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Focus Group Overview 
 

Schools should use the focus groups as an opportunity to learn the 
perceptions of students and staff. Focus groups can be an excellent 
way of learning if new initiatives are being perceived and embraced as 
the school intended.  

Characteristics of Focus Group Interviews  
Student Participants 

● Carefully recruited  
● 5 to 10 people per group, 6-8 preferred 
● Repeated groups  

Environment  

● Comfortable  
● Circle seating 
● Recorded 

Moderator 

● Skillful in group discussions  
● Uses predetermined questions  
● Establishes a permissive environment  

Participant Selection Process 
The focus groups are intended to provide opportunities to learn more 
about the perceptions of students. With that in mind, it is important for 
the school to identify individuals for focus groups that are reflective of 
the school population and able to provide insights that the school can 
benefit from hearing.  

Think carefully about all aspects of the problem and be creative when 
deciding who can provide you with the best information. Sometimes 
students who are less obvious can be instrumental. Try to think of all 
the school members that could have some knowledge or influence on 
the problem. 
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Moderator Skills 
 

Select the right moderator  

● Exercise unobtrusive control  
o Should be prompting the conversation not leading our 

guiding the conversation 
● Adequate knowledge of the topic  
● Appears like the group (if possible) 

o If possible, find a student who knows the program well to 
lead the group. 

o Students may be more open with answers with a peer. 
● Use an assistant moderator (handles logistics, takes careful notes 

monitors recording equipment) 
● Has the discipline of listening  
● Familiar with questioning route  
● Create a warm and friendly environment  

Asking Questions that Yield Powerful Information  
● Use open-ended questions  

o What did you think of the program?  
o How did you feel about the conference?  
o Where do you get new information?  
o What do you like best about the proposed program? 
o  Be cautious of phrases such as "how satisfied" or "to what 

extent."  
●  Avoid dichotomous questions  

o These questions can be answered with a "yes" or "no."  
● Why? is rarely asked  

o Instead, ask about attributes and/or influences. 
o  Attributes are characteristics or features of the topic. 
o  Influences are things that prompt or cause action.  

● Use "think back" questions.  
o Take people back to an experience and not forward to the 

future.  
o Use different types of questions.  

● Identify potential questions Five Types of Questions:  
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o Opening Question (round-robin)  
o Introductory Question  
o Transition Questions 
o Key Questions  
o Ending Questions   

● Use questions that get participants involved  
o Use reflection, examples, choices, rating scales, drawings, 

etc.  
● Focus the questions  

o A sequence that goes from general to specific.   
● Be cautious of serendipitous questions.  

o Save for the end of the discussion. 
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Focus Group Protocol 
 

Introduction: 
Welcome 

Introduce yourself and the notetaker and send the Sign-In Sheet 
with a few quick demographic questions around the group while 
introducing the focus group. 

Review the following: 

● Who we are and what we’re trying to do 
● What will be done with this information? 
● Why we asked you to participate 

 
Explanation of the process 

Ask the group if anyone has participated in a focus group before. 
Explain that focus groups are being used more and more often in 
health and human services research.  

About focus groups 

● We learn from you (positive and negative) 
● Not trying to achieve consensus, we’re gathering information. 
● In this project, we are doing both questionnaires and focus group 

discussions. The reason for using both of these tools is that we can 
get more in-depth information from a smaller group of people in 
focus groups.  This allows us to understand the context behind 
the written survey’s answers and helps us to explore topics in 
more detail than we can do in a written survey. 

Logistics 

● The focus group will last about one hour. 
● Feel free to move around 
● Where is the bathroom?  Exit? 
● Help yourself to refreshments (if applicable) 

 
Establish Ground Rules  

Ask the group to suggest some ground rules.  After they brainstorm 
some, make sure the following are on the list. 
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● Everyone should participate 
● Information provided in the focus group must be kept 

confidential. 
o Do not use specific names if you are giving examples. 
o Do not share the information you hear here today with 

others. 
o Notes taken during the group will not include names or 

identifying information. 
● Stay with the group, and please don’t have side conversations. 
● Turn off cell phones if possible. 
● Have fun! 

Focus Group Script 
Introduction by Facilitator: 
Hello, my name is [facilitator name] with [name of program], and I am 
here today to conduct a focus group with you all to better understand 
the needs of your school. This focus group aims to ask questions to get 
feedback about your school and how you think [name of program] can 
better serve you and your friends. As students of [name of school], you 
are the experts in what is happening in your school and can help shape 
our program.  

[Use this time to discuss your program in their school if they do not 
know who you are and also discuss the School Climate Survey] 

During this focus group, I will ask questions and facilitate a 
conversation about how our school answered the School Climate 
Survey questions. Please keep in mind that there are no “right” or 
“wrong” answers to any of the questions I will ask. The purpose is to 
have a conversation and hear the opinions of everyone in the room. I 
hope you will be comfortable speaking honestly and sharing your ideas 
with us.  
 
Please note that this session will be recorded (or [name] will be taking 
notes during the focus group) to ensure we hear all your ideas during 
the conversation. However, the focus group’s comments will remain 
confidential, and your name will not be attached to any comments you 
make. Do you have any questions before we begin? 
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Before we get into the conversation, let’s do a quick round of 
introductions. Tell the group your name, grade, how long you have 
been at this school. 

As the discussion begins, make sure to give people time to think before 
answering the questions and don’t move too quickly.  Use the probes 
to ensure that all issues are addressed, but move on when you feel you 
are starting to hear repetitive information. 

Note: Even though the conversation will be confidential, make sure 
the participants know that you are still a mandated reporter and 
the things you would have to report.  

Focus Group Questions: 
1. Let’s start by talking about your school, what are some good 

things about going to [name of school]. 
a. Think about a time that you felt proud of your school. 
b. Think about the good memories you have about this school. 
c. What is something that your school does well? 

 
2. What are some things you think your school needs to work on? 

a. Think about a time that you didn’t like something that 
happened at your school. 

b. What are some things that the school needs to address 
that are going on? 

 
3. Now, let’s focus on relationship violence in this school (or the first 

data point from the survey). When I say relationship violence, I 
mean physical abuse, verbal abuse, emotional abuse, sexual 
abuse, or stalking in a relationship.  

a. What do you know about relationship violence? 
b. Do you think your peers know about relationship violence? 

i. What is the level of knowledge they have about the 
topic? 

c. What would you like to know more about relationship 
violence? 

 
4. Thinking about your school, do you think relationship violence is 

an issue here? 
a. *caution to not use specific names or stories  
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5. What are some other social issues that you think need to be 
talked about in your school? 

 
6. If you could create a program for teens to learn about healthy 

relationships, how would it look? 
 

7. What would you name your program? 
a. It’s okay if you cannot come up with a name at this time, 

but keep thinking about it! 
 

8. If you were given money to create any school program to bring 
about change, what topic would you focus on? 

a. What made you decide on that topic? 

 
9. What topics do you think would be important for our school to 

focus on? 
a. What would you be interested in learning about? 

 
10. What kind of learning environment would be most engaging? 

a. Who would you like to lead the sessions? (without leading 
too much, make sure to get the idea if they would learn 
better from peers, adults, or a mix of both) 

b. What type of activities would be engaging during the 
sessions? 

 
11. Any last comments about how you think we can make our 

current program in your school better? 
 
Note: Focus group questions allow you to gain a deeper 
understanding of the perceptions of students. Questions should 
generate open-ended responses that describe the thoughts and 
opinions of students. Questions can be modified, or added to meet 
the needs of your specific school climate.  

Closing: 
Thank you all for attending today! The information you provided today 
is invaluable to our program… [Whatever closing you would like to add] 
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Focus Group Completion 
 

Interpreting your Results 
For School Leadership Use  

Once all the focus groups have been completed, and you have the 
results from each session, then it is necessary to look at all the focus 
group discussions together and begin to describe the problem and 
possible solutions. 

Review the notes from the discussion and see if there are key themes 
that emerged. 

Do not forget that if you are using other data sources (School Climate 
Survey, Local/Community data) as you will most often, it is useful to 
align the information gathered from the focus group with the 
information in these sources.  

Now you are ready for Task 2 in the Prevention Programming Planning 
Guide 

Please contact Elizabeth Suddath, OSDE Executive Director of 
Prevention Services, if you have any questions or need additional 
technical assistance.   
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Focus Group Notes 
 
A note-taker or facilitator should take notes on the students’ responses.   

After the focus group, review the notes from the discussion and see if 
there are key themes that emerged. Identify these themes and provide 
feedback heard from students or parents in the space below. 
Remember, do not use the names of focus group participants. 

 

Question:  Response:  Key Theme: 
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