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1 |  Recruitment Example:  
Inviting Students to Participate 
in a Focus Group

Dear Student:

[College Name] invites you to participate in a focus group interview among a small group of stu-

dents like yourself. The purpose of this study is to better understand student experiences at [Col-

lege Name] in order to identify ways that the college can improve its services to students. 

The study will require no more than [estimated time] hours of your time. The atmosphere is kept 

relaxed, and previous participants have told us that they have found the experience quite interesting 

and worthwhile. In appreciation for your participation, you will receive [compensation amount].

If you would like to participate in this study, you can set up an appointment by calling [contact 

person name and phone number]. When you call, please indicate you are calling about the [College 

Name] study. Should you get voicemail, please do the following:

Leave your name and daytime number and say you are calling about the [College Name] study. We 

will return your call as soon as possible.

Please indicate which date you would like to attend:

	 [Day of week and date]	 [First time slot]  OR  [Second time slot]

	 [Day of week and date]	 [First time slot]  OR  [Second time slot]

Since each time slot in the study is limited to a specific number of people who qualify, calling us 

quickly will improve your chances of becoming one of the limited number of students who will 

participate in this study.

Your input is valuable to us, and we hope you are able to participate. 

Sincerely,

[Staff Member Name]

[Staff Member Title]
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 2 |  Informed Consent Example: 
Student Focus Group Consent 
Form
To be handed out at the focus group and signed before students begin participation.

[College Name]

INFORMED CONSENT

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH: You are invited to participate in a research study on stu-

dents’ experiences at [College Name], which is designed to gather feedback to help improve the 

college’s practices. You will be asked to share your experiences at [College Name] in a focus group 

with other current [College Name] students. The conversation will be audio-recorded with your 

permission and used for research purposes only. 

RISKS AND BENEFITS: The research has the potential risk inherent in focus groups of sharing per-

sonal opinions or information with a group of individuals who will know each other. Your partici-

pation in this focus group is voluntary, so you may choose not to respond to a particular question if 

you do not wish to. Beyond this group, your identity will remain confidential. The potential benefit 

from your participation is contributing to the improvement of the college’s programs. There are no 

negative consequences if you do not wish to participate in the research. 

PAYMENTS: You will receive [incentive] as payment for your participation.

DATA STORAGE TO PROTECT CONFIDENTIALITY: Confidentiality will be ensured through-

out the research. You will not be identified by name or any specific identifiers in any reports or 

documents. Data will be stored in the locked offices of [College Name] personnel and will be used 

only for professional research purposes.

TIME INVOLVEMENT: Your participation will take approximately [estimated time].

HOW WILL RESULTS BE USED: The results of the study will be used to identify ways [College 

Name] may better serve its students. 
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PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS

•	 I have read and discussed the Research Description with the researcher. I have had the 

opportunity to ask questions about the purposes and procedures regarding this study. 

•	 My participation in research is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or withdraw from 

participation at any time without jeopardy to student status or other entitlements. 

•	 The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his/her professional discretion. 

•	 If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been developed 

becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue to participate, the 

investigator will provide this information to me. 

•	 Any information derived from the research project that personally identifies me will 

not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as spe-

cifically required by law. 

•	 If at any time I have any questions regarding the research or my participation, I can 

contact the investigator, who will answer my questions. The investigator’s phone 

number is [phone number]. 

•	 If at any time I have comments, or concerns regarding the conduct of the research or 

questions about my rights as a research subject, I should contact the [College Name] 

Institutional Review Board /IRB. The phone number for the IRB is [phone number]. 

Or, I can write to the IRB at [address]. 

•	 I should receive a copy of the Research Description and this Participant’s Rights docu-

ment. 

•	 The focus group discussion will be audiotaped, and the audio files will be accessed 

only by the principal investigator and members of the research team. Please choose 

one:

 			       I consent to be audio/video taped. 

			       I do NOT consent to being video/audio taped. 

My signature means that I agree to participate in this study. 

Participant’s signature: ________________________________    Date: ____/____/____

Name: ______________________________________________
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 3 |  Interview Protocol Example: 
Faculty and Staff  
Semi-Structured Interview 
Initial Interview Protocol
Background Question

•	 What is your role at the college, and how long have you been in that role?

For Those in a Counseling or Advising Role

•	 Based on your experiences working with new students, is there anything about the 

enrollment process at [College Name] that students find particularly confusing or 

frustrating? 

•	 How helpful do you think the current orientation is? (Probe: Are there any ways in 

which you think it ought to be changed?) 

•	 Once students are enrolled and begin taking classes, what kinds of things do they 

come to you for during the first two semesters? 

•	 What information do students need in order to make good decisions about:

o	 course selection?

o	 major or program selection?

o	 transfer programs or schools?

•	 Do you show students how to use the online degree audit? (Probe: Why or why not?)

•	 Are there any issues that students come to you for that you feel they could handle 

themselves if they knew how to find the right information?

For Those Serving on the Orientation or Information Review Committees

•	 Why do you think you were selected to serve on this committee?

•	 The mission of the committee you’re serving on is to [insert mission here]. How do 

you feel about that mission? (Probe: If that mission is accomplished, do you think it 

will make a big difference to student success? Why or why not?)

•	 If you had your own way, what would you want the result of this committee’s work to 

look like? 

•	 Do you think the final product is likely to match your vision? Why or why not?

•	 Do you have any concerns about problems or challenges the committee might en-

counter? If so, do you have any ideas about how to work through those problems?
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For Stakeholders Not Sitting on Either Committee

•	 What have you heard about the work of the [orientation/information review] com-

mittee?

•	 How do you feel about what they are trying to do? (Probe: Do you think their work 

will make a big difference to student success? Why or why not?)

•	 Do you have any concerns about their work? If so, do you have any suggestions about 

how to deal with those potential problems? 

Follow-Up Interview Protocol
For Those in a Counseling or Advising Role

•	 How do you feel about the changes to orientation?

•	 How do you feel about the work that’s been done by the information review commit-

tee? (Probe: Do you think it’s going to be easier now for students to understand the 

pros and cons of different programs, or to make good decisions about the courses they 

need to take? Why or why not?)

For Those Serving on the Orientation or Information Review Committees

•	 I understand the committee has done a lot of work over the past year, including [sum-

marize what committee has done]. What has your particular role been in this process? 

(Potential probe: How would other committee members describe your contribution or 

impact?)

•	 How do you feel about what the committee accomplished? (Probe: Do you think the 

committee’s work will make a big difference to student success? Why or why not?)

•	 What did the committee do well? What made that possible?

•	 Were there any stumbling blocks or barriers you encountered? If so, how did you work 

through them?

•	 If they feel the committee was not as effective as it could have been: Is there anything 

that you think, had it been done differently, that might have made the committee’s 

work more successful?

•	 If they expressed a worry in last interview that hasn’t yet been brought up: In our last 

interview, you mentioned [summarize some of respondent’s worries from first inter-

view]. Did that end up being an issue? If so, how did you work through it?

•	 Follow-up for those also in a counseling/advising role: Based on the changes recom-

mended by the committee, how has or will your job really be affected? What is the 

lesson to take away from this, especially as it applies to other schools? 

•	 Part of the purpose of this research is to provide an example for other colleges to fol-

low in their own attempts to improve student success. What would be your advice to 

other colleges that want to do something similar?
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For Stakeholders Not Sitting on Either Committee 

•	 How do you feel about the changes that have happened as a result of the [orientation/

information review] committee?

•	 In our last interview, you mentioned [summarize some of respondent’s worries from 

first interview]. Did that end up being an issue? 

•	 Part of the purpose of this research is to provide an example for other colleges to fol-

low in their own attempts to improve student success. What would be your advice to 

other colleges that want to do something similar? 
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4 |  Focus Group Protocol 
Example: Student Focus Group, 
Exploratory Phase
Provide brief background of study and follow informed consent process, if required by 
college’s IRB. 

Participant Introductions and Study Goals
First, let’s go around and have everyone introduce yourselves. Tell us your program—or if you 

haven’t decided on one yet, what you think you’re interested in—and also let us know if you’re 

interested in eventually transferring to a four-year school.

Great. We’re hosting this discussion because the college wants to understand the issues that 

students face in making decisions—about things like enrollment, courses, programs of study, and 

whether and where to transfer. We hope we can identify ways for the college to improve programs 

and services, to make your student experience less complicated and more straightforward. 

Discussion 1: Enrollment
We’ll start by talking about the enrollment process. By enrollment, I mean the entire process from 

when you first contacted [College Name] to when you began classes. So that includes things like 

applying for admission, applying for financial aid, placement testing, orientation, meeting with 

counselors or advisors, and registering and paying for classes.

Questions

•	 Were there parts of the enrollment process that were particularly confusing or chal-

lenging? 

•	 Looking back, what information would have made the enrollment process easier? 

•	 How many of you attended an orientation at [College Name]?

o	 Was it an online orientation, or did you come to campus?

o	 What was it like?

o	 Was there information that would have been helpful to have been covered in your  

        orientation?

•	 How many of you registered for classes using [college’s online portal]?

o	 Did you run into any problems when you used [college’s online portal] to register  

       for classes?

o	 How could [college’s online portal] be changed to make it easier to use?

•	 Did you meet with a counselor or advisor for a course planning session? 

o	 If yes: How did they help you choose courses for the first semester?

o	 If no: How did you choose what courses to take that semester?
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Discussion 2: Post-Enrollment
Now we’re going to focus more on your experiences after you first enrolled, in your first or second 

semester of school, as you tried to choose a program of study, choose specific courses to take in the 

next semester, or choose a transfer school (if that is your goal).

Questions

First, think about how you go about choosing courses for the next semester. 

•	 What kind of information do you use to help choose your courses? 

•	 Where do you get this information? 

•	 What information or resources do you wish you had, to help you choose courses?

For those of you who have decided on a major or program of study…

•	 How did you come to choose your program? 

•	 In what ways could [College Name] have been more helpful in making this decision?

For those of you who have not yet decided on a program…

•	 Do you have a sense of how you will go about deciding upon a program?

•	 What could [College Name] do to help you make a good decision?

For those of you who are interested in transferring to a four-year college…

•	 What factors are most important in making your decision on which school to transfer 

to? 

•	 How do you seek out this kind of information?

Have you met with counselors or advisors since enrollment?

•	 If not, why not? 

For those of you who have met with a counselor or advisor:

•	 Did they help you choose courses? (Probe: How did that work? Or see other potential 

probes below.) 

•	 Did they help you choose a major/program of study? (Probe as necessary.)

•	 Did they help you choose a transfer college? (Probe as necessary.)

•	 What other topics have you gone to a counselor to discuss?
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Conclusion
We are almost out of time, so I just have a couple of general questions to wrap things up. 

Final Questions

•	 Based on your experience, what advice would you give to other students starting the 

enrollment process at [College Name]? 

•	 Any other comments or suggestions on what [College Name] can do to make this type 

of decision-making easier for students in the future?

Thank you so much for your time; this was really useful feedback. We appreciate you taking the 

time to share your insights and opinions. Please let us know if you have questions or additional 

thoughts.

Additional follow-up questions/probes to encourage more in-depth responses throughout the discus-
sion, when and if needed.

•	 Can you tell us more about that?

•	 What was that experience like? / How did you feel about that?

•	 How did you know what to do? / How did you figure it out?

•	 Did you have any questions?

•	 Where did you go for help?

•	 Was that important to you? 

•	 Why was that?
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5 |  Performance Data Example: 
Focus Group Scenarios
Below, we provide example scenarios for three different types of self-advising top-
ics: choosing a program of study, choosing a transfer school, and choosing courses. 
To cover the scope of programs, transfer destinations, and courses provided at your 
institution, you may wish to create several variations on each type of scenario.

Scenario Example 1: Choosing a Program of Study 
YOUR PROBLEM: You’ve never been to college before, and you decide to start at [College Name] 

next semester. You’ve always liked the health field, and you hope to work in that field eventually. 

Your parents have agreed to help pay for your education, but they expect that when you finish, 

you’ll be qualified to get a job with a starting salary of at least $30,000. To get started, you want to 

declare a major (or program of study) at [College Name], but you have no idea which program you 

should declare, or how much education you’ll need to meet your starting salary goal.

YOUR SOLUTION: Use the provided materials and the [College Name] website to: (1) search for 

a health-related program of study that will help you meet your salary goals, and (2) learn some basic 

information about this program that will allow you to answer the questions on the following page.

Sample Questions

1.	 What program (or major) should I pursue at [College Name]? _________________________

2.	 I can start taking courses right away in my health program.

	 Yes		         No, there are prerequisites I need to take first.

3.	 The majority of the courses in my program can be completed at which campus?

	 [Location]		         [Location]	        [Location]

4.	 The health program in which I’m interested is a Selective Admission program.

	 Yes		         No

5.	 When I’ve finished this program at [College Name], what type of degree will I have 		

	 earned?

	 No degree; it’s a noncredit program.

	 Certificate

	 Associate degree

6.	 What will I need to do with my education after finishing this program at [College Name]?

	 I’ll be done; finishing the program at [College Name] should allow me to meet 
my goals.

	 I’ll need to transfer to a four-year college, since I’ll probably need at least a bach-
elor’s degree to meet my goals.
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If you decide that you will need to transfer, also answer the following questions about transfer.

7.	 How many of the credits from this program will transfer toward a bachelor’s degree?

	 All of my credits from this program will transfer.

	 Most of my credits from this program will transfer.

	 It depends on where I transfer and what my major is.

8.	 How do I learn about transferring (transfer guide, how to apply, admissions procedures, 

	  etc.) to another university/college?

	 Visit the university or college I’m planning or considering attending

	 Visit the Articulation and Transfer office at [College Name]

	 Visit the Counseling and Advising office at [College Name]

	 Visit the Career Services office at [College Name]

Scenario Example 2: Choosing a Transfer School 
YOUR PROBLEM: You want to earn a bachelor’s degree in journalism. You’ve already completed 

6 courses at [College Name], and you decide it’s time to transfer to a four-year school. You want a 

school that offers a program that will accept all 6 of your [College Name] courses as counting toward 

their journalism bachelor’s degree. The 6 [College Name] courses you have already completed are: 

Course Grade
ENGL 1180 A

PSYC 1010 A

HUMN 1210 B-

ENGL 1190 B+

SPAN 1260 A-

PHIL 2200 C+

YOUR SOLUTION: Use the [College Name] website to search for information on journalism pro-

grams offered at transfer schools partnering with [College Name]. Choose the transfer school that will 

accept all the courses you’ve taken into its journalism bachelor’s degree program (or if none of them 

will accept all, choose the school that will accept the most). Also learn some basic information about 

this transfer school that will allow you to answer the questions on the following page.

Sample Questions

1.	 What transfer college/university at the University Center seems like your best option? 

2.	 Which of your completed courses will this transfer college/university accept as counting 

	  toward its journalism degree?

	 ENGL 1180			           PSYC 1010

	 HUMN 1210			           ENGL 1190

	 SPAN 1260			           PHIL 2200

3.	 What is the minimum cumulative GPA (grade point average) required  

	 for admission to this transfer college/university’s journalism program? _______________ 
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4.	 What is the maximum number of [College Name] credits accepted by this  

	 college/university’s journalism program?

	 32			           62

	 92			           124

5.	 Does this college/university require you to complete an associate degree before  you can 

	  transfer to their journalism program?

	 Yes			           No 

Scenario Example 3: Choosing Courses
YOUR PROBLEM: You’ve never been to college before, and you decide to start at [College Name] 

next semester. Eventually, you want to get an associate degree in business management. You’re in a 

great situation: You did well on the placement test, so you can start college-level courses right away; 

and you can afford to go to school full-time. To get started, you need some basic information about 

the program, including which college-level courses you ought to take. 

YOUR SOLUTION: Use the provided materials and the [College Name] website to search for 

basic information on the business management associate degree that will allow you to answer the 

questions on the following page.

Sample Questions

1.	 I can start taking courses right away in the business management program.

	 Yes		          No, there are arts and sciences courses I need to take first.

2.	 The associate degree in business management requires the completion of at least one math  

	 course.

	 Yes		          No

3.	 The associate degree in business management requires the completion of a PHED 2000 or 

	  higher class.

	 Yes		          No

4.	 How many credits are required to complete the associate degree in business management? 

	 18		  	 24–25

	 62		  	 90
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6 |  Survey Example: Post- 
Orientation Survey Questions
First, please give us some information about your educational goals.

Have you chosen a specific area of study yet?

	 No—I have no idea yet which area(s) I want to study.

	 Maybe—I have two or three areas I’m particularly interested in, and I’m trying to nar-
row down my choice.

	 Yes—I plan to study in the area of: _______________

	 Not applicable—I’m only taking a few courses here and don’t plan to focus on a par-
ticular academic area of study.

Are you interested in eventually transferring to a specific four-year school? 

	 No—I have no plans to go to a four-year school.

	 Maybe—I might want to go to a four-year school eventually, but I’m not sure where.

	 Yes—I eventually want to transfer to: _____________

Now, please give us some feedback on the orientation you just completed. To 
what extent did the orientation help you understand…

The functions available in [online student portal]

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful	

How to log into and use [online student portal]

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful	

How to read and understand the course catalog

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful	

How to read and understand a program plan

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful	

How to read and understand the schedule of classes

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful	

My options in terms of what academic areas I could study at [College Name]

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful	

My options in terms of four-year schools I could transfer to

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful	

Which courses I should take in the upcoming semester

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful	
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How to register for courses

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful		

How I can get more information on areas of study, transfer options, and which courses to take

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful	

How I can get more information on employment and career options

	      Not at all helpful		       Somewhat helpful	  	      Very helpful	



16

COMMUNITY COLLEGE RESEARCH CENTER / TEACHERS COLLEGE, COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

7 |  Additional Resources for  
Survey Research
(1) Fowler, F. J., Jr. (Ed.). (2009). Survey research methods (4th ed., Vol. 1). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage Publications.

(2) Rea, L. M., & Parker, R. A. (2012). Designing and conducting survey research: A comprehensive 
guide (3rd ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
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8 |  Recruitment Example: 
Inviting Faculty and Staff to 
Participate in a Work Team
From: [Key Administrator]

Subject: [Research Study]

As most of you know, the college has been working with the [Research Institute] on a project en-

titled [Project Name]. [4–5 sentence description of project and goals]. We would like to include you 

on the work team to address [focus of working group].

I have attached a draft work plan for the group which includes a tentative timetable. My hope is 

that the first meeting can be used to better define the work plan and develop a realistic timeframe to 

accomplish the tasks. The goal is to implement a redesigned [outcome] for [date] so that [rationale 

for date]. The [types of recipients of this email] copied on this email are the content experts and have 

been working toward [outcome] for some time. I look forward to collectively brainstorming on 

what [focus of working group] at [College Name] can be like in the future.

[Short description of the team’s leadership and role in project.] We are inviting you to become mem-

bers of this team, which would consist of the following members, if you all choose to participate:

•	 [List of all individuals included on the email and invited to join, along with their titles.]

I would like to hold a kickoff meeting on [date] in [location] from [time] (lunch will be served).

Please confirm your willingness to serve on this work-team as well as your availability for the 

kickoff meeting on [date]. We do have an aggressive timeline to follow to make substantive 

changes to [outcome] by [date], but we must adhere to this timeframe in order to meet the re-

quirements of the grant.

To get everyone engaged, I encourage you to review what other institutions are doing. While some 

of you may be familiar with what other institutions do, I have been reviewing interventions that 

peer institutions have implemented, including [programs/schools undertaking similar change 

initiatives with brief sentence linking them to potential focus of the work group]. I encourage you 

to review this information prior to the meeting on [date of meeting].

I would be happy to answer any questions, should you have any. I look forward to working on this 

exciting project.

Thanks,

[Key Administrator] 
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9 |  Meeting Agenda Example
[Name] Work Team

[Date]

[Time]

[Location]

AGENDA

1.	 Welcome and introductions

2.	 Review of past meeting minutes

3.	 Report back on action items from last meeting

a.	 ABC—[name of team member responsible]

b.	 XYZ—[name of team member responsible]

4.	 Overall work team update 

5.	 Other work team update [if project divided between teams] 

6.	 Institutional project update

7.	 Project time tracker forms [Remind team members to submit if tracking time and effort 

	  on project.]

8.	 Next steps [Identify action items for next meeting.]

9.	 Future meeting dates and time

a.	 Next meeting: [date, time, location]

10.	 Other

11.	 Adjourn
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10 |  Organization Charts for 
Macomb’s Work Teams
Orientation Work Team

Information Review Work Team

CHAIR
Dean of Students

Project Manager
Manager of  

Counseling /  
Advising

Clerical Support

Team Member
Academic  

Advisors (3) 

Team Member
Counselors (2)

Team Member
Assistant Director 

of Enrollment 
Services

Team Member
Manager of  

Financial Aid

Team Member
Manager of 

Student Life and 
Leadership

Team Member
VP of Student 

Services

CHAIR
VP of Student Services

Project Managers
Provost’s Office Administrator

Director of Career Services

Clerical Support

Academic Affairs
Faculty Member / Curriculum Committee Rep

Associate Dean of Arts and Sciences
Associate Dean of Business

Student Services
Dean of Students

Academic Advisor

Marketing
Manager of Marketing Information 

Systems
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11 |  Old  vs. New Entry Process Guide
Old Entry Process Guide: “7 Easy Steps”
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New Entry Process Guide: “Easy Start 1-2-3”
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12 |  Old Academic Catalog vs. 
New Academic Catalog
Old Catalog
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New Catalog
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13 |  Old Orientation vs. New 
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This practitioner packet was prepared by Shanna Smith Jaggars, Jeffrey Fletcher, and Georgia West Stacey of 

the Community College Research Center, Teachers College, Columbia University, and by Jill M. Little of Macomb 

Community College. Funding was provided by The Kresge Foundation. 

 

Suggested citation: Jaggars, S. S., Fletcher, J., Stacey, G. W., & Little, J. M. (2014). Simplifying complexity in 
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