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Tell Me More: Utilizing Student Focus
Groups to Further a Community’s
School Climate Dialogue

Megan Pell & Debby Boyer
Delaware PBS Project
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Our Purpose for Today

Discuss our experiences related to:
1. Identifying school climate concerns
Structuring meaningful focus groups

Providing schools with useful and meaningful focus group data

> w N

Facilitating discussions for possible next steps to improve school climate
Share recommendations related to:
1.  Utilizing student focus groups for discussing difficult school climate issues

2. Following a collaborative process for creating these student focus groups
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What Is School Climate?

School climate refers to the “quality and character of
school life” which includes “norms, values, and
expectations that support people feeling socially,

emotionally, and physically safe” (Cohen, McCabe,

Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009, p. 182).
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Why is school climate important?

School Climate is linked to a wide range of academic,
behavioral, and socio-emotional outcomes for students:
« Academic achievement
« Student academic, social, and personal

attitudes and motives
- Delinquency (/ omr 3\
AN

|« Behavior problems g

\RECIPROCAL

(Bear & Boyer, 2012)
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1. Identifying school climate concerns through
a collaborative, multi-step process
After several high profile incidents at a high school...

+ Discussions among School Climate Committee Members

+ = Discussions with School Administration

= Outreach to the DE-PBS Project
* Reviewed the HS’s Delaware School Climate Survey (DSCS)
* Coordinated communication across stakeholder groups

+ Led and Reported on 3 Student Focus Groups
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Delaware School Climate Survey
What It Looks Like...

This is a psychometrically sound survey constructed by Dr. George Bear at the
University of Delaware (Bear & Yang, 2011).

« Supported by Delaware DOE and managed by the Delaware Positive
Behavior Support (DE-PBS) project staff

+ Completed by students, teachers, and parents
(Students in grades 3-12)

+ Via either computer or scantron paper form

+ The 2010-2011 version, 42 student items across two sections (plus
demographic questions)
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2011 Survey Sample

Student Teacher Home
Survey Survey Survey

Elementary # Schools 70 82 70
# Respondents 16,289 3207 8644
Middle # Schools 27 29 22
# Respondents 8811 1305 2313
High # Schools 19 22 15
# Respondents 8658 1255 1826
Alternative # Schools 7 7 6
# Respondents 238 88 147
Special # Schools 3 12 6
# Respondents 164 397 331
Early # Schools o 4 4
Childhood # Respond S o 90 562
School Climate Workshop, 5/24/11
[ﬁ%ﬁm (DEi":a'glities Studies
2011 Delaware School Climate Surveys
Student Survey ‘ Teacher/Staff Survey ‘ Home Survey
PartI
Teacher-Student Relations Teacher-Student Relations Teacher-Student Relations

Student Relations and Safety Student Relations and Safety Student Relations and Safety

Fairness of Rules Rules and Expectations Rules and Expectations

Clarity of Expectations

Techniques (SEL)

Teacher-Parent Relations Teacher-Parent Relations
Total School Climate Total School Climate Total School Climate
Part IT
Positive Techniques Positive Techniques Positive Techniques
Punitive Techniques Punitive Techniques Punitive Techniques
Social-Emotional Learning SEL SEL

Center for

Disabilities Studies

DSCS - Student Report

Total

Responses to School Climate Sur\;ey 2010-2011 - Student Version

Table 1a (@). Standard Scores Compared with Other Participating High Schools

Race
‘White

Black

Hispanic

Asian

Other
Gender

Girl

Boy

Part I. Part IL

Teacher- | Stadent Social

Student J§Relations | Fairness | Clanityof | Total Postive  Punitive ¥ Emotional

1 Safety | of Rules Seale | Techniques Techniques Leaming

N=749 96.83 | 93.87 | 100.74 95.61 95.66 98.88 99.32 96.79
=330 9628 | 9183 | 10164 | 9435 | 9475 97.85 99.98 9448
=192 9780 | 9622 | 10028 | 9847 | 9726 | 10018 99.53 99.64
w=2s | oas0 | 9363 | o014 | 9589 | 9461 95.44 97.50 9551
w=s1| o738 | 9687 | 9755 | odas | 9682 99.55 10223 9942
n=26 | 9927 | 9592 | 10221 | 9606 | 9707 | 10058 96.26 9920
n=393 700 | 9383 | 10074 9666 | 96.13 98.94 98.70 96.71
w=351 9651 | 9400 | 99.57| 9440 | 9515 98.91 9992 96.94
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DSCS - Student Report

Table 1b. Average Item Scores for All Grades Combined
art [ Part I1.
Teacher- | Student Social
Student [| Relations || Faimess | Clarity of | Total Positive  Punitve® Emoticnal
Relations fland Safety]| of Rules | Expectationd  Scale | Techniques Techniques Techniques
Total N=74 227 2.62 2.68 2.51 2.59 241 224 235
Race
White §=330 2.67 226 270 268 254 220 258 230
Black =192 254 227 252 275 248 230 267 247
Hispanic 1M=83 | 2.53 226 258 274 249 217 257 235
Asian ¥=51 | 268 242 265 252 2.57 240 255 252
Other w=g5 | 2.5 219 257 259 243 228 252 239
Gender
Girl ¥=391 263 222 268 276 252 222 258 236
Boy N=35] 259 232 2.55 260 2.50 227 260 238
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Specific DSCS items of concern
at this school...

Teacher — Student Relationships

38% of students disagreed that teachers care about their students

8% of teachers disagreed that teachers care about their students

37% of students disagreed that teaches treat students of all races with respect

12% of teachers disagreed that teaches treat students of all races with respect

74% of students disagreed that students treat each other with respect

54% of teachers disagreed that students treat each other with respect

599% of students disagreed that students get a long

33% of teachers disagreed that students get a long
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Specific DSCS items of concern
at this school...

Fairness of Rules & Clarity of Rules

30% of students disagreed that the rules are clear

36% of teachers disagreed that the rules are clear

37% of the students disagreed that the rules are fair

12% of teachers disagreed that the rules are fair

Global “Liking” Question

42% of students agreed most students like this school.

74% of teachers agreed most students like the school
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2. Structuring meaningful focus groups

“The focus group operates on the assumption that the whole is greater
than the sum of its parts. In other words, the choice of focus groups is

not justified simply by being an efficient alternative to

conducting...Rather, the method depends on the interaction of the

group to stimulate participants to think beyond their own private

thoughts and to articulate their opinions.” (Kleiber, 2004).
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Conducting diverse focus groups

* 17 students total

* 3 groups by engagement:
. highly engaged, less engaged, mixed engagement in extracurricular
and academic activities

+ 9" grade — 12" grade representations across
groups

¢ 7 African-American, 8 Caucasian, 2 other

* 11 female students, 6 male
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Timing of Focus Groups

» Focus groups took place in March 2012

. Report and presentation (2 month process)

. Report and presentation was discussed with the School Climate

Committee and school administration May 2012

» Focus groups took place during advisory

. Passes were provided ahead of time (for signed permission form)

*  On-site check-in 1

May 2013 Northeast PBIS Network Leadership Forum
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The Focus Group Sessions

Focus groups lasted an average of 66 minutes

+  Group 1 (high engagement): 1:02
+  Group 2 (low engagement): 1:00

*  Group 3 (mixed engagement): 1:16

1:1 discussions held with 2 students*

. Student 1 (high engagement): Late arrival to focus group

. Student 2 (check engagement): Lack of participation in whole grou

discussion
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Format of Discussion

1:1 Demographic Survey (at chair)
Round Robin Responses to “What do you like about [your school]?”
Open-Ended Discussion of semi-structured questions related to
student-student relationships, teacher-student relationships, and rules
and expectations:

«  Problems/Concerns

* Ideas for Improvement
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3. Providing schools with useful

and meaningful focus group data

We provided an oral presentation with a written report
+ 5 page (self-imposed limit)
* Included:
1. Background
Process

Likes and Challenges (Results of Student Responses)

> W N

Potential Avenues of Change

Evening presentation with multiple presenters and stakeholders

May 2013 Northeast PBIS Network Leadership Forum
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How this “useful and meaningful”
information was derived by the focus
groups:

* We used 3-person team per focus group
Facilitator
Recorder/Greeter
Notetaker/Logistics Support
* Immediate debriefing
» We recorded all sessions and transcribed when possible
« Joint listening sessions when transcription was unavailable
* We triangulated notes generated during focus group (student
survey, facilitator and team debriefing and spontaneous notes)

5/16/13
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So...the Students’ Feedback (or “Data”)

*  What Students Like
+ Challenges

* Potential Avenues of Change
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So...the Students’ Feedback (or “Data”)
What Students Liked:

Extracurricular activities
Electives and associated departments
Academic opportunities
Opportunity to learn in general

Improved sense of safety
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So...the Students’ Feedback (or “Data”)
What Students Liked (continued):

Friends at school
Support of adults in school
“Very personal experience” of being a student

Outside décor of school’s front entrance [ =

W'
y
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So...the Students’ Feedback (or “Data”)
What Students Considered as Challenges for the School:
1. Groups often do not know,

understand, or like each other

2. Students receive differential treatment
from adults depending on academic work

May 2013 Northeast PBIS Network Leadership Forum

[ﬁg&\?\?&aﬁ (Dei"s‘;gili\ies Studies

1. Groups often do not know, understand, or like each other

Groups were identified based on several characteristics
* Academic program

+ Neighborhood “We don'’t

« Extracurricular activities knOW them

There are limited opportunities for groups to work together and they
« Advisory period is seen as more of a hindrance
« Differences create misunderstandings

don’t know

Groups ignore and/or intimidate each other
+ Hallway concerns

» Rumors spreading, especially through technology

Students see it as an individual responsibility to avoid conflict and protect
themselves

 Avoid problem areas

+ Concern about inconsistent response by adults to discipline issues
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2. Students receive differential treatment from adults

“One of my teachers
will, like before a
football game, ask who
is going to the football
game, and if you raise

Students believe that rules are not always enforced your hand, he'll give
fairly you two RAP cards.”
« CP students can get away with more because they are Ly
not held to same standard 5%
+ Personal relationships with adults allow students to get

Students perceive teachers to be less engaged and
less effective in CP classes (sense of “giving up”

« Students believe administration is not aware of these
issues in the classroom

awa.y-wilh things ) “And my teacher
. Posnvlve Behavior Support program is not used decided to raise [my
consistently grade] to 90 just
Students who benefit from preferential treatment still | 2ecause she, I guess,
e e VR she liked me more than
- the other student...and
The PBS program is not used consistently. the other student was
left with a B.”
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Potential Avenues for Change

| Develop more diverse relationships among students|

Student Ideas:
> Increase positive connections (interactions) between students
» Create a student-run newspaper

» Ultilize inspirational speakers

> Increase communication within the school and about the school with
the community

| Project

Revisit use of Advisory for facilitating acceptance
Improve the PBS program

Develop school-wide community service activities

Investigate available transportation and how it impacts student
involvement

[ﬁ%ﬁwﬁ (Dei"s‘;gili\ies Studies

Potential Avenues for Change

Increase communication within the school
and about the school with the community

Student Ideas:
» Engage the elementary and middle school students from NHS
feeder schools to get them excited about attending
» Provide updates about alumni and current student
accomplishments (diverse types of accomplishments)
» Provide teacher professional development on a range of
interpersonal skills

Additi ).

I Project R«
Address perception of favoritism and inconsistent
enforcement of rules
Consider engage faculty in problem-solving activities to
gain consensus on
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Improve the Positive Behavior Support program: Consider Shared Spaces,
Classroom Management, School-wide Exp i and R iti

g

Student Ideas:
» Get students involved in program to improve the school grounds - students
are more motivated to keep clean if the school is clean and not cluttered
> Have students identify and participate in other school or community projects
in both “home communities”
» More opportunities for students to show they can be trusted
A Project i
* Reinvigorate student involvement in PBS program
v' Have students from the “less engaged” groups participate in planning,
implementing, and evaluating school climate improvement projects
v Utilize student ideas for recognition systems
* Increase supervision in trouble areas

[ﬁ%m (Dgi”sma'glities Studies

"4.-Pacilitating discussions for possible next
steps to improve school climate
« Written report
» Oral presentation to stakeholders with visuals

* Check-in with the school immediately after the
presentation and report, give guidance as needed

* Conduct a follow-up discussion with the school 1
year after the presentation and report
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* For this school, we gave staff guidance...
on when to acknowledge students:

« Painless PBS List: easy guide to using RAP Cards

— Students who go above and beyond in class by taking on
group leader role

— No tardies for 2 consecutive weeks

— No absences for 1 month

— Turning in homework consistently

— Displaying Random Acts of Kindness

— Providing supplies for classmate (pencil, paper etc)

10
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DE-PBS Follow-Up with this School

One year later, their SW PBS team has...
+  Expanded Staff Training of Acknowledgement Systems
«  Strengthened Staff Recognition Activities
+ Introduced Growth Mindset Conversations (Dweck, 2008)

+ Created PLC presentations regarding Behavioral Patterns of
Interaction (Minke, 2012)

Next year, they will start...
«  Student-led parent conferences

7"\ The Focus...DELIBERATE, SCHOOL-WIDE

. RELATIONSHIP BUILDING ACTIVITIES
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Keep in Mind: Change Can be Slow

2011 Teacher — Relationshij 2013
38% | of students disagreed that teachers care about their students | 28% (-10)

8% of teachers disagreed that teachers care about their students 6% (-2)

37% | of students disagreed that teaches treat students of all races | 23% (-14)
with respect
12% | of teachers disagreed that teaches treat students of all races 12% (0)
with respect

2011 = Relationshi 2013

74% | of students disagreed that students treat each other with 57% (-17)
respect

54% | of teachers disagreed that students treat each other with 39% (-15)
respect

59% | of students disagreed that students get a long 45% (-14)

33% | of teachers disagreed that students get a long 16% (-17)

11
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Keep in Mind: Change Can be Slow
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2011 Fairness of Rules & Clarity of Rules 2013
30% of students disagreed that the rules are clear 30% (0)
36% | of teachers disagreed that the rules are clear 17% (-19)
37% of the students disagreed that the rules are fair 30% (-7)
12% of teachers disagreed that the rules are fair 10% (-2)
2011 Global “Liking” Question 2013
42% of students agreed most students like this school. *

74% of teachers agreed most students like the school *

*ltem is not in the new version of the survey
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Before we end, here are some additional
recommendations...

1. Maintain relationships with schools to build trust.

2. Utilize student focus groups for discussing difficult school
climate issues

+ Hard to argue with the students
* Adults are less caught up in finger point

3. Prioritize concerns and select a limited number

4. Follow a collaborative process for creating these student
focus groups
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Some additional logistical recommendations...

* Choose participants who are demographically
representative and who can provide diverse perspectives

* Make sure there is consensus on the participant selection
procedure

» Provide sample language for permission slips *

*  Work with administration to ensure permission slips are
available in a timely manner*

* Use numbered materials and numbering protocols to
track materials and ideas

» Practice your facilitation skills, including those to handle
unexpected focus group events
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Thank you

for your time and interest today!
http://www.delawarepbs.org/

Megan Pell Debby Boyer
mpell@udel.edu dboyer@udel.edu
(302) 831-4896 (302) 831-3503
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