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Focus Groups in SoTL

Focus group interviews provide in-depth qualitative information about a selected topic(s). They require trained interviewers or moderator, and are usually conducted with small groups of 6 – 12 participants. Where possible, multiple groups are interviewed to alleviate the effects of group composition bias re: the nature of progression of the interview. The interview session, which typically goes for 1 – 2 hours, is taped for later analysis/coding of responses. While the interview may be relatively “unstructured”, the facilitator is responsible for maintaining the focus of the group on the topic(s) of interest relevant to your research.

Key aspects for consideration for using focus groups in your SoTL research:

1. Purposes of focus groups (adapted from Stewart and Shamdasani, 1990):

· Eliciting participants’ perspectives/ understandings/attitudes. They can provide insight into various aspects of students’ understanding (or misconceptions) through an open-ended structure of questioning.

· Focus group interviews are not intended to build consensus amongst the group being interviewed- they allow for a range of responses.
· Information from focus group interviews may be used to inform further qualitative or quantitative analysis of your SoTL project, or to generate research hypotheses for testing using more quantitative approaches.
· Stimulating new ideas and further issues for exploration.
· Interpreting or making links to previously obtained qualitative results.
2. IRB (HREA) approval:

· IRB approval should be obtained prior to the utilization of focus groups (if you haven’t already obtained approval for your SoTL study) if you plan to use the data for dissemination/publication.

3. Preparation:

· Interview questions should be formulated based on your SoTL research question as the guiding framework.  Questions should be strategically phrased in advance of the interview, and each focus group should follow the same protocol.

· Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) suggest two principles for consideration when generating a questioning guide:

i. Interview questions should be ordered from the more general to the more specific;

ii. Questions of greater importance should be placed early, while those of lesser significance should be placed near the end.
· Unstructured, open-ended questions should be formulated to encourage participants to answer from a diversity of perspectives. 

Examples of open-ended questions:

· What did you think about ______?

· How did you feel about the ______?

· How did ______ impact on your learning?

· What did you like best about _______?

· The number of questions can vary depending upon the situation, but it is generally recommended that no more than 10 questions be asked.

· Probes should be prepared in relation to your primary questions. Probes are follow-up questions that the moderator asks to elicit further clarification or to obtain additional details from a respondent.

Examples of probes:

· How do you recognize _____?

· How was it different/similar? 

· What caused you to think/react that way?

4. Interviewing:

· The group(s) should be comprised of a representative sample of the class.

· A trained interviewer/moderator should conduct the interviews. You, as the students’ instructor, should not conduct the focus group interview because you are not considered to be an impartial observer.

· A good interviewer/moderator will be able to draw out respondents’ views; elicit further clarification of responses where necessary; gauge the dynamics of the group; and remain neutral throughout the interview.

· Data collection is usually via audiotape; some interviewers may also jot down notes at the same time but this should not distract from or interfere with the interview.  If possible, a second co-moderator may assist by taking notes.
· It is also good practice to make field notes immediately following an interview to facilitate the post-interview data analysis process.
5. Focus group data analysis:

· After all of the raw focus group data is collected, the interview needs to be transcribed.

· Content analysis should be performed in relation to the SoTL research question.  Consider the following when analyzing collated data:

· Categories of responses (you may need to create a rubric)

· Trends/patterns of categories of responses

· Frequencies of specific categories of responses

· Consistency of responses
· Computer-based coding analysis of qualitative data might also be considered [e.g. NVivo8, which supersedes the former NUD*IST (Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing Searching and Theorizing), developed by the Australian group QSR International: see http://www.qsrinternational.com/products_previous-products_n6.aspx]
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