Focus group questions 

 

Introduction

Thanks, consent forms, introduce yourself. 
“I’m interested in understanding how you respond to the way you are assessed – how it affects how much you study, what you study, when you study and how you study. This isn’t an interview – it is what is called a ‘focus group’.  I’m hoping we can have an engaging discussion around the central focus of ‘how assessment affects my studying’. I don’t expect you to have immediate answers to my questions or even any ideas in your head at all to start off with – you might not have thought much about this before – but if we discuss this I’m hoping we will help each other to explore this topic by talking to each other and exploring issues about assessment on your degree programme that seem important to you.”
What I’d like to do is tape the discussion so that I have a record.  A professional transcriber will listen to the tape and write up a record of the discussion – no-one will be identified by name in the recording, but it would be helpful if you could name yourself every time you speak so that she can distinguish different voices – you can reinvent yourself and use a pseudonym if you like. One other thing, for ethical reasons, it would be good if you don’t name your lecturers directly but refer to them indirectly or by the module etc.
 

Prompts to discussion
 

1. "Tell me about how you are assessed – what assessment on your degree programme consists of". 
This is to define the domain of the focus group and get them thinking in specific terms rather than starting off making generalisations before they have engaged their brains. It is an easy thing for them to start talking about so they don't feel foolish or confused. Get everyone to chip in very early on so a pattern of discussion is established rather than one to ones with you.
 

· can you give an example?

· Is that a general feeling – do you all think that?

· Why do you respond like that? Frowning? Smiling?

· keep them to the programme you are interested in

· prompt them to mention all aspects of assessment (especially including feedback, but also the form assignments take, criteria, marking schemes) so that they come to understand what you mean by assessment and by an assessment system or regime.
2. “Tell me about the feedback you receive – what do you think of it? 


· prompt them about what they think feedback – the various forms feedback may take, how they use feedback, what its limitations are, what the point of feedback is, whether they read it when they receive their marks, whether marks are more important than words; how many of them have received oral feedback on work in tutorials, how useful they find whole class feedback, whether they get this? How long it takes to get feedback and whether this has an impact? 
· How does your feedback help you do better across modules?

3. "Tell me about how the way you are assessed affect your studying – for example determining to some extent what you pay attention to, or leave out, what you spend time on, how much effort you put in, how engaged you are, that kind of thing…."

 

· prompt them to give specific instances of general ideas they mention – for example if someone says “on some courses you really don’t have to do a lot” then find out which course, if there are other courses that are different, how they get to find out that not much is required etc

·  if one person mentions something – ask the others if it is the same for them, or the same for most other students

· ask "Why do you respond like that"

· explore if this has changed over time as they have become more experienced as students – over the years
· How consistent is the advice/guidance you are given by lecturers?

· What assessment related factors motivate you to take your optional modules – exams/no exams; lenient markers/fewer assessed pieces etc?
 

4. "Tell me about how you have come to know what you are supposed to be doing and how you know what is likely to get good marks or to pass or fail?"

 

· prompt them to give specific instances of general ideas they mention – for example if someone says “I don’t really understand what they want half the time” then probe how they DO get to find out, if some courses are clear and others not, or whether the whole thing is a blur, what they would ideally like in terms of clarification, whether what they want differs between courses or years etc.
· how consistent are the messages about assessment – do you always know what is expected or is it a bit of a guessing game? prompt them about how they use criteria, whether they have assessed their own work, or peer assessed, or been shown models of good practice – do they know what quality looks like?
5.    Summary and judgements: "Overall, does the way assessment works here help you to learn well, or does it interfere or cause you difficulties."
 

Prompts can also take the form "I know of courses where xxxxx - is it like that here for you?"
 

.

