Sample Focus Group Questions

A. Questions about Sense of Community among Students and Peer Interactions

A1. How has the training program impacted your peer group at Northwestern? Has the training program provided an opportunity to meet trainees that you would not have met in your home graduate program and lab?


Have relationships developed? 



Friendships?



Scientific collaborations?



Study groups?



Sharing of methods and/or reagents?



Other?

A2. How effective has the program been in developing a sense of community/belonging to the program? 

A3. With which group or groups within the graduate student and post-doctoral communities in Biochemistry do you feel most closely associated?

Do you actively participate in academic or social group activities with students outside your research group?  Would you like to be more engaged with other students?

B. Questions about Impact of the Program on Trainees’ Research

B1.  In what ways has being part of the program benefitted your research?       
Some possible ways: 
a) Inspire ideas,
b) spawn collaborations,
c) help with problem solving,
d) broadened perspective of field
B2. How useful are the XXX courses, first, with regard to your own research, and second in helping you to critically evaluate research papers that use the methods that you discussed in class? 

C. Questions about Whether the Program has Facilitated Entry into the Scientific Community 

C1. Has the XXX training program given you the opportunity to meet senior scientists that you would not have met in you home graduate program and lab?


Have any of these senior scientists contributed to your project?


Have they mentored you in other ways?


Other benefits?

C2. How effective is the XXX Department at fostering a sense of community among scientists at XXX University working in this field? How are your interactions with faculty (other than PI) in the department? Has the department helped you to form relationships with students and faculty whom you otherwise probably would not have connected with?
D: Questions about the Relevance of Training/Gaps in Training

D1.  How well do you understand the health relevance of your research topic?  What types of activities have helped you develop this understanding?  Are there areas of intersection between the basic and clinical science that you think are missing from your training?

E: Questions about Impact of the Training Program on the Development of Research Skills & Professional Development

E1. Are there techniques, methods, ideas that are from disciplines outside your lab that the training program has helped you learn and/or apply to your project?  How did that come about?

E2. One of the goals of the training grant is for you gain an integrated understanding of communication sciences and disorders so that your research can be informed by research on multiple processes such as molecular, neural, cognitive, linguistic, neuromuscular etc. Do you feel that your understanding is more integrated as a result of your participation in the training program? If it is, please provide any examples of how your integrated knowledge has affected your approach to a research question or to the methods that you have used to answer a research question.

E3. How successful has the Department been in providing professional development training? Some specific areas to consider:
a. Presenting your research
b. Critiquing research (of peers, and the scientific community more generally)
c. Grant writing
d. Writing for publication
e. Recognition of career options
f. Networking
F: Questions about Use of University Research Facilities

F1. Do you use any of the research cores (University of department based) in your research?  How much interaction do you have with the technology that the core provides?  Is this an area of training that could be developed?

F2. Do you use any of the research resources (University or department) in your research?  Please give us some examples of what any of the resources are and how you use them. 


Is this an area that the program could be developed?

G: Questions about the Quality and Impact Components of the Program

G1.  What is your opinion of how well the R3 data club meetings work?  Specifically:


Do you get peer feedback on your presentations?


Do you get faculty feedback on your presentations?


How much do you get out of other trainees presentations?


Is there a better organization? Clustering topics? Bringing in clinical or technology experts?

G2.  What program activity is the most valuable to you? Why?


(List program activities)
G3. What training program activities are least valuable to you?  Why?

(List program activities)
G4. What did you gain from taking part in the biophysics and journal clubs? 


-How could they be improved?

G5. What did you gain from the trainee meetings? 


-How could the trainee meetings be improved?

G6. The Training Program holds an annual Training Day that features trainee

presentations, a keynote seminar by a visiting scientist, and formal and informal

interactions with the visiting scientist.

a. How beneficial has the Training Day been to your research and

professional development?

b. The most recent Training “Day” was a day and a half off campus retreat.

How did the longer format and off campus location compare to the

original model?

G7. What is your opinion of the Chalk Talks and Journal Clubs?

Chalk Talks

· Do you find the opportunity to present at chalk talks a valuable experience? 

· How, if at all, has sharing your progress and garnering feedback helped your work?

· How, if at all, have you benefitted from the presentations of other trainees? 

Journal Club

· Do you find the opportunity to present at journal club a valuable experience?

· Describe any benefits and challenges associated with this opportunity.
· The journal club topics are purposefully diverse. Describe your opinion of this diversity and if it has challenged you intellectually.

G8. Has your clinical rotation enhanced your research? How?

G9. What training program activity (if any) is least valuable to you?  Why? Is there an activity/activities that you would like to see instead/in addition to existing activities that would be (more) valuable to you?

H: Questions about Career Skills and Career Path

H1. When you consider your career path, how well has the training program supported your development to progress in that career?  What is done well?  What is missing?

H2. How has being in the Training Program affected the likelihood of your continuing in a career related to XXX research?

H3. How has the Training Program contributed to your professional development in terms of oral and written communication, scientific writing, proposal development? How might it do a better job?

H4. Has the XXX program challenged you to think about your career goals? Describe any support you have received with respect to identifying those goals and achieving them whether they involve academia or non-academic options. 

H5. When you consider your career path, how well has the XXX department supported your development in:
 
a) traditional academic careers 


b) non-academic careers?

I: Questions about Improving the Program

I1. What other suggestions do you have for how the program could be improved for new students?

I2.How could the XXX program be improved for you and future trainees? Discuss the following:

· Additional opportunities for research training or career development

· Programmatic elements that should be eliminated or improved

I3.  Are there general or specific things in the XXX graduate program that you think need to be improved or changed?  How would you suggest the department address this, and how would that enhance your graduate program experience?

I4. Are there any aspects of the program that you think need improvement or might be counterproductive? If so, what specifically and what could be done to improve those aspects?
J: Questions about Program Expectations

J1. Think back to when you were starting the training program. How did it turn out to be similar and different from what you expected?

K: Questions about Required Courses

K1. The training program includes two specific biophysics courses – the “Fundamentals of XXX” course and the “XXX Methods” course. How useful were the courses, first, with regard to your own research, and second in helping you to critically evaluate research papers that use the methods that you discussed in class?

K2. Trainees are required to take the course Mechanisms of XXX.
a. How did this course influence your research?

b. How did this course affect your ability to critically read literature in your field?

c. What improvements would you like to see in the course?

K3. Do the Medical Physics courses provide an adequate background for your research?

L: Questions about Value Added by the Training Program

L1. How would you compare your experience in graduate school to that of your friends in your doctoral program who have not been a part of the training program?

M: Questions about Program Administration and Resources

M1.  During your first year of graduate studies, were the support resources from the Department of XXX appropriate and adequate or would other resources have been beneficial to you?


Additional information from the department Graduate Office?  What type?


Additional meetings with the:



Student Advisory Committee?



Director of Graduate Studies?



Department Chair?

M2.  After your first year, in subsequent semesters, did you receive sufficient information from the XXX Graduate Office to plan for program and degree requirements?

Was the Graduate Student Handbook complete enough?  If not, what else should be included?

Was the Director of Graduate Studies accessible enough?  Did you feel comfortable talking with the DGS about your program and research progress?

When needed, was the Department Chair accessible?  Did you feel comfortable talking with the Chair about your research environment and laboratory-related issues?

M3. Considering the administration of the XXX program: Are expectations clear? Communications effective? Processes transparent and efficiently run?

N: Questions about Mentoring

N1.  Have you been mentored effectively while at XXX?

What additional guidance (if any) by the faculty would significantly benefit you during your graduate degree program?

N2.  Does your advisor devote adequate time to guiding your research and mentoring you professionally?

O: Questions about Time and Effort required for the Program

O1. Are the demands of effort and time for XXX program activities appropriate?

P: Questions about IDPs

P1. Does the IDP form help in crafting career goals with input from your mentors?

P2. How, if at all, has the development of an IDP benefited you?

Some possible ways:

· Alignment of career and training goals

· Conversations with mentors and other faculty

· Alerted to career development opportunities
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