway when this exchange took place.]

FF: What do you think the best type of relationship would be to have between teachers

and students...at your schools?

__:__: What’s the best kind of relationship we have between them?

FF: What’s the ideal relationship?

5:5: Well, it kind of, kind of depends on whether...what kind of student you are.  Like...if

you’re bad, then only they’re like...they tell you to be quiet and shut up.

8:8: (INAUDIBLE) they see the ideal, the ideal that you would think is the best kind of

relationship.

5:5: Well, I know.  If you’re a good student and stuff, they’ll take time for you and you talk

and tell jokes and stuff...

6:6: Yeah, like I said.

5:5: ...but if you’re a bad student, they’ll tell you to shut up all day.

8:8: I think you should have a pretty good one, like friends.  You can choose after-school

stuff extras.  Most teachers who’s teaching school, they could be doing stuff like

educational field trips after school, they’re paying with their own money or they’re

asking for your help.  That’s it.

12:12: If they were nice and took time to...to work it out with me.

FF: What did you say?

12:12: If the teachers were nice and then they’d take time to work...work the problems with

them that you (INAUDIBLE).

FF: So is it more like you’d rather they be your friend, or...?  How would you...

__:__: Yeah.

FF: What?

__:__: That’s what I think.  They should be your friend.

7:7: Yeah.  They shouldn’t judge you over one incident.  Like if you make one little

mistake, they’ll judge you for the whole year, and that’s not right.
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Excerpt from Verbatim Transcript: High School Female Students

[Note: The focus group was already well underway when this exchange took place.]

FF: Okay.  Picture an ideal school with all these things that you’re talking about.  What

would the overall attitude in that ideal high school be and how would the teachers

be?  What kind of teachers would be there?

2:2: Teachers would be a lot happier.

__:__: Yeah.

9:9: The teachers would be happy, they wouldn’t bring their personal problems to school...

11:11: They’d be glad that they were actually teaching.

__:__: Cartwheels down the hallway.

__:__: They would be teaching.

__:__: They would, they would be excited about teaching, they’d want to be there...

5:5: So would students, knowing that they’re helping us.

__:__: Yeah.

__:__: They wouldn’t be there just for the paycheck.

9:9: Everyone in the school would get along with everyone else.  No more cliques, no

more fights.

10:10: When you’ve got 2,000 kids, not everybody’s going to get along.

9:9: Well, she said the “ideal school,” hello.

__:__: Yeah.

__:__: I didn’t say it was going to happen.

2:2: Yeah, at the school we’re all happy.

__:__: We’re all happy people.

6:6: Mrs. (NAME DELETED) can say, “Have a happy day,” and we’ll all have a happy day.

2:2: We’re all just sitting in class, just like, I love this class, wow.

__:__: But they’re...

__:__: In the ideal school, nobody would really mind getting up in the morning and going.

__:__: True.
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If you do not have the time or resources to obtain
professional transcripts, members of the analysis team
should instead produce verbatim notes from the sessions.
Members should listen to the tapes from the sessions on
their own time and take careful notes, capturing as much
of the participants’ own language as possible.

Another note-taking option involves implementing the
strategy we used in Jessamine County: As the trained
student facilitators conducted the focus group session, a
senior researcher sat outside the room and listened in on
headphones that were connected to a tape recorder
inside the classroom.  This arrangement allowed the
senior researcher to take notes on the conversation and
do some “quick and dirty analysis.”  When using this
immediate field note approach, it is imperative that the
note-taker fill in gaps and make full notes from each
session as soon as possible after the session concludes.
Though the session that has just concluded may seem
etched indelibly in your mind, all distinctions and insights
will begin to blur after you have listened to several focus
groups.  The only defense against this is to complete
good notes immediately after each session.

b. How will adult presence be handled?

You will need to find a balance between adult presence
and adult dominance or authority during the focus
groups.  For the purposes of analysis and facilitator
support, it’s important that at least one site manager and
perhaps a member of the analysis team be on hand while
the focus group is taking place in order to consult with
the facilitators as necessary and handle any other
problems.  The presence of these adults will also let the
student participants know that they are expected to
behave appropriately.  Both the site manager and
analysis team member must remain outside the room,
however, since adult presence within the room might
distract or deter the participants or otherwise influence
their responses.  This is particularly true for the middle
school or high school groups.  The facilitators should tell
the participants in the group about any adults who are
sitting outside the room.

Note: If you are listening to
tapes from groups in your
own school, you will need to
be extra cautious about
keeping all identities
confidential.
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If you are particularly concerned about facilitator support
or possible behavioral problems, you can imitate our
approach in Jessamine County.  There, a senior
researcher listened to the conversation on headphones
while sitting just outside the room.  Facilitators disclosed
the researchers’ presence to the student participants as
part of the opening remarks in each session.  This
permitted the senior researcher to provide coaching and
support for facilitators at two pre-arranged points in each
session, without distracting the student participants.  At a
specific moment, one facilitator stepped out of the
classroom to consult with the senior researcher about the
need to make any adjustments in either the questions or
the group engagement practices the facilitation team was
using.  If necessary, researchers also could have
intervened directly in the facilitation process.

No other adults — that is, anyone other than site
managers or analysis team members — should be
present in any way during the focus groups, unless, of
course, your facilitator is an adult.

After carefully working your way through this decision-
making stage, your work team needs to spend some time
thinking about how you will accomplish the next two stages
— logistics/action and analysis/reporting.

Your team members may want to divide into subcommittees
that meet separately, or they may prefer to continue meeting
as a whole group, with particular responsibilities assigned to
certain people.  It will help, in either case, if you provide
work team members with a rough description of each “job,”
as well as expected time commitments.  (Refer back to the
timetable and time estimates in the “Getting Ready” section,
pages 15-18.)  You may also want to schedule future
meetings at this time.

If you are conducting an effort in a cluster of schools or in an
entire district...

We recommend that you form a logistics team in every
participating school.  Designate one person from the work
team to oversee the entire action phase and to make sure all
arrangements are made, the focus groups take place, etc.

15. Plan your next steps.
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This person should be in constant communication with each
logistics team.

Job Descriptions

The job descriptions outlined here are based on the
assumption that you will have two implementation
subcommittees: a logistics team and an analysis/reporting
team.  You will need at least one person to fulfill each role;
for some jobs we recommend that you designate several
people.  Some people may of course serve in multiple roles.

Logistics TeamLogistics Team

1. Recruiter Job Description
Main Tasks:
• work with two or three other people to draw the

random sample
• recruit students
• screen students, if necessary
• manage letters to parents and permission forms
• ensure that each focus group has a full room of

participants

Ideally, you will want three to four people to serve as
recruiters.

Refer to Step 8 in Stage A, page 46, and Step 3 in Stage
B, page 103, for more details.  Also see the checklist on
page 99.

2. Site Manager Job Description
Main Tasks:
• take care of all the physical details related to setting

up the focus groups (room arrangement,
refreshments, recording equipment, etc.)

• check in participants
• remain on hand during the focus group sessions to

assist the facilitators and to take care of any
problems, should they arise

You should designate a site manager for each focus
group.

See Step 13 in Stage A, page 85, for more information.
Also see the checklist on page 100.
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3. Facilitator Trainer Job Description
Main Tasks:
• communicate with interested students and/or

counselors
• set up the time, day, and place for the training(s)
• prepare the written materials (including a facilitator

guide) and agenda for the training(s)
• conduct the facilitator training(s)
• assign facilitators to certain focus groups and/or pilot

groups (if using more than one pair of male or female
student facilitators)

See the checklist on page 101, Step 5 in Stage B, page
116, and Appendix F, page 179.

4. Facilitator Coordinator Job Description
Main Tasks:
• manage communication with the facilitators
• arrange facilitator transportation, if necessary
• manage permission forms and letters to parents of

student facilitators
• handle incentives, if necessary
• confirm facilitator participation
• ensure that all facilitators are in the right place at the

right time on the day of the focus group(s)

See the checklist on page 102 and see Step 5, Stage B
on page 116.

Analysis/Reporting TeamAnalysis/Reporting Team

1. Analyst Job Description
Main Tasks:
• attend focus group(s); listen to the audiotapes or read

transcripts
• draft notes, based on the framework of the research

questions
• discuss the results of the focus groups with two or

three other team members
• meet with other team members to analyze findings

and present ideas for the report

See Stage C, starting on page 127.
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2. Report Writer Job Description
Main Tasks:
• draft, edit, format, and revise the written report on the

focus group findings
• obtain feedback from members of the analysis team,

as well as from the entire work team

See Step 5, Stage C, page 146.

3. Report Presenter Job Description
Main Tasks:
• translate the information from the written report into

an oral report
• create a format for the report that is appropriate for

its intended audience
• prepare visual materials to accompany the

presentation

See Step 5, Stage C, page 146.
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Up until this point, your work team has been planning and
designing the focus groups and making decisions about all
the details of the process.  Now it is time for you to turn all
those decisions into actions!

The composition of the logistics team is a matter for the work
team to decide.  It may include any or all of the original
work team members, along with others who have been
asked to play a specific role in making the focus groups
happen, such as the role of site manager or recruiter.  Make
sure that at least one person has agreed to perform each of
the jobs described on pages 92-93: recruiter, site manager,
facilitator coordinator, and facilitator trainer.

We recommend that you select a logistics team leader.  This
person will conduct meetings, oversee this stage of the
process, and consult with and report back to the overall
project manager.

If you are conducting an effort in a cluster of schools or in an
entire district...

Form a logistics team in every participating school.  Each
team should include the school’s original work team
representative as well as other school people who will be
helping to make the focus groups happen.

Designate a logistics team leader who will be responsible for
conducting team meetings, overseeing this stage in the
process, and reporting back to the overall project manager.

During this stage, the project manager will need to be in
constant communication with each of the logistics teams.
S/he will be responsible for making sure that each school
has formed a logistics team, designated a leader, and
carried out the steps in a timely and appropriate way.

***

Logistics team members should meet at least three times.
During the first meeting you should firm up the deadlines set
during the planning phase and clarify responsibilities.  The

B.  Act

1. Form a logistics team.
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second meeting should focus on the recruitment process and
the final logistics.  The logistics team should meet a third
time after you have conducted a pilot group or groups in
order to discuss the results and to make any necessary
changes.  (Note: You will probably want to invite all the
original work team members to this third meeting to discuss
the results of the pilot group(s).)  Those in charge of the
facilitator training should have at least one additional
meeting, ideally in the time between the first two logistics
team meetings.

On the following page you will find sample agendas for
three logistics team meetings.
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First Logistics Team Meeting Agenda

2:00 PM Clarify the responsibilities of logistics team members

Firm up deadlines for actions

Draft checklists for all members

Check on all aspects of facilitation

Make final decisions about drawing the random sample

Identify and address any problems, barriers, or snags

Schedule next meeting

4:00 Adjourn

Second Logistics Team Meeting Agenda

3:00 PM Draw your random sample of student participants

Identify any problem areas and develop strategies to address the problems

Finalize logistics, such as the day, time, and location of each focus group

Finalize all arrangements for the pilot groups

Clarify all assignments and deadlines

5:00 Adjourn

Third Logistics Team Meeting Agenda (after the pilot groups)*

3:00 PM Discuss what worked/what did not work during the pilot groups

Revise the interview questions, if necessary

Make any adjustments in facilitators

Discuss any other logistics you could work on to make the focus groups run more
smoothly

5:00 Adjourn
*With original work team members
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During the first logistics team meeting, team members need
to clarify responsibilities and confirm the deadlines set during
the work team’s planning (design) stage.  One of the easiest
ways to make sure that each person is on the same page
and knows what to do and when to do it is to generate
checklists for each job.  These checklists will reflect the
decisions the work team has made about each step of the
effort.

Each person works as part of the overall team effort.  It is
particularly important for people in key roles to keep
communicating and not get too focused on just getting the
checklist done at all costs.  The checklist is a supportive tool,
but old-fashioned communication — talk — will still be your
surest path to success.

The following pages contain sample checklists for each of
the four logistics team jobs outlined on pages 92-93.  (Your
checklists may not include all of these same steps; it will
depend on the decisions the work team made back in the
design stage.)

2. Clarify the
responsibilities for
each logistics team
member.
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Checklist for Recruiters

___ Create “slot sheets” of desired participants

___ Obtain appropriate lists of students from which you will recruit
participants

___ Separate lists according to predetermined factors, and number them

___ Obtain a random number table or computerized random number-
generating program

___ Conduct your random sample, based on the instructions of the work
team

___ Screen students to obtain any necessary information not provided by
lists

___ Meet with the students selected through the random sample

___ Send home permission forms

___ Call parents to ensure the return of permission forms

___ Collect permission forms

___ Make confirmation calls to parents to ensure student participation

___ Generate and send note to teachers excusing students from class
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Checklist for Site Managers

Before the pilot groups and focus groups:

___ Find appropriate, available rooms in which to hold the groups

___ Arrange for refreshments

______ Locate recording equipment

______ Check in with the facilitator coordinator

On the day of the pilot groups or focus groups:

___ Set up the rooms in the appropriate physical arrangement

___ Set up refreshments

___ Set up recording equipment

___ Reassure and assist facilitators

___ Sign in participants

___ Collect demographics from participants, if necessary

___ Restore room to original state; collect all recording equipment and
focus group materials
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Checklist for Facilitator Trainer

______ Invite students identified by the work team to participate in training

___ Arrange a day, time, and place for the training

___ Confirm the day and time with participants

___ Arrange for refreshments during the training

___ Prepare guide for facilitators and make copies

___ Prepare any other written materials and make copies

___ Create an agenda for the training

___ Conduct one or more training sessions

___ Give students’ names and contact information to the appropriate
facilitator coordinator

___ (If necessary) After the pilot group, revise the facilitators’ guide and
send to facilitators
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Checklist for Facilitator Coordinator

Before the facilitator training:

___ Help the facilitator trainers identify potential students to serve as
facilitators

___ Invite the selected students to serve as facilitators

___ Send permission forms for the training and letters of explanation to
parents

After the training:

___ Collect the names and contact information for the student facilitators and
alternates chosen to facilitate each focus group

___ Send permission forms and letters of explanation to the parents of
students who will be running groups, as well as to the parents of
alternates

___ Send letters of agreement to facilitators and alternates

___ Arrange transportation to and from the focus group sites for the
facilitators

___ Collect permission forms and letters of agreement from facilitators and
alternates

___ Send confirmation letters to the student facilitators and alternates
detailing the date, time, and place for the focus groups they will be
conducting; also give students the names of and contact information for
their co-facilitator and alternate

___ Alert teachers that student facilitators will be missing class

___ Make sure facilitators get to the right place on the right day at the right
time
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A random sample is a sample obtained in such a
way that each element in the population has an
equal chance for selection, or each of the

possible individuals in the population has an equal chance
to be selected.  That is, each student in the population has
an equal chance of being selected for the focus group.

Drawing a random sample is fun, and it boosts the
credibility, validity, and reliability of your research more than
any other single step you can take.  All that is required is
careful attention to procedure.  We emphasize that drawing
a random sample is definitely notnot the same thing as picking
every third person from a list, or just trying to get a bunch of
students with different characteristics together in one group
— even if you decide to be extremely fair and include those
students you would rather not include.

Your recruiters should allocate about four hours to carry out
the work of sampling.  (This presumes that one of you has
already generated the appropriate numbered lists of
students.)  Do this work in a private space.  Be sure to keep
the details of the process confidential in order to protect
student anonymity.

Drawing a random sample is a precise process.  In the
instructions that follow we describe two different methods for
drawing numbers for a random sample.  You may use either
one.  One involves using a printed random number table.
The other involves using an inexpensive, widely available
computerized random number-generating program.  We
recommend Mathbook+, a computer program that
generates lists of random numbers according to your exact
specifications.  You can order this program from Conrad
Button’s Software; 20230 Lake Riley Rd.; Arlington, WA
98223 (cost is $20).

Neither method is more complicated than the other, though
we emphasize again that the steps are precise and must be
followed closely.  You may want to enlist a statistics instructor
at a local university to help with this part of the process.  Be
assured, however, that drawing a random sample is easier
and more interesting than learning to program your VCR!

Call us or e-mail us at RKI (859-231-8308 or
rki@robertsandkay.com) if any of these instructions are
unclear.

3. Draw a random
sample.

These instructions presume
that you are drawing the
random samples yourselves.
If, however, you are working
with a school data person
(like the administrator in the
Office of Research and
Evaluation in Fayette
County) to draw the
samples, you may able to
skip some of the steps
presented here.  You will
need to work with the
school data person to figure
out which steps you’ll need
to do.
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Step-by-step instructions for conducting a random sample

We will walk you through the process of drawing a sample of
students who will take part in one focus group.  It is likely
you will need to repeat the process several times, because
you will be conducting multiple groups.  Each group will
have its own set of characteristics, predetermined by the work
team.  Taken all together, the different groups will represent
the students whom the work team believes have the answers
to the research questions.

For each student focus group you will be looking for a set of
students with specific characteristics (grade, race/ethnic
background, average academic performance, etc.),
depending upon the decisions made by the work team
during the planning phase.  This is called a purposive
sample, a sample in which you randomly select participants
that fulfill a set of predetermined characteristics.

Here’s an analogy that may help to explain a purposive sample a little more clearly:

Imagine that your population (your targeted focus group participants) consists of M&M’s, and
that you need to randomly select ten participants for the focus group out of a huge bowl of mixed
plain and peanut candies.  You don’t want just any old M&M in the group — a straight random
sample.  You want your final sample to include a mixture of colors, as well as a mixture of plain
and peanuts.  Specifically, you want two red plain, one red peanut, one green plain, two green
peanut, one orange plain, one orange peanut, one brown plain, and one brown peanut, all drawn
in a scientifically random way from the whole bowl. You don’t want any yellow M&M’s.  Reach
in without looking and draw out an M&M.  Make sure it fits one of your slots.  Continue to
blindly plunge your hand into the bowl until you have an M&M that fits each of the ten
descriptions above (two red plain, one orange peanut, etc.).  Discard any yellow candies.  Simply
throw out any duplicate colors/types.  That is, if you have already filled the slot for a brown
peanut — and you randomly pick another one — throw the second one away (actually, you could
eat it).  Do not go hunting for a green plain candy if that is the only slot left unfilled — keep
blindly drawing and discarding non-green plain candies until you finally draw the one you need.
You should end up with a set of ten M&M’s that exactly meets your specifications and that was
drawn at random.
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We return to the example from page 45 in which a work
team addressed the challenge of discovering how to improve
the learning climate in the pre-high school grades.  Here,
again, are the group characteristics the work team
determined:

• One group of eight students from grades P-3 in each
elementary school, mixed gender with an equal number
of boys and girls, with all academic performance levels
represented about equally, with an ethnic and racial
makeup that reflects the demographics of the whole P-3
population of the school.  Exclusions: children of
educators in our district, children who moved into the
district less than a month ago.

Information needed: List of all P-3 graders in each
school, numbered, including information about their
gender, race/ethnic background, academic performance,
length of time in the district, and whether they are
children of educators in the district.

• One group of eight students from grades 4-5 in each
elementary school, mixed gender with an equal number
of boys and girls, concentration of students whose
academic performance is average or below average,
with an ethnic and racial makeup that reflects the
demographics of the grades 4-5 population.  Exclusions:
children who moved into the district less than a month
ago and children of educators in the district.

Information needed: List of all students in grades 4-5 in
each school, numbered, including information about
their gender, race/ethnic background, academic
performance, length of time in district, and whether they
are children of educators in the district.

• One group of females in each middle school, equally
distributed across grades 6, 7, and 8, reflecting the
ethnic and racial diversity of the middle school
population, with all academic performance levels about
equally represented, with an equal mix of students
involved in school athletic programs and students who
are not.  Exclusions: children of educators in your district
and children who moved into the district less than six
months ago.
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Information needed: List of all middle school females,
numbered, including information about their gender,
grade level, race/ethnic background, academic
performance, participation in school athletic programs or
not, length of time in district, and whether they are
children of educators in the district.

• One group of males in each middle school, equally
distributed across grades 6, 7, and 8, reflecting the
ethnic and racial diversity of the middle school
population, with all academic performance levels about
equally represented, with an equal mix of students
involved in school athletic programs and students who
are not.  Exclusions: children of educators in your district,
and children who moved into the district less than six
months ago.

Information needed: List of all middle school males,
numbered, including information about their gender,
grade level, race/ethnic background, academic
performance, participation in school athletic programs or
not, length of time in district, and whether they are
children of educators in the district.

So, what do you do now?

a. Create a “slot sheet.”

Create a “slot sheet” for each group, based on the work
team’s decisions about the specific types of participants
each group should contain.

If we apply the M&M analogy to the randomization
process for student focus groups, the characteristics
change but the basic idea of “slots” for participants
remains the same.  You need a different slot sheet for
each group you are constructing.

It’s important to create your slot sheets before you begin
the random number process, just so you’re clear about
what kinds of students you need in the focus groups.
Keep in mind that you will be drawing more names than
you need, for two purposes: 1.) You will select and
recruit a few extra students to make sure the groups will
be full in spite of unreturned permission forms or
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absences, and 2.) You will draw some extra names to use
as “reserves” in case you need them later on (you don’t
need to include the “reserves” in the first round of
recruiting).

As a working example, we offer a slot sheet for one of
the middle school female groups as described in the
example above on pages 105-106.  Each slot represents
a student who offers certain characteristics desired by the
work team and who does not represent any of the
excluded characteristics.  (The slot sheet appears on the
next page.)
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Middle School Females Focus Group
(Goal: 8 participants; over-sampling by 4 to recruit 12 students, plus 5 reserves)

1. _____________________ [6th grade female; ‘A’ or ‘B’ average; African American, non-
athlete]

2. _____________________ [6th grade female; ‘C’ or below ‘C’ average; Caucasian, athlete]

3. _____________________ [6th grade female; ‘A’ or ‘B’ average; Caucasian, non-athlete]

4. _____________________ [6th grade female; ‘C’ or below ‘C’ average; Caucasian, athlete]

5. _____________________ [7th grade female; ‘A’ or ‘B’ average; Caucasian, non-athlete]

6. _____________________ [7th grade female; ‘A’ or ‘B’ average; Caucasian, non-athlete]

7. _____________________ [7th grade female; ‘A’ or ‘B’ average; African American, athlete]

8. _____________________ [7th grade female; ‘C’ or below ‘C’ average; Caucasian, athlete]

9. _____________________ [8th grade female; ‘A’ or ‘B’ average; Caucasian, non-athlete]

10 _____________________[8th grade female; ‘A’ or ‘B’ average; African American, athlete]

11. ____________________ [8th grade female; ‘C’ or below ‘C’ average; Caucasian, athlete]

12. ____________________ [8th grade female; ‘C’ or below ‘C’ average; African American,
non-athlete]

Reserves [don’t recruit unless you need to later on]

1. _____________________ [6th grade female; ‘A’ or ‘B’ average; African American, non-athlete]

2. _____________________ [7th grade female; ‘C’ or below ‘C’ average; Caucasian, athlete]

3. _____________________ [7th grade female; ‘A’ or ‘B’ average; African American, non-athlete]

4. _____________________ [8th grade female; ‘A’ or ‘B’ average; Caucasian, non-athlete]

5. _____________________ [8th grade female; ‘C’ or below ‘C’ average; African American,
                     athlete]

[Any students who were drawn for a slot but who met one or more of the characteristics for
exclusion should not appear on this list.]
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b. Obtain your lists.

Obtain the relevant lists of enrolled students; aim for lists
that contain as much information about the students as
possible (gender, grade, average academic
performance, race/ethnic background, etc.).

c. Divide the lists.

Divide the lists so that they are manageable/easy to use.
For example, to recruit for the middle school groups as
described on page 105-106, you may choose to divide
your lists in one of these ways:

• Divide students by grade (three different middle
school lists)

• Divide students by grade, and then by gender (six
different middle school lists)

• Divide students by gender (two different middle
school lists)

Dividing the lists reduces the number of random numbers
you will have to draw and increases the chance that you
will “hit upon” a student who will fill one of the slots,
since the list will already provide for one or more of the
targeted characteristics (for example, grade level).  If you
follow this approach, you will be conducting a random
sample of each list.  For example, you will draw numbers
from a list of 6th grade females until you have filled the
slots for 6th graders.  Then you’ll move on to a list of 7th
graders.

Depending on how the school computer generates the
student lists, your recruiters may have to do some manual
sorting to get the lists into the appropriate format.

You can work with a single list of all students, though this
will probably require more time and effort in the long
run, particularly if you are seeking students who fit a very
specific set of characteristics.
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d. Number the lists.

Number each list, beginning at the top with 1 and
continuing through the end.  (If you are using more than
one list — for example, one of 6th grade males and one
of 6th grade females — start each list with #1.)

How to number the lists if you are using a random
number table...

If you are drawing a sample from a list of 99 students or
less, use a two-digit numbering system.  Start with 01,
02, etc.  If you are drawing a sample from a list of 999
students or less, use a three-digit numbering system.
Start your numbering with 001, 002, etc.  This is to
ensure that the number next to the student looks exactly
the same as the number on the random number table
(i.e. all have the same number of digits).

(If you are using a computer program, you don’t need to
worry about this.)

e. Draw a random sample for each focus group.

Draw a random sample from each list (if working with
more than one).

1. For each focus group to be drawn, you will need four
things:

• A slot sheet reflecting the set of student
characteristics the work team wants in the group

• A page of random numbers from an elementary
statistics book or a random number list generated
by a computerized random number generator (see
Appendix E, page 178 for a sample random
number table.  You may want to use that table to
follow along with these instructions.)

• The list or lists of your population of students,
numbered from 1 to the end (or 01 or 001 to the
end).  The “population” may be, for example, all
6th grade females, all middle school females, or
all middle school students, depending on how you
divided the lists.
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• Pen or pencil and paper for recording the names
of students “drawn”

2. Generate a list of students, based on the order of the
random numbers.

If you are using a random number table...

• Close your eyes and drop your finger onto the
page.  Open your eyes without moving your
finger.  The number closest to your finger is the
starting point, your first number.

• You may be working with a page that has
numbers with five or six digits, for example,
565473.  Your total population is likely to be a
two or three digit number.  Use as many digits as
you need on the right side of the longer number.
(73 or 473)

Example: If you are drawing a sample from a two-
digit list of 90 6th grade females, use the two
digits on the right of each random number.  If you
were using the random number above — 565473
— your first randomly drawn student number
would be 73.

Example: If you are drawing a sample from a
three-digit list of 600 middle school students, you
will use the three digits on the right of each
random number.  Your first randomly drawn
student number would be 473.

If the random number table has just the right
number of digits for your population, use each
number just as it is.  If the random number table
has too few digits, you cannot use it and must get
another table that contains at least the number of
digits necessary to represent your population.

• After using the first number you selected, continue
down that column of random numbers, matching
each number with a numbered student name on
your list.  Write down the name of each student as
s/he is drawn into the sample.



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

112Act

• When you reach the bottom of a column, move to
the top of the next column on the right.  If you
have gone through the final column on the right
side of a page, go to a new page, or, if you only
have one page of numbers, go to the first item in
the left-hand column and work your way through
that column.

If you are using Mathbook+ (or some other computer
program)...

• Open the Mathbook+ software.  The default
selections are “Integer Values Only” and
“Unsorted Output.”  Keep these settings.

• In the “Upper Bound” box, enter the total number
of student names on the list you are working with
(in our example above, there were 240 students
on the list, so we would enter “240” as the upper
bound).  The “Lower Bound” will always be 1.
The “Quantity of Numbers to be Generated”
should be several times larger than the number of
students the recruiters must select.  We suggest
something between 50 and 70 if your total
number of students on the immediate list (Upper
Bound) is less than 200, and something between
150 and 200 if your Upper Bound is over 1,000.
This will give you plenty of numbers in case of
duplicates and ineligibility.

• Click <OK> and the program will generate a list
of numbers.  Select <File>, <Save>, name the
file, and save it.  It will have a file extension of
.dat and can be opened in WordPerfect or Word.
(When you open the document, the software will
ask from what format you are converting the file;
the default it has chosen should work fine.)

See the box on the left for an example of what
your random number list should look like.

• Go down the column(s) of random numbers,
matching each number with a numbered student
name on your list.  Write down the name of each
student as s/he is drawn into the sample.

Example of Randomly
Drawn Numbers for Middle

School Females

34 8
65 64

      108 28
16 115
98 20
69 124
96 26
25 53

      121 10
16 97
65 41
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3. Each random number, in order, selects a student with
that number.  Do not skip a number or toss out a
student whose name is drawn, except in the following
situations:

• Skip a randomly drawn student number if you
come to numbers that are higher than your total
population.  For example, if your total population
is 250, all numbers higher than 250 are simply
ignored or “tossed out” of the sample.  (This
shouldn’t happen if you are using a computer
program.)

• Skip a randomly drawn student number if you
come to numbers that you have already drawn.
Many random number tables or random number
lists contain repeat numbers, because each
number has an equally likely chance of coming
up every time a new number is generated.  If you
have already drawn student number 73 and the
number 73 comes up again, toss it out and move
to the next number in the column.

• Skip a randomly drawn student number if you
draw numbers for students who have been
categorically ruled out of the sample, for
example, students who moved into the district less
than six months ago or students whose parents
are educators in the district.  (You may not have
that information at this time, which is why it’s a
good idea to draw the names of a few extra
students in the sample, just in case you have to
exclude some students later on.)

• Skip a randomly drawn student number if you
draw the name of a student who doesn’t fill any of
the remaining slots in the sample.  Toss out this
number and move to the next one.

Example: You are drawing your sample from a
numbered list of 240 middle school females.  As
shown in the “slot sheet” on page 108, you have
decided to invite a total of 12 students in order to
account for those students who cannot participate
or who do not return permission forms (only 8 will
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be included in the group).  You plan to recruit
four 6th graders, four 7th graders, and four 8th
graders for the focus group. You have also
decided to draw the names of five “reserves,”
whom you may recruit at a later date if necessary.
Altogether, you will be drawing the names of five
6th graders, six 7th graders, and six 8th graders.
As your sample proceeds, you begin to fill these
categories.  For example, you draw numbers 149,
68, 200, and 7, all of whom are 6th graders who
represent the necessary characteristics.  Your next
number is 89, also a 6th grader.  Place her in the
first “reserve” slot and move on to the next
number.  Your next number is 32, another 6th
grader.  Toss her out and move on to the next
number.

Most of your samples will be somewhat complex,
depending on the characteristics you want to include
in the focus group.  The principle remains the same,
however: Draw the randomly numbered students in
the order the numbers appear on the table of random
numbers.  Toss out all those who duplicate already-
filled slots, or who must be excluded for other
reasons.

f. Fill in your slot sheet.

Using the random number list, match the first number on
the list to the corresponding student name.  Check on
that student’s characteristics.  In the box on page 112,
the first number on the list is 34.  Jessica Davidson, a 6th

grade Caucasian female athlete with a ‘B’ average, is
#34 on the list of students, so we write her name in the
slot next to this description.

Continue this process until you have filled in a name next
to every slot on your slot sheet, including the reserves.
Important: Do not skip any numbers on the randomImportant: Do not skip any numbers on the random
number table just to find a good match!!number table just to find a good match!!  This means
that if you draw the numbers of eight 6th grade females
with an ‘A’ average in a row, you simply need to discard
any extra names and continue down the list until you
draw the number of a student who does fill a needed
slot.  In order to make this scientific, you must draw the

Note: You may fill in the
slot sheet as you draw your
random numbers and match
them with students names,
or you may wait until you
have drawn the names of 20
or so students to begin
filling in the slot sheet.
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sample on the basis of the exact order in which the
numbers were given to you.  If one number does not fit
one of the categories you are looking for, then go on to
the next one.  If there is no student who corresponds to a
certain number, go on to the next number.  (Again, if you
are using Mathbook+, this shouldn’t happen if you
entered the correct “Upper Bound.”)  If the work team
has decided to exclude certain types of students (and this
information is provided by the student lists), skip the
numbers that correspond to those student names and
keep going.  Also throw out any duplicates.  For
example, in the number list on page 112, the number 16
appears twice.  Just cross the second one out and keep
moving down the list.

By the end of this process, you should have the names of
12 students to invite as participants for a female middle
school focus group, along with the names of 5 reserves.

g. (Optional) Screen recruited students on additional factors.

If recruiters need information about participants that is
not provided by the school’s student lists — such as
whether or not they have parents employed by the school
system — you have one more step to complete in the
random sample process.  After you have drawn all of the
names for your focus groups, screen students on the
additional factors, either by phone or in person, as
determined earlier by the work team.  The screening will
allow you to determine whether or not some students
drawn through the random sample need to be excluded
from the focus groups.  If you need to exclude some
students on the list, return to your slot sheet and move
the reserves up to the participant list, in the order in
which they appear.  Screen these students on the
additional factors.  Continue as needed until you have a
full list of participants who meet all the selection criteria.
(Note: If you need to move some of the “reserves” to the
participant list at this time, return to your random sample
to draw the names of several additional students who will
now be added to the slot sheet as “reserves.”  In other
words, if you need to move some of the student names
around, make sure that you still end up with 12 recruits
and 5 reserves.)

If you divided your lists at
the outset according to grade
and gender (or some other
characteristic), you will need
to repeat this entire process
for each list.  Number each
list, generate random
numbers for each, and
match the numbers with
student names.  Fill in the
slot sheet accordingly.
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Once the sampling process is finished, you should have a
randomly drawn list of 12 students to recruit for each focus
group.  (Note: You do not need to recruit the reserves at this
time.)  One of the recruiters should meet briefly with these
students — either one-on-one or as a group — to explain
why and how they have been chosen to participate, answer
any questions, and send home permission forms and letters
of explanation.  (See pages 49-50 back in Step 8, Stage A,
for an example of a briefing sheet you could use for this
discussion.)  The recruiter should take this opportunity to find
out if a student has a significant reason not to participate, or
if s/he has a scheduling conflict (has a test that day, etc.).
The sooner you get a sense of the likely number of actual
participants, the better.  (This will give you plenty of time to
recruit the reserves, if necessary.)

Give students a strict deadline for the return of permission
forms.  Let them know that you may be calling their parents if
permission forms are slow to return.

Refer back to page 53 and 55 for examples of permission
forms.

One of the most important — and biggest —
jobs of the logistics team involves planning and
carrying out facilitator training and facilitator

logistical support.  We cannot stress enough the importance
of effective facilitation.  It is absolutely critical that you arm
your facilitators with the skills and information necessary for
them to perform their role well.  Please refer to the facilitator
training materials in Appendix F for more specific information
about the training sessions, including sample agendas and
other essential elements.

These things will help you manage your focus group
facilitators:

• Develop a written facilitator guide that all facilitators will
follow when conducting the focus group sessions.  You
don’t have to start from scratch.  In the back pocket of
this Toolkit you will find the facilitators’ guide for the
1998 Jessamine County middle and high school groups,
as well as a booklet outlining tips for facilitators.  You
may reproduce and use any part of the guide or booklet,

If all 12 recruits return their
permission forms and show
up on the scheduled day and
time, you may either include
all of the students in the
focus group or thank the last
four students to show up
and send them away.
IMPORTANT: If you have
promised an incentive, give
it to all who show up, even
though you may send some
students back to their
classes.

5. Train, prepare, and
manage facilitators.

4. Recruit student
participants.
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with attribution to the Partnership for Kentucky Schools
and RKI as authors.  Your guide should include points to
cover in the facilitators’ introductory remarks, as well as
the questions and probes to be asked in each group.

• Designate a facilitator coordinator within each school, as
suggested in planning Step 12 in Stage A, page 80.  The
facilitator coordinator assists with these key steps:

> recruiting facilitators
> obtaining facilitators’ parent permission forms both

for training and for conducting focus groups
> working out the logistics and bureaucracy to make

sure facilitators get excused from class
> arranging and overseeing transportation to and from

training and focus groups
> working out the inevitable wrinkles that arise

Refer back to the facilitator coordinator checklist on page
102.

• Include the site managers who are managing the focus
groups at each location in all communications about
facilitation.  Develop a way for the site managers to know
in detail what to expect with regard to facilitation.

• Use teams of two facilitators for each session.  Pair less
experienced and more experienced students together
when possible.  You may also match co-facilitators
strategically according to strengths and weaknesses,
race/ethnic background, social status, or any other
factors that may make a difference to the participants in
the room.  Encourage the facilitator teams to practice
together before the focus groups take place, and ask
them to decide who will facilitate which parts of the focus
groups.

• Designate alternate facilitators for every focus group.
Include the alternates in any rewards facilitators receive
(food, T-shirts, time out of class, thank-you letters, etc.).

• Work hard to make sure facilitator training is excellent
and thorough.  Create a climate of comfort for trainees
by providing refreshments.  Give them plenty of time to
practice facilitating under your watchful eyes (and ears),

Call the Partnership at
859-455-9595 if you would
like skilled assistance with
the facilitator training.
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and offer them helpful feedback.  If possible, hold at
least one more practice session for facilitators before the
focus groups.  Give the facilitators additional experience
by conducting pilot groups.

• Consult with facilitators after each group to find out what
worked well or what approaches they might use in the
future.

Facilitator support is a big job in the overall scheme of
conducting focus groups.  Your logistics team can
experiment with ways to coordinate and streamline the work.

Once you have the names and contact information for the
facilitators (and alternates), send a letter of explanation and
a permission form to the parents of each student.  In
Jessamine County, the work team used one permission form
to cover both the training and the facilitation.  Be sure to
collect these permission forms at least a day before the
training or focus group takes place.  Go back to Step 12,
Stage A, pages 80 through 84, for sample letters, permission
forms, and facilitator agreement forms.

Immediately after the facilitator training, the facilitator
coordinator should give the designated students confirmation
sheets stating this information:

• date of the focus group
• time of the focus group
• time the facilitator must arrive (usually at least 30 minutes

in advance)
• place for the focus group
• name and contact information for their co-facilitator and

alternate
• when and where the bus will pick them up to take them

to their focus group site (if appropriate)
• contact information for the site manager at their focus

group site
• contact information for the facilitator coordinator at their

own school, or for the adult who is coordinating the
facilitator logistics

On the following pages you will find two sample
confirmation forms, one for facilitators and one for
alternates.

Note: Some of this
information may not be
necessary if you are using
“in-house” student
facilitators or if you are
using the same pairs of
facilitators for all groups.
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Facilitator Confirmation Form

MEMORANDUMMEMORANDUM

TOTO: Maria Sanchez
FROMFROM: Harold Brown, Facilitator Coordinator
SUBJECTSUBJECT: Preparation for focus groups
DATEDATE: October 15, 2001

Thank you for agreeing to be a facilitator for the session listed below.  If you cannot run this
focus group, please let me know as soon as possible.  You may reach me at 356-4705.

Your SessionYour Session

WhereWhere: South Kantapple Middle School, Room 205

WhenWhen: Tuesday, October 23, 2001

TimeTime: The focus group is scheduled from 12:30-2:00
a.m.  Bus 109 will pick you up in front of Parkview
High School at 11:45.

Co-Co-
facilitatorfacilitator: Latasha Williams; 253-9392

AlternateAlternate: Lindsey Parks; 225-8308

SiteSite
ManagerManager: Mr. Rodney Thurman

Please remember to bring the facilitators’ guide with you.



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

120Act

Alternate Confirmation Form

MEMORANDUMMEMORANDUM

TOTO: Lindsey Parks
FROMFROM: Harold Brown, Facilitator Coordinator
SUBJECTSUBJECT: Preparation for focus groups
DATEDATE: October 15, 2001

Thank you for agreeing to be an alternate for the session listed below.  If we need you to
serve as a facilitator, we will give you as much notice as possible.  You may reach me at
356-4705.

Your SessionYour Session

WhereWhere: South Kantapple Middle School, Room 205

WhenWhen: Tuesday, October 23, 2001

TimeTime: The focus group is scheduled from 12:30-2:00
a.m.  Bus 109 will pick you up in front of Parkview
High School at 11:45 a.m.

FacilitatorsFacilitators: Latasha Williams; 253-9392
Maria Sanchez; 245-9840

SiteSite
ManagerManager: Mr. Rodney Thurman

Please remember to bring the facilitators’ guide with you.
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As explained in Stage A, a pilot group can show
you the most glaring problems with your
questions or with any logistics.  You will discover

whether people find the questions difficult to answer or
whether they respond to some meaning in the questions that
was hidden from you.  A pilot group allows you to make
adjustments before it really counts.

You should conduct a pilot group after the facilitator training
in order to give the designated facilitators some valuable
practice time.  By this point, you should have already made
the necessary arrangements: a room, a site manager,
recording equipment, refreshments, a group of participants
(drawn either from a random sample or through
convenience), facilitators, and any other materials you plan
to use in the “real” focus groups.  (Refer back to the
checklists on pages 99-102 to make sure you’ve covered all
the bases.)

Just a reminder: Students who participate in a pilot group
should not be included in an actual focus group because
their pilot group experience could influence how they and
other students participate.  (Don’t be surprised if some
students ask to participate again.)

You may want several adults from the work team to assess
what happens during the pilot groups.  Because the adults
may intimidate students if they are present in the room, they
must either listen later to audiotapes or run a line out the
door to the hallway so that one person can listen through
headphones or so that a group may listen through a
recording device that has a speaker.  We recommend that
you bring all of the original work team members back
together to discuss the results of the pilot group(s) and make
any necessary changes.

Work team members should pay particular attention to how
participants responded to the questions: Did they find a
particular question difficult to answer?  Did they not
understand the language of a question?  Did certain
questions completely fail to generate interest?  Were
participants unwilling to answer a question?  Was the
information requested by a question too personal or
controversial?  Did any of the alternative, nonverbal
response questions fall flat?  Should the order of the

6. Run your pilot
group(s).
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questions be changed?  Use the information from the pilot
groups to make any necessary revisions to the interview
questions.

Work team members should also pay attention to the
techniques the facilitators use.  Did the facilitators
demonstrate neutrality and warmth, in words and tone of
voice?  Did they make efforts to balance participation
among group members?  Did they make correct use of
follow-up questions (i.e. not asking leading questions or
putting words in participants’ mouths)?  Did they give people
ample time to answer the questions?  Did they interrupt each
other?  Did they take turns asking questions?

Spend some time with the facilitators after the pilot group to
find out their impressions of how the group went and how
the participants responded to the questions.  Use this time to
provide encouragement, offer suggestions, and make any
adjustments in facilitator behaviors.  You may also want to
reiterate some of the basic facilitation techniques.

Recruiters should stick to the deadline for collecting
permission forms from students (at least four days before the
focus group is scheduled to take place).  For legal reasons, it
is imperative that you have permission forms in hand before
students arrive at the focus groups.  As you collect the
permission forms, remind students about the day, time, and
place for the focus group.  You might also give them a
written sheet detailing this information.  On the day before
the focus group is scheduled to take place, call students (or
parents) to confirm that they will be in school the next day
and that they still plan to participate.  Remind them that you
will only need eight students in the group, so the first students
to show up at the site will be the first eight participants.

Once you know who the focus group participants will be,
alert teachers or staff members that the focus groups will be
taking place in Room X and ask them to excuse the student
participants and student facilitators.  You do not need to go
into any great detail.  Simply give them the names of the
students and let them know when they will be out of class.  In
order to keep student participants’ identities somewhat
confidential, avoid announcing students’ names over the
intercom.  You may want to send someone around to

7. Collect permission
forms and confirm
student participation.
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individual classrooms, though, to round up the students.
If for some reason you do not collect enough permission
forms from among your 12 invited participants, you will need
to do some additional recruiting.  Go back to your original
slot sheet, which should contain the names of at least five
“reserves.”  You can also do an additional random sample
to make up for no-shows.  Be sure to give yourselves enough
time between your deadline for collecting permission forms
and the date of the focus group to do any necessary
additional recruiting.

You should finalize all of the last-minute details for the focus
groups at the logistics team’s last meeting, which should take
place after the facilitator training and pilot groups.  You can
use this final meeting to accomplish these tasks:

• make any revisions to the interview questions, as
determined through the pilot groups (if you make any
changes, be sure to update the facilitators’ guide)

• designate someone to send a revised guide to facilitators,
if necessary

• make sure facilitators have received confirmation sheets
• create a demographics sheet to collect information from

students participating in the focus groups (if you do not
already have this information)

• create sign-in sheets for the focus groups
• resolve any last-minute problems
• review your checklists
• create a focus group chart for all site managers and work

team members, especially those on the analysis team

See the next page for a sample chart for a district-wide
effort.

8. Complete logistics
planning.
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At last you are ready to conduct the focus groups.  If you
have done your work well in these first two stages of the
process, and if your facilitators follow a well-written guide,
your focus groups should look something like this:

• Eight students sit comfortably around a table.

• The table holds refreshments, soft drinks, cards showing
first names, a tape recorder, and table microphone.

• Two student facilitators sit at one end of the table.  They
welcome all the participants, make them feel at home,
and encourage them to relax and speak out.

The facilitators say, “This is not a test of your
knowledge.  We are going to be talking about things
that are familiar to you.  Every answer you give will be
the right answer.”

• The facilitators assure the participants that their names
will not be shared outside the group or used in the
research report.  The facilitators ask participants to keep
each others’ ideas and identities confidential as well.

• The facilitators tell the group that there are other groups
being conducted on this topic.

• The facilitators proceed through all of the interview
questions.  They may also invite participants to respond
to artwork, make lists, or give their opinions in a number
of ways that do not depend as much on talking.

• Participants find the questions interesting and enjoy
having the close attention of the facilitators.  At times the
participants start talking back and forth with each other in
a lively and funny way, as if the facilitators had
disappeared from the room.  The facilitators beam and
encourage this kind of free-wheeling conversation, as
long as it is on the topic.

• When the facilitators notice that one person is most likely
to be the first to answer each question or that another
person has a tendency to make long speeches, they
gently make corrections.

9. Conduct your focus
groups.
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The facilitators say, “Some people in the room are
quieter than others.  Let’s hear from some of you who
haven’t had a chance to get your ideas on the table.”
Or maybe they say, “Let’s hear from everyone on this
question.  Chris, why don’t you begin, and then we
will go around the table.”

• After 90 minutes, the facilitators turn off the tape recorder
and thank everyone, and the focus group ends.

We hope your own groups go this smoothly — keep in mind,
though, that this is a learning process.  Good luck!  We’ll
see you back in the analysis and reporting section.
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Congratulations — you made it through the focus groups!
You’re now two-thirds of the way through the entire process,
so give yourselves a big pat on the back!  Take a few
moments to praise each other for all of the hard work you’ve
done up to this point.

Try not to get too relaxed, though, because you’ve still got
one major piece of work to do: analysis and report
preparation.  This is the big payoff section, where you
discover if you indeed asked the right questions and got
some valuable answers.  Even more important, through
analyzing and reporting on the student focus groups, you will
discover what students really think and feel.  You will use
their responses to institute changes or validate existing
processes, as well as influence others about the value of the
student voice.  Analysis and report writing are not difficult,
but they do require some pretty serious reflection and
consideration.  This final section of the Toolkit (and you
thought it would never end!) will guide your analysis team
members through the basics and will provide suggestions
based on our experiences over the years.

a. Designate team members.

One way or another, you must form an analysis team.
Members will be responsible for uncovering the key
findings of the focus groups, producing a written report,
and presenting the report to the appropriate audience.
In this section we present our primary recommendations
for your analysis team.  Keep in mind that the focus
group facilitators (student or otherwise) will be particularly
valuable members of the analysis team.

Primary Recommendations

If you are conducting an effort in an individual school...

• Incorporate some members of the original work team
in the analysis team and include some school people
who have not been involved in the focus group effort
until now.

C.  Analyze and Report

1. Form an analysis
team.
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• Assign two or three people to each focus group
session.  (Most people will be analyzing more than
one group.)

• Bring in an outside consultant who will assist you in
uncovering themes, issues, and patterns and who will
help to boost the credibility of your analysis by
ensuring that it is free from bias.  Please call the
Partnership for Kentucky Schools at 859-455-9595
for assistance with identifying an outside consultant.

• Designate an analysis team leader who will run team
meetings, communicate with the project manager,
and make sure everyone receives the necessary
information.

• Designate your report writers, if you haven’t already
done so.  The writers will be responsible for compiling
notes from all of the focus groups into a summary
report.

If you are conducting an effort in a cluster of schools...

• Form an analysis team composed of representatives
from each participating school, as well as people who
have not been previously involved in the effort.

• Assign two or three people to each focus group.
Avoid assigning people to groups that took place in
their own school.

• Consider bringing in an outside consultant who will
assist you in uncovering themes, issues, and patterns
and who will help to boost the credibility of your
analysis by ensuring that it is free from bias.  Please
call the Partnership for Kentucky Schools at 859-455-
9595 for assistance with identifying an outside
consultant.

• Designate an analysis team leader.  The team leader
will run meetings, communicate with the project
manager, and make sure everyone receives the
necessary information.
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• Designate your report writers, if you haven’t already
done so.  The writers will be responsible for compiling
notes from all of the focus groups into a summary
report.

If you are conducting an effort in an entire district...

• Incorporate some members of your original work
team.  Also bring in some people who have not been
previously involved in the project.

• Assign two or three people to each focus group.
Avoid assigning people to groups that took place in
their own school.

• Consider bringing in an outside consultant who will
assist you in uncovering themes, issues, and patterns
and who will help to boost the credibility of your
analysis by ensuring that it is free from bias.  Please
call the Partnership for Kentucky Schools at 859-455-
9595 for assistance with identifying an outside
consultant.

• Designate an analysis team leader.  The team leader
will run meetings, communicate with the project
manager, and make sure everyone receives the
necessary information.

• Designate your report writers, if you haven’t already
done so.  The writers will be responsible for compiling
notes from all of the focus groups into a summary
report.

The analysis team leader should acquire the focus group
schedule (like the chart on page 124) from the logistics
team and meet with team members at least once before
the focus groups take place to divide up responsibilities.
Based on decisions made back in the design stage,
analysis team members will either obtain verbatim
transcripts from the focus groups or produce their own
notes while listening to the audiotapes.  Team members
should make arrangements for picking up the audiotapes
from the appropriate site manager.  If team members
plan to listen to the groups as they take place — using
the “headphones outside the room” approach — they



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

130Analyze and Report

will also need to be in contact with the appropriate site
manager.  If you are relying on transcripts as the basis of
your analysis, arrange for multiple copies of each
transcript and distribute them to the appropriate team
members.  Please ask all team members to note the
confidentiality cautions in the next section.

b. Take measures to ensure fairness and confidentiality.

Before the analysts begin their work, you will need to
underscore the critical importance of neutrality.  Good
analysis is as free from bias as possible.  Ask the analysts
to identify and recognize their own biases before they
start their work and to push them to the side.  Request
that they let the data — and not their own biases —
guide them.

If you are analyzing focus groups that took place in your
own school, it is particularly important for you to take
steps that will help ensure neutrality and confidentiality.
Producing verbatim transcripts in which all names and
identities have been removed is one good way to ensure
confidentiality.  Here are some other strategies analysis
team members may want to employ.

Intrapersonal strategies for ensuring fairness and
neutrality

As you carry out your work of analyzing the focus groups,
keep in mind these self-reflective questions:

• Do I have any biases against a certain school or a
certain type of student?

• Am I including both positive and negative views in my
analysis?

• Have I been dismissing certain statements because I
think I know the student who is expressing them?

• Have I been coming up with reasons why the
students’ views are wrong?

• Have I been defending the practices and policies of
the school against some of the students’ statements?
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• Am I including both majority and dissenting opinions
in my analysis?

• Have I been giving more weight to the student views
that reflect my own views or with which I agree most?

• Am I trying to “sell” my school?

Asking yourselves these questions — and paying
attention to the answers — will go a long way toward
making sure that you are carefully considering all the
views expressed in the focus groups, even those that may
be a little hard to swallow.

Interpersonal strategies for ensuring fairness and
neutrality

We strongly recommend that analysis team members
work in pairs or in groups of three on the analysis of
focus group sessions.  This recommendation applies to
any kind of effort — individual school, cluster of schools,
or district-wide.  For example, if you are conducting a
district-wide effort, you can assign a group of three team
members to analyze all the middle school groups or all
the female student focus groups; if that won’t work, you
can make assignments according to your analysts’
schedules.  For individual school efforts, you can assign
analysis team members to work on the groups involving a
particular grade or gender.  Encourage members to
share ideas with one another and to review the results of
the focus groups together.  The more your analysts work
together, the more confidence you will be able to place
in your findings.  Additionally, the more people who read
the same transcripts or listen to the same tapes, the
greater the guarantee that you haven’t overlooked some
important pieces of data and that you haven’t been one-
sided in your assessment of the focus group results.

c. Provide team members with basic information about
analysis.

Before analysis team members begin their work, it is
important for all members to understand the kinds of
information for which they will be looking.  The “Analysis
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Basics” on the next several pages will help the members
of the analysis team develop that understanding.

You may want to make handouts or information sheets
for analysis team members outlining these basics.  Talk
through the steps so that everyone is on the same page
and knows what to do and how to do it.  Use your first
meeting to discuss the following basics of analysis:

• principles of focus group analysis
• analysts’ favorite activities
• what deserves particular attention during analysis



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

133Analyze and Report

Analysis Basics: Principles of Focus Group Analysis

• It all begins from your research questions.  These are the main screening tools you
use in looking through transcripts, listening to tapes, or working from group
summaries.

• Use either your research questions or key interview questions to organize the
information.

• When possible, the people who conducted the focus groups (i.e. the facilitators)
should conduct or assist with the analysis.

• Your main search, at first, is for themes and patterns.  Read or listen repeatedly,
over and over, and then some more.  In this way, the information and its patterns
will reveal themselves to you.

• First, sort the content you have in a way that makes good sense.  Then describe
the themes or clusters of information.  Finally interpret what you have described —
explain any underlying systems of meaning or values you observe.

• Consider valid only those interpretations you can support using focus group data.
Here are some examples of appropriate ways to support a statement, claim, or
assertion:

> make a reference to a statement or discussion
> describe a thread or pattern that ran through more than one discussion
> quote participants

• Emphasize those points for which substantial agreement exists across groups, and
across types of participants.

• Discover and describe the ways people differ in their opinions — the scope and
variety of the full range of opinions.

• Identify any distinctive or unusual views not widely held that still seem worth
considering, perhaps because they are a bit ahead of their time, or because they
may reveal an important minority opinion that is held by enough people in the
general population that it must be taken into account.

• When using direct quotes from participants, make it clear whether the quote
presents a typical or an unusual view.  See Step 5, page 149, for more details.
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Analysis Basics: Analysts’ Favorite Activities

(While Looking at or Reflecting on Raw Information)

• Noticing what happened

• Noting those views or behaviors that stand out

• Comparing information, meanings, groups or subgroups, themes

• Developing and tracing ideas and views back to a source or system of thought

• Describing in a narrative stream what people said and did — telling the “story” of
what participants said

• Theorizing about connections behind views, themes, or patterns of thought (always
clearly noting the difference between the findings themselves, for which you can
provide evidence, and the theory that links the findings and explains them in a
richer, deeper way)

[Note: Some of the activities on this page come from Jennifer Mason, Qualitative
Researching.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1996.]
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Analysis Basics: What Deserves Particular Attention During Analysis

• What words, phrases, sentences, or paragraphs have a feeling of extra importance to
you?  The importance could stem from any of these factors:

> Several people within a group repeated them or made very similar statements.

> People in several groups repeated them or made very similar statements.

> When someone made the statement, a substantial number of people in the group
demonstrated agreement either verbally or nonverbally.  (You have to be there to
know about the nonverbal, unless the facilitator notes the agreement orally during
the session.)

> The statement came with a “charge” on it.  It had unusual importance to the
speaker.

> The statement either strongly supports or strongly challenges your own views.  (This
is not a reason to elevate a statement’s importance during analysis, but it is a
reason a statement may strike you as important in the first place.)

• What was happening in each group when the words came up?  What was the context
of the conversation at that moment?

• How intensely did people state their views?

• How much agreement did there appear to be in the group when people made key
statements?  How much disagreement?  How sharp was the disagreement?

• What subgroups held which sets of views?  For example, were middle school females
more likely than middle school males to hold a particular view?  Subgroups (not the
same as focus groups) may consist of students who have any number of similarities:

> age/grade
> gender
> school
> race/ethnic background
> social “clique”
> level of academic performance

• Did anyone change opinions in a significant way?  What clues do you have to the
reasons for the change?
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Once you have assigned analysis team members to specific
focus groups, arrange a time for all members to come back
together to discuss their findings.  In the meantime, proceed
with your chosen recording method.

Analysis team members should attend the focus group
sessions, read the transcripts, or listen to the tapes, in
accordance with the recording method.  Those who attend
the focus group sessions or listen later to the tapes should try
to capture as much of the participants’ own language as
possible.  All members should draft notes on each session,
organized by the key questions.  The next few pages of this
Toolkit contain information and samples that may be useful
as you begin this process.  On page 137 you will find “tips”
for analyzing transcripts (developed for a Fayette County
middle school’s analysis team members).   Pages 138-141
contain excerpts of transcripts from two focus groups with
students from the same school — one group of male
students and one group of female students.  The transcript
excerpts present each group’s responses to the question,
“Imagine that ten years from now, you’re all teachers at this
high school.  You love your school and you want to do a
great job for the students.  What will your teaching be like?”
Following the transcripts we present a brief analysis of the
students’ responses.

We anticipate analysis team members will spend two to five
hours analyzing each focus group.  Again, encourage your
analysts to work together, share ideas, and exchange notes.
The report writers in particular should work with as many
individuals/groups as possible in order to get a feel for the
overall flavor of the focus groups and the general findings.
This collaboration will be especially useful if you are
comparing results across schools or school levels.

2. Produce a record of
the focus groups and
draft notes.
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Tips for Analyzing the Transcripts
(Developed for a Fayette County Middle School, 2000)

1. Before you begin, look over some of the Principles of Focus Group Analysis found
in the Turn Up the Volume Toolkit, pages 133-135pages 133-135.  (PagePage 145145 contains a sample
agenda for an analysis session and may spark some additional questions for you
to begin considering.  The student facilitators will hold the answers to a lot of these
questions.)

2. Read at least one transcript really thoroughly.  If you have time, read the other
transcripts too.  (Most of them are short.)  Don’t forget to read through the
accompanying index cards listing the different kinds of groups at our school.

3. As you read through the transcript, consider some of the kinds of analysis
questions listed on page 135page 135 of the Toolkit.  Begin looking for patterns among the
participants’ responses.  If you read more than one transcript, begin taking note of
any differences between the groups.

4. Make a list of the overall key points or main themes that emerge from the
transcript.  These include the things that participants seemed most interested in
talking about or the main focus of the conversation.  If you had to sum up the
transcript in a few sentences, what would you say?

5. Write down on separate index cards or pieces of paper the key points within each
question or question set (for example, everything under Question Set III).  Put the
name of the group (7th grade girls, for example) at the top of each card or piece of
paper.  You can write down anything you spot as significant within each question.
For example, under the question “How would you describe the relationship
between these different groups and adults at our school?” for 6th grade boys, you
might write down that some participants feel that some teachers treat students
differently, depending on their popularity.

6. Mark any “juicy” or revealing quotes you see within the transcript that you may
want to include in any final report.  You can either underline these or mark them
with a Post-It note (or something that will make them easy to find).



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

138Analyze and Report

Transcript Excerpt — High School Female Students

FF: All right.  We’ll go to the next question.  Imagine that ten years from now you are all

teachers at (SCHOOL NAME DELETED).  (LAUGHTER)  All right.  You love your

school and you want to do a great job for the students.  What will your teaching be

like?

7:7: I would make it so hard that only two or three would ever pass me.  I would try my

best to be like Miss (NAME DELETED).

12:12: I would make it hard, and I would make sure the children learned.

8:8: Yeah, Miss (NAME DELETED).  She was kind of...she made...she made it interesting.

__:__: It was like...

12:12: I wouldn’t make it so hard that they couldn’t learn it, just make it hard, Here it is, you

can do it.

__:__: Like zoology.

12:12: Right.  Just explain it to them, and if I know that they know it, then if they don’t pass it,

then fail them.  But if they don’t know it and if the child doesn’t know it and it’s not

their fault, then try to teach them and try to sit down with them and help them learn it,

because if they don’t know it what are they going to do?  It’s the teacher’s job to do

that, not make a class hard but make sure the children learn.

FF: Okay.  (NAME DELETED).

10:10: I don’t know.  I would try to make it fun for them.  I wouldn’t let them do whatever

they wanted to do, but I would teach and I would try to make the learning fun for

them so that they would want to learn and so they would want to be in school,

because most people, I know right now I hate school.  I hate school so bad, and I

Note:Note:
• Each speaker, when possible to distinguish individual voices from the audiotapes, has

been assigned a number indicated at the left of the page.  Indistinguishable speakers
are indicated by an underline and a colon. { __: }

• The facilitator is indicated by an { F:F: } at the left of the page.

• These excerpts have been pulled from the middle of the focus group conversation.
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wouldn’t want that for...for the students in my class.  I would want them to like school

and be there, want to learn and stuff.

FF: Okay.  (NAME DELETED).

9:9: I’d make them get in there and I wouldn’t be really hard on them.

FF: (NAME DELETED).

8:8: I would want to get my students interested.  I...I don’t want to be so hard and stuff to

where I get up there and they just get bored to death and don’t want to listen any

more.  I would want to be interesting so they would want to be there and want to learn

and they don’t dread coming to class or anything, but yet they still learn something.

FF: (NAME DELETED).

7:7: I would have to be different.  I would want to make it a little bit hard so they would

take their books home and actually study.  (INAUDIBLE) be a lot of classes like that.

Miss (NAME DELETED), I never took a book home because she taught it so well.  And

I would...I’d like to go beyond that.

FF: Okay.  (NAME DELETED).

6:6: Umm...  I’d just make it interesting because it would be easier for the students to learn

that way, because they would want to learn it and...enjoy learning.

FF: (NAME DELETED).

5:5: I would find some way to get them involved, like a hands-on project, because I find

that if I’m actually dealing with something I’ll learn it better, and I don’t think if you

take home a book and you do questions you’re going to get anything out of that.

You’re going to remember an experience you had personally.

FF: (NAME DELETED).

4:4: I would teach it so that I thought that they could catch on, but I would be nice enough

to them to let them know if they ever needed me, like to help them extra or just

needed me for anything, that I would be there for them.

FF: (NAME DELETED).

3:3: I’d try to make it understandable because most of what teachers talk about is

gibberish, you don’t understand the first clue, and they take it for granted that you

already know things that you really don’t know.

FF: Okay.  (NAME DELETED).

1:1: I would involve more one-on-one activities and stuff, like (NAME DELETED) said, get

them involved, and then tell them to come with me, come to me if they needed help

and just try to teach it to the best of my ability, and try to help them any way that I

could.
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Transcript Excerpt — High School Male Students

FF: Imagine that 10 years from now, you’re all teachers at (SCHOOL NAME DELETED).

You love your school and you want to do a great job for the students.  What will your

teaching be like?

9:9: Mr. (NAME DELETED)’s.

__:__: Yeah.

__:__: Miss (NAME DELETED)’s.

__:__: Miss (NAME DELETED)’s.

__:__: Mr. (NAME DELETED)’s. (LAUGHTER)

FF: Some of you’ve named a favorite teacher.  What specifically do you like about his or

her class?

9:9: Mr. (NAME DELETED), he’ll do anything for you.  He’ll...he’s flexible, he...

10:10: He’ll bend over backwards to help you.

__:__: Yeah.

9:9: Yeah.  If you need to stay after school, if it’s not a tutoring day or anything, he’ll be

there and he’ll...do what it takes.

11:11: And if they assign you a project and that project’s hard, then they see that you’re

working on it, trying your best, they give you another day or two to work on it, and

then some of them don’t.  Some of them just, that was that deadline, that’s it, no

matter if you’ve tried your hardest or not, it should be done.

7:7: Well, Miss (NAME DELETED), she...she had deep insight into what she was teaching,

and she taught it well.  She done what she done well.  It was just a fantastic teacher.

You couldn’t ask for anything more of a teacher when you had Miss (NAME

DELETED).

9:9: You have to take pride in... (SIMULTANEOUS CONVERSATION)

__:__: In what you’re teaching.

9:9: ...Most of your teachers take pride in what they’re doing and their students, and want

them to pass and not fail the class.

__:__: I think there’s some teachers up there who get a joy out of teaching, and others who...

__:__: Up there to get a paycheck.  (SOUNDS OF GENERAL AGREEMENT)

__:__: Yeah, they’re there to get a paycheck.

11:11: And then in class, there’s a time for the joking out, and there’s a time to be serious

and actually study and stuff.  Some of them, it’s serious all the time, but there’s no

cutting up.  Everybody’s got...you can’t sit there for an hour and not, just sit in silence
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and not laugh and joke around a little bit.  There’s a time to bear down, there’s a

time to joke around and everything.

FF: Do any of you that are not speaking up as much as these other guys, is there a

favorite teacher you have that...that’s influenced your life and you’d like to be like?

Or is there something specific that you’d like to do if you were a teacher?

__:__: Oh, God.  (LAUGHTER)

FF: I noticed earlier that you responded to an underclassmen question.  Having

only...being an underclassman, what are some of the...the good points, maybe, of a

teacher that you’ve had, or something that you’ve seen in just your couple of years of

high school that you’d like to change, and that you...or would like to keep the same

as you go, as you would be a teacher?

8:8: Well, teachers like Miss (NAME DELETED) that...I like them because they just...they go

into everything that they’re talking about and they know...they know more about what

they’re doing, and they explain it to you.  Like if you don’t understand it, like (NAME

DELETED) said, they’ll stay after school any time and they’ll help you as long as it

takes, just to...they don’t want to fail you, they just want you to pass.

1:1: Miss (NAME DELETED) makes it real fun.  It’s a fun class with her.

FF: Is that something that you would all want to do, is make your class fun, or would you

prefer to have your class more than...a more...I hate to use the word boring, but...you

can see where I’m going and I —

10:10: You answered your question right there.  When you say boring, there’s no way you’re

going to be able to learn anything.  Like (INAUDIBLE) was...him talking about Miss

(NAME DELETED), we’ve got...I’ve got her for Political Science, and it’s basically a

discussion group.  You go in there and it’s mainly over current events and stuff like

that, and you sit there and you learn stuff.  You learn different points of view from

different people in the class, and you learn to respect their opinions, and whatever

they have to say, instead of cutting people down.  And you...you learn a lot from her,

because she...she does make it fun.  She’s interesting, she’s witty, she’s funny, and

you don’t sit there...you barely...you barely feel like the class has gone by when the

bell rings.

__:__: You get involved in the class.
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Sample Notes from Transcript Analysis

Interview Question: “Imagine that ten years from now, you’re all teachers at this high school.
You love your school and you want to do a great job for the students.  What will your
teaching be like?”

High school male students

• The participants seemed to agree with each other on what their teaching would be
like.

• They like teachers who are flexible and who recognize when students are making an
effort.

• Teachers should have a sense of humor.
• Teachers should be willing to help students learn, even beyond the classroom.
• The participants like it when teachers make class interesting and fun and involve the

students.
• Some said they particularly respect teachers who are knowledgeable about their

subject matter.
• There were no areas of disagreement or divergent opinions.

High school female students

• For the most part, the female students responded similarly to this question.
• If they were teachers, they would make classes hands-on, interesting, fun.  They would

want to involve the students so that they enjoy coming to class.
• Participants expressed a desire to help their students and make sure they learned the

material.
• At least two participants stated that they would teach so that their students understood

the material and “could catch on.”
• Several participants said they would be available to their students if they needed any

kind of help.
• Unlike the male participants, a number of female participants responded that as

teachers, they would make their classes difficult.  They seemed to be interested in a
balance between engaging students and challenging them.
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If possible, engage some or all facilitators — including
student facilitators — as members of the analysis team.  The
people who facilitate always have particular, valuable
insights into what happened in their own groups.  Facilitators
do not have the only points of view, or even the most correct,
but their opinions are still invaluable and even irreplaceable,
since no other members of the analysis team could have
been actual witnesses to the groups.

If it is not possible for you to include facilitators as team
members, hold a facilitator debriefing session shortly after
the focus groups take place in order to discover insights the
facilitators may have into the sessions and get their feedback
on the process in general.

If you are conducting an effort in an entire district...

You can hold debriefing sessions according to school level
— that is, convene the elementary school, middle school,
and high school focus group facilitators separately — or you
can invite all facilitators to participate in the same session.
(If you are particularly interested in comparing responses
across school levels, we recommend that you convene all
facilitators at one session.)

***

During the debriefing session, ask the facilitators for their
perspectives on these topics:

• what they observed about participants’ responses to the
questions, including both verbal and nonverbal responses

• what topics or issues seemed to generate the most
interest or energy during the conversation

• what topics seemed to elicit the most disagreement or
agreement

• what questions fell flat
• what the prevailing mood or attitude of the session was

If you cannot hold a full facilitator debriefing session,
members of the analysis team can ask facilitators these same
questions immediately following the individual focus group
sessions.  In your communication with facilitators, ask them
to stay 20-30 minutes after the focus groups for this purpose.
Keep in mind that a member of the analysis team must be

3. Hold a facilitator
debriefing session.
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present at the focus group in order to hold this mini-
debriefing session.

If for some reason no one from the analysis team can be
present at the focus group, or the facilitators cannot stay
after the session, analysts can arrange to talk with facilitators
individually over the phone or through a conference call.
No matter what method you use, obtaining the insights of
the focus group facilitators will be a tremendous asset to the
analysis process.

Once members of the analysis team have had
enough time to listen to the tapes or read the
transcripts from their assigned session(s) — and

they have generated fairly polished drafts of notes — the
entire analysis team should meet to share findings and to
discuss areas of agreement and disagreement, patterns of
responses, common themes, etc.  The report writers should
take careful notes during this session.  You can organize the
discussion around the interview and research questions, or
use the questions presented earlier as talking points for the
group’s discussion.  On the next page you will find a sample
agenda for the meeting.

4. Analyze the focus
groups.
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A Sample Agenda for the Analysis Team Meeting

A. What are the most important themes and ideas people talked about?

• How did these differ from what we expected?

• How did these differ from earlier focus groups on the same subject (if
applicable)?

• What points need to be included in the report?

• What quotes should be remembered and possibly included in the report?

• What were the areas of agreement among participants?  Among schools?
Among all school levels?  Where were there areas of disagreement?

B. What were the participants like?

• What key words or phrases did they use in answering each key question?

• What themes developed in their answers to key questions?

• What subthemes developed among specific subgroups?

C. Should we do anything differently in future groups?

D. What progress did you make in answering the research questions?
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Here are some additional considerations for your
conversation:

• Place greater value on specific responses made in the
first person than on more abstract responses made in the
third person.  For example, give more weight to
statements like “I feel safe at school because...” than to
the comment “Most kids probably feel safe at school.”

• Look for the big ideas.  They are likely to emerge after a
lot of digging for the description, then the interpretation,
and after some time passes.  Ultimately, the real inner
patterns reveal themselves, and that’s where you get
some real “ahas.”

You may decide to prepare a narrative summary
report, a small report consisting of bulleted items,
or information sheets based on the findings and
aimed at a specific group, such as teachers,

administrators, curriculum directors, etc.  Your report format
largely depends on your intended audience and the amount
of time you have.  Team members should return to the
originally stated purposes for the research when considering
to whom to release the report.  You may also decide to
release variations on the report to different audiences,
sending the narrative report to principals and other
administrators while sending an executive summary to the
newspaper or school newsletters, for example.

In the back pocket of this Toolkit you will find a copy of the
comprehensive focus group report prepared by RKI for
Jessamine County Schools in 1998.  You may want to use
that report as a model when writing your own summary.

Regardless of the format you choose, your report should
present a clear and balanced assessment of the focus
groups, so that you take the work of analysis out of the
hands of your readers.  Your report should convey — in
common language — a sense of what happened, and it
should be supported by the participants’ own statements.

Some of these ideas came
from Richard A. Krueger,
Focus Groups: A Practical
Guide for Applied Research.
Newbury Park, CA: Sage,
1988; and Richard A.
Krueger, Analyzing and
Reporting Focus Group
Results.  Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage, 1998.

5. Prepare a report.
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a. Characteristics of focus group reports

Good focus group reports have several important
purposes:

• They make it more likely that researchers will achieve
clarity on what happened.

• They communicate what happened.
• They provide a balanced view of the focus group

results (both positive and negative findings).
• They serve as a historic record of what happened.

You may choose one of several styles for your report:

• oral only
• written only
• both oral and written (usually best)

b. Guidelines for writing up your findings

1. Use a consistent internal structure within each section.

• Provide a short introduction saying what the
section will address.

• Include the “heart” or “guts” of the findings,
arranged according to the themes that emerged
or according to the subparts of the interview
questions.

• Put the responses in order of significance, starting
with the most important, frequent, or intense
responses, and explain the ordering system you
have used.

• Insert juicy quotes (See section c below).
• Include an internal summary sentence or two,

closing off this section: “Overall, [many, most,
etc.] participants said....”

2. Boost your report’s credibility.

• Use the “qualitative quantifiers” wisely: None, few,
some, many, most, all.

• Say “students in the focus group” or “participants”
rather than “The students at our school” or just
“students.”

• Use “said” or “reported” instead of “believed,”
“thought,” or “felt.”

“The biggest challenge is
getting teachers to really
listen to the [student
focus group results].   A
change in culture is
needed, so that teachers
will not say ‘They’re all
going to say that’ when
they refer to students.”

  — Charlene Williams,
Supervisor of Curriculum/

Instruction, Jessamine
County Schools
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• Include negative views.
• Avoid anything that points to any person’s identity.

3. Provide a structure for the report.

Here’s a possible structure:

• Cover
• Acknowledgments
• Report summary, beginning with the research

purpose
• Key findings
• Analysis of each interview question*
• Recommendations**
• Appendices
• Methodology explaining the background and

purpose of the research, the format of the focus
groups, the participant selection process, and
other information about the process

• Demographics for participants
• List of research and interview questions (if not

otherwise included)

* If your focus groups span all school levels, you may
want to present the analysis for each school level in
separate sections (i.e. all the key findings or analysis
for elementary school students, then middle school
students, then high school students).  See the 1998
focus group report from Jessamine County — located
in the back pocket — for an example of this format.

** Primarily found in longer reports, or by the request
of the client

4. Summarize the main findings and/or implications of
the focus groups.

Be prepared to say these things in a summary:

• Overall, what did students want more of, less of,
the same of?

• What are their ideas for improvements?
• What are the implications for adults associated

with our school?
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c. Quoting

We like to incorporate direct quotes from participants in
our focus group reports because they lend credibility and
authenticity to the findings; they also make your report
more lively and interesting.  When you use participants’
verbatim quotes, indicate the speaker according to his/
her relevant characteristics, for example, “middle school
female” or “elementary school male.”  DO NOTDO NOT use
participants’ names or recognizable identities in the
report — no exceptions!

As stated earlier in the section on principles of focus
group analysis, make it clear whether the quote
represents either a common or an unusual view.  This will
help the report reader understand the intensity or
importance of certain views.  Here are some ways you
can introduce the spectrum of agreement:

• Few middle school females agreed with the statement
of one participant that “most of the teachers here
don’t care about us.”

• Most middle school participants seemed to agree with
the following statement:

“Field trips shouldn’t just be for the kids who
make the honor roll, but for the kids who try real
hard, too.”

• A few elementary school students agreed with one
participant that “the more homework I have, the more
I learn.”

• Nearly all high school females feel that the bathroom
is the most uncomfortable place at school.  Here is a
representative statement:  “I would rather hold it all
day than use the bathroom at school.”
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d. Oral focus group reports

As a complement to written focus group reports, oral
focus group reports provide you with an opportunity to
talk through the results with your intended audience, gain
feedback, and answer questions.  Here are some tips for
report presenters.

• Begin with a statement of why the research is
important to you.

• Cover no more than seven points.

• Pick topics or findings that are most likely to interest
the audience.  Be sure to put the most important
findings first.  (This means you may not necessarily
follow the outline of the written report.)

• Describe what you know now that you did not know
before the study, and explain how the findings can be
used.

• Use visuals, either on a flip chart or overhead.

• Provide 8.5 X 11 sheets to each person in the
audience, showing the same material presented in the
front of the room.

• Devote at least half the time to audience questions.

Once a fairly polished draft of the report has been written,
the entire original work team — plus any additional
members who came on board as the research progressed —
should come back together to review the report’s contents,
discuss the results, and talk about next steps, including the
release of the report.  The report writers should make any
changes according to the work team’s feedback and
complete a final draft of the report.

6. Reconvene the entire
original work team.
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Congratulations! Congratulations! Your work team has done something
extraordinary, and the Partnership for Kentucky Schools
salutes you.

Please call Carolyn Witt Jones at the Partnership at 859-
455-9595 or e-mail her at cwjones@pfks.org  and tell her all
about your experience so that we can learn from it as we
work with other schools that are committed to listening to
students and treating them as full learning partners.

Bring everyone who had some role in the focus group
research together to celebrate your monumental
accomplishment and reflect back on the entire effort.  Team
members should take this opportunity to exchange learning
about the focus group process,  discuss what worked and
what did not work, and to talk about needed changes for the
next time you conduct focus group research.

Also use this meeting to talk about where you go from here.
What are you going to do with the results?  How will the
students who participated in the focus groups know that you
heard them and are taking action?  How will the rest of the
school community learn about the findings and the resulting
policy or strategy changes?

See the next step, “Put results to work,” for examples of
changes made at Jessamine County Public Schools as a
result of the student focus groups.

7. Release the report!

8. Hold a final work
team meeting.
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The purpose of student focus group research is to develop
new knowledge about how to improve student success and
student investment in learning.  The real payoff comes in
putting the results to work.  Here are some examples of
changes decision makers have made at Jessamine County
Public Schools, based on student focus group results:

• After the 1998 focus groups, the school board decided
not to place a uniformed safety officer in each school.
Instead, the board and the administration took a number
of other steps to improve student safety.  The
superintendent described the changes to the community
in a special story in the widely read weekly newspaper.

• After the 1999-2000 focus groups, educators shaped
their all-important two-year Consolidated Plan toward
changing teaching practices in order to meet students’
interests in more powerful, engaging learning
experiences.

• The 1999-2000 focus groups also served as one basis
for a bold change in the way physics is taught at West
Jessamine High School.  Educators, students, and
scientists outside the school have begun developing a
“Break the Mold” Physics class that will take place in a
combination classroom-museum called “Newton’s Attic.”
Working with a noted Kentucky scientist, students will
design interactive displays for the museum.  For the first
component, students in a regular physics class — not an
advanced class — will work with a team of engineers to
design a glide rail, so that learning about such topics as
force, distance, and motion can become more
compelling.

As more schools complete student focus group research,
expect to see more and more of these kinds of high-impact
changes in policies and practices.  The main value of the
research is in its application to important problems,
challenges, and opportunities relating to student learning.

9.  Put the results to
work.
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While student focus group research is an invaluable way to
access authentic information about students’ experiences at
school, it does require a great deal of time and energy (two
things that are often in short supply these days).  In this
appendix, we present two alternative approaches to listening
to students and gathering information on all aspects of their
school experience.  While neither approach has the scope,
power, and reliability of focus group research, both
approaches are much simpler to conduct.  In addition, they
both demonstrate a commitment to including students as
responsible partners in school improvement efforts.  For
further ideas about ways to engage students, see information
about Listening to Student Voices: Self-Study Toolkit,
produced by the School Change Collaborative, in the
Annotated Bibliography, page 200.

Students have a lot to say about their schools.  You can
engage students at any age in talking about their
experiences at school.  How can you listen to them without
going to a great deal of trouble?  This section describes
possible activities for listening informally to students of all
ages.

a. Check your own expectations.

• Expect students to want to talk about nonacademic
subjects: physical conditions of the school,
extracurricular activities, disciplinary policies and
enforcement of those policies, ways the school helps
or hinders friendships.  If you want students’ advice
and ideas on topics related to teaching and learning,
be patient with their first interests, and persist with
your questions.

• Expect both positive and negative responses.  Let
students know you value each response — and mean
it.  Expect to be surprised.

III. Appendices

Appendix A: Other Ways to Turn Up the Volume on the
Student Voice

Option 1: A simple,
informal conversation
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b. Talk with students where you find them.

• Ask individual students a question about school as
you see them outside the classroom: in the hall, at
lunch, just before or after school, as they wait for their
bus, or at a school event.  With younger students,
touch on your questions lightly, often, and for a short
time only.

• Ask students in a class to talk about a question or a
set of questions related to school.  Find ways to
weave the questions into the subject being taught.

• Invite a group of students to meet informally at
lunchtime or just after school.  Provide refreshments
as a reward for their participation.

• Ask an existing student group or club to consider
something important to the school for a few minutes.
Either visit their regular meeting or set up a special
time for the conversation.

Yes, these are very ordinary ways to relate to students.
Yet very few educators take the time to carry out these
simple forms of engagement.  Simple doesn’t mean
weak.  Even these small steps, repeated frequently, can
result in a powerful increase in adult understanding of
what students are experiencing and can make students
feel more like valued members of the school community.

c. Use ground rules to help students understand your
expectations.

When you are working with students, give them some ground
rules for the conversation.  See the box on the next page for
examples.
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Examples of Ground Rules

Your ground rules should provide students with the following kinds of information without being
heavy-handed.

• State a reason for the conversation.

Examples:
“All of us teachers are interested in helping you have more fun in math class and do better on
tests.  We want to know what we can do together to make that happen.”

— or —

“Our superintendent has asked us to let her know how we can make the school feel more
welcoming and more safe.  I’m going to pass on your ideas so she can share them with the
school board in two weeks.”

• Make the time frame clear.

Examples:
“We’ll be together for 15 minutes, and then you’ll return to your classrooms.”

— or —

“May I talk with you for five minutes?  I need your ideas about something.”

• State the purpose clearly.

Examples:
“We’re just exploring these topics together.  We’re not here to make decisions.  The school
board will make a decision by March 1.”

— or —

“I’ll be talking with several groups like this before I decide how we’ll promote our new learning
motto.”

• Explain the boundaries of confidentiality.

Examples:
“I want to remind you that this is an open session.  I’ll keep what you say in confidence, but it
might be hard for everyone to do that.  So use your judgment in sharing things that you
wouldn’t want to hear repeated later.”

— or —

“I’ll keep what you say in confidence.  I’d like to ask that everyone else do the same.  Can you
agree to not talk about this conversation with people who are not in the room today?”
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d. Develop good questions in advance.

Even though you plan to conduct conversations in a very
informal way, you will get more out of your time with
students if you have a good question or two to open the
conversation.  What makes a question good?

• Students should know the answers.  Don’t ask about
things outside the students’ life experience.

• Some aspect of the question should be interesting
and important to students and to you.

• The words used in the question should be clear and
familiar to students.

• Questions should be focused, short, and open-
ended.

• Humor never hurts.

Here are a few examples of questions you could use or
modify as you begin developing your own questions:

• [For younger students] What makes you want to come
to school in the morning?

• [For older students]  What are your really good days
at school like?  How many of your school days are
like that?  What would it take for you to have more
really good days at school?

• What change would you most like to see in this
school, or in this class?

• Our school test scores show we need to work more
on writing.  What would make writing more
interesting and fun for you?

• What do you want to be able to tell other people
about our school?

Be creative.  You don’t have to limit yourself to oral
questions.  You could show students pictures, objects,
snippets of a video, or an excerpt from a book, and ask

 Appropriate Questions

Workable question: What
could we do to help the new
freshmen get off to a good
start in their classes?

Question without enough
structure or focus: What
should we do about the
freshmen?

Question that’s too closed-
ended for a good first
conversation: Should we
bring the 8th graders over
here to the high school for
an orientation session to get
them ready for next year?
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for their reactions.  See Appendix D, Section 3, page 174
for some suggestions.

One final note:  Your questions should inquire into
something important at your school at this time.  Students
know how they think and feel about every aspect of
school.  What do you want and need for them to share
with you?

e. Make a record of what students say.

Anonymous student quotes will go a long way toward
boosting the authenticity of your results. Take careful
notes during your conversations with students, capturing
as much of their own words and language as possible.
Good note-taking will help students realize you value
their ideas and will help you remember what they say.
You might also use a handheld tape recorder during the
conversations, provided the students agree to it.

f. Remember the central role of respect.

The Partnership for Kentucky Schools has done research
with students for several years and has learned that
respect matters a great deal even to the youngest
students.  Asking students for their thoughts can be one
way to show students the respect they so deeply want.

Thank students warmly for their time and for their
comments.  Even if you do not get profound answers, if
you make a habit of listening to students, over time they
are likely to have more ideas and take themselves more
seriously as respected members of your school’s learning
community.

Students will also feel valued if they see a direct (or even
indirect) connection between their input and new policies
or changes at school.  When you can, follow your
conversations with students with action.  Acknowledge
the student conversations as the source of the changes.

Enjoy talking with students.  They have energy and
insights that will make a big difference in how
significantly and how quickly your school improves.



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

158Appendices

If you want to engage more students, or if you want to help
focus student attention on a particular aspect of school
improvement, create some energy and “buzz” by planning
and carrying out several semi-structured conversations with
students throughout the school.  The factors related to
identifying students, setting the appropriate expectations, and
developing good questions described in Option 1 apply to
Option 2 as well.

a. Recommendations for Option 2

• Plan to use a specific number of small groups, and, if
feasible, announce your plans to students, faculty,
parents, and school council members.

• Think in terms of sessions lasting 5 to 15 minutes for
younger students, and 10 to 20 minutes for older
students.

• Develop up to three good questions or conversation
starters.

• Include five or six students in each group.

• While you don’t need to recruit a random sample for
these conversations, seek some diversity across the
groups.  Each group does not have to be diverse in
itself, but your insights into the student experience will
be stronger if somehow among the groups you hear
from a variety of types of students.  What kinds of
diversity might cause students to respond differently to
particular questions?  Without trying to create a
perfect mix, think in terms of including students who
differ on some of these characteristics:

> Age
> Grade
> Academic performance levels (A,B,C,D,E)
> Race/ethnic background
> Socioeconomic status
> Popularity
> Physical and developmental ability
> Length of time in your school or community
> Extracurricular involvement
> Level of attachment to or engagement in school

Option 2: A series of
semi-structured
conversations with
different groups of
students
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Depending on your topic and questions, some of
these factors may be more important than others.
Factors we have not identified may also play a large
role.  For example, if you are interested in student
perceptions of safety on the bus, you may want to
make sure you talk with some students who ride the
bus regularly, some who used to ride but no longer
do, and some who have never ridden.

• Give the sessions structure by placing gentle
emphasis on the explanation of the reason for the
conversation and the ground rules at the beginning of
each session.

• Take careful notes during your conversations with
students, capturing as much of their own words and
language as possible.  You could also use a hand-
held tape recorder during the conversations, if
students agree.  Anonymous student quotes will go a
long way toward boosting the authenticity of your
results.

b. Examples of question sets

Here are some examples of question sets that you can
use as a starting point for developing your own.

On school safety

• Where do you feel safe at school?
• What makes you feel safe there?
• Where do you feel unsafe?
• What could make you feel safer there?

On teaching/learning

• Think about a class you had recently where you
learned a lot.  What happened in that class?

• In classes where you learn a lot, what does the
teacher do?

• What do the students do?
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On curriculum

• What do we need to change in order to make our
science courses work better for you?

• What good things about our present science courses
do we want to be sure we keep?

Remember, thank students for their time, and, if
appropriate, demonstrate that you have heard them by
following up the conversations with action.
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Why not just do a survey?  Educators are trained to construct
them.  Students are used to completing them.  Focus groups,
on the other hand, require a different approach, one that
most educators did not learn in their college courses.  What
is the advantage, then, of using focus groups?

a. The main contrasts

Surveys are an excellent way to figure out how strongly
students feel about well-defined issues.  It is easy to
interpret answers to survey questions like these:

• Do you favor painting the gym red for the year 2002?

• On a scale of one (strongly agree) to five (strongly
disagree), how do you respond to the following
statement: “We need more counselors for 6th
graders”?

It is not so easy, though, to know what students may have
been thinking when they answered these questions.
Would painting the gym red improve school spirit?
Would more students want to come to school, or to after-
school events?  Is painting the gym the most important
way to improve morale, or would improving lunch
choices make more of a difference?

When asking about the need for more counselors, it
would be difficult for survey designers to ask enough
short questions to learn why people believe more
counselors are or are not needed.  Does the school
already have more counselors than other comparable
schools?  Have more students than usual been subjected
to trauma of some kind recently?  Is student performance
slipping, or is teacher morale sliding, and might more
counseling for students help?  Would adding more
counselors help more than any other intervention?  In
focus groups, not surveys, students could talk with each
other and with educators about these questions quite
easily and usefully.

Appendix B: More Information About Focus Groups

1. How are focus groups
different from
surveys?
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Focus groups can help you figure out why students feel
the way they do about broader, less familiar issues.  Even
more important, focus groups make it possible to hear
students think out loud and express their opinions in their
own words.  In a focus group, a researcher can see the
development of attitudes and ideas right as they happen,
through the interaction of the people present at the table.

In contrast to the specific questions that surveys ask,
focus groups make it possible to inquire about broader,
“fuzzier” issues such as these:

• How is our school climate?  What would improve it?
What would make it worse?

• How are our 6th graders doing?  How are our 6th
grade teachers doing?  What would make life better
for both teachers and students?

Surveys or focus groups can be done well, or they can be
done poorly.  Presuming high quality in each case,
however, researchers often advise using focus groups to
uncover themes, issues, and topics that are harder to
understand, newer, or less familiar.  Once some
understanding of the issues begins to emerge from focus
groups, it becomes possible to follow up with more
specific questions using surveys or other quantitative
measures.

Here are more contrasts...

Surveys make it possible to reach large numbers of
students with a few specific, short-answer questions.
When well done, even sampling a relatively small portion
of a large population will make it possible to predict the
views of the whole population.

Focus groups, on the other hand, make it possible to ask
broader and sometimes more complex questions to a
much smaller number of students, who respond without
preset categories and who take part in a conversation in
which they may influence each other’s views.  Focus
groups offer an opportunity to “really get it” — to
understand what is going on and why people think and
feel the way they do about a hard or touchy subject.

“We’ve used surveys
quite a lot, and good
ones, but it makes
such a difference to
hear the students’
voices.  That’s what
the focus groups
made possible for
us.”

       — Superintendent
Linda France, Jessamine

County  Schools
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Finally, in contrast to surveys, which typically do not
generate much ownership in the people who respond, a
series of focus groups can build openness to or
ownership of new policies and practices.  Students who
come together to talk about a school’s needs and
opportunities are more likely to care about what happens
with implementing changes.

b. Differences in appropriate topics

Let’s look more closely at the kinds of topics that are best
for focus groups and contrast them with appropriate
survey topics.

As stated earlier, focus groups are most appropriate for
broader, more exploratory topics.  Focus groups work
best when you want to hear as much as possible about
what is on people’s minds, and you do not want to limit
people’s responses to a small number of options.  Here
are several themes for which we offer a contrast between
the main question that focus groups could address and
questions that could be the basis of a survey.

If report card design is your theme:

Focus groups: What do students want in a report card?
How do these views vary according to student age?

Survey: How many students in each grade prefer free
response report cards?  How many prefer letter or
number grades without comment?

If the tension between academics and athletics is your
theme:

Focus groups: What goals should our school hold for
athletics and academics?  How can we improve our
performance in both arenas?

Survey: How strongly do people agree or disagree with
specific additional investments in sports?  In academics?
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If the student experience is your theme:

Focus groups: What is it like to be a student at our
school?

Survey: In considering how satisfied you are with your
experience here at our school, please rank each of the
following items as a 3 (very satisfied), 2 (somewhat
satisfied), or 1 (not very satisfied):

• The way my teachers teach
• The condition of restrooms
• School dances
• Variety of courses available
• Access to counselors
• Variety and quality of lunches and breakfasts
• Number and type of clubs
• Locker conditions
• Opportunity to learn from the community as well as

the classroom

Focus groups are not better than surveys.  Focus groups
are more appropriate when you want to hear what
people are thinking, using their own words.  Focus
groups are also more appropriate when you want to
develop a deeper understanding of a complex issue.
Surveys are better if you want information about specific,
narrowly described topics and options.  Both tools have
their place in research about schools.  A great deal has
been written and taught about using surveys in schools.
This Toolkit aims to make it easier for school
communities to use focus groups as well, when
appropriate.
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Check It Out: Survey or Focus Group???

Here’s a little review of the different uses of a focus group and a survey.  Answers are
below.

Would you use a focus group or a survey...

1. ...to find out how many students in each grade think the school has enough P.E.
equipment?

2. ...to learn what students value most in their relationships with their teachers?

3. ...to find out what students think about a new disciplinary procedure at school?

4. ...to determine the level of student satisfaction with technology resources at your
school?

Answers: 1. Survey  2. Focus group  3. Focus group  4. Survey
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Clearly focus groups are not right for every situation.  Even
beyond the differences between appropriate uses of focus
groups versus surveys, there are several pros and cons of
focus groups.

a. Pros of carefully done focus groups

• You gain deeper understanding of complex issues
facing your school.

• You get valuable knowledge about why students hold
their views — “the reasons behind the reasons.”

• Your insights into fuzzy and difficult issues will
deepen.

• You will gain access to the words, phrases, and
special language students use to talk about school
and learning.  This makes it easier to communicate
effectively about these topics.

• After well-done focus groups, you will leave the
participants cheered, energized, and (often) more
positive about school and learning, because of the
simple power of careful listening.

• By involving students in the early stages of exploration
around a topic, you may build ownership for specific
changes.

• The people in your school community who learn to
conduct focus groups are likely to apply their
increased inquiry skills to other aspects of their work
and learning.

b. Cons (reasons focus groups are challenging and may not suit
your needs)

• Focus groups require the investment of a lot of
human effort if they are to be done correctly.

• Though participants will be carefully and randomly
selected, and though you will hear from them in
depth, the small numbers in focus groups can be

2. What are the pros and
cons of focus groups?
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hard to defend to audiences more accustomed to the
large sample size of quantitative research.

• If you engage students, educators, parents, or others
in focus groups about school topics, you may
increase their expectations for change (expectations
you may not be able to fulfill).

• Even the best focus group results do not produce
change in any magical way.  They yield only very
good information.  Real change still requires applying
that information to strategies and actions.

• It usually takes at least two complete experiences with
focus group research in order to learn how to do it
well.

• People are not experienced with the type of analysis
required for focus group research — though they
have the skills — and can find the analysis and report
writing particularly daunting the first time around.



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

168Appendices

Here is a list of focus group topics addressed by Kentucky
students since 1997.

• Students’ views on teaching and learning (two
undisclosed middle schools and two undisclosed high
schools [two rural, two urban, two high-achieving, two
low-achieving])

• School safety and school climate (Jessamine County
Schools, K-12)

• Cultural barriers to academic and social success (Fayette
County Middle School)

• Narrowing the academic achievement gap between high-
performing and low-performing students (Fayette County
High School)

• How administrators, teachers, and students can work
together to close the achievement gap (Fayette County
High School)

• Reasons why students do or do not participate in
technology programs (two Fayette County High Schools)

• Students’ perceptions of the work they do for school
(Jessamine County Schools, K-12)

• Students’ ideas about a major building renovation and
how to reduce problems associated with it (Fayette
County Middle School)

• Reasons for poor high school attendance and ideas for
improving attendance (West Jessamine High School,
Jessamine County)

Appendix C: Focus Group Topics Considered By Kentucky
Students
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Here is one example of a thoughtful order for the questions.

a. Start simple and answerable.

This is a group made up of people who like vegetables.
Tell me which vegetable is your favorite.  What do you like
most about ________?

b. Move to general knowledge questions that help set the
context.

What types of green vegetables do you and your family
eat in the spring?

How many servings of green vegetables do you like to eat
in an ordinary day?

c. Concentrate the key questions requiring the most revealing
answers toward the middle and end of the focus groups,
and use multiple methods here.

When did you last eat asparagus?

What are the qualities you admire most in asparagus?
What are its worst drawbacks?

If you could change one thing about asparagus, what
would it be?

For those of you who like asparagus, how much
asparagus do you like to eat at one meal?

For those of you who hate asparagus, what can you
imagine doing to it that would make it more appealing to
you?

Appendix D: More Information About Good Interview
Questions

1. How do you put
interview questions in
good order?
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d. Have a section that checks out products or approaches.

[Showing two kinds of asparagus] Which of these types of
asparagus looks most appealing to you?  What is it that
appeals to you about X asparagus?

Here is a magazine ad for asparagus that is aimed for
major markets in this part of the country.  What effect does
this ad have on your plans to buy asparagus on your next
shopping trip?

e. End with an extremely open-ended request for advice.

What advice would you give people who want to promote
asparagus eating in North America, to help them sell
more of their product?
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As we stated earlier in the Toolkit, really good interview
questions have great power.  In this section we will show you
some ways to turn good interview questions into great ones,
along with the rationale behind the changes.

Improving Research Questions

Example:

Old: What causes or prevents student enrollment at
Greentree County Center for Applied Technology?

New: What factors affect student enrollment at Greentree
County Center for Applied Technology?

Reason for change: This is a bit broader than the
“causes or prevents” language; it does not require that
you be sure something is a cause or an absolute barrier,
as long as it is a contributing factor.

Improving Interview Questions

Examples:

1. Old: Are you aware of Greentree County Center for
Applied Technology?

New: What do you know about Greentree County Center
for Applied Technology?

Reason for change: This new question avoids getting
“yes/no” answers.  It also opens the door for what we
call “probes,” which are topics that the facilitators keep
track of.  The facilitators should not start talking or
making suggestions after they ask this question, or any
others; instead, they may want to make a list of
“probes.”  If people talk about the probe topics
voluntarily, the facilitators just check them off.  If
participants do not talk about the probe topic, then the
facilitators add questions like “What about the parking
there?” or whatever the topic is.  This method ensures
that the participants get to talk about what interests them
most without being prompted.  It also ensures that you
as researchers get people talking about the topics you
want to know more about.

2. How can you turn
good interview
questions into great
interview questions?
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2. Old: Who or what do you think of when you hear
Greentree County Center for Applied Technology?

New: When I say “Greentree County Center for Applied
Technology” what do you think of?  What’s the first thing
that pops into your head?

Reason for change: This is a livelier alternative that
avoids the awkward “two-headed” question, “who or
what.”  You may want to develop some probes here,
too; your list might include items like “teachers,” “food,”
“tests,” “lockers,” etc.  Again, these are not things
facilitators will start talking about or even asking about
before participants respond with what’s on their minds.
The facilitators will use the list to keep track while
participants are responding to an open question.  When
the voluntary comments start to die down, the facilitators
can ask specifically about the remaining probe topics
that have not been addressed already.

3. Old: If you have information — positive or negative —
about Greentree County Center for Applied Technology,
where and how did you get it?

New: For those of you who have heard of Greentree
County Center for Applied Technology before today,
where did you hear about it?

Reason for change: Just a little rephrasing.  Participants
will probably answer the “how” as well, without your
having to add extra words to the question.

4. Old: Do you have any interest in a technical class?

New: What have you heard about technical classes?
(Have a prepared, short description to read if necessary.)

New follow-up questions: What about these technical
classes appeals to you?  What about these technical
classes is unappealing?

Reason for change: Again, these new questions avoid
“yes/no” answers and aim to uncover more about why
students are or are not interested in technical classes.
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5. Old: If you do have an interest in a technical class, what
causes or prevents you from enrolling at the center?

New: Which technical classes would you consider
enrolling in?

New follow-up question: What would make you definitely
enroll?

New follow-up question: What might prevent you from
enrolling?

Reason for change: Participants generally find it easier to
answer one question at a time.  It is also easier to
distinguish and analyze responses when you ask a
question in two parts.

Other Good Interview Questions to Add

6. New: If you were advising the people who run Greentree
County Center for Applied Technology, what one piece of
advice would you give them about increasing
enrollment in their Center?

Reason for change: Participants often respond well to
specific requests for advice.

7. New: Is there anything else you would like to add?

Reason for change: This is a standard closing question.
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For most focus groups and informal inquiry, it is a good
idea to vary the style of questioning as much as possible, in
order to engage people whose expressive or cognitive styles
prevent their full participation in straight conversation.
There are lots of ways to do this — be creative.  We used
one approach for Question Two in the 1998 Jessamine
County focus groups (see pages 62-64).  Here are some
other examples of variations on oral questions and answers
for you to consider when you design your interview
questions:

• Have older students write down their answer on paper
first, and then have each person read what s/he has
written.  As you make the request that they write
something, give fair warning that they will be reading
their responses aloud.  This type of questioning works
well for questions with short answers, or for questions
that could be answered by a short list.  Examples:

“I would like to ask you to list on paper the political
commercials you have seen on TV this week.  Then I will
ask you to share your list with the group.”

“Imagine that you are a new student at our middle school.
On your first day, you walk into the school cafeteria with
some new friends and see lots of different groups of
students sitting and eating lunch together.  What kinds of
groups do you see?  Please write the name of one group
on each index card.  You can use as many cards as
necessary.”

• Have students of all ages draw an answer, which may or
may not be shown to the others in the group and which
you will collect for future analysis.  Two drawings are
often used for eliciting information about contrasting
opinions.  Example:

“I am going to ask you to draw something now on the
paper in front of you.  Your artistic skills won’t matter at
all.  I am the only one who will see your art work.  Please
label your paper ‘A’ and draw a picture of the kind of
classroom where you like to be.  [After a pause] Now
please turn your paper over, label it ‘B’ and draw a
picture of the kind of classroom where you do not like to
be.”

3. What are some good
alternatives to simple
verbal-response
interview questions?
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Another use of drawing could be to check on the
elements of categorizing or stereotyping that will be
important for you to understand in order to shape an
effective message about a change in policy or
approach.  Example:

“Please write the word ‘for’ on the paper in front of you
and draw a picture of the kind of person who supports X
(for example, school uniforms).  [After a pause] Now write
the word ‘against’ on the other side of the paper, and
draw a picture of the kind of person who is against X.”

• If you are looking for knowledge about specific words or
phrases that please or offend people, you can make up
in advance a list of lots of words and phrases associated
with your issue.  Use vocabulary that is appropriate for
students’ ages.  Give students pens in three colors.  Ask
them to read the list once and circle all the words/
phrases they like in black.  Then ask them to look back
through the circled items and pick the three (or five, etc.)
they like the most, and circle those again in green.
Finally, ask them to look through the items they have not
marked and use a red pen to put a line through the
words/phrases they like the least.

This type of information can be gathered rather quickly
and need not be discussed unless you want to hear from
students about why certain words/phrases were
categorized in a particular way.  As a quick information-
gathering device, it is useful primarily to help you
confirm or discard ideas you have gathered through
discussion.  The lists can assist you in making decisions
about ways to state problems, issues, and solutions for
particular targeted audiences.  Example:

Present middle school or high school students with a sheet
containing a list of technical classes.  Give them each a
red and green pen.  Ask them to place a green checkmark
by each of the classes that sounds interesting to them, and
a red checkmark by each class that is not appealing.
They don’t have to check everything.  Then ask them to
draw a green circle around the two (or three, or one)
classes that are the most appealing and a red circle
around the classes that are least appealing.  Then ask
them, “What did you circle in green?”   [Pause for
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answers; encourage plenty of talk.] “What makes these
classes most appealing to you?”  And then, “What did you
circle in red?” [Pause for answers.] “What makes these
classes unappealing?”

This exercise will provide a written record from each
session and will give you a quick read on any differences
that might exist among students, for example, whether
some classes appeal to female students while others
appeal particularly to male students.

If you are conducting heterogeneous groups and want
information about which groups of participants liked or
disliked particular items, and if you do not plan to have
your participants discuss their lists, ask students to put
their first names on their lists.  Later, in analysis, you can
look for patterns.  For example, you may see that
younger participants preferred certain items.

If you are conducting homogenous groups, you can
simply mark the whole batch by its distinguishing
characteristic.  For example, in analysis you may
compare the lists produced by high school students with
the lists produced by middle school students and look for
noteworthy or revealing similarities and/or differences.

• Have students respond to prepared materials — a
written statement of your framework, a brochure,
statement, newsletter, etc.  Structure your questions about
written pieces to make sure you get students to talk
about the information that matters to you.  Example:

“Take a minute to read this information, and then I will ask
you some questions about it.  [Pause] What can you tell
me about the clarity and readability of this information?
How likely is it that you would read it if you saw it in a
newspaper advertisement in your local paper?  What
kinds of people do you think will be most likely to read
this if it comes in the mail?”

• Collect a set of written responses to an open-ended
question about your issue.  The question could begin
with “What would you like to see happen about...” or
“What is it about _____________ (the issue) that makes it
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important to you?”  Ask participants to write the gist of
their responses on a 5 X 8 card, with a felt marker.

When all responses have been recorded on cards and
collected, put the cards on a wall or table and ask the
participants to stand up and organize the cards in order
of the greatest priority.  Give them a time limit —
usually three minutes, no more than five.  Listen to their
conversation as they decide which items have greater
and lesser priority.  You can sometimes get useful
information about values and systems of meaning from
this discussion.

After the cards are arranged in an order the group can
live with, you can ask further questions if you wish.  For
example, you can ask students to state the reasons for
the location of each of several items at the top and
bottom of the list.  You can also select the items that are
most relevant for your research and ask students to
explain why a particular item was ranked more
important or less important than another item.  On
occasion, students who have been silent for an entire
session will become engaged in this process, will feel
some ownership in the priorities, and will be more
willing to express their opinions and beliefs than they
were before.
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Appendix E: Random Number Table
Instructions for using this table begin on page 104.



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

179Appendices

We recommend that you plan at least one three-hour
training session and at least one additional practice session
for all facilitators.

The main goal of the training is to explain the basics of
focus groups, model effective facilitation techniques and
behaviors, and allow the fledgling facilitators to observe,
reflect, and then practice themselves.

If you are conducting a district-wide effort, you may want to
train all facilitators at the same time or conduct separate
sessions depending on the kinds of facilitators you’ve
recruited — one session for school counselors and one for
students, for example.  Alternatively, you might separate the
trainings according to different school levels.

If you are conducting an individual school effort, you may
want to train more facilitators than you can use in a single
set of focus groups and then draw names by lot.  (Keep in
mind that this approach will not lead to carefully matched
pairs of facilitators.)

In this appendix, we begin by showing you two agendas for
facilitator training sessions.  We then present materials on
the basics of facilitation and the duties of the facilitator.  If
you are training educators, parents, or community members
to serve as facilitators, you may need to make minor
changes in the language; all the basic principles should still
apply.  On pages 191-192 we provide some specific tips
for training counselors, particularly those in elementary
schools, to serve as facilitators.

In the back pocket of this binder, we have reproduced the
facilitators’ guide and the “tips” booklet from the 1998
Jessamine County focus groups.  A facilitators’ guide
includes the questions the facilitators will ask during the
focus groups, as well as other important instructions.  You
will need to create your own guide for all facilitators.

You may incorporate any of this information into your own
facilitator training.  Feel free, also, to use this information in

Appendix F: Facilitator Training Materials
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the materials you give facilitators, such as the guide or tips
booklet.  You may use materials just as they appear here for
either copies or overheads, provided you credit the
Partnership for Kentucky Schools and Roberts & Kay, Inc. as
the sources of the materials.

On the next few pages, we’ll show you two agendas we’ve
used for facilitator training sessions.  We developed both
agendas for three-hour training sessions.  We used the first
agenda when training high school students to facilitate
middle school groups in Jessamine County.  We developed
the second agenda for a training with middle and high
school students from five Fayette County Schools.

First, a reality check.  While we planned a three-hour
agenda for the Jessamine County sessions, the trainings
were shortened by the school system on the days the
trainings actually took place.  Transportation, testing, lunch
hours, and more all intervened in our sessions, and might
intervene in your situation as well.  Still, you should make a
real commitment to doing whatever it takes to hold a three-
hour training session.

Three hours should be an absolute minimumabsolute minimum amount of
training for students who are facilitating for the first time.
Six or eight hours would be much better and would give the
student facilitators far more confidence, and far more ability
to put these skills to use in other situations.

If you are incorporating facilitation training as part of a
course curriculum or as a significant part of a service club’s
work for a semester, more training hours may be possible.
If you can only do one training session, aim to carry it out
two weeks before the pilot groups or actual focus groups.  If
you are spending more time on developing students’
facilitation skills, you can hold the training farther in
advance of the actual focus groups, provided you offer
some kinds of reminders and tips in the few days just before
the groups take place.

Here are some ways to supplement your facilitator training:

1. Conduct one or two practice sessions with the facilitator
pairs.  At one Fayette County middle school, for
example, several teachers participated in a mock focus

If you are tape recording the
focus groups, be sure to give
the facilitators some
experience using the
recording equipment (how
to set it up, when to press
“record,” etc.).  It may
sound basic, but believe us,
it’s important.  Often
facilitators are so busy
preparing themselves to
facilitate that they forget
about the recorder.  Yet if
the groups fail to get
recorded, a lot of your effort
has been wasted.
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group led by the student facilitators.  At a Fayette County
high school, work team members pulled together a
group of male students to serve as participants in order
to give facilitators more practice asking the questions.
Adults sat in on the sessions.  One educator and work
team member indicated that all work teams “definitely
need to do this [practice].”

2. Run at least two pilot groups (one male and one
female).  Student facilitators can gain a great deal of
experience posing questions to participants who
resemble the target population and experimenting with
facilitation techniques.  If possible, record the sessions or
have an adult on the work team “listen in” on the groups
(using headphones outside the room or some other
strategy).  At one Fayette County middle school, work
team members taped the pilot groups; educators then
listened to the tapes on their own time and provided
feedback to the middle school student facilitators.
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Jessamine County Public Schools
Focus Groups on School Climate and School Safety, Fall 1998

Agenda for Facilitator Training

12:00 Welcome

Quick purpose: We’re here to get you ready to facilitate focus groups: (total of 13
groups, four in middle school will have high school facilitators)

Introductions

More detailed purpose

• The “charge” to complete research for school board by 10/26
• Longer-term interest in school-community capability to conduct research and

dialogue (not everyone trained today will get to facilitate in the first round; the
skills will still be useful in other settings and you will have more opportunities
for focus groups as well)

• Facilitation as one piece of a whole process (metaphor: If the whole research
project were building a house from scratch, other people would have picked
the location, dug the foundation, and put up the basic structure; as facilitators
you’re like the electrical crew, coming in to do a specific job that is essential
— get those lights on — for the four middle school groups)

• Short training time frame means we won’t be explaining much of the other
parts of the whole building project; if you want to know more, we brought
some materials and there will eventually be wider roles for interested students.

12:15 Preview the training

• Experience — Description/Teaching — Practice
• Like a meal eaten in stages, with time to talk about each stage, learn a little

about the recipes
• At the end of the training you will have seen key aspects of a focus group, and

you will know the most important aspects of focus group facilitation.
• We will select the facilitators for the school climate/school safety middle

school focus groups by drawing lots later in the training.  We will draw two
female facilitators and two male facilitators from this group.
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12:20 Creating/observing the opening of a focus group

• Get students to help figure out an introductory question that would work well
with middle school students  [Note: In Jessamine County, the high school
students chose “Tell us your favorite food” as a good opening question for
helping middle school students introduce themselves.]

• Draw a random sample of eight students from the group to participate in
model focus group (NOT to be confused with drawing the facilitators at the
end of the training) — remaining students will be the observers

• Explain the participants’ role (to relax and be in the group) and the observers’
role (to watch and learn from the facilitators)

• Run the opening through asking Interview Question 1 (may need to run a
shortened version)

12:40 Learning about facilitation from the opening

• What did anyone notice about the facilitators?
• Underscore neutrality
• Underscore warmth, hospitality, comfort
• Underscore ground rules
• Underscore willingness to ask questions and wait

1:00 Creating/observing the heart of a focus group

• If enough people are present, draw a different sample of eight
• Remind both participants and observers of their roles
• Run shortened versions of Interview Questions 2, 3, and 4

1:30 Learning more about facilitation

• What did people notice?
• Underscore neutrality
• Underscore balancing participation, including “going around the room”
• Underscore follow-up questions
• Underscore trial-and-error approach to getting conversation going
• Be sure people understand how to pick up the cards in order from Question

2, write numbers on them, and put a band around them to give to the senior
researchers

1:45 Creating/observing the final stages

• If it seems appropriate, create a new participant group
• Remind both participants and observers of their roles
• Run shortened versions of Questions 5, 6, and closing
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1:55 Learning from final questions and closing

• What did people notice?
• Underscore participants trusting the facilitator to know what to do (so they can

relax)
• Underscore providing people a sense of contribution and closure

2:10 Practice

• Draw names of two female and two male facilitators plus an alternate female
and male (these will be the actual facilitators)

• Set up two practice groups (with observers if groups have more than eight
members)

• Coach the chosen facilitators to practice getting started and do a little bit of
work on some interview questions

• Stop the practice and ask the facilitators to talk about what they need to know
to do their work; provide coaching

• Restart the practice; keep repeating until time is up
• If practical, arrange for others in the group to take a turn as facilitators

2:40 Closing and clearing up questions

• Ask what questions people have; answer as many as possible
• Underscore neutrality, hospitality, equity/balance
• Get contact info for the identified facilitators and alternates
• Share Roberts & Kay, Inc. contact info
• For the chosen facilitators and alternates, deal with logistical questions (date

and place, tape recorder, arrival time, etc.)

3:00 Adjourn

Materials needed:

• Name tags
• Printed cards
• Tape recorder and apparatus
• Random number table
• Facilitators’ guide for the middle school focus groups
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Fayette County Schools Facilitator Training
November 30, 1999

12:30 — 12:35
Preview the training: some observation, lots of practice

12:35 — 12:55
Creating/observing the opening of a focus group

• Figure out a good introductory question to use with middle school students/with high
school students

• Mention ground rules again

• Discuss points to cover in the opening

• Draw sample of eight students — explain participants’ role and observers’ role

• Run the opening to a focus group

12:55 — 1:05
Learning about facilitation from the opening

• What did anyone notice about the facilitator?

• Underscore neutrality

• Underscore warmth, hospitality, comfort

1:05 — 1:35
Distinguishing between good facilitator behavior and less than ideal facilitator behavior

1:05 — 1:15
Model scenario involving a really awful, obnoxious facilitator, using question: “Where in
your school do you feel the safest?”

Ask students to comment on whether they think this was good facilitation or bad
facilitation.  Why?
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1:15 — 1:25
Model scenario involving a facilitator with neutral verbal skills but highly expressive body
language, using question: “What kinds of things do you dread about school?”

Ask students to analyze the strengths/weaknesses of this scenario.

1:25 — 1:35
Model good facilitation, using question: “Tell us some of the things your teachers do to
make learning interesting.”

Ask students to comment on what they saw in this scenario.  Emphasize that this is the
one they want to emulate.

1:35 — 1:55
Continue modeling good facilitation, using interview questions from Jessamine County

• What kinds of assignments are you asked to do in school?

• What makes an assignment worth doing?

• Besides grades, how do you know when you’ve done your best work?

1:55  — 2:10
Learning more about facilitation

• What did people notice?
• Underscore neutrality
• Underscore balancing participation, including “going around the room”
• Underscore follow-up questions
• Underscore trial-and-error approach to getting conversation going
• Underscore willingness to ask questions and wait
• Underscore participants trusting the facilitator to know what to do
• Underscore providing people a sense of contribution and closure

2:10 — 2:15
Break
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2:15 — 3:15
Small group practice

• Set up four practice groups of five or six students each.  (Educators can also
participate.)  Ask those who participated in a sample focus group to first practice
facilitating.

• Explain that everyone will have a chance to practice facilitating for about ten minutes.
Ask them to practice using their schools’ interview questions (written down from the
morning).

• Provide coaching to all groups.

• Stop the practice about midway through to ask students to talk about what they need
to know to do their work; provide additional coaching.

3:15 — 3:30
Closing and clearing up questions

• Ask what questions people have; answer as many as possible

• Underscore neutrality, hospitality, equity/balance

• (If necessary) Draw a sample to determine those who will be facilitating at each
school
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Facilitation Background Materials
The Basics of Focus Group Facilitation

How do you facilitate focus groups?

1. Create a friendly, comfortable climate.

Some of the people who come to take part in your focus groups may be
apprehensive about doing so.  They may view the session as a kind of performance
or test, where their answers and behaviors will be analyzed in a way that will be to
their disadvantage.  You want to counteract that impression in every way possible, of
course, in order to promote good discussion.  Plan to make people feel their
decision to come to your group was a wise one.  Create a warm climate for talk
through the way the room is arranged and through your own behavior.  To establish
the proper environment for an expressive group, greet people warmly, check them in
efficiently, and move them toward inviting refreshments when they arrive.  Try to have
the lighting and temperature at a comfortable level.  Chat with each person who
arrives about everyday topics; avoid the focus group topic.  All these things will
promote the relaxation and ease that promote free expression of opinions and ideas.

2. Maintain neutrality in your words and expressions.

As you facilitate the session, behave in a way that shows each answer is interesting,
but no answer is better or worse, or more positive or more negative, than any other.
While this is a strange communication position to maintain, it is quite manageable
for the short time required by the focus group situation.  Use a lot of “uh-huhs” and
“thank yous” as your response to comments.  Avoid the use of affirming statements
like, “That’s a good idea.”  Certainly avoid revealing disagreement with a
participant’s opinions, either through words or body language.  In the most simple
sense, make sure people know their opinions are heard.  Maintain neutrality on each
question or issue covered in the session.

3. Seek balance among participants.

Use subtle cues to encourage non-talkers to be more expressive, and discourage
talkative types from taking up all the space.  Make sure all participants feel valued
and are treated respectfully.  Be particularly aware of any natural divisions in the
room — divisions related to social status or academic performance level, for
example — and the effects of those divisions on impression management (see pages
36-38).  Give both nonverbal and verbal cues to participants throughout the session
to encourage every person present to participate as fully as possible within the time
constraints of the session.
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4. Convey a sense of purposefulness.

Set a positive tone for the meeting and make sure the appropriate items are
discussed.  Guide the pace of the meeting and watch out for the time limits for each
question and for the whole setting.  The group will place complete trust in you to
know what needs to happen and to know when to move on to new topics.  Do this
purposefully.  Let the group know that your job is to make sure they get their work
done.

Follow the interview questions faithfully.  Some questions may need to be asked
verbatim more than once.  Also look for rich areas of expressed values, opinions, or
beliefs where follow-up questions could be productive.  Remain in full control of the
topic of discussion at each point in the meeting, though make sure that control is not
intrusive for participants.

5. Use co-facilitators.

Having co-facilitators is a strong approach that produces good results; it requires a
certain chemistry and a certain kind of integrity between the two practitioners.  Work
out your roles in advance.  Here are some possible ways to divide up the work:

• The facilitators take turns asking questions.

• One facilitator asks the questions and guides most of the discussion, while the
second manages the recording and takes notes.  Often, the second facilitator
asks questions at the end of the session that the first facilitator may have missed.
The second facilitator may also present back to the group a summary of what they
said, for confirmation and adjustment.

• The second facilitator may be on the alert for follow-up questions and may ask
them throughout the session, maintaining nonverbal or other communication with
the first facilitator about the allocation of time to each key question.

In summary, your key facilitator traits are warmth, neutrality, balance, and purposefulness.
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 Facilitation Background Materials
An Essential Repertoire of Facilitator Behaviors

Pause seven seconds after asking the question

Invite participants to express a different point of view:

• “Does anyone see it differently?”

Request more information:

• “Tell me more about that.”
• “I don’t understand.”
• “Could you please say more?”
• “Will you give me an example so I can understand better?”

For dominant talkers:

• Withdraw eye contact
• Shift attention, “Thanks, Chris.  Now I would like to hear how the rest of you feel

about...”

For shy people:

• Try for appropriate eye contact
• Ask that everyone (or a whole section of the table) respond to a question
• (Less often, only when it seems appropriate) Call on the person by name for a

response

For rambling types:

• Withdraw eye contact after the talk gets boring
• Turn slightly away from the speaker
• Do not take notes or reinforce the talk in any way
• At a pause, say, “Thank you, Terry.  Now I want to get some other people to jump

in here on this question.”   Repeat the question, if necessary, to pull the focus
back.

• (Rarely) Interrupt.  “Excuse me, Evelyn.  I’m sorry to have to interrupt you, but I see
other people would also like to answer this question and I want to make sure they
have time.”  Then repeat the question.
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Facilitation Background Materials
Special Tips For Counselors

Counselors have a natural tendency to want to “fix things” or help students with problems.
While serving in the facilitator capacity, however, it is best for counselors to ignore these
urges. We know finding the right line between empathetic listening and beginning to offer
assistance on the spot may be incredibly difficult, but it will make a difference in the
credibility of your focus groups if you stay in the role of neutral facilitator for the length of
each session.  Additionally, except in extreme or critical situations, counselors should not
follow up on personal issues that come up during the focus groups, since facilitators are
supposed to treat the content of focus group conversations as confidential, leaving all
comments in the room.  Counselors absolutely should not call student participants into their
office later to discuss something expressed during the focus group and should not take it
upon themselves to tell the principal, teachers, or other counselors about any reports of
disturbing behavior.  Here are more dos and don’ts:

DODO DON’TDON’T

Maintain neutrality while listening to
students.

Turn into machines — some warmth and
caring about students is always appropriate.

Avoid standard counseling techniques in
focus group sett ing.  I t is not a place
students have agreed to come for
counseling, nor have their parents given
permission for counseling.

Offer a solution to students’ problems or
concerns.

If you spot an acute problem that was
previously hidden, make a mental note (but
not an obvious writ ten one) to check up on
a particular student after the focus group in
a way that is separate and distinct from it.

Suggest to a student that s/he stay after the
focus group for a few minutes, or in any
other way treat a particular student as
anything other than a focus group
participant.

Counselor-facilitator behavior to discourage:

Student participant: “My bus driver and bus monitor yell at kids all the time and call them
names.”

Counselor (as facilitator): “That sounds like a terrible situation.  Maybe you should talk to
the principal, or have your parents call the superintendent’s office.”
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Counselor-facilitator behavior to encourage:

Student participant: “My bus driver and bus monitor yell at kids all the time and call them
names.”

Counselor (as facilitator): “Hmmm.  What about the rest of you?  What happens when you
are on the bus?”

Though counselors may have a personal relationship with some of the students participating
in the focus groups, they must be careful not to show any preference toward those students.
If you smile broadly while one student in particular is speaking, be sure to smile and nod
with enthusiasm for each comment.  Likewise, if you say, “Thanks so much for that comment”
to one student, be sure you repeat this when other students speak.  It is best to be
enthusiastic about the fact that students are participating, and not about the value or quality
of one or more students’ ideas.
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Facilitation Background Materials
Ground Rules

Ground rules are essential.  They prevent trouble and help bail you out when trouble arises
after all.  In their introductory remarks, the facilitators need to explain that they will operate
the session according to certain ground rules.  Facilitators can either talk through the
proposed ground rules or write them on a board or a piece of paper that they distribute to
participants.

Most ground rules serve the purpose of providing some sense of structure for the group and
allowing for a productive conversation.  Others may serve an additional purpose of
promoting a sense of comfort and confidentiality for participants.  For this reason, you may
want to suggest ground rules that will essentially “free” participants to say whatever is on
their minds without any fear of retribution.

One effective technique we observed during an elementary school focus group in Jessamine
County involved the students’ creation of their own ground rules.  The counselor facilitating
the session asked students to propose some basic rules for what she called “focus group
courtesy.”  As the students proposed such things as “no interruptions,” “keep quiet and listen
while others talk,” or “pay attention,” the counselor wrote their suggestions on a small
chalkboard and then asked for agreement.  Through this process, the students were
engaged from the very beginning and seemed to take more ownership for their behavior
during the focus group.

Another ground rule you may want to establish for elementary school students relates to
“taking turns.”  Because they are often eager to please — and eager to talk — elementary
school students will strain themselves trying to get the attention of the facilitator.  Tell them
that you will recognize them in the order in which you see them raise their hands or otherwise
signal that they want to speak, and that they do not have to worry about keeping their hands
raised the whole time.  Lynn Kaladjian, director of sales and marketing at Doyle Research
Associates, Inc. of Chicago, writes that when establishing ground rules, “moderators should
be careful not to convey any hint of negative authority,” which may cause students to lose
support for the conversation.
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Here is another example of one set of ground rules, generated by high school students:

Proposed Ground RulesProposed Ground Rules

YesYes NoNo

Speak your truth; tell what you know
and believe.  Speak from the edge of
your knowledge.

Interrupting

Naming unnecessary names

Ask questions of other participants. Whining

Listen to hear what others mean to say. Fixing blame without offering a solution

Talk with respect for others and for
yourself.

Personal attacks

Follow the moderator’s guidance about
time and whose turn it is to talk.

Hitting, spitting, hairsplitting
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Facilitation Background Materials
Example of an Effective Opening

Here is a transcript of an effective opening a counselor used in one of the elementary school
focus groups in Jessamine County:

(**Note — F: indicates the facilitator; __: indicates a student who is speaking)

F: What we’re here to talk about today is our school.  And I told you guys when I met
with you the other day and gave you the permission slips that we’d be meeting one
time.  It’ll probably take about an hour, maybe a little more, maybe a little less, and
we’re just going to talk about what you like about school, what you don’t like, how
you feel when you come to school.  Anything that comes to your mind about the
questions that I ask I want you to feel free to share, and nothing that you say is going
to be laughed at.  I’m going to ask you to make sure that you’re respectful of one
another.  Who can tell us what respectful means?  (NAME DELETED)?

___: Don’t be rude and don’t...  if they’re talking to you don’t say, oop, or something like
that.  Don’t interrupt them.

F: Good!  Don’t interrupt them.  That’s an important one because I want to be able to
hear what each person says.  Okay?  If your friend is talking, or someone next to you,
wait until they’re finished, even if you have a good idea, just try to keep it in your
head until they’re finished talking and then you can tell.  I’m going to make sure that
everyone that has something to say gets the chance to talk.  Okay?  I don’t want you
to feel embarrassed to share your ideas, because the reason we picked lots of
different kids is because we want to hear what lots of different kids think, not just what
one child thinks.  Okay?

Now, what’s going to happen with this information after we talk...  She’s taking some
notes for us and so you don’t have to worry about that, she’s going to be writing
down some of your ideas and then she and the people she works with are going to
all the other elementary schools, and the middle school, and the high school, and
they’re talking to kids at every school, with the counselors at those schools.  And
they’re getting a lot of information together about how kids in this county, in
Jessamine County, feel about school, and then they’re going to write up a report to
give to the Board.  And the Board’s going to make some decisions about changes
we might need to make.  So, your opinions are really important because they’re
really going to be going to somebody that has the ability to make some decisions,
and to make some changes.  You know how sometimes we feel at school, especially
as kids, like we don’t have much of a voice in things that happen, it’s kind of like the
grownups make all the decisions?  Do you ever feel like that?  And the kids don’t get
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to make any?  Well, this is your-all’s chance to speak for the kids and give your ideas
so that the kids’ voices can be heard.  Okay?  Do you-all have any questions about
that part?  Everyone feel okay, comfortable?  Okay, good.

What I want you to do is just go around the circle, start with you (NAME DELETED).  I
want you to tell everyone just your first name and then I want you to tell me your
favorite thing to do when you’re not at school, something that you enjoy doing for
fun.  And try to listen to what the other people’s names are because I know you guys
don’t all know each other.  I know everyone but I know you don’t know each other,
everybody doesn’t know each other.  So, try to listen to each other’s names and that
way we’ll get to know each other a little bit and then we’ll get started.

One more thing.  What we talk about in here...  When you leave this room you can
talk to other kids about the things we’ve said, if you want to.  If anyone asks you,
“Where were you?”  “Oh, I was with Miss Brown, we were talking about how we feel
about our school.”  I don’t want you to repeat, like, “Well, Sam said that he doesn’t
like school and he thinks school is stupid.”  I don’t want you to say exactly what
another student said and say their name.  Does that make sense?  [Sounds of
agreement]  Okay.  So, you can talk about what we talk about to your mom or your
dad, anyone that wants to ask you about it.  But just don’t repeat exactly who said
what.  That will make us all feel we can talk more comfortably.  Okay?  Okay.
(NAME DELETED), go ahead.

[Children introduce themselves]

Okay.  When we’re talking as a group you guys don’t have to raise your hands
because I can trust that you’re going to be respectful of each other.  So, you don’t
have to wait for me to call on you or raise your hand like you do in class.  You can
just say what comes into your mind as long as someone else isn’t talking.  Okay?  All
right.

I’m going to go ahead and start with the questions and if you think of anything, like if
we get past a certain subject and you think of something you forgot to say, we can go
back to it.  Anything that comes to your mind, I want you to share it with the group.
Okay?

[First question begins]

We gratefully acknowledge Ms. Jennifer Brown, counselor at Rosenwald-Dunbar Elementary School
(Jessamine County) for allowing us to include this transcript.
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Annotated Bibliography

Information about student inquiry or student research efforts*

1.  Appalachia Educational Laboratory.  “Kentucky, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia
Students Talk About Schools and Change.”  August 1997. [Available on the AEL web
site — www.ael.org/pnp/letgen.htm — in the Products & Publications Catalog.]

This short report presents information from 16 focus groups conducted with high school
students (mostly seniors) in the four states listed above.  Principals at each participating
high school designated about 10-12 students who were supposed to represent a variety
of achievement levels, career paths, extracurricular activity involvement levels, genders,
ethnic backgrounds, and attitudes towards school.  Researchers pretested their set of
focus group questions in several high schools.  This report presents student views across
the region, as well as views within the individual states.  In the focus groups, researchers
explored a wide variety of topics with students, including their daily experiences with
teachers and peers, technology, school safety, preparation for life after high school,
reactions to changes in scheduling, and views of learning.  The report offers areas of
similarities and disagreement, though without identifying the source of these views.  It also
highlights the importance of the student voice and encourages educators to stimulate
discussions of these issues with students in their own schools.

In Kentucky, AEL staff talked with 44 students in four rural high schools in central and
western Kentucky.  Researchers report they talked with “a mix of students.”  Since the
focus of the AEL study was students’ reactions to educational changes, it is important to
note that students in Kentucky generally responded favorably to such innovations as block
scheduling and an alternative calendar.  Students also reported, however, that with the
exception of a few courses, they weren’t being challenged enough in school.  As
underscored in the Partnership’s own student-based research, these students expressed a
wish for more freedom and more input and their desire to be treated more like adults.

2.  Corbett, Dick and Bruce Wilson.  “Make a Difference With, Not For, Students: A Plea to
Researchers and Reformers.”  Educational Researcher 24.5 (1995):  12-17.

In this article, Dick Corbett and Bruce Wilson assert that “new definitions of student
success imply new definitions of what being a student means.”  Reform efforts ask
students to change their customary ways of acting in order to make the transition between
current expectations and future ones, just as they require teachers to assume new roles
and take new approaches to education.  Yet according to the authors, current literature
on the process of changing and reforming education pays very little attention to redefining
the role of students or considering ways to facilitate change among young people.  This
tendency to think of students as the beneficiaries of change, not as participants in change,
may have a detrimental effect on the intended results of reform, since it expects students
to comply with and produce results based on change without first seeking their input.  By
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including students as participants in change, however, and allowing them to experiment
with their new roles, schools may actually see more meaningful and lasting improvements.

While Corbett and Wilson do not offer specific strategies for involving students as
responsible actors in the change process, they do advocate using qualitative approaches
for listening to students and considering their thoughts, actions, and opinions.  In
addition, they encourage schools to implement methods that establish collaborative
relationships between adults and students, recognizing the central role that such
relationships play both in reform and students’ views of schooling.  Such collaboration will
increase the likelihood that students and educators alike will embrace their new roles in
school improvement.

3.  Kushman, James.  Ed.  Look Who’s Talking Now: Student Views of Learning in
Restructuring Schools.  Portland, Oregon: Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory,
1997. [You can order this book from the NWREL Document Reproduction Service;
101 S.W. Main Street, Suite 500; Portland, OR 97204-3297; 503-275-0458 (fax);
503-275-9519 (phone); products@nwrel.org (e-mail).  Or, visit the website at
www.nwrel.org]

This project of The Restructuring Collaborative, a national network of staff from regional
educational laboratories and educators and students from throughout the United States,
presents seven case studies of student-centered approaches to gathering data about
school improvement and restructuring.  The book was produced by a collaborative of
people across the United States who are interested in bringing students and their voices
into school restructuring efforts and who share a commitment to making school a more
learning-centered and engaging place for students.  Each case study includes information
on the context for school changes, the researchers’ approach to gathering data from
students, the results of what they learned from students, and the application of this data
by school communities.  Some of the research efforts took place at individual schools,
while others involved statewide projects.  A few efforts included students in the design and
implementation.  Collectively, the case studies present a wide variety of research methods
with the same basic intention: to increase the student voice in restructuring efforts.

Look Who’s Talking Now also presents some findings across the case studies, including
what members of The Restructuring Collaborative learned from the data they collected
from students and what they learned from the process of talking with students.  Chapter
Nine is particularly insightful in its presentation of three broad themes that seemed to cut
across the individual research efforts:

• Students are keen observers of how people relate to each other within the school
community.  These human relationships set the stage for successful learning and
appear even more important to restructuring efforts than new organizational
structures or practices.
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• A variety of learning styles are necessary for student success.  Teaching practices
that may help one student may hinder another.  Students must experience a
balance of styles.

• Student views of being a successful learner fall far short of the lofty ideals of the
school restructuring movement.  Students continue to view success in school in
very traditional terms, such as good grades, good behavior, and meeting adults’
expectations.  Their views of success in school are quite different and limiting when
compared with their views of success outside of school.  The researchers report
that these views were consistent across different grade levels, different contexts,
and different levels of restructuring, and they adhere to old views of learning.  They
concluded that — with a few exceptions — reforms have not penetrated the
student mind-set of what school is and what it should do.

Chapter Nine also emphasizes the fact that schools rarely ask students for their views on
restructuring, even though students can offer articulate, eloquent reflections on their
school and learning experiences.  There are many different ways to involve students in the
reform process — the most important thing is to start!

The final chapter in this book is a “how-to” guide for schools that are interested in
conducting similar research efforts but have limited time and resources.  Here members of
The Collaborative describe a one-day data-gathering process involving students.  While
the timeline presented seems rather short for an in-depth analysis, the description of the
process highlights many important pieces of any significant school-based research effort,
including forming an inclusive research team, developing carefully constructed questions,
and conducting thoughtful analysis.

4.  Orletsky, Sandra R. and Gregory Leopold.  “What Students Think About Kentucky Reform”
in Look Who’s Talking Now: Student Views of Learning in Restructuring Schools.
James Kushman, Editor.  Portland, Oregon: Northwest Regional Educational
Laboratory, 1997.  pp. 125-139. [Ordering information same as above citation.]

This case study focused on the effects of statewide reform, specifically students’
perceptions of their education and changes in their schools since passage of the Kentucky
Education Reform Act (KERA).  The study also sought information from students on what
they thought reform ought to accomplish.  Researchers collected data from a brief
inventory on selected components of KERA.  They obtained this data from individual
interviews and focus group interviews with randomly selected middle and high school
students from six schools in three regions of Kentucky, as well as with the principals of
these schools.  Researchers selected sites on the basis of documented implementation of
various KERA components, geographical representation, and urban/rural mix.  The study
reports that students were aware of changes resulting from KERA and could describe their
effects, focusing mainly on an increased emphasis on writing and group work.
Interestingly, the case study also reports that most students conveyed a positive attitude
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towards reform and believed the changes resulting from reform were having a beneficial
impact on their success as learners.

5.  School Change Collaborative. Listening to Student Voices: Self-Study Toolkit.  Portland,
Oregon: Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 2000. [Call 503-275-9519 to
order, or go to www.nwrel.org/scpd/scc/studentvoices/toolkit.shtml for an online
order form]

The School Change Collaborative, a group of regional educational laboratory staff
working with K-12 school partners across the country as part of a national Laboratory
Network Program, developed this Toolkit “for K-12 educational leaders and school-based
teams interested in including students in continuous school improvement.”  The Toolkit
describes four simple approaches to listening to student voices, all of which depend upon
strong partnerships between students and adults.  The four tools are: Data in a Day;
Structured Reflection Protocol; Student-Led Focus Group; and Analyzing Surveys with Kids
(ASK).

Data in a Day
In this approach, a design team consisting of students, educators, and interested
community members identifies a school-related theme to examine.  During data collection
day, adult and student observation pairs informally observe students in multiple locations
in the school and record examples that illustrate key themes.  Members of the design
team then come back together at the end of the day to analyze their findings and discuss
the implications.

Structured Reflection Protocol
This is a time-efficient group process that can be used by staff or students.  During a
structured reflection protocol, participants analyze student work to promote self-study,
reflection, and strategies for improvement.

Student-Led Focus Group
This meeting between students and faculty or members of the community puts students’
perspectives at the center of an issue.  During the focus group, students sit in a circle and
discuss their responses to a small number of questions generated by adults at their school.
A peer facilitator guides the discussion.  Meanwhile, the adults sit in an outer circle,
listening.  After the students have discussed all the questions, they exchange places with
the adults.  Now in the inner circle, the adults reflect on what they heard.  If there is time,
the adults may answer the same set of questions.

Analyzing Surveys with Kids (ASK)
This tool involves students in all stages of survey research, from helping to design the
survey questions to interpreting the results and making recommendations.  During the
process, small groups of students analyze certain portions of the survey data and make
suggestions to educators based on their own experiences and on the survey responses.
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The Listening to Student Voices Toolkit contains an informational brochure, an introductory
booklet, an overview video about the tools, and four school stories.

6.  Sebring, Penny Bender, Anthony S. Bryk, Melissa Roderick, et al.  “Charting Reform in
Chicago: The Students Speak.”  (Description and Executive Summary)  Chicago:
Consortium on Chicago School Research: 1996. [Available on the Consortium on
Chicago School Research web site — www.consortium-chicago.org/
Html_web_store_3.0/Html/students_sum.html — under Publications.]

The Consortium on Chicago School Research is an affiliation of local universities,
professional associations, educational research and advocacy groups, and the
Department of Research, Analysis and Assessment of the Chicago Public Schools.  In this
report, the researchers focus on what they categorize as upper elementary school (grades
6-8) and the early high school years, paying particular attention to students’ transition to
high school.  They seek to give voice to students’ perceptions regarding their Chicago
Public School experiences: how they describe their teachers and peers, their classes, and
their own efforts.  Sources of information for the report include: results of a survey sent to
39,000 students in grades 6, 8, and 10; interviews; transcript records for 10th graders;
and extensive observation in several schools.

There are essentially four major focus areas included in the report: school climate and its
impact on students’ ability to learn; cooperative adult effort in the school community;
academic engagement and school participation; and academic difficulty during high
school. The report also looks closely at low-achieving elementary schools in the Chicago
area and seeks to understand the underlying reasons behind these schools’ poor
performance.  The researchers conclude that a key difference between the top- and
bottom-ranked schools in Chicago is the level of cooperative adult effort by the principal,
teachers, and parents.

According to the researchers, they uncovered significant obstacles to learning in Chicago
high schools.  The study reports that Chicago schools generally fail to help students
weather the transition to high school, fail to help them recover from academic difficulty,
and fail to encourage them to form strong attachments to their schools.  “The Students
Speak” is particularly valuable for its description of and insight into the great disparities
that appeared between grades 8 and 10 on nearly all factors.

“The Students Speak” is the second in a series of reports by the Consortium on Chicago
School Research examining the Chicago Public Schools’ five essential supports for
learning.  The first report, released in 1995, examined three of the five essential supports:
effective school leadership, parental involvement, and professional development and
collaboration among teachers.  This second report considers a fourth support, a climate
focused on student learning.  A third report focuses on the final essential support, a
quality instructional program.

*We thank Dan Birdwhistell for bringing many of these resources to our attention.
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Information about focus groups

Resources that help you produce high-quality focus groups are becoming more available
now after years of skimpy information.  Even so, a problem remains.  Because most focus
groups produce information that is both significant and sensitive, the reports are largely
proprietary.  It would be particularly harmful to allow access to the findings for focus groups
conducted in political campaigns or competitive private sector companies.  As a result,
opportunities to read and learn from real focus group reports are rare.  Thanks to Jessamine
County Schools, however, we are able to include the report from their 1998 focus groups in
the back pocket of this Toolkit.

We have a few other suggestions for resources on focus groups.

Books

Here are two excellent, readable reference books designed for people other than academic
research experts.  You should be able to access these through interlibrary loan.

• Krueger, Richard A. and David L. Morgan.  The Focus Group Kit.  Thousand Oaks,
California: Sage Publications, 1998.

There are six volumes in the kit:

1. The Focus Group Guidebook
2. Planning Focus Groups
3. Developing Questions for Focus Groups
4. Moderating Focus Groups
5. Involving Community Members in Focus Groups
6. Analyzing & Reporting Focus Group Results

Each volume guides you through a different stage or aspect of focus group research and
is chock-full of useful examples and models.

• Mason, Jennifer.  Qualitative Researching.  Thousand Oaks, California: Sage
Publications, 1996.
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Web Resources

• The Partnership for Kentucky Schools website — www.pfks.org — includes a short focus
group report that Roberts & Kay, Inc. produced for the Partnership and the Kentucky
School Boards Association.  To access it:

1. Go to the Partnership site, www.pfks.org
2. Follow the “Research” link at the top of the home page.
3. Choose “Other Research.”
4. Scroll down until you see the heading “Difficult Ground: Community Leaders and

School Board Service in Kentucky.”  (You will have to scroll to the bottom of the
page.)

5. You will see two different entries.  Follow the link for either the full report or the
executive summary.  Note: These documents are pdf files, which means that you will
need Adobe Acrobat Reader installed on your machine to access them.  If you do not
already have it, Adobe Acrobat will pop up and ask you if you would like to install it.
If you have good technology fortune, you’ll be in business in short order.

Or, type in this URL: www.pfks.org/library/documents/diffground.pdf

• The website for Roberts & Kay, Inc. is www.robertsandkay.com.  You may enjoy visiting
that site to see more descriptions of focus group projects.  Under “Our Services,” follow
the Focus Groups link.

• www.quirks.com provides a great deal of information about marketing research.  The
Article Archive on this website contains an incredible number of articles relating to focus
groups, whose subjects range from recruiting methods to conducting focus groups with
children to finding appropriate focus group facilities.  To access the Archive, go to
www.quirks.com.  From the home page, choose “Article Archive” or “Articles from 1992-
2000.”  On the “Research Topics” menu, select Focus Groups or Focus Group
Recruiting.  You can narrow the subject in the “Industry Featured” menu.
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Agendas
for analysis/reporting team  137,  145
for logistics team  97
for whole work team  27–29

Analysis
decisions about  85–91
principles of  133
what deserves particular attention during
135
See also Analysts.

Analysis/Reporting Team  23, 29, 92,  93
agenda for  145
composition of  127–130
drafting notes  136, 142
interpersonal strategies for ensuring
neutrality  131
intrapersonal strategies for ensuring
neutrality 130–131

Analysts
favorite activities of  134
job description for  93

Briefing Sheet  48,  49–50

Checklist
for facilitator coordinator  102
for facilitator trainer  101
for recruiters  99
for site managers  100

Contact Information  i

Facilitator Coordinator  80
checklist for  102
job description for  93

Facilitator Trainer
checklist for  101
job description for  93
See also Facilitator Training.

Facilitator Training
background materials for  188–196
hints for  116–118
planning for  79–80
sample agendas for  182–187

Facilitators  70–71
agreement form for  82
alternates  72, 73, 75, 77
confirmation form for  119,  120
debriefing session for  143–144
for elementary school focus groups
24, 71
for high school focus groups  75–79
for middle school focus groups  72–75
letter to  81
letter to parents of  83
logistics of  80–84
permission form for  84
qualities of  77
repertoire of behaviors  190
sources of high school students  73
tips for counselors  191–192
See also Facilitator Coordinator;
Facilitator Training.

Fayette County Schools  7,  9,  23,  32, 36,
38,  39, 42–43,  44,  46,  48,  66,
69,  70,  72,  75,  77,  78,  79,  136,
137,  168,  180–181,  185–187

Focus Groups  4
adult presence during  90–91
compared to surveys  161–165
definition of  5–6
learning opportunities from  4–5
logistics of  38–40
opening well  195–196
origins of  5
pros and cons of  166–167
resources about  202–203
rooms for  39
size of  35–36

Index
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Focus Groups (cont’d)
structuring  34
time of  38–40
topics of  10–11,  21, 163–164, 168

France, Linda  6,  7–8,  10,  18,  21,  24,
162
See also Jessamine County Schools.

Ground Rules  154, 155, 193–194

Homogeneity vs. Heterogeneity of Focus
Groups  36–38

Incentives  40, 80,  116

Interview Questions  57–70, 171
attributes of  58
cautions about  59–60
decisions about  57
difference from research questions  33
non-verbal types of  61, 156, 174–177
number of  57
preferred openings for  59
putting in good order  57–58
revising  121–122
sets

from Fayette County  66
from Jessamine County 62–64,  65
from Students Speak  67–68

testing  69–70
turning good into great  171–173
See also Pilot Groups; Research
Questions.

Jessamine County Schools  7–9,  23,  24,
25,   32,  34,  35, 36,  42,  44,  47,
49–50, 57,  60,  62–64,  65,  71,  73,
76,  79,  80,  87,  90,  91,  116,  118,
146,  147,  148,  151,  152,  168,
174,  179,  180, 182, 193,  195
See also France, Linda; Welch, Tom.

Job Description  92
for analyst  93
for facilitator coordinator  93
for facilitator trainer  93
for recruiter  92
for report presenter  94
for report writer  94
for site manager  92

Letters to Parents
for facilitators  83
for participants  51, 52,  54, 56
See also Permission Forms; Recruiting
Participants.

Logistics Team  23, 29, 46, 95
agendas for  97
composition of  95–96
leader of  95–96
responsibilities of  98
See also Facilitator Coordinator;
Facilitator Trainer; Recruiter; Site
Manager.

Oral Reports  150
See also Report Presenter; Reports.

Partnership for Kentucky Schools
1, 49, 79, 117, 128, 129, 151, 157, 180

Permission Forms  51, 70, 122
for elementary school students  53
for facilitators  84
for middle and high school students 55
See also Letters to Parents.

Pilot Groups  69–70, 79, 121, 181

Population of Focus Groups
diversity factors to consider 41–43
excluding students  43–44
identifying  34–35
See also Recruiting Participants.



Turn Up the Volume: The Students Speak Toolkit

206

Project Manager  25, 85
options for  25–26
responsibilities of  25

Purposive Random Sample
analogy for  104
definition of  104
See also Random Sample.

Questions (examples of)
for informal conversation  156–157
for semi-structured conversations  159
See also Interview Questions; Research
Questions.

Quoting
86, 87, 133, 137, 145, 149, 157, 159
See also Reports.

Random Number Table  110,  111,  178

Random Sample  46, 70, 103–114
conducting using Mathbook+  103,
112
conducting using random number table
111–112
definition of  103
preparing for  44,  46,  56
step-by-step instructions  104–114
See also Purposive Random Sample;
Random Number Table.

Recording Focus Groups  85–90,  136,
180

Recruiter  46, 95, 116
checklist for,  99
job description for  92
See also Recruiting Participants.

Recruiting Participants  116
decisions about  34–38
explaining participation to students  
47–48
for informal conversations  154

Recruiting Participants (cont’d)
for semi-structured conversations  
158–159
logistics of  46–50,  56
sample list of desired participants  45
screening  47,  115
See also Briefing Sheet; Population of
Focus Groups; Recruiter.

Report Presenter
job description for  94
tips for  150

Report Writer  128, 129, 136, 144, 150
job description for  94
See also Reports.

Reports
characteristics of  147
guidelines for  147
oral  150
written  127
See also Presenter; Quoting; Report
Writer.

Research Questions  32, 58, 171
description of  32
difference from interview questions  33
examples of  33–34
See also Interview Questions.

Reserves  114,  107

Screening Students  47,  115
See also Recruiting Participants.

Site Manager  85, 90–91, 95, 117, 121
checklist for  100
job description of   92
responsibilities of  85

Slot Sheet  44, 106–107,  114–115
example of  108

Time Estimates  17–18,  23
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Timetable (example of)  15–16,  30–31

Transcripts  86–87, 130, 136
excerpts of  88–89,  138–141
tips for analyzing  137

Welch, Tom  5, 8
See also France, Linda; Jessamine
County Schools.

Work Team  12, 21
agendas for  27–29
forming  21–22, 25
ideal composition of  21–22
inclusion of students in  22, 23
leader(s) of  25
modifications of  24
planning next steps for  91
responsibilities of  21–22
subcommittees of  23
See also Agendas; Analysis/Reporting
Team; Logistics Team; Project Manager.


