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Guide for Conducting Student Focus Groups
in Secondary Schools

Why Student Focus Groups?

Student focus groups offer valuable, firsthand insights to support school improvement, foster
positive school climate, and elevate student voice. Listening closely to students' perspectives on
their school experiences can help educators better understand school-related issues and inspire
them to rethink and improve their practices.

Listening to student voices can also empower and benefit students by making them feel heard,
valued, and more engaged in their learning experience. These opportunities provide students with
important developmental supports, such as expressing caring, conveying high expectations, and
offering meaningful participation in school. They can also help students develop confidence,
purpose, and competencies needed to move into adulthood, such as identifying, investigating, and
addressing the challenges they face.

Planning Your Focus Group

Group Composition
e Six to ten students per session
e Ensure varied student participation to ensure differing perspectives
e Choose those who feel comfortable speaking openly

Facilitator Selection
e Use facilitators skilled at building rapport and trust
e Facilitators should not be in a disciplinary or evaluative role

Designing Questions
e Prepare two to four questions for each topic area (see sample protocol)
e Keep questions open-ended but clear
e Plan follow-up probes to deepen conversation

Environment and Logistics
e In-person sessions are ideal
e Ensure confidentiality

Facilitating the Focus Group
Set the Tone
e Greet students warmly
e Explain the purpose of the group
e Express appreciation for their time and honesty

Division of Coordinated School Health/Student and Family Services 1 | May 2025
710 James Robertson Pkwy « Nashville, TN 37243 ¢ tn.gov/education



During the Session
e Use neutral feedback ("Thanks for sharing that")
e Use soft follow-ups ("Can you say more about that?")
e Rephrase or reorder questions if needed
e Use transitions to guide the flow (e.g., "Now let’s shift to talking about...")

After the Focus Group

Debrief and Reflect
e Complete and organize notes as soon as possible so that information is fresh
e Reflect on key takeaways:
o What themes came up most?
o Whatinsights surprised you?
o What will you change for next time?

Analyze and Share
e Identify patterns and recommendations
e Collaborate with school/district staff to act on findings
e Share results with students when appropriate to close the loop

Sample Focus Group Questions

Introductions
e What's your name, grade, school, and how long have you attended?

Learning and Engagement
¢ Do you feel like your school is a place where you can learn and grow?
e Do your classes challenge you?
e How do your teachers show what they expect from you?
e What types of assignments or lessons keep you most interested?

Support Systems
e How do your teachers give you feedback? What kind is most helpful?
e Do staff like principals or counselors support your learning? How?
e Do you have the tools you need to do your best (in class and at home)?
e Isthere an adult in or outside of school you can turn to for academic help?

Relationships and School Climate
e Arethere adults at school who care about you?
e Canyou talk to someone if you have a personal issue?
e Do students respect each other’s perspectives?
e Do you feel safe at school? Why or why not?

Access and Opportunity
e How did you choose your classes this year?
e Did you get into the classes you wanted?
e Areyou encouraged to join clubs, sports, or student leadership?
e Arethere activities or roles you'd like that aren’t currently available?
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Student Voice
e Do you feel like adults in your school listen to student input?

Wrap-Up
e Isthere anything else you'd like to share about your school experience?
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