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Focus Group Purpose  
[Name of Institution] is conducting a series of focus groups with students and employees on our 
campus(es). Our objective is to build understanding of the kinds of experiences that students in [Name 
of Student Success Course] perceive are critical to their success in the community college, as well as 
the kinds of challenges they face. What [Name of the Institution] learns can be very helpful as the 
college works to serve its students more effectively.  
 
 
Focus Group Outcomes 

Outcome 1: Understand the nature of the student success course—the rationale, the components, 

and faculty/staff perspectives on the impact of the student success class on students. 

 

Outcome 2: Better understand the role of faculty and staff in the various elements that comprise 

the student success course.  

 
Outcome 3: Learn from the faculty and staff perspective which specific components of the student 
success class are most critical for student success, what works and what doesn’t, and whether this 
practice in and of itself is important for students to experience, or if certain features within this 
practice are most significant to student success. 

 
 
Focus Group Outline  
Each focus group will comprise the following activities:  

 
Meeting overview  
Consent forms  
Participant introductions  
Questionnaires (e.g. demographics forms/survey items, etc.)  
Discussion  
Summary  
Thanks  

 
Approximate total time   75-90 minutes  
 
 
Focus Group Prompts (Pre-Discussion) 

1. Introduce facilitator: Hello, my name is [Name of Facilitator]. I work for [Name of Institution].  
 

2. Explain purpose of focus group: [Name of Institution] is conducting a series of focus groups 
on our campus(es). Our objective is to build understanding of the kinds of experiences that 
students in [Name of Student Success Course] perceive are critical to their success in the 
community college, as well as the kinds of challenges they face. What we learn from you can be 
very helpful as [Name of Institution] works to serve its students more effectively. We also are 
conducting [#] focus groups with students. 

 
3. Explain desired outcomes and how gathered information will be used: [Name of Institution] 

will prepare a report that captures your voices and major themes of this conversation. Your 
voice counts! However, you will not be identified by name.  
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NOTE: At this time, the facilitator can read aloud the outcomes provided in this protocol.  

 
4. Explain consent form and request signatures: Because we will be recording (and 

videotaping, if applicable) the focus group conversation, we are required to ask that you sign a 
form that stipulates your consent. Participation is absolutely voluntary.  

 
5. Audio taping/videotaping/note-taking:  

a. Video and audio recording is for the purposes of gathering information to complement 
[Name of Institution]’s work on student success using video clips for presentations at 
conferences and workshops, and posting to the [Name of Institution] website. 

b. No names will be used in the report or in the video. If you are wearing a name tag, or 
any college identifiers, please remove them. 

 
6. Describe facilitator role: My role as facilitator is to ask questions and keep the group on track. 

We will be moving through the material fairly quickly, so I may have to cut conversations short 
even when there is much to say about a topic.  

 
7. Describe participants’ role: Each participant is expected to do the following:  

a. share experiences and opinions, both positive and negative;  
b. understand that there are no right or wrong answers;  
c. respect the request that everyone is to participate in the discussion; and 
d. fill out all paperwork.  

 
8. Logistics:  

a. 90 minutes maximum  
b. Arrangements for water and restroom break  
c. Other? 

 
9. Ground rules:  

a. One person speaks at a time; no side conversations.  
b. No one person dominates; everyone will have a chance to be heard.  
c. There are no right or wrong answers; the discussion is about your experiences at this 

college and what we learn will help the college improve upon its work with students.  
 

10. Questions: Now, are there any questions before get started?  
 

11. Introduction of participants: As we go around the room, I want each participant to state their 
name, title, academic department or program, and years employed at the college.  

 
12. Questionnaires: Administer surveys, questionnaires, or participant profile documents for 

collecting quantitative data on participants.  
 
 
Focus Group Discussion Questions  
NOTE: We suggest that the focus group facilitator provide additional context here about the college’s 
initiative (its goals and objectives) before starting with interview questions. 
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Outcome 1: Understand the nature of the student success course—the rationale, the 
components, and faculty/staff perspectives on the impact of the student success class on 
students. 

 
Q1: Put yourself in the shoes of a prospective student walking into the college for the first time to 

enroll and sign up for classes. Through the eyes of that student, complete the sentence: “This 
college is like a ….” Please explain your response. 

 
Q2: From your perspective, describe the experience for entering students, including admissions and 

registration, assessment, academic and financial aid advising, etc. What are the strengths of 
that process? How do you know? What are the areas in need of improvement? How do you 
know? On a scale of 1 to 5, 5 being very difficult, 1 being very easy, from your perspective how 
would you rate the entering student experience at this college?  

 
Q3: [If this hasn’t been covered in the question above.] How do students learn about the steps they 

need to take to complete their registration process? Does anyone work with students throughout 
the process? Describe the steps they go through to complete their registration process.  

   
Q4: What specific programs or practices has the college put in place for entering students? Is it 

required for all entering students? Targeted groups of students who are new to the college? 
FTIC students? Students who test into developmental education courses? Other?  

 
Q5: Are new students told that there is a course or program that is designed for new students? If so, 

what are they told about what’s available to them? Are students told this is optional? Required? 
At what point during the entering student process do students learn about this and how do they 
learn about it? From an individual? In writing? Online? Other? Do they learn about the student 
success course before they take their placement test or after? Before they meet with an advisor 
or after?  

 
Q6: [If the following is not already clear from the prior conversation.] When do entering students first 

meet with an advisor? What is the nature of that conversation? Do students discuss their goals? 
Does the advisor work with students to create a plan for their time at the college? A plan for 
their first semester or first year? If yes, is there an online component to the planning process? 
How does that work?   

 
Q7: For students who are part of the student success class, are there steps they go through prior to 

the start of classes that are different from the steps taken by other students? Do they participate 
in an orientation? Same as for other students or different? Required or optional? What’s 
included in the orientation?  

 
Q8: Explain the rationale behind the design of the student success course at your college. What was 

the discussion that led to the development of the course(s) you now have? Did you look at data 
regarding student persistence and progress? If so, what did you learn from your review of the 
data? What were the considerations that led to your selection of the components included in the 
course? Why were those specific components included? 

 
Q9: When students begin their classes, in general, do you find that they understand and are 

prepared for what it will take to be successful in their classes? If not, describe what you see with 
new students. When you started offering the student success course, did you see any 
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differences between students who were taking/had taken that course versus those who did not? 
At this time, do you see differences in students’ preparedness for their classes? Any differences 
in students’ persistence in their classes? If yes, what are those differences? 

 
 

Outcome 2: Better understand the role of faculty and staff in the various elements that comprise 
the student success course.  

 
Q1: Describe the design of the (student success class). What are the major components of the 

class? Are there major differences between the design of the student success class and other 
classes in which new students might be enrolled, such as differences in content, teaching 
strategies, learning outcomes, assignments, support offered within and outside of the class, 
other? Explain.  

 
Q2: In student success classes, are there specific introductory activities or assignments that 

students participate in? If so, describe. Are these types of activities or assignments unique to 
these classes? If so, why and in what ways are they different? Do instructors in other classes 
have opportunities to learn about these specific strategies for new students and/or are they 
encouraged to incorporate similar strategies into their first few class sessions of the term? Why 
or why not? If instructors are provided opportunities to learn about these strategies, in what 
ways are these opportunities made available? College-wide professional development 
activities? Speakers brought into the college? Departmental meetings? Faculty opportunities to 
share strategies and learn from one another? Other?  

 
Q3: Beyond the first few class meetings in the term, are there approaches to instruction or 

components of the student success classes that are unique to these classes? If so, describe. 
What makes these approaches/components different from other classes? Why are these 
approaches/components incorporated into the student success classes? 

 
Q4: Within the student success classes, are there intentional strategies to encourage students to 

work together and/or to get to know one another? If yes, describe. Is this different from other 
classes? When students move on from the student success classes, do you have evidence 
regarding whether students stay connected to those they met during their student success 
class? If so, do you have evidence comparing the likelihood of students’ developing 
relationships with other students in the student success course versus students in other 
classes? If so, how do you know? 

 
Q5: Within the student success classes, are there intentional strategies to encourage students to 

work with other college staff? Strategies to encourage students to take advantage of other 
college resources? If so, describe. Do you have evidence that students coming from the student 
success courses are more likely to work with other college staff and take advantage of college 
resources as they go on to subsequent terms at the college? 

 
Q6: In the student success classes, how do students spend their time? [Ask participants to suggest 

percentages of class time that are devoted to the following.] Considering the overall course 
structure (rather than individual class periods), how much time would you say students spend 
listening to the instructor? Participating in class discussions? Giving presentations? Working 
independently? Working with other students on assignments or projects? Studying with other 
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students while in classes? Different from or similar to classes that are not part of student 
success classes)? 

 
Q7: Think about the assignments you give in your student success classes. Do any of your 

assignments require students to work with other students outside of class? Do any of your 
assignments require students to do other things on campus, such as meet with other staff 
members? Participate in any campus activities? Do any of your assignments require students to 
participate in any activities outside the college? If yes to any of these questions, does this 
happen more in the student success classes than in other classes?  

 
Q8: In addition to the instructor(s), are any other college staff members working with students in the 

student success class? If so, what roles do these staff members have? Advising? Career 
planning? Tutoring? Other? How frequent is their participation in the class? Are students who 
have met with these other staff members more likely to go to these individuals and/or use these 
services outside of class than students in other classes? Less likely?  About the same? How do 
you know? 

 
Q9: In the student success classes, does anyone work with students specifically on skills that you 

believe will help students be more successful? Is this type of skill development taught only in the 
student success classes or is it also incorporated within other discipline-based courses? Both? 
One or the other? If a standalone class, who teaches it? Instructors? Advisors? Other staff 
members? If incorporated into the substance of discipline-based courses, how is that done? By 
the instructor? With another staff member coming into the class? Other? If within the context of 
other classes, is this type of instruction integrated into the content of the other courses, or is it 
taught as skill development separate from the course content? Do faculty teaching these 
discipline-based course participate in any specific professional development activities to help 
them integrate specific skill development into their curriculum?  

 
Q10: In the student success classes, is there anyone other than the instructor who meets with the 

class and is available to work with students one-on-one or in groups either during class or 
outside of class? If yes, who are these individuals? Peer tutors? Professional tutors? Faculty? 
Other staff members? Is this different from what’s available to students in other classes?  

 
Q11: If students need additional help beyond what’s available in class, what other opportunities are 

provided for the student success class students? Required? Optional? Is this different from what 
happens in other classes? 

 
Q12: For students in the student success classes, at what point in the first term do they receive their 

first feedback about their academic performance? Is this timing different or the same as 
feedback in other classes? In what way is the feedback provided? How frequently is subsequent 
feedback provided to students?  

 
Q13: What happens if a student falls behind in class or is not performing well on assignments or 

tests? Does anyone contact the student? If so, who makes the contact? Faculty teaching the 
course? An advisor? Other? Is the student required to take any steps to improve performance? 
If so, describe what is expected of the student? Is the approach in the student success classes 
different from what happens in other classes? 
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Outcome 3: Learn from the faculty and staff perspective which specific components within the 
student success class are most critical for student success, what works and what doesn’t, and 
whether this practice in and of itself is important for students to experience, or if certain 
features within this practice are most significant to student success. 

 

Q1: When you think about your student success course, on a scale of 1 to 5, how helpful do you 
believe the experience is for your students—5 being extremely helpful, 1 being not helpful at all. 
Explain your answer. Does the college have data that support your answer? If so, describe what 
the data tell you.  

 

Q2: When you think about the student success course, what are the features of the experience that 
you would say are most beneficial to students? Explain your answer. Least beneficial? Explain 
your answer. Does the college have data that support your answer? If so, describe what the 
data tell you. 

 

Q3: When you reflect on the components we’ve been talking about that are part of the student 
success course at this college, do you believe these same components would be beneficial for 
continuing students, or are they particularly beneficial because they are part of a first-year 
experience?  

 

Q4: As you track the progress of students who have experienced the components put in place for 
new students, do you see differences between outcomes for these students and those who 
have not been through a student success course? In terms of course completion? Grades? 
Persistence from term to term? Involvement with college staff and resources? Involvement in 
college activities? Other? Does the college have data that show these differences? 

 

Q5: Does the college have a mechanism for gathering data from students following their 
participation in the student success classes? If so, what is it? Surveys? Focus groups? 
Interviews? Other? If so, what have you learned from students about which components of the 
student success classes have been most useful to them? About components of the student 
success classes that have not been as useful to them?  

 
Q6: What do you do with the information that the college gathers from students regarding their 

experiences in these classes and other data you review? Who reviews the data? Do you share 
the data with others in the college and discuss its implications? Based on the data, including 
student feedback about the student success courses, have you made any changes in the 
courses? If so, describe some of those changes. 

 
 
Summary and Close 
 
NOTE: You may want to do an Advice/Design Exercise here that asks participants to give advice to 
their college or have them do a brief design exercise. Have them break out into small groups, then have 
them list the key elements and explain why they included those elements. 
 
Prompt: If you were asked to put some policies and practices in place at your college that you believe 
would help more students in a student success course succeed at the college, what would you do? 
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What would be the components of your approach? Policies? Practices? What is the evidence you could 
marshal to support those recommendations?  
 
 
Thank you. Collect completed forms.  
 
 

 


